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           Adding up the cost of childcare
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the course of working with low income families the VPSJ has become increasingly aware of the burden 

imposed by the cost of childcare on low and middle income families.  Middle income families, in a position 

to consider childcare, speak of the costs involved as being comparable to a second mortgage.  The cost of 

housing and childcare are the two highest contributory causes to the high cost of living for households 

with children.  In the case of families dependent on social welfare the lack of affordable childcare is a 

major obstacle to the realisation of their goal to return to work or education.  Without access to childcare 

many families with a low income are left with no choice but to continue to live in poverty, to forego 

opportunities to promote their own development and to limit their potential to contribute to society.   

High quality childcare provides a positive experience for all children and encourages the development of 

social, language and cognitive skills as well as the promotion of their health and integration into society.  

Childcare plays a particularly crucial role in the lives of children experiencing household poverty.  It also 

provides an early intervention service for children with disabilities or whose development is at risk 

because of different family related stress factors. Decisions need to be taken at government level to 

address this major issue of concern for low and middle income households with children.  As the country 

begins to move from a long period of recession and austerity the first step towards the provision of high 

quality, available and affordable childcare for all children should focus on children with the greatest 

needs, including those from households in poverty. This edition of Just.Now focuses on the impact of the 

cost of childcare on a minimum acceptable standard of living.    

 



 

What do parents need to earn to afford childcare? 
INTRODUCTION 

The VPSJ has recently published a Working Paper 

which looks at Ireland’s high childcare costs, and 

how much parents would need to earn to afford 

both formal childcare and to provide a socially 

acceptable minimum standard of living for their 

family. 

The ongoing research by the VPSJ on Minimum 

Essential Budget Standards has repeatedly 

demonstrated the difficulty low income 

households face in affording a socially acceptable 

minimum standard of living, and has found that 

the high costs of formal childcare are a significant 

element in driving up the expenditure and 

income requirements of households with 

children. 

The Working Paper examines One Parent and 

Two Parent household types with one child, and 

how needs change with the age of the child. The 

paper considers children in three age-groups: 

 A baby – approximately 9 months old 

 A pre-school age child – 3 years old 

 A primary school age child – 6 years old 

The paper calculates how much these households 

need to spend, in order to have all the elements 

required for a Minimum Essential Standard of 

Living, and what they would need to earn to 

afford these costs. 

COST OF A CHILD & CHILDCARE 

The cost of a childs’ Minimum Essential Standard 

of Living* starts at €89 per week for a baby, dips 

for a pre-school age child and then rises again as 

the child gets older. However, when the costs of 

full-time formal childcare are included, the cost 

of a child can increase by up to 4 times.. 

The average weekly cost of full-time formal 

childcare in Dublin is: 

› Baby €210 

› Pre-School €180 

› Primary School €122 

INTERNATIONAL CHILDCARE COSTS 

Childcare costs in Ireland are exceptionally high. 

The OECD compares childcare costs 

internationally, and measures the cost of full-

time formal childcare against average wages.  

Childcare costs in Ireland are more than double 

the EU average, and that is after taking account 

of Child Benefit. Furthermore, public spending on 

childcare in Ireland is amongst the lowest in the 

EU.   

The European Commission and the OECD have 

both noted the high costs of childcare in Ireland; 

how they act as a barrier to taking up work, are a 

notable factor in limiting women’s employment 

rates and contribute to female under-

employment.  



 

MINIMUM WAGE INADEQUACY 

The National Minimum Wage (NMW) of €8.65 per 

hour does not provide the basis of an adequate 

household income for either a Two Parent or One 

Parent household, with one child, living in Dublin. 

A Two Parent household, with both adults 

employed full-time earning the NMW, will have a 

weekly household income (after taxes and 

including Child Benefit) of €664 per week. 

A One Parent household, with the adult 

employed full-time earning the NMW, and one 

child (aged 6 or under), earns a net salary of €318 

per week. In addition, they would qualify for 

social welfare supports including the One-Parent 

Family Payment and Family Income Supplement. 

The total weekly household income is €516.  

Childcare costs can take up to 40% of a 

household’s net income, when earning the 

National Minimum Wage. 

In all six cases the income from the minimum 

wage and social welfare supports falls far short of 

what these household compositions need to 

spend for a socially acceptable minimum 

standard of living, including the cost of formal 

childcare and rented housing in Dublin. 

› Two Parent household would need to spend 

between €740 and €830 per week  

› One Parent household would need to spend 

between €632 and €722 per week  

To afford childcare, and a MESL, salaries notably 

above the minimum wage are required.  

› Two Parents – each adult needs a salary of 

up to 1 ½ times the NMW 

› One Parent – the adult needs a salary of up 

to 2 ⅔ times the NMW 

WHAT CAN BE DONE? 

It is clear that childcare costs in Ireland are too 

high and unaffordable for those on lower 

incomes. The Working Paper examines 

hypothetical scenarios, including the impact of 

Scandinavian style subsidised childcare and free 

childcare. 

It finds that the households could afford a 

Minimum Essential Standard of Living on the 

minimum wage, if they did not have to pay for 

childcare directly. 

The paper also finds that a Scandinavian style 

system of childcare would mean Two Parent 

households would have to earn only marginally 

above the minimum wage; but further supports 

would be required for One Parent households. 

The full paper presents the findings in more 

detail, it is available online at www.budgeting.ie    
                                                       Robert Thornton VPSJ

                                                      
*
 The direct costs are based on what children need for a 

minimum essential standard of living in Ireland today. 
Although the standard of living is set at a minimum level, it 
is not a standard dictated by affordability or mere survival. 
The standard is grounded in social consensus about the 
goods and services children need to have if they are to 
enjoy a minimum essential standard of living. 

http://www.budgeting.ie/


 

Reflection                                                                                                             
"As the family goes, so goes the nation, so goes the world in which we live."  Pope John Paul II  

The person is not only sacred but also social. How we organize our society -- in economics and politics, in 
law and policy -- directly affects human dignity and the capacity of individuals to grow in 
community. Marriage and the family are the central social institutions that must be supported and 
strengthened, not undermined. We believe people have a right and a duty to participate in society, 
seeking together the common good and well-being of all, especially the poor and vulnerable.                                                                                           
                                                                                                                   Seven Themes of Catholic Social Teaching 

                            ********************************************************** 
Economic and social policies as well as organization of the work world should be continually evaluated in 
light of their impact on the strength and stability of family life. 
 The long-range future of this nation is intimately linked with the well-being of families, for the family is 
the most basic form of human community.  Efficiency and competition in the marketplace must be 
moderated by greater concern for the way work schedules and compensation support or threaten the 
bonds between spouses and between parents and children.                                         Economic Justice for All 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Prayer for the Work                  
Against Poverty 

Christ, who showed great 
compassion to people struggling to 
survive                                                                                                        
give us compassion toward those in 
poverty.  
Your wish is for all of your children 
to live with dignity, with adequate 
food, shelter, health care and 
education.  
Help us take up your work as a 
community of faith                                
and guide us as we seek just 
solutions to the poverty in our 
midst.                               Amen.                                         

Prayer for International Families Day 
 May 15th 2015 

 

Lord Jesus 
You knew the love of your parents, 
You returned their love and concern.  
You knew their heartbreak when You were missing in the Temple. 
You witnessed the suffering of your widowed mother as you 
suffered. 
The experience of the human family was part of your human 
experience. 
Have compassion on all families, in every part of the globe, 
In every configuration, as they all struggle and seek to flourish. 
We pray that all family members receive grace and guidance 
So they may provide support and solidarity for each other, 
So they may provide a space of solace for each other. 
Have mercy on parents and family caretakers  
As they work each day to provide bread, 
To provide care for their children and what security they can. 
Have compassion for children, growing up in a difficult world, 
Needing adults to help them learn so much and to give them 
direction. 
Grant all family members the capacity to love one another  
And to heal one another.       Amen  
                                                                                                   Jane Deren 
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