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About this summary 

Economy Committee 

The London Assembly Economy Committee 
scrutinises the work of the Mayor and 
investigates issues of concern to Londoners 
in the areas of economic development, 
wealth creation, culture and sport.  Its 
members are: 

- Stephen Knight AM (Chair) 
- Fiona Twycross AM (Deputy Chair) 
- Tony Arbour AM 
- Gareth Bacon AM 
- Tom Copley AM 
- Andrew Dismore AM 
- Jenny Jones AM 

Following the Committee’s meeting in 
October, the Mayor announced that the 
London Enterprise Panel (LEP) would 
release a strategy in early 2014 which 
would address the barriers that parents 
face in accessing employment.  The final 
section of this report suggests some key 
areas which the LEP should focus on as it 
develops its strategy. 

This is a summary of the findings of the Economy Committee’s 
meeting on childcare and parental employment in October 2013.  The 
following guests were invited to discuss the challenges facing 
parents: 

• Prof Helen Penn, Co-Director, International Centre for the Study 
of the Mixed Economy of Childcare, University of East London. 

• Caroline Davey, Director of Policy, Advice and Communications, 
Gingerbread. 

• Jill Rutter, Head of Policy and Research, Family and Childcare 
Trust. 

• Michelle Cuomo-Boorer, Senior Manager, Skills, Employment & 
SMEs, Greater London Authority. 

 

The full transcript of the meeting is also available. 

http://www.london.gov.uk/moderngov/mgChooseMDocPack.aspx?ID=4895&SID=8743


What could be done 
 

There are opportunities at 
local, regional and national 
level to make it easier for 
parents to work in London. 
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Universal Credit 
  
Some London parents will 
not get the full benefit of 
changes to childcare 
provision. 
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Family friendly work 
 
Parents, particularly 
women, face a lack of 
quality part-time jobs.  
Increasingly, these 
positions are in low-
skilled, low pay industries.                 

Page 7 

Childcare costs  
 
On average, London 
families spend a larger 
proportion of their income 
on childcare and travel 
than people in the rest of 
the country. 
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Childcare flexibility 
 
 

Parents find it increasingly 
difficult to fit childcare to 
their working life.  This 
becomes even more of a 
challenge once children 
start school. 
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Parental Employment 
in London  
Though showing some 
signs of improvement, 
parental employment is 
still lower in London than 
in other parts of the UK. 
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Overview 

In our hearing the Committee identified several major barriers to helping more parents into the workplace.  
These are areas where the Mayor, central and local government and other partners could take action to 
boost parental employment and increase opportunities for all Londoners. 



London’s parental employment rate is lower than the rest of the UK 

Figure 1 shows that the employment 
rate for people with dependent children 
is lower in London than the rest of the 
UK, with the greatest difference 
amongst couple women with 
dependent children (9.7 percentage 
points). On the other hand, 
employment rates amongst  
non-parents are higher in London when 
compared to the rest of the UK, with 
the difference greatest for women. 

These figures have been provided to the Economy Committee 
using the latest ONS data released in summer 2013.  Further 
details on this research can be found on the Economy Committee’s 
website 

I think it is really important to distinguish 
between female employment rates and 
maternal employment rates.  In the UK, as a 
whole, female employment is pretty average 
for OECD countries… but maternal 
employment in Britain, and in London in 
particular, is among the lowest of OECD 
countries.  It is only 55% across Britain…  
a 20% difference between maternal 
employment rates in Norway and in Britain. 

Jill Rutter, Family and Childcare Trust 
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Figure 1 – Employment rates by parental status, 2012 



School-aged children 
Flexibility is even more important once children start 
school due to: 
• Variable school schedules and holidays.   
• Increased demands for fees and extras from schools. 
• Reduced support from some schools and local 

authorities for breakfast and after school clubs. 
• Many parents are forced into complex ‘shift 

parenting’ schedules, which becomes an even greater 
burden for lone parents. 

 

 
Informal childcare 
Informal childcare (ie family and friends) is often used to 
help bridge the gap between formal provision and 
parents’ work hours. London’s parents are less likely to be 
able to use grandparents or other informal networks.  A 
recent study found that just 18 per cent of respondents 
from London had used a grandparent for childcare in the 
previous six months compared to 32 per cent across the 
UK. This study also showed that parents who have limited 
access to informal childcare often had to turn down work 
offers. 
 

High proportions of Londoners are now employed in 
sectors which demand evening and weekend work, 
including communications, transport, retail, catering 
and health and social care.  There is growing evidence 
that irregular work patterns, agency working and zero 
hours contracts are an increasingly common feature of 
new jobs. 

The average Londoner works over 33 hours a 
week,  which is longer than any other UK region, 
while more than half of Londoners have to 
commute for more than 30 minutes to get to 
work. 

Childcare supply 
The Committee is concerned to hear that the number of 
places available for childcare may be reducing.  Jill 
Rutter of the Family and Childcare Trust said that she 
estimated up to 40 nurseries had closed in London over 
the last year.  This is despite the Government placing 
new duties on local authorities to provide up to 15 hours 
of free early education to around 20 per cent of the 
most disadvantaged two year olds .  This will rise to 40 
per cent (or an estimated 55,000 children) in 2014.   
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Parents find it difficult to find affordable childcare which matches their work 
schedule 
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Is a more fundamental change required? 

Prof Helen Penn told the Committee that, in the future, 
the Government may need to fundamentally review 
how it funds childcare : 
 
 

“Actually our system of funding of nurseries is very 
ineffective.  It is a subsidy system which goes by the 
parents.  They are offered so-called ‘choice’ but there is 
not really that much choice when you look at the 
incomes.  It is a very inefficient way of funding nurseries 
and most countries, even where there is a substantial 
private market, fund nurseries directly and so I think it 
would be very interesting to look more carefully at some 
of the direct funding system for nurseries” 

Prof Helen Penn 

• The graph above shows that London parents pay an average of 
25% more for childcare than parents in other parts of Britain.   

• While the median income in London is roughly 20% higher than 
in other parts of the country, Londoners spend a larger 
proportion of their income on childcare and travel than people in 
the rest of the country. The cost of holiday and after school care 
in London is also rising rapidly, up 9.2% in 2012.   

• A parent in London buying 50 hours of childcare per week for a 
child under two would face an average annual bill of nearly 
£14,000 per year, with some parents paying over £20,000 a year.   

Figure 2 – comparison of estimated weekly costs of childcare for 
London and Britain (Family and Childcare Trust - 2012)  

A survey carried out by the London Assembly’s Health 
and Public Services Committee in 2012 found that: 
• 72 per cent of London’s childcare providers thought 

parents were finding it more difficult to pay for 
childcare than they were a few years ago.  

• 63 per cent of parents said the cost of childcare had 
affected their decision about whether or not to 
work, and 73 per cent stated it affected how many 
hours they work. 
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Childcare costs are higher in London than in other parts of the country.  This acts as 
a disincentive for some parents to finding work or increasing their hours 



“I think in the labour market, the way that 
London is structured is actually not supportive 
in particular of lone parents who have a 
greater need to work part-time to juggle 
family commitments.  That is obviously a big 
issue.  I think the lack of part-time, flexible 
work, coupled with issues around the cost of 
childcare, longer commutes, all of those things 
make a huge impact.” 

Michelle Cuomo-Boorer, GLA 

 

Part-time and flexible working 

• Approximately 800,000 Londoners currently work part-time. 
Patterns of part-time work vary across London. 

• Only 12 per cent of employees in Central London work in 
part-time roles compared to 21.5 per cent in Inner London 
and 26.3 per cent in Outer London.  

The Mayor’s Commitment 

• In 2012, the Mayor made a commitment to ensure that the 
GLA would create or support up to 20,000 new part-time 
positions during his four year term.  There is no 
commitment currently to ensure that those part-time 
positions are of high quality.  

Why this matters 
 

• Highly educated and skilled parents, most often women, either drop out of the labour market, or must choose jobs 
which do not make use of their talents or experience.  This is demotivating and frustrating for individuals who have 
often spent years in education and training, and a waste of a significant proportion of London’s skills. 

• This also perpetuates the continuing social imbalance between men who are expected to stay in full-time 
employment while women are expected to sacrifice their career to juggle caring commitments.  A recent survey 
showed that 21% of mothers said they would have been the main breadwinner if they had remained in work. 

•  Most part-time positions are being created in industries which are associated with low pay and less secure work 
where maximum flexibility is required.  These include the hospitality and care sectors, as well as retail and 
transport.  The Resolution Foundation recently found that up to 80% of new jobs created were in low paid industries. 

• There is mounting evidence to suggest that high quality part-time work, or introducing more flexible working 
patterns and job shares can actually boost productivity and increase employee loyalty. 
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Parents, and particularly women, are poorly served by the labour market which 
often forces them into lower paid, less secure positions 



“We are quite clear if you are not in work as 
a single parent in London you are very likely 
to be in poverty…  If you have a child under 
five then you will be on income support, 
living a very meagre existence with London’s 
high living costs.”  

Caroline Davey, Gingerbread 

Universal credit – a two tier system? 
Under Universal Credit, the amount of money that 
claimants will receive towards childcare costs will remain 
the same as under tax credits with some additional 
improvements: 
• It will remove some of the current system’s benefit 

‘cliff edges’ which require parents to work over 16 
hours a week to qualify for childcare tax credits.  Now 
parents in receipt of Universal Credit will have 70 per 
cent of their childcare costs paid regardless of how 
long they work.   

• Families who qualify for universal credit and in which 
both parents work and pay income tax will be eligible 
for extra support with their childcare costs. Rather 
than 70 per cent of costs (the current situation), they 
will now be able to claim 85 per cent of their childcare 
costs under Universal Credit.  

• However, it is estimated that in the UK, over 900,000 
working families with children who are eligible for 
Universal Credit will be excluded from this extra 
support because they do not earn enough to pay 
income tax, usually because one or both parents is in 
low-paid, part-time work. 

The relatively high cost of living in London, 
mixed with the caps being introduced 
through Universal Credit make it harder for 
parents to find work which pays enough to 
justify the time and effort needed to find 
and maintain decent childcare.  According 
to Caroline Davey of Gingerbread, it is 
precisely the parents who begin to take 
short-hour jobs with a view to moving into 
full time employment who will be most 
penalised by the present system. 
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Universal credit will help more parents with childcare costs, though there are 
concerns that the lowest paid will lose out 



• Even when parents do find work, the 
upfront costs of childcare (such as deposits 
and fees) often force many into debt. There 
is a Jobcentre Plus Flexible Support Fund 
which may be used in some instances to 
fund childcare if an adviser deems it a 
barrier to  a parent working.  The 

• The current Work Programme does not 
address the specific needs of parents, and 
particularly lone parents.  The Family and 
Childcare Trust and Gingerbread told us that 
they receive repeated complaints about 
parents being forced into unsuitable work 
which ignores their caring responsibilities 

“Increasingly we hear with the localisation of 
Jobcentre provision, you may be lucky and be in 
a Jobcentre where you have an adviser who 
absolutely understands your needs, can put you 
on a programme that is tailored, who can find 
you a job.  If you are somewhere where they 
treat you like any other job-seeker and they do 
not really understand what it is like being a 
single parent, we have had stories of people who 
have been asked to take shift work, “Surely you 
can leave your child in the evening when they’re 
asleep” kind of attitudes - yes, which is not 
entirely legal.” 

Caroline Davey, Gingerbread  

• Low income families are especially vulnerable to insecure childcare arrangements 
which are particularly difficult for support programmes to address. 
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Parents are also suffering from inadequate support to help them find and sustain 
employment 

fund was worth up to £118 million in 2011, however the Committee heard that it is 
often poorly publicised. The fund is also used for a number of different competing 
demands beyond providing assistance with childcare. 



“it is very hard to look after children 
and maintain a job. I am lucky enough 
to have reduced my hours having had 
children but I have also had to reduce 

my ‘status’ as part timers are viewed in 
a different light. People seem to think 
you have given up your ambition and 
career because you have chosen to go 

part-time 

“Childcare is an enormous challenge.   I 
want to spend as much time with my 

children as I can and there’s not much I can 
do about my 70 - 80minute commute into 

London…. No wonder that many of the 
mums opt out of the commute and choose 
to stay at home and manage a lower family 
income. My friends include ex lawyers, ICT 

specialists, HR professionals and advertising 
experts – what a wasteful loss of  a trained 

workforce.” 

“Childcare for children aged 11-14 is a 
particular headache. They are too young 
to be left alone in the house (or worse) 
every day until 6.30/7pm but too old to 
go to a child-minder. What on earth do 

we do with them? The clubs promised by 
our local secondary school didn’t really 
materialise and are largely organised 
voluntarily out of hours by individual 

teachers/school. “ 

“I'm scared of working any overtime in case 
it puts me over the threshold for claiming 

salary sacrifice etc. This would be 
disastrous - this threshold might work in 
other areas of the UK where childcare is 

not so expensive, but it is set way too low 
for Londoners. More and more parents are 

being driven out of London. It is looking 
less like a lifestyle choice. It looks like we 

will have no option.” 

“I live within the borough of Richmond 
and after my second child thought I 

would quite like to take a step back from 
my career, work shorter hours and 

accept the consequence of lower pay. 
However with two children in nursery at 
an annual cost of £16,184 plus a season 

ticket at £2,224 just to break even I need 
to be earning £30,000.” 

“I would prefer to work, for professional 
and financial reasons for the family.  I am 
now being forced to put my daughter at a 
very young age into the care of others for 

up to 50 hours per week. I believe that 
many in society including other mothers 
would consider this 'not good parenting.’  
However, I have little choice, I can either 
return to work full time and be expected 
to continue working all the extra hours I 

used to, or I can give up.” 

Jill from Wandsworth Lydia from Beckenham Julia from Croydon 

Claire from Islington Sharon from Richmond Joyce from Haringey 

In October, we asked parents to tell us how they try to balance the demands of 
childcare and work.  Here is a sample of their responses… 



What should be done? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The LEP is currently developing a strategy to increase the level of parental employment in London.  The 
Committee has identified several areas which it would like to see addressed in the strategy, including: 
• A more detailed explanation of how future EU and national skills funding will be used to support 

parents into the workplace.  
• How the LEP might work with schools and local authorities to provide innovative solutions to 

providing  ‘wrap around’ childcare. 
• How the LEP might work with employers to increase the number of quality part-time positions, and 

flexible work practices. 
• What further support the LEP could offer through its SME programme to promote childcare business 

and employment opportunities. 
• How the GLA could encourage Business Improvement Districts and Enterprise Zones to provide more 

crèche and nursery spaces within developments. 

The Government 
• In the short term, the Government should extend the proposed additional childcare support to all working 

families on Universal Credit, regardless of whether they earn enough to pay income tax. 

• The Government should devolve more control over employment support and skills funding to London and 
the London boroughs.   

• In the future, the Government should establish a review into how it funds childcare to ensure it is getting 
value for money.  In particular, the review should explore whether there are any lessons to be learned from 
other countries which might make future childcare funding models more efficient and effective.  The review 
could also draw on the recent experience of Government and local authorities in expanding childcare 
provision to two and four year olds. 

 



Conclusions 
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© Greater London Authority 
City Hall, The Queen’s Walk, London SE1 2AA 
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In London, the causes of parental unemployment and under-employment are complex. 
 
However, it is becoming increasingly clear that more must be done at regional and local 
levels.  Schools are an obvious example of where additional funding to provide wrap-
around care could help thousands of parents either enter the workplace or increase their 
hours.  More support should also be directed towards helping families in poverty or lone 
parents access the job market and sustain work. 
 
Employers will also have a role to play, both in increasing the number of part-time and 
flexible positions, creating more family-friendly work environments and helping to 
provide more childcare spaces for employees.  This is one area that the London Enterprise 
Panel (LEP) could help to foster, particularly among emerging SMEs. 
 
Giving parents greater choice in when and how they work is good for families, and good 
for London’s economy. 

mailto:ian.osullivan@london.gov.uk
mailto:julie.wheldon@london.gov.uk
mailto:lisa.moore@london.gov.uk
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