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A concern for child well-being prompted the Canadian Policy Research Networks to undertake a 
three-year multi-staged project which asked, What Is the Best Policy Mix for Canada’s Children? 
This study provides some answers based on a synthesis of that research, which examined policy 
practices, policy thinking, public values, and the outcomes achieved by children in Canada and a 
number of comparable countries. It knits together the key findings from several strands of research 
and demonstrates how policy instruments can be combined across sectors to achieve policy goals 
that lead to improved child outcomes. 

This report builds the case that all citizens should care about the well-being of children. Children 
are "nested" in multiple environments: the child within the family, the family within the larger 
community of neighbourhoods and workplaces, the community as defined by different geographic 
and political boundaries, the public institutions (such as schools) that provide community 
infrastructure, and the governments that provide the resources and policies that allow each of these 
nests to function well. Each of these distinct spatial and political environments are also social nests 
in which children and, in turn, families are nurtured. 

Restructured employment patterns, restructured families, and changing approaches to policy have 
all had an effect on the capacity of parents to meet the needs of their young children. Parents need 
employers and communities to support family life. In addition, they need all orders of government 
to make investments in children and parents. Research evidence on child outcomes demonstrates 
clear consequences for young children following from parents’ ability to provide for their families, 
financially and through sound parenting practices. 

When all the actors who form the societal nest in which children live work in concert, their actions 
combine to foster the enabling conditions needed to ensure child well-being and healthy 
development. The three enabling conditions identified in our research are: (1) adequate income, (2) 
effective parenting, and (3) supportive community environments. A number of actions can be taken 
to foster these conditions: 



• Adequate income, preferably earned income, can be assured by recognizing the cost of raising 
children, significantly reducing the cost of child care for employed parents, and providing 
additional income support to families with low earned incomes, social assistance payments or 
maintenance payments. 

• Effective parenting can be supported through improved paid and unpaid parental leaves, flexible 
employment hours and schedules, improved access to health and developmental programs as well 
as community resource centres, and enhanced availability of developmental child care and 
preschool for both employed and stay-at-home parents. 

• Supportive community environments can be provided for children through access to reliable 
education, health, social, and recreational services, by providing integrated delivery for all of these 
services, by creating "child friendly" spaces and systems, and by collaborating across sectors to 
promote better outcomes for all children. 

What is needed now is a societal strategy for children. The development of a societal strategy that 
includes the best possible mix of policies requires innovative thinking and the adjustment of 
longstanding habits by governments and leaders in the private and voluntary sectors. Such a 
strategy will require a significant investment of money, political will, time and energy. The costs 
are not modest, but the costs of inaction are even greater, since the problems that emerge in 
childhood have an important bearing on the adult as a worker, parent and citizen. 

The values and preferences held by Canadians about child and family policy also inform this 
analysis. The different data sources that were analyzed for this research point to a number of 
components that should be considered when creating the policy mix developed as part of a societal 
strategy for children. For example, Canadians have consistently stated that children are a high 
priority for public spending, that healthy child development in the early years requires a sustained 
high investment by all stakeholders, and that health care and education are essentials that should 
continue to be the backbone of Canada’s universal social programs. 

Child outcomes refer to measures of physical, emotional and behavioural achievements or failures, 
relative to an age-specific peer group. The measurement, tracking and reporting of child outcomes 
can play a significant role in the policy design and development process used to create and 
strengthen a societal strategy for children. Although the primary reason for measuring child 
outcomes is to ensure that the life circumstances of children improve, the focus on outcome goals 
also helps to mobilize action by employers, voluntary organizations, and others in the community. 

CPRN also examined the research evidence related to child outcomes in five countries and explored 
the association between public values and the policy instruments used to invest in children and their 
families in eight countries. Family policies have emerged for a variety of political, economic and 
demographic reasons. Historically, policies for children and families have been implemented 
successfully in nations with a history of social democracy, structures requiring negotiation among 
various interest groups, and a centralized government. Key to this success was a willingness by 
government to invest in children and families and a general consensus on the need for government 
to do so. 

In addition, countries that pursue a more broad-based approach to policy and program delivery 
have superior records related to child outcomes than countries that target support only to certain 
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groups. Further, the allocation of resources through social transfers appears to have a much greater 
effect on alleviating child poverty than does lowering family taxes. Policy choices, and the values 
that support them, appear to affect the level and kind of support provided to families with children 
and the outcomes that children achieve. 

Governments in Canada have undertaken major reforms in recent years in the ways they address 
the needs of families and organize their income security programs. New forms of income 
redistribution are emerging along with programs for intervention in early childhood. In developing 
these initiatives, governments have taken new directions in the design of public policies that break 
with most of the traditions and precedents of past decades. At the same time, the last few years 
have seen a frontal assault on the problems of public finance. With the deficit and debt under better 
control, there is now room for innovation in policy design. 

We conclude from our research that there is no single policy or program that can meet the needs of 
Canada’s children. We therefore provide a blueprint for creating a mix of policies that, together, 
produce the enabling conditions of healthy child development. Thus, any program, and all family 
policy instruments, must serve and balance multiple end goals. 

Canada must stay within the bounds of fiscal prudence and there are other important claims on the 
public purse, for tax cuts and other spending changes as well as for debt reduction. Nonetheless, 
our extensive analysis of research evidence and dialogue with Canadians also makes it very clear 
that the time has come for a sustained societal investment in children and their families. Phased 
implementation of this blueprint for action will be necessary to sustain the current momentum and 
build the better outcomes we want for Canadian children. Therefore, we recommend that: 

• All governments strengthen their regulatory frameworks to provide better protection for parents 
who wish to take unpaid leave at the time of child birth or adoption, or for family reasons. 

• Maternity and parental benefits be either removed from the Employment Insurance regime and 
that a separate fund be created for them, or that a separate compartment be created for them within 
the current program, in either case with an appropriate adjustment to financing arrangements. 

• Employers innovate in order to render working hours and other employment conditions more 
sensitive to the fact that many of their employees have family responsibilities. 

• Provincial and municipal governments, school boards, the voluntary sector and employers all 
make substantial new commitments to developmental child care, including kindergarten, so all 
young Canadian children will have access to high quality preschool services. 

• A two-pronged approach be used to deal with the price of child care. One is substantial 
investment, via subsidies, in developmental centre-based care and family day care. This involves 
subsidizing both infrastructure and operating costs as well as controlling prices to allow parents to 
find quality care for very low or no cost. For parents who cannot or choose not to have their 
children participate in these programs, the Child Care Expense Deduction should remain available 
to them. 

• A universal credit for taxpayers with dependent children be instituted. 
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• The amount of the Canada Child Tax Benefit be increased significantly. 

• Provinces take the lead in fostering and overseeing a more consistent network of services so that 
all children have access to the health and developmental monitoring and intervention programs that 
have been found to have a significant positive effect on child outcomes. 

• Provincial governments take the lead in developing community resource centres by supporting 
cross-sectoral partnerships that provide integrated, community-based service delivery for children 
and families. 

It is essential to view these action steps as a "package" that will be fully implemented over time. 
The entire package is needed to ensure that the overall policy mix achieves and maintains a correct 
balance. The blueprint for action developed in this report is meant to shape decisions over the next 
several years as funding can be allocated and as the capacity to provide key services is created. 
Every policy actor must take a lead role in some part of the strategy if children and their parents are 
to receive the support that CPRN’s research shows they need and want. 

Canada has the capacity to implement a societal strategy that will provide the best policy mix for 
all of Canada’s children. Research evidence and public dialogue have uncovered what is needed. 
Now the only issue is whether, as Canadians concerned about our children and their future – which 
is also our future – we are willing to make the necessary commitment to action. 

 
(February 9, 2000) 
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