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non-parental care. Of those who are, informal care
is most commonly used, often provided by a grand-
parent (Gray, Misson, & Hayes, 2005; Harrison &
Ungerer, 2005).

This paper uses 2004 data from the infant cohort of
the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
(LSAC) to examine the use of non-parental child care
and fathers’ involvement in child care in families in
which both parents work. It is an extension of work
presented in Baxter, Gray, Alexander, Strazdins, and
Bittman (2007). Our main focus is the degree to
which dual-employed families use parent-only care,
and whether there are certain family or job charac-
teristics associated with a higher likelihood of using
parent-only care. We use our results to help address
an important policy question—do parents who use
parent-only care prefer this option or do they do so
because they have no choice?

Introduction
One solution to the child care question, adopted by a
substantial minority of couple families in which both
parents are employed, is to organise their work in
such a way that they do not need to use any non-
parental care (Baxter, 2004; Cobb-Clark, Liu, &
Mitchell, 2000; VandenHeuvel, 1996). The use of par-
ent-only care in families in which both parents are
employed (termed dual-employed families in this arti-
cle) may reflect a preference for parental care or it
may reflect the fact that suitable non-parental care is
not available or not affordable.

Although there is a growing acceptance of the use of
child care for very young children, there is evidence
that many Australians prefer that such children not
be in child care (Evans & Kelley, 2002; Hand, 2005).
The majority of babies are, in fact, not in regular
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Decisions by couples with young children as to whether one or both parents are in paid employment
are inextricably linked with the question about who will care for their children.

A child care choice for working couple families?

Parent-only care
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This paper extends the existing literature in several
ways. First, Australian studies have generally consid-
ered a broader age range for children and have not
produced estimates specifically for infants. The focus
on infants is important because child care decisions
for very young children differ in many respects from
those for older children. These differences may be
linked with parents’ perceptions of the appropriate-
ness of different arrangements in light of their
children’s age-related needs. Second, it considers the
impact of both mothers’ and fathers’ employment
and the types of jobs they have on decisions about
whether to use non-parental care. Much of the exist-
ing literature has considered only the impact of
mothers’ employment characteristics. Third, the
paper explores whether, in dual-employed couple
families who use parent-only care, the father may be
regularly caring for the child while the mother works,

or whether the mother cares for the child while also
working herself.

Background
Dual parental employment combined with parent-
only care can be achieved in several ways. First,
parents may organise their work schedules so that
one parent is available to care for the child while
the other parent is working—sometimes termed
“shift-parenting” (La Valle, Arthur, Millward, Scott,
& Clayden, 2002; Presser, 2004). Second, one or
both parents may care for the children while under-
taking paid employment. This option is probably
easier while the child is an infant and therefore,
compared to older children, asleep for longer peri-
ods of the day and less mobile when awake.

A range of factors is expected to be related to
whether dual-employed couple families with an
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LSAC collected detailed information about the
“study child” and his/her experiences. Information
was not collected about the child care arrangements
of other children in the family. A child was classified
as having non-parental care if they were looked after
by someone other than their parents at regular times
over the last month. Casual or occasional babysitting
is not counted as regular non-parental care.

infant use non-parental care. One of the most impor-
tant factors is likely to be the number of hours
worked by the mother. There is some evidence that
self-employment, a relatively common job type
among mothers with an infant (Baxter & Gray,
2006), may be taken up to provide flexibility not
found in more structured employment (Bell & La
Valle, 2003). Working at different times of the day or

Neither One Both 
employed employed employed Total

Parent-only care (%) 85 82 33 65

Non-parental care used (%) 15 18 67 35

Formal care only (%) 5 5 22 11

Informal care only (%) 10 12 36 21

Both formal and informal (%) 1 1 9 4

Total (%) 100 100 100 100

Number of observations 355 2,516 1,632 4,503

Distribution (%) 9 56 35 100

Notes: All of the estimates in this article were calculated using the sample weights that
adjust for differential probability of selection into the sample and differential response rates.
Source: LSAC 2004, Wave 1, infant cohort

Child care use by parental work status, couple familiesTable 1
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weekends may allow parents to shift-parent. In this
paper, we explore these relationships in more detail,
taking into account hours of employment in addition
to a range of other job and family characteristics.
There are, of course, many other factors not cap-
tured in LSAC that may be important in shaping
decisions about care arrangements. Some of these
are discussed later in this paper.

The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
LSAC is a large-scale survey that includes detailed
information on the use of child care and labour mar-
ket participation for families with young children. The
analysis in this paper is based upon data from the first
wave of data for the infant cohort collected in 2004.

The present analysis is restricted to infants aged
between 3 and 14 months at the Wave 1 interview.1

The analysis is also restricted to couple families in
which the primary carer (defined in LSAC as the
parent who knows the most about the child) is the
mother and the other parent is the father. This
results in the exclusion of 2% of couple families.
After applying these restrictions to the data, the
remaining sample size is 4,503 out of the total sam-
ple size of 5,107.

Conventionally, child care is categorised as being
either formal or informal. Formal care includes day
care centres, family day care and occasional care.
Informal care includes grandparents, other relatives,
nannies, other people (such as a friend or neigh-
bour), gyms, leisure or community centres, and
mobile care units. Child care use is then categorised
as being parent-only care, formal care only, informal
care only and both formal and informal care.

To consider whether parent-only care was managed
by a greater sharing of child care responsibilities
between parents, information was incorporated on
the extent to which the father regularly took care of
the child while the mother was not present. Moth-
ers were asked “Are there any regular times during
the week when [your partner] takes care of [your
child] while you are not there (for example, when
you go to work or do the shopping)? [Not just casual
sharing of care that parents do for each other.]”
This final instruction might mean that not all the
times during which the father takes on care are cap-
tured. Those who responded that their partner (the
child’s father) provided regular care of the child,
regardless of the number of hours a week, were clas-
sified as “father provides regular care”.

Use of child care in couple families
Variation in the use of non-parental care by parental
employment
Just over one-third (35%) of infants living in a 
couple family were in regular non-parental child
care (Table 1). The use of informal care was the most
common child care arrangement for infants (21%).
Just 11% of families used formal care only and 4%
used both formal and informal care (Table 1).

Among couple families with an infant, the most com-
mon parental employment arrangement was for only
one parent to be employed (56% of families). In 35% of
families, both parents were employed and in 9% of
families neither parent was employed. The use of non-
parental care for infants varied according to parental
employment status. Parent-only care was much more
likely in families in which one (82%) or both parents

Parent-only care was much more likely in 

families in which one or both parents were 

not in paid employment.
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were not in paid employment (85%) than in families in
which both parents were working (33%).2 Irrespective
of parental employment status, the most common
form of non-parental care used was informal care. The
use of both formal and informal care was highest in
couple families in which both parents were employed.

Overall, in fewer than half of all couple families
(43%), the mother said that the father regularly cared
for the child (Table 2). In families in which one or
neither parent was employed, the proportions of
fathers providing care were 36% and 43% respec-
tively. In comparison, in dual-employed families, the
proportion was higher, at 56%, although far from uni-
versal. Exploring this further, in dual-employed
families there was little difference in the extent to
which fathers regularly provided care between those
who did and did not use non-parental care (57% and
53% respectively). These data suggest that dovetail-
ing of hours can, at maximum, be the explanation for
how about half of the dual-employed families manage
their child care responsibilities without the use of
non-parental care. A significant proportion must
have relied on means other than increasing the
involvement of the father in child care in order to
manage work around child care needs.

Factors associated with parent-only care and father 
providing regular care in dual-earner couple families
This section presents information on the extent to
which family characteristics and characteristics of
the job of the mother and father are associated with
the use of parent-only care in dual-employed couple
families. The factors associated with the father pro-
viding care are also analysed. These results are
considered together to determine whether there are
common factors leading to a greater use of parent-
only care and a greater involvement of fathers, or if
there are other factors leading to one of these but
not the other. If a factor was associated with an
increased likelihood of parent-only care and an
increased likelihood of the father providing care, it
suggests this factor was associated with a higher
extent of shift-parenting, as the higher involvement
of fathers and the ability to manage without non-
parental care were probably related. On the other
hand, if one factor led to a greater likelihood of 
parent-only care, but not a greater involvement of
the father, families were likely to have managed this
parent-only care through some other means.

Neither One Both 
employed employed employed Total

% fathers who regularly provided care

All couple families 43 36 56 43

Used non-parental care 56 43 57 53

Used parent-only care 40 34 53 38

Source: LSAC 2004, Wave 1, infant cohort

Fathers who regularly provided care, by parental 
employment status and use of non-parental child care,
couple families

Table 2

The relative importance of various factors that
impact upon whether or not any form of non-
parental care was used and whether the father
regularly provided care were estimated using 
logistic regression. This was used because the
dependent variables (use of non-parental care and
father regularly provides care) each take one of two
values (“yes” or “no”).

Family characteristics included in the statistical
modelling were the age of the child, whether the
child was being breastfed at the time of the interview,
total number of children in the family, educational
attainment of the mother and total parental income.
Job characteristics of the mother included number of
hours worked, type of job contract (self-employed,
casual or permanent/ongoing), occupational status
(higher status occupations—manager, professional
or associate professional—versus lower status occu-
pations), flexibility of start and finish times, whether
she worked weekends and whether she worked
nights/evenings. Job characteristics of the father
included number of hours worked, type of job con-
tract (self-employed, casual or permanent/ongoing)
and occupational status.

Table 3 presents the results of these analyses for a
selection of these variables. To enable easy inter-
pretation of the results, they have been presented
such that readers can see how the probability of
using parent-only care, or of the father regularly
providing care, varies across different characteris-
tics. Each figure shows the size of the difference
between that category and the reference category,
which is given in the table. (This figure is also
termed a marginal effect.) More detailed informa-
tion is provided in the box below.

The effect of changes in the explanatory variables on the probability
of using parent-only care and the father regularly providing care
varies with the value of all the explanatory variables in the model, and
hence estimated regression coefficients are difficult to interpret. 
The e ffects o f t he explanatory variables can be i llustrated using 
“marginal effects”, which are shown for selected variables in Table 3.
The marginal effect for each variable shows the effect of a unit
change in the value of a variable on the probability of using non-
parental care (or father regularly providing care), holding constant
the value of all other explanator y variables (at their average value).

For binary variables, the marginal effect is for a change in the value
of the variable from zero to one—that is, from not having the char-
acteristic to having it. For categorical variables, the marginal effect is
relative to that variable’s reference category, shown in the table. The
full regression results are available from the authors.

Marginal effects were not presented for all variables. Results for 
mothers’ education, whether the mother was Australian-born and total
parental income have not been presented. These variables did not have
statistically significant relationships with either dependent variable.

Calculation of marginal effects
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Father
regularly 

Parent-only provides Distribution
care (%) care (%) (%)

Child and family characteristics
Age

(3 to 5 months) 7
6 to 8 months –10 17* 32
9 to 11 months –13* 10* 42
12 to 14 months –21* 11* 19

Is still breastfed 14* –4 33
(Is not still breastfed) 67

Number of children in family
(1 child) 43
2 children 1 –5 38
3 or more children 10* –6 19

Mothers’ job characteristics
Hours worked per week

1 to 15 hours 22* –1 44
16 to 34 hours 2 4 38
(35 or more) 18

Job type
(Permanent or ongoing) 50
Casual employee 7 0 20
Self-employed 20* –8 30

Non-standard work times
Sometimes works nights/evenings 12* 8* 52
(Does not sometimes work  48
nights/evenings)
Sometimes works weekends 10* 14* 55
(Does not sometimes work weekends) 45

Flexibility of start and finish times
Flexible working hours –1 –6 47
Can change hours with approval –1 3 21
(Cannot change start and finish times) 12
Unknown (missing data) 0 –2 20

Manager, professional, –10* –3 45
associate professional

(Lower status job) 55
Fathers’ job characteristics
Hours worked

Less than 35 hours 4 3 7
(35 to 44 hours) 35
45 to 54 hours –4 –9* 33
55 hours or more 4 –20* 25

Job type
(Permanent or ongoing) 64
Casual employee 0 6 4
Self-employed 7 –11* 32

Manager, professional, –2 1 52
associate professional

(Lower status job) 48
Number of observations 1,544 1,543
Pseudo R-square 0.231 0.087
Notes: Details of how the marginal effects are derived are provided in Box 1. Results have not
been presented for mothers’ education, whether the mother was Australian-born and total
parental income because these characteristics were not statistically significant. Reference
categories are shown in brackets. * indicates that the marginal effect is significant at the
5% or better confidence level.
Source: LSAC 2004, Wave 1 infant cohort

Selected marginal effects on the probability of using 
parent-only care and the father regularly providing care,
dual-working couple families with an infant

Table 3

Age of the child and breastfeeding
In Table 3, the first set of results in the parent-only
care column indicates whether this form of care is
more or less likely for infants older than 5 months
than for infants aged 3–5 months. The younger age
group is the “reference category” for analyses by
age of the child. Those older than 5 months are
divided into three age groups, each of which is com-
pared with infants aged 3–5 months.

The negative signs indicate that the three older
groups are less likely than infants aged 3–5 months to
experience parent-only care. However, the result for
infants aged 6–8 months is not statistically different
from the reference category (indicated by the
absence of an asterisk). This suggests that there is a
reasonable likelihood that the difference in the prob-
ability of parent-only care for this group and the
youngest group could well have occurred by chance.

The infants aged 9–11 months were 13% less likely
than those under 6 months to be in parent-only
care, while those aged 12–14 months were 21% less
likely than those under 6 months to receive this
care arrangement. In other words, the use of par-
ent-only care decreased as the infants grew older.

Although the probability of using parent-only care
decreased with the age of the child, younger chil-
dren were not more likely to have their father
regularly provide care. In fact, fathers were more
likely to regularly care for older infants than they
were for the youngest infants. The higher probabil-
ity of parent-only care among younger children is
likely to reflect a preference of parents for mothers
to take a more significant role in caring for very
young children (e.g., Duncan & Edwards, 1999;
Duncan, Edwards, Reynolds, & Alldred, 2003; Hand
& Hughes, 2004; Lupton & Schmied, 2002).

It is important to point out that these results con-
trol for the effects of all other factors in the model,
including those not listed in Table 3. That is, the
results could not be explained in terms of any
greater tendency for the younger than older groups
to be breastfed. Nor could the results be explained
by any age-related differences in the work hours of
mothers. The same applies to each of the other fac-
tors in the model—the results presented control for
the effects of all other factors in the model.

Families in which the child was still being breastfed
were more likely to use parent-only care, after taking
into account the age of the child. Being breastfed was
estimated to increase the probability of parent-only
care by 14 percentage points. The likelihood of the
father regularly providing care was not affected by
whether the infant was being breastfed.

Having three or more children was associated with
a higher probability of parent-only care, but did not
affect the probability of the father regularly caring
for the infant. The larger the number of children
requiring childcare, the higher the costs of child-
care, meaning that it may not be financially viable
for the children to be in paid care. It may also be the
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case that it is harder to arrange informal care for a
larger number of children than for one.

Mothers’ job characteristics
Within this sample of dual-employed families, 44% of
mothers usually worked fewer than 16 hours a week,
38% worked 16 to 34 hours and 18% worked 35 hours
or more. Working short hours was one of the
strongest predictors of using parent-only care. Chil-
dren with a mother working 1 to 15 hours per week
were more likely to have parent-only care than those
working 16 to 34 hours and those working full-time.
There was no statistically significant difference in
the likelihood of using parent-only care between
working 16 to 34 hours and working full-time. The
likelihood of the father regularly providing care was
not affected by the number of hours worked by the
mother. We can infer from these results that the
increased likelihood of families using parent-only
care when the mother worked short hours cannot be
explained by an increased involvement of fathers.

work times. It could also be that these parents
worked some or all of their time in these non-stan-
dard hours to facilitate the caring of their
child(ren).

Mothers in the higher status occupations of man-
ager, professional or associate professional
positions were less likely to use parent-only care
than mothers in other occupations. This may
reflect a range of factors, including that higher 
status jobs command a higher salary (making 
non-parental care more affordable), and the fact
that these jobs are less likely to be able to be under-
taken while caring for an infant full-time. For
example, medical staff or teachers would not be
able to take a child to work with them, as opposed
to a bookkeeper who could work from home. How-
ever, more detailed analyses of occupational
differences would be needed to understand this
fully, as there is likely to be wide variation within
these broad groups in parents’ ability to manage
their care responsibilities around work.

While half the mothers in these dual-employed fam-
ilies were in permanent jobs (50%), a sizable 30%
were self-employed. The balance (20%) were casual
employees. In families in which the mother was
self-employed, the use of parent-only care was
much higher than in families in which the mother
was a permanent or ongoing employee, a difference
of 20%. The mother being self-employed was not
accompanied by an increased likelihood of the
father regularly providing care. It is likely that self-
employment increases the likelihood of being able
to care for an infant full-time while also being in
paid employment.

The mother working at non-standard times (in this
analysis identified as working nights/evenings or
working weekends) was associated with a higher
likelihood of parent-only care. Some 52% of moth-
ers sometimes worked nights/evenings and 55%
sometimes worked weekends. The mother some-
times working nights/evenings was associated with
a 12 percentage point increase in the likelihood of
parent-only care, and sometimes working week-
ends with a 10 percentage point increase. Further,
the mother working at non-standard times was
associated with the father being more likely to reg-
ularly provide care. Night/evening work by the
mother was associated with an 8 percentage point
increase in the probability of the father regularly
providing care, and working weekends with a 14
percentage point increase. This suggests that shift-
parenting is a way of managing these non-standard

Fathers’ job characteristics
None of the fathers’ job characteristics were associ-
ated with the use of parent-only care. They were,
however, associated with the father regularly provid-
ing care. When fathers’ work commitments were
greater, they appeared to be more constrained in
their ability to regularly care for the child. Those
working longer hours were significantly less likely to
provide regular care than those working more stan-
dard hours. For example, working 55 hours or more
per week was associated with a 20 percentage point
decrease in the probability of the father providing
regular care relative to working 35 to 44 hours.

Self-employed fathers had a lower likelihood of reg-
ularly providing care (a difference of 11% between
permanent employees and self-employed).

Overall, much of the variation in the use of parent-
only care and the extent to which the father
regularly provided care was not explained by the
variables included in the statistical modelling. This
strongly suggests that there are other factors that
contribute to differences in how working families
manage their care arrangements. As noted in the
introduction to this paper, relevant factors are
likely to include preferences for appropriate care of
infants and the cost and availability of non-parental
care. The LSAC survey does not provide informa-
tion on the availability, quality or cost of alternate
forms of care, nor on parents’ attitudes toward child
care or preferences for types of care.

When the mother works short hours, there is an
increased likelihood that the families use 
parent-only care. This cannot be explained by
increased involvement of fathers.
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substantial minority of dual-employed couple fami-
lies non-parental care is not used. In these families
the parents provide care while also participating in
paid employment.

However, despite the rhetoric surrounding the
importance and value of fathers playing a signifi-
cant role in providing physical care for their infant
children, only 43% of fathers regularly cared for
their infant child on their own. This is consistent
with findings from time-use data that show many
fathers have a limited role in providing physical
care for their children (Craig, 2002). Even among
dual-employed couple families, only just over half of
the fathers regularly provided care for the child.
Perhaps even more surprisingly, there was little dif-
ference between families who used non-parental
care and those who did not.

A range of factors was found to be associated with
using parent-only care. Dual-employed couple fam-
ilies in which the child was being breastfed (as
opposed to not being breastfed) were more likely to
be using parent-only care, as were families with
younger infants (compared to older infants). These
factors were not associated with a greater involve-
ment of fathers in care of the infant, so the greater
use of parent-only care in these families is likely to
be related to parents’ organising their time so that
mothers could work while also caring for their
infant.

Mothers’ job characteristics had some associations
with the likelihood of using parent-only care. In
particular, of dual-employed couple families, par-
ent-only care was more likely when the mother
worked quite short hours (1 to 15 hours per week)
or was self-employed. For these factors, there was
not an increased involvement of fathers in care. It
seems that these mothers managed their work
around their caring responsibilities, or their caring
responsibilities around their work in such a way
that they could provide sole care for their infant. It
is probable that some mothers have taken up work
with these characteristics because it enables them
to do this.

Working fewer than 16 hours per week appears to
be a solution adopted by many mothers to balance
their family and work responsibilities, or perhaps
was a means of staying in employment while being
able to focus on childrearing responsibilities. Work-
ing these short hours may, however,  have
longer-term implications for women’s labour mar-
ket involvement or financial security. Within the
context of Australia’s high rates of part-time
employment compared to other OECD countries
(OECD, 2007), high rates of maternal part-time
work lead to concern about the possibility of a sec-
ondary labour market developing in which mothers
can become “trapped” in jobs that are inferior in
terms of pay and conditions. Nevertheless, the
alternative for some of these mothers may be to not
work at all, in which case, working short part-time
hours may be a better option with regard to their
longer-term outlook.

Reasons for not using non-parental care
An important question is whether the use of parent-
only care is a choice or whether it is the result of
non-parental care not being available or affordable.
In LSAC, mothers who did not use child care were
asked why they did not. A number of response
options were available, and here they have been
collapsed to “no need”, “child-related” and “afford-
ability, availability or quality barriers”.

The majority of couple families who used parent-
only care said they were not using child care
because they had no need for it (88%) (Table 4).
There was little difference according to parental
employment status, with 87% of families in which
neither parent was working saying no need, com-
pared to 89% of families in which one parent was
employed and 84% of families in which both parents
were employed. Only a small proportion of families
said that they were not using child care because
they had problems with affordability, availability or
quality of child care (overall 5%).

However, while it appears that using parent-only care
was not strongly associated with parents having bar-
riers to child care, we cannot definitively answer the
question we posed as to whether using parent-only
care was a choice or a constraint. This is because we
have no information on whether parents’ employ-
ment characteristics have been constrained by their
child care options. To answer questions about the
association between employment and child care
there would need to be more information on the
employment preferences of parents (that is, to ask
those who were not employed whether they would
prefer to be, and why they were not), and on parents’
child care preferences beyond those already col-
lected in LSAC. Specifically, parents would need to
be asked whether they preferred more care or a dif-
ferent type of care, and whether there were barriers
to being able to access these arrangements.

Discussion and conclusion
Although the growth in employment of mothers with
an infant in recent decades has been accompanied
by an increase in the use of non-parental care
(including formal child care) (Baxter, 2004), in a 

Reasons for not Neither One Both 
using child care employed employed employed Total

No need (%) 87 89 84 88

Child-related (%) 9 6 9 7

Affordability, availability or 4 5 7 5
quality barriers (%)

Number of observations 304 2088 563 2955

Notes: “No need” comprises “Child does not need it” and “Parent is available, other care not
needed”. “Child-related” comprises “Child has disability or special needs”, “Child would be
unsettled in care”, “Does not suit our culture/ethnic beliefs”, “Do not want child cared for
by strangers”, “Child is too young” and “Other—not good for child”. “Affordability, avail-
ability or quality barriers” includes “Problems with getting childcare places”, “Not available
locally”, “Transport problems”, “Can’t afford it—cost too high”, “Concerned with quality of
care”, “Other—accessibility or affordability” and “Other—quality/program issues”.
Source: LSAC 2004, Wave 1

Main reason for not using child care, couple familiesTable 4
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For mothers, self-employment was associated with a
higher likelihood of parent-only care compared to
permanent employees, but was not associated with a
higher likelihood of father involvement in care.
When fathers were self-employed, they were less
likely to regularly care for the child than fathers who
were permanent employees. It appears that for moth-
ers, self-employment could be combined with child
care, and so may have been a strategy adopted by
mothers to enable their greater attention to chil-
drearing. For fathers, any added flexibility associated
with being self-employed did not translate into being
more available to take on the caring role. This is 
perhaps not surprising, given the different character-
istics of self-employment for mothers and fathers.
Other studies tell us that mothers often take up self-
employment to enable a better balance of work and
family, while fathers are more likely to give other
reasons for taking up self-employment (Gray &
Hughes, 2005).

Endnotes
1. Thirty-nine of the study children were aged 15 to 19 months

at the time of the interview. This group is excluded from the
analysis to allow a focus on families with young children.

2. Parents who were on long-term leave (including maternity
leave) at the time of the Wave 1 interview were classified as
being not employed.
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There was evidence of some dovetailing of hours, or
shift-parenting, in some of these dual-employed
families, as working weekends and nights/evenings
was associated with a greater use of parent-only
care, and a greater proportion of fathers regularly
providing care.

In considering how families manage with parent-
only care when they have a young child but both
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