Neither Universal nor Equitable

How the Quebec Child Care System Leaves Too Many
Children Behind

Etienne-Alexandre Beauregard
August 2026

A Cardus Research Report C \ R D U s



How to Cite

Beauregard, Etienne-Alexandre. “Neither Universal nor Equitable: How the Quebec Child Care
System Leaves Too Many Children Behind.” Cardus, 2026. https://www.cardus.ca/research/

family/reports/neither-universal-nor-equitable.

C/ARDUS

Cardus is a non-partisan think tank
dedicated to clarifying and strengthening,
through research and dialogue, the ways
in which society’s institutions can work
together for the common good.

cardus.ca

X@cardusca

Head Office: 1 Balfour Drive, Hamilton, ON L9C 7Ab
info@cardus.ca

© Cardus, 2026. This work is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-
NoDerivatives Works 4.0 International License.

Neither Universal nor Equitable

cardus.ca | 2


http://cardus.ca
http://cardus.ca
https://twitter.com/cardusca?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.cardus.ca/research/family/reports/neither-universal-nor-equitable
https://www.cardus.ca/research/family/reports/neither-universal-nor-equitable

About the Author

Etienne-Alexandre Beauregard is a rescarcher at Cardus. Raised in Quebec
City, he holds a BA in political philosophy and is completing an MA in public
policy. Prior to joining Cardus, he worked as a speechwriter and strategic
planning advisor in the office of the Premier of Quebec. He is also the author of
three books on political thought, and his writings have appeared in Le Devoir, La
Presse, Le Journal de Montréal, and Le Figaro.

About Cardus Family

Cardus Family conducts, compiles, and disseminates research on family stability
and healthy marriage, and their strengthening impact on civil society. We
envision public policy and social institutions that support flexibility for families
to make the best decisions for their children.

Neither Universal nor Equitable cardus.ca | 3


http://cardus.ca

s Key Points

* 'The federal government’s Canada-Wide Early Learning and Child Care (CWELCC)
program upholds the Quebec child care system as a model for the rest of the country.
Yet, even after nearly thirty years, Quebec’s child care system has failed to deliver on its
promises. It has never been able to meet the demand generated by its low fees, and more
than thirty thousand children are currently on a waiting list.

* The need to create a large number of spots is at odds with the Quebec government’s
own quality standards. The percentage of child care centres reporting their proportion of
qualified educators as less than two in three is on the rise, reaching 46 percent as of 2023.

* In the Quebec system, government funding is inequitable from one child to another: It
ranges from approximately $33 per day for the tax credit for non-subsidized child care
centres to $70 per day for a spot in a government-subsidized centre (CPE). A parent
whose child does not attend any licensed child care facility receives no financial support.

* By tying its funding to attendance at a licensed facility, Quebec’s current model
subsidizes work by reducing its cost, but does not support time spent with family. Yet
surveys show that Quebec parents would like to work less in order to spend more time
with their children.

* Our polling reveals that only 50 percent of Quebecers believe that the current system,
where funding primarily goes to child care providers, is preferable to a system where
funding goes to parents, thereby offering them freedom of choice. The other half of
Quebecers would prefer this second option.

* Many of the problems within the Quebec model have been replicated across the
country with the CWELCC program, because it also funds child care providers directly
instead of parents, thus leaving many families behind. A truly comprehensive child
care system should instead take into account the full range of parental choices and, if
it provides direct funding to certain providers, also offer direct support to parents, as is
the case in Finland.
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I Introduction

Since its creation in 1997, Quebec’s network of low-cost child care centres has attracted the
interest of policymakers across North America and is held up as a model for achieving a universal
and accessible child care system. When the federal government announced its Canada-Wide
Early Learning and Child Care Program (CWELCC, or “$10-a-day child care”) in 2021, it
explicitly stated that it was drawing inspiration from the “model that already exists in Quebec” to
design its own program.' New York City’s new democratic socialist mayor, Zohran Mamdani, has
also pledged to take cues from Quebec to create a universal child care network.?

However, Quebec’s child care system is far from perfect, for two main reasons: It is neither
universal nor equitable. The low up-front cost of public child care has driven up demand to
such an extent that it has never been met; the system has never had enough capacity to serve
all those who wish to use it. Furthermore, the government funds the various child care options
(CPEs,? subsidized child care centres, home-based care, and tax credits for unsubsidized child
care) at different levels, resulting in significant disparities in the amount parents receive.

These two problems stem from the fact that the current system primarily funds child care
facilities rather than families directly. This has adverse effects, such as increasing the actual
cost of child care spots for taxpayers, but also direct consequences for families, particularly
those who do not secure a spot in a child care centre and consequently receive no support
from the government.

This research report aims to shed light on these persistent blind spots in Quebec’s family policy,
through summarizing research by Quebec academics and government data. Many of the problems
inherent in the Quebec model have been replicated at the federal level, since the CWELCC
program is based on it. To build a more equitable system, where no family is left behind due to
their care preferences, exclusively funding child care providers is not a viable strategy. Finland,
which gives parents the right to choose between a financial benefit and a child care spot, offers a
model that is more respectful of diverse preferences.

I A System That Was Never Universal

Despite the government’s stated intention, Quebec’s child care system has never truly been
universal, since it is unable to offer a spot to all parents who ask for one. As Professor Sophie
Mathieu of the University of Sherbrooke explains, “Quebec’s child-care system has always been
a victim of its own success: it has never succeeded in providing universal access to child care
services.” Indeed, nearly thirty years after its creation, the network still fails to meet demand,

1 Canada, Governor General, “A Stronger and More Resilient Canada.” Complete citations are provided for all
sources at the end of this report.

2 North, “New York Mayor-Elect Zohran Mamdani.”
A CPE (centre de la petite enfance) is a government-subsidized early education centre.

Mathieu, “Four Lessons.”
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despite a relatively steady increase in the number of spots since 1998.% Figure 1 shows that
approximately thirty thousand children are on the government waiting list for child care spots

in Quebec.

This creates real challenges for families, particularly during the transition period between the end
of parental leave and the child’s entry into child care or school, when tens of thousands of parents
are either unable to find a spot or do not wish to do so, and thus receive no financial support
from the government for their child care needs. This gap represents a significant blind spot in
Quebec’s family policy.®

According to the latest data from the Quebec Ministry of Family, approximately 80 percent of
children aged 1-4 in Quebec have a spot in a licensed educational child care service (SGEE)

or in preschool. In other words, one-fifth of children aged one and older (18.9 percent) do

not attend such a program, either by choice or due to a lack of available spots. Furthermore,

the current child care network in Quebec is highly fragmented, with several types of child care
facilities coexisting (see figure 2). Only 28.9 percent of children aged 1-4 attend a CPE, which
is just over one-third of those in child care. Thus, two-thirds of those with a spot in an SGEE are
not in a CPE.

Figure 1. Children on the Waiting List for a Child Care Spot as of January 31, Quebec, 2023-26
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Source: Quebec, Ministry of Family, “Statistiques sur le réseau des services de garde éducatifs a lenfance”, last updated March 9, 2026.

5  Robert-Angers, Fortin, and Godbout, “Examen de 'arrimage,” 4.

6 Dinan and Mathieu, “Le Québec, paradis des familles . . . vraiment?”
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Figure 2. Distribution of Children Aged 1-4 by Type of Child Care Received, Quebec, 2025
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Source: Quebec, Ministry of Family, Portrait du réseau des services de garde éducatifs a lenfance, last updated May 31, 2025.

Furthermore, for several years there has been a tension between the desire to increase the number
of spots and the quality of the spots created. As Michael Robert-Angers, Pierre Fortin, and Luc
Godbout point out, “The average quality of child care services in Quebec leaves much to be
desired: while many facilities, particularly CPEs, offer adequate service quality, conversely, in a
large number of them the quality is inadequate.”

The Quebec Ministry of Family measures quality across several dimensions, such as the layout
of the facilities and the equipment, the children’s experiences, and the interactions between the
educational staff and the children and their parents.® The training of educators is also one of the
criteria most frequently used by the Quebec government to assess the quality of services.” Prior to
the pandemic, government regulation required that two out of every three educators be qualified
(ECE certification), which was lowered during the health emergency to recruit more staff, then
gradually raised to one in two (50 percent) in March 2023, and then returned to two-thirds in
April 2027." Thus, to increase the number of spots, the proportion of child care centres where
fewer than two out of every three educators have received recognized training rose significantly
across the system, reaching 46 percent of the total as of 2023, as demonstrated by the Quebec
Auditor General (figure 3).

7 Robert-Angers, Fortin, and Godbout, “Examen de I'arrimage,” 25; our translation.
Quebec, Ministry of Family, “Qualité éducative dans les services de garde.”

9 It should be noted that there is no real consensus on the criteria that should be used to objectively measure the
quality of a child care service. Cardus will soon publish a study on the issue of quality in child care services.

10 Quebec Auditor General, Rapport du Vérificateur général, 120.
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Despite numerous incentives, including scholarships for each completed semester, Quebec is
graduating fewer and fewer early childhood educators, as shown in figure 4. This program has
a low graduation rate, of only one in three, and several thousand educators have left their jobs in
recent years due to dissatisfaction with salary levels and working conditions.'?

Figure 3. Child Care Centres Failing to Meet the Requirement of Two-Thirds of Educators Being
Qualified, Quebec, 2018-23
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Figure 4. Diplomas Awarded in the Early Childhood Education Program, Quebec, 2018-24
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Source: Access to information requests, Quebec Ministry of Higher Education. Information released on October 3 and November 20, 2025.

11 Mathieu, “How to Create Early Childhood Spaces.”

12 Gerbet, “Les étudiantes désertent la formation d’éducatrice a la petite enfance.”
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Thus, even though the government has stated its intention to move toward a universal system
where all children would have a spot—to the point of enshrining in law that “every child

has the right to receive high-quality, personalized educational child care services from birth
until admission to preschool or elementary school”>— it seems unlikely that this goal will be
achieved without compromising quality standards. In recent years, the failure rate in quality
assessments of child care services has risen significantly: “Nearly 30% of facilities . . . whose
educational quality was assessed by the Ministry of Family Affairs failed the assessment,”
according to the Auditor General of Quebec.'* This is not without consequences, as “several
studies have found that inadequate child care services are associated with negative effects on
children’s development.”" Even if it were possible to meet the government’s standards across
the entire network, such uniformity would not necessarily reflect what parents want, as they
have varied child care preferences.

s Unequal Funding from One Child to Another

An equitable family policy should follow the principle of “funding neutrality,” meaning it should
respect parents’ choices regarding the child care options they prefer, without favouring one at

the expense of others. Whether a child care service is public or private, in a family setting or at

a centre, or even at home with a nanny or a family member, all these options are legitimate and
correspond to needs and desires that vary from one child and one family to another.' It is indeed
profoundly unfair to fund child care differently based on the type of service children attend or
their ability to secure a spot. Yet this is precisely what is happening in Quebec.

Professors Sophie Mathieu and Diane-Gabrielle Tremblay state it clearly: “Not all families are
equal in the support they receive from the state,” and “not all children seem to have the same
‘value’” in the eyes of the Quebec government, depending entirely on the type of child care
service they attend.'” Robert-Angers, Fortin, and Godbout estimated the extent of this inequity
based on the Quebec government’s 20252026 budget appropriations. As shown in figure 5,
the gap is extremely important. The government subsidizes CPEs at a rate of $69.53 per child
per day, which is roughly twice as much as a subsidized home-based child care centre or a
non-subsidized child care centre eligible for the tax credit for child care expenses. Over a full
year of 260 days of care, this represents a considerable gap (see figure 6). In fact, a parent whose
child attends a non-subsidized child care centre covered by the tax credit receives approximately
$10,000 less in government support than a parent whose child is in a CPE.

13 Loi sur les services de garde éducatifs & l'enfance, art. 2 ; our translation.

14 Quebec, Auditor General, Rapport du Vérificateur général, 107; our translation.

15 Robert-Angers, Fortin, and Godbout, “Examen de I'arrimage,” 25; our translation.
16 Cardus Family, “A Positive Vision for Child Care Policy Across Canada,” 8-9.

17 Mathieu and Tremblay, “The Evolution and the Transformation,” 6-8; our translation.
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Figure 5. Estimated Daily Public Cost by Type of Child Care Service, 2025
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Source: M. Robert-Angers, P. Fortin and L. Godbout, "Examen de farrimage entre besoins des enfants et offre de services de garde éducatifs au
Québec,” Chaire de recherche en fiscalité et finances publiques, 2025, 7.

Figure 6. Estimated Annual Public Cost by Type of Child Care Service, 2025
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Québec,” Chaire de recherche en fiscalité et finances publiques, 2025, 7.
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This is a major inequity, which is also not correlated with the actual cost of child care:
“Some parents bear a higher net cost of child care for a service whose actual cost is lower,
and vice versa.”'8

For example, a parent might pay $9.65 per day for a spot in a CPE, which actually costs nearly
$80 per child per day when parental and public contributions are added together, while another
parent ends up paying more, even after tax credits, at a private child care centre where the actual
cost is $50 per child per day. This funding inequity partly explains why there are more qualified
educators in CPEs: Since they receive a subsidy that far exceeds that of other child care options,
they can afford to offer higher salaries, whereas unsubsidized child care centres would have to
pass this increase on to parents."’

The most significant inequity, however, concerns children who do not attend a licensed child care
facility, because they are on a waiting list, use another form of care, or are cared for by a parent
or family member: They receive no financial support. This means that nearly one in five children
aged 1-4 receives no financial support from the government for the care they receive, as this
care is not provided in a licensed child care facility or is provided at home. As Mathieu and
Tremblay explain:

In Quebec, a parent who cares for their child at home is not eligible for the child care tax credit;
for caregiving work to be assigned a monetary value partially covered by the government, it must
be performed outside the home in a licensed child care facility. The social reproduction work of
these parents is therefore performed for free and without any recognition.”

This “invisible work,” performed primarily by women,? goes unpaid because it takes place in the
domestic sphere rather than in the market. Moreover, this lack of recognition disproportionately
affects children from disadvantaged backgrounds, as they are proportionally less likely to attend
a child care facility than children from affluent families.” Indeed, the Institut de la statistique du
Québec’s Enquéte québécoise sur laccessibilité et [utilisation des services de garde 2021 indicates that
children whose parents have upper-middle or high incomes are overrepresented in CPEs, as are
those whose parents hold a university degree, as shown in figures 7 and 8.

18 Robert-Angers, Fortin, and Godbout, “Examen de I'arrimage,” 11; our translation.
19 Robert-Angers, Fortin, and Godbout, “Examen de I’arrimage,” 12.

20 We exclude children under the age of one from this measure because their parents most often benefit from the
Quebec Parental Insurance Plan.

21 Mathieu and Tremblay, “The Evolution and the Transformation,” 8; our translation.
22 Standing Committee on the Status of Women, Women’s Unpaid Work in Canada.
23 Laurin et al., “La fréquentation d’un service éducatif préscolaire,” 18.

24 Institut de la statistique du Québec, Enquéte québécoise, 110.
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Figure 7. Type of Child Care Service Used, by Household Income Level, Quebec, 2021
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Figure 8. Type of Child Care Attended, by Highest Level of Education Attained by One of the Parents,
Quebec, 2021
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This situation is not unique to Quebec, however: In most OECD countries, children from lower-
income families use child care services less frequently than children from wealthier families.
This finding makes sense given that reduced child care rates effectively serve as a subsidy for
work, designed to lower its cost and make it more affordable.” A flat-rate system like Quebec’s is
more advantageous for high-income households than for low-income ones, as this rate represents
a smaller portion of their income. This is why economist Jean-Yves Duclos, who later became
Canada’s Minister of Families, stated that “the system of direct subsidies to CPEs benefits the
wealthiest families the most.”*’

The current system is therefore deeply inequitable because it does not fund all child care options
equally and leaves out certain families who do not use government-licensed child care options.
This differential support exacerbates inequalities among households by subsidizing CPEs, which
are used more by affluent households, and providing less support for those attended by families
with modest incomes.

I Parents Want to Spend More Time with Their Children

The Quebec child care system is often presented as a work-life balance policy, a way to achieve
equilibrium between professional and family responsibilities. However, since it does not treat all
families equally, this is not entirely true.

As Mathieu and Tremblay point out, Quebec’s 1997 family policy “is part of a trend that prioritizes
economic activity” and constitutes “a policy linked to labour market participation, rather than a
policy designed to compensate for the provision of care.”?® Since funding is paid directly to child
care centres rather than to parents, and since parents whose children do not attend a licensed child
care facility receive no support, it constitutes a subsidy aimed at lowering the cost of labour, and
thus encouraging work, rather than a policy supporting families, regardless of the choices they freely
decide to make. As Cardus senior fellow Andrea Mrozek notes, child care should not primarily be
an economic policy, and when it is seen as such by governments, “the quality of child care often
lands as a distant second, third, or even non-existent concern.””

Even though the policy serves to keep parents of young children in the labour market, a survey
conducted by the Institut de la statistique du Québec among parents of minor children shows
that approximately 40 percent of them would actually like to work fewer hours.*® As shown in
figure 9, the desire to reduce working hours is more prevalent among women (43.8 percent) than
among men (34.9 percent). Figure 10 also shows that the more a parent works, the more likely
they are to want to work fewer hours to spend time with their family. Thus, parents who work

25 OECD, “PF3.2: Enrollment in Childcare and Pre-School,” 3.

26 Fortin, Godbout, and St-Cerny, “Limpact des services de garde,” 2.

27 Duclos, “A qui profitent les services de garde i sept dollars?”; our translation.

28 Mathieu and Tremblay, “The Evolution and the Transformation,” 5, 10; our translation.
29 Mrozek, “What Mayor Mamdani Should Learn.”

30 Institur de la statistique du Québec, Etre parent au Québec en 2022, 121.
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fewer than thirty-five hours per week are by far the most satisfied (71.3 percent) with their work
hours, while a clear majority (56.6 percent) of those who work forty hours or more would like to
spend less time at work.

Figure 9. Satisfaction with the Number of Weekly Hours Worked, Employed Parents of Children
Aged 6 months to 17 Years Old, Quebec, 2022
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Figure 10. Satisfaction with the Number of Weekly Hours Worked, by Number of Hours Worked,
Employed Parents of Children Aged 6 months to 17 Years 0ld, Quebec, 2022
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Similarly, the Concilivi initiative of the Réseau pour un Québec Famille reveals in a survey that
the most popular work-life balance measures among parents are better financial compensation for
time off and a reduction in working hours, to spend more time with their families.*' The current
system, however, leans in the opposite direction, as it actually encourages parents to increase
their working hours. The more days a child spends per year in licensed child care, the greater the
subsidy, direct or indirect, received by the parents. Conversely, the subsidy is reduced the more
time a parent spends with their children rather than at work, which increases the opportunity

cost of working less rather than mitigating that cost, which would promote real work-life
balance.

The result of this policy is therefore a high labour force participation rate, certainly, but also
very long hours of child care attendance. Thus, nearly 85 percent of preschool-aged children
attending child care attend for more than thirty-five hours per week, and more than a quarter
(26.6 percent) attend for more than forty-five hours per week.?” These figures are of concern

to the Observatoire québécois des tout-petits, which notes that spending more than thirty-five
hours per week in child care can harm the development of social skills and emotional maturity.
When the average exceeds forty-five hours of child care per week, it can have negative effects
on socio-emotional skills, such as feelings of insecurity, behavioral problems, and increased
aggressivity.”

Figure 11. Average Number of Child Care Hours per Week at the Primary Child Care Facility Attended,

Quebec, 2021
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Source: Institut de la statistique du Québec, Enquéte québécoise sur laccessibilité et [utilisation des services de garde 2021, 2022, 116.

31 Concilivi, “Sondage,” 26.
32 Institut de la statistique du Québec, Enguéte québécoise, 116.

33 Observatoire québécois des tout-petits, Dans quels environnements grandissent les tout-petits au Québec?, 128. See
also Belsky, “Universal Preschool.”
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These findings should therefore be viewed in the context of studies that demonstrate the positive
effects of attending child care on children from disadvantaged backgrounds, particularly when
the child care is of high quality.** These potential negative effects stem from a system that funds
only attendance itself, thereby incentivizing increased attendance, rather than equitably funding
the various options available to parents, even as opinion polls show that parents would prefer to
work fewer hours in order to balance their professional and family responsibilities.

s Sending Money to Families Instead of Child Care Providers

The biggest shortcomings of Quebec’s child care system—namely, its lack of universality and the
unequal funding provided for each child—are the result of the decision to fund child care centres
themselves rather than parents. This focus on institutionalized child care amounts to a failure “to
recognize that all parents are using care of some kind”** and to support them accordingly. This
means that families who do not wish to, or who are unable to, secure a spot in a licensed child
care centre, are left behind by the system.

Furthermore, the money paid to child care facilities does not always ease the financial burden

on families and often tends to increase the cost.*® As Clavet and Duclos explain, “Those who use
child care services funded directly by the government have little information about the (actual)
cost of these services,” which leads to “overuse of these services and a natural upward pressure on
their cost.”” Few families whose children attend a CPE know that the government contributes
nearly $70 per child per day in addition to the flat rate of $9.65 they pay out of pocket. Those
whose children are in subsidized home-based care also do not know that government support is
nearly half that received by children in CPEs. This lack of information allows public support to
be highly inequitable among families and costs to rise in a hidden manner, without users directly
seeing the impact.

Directly funding child care facilities is not, however, the only way to support families of young
children with their child care needs. Another option would be to fund parents directly through
an allowance, then let them choose the type of care they prefer. Although this approach is not
currently in place in Quebec, a 2021 Angus Reid Institute survey conducted in partnership with
Cardus shows that half of Quebecers prefer it to direct funding of child care centres.” There is
therefore strong support in Quebec for a shift in philosophy, which would help resolve persistent
problems that have existed since the creation of the CPE network.

34 Bigras, Lemire, and Tremblay, “Le développement cognitif des enfants”; Belsky et al., 7he Origins of You.
35 Mrozek, “What Mayor Mamdani Should Learn.”

36 Stone, “Why a Child Allowance Is Preferable to Subsidized Child Care.”

37 Clavet and Duclos, “Réformer le financement des services de garde,” 9-10; our translation.

38 Angus Reid Institute, “Child Care in Canada.”
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Figure 12. "There are two broad policy approaches to providing public funding support for child care.
Which would you say is the overall best option?"
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Source : Angus Reid Institute and Cardus, "Little Consensus over Best Approach to Assist Parents of Little Children," 2021.

The last Quebec election campaign also demonstrated that both sides of the political spectrum
recognize the limitations of the current system. Québec Solidaire proposed an “emergency
benefit” of $870 per month for parents of infants who no longer have access to the Quebec
Parental Insurance Plan but cannot secure a child care spot. The left-wing party points out that
tens of thousands of families “are forced to forgo an income because the government fails to
provide them with a child care spot,” and that they receive no financial assistance due to the
current funding structure.” This new option would effectively address, at least partially, the issue
of universality by ensuring no family is left behind.

The Conservative Party of Quebec, for its part, proposed providing a $200 taxable voucher per
week per eligible child to cover child care costs, provided that one of the two parents works
full-time, with a proportional voucher for those in part-time employment. This voucher was
intended to eventually replace direct funding of child care facilities. The party proposed that the
government fund families directly so child care providers can set their own rates, and parents can
choose the child care option that best suits them.*

These two proposals share the common goal of directly addressing the issues of equity and
universality in the Quebec model by promoting a direct transfer to families. They implicitly
acknowledge that the current model has an overly narrow definition of what constitutes care, and
thus leaves families behind. To move toward a more equitable model within a social-democratic
framework similar to Quebec’s, the Finnish model can also serve as inspiration, given the

39  Québec Solidaire, “Québec solidaire propose une prestation”; our translation.

40 Conservative Party of Quebec, Liberté 22, 62.
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flexibility it offers parents. It is also widely recognized as one of the best education and child care
systems in the world, with high standards and outcomes.*!

mmmms ~ Finland, a Model of Flexibility for Parents

Finland, like Quebec, has a network of subsidized, low-cost child care services. This network is
managed by cities and costs parents between €0 and €311 ($407.60)* per month, depending
on their income. Allowances and vouchers are also available for parents who prefer to send their
children to private child care facilities.*®

Unlike Quebec, Finland does not only subsidize institutional child care.* Its support for
preschool-aged children does not discriminate based on the type of care chosen; rather, it offers
great flexibility for parents who do not wish to send their child under the age of three to a child
care centre, or who wish to work part-time while their child is young. This is made possible by
two allowances, the Child Home Care Allowance and the Flexible Care Allowance.”

The Child Home Care Allowance is available to parents of children under the age of three
who are no longer on parental leave and whose child does not attend a licensed child care
facility. It consists of a basic benefit of €377.68 per month, with a supplement of €113.07 for
each additional child under the age of three, and a supplement of up to €202.12 per month,
depending on family size and income. It therefore amounts to up to €579.80 ($929.03) per
month for one child and €692.87 ($1,110.20) for two children who do not attend a child care
facility. This allowance is available even if both parents work, provided they use a type of child
care other than a subsidized child care centre or a private child care centre.

The Flexible Child Care Allowance, on the other hand, is intended for parents who reduce their
working hours to spend time with their children under the age of three. It offers two tiers: one at
€269.34 ($431.57) per month for parents who reduce their work schedule to 60 percent of their
usual hours or less, and one at €179.49 ($287.60) for parents who work 80 percent of their usual
hours or less, which is the equivalent of three or four workdays. This allowance therefore enables
working parents whose children attend child care to spend more time with their children, while
reducing the opportunity cost of family time.

As shown in figure 13, the Finnish model offers far greater flexibility than the Quebec model
of financial support for child care, as it accommodates multiple scenarios based on parents’
preferences. In Quebec, the parents of the 30,600 children on the waiting list for a child care
spot receive no government financial support, just like those who prefer to use another type
of child care. Similarly, a parent who decides to work four days a week to care for their child

41 Colagrossi, “10 Reasons Why Finland’s Education System Is the Best”; Jiménez, “Early Education’s Top Model.”
42 Exchange rate of 1.60 EUR to 1 CAD, calculated as of April 28, 2026.

43 European Education and Culture Executive Agency, “Finland.”

44 Himmelstrand, “Made in Finland.”

45 Kela, “Child Home Care Allowance”; Kela, “Flexible Care Allowance.”
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Figure 13. Maximum Monthly Benefit for a Family with One or More Children Under the Age of 3, by
Family Situation, Finland, 2026
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one day would receive no financial support. Finland therefore offers an appealing avenue for
making the Quebec system more universal and equitable, ensuring that no family is left behind,
regardless of their child care choices.

s Conclusion

Nearly thirty years after its creation, Quebec’s network of low-cost child care centres continues
to grapple with persistent issues of universality and equity. The system has never been able to
provide a spot for all parents who want one for their child, and more than thirty thousand
children are currently on a waiting list. Furthermore, the various types of child care services
receive government financial support that varies widely, ranging from approximately $33 per
day for a non-subsidized child care centre to nearly $70 per day for a CPE. Parents who cannot
secure a spot or who choose to arrange for child care through other means cannot rely on public
support.

Several issues arising from this model were replicated on a national scale with the
implementation of the Canada-Wide Early Learning and Child Care Program. As in Quebec,
the costs charged to parents have decreased, but the benefits have been distributed unevenly
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to middle- and upper-income families in many provinces.* These reduced costs have also
boosted demand and led to longer waiting lists.”” In Ontario, the drive to increase the number
of educators has also reduced the proportion of certified early childhood educators, possibly
impacting quality.* Canadian provinces, too, are subject to a system that funds only the choices
of a select few, based on an overly narrow definition of child care, and leaves other families with
young children to their own devices. A truly comprehensive child care system should instead
take into account the full range of parental choices and, if it provides direct funding to certain
providers, also offer direct support to parents, as is the case in Finland.

46 Mitchell, “Ten-Dollar Delay,” 8.
47 Mitchell, “Ten-Dollar Delay,” 9.
48 Mitchell, “Ten-Dollar Delay,” 11.
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