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I am very happy to be here today together with three Flemish men working in childcare Aldo, Koen and Peter and with my colleague Karin. Last August I met Kenny here in Edinburgh and after some hours chatting we decided to organise a kind of a double conference on men in childcare, in Gent in Belgium and here in Edinburgh. Another idea was to give the opportunity to Scottish men to see their Flemish colleagues in Gent and to come  to Scotland wit a couple of Flemish men working in Childcare. So 10 days ago Kenny, Collin and three male child care workers were in Gent on our conference and we are here today. Maybe this exchange is the beginning of a European network  of   men working in childcare. But let’s go back to reality and to the theme of my intervention.

 Childcare in the Flemish Community of Belgium is, just as in many other countries, a highly gender-segregated profession. The number of men who worked with children under three in Augustus 2002 was very small: of the 3417 child care workers, there were only 12 men (0.35%). A relatively new sector, such as Initiatives for After-school Care, the out of school clubs scored also badly as far as the number of male child-carers is concerned; of the 904 out of school workers there are 35 men (3.87%) (Pauels & Stevens, 2002).

But in the Flemish Community of Belgium the legislative context has recently become more favourable towards men in childcare. In early 2002, the Flemish government approved the new regulations concerning quality, of which article 12 is significant: ‘Active attempts will be made to hire males as well as females and autochthonous as well as ethnic minorities as childcare workers and in staff functions.’ Kind en Gezin (Child and Family) the public agency responsible for childcare, had already – in 2001`-- changed the name of the profession from ‘child carer’ to ‘day-care educator’.  By doing this, the gender-neutral perspective has been expanded to include the educational aspect of the job. The Minister of Welfare and Equal Opportunity, whose sphere of responsibility includes childcare, has increased the salaries in the day-care centres by approximately 30%. Within a few years, when the maximum effect has been achieved, the salaries in the childcare sector will be comparable to those in other sectors. On the labour market there is, at the moment, a shortage of childcare workers, so that the umbrella organisations and the employment office are more easily convinced to participate in campaigns to attract more men to this profession. Therefore, in September 2001 - within the framework of the European Social Fund (objective 3) - a consortium of organisations submitted the project ‘Men in Childcare.’ The promoters are  the Training and Resource Centre for Childcare which is affiliated with the Department of Social Welfare Studies at the University of Gent and the Emancipation Officer for the city of Gent. Important partners from the childcare sector are the governmental organisation Kind en Gezin [Child and Family], the umbrella organisations for the day-care centres and two organisations which have the expertise at their disposal with regard to gender and equal opportunities were also involved. Very important was also the collaboration of the national employment office. They recruit approximately 150 persons a year for the course of school-age childcare. 

A campaign

The project’s first objective was to create a campaign on the theme ‘Men and Childcare’, inspired by similar campaigns in Denmark. It appears that it is important to create an image of the male childcare worker that is different than the typically feminine image that is associated with caring for children. That is why the Flemish poster campaign is referring to ‘male’ professions: manager, book-keeper, construction worker and treasurer. In this way, the photos and the text is used to point to an aspect of the childcare profession that is attractive to men. The posters were widely distributed among job seekers at the employment office. During the recruitment of students for the training course ‘ School Age Childcare’,  the posters were used throughout the entire Region of Flanders. The campaign aim is also to attempt to stress the importance of male educators towards parents. Kind en Gezin, the governmental organisation in charge of childcare also cooperates with the project. The posters were sent to all of the facilities and information concerning the possibilities of a job in the childcare sector can be requested via the website. 

The campaign began in early 2003 and is concluded in November 2003 with an open conference in the Belfry of Ghent. The impact in the media was huge. Just about all forms of media picked up on the theme and it was also discussed in a positive light in debating programmes and talk shows on television. The campaign has been successful in putting the theme ‘men and childcare’ on the agenda and in sensitising policy-makers, parents and childcare workers to the idea. 

The poster campaign is part of a broader project on men and childcare that is being subsidized by the European Social Fund. In this vein, the recruitment of the candidates and the training courses for after-school childcare organised by the national employment office have been screened for gender neutrality. Moreover, a manual is being created for childcare initiatives in order to make their selection and recruitment policy more male-friendly. Since January 2003 in each issue of the childcare magazine KIDDO an article was published about men in childcare: interviews with male childcare workers and articles that emphasised the need for male educators. Last but not least a qualitative research has been carried out by the University of Ghent. And all the men who are employed in the childcare sector were invited to a meeting in May in order to participate in an exchange of ideas on the results of the research and on the role of men in the lives of young children.

Profile of the male day-care worker‘

What is  the profile of these men who have been working in childcare for a considerable time? In order to gain insight here the University of Ghent department of Social Welfare has carried out a qualitative research of 34 in-depth interviews of men who have been working in childcare in Flanders for a considerable time
What is striking about the men who work in out-of-school care is that nearly all of them (20 of the 24) were deeply committed to the youth movement or to working with children. Before they took on the job of childcare worker, they had already travelled a long road. None of the workers had taken a training course in secondary or high school that had anything at all to do with children. After they had finished their education, they had first a series of widely varying jobs: barber, salesman, printer, gardener, truck driver, sailor, etc. 

Most of the male out of school workers are in their twenties and about half of them still live at home with their parents; only three of the men have their own families with children. The men who work with very young children (the male family day-care provider and the workers at day-care centres or nurseries) are a good deal older (generally in their thirties) and half of them have families with children. 

Preliminary training
All of the childcare workers in after-school care have taken a short, two-month course within a re-training project. In spite of the fact that there was a predominance of women in these courses, they did not feel that the course was specifically geared towards women. Some of the activities that were taught, for example, could actually be described as wilder, more ‘masculine’ games. The co-workers of nurseries and one male family day-care provider received the diploma Childcare, but it is striking that four of those who took this training course had first worked in more technical professions. In this group of co-workers from day-care centres, there is no consensus on the question of whether or not the training course was gender neutral. Three members of the group were extremely annoyed  because they felt that the course was oriented, in the extreme, towards women; the others have a more balanced view of the course.    

In summary, we can say that men end up in the day-care sector via a circuitous route: young men in secondary education who choose to major in child welfare and then move right into day-care are the exception. During the discussions, the men told us that they are also generally the only man in refresher courses and they feel that this is a shame. Those present did not see any point in separate courses for men, but felt that a few male colleagues per course would be nice. Furthermore, there was also some criticism on the content of the refresher courses: the courses on the various activities were geared too much towards women. 

Finding work
The men who work in out-of-school care were able to find work quickly, after their completion of the course, through the Initiative for Out-of -school Care, thanks to the arbitration of the VDAB. (Flemish Department of Employment) It was somewhat more difficult for the men who wanted to start working with under threes in day-care centres or nurseries. One of the men at the meeting concurred with this; it was impossible for him, as a certified childcare worker, to secure a job in a day-care centre. He first worked for the police department and it wasn’t until years later that he could finally get started in a day-care centre. 

How many hours do they work per week?
It is striking that a large number of the interviewed men in out-of-school care work full time: 7 of the 22, while there are practically no fulltime positions available in this sector. Moreover, the number of men working in after-school care who combine this with training courses in continuing education is large: seven are already taking such a course and five intend to start soon.  The remaining men take on odd jobs. Some of them work in sectors that have something to do with children, others work in completely different areas. 

During the meeting, several of the men commented that more fulltime positions could be created for men in after-school care by involving them in the kindergarten during the day.

It is, in particular, those who work part-time who find the low salaries a problem. For the 50% of the men who still live with their parents, this is less of a problem, although this group is afraid that the salary will  not be sufficient when they have to support themselves. Some of them feel that the part-time work is a problem, others find it an advantage because it gives them more time to do odd jobs, study or take care of their own children. Another problem for the part-timers is the scheduling of working hours that makes it difficult to combine with another part-time job. 

In the care of under threes, there are more full-time jobs available and it is, therefore, not surprising that all but one of the interviewed male family day-care provider and co-workers at day-care centres work full-time. 

How does one’s environment react to the fact that the interviewees have chosen to take a job in the childcare sector? 

From a British study (Cameron, Moss and Owen, 1999), it appears that men who choose to work in day-care experience resistance from their family and friends. The interviewed men who work in after-school care refute this. Since the majority of them were already active in the youth movement or in working with children, their friends and family members thought that it was quite normal that they had chosen to work in the day-care sector. One male family day-care provider says that the reactions have been neutral and one colleague has had negative reactions from his father. Other carers of young children say that their choice caused surprise among friends and family members which, however, was replaced by acceptance in the course of time. 

Acceptance by female colleagues

There are only three centres for out-of-school care in Flanders where more than one man works. The men who work in these centres find this a very positive experience. In contrast to what foreign studies have reported, the Flemish male childcare workers in out-of-school childcare claim that they have been warmly received by their female colleagues. Two of the men even say that they feel that their female colleagues spoil them. The only thing that some of the men appear to miss is being able to chat with other men about typically ‘masculine’ subjects, such as football. It is nice to be able to report that two of the men feel supported by the poster from the campaign that has been hung in their centre. The campaign encourages positive reactions that confirm that men are indeed necessary in day-care. As far as the day-care centres are concerned, three of the childcare workers claim that acceptance from their female colleagues has been difficult. The others are satisfied, but there has not been the enthusiastic acceptance in this group that has been seen among their colleagues in out-of-school care. 

During the workshop, an animated discussion developed on the alleged difference between male and female co-workers. The experiences were by no means unequivocal and some felt that the differences had been exaggerated. Others believed that there must be differences but there appeared to be no consensus on precisely what these differences were. There was one point that both the men and the women who were present agreed upon: because of the presence of a man, a number of things are suddenly no longer considered to be self-evident and this stimulates the team to change. 

How do parents react to men in day-care?
From the in-depth interviews, it appears that the majority of the parents reacted enthusiastically to the recruitment of a male childcare worker. The others had some reservations at first but later also appeared to react positively. For parents from ethnic minorities, the arrival of a male childcare worker appears to be a bit stranger and they needed more time to get used to the man. After awhile, however, their reticence also disappeared. During the workshop, we heard some statements that were less positive. Some of the men who worked with young children told us that the parents were distrustful, at first. In this vein, one mother doubted whether or not a certified male child-carer was able to take the temperature of her sick child. Another man who worked with children from ethnic minorities said that he had made a conscious decision to work with the oldest group (9 to 12-years-old) because these parents thought it was very strange that a man would care for young children. 

It is often said that recruiting male childcare workers would improve the contact with the fathers. This has not been confirmed by the interviews. In the out-of-school care sector, according to most of those interviewed, it is primarily the mothers who bring and fetch the children. Simply the fact that there is also a man working in the centre hardly changes this at all. In none of the centres did the male colleagues set up activities that were specifically geared towards the fathers. 

A few of the interviewed men working in out-of-school care said that, if there was a problem, the parents were more inclined to discuss this with a female colleague. Two of the men working with under threes claim precisely the opposite. The men who took part in the discussion did not agree about whether or not it is easier to talk to fathers than to mothers; some say it is, others are not so sure. 

With one exception, the interviewed men had not come across any prejudices regarding sexual abuse, but 20% of them said that they were certainly careful or reserved with the children. According to those interviewed, this difficult subject would be discussible if there were ever any problems but, for the moment in any case, it is not a topic within the team. 

Is a network necessary?
In answer to the question of whether or not a network for men in childcare is necessary, slightly less than half of the men said that this would be a positive development. As far as the other half is concerned, this is not really necessary; they fear that it would set them apart even more if they were to meet separately. Only six men in this group feel that a network of male childcare workers would be advisable for mentoring young male interns or newly-hired childcare workers. 

Job satisfaction and dreams for the future

Of the 24 men questioned who work in out-of-school care, there were only four who said that the job did not meet their expectations; they admitted being on the lookout for another job. The other 20 were extremely enthusiastic about their job. In comparison to their previous jobs, they were very happy doing this work. 

Two of the men would like to become coordinators in the future, but the remaining eighteen wanted to stay on as childcare workers. Some of them dream of combining this job with another one dealing with children: child-minding during vacations or caring for sick children at home. 

It is striking that most of the childcare workers who work in day-care centres are satisfied with their salaries. The salary increases – by approx. 30% -- that have been promised by the Flemish Minister of Welfare have brought the salaries of the childcare workers up to the level of other technical vocations. The male family day-care providers, on the other hand, are extremely dissatisfied; the new statute concerning care families is not sufficient to guarantee the men financial security. 

The childcare workers for young children are pleased that they do not have to do shift work anymore. Male family day-care providers sometimes feel isolated: one interviewed male family day-care provider said that he regularly longs for some adult conversation. 

As is the case with the childcare workers for out-of-school care, it appears that the carers of young children do not harbour great ambitions. It is clear from the interviews and the reactions to the workshop that the childcare workers in out-of-school care gain great satisfaction from their work. One of the male childcare workers formulated it as follows: ‘It is because of the pure friendship of the children and because I get so much from them in return that I love my work so much.’ 

At the end of the workshop, it was apparent that the male childcare workers who were present had truly enjoyed this initiative to bring the male childcare workers together. Everyone agreed that the number of male childcare workers should be greatly increased. The campaign was a good start for sensitising the sector and the parents to the important role that men can play in the lives of children., However, everyone – both men and women – was conscious of the fact that it was going to take years before we will be able to reduce, even slightly, the massive female predominance in the profession. 

The campaign increased the number of male students from 6.5% to nearly 20%

Recent figures from the VDAB (Flemish Employment Services and Vocational Training Agency) (Mieke Loomans, September 2003) demonstrate that this campaign has certainly had an effect on the number of men starting a course in out-of-school childcare. Before the campaign started, there were 8 men (6.45%) among the 124 students. Starting in February, this number has doubled ( 25 men of the 183 students; 13.66%). However, if we examine the figures more closely, we can ascertain that the effect of the campaign has only been felt since April. Until March, there was no effect at all: 6 (or 6.89%) of the 87 students were men. Starting in April, however, we see a rise that is rather considerable: 19 of the 96 students are men (19.79%), or nearly one in five. This result is fairly spectacular. In Denmark, for example, after years of campaigning to increase the number of men in the training courses, the number of male students is lower than this: 17.5% (Jensen, 2003). The last results (mid November) show that 11 of those 19 students have found a job in an out of school centre. Another 5 men have found a job in this sector, in total the number of men working in the out of school centres has increased from 35 to 51 (an increase of 68%). In November 2003 5.62% of all out of school workers are male (in July 2002 it was 3.87%). On the contrary in the day care centres (0 to 3) until now we see no increase in the number of male workers. There is also no effect in the students that follow the ‘Childcare course’ in the secondary schools. The raison can be found in the research that has been carried out. Most of the male childcare workers have chosen for a job in childcare years after they left secondary school. It seems to be very difficult to motivate male adolescents (who are developing their identity)  to choose for a training that is in their view typically female.    

It is, of course, by no means certain that the positive trend in the out of school centres will continue. In any case, the campaign has been well received within the target group: according to the instructors at a training centre for childcare, most of the male students have indicated that it was the campaign that was the deciding factor in convincing them to enrol in the course.

What’s next?

In the final phase of the project ‘men for day-care’, we have tried to make the men’s experiences known throughout the entire childcare sector by, among other things, the publication of a handbook for managers in the day-care sector. A number of useful tips is provided in this brochure about how to develop a gender-friendly personnel policy. Attention is be given in this handbook to working on a process of change in the team and in the centre. 

Ten days ago on Friday the 28th of November, 2003, in the historic Belfry in Gent, an international conference was held as an interim conclusion to this project on Men in Childcare. Speakers from countries such as Great Britain, The Netherlands and Denmark were taking part. Colleagues from abroad like the posters very much. German colleagues wanted to start a campaign next year with our posters.

The project has finished but as a result of the conference new plans have been made by different partners from the ‘Men in Childcare’ project in Flanders. Next year we will start a new project on father involvement in the city of Gent. The number of male child care workers from ethnic minorities is until now very limited and need to increase. The profile that is coming out of the research is showing clearly that it is very difficult to increase the number of young male adolescents in the schools. The study shows that the best way to increase the number of male child care workers in the nurseries is to recruit adult men for the schools for adult education. We will try this next year but it is obvious that like in most European countries we still have a long way to go. We are aware that it will costs a great deal of time to achieve a noticeable change in one of the most gender-orientated professions in the world. However in Flanders we have used this project to put the theme ‘men and childcare’ on the agenda and hope that, through this project and the campaign, an impetus can be given in allowing men to play an equal role in the raising of young children, as fathers and as professional care givers.

Jan Peeters is the coordinator of the Training and Resource Centre for Childcare, a research group within the Department of Social Welfare Studies, University of Gent.                                                                                       
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