POLICY FOR CHILDCARE IN INDONESIA:
Bringing together the pieces of the puzzle and filling the gaps
Indonesia’s public policy on early childhood education and childcare (ECEC) was brought into focus
at a recent webinar hosted by the Australia Indonesia Partnership for Economic Development
(Prospera) and the Asian Development Bank (ADB). Entitled Towards quality and affordable childcare
for all in Indonesia and held on 14–15 October 2021, the webinar highlighted that ECEC is a complex
issue in Indonesia, requiring a package of policy support—or different pieces of the puzzle to come
together—rather than a single policy instrument. Such a package would be the most comprehensive
way to address the needs of children, increase women’s participation in the economy and support the
recovery phase of the Covid-19 pandemic.
These considerations were the result of discussions among more than 100 participants, both from
Indonesia and around the world. The participants shared experiences and lessons learned
internationally, while also identifying current efforts in and priorities for ECEC in Indonesia. The
participants included government representatives and experts from the following organisations in
Indonesia: Ministry of Finance; Ministry of Woman Empowerment and Children Protection; Ministry of
Social Affairs; Ministry of National Development Planning; Ministry of Education, Culture, Research
and Technology; Statistics Indonesia; Executive Office of the President; Centre on Child Protection
and Wellbeing at University of Indonesia; Australian Department of Foreign Trade; United Nations
agencies. International experts included: Australian Treasury; World Bank; Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD); Institute of Development Studies, Sussex; International
Labour Organization, Geneva; UN Women, Bangkok; and academicians from India and Norway.
This document summarises the key topics and issues raised during the webinar.

Women’s economic participation and unmet childcare needs in Indonesia
Quality ECEC (including kindergartens, playgroups and day care centres) has clear economic
benefits for children, women, families and society. Investment in the sector is not only critical for
building future human capital, but also increases a nation’s economic potential by increasing
participation in the economy, particularly that of women. For example, empowering women and
closing gender gaps in labour force participation could increase Indonesia’s growth by 9% or add
Rp 135 billion per year by 2025 (McKinsey 2018).
Expanding the childcare sector offers substantial employment opportunities for women, given women
dominate the sector as paid and unpaid carers. Globally, the World Bank (2021b) estimates that more
than 40% of all children below primary-school age need childcare but do not have access to it. If the
childcare workforce were expanded to meet this need, 43 million jobs could be created around the
world. These jobs are important for the future of work, globally and in Indonesia, as they are less
susceptible to automation.

Despite this, Indonesia’s female labour force participation in 2021 remained low at 54%, which is
lower than the regional average of 68%. The gender gap in labour force participation is most striking
for married women, particularly those with children. Social norms and practices mean that Indonesian
women are often burdened with unpaid work and family responsibilities (Setyonaluri et al. 2021). The

lack of affordable care options means that women (and families) often must prioritise family
responsibilities over paid work.

The Covid-19 pandemic has exposed and exacerbated long-standing inequalities in the division of
unpaid work in families, reversing previous gains in Indonesia and the Asia and the Pacific more
broadly (UNESCAP 2021). Recent analysis from Indonesia shows that although many women
entered the labour force for the first time during the pandemic, they mostly took low-quality jobs to
compensate for family job losses and reductions in household income. The pandemic has impacted
the most on female workers of child-bearing age, particularly those with caring responsibilities: men
and women with children under five are less likely to be employed than those without children (World
Bank 2021). Mothers are three times more likely to support children with remote learning than fathers
(UNICEF, UNDP, Prospera and SMERU 2020).
An inclusive and resilient post-pandemic recovery necessitates concerted efforts to recognise care
work, reduce unpaid care work, redistribute in a mutually beneficial way, reward the care workers and
ensure care worker’s representation (ADB 2021). Public and private investment in more affordable
and quality non-parental ECEC can make a meaningful contribution to achieving this vision.

Childcare provision in Indonesia
Indonesia’s policies related to childcare and women’s economic participation are well documented in
its development plan. One of the presidential and vice-presidential missions is to increase the quality
of human resources in Indonesia: this includes a commitment to provide more day care for children.
Meanwhile Indonesia’s National medium-term development plan (RPJMN 2020–2024) has a headline
policy—“Improving the quality of children, women, and youth” —which includes strategies to
strengthen childcare in the family environment and temporary childcare in other institutions. In recent
years, Indonesia has also made a concerted effort to provide more early childhood education centres
(playgroups and kindergartens) and has expanded the spending allocation for the Ministry of Women
Empowerment and Child Protection.
Despite these efforts, several challenges still exist in delivering adequate and efficient ECEC services.
And the ECEC sector has uneven and unequal enrolment rates. For example, there is a growing trend
in enrolments for five- to six-year-olds due to high levels of public investment in this age group.
However, there is an investment deficit in care for children below the age of five (Prospera’s own
analysis using Susenas 2020 and the Ministry of Education and Culture’s ECEC statistics, and World
Bank 2021).

The webinar highlighted some of Indonesia’s main challenges, namely:
(i) childcare services remain concentrated in urban areas
(ii) childcare services are more costly than pre-schools
(iii) childcare service standards do not necessarily meet children’s needs
(iv) childcare facilities are not yet underpinned by regulations that benefit service providers.
There is also more room for government involvement in the provision and regulation of ECEC. So far,
it has been challenging to set the minimum requirements for childcare services across the different
public and private entities that provide day care. According to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Indonesia is among the countries with the highest share of
children in pre-primary education that attend private institutions.

Lessons from around the globe
Several regional and global experiences were shared at the webinar, including:

OECD countries: Public support for ECEC has been growing as governments have introduced
measures to increase the availability, accessibility and affordability of these services. The drivers of
these measures are recognition of the links between parental employment and childcare, the
importance of gender equality, and the role of childcare in early childhood development—especially
for disadvantaged children. The OECD-average public expenditure on ECEC as a share of GDP has
increased from roughly 0.4% in 2000 to more than 0.7% in 2017. This growth has been matched with

a rise in ECEC participation rates, particularly for zero- to two-year-olds: from 20% in 2005 to 35% in
2018. There were fewer gains for older children (three- to five-year-olds) because their participation
was relatively high in the first place. ECEC in OECD countries differ by organisation (split, integrated
or mixed), governance framework (horizontal or vertical), modes (private, public) and net ECEC costs
as share of national average wage.

Latin America: In Latin America, care policies have progressed in the form of national care
systems, usually established by law. They are rights-based, gender responsive, and guarantee the
rights of both care receivers and givers. National care systems include complementary policies that
are integrated and allow for gradual expansion.

Australia: The Australian government subsidises childcare fees for families. Service providers
receive a payment for each enrolled child, which they then pass onto the child’s family in the form of a
fee reduction. Eligibility for the childcare subsidy is based on the time parents spend with their child
and a child’s immunisation status, age and school enrolment. Each family’s household circumstances
determine the amount of childcare subsidy they receive.1 In the 2021–22 budget, the government
announced additional support for families with multiple children to reduce the workforce disincentive
rates associated with high out-of-pocket expenses.

India: India’s ECEC system includes three main schemes:
1. The Integrated Child Development Service (ICDS)—a USD 2.24 billion-equivalent program that
aims to reduce malnutrition, support comprehensive child development and establish a foundation
for education. It is implemented through 1.37 million Anganwadi centres, which offer
supplementary nutrition programs to 87.6 million children and a pre-school education to 30.2
million children. These services are open to everyone but children from poor and marginalised
backgrounds are the main users. Several ministries coordinate the scheme, which employs 2.6
million frontline workers (or Anganwadi workers and helpers) to operate the centres, all of whom
are trained and most of them collectivised.
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This is calculated based on the type of childcare provided, the combined family income, and the activity level of the parents.

2. The National Creche Scheme (NCS), which comes under the Ministry of Women and Child
Development, provides working mothers with childcare for children aged six months to six years.
The program offers an integrated package of services including day care, early stimulation and
learning, supplementary nutrition, growth and health check-up and immunisation. The program is
co-financed by the central government (60%), state government (30%) and non-government
organisations (NGOs) (10%). Users are charged a nominal fee, which depends on their monthly
income.
3. The Maternity Benefits Act of 2017 mandates employers (public and private sector) to provide
creche facilities in workplaces with 50 or more employees.
The three programs are still evolving, with many state governments working towards redesigning,
merging and scaling them up. For instance, Delhi runs ICDS hubs where the ICDS and NCS are
integrated.

Uganda: The Norwegian School of Economics in collaboration with BRAC Uganda (an NGO)
undertook a field experiment2 to shed light on how access to childcare services influenced child
development (using the IDELA tool3); income, labour supply and assets of the household, mother and
her partner; and the mother’s wellbeing (happiness, satisfaction with life and stress) in low-income
settings in Uganda. The study also examined to what extent access to childcare could be a costeffective strategy, by comparing the effects of free childcare with cash grants.
On the demand side, the study included three treatment groups and one control group: free childcare
for one year in a centre of the mother’s choice (paid directly to centre); equivalent cash grant for
business purposes (transferred directly and without conditions); both childcare and cash grant; and
none (control). On the supply side, the study also worked with the childcare centres to improve the
quality of education and care they offered. The results showed:
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The proportion enrolled and attending full-day childcare was highest among those who
received free childcare and both cash and childcare. Those who received cash also enrolled
their children but to a much lesser extent, suggesting that liquidity constraints were not the
main barrier to enrolment.
Childcare was as efficient as unconditional cash transfer in increasing household income.

The RCT included a sample of 1,496 women from 400 communities with three- to five-year-old children in peri-urban Uganda.
Participants were identified through existing private childcare centres that were registered with the Ministry of Education and a
census of individuals in surrounding neighbourhoods with at least one child aged three to five. Participants were categorised
into four groups: (i) those receiving free childcare for one year; (ii) those receiving an equivalent cash grant; (iii) those who
received both; and (iv) those who received nothing (control group).
3 The International Development and Early Learning Assessment (IDELA) tool measures children’s early learning and
development and is open access.




Free provision of childcare also contributed to a large increase in child development4, which
was not observed in the group who received cash.
Mothers’ wellbeing showed substantial improvements in all treatment groups.
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The role of the private sector

In addition to governments, private sector employers can play a role in addressing gaps in early
childhood education and care. Employer-supported childcare can be particularly impactful in
situations where the fiscal space is constricted and publicly provided services are limited, and where
parents have to choose between working or staying at home and providing care. By adopting familyfriendly policies, including childcare, the private sector can attract and retain talent, as well as boost
productivity and profits. In turn, such policies support the private sector to contribute to women’s
economic empowerment and early childhood development goals.
Golden Agri Resources (GAR, Sinarmas Agribusiness) is a private sector exemplar in Indonesia—the
company provides 300 childcare facilities across their operations in remote rural areas as a way to
attract and retain quality talent. Both employees and other community members can access these
services free of charge. The facilities not only serve as an enabling environment for the 30,000
women who work in the plantations, but they also directly employ about 700 carers to provide
childcare services.
The public and private sectors need to continue to work together to support the provision of quality
services. Three main areas for further work include ways to:
(i) incentivise the private sector, through tax mandates and subsidies, to continue investing in safe
and quality infrastructure and services
(ii) facilitate ongoing professional development for carers working in remote locations to enable them
to provide quality services equivalent to their urban counterparts
(iii) support the provision of holistic services including maternal and child health, nutrition and
electrification.
In addition, the current gap in childcare provision can also be turned into opportunities for enterprise
and an alternative for earning a living for women and men alike. The UN Women Care Accelerator
enrols care work entrepreneurs in a program that seeks to strengthen their business models, address
the double biases that male-led care businesses struggle with, and enable women to thrive in
business.
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Free access to childcare had a positive impact on child development, with the children’s International Development and Early
Learning Assessment score increasing by 0.17 standard deviations, an effect that was absent among those receiving cash
grants. Progress was most notable in emergent literacy and motor development.
5
All treatments led to substantial and similar improvements in reported happiness, position in the ladder of life, and Cohen’s
stress scale.

Policy considerations: Bringing together the pieces of the puzzle

If the policy objectives for Indonesia are to give all children a head start in life, increase maternal
employment, and generate economic opportunities in the care sector, there is a need for a holistic
and comprehensive package of ca re policies—one that brings the different pieces of the puzzle
together.
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