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A DOUBLE MATTHEW EFFECT?
INCOME AND TERRITORIAL INEQUALITIES IN 0-2 ECEC UPTAKE:
ITALY AND SWEDEN COMPARED

Colombarolli C, De Luigi N, Giuliani GA (2025;), "A double Matthew effect? Income and
territorial inequalities in 0—2 ECEC uptake: Italy and Sweden compared". International Journal

of  Sociology and Social Policy, Vol ahead-of-print No. ahead-of-
print. https://doi.org/10.1108 /IJSSP-07-2025-0474

ABSTRACT

Purpose

This article explores income and territorial inequalities in the uptake of eatly childhood education and
care (ECEC) services for children aged 0-2 in two contrasting welfare contexts, Italy and Sweden. It
investigates whether these dimensions intersect to create a double Matthew effect, whereby the most
disadvantaged households face compounded barriers to access.

Design/ methodology/ approach

The analysis is based on cross-sectional EU-SILC data (2010-2019) and focuses on working-age couples
(18—64) with at least one child under age three. Logistic, linear, and median regression models are used
to examine patterns of ECEC usage across income levels and urban-rural divides.

Findings

In both countries, income is consistently associated with differential ECEC uptake, with lower-income
households showing reduced access, suggesting a Matthew effect. In Italy, affordability likely plays a key
role, as co-payment mechanisms and limited financial support may pose greater constraints for poorer
families. In Sweden, income disparities appear intertwined with migrant status, possibly influencing
enrollment decisions and preferences for cash-for-care schemes. Territorial gaps are evident in Italy,
where non-urban households face lower access, likely due to uneven service availability. This urban-rural
divide is less marked in Sweden, where measures like parental cooperatives may partially offset spatial
disparities. When combining income and territory, a clear double penalty emerges in Italy. In Sweden,
this interaction is less pronounced, but income-based disadvantages persist in non-urban areas.
Originality/ value

The study contributes to the literature by showing that multidimensional inequalities in 0-2 ECEC access
are not limited to Southern Europe. It also points to signs of weakening universalism in traditionally
egalitarian welfare systems.

KEYWORDS: 0-2 ECEC; Matthew effect; income and territorial inequalities; Sweden; Italy.
1. INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, research on 0—2 Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) has increasingly been
situated within broader debates on welfare state transformation, touching on themes such as social
investment, equal opportunities, gender equality, and the reconciliation of work and family life (Gallego
& Maestripieri, 2022). In line with this growing interest, an expanding body of comparative scholarship
has examined national childcare systems, identified clusters of countries, and investigated the origins and
consequences of different models of provision (e.g., Bonoli & Reber, 2010).

Within this wider debate, a strand of literature has specifically recognized the role of ECEC in countering
inequalities. ; both ex-post — by promoting female employment and the dual-earner model — and ex-ante —
by fostering cognitive and social development in disadvantaged children (Esping-Andersen, 2009; Van
Lancker, 2017). Despite these potential benefits, 0-2 ECEC uptake in advanced economies remains
unequal, marked by income and territorial disparities (Sabatinelli, 2016; Van Lancker, 2017). High-income
households tend to use these services more frequently (Matthew effect), while non-urban households often
have reduced access (zerritorial Matthew effech).
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Italy and Sweden provide contrasting models of childcare provision. Italy has low ECEC uptake and
strong territorial disparities, with the single-earner family model still prevalent despite recent reforms
(Kazepov and Ranci, 2017; Giuliani and De Luigi, 2023). On the contrary, Sweden can be considered the
forerunner of the ECEC. Since the 1960s, the Nordic country has promoted universalistic 0-2 childcare,
contributing to the consolidation of the dual-earner family model (Lundqvist and Roman, 2008).
However, studies indicate that both countries exhibit income and territorial inequalities in ECEC uptake,
albeit to differing extents (Colombarolli ¢ al., 2024; Garvis and Lunneblad, 2018). What remains
underexplored is whether these disadvantages interact to produce a compounded “double Matthew
effect,” whereby families facing both income and territorial disadvantages encounter the most severe
barriers.

Drawing on 2010-2019 cross-sectional data from the EU-SILC survey, the present study wants to answer
three interlinked research questions:

RQ1: How is household income associated with 0-2 childcare uptake in
Italy and Sweden? Is it possible to identify a Matthew effect in both
countries?

RQ2: How is place of residence associated with 0-2 childcare uptake in
the two countries? Can we detect a ferritorial Matthew effect in Italy and
Sweden?

RQ3: How do these two penalties combine, giving rise to a double Matthew
¢ffect> Can we observe a double penalty in both countries, and what kind
of differences/similarities can we identify?

First, the paper contributes to the comparative family policy literature by addressing a gap in existing
research. Comparative studies have extensively investigated disparities in 0—2 ECEC uptake linked either
to income or to territorial factors, but these dimensions have usually been examined separately. By
exploring their combined effect, we can assess whether a potential ‘double penalty’ emerges — being both
a low-income and a non-urban household — and thus evaluate to what extent intersecting inequalities
may undermine the effectiveness of 0-2 childcare in countering social disadvantages. Second, the paper
speaks to welfare regime studies, and especially to those focusing on the Nordic model. While
Mediterranean countries are often portrayed as laggards in the expansion of 0-2 ECEC, the Scandinavian
model has long been considered the forerunner of reconciliation and social investment policies.
Nevertheless, recent research points to a gradual destabilization of the universalistic principle
underpinning Nordic childcare systems (Greve & Kvist, 2021; de la Porte et al., 2023). Identifying
whether a double Matthew effect exists in Sweden provides new evidence on the extent of this erosion
of universalism.

The article is structured as follows: The next section reviews income and territorial inequalities in ECEC
uptake. We then discuss the childcare systems in Italy and Sweden, present the data and methodology,
and outline our results. The final section offers a discussion of the findings and conclusions.

2. MULTIPLE INEQUALITIES IN ECEC UPTAKE: A LITERATURE REVIEW

In the last few decades, ECEC has been progressively perceived as an effective device for alleviating
social inequalities (Marx and Nolan 2014; Van Lancker and Horemans 2018). Nevertheless, for these
positive effects to materialize, ECEC should be available and affordable to all the households, regardless
of their income and their place of residence (Giuliani and De Luigi, 2023). Unluckily, in most advanced
economies this is not the case. It is thus not surprising that comparative works have increasingly paid
attention on the multiple inequalities that have emerged in the ECEC uptake — especially when
considering services for children aged 0-2 years (e.g., Van Lancker and Ghysels, 2010).



In this regard, literature has primarily highlichted two dimensions of inequalities: zzcome and place of
residence.

Regarding the former, comparative empirical research has found that children from high-income
households have a higher chance of being enrolled in formal childcare services — the so-called Matthew
effect (e.g., Pavolini and Van Lancker 2018; Abrassart and Bonoli 2015; Colombarolli ez al., 2024). The
existing literature primarily attributes the Matthew effect to supply-side factors such as (lack of) avazlability
(e.g., Van Lancker and Ghysels 2012), affordability (e.g., Abrassart and Bonoli 2015), or a combination of
both (e.g., Pavolini and Van Lancker 2018). Essentially, works in this field suggest that structural
constraints in childcare provision — like low fee progressivity and service accessibility — play a significant
role in limiting ECEC uptake among low-income households.

Beside income inequalities, more recently literature has gradually paid attention to how territorial
disparities affect children’s chance to be enrolled in formal childcare (Kazepov e al., 2022). Scholars have
pointed out that, since the 1990s, in several European countries a devolution of social service
competences — including ECEC services — from the national to the sub-national level has taken place —
the re-scaling process (Arlotti and Sabatinelli, 2022). Such a process has exacerbated the existing inequalities
in access to services across different regions, with suburban and rural areas historically having less access
compared to wealthier, urban regions (e.g., Bucaite-Vilke 2021). Furthermore, the re-scaling process has
not been accompanied by sufficient funding transfers from the national government (Arlotti and
Sabatinelli 2022). On the contrary, especially since the 2008 economic and financial crisis, subnational
governments have had to deal with diminishing resources due to austerity measures implemented at the
national level (Kazepov and Barberis 2013). In this scenario, the local provision of ECEC has
increasingly turned into a “postcode lottery”, where access to (affordable) childcare varies depending on
where a household lives (Kazepov and Cefalo, 2022). Consequently, universalism and social citizenship
have started to be at stake since households with similar needs receive different policy responses,
depending on their geographic location (Arlotti and Sabatinelli 2022). Territorial inequalities in ECEC
provision have thus engendered a ferritorial Matthew effect: The most disadvantaged areas, where ECEC
could be most beneficial, often lack the resources to develop effective childcare services (Sabatinelli
2016). In this respect, subnational analyses further show that economic development, female
employment, and social capital shape divergent ECEC trajectories, reinforcing territorial gaps in
provision (Da Roit et al., 2019).

Alongside these two classic dimensions, recent contributions have stressed the importance of moving
beyond a narrow focus on availability and affordability. Studies on the digitalization of childcare benefits
highlight how complex online procedures may undermine perceived accessibility, even in universalistic
systems (Hummel, Yerkes, & Bal, 2023). Similarly, research on administrative burdens shows that parents
with a migrant background are disproportionately affected by the complexity of navigating childcare
allowances (Zamanbin, Yerkes, & Seibel, 2025). Other works have pointed to innovative local
arrangements, such as social innovation projects, which may offer empowering alternatives for some
mothers but often reproduce socio-economic and gender inequalities, as they remain selective and under-
regulated (Gallego & Maestripieri, 2022). Demand-side factors also play a role in explaining the Matthew
effect, though to a lesser extent (Pavolini & Van Lancker, 2018). Cultural orientations, in particular, have
been shown to influence families’ childcare choices. More progressive values regarding gender and
parenthood are associated with higher ECEC uptake (Wood et al., 2023), whereas households with more
traditionalist attitudes are less likely to rely on formal childcare (Giuliani, 2024).

These insights, while not directly framed in terms of Matthew effects, reinforce the need to investigate
multiple, intersecting disadvantages in 0-2 ECEC uptake.While the effect of income and territorial
dimensions on ECEC uptake have been mostly investigated separately, recently, some empirical works
have attempted to address their combined effect. Some research on the U.S case-study shows that low-
income parents in rural areas are less likely to use formal childcare and often rely on informal, home-
based arrangements due to limited availability and high costs of ECEC services (e.g., Katras e al., 2004).
Similarly, in Lithuania, both residence area and income levels significantly influence ECEC use, with



rural, low-income households relying more on cash-transfers than formal childcare services (Bucaite-
Vilke, 2021). These findings suggest a “double penalty” for low-income households in rural areas, where
both income and territorial disadvantages limit access to ECEC services.

3. THE STRUCTURE OF 0-2 ECEC IN ITALY AND SWEDEN

ECEC development and consolidation in Italy and Sweden have historically showed two different paths,
leading to a diverse structure of childcare services for children aged 0-2. A thorough review of the two
countries” ECEC goes beyond the scope of this article. Here, we provide a succinct analysis of the main
features of the two systems and their evolution over time.

3.1 Sweden

Since the 1970s, Sweden has steadily expanded childcare to counteract falling birth rates and support
working parents, particularly mothers (Lundqvist and Roman, 2008; Van Lancker and Ghysels, 2012).
The 1975 Preschool Act assigned ECEC responsibility to the Health and Welfare Ministry, later
transferred to the Ministry of Education in 1996 (Skolverket). The 1984 Preschool for All bill established
universal childcare rights, shifting the policy focus beyond labor market participation to child
development and equal opportunity. Reforms in the 1990s and 2000s introduced private-sector
participation and capped parental fees (waxtaxa) to ensure affordability across municipalities. By the mid-
2010s, 80% of children attended municipal preschools, while 20% were in private or cooperative
institutions (Garvis and Lunneblad, 2018).

ECEC is divided into two stages: children aged 1-5 attend preschool (férskola), while 6-year-olds enter
compulsory pre-primary classes (forskoleklass). Children under 1 are generally cared for at home due to
Sweden’s generous parental leave system (Van Lancker and Ghysels, 2012). Preschools, whether
municipal, private, or cooperative’, are publicly funded and adhere to national regulations (Garvis, 2018).
Municipalities must offer preschool to all children aged 1-5, including those with unemployed parents or
on parental leave, within four months of application. Every child is entitled to at least 3 hours per day or
15 hours per week of preschool, with 525 free hours annually from age 3 (Garvis, 2018). Fees depend on
household income and family size, but national ceiling limits costs.

In 2019, 53.1% of children under 3 were enrolled in ECEC, with 37% attending more than 30 hours per
week, surpassing the Barcelona target (Eurostat, 2022). However, recent literature suggests a gradual
destabilization of the Nordic welfare state (de la Porte ez al., 2023; Greve, 2022). Research highlights a
limited Matthew effect in childcare hours rather than access and notes regional disparities, although
parent cooperatives help mitigate availability issues (Garvis and Lunneblad, 2018; Pavolini and Van
Lancker, 2018).

3.2 Italy

During the Golden Age, ECEC in Italy was not a priority in welfare agendas (Kazepov and Ranci, 2017).
A window of opportunity emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s. In 1968, a non-compulsory,
nationwide preschool system for 3-6-year-olds was established (Naldini, 2003), under the Ministry of
Education to emphasize its educational purpose. In 1971, a new law introduced childcare for 0-2-year-
olds as welfare services on demand, with cost-sharing. The reforms aimed to promote women’s
employment, and responsibility was given to the Ministry of Labor and Social Policies (Genova ef al.,
2023). Administration and funding were devolved to regions and municipalities, creating regional
disparities. Some regions, like Emilia Romagna and Tuscany, rely more on public services, while others,
such as Bolzano and Veneto, prioritize private options with reserved municipal places” (Italian
Department of Family Policy, 2020). By the early 2020s, public and private provision was nearly equal,
with 49.8% of places municipally owned and 49.9% privately managed (Italian Department of Family



Policy, 2022). The 1990s and 2000s saw little change, while other European countries expanded 0-2
childcare (Naldini and Saraceno, 2008).

A significant shift occurred in the mid-2010s with a more Nordic-like integrated education system for
children 0-6. The Buona Scuola law recognized 0-2 childcare as a key factor in cognitive development,
reframing it as a right rather than just a welfare service (Neri, 2018). Responsibility was moved to the
Ministry of Education, as Sweden had done earlier. In 2016, the “Bonus asilo nido” subsidy was
introduced to partially cover childcare fees. While uptake improved, challenges remain. The system is
highly decentralized, with municipalities setting access criteria, deepening geographic disparities (Italian
Department of Family Policy, 2020; 2022). Services remain on demand, and co-payment persists, making
fees prohibitively high for some households (Saraceno and Pavolini, 2017). Although funding increased
between 2017 and 2019, it was insufficient for sustained growth (Sabatinelli, 2017). By 2019, only 24.3%
of children under 3 were enrolled in ECEC, with 18.7% attending more than 30 hours per week — well
below the Barcelona target of 33% (Eurostat, 2022).

Given Sweden’s institutional framework, we anticipate a Matthew effect primarily in the number of hours
children attend rather than in overall access. Strong territorial Matthew effects are unlikely due to the
maxtaxa, municipal obligations to provide preschool places, and the role of parent cooperatives in
supplementing childcare options. Similarly, given Italy’s institutional structure and literature insights, we
expect both a Matthew effect and a territorial Matthew effect in the use of 0-2 childcare services, within an
overall context of low take-up rates. The interaction between income and urbanization degree, however,
is considered exploratory, as no prior hypotheses are formulated on this combined effect.

4. DATA, VARIABLES AND METHODS
4.1 Data and sample

The analyses use pooled cross-sectional data from the 2010-2019 Eurgpean Union Statistics on Income and
Living Conditions survey (EU-SILC; DOIL: 10.2907/EUSILC2004-2021V.1), which provides detailed,
comparable data on income, household composition, and childcare use across European countries. The
ten-year study period spans both the 2008 economic crisis and the Covid-19 pandemic, during which the
childcare uptake rate for children aged 0-2 increased only in a limited way. *
The sample includes working-age couples (18-64) with at least one child aged 0-2 (one observation per
household). For ease of comparison, single-parent households, non-nuclear households, those with
members over 64, or with employed adult children (few cases) were excluded. After removing
observations with missing data, the final sample comprises 12,975 households.

4.2 Variables

This paper examines formal childcare use by working-age couples, with all variables computed on an
annual basis. Formal childcare includes care provided by public and private institutions, such as
kindergartens and day care centers, excluding arrangements made directly between parents and caregivers
(e.g., babysitting). Two dependent variables are analyzed: (1) the probability of using formal childcare,
indicated by a binary variable (1 if households use at least one hour of formal childcare for children up
to 2 years old in a typical week, 0 otherwise), and (2) the extent of use, measured as the number of hours
per week spent on formal childcare for children up to 2 years old.

The analysis focuses on household income level and urban-rural residence. Income is based on disposable
household income (after taxes and transfers), top- and bottom-coded (0.01-99.9 percentile), adjusted
using the OECD modified equivalence scale. Income levels were calculated using data from all individuals
before focusing on working-age couples, and then categorized into three groups: poor, below median,
and above median. The poverty threshold is set at 60% of the national median equivalized disposable



income, according to Eurostat guidelines. Residence is categorized as urban or non-urban, with urban
areas defined as having at least 1,500 inhabitants per square kilometer and a population of at least 50,000
(categorized as “densely populated areas” in EU-SILC).

Control variables include number of children aged 0-2; number of children aged 2-18; ™ gender, age and education level
of the referent person (i.e., the adult with the highest labor income); fenure status; macro-regions (North,
Center and South for Italy, Stockholm region, West and East for Sweden). We also control for household
employment configuration, that is, whether at least one person is employed and whether at least one works part-tinse,
, relying on the employment status at the time of the interview."” Finally, we control for the presence of
individuals with a migration backgronnd, defined as those with foreign citizenship or past immigration,
though information on older generations beyond the nuclear family is not available. All models include
survey-year fixed effect to control for any temporal variation.

4.3 Analytical strategy

The analyses proceed in two stages. First, we use logistic regression (Model 1) to examine the probability
of using formal childcare. Second, we focus on households using formal childcare (N=06,434) and analyze
the number of hours typically used per week with linear (Model 2) and median regression models as a
robustness check (Model 2A in the online Supplementary Material). In both stages, we first examine
income and urban-rural dimensions separately, then explore their combined effect with an interaction
term (Models 3, 4, and 4A). The models are run separately by country, weighted, and use robust standard
errors.

5. RESULTS

5.1 Descriptive results

Descriptive analyses reveal notable cross-country differences in formal childcare use, income levels, and
demographic characteristics. Formal childcare participation is notably higher in Sweden, where over 60%
of working-age couples with young children use it, compared to less than 45% in Italy (Figure 1A — left-
hand graph in the Supplementary Material). However, among users, weekly hours of use are more similar
across countries, with most households using around 40 hours per week (Figure 1A- right-hand graph in
the Supplementary Material).

Income disparities are also evident: in Italy, approximately 17% of working-age couples with children up
to 2 years old are classified as poor, compared to around 10% in Sweden. About 40% of couples in
Sweden have incomes below the median, while this figure is around 28% in Italy. By contrast, territorial
distribution is more comparable, with about one-third of working-age couples residing in urban areas in
both countries (Figure 2A in the Supplementary Material).

Additional differences emerge in demographics and employment patterns (Table 1A in the
Supplementary Material). In Sweden, working-age couples have slightly more children and tend to be
younger: the reference person is under 35 in 51% of cases, compared to 34% in Italy. Educational
differences are substantial: less than 10% of Swedish households have “up to lower secondary” education,
while about 50% have tertiary education. In Italy, 26% of households have up to lower secondary
education level.

Household employment configuration is similar, with nearly 95% of households having at least one
employed person, but part-time work is more common in Sweden (one-third of couples) than in Italy
(less than one-quarter). Finally, migration background is more prevalent in Sweden, where 30% of
couples include a first-generation immigrant, compared to 20% in Italy.

5.2 Income levels and place of residence



The descriptive data reveal two distinctly different populations. This study examines the extent to which
low income levels and rural residence are associated with disadvantaged conditions in both populations,
despite their inherent differences. The focus is first on income levels. Figure 1 presents formal childcare
use by income level: the left panel displays the average predicted probability of using these services
(ranging from 0.2 to 0.7), while the right panel shows the average weekly hours of use. Italy is depicted
in blue, Sweden in red.

Figure 1. Income levels
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status; macro-regions; survey year; presence of workers; presence of part-time workers; presence of people with migration
background.

Focusing on the probability of using formal childcare, we find no significant differences between poor
households and those below the median in Italy, with both groups having a similar likelihood of using
childcare services (around 35%). However, differences do emerge when comparing these groups to
households above the median, which have a higher probability of using childcare services (around 45%).
In Sweden, poor households are at a disadvantage compared to both those above the median (around
65%) and those below it (around 60%), with poor households having an estimated 50% probability. As
in Italy, households below the median in Sweden are notably disadvantaged compared to those above it.
Opverall, Swedish households have a higher probability of using childcare than Italian households, even
after controlling for income levels.

The right graph shows the average number of hours of childcare use per week among households that
utilize these services. In Italy, the only significant difference is between poor households and those above
the median, with poor households using fewer hours (around 30 versus 33). In Sweden, poor households
use fewer hours of childcare (around 29 versus 34 for households above the median), and there are also
significant differences between households below and above the median. Notably, there are no substantial
differences between the two countries in terms of the number of hours, suggesting that once Italian
households use childcare, they use it as much as Swedish households.



In summary, we observe the “Matthew effect” in both countries, both in the likelihood of using these
services and in the number of hours attended, with poorer households being more disadvantaged.
Nonetheless, the context between the two countries remains quite distinct, as Sweden shows a
substantially higher probability of using childcare services.

Figure 2 presents the results regarding place of residence. As in the previous analysis, the right-hand
graph shows the average predicted probabilities of using childcare services for children aged 0-2 years
(ranging from 0.2 to 0.7) in urban and non-urban areas, while the left-hand graph displays the average

weekly hours of childcare use.

Figure 2. Urban and non-urban areas
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Note. Left-hand graph: Unit of analysis - working-age couples with at least one child aged 0-2 (final sample); logit model
with response variable use of formal childcare. Right-hand graph: Unit of analysis - working-age couples with at least one
child aged 0-2 that use childcare services (sub-sample); linear regression models with response variable: n. of hours of use per
week. In both models: robust standard errors; 95% CI; EU-SILC weights; control variables (at their mean): income levels;
n. of children aged 0-2; n. of children aged 2-18; gender, age and education level of the referent person; tenure status; macro-
regions; survey year; presence of workers; presence of part-time workers; presence of people with migration background.

In Italy, working-age couples in urban areas have a higher probability of using formal childcare than those
in non-urban areas (45% vs. 37%). Additionally, urban households tend to use childcare for a slightly
higher number of hours per week (33 vs. 31), suggesting a territorial Matthew effect.

In contrast, in Sweden, both urban and non-urban households have similar probabilities of using
childcare services (around 60%), which are significantly higher than in Italy. Notably, non-urban
households in Sweden even have a higher likelihood of using childcare than urban households in Italy.
While non-urban households in Sweden use childcare for slightly fewer hours than their urban
counterparts, the difference is not statistically significant, indicating no residence-based disadvantage in
Sweden.

In the final step of our analysis, we examine the combined effect of income level and urban versus non-
urban residence. Figure 3 shows the predicted average probabilities of using childcare services (ranging
from 0.2 to 0.7), with Italy on the left and Sweden on the right. The x-axis represents three income levels:
poor, below the median, and above the median. Non-urban areas are depicted in black, and urban areas
in gray.



Figure 3. Probability of using childeare services — Combined effect of income and place of residence
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variable use of formal childcare; robust standard errors; 95% CI; EU-SILC weights; control variables (at their mean): n.
of children aged 0-2; n. of children aged 2-18; female gender, age and education level of the referent person; tenure status;
macro-regions; survey yeary presence of workers; presence of part-time workers; presence of people with migration background.

In Italy, poor working-age couples in non-urban areas are the most disadvantaged group, with the lowest
probability of using childcare services. Their likelihood of using childcare is significantly lower than that
of their urban counterparts (30% vs. 43%), and also lower, although not statistically significant, compared
to households below the median income in non-urban areas (35%). Additionally, poor households in
non-urban areas are at a disadvantage relative to those above the median (42%). In urban areas, however,
the income-based disparity is less pronounced, as the confidence intervals for different income groups
largely overlap.

In Sweden, the pattern differs somewhat. Controlling for income, no statistically significant differences
are found between urban and non-urban areas. However, poor families in non-urban areas are, on
average, less likely to use childcare services than their urban counterparts. Additionally, in non-urban
areas, poor households (43%) are at a clear disadvantage compared to those below the median (60%) and
those above the median (66%). In urban areas, no significant differences by income level are observed.
With regard to the number of hours of use (Figure 3A in the Supplementary Material), the disaggregation
by income and place of residence yields wider confidence intervals, making estimates more uncertain.
The only consistent significant difference is in Sweden, where households above the median use childcare
for more hours than those in other income groups. In urban areas, both in Italy and Sweden, poor
households tend to use childcare for slightly fewer hours than those above the median, although these
differences are not statistically significant.



In summary, the interaction between income level and place of residence reveals context-specific patterns
of disadvantage in Italy and Sweden. In Italy, we observe a clear double Matthew effect: poor working-
age couples in non-urban areas are more disadvantaged in accessing childcare compared to their urban
counterparts, as well as to households both below and above the median in non-urban areas, although
the difference with those below the median is not statistically significant.

In Sweden, no clear double Matthew effect is identified. Poor non-urban working-age couples show
probabilities of using childcare services that are not statistically different — although on average lower —
compared to their urban counterparts. However, in non-urban areas, they are disadvantaged relative to
other income groups in terms of access to childcare services, and compared to households above the
median in terms of hours of use as well.

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The article has examined how income and territorial factors are associated with the use of eatly childhood
education and care (ECEC) services for children aged 0-2 in Italy and Sweden, highlighting potential
inequalities. The analysis has revealed that household income and urban-rural residence are linked to
differences in childcare usage in both countries, though with distinct patterns. In Italy, these factors
appear to combine and create a “double penalty”, exacerbating inequality, whereas in Sweden, such a
compounded disadvantage is less evident. Below, we schematically discuss the main insights, proposing
an interpretation of the results based on the theoretical tools provided by the comparative literature.

6.1 The income dimension

Our analysis confirms the expected Matthew effect in both Italy and Sweden, though the explanations
may differ.

In Italy, the 0-2 ECEC affordability is a long-lasting and still unresolved issue that may explain the lower
uptake of poor households. Economic constraints are a key barrier: 8.8% of 0-2-year-olds in 2019-2020
were not enrolled due to high fees (Italian Department of Family Policy, 2020; 2022). The Buona Scuola
law did not eliminate co-payment or introduce a national fee ceiling. By the early 2020s, only 59% of
municipalities offered additional financial support beyond the Bonus Asilo Nido (Istat, 2023). Economic
hardship does not generally grant priority access to public childcare - except in extreme cases - but affects
fees charged to families. However, tuition reduction based on the family’s economic situation is common
but not universal: nationwide, only 38% of services offer tuition reductions based on income, and fewer
than 10% provide full waivers (Istat, 2023). In short, the design of Italy’s 0-2 ECEC system does little to
support lower-income households.

In Sweden, affordability is less of a concern, as fee regulations ensure broad accessibility (Garvis and
Lunneblad, 2018). However, despite this institutional framework, we still observe a Matthew effect in
Sweden, suggesting that other mechanisms may be at play. Several studies have explained the Matthew
effect by examining the intersection of household income and migration background (Wikstrém ez al.,
2017; Sainsbury, 2019). By 2023, more than 20% of Sweden’s population was foreign-born, with 15.2%
coming from non-EU countries — one of the highest proportions in the EU (Eurostat, 2024). Non-EU
immigrants experience significant economic disadvantages, including lower labor market participation,
higher unemployment, and reduced income levels (Sainsbury, 2019). Their poverty rate stands at 38%,
more than double the national average (18.2%) and nearly triple that of Swedish-born individuals (13.5%).
Additionally, ECEC enrollment patterns vary by background: according to the Swedish National Agency
for Education, children from Middle Eastern backgrounds enter preschool much later than the national
average of 18.2 months, often around 39 months, effectively excluding them from 0-2 ECEC statistics
(Skolverket, 2017). Moreover, migrant households disproportionately use Sweden’s cash-for-care scheme
(CFC), a benefit supporting families with children aged 1-3 who do not attend daycare (Ellingsater, 2012).
Previous studies indicate that families with certain migrant backgrounds, including some Muslim
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communities', may display more traditional gender role attitudes (Ng, 2022), which can reduce ECEC
uptake and reinforce gendered patterns of care.

Therefore, in Sweden, the Matthew effect in 0-2 ECEC may reflect these overlapping inequalities, with
economically disadvantaged immigrant families either postponing preschool enrollment or opting for
alternatives such as CFC. However, our analysis does not detect a direct effect of migration background.
This may be due to limitations in the EU-SILC dataset, which does not allow for a detailed reconstruction
of second-generation immigrant characteristics.

In summary, both countries exhibit income-based inequalities in ECEC access for children aged 0-2, but
policy implications may differ. In Italy, affordability remains a widespread concern, raising questions
about prioritization criteria. In Sweden, the challenge is likely to lie in ensuring universal access in an
increasingly multicultural society, particularly for migrant households.

6.2 The territorial dimension

The empirical analysis confirms a territorial Matthew effect in Italy but not in Sweden, as hypothesized.
In Italy, non-urban households are less likely to use 0-2 ECEC compared to urban ones, whereas no such
difference exists in Sweden.

In Italy, beyond affordability, availability remains a key issue. Urban areas offer more ECEC services than
non-urban ones, with uptake rates at 32.8% in provincial capitals versus 21.4% in rural and suburban
municipalities (Italian Department of Family Policy, 2022). Even in the North, where provision is higher,
an urban/non-urban divide petsists (Colombarolli ¢z al., 2024).

Sweden also faces availability challenges, particularly in rural areas, where municipalities struggle to
provide services across vast distances (Garvis and Lunneblad, 2018). Although every child is guaranteed
a preschool place, access may require commuting up to 50 km (zbiderz). Unmet demand is also higher in
suburban areas (Vamstad, 2016). However, our analysis does not reveal a territorial Matthew effect. The
absence of an utban/non-urban divide in our findings may be linked to the specific design of the Swedish
ECEC system, particularly the role of parental cooperatives, which are fully integrated into the ECEC
system. Cooperative preschools were first created in rural areas to avoid long commutes, and then they
spread to suburban areas where places in municipal preschools were limited (Vamstad, 2016). In other
words, the parent’s right to run new cooperative preschools if there is a community need may have
(apparently) solved the availability problem in the rural and suburban areas.

These cases illustrate how a similar issue — childcare availability in non-urban areas — has been handled
differently. Sweden’s system, unlike Italy’s, seems to have proactively addressed unmet needs through an
adaptive policy response, preventing a territorial Matthew effect.

6.3 The combination of the income and territorial dimensions

The final, exploratory part of the analysis highlights a clear double Matthew effect in Italy, driven by
income and territorial disparities, while in Sweden, the pattern is less pronounced. In Italy, poor
households in non-urban areas show the lowest levels of childcare uptake. In Sweden, similar households
also appear disadvantaged, though differences are not statistically significant. Still, income and territorial
dimensions are jointly associated with lower uptake in Sweden too.

In Italy, affordability and availability appear intertwined. Rural and suburban areas offer fewer services,
and economic disadvantage does not grant priority access to public childcare, which is largely allocated
based on parental employment (Italian Department of Family Policy, 2022). Only 25% of municipalities

! Nevertheless, literature has stressed that second-generation Muslims are adopting mainstream European gender norms

(Ng, 2022)
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consider household income in admission rankings, and just 5% give priority to the most disadvantaged
families (Istat, 2023). As a result, those who need childcare the most face structural barriers in accessing
it.

In Sweden, income disparities in non-urban areas suggest that territorial inequalities are only partially
mitigated. While parental cooperatives have helped offset the lack of public services in rural and suburban
areas, they have likely benefited wealthier, highly educated households the most (Vamstad, 2007).
Although fully integrated into the Swedish ECEC and funded by the municipalities, these cooperatives
present indeed features that could auto-select the providers and users. First, an initial investment is
required from parents either as cash deposits or by taking up loans in a bank (Vamstad, 2016). Poorer
groups are thus likely to be excluded as providers due to a lack of economic resources. Second, the
cooperative system is quite complex for those with foreign backgrounds to understand, thus drastically
decreasing their chances of using them (Vamstad, 2007; 2016). In other words, parent cooperatives are
likely to compensate for the shortcomings of public provision in non-urban areas only for the highest
income households — in a country where “low-status areas” are essentially suburban areas, with a high
concentration of people with foreign backgrounds (Garvis and Lunneblad, 2018). These results resonate
with the literature already discussed, which highlights how digitalization, administrative burdens, and
innovative but selective childcare arrangements can create new barriers to access for disadvantaged
households. (see Hummel et al., 2023; Zamanbin et al., 2025; Gallego & Maestripieri, 2022).

In conclusion, both countries appear to face significant challenges in ensuring egalitarian access to 0—2
ECEC. In Italy, issues of affordability and availability seem to contribute to multiple inequalities in
childcare uptake. In Sweden, access to ECEC in non-urban (and deprived) areas appears to require
attention, particularly in addressing emerging intersectional inequalities linked to income and migrant
backgrounds.

6.4 Concluding remartkes
The comparison between Italy and Sweden triggers some concluding reflections.

First, from a policy perspective, our article suggest that the combination of the income and territorial
Matthew effect may jeopardize the effectiveness of ECEC in counteracting social disadvantages in two
very different countries — though to a different extent. Our analysis points to the importance of ensuring
equal availability and access to 0-2-year-old ECEC as a prerequisite for this policy to be a valuable tool
for reducing multiple inequalities among households. Adopting a comprehensive lens that keeps together
the income and territorial dimensions appears increasingly crucial to properly assess the ECEC’s actual
role as a social leveler since inequalities are multiple and interconnected. Policymakers should pay close
attention to the design of childcare provision. While diversifying childcare arrangements may help to meet
different needs, it also risks reinforcing inequalities. Eligibility criteria that do not privilege parents’
employment status can contribute to reducing income-based disparities in access.

Second, the empirical analysis has shown that, though the 0-2 uptake rate in Italy and Sweden remains
significantly different and a convergence trend cannot be detected, the Matthew effect is not a prerogative
of the Mediterranean welfare regime. The Swedish ECEC system continues to guarantee broad access to
these services overall. However, a deeper exploration of the combination of the income and territorial
dimensions unveils new inequalities that undermine the universalism of the system — which has always
characterized the Swedish welfare state. Our work thus adds new insights to the literature investigating
the destabilization of the Nordic welfare regime, suggesting that — though more “hidden” and still not
pervasive — signs of this destabilization can also be detected in the 0-2 ECEC field.

Third, future works could expand this theme by adopting an intersectional perspective, thus adding a
new dimension to the equation, the place of origin, and thus investigating how the income and territorial
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dimensions interact with the households’ foreign background. That could be done for the Italian and
Swedish case studies. Further studies could also explore disparities in ECEC quality, focusing on aspects
such as group size and the presence of qualified teachers. Future research could additionally pay closer
attention to particularly vulnerable groups, such as single-parent households, for whom access to
childcare is crucial for labor market participation. Finally, other countries belonging to the Nordic and
Mediterranean regimes could be included to detect differences and similarities between different welfare
regimes and within the same regime. Moreover, exploring the role of gender role attitudes in shaping
parents’ childcare choices, and their interactions with income and territorial dimensions, would provide
a fuller understanding of the non-use of ECEC
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NOTES

The key difference between private preschools and parent cooperatives is that the latter require parents to actively participate
in managing the preschool and volunteer their time (Garvis, 2018).

i "The ECEC system in Italy still includes a combination of provisions divided among a) public, b) private but state-aided,
and c) wholly market (with no capped prices) sectors

i In EU-SILC, income information refers to the year prior the interview. In Italy, the childcare take-up rate shifted from
25.2% in 2011 to 26.3% in 2019, with an increase by approximately one percentage point. In Sweden, the increase was slightly
higher, ~ with  childcare  take-up  rate  shifting from 49.2% in 2011 to  53.1% in 2019
(https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowset/view/ilc_caindformal _custom_15426804/default/tablerlang=en)

¥ As a robustness check, we controlled for age differences between siblings, since closely spaced children may imply
simultaneous care needs while larger gaps can reduce demand. The results remain unchanged, confirming the robustness
of our findings. We therefore retained the more parsimonious model including only the number of children aged 0-2 and
2-18.

¥ We operationalized household employment using a dummy variable to better account for the criteria affecting access to
ECEC services. In Italy, for example, families where both parents work tend to receive higher priority (Istat, 2023), so
distinguishing among dual-earner, single-earner, and no-earner households could overlap with these criteria . Moreover,
income and the number of workers in the household are substantially correlated (about 0.5 in Italy and 0.4 in Sweden),
which supports using a simplified dummy measure.
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