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Summary

The Netherlands will spend nearly €9 billion a year from 2029 to make childcare almost
free for working parents. The Council of State supports the payment method but doubts
the social return.

This essay argues that the debate rests on an unstated choice: only paid work counts
as work. Raising children is work by the international definition. Dutch law pays for it
only after it has been formalised.

The essay shows that a spiral of formalisation, described by the author in 2008, has run
its predicted course. It compares the principles behind other countries’ systems. It ends
with the design principles of a guild that allocates work by vocation, and three
hypotheses by which that design can be tested.

1. The occasion

On 9 November 2026 the Council of State published its advice on the Childcare
Financing Act. From 2029 the state will pay 95.6% of the hourly price of childcare, up to
a statutory maximum, directly to childcare organisations. Eligibility no longer depends
on income. It does depend on the work requirement: a parent must be employed, in
education, or in a programme leading to work.

The additional cost is about €3.7 billion a year. Total public spending on childcare will
reach nearly €9 billion.



The Council supports direct payment, because it ends the claw-backs from parents that
produced the childcare benefits scandal. Its other findings are critical. The government
itself expects almost no increase in labour participation. Demand is expected to rise by
23%, mainly because parents will replace care by grandparents with formal childcare. In
a sector that already lacks staff and premises, this will push prices up and reduce
access for low-income families. The Council also questions the one-year test period and
the state-aid construction, and recommends reconsidering the work requirement.

On the same day 35 organisations, including the main trade unions, the association of
municipalities and the education councils, asked the government to proceed without
delay. Their letter does not address the Council’s criticisms.

The financial newspaper that reported the advice also reported that a quarter of
employers still face staff shortages, and that nearly half of young care workers are
considering leaving the sector. These reports belong to the same subject.

2. Raising children is work

Since 2013 the International Labour Organization has defined work as any activity that
produces goods or services for others or for one’s own use. Unpaid care for one’s own
children falls under this definition as own-use production work.

This work is excluded from the national accounts. It does not appear in gross domestic
product, but it is work.

A Dutch estimate from 2023 values the unpaid care of children at about €15 billion a
year. The method can be debated. The order of magnitude shows that the unpaid work
exceeds the €9 billion the state will spend on the paid form.

3. What Dutch law counts as work

Dutch law follows the national accounts rather than the ILO. Under the work
requirement, a parent raising his own children or a grandparent caring for grandchildren
is not working. The law does not state this as a choice. It follows from the definition of
the requirement.



The law pays parents and grandparents only after the work has been formalised. A
grandparent can be paid as a registered childminder, which requires a recognised
diploma, a first-aid certificate, a certificate of good conduct and registration with an
agency. A parent can be paid for youth care to his own child through a personal budget,
but only with a formal youth-care referral. Nine weeks of paid parental leave
compensate lost wages, not the work of raising a child.

The child benefit does not change this. It was introduced in 1939 as insurance against
the costs of children, as support for a social good, and as population policy. It is now a
contribution to the costs of a child, paid regardless of who does the work.

4. The 2008 analysis

In June 2008 the author published “Why We Need a Recession to Move to a Social
Society”. It described a sequence. A tax benefit for accredited childcare creates high
demand. High demand creates a shortage of certified staff and a budget problem. The
response is more formal structure: norms, buildings, managers, supervisors and
administration.

The essay observed that formalisation changes who is considered competent. “When
childcare was not formalized everybody was qualified to raise children.” Once norms are
written down, parents are divided into the educated and the not-educated. The
discussion then leads to a new institution for parents considered unable to raise their
children.

It also noted that people without paid work are required to work elsewhere and therefore
cannot care for their own children. It argued that paid relationships replace long-term
reciprocity, and suggested that the state might pay parents to raise their own children. It
concluded that a recession would be needed to reduce formal activity.

5. The record since 2008

The predicted sequence occurred. Between 2005 and 2009 the number of children in
formal childcare rose from about 375,000 to about 800,000. The budget of about €1.6



billion was projected to reach €3.0 billion by 2011. The government responded with
stricter rules for childminders and lower benefit rates.

The workforce grew from about 78,000 in 2015 to nearly 127,000 in 2025. Annual inflow
doubled to about 20,000, but annual outflow rose to 14,000. The sector still lacks nearly
7,000 staff. Spending on the childcare benefit is €5.9 billion in 2026 and will rise to
nearly €9 billion.

The new institution also appeared. In 2025, 477,500 young people, 10.8% of everyone
under 23, received youth care. Municipal costs were about €4 billion in 2018 and are
projected at €10 billion in 2028. In 2023 the responsible state secretary said that doubts
belong to growing up, and that a generation in professional care should not be the aim.

The proposed remedy did not hold. The recession came, and cuts followed. Between
2012 and 2014 childcare use fell by 8.6%. The labour participation of single mothers fell
from 60.1% to 56.2%. No one measured whether informal help increased. When the
economy recovered, the spiral resumed. A recession slowed formalisation but did not
change the principle behind it.

6. What the diploma delivers

If formalisation produced better care, its cost could be justified. The available evidence
does not show that the formal requirement is what makes care effective.

A Dutch review of youth-care research found little association between professionals’
characteristics, including education and experience, and outcomes. What mattered was
how professionals behaved in the relationship with child and parents.

In childcare, the national quality monitor rates emotional quality as good and
educational quality as moderate, without linking either to qualifications. Dutch research
on early-childhood organisations notes that support from colleagues and learning on the
job relate more strongly to quality than formal standards.

A diploma certifies knowledge about raising children. It does not certify the ability to do
it.



7. A shortage of fit, not of people

The labour market has loosened. In the third quarter of 2026 there were 92 vacancies
per 100 unemployed, against 142 in 2022. Yet the share of employers reporting
shortages has barely fallen. Healthcare alone has about 68,500 open vacancies. A large
share of young care workers consider leaving, a pattern already visible in surveys from
2021 and 2024.

If the problem were a lack of people, a looser labour market would ease it. It does not. A
more consistent explanation is a lack of fit between people and work.

A grandparent who cares for grandchildren because it suits her, and a young care
worker who leaves a job she entered through a qualification, illustrate the same
mismatch. The system allocates work by certificate, not by vocation.

8. Principles in other countries

Other countries make different choices. The differences lie in principles more than in

amounts.
Country Principle Practice
Sweden The state relieves the  Universal childcare;
individual of home-care allowance
dependence on family  abolished in 2016
Germany Family care supported, Care allowance of
then reversed €150/month (2013—
2015), struck down by
the court
Finland Choice between €378/month for home
daycare and home care; relatives may

care care until 2027



Country Principle Practice

Norway Choice for toddlers Cash benefit for
children aged 13-19
months outside

daycare
Hungary Care by grandparents  70% of the
as work grandparent’s wage,

with pension accrual

China Care within the Grandparents raise a
extended family large share of young
children

Comparative research places the Netherlands on a path of partial de-familialisation.
Care has moved out of the family without a clear decision on how far.

Anthropological work by Sarah Hrdy shows that humans have always raised children in
networks of kin and group members. Shared care is the historical norm.

The common feature of all current systems is that care is tied either to a diploma and an
institution, or to family membership. None ties it to the vocation of the person who does
the work.

9. Stacked principles and circulating money

Sweden applies one principle consistently. The Netherlands combines five: paid work as
a condition, the household as the unit of account, redistribution by income, the market
as provider, and the state as supervisor. Each principle requires its own rules. Each
layer moves money between citizens and the state.

In 2016 economists of the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis described
this circulation of tax money through benefits as inefficient. The new act adds another
layer. Because public money will flow directly to private providers, the sector falls under
European state-aid rules, with profit limits and recovery of overcompensation.



Several trade-offs are made without being stated. A tax credit for working parents is
phased out in exchange for nearly free childcare. Care by grandparents is replaced by
paid care. Simplicity for parents is exchanged for complex obligations for providers. The
decision to count only paid work as work is not written down; it follows from a definition.
Choices that are not explicit cannot be openly debated.

10. Design principles for a guild based on vocation

The author is developing a professional community in the form of a guild. Itis a
prototype in development, and its design changes with use. Its principles are:

Personal ownership. Each person has an address that records skills, interests,
completed work and next steps. It belongs to the person.

Direction by vocation. A personal blueprint indicates talent and vocation. It is visible
only to the person and guides the direction of work.

Transfer by masters. Experienced people, including those over 65, can propose to
pass on their craft to younger people. The younger person decides.

Self-reported load. Workers report their own load. Nothing is measured by camera or
sensor. A worker at risk of leaving can say so and be shown better-fitting work.

Honest gaps. When no suitable person is available, the guild reports a gap and its
reason. It does not create artificial matches.

Human decisions. Calculations support decisions; people make them. Placement
requires the consent of all parties.

Recorded deeds. Within family and neighbourhood, help is recorded by the person
who gives it and confirmed by the person who receives it. No money is needed inside
this circle.

In this design, raising children is a craft. Grandparents and experienced parents act as
masters; families are clients. One boundary must remain explicit: paid care for other
people’s children falls under childcare law, care within family and circle does not.



11. Hypotheses for testing
The design is a claim until tested. Three hypotheses follow.

Retention. People placed by vocation remain in their work longer than people placed by
qualification.

Relationship quality. Clients rate the relationship with people placed by vocation
higher.

Visible volume. Recording deeds within family and neighbourhood makes the amount
of child-raising work outside formal childcare measurable for the first time.

If the first two hypotheses fail, the explanation of the shortage as a problem of fit is
wrong. The third provides a figure that is absent from the current debate.

12. Conclusion

The 2008 analysis of formalisation has been confirmed by eighteen years of data. Its
proposed remedy, a recession, has not.

The alternative is an explicit choice: to recognise raising children as work regardless of
who performs it, and to allocate work by vocation rather than by certificate. Whether that
choice delivers better results can be established in practice.
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