ellle}% 3 March 2026

Centre Website: www.policy.je
Jersey Email: info@policy.je

L2 o

Think piece

Family Policy and Economic
Sustainability in Jersey

Denise Heavey

Summary

Across Jersey, working families are facing sustained and interconnected
pressures arising from high childcare costs, inflexible work structures,
seasonal care gaps, and one of the highest costs of living in the region.
While these challenges are often framed as private household issues, they
are in fact structural policy concerns with direct implications for labour
market participation, productivity, gender equality and long-term
economic sustainability.

In a small, high-cost island economy with limited labour supply, the
effective participation of parents and carers is not optional; it is
economically essential. When skilled workers reduce hours, step back from
progression or leave employment altogether due to childcare constraints
or rigid job design, the Island loses human capital it cannot easily replace.
Evidence from international research and comparable jurisdictions shows
that accessible childcare, flexible and well-designed work, and equitable
parental policies are strongly associated with higher employment rates,
improved retention and stronger economic resilience.

Jersey's current system places a significant proportion of childcare and
coordination risk on individual families. Provision is largely market-led,
wraparound and holiday care can be fragmented, and workplace
expectations are often built around traditional full-time availability. At the
same time, dual-income households report increasing financial strain once
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childcare, housing and essential costs are accounted for, suggesting a
widening gap between wages and the lived cost of family life on the Island.

This think piece argues that pressures on working parents should be
understood as a core public policy issue rather than a niche social concern.
Drawing on local lived experience, labour market analysis and
international evidence, it examines how childcare systems, workplace
design and family policy intersect in Jersey. It concludes that
strengthening childcare infrastructure, supporting flexible job design and
enabling more equal parenting are not simply matters of social support,
but strategic investments in workforce participation, talent retention and
the long-term economic sustainability of Jersey.

Introduction: Reframing Family Pressure as Public Policy

In policy discourse, the difficulties experienced by working parents are
frequently treated as personal or lifestyle challenges. However, in Jersey's
economic context, this framing is increasingly inadequate. The Island
operates within structural constraints: a small labour pool, high
employment rates, limited inward labour capacity and rising living costs.
Within such a system, the ability of existing residents to participate fully in
the workforce is a critical determinant of economic resilience.

A substantial proportion of Jersey's workforce are parents or carers. Yet
work structures, childcare systems and social expectations often remain
aligned with an outdated model of constant availability and privately
managed care. When these assumptions collide with the realities of
modern family life, the result is not simply household stress but
measurable economic inefficiency.

Evidence from local accounts indicates that even households with two
working parents are experiencing sustained financial and logistical strain
once housing, childcare and essential expenses are prioritised. This
suggests that the pressures facing families are not confined to low-income
households but extend across the working population. Where the cost and
coordination of childcare significantly erode the financial return from
employment, rational economic behaviour may involve reducing hours,
declining promotions or exiting the workforce temporarily.

In a large economy, such losses may be absorbed. In a small island
economy, they are magnified. Each experienced professional who scales
back participation represents not only a personal adjustment but a
reduction in available skills, institutional knowledge and productivity.
Family policy, therefore, should not be viewed solely through a social lens,
but as a central component of labour market design and economic
strategy.
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The Cost of Living and the Reality of Dual-Income
Households

Jersey is consistently ranked among the most expensive places to live in
the British Isles. High housing costs, utility expenses, food prices and
childcare fees create a cumulative financial burden that significantly
shapes family decision-making.

For many working families, dual incomes are no longer a pathway to
discretionary spending or financial security, but a necessity for meeting
core living costs. Once mortgage or rent, childcare, transport and basic
household expenses are accounted for, disposable income may remain
limited. This economic pressure is compounded during periods such as
school holidays, when childcare costs can rise sharply or availability
becomes constrained.

Qualitative evidence from local families highlights the increasing reliance
on careful budgeting, reduced discretionary spending and additional work
hours simply to maintain financial stability. Such patterns indicate that
financial pressure is not episodic but structural. When parents must take
on extra shifts, second jobs or reduced family time to meet essential costs,
the long-term effects can include burnout, reduced wellbeing and
diminished workplace productivity.

From a policy perspective, this raises a critical question: if households with
two working parents are struggling to maintain financial balance, what
does this imply about the alignment between wages, childcare costs and
the broader cost of living? The answer is not simply a matter of household
management, but of systemic affordability and economic design.

Childcare as Economic Infrastructure, not a Private Luxury
Childcare is often conceptualised as a private service purchased by
parents. Increasingly, however, international research recognises early
years provision as essential economic infrastructure, comparable in
importance to education, transport and healthcare.

In Jersey, childcare provision is predominantly delivered through private
providers operating within a high-cost environment. Providers face
significant challenges, including staff recruitment difficulties, rising
operational costs and narrow financial margins. At the same time, parents
frequently encounter high weekly fees, which can rival or exceed major
household expenses.

When childcare costs absorb a substantial share of income, the financial
incentive to remain in full-time employment may weaken, particularly
during early childhood years. OECD research consistently shows that high
childcare costs are associated with lower maternal employment rates and
higher rates of part-time work or career interruption. Over time, this
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contributes to gender pay gaps, reduced lifetime earnings and
underutilisation of skilled labour.

The developmental implications are equally significant. High-quality early
years education supports cognitive, emotional and social development,
with long-term benefits for educational attainment and workforce
readiness. Investment in early childhood systems is therefore not only
socially beneficial but economically rational, producing returns through
improved human capital and reduced long-term social costs.

International examples demonstrate alternative funding approaches.
Jurisdictions that have introduced stable public funding models, fee caps
or direct provider subsidies have often achieved improvements in
affordability, workforce stability and accessibility. These systems recognise
that leaving childcare entirely to market forces in high-cost economies can
create instability for both providers and families.

For Jersey, where labour supply is structurally constrained, a resilient and
accessible childcare system should be understood as a strategic economic
priority rather than a discretionary social support.

Workplace Design and the Hidden Loss of Talent

Alongside childcare pressures, the design of work itself plays a decisive role
in determining whether parents can sustain meaningful employment.
Many roles continue to be structured around fixed hours, constant
availability and limited tolerance for caregiving responsibilities.

While flexible working policies may formally exist, their practical
accessibility often depends on managerial culture, job design and
organisational norms. Research from organisations such as Working
Families indicates that genuine flexibility increases retention, engagement
and productivity, while rigid structures disproportionately filter out parents
and carers from progression and leadership roles.

In Jersey's context, this dynamic has particular significance. Employers
frequently report recruitment challenges and skills shortages yet
simultaneously operate job structures that unintentionally exclude a
segment of experienced and capable workers. This creates a paradox in
which vacancies remain difficult to fill while existing talent reduces
participation due to inflexible work design.

Structured flexibility, including predictable hours, job-sharing and hybrid
models where appropriate, can function as efficiency mechanisms rather
than concessions. Evidence from comparable labour markets suggests
that organisations adopting well-designed flexible roles experience lower
turnover, reduced recruitment costs and stronger employee loyalty. In a
small labour market, retention is often more economically efficient than
replacement.
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Equal Parenting, Gender Dynamics and Economic
Participation

Despite progress in gender equality, unpaid care responsibilities continue
to fall disproportionately on mothers across many developed economies.
Jersey is unlikely to be immune to these broader structural patterns.

Where childcare systems are expensive and workplace flexibility is uneven,
families often make pragmatic decisions based on income differentials
and career stability. This can result in one parent, frequently the mother,
reducing hours or stepping back from career progression to manage care
responsibilities. Over time, such decisions reinforce gender pay gaps and
reduce overall labour market participation.

Research from the UK and other comparable jurisdictions shows that
parents generally express a preference for more equal sharing of care.
However, financial disincentives, cultural expectations and workplace
stigma can limit the uptake of shared parental leave or flexible
arrangements by non-primary carers. Simplified, well-paid and inclusive
parental leave policies have been shown to increase participation by
fathers and non-birthing parents, leading to more balanced caregiving
and improved workforce outcomes for both parents.

For Jersey, supporting more equal parenting is not solely a matter of
fairness but of economic optimisation. When both parents can remain
engaged in the workforce, households experience greater financial
stability, and employers benefit from a broader and more diverse talent
pool.

Seasonal Childcare Gaps and Structural Stress Points

One of the most frequently overlooked aspects of family policy is the
impact of school holidays and seasonal childcare gaps. While term-time
provision may be partially available, holiday periods can create acute
logistical and financial strain for working families.

Holiday clubs and wraparound services may operate limited hours, fill
quickly or fail to align with standard working schedules. For parents
without extended family support on the Island, these gaps require
complex arrangements involving annual leave, reduced working hours or
informal care solutions. Over time, such patchwork coordination
contributes to stress, burnout and reduced workplace engagement.

For parents of children with additional needs, the challenge can be even
more pronounced due to limited specialised provision. This highlights the
importance of viewing childcare not as a uniform service, but as a system
requiring flexibility, inclusivity and alignment with real working patterns.
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From a policy standpoint, seasonal childcare gaps represent predictable
structural stress points rather than isolated challenges. Addressing them
through expanded wraparound and holiday provision could significantly
reduce pressure on families while supporting consistent workforce
participation.

International Evidence and Policy Lessons for Small

Economies

International evidence provides valuable insights for jurisdictions seeking
to strengthen family policy without compromising economic
competitiveness. Countries such as Ireland, the Nordic nations and several
OECD members have increasingly recognised childcare and family
support as core economic infrastructure.

Key lessons include:
e Stable public investment in early years provision improves
affordability and workforce participation.
e« Well-paid and accessible parental leave supports labour market
continuity.
e Flexible job design increases retention and productivity.
e Integrated early years strategies produce long-term educational and
economic benefits.
Importantly, these approaches are not solely welfare driven. They are
grounded in economic pragmatism, recognising that labour participation,
gender equality and child development are interlinked drivers of
sustainable growth.

For small, high-cost economies, maximising the participation of the
resident workforce is essential. Policies that reduce barriers to
employment for parents and carers can therefore yield disproportionate
economic returns.

Policy Considerations for Jersey (Evidence-Based and Non-

Partisan)

Given Jersey's demographic and economic context, several policy
considerations emerge from the evidence:

1. Recognising Childcare as Strategic Infrastructure

A long-term, stable approach to early years funding and sector support
could improve affordability, workforce stability and provider sustainability.
2. Supporting Flexible and Structured Work Design
Encouraging flexible-by-design roles, job-sharing and predictable
scheduling could widen access to skilled employment without reducing
productivity.

3. Strengthening Wraparound and Holiday Provision
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Expanding accessible, aligned and inclusive childcare options during
school holidays would address a key structural pressure point for working
families.

4. Enabling More Equal Parenting

Simplified and inclusive parental policies, alongside cultural shifts in
workplace expectations, could support more balanced caregiving and
sustained workforce participation.

5. Improving Data and Evidence Collection

Regular collection of data on childcare costs, workforce participation by
parental status and flexible work uptake would support more targeted and
evidence-led policymaking.

These considerations are not prescriptive policy positions, but evidence-
informed areas for strategic reflection in the context of Jersey's long-term
economic sustainability.

Conclusion: Supporting Families as an Economic Imperative
The pressures facing working parents in Jersey are not isolated or
temporary. They reflect structural interactions between childcare systems,
workplace design, cost of living and labour market constraints. When
viewed collectively, these pressures constitute a significant public policy
issue with direct implications for productivity, talent retention and social
sustainability.

In a small island economy with limited labour supply, the loss or
underutilisation of experienced workers due to preventable structural
barriers carries measurable economic costs. Conversely, policies that
support accessible childcare, flexible work and balanced caregiving can
enhance workforce participation, strengthen family wellbeing and support
long-term economic resilience.

Reframing family policy as economic infrastructure does not diminish its
social importance; rather, it recognises the interconnected nature of
modern economies and family life. Supporting working parents is not
simply a matter of compassion or social support. It is a strategic
investment in human capital, productivity and the sustainable future of
Jersey.

Biographical note

Denise Heavey is a Jersey-based writer, family and mental health
advocate, and recruiter. She is also a researcher specialising in family
policy, childcare systems, workforce participation and the lived experience
of working families in high cost economies. Her work focuses on the
intersection of labour market design, caregiving and economic
sustainability in Jersey.
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