
1 
 

Position Paper1 
 

Advancing the Childcare Agenda in Lebanon 
to Boost Women’s Economic Empowerment 

 
 

I. Background 
 
Women’s economic empowerment does not only contribute to women economic empowerment but 

also drive economic growth.  
 
Lebanon has one of the highest gender gaps in the world, ranking 132 out of 156 countries in the World 
Economic Forum Gender Gap Report 2021. This low ranking is due primarily to Lebanon’s position in the 
economic opportunity and participation sub-index (139th), with one of the lowest rates of women’s labor 
force participation globally, standing at 25% compared to 76% for men, despite a significant rise in 
Lebanese women’s educational attainment2.  
 
The low women’s labor force participation rate in Lebanon can be attributed to various factors, among 
which the responsibility for providing unpaid care for their families, and particularly children, is salient.3 
While childcare and early childhood education are considered to be vital elements of a child’s 
development and well-being, most of the responsibility falls on women, especially the poor and 
vulnerable, generating hence significant losses in opportunities not only for children, but also for women, 
economies and societies. Care responsibilities hold women back from actively participating in economic 
spheres which in turn impacts economic growth and development.  Expanding the childcare sector also 
provides significant employment opportunities for both men and women, while meeting community 

needs. In Lebanon, like in many other places, marriage and children are highly significant determinants of 
a woman’s likelihood to work: being married reduces the likelihood of joining the labour force for women, 
between the ages of 25 and 34. According to a 2018 study, the rate of working women who were mothers 
of a child under the age of 3 compared to women who did not have children differed remarkably, by 14 
percentage points.4 A 2021 survey conducted by UN Women on behalf of the European Union found that 
31 per cent of survey respondents (all women) had never considered engaging in paid work in their lives: 
26 per cent said this was due to childcare responsibilities, 22 per cent said their spouses would not allow 
it, and 19 per cent pointed to their household upkeep responsibilities.5 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic and its ensuing lockdown measures have increased unpaid care work, 
particularly child-care responsibilities, leaving workplaces, schools and child daycare centers closed over 
long periods of time. According to the assessment conducted by the World Bank, childcare centers were 
particularly affected by the pandemic with mandated government closures. Upon reopening, centers  
witnessed a sharp decrease in enrollment and difficulty in maintaining qualified staff, with unprofitable 

 
1 This document was prepared by a team from the World Bank, UNESCWA, UN WOMEN, ILO and LAU. 
2 World Economic Forum (2021). Global Gender Gap Report 2021. Retrieved from: 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2021.pdf  
3 “World Bank. 2020. State of the Women in the Mashreq Flagship: Women’s economic participation in Iraq, Jordan and 

Lebanon. World Bank; UN Women.2021. Necessity of Childcare Services during Women’s Economic Empowerment and 

Livelihoods Programming in Lebanon. 
4 CAS and ILO 2019. 
5 https://arabstates.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/10/the-european-union-sector-specific-gender-

analysis-an-in-depth-sectoral-examination  

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2021.pdf
https://arabstates.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/10/the-european-union-sector-specific-gender-analysis-an-in-depth-sectoral-examination
https://arabstates.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/10/the-european-union-sector-specific-gender-analysis-an-in-depth-sectoral-examination
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operations. It has consequently forced working women to either assume the compounded paid and 
unpaid care workloads, downshift their careers, or totally opt out of the workforce. Pandemic-induced 
layoffs have also disproportionately affected women in Lebanon6.  
 
Given that the childcare sector is heavily populated by women, many have struggled to maintain their 
jobs during the economic crisis. Though schools and daycare centers have reopened, it is likely that the 
return will continue to rest on hybrid systems both due to COVID and in light of the economic crisis 
witnessed in the country. Finding ways to support childcare spaces to remain open, and women and men 
employed through them, is critical to enabling women to remain/re-enter the economy. Therefore, there 
is a need bring to the forefront the centrality of paid care work and highlight the need to advance care 
economy, with a particular attention to the childcare agenda, and recognize and reduce women's unpaid 
care responsibilities and redistribute them more equally between women and men. 
 
This short document briefly presents childcare economy situation in Lebanon and highlights the interest 
and importance of advancing it. It concludes by recommendations on the way forward to enhance the 
childcare economy and promote women’s economic empowerment.  
 

II. Advancing childcare economy in Lebanon 
 
The care economy entails the production and consumption of goods and services necessary for the 
physical, social, mental and emotional well-being of care-dependent groups, such as children, the 
elderly, the ill and people with disabilities, as well as healthy, prime working -age adults. Care-related 
economic production activities are wide-ranging, including both direct and indirect services and 
production of goods. Actors providing care in the childcare economy usually include relatives, the State, 
market institutions and not-for-profit organizations. There are substantial variations between how care is 
provided in different societies, determined by their own demographic, political, economic, fiscal and social 
contexts. Advancing childcare economy entails:  

i) providing quality and affordable early childcare services;  
ii) designing and implementing labour market policies that support parents to provide care;  
iii) investing in time-saving physical infrastructure;  
iv) designing and implementing care-related and gender sensitive social protection policies.  

 
This short document will focus on the two first elements. 
 
1. Provision of Quality and Affordable Early Childcare Services   
 
In addition to preparing children for productive, healthy lives and thus contributing to building future 
human capital, there is also an economic argument behind expanding childcare. For many families, 
childcare is a binding constraint that restricts decisions on whether to work and what type of work to 
engage in. Affordable, high-quality childcare can lead to women’s economic empowerment, improving 
their participation in the labor force, work productivity, confidence and family income, while also creating 
work opportunities for both men and women. Expanding childcare services has the potential to lead to 
the creation of new jobs, contributing to overall economic growth. It is estimated that the expansion of 
the childcare workforce to cover the actual demand could create around 43 million jobs globally. 7  
 

 
6 UN Women, UNFPA, WHO, National Commission for Lebanese Women. (2020). Gender -Alert on COVID-19 Lebanon. 
7 Better Jobs and Brighter Futures: Investing in Childcare to Build Human Capital , World Bank Group.  
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Companies can also benefit from investing in childcare provision and from adopting family-friendly  
policies. Improving childcare and female labor force opportunities can improve business productivity, 
strengthen recruitment, reduce employee turnover and enhance corporate reputation8. Only 5 
employers out of 100 surveyed companies have childcare solutions in place. Findings from the World Bank 
Group’s assessment on childcare indicate that only 15% of employers are potentially willing to provide 
childcare support, while the overwhelming majority (80%) is not willing to provide access to such services. 
Companies that considered on-site centers required the initial set up investment capital and faced staffing 
and logistical challenges. This suggests that the childcare sector present an opportunity to creating new 
job opportunities.  
 
Lebanon’s formal childcare is characterized by unequal access across the country and the supply of 
services is dominated by private sector providers .910 Preliminary findings from a forthcoming 
comprehensive childcare assessment in Lebanon conducted by the World Bank show that the majority of 
childcare providers in the country are private (80% are private providers, 12% public, 5% religious and 4% 
associations). 11 Childcare centers are highly concentrated in the coastal areas, with high density in Beirut 
and in the Metn area, leaving rural areas with limited access to such services, and thus unequal access to 
vulnerable populations. There are significant differences in quality between the services provided in 
coastal areas versus non-coastal ones, the former being of higher quality12. This correlation also applies 
to childcare services provided by the private and public sectors13. Although coastal and private childcare 
providers scored higher on the overall quality index, 60% of the surveyed childcare settings scored low on 
the overall quality index. The overall low score is mainly the result of the inconsistency of inspection visits 
from the Ministry of Public Health and lately the immigration of the highly qualified workforce seeking 
better job opportunities abroad. 
 
Inaccessibility to childcare is even higher for low-income women – Lebanese national and refugees, who 
even less likely to be able to afford childcare costs or at home help.14 A UN Women study in 2021 found 
that economically Lebanese and Syrian women rarely use childcare services: only 13 per cent of study 
participants used any form of childcare service as their primary source of childcare, and only 6 per cent of 
respondents specifically said that they took their children to Social Development Centers’ childcare 
facilities. The reasons for the low use of childcare included social norms, affordability and not trusting 
day-care services. For Syrian refugee women, it is likely that additional barriers include their lack of 
documentation and the fear of using public services, as only 18 per cent of Syrian refugee women have 
legal residency in Lebanon.15 
 
Since the onset of Lebanon’s economic crisis, the operational costs of childcare have increased 
significantly. Although the monthly fee per child has increased in Lebanese Pounds, its counter value in 
USD is not enough to cover the basic operational cost of the settings. On the other hand, the dramatic 
devaluation of households’ monthly income is forcing parents to withdraw their children from the 

 
8 Tackling Childcare: a guide for Employer-supported childcare, IFC, 2019  
9 World Bank. A comprehensive assessment of the childcare sector in Lebanon. Forthcoming. 

10 UNESCWA. Empowering women in the Arab region-Advancing care economy. Case study on childcare in Lebanon. 

Forthcoming 
11 World Bank. A comprehensive assessment of the childcare sector in Lebanon. Forthcoming. 
12 World Bank. A comprehensive assessment of the childcare sector in Lebanon. Forthcoming. 
13 UNESCWA. Empowering women in the Arab region-Advancing care economy. Case study on childcare in Lebanon. 

Forthcoming 
14 UN Women.2021. Necessity of Childcare Services during Women’s Economic Empowerment and Livelihoods Programming in 
Lebanon. 
15 https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/85003  

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/85003
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nurseries they are enrolled in and rely on family members to assist their children on daily basis (most 
commonly mothers and grand-mothers). There is an urgent need to address the challenges arising from 
the above in order to offer feasible and affordable childcare services options.  
 
Childcare seems to impact decisive choices of parents, such as asking a woman not to work, a grand-
parent to move in and support with childcare responsibilities or asking a grand-parent to take care of 
the children supported by a domestic migrant worker, as revealed by an online survey conducted with 
parents benefiting from private sector childcare services in Lebanon.16 However, the shortage of home-
paid caregivers could exacerbate the pressure of childcare responsibilities for women, compelling them 
to leave the labour market, not enter it, or increasing their double burden. Until 2019, a large number of 
affluent and middle-class families employed domestic migrant workers who performed a variety of tasks 
in private homes under Lebanon’s regressive and exploitative Kafala system, among which caring for 
children. But, following the multiple crises that have hit the country, many of those workers were 
dismissed from service when households were no longer able to afford their salaries and living expenses. 17 
It is thus expected that this shortage of home-paid caregivers could exacerbate the pressure of childcare 
responsibilities for Lebanese working women. Among the needs highlighted by parents in the survey, 
longer opening hours, proximity of the day care centers and affordability of costs of services are the more 
pressing.18 
 
2. Design and Implementation of an enabling environment in terms of policies 

 
The importance of labor-market and economic policies that acknowledge families’ need for caregiving, 
such as those that provide for maternity leave, paternity leave, parental leave (commensurate for both 
men and women), flexible working hours and job-sharing, cannot be overemphasized in as much as they 
are instrumental in helping women achieve a balance between their paid work and unpaid care 
responsibilities thus facilitating their economic participation and therefore the overall economy, in 
addition to enabling men’s engagement in childcare.   Policies that encourage women’s equal participation 
in the labor market remain scarce in Lebanon, and despite the slight increase registered in the past few 
years in women's participation in the Lebanese labor market, national labor laws, policies, and action 
plans have not been updated to accommodate the needs of working women and to provide the required 
support for women seeking to join the labor market19,20.  
 

• As such, and despite the fact that the duration of maternity leave in Lebanon was extended from 
7 to 10 weeks in 2014, it still does not meet the ILO recommended duration of 14 weeks, and 
whereas in theory a mixed-payment system involving both the employer and the National Social 
Security Fund, should apply for payment of maternity benefits in Lebanon, employers have 
practically found themselves covering 100% of maternity benefits, which could have a negative 
impact on the hiring of young married women in Lebanon and in some cases lead to the dismissal 
of female employees. 

 
16 World Bank. A comprehensive assessment of the childcare sector in Lebanon. Forthcoming. 
17 Understanding-race-and-migrant-domestic-labor-in-lebanon, Sumayya Kassamali, Middle East research Project (merip.org), 
13 July 2021 
18 UNESCWA. Empowering women in the Arab region-Advancing care economy. Case study on childcare in Lebanon. 

Forthcoming 
19 Sugita, S. (2019). Social care and women’s labor participation in Lebanon. Al Raida (128), 31-37.   
20 Sugita, S., Esim, S., Omeira, M. (2009). Caring is work: meeting social care needs in Lebanon. Presented during the 10th 

Mediterranean Research Meeting.   
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• As for breastfeeding policies, the Lebanese Labor Code does not contain any statutory provisions 
that support breastfeeding for mothers in the workplace. 

• In Lebanon, paternity and paternal leave are also not provided for in the Lebanese Labor Code. 
A draft law suggesting that fathers receive 3 days of paid paternity leave was approved by the 
Council of Ministers in January 2018, but it has not been enacted yet by the Lebanese 
Parliament21.  

• Moreover, the Lebanese labor law does not include any provisions related to flexible-working 
arrangements for employees with minor children22. 

• The above-mentioned online survey identified however some good practices that go beyond the 
existing policies, including on maternity and paternity leave, and that are worth building and 
capitalizing on.23 

 
In addition to providing support to working parents, it is important to include non-working women in 
the framework of the expansion of the childcare sector.  The deployment of a comprehensive multi-
sectorial communication and outreach campaign would have as a first objective to promote the rights of 
women in the workplace and to emphasize on the importance of early childhood education on a healthy 
holistic development of the child. Progressively, the induced behavioral changes would positively 
influence social norms diluting the concept of gender stereotype.  
 

III. The Way Forward 
 
The various studies conducted addressing childcare in Lebanon have clearly shown the scope of the on-
going efforts and the gaps yet to be filled. One major gap is related to the lack of an agreed upon strategic 
framework to guide all these efforts and maximize their outcomes. There are several entry points to 
strengthen the childcare ecosystem in Lebanon: 
 

➢ Develop a national, comprehensive, cross-sectoral strategy involving all concerned and relevant 
ministries, public agencies and private sector players to address early childhood care and 
education. 

➢ Enact a comprehensive legislative framework required to support redistributing childcare work 
(schemes may include social protection for care givers, tax exemption for childcare centers, 
complimentary set of family friendly policies, and tax incentives for employer provided centers; 
migrants workers).   

➢ Define institutional and governance arrangements for a unified, safeguarding environment, 
quality assurance and quality checks of chilcare sector including licensing requirement, capacity 
of inspectors to implement adequate standards24.  

➢ Develop and implement a framework strategy for an expanded trained childcare workforce 
across all levels of public and private childcare workers, associated with better quality provision 
and standardized outcomes for young children.  

➢ Strengthen the capacity of governments and local actors  to address childcare provision 
challenges based on lack of data, knowledge and evidence. 

 
21

 UNDP, UNFPA, and UN Women. (2018). Gender-related laws, policies, and practices in Lebanon.  
22 https://www.aub.edu.lb/ifi/Documents/publications/working_papers/2015-2016/20160212_Family_Policies.pdf  
23 UNESCWA. Empowering women in the Arab region-Advancing care economy. Case study on childcare in Lebanon. 

Forthcoming 
24 OECD (2015), Starting Strong IV: Monitoring Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care, Starting Strong, OECD Publishing, 

Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264233515-en. 

https://www.aub.edu.lb/ifi/Documents/publications/working_papers/2015-2016/20160212_Family_Policies.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264233515-en
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➢ Increase data around childcare to address challenges required to improve current incentives, 
design new effective incentives and estimate needed resources, and to formulate evidence-
based roadmaps that can lead to strategy formulation.  

➢ Create more awareness of the many benefits associated with better child development. 

 
As a first step, the childcare sector will benefit from the development of a national strategic vision to 
frame the efforts and strengthen coordination among various government and non-government actors 
to advance childcare economy and promote women’s economic empowerment.  Therefore, it is 
suggested to conduct a national multistakeholder dialogue to develop such a vision. While the National 
Commission for Lebanese Women will lead this effort, given the multisectoral nature of the childcare 
sector and the Commission’s mandate, a range of stakeholders within the government will be part of this 
initiative. Enhancement of the legal frameworks related to childcare and the provision and expansion of 
quality, accessible and affordable childcare require a range of solutions and financing that can only be 
achieved through a whole of government approach in partnership with the private sector, informed by 
analysis of existing and new data, stakeholder consultations and the formulation of concrete evidence--
backed policy recommendations. 
 
 


