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Abstract : This article analyses the role of partisan politics in the recent expansion
of early childhood education and care in the German Länder. In contrast to recent
work in comparative public policy that often diagnoses a waning of partisan
effects, we ﬁnd broad support for the notion that partisan differences continue to
matter in this policy ﬁeld. The government participation of left-wing parties is
positively and signiﬁcantly associated with changes in public spending on early
childhood education, independent of whether this is measured as a percentage of
gross domestic product or in terms of per-capita spending. In contrast, left-wing
partisanship is not associated with changes in the share of public spending devoted
to independent (private) institutions. Coalition status, particularly governing in a
Grand Coalition, somewhat mediates these effects. Our empirical analysis is based
on the ﬁndings from a cross-sectional time-series analysis based on an original data
set of spending data for the 16 Länder for the time period between 1992 and 2010.

Key words: conservative welfare states, education, partisanship, public
childcare

Introduction
Germany has long been regarded as a laggard when it comes to the public
provision of social services such as early childhood education. This has been
ascribed to the conservative or Christian democratic nature of Germany’s
welfare state (Esping-Andersen 1990; Van Kersbergen 1995), which – in
line with the principle of subsidiarity – identiﬁes families (and usually
mothers) as the primary caregivers for small children. In recent years,
however, there have been signiﬁcant changes in German family and early
childhood education and care (ECEC) policies (Fleckenstein et al. 2011;
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Morgan 2012, 2013). Somewhat surprisingly, some of these changes were
promoted by Christian democratic leaders in the Federal Government,
which supported the expansion of childcare institutions with dedicated
subsidies. Scholars have explained this observation by pointing out that
the Christian democrats have moved towards the political centre in order
to appeal to new electoral constituencies in the aspiring middle classes,
particularly women (Naumann 2012; Fleckenstein and Lee 2014).
However, as we argue in this article, this apparent convergence of
Christian democrats towards the political centre in childcare policies
masks a signiﬁcant degree of variation at the subnational level of Länder
governments. Even though local governments also contribute signiﬁcantly
to the maintenance costs of childcare institutions, Länder governments
have been crucial in ﬁnancing the establishment of the respective
infrastructure. In doing this, Länder governments differ enormously in how
they make use of available federal funds for childcare expansion and with
regard to their willingness to devote additional resources to the expansion
of ECEC, leading to signiﬁcant differences in public spending on ECEC
across the Länder. This article explores this variation of policy output
across Länder and argues that the partisan composition of governments is
associated with differences in the observed output.
Providing an answer to the latter question is the theoretical and empirical
aim of this article with implications for partisan theory in general. In recent
years, scholars have repeatedly observed that compared with the post-war
decades, the explanatory power of partisan factors is waning (Kwon and
Pontusson 2010). The most common explanations for this observation are
the constraining forces of economic globalisation (Busemeyer 2009a), ﬁscal
austerity or path dependency in welfare state policies (Pierson 2001).
Furthermore, expanding public childcare opportunities is a policy, which is
very popular with the middle classes (Bonoli 2013). Therefore, parties of
different stripes might be equally interested in promoting childcare services
in an attempt to capture the median voter.
This article develops a contrasting perspective by showing that in the case
of ECEC expansion in Germany, partisanship continues to matter. By
exploring the variation in policy output at the subnational rather than the
national level, we ﬁnd that left-wing Länder governments have been
willing to invest signiﬁcantly more resources in the expansion of the public
infrastructure of ECEC than their right-wing counterparts, which is a
remarkable ﬁnding in the face of high problem pressure and the general
popularity of childcare provision in Germany. Approaching the issue from
the classical perspective of partisan theory (Hibbs 1977), rooted in expectations about economic redistribution, this ﬁnding is puzzling, because the
expansion of public childcare beneﬁts the middle classes rather than the
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traditional electoral constituencies in the lower-income classes (Van
Lancker 2013). Hence, our analysis supports recent work that pays more
attention to partisan competition in value-related conﬂicts about gender
roles and family policy as a second dimension of competition in addition to
conﬂicts about economic redistribution (Häusermann 2010; Hieda 2013).
Existing quantitative literature on the partisan politics of childcare
provision is scarce and has so far focussed mostly on the international
(Lambert 2008; Bonoli and Reber 2010; Hieda 2013) or the local level
(Mosimann and Giger 2008; Goerres and Tepe 2012). From an empirical
perspective, this article makes a contribution by analysing the determinants
of childcare spending at the subnational level of German Länder. For this
purpose, we rely on an original data set of public investments in ECEC for
children below the age of six years, compiled from ofﬁcial statistics
yearbooks for the time period 1992–2010. The study by Andronescu and
Carnes (2015) – discussed in greater detail below – comes closest to our
approach, but they look at levels of enrolment in childcare for children
below the age of three, whereas we study patterns of public spending for
public and independent childcare institutions. In addition, their study
covers a much shorter time period (2005–2011) compared with ours, which
makes it more difﬁcult to trace the effects of changes in government composition over time. All in all, ours is the ﬁrst study to analyse the association
between partisanship and public spending on ECEC at the Länder level.

Partisanship and the politics of early childhood education

Partisan politics and welfare state research
There is a long tradition of scholarship that studies the association between
partisan composition of governments and policy output (Hibbs 1977;
Stephens 1979; Castles 1982; Schmidt 1982). The core expectation of
partisan theory is that different parties pursue different policies once in
government, and that these differences can be explained by parties’ motivations to cater to the interests of particular electoral constituencies. The
ﬁrst generation of scholarship in this tradition derived party preferences
from the economic interests of their core electoral supporters, which could
be placed on an economic left-right dimension. Over the years, the classical
perspective of partisan theory has been expanded, modiﬁed and extended.
Strøm (1990), for instance, has made the important point that political
parties are also keen on gaining elections and winning ofﬁce, and therefore
to a certain extent willing to change their policy positions for strategic
reasons. Kitschelt (1994, 1999) and others (Kriesi et al. 2006) have shown
that party competition has become two-dimensional in the wake of the rise
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of postmaterialism and globalisation. In addition to the economic left-right
dimension, parties increasingly compete on a second dimension, which is
related to value conﬂicts between liberal and cosmopolitan values on the
one hand and authoritarian, paternalistic values on the other. Social
democratic parties have been particularly challenged by these changes,
because their traditional electoral constituencies are shrinking, and they
need to appeal to new voters in the educated middle classes (Boix 1997;
Busemeyer 2009b; Gingrich and Häusermann 2015).
Increasingly, the central tenet of partisan theory – that the balance of
power between political parties in government is related to variations in
policy output – is being challenged by a set of competing theories in public
policy research. One line of thinking goes back to Pierson (1994) as well as
Rose and Davies (1994) who argue that institutional and policy legacies
have such strong implications for policymaking that partisan actors have
little leeway to change policies once in ofﬁce, contributing to a high degree
of path dependency in policymaking. A related, but different argument is
put forward in the globalisation literature, which attributes the waning
inﬂuence of parties on output to the increasingly constraining forces of
globalisation (Kittel and Obinger 2003; Kwon and Pontusson 2010).
Furthermore, in an age of “permanent austerity” (Pierson 2001), policymakers of different partisan stripes may have little leeway in setting new
budgetary priorities because of limited ﬁscal resources. Finally, more recent
scholarship argues that social policy is largely driven by “popular demand”
(Brooks and Manza 2006; Rehm 2011), i.e. changes in public opinion.
If policymakers are responsive to changing demands, differences between
parties in government should diminish in the long run, and the median
voter’s position should dominate.
All in all, therefore, the role of partisanship as a driver of policy change is
contested in the literature, both from a theoretical as well as an empirical
perspective. We want to contribute to this debate by studying the effect of
partisanship for the case of early childhood education. This is an interesting
test case for partisan theory for two reasons: on the one hand, ﬁrst, expanding
the provision of early childhood education is a policy that primarily beneﬁts
the working middle classes (Van Lancker 2013). Similar to education (Ansell
2010; Busemeyer 2015), the redistributive implications of investments in
ECEC are somewhat unclear. As investing in childcare is a popular policy
fuelled by public demands for policies that reconciliate work and family life,
both left- and right-wing parties should be in favour of spending increases.
On the other hand, second, independent from concerns about economic
redistribution, partisan conﬂicts about childcare provision might rather
be motivated by different value orientations or “competing childcare
visions” (Andronescu and Carnes 2015, 160). Furthermore, as – in the case of
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Germany – early childhood education is still a policy ﬁeld, which is institutionally underdeveloped. There should be more leeway for partisan differences to emerge compared with a well-established policy ﬁeld with a high
degree of path dependency.

Scholarship on the politics of early childhood education
Compared with the large body of literature on the determinants of welfare
state policy more generally, research on family policies and ECEC has
developed only recently. It is only since the emergence of the social investment debate in the 1990s and 2000s that public childcare came into the
focus of comparative welfare state research (Henninger et al. 2008;
Lambert 2008; Jensen 2009; Bonoli and Reber 2010; Daly 2010; Leitner
2010; Mätzke and Ostner 2010; Fleckenstein et al. 2011; Morgan 2012,
2013; Fleckenstein and Lee 2014; Oliver and Mätzke 2014; Andronescu
and Carnes 2015). Proponents of the social investment “paradigm” argue
that the welfare state should invest in active labour market policies and
education (Esping-Andersen 2002; Bonoli 2012, 2013; Morel et al. 2012).
Public childcare is central to this idea because it increases women’s
employment opportunities and promotes child development and the
accumulation of human capital (Esping-Andersen 2009; StadelmannSteffen 2011; Jenson 2012a, 2012b). Investments in early childhood
education can prevent the emergence of inequalities and social problems in
later stages of life, contributing to mitigating social inequalities in the long
term (Van Lancker 2013).
The ambivalence about the role of partisanship discussed above is also
present in existing scholarship on the politics of childcare provision.
Roughly speaking, the literature can be divided into three different camps:
Scholars in the ﬁrst camp argue that other factors besides partisan politics
are more important driving forces of policy change in the ﬁeld of ECEC. For
instance, Jensen (2009) posits that institutions, particularly curriculum
traditions, are crucial (see also Oliver and Mätzke 2014 for a related
argument). Mätzke and Ostner (2010) emphasise the power of ideas:
according to their perspective, the recent changes in German family and
ECEC policies are a consequence of the fact that “old ideas” about better
reconciling work and family life have matured for a signiﬁcant period of
time, so that at some point both parties had to respond to changing family
and gender values. Blum (2014) emphasises the transnational diffusion of
policy ideas between Germany and Austria. In a quantitative analysis of
“maternity-friendly policies”, Lambert (2008) ﬁnds that union density and
institutional veto points have more explanatory power as determinants of
policy change than partisanship.
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In contrast to the ﬁrst camp, work in the second set of contributions
recognises the importance of partisanship as a driving force of change, but
party competition is regarded less as a source of differentiation between
political parties than as a driving force of convergence. In this literature,
the cases of Germany as well as other European countries such as the
Netherlands and the United Kingdom (UK) are prominently discussed as
examples of recent and signiﬁcant policy changes (Henninger et al. 2008;
Daly 2010; Leitner 2010; Morgan 2012, 2013; Fleckenstein and Lee 2014).
The case of Germany is often regarded as particularly puzzling, because
some of the most important reforms in family and ECEC policies were
passed during the Grand Coalition government (consisting of Christian and
social democrats), which was in power between 2005 and 2009. Ursula von
der Leyen, a prominent member of the Christian democratic CDU, is often
regarded as an important political entrepreneur providing leadership as the
responsible minister. The apparent turnaround of the CDU from a critic
towards a supporter of progressive family and ECEC policies is remarkable
and in need of an explanation. For Fleckenstein and Lee (2014, 603), party
competition has been the “key political driver in policy expansion”
(emphasis in the original) in the ﬁeld of ECEC and family policies. As is
argued by Morgan (2012, 2013) as well as Naumann (2012), political
parties have strong incentives to appeal to new electoral constituencies,
particularly women, who have become more “dealigned” from traditional
partisan constituencies compared with men. The public provision of ECEC
is a speciﬁc policy, which can be used by both left-wing and conservative
parties to reforge partisan alliances. Thus, policy change is driven by the
convergence of partisan positions rather than their continued divergence,
because traditionally conservative parties have promoted the expansion of
ECEC in order to reach out to new electoral constituencies in the working
middle classes, particularly women.
The third line of thinking in existing scholarship, ﬁnally, rather points
out the continued differences in party positions. Although most of the
contributions in the second camp discussed previously are qualitative case
studies of reform processes, the bulk of scholarship in the third camp is made
up of quantitative analyses of spending or enrolment data. Comparing policy
output in ECEC at the national level in a large set of Organisation of
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, both Bonoli
and Reber (2010) as well as Hieda (2013) show that left-wing government
is associated with higher levels of public spending on childcare [which is
different from the null ﬁndings of Jensen (2009) and Lambert (2008), who,
however, use different dependent variables and different time periods of
analysis]. The empirical evidence provided by Hieda (2013) suggests that
left-wing parties with a left-libertarian proﬁle are most keen on expanding
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ECEC compared with more traditional left-wing parties. In other words, the
value orientation of parties matters. What is more, as is argued by Naumann
(2012) and Leitner (2010), Christian democratic parties (or other conservatives) may also be torn between a commitment to traditional family
values on the one hand – which are still important for their core voters – and
strategic appeals to new urban middle-class women and families on the other.
The recent study by Andronescu and Carnes (2015), which explores the
variation in ECEC policies across German Länder, conﬁrms the importance
of partisanship at the subnational level. Andronescu and Carnes (2015)
argue that despite the apparent convergence of policy positions at the
federal level in Germany, “competing childcare visions” (Andronescu and
Carnes 2015, 160) rooted in different ideological conceptions about the
role of women continue to prevail in political parties at the subnational
level, partly accounting for the variation in policy output. Complementing
analyses of national and subnational variation, there are a few studies that
study variation at the local level. This is sensible, because local governments
are usually responsible for maintaining and ﬁnancing childcare facilities to
a large extent. Again, existing studies ﬁnd some evidence for partisan
effects. In a study of the level of childcare fees in 95 German cities, Goerres
and Tepe (2012) show that fees are substantially higher for middle- and
high-income individuals in municipalities, in which left-wing parties hold
the majority in city councils. Mosimann and Giger (2008) compare local
governments in the Swiss canton of Zurich and reveal a positive association
between public ECEC spending and the number of day-care places and the
political power of left-wing parties in local councils.

Our argument
Our argument largely builds on and extends scholarship in the third camp
identiﬁed in the previous section. Ours is the ﬁrst study of subnational
variation of public spending on ECEC. The study by Andronescu and
Carnes (2015) comes closest to ours, but there are a number of important
differences. First, they study enrolment rates for children below the age of
three, whereas we look at public spending as well as public subsidies to
private (independent) institutions. Both analytical perspectives are valid,
but they are different. Enrolment rates are determined by policy decisions
on the supply of childcare places on the one hand and parental decisions on
the use of available facilities on the other. In contrast, public spending is a
more direct measure of policy output, so that we would expect stronger
effects of partisanship in that case. Second, the period of analysis is much
shorter in the study by Andronescu and Carnes (2015) compared with our
study (2005–2011 versus 1992–2010). If one is interested in detecting the
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effects of partisanship, having a longer period of observation is important
in order to be able to observe changes over time related to changes in
government (given that a government is usually in power for four or ﬁve
years, depending on the Land). Third, Andronescu and Carnes (2015)
cannot distinguish between enrolment in public and nonpublic, independent providers. There are, however, important differences between the
Länder in the extent to which private nonproﬁt providers are involved in
the provision of ECEC and the extent of public subsidies to these providers.
Although our study cannot directly analyse private spending because of a
lack of data, we provide a more ﬁne-grained perspective with regard to the
determinants of direct public spending and indirect public subsidies to
independent institutions, which reveals important differences between
government parties. These aspects have not been studied by Andronescu
and Carnes (2015). Fourth, we look at public spending on early childhood
and preprimary education for children below the age of six, whereas
Andronescu and Carnes (2015) look at the share of enrolled children below
the age of three. Finally, our study uses a sophisticated set of statistical
methods with multiple control variables and robustness checks (see below),
whereas Andronescu and Carnes (2015) rely on a simpler estimation design
with a limited set of control variables. In sum, our study is the ﬁrst to
systematically analyse the association between partisanship of German Länder
governments and spending on early childhood education, complementing
existing work on enrolment rates and spending in international comparison.
As stated above, exploring the subnational variation in ECEC spending
across German Länder might lead to a reassessment of the German case: the
existing literature portrays Germany as a prime example of a signiﬁcant
policy shift from a traditional “male breadwinner” model towards the more
progressive social investment type (Leitner 2010; Fleckenstein et al. 2011;
Morgan 2013; Fleckenstein and Lee 2014). Although we would not
fundamentally disagree with this assessment, the analysis of subnational
variation in ECEC policies might show that the supposed turnaround of the
Christian Democratic Party has not been as comprehensive as could be
assumed on the basis of policy decisions at the federal level.
Länder governments have signiﬁcant leeway in deciding about the allocation of public spending resources to ECEC. Legally speaking, the provision of ECEC lies within the responsibility of the municipalities according
to the principle of local self-government enshrined in Article 28(2) of the
German Basic Law. Nevertheless, the Länder governments play a decisive
role in determining the amount of state funding for ECEC, because they are
responsible for large-scale investments in the infrastructure, whereas
local governments are mostly in charge of maintenance (supported with
additional funding from the federal level since 2008). Since the 1990s, the
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public provision of childcare has been massively expanded. In 1992,
policymakers established a legal entitlement for receiving public day care
for every child between three and six years of age. This regulation was
expanded by the Childcare Funding Act of 2008 (Kinderförderungsgesetz)
to children under three years of age. Most of the decisions related to the
expansion of childcare opportunities have been made at the federal or the
Land level with limited involvement at the local level (Münder 2009).
According to the legal “principle of related action” (Konnexitätsprinzip),
the costs for this expansion must therefore not be attributed to the local
governments as they had no formal say in these decisions. As a consequence, the Länder governments are legally obliged to transfer ﬁnancial
resources to the municipalities in order to ﬁnance the expansion of public
childcare. The amount of ﬁnancial allocation that is transferred to the local
governments is determined in separate laws for each Land (Goerres and
Tepe 2012, 171), which opens up many different possibilities of how
exactly the transfer of resources from the subnational to the local level
should be organised. Furthermore, the inﬂuence of the Federal Government
is more limited as it might seem at ﬁrst sight. It can only indirectly inﬂuence
policymaking at the Land level by making available subsidies for the
expansion of childcare, but these funds can be used in different ways by the
subnational government (MBJS 2013). Hence, there remains a signiﬁcant
leeway for Länder governments to promote different policies for the
expansion of childcare institutions.
Our core hypothesis then is that these differences in policy output are
systematically associated with differences in the partisan composition
of subnational (Länder) governments. The government participation of
left-wing parties is expected to be positively associated with increasing
public provision of childcare, whereas the opposite should hold for the case
of Christian democrats. Partisan differences are primarily rooted in different normative conceptions about the role of women in the labour market
and in the family rather than in different redistributive implications of
investment in ECEC. Compared with the national level, where conservative
political leaders have moved to the middle ground for strategic reasons,
partisan differences are likely to continue to matter more at the subnational
Länder level, because political elites at this level are closer to party members
at the base, who are likely to hold more radical views than political leaders
at the top (Iversen 1994).
At the Länder level in Germany, the left wing of the party spectrum is
divided between two major parties: the social democratic SPD, which is
more powerful in the Western Länder, and the more traditionally socialist
Left Party (Die Linke), which continues to receive high levels of electoral
support in the East. The Left Party usually positions itself to the left of the
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SPD on social issues. Even though there are continuous conﬂicts between the
SPD and the Left Party, the latter – when in government in the Eastern Länder
– has become a regular left-wing social democratic/socialist party. In addition
to the SPD and the Left Party, the Greens is the third party on the left of the
German party spectrum. The Greens comes closest to the type of left-liberal
party that Hieda (2013) has identiﬁed as the main driving force of expansion
in ECEC, since it typically represent middle-class voters with a liberal value
orientation. In sum, when it comes to the issue of ECEC, all three of
Germany’s left-wing parties should have a similar positive orientation
towards the expansion of ECEC, particularly by expanding public provision.
In contrast to these left-wing parties, the Christian democrats should be
much more reluctant to expand early childhood education. In comparison with
secular, conservative or liberal parties, Christian democrats are expected to be
even more opposed to the public provision of childcare because of their ideology rooted in Catholic doctrine. In Christian democratic ideology, the principle
of subsidiarity is key (Van Kersbergen 1995, 188). According to this principle,
the state should refrain from intervening if other social entities, primarily the
family, are better placed to provide social services such as childcare. In line with
this argument, Esping-Andersen (1999) introduced the notion of “familialism”
into welfare state research, which refers to the role of the family as provider of
social services in contrast to the market and the state.
As part of the institutional legacy of a corporatist, conservative welfare
state, private, independent and often Church-afﬁliated institutions are also
an important part of the childcare infrastructure in Germany. Therefore, in
addition to public spending on childcare, we also analyse the share of public
subsidies devoted to private childcare institutions relative to all spending on
childcare in a given Land. For this indicator, we expect fewer, if any,
partisan differences. This is because the enthusiasm of left-wing parties to
subsidise childcare is expected to be more muted when investment is
channelled to private institutions. Vice versa, Christian democratic parties
might be more willing to support the expansion of childcare, when public
investment favours independent Church-afﬁliated institutions.
Finally, we also expect that partisanship will be affected by the
composition of government coalitions. To a certain extent, our measure of
partisanship automatically takes into account this coalitional effect (see
discussion below), because pure left-wing (or right-wing) governments are
scored higher than “mixed” government coalitions. In spite of that, the
debate about the expansion of childcare might be different in a Grand
Coalition setting. Although Grand Coalitions have been a rare event at
the federal level, they have been more common at the subnational level
(for instance in Baden-Wurttemberg, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania,
Thuringia and Berlin in the 1990s as well as in Brandenburg, Saxony,
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Saxony-Anhalt, Schleswig-Holstein and Hamburg in the 2000s). We
hypothesise that the positive effect of left partisanship on public ECEC
spending will be muted in a Grand Coalition setting, because left parties
cannot promote their favoured policy because of the opposition of the
coalition partner. Instead, Grand Coalition governments might promote
the build-up of childcare infrastructure by subsidising the private sector
instead, because this solution represents a compromise between social and
Christian democratic policy goals.
In sum, we test the following hypotheses:
H1: Left-wing governmental power is associated with increases in public
spending on ECEC.
H2: There are no signiﬁcant partisan differences with regard to the share of
public subsidies to private (independent) childcare institutions.
H3: The effect of left-wing partisanship is muted in Grand Coalition
governments, whereas spending on private independent institutions is
expected to increase.
Besides partisanship, there are a number of other potential determinants of
childcare spending, which are discussed in the literature, e.g. female
employment participation, demographic pressures or population density.
As we focus on the role of partisanship, we include these factors as control
variables and discuss their potential impact in the empirical section below.

Data and methods
For the empirical analysis, we use data on public spending for early
childhood education provided by the Federal Statistical Ofﬁce. This public
spending data combines spending from the Länder governments itself as
well as local governments, aggregated at the Länder level. We focus on
three dependent variables: public spending on public day-care facilities
relative to the Länder gross domestic product (GDP) (1) and relative to
population size (i.e. per-capita spending) (2). In addition, we look at
the share of public spending on early childhood education that goes to
independent, i.e. private, institutions (3). Ideally, we would have liked to
include private spending on ECEC as well, both as a dependent and as an
independent variable. Controlling for (past) levels of private spending
would take into account the fact that the private (independent) sector might
be more developed in some Länder than in others, which could slow down
the expansion of public services in these cases. Unfortunately, we only have
data for public spending, also because private spending (i.e. mostly fees)
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varies signiﬁcantly across local governments (see Goerres and Tepe 2012).
In the robustness section of this article, however, we include (lagged) levels
of public spending on private institutions, which is a proxy variable related
to the size (and importance) of the independent sector in different Länder.
Unfortunately, the Federal Statistical Ofﬁce does not distinguish between
public spending on childcare facilities and public spending on youth welfare
in Berlin and Hamburg before 2002. We therefore had to exclude these
cases in the multivariate regression analysis below.
Before we discuss the control variables and the statistical methods, we
present some descriptive statistics of the main dependent variables (see also
Tables A.1 and A.2 for more descriptive statistics and details on data sources).
In Figure 1, we display the share of public spending on ECEC as percentage of
GDP between 1992 and 2010. On average, we see an overall increase in public
spending on day-care facilities from an average of 0.72% of GDP in 1992 to
1.07% of GDP in 2010. However, as expected, there are signiﬁcant differences
between the Länder. In the Western Länder, the share of public spending
increased steadily. In contrast, spending for ECEC accounted for a larger share
of GDP in 1992 than in 2002 in Eastern Germany (with the exception of
Saxony). In Saxony-Anhalt and Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, the
spending level of the early 1990s has not been achieved anymore in the latter
periods. The high spending levels in the Eastern German Länder shortly after
reuniﬁcation are surely related to the institutional and political legacy of the
German Democratic Republic (GDR). As Figure 1 shows, this pattern can still
be observed today. In 2010, the three Western German Länder lagged behind
2.5%
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Figure 1 Public spending on early childhood education and care as % of GDP.
Note: Own illustration based on data provided by the Federal Statistical Ofﬁce (2012); for
1992, there are no data available for Berlin and Hamburg. SN = Saxony;
BB = Brandenburg; TH = Thuringia; ST = Saxony-Anhalt; MV = Mecklenburg-Western
Pommerania; RP = Rhineland-Palatinate; SH = Schleswig-Holstein; SL = Saarland;
NW = North Rhine-Westphalia; BE = Berlin; NI = Lower Saxony; HB = Bremen;
HE = Hesse; BW = Baden-Wuerttemberg; BY = Bavaria; HH = Hamburg.
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Figure 2 Share of public spending on early childhood education and care going to
private institutions.
Note: Own illustration based on data provided by the Federal Statistical Ofﬁce
(2012); for 1992, there are no data available for Berlin and Hamburg.

the Eastern states. For instance, spending on ECEC as a percentage of
GDP was twice as high in Saxony compared with the three Western Länder
with the lowest spending levels (Hamburg, Bavaria and Baden-Wurttemberg).
The highest spending Western Länder governments in 2010 were RhinelandPalatinate and Schleswig-Holstein.
As part of the institutional legacy of a corporatist, conservative welfare
state, private, independent and often Church-afﬁliated institutions play an
important role in Germany’s ECEC system (Kreyenfeld 2010). Besides overall
levels of spending, another dimension of variation across Länder is therefore
the role of private (independent) day-care institutions in ECEC, which are to a
large extent also dependent on public subsidies and private childcare fees
(Statistisches Bundesamt 2010, 29). Figure 2 shows that there has been a large
overall increase in the share of public spending going to private childcare
institutions between 1992 and 2002. Since then, private ECEC facilities
account for around one-third of overall public spending. The sharp increase
within a short period can be explained by the developments in the Eastern
Länder. Because of their socialist legacy, private childcare facilities played
almost no role in Eastern Germany in the early 1990s. Within 10 years, they
managed to catch up with the rest of the Länder. Private institutions are
especially important in Bremen, taking up almost 50% of overall public
spending in 2010, but also in North-Rhine Westphalia, Schleswig-Holstein
and the Saarland. Interestingly, in the other two city-states of Berlin and
Hamburg, private ECEC institutions play only a marginal role.
Summing up, there is ample evidence of a high degree of variation in
policy output in ECEC, both across time as well as across Länder. Although
there is an overall increasing trend in public spending, there is a lot of
variation with regard to the strength of this trend. Disaggregating the broad

256

BUSEMEYER AND SEITZL

categories of Eastern and Western Länder also reveals a signiﬁcant variation within these groups of cases, indicating that there could be other
factors explaining the variation in output besides economic well-being
or institutional legacies related to differences between East and West
Germany. Our prime suspect is, of course, partisan politics.
Our most important independent variables measure the partisan composition of governments at the Länder level and were taken from the data set of
Schmidt (2011) on the cabinet shares of government parties in the Länder.
More speciﬁcally, we use a broader measure of left-wing partisanship, which
combines the cabinet share of social democrats (SPD), the Greens and the Left
party (Die Linke). This summary measure is preferable to a simple measure of
government participation of social democrats only for several reasons. First,
the broader measure takes into account the role of party coalitions. It could be
expected that coalition governments between the SPD and the Left (e.g. in
Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania between 1998 and 2006 and in Berlin
between 2001 and 2011) or between the SPD and the Greens would pursue
the expansion of early childhood education more vigorously compared with a
Grand Coalition between the CDU and the SPD (e.g. in Baden-Wurttemberg
between 1992 and 1996). By operationalising partisanship as cabinet share,
our measure differentiates between left-wing government coalitions on the
one hand (with values towards the upper end of the scale between 0 and 100)
and mixed coalitions (these are almost always Grand Coalitions between the
CDU and the SPD) on the other (with values around 50). Second, not taking
into account the Left Party as a left-wing government party would in effect
exclude many observations from the Eastern German Länder. In these cases,
the Left Party is stronger than the SPD in electoral terms and pursues a
reformist centre-left policy strategy once in government.
As mentioned above, our speciﬁc measure of partisanship already takes into
account the composition of government coalitions to a certain extent. Nevertheless, we also include a dummy variable, which indicates whether the respective Land has been governed by a Grand Coalition or not in the robustness
section of this article and explore the interaction effects of this variable with leftwing partisanship. Furthermore, it is important to point out that our measure of
partisanship as cabinet shares is not only the measure, which is most often used
in analyses of the role of political parties in policymaking, but is also particularly
adequate in the German context. Decisions about major investment programmes such as the expansion of early childhood education are not taken by
individual ministers or the state premier himself/herself alone, but need to be
passed as laws both by the cabinet as well as the state parliaments. Hence, a
measure capturing the balance of power between different political parties in
government is a more precise and appropriate measure of partisanship than
looking at the political party of individual ministers or the state premier only.
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We include a number of control variables. First, we include the share of
the population below the age of 30 to capture demographic demand. One
plausible expectation is that a larger population share of young people
should increase spending on childcare (see Busemeyer 2007 for a similar
ﬁnding with regard to total education spending), particularly in the long
run. In the short term, however, a strong increase in the demand for
childcare might lead to resource scarcity, when the expansion of the supply
of childcare cannot keep up with the increased demand. This might result in
lower levels of per-capita spending.
Second, the level of female labour market participation is included as
another indicator of socioeconomic demand. Again, we expect a positive
association in the long run. The causal arrow between female labour
market participation and the availability of childcare probably runs in both
directions as the expansion of childcare institutions also opens up new
employment perspectives in the public sector.
Third, we take into account population density, which is signiﬁcantly
higher in the city-states (Bremen, Hamburg and Berlin) compared with the
remaining Länder. Our expectations with regard to the impact of this variable
are ambivalent: on the one hand, higher levels of population density could
increase the demand for childcare, driving up spending. On the other hand,
the competition for scarce public resources could be more intense in densely
populated areas, which could lead to lower levels of per-capita spending as the
same amount of resources needs to be spread across more individuals (similar
to the effect of an increase in demand as mentioned above).
Fourth, we include the GDP per capita as an indicator of economic wellbeing. We expect a positive association between this variable on public
spending on childcare, particularly for per-capita spending. This is because
there is a higher probability that wealthier Länder can afford to invest in the
expansion of new public services such as childcare, whereas poorer Länder
will be more concerned with maintaining the status quo.
Finally, we also include a dummy variable that captures differences
between Eastern and Western Länder related to different institutional and
political legacies as mentioned above. We also include a dummy for citystates (Bremen, Hamburg and Berlin). It might be the case that spending on
childcare is higher in city-states because there is a stronger demand for
childcare in large cities and city/state governments might be more vulnerable to lobbying from inﬂuential middle-class parents. However, to a large
extent, these effects should already be captured by the other control variables. In some model speciﬁcations, we use Länder ﬁxed effects, which
control for unobserved heterogeneity between states.
Our data set comprises data for the 16 Länder governments for the time
period 1992–2010. In terms of methods, analysing this kind of data poses
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considerable problems and no easy solutions are available (Kittel and Winner
2005; Plümper et al. 2005; Beck 2007). The basic unit of analysis is a countryyear. All variables have been standardised before the analysis (i.e. set to a
mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1). In this type of data, there is often
serial correlation between the errors of time series within individual countries
(i.e. spending at time t will be affected by spending at t − 1). Furthermore, the
variance is expected to differ between units (panel heteroscedasticity), and
errors tend to be correlated across countries for given years (Beck and Katz
1995, 636). In order to deal with the latter two problems, Beck and Katz
(1995, 1996) recommend the usage of panel-corrected standard errors, which
we also do in this article. Beck and Katz (1995, 1996) also advise to include
the lagged dependent variable (LDV) as an independent variable to deal
with the problem of serial correlation. This approach has been strongly
criticised, because it overly depresses the explanatory power of the remaining
independent variables (Achen 2000). In addition, data such as ours might
suffer from the problem of nonstationary time series.
In order to deal with these problems, we use two different model speciﬁcations. Our preferred model speciﬁcation is the increasingly popular
error-correction model (ECM) (Beck 1991; De Boef and Keele 2008) (see
Busemeyer 2009b, Iversen and Cusack 2000 for applications). This speciﬁcation is advisable when the dependent variable is nonstationary.
Nonstationarity, i.e. a nonrandom trend in a time series, is a problem
because it leads to wrong coefﬁcient estimates (Kittel and Winner 2005).
The upward trend in spending on early childhood-education documented
above indicates that this might be a problem in our case. As recommended
by Maddala and Wu (1999), we applied a Fisher test and an Im-PesaranShin test that conﬁrmed that at least some of the time series are nonstationary. Therefore, the usage of an ECM is advisable. In the ECM, the
dependent variable is deﬁned in changes (ﬁrst differences) of spending rather
than levels as in other model speciﬁcations. In contrast to time series of levels
of spending, time series of changes are usually stationary. On the left-hand
side of the regression equation, the ECM includes the lagged level of the
dependent variable (spending), whose coefﬁcient estimate should have a
negative sign, because this indicates a reversal of short-term trends in the
dependent variable to some kind of long-term average. The model speciﬁcation also includes lagged levels and lagged changes (lagged by one year) of the
independent variables. The coefﬁcient estimates on the lagged changes capture
short-term effects of the respective variable, whereas the coefﬁcient of the
lagged level relates to long-term effects. In the main part of the
analysis (Table 1), we include the above-mentioned dummies for city-states
and East-West differences. In the robustness section (see Table A.3), we run
the models with and without Länder ﬁxed effects. In general, the inclusion of

Table 1. Determinants of changes in spending on early childhood education and care (ECEC), error-correction model

Dependent Variables

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
GDP = gross domestic product.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

−0.143 (0.0253)***
−0.0679 (0.0419)
−0.0550 (0.0394)
0.0542 (0.0158)***
1.151 (0.681)*
−0.0797 (0.0457)*
−0.356 (0.154)**
0.00384 (0.0439)
5.174 (4.723)
−0.125 (0.0725)*
−0.291 (0.381)
0.0115 (0.0330)
0.162 (0.151)
−0.0133 (0.129)
0.216 (0.0870)**
269
0.272
16

−0.0141 (0.0466)
0.0414 (0.0199)**
1.305 (0.903)
−0.0484 (0.0551)
−0.363 (0.191)*
0.0212 (0.0564)
5.565 (7.791)
−0.157 (0.102)
0.457 (0.507)
0.0475 (0.0441)
0.0864 (0.186)
0.110 (0.210)
0.297 (0.118)**
269
0.141
16

−0.176 (0.0352)***
0.0189 (0.0471)
0.00552 (0.0208)
0.247 (0.388)
−0.0617 (0.0373)*
−0.0615 (0.110)
−0.0424 (0.0266)
9.014 (7.064)
−0.216 (0.0688)***
−0.271 (0.228)
−0.0133 (0.0403)
−0.00982 (0.0955)
0.190 (0.150)
0.0688 (0.0447)
269
0.151
16
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ECEC spending as % of GDP (lagged level)
ECEC spending per capita (lagged level)
ECEC spending for private institutions (lagged level)
Left-wing partisanship (ﬁrst difference)
Left-wing partisanship (lagged level)
Population under 30 (ﬁrst difference)
Population under 30 (lagged level)
Female labour market participation (ﬁrst difference)
Female labour market participation (lagged level)
Population density (ﬁrst difference)
Population density (lagged level)
GDP per capita (ﬁrst difference)
GDP per capita (lagged level)
East-west dummy
City-state (dummy)
Constant
Observations
R2
Number of Länder

(1)
(2)
(3)
Public Spending on ECEC as Public Spending on ECEC, Share of Public Spending on ECEC Going
% of GDP (First Difference) Per Capita (First Difference) to Private Institutions (First Difference)
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ﬁxed effects in this model should not make a big difference, because the
dependent variable is deﬁned in changes.
The second model speciﬁcation we use is the “Beck-Katz standard”
(Plümper et al. 2005), in which the dependent and independent variables
are given in levels (see Table 2). We also include Länder ﬁxed effects, and
we use one-year lags of all independent variables as (somewhat imperfect)
solution to potential endogeneity problems. Because of the inclusion of
ﬁxed effects (Länder dummies) and the LDV on the right-hand side of the
equation, this model speciﬁcation essentially turns into a dynamic model
even though it is speciﬁed in levels, because the only variation that the
remaining independent variables besides the LDV can account for is the
yearly change in the dependent variable. From a theoretical perspective, this
is plausible as we are interested in explaining the association between left
partisanship and changes in spending.

Empirical analysis
Tables 1 and 2 present the main ﬁndings of our empirical analysis. In both
tables, we calculate one model for each of the three dependent variables
mentioned above (spending on ECEC as a percentage of GDP, spending per
capita and the share of spending that goes to private institutions). Table 1
presents ECMs, in which the dependent variables are deﬁned as changes
and which include East-West and city-state dummies. Table A.3 runs the
same models with and without Länder ﬁxed effects. In Table 2, we display
ﬁndings from models using the Beck-Katz standard speciﬁcation.
Our core ﬁnding is that left partisanship is indeed positively associated
with changes in public spending on early childhood education, independent
of whether this is measured as a percentage of GDP or in terms of per-capita
spending. To repeat, in the ECM speciﬁcation, the coefﬁcient estimates of
the independent variables that measure changes can be interpreted as shortterm effects that dissipate over time at a rate deﬁned by the parameter of the
LDV. The coefﬁcients of the lagged-level independent variables, in contrast,
indicate long-term associations between these and the dependent variable.
Thus, Models 1 and 2 in Table 1 show that the effect of left partisanship on
spending is mostly a long-term effect, as the coefﬁcient on the change
variable is not statistically signiﬁcant. To provide a concrete estimate of the
magnitude of the long-term effect, simulating a change in government from
one without any left party involvement to one consisting entirely of leftwing parties, the predicted change in spending as percentage of GDP is
0.0031, which is roughly the size of 1 SD in the sample with an overall mean
of 0.0077 (see Table A.1 for descriptive statistics). With regard to percapita spending, a similar simulation yields an effect of 107.47, which is

Table 2. Determinants of levels in spending on early childhood education and care (ECEC), Beck-Katz model speciﬁcation

ECEC spending as % of GDP (lagged level)
ECEC spending per capita (lagged level)
ECEC spending for private institutions (lagged level)
Left-wing partisanship (lagged level)
Population under 30 (lagged level)
Female labour market participation (lagged level)
Population density (lagged level)
GDP per capita (lagged level)
Constant
Fixed effects
Observations
R2
Number of Länder

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
GDP = gross domestic product.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

0.784 (0.0362)***
0.838 (0.0509)***
0.0581 (0.0211)***
−0.0749 (0.0495)
0.109 (0.0670)
−5.505 (1.656)***
0.105 (0.113)
−2.008 (0.602)***
Yes
269
0.905
16

0.0396 (0.0221)*
0.00318 (0.0584)
0.209 (0.0828)**
−5.522 (2.571)**
0.263 (0.156)*
−1.984 (0.962)**
Yes
269
0.901
16

0.585 (0.0549)***
0.0175 (0.0185)
0.0142 (0.0336)
−0.169 (0.0497)***
−4.614 (2.007)**
0.678 (0.109)***
−1.954 (0.749)***
Yes
269
0.920
16
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Dependent Variables

(1)
(2)
(3)
Public Spending on ECEC as Public Spending on ECEC, Share of Public Spending on ECEC Going
% of GDP (Level)
Per Capita (Level)
to Private Institutions (Level)
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roughly 1.5 times 1 SD with a mean of 177 euros. Thus, the magnitude of
the effects is quite sizable.
The positive and statistically signiﬁcant association between left partisanship and public spending on ECEC is conﬁrmed in Table 2, where we
use the Beck-Katz standard model speciﬁcation. Again, we ﬁnd a positive
and statistically signiﬁcant association between left partisanship and ECEC
spending, independent of whether we look at spending as percentage of
GDP (Model 1) or per capita (Model 2). However, the signiﬁcance level
drops to the 10% level in the latter case.
Probing the robustness of our ﬁndings further conﬁrms the hunch that
the association between partisanship and spending as percentage of GDP is
stronger than the association between partisanship and per-capita spending. In Table A.3, the ECMs without Länder ﬁxed effects (Models 1 and 3)
conﬁrm the positive and statistically signiﬁcant association, but the effect
turns insigniﬁcant in the case of per-capita spending, once ﬁxed effects are
included (Model 4 versus Model 2). Somewhat surprisingly, Model 2 in
Table A.3 reveals a signiﬁcant negative short-term effect of left partisanship
on public spending on ECEC, although it is signiﬁcant only at the 10%
level. This is difﬁcult to interpret in a straightforward manner, but could
indicate a certain “upper limit” effect: left partisanship has a positive longterm effect on spending, but short-term changes in partisanship can go
along with relatively less spending in the near term. Table A.4 adds a
further control to the regressions of public ECEC spending: lagged levels in
the share of public subsidies to the private (independent) institutions. This
variable barely reaches (10% level) signiﬁcance in regressions of public
ECEC spending and is not signiﬁcant for per-capita spending. Hence,
the relative size of the independent sectors does not seem to inﬂuence the
dynamics of public spending in a strong manner. Most importantly, as
the models show, the effect of partisanship (particularly on spending as
percentage of GDP) remains positive and signiﬁcant.
As expected, we do not ﬁnd any statistical association between left partisanship and the share of public spending on ECEC that goes to independent institutions (Models 3 in Tables 1 and 2 as well as Models 5 and 6 in
Table A.3). As many independent institutions are afﬁliated with Christian
churches, Christian democrats in government might be less opposed to
supporting these with public moneys, which in total cancels out the effect of
partisanship on this dependent variable.
We explore this possibility further in Table 3, where we add an interaction term between left partisanship and the coalition status [the Grand
Coalition dummy takes the value of 1 in cases where the left (i.e. in this case
the SPD) governs jointly with the CDU]. First of all, it is important to note
that the main effects of partisanship observed in Tables 1 and 2 do not

Table 3. Interaction between left partisanship and Grand Coalition dummy variable

Public Spending on ECEC as % of GDP (Level)
(1)

(2)

ECEC spending as % of GDP (lagged level)
0.783 (0.0364)***
0.765 (0.0355)***
ECEC spending for private institutions (lagged level)
Left-wing partisanship (lagged level)
0.0580 (0.0210)*** −0.0174 (0.0287)
Grand Coalition (dummy)
0.0064 (0.0256)
−0.0192 (0.0237)
Grand Coalition × left-wing partisanship
−0.140 (0.0380)***
Population under 30 (lagged level)
−0.0736 (0.0505)
−0.106 (0.0493)**
Female labour market participation (lagged level)
0.107 (0.0660)
0.124 (0.0624)**
Population density (lagged level)
−5.368 (1.686)***
−5.451 (1.671)***
GDP per capita (lagged level)
0.107 (0.114)
0.0531 (0.109)
Constant
−1.965 (0.603)***
−1.992 (0.605)***
Fixed effects
Yes
Yes
Observations
269
269
0.905
0.909
R2
Number of Länder
16
16

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
ECEC = early childhood education and care; GDP = gross domestic product.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

(3)

(4)

0.587 (0.0550)***
0.0179 (0.0189)
−0.0314 (0.0248)

0.583 (0.0541)***
0.0555 (0.0289)*
−0.0182 (0.0246)
0.0699 (0.0340)**
0.0251 (0.0371)
−0.162 (0.0483)***
−5.370 (1.881)***
0.695 (0.111)***
−2.224 (0.710)***
Yes
269
0.922
16

0.00842 (0.0338)
−0.158 (0.0477)***
−5.274 (1.882)***
0.664 (0.109)***
−2.180 (0.711)***
Yes
269
0.921
16
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Share of Public Spending on ECEC Going to Private
Institutions (Level)
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change when the Grand Coalition dummy is included (Model 1 and 3).
Models 2 and 4 reveal some interesting ﬁndings: ﬁrst of all, the effect of left
partisanship on public ECEC spending as percentage of GDP turns from
positive to negative. Vice versa, we now ﬁnd a positive association between
left partisanship in Grand Coalitions and public spending on private institutions. This could indicate that left-wing parties in Grand Coalitions are
forced to make a compromise with the Christian democratic coalition
partners in the sense that the goal of expanding childcare services has to be
promoted by public subsidies to independent institutions rather than by
investing in public institutions only. However, a caveat in this analysis has
to be added: the interaction between coalition status and left partisanship
singles out the SPD as one of three left-wing parties. Hence, the differences
between the models of Table 3 and the previous models could also be
explained by the fact that other left-wing parties, in particular Die Linke,
are more prone to promote public provision of childcare services only.
We brieﬂy comment on the performance of the control variables. In the
ECM in Table 1, the explanatory power of socioeconomic control variables
is relatively low (see also Table A.3). The population share of individuals
below the age of 30 is one of the few exceptions. However, contrary to what
could be expected, the association is negative, i.e. public spending on ECEC
is lower both as percentage of GDP as well as in terms of per-capita
spending in relatively young Länder (although the latter is not statistically
signiﬁcant). Calculating per-capita spending relative to the population
below the age of 30 and not, as we have done, relative to the total population, does not change the results in any signiﬁcant way (not shown here
for reasons of space). The negative association is a bit harder to explain in
the case of spending as percentage of GDP. The effect is primarily driven by
between-case variation, as the inclusion of ﬁxed effects (see Table A.3,
model 2) turns it insigniﬁcant. As in many OECD countries, there is a
general trend towards population ageing in Germany. In our sample, the
share of below-30s drops from 39% in 1992 to 31% in 2010. As, at the
same time, public spending on early childhood education increased signiﬁcantly for reasons that were not directly related to changing demographics, but changing family relations and labour market institutions, we
ﬁnd a negative association between the share of below-30s and public
spending on ECEC. The models also show a positive short-term effect
(which is even signiﬁcant in the case of Model 1), indicating that short-term
increases in the demographic demand for childcare are indeed associated
with increasing spending.
Furthermore, population density is negatively associated with spending
as percentage of GDP, per-capita spending and the share of spending that
goes to independent institutions, particularly in the Beck-Katz model

The partisan politics of early childhood education 265

speciﬁcations (Table 2). The large magnitude of this effect is explained by
the fact that there are huge differences in population density between the
city-states and the remaining Länder. Hence, to a large extent, this variable
works as a city-state dummy variable in the models in Table 2 (even though
we include Länder ﬁxed effects here). The negative association of population density with spending might again be related to resource-competition
effects. Higher levels of population density could trigger a more intense
competition for limited public resources, in childcare and beyond.
However, Model 6 in Table A.3 using ﬁxed effects shows a positive and
signiﬁcant short-term effect of population density on changes in the share
devoted to independent institutions. This might be explained by the fact
that strong increases in demand are ﬁrst met with increasing spending on
independent institutions, before fully public ones are established.
Somewhat surprisingly, female labour force participation does not
emerge as a strong predictor of changes in public spending, even though a
positive effect could have been expected in this case. A simple bivariate
correlation between the two variables indeed documents such a positive
association (0.57), but as our model speciﬁcations shift the focus to withincase variation, this effect cannot be conﬁrmed. We even ﬁnd cases of a
negative and signiﬁcant association for the short-term effects in ECMs
(see Models 1 and 2 in Table 1 and Models 1 through 3 in Table A.3). In the
Beck-Katz model speciﬁcation (Model 2, Table 2), we ﬁnd a positive association with per-capita spending, but a negative one with the share of public
spending devoted to independent institutions (Model 3). All in all, these
mixed results should not be overinterpreted – most likely they simply
document the nonrobustness of the association between female labour force
participation and spending on ECEC. Finally, differences in economic
well-being measured in terms of GDP per capita do not matter much,
although we ﬁnd a signiﬁcant positive effect on per-capita spending (Model
2 in Table 2) and on the public spending share devoted to private
institutions (Model 3).

Conclusions
This article has studied the role of partisan politics in the recent expansion
of ECEC in the German Länder. We found broad support for the notion
that partisan differences continue to matter in this policy ﬁeld. The
government participation of left-wing parties (SPD, Die Linke or the
Greens) is positively and signiﬁcantly associated with changes in public
spending on early childhood education, independent of whether this is
measured as a percentage of GDP or in terms of per-capita spending,
although the association is stronger in the case of the former compared with
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the latter. In contrast and as expected, left-wing partisanship is not statistically associated with changes in the share of public spending devoted to
independent (private) institutions. However, coalition status matters as
well. In Grand Coalitions, left partisanship is associated with lower levels of
public spending on ECEC, but with a higher share of public spending
devoted to independent institutions. Compared with the explanatory power
of partisan variables, socioeconomic factors matter less.
Therefore, our article can be taken as evidence that partisan
theory continues to have explanatory power, even in an age of austerity
and economic globalisation. However, we would hasten to add, this is a
consequence of the fact that ECEC had been an underdeveloped and not yet
fully institutionalised policy ﬁeld until recently. It might well be the case
that in the future partisan effects on spending might become less important
in this case as well, as spending laggards are catching up with the
pioneers. The “modernisation” agenda of party leaders of the CDU at the
national level may eventually contribute to a realignment of party positions
at lower levels. Furthermore, the law stipulating a legal entitlement for
parents to a place in childcare for children below the age of three triggered
a signiﬁcant further expansion of ECEC in many Länder. In the long
term, partisan differences (and legacies of partisan struggles over the
expansion of ECEC) might show up less in terms of contemporary spending
levels, but rather in differences in the institutional design of childcare
systems as is already apparent with regard to the role of independent
(private) institutions.
Our article also holds more general implications for partisan theory. The
ﬁrst is to pay more attention to the fact that political parties as organisations can be internally heterogeneous. This is particularly the case in federalist countries, where subnational party organisations also have the
chance to occupy government ofﬁces and implement policies. In our case,
the strategically motivated movement of the CDU party leadership towards
a progressive policy position is delimited by subnational parties’ continued
commitment to more conservative positions. The second (and partly
related) implication is to pay more attention to the role of partisan
politics in later stages of the implementation phase of large-scale policy
programmes. The Grand Coalition at the national level passed highly
visible and widely popular family and ECEC policies, but the necessity to
pass additional legislation at the subnational level to actually implement
these large-scale investment plans opened up a whole new partisan game.
As debates about the details of public ﬁnancing and investment are not
necessarily widely reported in the media, this allowed party politicians to
adopt a more traditional, less ofﬁce-seeking and more policy-seeking stance
on these issues.
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Appendix

Table A.1. Descriptive statistics
Variables
ECEC spending (% GDP)
ECEC spending (per capita)
ECEC spending for private
Left-wing partisanship
Population share under 30
Population density
Female labour market
participation
GDP per capita

n
285
285
285
304
304
304
304

Mean

SD

0.00771
0.00344
177.47
71.33
0.296
0.139
48.48
41.86
0.34
0.29
665.92
1014.76
65.99
6.42

304 24744.1

7753.4

Minimum
0.000425
8.53
0.000086
0
0.275
70.82
64.8
9105.95

Maximum
0.02043
409.81
0.576
100
0.428
3915.05
78
49434.4

Note: ECEC = early childhood education and care; GDP = gross domestic product.

Table A.2. Data sources
Public spending on early childhood
education and care
Cabinet share of left parties
Share of the population below the
age of 30
Female labour market participation
rate
Population density
GDP

Statistical Yearbooks of the Federal Statistical Ofﬁce
Schmidt (2011)
Statistical Yearbooks of the Federal Statistical Ofﬁce
Representative household sample of the Federal
Statistical Ofﬁce (Mikrozensus)
Statistical Yearbooks of the Federal Statistical Ofﬁce
National Accounts Statistics of the Federal Statistical
Ofﬁce

Note: GDP = gross domestic product.
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Table A.3. Error-correction model with and without FE

Dependent Variables
ECEC spending as % of GDP (lagged level)
ECEC spending per capita
(lagged level)
ECEC spending for private institutions
(lagged level)
Left-wing partisanship
(ﬁrst difference)
Left-wing partisanship
(lagged level)
Population under 30
(ﬁrst difference)
Population under 30
(lagged level)
Female labour market participation
(ﬁrst difference)
Female labour market participation
(lagged level)
Population density
(ﬁrst difference)
Population density
(lagged level)

(1)
−0.139
(0.0240)***

(2)

Public Spending on ECEC,
Per Capita (First Difference)
(3)

(5)

(6)

−0.196
(0.0358)***
−0.0719
(0.0384)*

−0.0539
(0.0382)
0.0497
(0.0144)***
0.848
(0.497)*
−0.102
(0.0360)***
−0.344
(0.150)**
0.0401
(0.0212)*
6.109
(4.704)
−0.0902
(0.0237)***

(4)

Share of Public Spending on
ECEC Going to Private
Institutions (First Difference)

−0.0723
(0.0410)*
0.0399
(0.0218)*
0.688
(0.774)
−0.0573
(0.0553)
−0.327
(0.159)**
0.0463
(0.0699)
9.396
(6.570)
−4.957
(1.550)***

−0.00904
(0.0451)
0.0437
(0.0166)***
1.083
(0.677)
−0.0616
(0.0434)
−0.356
(0.187)*
0.0464
(0.0285)
3.752
(7.634)
−0.0926
(0.0325)***

−0.163
(0.0561)***

−0.0407
(0.0446)
0.0376
(0.0255)
0.787
(0.979)
0.0248
(0.0694)
−0.280
(0.189)
0.113
(0.0830)
12.90
(9.543)
−5.132
(2.536)**

−0.183
(0.0346)***
0.0243
(0.0470)
0.0128
(0.0228)
0.184
(0.291)
−0.0621
(0.0318)*
−0.0690
(0.111)
−0.0413
(0.0225)*
5.243
(7.437)
−0.151
(0.0422)***

−0.438
(0.0546)***
−0.0161
(0.0376)
0.00251
(0.0185)
−0.131
(0.426)
−0.0257
(0.0409)
−0.111
(0.106)
−0.183
(0.0581)***
26.84
(7.540)***
−5.288
(2.145)**
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Public Spending on ECEC as
% of GDP (First Difference)

Table A.3: Continued

Public Spending on ECEC as
% of GDP (First Difference)
Dependent Variables

Fixed effects
Observations
R2
Number of Länder

−0.326
(0.355)
−0.0340
(0.0335)
0.232
(0.0860)***
No
269
0.268
16

(2)
−0.155
(0.377)
0.111
(0.121)
−1.701
(0.581)***
Yes
269
0.332
16

Share of Public Spending on
ECEC Going to Private
Institutions (First Difference)

(3)

(4)

(5)

0.478
(0.480)
0.0389
(0.0364)
0.318
(0.117)***
No
269
0.138
16

0.592
(0.506)
0.350
(0.170)**
−1.825
(0.965)*
Yes
269
0.207
16

−0.221
(0.231)
0.0152
(0.0265)
0.0915
(0.0453)**
No
269
0.147
16

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
ECEC = early childhood education and care; GDP = gross domestic product.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

(6)
−0.0280
(0.212)
0.656
(0.123)***
−2.203
(0.804)***
Yes
269
0.333
16

The partisan politics of early childhood education 273

GDP per capita
(ﬁrst difference)
GDP per capita
(lagged level)
Constant

(1)

Public Spending on ECEC,
Per Capita (First Difference)
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Dependent Variables
ECEC spending as % of GDP (lagged level)
ECEC spending per capita (lagged level)
Left-wing partisanship (lagged level)
Population under 30 (lagged level)
Female labour market participation (lagged level)
Population density (lagged level)
GDP per capita (lagged level)
ECEC spending for private institutions (lagged level)
Constant
Fixed effects
Observations
R2
Number of Länder

(1)
Public Spending on ECEC as % of GDP (Level)

(2)
Public Spending on ECEC, Per Capita (Level)

0.779 (0.0364)***
0.0544 (0.0211)***
−0.0683 (0.0523)
0.154 (0.0767)**
−4.447 (1.588)***
−0.0358 (0.148)
0.0871 (0.0462)*
−1.577 (0.584)***
Yes
269
0.907
16

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
ECEC = early childhood education and care; GDP = gross domestic product.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p <0.1.

0.824 (0.0521)***
0.0362 (0.0219)*
0.0118 (0.0616)
0.268 (0.0970)***
−4.364 (2.488)*
0.111 (0.184)
0.104 (0.0663)
−1.518 (0.931)
Yes
269
0.903
16
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Table A.4. Controlling for lagged levels of public subsidies to private institutions

