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Introduction
hild care policy is currently a central topic of
debate in Canada, one that is motivated by
actions at both federal and provincial levels of
government. In the federal election of 2006, the
Conservative Party campaigned to deliver a taxable
Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB) of $100 per
month to families with children under the age of six,
for parents to use as they see fit. Upon coming into
office, the government launched the benefit at an
estimated annual cost of $2.1 billion. It simultaneously terminated the bilateral agreements between
Ottawa and the provinces that the former federal
Liberal government had negotiated in the months
before the election, as part of its commitment to
spend $5 billion over five years to expand child care
services across the country.
The current federal debate is occurring after Quebec
substantially expanded its child care services. In 1997,
the Quebec government began implementing a universal $5- (now $7-) per-day child care system. Although
space shortages remain an issue in that province, it
boasts 43 percent of Canada’s regulated child care
spaces, while having only 23 percent of the country’s
children under age 13. The annual provincial budget
for regulated child care is over $1.5 billion.1 The size
of this Quebec expenditure, coupled with its ongoing
space shortages, places in perspective the current and
the previous federal government’s child care plans:
neither commits a level of funding that will build a
system of child care from coast to coast (in the absence
of provincial governments shouldering the lion’s share
of responsibility for financing).
A decade after Quebec began its child care experiment, no other province has followed suit.2 One common refrain from provincial leaders, particularly in
western Canada, is that they cannot afford a child
care system like that in Quebec. For instance, the
most recent British Columbia (BC) budget consultations featured graphs illustrating the large and
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Despite its value, Starting Strong II suffers at least
two limits in the domestic Canadian context. The first
relates to political culture. Introduction of the UCCB
in Canada signals the federal government’s important
observation that parents, and family members more
generally, provide child care regardless of whether
their preschool children attend early learning or care
services. While the OECD report does not in any way
deny this observation, it does not generally focus on
the level of financial support that countries make
available to family members who take time to care
personally for their children.
In Canada, however, a focus on expenditures on
services alone risks running adrift because too often
national debate about child care is polarized between
proponents of financial support for family members
who care personally for their children full-time and
proponents of financial investment in services to assist
parents who supplement their personal care with other
care arrangements while they participate in the labour
market. The debate during the last federal election
between the Conservative and Liberal parties was
largely emblematic of this either/or thinking.
The main focus of this article is to shed light on
the domestic debate by examining together the level
of public expenditure in support of parental child
care and the level of support for supplementary services, using the family benefits package concept developed by Jonathan Bradshaw and colleagues
(Bradshaw et al. 1993; Bradshaw and Finch 2002;
Bradshaw and Hatland 2006).4 Every industrial country, they observe, has a “package” of tax allowances,
cash benefits, exemptions from charges, subsidies and
services in kind that help at least some parents with
the costs of raising their children. This package concept allows us to consider child care issues holistically and to examine a broad range of supports for
families, which I describe in more detail below. The
family benefits package concept thus has potential to
engage interlocutors who do not believe that child
care services should be the singular focus of child
care policy development, while ensuring that the
paucity of services in Canada by international standards is not ignored.
A second challenge in interpreting the OECD report
is that its generalizations about Canada gloss over the
federal character of the country. The inclusion of
Quebec in the report’s summary for Canada obscures
the generosity of funding for child care services in
that province, at least by national standards, and
thereby masks the real, even greater distance between
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growing share of provincial expenditures absorbed by
medical care (BC Ministry of Finance 2006). This
spending pattern motivated the January 2007
announcement by the BC government that in
response to the cancellation of its bilateral child care
service agreement that it signed with Ottawa before
the 2006 federal election, it will cut funding for child
care services by over $30 million annually (BC
Ministry of Children and Family Development 2007).
In this article, I clarify the debate about child care
affordability in Canada by considering how federal
and provincial expenditures in this policy area compare with international trends in other affluent
Western countries. The international comparison
counters policy discourses that imply that a jurisdiction is unable to afford one or another policy in
absolute terms, in favour of recognizing that debates
about affordability are typically about priorities. In
other words, this article starts from the observation
that there is almost no policy option a political jurisdiction cannot afford. There are only options that are
not priorities relative to other social needs or preferences (Teghtsoonian 1997).
A recent report by the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development, Starting Strong II
(OECD 2006a), underscores the extent to which
investment in early learning and child care services is
not a priority in Canada by international standards.
Among 14 nations for which it has comparable
expenditure data, the OECD reports that Canada ranks
last in terms of child care spending, allocating just
one-quarter of a percent of GDP to this policy
domain, compared to Denmark, the international
front-runner, which allocates nearly 2 percent. We
rank last by a wide margin. The 13th-place country,
Australia, designates nearly one-half a percent of
GDP to regulated early learning services, 60 percent
more than Canada.
This OECD report is important, not least because it
shows that our international standing in child care is
well below where we rank in investments in other
important social service areas. For instance, we do
not lag behind in terms of health care spending,3
education for school-age children (OECD 2006c, 170),
or benefits and services for seniors (Bradshaw and
Mayhew 2003). Moreover, in terms of markers of
macroeconomic health, Canada’s debt-gross domestic
product (GDP) ratio is the best in the G7 (Government
of Canada 2006), while our tax-GDP ratio is also
competitive: 3 percentage points below the OECD
average (OECD 2005).
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the rest of Canada and international counterparts. I
address this issue below by comparing federal and
provincial family policies for Canadians in two affluent provinces: BC and Alberta. I selected these
provinces as case studies because their governments
enjoy favourable financial circumstances when it
comes to prioritizing investment in nascent social policy areas like child care. The focus on the two most
populous Western provinces also complements previous research that examined the benefits package in
Ontario in 2001 using a version of Bradshaw’s
methodology (Bradshaw and Finch 2002). The focus
on BC and Alberta thus ensures that there are relatively recent examples of the family benefits package in
Canada’s three population centres outside of Quebec.
Ideally, however, studies of the package would be
completed regularly for all provinces and territories so
that jurisdictions can track their policy developments
over time relative to one another, and in comparison
to other rich countries.
The evaluation in this study of family policy in BC
and Alberta is done through the lens of the following
six social objectives to which child care investments
contribute. The objectives are not presented as an
exhaustive list of family policy goals, particularly
because I make no effort to look at the relationship
between family policy and fertility patterns (Gauthier
forthcoming). Instead, the list reflects my interpretation
of the range of social concerns that are most prominent in the current debate about child care in Canada.
• Horizontal equity: Cash demo-grants, like the
UCCB (or tax expenditures that serve the same
function) that are paid directly to parents regardless of their care choices promote horizontal equity
between families with and without children by
subsidizing the public value that spills over to
society from individual families’ childrearing work
and/or by ensuring that families are not taxed on
income they devote to producing this social good.
Publicly subsidized child care services also promote this goal, but only imperfectly, because the
value of the public investment in services is reaped
largely by families that opt to use the services.
• Time for guardians to care for children personally:
Demo-grants have potential to facilitate citizens taking time outside of the paid labour market to reap
the personal rewards of childrearing. But their actual
influence on family decisions rests with the benefit
value. Maternity and parental leave benefits (which
pay as much as $413 a week in Canada outside
Quebec) clearly affect labour force patterns by

attracting new parents, especially mothers who
already have solid ties to the labour market, to withdraw for months at a time and return after their
benefit eligibility concludes (Marshall 1999, 2003).
In contrast, more-modest caregiver allowances (even
in the range of a few thousand dollars per year) typically subsidize families’ existing caregiving/labour
patterns: they subsidize time at home for those
already caring for their children there and/or attract
parents, especially women, with weak labour force
attachment to retreat to the domestic sphere. Parents
with stronger ties to the labour market typically
don’t claim such demo-grants; or, if they remain eligible while employed, they use the benefit to subsidize replacement care services or other family
expenses (Morgan and Zippel 2003).
• Gender equality: Child care services that support
maternal labour market participation represent a
key plank in any platform to promote women’s
equality, since evidence indicates that the strength
of women’s labour market attachment influences
the gender division of earnings and unpaid work at
home. Benefits designed specifically to attract men
to take more time outside of the labour market to
fulfill care responsibilities and aspirations also
have potential to promote gender equality by challenging the traditional division of labour between
women and men. Demo-grants that are inattentive
to this division typically reinforce existing patterns
of responsibility in which women perform the bulk
of unpaid child care (Kershaw 2005, chapter 7).
• Labour supply: Hot economies of the sort currently
reported across many communities in Canada
mean employers lament a shortage of employees —
a problem that will be exacerbated as babyboomers retire. While deferred or part-time retirement are often touted as the solution to labour
supply concerns, dual-earner families and/or
employed single parents also represent a key part
of the solution (Kershaw 2005; Esping-Andersen
2002). Research shows that child care service fees
moderate labour supply significantly, particularly
among mothers (Powell 1997; Cleveland,
Gunderson, and Hyatt 1996).
• Income security and the fight against poverty:
Targeted demo-grants to low-income families and
subsidized child care services each have potential
to address poverty traps for adults and children
alike. The former raise income in a straightforward
manner. The latter minimize the costs of entering
and/or remaining within the labour market for
6
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well as at the federal level, including the introduction
of the UCCB.
In the next section, I evaluate family policy for
people in BC and Alberta in a comparative perspective, according to the list of social objectives noted
above. For international comparison, I draw on data
from “Welfare Policy and Employment in the Context
of Family Change,” a survey of countries conducted
between 2001 and 2004 under the supervision of
Jonathan Bradshaw out of the University of York in
the UK.5
I first examine the commitment to horizontal equity evident in the two provinces by comparing their
family policy architecture to that in other affluent
nations. Then I turn briefly to the role that maternity
and parental leave benefits play in influencing parents’ time to care personally. This discussion leads to
an analysis of the gendered consequences of the benefits package in BC and Alberta, which I further discuss by examining the labour supply incentives
generated by net wages (i.e., after taxes, social security, child care expenses and foregone family benefits
are deducted) available to women in married or
common-law relationships, and the net wages for
lone mothers who forego income assistance in favour
of employment. This analysis also takes account of
the disposable income available to lone mothers on
welfare, in order to compare the commitment to
income security in BC and Alberta relative to that in
the 15 other countries. Finally, in section four, I
examine the policy implications and make recommendations for restructuring family policy and infrastructure in BC and Alberta, taking both the
provincial and federal roles into consideration.

The Family Benefits Package in BC
and Alberta
he benefits package for families with young
children in BC and Alberta comprises a range of
targeted income transfers, tax expenditures,
government child care service expenditures, maternity and parental leave benefits, universal medical care,
subsidized dental care and pharmacare for lower
income families, along with income assistance for
very poor parents who do not qualify for employment
insurance. The eligibility criteria are complex for
each policy envelope, and interaction between policies renders their net impact yet more complicated to

T
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families with modest earnings potential. Highquality services also mitigate the risks that socioeconomic gradients will entrench intergenerational
inequalities because less-affluent and less-educated
parents have fewer resources with which to optimize the early learning environment for their children (Esping-Andersen 2002).
• Human capital development: Good childrearing at
home contributes critically to healthy physical,
socio-emotional and cognitive development of
children, which human capital scholars remind us
will be critical in the future if we are to secure a
prosperous, competitive information economy. But
human capital concerns also undergird arguments
in favour of child care services. Just as the formal
public school system for children ages six and
older acknowledges that their development may be
optimized by professionals with expertise in pedagogy, so human capital proponents question why
public investment in nonparental early learning
settings does not begin earlier than age six, since
research reveals that human biology is especially
sensitive to optimizing environments long before
this age (Courchene 2001; Keating and Hertzman
1999; Cleveland and Krashinksy 2001).
My analysis of family policy in BC and Alberta
focuses primarily on the first five social objectives.
Analyzing the sixth, fostering human capital, would
require data about the quality of early learning environments in children’s homes and child care settings
to which we do not have access. The one exception is
caregiver wage data for Canadian provinces, which
research has shown serve as indirect predictors of
child care service quality (Goelman et al. 2006).
When relevant, I report this information in order to
remind readers of the human capital goals that are
prominent in contemporary debates about child care
and other policy for families with young children.
The study is organized into four sections. I begin
by summarizing the main federal components of the
benefits package for families with young children in
BC and Alberta. I then present provincial government
policy in these two provinces. In section two, I
describe the family benefits package/model family
methodology in more detail and apply it to the two
provinces for the year 2005. I conclude the section by
alerting readers to the dynamic character of family
policy in Canada and comparing federal and provincial policies, focusing on changes in BC in 2001,
2004, 2005 and 2006. These dates were selected to
capture important policy shifts in that province, as

discern. I offer below only a summary of the major
elements of the package.
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Federal policy
The Canada child tax benefit (CCTB) is the most
notable federal income benefit available to all families with children under age 18. The CCTB is a taxfree monthly payment made to eligible families to
help them with the cost of raising children. Eligibility
is determined on the basis of income tax returns submitted by a child’s parents for the previous year. The
basic benefit is $104.58 a month as of July 2006. This
benefit is supplemented by $7.33 for the third and
each additional child in the family. Families that have
a child under age 6 have until recently been eligible
for an additional $20.25 per month if they do not
deduct child care expenses from their income tax; but
the introduction of the UCCB will eliminate this supplement. The value of the CCTB is reduced for families with annual incomes above $36,378, at a rate of
2 percent for one-child families, and 4 percent for
families with two or more children.6
The CCTB is the delivery mechanism for the
national child benefit supplement (NCBS), which aims
to reduce the depth of child poverty and promote
parental attachment to the paid workforce by reducing the so-called welfare wall. Families with annual
incomes below a threshold of $20,435 receive the full
benefit, which is $162.08 per month for a one-child
family. The benefit value is reduced by 12.2 percent
of family income above the threshold.7 The total federal bill for the CCTB/NCBS in 2005/06 was $9.2 billion (Finance Canada 2005), which makes it the most
expensive federal investment in the family benefits
package for young children by a wide margin.
Targeted federal income transfers are complemented by maternity and parental leave benefits that
enable eligible parents to withdraw from the paid
labour force with income support immediately before
and following the birth of a child. In the federal program, up to 50 weeks of benefits are delivered
through employment insurance (EI), and must be used
in the child’s first year. Fifteen weeks of the leave
benefit period are defined as maternity leave, for
which only biological mothers are eligible. The
remaining 35 weeks are characterized as parental
leave, and benefits may be taken by the mother or
father (biological or adopted), or shared by both. The
value of maternity/parental leave benefits is income
contingent, calculated at a rate of 55 percent of the
recipient’s earnings up to a maximum benefit of $413

a week.8 The annual expenditure is $3.02 billion
(Canada Employment Insurance Commission 2006, 9),
rendering it second only to the combined CCTB/NCBS
budget allocation in terms of federal funding for the
benefits package. Until recently, federal leave benefits
were the only public system available to all
Canadians regardless of province of residence.9
However, in January 2006, the Quebec government
introduced its own, more generous, maternity and
parental leave system, after negotiating with Ottawa
to redirect a share of federal funding into the new
provincial program.
The family supplement is a feature of EI that provides
additional benefits to low-income families with children.
Families with net incomes below $20,921 are eligible for
the full supplement, which delivers a maximum weekly
benefit of $35.45 for a family with one child under age
seven, provided that the total EI payment does not
exceed the maximum weekly rate of $413.10
While in Canada, for the purposes of income tax, the
unit is the individual — not the family — one-earner
couples benefit from the federal spouse or common-law
partner tax credit, which enables the family breadwinner to reduce his/her taxes when supporting a spouse
who has very marginal attachment to the paid labour
force. In 2005, a one-earner couple could save as much
as 15 percent of $7,344 in annual income taxes, as
long as the economically dependent spouse did not
earn over $8,079 during the year, at which point the
credit erodes to zero. This tax expenditure cost the federal government about $1.3 billion in 2005/06. Single,
but not married or common-law taxpayers, (including
lone parents), can claim an income tax credit of the
same value in respect of eligible dependents, such as
children under age 18. The cost to the federal government of this eligible dependent credit was $680 million
in 2005/06 (Finance Canada 2005).11
The child care expense deduction (CCED) is another
important federal tax expenditure in the benefits package available to families with children. The Income Tax
Act enables residents to deduct from their annual taxable income, eligible child care expenses of up to
$10,000 per child with a disability; $7,000 for a child
under age 7; and $4,000 per child ages 7 to 16.
Eligible costs are defined as those incurred to perform
the duties of employment, carry on a business, conduct
grant-funded research, and attend school or occupational training. In two-parent families, both parents
must generally be engaged in one of the above activities if the family is to be eligible to claim the deduction. The lower-income earner in the couple is required
8

Provincial policy: BC and Alberta case studies
The federal CCTB policy mechanism distributes familyrelated benefits in many provinces. On the west coast,
it delivers the BC family bonus and BC earned-income
benefit,13 which provide very modest nontaxable
9

monthly payments to assist lower-income families
with expenses for children under age 18. As the federal
government has increased the value of the CCTB since
1998, the income-contingent criteria that determine
eligibility for the BC family bonus have eroded its
value so much that it now delivers almost no support
to one- and two-child families. The earned-income
benefit, in contrast, still delivers some financial assistance to British Columbians by supplementing the
monthly CCTB with an additional $30.41 per child for
families in which at least one parent earns more than
$3,750 a year. The value of this benefit is reduced as
annual family income surpasses $20,921.14
The Alberta family employment tax credit is the
Prairie province’s counterpart to BC’s earned income
benefit. It is calculated at a rate of 8 percent of annual family employment income above $6,500 up to a
maximum of $500 per child and/or $1,000 per family. It is reduced by 4 percent of family net income
over $25,000.15
Like the federal income tax system, the BC and
Alberta income tax systems also include spousal
credits that benefit couples in which one partner for
the most part stays out of the paid labour market. As
of 2005, the BC spousal credit permits such families
to save up to 6.05 percent of $7,429, with the credit
value reaching zero when the economically dependent spouse earns more than $8,172 during the year.
Lone parents and other single caregivers are eligible
for similar savings when caring for eligible dependents, incuding children under 18 years of age.16
The Alberta spouse and eligible dependent credits
are more valuable than their counterparts in BC. In
2005, a one-earner couple or single caregiver could
save up to 10 percent of $14,523. The credit’s value
declines to zero as the dependent spouse’s income
surpasses the $14,523 threshold.17
The Alberta and BC governments, aided by the
federal transfer payments discussed above, supplement tax expenditures on child care services through
direct spending in the child care sector. The 2005/06
BC budget for child care was $224 million, at least
$95.5 million of which was a federal contribution
delivered through intergovernmental transfers.18
Some of this funding is distributed to the child care
sector as operating and capital grants to regulated
service providers, with the intention of improving
quality and/or reducing parent fees. The modest value
of this portion of government budgets is manifest in
the fact that there are regulated spaces for just
12 percent of children under age 13 (Friendly and
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to claim the CCED, and the total deduction cannot surpass two-thirds of her/his earned income.12 The CCED
cost the federal government $545 million in 2005/06
(Finance Canada 2005) and cost the provinces and territories collectively, excluding Quebec, about one-half
that value again. At the household level, for a twoearner couple in which the lower earner makes
$22,550 (one-half the average employment income in
BC), the family saves $1,050 from the lower earner’s
yearly federal tax bill and another $423.50 from
her/his provincial tax payment — presuming the family
incurs the average annual cost of regulated toddler
care in BC of $7,764 per year. Since the CCED is a
deduction and not a credit, the value of the tax savings is greater for higher earners. Therefore, for a
household in which the lower earner makes average
provincial employment income ($45,100 per year in
BC), the CCED yields savings of $1,377.91 from federal
tax payments and $640.20 from provincial tax owing.
Finally, Ottawa uses relatively modest structuring
investments in provincial areas of jurisdiction to set
the direction of child care and family policy across the
country by building a repertoire of measures and ideas
for reforming existing programs, and by creating related administrative infrastructure. Three transfers to the
provinces stand out as structuring investments vis-àvis the family benefits package. The Early Childhood
Development Agreement (ECDA) of 2001 transferred
$2.2 billion over five years from Ottawa to provincial
and territorial governments on the condition that
recipients use the funds to invest in four priority areas:
promote healthy pregnancy, birth and infancy;
improve parenting and family supports; strengthen
early childhood development, learning and care;
and/or strengthen community supports. The 2003
Multilateral Framework on Early Learning and Care
allocated $1.05 billion over five years specifically for
promoting regulated services that target children under
age six, while the subsequent bilateral measures negotiated by the Martin government in 2005 added another $5 billion over five years for the same purpose.
Funding from these intergovernmental agreements
flows from the federal treasury to provincial coffers
and is consistently counted by premiers as provincial
revenue in their budget documents (Kershaw 2006).
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Beach 2004), and average child care fees in the sector
approach $8,000 a year for children under age 3 and
$3,500 for before- and after-school care.19 The majority of the budget for child care services in BC goes
toward child care subsidies for very low-income families, who can use the public support in child care
service settings of their choice, regulated and unregulated.20 The influx of new federal funding in 2005
allowed the provincial government to expand its eligibility threshold and increase the value of its support for preschool child care services, so that a lone
parent on half-average earnings ($22,550) is now
entitled to a subsidy of $635 per month.
In Alberta in 2003/04, the child care budget was
$53.6 million, with the bulk going to fee subsidies, as
in BC (Friendly and Beach 2004, 121). The provincial
budget has since increased substantially, however,
with the infusion of federal transfers being made
through the Multilateral Framework and bilateral
agreements of 2005. These federal investments
amounted to $73.1 million in 2005/06.21 Friendly and
Beach report there are regulated spaces for 13 percent
of children ages 0 to 12 (2004, 111, 117). Average fees
are considerably lower in the Prairie province than
on the west coast: for children under 18 months, the
average fee is $600 per month; and for children ages
19 months to 6 years, the average is $532 a month.22
Lower fees in Alberta reflect substantially lower average wages for child care providers in that province.
The most recent data show that centre-based child
care teachers in the Alberta regulated sector earned
on average just $8.36 per hour in 1998, compared to
$13.28 in BC as of 2001 (121, 135) and $14.50 as of
2005.23 Despite the lower average fees, the maximum
fee subsidy value for toddlers was relatively comparable in 2005: $600 in Alberta vs. $635 in BC. As in
BC, a lone parent making half-average earnings
($24,000 per year) is eligible for a full subsidy.
However, in contrast to BC, Alberta does not have
child care service subsidies for children in out-ofschool child care programs. Alberta also differs from
BC in that it pays eligible full-time stay-at-home parents $100 per month for any child that attends nursery school or a child development program.24
The universal health care system in Canada provides all citizens with access to a family doctor as
well as emergency hospital and related medical care
without user fees. The system is paid for out of general revenue collected by both the federal and provincial governments. In BC and Alberta, health care
revenue is supplemented by medical services premi-

ums (MSP) that are charged directly to families each
month. In BC, the premium is $108 per month for a
family of three or more, although full subsidies are
issued to families with net incomes below $20,000
per year, and partial subsidies are available to families with annual incomes below $30,000.25 In Alberta,
the corresponding figure is $88 per month; families
with children receive full subsidies when net incomes
fall below $27,210 and partial subsidies until net
income surpasses $34,250.
Pharmaceutical drugs are typically paid for privately by citizens in both provinces, although there
are subsidies for the very poor and, in BC, for families that incur substantial drug expenses regardless of
income. Pharmacare in BC covers all prescription
drug costs for households with annual incomes below
$15,000. For families with net incomes above this
threshold, the BC pharmacare system requires them to
pay an income-scaled deductible, about 3 percent of
net income, before family members become eligible
for 70 percent drug insurance coverage.26 In Alberta,
the Alberta adult and child health benefits deliver full
drug subsidies only for families below this province’s
income cut-offs, which are more generous than in
BC, and which vary by family size: families with one
child receive full drug subsidies until their income
surpasses $24,397; and the threshold increases by
$2,000 for every additional child.27 In the absence of
insurance coverage, a standard antibiotic for an adult
(e.g., Flouroquinolones, class JO1MA) will cost
$54.46, including distribution fee, in both provinces.
A standard antibiotic for children (e.g., penicillin with
extended spectrum) will cost $12.86.28
The Alberta adult and child health benefits also
provide dental care to families who meet the same
income criteria discussed above, while in BC, there
is no public insurance for adult dental care except
in emergencies. BC does, however, have a dental
insurance program for children in low-income families. Households with annual net incomes below
$30,000 that qualify for medical services plan
assistance are eligible for $700 per year in basic
dental care for their children through the Healthy
Kids Program.29 Otherwise, a dental exam costs
$22.10; polishing is $29.70; scaling is $27.40; fluoride treatment is $11.60; fillings for permanent
teeth are approximately $70.70; and fillings for primary teeth range between $66.40 and $78.60
(Association of Dental Surgeons of BC 2005). Unlike
in BC, the Association of Dental Surgeons in
Alberta does not publish annually a list of standard
10

The Model Family Method
onathan Bradshaw and his co-authors adapt the
model family method developed by the OECD in
its Taxing Wages (2001) series to compare the net
impact of family supports delivered by different countries through their tax, benefit and service systems,
while controlling for some of the national variation.32
The Canadian modelling that I summarize below
merges methodological decisions made by Bradshaw
and colleagues in their two most recent data collection periods, 2001 and 2004, in order to utilize child
care and health care service data collected in one period that was not collected in the follow-up study.
The analysis compares the interaction of policies
for 10 model families that vary in terms of having
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one and two parents, zero and three children of different ages, and whether they rely on nonparental
child care services or not. The presumption is that
families on income assistance and one-earner couples
do not use child care services, while lone parents and
two-earner families rely on the most common form of
full-time, regulated care. Although Bradshaw and his
colleagues consider the benefits package available to
families with children ages 2 years and 11 months,
7 years, 14 years and 17 years, I focus primarily on
the first two age categories and pay particular attention to families that have just one child.33
The model families are then examined according
to whether they earn one of six different income levels: income assistance, minimum wage ($8 per hour
in BC; $7 in Alberta), half-average individual earnings, average earnings, and in two-parent families,
either average-plus-half-average earnings or averageplus-average earnings. The latest Statistics Canada
information indicates that the average individual
earnings in BC is $45,100. In Alberta, the figure is
$48,000.34
The model family method adds family income
from earnings and all components of the family benefits package considered in the previous section35
before subtracting a range of expenses that includes
income tax payments (with allowances made for registered retirement savings program deductions);
employment insurance and Canada pension plan
social security premiums; housing costs; health, dental and pharmacare expenses; as well as child care
service costs for families that are presumed to use
full-day regulated arrangements.36
For each income level, Bradshaw et al. define the
total value of the family benefits package as the difference between disposable income for families with
children versus the disposable income enjoyed by a
childless couple. This method of measuring the total
value of the benefits package shines light directly on
the issue of horizontal equity between families with
and families without children.

The family benefits package in BC and Alberta
Tables 1 through 4 help to illustrate how the model
family method is applied to Alberta and BC for the
year 2005.37 Table 1 focuses on Alberta families living on welfare. Alberta Works provides a childless
couple (the benchmark) with $436 per month to cover
expenses other than those for shelter. A couple with a
child gets an additional $37 per month, while a lone
parent with a child receives $132 less.
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fees for services. I have therefore assumed for modelling purposes below, that the cost of dental care
in Alberta is the same as in BC.
A final element of the benefits package for families with young children is the welfare systems: BC
Employment and Income Assistance and Alberta
Works. They are income- and asset-tested welfare
programs providing financial support to applicants
generally only after they have exhausted all other
sources of assistance, including from family. Citizens
without disabilities must be actively searching for
employment or participating in an employmenttraining program in order to be eligible for income
assistance, as part of the shift in emphasis from welfare to ”workfare.” The workfare thrust is more stringent in BC than it is in Alberta and other provinces
in Canada, insofar as British Columbians have a
statutory entitlement to income assistance for only
two years in any five-year period. Lone parents are
exempt from this “two in five” policy when their children are under age three. After that age, however, a
parent is deemed “employable,” at which point s/he
must abide by the employment search requirements,
and s/he is at considerably heightened risk of losing
access to welfare should s/he remain on the income
assistance system for more than 24 months. The
income assistance rates in BC vary by family size and
are delivered in two parts: support and shelter. A lone
parent with one child is eligible for $325 per month
for living costs and $520 for rent or housing.30 In
Alberta, the comparable allowances are $304 for core
living costs and $428 for shelter in private housing.31

The lone parent makes up some of this welfare gap
because s/he receives $92 more in shelter assistance
from Alberta Works than does the couple without
children. Although housing costs are notoriously difficult to model, Bradshaw et al. attribute to all model
families, regardless of earnings and family size, a
housing cost of 20 percent of average earnings.38 In
the Alberta context, Bradshaw’s methodology therefore presumes that all families pay $800 a month in
rent. The net rental cost is reduced for families on
welfare, because the core shelter allowance provided
by Alberta Works delivers $336 in assistance for a
childless couple, $428 for the lone parent and $503
for the couple with one child.
Housing costs absorb more than the essential living allowance that Alberta Works pays to the childless couple and the lone parent, while a couple with
one child on welfare has $176 left from their essential allowance to cover other expenditures like food,
transportation, clothing, etc. Tax credits ultimately
ensure all family models have disposable cash after
paying for housing; but only a marginal amount in
the case of the childless couple. The latter receives a
federal GST sales tax credit that equals $38 per
month. Families with one child receive the same
benefit, plus $10 a month in recognition of the added
sales tax they spend making purchases on behalf of
their child.

Families with a child also receive the incomerelated CCTB and the NCBS, for which the childless
couple is ineligible. Together, these refundable tax
credits deliver to families on welfare $257.41 per
month for a child under seven (CCTB $113.91 plus
NCBS $143.50), and $243.50 per month for a child
age seven and older (CCTB $100 plus NCBS $143.50).
In 2005, there was no non-income-related child
benefit available to Alberta residents with children.
This changed, however, in 2006 with the introduction
of the UCCB for children under age six. I discuss the
impact of this benefit in more detail below.
Table 1 reveals that the value of the family benefits
package for Albertans on welfare varies depending on
the total number of people in the family and the ages
of the children. Single parents receive from $214 to
$227 per month more than a childless couple in recognition of their childrearing expenses and contributions
to society, while married parents with one child receive
from $458 to $471 more than the childless couple. The
difference between the values of the single parent and
the married parents family benefits packages is in part
in recognition of the added expenses incurred by a
three-person family over those incurred by a two-person family; but it may also reflect societal values
regarding marriage, divorce, and parenting alone.
Table 2 focuses on policy in Alberta, but this time
considers families with one breadwinner making

Table 1

Monthly Family Benefits Package: Income Assistance Recipients, Various Family Models, Alberta, 2005 (dollars)
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Income
Support allowance
Shelter allowance
Income-tested child benefits
Non-income-tested child benefit
GST/HST credit
Expenses
Income tax
Federal and provincial spousal and
eligible dependent credits
Income tax savings
CCED income tax savings
Social security premiums
Rent
Child care costs
Child care subsidy
AHCIP premiums (doctor’s visits)
Pharmacare fees and drug costs
Dental care
Net disposable income
family benefits package value

Couple,
no children

Lone parent
+ toddler

Lone parent
+ child 7 yrs.

Couple
+ toddler

Couple
+ child 7 yrs.

436.00
+336.00
N/A
N/A
+37.83

304.00
+428.00
+257.41
0.00
+47.83

304.00
+428.00
+243.50
0.00
+47.83

473.00
+503.00
+257.41
0.00
+47.83

473.00
+503.00
+243.50
0.00
+47.83

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.00
0.00
0.00
-800.00
N/A
N/A
0.00
0.00
0.00

0.00
0.00
0.00
-800.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

0.00
0.00
0.00
-800.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

0.00
0.00
0.00
-800.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

0.00
0.00
0.00
-800.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

9.83

237.24

223.33

481.24

467.33

227.41

213.50

471.41

457.50

Source: Author’s calculations based on Jonathan Bradshaw et al.’s methodology using Canadian public data.
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Table 2

Monthly Family Benefits Package: One Earner with Half-Average Monthly Earnings, Various Family Models,
Alberta, 2005 (dollars)

Income
Earnings
Income-tested child benefit
Non-income-tested child benefit
GST/HST credit

Couple,
no children

Lone parent
+ toddler

Lone parent
+ child 7 yrs.1

Couple
+ toddler
no child care
services

Couple
+ child 7 yrs.
no child care
services

2,000.00
N/A
N/A
+37.83

2,000.00
+295.24
0.00
+47.83

2,000.00
+289.33
0.00
+47.83

2,000.00
+301.02
0.00
+47.83

2,000.00
+287.11
0.00
+47.83

-192.02

-192.02

-192.02

-192.02

-192.02

+139.23
N/A
-123.56
-800.00
N/A
N/A
-6.23
-9.08
-42.77

+139.23
+4.80
-123.56
-800.00
-532.00
+500.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

+139.23
+42.68
-123.56
-800.00
-284.50
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

+139.23
N/A
-123.56
-800.00
N/A
N/A
0.00
0.00
0.00

+139.23
N/A
-123.56
-800.00
N/A
N/A
0.00
0.00
0.00

Net disposable income

1003.42

1339.52

1118.99

1372.50

1358.59

336.11

115.57

369.09

355.18

family benefits package value

Source: Author’s calculations based on Jonathan Bradshaw et al.’s methodology using Canadian public data.

half-average provincial earnings, or $2,000 per
month. There are a number of important differences
between the income and expenses of families at this
earnings level compared to families on welfare. To
begin with, people who earn $2,000 per month incur
federal security premiums of $123.56 for employment
insurance and Canada public pension.
Families relying on child care services in order to
participate in the labour market, in this case the lone
parents, must also deduct child care fees from their
income. Assuming average child care service costs for
an Alberta toddler, a lone parent must cover $32 per
month in fees that are not covered by the provincial
child care subsidy system. Since there is no subsidy
for out-of-school child care services in Alberta, the
lone parent with a seven-year-old pays $284.42 a
month to have her/his child in regulated care.
While child care service costs reduce the value of
the benefits package for lone parents relative to oneearner couples with children, the former enjoy some
modest tax savings as a result of the CCED. A family
that pays $32 in child care fees recoups $4.80 in the
form of tax savings, while the family paying $284.42
a month in child care fees is subsidized to the tune of
$42.68 per month through the CCED. These savings
are subtracted from monthly income tax payments,
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all of which go to the federal government because the
structure of the provincial tax system ensures that
families at this income level in Alberta are exempt
from provincial income taxes.39
The federal spouse and common-law partner tax
credit saves the taxpayer in one-earner couples
$91.80 from his/her federal tax bill in recognition of
the costs of supporting a financially dependent partner. The eligible dependent tax credit saves lone parents the same amount from their federal tax bill in
recognition of the added costs of caring for a dependent child. The comparable tax measures at the
provincial level saves the families $47.43 from their
Alberta tax bills. The cumulative savings from federal
and provincial spousal and eligible dependent credits
is therefore $139.23.
Families with children making half-average earnings enjoy a larger overall income-related child benefit than do families on welfare, because they receive
$45.83 a month from the Alberta family employment
tax credit. This tax credit is in addition to the national
child benefit supplement of $143.50 that families at
both income levels receive. The Canada child tax
benefit is typically a few dollars less a month for halfaverage earnings families compared to families on
welfare, and varies in value between $93 and $114,

Measuring Up: Family Benefits in British Columbia and Alberta in International Perspective, by Paul Kershaw

Expenses
Income tax
Federal and provincial spousal and
eligible dependent credits
Income tax savings
CCED income tax savings
Employee social security
Rent
Child care costs
Child care subsidy
AHCIP premiums (doctor’s visits)
Pharmacare fees and drug costs
Dental care

depending on the age of the child and the deduction
of child care expenses from taxable income.
While the couple without children incurs about
$58 in health, prescription drug and dental care costs,
those with children in Alberta are saved these monthly expenses by the Alberta adult health benefits program. Their children’s health and dental costs are
covered by Alberta child health benefits.40
In sum, as is the case for the model families on
income assistance (table 1), the overall value of the
family benefits package for Albertans making halfaverage earnings varies depending on marital status
and the ages of the children (table 2). While the lone
parent of one child enjoys between $116 and $336 a
month more than a childless couple earning the same
income, married couples with a child receive between
$355 and $369 more. Married couples fare better
than lone parents in this instance because they do
not incur child care service expenses.
In tables 3 and 4, attention shifts to the family
supports available to Canadians residing in BC.
Table 3 focuses on families in which one earner
makes the average in that province, or $3,758.33 per
month.41 The combined federal and provincial tax bill
is $554.76 (federal $389.99; provincial $164.77),
before spousal and eligible dependent tax credits
and/or the child care expense deduction. Federal EI

and CPP premiums combine at this income level to
equal $218.48 a month. The taxpayers in each model
family continue to save $91.80 from their federal tax
bill because of either the spouse and common law
partner tax credit or the eligible dependent tax credit,
and another $37.45 from their provincial tax bill as a
result of the corresponding BC tax credits. At the
average-income level, there is a $47 monthly child
care service subsidy for lone parents with a toddler,
and no subsidy for a lone parent with a school-age
child. These families must cover $600 a month in
service fees for children under age three and $284.50
for children over age six. These child care costs can
be deducted from the families’ taxable income, resulting in monthly income tax savings of $168 for toddler care, and $89 for out-of-school care.
Seventy-one percent of these tax savings come from
the federal coffer. Reductions in taxable income due
to child care expenses also result in larger monthly
GST tax credits for lone-parent families.
The CCED reduces the taxable income of the lone
parent with a toddler to a degree that s/he remains
eligible for a modest NCB and and the BC family
bonus, which are $23.50 and $4.12 per month,
respectively. These small benefits supplement the
CCTB of $102.33 per month for the lone parent with
a toddler. None of the other model families at this

Table 3

Monthly Family Benefits Package: One Earner with Average Monthly Earnings, Various Family Models, BC,
2005 (dollars)
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Income
Earnings
Shelter allowance
Income-tested child benefits
Non-income-tested child benefit
GST/HST + PST credit
Expenses
Income tax
Federal and provincial spousal and
eligible dependent credits
Income tax savings
CCED income tax savings
Employee social security
Rent
Child care costs
Child care subsidy
MSP premium (doctor’s visits)
Pharmacare fees and drug costs
Dental care
Net disposable income
family benefits package value

Couple,
no children

Lone parent
+ toddler

Lone parent
+ child 7 yrs.

Couple
+ toddler

Couple
+ child 7 yrs.

3,758.33
0.00
N/A
N/A
0.00

3,758.33
0.00
+129.95
0.00
+32.56

3,758.33
0.00
+100.21
0.00
+17.62

3,758.33
0.00
+114.77
0.00
+3.39

3,758.33
0.00
+94.52
0.00
+3.39

-554.76

-554.76

-554.76

-554.76

-554.76

+129.25
N/A
-218.48
-751.67
N/A
N/A
-96.00
-9.08
-42.77

+129.25
+168.20
-218.48
-751.67
-647.00
46.83
-96.00
-5.61
-42.56

+129.25
+88.62
-218.48
-751.67
-284.50
0.00
-96.00
-5.61
-42.56

+129.25
N/A
-218.48
-751.67
N/A
N/A
-108.00
-10.15
-63.94

+129.25
N/A
-218.48
-751.67
N/A
N/A
-108.00
-10.15
-63.94

2,214.83

1,949.05

2,140.46

2,298.75

2,278.50

-265.78

-74.37

83.92

63.67

Source: Author’s calculations based on Jonathan Bradshaw et al.’s methodology using Canadian public data.
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Table 4

Monthly Family Benefits Package: Two Earners with Average and Half-Average Monthly Earnings, Various
Family Models, BC, 2005 (dollars)

Income
Earnings
Shelter allowance
Income-tested child benefits
Non-income-tested child benefit
GST/HST + PST credit
Expenses
Income tax
Federal and provincial spousal and eligible
dependent credits income tax savings
CCED income tax savings
Social security premiums
Rent
Child care costs
Child care subsidy
MSP premiums (doctor’s visits)
Pharmacare fees and drug costs
Dental care
Net disposable income

Couple + toddler

Couple + child 7 yrs.1

5,637.50
0.00
N/A
N/A
0.00

5,637.50
0.00
+72.77
0.00
0.00

5,637.50
0.00
+66.72
0.00
0.00

-731.12

-731.12

-731.12

0.00
N/A
-333.70
-751.67
N/A
N/A
-96.00
-9.08
-42.77

0.00
+122.79
-333.70
-751.67
-647.00
0.00
-108.00
-10.15
-63.94

0.00
+59.89
-333.70
-751.67
-284.50
0.00
-108.00
-10.15
-63.94

3,673.17

3,187.48

3,481.03

-485.68

-192.14

family benefits package value

Source: Author’s calculations based on Jonathan Bradshaw et al.’s methodology using Canadian public data.
1 There are no average out-school-care fee data in the province of Alberta. I therefore assign average BC fees for this age group.

income level qualify for the NCB or BC family bonus,
but they continue to receive CCTB that ranges in
value between $95 and $115 per month.
No BC families at this income level are eligible for
assistance from the provincial medical service plan,
and they therefore pay $96 per month for a family of
two and $108 per month for a family of three or
more. There is no public dental care insurance for
adults in the province, except in emergencies, and
families at this income level do not qualify for support for their children’s dental work. Similarly, the
model families from BC must incur between $900 and
$1,100 in prescription drug costs before pharmacare
subsidies take effect. This deductible leaves families
responsible for covering out of pocket any costs they
incur purchasing one antibiotic per year for all members of the family, as Bradshaw et al. assume.
Among this cluster of model families, child care
service expenses negate the value of income-related
child benefits for both lone-parent model families.
These families are therefore left with less disposable
income than the childless couple, reflecting the negative family benefits package values at the bottom of
table 3. One-earner couples with a child enjoy more
disposable income than childless couples because
they do not incur the child care expenses that would
decrease their income-related child benefits. But their
benefit is relatively modest, ranging from $64 to $84
15

a month. Notwithstanding this modest value, the relative shortfall in monthly net disposable income
between a couple with a toddler and a lone parent
with a toddler is notable at nearly $350.
Finally, table 4 summarizes the family benefits
package for couples in BC, in which both partners
work in the paid labour force: one for average earnings; the other for half-average earnings. Federal
social security premiums for the two earners together
equal $330.70. The average earner in these model
families forgoes the $129.25 federal and provincial
tax savings from the spouse and common-law partner credits because s/he does not have a dependent
spouse. The families with children incur the full cost
of child care service fees: $647 for a child under age
three and $284.50 for a school-age child. These costs
can be deducted from the lower earner’s taxable
income, saving the family with a toddler $87.50 a
month from their federal tax bill and $35.29 from
their provincial tax bill. The corresponding savings
from the CCED for the family with a seven-year-old
are $42.68 and $17.21. The families with children
continue to get the CCTB each month: $72.77 for the
family with a toddler; and $66.72 for the family with
a school-age child. Neither family is eligible for a
GST credit. Nor are they eligible for public assistance
with medical service plan (MSP) premiums, dental
costs or periodic prescription drugs.
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Couple, no children

Given that the combined value of the incomerelated child benefit and tax savings from the CCED
do not equal the actual cost of child care services in
BC, families with children have considerably less
monthly disposable income than a childless couple
with the same earnings. For the couple with a toddler,
the difference is nearly $486 a month.
Figure 1 summarizes the values of the family benefits package in Alberta and in BC, for six model
families with one child, at different income levels. It
shows that the monthly value of the benefits package
varies widely, depending on family type, income level
and province of residence. A couple with a toddler on
income assistance receives the most valuable package
in both provinces: $471 in Alberta and $405 in BC. A
two-earner couple with a toddler making average and
half-average earnings receives the lowest value in
both provinces. In BC, this family enjoys $486 less in
disposable income per month relative to a childless
couple with the same earnings. In Alberta, the deficit
is $371 per month.
One-earner couples who do not use regulated child
care services often enjoy the most valuable benefits
package for a given income range. Their relative privilege on this front should be interpreted cautiously,
however, especially as the earner approaches average
employment income. (I will address this issue in more
detail below.) In such a family, a benefit of roughly
$80 a month in both provinces, for a family in which

one parent cares full time at home for a preschool
child, provides reason to question the overall generosity of the family benefit system when it comes to
recognizing and paying for socially valuable childrearing work. We will see below that, as of July 2006,
the UCCB is a start in addressing this issue.

Child care service fees
While examining the generosity of the family benefits package, it is imperative for policy-makers,
researchers and advocates alike to acknowledge that
the fees for regulated child care services consistently
drain the value of the package and impose the greatest horizontal inequities between families that do and
do not rely on such services. Figure 1 shows that
service costs significantly reduce the value of the
2005 benefits package in both provinces when family
income crosses the threshold between half-average
and average income. At this point, public financial
support dissipates, and families with children end up
with less disposable income than a childless couple.
This shift at modest income levels tracks closely the
child care subsidy systems in each province, which
target relatively low-income households. In BC, for
instance, lone parents with one child are disqualified
from full subsidies as their annual income surpasses
$31,000, or 69 percent of the average income.
While the overall pattern of family benefits packages is consistent in the two provinces, some varia-

Figure 1

Monthly Family Benefits Package, Various Family Models, Alberta and BC, 2005
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Average + half-average

Minumum wage

Half-average

-200

-400

-600

Earnings

AB lone parent + toddler
BC lone parent + toddler

AB lone parent + child 7 yrs.
BC lone parent + child 7 yrs.

AB 2-earner couple + toddler
BC 2-earner couple + toddler

AB 2-earner couple + child 7 yrs.
BC 2-earner couple + child 7 yrs.

AB 1-earner couple + toddler
BC 1-earner couple + toddler

Sources: Author’s calculations based on Jonathan Bradshaw et al.’s methodology using Canadian public data.
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AB 1-earner couple + child 7 yrs.
BC 1-earner couple + child 7 yrs.

added monthly costs when using the service.
However, the same parent would pay $147 a month
out-of-pocket were child care fees as high in Alberta
as they are in BC. Some of the fee differential
between the two provinces is compensated by the
CCED, which saves the parent paying $147 a month
in extra fees $22.05 from her/his monthly tax bill,
whereas the parent paying the lower fees in Alberta
saves just $4.80 a month. But by claiming more from
the CCED, the family paying BC child care service
costs forgoes more of the maximum $20.25 per
month from the CCTB for which they would have
been eligible had they not deducted any child care
costs from their taxable income. Hence, the value of
income-contingent child benefits is lower for the lone
parent paying BC child care service fees by over $12
per month. The net impact of the lower child care
fees in Alberta is therefore $110 in savings for loneparent families making half-average earnings.
The lower fees in Alberta also save two-earner
couples relying on child care services about the same
amount, $106.28, presuming one parent earns average employment income and the other earns halfaverage. At this income level, families are no longer
eligible for any child care subsidy, so they incur the
full costs of care: $532 in Alberta, compared with

Table 5

Monthly Family Benefits Package in Alberta Applying Alberta and BC’s Child Care Service Fees, Various
Family Models, 2005 (dollars)
Lone parent, half-average earnings
+ toddler,
Alberta child care fees
Income
Earnings
Income-tested child benefit
Non-income-tested child benefit
GST/HST credit

+ child 7 yrs.,
BC child care fees

2-earner couples, average + half-average earnings
+ toddler,
Alberta child care fees

+ child 7 yrs.,
BC child care fees

2,000.00
+295.24
0.00
+47.83

2,000.00
+282.99
0.00
+47.83

2,000.00
+55.22
0.00
0.00

6,000.00
+56.24
0.00
0.00

Expenses
Income tax
Federal and provincial spousal and
eligible dependent credits
Income tax savings
CCED income tax savings
Employee social security
Rent
Child care costs
Child care subsidy
HCIP premiums (doctor’s visits)
Pharmacare fees and drug costs
Dental care

-192.02

-192.02

-856.56

-856.56

+139.23
+4.80
-123.56
-800.00
-532.00
+500.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

+139.23
+22.05
-123.56
-800.00
-647.00
+500.00
0.00
0.00
0.00

0.00
+127.23
-342.04
-800.00
-532.00
0.00
-88.00
-10.15
-63.94

0.00
+134.93
-342.04
-800.00
-647.00
0.00
-88.00
-10.15
-63.94

Net disposable income

1,339.52

1,229.52

3,489.76

3,383.48

Net impact of difference
in child care fees

-110.00

Source: Author’s calculations based on Jonathan Bradshaw et al.’s methodology using Canadian public data.
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tion merits attention. First, BC provides subsidies for
school-age child care service to low-income families
while Alberta does not, which is particularly notable
for lone-parent families making minimum wage and
half-average earnings. Second, the benefits package
in BC is more generous to lone parents on welfare or
earning minimum wage than that in Alberta, while
the Alberta package is often more generous toward
low-income, one-earner couples than the one in BC.
Third, although the pattern is largely the same, the
relative shortfall in disposable income incurred by
lone parents and two-earner couples who rely on
child care services is smaller in the Prairie province:
data suggests that the average cost of child care is
lower in Alberta, than in BC (Friendly and Beach
2004, 121, 135). In the current study, it is assumed
that in Alberta families pay $6,384 a year for regulated, centre-based child care for a toddler, while in BC
they pay $7,764.
Table 5 shows how fee differences between the two
provinces influence the value of the benefits package
for families with toddlers that rely on child care services. A lone parent making half-average earnings in
Alberta is eligible for a $500 monthly subsidy for
child care fees. Given the $532 average fee for toddler care in a centre, the parent incurs just $32 in

$647 in BC. The CCED savings are $127 and $135 for
Alberta and BC fees, respectively. The deduction of
the full cost of child care services from taxable
income erodes completely both families’ eligibility for
the $20.25 per month that would be available if they
did not claim CCED. Therefore, at this income level,
the family incurring higher child care costs receives a
slightly larger income-contingent child benefit,
because the higher child care expense deduction lowers this family’s taxable income more, thus rendering
it eligible for a modestly higher CCTB.
Lower fees may be good news for Alberta families.
But since child care providers’ wages represent about
80 percent of the cost of delivering care, the lower
fees also reflect the fact that centre-based child care
teachers in Alberta’s regulated sector earn less on
average than child care teachers in BC. Research indicates that the higher wages in BC likely mean better
quality programs (Goelman et al. 2006). In addition,
when the interaction between wages, child care fees
and the CCED is considered and compared with the
wages paid to child care providers in BC, the lower
wages paid to child care workers in Alberta subsidize
the family benefits package in that province by
around $100 a month. The higher wages in BC must
not be interpreted as a sign of largesse toward child
care service providers in that province, however,
since Cleveland and Hyatt (2002) find that the child
care sector suffers substantial pay inequity across
Canada, even when the average wages are compared
with those of other Canadian women with similar

education levels. As they report, “On average, female
workers with similar education get paid nearly 40
percent more annually than female child care workers
for full-time work” (577-8).
The role that child care service fees play in the
overall value of the family benefits package is especially obvious when we compare the cost of services
in BC, the more expensive province, to that in
Quebec, where the provincial government has implemented a universal $7-per-day child care system.
Presuming that the Quebec fee schedule was implemented in BC without other changes to BC’s provincial benefits package (which is economically feasible
given that the province projects an annual surplus of
over $2 billion), the benefits packages for families
with young children would change substantially (see
figure 2). Quebec fees would reduce the child penalty
in BC by almost $400 a month, for families that rely
on such services for a toddler, in order to earn aboveaverage incomes. Conversely, although still positive,
the package would be lower by as much as $152 per
month for lone parents in the province who make
below-average employment earnings. The package
value would drop for these families because BC’s targeted subsidy system reduces the cost of care below
$7 per day for full-day preschool-age services,
whereas Quebec offers reduced fees only for income
assistance recipients. This finding raises important
questions about the relative value of a fee schedule
that is fixed for all citizens, rather than on a sliding
scale according to income, as is the case in many

Figure 2

BC Monthly Family Benefits Package Applying Quebec Child Care Service Fees, Various Family Models, 2005
400
300
200
100

Average

Average + half-average

Average + average

Dollars

I R P P C h o i c e s, Vo l . 1 3 , n o . 2 , M a r c h 2 0 07

0
-100

Minumum wage

Half-average

-200
-300
-400
-500
-600

Earnings

Lone parent + toddler, BC fees
Lone parent + toddler, QC fees

Lone parent + child 7 yrs., BC fees
Lone parent + child 7 yrs., QC fees

2-earner couple + toddler, BC fees
2-earner couple + toddler, QC fees

Source: Author’s calculations based on Jonathan Bradshaw et al.’s methodology using Canadian public data.
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Scandinavian countries. In the latter, high-income
parents do not pay more than 30 percent of the actual cost of care, but lower-income families enjoy larger subsidies still.

Federal-provincial policy interactions

Figure 3

Change in BC Monthly Family Benefits Package, Various Family Models, 2001-04
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Figure 3 documents how benefits package values varied over time between 2001 and 2004, continuing the
focus on BC for the sake of brevity. The start date
coincides with the election of a centre-right provincial Liberal government, which replaced the former
centre-left New Democratic Party, which governed for
most of the 1990s. Although the net value of the
benefits package changed by less than $20 per month
during this period for almost all family types, the
changes reflect provincial and federal governments
working at cross purposes over this period. Take, for
example, the far-left bar, which represents the net
change in the benefits package received by a lone
parent with one toddler on income assistance. The net
loss of less than $5 per month from the benefits
package is mostly accounted for by a $43 per month
increase in the federal CCTB and NCBS, matched by a
$51 monthly reduction in provincial income assistance implemented in 2002.
One family model stands out in figure 3 for suffering a very significant reduction in its benefits package
between 2001 and 2004: the lone parent with a toddler
earning half-average employment income. The $121
net monthly reduction in this case represents a $13

increase in federal CCTB and NCBS payments, along
with a $7 savings in provincial MSP and pharmacare
costs. But these minor increases were overwhelmed by
a $139 reduction in the provincial subsidy for child
care services that was imposed in 2002. This finding
raises questions about the success of the NCBS, which
was jointly agreed to by the federal, provincial and
territorial governments in order to harmonize intergovernmental policy incentives to promote labour
force attachment among parents with children. In BC,
at least, the opposite occurred between 2001 and 2004,
as the welfare wall was augmented by $121 per month
for a lone parent struggling to make work pay when
leaving income assistance.
Just one year later, however, the situation looked
remarkably different, because the federal Liberal government introduced new transfers to provinces and
territories of $5 billion over five years for regulated
child care services that targeted preschool children
(figure 4). British Columbia’s share of the new transfer in 2005/06 was $65.8 million (Finance Canada
2007), almost 30 percent of the province’s child care
budget in that year. With the new federal money, the
province increased its subsidies for child care services, simultaneously increasing the value of the maximum fee rebate and raising the income cut-off above
which families are no longer eligible for a full subsidy. Thus, whereas provincial cuts to subsidies in
2002 meant that the cost of child care services turned
the benefits package into a deficit for lone mothers

Figure 4

Change in BC Monthly Family Benefits Package, Various Family Models, 2001-05
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Source: Author’s calculations based on Jonathan Bradshaw et al.’s methodology using Canadian public data.

earning less than half-average employment income,
the most recent insertion of new federal money
ensures that the child benefits package provides nearly $330 of financial assistance to a half-average
earning lone parent, even after accounting for child
care service costs. This benefits package value represents a $360 increase over the package available to a
lone parent with a toddler in 2004, and $240 more
than the package in 2001. The 2005 package thus
minimizes child care service fees that may otherwise
act as a disincentive for parents with low earnings
potential to seek employment. A partial child care
service subsidy was also available in 2005 for loneparent families with incomes at the average individual earnings level, but not at a rate that covers
enough of the cost of child care services to ensure the
benefits package remains positive.
In 2006, the new Conservative government terminated the 2005 bilateral agreements entered into
by the Liberal government. In their place, the
Conservative government introduced the UCCB,
which pays $100, less taxes, per month for children
under age six.42 In two-parent families, the benefit is
taxable for the lower earner. This led some commentators to anticipate that the benefit would disproportionately benefit one-earner couples over two-earner
couples (Battle 2006). However, the UCCB is paid in
conjunction with the CCTB, and will eliminate the
$20.25 monthly supplement for which one-earner
couples were previously eligible because they did not

deduct child care expenses from their taxable income.
The loss of this supplement, together with the taxes
paid on the UCCB by the lower earner, means that the
new benefit is $4-$7 more valuable a month for twoearner couples than it is for one-earner couples with
the same gross household income (figure 5).43
The intersection of the UCCB with the CCTB and
NCBS creates somewhat perverse distributional consequences for families with half-average and average
individual earnings. Not only are they taxed on the
additional $100 per month, it is expected (at the time
of writing) that another $18 of the added income will
be lost through a reduction in their CCTB payment,
because their gross annual income is now $1,200
higher and thus further above the CCTB claw-back
threshold. It is therefore important to note that the
shape of the distributional curve of the new UCCB is
the inverse of that of the BC government’s investment of its share of the federal transfer of $5 billion
over five years in 2005 (i.e., figure 4 peaks at halfaverage income, while figure 5 peaks at very low and
very high incomes).
Although families that do not rely on child care
services gain from the UCCB, the elimination of the
federal Liberal government’s 2005 bilateral child care
service agreements raises doubts whether families
that rely on nonparental care will reap any benefit. In
BC, for instance, the government announced that in
2007/08, it will phase out nearly one-quarter of the
operating funding it delivered to regulated child care
20

Figure 5

The Universal Child Care Benefit (After Taxes), BC
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services in the previous year, on the grounds that the
province now receives less financial support for this
sector from Ottawa (BC Ministry of Finance 2006).
The cuts to operating funding will increase fees. The
net impact of these policy changes for the family
benefits packages of parents that rely on child care
services will depend on whether fee increases are
below or above the after-tax value of the UCCB.

The Alberta and BC Family Benefits
Packages in International Context
Horizontal equity
nalogous to the Canadian family policy data
presented above, Jonathan Bradshaw supervises the collection of data about family benefits packages in many OECD member countries using
the model family method. This international work
permits scholars to critically evaluate the family benefit architecture in the various national settings relative to those in other rich countries. His method of
calculating the package value based on the difference
in disposable income between families with and without children is particularly strong at facilitating
analyses of the degree to which various countries
promote horizontal equity.
Generally speaking, when the benefits packages in
Alberta and BC are compared with those in OECD
countries, they rank in the bottom half when it

A
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comes to promoting horizontal equity. Table 6 illustrates this finding by showing the value of the benefits package for three different model families in
both provinces, along with those in 15 other countries in the year 2004.
In that year, a BC lone parent with a toddler making half-average earnings had $74 a month less in
disposable income compared to a childless one-earner
couple with the same income. This benefits package
value ranked third from the bottom in international
terms. A year later, however, as we saw above, the
conclusion of the federal bilateral child care agreements empowered that province to improve its child
care subsidy system. The subsidy increases meant that
in 2005, the same lone parent had $285 more in disposable income than the benchmark childless couple.
Assuming the other jurisdictions witnessed no policy
change over that time, the 2005 benefits package
value in BC would elevate it to the middle of the
pack, where Alberta was also located in 2005.
However, the termination of the bilateral agreements
put these mid-point provincial rankings in jeopardy,
given that provinces like BC have responded by cutting funding for the local child care sector — funding
that enhanced the family benefits package specifically for lone parents and other families that rely on
child care services.
Column 2 of table 6 shows the benefits package
available to one-earner couples. Recall that such couples in Alberta and BC often receive a larger family
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Source: Author’s calculations based on Jonathan Bradshaw et al.’s methodology using Canadian public data.

Table 6

International Rankings of Monthly Family Benefits Packages, Various Family Models, 2004 (dollars)1
Lone parent + toddler,
half-average earnings

Couple + child 7 yrs.,
average earnings

Without health
care costs
Austria
Norway
Australia
Denmark
United Kingdom
Netherlands
BC (2005)
Alberta (2005)
Finland
Sweden
United States
Japan
France
New Zealand
Germany
BC (2004)
Ireland
Belgium

1,015.41
842.22
531.91
436.43
373.04
305.56
285.00
278.04
248.65
156.54
80.80
46.84
35.55
26.50
9.66
(73.99)
(162.86)
(168.89)

Couple + toddler,
average + half-average earnings

Without health
care costs
Austria
Germany
United Kingdom
United States
Ireland
Finland
Norway
Sweden
Australia
Denmark
Belgium
BC (2005)
Alberta (2005)
BC (2004)
Netherlands
Japan
France
New Zealand

241.68
236.04
234.69
160.03
158.99
135.14
130.03
129.43
123.20
117.24
109.33
97.91
87.70
84.92
81.94
52.04
51.20
0.00

Austria
Belgium
Finland
Norway
Denmark
Sweden
France
Germany
Alberta (2005)
Japan
BC (2005)
BC (2004)
United Kingdom
Australia
Ireland
New Zealand
Netherlands
United States

Without health
care costs

With health
care costs

26.04
(99.32)
(141.58)
(129.86)
(170.33)
(169.11)
(150.76)
(209.89)
(349.55)
(404.29)
(451.44)
(474.90)
(529.85)
(507.93)
(581.85)
(715.09)
(613.59)
(1,116.99)

21.65
(105.00)
(141.58)
(148.04)
(180.83)
(194.22)
(204.95)
(210.94)
(371.80)
(412.35)
(485.68)
(509.00)
(537.06)
(554.72)
(635.05)
(753.28)
(888.45)
(1,662.52)

I R P P C h o i c e s, Vo l . 1 3 , n o . 2 , M a r c h 2 0 07

Source: Author’s calculations based on data compiled by the Social Policy Team’s project, “Welfare Policy and Employment in the Context of Family Change,” in the
Social Policy Research Unit, York University, United Kingdom (see http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/summs/welempfc.htm). The international figures are based on
data from the 2004 matrices, with the exception of child care service and health care costs, which are based on data from the 2001 matrices.
1 All figures are expressed in Canadian dollars, controlling for purchasing power parities for GDP.

benefit than lone parents and two-earner couples.
Given their relative privilege among Canadian families, it is useful to compare the value of their benefits
with those received by comparable couples in other
countries. Table 6 shows that Alberta and BC couples
with a seven-year-old, in which the only breadwinner
makes average earnings, receive a family benefits
package of $85 to $100 a month (excluding health
care costs). This puts the provincial packages near the
bottom of the international pack, well below that
available to one-earner couples in Austria, Germany
and the UK — all of which provide family benefits
packages worth over $200 per month.
The introduction of the UCCB in 2006, however,
will go a long way toward remedying the poor ranking of the benefits package for one-earner couples in
these provinces. The $100 per month taxable benefit
will raise the BC package by $66, and the Alberta
package by $62. These increases will propel the two
provinces into fourth and sixth positions, respectively, with BC ranking between the UK and the US.
Column 3 of table 6 shows the benefits package
value for couples with a toddler in which one parent
makes average earnings and the other brings home
half-average earnings in each jurisdiction. The benefits package in Alberta ranks 9th, while that in BC
ranks 11th.

Since the ranking of jurisdictions varies depending
on what family and income level is considered,
Bradshaw et al. recommend a summary “average”
measure for each jurisdiction. The average measure is
based on an illustrative sample of the various family
types and six earnings levels identified above, along
with a crude weighting assigned to the more common
family types. (For a description of the weighting, see
Bradshaw 2007.)
The summary results for Alberta and BC are not
impressive (see table 7). Provincial and national policies collectively rank very poorly in international
terms, irrespective of whether we evaluate other countries’ packages according to their value in Canadian
currency (and account for purchasing power parities
[OECD 2006b]) or according to the share of each
country’s average earnings they represent. The average BC package in 2004 amounted to just $165 in
Canadian currency, when health care costs and benefits are excluded. This is not even one-quarter of the
benefits package available in Austria, which stands
alone internationally for the generosity of its benefits
package for families with young children. It is also
less than one-half the value of the package available
to families in the UK and Australia. Given the linguistic, political and cultural heritage that Canada shares
with the UK and Australia, the disparity in family
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Table 7

International Rankings of the Value of the
“Average” Family Benefits Package, 20041
Country/province
Austria
United Kingdom
France
Norway
Australia
Denmark
Belgium
Germany
Sweden
Finland
Ireland
Alberta (2005)
BC (2005)
Netherlands
United States
BC (2004)
Japan
New Zealand

Package value2

As percentage
of average earnings

657.95
380.23
350.10
339.86
337.45
311.15
300.52
286.12
273.29
265.86
264.88
222.51
211.27
204.11
183.69
164.93
103.27
22.99

20.16
8.63
10.22
9.84
8.94
8.28
6.92
7.59
8.66
8.22
8.77
5.97
5.67
4.45
5.44
4.43
2.35
0.78

Source: Author’s calculations based on data compiled by the Social Policy
Team’s project, “Welfare Policy and Employment in the Context of Family
Change,” in the Social Policy Research Unit, York University, United Kingdom
(see http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/summs/welempfc.htm).
1 Excluding health care costs/benefits.
2 All figures are expressed in Canadian dollars, controlling for purchasing
power parities for GDP.
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we factored in the cost of visiting a doctor, purchasing a standard prescription for each member of the
family once a year, and seeing a dentist for general
care and one filling (2002, 102). As we see in table 6,
in 2005, these health care costs reduced the average
value of the package in BC by $24 per month, from
$211 to $187, while they reduced the average value
of the package in Alberta by $10 per month, from
$222 to $212. The reduction in Alberta is due almost
entirely to added dental costs, while the larger reduction in BC is due to added dental charges and additional MSP expenses that couples incur on behalf of
their children.

Time to care personally for children and the
gender division of care
Child care is a significant responsibility, a source of
joy and an aspiration for many Canadians. But the
division of caregiving responsibilities and joys is very
gendered in this country. Regardless of their employment status and occupation, Canadian mothers are
typically still primarily responsible for work in the
home, including caregiving. Ninety-four percent of
stay-at-home parents in single-earner couples are
women (Statistics Canada 2000, 110). Women who are
employed part-time are nine times more likely than
men to report that child care responsibilities preclude
them from pursuing full-time positions (Statistics
Canada 2006, 111). Women who are employed fulltime are still typically responsible for organizing
replacement care while they and their partners are in
the labour force, as well as for coordinating household work. They also consistently provide more
unpaid care than men who are employed full-time,
and they enjoy less leisure (Silver 2000).
This Canadian pattern is replicated internationally.
Finch (2006) examines the question of time use in
Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden, Germany, the
Netherlands, the UK and Iceland. She finds that the
gender politics of time remains a significant issue in
these countries, with fathers spending on average
33 percent or less of their time on child care and
other unpaid work, while the equivalent for mothers
is at least 55 percent, and upwards of 75 percent in
the UK, Germany, the Netherlands and Iceland.
The influence of family policy on male and female
caregiving patterns is difficult to calculate, and conceptual and methodological innovation is required.
Key issues include patterns of paid work time and
reductions in paid work by males over the week, year
and life course, since the opportunity cost associated
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benefits packages is striking. It is all the more noteworthy as the UK ranked in the middle of the pack in
the early 1990s, before the Blair government was
elected, and set eliminating child poverty as a top policy priority (Bradshaw et al. 1993).
The average package value in BC in 2005 would
jump above that in the US and the Netherlands if
policy in those countries remained the same. This
modest elevation in ranking primarily reflects the
federal injection of bilateral funding for preschoolage child care services, along with minor federal
increases to the CCTB and the NCBS, all of which primarily benefited families with below-average earnings. The gains enjoyed by such families pushed the
“average” benefit in BC up by $46 per month to $211.
The average package in Alberta in the same year was
slightly higher at $223.
Canadians take considerable pride in their universal health care system, and often refer to this policy
domain when distinguishing their national identity
from that of the US. Many may therefore lament the
decision to exclude health care costs and benefits
from the cross-national comparisons, because including them might improve Canada’s ranking. In fact,
while Canada’s position would improve relative to the
US,44 Bradshaw and Finch report that it would generally fall further below those of European countries if

I R P P C h o i c e s, Vo l . 1 3 , n o . 2 , M a r c h 2 0 07

with greater time in employment/business for men is
less time for personal child care giving. From this perspective, statutory regulations and/or social norms
governing full-time employment, overtime pay and
holidays should be considered key components of the
family benefits package. For instance, reductions in
the statutory definition of full-time employment of
the sort witnessed in France under the loi Aubry in
1998, or negotiated through collective bargaining in
Germany in the early 1990s, contribute to shifts in the
architecture of child care policy, because they help to
eliminate the functional division between breadwinner
and unpaid caregiver. Theoretically, at least, reductions in the time on the job that is presumed normal
for core, full-time employees better enables citizens
with substantial caregiving obligations to synchronize
caregiving with paid labour market success.
In contrast, recent policy changes in Canadian
provinces, especially BC and Ontario, have extended
the number of weekly hours that can be legally
demanded of employees. Such changes reinforce systemic barriers to successful labour force participation
among people with significant unpaid care obligations. The consequences for single parents burdened
with the challenge of balancing earning and caring
alone may be particularly adverse, since they have the
least flexibility to come close to a norm that demands
well over 40 hours of work a week, especially in the
absence of affordable, quality child care services. The
longer hours required of employees also increases the
likelihood that couples will conform to the primary
breadwinner/primary caregiver family model, which
remains the norm for many Canadian households with
a child under age 12. (For a more thorough discussion
of this theme, see Kershaw [2005, chapter 6]).
International comparisons of family benefits packages should therefore take into account not only the
average income in each country, but also the average
hours that men and women work in paid employment
to earn such wages, and/or the statutory regulations
that govern full-time employment norms. This additional information is ultimately necessary to discern
the influence of public policy on gender time-usage
patterns in caregiving and unpaid work, which are
critical components of any country’s child care policy.
To this end, Bradshaw and Finch (2002, chapter 7)
acknowledge explicitly that paid work time reductions over the life course through maternity, paternity, and parental leaves “[are] an important part of the
child benefits package” (117). They also remark that
“leave from paid work for both parents can specifi-

cally address gender equity both in the labour market
but also in relation to unpaid care work by actively
encouraging men’s role in childcare which, in turn,
potentially enables women to participate in the
labour market and to compete on equal terms as
men” (103). But, unfortunately, they do not factor
leave policies into their family modelling.
This decision is a significant oversight because
leave benefit policy structures familial decisions
around the division of labour at a life course stage
that is already rife with gendered social expectations.
Decisions by couples to reduce the mother’s paid
work have long-term consequences for the division of
care (Coltrane 1996, 71). Zvonkovic et al. (1996, 99)
observe that:
When a couple makes a work-family decision that, to some extent, limits or restricts
the wife’s paid work, even if this decision is
viewed as temporary and is made for reasons
other than conformity to traditional attitudes, the enactment of this decision can
serve to sweep the couple along a sea of traditional cultural attitudes and gender work
force realities.
The current structure of maternity and parental
leave benefit policy in Canada contributes to this gendered social dynamic. As discussed above, leave benefits outside Quebec are delivered through the federal
employment assistance program and replace 55 percent of insurable income up to a maximum value of
$413 per week. In terms of the gender division of
labour, the minimum 45 percent reduction in individual gross earnings constitutes a barrier to male participation in the leave program. Figure 6 illustrates
how the insurance system generates financial incentives for the lower earner in a couple to take the leave,
since a couple maximizes household income by deciding not to incur the reduction from the higher earner’s
salary.45 Given the persistent gender earnings gap, the
lower earner is more often the mother. Together, the
structural incentive implicit in the policy and the gender earnings differential help to explain why just
2 percent of parental leave benefit recipients in
Canada were fathers before the extension of the benefit period in 2001 from six months to 50 weeks
(Statistics Canada 2000, 109). Since the extension,
there has been a notable increase in the number of
men taking advantage of leave benefits. However,
fathers still represented just 15 percent of benefit
recipients in 2004/05. Men also stay on parental leave
for a much shorter period. The median claim for men
who shared parental leave with their spouse in
2004/05 was 10 weeks, compared to 23 weeks for
24

Figure 6

Disposable Income Lost on Claiming Parental Leave
Benefits, Various Family Earnings Scenarios, BC, 2005
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women who shared with their partners (Canada
Employment Insurance Commission 2006, 17).
In 2006, the province of Quebec began to remedy
some of these gendered characteristics of the federal
leave benefit system by increasing maximum insurable earnings to $57,000 a year and raising the
benefit replacement rate for the first 25 weeks to
between 70 and 75 percent.46 These changes reduce
household income lost when the higher earner takes
some of the leave. Similar to many Scandinavian
countries, Quebec has introduced a three-to-fiveweek period of paternity leave that cannot be transferred to the mother, in order to increase the
financial incentive for men to involve themselves
more in childrearing during the first months of their
children’s lives. Thus, just as Quebec has led the way
in Canada in building a system of regulated child
care services for nearly a decade, the province is
now powering further ahead by making it more
affordable for parents to take time to care personally
for their children in a manner that challenges the
legacy of the gender division of labour.

Gender equality and labour supply
While there is no doubt that measuring whether, and to
what extent, benefits packages permit fathers more
time to enjoy the pleasures of and to assume more
responsibility for childrearing will be difficult and will
require additional information, the data Bradshaw et al.
have already collected permits a more nuanced analysis
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Source: Author’s calculations based on Jonathan Bradshaw et al.’s methodology
using Canadian public data.

of the degree to which policy affects the norms vis-àvis women’s unpaid caregiving and their labour market
participation. In this case, the important issue is not the
difference in disposable income enjoyed by a family
with and without children, which is the essence of
Bradshaw et al.’s methodology and the foremost concern of proponents of horizontal equity. Rather, the key
analytic interest is the difference in disposable income
enjoyed between one- and two-earner couples after
child care expenses, additional taxes, social security
premiums and reductions in income-contingent family
benefits are subtracted from the extra earnings yielded
by increased parental employment time. Using
Bradshaw et al.’s matrices for 2004, this difference can
be depicted as the net wage earned by a parent who
shifts from full-time, unpaid domestic work to earning
half-average income, or conversely, the portion of halfaverage income that is forgone after the above expenses are considered.47 In tables 3 and 4, readers can see in
detail the impact of such a transition for BC families by
comparing the income and costs incurred by couples
with a toddler.
Measuring the (dis)incentive represented by family
policy in each country with respect to the secondearner’s labour market attachment (table 8) yields
international rankings that differ considerably from
Bradshaw et al.’s “average” package (see table 7).
When the net hourly wage of the second earner is the
analytic focus (column 1, table 8), Alberta, BC, Japan
and Belgium rise from near the bottom in the
Bradshaw ranking to middle and above-average positions. The net hourly wage in Alberta in 2005 was
$5.89 per hour, on par with Japan, and 66 cents
higher than in BC. Married or common-law second
earners forgo roughly half of their nominal wage as a
result of taxes, child care expenses and reduced family benefits in all three jurisdictions. The real wage in
BC is below that in Japan and Alberta largely because
average earnings in the latter two jurisdictions are
higher, and average child care costs are lower. It is
worth recalling, however, that child care costs in
Alberta are reportedly lower than in BC because child
care workers earn lower wages in Alberta. Thus, the
ranking in table 8 raises important questions about
how the wage structure in each country’s child care
service sector mediates the value of the maternal
employment incentive created by its child care policy.
The United States and Ireland bring up the rear
with take-home wages in the order $1.50 per hour in
Canadian currency. Ireland’s low ranking according
to this variable is a significant drop compared to its

Table 8

International Ranking of the Dis/Incentive Represented by the Family Benefits Package for the Second
Earner to Take Paid Employment, 20041
Net hourly wage
($)2
Austria
Belgium
Finland
Alberta (2005)
Japan
United Kingdom
Netherlands
Denmark
BC (2005)
Norway
France
BC (2004)
Australia
Sweden
Germany
New Zealand
Ireland
United States

Value lost from nominal wage
($)
6.27
6.24
6.20
5.89
5.84
5.83
5.32
5.15
5.13
5.03
4.99
4.93
4.91
3.84
3.06
2.77
1.52
1.41

Finland
Austria
France
Norway
Sweden
Alberta (2005)
BC (2005)
New Zealand
BC (2004)
Australia
Belgium
Japan
United Kingdom
Denmark
Ireland
Germany
Netherlands
United States

(3.11)
(3.25)
(4.80)
(4.93)
(5.27)
(5.65)
(5.71)
(5.80)
(5.82)
(6.00)
(6.27)
(6.85)
(6.88)
(6.94)
(7.23)
(7.89)
(8.00)
(10.93)

Value lost from gross income
(%)
Finland
Austria
Alberta (2005)
France
Norway
Belgium
BC (2005)
Japan
United Kingdom
BC (2004)
Australia
Denmark
Sweden
Netherlands
New Zealand
Germany
Ireland
United States

33
34
49
49
49
50
53
54
54
54
55
57
58
60
68
72
83
89

Taxes as proportion of
couple’s earnings3 (%)
Ireland
Japan
BC (2004)
BC (2005)
United States
Alberta (2005)
Australia
New Zealand
United Kingdom
Finland
Norway
France
Austria
Netherlands
Belgium
Denmark
Germany
Sweden

15
17
19
19
19
20
21
21
25
26
27
29
31
35
36
36
37
39

ranking in table 7. Both the US and Ireland tax personal income at relatively low rates (see column 4,
table 8), so they owe their low real-wage ranking predominantly to the high cost of child care services for
preschool-age children. The average cost is exceptionally high in Nassau County in New York State,
the jurisdiction that was selected by the American
collaborator in Bradshaw et al.’s international data
collection.48 In that county, the average monthly child
care service cost is reported to be the equivalent of
C $1,279.
Figure 7 illustrates the association between the
financial inducement for a second earner to enter the
labour force in each country and actual full-time
female employment rates. The relationship is as
expected. Countries that have family benefits packages that claw back a smaller share of the second
earner’s nominal income through taxes, child care
service expenses, social security premiums and/or
reduced family benefits have higher rates of full-time
female employment, where full-time is defined as
more than 30 hours per week. Put differently, states
whose child care policy provides incentives for a parent to be a full-time, at-home caregiver contribute to
a greater proportion of mothers working less than
full-time. Thus, when policy-makers and researchers
speak about women’s “choice” to work more or less in

the formal economy, it is imperative that they remember the socio-cultural factors that shape parents’
choices in allocating time for caregiving and employment. The relatively high rate of full-time employment in the US is an exception to this generalization,
however, given the modest real wage in that country
Figure 7

Proportion of Second Earner’s Gross Income Lost
Relative to Proportion of Women Not in Full-Time
Employment, Various OECD Countries, and BC and
Alberta, 2004
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Netherlands

70
Women not in full-time employment (%)
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Source: Author’s calculations based on data compiled by the Social Policy Team’s project, “Welfare Policy and Employment in the Context of Family Change,” in the
Social Policy Research Unit, York University, United Kingdom (see http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/summs/welempfc.htm). The international figures are based on
data from the 2004 matrices, with the exception of child care service and health care costs, which are based on data from the 2001 matrices.
1 All figures are expressed in Canadian dollars, controlling for purchasing power parities for GDP.
2 Real hourly wage presumes half-average earnings for 40 hours of employment per week.
3 Before child care costs.
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among second earners. This raises concerns about
how representative Nassau county child care service
expenses are of costs across the US more generally,
since child care erodes the take-home wage more in
the US model than in any other country in Bradshaw
et al.’s data.

Mitigating poverty and labour supply

Table 9

International Ranking of the Dis/Incentive of the Family Benefits Package for Lone Mothers on Income
Assistance to Take Paid Employment, 20041
Net hourly wage ($)2
Alberta (2005)
Netherlands
BC (2005)
Australia
United States
Japan
BC (2004)
Finland
United Kingdom
Austria
Ireland
Belgium
Germany
France
Sweden
Denmark
Norway
New Zealand

6.36
5.15
5.06
4.75
4.22
3.41
2.85
2.39
1.68
1.50
1.42
0.84
0.80
0.79
0.67
0.05
0.02
(0.30)

Value lost from gross income ($)
Alberta (2005)
BC (2005)
Australia
Finland
Ireland
BC (2004)
Austria
United States
Netherlands
Sweden
New Zealand
France
Japan
Norway
Germany
United Kingdom
Belgium
Denmark

(5.18)
(5.78)
(6.17)
(6.92)
(7.33)
(7.89)
(8.02)
(8.12)
(8.17)
(8.43)
(8.87)
(9.00)
(9.28)
(9.94)
(10.15)
(11.03)
(11.68)
(12.05)

Replacement rate (%)3
New Zealand
Norway
Denmark
Austria
Sweden
Belgium
France
Germany
Ireland
United Kingdom
Finland
Japan
Australia
BC (2004)
Netherlands
BC (2005)
Alberta (2005)
United States

108
100
99
86
86
82
82
80
78
77
64
52
52
44
43
32
18
18

Source: Author’s calculations based on data compiled by the Social Policy Team’s project, “Welfare Policy and Employment in the Context of Family Change,” in the
Social Policy Research Unit, York University, United Kingdom (see http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/summs/welempfc.htm). The international figures are based on
data from the 2004 matrices, with the exception of child care service costs, which are based on data from the 2001 matrices.
1 All figures are expressed in Canadian dollars, controlling for purchasing power parities for GDP.
2 Real hourly wage presumes half-average earnings for 40 hours of employment per week.
3 Proportion of net employment income renumerated at half-average earnings that is replaced by income assistance.
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In addition to permitting analysis of the net wages
available to second earners, the international data
collected by Bradshaw also facilitates examination of
the employment inducements available to lone parents on income assistance, the vast majority of whom
are women. In this case, the key issue is the difference between the disposable income enjoyed by lone
parents on and those off income assistance after welfare benefits, child care expenses, additional taxes,
social security premiums and reductions in incomecontingent family benefits are subtracted from the
extra earnings yielded by increased parental employment that is rewarded at half-average earnings. In
tables 1 and 2 above, readers can see in detail the
impact of such a transition for Alberta families by
comparing the income and costs incurred by lone
parents with a toddler.
The ranking of cumulative employment incentives
for lone mothers on income assistance differs signifi-

cantly from the ranking of real wages for married
mothers. (Compare column 1 in tables 8 and 9). Alberta
and BC in 2005 are ranked first and third respectively,
sandwiching the Netherlands. All three offer real wages
over $5 per hour to lone mothers leaving welfare for
half-average earnings. The higher reward to employment in Alberta reflects in part the higher average
earnings compared with BC. Were the shift from
income assistance to minimum wage the point of focus,
the real wage in BC would be above that in Alberta,
because BC’s minimum wage is higher by $1 per hour.
The primary reason for high net wages in BC and
Alberta is the stinginess of income assistance policy.
Recall from table 1 that the combination of incomerelated child benefits, welfare, and GST credits leave
lone parents caring for a toddler in Alberta with $237
monthly in disposable income (after subtracting
housing costs) with which to purchase food, transportation, etc. The comparable figure for BC is $414.49
Table 10 places the generosity of welfare in these
two provinces into international context. It shows
that they rank at the bottom with the United States in
terms of the disposable income they make available
to mothers (with toddlers) on income assistance. The
income level in BC in 2005 is just one-quarter that of
lone mothers in Norway, while the income level in
Alberta is only 15 percent of the Norwegian value.

Table 10

International Ranking of the Monthly Disposable
Income, after Housing, for Lone-Parent Families on
Welfare with a Toddler, 2004 (dollars)
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Monthly disposable income1
Norway
Austria
Denmark
United Kingdom
Australia
Ireland
Finland
Sweden
New Zealand
Netherlands
Belgium
Japan
France
Germany
BC (2005)
BC (2004)
Alberta (2005)
United States

1,578.15
1,551.72
1,278.26
963.06
878.19
865.64
748.65
697.55
683.76
681.94
669.24
641.03
620.41
543.11
414.08
386.32
237.24
155.91

Source: Author’s calculations based on data compiled by the Social Policy
Team’s project, “Welfare Policy and Employment in the Context of Family
Change,” in the Social Policy Research Unit, York University, United Kingdom
(see http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/summs/welempfc.htm). The international figures are based on data from the 2004 matrices, with the exception
of child care service costs, which are based on data from the 2001 matrices.
1 All figures are expressed in Canadian dollars, controlling for purchasing
power parities for GDP.

child care subsidies and thereby enabled lone parents
leaving income assistance to keep more of their
nominal wage.
The replacement rates in North America are notably
below the other states in the liberal regime cluster as
defined by Esping-Andersen (1990), including Australia,
the UK, Ireland and especially New Zealand. The welfare
paid by the latter is more generous than net in-paidwork income earned by someone making half-average
earnings. Financially speaking, then, some may conclude that New Zealand lone mothers may be better off
not working for pay if their earnings potential plateaus
around half-average income. The same observation is
true for lone mothers in Norway and Denmark.
In the North American “make work pay” context,
the presumption and fear is that such high replacement
levels will generate welfare and poverty traps by
undermining parental employment incentives. Figure 8
shows, however, that the evidence for this presumption
is weak at best. Despite their high replacement rates,
Norway and Denmark actually have greater rates of
employment among lone mothers than do Canada and
the US. More generally, lone-mother labour force participation rates rise as replacement rates increase. The
correlation raises serious questions about welfare to
work schemes in the US, Alberta and BC, which strive
to make reliance on public support sufficiently unbearable that any job, even a dirty, dead-end job appears
more attractive than welfare. Longitudinal, semistructured, qualitative interviews with lone mothers receivFigure 8

Replacement Rate Relative to Proportion of Lone
Mothers in Employment, Various OECD Countries
and BC and Alberta
90
Japan
Austria

80
Lone mothers in employment (%)

The move from welfare to paid work thus results in a
substantial gain for lone mothers in these provinces,
because the welfare system permits them to live on
incomes well below the poverty line as part of a
North American strategy to “make work pay.” This
strategy results in a substantially lower net wage in
Nassau County, New York, than in BC and Alberta,
primarily because the average cost of regulated child
care for a toddler is $275 more in the American state.
The fervour with which the “make work pay”
strategy is implemented in Canada and the US can
be seen in column 3 of table 9, which reports the
replacement rate for each country. The replacement
rate signals the proportion of net employment
income (remunerated at half-average earnings) that
would be “replaced” by income assistance if the parent(s) were out of the labour market. Again, the
Canadian provinces and the US stand out for their
miserliness by replacing less than one-third of net
employment income, with Alberta and New York
State not replacing even one-fifth. It is worth noting
that the replacement rate in BC dropped by 11 percentage points between 2004 and 2005, even though
the disposable income available to a lone parent on
welfare increased by $28 per month over this period,
because the province also increased the value of
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Figure 9

Replacement Rate Relative to Child Poverty, Various
OECD Countries and BC and Alberta
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The stinginess of income assistance in Alberta and
BC may surprise readers, who will recall from figure 1
that lone parents on welfare receive an additional $227
and $310, respectively, in disposable income a month
compared to couples without children. But married or
common-law individuals on welfare without children
have negligible disposable income. Their housing costs
exceed the shelter allowance portion of income assistance and thus absorb substantial amounts of their support payment intended for food and other related
necessities.50 According to the model family methodology, the situation is still worse for childless single adults
who are actually short $379 a month in Alberta, and
$217 in BC, before they pay for food or other expenses.
Thus, while there is strong reason to lament that
Parliament’s focus on eliminating child poverty by the
year 2000 proved remarkably unsuccessful, anti-poverty
advocates may also wish to consider the implications of
their focus on deprivation early in the life course for citizens suffering poverty later in the life course.

Policy Implications
lberta and British Columbia both have benefits packages for families with children that
are modest in value by international standards, when measured according to the Bradshaw et
al.’s version of the “average” package. These
provinces’ average package values in 2005 put them
12th and 13th, respectively, relative to the other countries explored in this paper; only four countries have
lower package values. Public policy to assist families
with children is therefore less of a priority in these
provinces than it is in many other countries, including some in the liberal regime cluster. People in other
provinces should not presume their rankings would
be considerably higher, since only Quebec, with its
$7-per-day child care system and its new parental
leave benefits program, has a policy approach that
deviates significantly from those in BC and Alberta.
As Canadians outside of Quebec ponder how to
respond to the low ranking of the benefits packages
for families with children in BC and Alberta, this
study provides evidence about where to invest from
the perspectives of horizontal equity, parental time to
care for children personally, labour supply, gender
equality, income security and, to a lesser degree,
human capital development. It suggests that both
provinces can catch up with other countries (as well
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ing income assistance in BC reveal that this strategy
leaves many mothers with little time to upgrade their
skills and pursue employment opportunities because
they are struggling full time to piece together food and
other material resources for their family from a patchwork of uncoordinated systems like foodbanks, school
breakfast programs, charities, and neighbourhood centres, with no affordable access to transportation
(Pulkingham, Fuller, and Kershaw 2006).
The fact that the US, BC, Alberta, and Japan report
lone-mother labour force participation levels that are
on a par with several countries that have more generous replacement rates (in the range of 70 to 80 percent) may lead some to conclude that the less
generous, more financially coercive approach in these
outliers is economically efficient because they spend
less to achieve comparable employment outcomes.
Figure 9 warns against any such conclusion, however, by showing that replacement rates are inversely
proportional to child poverty levels. Esping-Andersen
(2002) provides evidence that the cost of redressing the
legacy of poverty in the early years is greater than the
cost of preventing it before it occurs. Nor is prevention
of child poverty out of reach for affluent democracies.
The social democratic cluster has all but achieved this
outcome: Sweden, Norway, Finland and Denmark have
reduced child poverty rates below 5 percent. By contrast, BC stands out among its international counterparts for having the highest child poverty rates,
reported to be 23 percent in 2003, 7 percentage points
more than in Alberta (Campaign 2000 2005).

as with Quebec) by prioritizing substantial public
investment in child care services. Moreover, enhancing welfare rates and redesigning parental leave benefits would defend against the risk that family policy is
overtaken entirely by employment considerations.
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Horizontal equity
The case for prioritizing investment in child care
services is informed by a number of social objectives.
First, from the perspective of horitzontal equity, the
benefits package value varies widely for the different
family models. Most notably, one-earner couples with
a toddler enjoy a monthly benefit of at least $78 or
more in both provinces, compared to childless couples with the same income. In BC, by contrast, twoearner couples that rely on regulated child care
services struggle with a monthly deficit in disposable
income of nearly $500 compared to childless couples
with the same income. In Alberta (where child care
fees and wages are lower), the deficit is over $350.
Given this discrepancy, it is clear that public funding
for child care services represents the major missing
piece of the family benefit puzzle, since families at
earnings levels that are well below average that supplement their personal care with formal services are
subject to significant horizontal inequities.
Although the introduction of the UCCB in 2006
will go a long way toward improving the rankings of
the two provinces’ benefits packages for one-earner
couples, it does not complete this family benefit puzzle. In BC, this $100-per-month taxable benefit will
raise the package for families, in which a single earner makes average employment income, by $66 a
month; and in Alberta, it will raise the same package
by $62 per month. These increases will propel the
benefits package available for one-earner families at
this average income level in BC and Alberta into 4th
and 6th positions, respectively, with BC ranking
between the UK and the US (see table 6).
The impact of the UCCB on other family models is
less clear, because it is not a genuine addition to the
family benefits package. Instead, it is a more generous replacement of the previous government’s enrichment of funding for regulated services. But swapping
investment in services for a universal family
allowance is not a neutral policy decision, despite the
rhetoric of “choice in child care” with which the federal government is currently marketing its benefit.
While one-earner couples stand to gain, families that
rely on child care services will only gain equally if
fees are not influenced by the policy decision.

But fees are likely to be influenced. So far, BC is
the first province to announce publicly that it is
changing its spending patterns in light of the federal
policy decisions. As a result of the elimination of the
Liberal government’s bilateral agreements to inject
money directly in child care services, BC cut its operating funding for child care services at a level that
will raise service fees by at least $40 per month for
three-to-five-year-olds care, and even more for
infant/toddler care, in recognition that federal UCCB
investments will offset these cuts (BC Ministry of
Children and Family Development 2007). This provincial reduction comes on top of the likelihood, based
on anecdotal evidence, that many child care service
providers have already responded to the UCCB with
fee increases, although data is necessary to confirm
this observation. Regardless, the BC case provides
solid reason to believe that the net gain of the UCCB
for families that rely on child care services will generally be lower than it is for families that do not use
such services, because service providers will adjust
their fees to the new policy.

Gender equality and labour supply
In addition to promoting horizontal equity, increased
public investment directly in child care services is necessary to achieve gender equality and labour supply
objectives. Fifty-four percent of BC women and 47 percent of Alberta women of employment age still do not
work in the paid labour market for 30 or more hours
per week (see figure 7), despite historically low levels of
unemployment. The BC percentage is seven to ten
points higher than in Sweden, Finland, Denmark and
the US. Since concerns about labour supply shortages
already are prominent in the news, the provincial and
federal governments must recognize that reformation
of the family benefits package is a key part of any
solution to this problem.
Progress on this front can be made in both provinces
by reducing further the share of gross income that a
second earner forgoes when substituting domestic work
for additional employment time. The two Canadian
jurisdictions already collect low taxes from such families by international standards (see column 4 in table
8). Therefore, it would be more appropriate to raise the
net wage of the second earner by tackling the issue
with which Alberta and BC rank poorly in the international arena: the high cost of employment enabling
conditions like child care services.
Unfortunately, additional cash for parents to pay for
either familial or nonfamilial child care delivered by
30

31

relatively generous tax deduction for child care
expenses, signals that developing a publicly funded
system of child care services is a critical area for
investment. Spaces in the regulated sector remain few
and far between, in large part because the market
does not recognize and respond to the social demand,
since quality service provision is not very profitable
at a fee that even affluent families can afford. A universal system of fee reductions on par with that
implemented in Quebec would remedy this market
failure and would in turn increase by $2.30 the net
hourly wage made by a second parent earning halfaverage employment income in BC. Take-home pay
on the nominal wage of $10.84 per hour would thus
rise from $5.13 to $7.43. In Alberta, a similar
situation would prevail. This would launch the
two provinces into the front of the international pack
in terms of net wages retained by a second earner
making half-average employment income, and it
would bring about the corresponding increases in
maternal labour supply.
A recent study about the impact of the Quebec
child care system by Michael Baker, Jonathan Gruber
and Kevin Milligan (2006), is instructive on this point.
They report that maternal labour supply has increased
by 21 percent in that province since the program’s
inception — more than double the rate of growth in
the rest of Canada over the same period. Moreover,
most of the increase in maternal labour in Quebec is
in full-time positions. Given this shift in labour supply, Baker and colleagues estimate that 40 percent of
the cost of the child care system is recouped each year
just with the added income taxes that mothers in the
province pay. Moreover, as affordable child care services shield more mothers’ earnings potential from
extended periods of withdrawal from the labour force,
the net gain to government coffers will rise as maternal income taxes over time reflect less human capital
depreciation, fewer forgone wage and career advancement opportunities, and larger pension entitlements.
Before considering a flat fee as in Quebec, however,
it should be evaluated critically if it is not accompanied by further subsidies for low-income working parents. The targeted child care subsidy systems in BC and
Alberta cover a greater share of child care fees for
lower income parents than does the $7-per-day program in Quebec. In fact, the BC system provides a lone
parent, who makes half-average employment earnings,
with as much as $152 per month more disposable
income than s/he would have were the Quebec fee
schedule adopted (see figure 2). This finding invites

Measuring Up: Family Benefits in British Columbia and Alberta in International Perspective, by Paul Kershaw

the UCCB will not effectively promote mothers’
labour market attachment (nor, if gender equality is a
concern, will it bolster men’s attachment to unpaid
care responsibilities). Since families will receive the
universal benefit regardless of labour force patterns,
women’s after-tax earnings must still surpass the cost
of care arrangements, the loss of the federal and
provincial spousal tax credits, and lost domestic productivity before some couples will think it financially
worthwhile for the mother to pursue paid employment. By the same token, extra cash of $60 to $80
per month falls well short of the average annual cost
of regulated preschool care in both BC and Alberta,
increasing the risk that couples will decide that it is
not worth having two earners. As a result, the “choice
in child care” that the Conservative government
hopes its new benefit will provide is more likely to
shift the balance of incentives further toward supporting one parent (typically the mother) in dual-parent families to withdraw from the labour force by
adding an additional $900 per year to ease this transition. With such decisions, the gender division of
care is increased rather than challenged.
Put bluntly, the “choice in child care” discourse in
Canada obscures the extent to which individual
choices are socially embedded (Kershaw 2004).
Without denying that human behaviour is rational or
purposive, men and women turn to established routines or familiar patterns of behaviour to attain their
purposes. As part of this process, the legacy of the
gender division of labour provides moral and cognitive templates for interpretation and action, along
with financial (dis)incentives that encourage or discourage the fulfillment of socially and culturally prescribed roles. In keeping with this observation, we
saw above that the countries which have gone furthest in their policy to reduce the financial incentives
for one partner in a couple, typically the mother, to
do the care giving, are generally the same countries
in which a larger portion of women are in the labour
market full time. The rankings show that BC still has
room to minimize the loss of gross income incurred
by second earners if it wishes to improve its standing
on this front, both compared to Alberta and to several countries. The Alberta advantage in this case
should be interpreted cautiously, however, because it
rests largely with the lower wages that are paid to
child care service providers in that province.
The ongoing paucity of regulated child care spaces
in both provinces (enough only for 12-13 percent of
children under age 13), despite the availability of a

questions about the value of a fee schedule that is
fixed for all citizens, rather than sliding according to
income. In many Scandinavian countries, for instance,
while high-income parents pay no more than 30 percent of the actual cost of care, lower-income families
enjoy still larger fee rebates.
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Child development
Although economic and gender equality considerations
suggest that investment in child care should be geared
toward increasing the female labour supply, the investment must also be made with due attention to promoting healthy child development. While this objective did
not receive the level of attention it deserves in the current study due to a dearth of data, it remains critical,
as the early years open a window through which child
care practices can augment human capital over the life
course. Research shows that adequate caregiver training is essential for delivering high-quality, developmentally stimulating programs, and that wages that
recognize training levels and responsibility are necessary to keep well-trained caregivers in the field
(Goelman et al. 2006). Since introducing its universal
program, Quebec also increased the remuneration of
child care providers by about 40 percent. The provincial governments in BC and Alberta would be well
advised to follow this lead, particularly Alberta, where
low child care provider wages (as reflected in lower
fees) subsidize the family benefits package in that
province by around $100 a month compared to the
wages paid to child care providers in BC.
Interest in healthy child development also motivates concerns about intergenerational inequity that
must be considered when examining child care policy. For instance, Canada is part of a long list of affluent welfare states that Jonathan Bradshaw and Emese
Mayhew (2003) warn are financing their ballooning
elderly populations at the expense of their children.
Per capita spending in Canada on cash benefits and
services for families with children is less than onetenth of per capita spending on benefits and services
for seniors. When health care spending is added to
the equation, the intergenerational disparity grows.
Although government expenditures on public education narrow the gap for families with school-age children, there is no such narrowing effect for those with
preschool-age children.
This characteristic of public policy in Canada is
cause for concern from a child development perspective. The human brain is sensitive to the kind of
environmental stimulation that can optimize develop-

ment, particularly during the early years, and this
sensitivity diminishes markedly as children mature
between the ages of three and seven (Keating and
Hertzman 1999). But investment in health and wellbeing occurs disproportionately in the final years of
the life course. The disjuncture between investment
and developmental opportunity worries human capital scholars, who warn that future prosperity in
nations with aging populations will depend in large
part on the extent to which societies hone the developmental conditions in the early years and maximize
later skill acquisition, thus avoiding the traps that
shackle young citizens in poverty for extensive periods (Heckman and Lochner 2000; Esping-Andersen
and Sarasa 2002).

Time to care personally for children and the
gendered division of care
While this analysis of the family benefits package in
BC and Alberta relative to many other affluent countries underscores the degree to which Canadians in
these provinces suffer with internationally low levels
of public investment in child care services, it is also
important to avoid letting family policy be co-opted
entirely by employment and human capital objectives. A social vision too engrossed with the work
ethic represents an impoverished, unattractive ideal
that neglects the diversity of goals that life has to
offer, including family and other meaningful relationships that emerge principally outside of market
contexts. Family and other private time is often an
important source of belonging, social support, and
satisfaction, as well as a legitimate aspiration
(Kershaw 2005). Yet Canadians outside Quebec, particularly in British Columbia, report high rates of
work-life conflict at the expense of time with family
(Duxbury and Higgins 2003).
For the poorest in these two provinces, assumptions about the private time they have available to
care personally are implicated in welfare rates. BC,
and even more Alberta, along with the US, settle for
income support systems that offer exceptionally low
replacement rates to families on welfare, on the
assumption that miserly benefits will push lone parents, the majority of whom are mothers, into paid
employment. Despite this “tough love” approach,
none of the North American jurisdictions considered
in this study can boast employment rates for lone
mothers that are notably higher than those in many
other OECD countries. Given the lack of evidence that
higher replacement rates correlate with lower
32
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children’s lives will be an important policy measure
on the path toward refashioning male time use in this
country. A leave system that remunerates at 80 percent rather than at 55 percent of previous earnings,
up to a maximum annual salary of $60,000 instead
of $39,000, would represent significant progress on
this front. It would reduce the structural barrier to
male participation in parental leave, because the minimum 45 percent reduction in monthly income that is
currently imposed means that couples maximize their
household income upon the birth of a child when the
lower earner withdraws from the labour market; and
given the gender earnings gap, the lower earner is
still typically the mother. The parental leave insurance system introduced by Quebec in 2006 has
moved the province in this direction, even in the
absence of federal policy change.

Conclusion
While Quebec is surging forward in Canada by
enriching its family benefits package with investments in employment enabling services, early development programs and parental time to care,
government leaders in the rest of the country are
content to accept our status as international laggards
when it comes to the benefits package we make
available to families with young children. Such leaders often resort to the politically convenient excuse
that it is too expensive to change our family policy
path. Yet there is almost no policy option a political
jurisdiction cannot afford. There are only options that
are not priorities.
As political leaders and citizens in Canada outside
Quebec ponder our priorities, it is worth recalling
what was stated at the beginning of this study:
Canadian provinces do not stand out internationally
for being behind other countries in terms of health
care spending (OECD 2006d) or education expenditures for school-age children (OECD 2006c, 170). Our
national tax-GDP ratio is below the OECD average
(OECD 2005), while our debt-GDP ratio is the best in
the G7 (Finance Canada 2006c). The fiscal situation is
more promising still in the two western provinces
focused on in this study. Not only does Alberta have
no net debt, it reported a $26 billion cumulative surplus in 2005 (Finance Canada 2006a). Although BC
shoulders a net debt that equals 15.2 percent of its
GDP,52 this provincial ratio is even further ahead of
G7 countries than is Canada’s.
Despite their favourable economic circumstances,
the federal and provincial programs in BC and Alberta
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employment rates for single mothers, both provincial
governments would be well advised to reconsider the
stinginess of their income assistance benefits. This
policy change will be necessary to reduce the provincial poverty rates for families with children, which
are high by international standards, particularly in
BC, whose poverty rate is higher than that of any
other jurisdiction considered in this study. The British
Columbia government is posed to partly redress this
issue in its 2007 budget announcement that it will
raise shelter allowances by $50 for all recipients and
increase support allowances by $50 for single adults
and lone parents. These increases, however, will not
be sufficient to change the province’s international
ranking in terms of the disposable income it makes
available to lone parents on welfare (see table 10).51
For the broader population, comparative welfare
scholars can assist policy makers in redressing timepoverty woes by developing international measures
with which to rate and rank jurisdictions according to
the support they provide for private time and fulfilment of care responsibilities or preferences, including
the degree to which full-time employment norms permit citizens to synchronize their personal care with
success in the paid labour market. Reforming child
care policy in ways that target male time-use patterns
will be especially important, since men remain relatively inclined to forgo unpaid time for more labour
force participation. One implication is that men continue to free-ride on female care, while women suffer
the reduced economic security that results from lower
wages, diminished earnings, occupational segregation,
and reduced pension entitlements. A second implication is that men are marginalized from a key sphere of
affectivity and source of fulfilment (Kershaw 2005). A
third is that child development may be compromised
by current patterns in the gender division of care,
since population-level data in BC reveal that children’s
vulnerability is less in neighbourhoods where more
men participate in child care (Kershaw et al. 2005).
International time-use data indicate that no child
care policy architecture in any of the countries considered in this study is yet up to the task of bridging
the gender gap in work time allocation between caring and earning. Instead, the 28 percentage point gap
that divides maternal from paternal time allocation to
child care and other unpaid work in Finland is one of
the best examples that other OECD countries currently have to live up to (Finch 2006).
Restructuring the federal parental leave system to
“make care pay” for men in the early months of their
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rank poorly by international standards in terms of
their combined investment in human capital development in the early years and the programs necessary for
citizens to balance earning and caring for their young
children. The creation of a universally accessible system of quality child care services could launch both
provinces out of this bottom-dwelling position in a
way that fulfills household needs across the socioeconomic gradient, promotes labour supply, challenges
gender inequality, and mitigates the employment barriers confronted by families with weak earnings potential. The net cost of such a system in BC would be $1.2
billion annually, well within the $2.15 billion surplus
that the province projects for the 2006/07 fiscal year
(Human Early Leanring Partnership 2007). The net cost
in Alberta would be lower still, given the province’s
smaller population, while the Alberta government
forecasts a provincial surplus of $4.1 billion in 06/07.
When the federal surplus of $8 billion in 2005/06
(Finance Canada 2006) is added to the equation,
debate about the affordability of the reforms proposed
in this study becomes moot.
Whenever transforming nascent services into a
genuine system of social programs emerges as an
issue in Canada, discord among senior levels of government distracts citizens with disputes about jurisdictional responsibility or confuses them with talk of
public investment patterns that are very difficult to
fathom within a context of intergovernmental transfers that are regularly counted twice, by federal and
provincial coffers alike (Kershaw 2006). One virtue of
the analysis in this study is that it shines light directly
on the interaction of federal and provincial contributions to the benefits package for families with young
children. Modest changes to the value in the benefits
package over time often reflect how senior levels of
government work at cross-purposes: one investing as
the other cuts (see figures 3 and 4). This sort of crossjurisdictional nullification of policy reform raises serious questions about the potential for governments to
collaborate in implementing a coherent public policy
for families with children (as had been the hope when
the National Children’s Agenda was launched at the
end of the 1990s). The recent replacement of bilateral
agreements, in which provinces committed to invest
in regulated child care services in favour of the UCCB,
does not augur well for this potential.
As Canadians navigate the turbid waters of intergovernmentalism, residents of BC and Alberta can
have confidence in the north star represented by
budget forecasts and strong debt/GDP levels, which

make clear the financial reality in both provinces:
neither province needs to wait for federal funding to
remedy their status as international laggards when it
comes to child care policy. Thus, although Canadian
provinces have legitimate reason to challenge Ottawa
about the fiscal balance between senior levels of government (Kershaw 2006; Courchene 2002), citizens of
affluent provinces like Alberta and BC have no reason to delay the demand that provincial governments
reform their bottom-dwelling family benefits packages until after the fiscal balance debate is resolved.

34

Notes
1
2

3

4

5

7

8

9

10

11

12
13

14

15

35

Measuring Up: Family Benefits in British Columbia and Alberta in International Perspective, by Paul Kershaw

6

Author’s calculations based on information in Friendly
and Beach (2004).
This observation calls into question theories about the
propensity for interprovincial competition to promote
races toward either the top or the bottom of public
investment in policy innovation.
International per capita expenditures by government
on health care available at http://www.ecosante.fr//
index2.php?base=OCDE&langs=ENG&langh=ENG&ref=
YES&sessionid=7a32df20c07cc1b9156726fab822b004
I opt for the phrase “benefits package for families with
young children” over Bradshaw et al.’s label “child
benefits package,” because in the Canadian context
their phrase risks reinforcing the tendency in the literature to disconnect the needs of children from the
needs of the adults who care for them.
See the Web site of the Social Policy Team at the
Social Policy Research Unit, at http://www.york.ac.uk/
inst/spru/research/summs/welempfc.htm The author
can supply, on request, more technical details to readers who wish to learn more about the value of each
policy measure for various family models in Canada.
Information about the Canada child tax benefit is
available from http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/benefits/cctb/
menu-e.html
Information about the national child benefit supplement is available from http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/
benefits/cctb/faq_payments-e.html#q9
Information about federal maternity and parental leave
benefits is available from http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/
asp/gateway.asp?hr=/en/ei/types/special.shtml&
Access to supplementary employer-sponsored leave
benefits is rare in Canada. Just one in five mothers on
leave in 2001 reported leave remuneration above what
is provided through EI (Marshall 2003, 6).
Information about the family supplement in employment insurance is available from
http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/ei/service/
family_supplement.shtml
Information about the spouse or common-law partner
credit and eligible dependent credit is available from
http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/E/pub/tg/5000-g/
5000-g-13-05e.html#P1099_143345
Information about the CCED is available from
http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/E/pbg/tf/t778/t778-05e.pdf
Information about the BC family bonus and BC
earned-income credit is available from
http://www.rev.gov.bc.ca/itb/fam/fam.htm
The value of a number of other tax credits are calculated based on family size. These include the federal goods and service tax credit and provincial
sales tax credit. The benefits package calculations
below factor such tax provisions into the family
models.
Information about the Alberta family employment tax
credit is available from http://www.finance.gov.ab.ca/
business/tax_rebates/alberta_family_employment_
taxcredit.html

16 Information about the BC spousal and eligible dependent credits is available from http://www.rev.gov.bc.ca/
itb/itapit/2007-nonrefund.htm.
17 Information about the Alberta spouse and eligible
dependent tax credits is available from
(http://www.finance.gov.ab.ca/publications/budget/
budget2006/fiscal.pdf). See page 14 of the 2006-2009
Fiscal Plan document.
18 Author’s calculations based on reports from the BC
Ministry of Children and Family Development at
(http://www.mcf.gov.bc.ca/early_childhood/
publications.htm), and the federal Department of
Human Resources and Social Development at
http://www.fin.gc.ca/FEDPROV/ ecde.html
19 Author’s calculations based on unpublished child care
operating fund data from the BC Ministry of Children
and Family Development.
20 Information about the British Columbia child care subsidy is available from http://www.mcf.gov.bc.ca/
childcare/subsidy_promo.htm
21 Information about the federal child care transfers to
provinces and territories can be found at
http://www.fin.gc.ca/FEDPROV/ecde.html
22 The province does not collect fee data for before- and
after-school care.
23 Author’s calculations based on unpublished child care
operating fund data collected by the BC Ministry of
Children and Family Development.
24 Information about the Alberta child care subsidy program is available from http://www.child.gov.ab.ca/
whatwedo/childcaresubsidy/page.cfm?pg=index
25 Information about BC medical service premiums is
available from http://www.healthservices.gov.bc.ca/
msp/infoben/premium.html#assistance
26 Information about BC Pharmacare is available from
http://www.healthservices.gov.bc.ca/pharme/
27 Information about the Alberta adult and child health
benefits is available from http://www.hre.gov.ab.ca/
cps/rde/xchg/hre/hs.xsl/2073.html
28 Information about reasonable prescription drug costing
assumptions is derived from key informant interviews.
29 Information about Healthy Kids (dental and eye care
coverage) is available from http://www.mhr.gov.bc.ca/
programs/other.htm#hk
30 Information about BC employment and assistance rates
is available from http://www.eia.gov.bc.ca/mhr/ia.htm
31 Information about Alberta Works can be found at
http://www.hre.gov.ab.ca/cps/rde/xchg/hre/
hs.xsl/3171.html
32 For a detailed description of Bradshaw’s family model
method, including discussion of limitations, see
Bradshaw and Finch (2002).
33 While the value of the benefits package for a second
and third child is not identical to that available for the
first, the variation is relatively small.
34 Annual average income data is drawn from the
Statistics Canada series, Income Trends in Canada. The
latest data at the time of research was for the 2003 calendar year. Income assistance data for BC is available at
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(http://www.mhr.gov.bc.ca/mhr/ia.htm). The comparable
Alberta policy information is available from the Alberta
Ministry of Human Resources and Employment at
http://www.hre.gov.ab.ca/hre/is/reg/Display.asp?
EntityCode=HLEVEL_1&EntityKey=9000039
The selection of family models with children ages just
under three years, and seven years, is deliberate to
avoid the challenges involved in comparing child care
policy in countries that vary in terms of the age at
which children start full-day programs in the formal
school system. No formal school system in any country in this study includes children under age three,
while all countries in the study have formal fullschool-day systems that integrate seven-year-old children. For children in-between these age ranges, it
would be appropriate to consider the formal education
system as a key component of the family benefits
package in jurisdictions that provide half- and full-day
kindergarten, etc., for four-, five- and six-year-olds.
When costs are not identified specifically in the body of
the text, the author can provide more detailed information on request. RRSP deductions are attributed to each
earner in a model family based on average annual
deductions reported for taxpayers with comparable
incomes in the same province by the Canada Revenue
Agency in its yearly publication, Income Statistics, available at (http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/
formspubs/pubs/t4113int-e.html). The assumptions in
2005 models are based on 2002 tax data. Assumptions in
2004 models are based on the 2001 tax data, while those
made for the 2001 models draw on tax data from 2000.
EI premiums can be found at (http://www.fin.gc.ca/
news04/04-074e.html). CPP rates can be found at
(http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/asp/gateway.asp?hr=en/isp/
cpp/contribrates.shtml&hs=cpr). These premiums do not
vary by province. The most common type of regulated
child care for toddlers and seven-year-olds in BC and
Alberta is centre-based care. Data about the average cost
of this care in BC for different age groups is drawn from
the child care operating fund database compiled annually by the BC Ministry of Children and Family
Development. This database makes available current data
about average caregivers’ wages. Assumptions about the
cost of child care in Alberta, along with local caregiver
wages, are based on information from Friendly and
Beach (2004). They do not report average fees for beforeand after-school care. Therefore, the average cost of this
service in BC is also attributed to the Alberta model.
I selected the family models highlighted in tables 1
through 4 in order to facilitate the discussion later in
the article of the net wage earned by parents who shift
from full-time domestic work into paid employment at
half-average earnings.
See Bradshaw and Finch (2002) for an extensive discussion of the difficulties in modelling shelter expenses,
along with a justification for the decision to attribute to all
families a housing cost of 20 percent of average earnings.
By contrast, families in which one breadwinner makes
half-average earnings in BC pay $13 in monthly
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provincial income taxes before child care expense
deductions.
It is worth noting that comparable programs in BC are
not as generous, resulting in families with one child in
which one earner makes half-average BC earnings
paying between $27 and $75 per month for these medical goods and services.
Note that average earnings are lower in BC than
Alberta by about $242 a month. Given that Bradshaw
et al.’s methodology presumes that housing costs equal
20 percent of average earnings, the BC model families
assume lower housing costs than do the Alberta model
families. This assumption is problematic empirically,
given that housing costs in Vancouver, BC, are the
highest in the country.
Information about the Universal Child Care Benefit is
available at http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/benefits/uccb/
menu-e.html
The columns reporting one earner with the half-average-plus-average and average-plus-average earning
levels presume that one parent makes an income equal
to this combined monetary value, while the other parent remains out of the paid labour force to provide
child care directly.
For example, compare the benefits package values in
column 3 of table 6 for BC, Alberta and the United
States.
The incentives of the federal leave system in BC are
comparable with the incentives in Alberta. An Alberta
couple forgoes $598.38 a month in income when the
lower earner takes all of the leave; $1,513.88 when the
higher earner takes the leave; and $973.43 when the
two earners split the leave.
Information about the Quebec parental insurance system is available at http://www.rqap.gouv.qc.ca/
Index_en.asp
One caveat is that Bradshaw’s 2004 matrices do not
include child care service expenses or health care costs
for two-parent families. It is therefore necessary to
draw on his 2002 matrices for this information in each
country, as well as the tax treatment of these costs.
The 2002 figures are converted into 2004 purchasing
power parities in the analysis that follows.
The US family matrices that focus on the intersection
of federal, state and county policy in Nassau County,
New York are available at (http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/
spru/research/nordic/usax.xls). Nassau County child
care costs are found in the US matrix at
http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/summs/
childben22.htm
Fifty dollars of the difference in disposable income
between the Canadian provinces reflects a measurement issue regarding assumptions about the cost of
housing, which are calculated as a percentage of average individual earnings. It is presumed that since earnings are higher in Alberta than BC, housing costs are
also, by about $50 per month. Again, this presumption, which is consistent with Bradshaw’s methodology, is misleading, since the cost of housing is
36

especially high in the densely populated lower mainland of BC compared to the rest of the country.
50 See table 1 for the income and costs incurred by lone
parents and childless couples on income assistance in
Alberta.
51 BC Ministry of Finance (2007).
52 Author’s calculations based on data from Finance
Canada (2006b) and BC Stats (no date).
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epuis dix ans, les services de garde sont devenus un
enjeu politique central au Canada. Le débat oppose
généralement les adeptes d’un soutien financier aux
parents qui prennent soin de leurs enfants à temps plein et
les partisans du financement de services de garde pour s’occuper des enfants pendant que les parents travaillent.
Dans cette étude, Paul Kershaw dépasse cette polarisation et analyse « l’ensemble des prestations familiales », soit
toute la gamme des aides fédérales et provinciales destinées
aux familles (déductions fiscales, indemnités en espèces,
exemptions, subventions et services). Cette approche globale lui permet de traiter les questions soulevées par ceux qui
jugent que les services de garde ne devraient pas être le seul
objectif d’une politique familiale, tout en reconnaissant
l’indigence de ces services au Canada par rapport aux
normes internationales. Il examine la situation en Alberta et
en Colombie-Britannique.
Son étude repose sur la méthodologie des « modèles
familiaux » élaborée par l’OCDE et adaptée par le chercheur
britannique Jonathan Bradshaw en vue d’analyser l’incidence nette de l’aide publique aux familles. L’auteur définit
plusieurs modèles familiaux, selon que les familles comptent
un ou deux parents, un ou deux revenus et utilisent ou non
des services de garde, ainsi que selon l’âge de l’enfant et le
niveau de revenu. Il calcule ensuite la valeur des prestations
familiales pour chacun. Cette valeur est définie comme le
revenu familial disponible après que le revenu d’emploi et
toutes les mesures pour la famille aient été comptés et après
que des dépenses comme l’impôt sur le revenu, les cotisations sociales, le coût du logement, les frais en soins de
santé et dentaires, l’assurance-médicaments et les frais de
garde s’il y a lieu, aient été soustraites. Pour chaque modèle,
le point de référence est la famille sans enfants jouissant du
même niveau de revenu. Cette méthodologie est particulièrement utile pour étudier la question de l’équité horizontale
(entre les familles disposant d’un revenu semblable), mais
Kershaw examine également quatre autres objectifs sociaux :
le temps dont disposent les parents pour s’occuper personnellement de leurs enfants ; l’égalité entre les sexes ; la participation au marché du travail ; et la sécurité du revenu.
L’auteur décrit d’abord les grandes composantes
fédérales et provinciales des prestations familiales en
Alberta et en Colombie-Britannique, puis en calcule la
valeur totale en 2005 pour différents modèles familiaux. Il
montre notamment que les couples à un seul revenu ayant
un jeune enfant profitent dans les deux provinces d’une
prestation mensuelle d’au moins 78 dollars par rapport aux
couples sans enfants disposant d’un même niveau de
revenu. En revanche, les couples à deux revenus utilisant
des services de garde réglementés écopent d’un manque à
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gagner qui varie de 350 à 500 dollars par mois, toujours en
comparaison des couples sans enfants de même revenu. Il
met aussi en relief l’incidence des salaires des éducateurs et
des frais de garde sur la valeur totale des prestations familiales, avant d’examiner l’interaction des politiques
fédérales et provinciales en Colombie-Britannique en s’attardant aux modifications apportées en 2001, 2004, 2005
et 2006. Ces années se signalent en effet par d’importants
changements de politique, y compris l’adoption en 2006 de
la prestation universelle de garde d’enfants.
Adoptant une perspective internationale, Kershaw
montre qu’en 2004 l’Alberta et la Colombie-Britannique se
classent au bas de l’échelle en ce qui a trait à l’équité horizontale, sur 16 pays, même pour les familles à un seul
soutien qui sont souvent les plus favorisées en termes de
prestations familiales dans les deux provinces. Il note que
l’adoption en 2006 de la prestation universelle de garde
d’enfants améliorera sans doute le classement des deux
provinces au chapitre des familles à un seul revenu, mais
qu’elle ne bénéficiera guère aux familles à deux revenus.
Kershaw examine aussi l’incidence des prestations
familiales sur l’égalité entre les sexes (pour ce qui est de la
responsabilité en matière de soins et de la participation au
marché du travail) et la sécurité du revenu. Dans le premier
cas, il mesure l’écart entre le revenu disponible des familles
à un seul revenu et de celui des familles à deux revenus
(une fois pris en compte les revenus d’emploi supplémentaires, les récupérations fiscales et autres coûts liés à la
participation au marché du travail). Dans le second, il
mesure la différence de revenu disponible d’un parent chef
de famille monoparentale sur l’aide sociale de celui qui ne
l’est pas. Dans les deux cas, l’auteur conclut que les prestations familiales en Alberta et en Colombie-Britannique font
piètre figure à l’échelle internationale.
Étant donné les inégalités horizontales considérables
qui pénalisent les familles utilisant des services de garde,
cela à des niveaux de revenu nettement inférieurs à la
moyenne, Kershaw conclut que le financement public de
ces services constitue la principale pièce manquante des
prestations familiales. Son étude suggère que le financement des services de garde amélioreraient également le
classement des deux provinces en matière de participation au marché du travail, d’égalité entre les sexes et de
sécurité du revenu. Mais puisque le temps familial est une
source de satisfaction importante et une aspiration
légitime, il recommande aussi d’améliorer les prestations
d’aide sociale et de restructurer les congés parentaux.

Summary
ver the last decade, child care has been a central
policy issue in Canada. In general the debate has
been polarized between proponents of financial
support for parents who care personally for their children
full-time and proponents of financial investment in services that supplement familial care while parents participate in the labour market.
In this study, Paul Kershaw goes beyond this dichotomy
and looks at the whole “family benefits package” — that
is, the full range of federal and provincial public supports
available to families, from tax allowances, cash benefits
and exemptions from various social charges, to subsidies
and services in kind. This holistic approach allows him to
tackle issues raised by those who do not believe that child
care services should be the sole focus of public policy for
families, while also acknowledging the paucity of these
services in Canada by international standards. He focuses
on two provinces: British Columbia and Alberta.
The paper builds on the “family models” methodology
developed by the OECD and adapted by UK researcher
Jonathan Bradshaw to analyze the net impact of public
support to families. Kershaw defines several family models
according to whether a family has one or two parents;
whether there are one or two earners; whether they rely on
child care services; the age of the child (a toddler or aged
seven); and their level of income. He then calculates the
value of the family benefits package for each model. This
value is defined as the family net disposable income after
taking into account revenues from employment (or income
assistance) and all public supports, and expenses such as
income tax, social security premiums, housing costs,
health, dental and Pharmacare expenses, and child care
costs (where applicable). For each model, the benchmark is
childless couples with the same level of income. This
method is particularly suitable for examining horizontal
equity, but Kershaw also considers four other social objectives: time for parents to care personally for their children,
gender equality, labour supply, and income security.
He first presents the main federal and provincial components of the BC and Alberta benefits packages and calculates their value for various family models for the year
2005. He finds, among other things, that one-earner couples with a toddler enjoy a monthly benefit of at least $78
or more in both provinces compared to childless couples
with the same income. By contrast, two-earner couples
that rely on regulated child care services struggle with
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monthly deficits in disposable income that range from
$350 to $500 compared to childless couples with the same
earnings. He offers insights about the impact of child care
providers’ wages and child care fees on the family package and examines the interaction between federal and
provincial policies, focusing on changes in BC in 2001,
2004, 2005 and 2006. These dates capture important
provincial and federal policy shifts, including the introduction of the universal child care benefit in 2006.
In terms of their international performance, Kershaw
finds that in 2004, both Alberta and BC ranked in the
bottom half when it comes to promoting horizontal equity, even for one-earner families who often receive a larger family benefit than lone parents and two-earner
families. He notes that the introduction of the universal
child care benefit in 2006 will go a long way toward
improving the two provinces’ rankings for one-earner
couples, but will do little for two-earner families.
Kershaw also examines how the package affects gender equity in terms of unpaid caregiving and labour market participation, and how the package helps fight
poverty. In the case of gender equity, he measures the difference in net disposable income enjoyed by one- versus
two-earner couples (after additional income, clawbacks
and other costs incurred by participation in the labour
market are considered). In looking at poverty and income
security, he measures the difference between the net disposable income enjoyed by lone parents on and off
income assistance. On both counts, Kershaw finds that
the benefits packages available to BC and Alberta families
rank low in international rankings.
Given the significant horizontal inequities incurred by
families using child care services whose earnings levels
are well below average, Kershaw concludes that public
funding for these services is the major missing piece of
the family benefit puzzle. His results suggest that publicly
funded child care services would also help improve BC
and Alberta’s ranking in terms of labour supply, gender
equality, and income security. Since family and other private time is an important source of satisfaction and a
legitimate aspiration, he also recommends enhancements
to income support programs and the redesign of parental
leave benefits.
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