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Within the European Pillar of Social Rights, the European 

Commission has launched an initiative on work–life 

balance for parents and carers with the main objective of 

addressing women’s underrepresentation in the labour 

market (European Commission, 2017). The proposal        

was adopted by the Council of the European Union in 

June 2019. The directive aims to increase the 

participation of women in the labour market and the 

take-up of family-related leave and flexible working 

arrangements. 

The new directive also provides opportunities for 

workers to be granted leave to care for relatives who 

need support. The directive, which will be transposed 

into the national laws of the EU Member States, is 

further supported by the new Strategic Agenda               

2019–2024 and the political guidelines of President of 

the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen’s 

pledge to further reduce the gender gap related to 

labour market participation (European Council, 2019; 

European Commission, 2019a). This includes ensuring 

protection against discrimination and dismissal for 

parents and carers, including women returning from 

maternity leave. 

One of the key priority areas for the Commission is to 

improve the quality, affordability and accessibility of 

childcare and long-term care. In that context, 

employment-friendly and accessible out-of-school care 

(OSC) is clearly a means of increasing equal labour 

market participation. The Commissioner for Jobs and 

Social Rights, Nicolas Schmit, will be entrusted with an 

action plan for the implementation of the European 

Pillar of Social Rights that aims to focus on the quality 

and affordability of key services (European Commission, 

2019b). 

School schedules are often incompatible with work 

hours, which makes OSC an essential element for 

parents’ reconciliation of work and care responsibilities 

(OECD, 2007). The European Commission also refers to 

OSC’s positive impact on children’s development and 

identifies it as a tool for a modern work–life policy to 

improve employment rates and reduce the risk of 

poverty and social exclusion. 

This report presents the results of research conducted 

prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 in Europe in February 

2020. Out-of-school care policies at EU, national and 

local levels should be considered in light of the 

pandemic in terms of medium- and long-term impacts. 

By providing an overview of current policies, this report 

can be useful to policymakers in identifying what has 

worked in the past and what may be required to support 

work–life balance for parent and carers as they deal 

with the far-reaching consequences of this pandemic in 

their own work and lives.  

Eurofound work in the area of 
out-of-school care 
Eurofound has been one of the pioneers in the field of 

OSC research, publishing in 2006 a report that focused 

on employment developments in OSC services in the               

EU Member States (Eurofound, 2006). The conclusion at 

that time was that ‘childcare policy for school-age 

children is either in the developing stages or not yet 

developed across much of the EU’ (Eurofound, 2006,            

p. 69). Exceptions were identified in a few countries, 

including Denmark and Sweden. Eurofound’s 

subsequent report, covering six countries, focused on 

the role that OSC services play, specifically for 

disadvantaged groups (Eurofound, 2008). The report 

confirmed that, particularly in disadvantaged areas, 

adequate provision of OSC plays an important role with 

social, economic and health benefits. 

Report objectives 
The report aims to: 

£ provide an overview of national policies on OSC 

£ identify gaps between OSC hours and typical work 

hours in Member States, the United Kingdom (UK) 

and Norway 

£ provide information on the take-up of OSC services, 

where possible 

£ provide an overview of the main barriers to the 

provision and the take-up of OSC in countries 

£ determine how countries support the provision of 

OSC through public policy 

Definitions 
There are various definitions and terms used for ‘out-of-

school care’, including ‘after-school care’, ‘wraparound 

childcare’ or ‘out-of-school service’, but there is no 

single agreed definition or commonly used terminology. 

Countries use their own definitions, sometimes with 

different understandings of OSC activities. 

For the purposes of this report, OSC services are defined 

as formalised programmes or activities for primary and 

lower secondary schoolchildren (aged 6–12) provided 

outside compulsory school times. OSC services can be 

available before and after school, during lunch breaks 

and during school holidays.  

Introduction
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Services may be located in a range of settings, such as in 
school buildings, community or faith-based centres, 
libraries, parks or childcare centres. OSC services can be 
financed by private households (for example, parents) 
or government institutions, social partners, donations 
or voluntary services – or a combination of these 
options. 

Several additional limitations should be considered 
when reading the report. The diversity of the 
educational system and its set-up has substantial 
implications for the provision of OSC services. For 
instance, the duration of school terms and the age of 
school admission affect provision, as does the 
introduction (in some countries) of all-day schools. The 
notion of informal care, which prevails to some degree 
in the majority of the countries, also has an impact on 
the provision of formal OSC.1 Together, these 
differences make any comparison challenging and 
should be kept in mind when reading this report. 

Methodology 
The report uses information gathered by the Network of 
Eurofound Correspondents and a literature review.              
The questionnaire was completed and analysed in                
the second half of 2018 (see Annex). It should be noted 
that the information included in the report refers to              
the situation in the Member States, the UK and Norway 
at the time of data collection. The individual country 
contributions are available on request. The report also 
uses data from the European Working Conditions 
Survey 2015 (EWCS 2015), the European Union Statistics 
on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) for 2016 and 
the European Quality of Life Survey 2016 (EQLS 2016) to 
highlight gaps in relation to the working lives of adults 
with school-age children and the availability of suitable 
childcare. 

This report presents the results of research conducted 
prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 in Europe in        
February 2020. 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy

1 Informal care is not included in the report.
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This chapter reviews the available academic and           
non-academic publications in the area of childcare 
provision outside of official school hours. As there is no 
agreed common definition of OSC, Eurofound examined 
different labels that have been applied by the research, 
including ‘after-school care’ (Forsberg and Strandell, 
2007), ‘out-of-school’ service (IBEC, 2016; OECD, 2016), 
‘school-age care’ (Harms, 2013) or ‘wraparound 
childcare’ (UK Government, 2017). In this report, all 
these different types of care are regarded as OSC 
services. 

Overall, OSC has been a subject of research for several 
reasons. The majority of the available publications have 
assessed the national context 2 or reviewed cases that 
focused on the current status of childcare provision, 
including its quality. It seems that the key driver and the 
main research interest has been related to child 
development and social integration. In those studies, 
both formal and informal childcare provision were the 
focus, with services for schoolchildren (OSC) as a 
subcategory (Rutter and Evans, 2011; Janta, 2014). Such 
a broad focus made it difficult to highlight the role and 
the impact of the formal OSC provisions specifically. The 
first international study covering the entire EU 
determined that formal OSC is not yet adequately 
provided (European Commission, 2013). Still, 
systematic information from policy-driven research on 
childcare for schoolchildren, while slowly increasing, is 
scarce (European Commission, 2013; Cartmel and 
Hayes, 2016; Plantenga and Remery, 2017). 

The direct linkage between childcare services and the 
improvement of equal employment opportunities or 
work–life balance whilst not a new topic on the 
European political agenda,3 as this literature review 
shows this has not been an area of significant research 
focus. Until recently little attention has been paid to the 
linkages between out-of-school care services and the 
labour situation of parents especially focusing on labour 
integration of women (Barker et al, 2003; Skinner, 2005; 
European Commission, 2013; Plantenga and Remery, 
2017). 

Research focus  
Previously, the research focus on OSC provision 
explored two different angles. 

1. Predominantly, OSC activities and facilities were 
studied in the context of child development and 
well-being. Overall, there is a solid body of research 
on OSC quality,4 which focuses on social and 
academic benefits for the child along with the 
aspiration to foster social cohesion and social 
integration, especially for children with a migratory 
background or children living in a 
socioeconomically deprived context (Marshall et al, 
1997; Horgan et al, 2018). 

2. The other, still under-researched, area explores the 
nexus of OSC provision as a tool to reconcile       
work–life imbalances and parental labour market 
participation. Cartmel and Grieshaber (2014, p. 23) 
identify ‘a lack of understanding and appreciation 
of the role played by SAC [school-age care] in the 
lives of contemporary families’. 

Types of OSC 
OSC as a specific form of childcare can be provided 
either formally or informally (Rutter and Evans, 2011; 
Ellingsæter et al, 2017; UK Government, 2017; EVA, 
2018). The consensus is that both types should include 
homework support, recreational activities, sport and 
creative events to foster positive child development or 
to provide a protected environment. The latter is driven 
by the idea of reconciling parental work–life balance 
(Barker et al, 2003; OECD, 2011). 

In cases where no formal OSC provisions are available 
or they are not affordable, parents may depend on 
informal childcare systems to reconcile school hours 
with working hours. While, in many countries, the 
provision of formal OSC is increasing, informal care still 
plays a crucial role and, in some countries, may be the 
preferred option (Rutter and Evans, 2011). Formal OSC 
can be facilitated by schools but can also be delivered in 
the school building. As Strandell (2013) highlighted, 

1 Current knowledge about OSC 

2 Most of those studies received government funding. 

3  The nexus of childcare and family–work life had been taken up by the European Council with the ‘Barcelona targets’ in 2002. Those targets, however, 
aimed at increasing childcare provision for children grouped into below three years and from three years until end of mandatory school age, thus, not 
within the scope of this Eurofound study. 

4 Here, OSC means after-school clubs and other organised leisure or educational activities outside school hours. 
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there is a trend for formal OSC to be provided less often 
in sports clubs, parks or community centres as it is 
integrated more into school systems, especially in 
countries such as Finland and Sweden, where OSC is 
well developed. Therefore, the lines between formal 
OSC and school activities can be blurred. There is 
relatively little research carried out on the impact of the 
OSC provision within the formal school setting, 
however, Kagan and Tarrant (2010) caution that those 
blurry lines can influence a child’s academic and 
cognitive development and argue that involving 
different types of facilities for OSC can lead to 
inconsistencies in pedagogical delivery. 

Factors influencing take-up  
Sending a child to a childcare service outside of school 
hours is a choice influenced by a range of factors, 
including the socioeconomic and normative values of 
parents and the availability of, quality of and ability to 
pay for such childcare costs (Bradbard et al, 1994; 
Jappens and Van Bavel, 2012; Janta, 2014). 

A review of the literature identified the core aspects of 
affordability, availability and quality as factors in the 
take-up of childcare services (Janta, 2014; Plantenga 
and Remery, 2017). 

Affordability 

The economic circumstances of the household 
represent one of the most decisive factors influencing 
not only whether to take up OSC at all but also what 
type of service is suitable. The study by Bradbard et al 
(1994) regarding parents’ selection of profit-oriented 
OSC shows that parents consider the following factors 
when making a decision on OSC: 

£ their child’s health and safety 

£ opening hours 

£ cost 

Furthermore, transport issues often act as a barrier in 
selecting a quality service (Bradbard et al, 1994; 
Skinner, 2005). Some researchers argue that 
policymakers need to consider the coordination of time 
and space between OSC and regular childcare in policy 
design (Skinner, 2005). 

All the above-mentioned factors have either direct or 
indirect financial implications for deciding whether to 
use OSC services and which services are selected. 

Availability 

The availability of formal OSC is an under-researched 
topic, especially in relation to legal, social and 
geographical barriers. As mentioned, the absence of a 
common understanding of what OSC involves 
challenges attempts to measure availability. In addition, 
differences across educational systems, where the lines 

between school and formal OSC are often unclear, pose 
yet another obstacle in examining the availability of 
formal OSC (Plantenga and Remery, 2017). As 
mentioned in the Introduction, the co-existence of 
informal care (which is still widely used in many 
countries) makes the proper identification of barriers 
and measures in the area of availability more 
complicated. Support from relatives, friends and others 
may be a relatively easy way to compensate for the 
absence of formal OSC, but it can be unreliable and        
may not be feasible or sustainable in the long term 
(Rutter and Evans, 2011). It is possible that informal 
childcare is still essential in many countries to ease 
conflicting school and working times. Studies show that 
informal childcare is used when formal childcare 
arrangements are not available (Wheelock and Jones, 
2002). 

Quality of services 

Although the quality of OSC services seems to be 
secondary to availability, it is nevertheless crucial in the 
debate on work–life balance. For example, in cases of 
poor-quality OSC services, parents may decide to care 
for their child themselves instead of being employed 
(full time). The quality of formal OSC may also be a 
factor in choosing informal options for childcare. 
Measuring quality can function as an accountability 
mechanism for formal OSC. For instance, policymakers 
may design and maintain national OSC programmes 
based on evidenced benefits of those services. Also, for 
parents, it is important to understand what they can 
expect from formal OSC services, including reliability. 
This is particularly relevant when there is more than one 
option available for formal OSC. 

There are efforts to create quality indices. Indicators of 
high-quality care can include low child–staff ratio, low 
staff turnover, high degree of staff training, good 
communication among OSC staff and detailed and 
principled education strategies (Rosenthal and Vandell, 
1996; Vandell and Shumow, 1999; Apsler, 2009; Cartmel 
and Grieshaber, 2014; Plantenga and Remery, 2017). 
Apart from those, mostly quantitative, measures, other 
quality features have been examined to a lesser extent, 
such as parental involvement (Mills et al, 2014). The 
drivers behind the assessment of quality have primarily 
focused on social and academic child development. 
Studies have shown a positive impact of OSC services 
on a child’s emotional and academic development 
(Miller, 2003; Zief et al, 2006). For children from deprived 
socioeconomic backgrounds, good-quality OSC fosters 
social relations and creates a sense of belonging that 
strengthens social cohesion. Homework-supporting 
OSC, or similar activities, have a positive impact on 
school performance and a child’s self-esteem. One tool 
to measure the quality of ‘after-school care’ for children 
aged 5–12 is the School-Age Care Environment Rating 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy
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Scale® (SACERS) (UNC, undated), which examines health 
and safety components, provision of activities, 
programme structure and staff situation, social 
interactions and the facilities (Harms et al, 1996; Harms, 
2013). Hennessy and Donnelly (2005), for example, used 
SACERS to assess group-based after-school care to 
determine whether it was beneficial for the academic 
and social development of children from disadvantaged 
communities in Ireland. 

OSC and work–life balance 
With a few exceptions (Barker et al, 2003; Saraceno, 
2011; European Commission, 2013), there has been 
limited research examining the relationship between 
OSC and work–life balance for parents. Barker et al 
(2003) identified that OSC provision had a positive 
labour market impact on more than one-third (36%) of 
the researched group, which was solely attributed to 
the provision of OSC.5 Research revealed that due to 
OSC, parents were able to make future career plans and 
be more focused at work. The availability of OSC has 
also contributed to more leisure time for working 
parents. However, considering the participation rate for 
those services alone may not have the desired effect.   
As highlighted in the report on the progress of the 
Barcelona targets (Mills et al, 2014), full-time care 
means being in care for 30 hours or more per week, 
whereas full-time employment implies significantly 
more hours per week in almost all Member States. In 
other words, there may still be barriers, even with high 
percentages of OSC usage, to achieving a balanced 
work−family life. 

Reviewing current knowledge 
A common definition and standardised terminology for 
OSC are lacking; countries use their own terms to define 
OSC, and differences in national settings, including the 
duration of school terms and the age of school 
admission as well as the introduction (in some 
countries) of all-day schools, make comparisons 
challenging. 

Research on the provision of OSC is rather limited, and 
broader international comparative research is also rare; 
therefore, knowledge gaps remain in understanding the 
impact of formal OSC services on work–life balance. 

Most of the academic literature has so far focused on 
the impact of OSC on child development. The limited 
research examining the relationship between provision 
of OSC and work–life balance indicates a positive 
impact on working parents, who were able to make 
future career plans, be more focused at work and enjoy 
more leisure time. 

The availability and affordability of OSC services 
continue to be major challenges for working parents. 
The quality of available OSC is another important factor 
in determining whether parents choose formal care over 
informal care or decide not to use childcare facilities at 
all. As of December 2019, there is no agreed set of 
criteria for assessing the quality of services. Having an 
agreed set of criteria would not only help service 
providers and those responsible for establishing OSC in 
terms of monitoring and evaluation, but also inform 
parents in their decision whether to opt for OSC and 
their choice of service. 

  

Current knowledge about OSC 

5 This was a qualitative study conducted in 2003 by the former Department for Education and Skills in the UK. The results are based on a questionnaire 
survey to ascertain parental and child perceptions on the impact of six OSC clubs in the UK. The parental participation rate was 51%. 
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Chapter 1 highlighted the lack of comprehensive and 
comparative research in the area of OSC that 
specifically focuses on the relationship between the 
availability and provision of OSC and work–life balance. 
This chapter examines in greater detail why OSC should 
be on the policy agenda and reflects if and to what 
extent different stakeholders at the national level are 
engaging with the topic and are driving developments in 
this area. The chapter is structured in two parts. 

The first part of this chapter looks at the relationship 
between the working lives of parents (with children 
aged 6–12) and the average weekly hours of formal 
childcare, including compulsory school hours, for pupils 
aged 6–12. The incompatibility between the hours that 
parents spend at work and the hours their children 
spend at school is clear evidence of the need for OSC 
services. In other words, availability of OSC is essential 
for promoting full-time employment for parents and can 
be seen as a key facilitator in helping to balance work 
with private life for parents in full-time employment. 

The main data used to examine the relationship 
between the hours that parents spend at work and the 
hours children spend at school are from EWCS 2015 for 
working hours and EU-SILC 2016 for compulsory 
childcare hours for children aged 6–12. There are three 
main reasons for using these two datasets. 

£ Harmonised, comparative data on the provision 
and the use of OSC in the EU are not available. 

£ The education systems and schooling hours for 
different ages vary significantly between countries, 
making the comparisons challenging. 

£ There is little merit in examining the formal, 
statutory working hours of employees as, in 
practice, major differences exist between the public 
and private sectors, statutory and actual working 
hours and working schedules, and these differences 
are further complicated by part-time working 
arrangements. 

The issues outlined above mean that any direct 
comparison of national data is not useful for the 
purpose of this study. Instead, this report considers only 
the parents of school-age children and compares their 
actual weekly working hours against weekly childcare 
hours.6  

The second part of the chapter focuses on policy 
discourse (information on whether and in what way the 
OSC has been a topic in the policy debate since 2010), 
including the main drivers behind national debates, the 
main stakeholders involved and the main groups that 
OSC is targeting. 

Working hours vs schooling hours 
Examining the average weekly working hours of parents 
and the average weekly hours  that children are in 
school can help to demonstrate the gap between the 
two schedules. 

Figure 1 demonstrates the incompatibility between 
employment and schooling hours (it is not intended to 
show the quantitative disparity). The EU-SILC 2016 data 
show the average weekly hours of formal childcare, 
including compulsory school hours, for pupils aged           
6–12 years old. Comparing these results with EWCS 2015 
data on the average weekly working hours of couples 
whose youngest child is 7–12 years old highlights the 
mismatch between timetables. Although specific 
timetables vary among countries, in general parents are 
contracted to work longer hours than structured 
education (schools) or care services (OSC) cover. 

Figure 1 highlights big variations among countries. 
There seems to be a large discrepancy between OSC 
and working hours in many of the central and eastern 
European countries, with the most pronounced gaps 
recorded in Romania, Slovakia and Croatia. Notable 
gaps can also be observed in Estonia, Lithuania, 
Finland, Czechia and Greece. On the other end of the 
spectrum, Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands seem 
to have found a better balance between the two 
schedules, while only minor gaps are apparent in Italy, 
Luxembourg and Portugal. 

However, one has to treat this information with caution: 
although some countries, such as the UK, may seem to 
have a small gap between the working hours of parents 
and OSC, costs may be acting as a barrier to accessing 
OSC services; in many countries, there are other cultural 
factors that may influence the usage and the provision 
of OSC; finally, the quality of the OSC available may also 
play a role in the take-up of childcare services. 

2 Importance of OSC on the policy 
agenda   

6 For the purpose of the report, the national correspondents were asked how many hours children spend in school, but the data are neither consistent nor 
comparable.
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Figure 1 does not account for any additional time that 
parents need to transport their children to and from 
school, which can be an additional strain, or for care 
needed during school holidays, which represent 
particularly challenging and demanding times for 
parents. The average annual leave entitlement across 
the EU is approximately 4 weeks, but school holidays 
range from 12 to 16 weeks or more. Parents are then left 
with limited and often undesirable childcare options 
that include reliance on professionals, family members 
or voluntary support networks, or they are forced to 
take time off work. Such options are particularly 
burdensome for single parents who perhaps are unable 
to ask a partner to arrange the care. 

Such disparities raise a number of questions, including: 
who is caring for schoolchildren when school finishes 
and parents are still at work? As the literature review 
indicates, many working parents across the EU rely on 
informal childcare, such as family members or voluntary 
associations, outside official school hours. For families 
without informal childcare options, the absence of 
formal and affordable OSC provision can leave them in 
precarious situations that may even influence family 
planning decisions. Clearly, the availability of formal 
OSC structures can facilitate equal participation in the 
labour market, can ease tensions between work life and 
private life and can support social and cognitive 
development in children. 

A more detailed look at the EWCS 2015 and EU-SILC 
2016 data on average parental weekly working hours 
compared to the average number of hours their children 
spend in formal care institutions indicates distinct 
patterns of responsibility between mothers and fathers 
(Figure 2). Looking at the working hours of mothers 
compared to weekly hours of formal childcare, the 
greatest gaps are in Slovakia, Croatia, Estonia, Finland, 
Lithuania and Romania. Much like Figure 1, Figure 2 
illustrates the mismatch between timetables of working 
parents and the care provided for their children. 

Figure 2 also shows that mothers work fewer hours on 
average but still considerably more hours than their 
children spend in structured childcare programmes. 
There are many possible reasons for this, including the 
influence of individual or cultural perceptions of 
motherhood and responsibility for raising a child. The 
absence of available childcare options can also force 
working mothers to make alternative arrangements, 
from engaging informal care to taking the decision to 
work part time. Women may also make certain personal 
adjustments along with such a decision in light of job 
security, financial independence and career 
opportunities. 

Importance of OSC on the policy agenda

Figure 1: Average weekly working hours and average weekly formal childcare hours, EU27 and the UK
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Another issue that has had an impact and will doubtless 
have even greater implications in the future on the 
relationship between working hours and formal school 
or care arrangements is the changing nature of work, 
with many new forms of working arrangements 
emerging. The unpredictable nature of some of the new 
forms of work (such as not knowing the total hours of 
work in the upcoming weeks or the precise schedule) 
may make it even more difficult for parents to align  
their working lives with their children’s schooling hours. 
Again, there may be a significant challenge here for 
single parents who cannot rely on partners to arrange 
the care. Single parents and parents with irregular 
working hours, such as shift workers, are the groups 
potentially most dependent on OSC provision. Where 
formal childcare is not available or too expensive, 
working parents in those groups are obliged to seek 
alternative, informal childcare, which as mentioned 
earlier is not always viable. In the long term, individual 
working arrangements can clearly have a long-lasting 
effect on choices young parents or prospective parents 
make in relation to their work–life balance. 

Main drivers  
The drivers shaping the discussion and the eventual 
establishment of OSC vary. In turn, the main drivers are 
situated in and influenced by the different political       
set-ups and stakeholders involved and by larger, global 
developments, such as demographic change, migration 
and social, economic or regional inequalities. 

The main drivers behind the provision of, or policy 
debate around, OSC at a national level are: 

£ labour market factors, including equal 
opportunities (especially for mothers) and the 
broader debate on work–life balance 

£ educational factors relating to child well-being and 
child development 

£ social inclusion and prevention of social exclusion 
(mainly focusing on disadvantaged children) 

£ the working conditions and working hours of staff 
employed in OSC and their influence on the actual 
or perceived quality of the OSC 

Labour market factors 

The information provided by the Network of Eurofound 
Correspondents indicates that factors related to labour 
market participation and work–life balance have 
certainly gained prominence in recent years, having 
been practically absent in the past. 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy

Figure 2: Average weekly hours of formal care and average weekly working hours of couples, EU27 and the UK 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

Total Father’s working hours Mother’s working hours Hours of care

B
el

gi
um

B
ulg

ar
ia

Cze
ch

ia
D

en
m

ar
k

G
er

m
an

y
Est

onia
G

re
ec

e
Spai

n
Fr

an
ce

Ir
el

an
d

It
al

y
Cyp

ru
s

La
tv

ia
Li

th
uan

ia
Lu

xe
m

bourg
H

unga
ry

M
al

ta
N

et
her

la
nds

Aust
ri

a
Pola

nd
Port

uga
l

Rom
an

ia
Slo

ve
nia

Slo
va

ki
a

Fi
nla

nd
Sw

ed
en

U
nit

ed
 K

in
gd

om
Cro

at
ia

Notes: Average weekly hours of formal care based on couples with a minimum compulsory school-age child to 12 years. Average weekly working 
hours of couples based on couples whose youngest child is aged 7 to 12 years. Data based on heterosexual couples only. 
Source: EWCS 2015; EU-SILC 2016  



9

Parental labour market inclusion and equal 
employment opportunities for both fathers and 
mothers – but with a focus on mothers – has been at the 
core of the discourse in a number of countries, including 
Austria, Czechia, Germany, Ireland, Malta, Slovenia and 
the UK. In Austria, Cyprus, Czechia and Germany, where 
a political party was one of the stakeholders involved   
in the provision of OSC, the topics of female and       
single-parent labour market integration have received 
more attention. 

The ongoing debate on work–life balance in Bulgaria, 
Czechia, Germany, Italy, Poland and Spain, for example, 
marks another departure from earlier discourse, in 
which this topic was largely absent, although the 
intensity of the debate and the subsequent visibility in 
policy programmes vary among the countries. Related 
to the debate on work–life balance, the concept of           
all-day schools (extending the compulsory schooling 
hours) is part of the discourse, which in turn blurs the 
line between school hours and formal OSC services.       
All-day schools are reviewed in more detail in the 
following chapter on the organisation and provision of 
OSC. 

Organising childcare during school holidays is a 
particular challenge for working parents. While, for 
many families, school holidays are associated with 
carefree, happy times, for low-income or single-parent 
families, holiday periods can be stressful. Holiday 
duration varies greatly among the Member States,             
the UK and Norway, ranging from 12 weeks per year            
in Denmark, Estonia, Ireland and the Netherlands to  
16+ weeks per year in Lithuania, Malta and Romania. 
Across the EU, however, summer holidays are the 
longest school-free period, and parents without flexible 
working conditions or reliable informal childcare 
arrangements often have to cope with the costs of OSC 
provision. School holidays are particularly difficult for 
low-income families without flexible working schemes 
(see Chapter 5), and the policy discourse in a few 
countries (France, the Netherlands and the UK) has only 
recently identified the importance of having a trusted 
childcare provider for school holidays. 

Generally, OSC is devised at the regional and local levels 
(see Chapter 3), with local municipalities designing 
services to extend children’s care before and after daily 
school opening times and, partially, during holiday 
periods. The main goal of these services is to improve 
work–life balance and to help working families. 

In some countries, such as Germany, the trade unions 
have been an active voice in the work–life balance 
debate, pushing for more family-friendly work 
environments and gender income equality as well as 
better working conditions for all employees in schools 
and organisations working in this field. 

Educational factors 

The well-being and intellectual and social development 
of children has been central to the OSC discourse in 
many countries (in line with the literature review). The 
main objective is to close the gap between cognitive 
and social developmental inequalities. Part of this 
discourse involves the emerging issue of children’s 
rights, and this trend has been observed in Nordic 
countries, including Denmark, Norway and Sweden, and 
in central and northern European countries. 
Furthermore, in Sweden, OSC is now discussed as a 
possible means of tackling the inequality that exists in 
schooling standards. As a result, the quality of OSC 
services and ways to improve them have become 
central to the debate (see Box 1). 

Social inclusion and prevention of social 
exclusion 

In countries where OSC is reported to be less 
established, such as Croatia, Estonia, Lithuania and 
Poland, the focus has been on the potential impact OSC 
can have on the socioeconomic factors affecting 
children. In those countries, OSC is regarded as a tool to 
overcome social exclusion for children living in 
socioeconomically disadvantaged environments 
(especially those in rural areas, such as in Poland). In 
Lithuania, poor learning outcomes for these children 
have stimulated extensive discussion as part of the OSC 
discourse. Weak social ties can indicate risk of early 
dropout from education, and it is no surprise that OSC is 
discussed as a means to increase school attendance, 
particularly for those who experience social exclusion, 
which has been the case in Italy, Portugal and Romania. 
Another group of school-age children that has been a 
focus of OSC is those with disabilities or special needs 
(Austria and Finland). 

Working conditions for staff 

The working conditions of OSC staff also feature in the 
OSC policy discussion. In many countries, teachers are 
expected to provide childcare services outside formal 
school hours. Trade unions are crucial facilitators in 
highlighting the working conditions of OSC staff. For 
instance, in Hungary, the national correspondent notes 
that teachers ‘simply have to cope with additional work 
in OSC’. The working conditions of staff also form part of 
the discussion in Germany. See Chapter 5 for more 
detail on how staff working conditions play a part in the 
main barriers to the provision of OSC. In countries 
where political organisations were stakeholders 
involved in the OSC provision, the topic of female and 
single parent labour market integration received more 
attention. This was the case in Austria, Cyprus, Czechia 
and Germany. 

Importance of OSC on the policy agenda



10

Overview of policy developments 
OSC is an increasingly prominent topic in policy 
discourse, but this has not developed to the same 
extent across all Member States, the UK and Norway. 

There seems to be a large discrepancy between OSC 
and working hours in many of the central and eastern 
European countries, with the most pronounced gaps 
recorded in Romania, Slovakia and Croatia and notable 
gaps also observed in Estonia, Finland, Czechia and 
Greece. On the other end of the spectrum, Sweden, 
Denmark and the Netherlands have a better balance 
between the two schedules, while no gaps are apparent 
in Italy, Luxembourg and Portugal. 

There is certainly a gender component in the gap 
between working hours and childcare, with women 
most affected. Looking at the working hours of mothers 
compared to weekly hours of formal childcare, the 
greatest gaps are in Slovakia, Croatia, Estonia, Finland, 
Lithuania and Romania. The data show that mothers 
work, on average, fewer hours, but still considerably 
more hours than their children spend in structured 
childcare programmes. 

Conflicting work and school hours, as discussed, have 
consequences for work–life balance and the labour 
market, and this lack of synchronisation negatively 
impacts equal opportunities. Important drivers in the 
OSC debate across the EU include: 

£ academic achievement 

£ compensation for disparate school quality and 
standards 

£ recognition of the problems caused by school days 
that are shorter than work days 

£ school breaks and holidays 

£ OSC as a means of easing the difficulties associated 
with fostering sociocultural integration and 
ensuring the well-being of children 

Stakeholders in the OSC discourse are political parties, 
ministries and trade and employer unions as well as civil 
society organisations, including parental or family 
associations. Their intentions and interests may not 
always align, but the interplay of respective viewpoints 
frames the provision of OSC for the target groups. 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy

Sweden seems to have one of the most developed OSC schemes.  

Since the 1970s when OSC first became available, with the focus being on child supervision, the role of leisure 
centres has gradually shifted towards complementing compulsory schooling in terms of both education and play. 
The availability of OSC has increased significantly since then, and take-up reached around 90% for children aged 
6 to 9 years in 2017. 

With the majority of children already enrolled in OSC programmes, the main points of policy discussion now 
relate more to the quality of OSC than how to increase participation. 

Box 1: Sweden – A well-established scheme
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As shown in the previous chapter, how OSC features in 
the policy discourse and the policy debates across the 
countries varies greatly. This chapter provides an 
overview of the organisation, provision and funding of 
OSC in Member States, the UK and Norway. 

Regulation at national, regional 
and local levels  
In the majority of these countries, the overall planning 
of OSC takes place at the national, centralised level. The 
planning includes adoption of laws and decrees that lay 
the foundations for the organisation of OSC. In turn, 
that organisation involves setting out the framework for 
the overall conditions, opening hours, recruitment and 
appointment of staff, curriculum of teaching and 
activities, and eligibility criteria. 

National level  

The diversity of the OSC concept and policy discussion, 
as described in the preceding chapters, is reflected in 
OSC regulations and the way policy is designed and 
implemented. Government bodies responsible for the 
set-up of OSC are predominantly government ministries 
or agencies of national education systems. To a lesser 
extent, other ministries and agencies, such as ministries 
for family or social affairs, are actors at national level.     
In countries without specific and integrated legislation 
for the provision of OSC, there are often various OSC 
measures which have been incorporated into broader 
pieces of legislation, such as that concerning childcare. 

In general, laws tend to address child development 
rather than other OSC policy drivers, such as labour 
market participation or work–life balance, which is        
the case for the Education Act 2004 in Czechia, the 
Public-School Act in Denmark, the Education Act in 
Norway, the Elementary School Act in Slovenia and the 
Education Act (Skollagen) of 2011 in Sweden. 

In Finland, activities are regulated by the Basic 
Education Act 1998. Based on the act, the provision of 
out-of-school activities is organised by municipalities 
(local governments), which can provide services 
themselves or buy them from an external service 
provider. Municipalities do not have a formal obligation 
to provide OSC services, but in practice almost all 
municipalities do, at least to some extent. Under this 
act, OSC services should be provided to all children in 
first and second grade. In addition, pupils with special 
needs in the first to ninth grades are entitled to the 
same services. According to the act, the needs of 
different language groups should also be taken into 
consideration (which means, for instance, that there are 

both Finnish- and Swedish-speaking OSC groups in 
bilingual municipalities). 

The acts mentioned above mainly define education – 
including formal OSC – by the school education system 
and determine the general rules for the functioning and 
funding of the system and the establishment of school 
facilities. In Bulgaria, Czechia, France, Portugal, 
Slovenia and Spain, the legal regulation of OSC is 
defined in decrees and implemented through the 
content and scope of OSC activities, the range of 
participants in the services, the conditions for their 
admission and charges. 

OSC provision may also be covered in national 
strategies. For example, in Croatia provision is covered 
by the National Strategy on the Rights of Children in the 
Republic of Croatia 2014–2020 – although this is an 
exception rather than a mainstream approach. 

In Estonia, with a rather less systematic infrastructure, 
OSC provision is regulated via the Youth Work Act and 
the Hobby Schools Act. Three countries have acts 
specifically related to the provision of childcare, which, 
in principle, encompasses OSC: the Childcare Support 
Act 2018 in Ireland, Childcare Act 2004 in the 
Netherlands and the Childcare Act 2006 in the UK. 

In some cases, such as in Austria and Germany, OSC 
provision is regulated via various laws. Germany is 
something of an exception as the Basic Law determines 
the different regulations for each of the federal states, 
which have constitutional sovereignty over the 
educational system. 

Regional and local levels 

Generally, formal OSC is implemented at the regional 
and local levels, with local municipalities playing the 
most significant role in designing services to provide 
children’s care before and after school daily opening 
times and, to some extent, during holiday periods. 
Municipalities, such as those in Belgium, develop their 
strategies for the development of education over the 
medium term. Unless a specific area is explicitly 
regulated at the national level, it often falls within the 
competency of the head of the school facility, as in 
Czechia. 

Objectives of regulations 

Holistic and comprehensive explanations that include 
all three identified objectives of OSC (accessible, 
affordable and high-quality) are seldom visible in 
national regulations. Instead, the OSC policy 
frameworks across the Member States, the UK and 
Norway focus on one or maybe two out of the three 
objectives. The education factor is the most visible, 

3 Organisation of OSC services 
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followed by the labour marker rationale (including the 
importance of reconciling work and family) and the 
societal perspective (an economic perspective, but 
including the importance of social cohesion). 

Several reasons could lie behind how the main 
objectives and rationale for certain frameworks are 
expressed, including the fact that in most cases it has 
been left to the regional and local levels to implement 
and manage OSC provision. Hence, regional and local 
specificity may be relevant, which in turn may have 
direct consequences for funding of OSC where the 
economic strength of a region may influence the type of 
provision and the main objective of the OSC. Moreover, 
in some cases, OSC provision is the responsibility of 
individual school management, creating even more 
differences in the main objectives of OSC provision. 
There is also the issue of political or policy choice that 
often underpins a specific focus or general objective. 

Overall, where OSC is widely available, all pupils of 
compulsory school age are targeted, the Nordic 
countries being a good example. In other countries, 
such as Spain, priority is given to those students whose 
parents’ work schedules require the provision of 
childcare. In Greece and Hungary, rather than simply 
targeting all children of working parents, provision of 
OSC is specifically used as a tool to reduce inequality by 
supporting specific groups (low-income parents, 
vulnerable social groups, third-country nationals 
applying for asylum, Roma) that struggle to participate 
and thrive equally in society. 

Main providers and location 
The main providers of formal OSC are in most cases 
either municipalities (local governments) or schools. 
Although volunteer and private sector organisations 
may also provide such services, this is not a widespread 
practice; however, one should bear in mind the 
heterogeneity of OSC drivers and target groups when 
looking at the provision of OSC. 

In Finland, municipalities organised around 54% of OSC 
services in 2014, with non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) (17%), private service providers (14%) and 
religious congregations (10%) providing the remainder 
(Holappa et al, 2018). The activities usually take place at 
schools or other designated spaces near the schools (in 
some cases due to limited financial resources available 
for transport). One reason why schools often host the 
OSC stems from the regulations governing education 
establishments and the obligations relating to staff 
qualifications and training: teachers may already have 
the required skills and know the children and, thus, 
could be more effective in supporting the child outside 
of school hours. 

Some private initiatives offer a welcome addition to 
publicly available activities in that they broaden what is 
on offer: in addition to morning or after-school classes, 
there are private day-care centres, government 
agencies and NGOs that provide some OSC or holiday 
programmes and afternoon childcare. Also, but to a 
lesser extent, OSC is sometimes available in companies 
as part of formal or informal family-friendly 
programmes (see Chapter 6 for more on policies to 
promote OSC). 

In Germany, school authorities are responsible for 
providing suitable infrastructure for OSC activities. 
External providers of OSC are allowed to use the 
school’s infrastructure free of charge and to offer 
activities outside the school grounds, including field 
trips or holiday programmes. An operating licence is not 
necessary. 

If the OSC services are not already located in or close to 
the school building, parents usually have to bring their 
child to the facility. For example, Malta’s national 
programme – Klabb 3-16 7 – provides care throughout 
the academic year, from Monday to Friday until 18:00 
(subject to demand) and during school holidays (where 
needed) within existing schools. However, since Klabb 
3-16 is not offered in all schools and does not include a 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy

The Basic Law (GG) stipulates that each federal state is responsible for its educational policy and the schooling 
system (primary and secondary education and, in large parts, tertiary education also). Therefore, all 16 federal 
states have their own provisions and regulations. 

Though schooling is within the jurisdiction of the federal states, the GG also describes areas in which the national 
government and the federal states can cooperate. For example, under Article 104c GG, the federal government 
can assist financially weak municipalities in funding school infrastructure (otherwise this is done at the regional 
level). 

Box 2: Germany – Basic Law 

7 Klabb 3-16 caters for children who attend state, church and independent schools, and is offered from 26 localities around Malta and Gozo.
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transport service to take children from one school to 
another, transport may be particularly challenging in 
rural areas. 

Funding 
Overall, there are limited data available on exact 
funding for OSC in the Member States, the UK and 
Norway. However, the budgets for OSC generally come 
from central government to the municipalities, which 
are the key public entities responsible for the 
implementation and provision of this type of childcare. 
Spending varies among municipalities and determines 
the quality and availability of OSC. A study in Denmark 
revealed that economic differences among 
municipalities could explain up to 50% of the variation 
in the municipalities’ spending per schoolchild (the 
analysis did not consider OSC spending exclusively) 
(KORA, 2016). The study also found that the incidence of 
children of single parents living in a municipality and 
the incidence of children of non-Western origin were 
both significant factors in increasing spending per child. 

Some Member States have devised special subsidies, 
regulated at national level, for pupils at risk of social 
exclusion. The subsidies help schools fulfil their 
responsibilities by contributing to, for example, school 
meals, education and the reimbursement of travel costs 
for vulnerable pupils. 

Countries sometimes draw from a combination of other 
European funds that they receive to target specific 
groups in their OSC programmes. Examples include 
Bulgaria and Cyprus (Asylum, Migration and Integration 
Fund), Greece (European Social Fund), Lithuania and 
Romania (European Structural Funds). 

In Austria, parents generally have to pay a service fee or 
contribution to the costs of OSC services. The exact 
amount depends on a range of factors, including the 
type of service, how long they want to use the service 
for (in some cases), the provider and the province. 

In Ireland, each local municipality defines the rules 
concerning the level of financing and fees. 

 

 

 

Organisation of OSC services

Municipal councils decide the level of parents’ monthly contributions for OSC. On average, parents paid DKK 
1,443 (€193 as at 17 January 2020) for children aged 6–9 and DKK 845 (€113) for children aged 10–13. The lowest 
amount for children aged 6–9 was DKK 733 (€98) and the highest was DKK 2,072 (€277). The lowest amount for 
children aged 10–13 was DKK 100 and the highest was DKK 1,656 (€221). 

There are four subsidies available: 

£ economic free seat (free place) subsidy – for families with low income 

£ sibling subsidy – for families with more than one child 

£ subsidy in relation to treatment – for children with physical or mental disabilities 

£ subsidy in relation to social work – for children who need OSC because of social or pedagogical reasons      
(EVA, 2018) 

Box 3: Denmark – Municipal councils
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This chapter attempts to answer the following 
questions: 

£ What proportion of children regularly attend OSC in 
term time? 

£ What proportion of children regularly attend OSC 
during holiday periods? 

This chapter also provides an overview of the main 
types of activity in which schoolchildren are engaged 
during OSC (based on information provided on                                       
out-of-school activities for children aged 12–15). 

Take-up of OSC during term time 
This section gives an overview of how much OSC 
services are used in different countries. There are 
several points to consider when examining the 
numbers. 

First, there are several methodological caveats. All the 
information provided below comes from national 
sources, which makes the comparison challenging for 
the following reasons: 

£ the years that the data cover vary substantially, and 
in some cases show a lack of policy focus 

£ due to different countries’ education set-ups, the 
pupil age brackets vary 

£ the provision of services within countries’ school 
systems varies 

£ the introduction of all-day schools, which has been 
seen in several countries, has affected the take-up 
of OSC services 

Second, the take-up of OSC may be influenced by a 
range of other factors, including the preference of the 
parents for other arrangements. For example, family 
members may have concerns over the quality of OSC 
services available or may not use OSC services because 
of one or more barriers (see Chapter 5). 

Nevertheless, several observations can be made based 
on the information provided because the majority of 
countries have at least some data available on take-up 
(five Member States have no information available).          
As outlined earlier, driven by labour market integration 
efforts and the disparity between work hours and 
school hours, more attention is being focused on OSC in 
national policy agendas. For example, in Luxembourg 
and Portugal, more OSC places are now available to 
parents. In 13 countries, where data are available (see 
Table 1), the share of pupils attending OSC activities is 
over 50%, with the highest take-up in Portugal (86%) 
followed by Slovenia (83%), Denmark (82%), France and 
Spain (both 80%), followed by Belgium (66%, figure for 
Flanders only), Luxembourg (58%), Czechia (57%), 
Hungary (56%) and Lithuania (54%). Countries where 
the take-up ranges from 26% up to 50% include 
Slovakia (45%), Finland (42%) and Poland (39%). 
Countries where the take-up is 25% or below include 
Austria (25%), Cyprus (14%) and Ireland (8%). 

There are substantial variations in Germany and 
therefore it is difficult to estimate a national average. As 
an example, regional differences in take-up range from 
98% in Hamburg to just 2% in Mecklenburg-Pomerania. 

In Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Hungary, Slovenia and 
Norway, attendance at OSC activities decreases as the 
age of the child increases. Reasons suggested for this 
decrease with age include less demand from and 
greater independence of older schoolchildren. 

4 Take-up of OSC and activity 
types   
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Take-up of OSC and activity types

Table 1: Proportion of children who regularly participate in OSC during term time by country

Take-up of 50% or more

Belgium  

(Flanders only)

On average, around 66% of schoolchildren aged 2½–12 attend OSC (2012). Participation decreases with age. Most OSC 
is delivered after school hours. On Wednesday afternoons (when the majority of schools are closed), most of the OSC 
is provided by grandparents or through other informal arrangements. Some 11% of all parents experience occasional 
problems finding OSC, but only 2% experience these problems often or always. Difficulties are mostly linked to 
irregular and occasional holidays (each school can plan a limited number of days off during term times – for instance, 
for staff training).

Czechia In the 2017–2018 school year, 57% of children aged 6–11 attended after-school centres.

Denmark In 2014, 82% of children aged 6–9 and 14% of children aged 10–13 attended OSC (Danmarks Statistik, undated).8  

Research from 2018 found that 85% of children in primary school (up to third grade), 50% of children in fourth grade 
and 32% of children in fifth grade attended OSC. The research confirms that the participation rate decreases with age. 

Estonia In the 2017–2018 school year, 50% of schoolchildren aged 7−11 attended OSC activities. Youth work is a popular 
activity for schoolchildren. According to research, almost 90% of children in fourth grade participated in at least one 
youth-work-related task (Selliov, 2017).

France In 2016, 80% of children aged 3–10 regularly participated in at least one OSC activity.

Hungary In the 2017–2018 school year, the OSC attendance rate among all primary school students stood at 56%, with a much 
higher rate for first to fourth grades. The overall rate rose steadily between 2008 and 2016.

Lithuania In the 2016–2017 school year, 54% of pupils participated in the Comités nationaux sur la facilitation des échanges 
programmes and clubs organised in general education schools.9 The majority of users were children aged 7–11 
(Lietuvos Mokinių Neformaliojo Švietimo Centras, undated).

Luxembourg In 2016, 58% of children under the age of 12 attended OSC activities in education and childcare facilities (public and 
private). Since 2009, the number of available places has doubled to over 53,000, most of the growth having been in 
private facilities.

Portugal In the 2017–2018 school year, 99% of Portuguese primary schools offered AEC (Curriculum Enrichment Activities). 
Some 86% of primary students attended AEC. 

According to the Social Charter (Carta Social), in 2016 the free-time activities centres – provided by private for-profit 
and non-profit entities – registered a usage rate of around 80%. 

Slovenia In the 2015–2016 school year, 83% of pupils from the first to the fifth grades enrolled in the extended stay in 
elementary schools. The enrolment rate was highest in the first and second grades (91%). 

Analysis of the extended stay in 2016 showed 93% enrolment of pupils in first and second grades (Krapše et al, 2017). 

Spain Overall, 81% regularly participate in OSC (2007 data).

Sweden In 2016, 478,021 pupils aged 5–12+ were enrolled in the after-school programmes, an increase of almost 100,000 from 
2010 when the corresponding number was 378,488.

Norway In 2016, 61% of children aged 6–9 participated in OSC activities run by municipalities or private institutions. The 
participation rate goes down as children get older. Numbers from 2010 show that 79% of six-year-olds attended OSC, 
while the figure goes down to 28% for nine-year-olds.

Take-up of 26 to 50% 

Finland In 2017, some 54,000 children – 42% of the pupils in first and second grade – participated in OSC activities. By grade, 
the proportion was 55% for first-graders and 27% for second-graders. This is a slight increase compared to previous 
years: between 2013 and 2016 the total annual number of participants was between 52,000 and 53,000 (Holappa et al, 
2018). 

Around 2,200 (6%) pupils with special needs (grades one to nine) participated in OSC activities during 2017. 

Germany The proportion of children participating in OSC varies significantly from state to state. In the 2015–2016 school year, 
98% of all children aged 6–10 participated in some form of out-of-school programme organised by all-day schools in 
Hamburg, whereas only 2% took part in such programmes in Mecklenburg-Pomerania. Out-of-school care provided by 
external providers (for example, day-care centres) also varies between states and is usually inversely proportional to 
the participation of programmes provided by all-day schools: in Hamburg, only 13% of children aged 6–10 attended 
programmes offered by external providers, whereas in Mecklenburg-Pomerania, 68% participated in such 
programmes. However, there are anomalies: in Saxony, 86% of pupils participated in out-of-school programmes 
organised by all-day schools and 83% participated in programmes offered by external providers, indicating an overlap 
which is due to strong cooperation between schools and external providers.

Greece Estimated that one-third of all pupils regularly participate in OSC.

8 Statistics Denmark, the national institute, has errors in the numbers of children in OSC after 2014, and they are therefore not reported. 

9 The statistical information provided is general; pupils aged 7(6)–12 are not singled out. 
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Take-up of OSC during holiday 
periods 
Compared to data on the take-up of OSC activities 
during term time, information on the use of OSC during 
holiday periods is far scarcer. As Table 2 shows, only six 
countries (Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, France, Malta and 
Sweden) have any data on the number of pupils 
attending OSC during the summer period. However, 
closer inspection reveals that in most cases the 
proportion is much lower in the summer than the rest of 
the year. The only exception is in Malta, where the 

number of schoolchildren in OSC during the summer is 
almost three times higher than in the rest of the school 
year. The length of the summer period – from the end of 
June until the end of September – is one possible 
explanation for this exception. 

Moreover, there is no single explanation as to why there 
is such a scarcity of data at national level or why, in the 
countries where data are available, the take-up is so 
low. One possible explanation could be that parents 
prefer organised summer schools or camps at that time 
of year and that these camps would not be classified as 
OSC activities in the respective countries. 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy

Take-up of 26 to 50% 

Netherlands In 2017, childcare allowance was received by the tax authorities for 882,000 children (0–12 years). Data on the use of 
childcare (allowance) come from Statistics Netherlands (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistieks, CBS) and are reported 
annually. Children in the most urbanised regions and biggest cities of the Netherlands spend more time in formal 
childcare facilities compared to those in more rural areas (CBS, 2017).

Poland In the 2016–2017 school year, 39% of school-age pupils participated in OSC activities.

Slovakia In the 2016–2017 school year, the share of pupils attending OSC was approximately 45%.

United Kingdom The Department for Education commissions biennial representative surveys on the childcare sector. Focusing 
specifically on wraparound care (which is effectively OSC), the 2016 survey found that over one-half of schools in 
England offered before-school provision (55%) and over one-third (36%) offered after-school provision. No data are 
available on the take-up.

Take-up of 25% or less

Austria About 25% of children aged 6–9 and 14% aged 10–13 attended OSC in 2010. (The figure does not include children 
attending all-day schools.)

Cyprus In the 2017–2018 school year, 14.3% of schoolchildren attended OSC services offered by the Ministry of Education and 
Culture in public elementary education.

Ireland Overall, 8% of children attend OSC. Some 59% of households with children at primary school chose a service based in 
a crèche/Montessori/playgroup/after-school facility as an alternative childcare type (CSO, 2017).

Malta In the first half of 2018, there were around 2,700 registered school-age children regularly using OSC activities.

Note: Based on responses to the question: What is the proportion of children that regularly participate in out-of-school care (before or after 
school)? Five Member States (Bulgaria, Croatia, Italy, Latvia and Romania) have no information available. 
Source: Network of Eurofound Correspondents   

Country Take-up

Austria No information is available at a country level. In the province of Lower Austria, about 20% of pupils up to age 14 
participate in OSC during holiday periods (2015).

Belgium Some 43% of schoolchildren use OSC every holiday, 24% doing so on a regular basis (2012).

Cyprus Take-up for the summer school scheme offered by the Ministry of Education and Culture in public elementary 
education was 5% in summer 2018. The summer school programme is offered in 30 schools. 

France Some 19% of children attend ‘leisure’ centres only during regular summer holidays, and 17% do so during shorter 
holidays.

Malta While the exact percentages are not available, 12,000 children (3–16 years) attend the summer school (Skolasajf) 
services offered by the government, a much higher number than the 2,000 schoolchildren attending OSC services 
during term time (it should be noted that the summer holiday period is long – July to September).

Sweden In a survey conducted by the Swedish Municipal Workers’ Union in 2011, parents were asked how many weeks their 
children attended OSC during summer. The results show that 11% of children spent one week in summer care and 
17% of children spent six weeks in summer care. Only 1% of children spent more than 6 weeks and 2% spent up to 10 
weeks in summer care. (The survey covered children in preschool care and children of school age.)

Table 2: Proportion of children who regularly participate in OSC during holiday periods

Notes: Based on responses to the question: What is the proportion of children that regularly participate in out-of-school care during holiday 
periods? 
Source: Network of Eurofound Correspondents   



17

Types of activity for school-age 
children 
The two main types of activity for school-age children 
are educational and recreational (which include sports 
events, cultural and other leisure pursuits).  

Educational activities 

In Belgium, the focus is on broad educational activities, 
although several pilot projects have been launched 
recently that focus on talent development. In Bulgaria, 
the main OSC provider focuses on activities designed to 
improve the chances of more disadvantaged pupils. For 
example, the Your Class programme contains activities 
aimed at: overcoming learning difficulties; developing 
children’s potential for completing secondary 
education; and preparing them for future social, 
professional and personal fulfilment. The activities also 
aim to reduce the number of early school-leavers and to 
help to reintegrate them. The focus is on pupils in 
primary and lower secondary education, and, 
depending on the individual needs, activities are 
conducted to complement and develop competencies 
acquired during the compulsory classes. In Cyprus, 
most of the providers of OSC activities offer support for 
homework, languages, maths and computer studies. 

Recreational activities 

By far the most popular and widespread types of OSC 
activity are recreational. In Denmark, the overall 
philosophy upon which OSC is based emphasises the 
need for leisure and free play at the centre of activities 
for children, as opposed to working with goals and strict 
school curricula. However, the 2014 school reform that 
introduced all-day school (or at least extended school 
hours) has had a significant impact on these types of 
activity. For example, of the parents with experience       
of OSC: 

£ more than 50% report that there are now fewer 
tours and excursions 

£ 38% report that there are fewer theatre-based 
activities 

£ 37% report that there are fewer musical activities 

The school reform has also affected OSC activity 
leaders: 47% of OSC leaders for children in primary 
schools and 49% of OSC leaders for children in 
secondary schools report that because they now have 
less time to prepare, it has become harder to organise 
some types of activity and engage the children 
(Danmarks Evalueringsinstitut,  2018). In Finland, the 
focus is also on play and other indoor and outdoor 
activities under adult supervision, including sports, 
music, arts and crafts. In France, cultural activities  
(such as music, drama and drawing) dominate the 
curriculum, followed by outdoor sports initiatives.             
The activities are usually organised in cycles or in a 
logical progression so as to respect educational 

advancement, and they regularly lead to a final goal 
that depends on the nature of the activity (for example, 
show, object, game, book, tournament, artistic work). 
Activities for children in Sweden are also designed to 
have a meaningful basis. 

In some countries, the age of the children determines 
the type of activities on offer. For example, in Belgium 
and Malta, younger children mostly participate in          
play-based activities, which become increasingly 
educational as the children get older. In Czechia, 
relaxation is the main aim of recreational activities, 
often supplemented with a few more specialised leisure 
activities in which children can choose to participate. 

Mixed activities 

Mixed activities dominate in Austria, where OSC 
provided at schools in the afternoons centres around 
homework supervision but also includes elements of 
sports and other leisure pursuits. In the Netherlands, 
activities and games for children (0–4 years old) in        
day-care centres focus on the development of mental, 
motor and social skills. 

For older school-age children, OSC providers offer 
activities that focus on playing (outside and in nature if 
possible) and interaction with other children. Additional 
activities are regularly available that involve sports, 
nature and art. 

Sport-related OSC activities dominate in several 
countries, including Cyprus and Ireland (where more 
boys participate than girls), Estonia and Hungary  
(where increased emphasis on homework and 
education has reduced the time available for sports), 
Lithuania (determined by availability of teachers and 
other professionals) and Spain. 

Finally, language activities sometimes feature in OSC. 
For instance, in Luxembourg, school-age pupils are 
entitled to 20 hours of language activity free of charge, 
and the option is proving popular. Language is also a 
popular choice for OSC activities in Slovakia and in 
Slovenia, where, in accordance with the Elementary 
School Act, foreign languages and other subjects are 
part of an extended programme. 

Follow-up activities for older 
children 
Relatively few countries (10 in total) offer structured 
OSC activities to pupils in the older (12–15) age 
category. 

In some countries, there is an obligation on the 
education system to offer older children similar services 
to those offered to younger ones. For example, in 
Austria, all OSC activities are provided for children of 
compulsory school age (up to the age of 14) and there 
are follow-up out-of-school activities for children aged 
up to 16 in Estonia. In such cases, all the activities 

Take-up of OSC and activity types
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available for younger pupils are also on offer for older 
schoolchildren. In addition, in Estonia youth work                      
(a popular type of activity) is available up to the age                
of 26.  

In Sweden, municipalities are obliged to offer OSC up to 
the age of 13. Some municipalities offer activities for 
children over that age, but usually only for those with 
special needs. Many municipalities also fund and 
organise youth centres. Youth centres are open spaces 
in which young people aged 10–17 (although age range 
varies) can spend some time; they are offered free of 
charge but are not covered by the Education Act of 2011 
or the National Curriculum. Participation rates in  
follow-up activities are quite low, which corresponds 
with take-up of OSC during term time, where 
participation rates decrease with age.  

In Czechia, around 8% of pupils aged 11–15 attended 
OSC services during the 2017–2018 school year. In 
France, it is up to the municipalities to provide       
follow-up for young people aged 12–15+ within the 
framework of their Territorial Educational Project. In the 
2015–2016 school year, 13% of the existing Territorial 
Educational Project covered young people aged 12–16. 
In Germany, secondary schools offer OSC as part of their 
open-form all-day schooling. However, the proportion 
of children taking part is very small: in 2016, 
approximately 550,000 children attended open-form  
all-day schooling at secondary schools, which is an 
overall share of 18%. In Hungary, too, the participation 
rate drops substantially in the 13–15 age group; the 
majority of parents say they can provide care for their 
children at that age. In Malta, technically, children aged 
12–15 can join the Klabb 3-16 after-school club during 
the school year, however most children attending are of 
primary school age (11 or younger). 

In relation to the types of follow-up activities on offer in 
Denmark, the focus is on creating forms of interaction 
that promote broad development, self-reliance, 
independence and understanding of democracy. OSC is 
expected to expose children to other activities, cultures 
and possibilities in the municipality and support them 
in their future education and opportunities in the labour 
market (Børne- og Undervisningsministeriet, undated). 

In Greece, the focus is more on supporting students in 
lower secondary education who are falling behind in key 
areas and pupils who want to improve their 
performance. The purpose of learning support is to 
reintegrate pupils into the learning process, to improve 
their performance so that they can complete 
compulsory education, to reduce the number of early 
school-leavers and to increase rates of access to upper 
secondary education. 

Summary of take-up of OSC 
Only five of the Member States have no information at 
all on the take-up of OSC in their country. In 13 of the 
countries that have at least some data available, over 
50% of pupils attend OSC activities, with the highest 
take-up in Portugal, Slovenia, Denmark, France and 
Spain. The group where around half of the pupils attend 
the OSC activities include Belgium (figure only for 
Flanders), Czechia, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania and 
Luxembourg. One-quarter of pupils or less attend OSC 
in Austria, Cyprus and Ireland. 

Participation in OSC activities tends to decrease as the 
age of the child increases, as shown by the data for 
Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Hungary, Slovenia and 
Norway. There is no single explanation for this decrease, 
but less demand and greater independence of older 
schoolchildren may be contributing factors. It is 
important to bear in mind that the take-up of OSC may 
be influenced by a range of factors beyond the simple 
presence of OSC in a given country. For instance, 
parents may simply prefer other arrangements, they 
may have concerns about the quality of OSC services 
available, or they may feel unable to overcome one or 
more of a range of barriers. 

Information on the take-up of OSC during holiday 
periods is scarcer. Only six countries (Austria, Belgium, 
Cyprus, France, Malta and Sweden) have any 
information or data on the number of pupils attending 
OSC during the summer period. Nevertheless, in most 
cases, take-up of OSC services in summer is much lower 
than in the rest of the year. 

Recreational OSC activities (sports, leisure) are much 
more popular than educational activities. However, the 
all-day school reform in many countries has reduced the 
time available for these types of activity. 
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The literature review identifies availability, affordability 
and quality as the main barriers to accessing OSC 
services. Other potential obstacles are lack of suitable 
provision (for example, for specific target groups, such 
as children with disabilities) or too few spaces being 
available in OSC centres. Lack of provision is closely 
linked to regional differences; for instance, accessibility 
issues, including transport in rural areas, affect the 
provision and the take-up of OSC. Cost, either to 
providers or to parents, in the form of full or part 
financing can act as a significant barrier, especially for 
families on lower incomes. Specific eligibility criteria, 
such as employment status, may exclude some 
potential recipients. Finally, the issue of quality or 
perceived quality can influence parents’ decision to 
enrol their children into OSC. The following information 
addresses barriers to accessing OSC occurring during 
term time. 

Regional differences 
In most countries, the organisation, provision and 
funding of out-of-school activities are highly 
decentralised. Hence, regional differences can result in 
patchy and fragmented access to OSC in many 
countries. These regional differences are visible in both 
larger and smaller countries. In Germany, where OSC 
provision is decentralised, regions are concerned that 
the amount of federal funding earmarked for the 
provision of OSC is not enough to deliver high-quality 
OSC activities. 

In North Rhine-Westphalia, OSC in all-day schools is 
supported by the state with €766 per child per year 
(€1,529 for children with special needs). Two-thirds of 
these costs is covered by the state and one-third by the 
municipalities. The reality is that this amount of funding 
is not enough to ensure high-quality OSC. Participating 
schools’ calculations show that the costs of essential 
OSC exceed their budgets, leaving school authorities 
(such as the municipalities) with deficits. 

In Italy, long-term absence of a national policy 
framework that budgets for OSC has maintained the 
traditional north–south divide in terms of meeting 
families’ support needs: OSC coverage is more evenly 
spread across the north and the centre of the country 
than it is in the south. 

But the issue of spatial inequalities in accessing OSC is 
not the only challenge for large countries traditionally 
known for regional governance. In Croatia, there are 
large regional differences, mostly related to the level of 
economic development achieved by, and the fiscal 

capacity of, the local authorities. Only one-fifth of 
schools offer OSC programmes (as a rule, in larger cities) 
and parents pay the same amount – usually                        
HRK 350–500 (€45–70) per child per month. In addition, 
there are large differences in terms of provision and the 
duration of activities. For example, in Zagreb, some 
primary schools offer two years of extended stay, while 
primary schools in other areas offer three. 

In some regions, demand for OSC exceeds the capacity 
of after-school centres. This regional issue of supply and 
demand has been flagged in Czechia, for example, 
where the baby boom and the popularity of certain 
regions have been cited as reasons why demand for OSC 
is now outstripping supply. In cases where all applying 
pupils cannot be enrolled, individual care centres devise 
their own criteria to select which pupils to accept. The 
after-school centres may, for example, reject children 
with a parent who is not economically active (for 
example, the mother is on maternity or parental leave), 
limit the intake of children to certain age groups or give 
priority to single-parent or socially disadvantaged 
children (Kuchařová et al, 2009; Český rozhlas, 2013; 
Mach, 2013). However, in practice, after-school centres 
tend not to reject children but, rather, exceed their 
official capacities, which forces them to divert funds 
from other commitments, leaving a deficit                
(Kuchařová et al, 2009;). 

The other regional aspect is the urban–rural divide. In 
most countries and regions, the network of OSC 
activities seems to be much more developed in urban 
settings. In Austria, almost one-third of all OSC and 
almost two-thirds of all mixed-age childcare facilities 
can be found in Vienna. Moreover, those urban services 
offer longer and more flexible opening hours            
(typically until 18:00), which facilitates the lives of many 
working parents (Statistik Austria, 2016). In Czechia, 
according to MŠMT data, the participation rate in OSC is 
highest in the capital (66% of all children in the first 
stage of elementary school attend after-school centres 
in Prague), with the lowest rate found in the rural region 
of Ústí (48%), which is also the region with the highest 
unemployment rate. One of the explanations given for 
this urban−rural difference is that because the capital 
has high employment, parents utilise OSC services more 
frequently. However, an earlier study on childcare 
services that included OSC (Kuchařová et al, 2009) 
implies that access to after-school centres was the 
lowest in municipalities with 20,000–100,000 
inhabitants. Moreover, parents from smaller 
municipalities indicated more often than parents from 
larger cities that their children were turned away from 
after-school centres because the centres were full. 

5 Main barriers to accessing OSC 



20

In Estonia, where the provision of OSC is decentralised, 
it is more difficult to provide a wide variety of activities 
with good accessibility in rural areas. In smaller, rural or 
financially disadvantaged areas, the main obstacles to 
the provision of OSC include lack of staff, facilities and 
transport (Villenthal et al, 2016; Selliov, 2017). In 
Lithuania, the coverage of activities is uneven, with 
more gaps visible in rural areas. Likewise, in France, the 
rural dimension has an impact not only for parents in 
terms of geographical distance but also for the 
organisations that provide the activities, where 
difficulties in recruiting and retaining management and 
leadership teams lead to concerns among parents 
about the quality of the activities on offer. 

In the UK, recent research looked explicitly at the 
regional dimension of OSC provision and access to OSC 
services: in 2018, the Family and Childcare Trust 
reported in its annual childcare survey that only half of 
local authorities in England and Wales have enough 
childcare, which encompasses OSC for parents working 
full time, and that the majority of local authorities 
cannot adequately provide for children needing             
after-school care, parents working outside normal office 
hours or children with disabilities. Furthermore, the 
survey found significant differences between different 
regions of England in terms of sufficiency of provision. 
Authorities in London (both inner and outer boroughs), 
the North East and the North West were more likely to 
report sufficiency in all areas of free entitlements than 
authorities in other regions, whereas the South East and 
South West are less likely to report full sufficiency. 

Even though rural areas seem to be more 
disadvantaged in most of the countries, in some of the 
other countries it is the large urban areas that face 
bigger challenges. This is very much the case in Cyprus, 
where only 1 out of the 14 schools that offer the services 
operates in an urban setting, leading to a shortage of 
available spaces. Also, in the Netherlands, it is the urban 
areas (for example, the Randstad 10) where waiting lists 
for formal childcare are the longest, because of a lack of 
spaces and a lack of staff. 

Lack of suitable provision 
As mentioned, inadequate provision is one of the most 
prevalent barriers across the EU, and it takes different 
forms. Although data in many countries are scarce, the 
information available highlights that where demand 
outstrips supply, lack of space is one of the most 
common issues. In Austria, the 2003 survey conducted 
by Statistik Austria indicated a shortfall of 46,400 
childcare places for school-age children (Statistik 

Austria, 2003). Unfortunately, no follow-up survey has 
been conducted; nevertheless, most experts agree that 
the childcare coverage rate for school-age children has 
only slightly improved during the past one or two 
decades. In the UK, the lack of wraparound and holiday 
care provision remains an ongoing deficiency in the 
system (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2010). 
The commission highlights that despite increases in 
childcare places, 90% of local authorities report gaps in 
childcare provision for the periods before and after 
school, during holidays, for children with disabilities 
and for parents working atypical hours. 

Moreover, a 2016 study in the UK conducted by the Child 
Poverty Action Group and the Family and Childcare Trust 
found that 39% of schools in the survey said parents 
want holiday provision, yet only 29% of schools were 
able to offer it. For after-school childcare, the shortfall is 
11%, with only around 50% of schools able to provide it. 
A UK government survey on parents’ views and 
experiences of childcare, published in 2016, suggests 
that 62% of parents of children aged five or over, where 
at least one parent in the household is working or 
searching for work, require some form of wraparound 
childcare (most commonly after school), but that 30% of 
parents are unable to find it (UK Government, 2016). 
Schools participating in the study describe a range of 
barriers to expansion, including lack of funding (66%), 
lack of space (47%) and lack of staff (54%). Only 6% of 
schools consider lack of need to be a barrier. 

Lack of OSC places is acutely visible in Belgium, where 
parents struggle the most during the week. In addition, 
school OSC hours rarely match the working and 
commuting schedule of many parents, so there is also a 
need for OSC facilities with longer opening hours. 
Schools do not always offer OSC on Wednesday 
afternoons (schools finish at 12:00), which creates 
problems for a lot of working parents (Lenaers and 
Zanoni, 2013). In Finland, shortages mostly affect the 
morning hours, and lack of spaces for young people 
with disabilities is also an issue (Holappa et al, 2018). 
Providing adequate services for children with 
disabilities has also been the subject of discussion in 
Poland, initiated by the trade union SZZ Solidarność. 
Similarly, in Cyprus, lack of suitable provision is an issue 
as the Ministry of Education and Culture restricts the 
compulsory all-day programme to only 14 primary 
schools (mostly in rural areas). Heavy budgetary 
constraints prevent the ministry from broadening 
provision, as it would require significant investment in 
infrastructure and attendant increases in operational 
costs. 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy

10 Randstad is the largest urban area in the Netherlands, comprising the four largest cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) and their 
surrounding areas.
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Elsewhere, more straightforward practical and logistical 
issues affect OSC provision; for example, lack of dining 
space or equipment for some activities (mostly creative 
or sporting) (Greece) or space in general (Hungary). In 
Poland, the Polish Teachers’ Union (Związek 
Nauczycielstwa Polskiego, ZNP) report of 2013 
highlights recurring complaints about the inadequacy of 
physical infrastructure in schools such that 30% of 
surveyed schools deliver daily care in the cafeteria. 

Luxembourg, where lack of provision was a serious 
problem in the mid-2000s, has invested heavily in 
education and childcare facilities, more than doubling 
the number of spaces from 23,042 in 2009 to 53,363 at 
the end of 2017 (Ministry of Education, Childhood and 
Youth, 2018), although regional differences in access to 
services remain. 

Distance and transport 
Distance and transport issues are an important element 
of the regional dimension. In Cyprus, where the 
provision of activities is centrally regulated, distance is 
identified as a major hurdle in accessing OSC. Many 
parents do not avail of OSC services offered by the 
Ministry of Education and Culture, local authorities or 
volunteer organisations due to the inconvenient 
location of the schools or designated premises offering 
OSC. Some local authorities have started to include 
transport services in their programmes in an effort to 
help parents. One example of this is the Municipality of 
Nicosia, where transport services are included in the 
monthly fees payable by parents.  

In Germany, it is usually the municipality in which the 
school is located that is responsible for offering school 
transport funding to parents that need it. In Lithuania, 
although physical access to services is a recognised 
problem, it is partially solved by organising special 
transport for children living more than three kilometres 
from school. In Malta, the biggest obstacle stems from 
the fact that the Klabb 3-16 service is not available in all 
schools and that transport is not provided for children 
who need to travel to another location. When working 
parents are left with no choice but to transport their 
children from place to place, it rather defeats the whole 
purpose of offering the service. However, in an effort to 
mitigate this problem, parents may change school and 
send their children somewhere that does offer the 
transport option, even if they do not live in the same 
area. Nevertheless, some parents resolve the problem 
by organising transport collectively among themselves. 

Fees and financial issues 
Financial matters encompass fees for the parents and 
funding that needs to be generated by organisations 
providing OSC activities. Both act as a widespread 
barrier in the majority of countries, regardless of 
whether OSC is widely available or not. A shortage of 
funds may be an issue across a whole country, as is the 
case in Bulgaria, or may be specific to particular regions. 

In Ireland, high childcare costs are the main barriers to 
the provision of OSC; almost all after-school activities 
incur additional fees. There is a similar situation in Italy 
where families are expected to pay the majority of costs 
related to OSC, even if they are provided by the 
municipality. Moreover, the lack of adequate public 
policy response to demand for OSC has triggered the 
proliferation of private organisations providing, in 
particular, summer camps. In this case, the service is 
fully funded by households and is not therefore 
accessible to all families, in particular those on lower 
incomes or with larger households. The high costs of 
childcare including OSC have also been cited as one of 
the main access barriers in the Netherlands, where, in 
many cases, the parent withdraws from the labour 
market to care for the child. In addition, there are long 
waiting lists (up to a year) in many of the facilities there. 

Parental payments or co-payments represent a serious 
obstacle for those families on lower incomes. In Croatia, 
parents of lower socioeconomic status point to 
difficulties regarding the availability of extended stay 
programmes in schools (Pećnik, 2013). 

Additional costs may also be a financial obstacle. In 
Czechia, for example, children from poor or socially 
disadvantaged families do not usually attend school 
meals because their parents cannot afford them. In 
Malta, the fact that the Klabb 3-16 service is not free of 
charge works against lower-income families – such as 
families of migrants, single-earner families and families 
with children with health or social problems – who may 
find it more difficult to afford the service. There are 
special provisions to help such families, but these are 
decided on a case-by-case basis and only after an 
application has been filed. 

Furthermore, after-school lessons or private tutoring 
(for example, for English or mathematics), often 
regarded by parents as essential for success and better 
grades at school, is commonly supplied by private         
for-profit individuals or organisations. Children from 
low-income families are therefore less likely to 
participate in after-school activities, or at least they 
participate less frequently during the week.  

Main barriers to accessing OSC
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In Slovakia, some pupils receive vouchers that can be 

exchanged for OSC (one interest group per voucher). 

However, not all providers offer such vouchers                 

(for example, private providers do not). Parents from 

socially disadvantaged environments or who are in 

material distress and do not have access to the 

vouchers find that the fees for OSC are an obstacle to 

the participation of their children in out-of-school 

activities. 

Eligibility criteria 
In general, eligibility criteria – for providers and for 

parents – are not a major barrier to accessing OSC. 

Sometimes the organisations (including schools) that 

wish to provide OSC activities need funding to do so, 

and to secure that funding they must meet certain 

criteria. For example, in Belgium, organisations wishing 

to organise OSC activities need to prove that they have 

enough space available and enough staff with the right 

qualifications. Sometimes parents, too, are required to 

meet criteria to qualify for OSC. For instance, in most 

municipalities in Sweden, the children of unemployed 

parents are not eligible for OSC. The potential problem 

in such a situation is that it might perpetuate social 

exclusion. 

Quality and benefits 
Apart from the issues of availability and accessibility, 

several other issues can act as barriers, including the 

quality of the OSC and the broader societal view of the 

benefits (or otherwise) of OSC activities. 

The issue of quality or perceived quality of OSC is on the 

agenda in many countries. Quality is linked directly to 

adequate staffing and staff qualifications. This topic is 

high on the agenda in Germany, where data show that, 

in 2012, 49% of external providers were not able to fill 

open vacancies at all-day schools. Furthermore, only 5% 

of skilled personnel at OSC and all-day schools were 

working on a full-time contract. Among those working 

part time, 20% had a second job. The poor working 

conditions and the lack of staff are widely regarded as 

important contributory factors for poor-quality 

activities in Hungary, where wealthier families in 

particular are questioning the added value of OSC. 

In the Netherlands, the Innovation and Quality 

Childcare Act has tightened the child–staff ratio for 

babies from 4:1 to 3:1 from 2019. The act also sets a new 

legal childminder–child ratio in older groups of children 

(from 4 to 13 years of age), which has produced 

concerns about availability of spaces if additional staff 

are not recruited. In Poland, trade unions have 

highlighted the unsatisfactory quality of schools’ on-site 

daily care services. In Norway, political parties, among 

others, have discussed the quality of activities provided 

in light of the fact that – apart from an obligation to care 

for children as well as provide opportunities for play, 

culture and other activities – there are hardly any 

national quality criteria. However, the Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training has developed 

an online resource that describes important factors to 

ensure high-quality OSC or skolefritidsordning. The 

expected quality of the service is usually also laid out in 

municipality documents. Some parents still prefer to 

make use of private providers as they consider their 

activities to be of better quality. Having said that, the 

2010 survey found that the majority of parents were 

satisfied with skolefritidsordning (Moafi and Bjørkli, 

2011). 

Data from the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) 

2016 show that parents perceive the quality of care for 

school-age children to be lower than the quality of care 

for children younger than school age (Figure 3). This 

perception suggests that it is important to distinguish 

between the assessment of early care and the 

assessment of after-school care in future policy 

planning. 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy

Even small changes in fee structure can affect the enrolment of children in OSC. In Denmark, OSC costs increased 

from 2016 to 2017 by 3.4%, and this is widely believed to have negatively affected the participation rate: some 

56% of the parents of primary schoolchildren not in OSC and 31% of the parents of lower secondary 

schoolchildren not in OSC indicate that the main reason for deselecting OSC is the cost. But the decrease in the 

proportion of children enrolled from lower-income families – especially for children in primary school – is greater: 

in 2016, 83% of primary schoolchildren from low-income families were enrolled in OSC, while 94% of children 

from higher-income families were enrolled in OSC.

Box 4: Impact of changes to fee structure
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Other barriers to access 
Incompatibility between regular school hours and OSC 
in the form of Curriculum Enrichment Activities (AEC) is 
an issue in Portugal. The schedule of OSC services in 
state schools is sometimes regarded as being not 
flexible enough to be fully compatible with families’ 
needs, especially families who work long hours, have 
long commutes or work in shifts. 

However, there are also concerns about excessive 
schooling and the academic load of the AEC, where the 
extension of school hours for children worries some 
people. In Bulgaria, respondents regarded society’s 
inability to recognise OSC as an important tool for 
reconciling the work life and personal life of parents as a 
barrier. 

Caring responsibilities have been cited as one of the 
obstacles to participation in OSC. In Czechia, some 
parents have older children take care of their younger 
siblings or prefer having the child at home when they 
are not at work, for instance during parental leave, 
unemployment or inactivity. In addition, for 
multigenerational families, parents do not feel the need 
to have the child cared for outside of the family unit if 
available (for example, on parental leave, unemployed 
or a relative). Attendance at OSC services in such cases 
is therefore perceived by parents as unnecessary. 

Some parents report that they do not enrol their 
children in OSC because their children are not 
interested in the activities on offer. In Estonia, the main 
reasons given for 25–30% of young children surveyed 
not participating in OSC is lack of interest (for example, 

Main barriers to accessing OSC

Figure 3: User satisfaction with quality of formal childcare, by age of children, EU27 and the UK 
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Notes: Ratings by people using formal childcare, EU27 and the UK (Q78 = 3. Childminding with a formal agreement or contract and 4. Childcare 
facility (e.g. kindergarten, crèche, nursery, playgroup, day-care centre) or after-school care). Respondents were asked about the main type of 
care received by their youngest child; thus, the results may not be representative for the entire population of children in care, but the quality 
perceptions between respondents with children in different age groups receiving care services are comparable. 
For ‘Cost makes it difficult to use childcare’, the percentage of those who indicated that cost makes it ‘very difficult’ and ‘a little difficult’ is shown.  
ns = difference between the two groups of respondents is not statistically significant. 
Q81: On a scale of 1 to 10 where 1 means very dissatisfied and 10 means very satisfied, please tell me how satisfied or dissatisfied you 
were with each of the following aspects [of the main form of childcare received by youngest child]: a. Quality of the facilities (building, 
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a. All people are treated equally in these services in my area, b. Corruption is common in these services in my area [Note: the scale has been 
reversed for Q83b so that the results indicate absence of corruption; the higher the value, the lower the perceived corruption]. 
Source: EQLS 2016  



24

the activities are not interesting enough or friends do 
not participate) and lack of time (for example, studying, 
homework takes too much time) (Ernst & Young Baltic 
AS, 2016). 

In Denmark, as mentioned earlier, extension of the 
school day, following the 2014 school reform, has 
reduced the enrolment of children in OSC activities and 
affected the quality of OSC and the types of activity 
available. OSC leaders and employees now have less 
time to prepare, limiting in particular those activities 
designed to develop children and young people’s social 
relations – one of the main measures of quality in OSC 
(EVA, 2018). 

Summary of barriers to access 
There is a range of barriers to accessing OSC services. 
Differences among regions represent an important 
barrier for some parents, irrespective of country size. In 
most countries, parents in rural areas face greater 
difficulties in accessing OSC services for school-age 
children, and this often relates to lack of transport 
options. Cost is another significant barrier, affecting 
organisations (where additional funding must be found) 
and parents on lower incomes. Eligibility does not seem 
to be considered a significant barrier to accessing OSC 
services. Finally, the quality or perceived quality of OSC 
influences parents’ decision as to whether to enrol their 
children into OSC. 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy
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As outlined earlier, several drivers have contributed to 
the development of the debate around the provision of 
OSC and, in some countries, a framework for the 
implementation of OSC. These drivers are linked 
primarily to educational factors (including the               
well-being of children), broader labour market factors 
(including the participation of women and work–life 
balance) and policies in the broad area of social 
inclusion. To a lesser extent, there has been some 
emphasis on improving the quality of OSC. 

This chapter begins with an overview of the all-day 
schools policies that have been implemented in several 
countries and which, to certain degree, aim to meet 
some of the goals of OSC. The chapter also includes an 
overview of policies organised around the themes 
outlined above.  

The chapter continues with a review of the latest 
proactive approaches of social partners before 
concluding with an overview of guidelines and 
regulations focusing on the quality of OSC. 

In terms of broader policy actions to introduce or 
extend OSC, countries have, for example, opted to 
comprehensively overhaul their systems or implement 
initiatives that aim to either tackle specific challenges 
(long summer holidays) or address particular groups in 
society (lower-income families or other disadvantaged 
groups, such as Roma). Moreover, decentralisation of 
OSC provision in many countries means that both 
broader and specific initiatives are regionally defined. 

All-day schools 
The debate about the merits (or otherwise) of linking 
OSC more closely with regular school schedules is 
ongoing. For many reasons, closer links would make it 
easier to organise care. The reasons include logistics, 
availability of teaching staff, etc. However, a certain 
distance between OSC and school gives children more 
breathing space and creates a separate identity for OSC. 

Portugal has adopted one of the most comprehensive 
approaches to this issue by introducing in the             
2005–2006 school year an ambitious set of measures to 
improve teaching and learning conditions in the first 
four years of compulsory education. The Full-Time 
School (AEC) programme was a major development and 
made provision of OSC services compulsory in all state 
primary schools. The AEC programme was established 
at the same time, with two main objectives: 

£ give new learning opportunities to students 

£ adapt school timetables to the needs of families 

While all schools have an obligation to provide AEC 
activities, at the time of writing, attendance is optional 
and free of charge for students. For the first and second 
grades, the duration of AEC activities ranges from 5–7.5 
hours of basic education per week, and for the third and 
fourth grades from 3–5.5 hours of basic education per 
week. 

As of December 2019, a similar approach is being rolled 
out in Austria, where the parliament has endorsed 
changes to the Education Investment Act (Bildungs-
investitionsgesetz) under which existing primary and 
lower secondary schools will become all-day schools. 
The act provides for investment of €750 million (for both 
infrastructure and personnel) for the period 2017–2025. 
The overall goal is to establish an additional 5,500 
afternoon childcare groups in primary, new secondary 
and polytechnic secondary schools and an additional 
330 groups in grammar and vocational schools 
nationwide by 2025. According to the law, each child 
shall be entitled to afternoon care in a school within          
20 kilometres of home. The aim is to increase the 
coverage rate from about 20% in 2016 to 40% by 2025. 
Some priority will be given to pupils aged up to 14 with 
parents seeking to start a job or who are willing to 
extend working hours, and economically disadvantaged 
parents who cannot afford private lessons for their 
children (in which case, teaching aid is provided during 
the afternoon care). 

The all-day school concept was also introduced (in 
1997) in Greece, where it has had both an educational 
and a social focus. It was primarily designed with 
educational benefits in mind, using children’s 
afternoons at school for further learning under the full 
responsibility and supervision of teachers. The 
programme includes support in Greek language, 
mathematics, homework and preparing students for the 
next day’s lessons. The following children are eligible: 

£ pupils with two working parents or with one 
working parent and another who holds an 
unemployment card 

£ pupils with parents in vulnerable social groups, 
defined as: 

  £ parents with three or more children 

  £ single parents 

  £ parents with chronic illnesses or who are 
receiving treatment for addiction 

  £ prisoners 

  £ third-country nationals residing in 
accommodation centres or structures of the 
Greek state or UNHCR (the UN Refugee Agency) 

6 Policies to support OSC provision 
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In Hungary, the all-day method of teaching was 
introduced to spread classes out more evenly 
throughout a longer school day, with both morning and 
afternoon classes. Two teachers are assigned to one 
class and more extracurricular subjects can be included 
in the timetable, making school days more creative and 
varied. The goal is also to reduce inequality, where 
children from all socioeconomic backgrounds 
participate together in the same activities. However, 
this goal is jeopardised because the programme is not 
compulsory, so wealthier parents tend not to choose it. 
To less of an extent, the all-day method is also being 
organised in Latvia and Lithuania. 

In Latvia, there is an option provided for students to 
receive pedagogical assistance and to spend their 
leisure time on school premises outside of mandatory 
school hours. Schoolchildren may stay in school up to 
end of their parents’ working day (17:00 to 19:00). 
During this time, they prepare homework or participate 
in interest education measures. The school also 
provides meals. All activities take place under the 
supervision of the teacher. In the school year 2017–2018 
out of 775 general education institutions, 521 schools 
had in place extended day groups. In total, 1,635 
extended day groups were organised for 39,559 
children. 

In Lithuania, a pilot project was launched in June 2018 
to set up all-day school activities. The project will be 
implemented in 40 general education schools in 
different municipalities. The schools will provide free 
education and care for children in pre-primary and 
primary education (children aged 6–10). During the 
after-school hours, children will have all-day access to 
classes, projects, counselling sessions and other 
recreational activities supervised by the teachers. It is 
planned that all-day school activities will be funded 
from the state or municipal budgets and other sources. 
All-day school will operate until 17:00 but may be 
extended to 18:00 or 19:00 at the parents’ request. As a 
concrete result of the change in July 2018, the 
municipal council of Vilnius city adopted a resolution 
regarding the approval of the all-day school procedure 
in its educational establishments. The resolution means 
that from September 2018 onwards, the municipality 
will fund OSC for pupils in all primary schools in Vilnius. 
Before approval of this resolution, parents had to pay 
for extended day-care groups themselves. 

Education measures 
In France, Territorial Educational Project (Projet 
Educatif Territorial) has been in place since 2013. The 
programme has formalised an approach to OSC by 
allowing local authorities to offer each child a coherent 
and quality educational path before, during and after 
school hours. This approach requires the cooperation of 
all relevant state and local stakeholders, especially 
when establishing a completely new system of 

additional schooling. Likewise, in Germany, the national 
policy measures aim to promote OSC by providing 
financial support for a better infrastructure. As 
education is the responsibility of each state, schools 
have to ‘apply’ for funding. This means that, for 
example, even if policymakers support in principle 
improving wheelchair access to schools or improving 
the integration of children from a migratory 
background, achieving those goals depends, first, on 
the motivation within schools to do so and, second, on 
each state’s approval of the necessary funding. 

In July 2018, France introduced Plan Mercredi to help 
municipalities set up out-of-school activities on 
Wednesday afternoons, when schools are traditionally 
closed. Set at national level, Plan Mercredi is an 
overarching label for activities provided on Wednesday 
afternoons under the Territorial Educational Project. 
The aims of the programme are quite wide-ranging: 

£ to reinforce the quality of out-of-school activities 

£ to promote the educational nature of the activities 

£ to improve access to culture and sport 

£ to reduce social and territorial inequalities 

The plan emphasises the close cooperation of all actors, 
including different state services, the Family Allowances 
Fund and NGOs, as well as supporting municipalities at 
a local level to provide out-of-school activities. 

In Belgium, the Flemish Community Commission (VGC) 
grants subsidies, under certain conditions, to                     
Dutch-speaking elementary schools in Brussels that 
organise preschool and after-school care within the 
framework of ‘extended or community schools’. As of 
December 2019, around 29 community schools are 
funded by the Flemish Community Commission and the 
Flemish government. One of the reasons for organising 
out-of-school activities is the growing concern about 
high poverty rates among children living in Brussels and 
the need for a safe environment in which all children 
can benefit from a learning culture and maximise their 
opportunity for development. 

The Danish government and three other political parties 
in 2017 agreed to the policy Stronger day-care 
institutions – Every child should join the community.         
In relation to OSC, this policy measure stipulates that 
OSC should have an educational focus rather than a 
purely recreational one, working towards the time when 
children go to public school (0 Grade). Children starting 
school often shift from day care to OSC before the 
school term begins, and teaching staff and parents have 
raised concerns about the resulting gap in the learning 
process when children are in OSC full time. The policy 
measure requires that the Day Care Act and the Public 
School Act introduce some sort of learning focus in that 
transition period. The OSC should therefore either 
continue working in line with the Day Care Act’s 
educational and pedagogical curricula or focus on the 
areas of competency established in the Public School 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy
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Act. The policy measure is a new OSC pedagogy, distinct 
from the traditional free approach to organising OSC 
activities. 

Labour market measures 
Efforts to increase participation of women in the labour 
market and to improve work–life balance have 
underpinned calls for provision of OSC in the Member 
States, the UK and Norway. One of the aims is to reduce 
parents’ dependence on informal care provided by, 
among others, extended family, as is the case in Croatia, 
for example. From 2018, extended stays and education 
in Croatian schools can be organised from 12:00 to 17:00 
(and later in certain cases). If necessary, schools can 
also organise morning care. Local authorities cover the 
costs of the care, and parents contribute towards meals 
for the children. The main target group includes 
children of working parents, who would be alone at 
home otherwise. Similarly, in Czechia, the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Affairs allocated an additional           
CZK 300 million (€11.9 million as at 17 January 2020) in 
2017 for the establishment of new OSC facilities. These 
new facilities should complement existing services so 
that children can stay at school longer. The main 
argument behind the measure is that the opening hours 
of after-school centres are often shorter than the 
working hours of parents. 

In Croatia, following the overall policy emphasis on 
work–life balance issues, an optional all-day primary 
school was introduced with two main objectives: 

£ to mitigate the inequality of opportunities between 
children of low-income families and children of 
wealthy families regarding access to recreational 
and learning activities of particular interest (such as 
English language, information and communications 
technology, artistic activities) 

£ to provide care services for the children of ‘working 
mothers’ to help them better balance their working 
and life needs 

Specific measures are being taken in several countries 
to address the gap between working hours and morning 
school hours. In Malta, the so-called Breakfast Club 
Service is open for primary students whose parents are 
in employment and who need to drop their children off 
before the official school day starts. The service is 
offered in every primary state school and it gives the 
opportunity for pupils to have a healthy breakfast 
before school commences as well as to interact with 
other students through play and other activities. In 
Spain, the Education Department of Andalusia has 
introduced morning classes in direct response to 
growing demand. Here, parents can delegate care of 
their children from 07:30 to 09:00, by which time regular 
school activities begin. During that time, children can 
participate in a variety of educational and recreational 
activities.  

In 2017, the city of Helsinki started a pilot project by 
which morning clubs (aamukerho) with lessons starting 
after 08:30, were provided for free in schools to all 
pupils in first and second grade and children with 
special needs in first to fourth grades. Around 95% of 
the schools in Helsinki provided morning clubs during 
the autumn semester of 2017, and around 2,000 
children – or 16% of pupils in first and second grades – 
participated in the pilot scheme, an average of 10 to 15 
children per school (STT Info, 2017). 

Social inclusion measures 
Some countries have adopted measures designed to 
provide additional hobby or recreational activities for 
school-age children. Often, these types of measures 
target disadvantaged children with the overall aim of 
equalising opportunities for them. This equalising aim is 
the main rationale behind a new policy in Estonia, 
where, since 2017, local authorities can ask for 
additional funding to provide OSC activities. The state 
pays a subsidy to local governments to improve the 
availability and accessibility of hobby education and 
hobby activities, focusing on those in greatest need. The 
opportunity to acquire knowledge, skills and attitudes 
must be available in at least the following areas: culture, 
sports, natural and exact sciences (the mathematical 
sciences) and technology. 

Several factors are considered when determining the 
amount of the subsidy: 

£ the total number of young people 

£ the number of young people with disabilities 

£ the number of young people aged 7–19 who live in 
families that are struggling economically 

£ the financial capability of the local government 

£ the regional availability of hobby education and 
hobby activities 

Along similar lines, the curriculum document for the 
extended elementary school programme in Slovenia 
focuses primarily on recreational goals and the                
well-being of children, with the following goals: 

£ to introduce promotional activities for creativity 
and development of cooperation, communication, 
critical thinking, self-regulation and practical life 
skills 

£ to introduce activities promoting a healthy lifestyle 
and good psychological and physical well-being 

£ to respect tradition and cultural heritage 

£ to shape values and to develop a relationship to 
one’s own and other cultures 

£ to provide content and activities for each school 
that disseminate and deepen compulsory primary 
school curricula 

Policies to support OSC provision
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Several cities and local municipalities focus on specific 
groups. In Germany, the city of Elmshorn offers financial 
support to low-income families when placing their 
children in after-school care. The amount of support 
depends on various factors, including the cost of 
accommodation, health insurance costs, the number of 
working days and the cost of travelling to work. Families 
must apply for the support. 

In Ireland, the rather limited OSC services are targeted 
at parents on a low income. The scheme provides 
subsidised after-school childcare places for certain 
categories of social benefit recipients who have children 
of primary school age. The activities are offered for up 
to five days per week at a rate of €3 per day (€15 per 
week) per child. The scheme provides full-day childcare 
during school holidays at no additional cost to the 
parent. 

In the UK, the Tax-free Childcare Scheme allows all 
parents earning less than GBP 100,000 (€117,414) a year 
to access financial help for childcare costs (now 
extended to all parents with children younger than 12, 
or 16 if the child has a disability). Launched in 2017, the 
scheme has been rolled out in phases, beginning with 
the youngest children and then extended to all parents 
with children younger than 12, or up to 16 if the child 
has a disability. 

Tax-free childcare covers 20% of childcare costs up to a 
maximum of GBP 2,000 (€2,348) per child per year, or 
GBP 4,000 (€4,696) for children with disabilities, where 
no parent earns more than GBP 100,000 (€117,313) per 
year. It is administered through online accounts: 
parents pay in money, the government tops it up and 
the money is then transferred to the provider. Although 
schools will not be obliged to offer wraparound care, if 
they refuse to grant a formal request for OSC made by 
groups of parents, they must give the reasons why. 
Schools will be expected to respond to requests from 
groups of parents for breakfast or after-school childcare 
and consider either providing childcare themselves or 
using an external provider to run childcare on school 
premises. The rule will apply to all state primary 
schools, academies and free schools. However, schools 
will not have to consider requests to run provision 
during the school day or when the premises are being 
used for school-run clubs and activities. 

Social partner-led initiatives 
There are relatively few countries in which the social 
partners have actively engaged or pursued OSC 
activities. In those that have, the actions have been 
primarily driven by individual companies that offer OSC 
programmes mainly to their own employees in response 
to the call for better work–life balance. There are few 
broad agreements between social partners. 

In France, for example, social partners at company level 
have concluded agreements on ‘quality of life’ at work 
that may encompass out-of-school activities in an effort 
to promote better work–life balance. Also in France, in 
companies with more than 50 employees, a works 
council (Comité social et économique) in the form of a 
social and economic committee may be established. 
These committees manage social and cultural activities 
with the financial support of the employer (who 
allocates a share of the payroll). As a result, employee 
representatives can organise some leisure activities 
specifically for employees’ children, such as summer 
camps at discounted prices. Some works councils also 
manage or finance a nursery (garderie) or day-care 
services or help parents to finance out-of-school 
activities. 

In Luxembourg, the Grand-Ducal Regulation of 28 July 
2017 established a national framework for the ‘Non-
formal education of children and young people’. This 
framework provides the guidelines for the general 
objectives and main pedagogical principles of 
education and childcare facilities (including the 
development of and support for language skills and 
social inclusion), parental assistance and services 
focusing on youth. 

In 2015, the regional subunits of the social partner 
organisations in the province of Lower Austria 
presented a package of education measures to be 
introduced in the province, including establishment of 
free all-day schools for pupils aged 6–14. Then, in a 
subsequent joint position paper (Beirat für Wirtschafts- 
und Sozialfragen, 2007), four main social partner 
organisations in Austria – the Austrian Trade Union 
Federation (ÖGB), the Chamber of Labour (AK), the 
Austrian Federal Economic Chamber (WKO) and the 
Chamber of Agriculture (LWK) – called for the 
establishment of at least one all-day primary school in 
each administrative district of the country and for 
additional OSC facilities for after-school care. 

However, employer initiatives offering activities for 
children of their employees are more common. This is 
the case in Cyprus, where the Cyprus University of 
Technology offers a summer school for children of its 
employees. In Greece, where there is a general lack of 
social partner-led initiatives, one exception is the Camp 
of the Bank of Greece, which has been operating 
continuously since 1945. Children’s camps are also 
organised by social security funds covering workers in a 
specific industry or particular business, such as the 
camps of the National Bank Staff Health Fund. 

German companies offer a variety of measures to 
enable parents to reconcile work and family life, too. 
While offering flexible working time remains key to 
improving parental work–life balance, the Federal 
Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and 
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Youth (BMFSFJ) monitors companies’ childcare options. 
In the ministry’s Company monitor on family 
friendliness in 2006, the options listed include: 

£ additional leave when children are sick 

£ childcare support (for example, financial support 
for day-care services) 

£ childcare or holiday care 

£ a company-organised childcare service                     
(for example, company kindergarten) 

In Italy, company-level initiatives to improve employee 
work–life balance are quite widespread and include the 
provision of OSC services. An interesting example is 
Nestlé Italy’s 90 Days project. In addition to two 
company crèches and an agreement with unions about 
working time flexibility and teleworking, the project 
offers childcare services to employees during school 
holidays and other periods of school closure. Nestlé 
Italy has created two youth camps at its headquarters in 
Milan and San Sisto (Perugia) to welcome children aged 
3–14 during school closures and vacations. Under the 
guidance of teachers, children participate in 
recreational and educational activities based around 
the production division of the company: namely, 
nutrition, health, well-being, respect for environmental 
resources and the care of and correct relationship with 
pets. 

Other companies provide summer camps for their 
employees’ children too, such as the banking group UBI 
Banca and the insurance company Unipol (Maino and 
Ferrera, 2013). 

There are very few countries in which trade unions are 
the driving force behind OSC developments. The 
exceptions are Germany and Poland, where trade 
unions have been proactive in broad discussions. In 
Germany, United Services Trade Union (ver.di) regularly 
organises open-form networking meetings (OGS 
Vernetzungstreffen) in which workers can discuss OSC 
and all-day schooling, collective bargaining 
agreements, labour rights and strategies for 
improvement. In Poland, trade unions have been vocal 
about the alleged low quality of day-care centres, the 
main complaints being about capacity (the standards 
that premises are expected to meet and the discrepancy 
between theory and practice) and legal issues 
concerning the operation of on-site day care. 

OSC quality guidelines 
An increasingly important dimension of OSC is the 
perceived quality of the service on offer. In several 
countries, parents have said that poor quality was the 
reason they did not enrol their children in OSC, even 
when it was available and accessible. To improve 
quality standards, some countries have established 
criteria that providers must meet to offer OSC services, 
including minimum requirements for child–teacher 

ratios, teacher qualifications and the premises in which 
the care is delivered. 

Child–teacher ratio 

In Portugal, Ordinance 644-A/2015 of 24 August 2015 
defines the rules regarding OSC provided by state 
schools, namely AEC. These rules stipulate that classes 
should have between 24 and 26 children (although in 
exceptional cases, some classes may have a maximum 
of 18) per teacher. The same regulation establishes that 
staff must have adequate training to be able to provide 
activities under the AEC and for the students’ age group. 
It is the responsibility of the director of the school to 
assess the training curriculum of the professionals. In 
Poland, the number of students for which one teacher 
has responsibility cannot exceed 25. As for 
qualifications, in general, teachers who are qualified to 
work in schools of a specific type are allowed to work in 
on-site day care. Having a degree in pedagogy is also a 
way to qualify for such a position. 

Similarly, there are strict laws in France regarding the 
child–staff ratio, determined by the type of out-of-
school activities (perischolar (preschool) activities or 
extra-scholar (extracurricular) activities), the number of 
children, their age and the length of the activity period. 

Teacher qualifications 

In the Netherlands, the main changes in OSC quality 
control focus on the qualifications of the teachers. The 
Wet IKK Act, which passed in 2018, introduces new 
requirements that are divided into four themes: putting 
the development of the child first; safety and health; 
stability and pedagogical customisation; and childcare 
as a profession. The new quality regulations further 
define the child–staff ratio, minimum training and 
language requirements for staff, safety requirements for 
the premises and need for a formal pedagogical policy 
plan. These requirements apply to all types of childcare, 
including out-of-school provision, and the act is 
considered one of the most important pieces of recent 
policy legislation. 

In most other countries that have started examining the 
quality of OSC, the provisions encompass a broader 
range of issues. For instance, in 2018, Greece introduced 
a set of quality requirements that include directives on: 

£ hours of operation 

£ programmes of activities 

£ the maximum number of pupils allowed per class 

£ teacher timetables 

£ special provisions for the support of pupils with 
special needs 

£ organisation of training activities (workshops and 
educational seminars) 

£ hygiene 

£ building infrastructure 

Policies to support OSC provision
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The government of Flanders in Belgium linked the 
provision of funding to certain criteria that 
organisations must meet, including: 

£ infrastructure 

£ pedagogical approach 

£ teacher–child ratio (1:14) 

£ minimum staff qualifications, including a first-aid 
certificate 

£ teachers with no criminal record 

Germany has broader laws on OSC quality. In 2010, the 
Ministry of Education and Training published a decree 
regarding open and closed forms of all-day schools as 
well as OSC in primary and secondary education. The 
decree included goals for: 

£ quality development 

£ characteristics of all-day schools and OSC 

£ infrastructure and organisation 

£ personnel requirements 

£ time frame and opening hours 

£ supervision duties 

£ accident prevention 

£ safety requirements 

There is some variance on who is charged with the 
setting and monitoring of the quality control. 

In Denmark, the Public School Act stipulates the 
guidelines and regulations related to OSC. The school 
principal, the municipal council and the school board 
are responsible for ensuring the quality of the OSC 
delivered at school. 

In Sweden, OSC quality issues are regulated in the 
Education Act of 2011 and Ordinance and are thereby 
covered by systematic quality management 
requirements. OSC is also included in the curricula for 
compulsory schools, preschool classes and recreation 
centres. Additionally, the Swedish National Agency for 
Education has published general recommendations for 
how OSC activities should be organised. These 
recommendations are aimed at the principals and staff 

involved in OSC and offer guidance on how OSC should 
be run in accordance with applicable legislation and 
curricula, including (subject to revision): 

£ basic conditions (safe and healthy indoor and 
outdoor environments) 

£ pedagogic management (group sizes and              
teacher–child ratios should meet national criteria) 

£ learning (activities should allow children to 
progress towards goals set in the national 
curriculum) 

£ cooperation (discuss well-being, learning and 
development in OSC with parents or guardians) 

Finally, in some countries, the quality criteria have been 
relaxed. For example, the UK inspectorate body Ofsted 
(which determines staff ratios and qualification levels   
of staff) in 2014 reduced the statutory minimum             
staffing ratio to 1:30 for children up to the age of eight in 
out-of-school clubs in which the youngest children are 
aged four and above. Although this is the absolute 
minimum legal ratio, very few clubs will be able to 
operate safely at this level, and specialist childcare 
insurers are unlikely to provide cover. Ofsted expects 
providers to operate with safe staffing levels and to 
meet all the other requirements regarding care for 
children set out in the Statutory Framework for the 
Early Years Foundation Stage, but it is now down to 
individual providers to decide what the appropriate 
staffing levels are. However, Ofsted recommends that 
out-of-school clubs continue to operate at a ratio of 
around 1:8 for children up to the age of eight and a ratio 
of around 1:10 for children over the age of eight. 
Regarding qualifications, if only children aged four 
(reception class) or older are present, the member of 
staff must have the standard skills and experience 
necessary to fulfil their role, as normal, but there is no 
longer a requirement for them to have additional 
specific childcare or playwork qualifications. Members 
of staff are expected to fulfil other roles at each session 
as required (for example, they must hold a 12-hour 
paediatric first-aid certificate, be fully competent in 
English, and have child protection and food hygiene 
training). 
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The main objective of this report is to provide a 
comprehensive overview of the state of OSC among the 
different Member States, the UK and Norway. To that 
end, the report examines the disparity between the 
working lives of parents and school hours, provides an 
overview of the national policies on OSC (where 
possible), provides information on the take-up of OSC 
services and identifies the main barriers to the provision 
and the take-up of OSC in Member States, the UK and 
Norway. The report then presents a review of policies 
and measures that countries have implemented to 
support the provision of OSC. 

This report shows that, as of December 2019, in the EU 
there is no single and agreed definition of what               
‘out-of-school’ means, with individual countries each 
defining the term their own way. Furthermore, 
differences in national settings, including the duration 
of school terms and the age of school admission, make 
any meaningful comparison challenging. A clear and 
agreed definition would help policymakers not only 
conceive and introduce OSC measures but also evaluate 
its success in terms of take-up by parents. 

Research that focuses specifically on the provision of 
OSC is limited, and there is also a lack of extensive 
international comparative research. Available research 
to date shows that most of the academic literature has 
focused on the impact of OSC on child development. 
Knowledge gaps therefore remain in, for example, our 
understanding of the positive impact of OSC services on 
work–life balance. Nevertheless, a renewed research 
focus on work–life balance indicates that better 
alignment of OSC provision to parents’ working 
schedules has a positive impact, in that parents are 
better able to plan their careers and to be more focused 
at work. Improving the availability of OSC has also 
increased leisure time for working parents. 

While child development has historically been the sole 
main driver behind development of OSC services, 
women’s participation in the labour market specifically 
and arguments around work–life balance more broadly 
have come to dominate the debate in Europe in recent 
years. Parental labour market inclusion and equal 
employment opportunities for both parents, but with a 
focus on mothers, has been at the core of the discourse 
in a number of countries, including Austria, Czechia, 
Germany, Ireland, Malta, Slovenia and the UK. 

Another emerging issue within the discourse is that of 
children’s rights, not only in Nordic countries such as 
Denmark, Norway and Sweden but also in central and 
northern European countries. In countries where OSC is 
less established, such as Croatia, Estonia, Lithuania and 
Poland, the focus is more on the potential impact OSC 

can have on the improvement of children’s 
socioeconomic circumstances. 

The most obvious symptom of the gap in OSC provision 
is the incompatibility between parents’ working 
schedules and the availability of compulsory schooling 
hours offered for school-age children. There seems to 
be a gap in nearly all countries, with the largest gaps in 
many of the central and eastern European countries and 
the most pronounced gaps in Romania, Slovakia and 
Croatia. Notable gaps in OSC provision can also be 
observed in Estonia, Finland, Czechia and Greece. On 
the other hand, Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands 
appear to have found a better balance between parent 
and school schedules, and there are no gaps in Italy, 
Luxembourg and Portugal. 

There is a strong gender component when examining 
the gap between working hours and compulsory 
schooling hours, with women experiencing greater 
difficulties in relation to the mismatch between the two 
schedules. Looking at the working hours of mothers 
compared to weekly hours of formal childcare, the 
greatest gaps are in Slovakia, Croatia, Estonia, Finland, 
Lithuania and Romania. The data show that on average 
mothers work fewer hours, but still considerably more 
hours than the child spends in structured childcare 
programmes. The absence of available childcare 
options can force working mothers to make alternative 
arrangements, ranging from engaging informal care to 
taking the decision to work part time. Women may also 
make certain personal adjustments along with such a 
decision in light of job security, financial independence 
and career opportunities. 

The majority of countries do have at least some data on 
the take-up of OSC; only five Member States had no 
information at all. In 12 countries, the share of pupils 
attending OSC activities is over 50%, with the highest 
take-up in Portugal, Slovenia, Denmark, France and 
Spain. Countries where the take-up is 25% or lower 
include Austria, Cyprus and Ireland. But the decision to 
enrol a child in OSC is influenced by a wide range of 
factors beyond the simple presence of OSC in a given 
country. For example, parents may simply prefer other 
arrangements, they may have concerns about the 
quality of OSC services available, or they may feel 
unable to overcome one or more of a range of barriers. 
Information on the take-up of OSC during holiday 
periods is scarcer. Only six countries (Austria, Belgium, 
Cyprus, France, Malta and Sweden) have any 
information or data on the number of pupils attending 
OSC during the summer period. Nevertheless, in most 
cases, take-up of OSC services in summer is much lower 
than in the rest of the year. 

7 Conclusions 
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Recreational OSC activities (sports, leisure) are much 
more popular than educational OSC activities. However, 
the all-day school reform in many countries has reduced 
the time available for these types of activity. 

There is a range of barriers to accessing OSC services 
and, of these, regional differences are one of the most 
significant, irrespective of country size. In most 
countries, parents in rural areas face greater difficulties 
in accessing OSC services for school-age children, and 
this often relates to a lack of transport options. Cost is 
another significant barrier, affecting organisations 
(where additional funding must be found) and parents 
on lower incomes. Eligibility does not seem to be 
considered a significant barrier to accessing OSC 
services. Finally, the quality or perceived quality of OSC 
also influences parents’ decision whether to enrol their 
children into OSC. 

Caring responsibilities have been cited as an obstacle to 
participation in OSC. In Czechia, some parents have 
older children take care of their younger siblings or 
prefer to have the child at home when they are not at 
work. In addition, for multigenerational families, 
parents do not feel the need to have the child cared for 
outside of the family unit if care within the family is 
available. Attendance at OSC services in such cases is 
therefore perceived by parents as unnecessary. Some 
parents report that they do not enrol their children in 
OSC because their children are simply not interested in 
the activities on offer. In Estonia, the main reasons given 
for 25–30% of young children surveyed not participating 
in OSC is lack of interest and lack of time. 

The availability and affordability of OSC services 
continue to be the major challenges for working 
parents. However, OSC quality is another important 
factor in determining whether parents choose formal 
provision over informal care or decide not to use 
childminding facilities at all. As of December 2019, there 
is no set of agreed criteria for assessing the quality of 
OSC, something that would help service providers and 
those responsible for setting up OSC provision to 
monitor and evaluate it. Moreover, parents would have 
the opportunity to make informed decisions about what 
type of service to opt for. 

In terms of policies to promote the provision and            
take-up of OSC, Austria, Denmark, France, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania and Portugal have introduced 
arguably the first distinctive set of policies under the 

umbrella term ‘all-day’ or ‘extended’ schools. The 
debate about the merits (or otherwise) of linking OSC 
more closely with regular school schedules is ongoing. 
On the one hand, closer links would make it easier to 
organise care for all sorts of reasons, including logistics 
and availability of teaching staff. On the other hand, 
perhaps a certain distance between OSC and regular 
schools gives children more breathing space and 
creates a separate identity for OSC. 

Belgium, France and Germany have rolled out policies 
that focus mainly on education, while in Croatia, 
Czechia and Finland, policies promote labour market 
participation and work–life balance. 

Starting in Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Hungary, the 
Netherlands and Sweden, one aspect appearing more 
frequently on policymakers’ agendas is the quality of 
OSC. Parental perception of poor OSC quality may 
influence their decision not to take up OSC and look for 
alternative childcare. Stakeholders have been 
increasingly vocal about the inadequate working 
conditions of the staff working in the OSC sector, which, 
together with the issue of the teacher–child ratio, 
implies the need for substantial investment in the OSC 
workforce. 

In Germany, for instance, one of the aims of the new 
coalition agreement of March 2018 is to introduce by 
2025 the legal right to OSC for children in primary 
school. A Bertelsmann Stiftung study (2017) shows that 
this plan will have significant financial implications for 
federal and local governments: investment in the 
provision of infrastructure for OSC and all-day schools 
will exceed €20 billion, and an additional 72,000 skilled 
workers will be needed. Local municipalities argue that 
there is already a lack of skilled educators, which makes 
creating a legal right for OSC challenging as there would 
be no way of ensuring its quality. 

This report is based on research conducted before the 
outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic. Out-of-school care 
policies at EU, national and local levels should be 
considered in light of the pandemic particularly in terms 
of medium- and long-term impacts. The report may be 
particularly useful to policymakers in identifying what 
has worked in the past and what may be required to 
support work–life balance for parent and carers as they 
deal with the far-reaching consequences of this 
pandemic in their own work and lives.  
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Policy pointers 
Aim to reach agreement on a common broad 

definition of OSC that can be applied across all Member 
States, the UK and Norway, while respecting the 
differences of national settings. Such agreement will 
significantly increase understanding among all 
policymakers and stakeholders of what OSC is and what 
it encompasses. 

Consider the incompatibility between standard 

working hours and compulsory schooling hours for 
school-age children and reflect on the potential 
implications for working parents in general and working 
mothers in particular. 

Reflect how new forms of employment (sometimes 
associated with irregular, unpredictable working hours) 
can be aligned with more fixed and formal hours within 
education systems. 

Promote and support research into links between OSC 

and parental work–life balance and consider the 
potential impacts of improved OSC provision. 

Find ways to increase the take-up of existing OSC, 
especially in rural areas and for children from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Improve providers’ and policymakers’ understanding 

of parental motivations for using OSC services and the 
barriers to accessing OSC in order to find alternative 
solutions. 

Pay more attention to establishing and maintaining 

the quality of OSC. As a first step, agreeing on a set of 
criteria would certainly help all actors involved to 
monitor and evaluate OSC and help parents make 
informed decisions about what type of service to           
opt for. 

Pay more attention to the working conditions of OSC 

staff as this is a major contributing factor to the quality 
of care delivered and one of the key determinants of 
OSC take-up. 
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Part 1: Contextual information and national framework 
1.1 Please verify and provide information about school opening times and hours – the focus is on regular schooling 

hours. Please provide sources. 

1.2 Policy discourse. Please provide information on whether and in what way out-of-school care has been a topic in 
the policy debate since 2010. Please focus on formal policies, programmes and measures (as explained in the 
background note). If possible, please emphasise developments at the national level. 

Please identify key policy documents including ‘grey literature’ (strategies, background papers, position papers by 
social partners and manifestos of main political parties that have referred to the need for or the impact of the lack 
of out-of-school care). (Max. 250 words.) 

Please highlight: 

Annex: Questionnaire for Network 
of Eurofound Correspondents

School-age children in 
primary and lower 
secondary education, 
starting with compulsory 
age for starting school up 
to lower secondary 
education (age 12 years)

Total number of hours in 
school (per day) (where 
available, please provide 
start and end times)

Number of days per week Holiday periods (number 
of weeks per year)

Main drivers behind the policy debate 
(increased emphasis on opportunities for 
women, work–life balance, working 
conditions of staff in the OSC services, 
well-being and the development of 
children)

Main stakeholders involved (e.g. civil 
society, parent organisations, public 
authorities, employers)

Main target groups, such as parents       
(e.g. households on low income, single 
parents, etc.) and children (e.g. living 
with disability, age, ethnic minority, 
school performance, etc.)
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Part 2: Organisation of out-of-school care services 
2.1 Regulation, funding and provision of out-of-school care may take place at the different levels. To what extent are 

the different levels responsible in your country? Please provide information below indicating the role of national, 
regional or local authorities. 

2.2 Do parents have to cover any of the costs of out-of-school care activities of their children? (Max. 150 words.) 

a. Yes/no 

b. If yes, please provide relevant information with full source references 

c. If yes, do all parents have to pay them? Are there exemptions or possibilities for external financial support 
(e.g. for parents with an economically deprived background)? 

2.3 Who are the main providers of out-of-school care activities (e.g. schools, municipality, private sector, volunteer 
organisations/formal clubs, NGOs, etc.)? (Max. 150 words.) 

2.4 Where do the activities take place (e.g. at school, leisure facilities, another designated space)? If available, please 
include information on average distance to schools. (Max. 150 words.) 

2.5 What are the hours of out-of-school care services? Please provide information whether there are any limitations 
regarding the number of hours children may be entitled to. (Max. 150 words.) 

Part 3: Participation in out-of-school care 
3.1 Are there any eligibility criteria for children to participate in out-of-school care (e.g. parents need to be in 

employment, household income threshold, living within the proximity of the activities taking place, school-related 
criteria, etc.)? (Max. 100 words.) 

a. Yes/no 

b. If yes, please provide relevant information with full source references 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy

National Regional Local

Regulation                   
(Key policies, laws) 

Name, year of establishment

Description of objectives, 
scope, etc.

Targeting (do OSC services 
target any specific group(s); 
e.g. living with disability, 
school performance, ethnic 
minority)

Funding Is there any information on 
spending/budgets for               
out-of-school care?

How are the out-of-school 
activities financed? Who pays 
for the provision of services, 
staff, facilities, equipment, 
meals, etc.?

School-age children Total number of hours 

per day

Total number of hours 

per week

Total number of hours 

per year 
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3.2 Are there any national/regional data on the participation of children in out-of-school care? (Max. 100 words.) 

a. Yes/no 

b. If yes, please provide relevant information with full source references 

3.3 Based on the information provided above, what are the main types of activities that children participate in within 
the out-of-school care (play, sport, homework, etc.)? (Max. 100 words.) 

3.4 Are there any follow-up out-of-school activities for young people aged 12–15? (Max. 100 words.) 

Part 4: Key barriers to accessing out-of-school care 
4.1 What are the main barriers and key obstacles to accessing out-of-school care?  

Please identify and describe the two barriers most relevant in your country. (Max. 250 words.)  

Please be explicit with regard to: 

Annex

Type of data Information 

What is the proportion of children that 
regularly participate in out-of-school 
care (before or after school)?

How many hours per day do children 
participate during the school year?

What proportion of children participate 
in out-of-school care during holiday 
periods?

Barrier  (Yes/no) Total number of hours per year 

Lack of suitable provision (this can 
include general lack of spaces or lack of 
provision for specific target groups;       
e.g. children with disabilities)

Eligibility criteria

Regional differences (e.g. accessibility in 
rural areas, etc.)

Service fees or other financial hurdles

Distance to services

Others (e.g. this can include issues of 
perceived quality of out-of-school care) 
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Part 5: Policy measures and programmes/initiatives to promote         
out-of-school care 
5.1 In this section, please select a policy measure or an initiative that aims to promote out-of-school care. Please 

detail the scope and content. 

(Please note that some policy measures may not necessarily have been labelled specifically as out-of-school care; 
however, their impact may be to reduce the barriers and increase the take-up of out-of-school provisions.) 

Please provide references and key conclusion(s) in brief. 

Please focus on the time period since 2010. Please limit your answer to one policy measure. (Max. 250 words.) 

5.2 In this section, please provide an example of a specific programme within the area of out-of-school care. Please 
identify the objectives and remit and comment on the scope and content. Ideally, the initiative or programme 
should be linked to the policy measures identified in point 5.1. (Max. 250 words.) 

5.3 Are there any social partner-led initiatives (including company level); for example, cooperation with local 
employment office, civil society or non-governmental organisations? (Max. 200 words.) 

a. Yes/no 

b. If yes, please provide relevant information with full source reference 

5.4 Are there national guidelines or regulations related to the quality of out-of-school care provision (e.g. child–staff 
ratio, trained staff, etc.)? (Max. 100 words.) 

a. Yes/no 

b. If yes, please provide relevant information with full source reference 

Part 6: Key sources of knowledge about out-of-school care 
In this section, list important studies on and sources of information related to out-of-school care in your country. 

(add rows as necessary) 

Out-of-school care: Provision and public policy

Policy measure Time reference Description of objectives, 

scope and content

Main target 

group

Impact assessment       

(if available)

Programme/ 

initiative 

Time reference Description of objectives, 

scope and content

Main target 

group

Impact assessment       

(if available)

Reference Main findings (content, target groups covered, type of data used) 
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Please list key experts that you contacted to obtain the information provided above (some experts and sources for 
some countries will be provided by Eurofound’s project team). 

Expert contacted for the purpose of gathering information: 

(add rows as necessary) 
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Name Contact details Expertise area (in relation to information provided 
above)
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Getting in touch with the EU 
 

In person 

All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct information centres.  You can find the address of 

the centre nearest you at: http://europa.eu/contact 

On the phone or by email 

Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union.  You can contact this service: 

–  by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for these calls) 

–  at the following standard number: +32 22999696 

–  by email via: http://europa.eu/contact 

Finding information about the EU 
 

Online 

Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available on  the Europa website 

at: http://europa.eu 

EU publications 

You can download or order free and priced EU publications from the EU Bookshop at:  

http://publications.europa.eu/eubookshop. Multiple copies of free publications may be obtained  by contacting 

Europe Direct or your local information centre (see http://europa.eu/contact). 

EU law and related documents 

For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1951 in all the official  language versions, 

go to EUR-Lex at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu 

Open data from the EU 

The EU Open Data Portal (http://data.europa.eu/euodp) provides access to datasets from the EU. Data can be 

downloaded and reused for free, both for commercial and non-commercial purposes.

http://europa.eu/contact
http://europa.eu/contact
http://europa.eu
http://publications.europa.eu/eubookshop
http://europa.eu/contact
http://eur-lex.europa.eu
http://data.europa.eu/euodp


This report summarises out-of-school care (OSC)  

in the EU and examines related issues, including 

take-up of OSC, barriers and policy solutions. The 

report uses information gathered by the Network 

of Eurofound Correspondents, data from the 

European Working Conditions Survey 2015              

(EWCS 2015), the European Union Statistics on 

Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) and the 

European Quality of Life Survey 2016. Because 

there is no single definition of OSC, statistical 

comparison is challenging and it is difficult to 

evaluate the quality of OSC. The report 

recommends: agreeing on a definition of OSC; 

addressing the gap between standard working 

hours and compulsory schooling hours; supporting 

further research into the links between OSC and 

parental work–life balance; increasing take-up of 

existing services; establishing quality conventions; 

and reviewing the working conditions of OSC staff. 
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Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound) is a 

tripartite European Union Agency, whose role is 

to provide knowledge in the area of social, 

employment and work-related policies. 

Eurofound was established in 1975 by Council 

Regulation (EEC) No. 1365/75, to contribute to the 

planning and design of better living and working  

conditions in Europe.
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