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ABSTRACT
Governments in many of the advanced economies expanded childcare, an exemplary social investment policy, in recent years. 
Yet, considerable regional variation exists in expansion efforts, and often the supply of childcare still does not match demand. We 
explore the politics of this regional variation by studying Germany, a country that recently introduced a legal entitlement to child-
care. Despite this legal entitlement, we argue that local political and economic factors (continue to) matter for childcare expan-
sion and regional variation in coverage. We expect left-wing local political majorities to be associated with higher expansion and 
coverage rates. At the same time, tight local fiscal constraints should limit partisan room for maneuver and should slow down 
expansion. Analyzing local-level data on childcare coverage rates, socioeconomic context factors, and government partisanship, 
we find evidence of conditional effects between fiscal and partisan variables. We furthermore examine how local governments 
reconcile gaps in childcare provision with the legal entitlement and what distributive consequences this has.

1   |   Introduction

Governments in many advanced economies rapidly expanded 
early childhood education and care (hereafter: childcare) in 
recent decades. As part of the social investment turn in social 
policy, they attempted to reap social and economic returns 
of expanding childcare, easing work-family reconciliation, 
and supporting children's cognitive and social development 
(Garritzmann et  al.  2022; Heckman  2006; Hemerijck  2018; 
Morel et al. 2012). However, childcare supply continues to vary 
significantly both across and within countries, and often fami-
lies from socially disadvantaged backgrounds are strongly un-
derrepresented among the users of childcare (Schober 2020; Van 
Lancker and Ghysels 2016). This mismatch raises the question 
under which political, institutional, and economic conditions 
governments decide to invest resources to expand childcare 
provision.

In this paper, we examine the local-level determinants of child-
care expansion in Germany since the mid-2000s. Germany is 
an ideal test case because, in 2008, its federal government en-
acted a legal entitlement to childcare for children between 1 and 
3 years, which came into force in 2013, an institutional feature 
that has been identified as a central element bolstering childcare 
expansion and reducing social barriers to access (Van Lancker 
and Ghysels  2016). Nevertheless, childcare supply, which re-
mains within the responsibility of municipal governments, con-
tinues to be insufficient, and large geographical variation exists 
in coverage rates and expansion dynamics (West et  al.  2020; 
Schober 2020; Scholz et al. 2019). This variation is not only sur-
prising, given Germany's cooperative fiscal system, but it also 
threatens to undermine the constitutional mandate to ensure 
equivalent living conditions across Germany (Art. 72, Basic 
Law). What explains such marked variation in the provision of 
childcare?
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Building on recent contributions on the subnational partisan 
politics of (social) investment in multilevel political systems 
(Bremer et al. 2023; Busemeyer and Seitzl 2018; Garritzmann 
et  al.  2021; Jacques  2020), we argue that fiscal and political 
constraints (continue to) matter in shaping local trajectories of 
childcare expansion, despite the strong impetus for childcare 
expansion from the federal government. More specifically, 
due to ideational and distributive electoral appeals, we argue 
that left-wing local governments are more ambitious relative 
to right-wing governments in expanding childcare provision 
at the local level, leading to faster expansion and higher cov-
erage rates. However, given widespread fiscal constraints 
among municipalities in Germany's fiscal federalism (Bremer 
et al. 2023; Kropp and Behnke 2016), partisan effects should 
be more muted, and overall childcare expansion and cover-
age rates should be lower in socioeconomically disadvantaged 
districts.

To test our expectations, we analyze the determinants of child-
care expansion and coverage rates for children under 3 years 
at the level of Germany's districts (Landkreise and kreisfreie 
Städte) in West Germany between 2007 and 2019. We combine 
fine-grained data on coverage rates at the local level with in-
formation on the partisanship of local mayors and district ad-
ministrators that we coded. In line with our expectations, we 
find that government partisanship and fiscal conditions con-
tinue to matter as determinants of current childcare coverage 
rates, despite the federal legal entitlement being announced 
(in 2008) and put in place (in 2013). Building on these find-
ings, we zoom in on the role of childcare fees and examine 
how local governments may seek to reconcile oftentimes still 
insufficient coverage rates with the legal entitlement to child-
care, and what consequences this may have for social inequal-
ity in access to childcare.

Our findings make several contributions to the research on the 
politics of childcare, welfare state realignment, and comparative 
federalism. First, by providing evidence of the local political and 
economic determinants of childcare expansion and coverage, 
they contribute to a better understanding of the (local) politics 
of childcare. Existing evidence is either at a higher level of terri-
torial aggregation (Busemeyer and Seitzl 2018; Andronescu and 
Carnes 2015), cross-sectional (Mosimann and Giger 2008; Seils 
and Meyer 2013), uses other dependent variables (Goerres and 
Tepe 2013; Riedel et al. 2021), or focuses on different explanatory 
factors (Baskaran and Hessami 2023; Walenta-Bergmann 2023; 
Yamada 2024), thereby neglecting the interplay between fiscal 
and political explanatory factors. Our findings suggest that de-
spite a legal entitlement being in place, partisan politics, local 
fiscal constraints, and broader regulatory frameworks continue 
to matter and have the potential to either slow down or boost 
childcare expansion. In particular, we highlight the role of child-
care fees for local expansion dynamics. While allowing local 
governments to formally meet the legal entitlement, relatively 
high levels of parental fees have the potential to seriously under-
mine childcare expansion and the degree to which expansion 
may benefit families across different social classes.

Second, we show that, when concentrating on discretionary 
policies, partisanship matters even within highly constraining 
multilevel state structures. An established literature in political 

science has long argued that due to the institutional structures 
and egalitarian norms of Germany's federalism (Braml and 
Felbermayr  2018), partisanship does not exert a significant 
effect on local policies (e.g., Wagschal  1996, 2018; Bogumil 
et al. 2014). Yet, we find that local government's partisanship af-
fects childcare provision—one of the most important features of 
Germany's welfare state that is under the discretion of local gov-
ernments. Despite cross-party consensus for childcare expan-
sion at the federal level, the legacy of Germany's conservative 
welfare state appears to persist at the local level, with left-wing 
parties supporting the expansion of social investment more 
strongly than right-wing parties.

2   |   Childcare Expansion in Multilevel Political 
Systems

Many of the recent contributions in social policy research expect 
clear social and economic payoffs from an expansion of child-
care provision (Bonoli 2013; Hemerijck 2018; Morel et al. 2012). 
First, access to childcare allows parents, and mothers in particu-
lar, to reconcile work and family life, supporting gender equality 
and reducing career interruptions and associated income risks 
over the life course (Hemerijck  2018). Second, various studies 
demonstrate that educational investments in the early child-
hood years strengthen children's social and cognitive develop-
ment, in particular among socioeconomically disadvantaged 
children, thereby generating strong social and economic returns 
(e.g., Heckman 2006).

Political pressure to better support families has increased in 
many Western democracies over the past decades due to socio-
economic developments such as increasing female labor market 
participation or demographic change (Fleckenstein and Seeleib-
Kaiser 2011). While many citizens were skeptical of the extensive 
provision of care for the youngest children taking place outside 
of the family for much of the twentieth century (Morgan 2013), 
childcare expansion is now often an opportunity for govern-
ments to claim credit for a popular, cost-effective welfare do-
main in the postindustrial knowledge economy (Bonoli 2013).

Nevertheless, significant disparities in coverage rates and ac-
cess persist both across and within countries, with institutional 
differences playing a critical role in shaping these outcomes. As 
Van Lancker and Ghysels (2016) highlight, higher public spend-
ing on childcare does not necessarily reduce social barriers to 
childcare use. In order for public spending to ensure improved 
access for all families, governments need to pay attention to reg-
ulatory factors (Lloyd and Penn 2012), including fee structures 
(Abrassart and Bonoli  2015; Goerres and Tepe  2013), spatial 
availability (Pennerstorfer and Pennerstorfer 2020), and social 
access criteria (Hogrebe 2016). Many of these policies fall under 
the discretion of local governments.

At the same time, various political factors exist that can impede 
reform ambitions. Electoral incentives to extend access to dis-
advantaged families may be limited, normative resistance to 
state interference in family matters may persist, and budgetary 
conflicts between different welfare beneficiary groups may 
arise (Bremer and Bürgisser 2023; Neimanns 2022b; Neimanns 
and Busemeyer  2021; Schwander  2018). Understanding the 
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political and fiscal determinants of childcare provision at the 
local level is thus essential to addressing persistent inequali-
ties in access.

3   |   The Role of Local Partisan Politics Under 
Fiscal Constraints

Given the possible dividing lines in public views on childcare 
expansion, it remains an open question how partisan politics 
shapes childcare expansion. Traditionally, left-wing parties 
have had the strongest incentives to expand childcare because 
this allowed them to attract new voter groups by strengthen-
ing redistributive government spending (Boix  1997; for more 
recent evidence, see Nelson and Giger  (2019) and Abou-Chadi 
and Wagner (2019)). Moreover, left-wing parties were less con-
strained than the right by conservative social values that viewed 
the interference of the state in what used to be family matters 
more critically (Bonoli 2013; Neimanns 2022a).

The political incentives to expand childcare have increasingly 
also influenced right-wing parties: shifts in societal values 
and the rise in female labor force participation have weakened 
the electoral support of right-wing parties, particularly among 
women, prompting these parties to advocate for work–family 
reconciliation policies (Morgan 2013). Germany exemplifies this 
trend, with significant reform impetus put forward by a Grand 
Coalition between 2005 and 2009 under the Christian demo-
cratic family minister Von der Leyen.

However, the electoral incentives for left- and right-wing parties 
to expand childcare likely diverge across levels of government. 
As Busemeyer and Seitzl (2018) argue, vote-seeking incentives to 
target the median voter may be more pressing for national gov-
ernments. Parties in subnational governments that are closer to 
their members and electoral base may continue to prioritize their 
core constituencies (cf. Gross and Jankowski 2020). Additionally, 
a higher share of female politicians—more common in left-wing 
parties including at the municipal level (Holtkamp et al. 2017, 
12)—has been identified as a factor contributing to childcare 
expansion (Morgan  2013; Walenta-Bergmann  2023, 1168). 
Therefore, we still expect left-wing parties in local government 
to expand childcare more than right-wing parties (see also 
Mosimann and Giger 2008).

Other scholars are more pessimistic about the influence of 
political parties on childcare expansion, given various politi-
cal and economic constraints (Breunig and Busemeyer  2012; 
Ronchi 2018). Childcare investments usually occur under bud-
getary constraints. Rather than expanding childcare, govern-
ments may prioritize budget consolidation or other areas of 
public spending. Existing cross-sectional evidence documents 
that childcare coverage rates tend to be lower in economically 
disadvantaged areas (Scholz et al. 2019; Seils and Meyer 2013). 
We thus expect fiscal constraints to limit childcare expansion 
and explain local variation in childcare coverage rates.

Beyond direct effects, poor fiscal conditions likely also moder-
ate the effect of government partisanship (cf. Bremer et al. 2023; 
Jacques  2020; Lipsmeyer  2011). Fiscal constraints should par-
ticularly constrain left-wing parties that have a first-order 

preference to expand childcare. Requirements to consolidate the 
budget or to prioritize mandatory spending should reduce the ef-
fect of left-wing government on childcare provision. Right-wing 
governments, in contrast, typically prefer spending on other 
areas, such as physical public infrastructure (Bremer et al. 2023; 
Riedel et al. 2021). To cater to their voters, right-wing govern-
ments are also less willing to raise local taxes (Person  2021), 
further limiting the room for additional public spending on 
childcare. Given their lower relative preference for childcare 
spending, the impact of fiscal conditions should have less impact 
under right-wing local governments. Thus, fiscal constraints 
should particularly attenuate the effect of left-wing governments 
on childcare expansion.

When studying childcare provision, it is important to distin-
guish between temporal and regional dynamics. On the one 
hand, changes in partisanship and fiscal conditions should 
produce observable differences in the rate of childcare expan-
sion over time. On the other hand, short-term policy decisions 
accumulate over time, eventually manifesting as regional dis-
parities. This is particularly evident in fiscal conditions, where 
differences tend to be highly persistent. These enduring fiscal 
disparities shape local governments' administrative and plan-
ning capabilities—resources crucial for successful childcare 
expansion implementation (Bremer et al. 2023; Jehles 2023, 84; 
Suryanarayan 2024). Therefore, persistent differences in fiscal 
conditions and partisan composition should correlate with sus-
tained differences in childcare coverage rates across regions. We 
thus expect the following:

Hypothesis 1.  Left-wing parties are associated with (a) faster 
childcare expansion and (b) higher coverage rates than right-wing 
parties.

Hypothesis 2.  Fiscal constraints are associated with (a) 
slower childcare expansion and (b) lower childcare coverage rates.

Hypothesis 3.  Fiscal constraints attenuate the effect of left-
wing parties on (a) childcare expansion and (b) childcare coverage 
rates.

The hypotheses leave open the question of how local govern-
ments manage to reconcile continuously insufficient coverage 
rates in contexts where a legal entitlement to childcare was intro-
duced. A regulatory mechanism influencing parental demand 
for childcare is childcare fees: if fees are high, a certain share 
of families will be priced out and will refrain from using child-
care (Abrassart and Bonoli 2015). Thus, deliberately or not, how 
local governments decide on the structure and level of childcare 
fees affects how easily the legal entitlement to childcare will be 
formally met also with a relatively low supply of places. In line 
with the hypotheses above, we expect childcare fees to be higher 
under right-wing governments and in a fiscally constrained 
context. High fees are likely to increase social stratification in 
childcare use, which would run counter to the ambitions of left-
wing parties to broaden access to childcare. However, mirroring 
Hypothesis 3 above, under fiscal constraints left-wing local gov-
ernments might rely more strongly on parental fees to reconcile 
childcare expansion with budgetary considerations.

In sum, we formulate the following additional hypotheses1:
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Hypothesis 4.  Left-wing parties are associated with lower 
fees for childcare than right-wing parties.

Hypothesis 5.  Fiscal constraints are associated with higher 
childcare fees.

Hypothesis 6.  Fiscal constraints attenuate the effect of left-
wing parties on childcare fees.

4   |   Our Case: Childcare Expansion in Germany

We study the politics of childcare expansion by focusing on 
the case of Germany. Childcare provision in Germany was 
long characterized by the features of Germany's Christian 
democratic welfare state, which was oriented towards a 
male breadwinner, female caretaker model (Morgan  2013). 
Childcare coverage for children below three was very low, 
and for those aged three and above, coverage was mostly 
part-time. Things started to change in the mid-2000s. In 
2004, the federal government enacted a law that distributed 
federal grants to the Länder and municipalities to expand 
childcare (Tagesbetreuungsausbaugesetz). After various in-
volved actors considered childcare provision to continue to 
be inadequate (Stöbe-Blossey  2012, 92), in 2008, the federal 
government under the Christian democratic family min-
ister von der Leyen enacted a legal entitlement to childcare 
for children between 1 and 3 years, which came into effect 
in 2013 (Kinderförderungsgesetz). Subsequent legislation 
and federal programs increasingly aimed at also improving 
quality aspects. Between 2008 and 2020, subsequent federal 
governments initiated four investment programs that chan-
neled €4.4 billion to local governments (Boettcher et al. 2021; 
Hubert et  al.  2021). Revenues from value-added taxes were 
also shifted from the federal to the state governments so that 
state governments could better support municipalities with 
the running costs of extended childcare provision. The federal 
states had leeway in deciding how to channel these additional 
resources, which were not earmarked, to local-level govern-
ments (Stöbe-Blossey 2012).2

In terms of governance, childcare provision in Germany takes 
place in a federal system that features a high level of decentral-
ization of administrative powers. While the federal government 
retains the main legislative powers, substantial administrative 
powers are assigned to the states and, through them, delegated 
to the local governments, which include administrations at the 
district (Landkreise) and municipal levels (Benz  1999). Local 
governments are thus given a large share of mandatory and 
discretionary policymaking tasks (e.g., the provision of social 
welfare, childcare, schooling, administrative services, or public 
investment). For the area of childcare, local governments are 
responsible for planning, organizing, and ensuring provision, 
including, for example, providing infrastructure, directly pro-
viding care, or acting as a supervisory body for private providers 
(Scholz et  al.  2019, 46ff.; Stöbe-Blossey  2012).3 Local govern-
ments also have discretion about how to fund childcare and can 
make decisions about the levels and structure of parental fees.4 
While parental fees are, on average, relatively low in interna-
tional comparison (OECD 2023), substantial regional variation 
in levels and structure of fees (Ramboll  2020) implies that in 

some regions, they are a relevant factor for parents not to use 
childcare (Faas et al. 2023, 175).

Even though the federal and state governments repeatedly pro-
vided grants to local authorities, these grants proved insuffi-
cient to fully compensate for the costs of expansion (Boettcher 
et  al.  2021, 10). The new legal entitlement to childcare over-
whelmed many municipalities that were struggling with high 
levels of debt and limited fiscal room for maneuver (Kropp and 
Behnke  2016). Consequently, there is still a large geographi-
cal variation in coverage rates and expansion dynamics, and 
despite the legal entitlement, childcare supply continues to be 
insufficient in many German municipalities (Rauschenbach 
et al. 2020; West et al. 2020; Schober 2020; Scholz et al. 2019).

These dynamics make Germany an important case to study the 
determinants of childcare provision. The existence of the legal 
entitlement to childcare could imply that political and economic 
factors have become negligible as determinants of childcare 
provision. However, as many municipalities are structurally 
underfunded and insufficiently compensated for the task of im-
plementing the legal entitlement, political and economic factors 
can be expected to continue to matter for the local politics of 
childcare expansion and could help to explain continuing re-
gional disparities and undersupply of childcare in many regions.

5   |   Data and Methods

To test the expectations spelled out above, we compile data on 
childcare expansion, local government partisanship, and socio-
economic context factors from various sources at the level of 
Germany's 400 (as of 2024) NUTS 3–level districts (Landkreise 
and kreisfreie Städte). The time series for our regression analy-
sis spans from 2007 to 2019. This is the longest possible period 
and the lowest level of spatial disaggregation for which data on 
the dependent and independent variables is available, and it im-
plies that we avoid confounding effects of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on our variables of interest. We focus on West Germany 
and exclude 75 East German districts from the analysis because 
childcare coverage in East Germany has been traditionally 
high, and shortages are much less pronounced than in the West 
(Schober  2020). We also exclude the three city-states (Berlin, 
Hamburg, and Bremen), which do not contain any districts. 
Ideally, our level of analysis would allow us to also zoom in on 
non-district-free municipalities and districts of youth welfare 
offices (Jugendamtsbezirke) to account in greater detail for the 
distribution of competencies in governing and implementing 
childcare provision locally (Stöbe-Blossey 2012). Since this data 
is unavailable for the period of our investigation, we focus on 
the level of districts as a second best, given that political and 
economic conditions within districts are relatively homogenous.

Our main dependent variable is the ratio of children under three 
in childcare as a share of the total population of that age group 
(Table  A.1 in Supporting Information provides details on the 
operationalization, and Table  A.2 in Supporting Information 
provides summary statistics of all variables included in the anal-
ysis). Data comes from the INKAR (2023) database and includes 
care provided in public and private childcare centers and pub-
licly funded childminders (Kindertagespflege). Data on childcare 
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ratios is available for the years 2006 to 2019 and is reported for 
a fixed date (March 1) of a given year. This implies that child-
care ratios reflect political decisions taken at least a year earlier. 
For this reason, we lag all independent variables by 1 year. We 
acknowledge that childcare ratios only indirectly capture local 
governments' efforts to expand childcare. However, more fine-
grained data on local governments' decision-making on child-
care expansion is not available, and childcare ratios provide 
a reasonable proxy (cf. Seils and Meyer  2013; Yamada  2024), 
given that the supply of places is insufficient in many Western 
German regions (Rauschenbach et al. 2020). In addition, as we 
explain below, we control for factors related to parental demand 
for childcare to ensure that our measure reflects, as closely as 
possible, local governments' ambitions to expand childcare.5

One of our central explanatory variables is local government 
partisanship. We follow Bremer et  al.  (2023) and code infor-
mation from the Kommunales Wahllexikon of the Konrad 
Adenauer Foundation to distinguish the partisanship of may-
ors (Bürgermeister) and district administrators (Landräte). We 
distinguish between left-wing local governments (SPD, Greens) 
and right-wing governments (CDU, CSU, FDP), with the latter 
serving as the reference category. Die Linke and the AfD did not 
lead any local governments in West German districts during our 
period of observation. The very low number of governments led 
by the Greens or the FDP (each constituting less than 1% of the 
total number of observations) prevents us from analyzing parti-
san effects at a more disaggregated level. We code governments 
led by regional voter associations as a separate category since 
these associations typically operate independently of national 
political parties. They are primarily focused on representing 
specific or local interests and cannot be categorized as either 
left or right. We treat these governments as a residual category 
because we have no clear theoretical expectations about their 
positioning on childcare expansion.

We use a range of variables to capture districts' fiscal situations. 
We include local business tax revenue (Gewerbesteuer, per cap-
ita) as an indicator for the revenue side. It constitutes the most 
important local tax for which local governments have discretion 
in setting tax rates. As an indicator of the overall fiscal situation, 
we include liquidity loans (Kassenkredite, per capita). Liquidity 
loans, originally intended to serve short-term funding needs, 
are commonly considered an important indicator of structural 
funding shortages (Junkernheinrich  2019).6 On the expendi-
ture side, we control for social security expenditure per capita 
because most of this expenditure is mandatory for local govern-
ment in Germany (e.g., unemployment benefits) due to federal 
or state-level provisions of social security laws. Higher levels of 
social security spending could thus intensify resource conflicts 
with discretionary spending on childcare expansion.7

We control for the female employment rate (INKAR 2023) as a 
proxy of the demand for childcare.8 To ensure that the effects 
on changes in childcare ratios are driven by changes in child-
care supply rather than in the number of children, we control 
for the population under three (Regionalstatistik 2023).9 While 
these measures capture childcare demand only incompletely, we 
consider them good proxies, given that more fine-grained mea-
sures are unavailable for the temporal and spatial scope of our 
analysis. We use logarithmic transformations of all continuous 

variables (except the ones measured as ratios) to avoid an exces-
sive influence of outlying values. This applies to business tax 
revenues, liquidity loans, social security expenditure, and the 
population aged below three.

To test our hypotheses, we estimate time-series and cross-
sectional models. For the time-series models, we estimate two-
way fixed effects models including district and year fixed effects 
with standard errors clustered by district and control for lagged 
childcare ratios.10 The district fixed effects imply that we assess 
within-district variation over time, ruling out the influence of 
time-constant confounding factors at the district level to test 
Hypotheses 1a–3a. The year fixed effects control for time trends 
that are common to all districts.

We complement the longitudinal analysis with pooled cross-
sectional models that do not include district fixed effects. This 
allows us to test Hypotheses  1b–3b, assessing to what extent 
structural differences in fiscal conditions and partisan strength 
(rather than their short-term fluctuation) can explain continuing 
regional variation in childcare coverage. To be able to identify the 
effects of between-district variation, in this part of the analysis, 
we calculate multiyear averages of our independent variables to 
estimate district-level childcare coverage rates in 2019. We cal-
culate averages for the period 2006–2018, which corresponds to 
the years included for our fixed effects models described above, 
and for 2013–2018, which more narrowly captures the period in 
which the legal entitlement has already been in place. Splitting 
the time period into a pre- and post-legal entitlement period al-
lows us to assess to what extent the determinants of childcare 
coverage rates differ between the two periods.11 In these mod-
els, we additionally control for the time-constant variables of 
whether the unit of observation is a district-free city, and for 
the federal states to hold constant the confounding influence of 
multilevel governance. To ease interpretation, we present the re-
sults of the interactive models in marginal effect plots (Brambor 
et al. 2006; Hainmueller et al. 2019).

In the third step of the analysis, we examine to what extent fees 
may constitute an instrument for local governments to meet the 
legal entitlement to childcare by, deliberately or not, lowering 
parental demand. Municipalities in Germany have discretion in 
deciding on childcare fees, subject to federal and state-level leg-
islation (Hubert et al. 2021). Unfortunately, comparative data on 
local childcare fees is hardly available. Data has been collected 
only for small samples of municipalities at specific time points 
(Geis-Thöne 2018; Meiner 2014; Ramboll 2020). To address this 
gap, we manually collected data for 47 of the largest cities in 
Germany's most populated state, North Rhine-Westphalia (see 
Appendix B in Supporting Information for further details and 
summary statistics). We coded data for children in the youngest 
age group (children aged 1 year) for different income ranges at 
two time points (current fees in 2023 and fees around the date 
of the enactment of the legal entitlement in 2008). This approach 
allows us to assess how local governments decided on the level 
and structure of fees in light of the need to expand places to 
fulfill the legal entitlement. Focusing on municipalities in one 
federal state has the advantage that it eliminates the consider-
able variation in state-level legislation concerning funding and 
governance of childcare. Examining current fee levels (as of 
2023) allows us to assess to what extent fees still matter as an 
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instrument in childcare policy after the 2019 federal childcare 
reform introduced considerable exemptions from requirements 
to pay fees, in particular for low-income families.

6   |   Results

To begin, we briefly discuss the temporal and regional variation 
in childcare coverage in the Western German districts. On av-
erage, childcare provision increased strongly in Germany's dis-
tricts between 2008 (when the legal entitlement was enacted) 
and 2019 (the most recent year of our time series).12 In 2008, 
11.7% of children under three used childcare; in 2019, this share 
had increased to 29.2%. However, despite this increase, and de-
spite the legal entitlement being in place since 2013, childcare 
supply continues to be highly insufficient in many Western re-
gions (Rauschenbach et al. 2020; West et al. 2020; Schober 2020).

Figure 1 reveals a complex pattern of regional variation in child-
care ratios that cannot be readily explained by existing accounts 
that highlight the role of urban–rural divides and associated dif-
ferences in female employment rates and gender role attitudes 
(e.g., Morgan 2013, 97). In 2008, we observe the highest child-
care ratios in mid-Western districts in Rhineland-Palatinate, 
Saarland, and Hesse, and in some of the large metropolitan areas 
throughout Germany. On average, in 2008, coverage in the more 
urban, district-free cities was about two percentage points above 
the level of the more rural districts (13.3% vs. 11.2%).

The variation across districts in 2019 reveals both continuity 
and change compared to the previous time point. On the one 
hand, many of the districts that had above-average childcare 

ratios in 2008 are also at above-average levels in 2019 (the bivar-
iate correlation is r = 0.65, p = 0.00; see Figure A.1 in Supporting 
Information). On the other hand, the role of urban–rural divides 
has become less pronounced and even reversed to a certain ex-
tent. By 2019, some of the more rural districts, in particular in 
Northern Germany and in Northern Bavaria, have caught up. 
On average, the childcare ratios in the districts now even ex-
ceeded the levels of district-free cities (29.3 vs. 28.9), whereas in 
2008 it was still the reverse. To better understand the underly-
ing reasons for the continuity and change in local variation in 
childcare coverage, we turn to the results from the regression 
analysis.

6.1   |   Determinants of Childcare Expansion, 
2007–2019

Table 1 shows the results from our fixed effects regression mod-
els. The models include district and year fixed effects, which 
implies that the coefficients estimate the within-district effects 
of variation in the variables over time. Model 1 shows the main 
effects; Models 2 and 3 add interaction terms between our par-
tisan and fiscal variables to test our hypothesis on constrained 
partisanship (Hypothesis 3a).

The results in Model 1 indicate that, as hypothesized, left-
government partisanship is associated with stronger childcare 
expansion (Hypothesis  1a). The average difference between a 
left- and a right-wing government for the childcare ratio in the 
subsequent year is 0.27 percentage points, which is a sizeable 
effect for an individual year. The coefficient of regional voter 
associations is statistically insignificant. These findings echo 

FIGURE 1    |    Childcare ratios in Western Germany in 2008 and 2019. The figure shows childcare ratios for children below three in Western 
German districts in 2008 (with an average childcare ratio of 11.7%) and 2019 (average childcare ratio of 29.2%).
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evidence from Bremer et al. (2023) on local government effects 
on physical investment spending, who argue that right-wing 
governments should prioritize physical investment that is more 
attractive to local business communities, whereas left-wing 

governments should prioritize social and education spending 
(Bremer et al. 2023, 1017–1018; see also Riedel et al. 2021).13

Contrary to our expectations (Hypothesis 2a), changes in fiscal 
conditions are not significantly related to childcare expansion. 
The coefficients for business tax revenue and liquidity loans are 
statistically insignificant. When adding interactions between 
partisanship and business tax revenue (Model 2), and liquidity 
debt (Model 3), the interaction terms are statistically insignif-
icant (Hypothesis  3a). Thus, short-term fluctuations in fiscal 
conditions have no immediate effects on childcare expansion, 
neither directly nor in interaction with partisanship. Looking at 
the control variables reveals that changes in female employment 
are positively associated with childcare expansion in Model 1. 
This likely implies that functional pressures to support dual-
earner models, besides partisanship, translate into stronger 
expansion.

We run a series of alternative model specifications to assess 
the robustness of the results. We use panel-corrected standard 
errors (Table  A.3 in Supporting Information, Models 1–3), a 
first-differenced operationalization of our dependent variable 
(Table A.3 in Supporting Information, Models 4–6), and a trans-
formed operationalization of the dependent variable that ex-
presses childcare spots per inhabitant (Table A.4 in Supporting 
Information). The results remain unchanged in these alterna-
tive model specifications.

The absence of fiscal effects contradicts to some extent earlier 
cross-sectional evidence that identified a positive association be-
tween the local economic situation and childcare coverage rates 
(Seils and Meyer  2013, 278). One possible explanation for this 
discrepancy is that short-term fluctuations in the fiscal indica-
tors may not be sufficient to substantially change the room for 
maneuver of local governments, given the structural persistence 
of fiscal imbalances (Junkernheinrich 2019). We assess this pos-
sibility in the next step where we focus on the variation between 
districts.

6.2   |   Determinants of Current Regional Variation 
in Childcare Coverage

While an advantage of the two-way fixed effects in Table 1 is 
that they account for the influence of time-constant unobserved 
confounders, they use only the within-district variation of the 
variables included in the models. To examine to what extent 
cross-district differences in economic context conditions (cf. 
Seils and Meyer 2013), as well as the cumulative effects of local 
government partisanship (instead of government turnover), 
may continue to matter for childcare coverage rates in the more 
recent time period, we run cross-sectional regression models. 
Specifically, we run models that use the averages of the inde-
pendent variables for the full period of observation from 2007 
to 2018 (Models 1–3) and for the period from 2013 to 2018, when 
the legal entitlement was already in place (Models 4–6).14 The 
dependent variable is from 2019, the most recent year of observa-
tion in our previous analyses. The coefficients now reflect how 
between-district variation in the explanatory variables relates to 
differences in current childcare coverage ratios, allowing us to 

TABLE 1    |    Determinants of childcare ratios in West German 
districts, 2007–2019.

(1) (2) (3)

Childcare ratiot−1 0.741*** 0.741*** 0.741***

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015)

Party: Leftt−1 0.274* 1.026 0.349

(Ref.: Rightt−1) (0.112) (1.051) (0.181)

Party: Regional voter 
associationt−1

0.195 −0.543 0.180

(Ref.: Rightt−1) (0.150) (1.540) (0.168)

Business tax revenue 
(log)t−1

−0.162 −0.128 −0.163

(0.138) (0.167) (0.138)

Liquidity loans (log)t−1 0.010 0.010 0.015

(0.026) (0.026) (0.029)

Social security 
expenditure (log)t−1

0.212 0.212 0.212

(0.132) (0.132) (0.132)

Female labor force 
participationt−1

0.052* 0.052* 0.052*

(0.024) (0.023) (0.024)

Population under three 
(log)t−1

−0.676 −0.591 −0.696

(0.891) (0.896) (0.891)

Party: Leftt−1 # Business 
tax revenue (log)t−1

−0.124

(0.172)

Party: Regional voter 
associationt−1 # Business 
tax revenue (log)t−1

0.129

(0.263)

Party: Leftt−1 # Liquidity 
loans (log)t−1

−0.017

(0.029)

Party: Regional voter 
associationt−1 # Liquidity 
loans (log)t−1

0.004

(0.046)

District fixed effects Included Included Included

Year fixed effects Included Included Included

Constant 5.215 4.341 5.376

(7.871) (8.014) (7.879)

Observations 4067 4067 4067

r2 0.957 0.957 0.957

F 2277.063 2064.276 2128.164

Note: Linear regression coefficients, standard errors clustered by districts in 
parentheses.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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8 of 15 Regulation & Governance, 2025

test Hypotheses 1b–3b. Models 1 and 4 show the main effects; 
Models 2, 3, 5, and 6 include interactions between the partisan 
and the fiscal variables.

Focusing on between-district variation, the main effects in 
Model 1, Table  2 show a negative and significant effect of 

liquidity debt. A level of liquidity debt per capita twice as high 
(which corresponds to 0.38 standard deviations) is associated 
with a lower coverage ratio by 0.85 percentage points. The co-
efficient for business tax revenue is positive but statistically in-
significant. The same holds for our measure of left partisanship, 
which now indicates the share of years between 2006 and 2018 

TABLE 2    |    Determinants of childcare ratios in West German districts, 2019.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Dependent variable: 
childcare ratio, 2019

Dependent variable: 
childcare ratio, 2019

Independent variables: 
averages 2006–2018

Independent variables: 
averages 2013–2018

Party: Left 1.331 −22.531 4.900* 1.360 −25.341* 5.215**

(Ref.: Right) (1.030) (11.760) (2.333) (0.935) (12.732) (1.867)

Party: Regional voter association 0.175 14.362 0.429 −0.524 2.605 0.633

(Ref.: Right) (1.183) (16.827) (2.221) (0.970) (17.412) (1.771)

Business tax revenue (log) 2.385 0.816 1.893 2.157 0.084 1.691

(1.289) (1.629) (1.261) (1.347) (1.918) (1.359)

Liquidity loans (log) −0.850*** −0.847*** −0.559 −0.713** −0.665** −0.327

(0.247) (0.245) (0.304) (0.245) (0.245) (0.289)

Social security expenditure (log) −0.346 −0.359 −0.370 −0.672 −0.487 −0.541

(1.318) (1.290) (1.289) (1.364) (1.340) (1.319)

Female labor force participation 0.011 −0.002 −0.002 0.057 0.042 0.050

(0.207) (0.213) (0.208) (0.204) (0.207) (0.204)

Population under three (ratio) −5.546** −5.502** −4.974** −5.244** −5.371** −4.952**

(1.792) (1.782) (1.811) (1.696) (1.660) (1.679)

District-free city −0.839 −0.997 −0.925 −0.265 −0.558 −0.544

(1.237) (1.229) (1.223) (1.223) (1.228) (1.219)

Party: Left # Business tax revenue (log) 4.080* 4.439*

(2.020) (2.131)

Party: Regional voter association # Business 
tax revenue (log)

−2.457 −0.527

(2.907) (2.930)

Party: Left # Liquidity loans (log) −0.736 −0.837**

(0.374) (0.295)

Party: Regional voter association # Liquidity 
loans (log)

−0.037 −0.340

(0.481) (0.380)

State fixed effects Included Included Included Included Included Included

Constant 29.538 39.490 31.133 27.998 40.847 28.797

(19.047) (21.106) (18.857) (20.150) (22.084) (19.945)

Observations 320 320 320 320 320 320

r2 0.191 0.209 0.204 0.188 0.208 0.210

F 6.690 6.643 6.210 6.337 6.523 6.470

Note: Linear regression coefficients, robust standard errors in parentheses.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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with a left-wing local government. Unlike our finding in Table 1 
on the effect of changes in partisanship on childcare expansion, 
long-term averages of government partisanship are not related 
to childcare coverage. The negative and significant coefficient 
for the share of children below three suggests that it is more dif-
ficult for districts with a higher share of children to reach higher 
coverage ratios due to higher levels of demand.

The effect estimates are highly similar when focusing on the av-
erage values of the independent variables for the period 2013 to 
2018 when the legal entitlement to childcare was in place (Model 
4). With respect to the role of liquidity debt, this implies that the 
role of structural fiscal disadvantage for regional variation in 
childcare coverage was highly persistent over time and that it 
did not change, despite the legal entitlement being in place since 
2013. Importantly, Models 1 and 4 both suggest that districts with 
a higher number of years of left-wing governments are not related 
to higher levels of childcare coverage (contrary to Hypothesis 1b), 
even though left-wing governments expand childcare more 
than right-wing governments, as shown in Table 1. This may be 
partly driven by fiscal factors, as some of the left's strongholds in 
Germany are in structurally underfunded regions. We turn to the 
interaction effects to examine this possibility.

To test to what extent the associations with our partisan and 
fiscal measures may be conditional upon one another, we spec-
ify interactions between partisanship and business tax revenue 
(Models 2 and 5), and liquidity debt (Models 3 and 6), respec-
tively. The interaction terms between left partisanship and 
business tax revenue are statistically significant in both mod-
els, whereas the interactive effect with liquidity debt is only 

significant for averages of the independent variables between 
2013 and 2018 (Model 6).

To be better able to assess the magnitude and statistical sig-
nificance of these interactive effects (cf. Brambor et  al.  2006; 
Hainmueller et al. 2019), Figure 2 plots the interactive marginal 
effects between left government partisanship and business tax rev-
enue (left-hand plot) and liquidity debt (right-hand plot) based on 
Models 5 and 6 in Table 2. We focus on the period 2013–2018 in the 
following, because it gives us a more precise picture of the impor-
tance of partisan and fiscal context factors during the time when 
the legal entitlement was already in place. We report the results 
for the period 2006–2018 in Supporting Information (Figure A.2).

The results show that for both fiscal variables, the association 
between left-wing government and higher childcare coverage 
rates is conditional on the district's fiscal situation. With rela-
tively high business tax revenue and absent liquidity debt, left-
wing local government partisanship in the preceding 6 years is 
associated with a higher childcare coverage ratio by roughly 5 
percentage points. In contrast, under more unfavorable fiscal 
conditions, the marginal effect of left government becomes in-
significant and approaches zero.

Once again, the findings in Table  2 are robust to alternative 
model specifications. We replicate the models from Table 1 as 
pooled cross-sectional models in which we drop the district 
fixed effects (Table  A.8 in Supporting Information); we again 
use a transformed operationalization of the dependent vari-
able that expresses childcare spots per inhabitant (Table A.9 in 
Supporting Information), and we additionally control for the 

FIGURE 2    |    Average marginal effects of partisanship on childcare ratios in 2019 at different levels of fiscal constraints. The figure is based on re-
gression models that include an interaction between left-wing partisanship (average values, 2013–2018) and business tax revenue (left panel; average 
values, 2013–2018) and liquidity loans (right panel; average values, 2013–2018), respectively. The marginal effects are calculated based on Table 2, 
Models 5 and 6. Bars at the bottom show the distribution of underlying observations. Figures based on data from the full period of observation start-
ing in 2006 are shown in Figure A.2 in Supporting Information.

 17485991, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/rego.70037 by C

entral E
uropean U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [23/06/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense
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number of children below three living in a district (Table A.10 
in Supporting Information). The results remain unchanged in 
these alternative model specifications.

A potential objection to our evidence of the continuing impor-
tance of partisan and fiscal factors could be the issue of staff 
shortages. The increasing difficulties for childcare providers to 
find qualified staff (Rauschenbach et al. 2020) could imply that 
fiscal and partisan factors have become less decisive as determi-
nants of childcare supply. In additional analyses, we examine 
child–staff ratios as a proxy measure of potential bottlenecks 
in the availability of childcare staff (the results and a more de-
tailed discussion are included in Appendix  C in Supporting 
Information). We find higher child–staff ratios to be associated 
with higher childcare coverage rates, which suggests that child-
care expansion could face limits due to increasing difficulties in 
finding staff (Table C.1 in Supporting Information, Models 1 and 
2). However, accounting for the conditional impact of fiscal con-
ditions shows that this association is driven mostly by munic-
ipalities in adverse fiscal conditions (Figure C.1 in Supporting 
Information). Under favorable local fiscal conditions, child–staff 
ratios are insensitive to overall coverage rates. We conclude that 
staff shortages are unlikely to constitute a purely secular phe-
nomenon, but are, at least to some extent, a reflection of local-
level fiscal conditions.

Overall, the results in these first two parts of the analysis show 
that despite the legal entitlement to childcare, both local govern-
ment partisanship and fiscal conditions continue to matter for 
regional variation in childcare provision. Specifically, turnovers 
from right-wing to left-wing local governments are associated 
with a more pronounced expansion of childcare (Table 1), while 
long-term fiscal conditions are correlated with regional varia-
tion in coverage rates (Table 2).15 While left-wing governments 
expanded childcare more aggressively on average during our 
observation period, this partisan effect was insufficient to over-
come the persistent disadvantages faced by fiscally constrained 
districts.

6.3   |   How Do Local Governments Reconcile 
the Legal Entitlement for Childcare With Shortages 
in Childcare Supply?

Our findings above indicate a high level of continuity in local 
variation in childcare ratios. This raises the question of how 
local governments meet the requirements for the legal entitle-
ment for care places, particularly if they are located in econom-
ically disadvantaged regions or are ideologically leaning to the 
right, as both factors are associated with lower childcare cover-
age rates. In this context, local childcare fees constitute an in-
strument affecting the balance between demand for and supply 
of childcare. Local governments have discretion over parental 
fees and by deciding on levels and structure of fees, they delib-
erately or not modify parents' demand for childcare. In this step 
of the analysis, we thus aim to test whether local government 
partisanship, local fiscal conditions, and their interaction matter 
for levels of childcare fees (Hypotheses 4–6).

In the following, we present associations between childcare fees, 
local government partisanship, and local fiscal conditions for 47 

municipalities from North Rhine-Westphalia. We report fees 
around 2008, that is, when the legal entitlement was announced, 
and how they have changed between 2008 and the current pe-
riod (2023). We focus our discussion on fees for low-income fam-
ilies (€30,000 of gross annual household, cf. Geis-Thöne 2018) 
because fees in the lower income brackets can be expected to 
be particularly decisive for access to childcare (Abrassart and 
Bonoli  2015). We report the results for high-income fees in 
Supporting Information. For our fiscal variables, we report 
pre-COVID-19 lagged multiyear averages to avoid bias from 
short-term fluctuations in fiscal conditions (see Appendix B in 
Supporting Information for further explanation). Due to the low 
number of observations, this step of our analysis is more explor-
ative and relies on bivariate correlations and scatterplots.

Around 2008, on average, there were no direct associations 
between low-income fees and local government partisan-
ship (Hypothesis  4) and the fiscal variables (Hypothesis  5), 
respectively. Bivariate correlations are statistically insignif-
icant (Table  B.3 in Supporting Information). However, once 
again, clearer associations exist when considering the condi-
tional relationship between partisanship and fiscal conditions 
(Hypothesis 6): municipalities with a left-wing mayor opted for 
lower fees, the higher their revenue from business taxes was in 
the preceding years (dashed regression line in the upper-right 
plot in Figure 3; r = −0.36; p = 0.08).

Municipalities' fiscal conditions became more relevant for how 
low-income fees developed in the period 2008–2023 (lower plots 
in Figure 3). On average, fees declined from €103 to €69 during 
this time period. The decline in fees primarily took place in mu-
nicipalities with lower debt (r = 0.33; p = 0.02) and higher tax rev-
enue (r = −0.29; p = 0.05), providing support for Hypothesis  5. 
For cities in poor fiscal conditions, fees were more likely to re-
main unchanged. Again, direct associations with partisanship 
are absent, contrary to Hypothesis  4 (Table  B.3 in Supporting 
Information). However, we find evidence of the consequences 
of government partisanship being conditional on the local fiscal 
situation (Hypothesis 6). There is no association between fees 
and fiscal conditions for cities with more right-wing govern-
ments (dotted regression lines), but there is a significant associa-
tion between business tax revenue and changes in fees for cities 
with more left-wing governments (dashed regression line in the 
lower-right plot; r = −0.55; p = 0.01).

The pattern in the lower plots in Figure  3 suggests that mu-
nicipalities in poorer fiscal conditions are more in need of 
raising revenue via childcare fees to finance childcare expan-
sion. However, strikingly, the pattern identified in Figure  3 
for low-income fees is absent for high-income fees (Figure B.1 
in Supporting Information). Thus, it is not the case that mu-
nicipalities in poorer fiscal conditions would increase fees for 
families with high incomes more strongly to meet financing 
demands.16

The discrepancy between fiscal conditions and fees for families 
with low and high incomes suggests that local governments 
might in fact anticipate the effects of fees on families' demand 
for childcare. To examine this possibility in more detail, we 
plot the associations between changes in low-income fees and 
childcare ratios in 2023 in Figure  4, which shows a negative 
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association (r = −0.25; p = 0.09). Municipalities that lowered 
their fees more strongly since the announcement of the legal en-
titlement realized higher childcare coverage ratios in 2023. On 
average, a decrease in fees by €100 is associated with a higher 

childcare ratio of 2.58 percentage points, as indicated by the 
estimated bivariate regression line. This association is absent 
for changes in fee levels both for families with middle incomes 
(r = −0.01; p = 0.94) and it is even positive for fees for families 

FIGURE 3    |    Associations between district-level childcare fees for parents with low incomes and liquidity debt and business tax revenue, respec-
tively. The figure is based on data for 47 North Rhine-Westphalian municipalities. Fees are monthly fees (in euros) at an annual income of €30,000. 
The upper row reports fee levels in 2008; the lower row reports changes in fees between 2008 and 2023. See Table B.1 in Supporting Information for 
the exact years for which data on fees were collected. Values for liquidity debt and business tax revenues are multiyear averages for the years 2004–
2007 (upper row) and 2013–2018 (lower row), respectively. The lines represent bivariate regression lines for municipalities with a left-wing (dashed 
lines) and non-left-wing mayor (dotted lines) in 2008 (upper plots) and for municipalities with values below and above the median number of years 
with a left-wing mayor since 2009 (lower plots).

FIGURE 4    |    District-level childcare fees for parents with low incomes and childcare coverage. The figure is based on data for 47 North Rhine-
Westphalian municipalities. Changes in fees are the change between 2008 and 2023 in monthly fees (in euro) at an annual income of €30,000. See 
Table B.1 in Supporting Information for the exact years for which data on fees were collected.
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with high incomes (r = 0.29; p = 0.05), respectively (Table B.4 in 
Supporting Information).17

Taken together, the associations discussed above suggest 
that the interplay between local partisanship and fiscal 
conditions matters for levels of parental childcare fees (cf. 
Hypotheses  4–6). The discrepancy in the associations be-
tween fiscal conditions and fees for low- and high-income 
families, furthermore, suggests that fees appear not only to 
constitute a revenue stream for local governments but that 
local governments could also consider them as an instrument 
to steer demand for childcare. Combined with survey evidence 
that fees are a relevant factor influencing parents' decision to 
use childcare (Faas et al. 2023, 175), these additional results 
illustrate how local governments and fiscal conditions are de-
cisive in shaping childcare expansion at the local level. As the 
differences in the associations between low- and high-income 
fees and coverage rates suggest, relatively high fees for fami-
lies with low incomes are likely to intensify social inequalities 
in access to childcare.

7   |   Conclusion

In line with the rising prominence of a social investment 
paradigm in social policy research, various countries have 
significantly expanded early childhood education and care 
in recent years. Advocates of childcare expansion expect 
strong social and economic returns, benefiting children's so-
cial and cognitive development and work-family reconcilia-
tion. Nevertheless, scholars identified a continued relevance 
of political, economic, and institutional context factors that 
in many places inhibited an expansion of access to child-
care (Busemeyer and Seitzl  2018; Ronchi  2018). In this con-
text, a legal entitlement to childcare has been highlighted as 
a central policy element that should help to extend access to 
childcare also to disadvantaged families (Van Lancker and 
Ghysels 2016).

In this paper, we studied the local dynamics of childcare expan-
sion in West Germany between 2007 and 2019. Germany is an 
ideal test case because its federal government recently intro-
duced a legal entitlement to childcare. This entitlement, how-
ever, is implemented at the local level, which is characterized 
by large variations in political, economic, and fiscal conditions. 
Analyzing childcare expansion and coverage in Germany thus 
allowed us to assess to what extent the identified context fac-
tors continue to matter, despite a formal legal entitlement being 
in place.

We find local partisan politics and fiscal conditions to con-
tinue to be relevant for regional variation in childcare coverage. 
Expansion is weaker under right-wing local governments. While 
expansion rates do not respond to short-term fluctuations in li-
quidity debt and business tax revenue, coverage rates continue 
to be lower in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas. In these 
areas, the structural persistence of fiscal disadvantage leads to 
underinvestment in childcare, despite the existence of the legal 
entitlement. Correspondingly, the associations between govern-
ment partisanship and childcare coverage rates are conditional 
on the long-term local fiscal situation. Our results clearly show 

that in fiscally disadvantaged regions, left-wing government 
partisanship has been insufficient to raise childcare coverage 
rates to the levels found in fiscally better-endowed regions.

In more explorative steps of the analysis, we examine how local 
governments in fiscally constrained contexts might nevertheless 
aim to meet the legal obligation to provide childcare. Focusing 
on the role of parental fees, our results for 47 large cities in the 
German state of North Rhine-Westphalia suggest that levels and 
structure of fees matter for childcare use and availability. Fees 
for families with low income, in particular, remain at higher lev-
els, if local fiscal constraints are more severe. At the same time, 
a stronger decrease in fees for low-income families in the years 
since the enactment of the legal entitlement is associated with 
higher childcare coverage rates. In contrast, associations are ab-
sent for fees in the middle- and high-income brackets. Thus, if 
local governments set fees for low-income families at a relatively 
high level, they appear to lower demand for childcare, but at the 
cost of intensified social inequalities in access to childcare.

Our results provide important insights into the prospect of 
further childcare expansion in the context of Germany's fiscal 
federalism. First, despite constraining federal- and state-level 
regulatory frameworks, local elections and local political major-
ities do make a difference, as left-wing and right-wing parties 
differ in their ambitions devoted to expanding childcare. Second, 
various studies over the recent years have highlighted that mu-
nicipalities' funding to finance childcare provision is insuffi-
cient and that indebted and socioeconomically disadvantaged 
municipalities would require additional support to make their 
financial situation more sustainable (e.g., Boettcher et al. 2021; 
Junkernheinrich 2019). Our results confirm that the structural 
underfunding of municipalities constitutes a significant obstacle 
to removing remaining barriers in access to childcare. In addi-
tion, our supplementary analyses suggest that potentially the 
biggest barrier to further childcare expansion, the lack of quali-
fied staff, is unlikely to reflect a secular development related to 
demographic change, but one that is at least partly an expression 
of local fiscal constraints.

Our results are furthermore relevant for the study of the politics 
of childcare beyond the case of Germany. Local-level fiscal aus-
terity has been identified as an obstacle to adequate childcare 
provision in countries such as England (West et al. 2020, 686), 
Denmark, or Sweden (de la Porte et al. 2023). At the same time, 
the debate in cross-national comparative research is ongoing 
about the conditions under which partisan effects should be ex-
pected for childcare expansion (Abou-Chadi and Wagner 2019; 
Garritzmann et al. 2022; Morgan 2013; Nelson and Giger 2019; 
Schwander 2018). As Garritzmann et al. (2022, 3) argue “there 
is not one type of social investment” (emphasis in original) but 
many, and each comes with a distinct distributive profile backed 
by different underlying political coalitions. We see merit in this 
perspective and expect our framework about the interplay be-
tween partisan political and fiscal factors and the associated 
consequences for access to and funding of childcare to be also 
applicable in other country contexts.

We also see various avenues for future research to build upon 
our findings and to address some limitations of our anal-
ysis. First, while we identified an effect of left-wing local 
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government partisanship on childcare expansion, recent stud-
ies highlighted the importance of female representation in city 
councils (Walenta-Bergmann 2023; Yamada 2024). While data 
limitations did not allow us to test for the role of female polit-
ical representation, it remains to be seen to what extent this 
factor may moderate our finding of partisan effects. Second, 
our analysis provided insights into the statistical associations 
between characteristics of childcare provision and political 
and fiscal factors. To shed light on the exact mechanisms 
of how local fiscal and political conditions affect local-level 
childcare governance, we see merit in further qualitative re-
search on this issue (e.g., Jehles 2023). Whereas, due to data 
limitations, our analysis relied on (changes in) childcare ra-
tios as a proxy measure of childcare supply, more fine-grained 
analyses could identify more clearly demand- and supply-side 
related factors and capture more directly local governments' 
concrete policy choices to expand childcare. Third, given the 
discrepancy in the effect estimates between our long-term and 
short-term fiscal indicators, it appears worthwhile to examine 
the role of local administrative capacities, how they depend 
on local structural fiscal conditions, and how they affect local 
governments' abilities to implement the expansion of childcare 
places (Beramendi et al. 2015; Bremer et al. 2023). Finally, in-
stead of assessing differences between left- and right-wing 
government partisanship, our analysis could be extended by 
taking into account that party competition may take place 
in a multidimensional policy space (Beramendi et  al.  2015; 
Schwander 2018). Data limitations prevented us from explor-
ing the impact of potential differences in partisan positioning 
along a socioeconomic or a sociocultural dimension of party 
competition. Examining this could help to understand the 
local politics of childcare expansion even better.
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Endnotes

	 1	Similar to Hypotheses 1–3, we expect the effects to manifest over time 
and in terms of regional variation. However, for the case of childcare 
fees, data limitations do not allow us to test our hypotheses in time se-
ries analyses. This is why, at this stage, we focus on regional variation 
only.

	 2	More recent legislation that also came with additional funding falls 
after our main period of investigation (including the Gute-Kita-Gesetz 
from 2019 and its successor the Kita-Qualitätsgesetz from 2023).

	 3	Youth welfare offices (Jugendämter) are the central regulatory bod-
ies with respect to childcare. They are mostly located at the level of 
districts and district-free cities, but some larger non-district-free mu-
nicipalities also run their own youth welfare office (Scholz et al. 2019; 
Stöbe-Blossey 2012).

	 4	For children below three, for the years and districts in our sample, all 
Länder allowed their municipalities to charge fees (Hubert et al. 2021, 
14).

	 5	As a robustness check, we use a transformed operationalization of 
our dependent variable, allowing us to measure childcare slots per 
inhabitant (cf. Baskaran and Hessami  2023). The results remain 
unchanged.

	 6	These liquidity loans are not meant to finance long-term investment 
in Germany; instead, municipalities use them to cover short-term 
cash flow gaps in their operational budgets. A heavy reliance on these 
loans indicates that a municipality struggles to meet its day-to-day 
expenses, that is, that its revenues are insufficient to cover its costs. 
Given that liquidity loans are disproportionately concentrated in eco-
nomically weaker regions, they are useful to distinguish between mu-
nicipalities experiencing different levels of fiscal stress.

	 7	Levels of social security spending are likely related to our two fiscal 
variables of business tax revenue and liquidity debt and might con-
trol away parts of the effect size of these variables. We run additional 
models where we exclude social security spending (Tables  A.6 and 
A.11 in Supporting Information) and additionally control for GDP 
growth to account for economic fluctuations (Table A.7 in Supporting 
Information). The results remain unchanged.

	 8	In additional models, we additionally control for unemployment rates 
to capture how local labor market conditions may intervene in de-
mand for and supply of childcare (Tables A.15 and A.16 in Supporting 
Information).

	 9	In the regression models that do not include district fixed effects, we 
divide the number of children below three by total population size. 
This is to ensure that population size does not confound our measure 
with which we intend to control for the demand of childcare. We add 
population size as a control in additional robustness models. In the 
district fixed effects models, the fixed effects hold constant the influ-
ence of differences in population numbers across municipalities.

	10	Unit root tests show that all variables included in the analysis are 
stationary, indicating that non-stationarity of the time series, which 
could threaten the validity of the analysis, cannot be detected. Our 
inclusion of year dummies provides an additional safeguard against 
non-stationarity in the time series (Beck and Katz 2011). Additional 
models using panel corrected standard errors with first-order auto-
correlation, and using first differences of the dependent variable lead 
to highly similar results (Table A.3 in Supporting Information).

	11	We are unable to split the time period for the fixed effects models 
because the number of years would become too low.

	12	The patterns discussed in this section are similar when looking at 
childcare expansion until 2023, the most recent year for which data 
on childcare coverage rates are available. See note in Figure A.1 in 
Supporting Information.

	13	Adding physical investment as a control variable does not alter 
the findings from Table  1 (see Tables  A.5 and A.12 in Supporting 
Information).

	14	We include models for the time period before the legal entitlement 
(2007–2012) in Supporting Information (Table A.14).

	15	To further examine the implications of the diverging findings 
within and between districts, we run additional fixed effects mod-
els including interaction terms between our annual measures of 
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partisanship and our fiscal measures averaged across the observa-
tion period (Giesselmann and Schmidt-Catran 2022). The results for 
these interactive models are statistically insignificant (Table A.13 in 
Supporting Information). The different interaction effects in Table 2 
and Table A.13 in Supporting Information could be explained by two 
possible explanations: first, moderate catch-up effects in childcare 
expansion in districts with initially low coverage rates (cf. Figure A.1 
in Supporting Information); or second, the fact that fixed effects mod-
els capture only within-district variation of partisan effects, whereas 
the between-district models also capture partisan effects of districts 
without government turnover.

	16	This finding is even more striking because the recent federal child-
care reform in 2019 (Gute-Kita-Gesetz), exempted various welfare 
recipient groups from paying fees. This policy has led to a decrease 
in the revenue generated based on fee payments from lower-income 
families.

	17	The city of Dülmen emerges as a major outlier for these associations. 
Being the second smallest city in the sample in terms of number of 
children below three and being in a relatively sound fiscal condition 
(only six cities in the sample had lower liquidity debt per capita), 
with 45% it had by far the highest childcare coverage rate in 2023. 
Dropping Dülmen from the sample strengthens the negative associ-
ation between childcare coverage rates and changes in low-income 
fees to r = 0.31, p = 0.04, and weakens the association with changes in 
high-income fees to r = 0.25, p = 0.09.
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