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“Adequate childcare is a critical element of the decent work agenda”. Decent work, according
to the International Labour Organization,1 includes opportunities for work that is not
only productive but also provides a fair income, job security, and prospects for personal
development. Thus, the opening phrase, which is from Pia Britto’s commentary2on the
multiplier effects that early childhood development has on many of the global Sustainable
Development Goals, can be viewed as a ‘business case’ for supporting employees with
childcare responsibilities. This is particularly the case for women who, despite their increased
participation in economic activities, continue to be disproportionately responsible for
childcare, due to socially ascribed roles.
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In addition to limiting women’s participation in decent work and/or other income-generating activities, limited or
no childcare can also reduce women’s productivity at work, reduce their income, and lead to gender inequality in
employment.3 From the perspective of the workplace, employees faced with childcare challenges can contribute to
negative outcomes such as frequent absenteeism; poor employee well-being, productivity, and performance, with an
adverse effect on firm profitability; reduced job satisfaction and loyalty; poor employee retention; and compromised
organisational reputation.4
It is against this background that the development and effective implementation of family-friendly policies are
increasingly recognised by policymakers in government and international agencies, as well as by civil society
organisations, as important in any public or private workplace. Defined as “measures and arrangements that have a
positive impact on workers’ abilities to reconcile work and family responsibilities — and advance the development and
well-being of their children”,5 family-friendly policies are varied, but can be categorised into two broad groups.
The first is flexible workplace practices that remove impediments to working by allowing employees to shift the time and
location of their work to suit their needs and family requirements. Examples include flexible working hours, compressed
work scheduling, job-sharing, and telecommuting. The second relates to policies and practices that support employees
with caregiving responsibilities to fulfil their family- and personal needs.6 For employees with childcare responsibilities,
in particular, four sets of policies are identified as the most effective: (i) paid family leave to care for young children, (ii)
breastfeeding support, (iii) access to affordable and quality childcare, and (iv) child benefits.7
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https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/decent-work/lang–en/index.htm
Britto, P. (2015). Why early childhood development is the foundation for sustainable development. https://blogs.unicef.org/blog/why-early-childhooddevelopment-is-the-foundation-for-sustainable-development/
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ILO (2014). Work and family responsibilities: What are the problems? https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/—ed_protect/—protrav/—travail/
documents/publication/wcms_170724.pdf
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UNICEF (2020). The family-friendly policies handbook for business https://www.unicef.org/eap/media/5901/file/Family-Friendly%20Policies:%20
Handbook%20for%20Business.pdf
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UNICEF (2020). The family-friendly policies handbook for business https://www.unicef.org/eap/media/5901/file/Family-Friendly%20Policies:%20
Handbook%20for%20Business.pdf
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Galea, C., Houkes, I., & De Rijk, A. (2014). An insider’s point of view: How a system of flexible working hours helps employees to strike a proper balance
between work and personal life. International Journal of Human Resource Management, 25(8): 109-111.
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UNICEF (2019). Family-friendly policies: A policy brief redesigning the workplace of the future https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/2019-07/
unicef-policy-brief-family-friendly-policies-2019.pdf
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“In this article, I draw on academic and other evidence-based literature to explore the
availability of child-focused policies in South Africa and the extent to which these serve
South African women’s participation in economic activities. The insights that emerge
are valuable against available evidence8 showing very low levels of adoption of familyfriendly policies in South African workplaces.”
This is despite government’s commitment to making the country’s work environment family-friendly through, inter alia,
“affording employees their full family-related entitlements and benefits”.9 I envisage that the illumination of gaps in
childcare policy will propel interventions and practices that can better integrate and include women at work. To set the
stage, the article begins with a brief overview of women’s economic participation in South Africa.
E C O N O M I C PA R T I C I PAT I O N O F S O U T H A F R I C A N W O M E N

The post-apartheid era has seen notable feminisation of South Africa’s labour force. This is reflected, for example, in the
rate of women’s participation in the labour force increasing from 38% in 199510 to 54% in the first quarter of 2020,11
and nearly a third (30%) of women being in informal-sector employment in the first quarter of 2019.12 Furthermore,
the 2021 Global Gender Gap Report13 ranked South Africa 92nd out of 158 countries in terms of the active economic
participation of, and opportunities available to, women. This indicator is based on three measures: (i) the participation
gap (the difference between women’s and men’s rates of participation in the labour force); (ii) the remuneration gap (the
ratio of estimated women’s income to that of men, and the level of wage equality between men and women for similar
work); and (iii) the advancement gap (the ratio of women to men among legislators, senior officials, and managers, and in
technical and professional fields).
Legislative instruments that partly explain this improved economic participation of women include the Labour Relations
Act No. 66 of 1995,14 which prohibits unfair discrimination, “directly or indirectly, on any arbitrary ground, including, but
not limited to race, gender, sex, ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, conscience,
belief, political opinion, culture, language, marital status or family responsibility [emphases added]”, and is applicable to
all employees. The Employment Equity Act No. 55 of 199815 (EEA) aims to achieve equity in the workplace by promoting
equal opportunity and fair treatment in employment. The EEA states:

“No person may unfairly discriminate, directly or indirectly, against an employee in
any employment policy or practice, on one or more grounds including race, gender,
pregnancy, marital status, family responsibility, ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual
orientation, age, disability, religion, HIV status, conscience, belief, political opinion,
culture, language, and birth (emphasis added).”

8
9

Dancaster, L. (2012). State and employer involvement in work–care integration in South Africa. Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Sydney, Australia.
Department of Social Development (2012). White Paper of Families in South Africa. https://www.dsd.gov.za/index.php/documents/category/14-whitepapers.

10

Ntuli, M. (2007). Determinants of South African women’s labour force participation, 1995–2004. University of Cape Town and IZA Discussion Paper No.
3119. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1031715

11

https://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0211/P02111stQuarter2020.pdf

12

Rogan, M. & Alfers, L. (2019) Gendered inequalities in the South African informal economy. Agenda, 33(4): 91-102. DOI:
10.1080/10130950.2019.1676163

13

World Economic Forum (2021). Global Gender Gap Report 2021: Insight report. http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2021.pdf

14

https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/act66-1995labourrelations.pdf

15

https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/201409/a55-980.pdf
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C H I L D C A R E P O L I C I E S A N D W O M E N ’ S E C O N O M I C PA R T I C I PAT I O N I N S O U T H A F R I C A

It is noteworthy that South African labour legislation does not specifically deal with employers’ obligation to offer
childcare support to employees.16 The only existing legal avenue for the right to request such support is unfair
discrimination provisions, particularly in relation to family responsibility, noted above.17 The country’s legislative and
policy frameworks do, however, contain regulations providing for family leave, breastfeeding support in the workplace,
early childhood education and -care, as well as child benefits. The following sub-sections explore the extent to which
these frameworks enable women’s economic participation.
Paid family leave to care for young children
Family leave typically encompasses three statutory leave provisions. The first, maternity leave, grants women “a break
from employment (usually a statutory entitlement) during pregnancy and/or after childbirth, related to maternal and
infant health and welfare; for this reason, it is available only to women, and is usually limited to the period just before
and after birth”.18 The second is paternity leave, which is available to fathers for the purpose of childcare in the time
immediately after the birth of a child. Parental leave, the third type, entitles parents of any gender time off work when
their maternity or paternity leave is exhausted.19 To the extent that these provisions guarantee parents the right to return
to the same work at the end of the leave period, all three types of leave provide a degree of job- and income security.20
The availability and accessibility of such leave is, therefore, one of the main enablers of labour force participation,
particularly if the leave is paid. If unpaid, the leave can mean the potential loss of much-needed income, and can thus be
a disincentive for taking the (entire period of) leave or for participating in the labour force.
Of particular interest in this article is maternity leave, which, in South Africa, is provided for in the Basic Conditions
of Employment Act No. 75 of 1997 (BCEA). Under this Act, South African working women are entitled to at least four
consecutive months’ maternity leave, including a month’s leave before the baby’s birth, if needed. In terms of duration,
this provision is in line with Convention No. 183 of the International Labour Organization (ILO),21 which provides for 14
weeks’ paid maternity leave. It is noteworthy, however, that South African employers are not under any legal obligation to
remunerate employees during this time.

“South Africa’s high prevalence of single parenthood, the rising cost of living, and
crushing household debt mean that many mothers, particularly those working in the
private and non-governmental sectors, may not be able to afford to take leave or take it
for the full recommended period. In other words, financial necessity may force women to
return to work as soon as possible, thus posing a number of health risks to both mother
and child.”
Another potentially accessible leave policy for South African women in the labour market is parental leave. Enacted in
January 2020,22 this leave provides all parents, including fathers, with 10 days’ unpaid leave when their child is born.

16

Ainslie, K. (2013). South Africa — child care obligations. What are an employer’s obligations? https://www.globalworkplaceinsider.com/2013/11/southafrica-child-care-obligations-what-are-an-employers-obligations/

17

Dancaster, L. (2008). Mom at work. Mail & Guardian Newspaper, September 12-18, Issue: 24.

18

O’Brien, M. (2011). Work-family balance policies. https://www.un.org/esa/socdev/family/docs/BP_WORKFAMILYBALANCE.pdf

19

UNWomen (2019). Families in a changing world: Progress of the world’s women 2019–2020. https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/

20

Smit, R. (2011). Family-related policies in Southern African countries: Are working parents reaping any benefits? Journal of Comparative Family Studies,

attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/progress-of-the-worlds-women-2019-2020-en.pdf?la=en&vs=3512
42(1): 15-36.
21

International Labour Organization (2000). C183 – Maternity Protection Convention, 2000 (No. 183). https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEX
PUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C183

22

https://businesstech.co.za/news/business/363416/south-africas-new-paternity-leave-laws-are-here-this-is-what-you-need-to-know/#:~:text=South%20
Africa’s%20new%20parental%20leave,when%20their%20children%20are%20born
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Although the leave does not apply to birth mothers, as they are already entitled to maternity leave in terms of the BCEA,
it is available to adopting women and surrogate mothers. However, as with maternity leave, parental leave is unpaid,
posing the same limitations as unpaid maternity leave. A further constraint is that 10 days’ leave is extremely short for
the intended purpose.
Breastfeeding support
The benefits of breastfeeding for child health and -survival, maternal health, and early childhood development are
widely documented.23 For this reason, the World Health Organization (WHO) recommends exclusive breastfeeding for
the first six months of a baby’s life, which should ideally continue with appropriate complementary foods until at least
two years of age. This recommendation renders breastfeeding a workplace- and labour issue, as it essentially means
mothers must breastfeed in the time and space of paid work.24 Indeed, ILO Convention No. 183 recommends “one or
more daily breaks or a daily reduction of hours of work for breastfeeding, which is to be counted as working time and
remunerated accordingly. WHO Recommendation No. 191 states that, “where practicable, provision should be made for
the establishment of facilities for nursing under adequate hygienic conditions at or near the workplace”.25
Not only has South Africa ratified and committed to these and other international initiatives to promote breastfeeding,
the country has also domesticated these through an array of legislative instruments, regulations, guidelines, and
policies.26 These include the 2011 Tshwane Declaration of Support for Breastfeeding and, perhaps most notably, the Code
of Good Practice on the Protection of Employees during Pregnancy and After the Birth of a Child. For example, in line
with ILO Convention 183, Section 5.13 of the latter urges all workplaces to make arrangements “for employees who are
breast-feeding to have breaks of 30 minutes twice per day for breastfeeding or expressing milk each working day for
the first six months of the child’s life”.27 A number of studies have, however, revealed that this code, and the fact that it is
legislated, is not widely known by mothers and relevant managers in the country. As a result, it is rarely implemented by
employers across all sectors,28,29 and South African workplaces typically do not provide breastfeeding facilities such as a
private space for mothers to breastfeed or to express and safely store breast milk.30
Where awareness of the code exists, managers often leave it to mothers to request breastfeeding support. However, due
to power relations and certain sociocultural factors, mothers often do not request or utilise their available and legislated
breastfeeding support, thus foregoing their full maternity benefits.31,32 It has been argued that a major contributor to
this is mothers’ implicit knowledge that, if they breastfeed in line with their legislated benefits, they will “fall short
of the ideal worker ideology around which organisations are built. Ideal workers single-mindedly devote their efforts

23

Martin-Wiesner, P. (2018). A policy-friendly environment for breastfeeding: A review of South Africa’s progress in systematising its international
and national responsibilities to protect, promote and support breastfeeding. https://www.wits.ac.za/coe-human/coe-research-grants/coe-researchandadvocacyon-breastfeeding/breastfeeding-policy-review/

24

Mabaso, B.P., Jaga, A., & Doherty, T. (2020). Experiences of workplace breastfeeding in a provincial government setting: A qualitative exploratory study
among managers and mothers in South Africa. International Breastfeeding Journal, 23(15): 100. DOI: 10.1186/s13006-020-00342-4

25

World Health Organization (n.d.). Maternity protection: Compliance with international labour standards. https://www.who.int/data/nutrition/nlis/info/
maternity-protection-compliance-with-international-labour-standards

26

Martin-Wiesner, P. (2018). A policy-friendly environment for breastfeeding. A review of South Africa’s progress in systematising its international and
national responsibilities to protect, promote and support breastfeeding. https://www.wits.ac.za/media/wits-university/research/coe-human/documents/
Breastfeeding%20policy%20review.pdf

27
28

https://www.labourguide.co.za/ccma-informations/43-general/general/515-code-of-good-practice-on-pregnancy-and-afterbirth
Martin, P., Hall, K., & Lake, L. (2016). Supporting families in South Africa: A policy map. In K. Hall, L. Richter, Z. Mokomane, & L. Lake (Eds), South African
Child Gauge 2018 (pp. 113-128). Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town.

29

Du Plessis, L., Peer, N., Honikman, S., & English, R. (2016). Breastfeeding in South Africa: Are we making progress? South African Health Review, 2016(1):
109-123.

30

Mabaso, B.P., Jaga, A., & Doherty, T. (2020). Experiences of workplace breastfeeding in a provincial government setting: A qualitative exploratory study
among managers and mothers in South Africa. International Breastfeeding Journal, 23(15): 100. DOI: 10.1186/s13006-020-00342-4. PMID: 33228745;
PMCID: PMC7684936

31

Mabaso, B.P., Jaga, A., & Doherty, T. (2020). Experiences of workplace breastfeeding in a provincial government setting: A qualitative exploratory study
among managers and mothers in South Africa. International Breastfeeding Journal, 23(15), 100. DOI: 10.1186/s13006-020-00342-4. PMID: 33228745;
PMCID: PMC7684936

32

Du Plessis, L., Peer, N., Honikmani, S., & English, R. (2016). Breastfeeding in South Africa: Are we making progress? South African Health Review,
2016(1): 109-123.
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to organisational goals, not allowing distractions such as reproductive needs which are experienced by pregnant and
breastfeeding mothers”.33 Thus, in preparation for returning to work at the end of their maternity leave, many South
African women stop breastfeeding before the recommended six months. It is partly for this reason that, while most
mothers in the country (88%) initiate breastfeeding almost immediately after birth, very few babies are breastfed in line
with the WHO’s recommendation.34 To the extent that babies who are not breastfed are vulnerable to suboptimal feeding
and care practices and, ultimately, overall poor health, poor workplace breastfeeding support can hamper women’s
economic participation by, amongst other things, increasing absenteeism and job dissatisfaction, as well as decreasing
productivity and wages.
Access to affordable and quality childcare
For women, who disproportionately bear the unpaid caregiving responsibilities within families, the availability of
affordable and high-quality childcare services — particularly when aligned with the work schedules of the mothers and
caregivers — has been widely acknowledged as having the potential to enhance women’s economic participation.35,36 In
essence, such childcare makes the combination of work and childcare feasible, increases the number of hours spent in
paid work, and reduces absenteeism and work–family conflict, which all ultimately contribute to improved productivity
and the profitability of enterprises.37,38
Policies designed to ensure the provision of childcare in South Africa are mainly the National Integrated Early Childhood
Development Policy (2015) and the National Child Care and Protection Policy (2019). These are operationalised by
three government departments, with a focus on different age cohorts. These departments are: the Department of Basic
Education (focused on children aged 5–9 years), the Department of Social Development (0–4 years), and the Department
of Health (0–9 years). Despite their focus on different age groups, these policies, together, aim to attain positive
childhood educational and developmental outcomes, mainly through the provision of healthcare and nutrition, as well
as psychosocial support. Where mentioned, childcare services and facilities are typically related only to psychosocial
support. The foregoing may largely explain why only 38.4% of preschool children (0–4 years) in South Africa are cared
for in formal facilities such as pre-schools, nursery schools, crèches, and educare centres, and why the majority (49.2%)
are cared for at home by parents or guardians.39
The poor availability of and access to affordable and quality childcare can hamper the economic participation of women
in various ways. For example, faced with limited childcare options, women often adopt detrimental coping strategies
such as taking children to work with them on a regular basis. While this can address women’s immediate childcare
responsibilities, it can also reduce the time and other investments that women can put into paid work, leading to low
productivity, long working hours, and low wages.40 Another strategy is choosing ‘mother-friendly jobs’, such as informal
employment or part-time work, which are more flexible and easier to combine with childcare. In addition to being
relatively insecure — and often poorly paid — these jobs also often mean that South African women have relatively
longer working hours than men do when both work and care responsibilities are taken into account. In a 2006 review of
time use, based on data for five sub-Saharan African countries, South African women were found to spend 13 times more

33

Mabaso, B.P., Jaga, A., & Doherty, T. (2020). Experiences of workplace breastfeeding in a provincial government setting: A qualitative exploratory study
among managers and mothers in South Africa. International Breastfeeding Journal, 23(15): 100. DOI: 10.1186/s13006-020-00342-4. PMID: 33228745;
PMCID: PMC7684936

34

Du Plessis, L., Peer, N., Honikman, S., & English, R. (2016). Breastfeeding in South Africa: Are we making progress? South African Health Review, 2016(1):
109-123.

35

Mokomane, Z. (2017). The developing world. In Megatrends and social security: Family and gender (pp. 27-42). International Social Security Association.

36

Mokomane, Z. (2017). The developing world. In Megatrends and social security: Family and gender (pp. 27-42). International Social Security Association.

37

Esplen, E. (2009). Gender and care: Overview report. WIEGO.

38

Addati, L. (n.d.) New approaches to social protection and gender equality at work: The effect of childcare on the quality of working life for low-income
women in Chile and Mexico. https://www.ilo.org/legacy/english/protection/travail/pdf/rdwppt25b.pdf

39
40

Statistics South Africa (2019). General Household Survey 2018. http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0318/P03182018.pdf
Cassirer, N. & Addati, L. (2007). Expanding women’s employment opportunities: Informal economy workers and the need for childcare. https://www.ilo.
org/wcmsp5/groups/public/—ed_protect/—protrav/—travail/documents/publication/wcms_145652.pdf

W W W.W O M E N S R E P O R T. A F R I C A

W O M E N ' S R E P O R T 2 0 2 1 : PA P E R 2
Childcare as an enabler of women’s economic participation

A R E S O U T H A F R I C A’ S C H I L D C A R E P O L I C I E S S E R V I N G
W O M E N ’ S E C O N O M I C PA R T I C I PAT I O N ?

PAG E 1 9

time than men on this activity.41 More than 10 years later, the situation has not changed, with the 2019 report42 showing
that women in South Africa spent, on average, 228 minutes a day on childcare and other household chores, while men
spent only 75 minutes.
Child benefits
Child benefits are regular cash transfers provided to the primary caregiver of a child, to ensure the child’s access
to quality social services.43 In South Africa, these take the form of the Child Support Grant (CSG), an unconditional,
means-tested, cash transfer programme aimed at supporting the welfare of eligible children younger than 18 years.
First implemented in April 1998, the CSG is the largest social programme in South Africa, reaching close to 13 million
recipients by the end of March 2021.44
Since its implementation in 1998, the CSG has been lauded for many positive outcomes in children, including enhanced
nutrition, health, and educational and schooling performance, as well as a reduction in adolescent risk behaviour and
the strengthening of households’ resilience to financial shocks.45 As an unconditional cash transfer, the CSG has also
been shown to enhance the economic participation of women (the main caregivers of children and, hence, recipients of
the grant) by providing a source of income that can facilitate the search for employment opportunities by, for example,
covering the costs of sending required documents, travelling to interviews, etc.46 Drawing on various recent empirical
research findings, Tondini47 states that, on average, mothers who receive the CSG tend to have better-quality jobs, are
more likely to enter the formal sector (which offers more labour protection), and earn relatively higher wages than their
counterparts who do not receive the grant. Indications are that these labour market improvements are long-lasting, and
tend to continue beyond the child reaching the age of 18 years, when payment of the grant ceases.
“I pay for the child’s daycare centres’ fees and also pay for her transport”; “I buy food and school uniform for the children and
also pay for transport to crèche for one child”. These excerpts from a study on the use of the CSG by caregivers48 illuminates
another pathway by which the grant facilitates women’s economic participation in South Africa. In essence, given that
access to affordable childcare services and/or facilities is one of the most effective pathways to increasing women’s
access to employment in developing countries, income from the CSG enables many mothers and other caregivers to pay
for childcare, which frees up time for economic participation.
CONCLUSION

This article showed that South Africa has an enabling environment for the four sets of policies
consistently shown to be the most effective in enabling women to combine their childcare- and
work roles. While, for the most part, these policies do support women’s participation, some
gaps remain, particularly in relation to the implementation of the policies.

41

Charmes, J. (2006). A review of empirical evidence on time use in Africa from UN-sponsored surveys. In C.M. Blackden & Q. Wodon (Eds.), Gender, time
use, and poverty in sub-Saharan Africa. World Bank Working Paper No. 73.

42

Malta, V., Kolovich, L., Leyva, A.M., & Tavares, M.M. (2019). Informality and gender gaps going hand in hand. IMF Working Paper WP/19/112. file:///C:/

43

UNICEF. (2019). Family-friendly policies: A policy brief. Redesigning the workplace of the future. https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/2019-07/

Users/u04837127/Downloads/WPIEA2019112%20(1).pdf
unicef-policy-brief-family-friendly-policies-2019.pdf
44
45

https://www.sassa.gov.za/statistical-reports/Documents/March%202021%20-%20Report%20on%20Social%20Assistance.pdf
Grinspun, A. (2016). No small change: The multiple impacts of the child support grant on child- and adolescent well-being. In Child Gauge 2016:
Children and social assistance. Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town.

46

Tondini, A. (2020). Child grants can help mothers get better jobs. https://www.groundup.org.za/article/child-grants-can-help-mothers-get-better-jobs/

47
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Previous research49 has shown that these gaps are often due to supervisors’ lack of awareness
of the benefits these family-friendly policies hold for organisations in terms of employee
productivity and profitability. Another explanation is that, given employees’ differing care
needs, the benefits of these family-friendly policies are not standard for all employees.
R E C O M M E N DAT I O N S

•
•

Supervisors need to be sensitised to the legal onus to have policies in place to support the childcare demands of
employees, as well as the benefits such policies hold for organisational productivity.
Instead of ‘one-size-fits-all’ support, workplaces should consider creating safe spaces for women with childcare
responsibilities to discuss with their supervisors the specific workplace support the women need. Such spaces have
been shown to lead to a higher perception of company support, lowered intensions to leave the company, enhanced
productivity, and overall better quality of life for employees.50
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Dear Women’s Report reader

The articles in the 2021 Women’s Report make valuable suggestions as to
how women’s economic empowerment can be facilitated through childcare
and related policies. Indeed, the care obligation — often entrusted to and
embraced by women — can significantly hamper economic participation
and progression.
Childcare responsibilities have an impact on women’s educational
opportunities and skills development, obtaining relevant occupational
experience (due to time availability), and physical availability in jobs that
demand work-related travel and presenteeism. Conversely, when a woman
is assisted with childcare, her time and emotional capacities are released
towards earning an income and developing her skills and talents. When a
woman earns money, her family benefits from the proceeds.
Laura Brooks outlines the mechanisms of early childhood development (ECD)
and why it can boost women’s employment in South Africa. In her article,
Laura sets out the complexities of ECD policy and the link between childcare
and women’s economic empowerment.
Parents, more often women, may be unavailable for paid work due to
childcare obligations. When there are children, especially young children
and those who remain dependent on their parents due to disability, there
is always the need for an adult to tend to the children’s safety, food, hygiene, intellectual stimulation, and emotional
support. Some women opt out of their careers to care for their young children, and when they are ready to re-enter paid
work, getting hired is not easy. Lunga Tukani and Anita Bosch reflect on the perceptions of managers when hiring stay-athome mothers, illustrating the effect of childcare on women’s ability to subsequently access paid work. The article also
propositions skills that managers value in stay-at-home mothers.

“At times when parents are working, childcare can be delivered by people other than the
parents of a child, such as teachers, grandparents, or other family members. “
Mark Smith’s account of being a stay-at-home-father and the engagement of fathers in hands-on childcare outlines
the great benefits and hindrances that men encounter when taking the road less travelled. Yet, studies of dual-income
families in industrialised nations show that household and care obligations taken up by fathers are more often than not
outsourced to women.
In the South African context, the outsourcing of childcare takes many forms, depending on the economic standing of the
family and the availability of women in extended family networks. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought about
differential outcomes for women, as neatly outlined in Jennifer Smout’s article. She also provides strategies for reshaping
gender relations and support for women.
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The financial cost of care is carried by the family, with little to no assistance from the state. In addition, viewed from
a traditional gendered perspective, the emotional cost of care is largely shouldered by mothers. In her chapter, Zitha
Mokomane points out the glaring reality that the provision of decent childcare to South African working families is
not high on government’s agenda. She outlines the disjointed policy framework, but also proposes solutions towards
alignment.

Whether women work as part of the circular movement of their money towards people who
provide childcare, thereby needing to earn and income, or stay at home due to the fact that they
do not have childcare support options, there are outcomes for the South African economy. In
both instances, women’s economic contribution is hampered by a lack of childcare support. The
WR2021 focuses on an evidence-based rationale for decent childcare as part of government’s
drive for job creation and the employment of women.
Wishing you happy reading!

Professor Anita Bosch
USB Research Chair - Women at Work
Associate Professor: Leadership and Organisational Behaviour
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