
Childcare: realigning 
supports for parents 
in a post-COVID Canada

The COVID-19 pandemic has not only highlighted child care’s 

importance as an economic, social and fiscal driver in Canada, 

it has also revealed that the lack of access to child care still 

has a greater impact on women in Canada. In many respects, 

the strength of the post-pandemic recovery will depend on 

getting women back into the workforce. Supporting the child 

care needs of Canadian families will be critical to achieving 

that goal. The federal government has outlined its strategy 

for a national child care program, announcing its plan to 

make investments in early learning and child care1 to ensure 

that Canadian children have the best start in life.  Finding a 

solution that works for Canadians will require cooperation and 

agreement between provinces and territories with differing 

needs and appetites for change.

The Canadian child care landscape

Parents are experts in what their children need and must 

make decisions not just about whether to use child care, but 

also about the type, quality, convenience and cost of child 

care that works best for their families in light of the available 

options. This involves making decisions about core issues like 

where child care will be provided, for how long, and who will 

care for their children (e.g. family members, nannies or early 

childhood educators).

Across Canada, each province and territory has a program for 

regulated child care with their own legislated requirements 

for standards, licensing, and monitoring. Wait times and child 

care costs vary considerably across the country as well. 

In some jurisdictions, wait times are managed through central 

platforms, whereas other jurisdictions leave this function 

to the provider. Similarly, some jurisdictions set a single 

reduced rate for parental contributions to child care costs 

(e.g. Quebec), while others (e.g., Manitoba or Prince Edward 

Island) set a daily maximum rate that designated providers can 

charge families. Median fees in urban areas range from less 

than $200 per month to nearly $1,800 per month.2 And while 

policy changes have led to lower fees in some jurisdictions, 

many major cities have seen fees rise faster than inflation.3 

This is largely driven by the fact that provinces and territories 

determine their own funding models, with funds distributed 

variously through direct subsidies to parents and operational 

funding for providers. Regulations on child care provisions also 

vary across provinces and territories, impacting the available 

supply of child care in each jurisdiction.

To help lower-income families manage child care costs, 

provincial governments typically provide direct subsidies to 

parents. Governments then make up the difference between 

the cost of providing child care and the amount parents pay 

either by directly funding child care providers or by providing 

special purpose funding and subsidies for staff salaries. 

Both families and providers are also eligible for federal and 

provincial tax rebates to cover the cost of child care.
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Child care landscape by province

Number of children 
(aged 0-5) using 

child care4

Coverage rates (%) 
child care5

Median monthly 
cost of child care6

Median child care 
cost as a share of 
median income7

Maternal 
employment rate8

Province

Alberta 178,070 36% $830 – $1,300
Couple: 9% – 14%

Single: 20% – 31%

Couple: 62%

Single: 66%

British Columbia 152,939 37% $825 – $1,112
Couple: 11% – 14%

Single: 21% – 28%

Couple: 59%

Single: 63%

Manitoba 47,786 31% $451 – $651
Couple: 6% – 9%

Single: 13% – 19%

Couple: 67%

Single: 45%

New Brunswick 24,718 40% $664 – $868
Couple: 9% – 12%

Single: 19% – 24%

Couple: 74%

Single: 63%

Newfoundland and 
Labrador

15,240 28% $660 – $955
Couple: 9% – 13%

Single: 18% – 27%

Couple: 69%

Single: 54%

Nova Scotia 31,198 41% $829 – $939
Couple: 11% – 13%

Single: 23% – 27%

Couple: 67%

Single: 62%

Ontario 474,639 36% $662 – $1,774
Couple: 8% – 22%

Single: 16% – 43%

Couple: 61%

Single: 54%

Prince Edward 
Island

6,003 46% $586 – $738
Couple: 8% – 10%

Single: 15% – 19%

Couple: 68%

Single: 60%

Quebec 403,739 59% $179
Couple: 2%

Single: 4%

Couple: 67%

Single: 73%

Saskatchewan 43,386 18% $620 – $995
Couple: 7% – 12%

Single: 18% – 29%

Couple: 63%

Single: 60%

Territory

Northwest 
Territories

2.015 33% $890 – $1,093
Couple: 7% – 9%

Single: 23% – 28%
Not available

Nunavut 1,911 22% $1,213 – $1,300
Couple: 14% – 15%

Single: 37% – 39%
Not available

Yukon 1,560 57% $835 – $900
Couple: 8% – 9%

Single: 16% – 18%
Not available
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Maternal employment rates
The relationship between maternal employment rates, 
coverage rates and cost of child care is complex. Ontario, for 
example, shows relatively low coverage and high cost of child 
care and has lower employment rates for single mothers, 
while Alberta, which has similar coverage and costs, shows 
higher employment rates among mothers. And while it’s 
tempting to point to Quebec’s higher coverage rates and 
lower costs as having a direct impact on that province’s 
high maternal employment rates, it’s also worth noting 
that relatively high maternal employment is also seen in 

Saskatchewan, which has lower coverage and higher costs. 
Child care is clearly only one piece of the puzzle when looking 
at maternal employment rates.

It is important to note that while there is variance across the 
country, Canada is performing relatively well compared to 
other OECD countries. And although Canada may spend less 
on families as a proportion of GDP than comparable nations,9 
it also achieves reasonably good employment outcomes for 
mothers.10

In addition, there is no magic formula for transforming 
the labour force participation of mothers to maximize the 
economic benefits from child care. Among the countries that 
are achieving higher labour force participation from mothers, 
the strategies include expanding access through the number 

of spaces (as in Sweden) or increasing flexibility in the use of 
government funds (as in Australia). Regardless of the strategy, 
all governments must balance access, affordability for parents 
and affordability for the government, with each country’s 
social and political structure weighing the balance differently. 

What changes could be implemented in Canada?

In a Canadian context, adopting a more citizen-centric lens 
could help the existing system better meet the needs of 
parents. Essential workers in fields such as healthcare, 
manufacturing and transportation don’t necessarily work 9 
to 5, and they often struggle to access child care as a result. 
One size cannot fit all, and more flexible arrangements could 
better meet the needs of shift workers. In addition, there 
are geographic and demographic factors to consider: some 
rural and remote locations may need additional supports, 
and Indigenous or newcomer families may have differing 
cultural needs than other families. Greater consistency in 

the types of credentials and education needed for child care 
providers could help alleviate some of the supply and demand 
mismatches across the country. 

Parents also value flexibility and affordability in child care, with 
responsive and flexible financial assistance that relates directly 
to costs incurred. Finally, they want child care that delivers 
quality programming that supports positive early childhood 
development, with reliable information that allows parents to 
make financial decisions that meet their families’ needs.
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Child care benefits extend beyond children

Child care offers several direct benefits. In addition to 
promoting social and intellectual development for children,11 
child care providers generate revenue and employment 
in their local economies. Critically, access to child care 
also generates indirect benefits as child care acts as an 
economic driver, making it possible for parents to work, 
study, volunteer or engage in other economically-productive 
activities. Child care and early childhood education multipliers 
across North America range in value, from 1.6 to 3.25, 
depending on the region being considered.12 This means 
that for every $1 invested in child care, the economy’s 
output can be up to $3.25. Adding child care options makes 
the skills and experiences of parents more fully available 
to the local economy and boosts parents’ ability to access 
education. As such, it can be considered an essential service, 
comparable to healthcare or transportation, without which a 
range of other economic activities would not be possible. 

While COVID-19 has resulted in many lost jobs, it has had 
a disproportionate impact on women, who both make up a 
larger share of front-line workers and who also earn a lower 
average wage than men.13 In addition, not only have sectors 
dominated by women (including service and hospitality) 
lost more jobs, these sectors have not recovered as quickly 
as male-dominated sectors.14 As the economy began to 

rebound and employment returned to pre-shutdown levels 
in August and September 2020, patterns in absence from 
work suggested that mothers and fathers faced very different 
challenges, with 54.9 percent of mothers working less than 
half their usual hours in November, compared to 41.3 percent 
of fathers.

Given that lockdowns have placed heavier burdens (including 
child care, education and caring for the home) on women than 
on their male partners,15 it’s not surprising that the number of 
uninterrupted work hours performed by women compared to 
men fell from 60 percent in 2015 to 35 percent in 2020.16 The 
recovery following COVID-19 will only be harder if continued 
difficulty accessing child care means women are unable to 
return to (or exceed) their pre-pandemic employment levels. 
Furthermore, the imbalance between male- and female-
dominated sectors may grow if the latter experience more 
prolonged recovery cycles due to continued school closures 
and lack of access to child care.

While this will pose a complex challenge at a national level, 
child care is now receiving unprecedented levels of attention 
across the country. This is the time to take the steps 
necessary to ensure equitable and affordable access to child 
care for all families that need it.
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