
JYU DISSERTATIONS 543

Ville Ruutiainen

Marketization and Privatization of 
Early Childhood Education and Care 
in Finland
Shifts within and from Universalism



JYU DISSERTATIONS 543

Ville Ruutiainen

Marketization and Privatization of Early 
Childhood Education and Care in Finland

Shifts within and from Universalism

Esitetään Jyväskylän yliopiston kasvatustieteiden ja psykologian tiedekunnan suostumuksella
julkisesti tarkastettavaksi yliopiston yliopiston vanhassa juhlasalissa S212

elokuun 19. päivänä 2022 kello 12.

Academic dissertation to be publicly discussed, by permission of
the Faculty of Education and Psychology of the University of Jyväskylä,  

in building Seminarium, Old Festival Hall S212, on August 19, 2022, at 12 o’clock.

JYVÄSKYLÄ 2022



Editors
Miika Marttunen
Department of Education, University of Jyväskylä
Päivi Vuorio
Open Science Centre, University of Jyväskylä

Copyright © 2022, by University of Jyväskylä

ISBN 978-951-39-9348-1 (PDF)
URN:ISBN:978-951-39-9348-1
ISSN 2489-9003

Permanent link to this publication: http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-39-9348-1



ABSTRACT 

Ruutiainen, Ville 
Marketization and Privatization of Early Childhood Education and Care in Fin-
land: Shifts within and from Universalism 
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2022, 127 p. 
(JYU Dissertations 
ISSN 2489-9003; 543) 
ISBN 978-951-39-9348-1 (PDF) 

In Finland, the early childhood education and care (ECEC) system has been based 
on the idea of universalism. Universalism has meant, for example, families’ 
universal entitlement to ECEC and public sector responsibility for ECEC 
provision. However, since the late 1990s, the Finnish ECEC system has seen 
increasing marketization and privatization. Many municipalities have started to 
support private, non-profit and for-profit ECEC provision. As a result, especially 
during the 2010s, the share of private provision has increased somewhat rapidly. 
At the same time, municipalities have started to provide demand-side subsidies 
for families to enable their ECEC selection. Thus, the ECEC system has become 
increasingly shaped by market logic. Earlier research indicates that the 
marketization and privatization of ECEC has a great risk of exacerbating social 
inequalities. However, most of this research considers national contexts that are 
very different from the Finnish one. The aim of this study is to increase 
understanding about the relationship between ideas of universalism and market 
logic in the context of Finnish ECEC. More specifically, it examines whether the 
marketization and privatization of ECEC indicate a shift from universalism or 
within universalism. To do so, this study draws on the theory of discursive 
institutionalism (DI) developed by Vivien Schmidt. DI takes a dynamic stance 
towards institutional change and emphasizes the explanatory power of ideas and 
discourse. Moreover, to create deeper understanding about the phenomenon of 
interest, a mixed-method approach is applied. The qualitative sections of the 
research draw on the interview data of municipal decision-makers (N = 47) and 
representatives of private providers (N = 12). The quantitative section employs 
survey data of parents of four-year-old children (N = 1,416). The results indicate 
that intertwinement of universalism and market logic in the institution of Finnish 
ECEC entails features that can be interpreted as shifts within universalism, but 
also from universalism. The study concludes by arguing that the marketization 
and privatization of ECEC change the core values of the ECEC institution by 
replacing some of universalism’s values with neoliberal ideas about freedom of 
choice, individual responsibility and economic effectivity. Intensifying market 
logic in the field of ECEC has the potential to extend educational and social 
differentiation into early childhood as well. 

Keywords: Eearly childhood education and care, universalism, marketization, 
privatization 



TIIVISTELMÄ (ABSTRACT IN FINNISH) 

Ruutiainen, Ville 
Varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden markkinoistuminen ja yksityistyminen Suomessa: 
siirtymiä universalismissa ja universalismista 
Jyväskylä: Jyväskylän yliopisto, 2022, 127 s. 
(JYU Dissertations 
ISSN 2489-9003; 543) 
ISBN 978-951-39-9348-1 (PDF) 

Suomessa varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden järjestäminen on perustunut universalismin 
ajatukselle, mikä on tarkoittanut esimerkiksi subjektiivista päivähoito- ja 
varhaiskasvatusoikeutta sekä kuntien lakisääteistä velvollisuutta järjestää 
varhaiskasvatuspalvelut. Varhaiskasvatuspalveluita on kuitenkin 1990-luvun 
loppupuolelta saakka luonnehtinut myös voimistuva markkinoistumis- ja 
yksityistymiskehitys. Moni kunta on esimerkiksi alkanut myöntämään perheille 
taloudellisia tukia yksityisten varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden valitsemiseksi. Samalla 
yksityisesti tuetettujen varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden osuus on kasvanut voimakkaasti. 
Erityisen vauhdikasta yksityisen sektorin kasvu oli 2010-luvulla. Palveluiden 
markkinoistuminen ja yksityistyminen viittaa siihen, että markkinalogiikka on tuotu 
universalismin rinnalle suomalaista varhaiskasvatusjärjestelmää muokkaavaksi 
periaatteeksi. Aiemman tutkimuksen perusteella varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden 
markkinoistumiseen ja yksityistymiseen liittyy usein lasten ja perheiden eriarvoisuutta 
lisääviä mekanismeja. Suurin osa tutkimuksesta on kuitenkin toteutettu ympäristöissä, 
jotka poikkeavat monilta osin merkittävästi suomalaisesta yhteiskunnasta. Tämän 
tutkimuksen tarkoitus on lisätä ymmärrystä universalismin ja markkinalogiikan 
suhteesta suomalaisessa varhaiskasvatusinstituutiossa. Tutkimuksessa pohditaan, onko 
varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden markkinoistuminen ja yksityistyminen tulkittavissa 
liukumaksi universalistisen järjestelmän sisällä vai siitä pois. Tutkimus perustuu Vivien 
Schmidtin diskursiivisen institutionalismin (DI) teorialle. DI korostaa ideoiden sekä 
diskurssin selitysvoimaa instituutioiden muutosprosesseissa. Metodologisesti tutkimus 
asemoituu monimenetelmäiseen tutkimustraditioon. Tutkimuksen laadullisissa osioissa 
hyödynnetään kuntapäättäjien (N = 47) yksityisten palveluntuottajien edustajien (N = 12) 
haastatteluita. Määrällisessä osuudessa analysoidaan puolestaan neljävuotiaiden lasten 
huoltajilta kerättyä kyselyaineistoa (N = 1 416).  

Tutkimustulokset osoittavat, että Suomessa varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden 
markkinoistumiseen ja yksityistymiseen liittyy sekä piirteitä, jotka voidaan tulkita 
liukumiksi universalismin sisällä, että piirteitä, jotka voidaan ymmärtää liukumiksi pois 
universalismista. Tulosten perusteella näyttäsi siltä, että markkinoistumisen ja 
yksityistymisen myötä osa varhaiskasvatusinstituution perustana olleista 
universalistisista arvoista on osittain korvautunut uusliberaaleilla valinnan vapauteen, 
yksilön vastuuseen ja taloudelliseen tehokkuuteen liittyvillä ajatuksilla. Tulosten 
perusteella markkinalogiikan voimistuminen varhaiskasvatusinstituutiossa voi ulottaa 
koulutuksellisen ja sosiaalisen eriytymisen prosesseja myös varhaislapsuuteen. 

Avainsanat: varhaiskasvatus, universalismi, markkinoistuminen, yksityistyminen 
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13 

1.1 Marketization and privatization of universal early childhood 
education and care 

Finland is seen as a part of the Nordic social democratic welfare regime (Esping-
Anderssen, 1990) and the Nordic educational regime (West & Nikolai, 2013). As 
is typical of the Nordic regime, in Finland the provision of early childhood 
education and care (ECEC) services has been based on the idea of universalism 
(Karila, 2012; Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005; Onnismaa & Kalliala, 2010). As an 
ideological principle of ECEC provision, universalism has promoted social rights, 
equality and equity (Anttonen, 2002; Kumpulainen, 2018; Lundkvist et al., 2017). 
In a practical and political context, the universalism has manifested as the rights 
of custodians – and, since 2016, also children – to have ECEC regardless of 
whether the parent works or not (Paananen, 2017), national policies promoting 
the affordability, availability and amenability of ECEC services (Fjällström et al., 
2020) and the state’s central role in service provision (Mahon et al., 2012). 
Consequently, in addition to the fact that municipalities have been required by 
law to organize ECEC services, they have also provided the services mainly by 
themselves (see Kumpulainen, 2018; Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare 
[FIFHAW], 2020). Therefore, ECEC systems in Nordic countries have differed 
significantly, especially from those in liberal Anglo-Saxon countries which have 
relied more on the markets and the private sector in ECEC provision (e.g., 
Brennan et al., 2012; Penn, 2011a, 2012; Lloyd & Penn, 2014; for more 
comprehensive definition of universalism see Section 2.1). However, in the past 
twenty years, ECEC systems (Dýrfjörð & Magnúsdóttir, 2016; Haug, 2014; Laiho 
& Pihlaja, 2018, 2022; Westberg & Larsson, 2020) and education systems more 
generally (Dovemark et al., 2018) in Nordic countries have been under intense 
marketization and privatization development. The market rationality promoting 
freedom of choice and economic efficiency has become more salient in policy 
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discourses (Alila & Kinos, 2014; Mahon et al., 2012) and legislation (Laiho & 
Pihlaja, 2022) as well as in municipalities’ practices. In this study, the 
marketization and privatization of ECEC is examined in the Finnish context. 

In Finland, both privatization (namely, increasing involvement of private 
provision) and marketization (namely, promotion of competition and parental 
choice of ECEC) has taken place (see Anttonen & Meagher, 2013; Hansen & 
Lindholst, 2016; for more comprehensive definition of marketization and 
privatization of ECEC see Section 2.2). From 2000 to 2019, the share of private 
provision has increased from 11 percent to around 18–19 percent of children who 
participate in ECEC, depending on the calculation method. During the same 
period, the number of children attending privately provided ECEC has increased 
from around 24,000 to around 50,000 (FIFHAW, 2020; Finnish Education 
Evaluation Centre [FEEC], 2019). In addition to quantitative growth of private 
provision, there has been a qualitative change in private sector as well: the 
traditional small local entrepreneurs and third sector non-profit operators have 
been accompanied by larger growth-oriented for-profit companies (see Alila et 
al., 2014; Haug, 2014; Ruutiainen et al., 2018). In 2019, the three biggest ECEC 
companies owned 36 percent of all private kindergartens (FINEEC, 2019). 
Between 2015 and 2019, their combined revenue increased from around EUR 46 
million to EUR 146 million and their staff increased from 1,033 to 3,566 employees 
(Asiakastieto, 2021). 

In Finland, national and municipal ECEC policies have promoted parental 
choice and competition between service providers, namely marketization, by 
turning the focus of public subsidies from supply (purchase contracts) to demand 
(vouchers and private day care allowance) (see Cleveland & Krashinsky, 2003; 
van Der Werf et al., 2021). In addition, a series of other market-oriented policy 
reforms have taken place since the 1980s. In particular, allowing purchase 
contracts between the public and private sectors in the 1980s, removing the 
prohibition of profit seeking in the field of ECEC (1982), the increasing of 
municipalities’ autonomy, changing the state subsidy for municipalities (1993) 
and the introduction of private day care allowance (PDA) (1997) and a voucher 
system (2009) have paved the way for the marketization and privatization of 
ECEC (see Laiho & Pihlaja, 2018, 2022; Ruutiainen et al., 2018). 

Public and academic debate about the privatization and marketization of 
Finnish ECEC has been scarce until the mid-2010s. Only in recent years have the 
discussion and news coverage on the topic become more intense. For example, 
the previous Ombudsman for Children (Kurttila, 2017) and the Trade Union of 
Education in Finland (Misukka, 2018; Yle, 26.6.2018) have criticized profit 
seeking in the field of ECEC by invoking the potential inequalities related to it 
and the fact that profit seeking is prohibited in the field of basic education. 
Moreover, the Teacher Student Union of Finland (SOOL, 2018), the Ministry of 
Education and Culture (Riitakorpi et al., 2017) and the news coverage related to 
the so-called care crisis in 2019 (e.g., HS, 21.1.2019; IS, 7.2.2019) have turned 
attention to possible quality concerns related to private ECEC provision. The 
private providers have participated in the discussion as well, for example, by 
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seeking to debunk the “myths and images of private ECEC” (Martikainen et al., 
2019) by taking a position on public support models (Ahto, 2020) and by 
criticizing some municipalities’ decisions to restrict the amount of customer fees 
that private providers are allowed to charge (Finnish Association of Private Care 
Providers [HALI], 2020). In party politics, especially the Left Alliance (Malin & 
Honkasalo, 2020) and the Greens (Kari, 2019) have taken a critical stance towards 
privatization development. Moreover, the current Social Democrat-driven 
government, led by Sanna Marin, have investigated the possibilities to prohibit 
profit seeking in the field of ECEC (Finnish Government, 2019). The 
government’s entry, in turn, has been criticized by the Finnish Association of 
Private Care Providers (HALI, 2019). The clearance report, published in spring 
2021, indicated that the prohibition of profit seeking in the area of ECEC would 
be hard because it would contradict the freedom of trade inscribed in the 
Constitution of Finland (Tuori, 2021). Recently, there has been some activation in 
the academic discussion as well (e.g., Dovemark et al., 2018; Laiho & Pihlaja, 2022; 
Mahon et al., 2012; Mäntyjärvi & Puroila, 2019; Ruutiainen et al., 2018; Räsänen 
& Österbacka, 2019; Valkonen et al., 2021). 

However, regardless of the lack of research in the Finnish context, issues 
related to privatization and marketization of ECEC, childcare and education 
more generally have been widely studied in the fields of education, sociology, 
economics, and social policy, using different methodologies. One strand of 
studies often building on the understanding that participation in high-quality 
ECEC programs benefits children, especially those in a disadvantaged position, 
concentrates on the issues related to the accessibility, affordability and 
availability of (high-quality) ECEC in different, more or less marketized ECEC 
systems (e.g., Abrassart & Bonoli, 2015; Becker & Schober, 2017;  Cloney et al., 
2016; Japel & Frindly, 2018; Pavolini & Van Lancker, 2018; Pennerstorfer & 
Pennerstorfer, 2021; Petitclerc et al., 2017; Stahl et al., 2018;  Sibley et al., 2015; Van 
Lancker & Ghysels, 2016; Van Lancker, 2013; ). Another, closely related stream of 
studies is interested in families’ care and early education decisions (demand side) 
and factors related to or shaping those in ECEC or education markets (e.g., Ghosh 
& Dey, 2020; Goldring & Phillips, 2008; Grogan, 2012; Kensinger Rose & Elicker, 
2008) or ECEC service providers’ strategies and reactions or enrolment policies 
(supply side) (e.g., Jones & Jones, 2021; Vandenbroeck et al., 2008; Van Der Werf 
et al., 2021). Some of these studies examine families’ decisions as situational or 
systemic phenomena that are accommodated by numbers of contextual factors 
and in doing so challenge the concept of free choice in the context of ECEC (e.g., 
Archambault et al., 2021; Meyers & Jordan, 2006; Sylva et al., 2007). Moreover, 
often Bourdieu influenced, subcategory of this research strand scrutinizes ECEC 
and education markets as a field that reproduces cultural or social class-based 
differences of societies (Alm Fjällborg & Forsberg, 2021; Ball & Vincent, 2005; 
Kampichler et al., 2018; Kosunen, 2014; Vincent et al., 2008). However, there is 
little research on the selectivity and parental decisions between public and 
private ECEC (e.g., Ghosh & Dey, 2020; Kampichler, et al., 2018; Vamstad, 2016).  
The final, more miscellaneous, research line studies functioning of market logic 
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in the context of ECEC. This research line includes, for example, studies about 
the quality differences between different ECEC settings (e.g., Cleveland & 
Krashinsky, 2009; Prentice, 2012; White & Friendly, 2012) and studies examining 
issues related to applying market logic in the context of ECEC provision (e.g., 
Adamson & Brennan, 2014; Ball & Vincent, 2005; Knijn & Lewis, 2017; Land & 
Himmelweit, 2010;  Newberry & Brennan, 2013; Penn, 2014). 

In addition, there is literature studying national and transnational ECEC 
policies and policy discourses promoting the marketization and privatization of 
ECEC and their impact on ECEC systems (e.g., Brennan et al., 2012, 2013; Lloyd 
& Penn, 2012; Penn, 2014; Vandenbroeck, 2006; West, Blome & Lewis, 2020), 
families (Karlsson, Löfdahl & Perez Prieto, 2013; Woodrow & Press, 2018; Yuen 
& Grieshaber, 2009). The studies that could be categorized under the label of new 
institutionalism (see Schmidt, 2008), examine, in turn, the marketization and 
privatization of ECEC as historical processes or as path-dependent phenomena 
(e.g., Mahon et al., 2012; Naumann, 2011; Westberg & Larsson, 2020). 

However, despite the vast body of research about the marketization and 
privatization of ECEC, there are some theoretical and empirical shortcomings or 
gaps that this doctoral dissertation aims to address. The theoretical shortcomings 
relate to the way how the institutions, such as ECEC systems, have been 
understood in the literature. Typically, studies have taken a rather undefined, for 
granted or descriptive stance regarding institutions; these can be considered as 
very sufficient approaches when, for example, the stratification, accessibility or 
affordability of ECEC is studied. Consequently, however, these studies, 
concentrate on explaining how institutions structure families’ life and children’s 
ECEC participation instead of offering an account about the (re-)constitution and 
nature of institutions in the marketization and privatization process. Moreover, 
despite the fact that there are some studies which apply ideas or theorization on 
new institutionalism and consider the constitution of ECEC as an institution (e.g., 
Brennan et al., 2012; Mahon et al., 2012; Nauman, 2011; Onnismaa et al., 2014; 
Westberg & Larsson, 2020), there is a lack of research that attends to the role of 
ideas and discourse when researching the marketization and the privatization of 
ECEC, especially at the national or even a more localized level. Therefore, this 
study adopts the discursive institutionalist approach (Schmidt, 2008), based on 
the premise that ideas and the discourse mediating them have explanatory power 
in policy change. Furthermore, while there is some research on the marketization 
and privatization of ECEC that describes or explains these processes at the level 
of politics and policy discourse (e.g., Mahon et al., 2012), this study adopts a more 
rare research line that turns its gaze to human agents (see Kampichler et al., 2018; 
Karlsson et al., 2013) – namely, municipal decision-makers as well as private 
ECEC providers and families – when examining the marketization and 
privatization development of Finnish ECEC. 

Methodologically, both quantitative (e.g., Grogan, 2012; Van Lancker, 2017) 
and qualitative (e.g., Kampichler et al., 2018; Karlsson et al., 2013) approaches are 
used in the research related to the marketization and/or privatization of ECEC. 
However, there is much less research aiming to combine these research traditions. 
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Yet, combining qualitative and quantitative traditions has potential to create a 
deeper and more diverse understanding about the phenomena of interest than 
each of those traditions could provide separately (see Teddlie & Tashakkori, 
2010). Therefore, this study employs a mixed-method research design to provide 
an extensive understanding of the marketization and privatization of ECEC in 
Finland. Moreover, the study aims to argue how quantitative and qualitative 
approaches can be integrated in the same study regardless of alleged theoretical 
differences in the premises of different approaches (see Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

The empirical gaps in the existing research relate to the context-specific 
nature of the marketization and privatization of ECEC (see Brennan et al., 2012; 
Mahon et al., 2012). In the context of market-based ECEC systems, the process 
and effects of the marketization and privatization of ECEC are widely studied. 
However, much less is known about how market rationality is domesticated (see 
Alasuutari & Alasuutari, 2013) or translated (see Mahon et al., 2012) into 
universalistic ECEC systems, such as Finland, and what its effects are on the 
universal system (see, however, Naumann, 2011; Paananen et al., 2015; Westberg 
& Larsson, 2020). Addressing this shortfall is the empirical contribution of this 
study. 

Next, the theoretical underpinnings of the research related to institutions 
and institutional change are presented. Then, the aim of the research and the 
research questions are set forth. After that, the ideas of universalism and market 
logic in the context of Finnish ECEC are presented and the previous research 
related to the marketization and privatization of ECEC is reviewed. Next, the 
philosophical and methodological premises and decisions of this study are 
described. Finally, the main results of three sub-studies are used to answer the 
research questions and general discussion. 

1.2 Institutional change: ideas and discourses 

The theoretical approach of this study draws on discursive institutionalism (e.g.,  
Alasuutari, 2015; Schmidt, 2008). Discursive institutionalism argues that in the 
global world, nation-states are part of world culture and hence impressionable 
vis-à-vis travelling discourses and buzzwords (in the ECEC context, see Mahon, 
2010; Paananen, 2017; Penn, 2011b). However, while these global ideas might not 
be diffused in states’ policies and practices as such, they are rather translated or 
domesticated at the local level as a result of a field battle. Because of these battles, 
where local actors play a central role, the local manifestations of certain global 
ideas vary (Alasuutari, 2015; in the ECEC context, see Alasuutari & Alasuutari, 
2013; Paananen, 2017). For example, the marketization and privatization of ECEC 
comprise a global phenomenon. In Finland, however, the state’s legislation that 
takes place as a result of political deliberations creates frames for them. How 
municipalities, private operators and families eventually act and interact within 
those frames determines the local translations of the marketization and 
privatization. 
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By adopting a discursive institutionalist approach, the focus of examination 
shifts from tight structuralism and individuals’ rational choices to examine the 
practices through which the local contexts and global ideas intertwine. Moreover, 
the approach enables scrutiny of the global discourses that persuade national 
states to converge with each other (Alasuutari, 2015). This study draws in 
particular on the theory of discursive institutionalism (DI) introduced by Vivien 
Schmidt (2008, 2010a, 2010b, 2011, 2014, 2015; see also Carstensen & Schmidt; 
2016) in the field of political sciences. As Schmidt (2011) summarizes, DI is an 
analytical framework that concerns the substantive content of ideas and the 
interactive processes of discourse in the institutional context. 

According to Schmidt (2008, 2010; see also Alasuutari, 2015), DI differs from 
other forms of new institutionalism (rational choice, historical and sociological 
institutionalisms) as it takes ideas and discourse seriously and by doing so, it 
takes a dynamic view of change. In other words, DI explores the dynamics of 
institutional change. DI does not, however, claim that all institutional change can 
be explained by researching ideas and discourses. Instead, “stuff” often happens 
that DI cannot explain (Schmidt, 2014, p. 1838). While the other forms of new 
institutionalism understand institutions mainly as external structures that 
constrain actors through incentives, path-dependencies or cultural frames, DI 
understands institutions simultaneously as external structures and as internal 
constructs of sentient agents. In other words, institutions are at the same time 
given and contingent; they serve as the context of thinking, acting and speaking, 
and they are formed by agents’ thought, words and actions. Thus, institutions 
both constrain agents and are created, maintained and changed by those agents 
(Schmidt, 2008, 2011). The institutions can be formalized or informal (Schmidt, 
2011, p. 122; see also North 1990; Hodgson, 2006). According to Schmidt (2008), 
DI scholars can use the results produced through other new institutional 
approaches as background material. In this study, the background material 
consists of earlier research about the idea of universalism, and the marketization 
and privatization of ECEC. 

In line with Searle’s (1995) and Smith’s (2003) views, DI treats institutions 
as social constructs, and thus they are not real in a material sense like, for example, 
mountains are (Schmidt, 2015). Institutional facts, a sub-set of social facts, would 
not exist without intentional agents’ collective agreement about them (Searle, 
1995). However, even though institutions are socially constructed, they are real 
in the sense that they “constitute interests and cause things to happen” (Schmidt, 
2008, p. 318).1 Institutions also have “deontic power”, the power to assign duties, 
rights and responsibilities to agents (Smith, 2003, p. 18). Moreover, DI 
understands agents’ ideas, discourses and actions, which take place in a certain 
institutional context, also as responses to the material and not so material realities 
that affect them. These are, for example, material events and pressures and the 
unintended consequences of agents’ actions (Schmidt, 2011, p. 122). Due to this 

 
1 In contrast to Searle (2016), it is also stated that the social reality emerges from the mate-
rial one and therefore it has a material basis (e.g., Lawson, 2016; Patomäki, 2020). 
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collective nature, as Smith (2008, p. 41) states, institutional facts are always 
socially constructed.2  

The epistemological stance of DI is social constructivist, which is to say that 
knowledge and certainty are collectively constructed in a given institutional 
context. DI, however, protects its stance from radical relativism by differentiating 
experiences from the pictures of the world. This distinction, together with the 
understanding that knowledge always comes with different degrees of certainty, 
enables the conception “that social agents in any given culture and time can 
generally understand other cultures and times based on common experiences 
through translation and interpretation, even if they may have greater difficulty 
with their pictures of the world” (Schmidt, 2015, p. 8). This epistemological stance 
guides researchers to pay attention to discursive practices through which 
sentient agents collectively construct knowledge and certainty (see Schmidt, 2008, 
2015). 

DI holds that ideas are substantive content of discourse. Ideas, either 
cognitive or normative ones, can exist at the level of policies, programs and 
philosophies. While cognitive ideas are constitutive of interests by considering 
what is and what to do, normative ideas appeal to values by indicating what is 
good or bad. The level of policy refers to the specific policy solutions suggested. 
The programmatic level, in turn, is a more general stage or paradigm that 
underpins the policy ideas. The worldview is a background philosophical stage 
underlying the two more foreground levels. While such worldviews, together 
with programmatic ideas, guide agents’ actions, they are also used to legitimate 
and justify such actions. Therefore, ideas and action are tightly connected to each 
other (Schmidt, 2008, 2010a, 2010b). Policy ideas are more liable to change than 
programs and worldviews, which change more slowly. The change on all levels 
can be incremental or crisis-driven paradigm shifts (Schmidt, 2011). In the 
Finnish context, Lundkvist et al. (2017) and Nyby et al. (2018) have analysed 
different ECEC and welfare policy rationales by pinpointing the policy ideas, 
general ideas and worldviews pertaining to them. In line with the earlier research, 
this study scrutinizes how the idea of universalism and the idea of ECEC market 
logic intertwine and interact in the Finnish ECEC discourse. Moreover, both ideas 
are examined at the level of policy ideas (or practices) and on the levels of 
programs and worldviews (or ideologies). 

The discourse, in turn, is the interactive process that conveys, generates and 
changes ideas. It is not, however, only about ideas (or what is said), but also about 
the context (where, when it is said), and not only about the structure (what and 
how is said) but also about agency (who said what to whom) (Schmidt, 2008, 
2011). The discourse may include, for example, different frames, narratives, 
myths, collective memories, stories and scripts (Schmidt, 2010a). Therefore, in 
this study the focus is on both aspects, the ideational content and the interactional 
process. As Schmidt (2008) states, taking into account the ideational 
representations and the interactive process helps explain why certain ideas 

 
2 On the critics of the ontology of institutional facts, see, for example, Du Plessis and Ku 
Leuven (2011) and Lawson (2016).  
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succeed while others fail, and how some discourses maintain and reinforce the 
existing reality while others seek change (Schmidt, 2008, p. 309). The success of 
discourse depends, for example, on how it manages to be justifiable (makes sense 
on a cognitive level) and legitimate (being normatively appropriate), and how it 
succeeds in reaching the right audience (Schmidt, 2008, p. 313). The way how 
ideas are represented and conveyed by discourse is affected by historical 
institutions and cultural frames (Schmidt, 2010a, 2010b). In this study, the tools 
of discourse analysis are used to examine how ideas of universalism and market 
logic are represented as a part of ECEC institutions and how different policy 
ideas are legitimated by general and worldview-level ideas. 

Discourse can take place between policy actors (coordinative discourse) or 
between policy actors and the public (communicative discourse). The ideas 
developed in the coordinative discourse are brought to public debate for 
deliberation and legitimation by the communicative discourse (Schmidt, 2008). 
However, in addition to top-down communication, discursive interaction can 
also flow bottom-up, being communicated, for example, by civil society. 
Moreover, the discourse can remain at the cooperative level or at the level of civil 
society, so that it is not communicated to the public or to the policy agents. 
Sometimes, the arguments used to legitimate ideas through communicative 
discourse differ from the arguments used in coordinative discourse (Schmidt, 
2010b). The policy ideas discussed in coordinative discourse tend to be weighted 
towards cognitive justification. The normative legitimation, that ensures that the 
policy idea is in line with programmatic and worldview levels, is often added 
when the idea is communicated to general public by policy actors (Schmidt, 2011). 
This study concentrates especially on communicative discourse produced by 
central policy agents and ECEC legislation. However, because this study draws 
on interview data, the line between communicative and coordinative discourse 
might be somewhat vague. 

According to DI, there exists three forms of ideational power: power 
through ideas, power over ideas and power in ideas (Carstensen & Schmidt, 
2016).  Power through ideas refers to actors’ capacity to persuade other actors to 
accept and adopt their views, and to influence their normative and cognitive 
beliefs through the use of ideational elements (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, pp. 
323–326). For example, different ECE policy actors can draw on ideas of market 
logic or universalism to promote or resist changes in ECEC institutions. Power 
over ideas means actors’ capacity to control and dominate the meaning of ideas 
(Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, pp. 326–328). In the context of ECEC policy, this 
could mean reconceptualization of a certain central concept, such as equality (see 
Paananen et al., 2019). Thirdly, power in ideas takes place when certain ideas 
have power to structure thought, when certain ideas achieve hegemony or when 
some ideas, such as market logic or universalism, become institutionalized at the 
expense of other ideas (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, pp. 329–332). In the context 
of ECEC, these three forms of power might be possessed by agents and 
institutions who can affect practised policies. These agents may include, at least, 
politicians, public administrators, experts (such as researchers) and families (see 
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Schmidt, 2011). A powerful institution may include the legislation related to 
ECEC and its provision, as well as transnational, national and municipal 
institutions (see Paananen, 2017; Schmidt, 2011). 

Agents attend to institutional action by using their background ideational 
abilities and foreground discursive abilities. With their background ideational 
abilities, the agents are able to create and maintain institutions in a certain 
meaning context by adjusting to its ideational rules of rationality. 3  The 
foreground discursive abilities enable agents to communicate critically about the 
institutions and deliberate about their rules, and thus generate, change or 
maintain them. (Schmidt, 2008, 2010b; see also Patomäki, 2020). DI states that 
policy change is carried out by sentient (thinking and communicating) agents, 
who generate and deliberate about their ideas through discursive interaction that 
may lead to collective action. Therefore, in DI, paying attention equally to 
thinking (ideas), communicating (discourse) and doing (action) is considered 
important if one aims to explain policy change (Schmidt, 2011). In this study, 
ideational aspect relates to how ideas of universalism and market logic manifest 
in key agents’ talk. How those ideas are communicated, legitimated and 
represented in the talk, in turn, is the discursive side of policy change. The action 
that this study pays attention to is families’ ECEC decisions and private ECEC 
providers’ enrolment policies in the institutional reality produced by policy 
agents. 

This dissertation is positioned in the field of interdisciplinary early 
childhood studies (see Raittila, et al., 2017). However, adopting the theoretical 
lens of DI from the field of political science together with the study’s focus on the 
ECEC systems’ institutional change locate this dissertation at the interface of 
early childhood studies, social sciences and political sciences. 

1.3 Formation of Finnish ECEC institution 

As Schmidt (2008) states, DI is especially a theory for explaining institutional 
change. However, to contextualize the change of Finnish ECEC it is necessary to 
present a brief historical description of the development of the Finnish ECEC 
system. Moreover, because institutionalized ideas have a tendency to sustain and 
limit institutionalization of other ideas through path-dependencies (Schmidt & 
Thatcher, 2013; in the context of ECEC, see Brennan et al., 2012; Mahon et al., 2012; 
Naumann, 2011; Scheiwe & Willekens, 2009; Westberg & Larsson, 2020), it is 
important to understand the institutional setting in the context of which the 
marketization and privatization of ECEC takes place. 

As noted in Section 1.1, Finland is seen as a representative of the Nordic 
welfare model. Social benefits for families, such as universal ECEC services, form 
a central aspect of the model (Esping-Anderssen, 2009; Sipilä, 1997). Therefore, 

 
3 The idea of background ideational abilities resembles Bourdieu’s (1990) concept of habitus 
(Schmidt, 2010b). 
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in Finland, as in the Nordic welfare model (Sipilä, 1997), the most intense phase 
of the building of the ECEC system dates to the 1970s when the Nordic welfare 
state projects were “set in motion” (Karila, 2012). In the context of ECEC, the 
Nordic model has meant, for example, a dominant role for the public sector in 
organizing and financing ECEC services, meeting the objective of gender equality 
in labour market participation, an integrated ECEC system that addresses 
children’s need for care and education and the idea of universalism (Rauhala, 
2009), which will be discussed in more detail in Section 2.1. Throughout its 
existence in Finland, ECEC has played a central role in social, labour, family, 
educational and equality policy. The emphases and relationships between the 
different roles related to ECEC have, however, changed over time (Alila et al., 
2013; Paananen, 2017). 

The roots of Finnish ECEC system are in the late 1800s, even though the 
concept of ECEC is much younger. The first kindergarten and small children’s 
crèche were opened in 1863 (Eerola-Pennanen et al., 2017). Even though, in line 
with the Fröbelian kindergarten tradition, the ideational foundation of the 
Finnish “daycare facility”, as it was called, emphasized social pedagogy and 
small children’s education. During the first decades of the 1900s kindergartens’ 
and crèches’ were seen especially through their role as a source of social welfare 
for disadvantaged families and children (Salminen, 2017; Välimäki & Rauhala, 
2000), which underlined ECEC’s role in child protection and social policy (see 
Alila & Kinos, 2014; Välimäki & Rauhala, 2000). 

After the post-World War II industrialization of Finnish society increased 
female participation in the labour market, the availability of ECEC became a 
labour political issue (Rauhala, 2009; Salminen, 2017). As a response, the Act on 
Children’s Day Care was introduced in 1973. The act made day care (the previous 
name for the ECEC system) provision part of municipalities’ obligatory 
responsibility (Kumpulainen, 2018). Moreover, kindergartens and crèches were 
unified as day care centres, or ECEC centres as they are called in this dissertation. 
Together with family-based day care and “open services”, the ECEC centres 
became means of organizing day care for children under seven years (the age 
when children start compulsory school in Finland). During the first two decades 
of the institutionalized day care system, access to services was means-tested and 
income-related. However, in the mid-1980s the section on connecting income to 
access was removed from the law. Moreover, as part of the reform of the day care 
act in 1985 a universal right to day care was introduced (Act on Children’s Day 
Care, 28/1985). However, it was only in the 1990s when the availability of ECEC 
had increased to the extent that enabled a gradual introduction of a universal 
right to ECEC services (see Section 2.1.2). The universal right to ECEC increased 
ECEC’s political role in both educational and gender equality, in relation to its 
social and labor political objectives (see Alila, 2013; Rauhala, 2009). The universal 
right to day care stayed untouched until 2015, when the then center-right 
government limited the right to 20 hours per week (see Puroila & Kinnunen, 
2017). In 2020, however, the then Social Democrat-led government returned the 
unrestricted right to ECEC. 
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In line with the Nordic model and wider welfare developments in Finland, 
ECEC system has been developed as a public service. Since the deployment of 
the Act on Children’s Day Care in 1973, ECEC provision has been municipalities’ 
obligatory responsibility (Kumpulainen, 2018). Even though municipalities were 
enabled to purchase ECEC from private service providers, they have, in practice, 
mainly provided services themselves (see FIFHAW, 2021). The institutional 
ECEC services include centre-based ECEC,4 family-based ECEC and so-called 
open services (Kumpulainen, 2018; Act on ECEC, 2018). Of those, centre-based 
ECEC is currently the most used: up to 95 percent of children attending ECEC in 
2020 participated in centre-based ECEC.5 Around 77 percent of children aged one 
to six years attended ECEC in 2020. The older the children are, the higher 
participation rate is. Children under the age of one are cared for mainly at home 
(FIFHAW, 2021; Kumpulainen, 2018). One suggested factor behind the relatively 
low ECEC participation rate, especially for children under three years of age, is 
the Home Care Allowance. 

The Homecare allowance was introduced in 1985 (The act on Children’s 
Home Care Allowance, 24/1985). The Home Care Allowance includes a care 
allowance (fixed-sum) and a care supplement (income-related). On top of those, 
many municipalities pay a municipal supplement to support children’s home 
care (Lahtinen & Selkee, 2016). The Home Care Allowance is granted to 
custodians who have a child under three years who does not attend municipal 
ECEC and custodians can have the Home Care Allowance given to older siblings 
of children under three if those children are not in public ECEC (Social Insurance 
Institution of Finland [SIIoF], 2022). Home care allowance has been supported 
especially by the agrarian Centre Party (see Sipilä et al., 2012). 

Ever since the opening of the first kindergarten (see Karila, 2012; Salminen, 
2017), ECEC’s pedagogical dimension has been recognized. In practice, as is 
characteristic of the Nordic model, ECEC provision has been based on the so-
called educare model, which means that ECEC’s objectives related to care, 
education and teaching are combined under one institution (Rauhala, 2009; 
Salminen, 2017). Even though, both day care and early education have been 
present in the ECEC institution since the beginning, it can be stated that, in line 
with transnational trends, ECEC’s educational role has been strengthened within 
the ECEC institution (see Karila, 2012; Paananen, 2017). For example, the 
administrative sector of early childhood education was changed from the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and Health to the Ministry of Education and Culture in 
2013 and the Act on ECEC, implemented in 2018, changed the universal 
entitlement to ECEC from custodians to children (Act on ECEC, 2018). Moreover, 
from the 1990s until 2010, the public sector’s role in defining the pedagogical 
content of ECEC relied heavily on information governance and the 
professionalism highly trained ECEC staff’s (see Alila, 2013; Karila, 2012; 

 
4 In Finnish language ECEC centres are called “päiväkoti”, which directly translated means 
“dayhome”. 
5 The estimate includes use of ECEC vouchers and Private day care allowance, which can 
be used to purchase family day-care or other private services as well. However, they are 
mainly used to purchase private center-based services. 



 
 

24 
 

Paananen, 2017). However, in 2010’s first obligatory national ECEC curriculum 
framework was introduced, which increased state’s role in ECEC’s quality 
governance remarkably. 

Even though the roots of the Nordic welfare model are in social democracy, 
the era of neoliberalism has influenced the Nordic model, including the ECEC 
sector (see Section 2.2). In the context of Finnish ECEC, the spread of ideas 
described as neoliberal has been somewhat analogical to what Alasuutari (2004) 
calls a shift from a planned economy to a competition economy. In Finland, the 
rise of the competition economy has meant, among other developments, the 
marketization and privatization (for definition see Section 2.2.1) of public 
services (Alasuutari, 2004). The emergence of the competition economy, or 
neoliberalization, has been a sum of many different changes and justifications. 
For example, global discourses disseminated by international organizations, such 
as the OECD, World Bank and IMF, have been influential in how they are both 
used to justify and legitimate different policy solutions in national contexts and 
how they function to create and reproduce a certain epistemic community which 
shares the same presumptions about the world (Alasuutari & Rasimus, 2009). 
While in Finland the neoliberal discourses were brought to public conversation 
especially by the liberal-conservative National Coalition Party, the political left 
had been suspicious of state-centeredness. This shared criticism by the political 
left and right of a strong state enabled changes in legislation and governance in 
the 1990s, which together have played a central role in the change towards a 
competition economy, but which as separate steps were rather small instead of 
being part of some great plan. The societal reforms were also justified with the 
same kind of developments in other Nordic and European countries and by the 
financial difficulties caused by the recession of the 1990s (Alasuutari, 2004). 

In the context of ECEC, the path-dependencies related to the traditional 
Nordic ECEC model appear to stay strong, as described in Section 2.2. However, 
the change towards a competition economy and neoliberal societal governance 
have resulted in changes to the ECEC system, namely marketization and 
privatization (see Mahon et al., 2012; Naumann, 2011; Valkonen et al., 2021; 
Westberg & Larsson, 2020). As suggested in Section 1.1, this development was 
enabled by legislative changes that enabled and supported private service 
providers seeking profit in the field of ECEC and introduced new public 
subsidies targeted at families to enable their ECEC choice (Laiho & Pihlaja, 2022). 
Already before such subsidies were introduced, in addition to their own 
provision, municipalities were enabled to make purchase contracts with private 
service providers who, until the 2010s, were mainly third sector operators or 
small local entrepreneurs (see Kumpulainen, 2018; Ruutiainen et al., 2018). Of the 
new kind of demand-side subsidies, the private day care allowance (PDA), 
granted by the Social Insurance Institution of Finland, was introduced in 1996 to 
enable parental choice between public and private ECEC settings and to increase 
the private provision (Paananen, 2017). The PDA consists of fixed and income-
related parts which are together around €330 per month. In addition to that, 
many municipalities pay a municipal supplement (MS) for PDA. The MS can 
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contain income-related parts, but in general it is usually somewhat fixed. The 
value of MS varies remarkably in different municipalities, ranging from €100 to 
around €800 per child per month (Lahtinen & Svartsjö, 2020). In 2009, the voucher 
scheme of social and welfare services was extended to cover ECEC services (Act 
on Service vouchers, 2009/569). As PDA, the ECEC voucher, granted by 
municipalities, is also a demand-side subsidy system which functions to increase 
parental choice (Ruutiainen et al., 2018). Unlike PDA, the vouchers are usually 
income related and their value is set so that the customer fee that parents have to 
pay from their own pockets simulate fees in the public sector, albeit many private 
providers charge some extra. In voucher systems, municipalities also make local 
contracts with private service providers, which enable somewhat tight regulation 
of the private sector. The local contracts are used, for example, to set price caps 
for private services. 

As noted in Section 1.1, especially after the launch of voucher scheme, the 
share of privately provided ECEC has increased somewhat rapidly, being around 
18 percent in 2019 (FIFHAW, 2020; FEEC, 2019), which means around 45,000 
children. The private sector growth has been driven mainly by for-profit service 
providers (see FEEC, 2019). Such marketization and privatization developments 
have not been, however, similar everywhere in Finland. While 46 percent of 
municipalities do not have private service provision at all (FEEC, 2019), in some 
municipalities the private sector’s share is approximately 40 percent. Since the 
launch of the voucher system, the use of vouchers has increased (31,201 children 
in 2020) and the use of PDA has decreased (11,462 children in 2020; FIFHAW, 
2021). 

There is no research about the possible differences between public and 
private ECEC in Finland. On the one hand, that some of the private providers 
state on their websites that they are committed to, for example, a certain 
alternative pedagogical program (such as Steiner or Montessori pedagogy) or to 
some ideology (such as religion), or there may be different emphases in the 
content of ECEC (e.g., a certain language, sustainable life, music, sports; see 
Kumpulainen, 2018). On the other hand, the same legislation and curriculum 
framework regulate both public and private institutions. 

In Finland, the marketization and privatization of ECEC are thus both 
national- and municipal-level phenomena. The legislative and regulatory 
frameworks are defined at the state level, but municipalities decide whether they 
subsidize private ECEC, whether they provide demand-side subsidies (ECEC 
vouchers or MS to PDA; a PDA alone is available everywhere in Finland) or 
supply-side subsidies (purchase contracts with private providers), and whether 
they support private ECEC provision in municipal policies (e.g., zoning policies; 
start-up money for new private providers). However, whether or not there is 
private provision in a particular municipality depends ultimately on the 
decisions of private providers and families. That is, if someone starts providing 
private services in the municipality and if families select such settings for their 
children. 
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The governance of private ECEC takes place at the national and municipal 
level. The legislative guidelines – such as legislation related to public subsidies, 
adult–child ratios, objectives of ECEC, frames for customer fee policies, staff 
eligibility requirements and curriculum framework – are set at the national level. 
At the municipal level, as noted above, the local politicians, in cooperation with 
local ECEC administration, eventually define “how much” a given municipality 
turns to markets and in what way. Municipal administration also supervises and 
cooperates with local private ECEC providers. Possible limits for customer fees 
in the private sector are also set at the municipal level. In addition to municipal 
ECEC administrations, Regional State Administrative Agencies and National 
Supervisory Authority for Welfare and Health also supervise private ECEC 
provision. New private ECEC service providers must make a written notification 
before starting operations. 

1.4. Aim and research questions 

The aim of this dissertation is to increase understanding about the relationship 
between ideas of universalism and the market logic in the context of Finnish 
ECEC. More specifically, it examines whether or not the marketization and 
privatization indicate a shift from and/or within universalism and, if they do, it 
investigates the features of those shifts. 

As noted, institutions provide agents with frames of meaning that guide 
them and limit the range of options available to decision-makers within the 
institution (Alasuutari, 2015). While institutions structure agents’ thoughts and 
actions, they are also contingent in a sense that agents’ thoughts, discourse and 
action create them (Schmidt, 2008; Schmidt & Thatcher, 2012). Institutional action, 
in turn, is a process in which agents use their background ideational abilities to 
create and maintain institutions and which can be predicated on agents’ 
foreground discursive abilities, by which they change or maintain the institutions 
(Schmidt, 2008, p. 314; see Section 1.2). The research questions of this dissertation 
address both dimensions of institutional action: how agents maintain and/or 
change the ECEC institution through their discursive abilities and acting within 
or in relation to the ECEC institution by applying their background ideational 
abilities. Even though both dimensions represent institutional action, for clarity, 
in this research, the following conceptual division is made: the first dimension 
(how agents make use of their foreground discursive abilities to change or 
maintain the ECEC institution) is referred as discourse and the second one (how 
agents use their ideational background abilities to act in the ECEC institution, 
either maintaining it or indicating its change) is referred to as action. Discourses, 
and the ideas they contain, constitute the institutional setting in which the action 
takes place. Therefore, action can be understood only in the institutional context 
and its ideational structure (see Biesta, 2010).  

The earlier research (see sections 1.3 and 2.2) suggests that the discourses 
and ideas used to promote the marketization and privatization or 
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universalization of ECEC and welfare services more generally travel 
transnationally (see Mahon et al., 2012). Such discourses and ideas are, however, 
domesticated in different ways in the different national contexts depending on 
the institutional and cultural settings (Alasuutari & Rasimus, 2009; Lloyd, 2019; 
Naumann, 2011;  Scheiwe & Willekens, 2009; Schmidt & Thatcher, 2013; Westberg 
& Larsson, 2020). The first research question of this dissertation explores the 
discourses that convey the ideas and construct them as a part of institutions in 
the context of the Finnish and Nordic welfare model. More specifically, the first 
question examines how the ideas of universalism and market logic 
(marketization and privatization) are negotiated in the discourses about the 
ECEC institution and constructed as a part of it. 

 
Research question 1: How are ideas of market logic constructed as part of the 
universal ECEC institution in the discourses of different agents? 
 

The research in different national contexts indicates that the marketization and 
privatization of ECEC have a great possibility of reproducing or exacerbating 
already existing social inequalities (Lloyd, 2019; see also the literature review in 
Section 2.3.4). However, mainly due to contextual differences, most of the 
research has touched upon inequalities related to children’s ECEC participation 
in general or in high-quality ECEC. There are also some studies examining the 
stratification of service users between public and private institutions. Those 
studies are rare, however, and they are conducted mainly in ECEC contexts that 
differ significantly from those of Nordic countries, such as UK, Australia, 
Netherlands or India (see Ghos & Dey, 2020; Lloyd, 2019; Van der Werf et al., 
2020; for the Nordic context see e.g., Garvis & Lunneblad, 2018; Räsänen & 
Österbacka, 2019; Sulkanen et al., 2020; Vamstad, 2016). However, as Paananen 
(2017) suggests, universal access to ECEC, as in Finland, does not mean that the 
attendance is equally distributed. Therefore, research should turn its attention to 
families’ ECEC decisions, for example, between public and private settings 
(Paananen, 2017). Therefore, in this study, the attention is turned especially to the 
selectivity of the ECEC system. It is noteworthy that selectivity in this context 
should not be confused with selectivism, which is often held as the antithesis of 
universalism (see Anttonen et al., 2012a). While selectivism refers to the targeting 
of a subsidy or a benefit to certain group, in this study selectivity refers to different 
mechanisms, practices or actions that lead to unequal distribution of public and 
private ECEC services. In that sense, selectivity is a broader concept than 
selectivism (or stratification), but, like selectivism, also selectivity of the system 
questions the universality of ECEC. 

The second research question of this study is interested in the possible 
selectivity related to the marketization and privatization of ECEC. Whereas the 
first research question deals with discourse and ideas, the second question 
addresses the actions of the central agents in a given institutional setting by 
scrutinizing how the actions of municipal decision makers, private service 
providers and families constitute and reflect the universality and/or selectivity 
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of the ECEC institution. Moreover, according to earlier research (see Section 2.3.4), 
the possible selectivity related to the marketization and privatization of ECEC 
arises from many different actions in the ECEC institution. These include the 
public sectors’ decisions related to regulation, incentives and subsidies of private 
provision; enrolment practices and locations of the private service providers; and 
families’ ECEC decisions. In this study, action refers to both what sentient agents 
(people) in different institutional positions do (parents, decision makers, 
representatives of private service providers) and how the ECEC institution 
functions to steer their decisions. The second research question is as follows: 

 
Research question 2: How do actions of municipal decision-makers, private 
ECEC providers and parents represent the selectivity and universality of 
the Finnish ECEC system? 

 
This doctoral dissertation consists of three sub-studies (see Chapters 3 and 4). 
Table 1 summarizes the relationship between the aim of the dissertation, the 
research questions of this compilation article and the sub-studies. In answering 
the research questions, a mixed-method approach is applied. 
 

TABLE 1  Structure of the research 

The aim of the research Research questions (RQ) 
of the compilation article  

Related Sub-studies 

To increase understanding 
about the relationship be-
tween ideas of universalism 
and market logic in the con-
text of Finnish ECEC. 
 
To examine the shifts from 
and/or within universalism 
related to the marketization 
and privatization of ECEC 

RQ1: How are ideas of the 
market logic constructed as 
part of the universal ECEC 
institution in the discourses 
of different agents? 
 

Sub-study I: Municipal de-
cision makers’ perspective 
(qualitative) 
 
Sub-study II: Accounts of 
the representatives of pri-
vate ECEC providers (qual-
itative) 
 
Sub-study III: Parental atti-
tudes related to ECEC pro-
vision (quantitative) 
  

RQ2: How do actions of 
municipal decision-makers, 
private ECEC providers 
and parents represent the 
selectivity and universality 
of the Finnish ECEC sys-
tem? 

Sub-study I: Reports of 
municipal decision-makers 
(qualitative) 
 
Sub-study II: Reports of the 
representatives of private 
ECEC providers (qualita-
tive) 
 
Sub-study III: Socioeco-
nomic differentiation of ser-
vice users of public and pri-
vate ECEC (quantitative) 
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2.1 Universalism in ECEC 

Universalism is a complex and polysemic concept that is understood in various 
ways in different contexts and academic disciplines (Anttonen, 2002; Anttonen et 
al., 2012a, 2012b; Stefánsson, 2012). For example, the British and Nordic6 interpre-
tations of universalism differ from each other (Anttonen & Sipilä, 2012). Univer-
salism can refer to a framework or a principle for the organization of services or 
to an ideal or ideology about desirable society and, thus, be a question of social 
philosophy (Anttonen et al., 2012a; Lundkvist et al., 2017; Stefánsson, 2012). 

At the ideological level, universalism is related to numerous concepts, such 
as equality, social rights, autonomy and solidarity. Different ideological 
decontestations (see Freeden, 1996), such as liberalism and socialism, put 
different concepts in the centre of the universalism and interpret them in different 
ways. Some of these concepts or interpretations related to universalism can 
conflict with each other or pull it in different directions (Stefánsson, 2012). 
However, even though universalism can be interpreted or decontested in various 
ways or harnessed by different ideologies, it is possible to outline its core ideas 
in the Nordic context (see Anttonen & Sipilä, 2012). 

2.1.1 Nordic universalism and its critics 

In the Nordic context, the ideological foundation of universalism has been tightly 
related to ideas of equity and egalitarianism (Anttonen, 2002; Kildahl & Kuhnle, 

 
6 Anttonen and Sipilä (2012) use the term “Scandinavian”. However, in this dissertation the 
word “Nordic” is used. The Nordic countries are Finland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark and 
Iceland, whereas Scandinavian can refer to the aforementioned countries or geographical 
Scandinavia. Therefore, Nordic might be a more univocal term. 

2 THE IDEAS OF UNIVERSALISM AND MARKET 
LOGIC IN THE CONTEXT OF ECEC 
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2005) and social inclusion (Anttonen et al., 2012a, 2012b). Its constitutive idea has 
been that certain services of benefits, such as ECEC, should be understood as ci-
tizenship-based social rights (Esping-Andersen, 1999; Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005; 
Naumann, 2011). Because of the collective nature of such services, the content 
and the provision of the service become a subject of public responsibility and 
public interest. In the context of ECEC, this can mean, for example, that the 
upbringing of children becomes recognized as a public responsibility (Naumann, 
2011).  

Nordic universalism is also associated with social cohesion and the 
solidarity of society (Anttonen et al., 2012a). It is stated that its redistributive 
manifestation reduces inequality and thus increases the effective use of the 
human resources of the community (Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005). Moreover, citizen-
based rights to benefits underline equality and the equal worth of people. At the 
same time, they reinforce human dignity in society by removing a stigma from 
people using public services. The uniformity of public welfare services promotes 
equality and combats the social differentiation of citizens (Anttonen, 2002; 
Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005). Therefore, universalism can be seen as a way to reduce 
social (for example, gender or class-based) differences of society (Anttonen, 2002) 
and promote the equality of status (Esping-Andersen, 1990). In the Nordic ECEC 
systems, this idea of social inclusion manifests as parents’ universal right for 
ECEC but also as an idea that all children should be integrated within the same 
institution (see Korsvold, 2005; Storø, 2013). 

At the level of practices, Nordic universalism could be understood as a 
principle of allocation or redistribution of resources (Anttonen, 2002; Anttonen 
et al., 2012a; Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005). Unlike its opposing principles, such as 
selectivism (targeted benefits for some social group), particularism (distinct ways 
of treating people), subsidiarity (no equal access to public goods; social action at 
the lowest practical level, e.g., individual or family) or residualism (targeted 
benefits for the poor), universalism refers to the extending of basic social benefits 
and services for all citizens (Anttonen, 2002; Anttonen et al., 2012a; Anttonen & 
Sipilä, 2012). In other words, it underpins citizens’ equal access to high-quality 
services irrespective of their socioeconomic status (Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005; 
Mahon et al.,, 2012). In the universal model, accessibility is secured by public 
funding collected by taxation (Anttonen, 2002; Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005), by 
legislation that obligates the public sector to organize social benefits and services 
and by the equal availability of uniform services and benefits throughout the 
country (Anttonen, 2002). According to most strict definitions, the services 
should be free to the families that use them. If not completely free, income-related 
customer fees may in practice support the principle of universalism (Naumann, 
2011).  

Even though Nordic universalism’s basic principle that “people in the same 
situation must be treated in the same way” appears somewhat clear, there are at 
least two diverging interpretations. The procedural interpretation of universalism 
underpins flat-rate benefits (i.e. benefits are independent of income) or the 
uniformity of services provided. It is also opposed to different kinds of targeting 
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and means-testing (Anttonen et al., 2012a; 2012b; Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005). In the 
ECEC context, this would mean either free-of-charge services or flat-rate 
customer fees (see Nauman, 2011), but also a uniform ECEC system as such 
(Anttonen et al., 2012b). The consequentialist interpretations of universalism, in 
turn, focus on the outcomes of practised policies (Anttonen et al., 2012b). A 
consequential interpretation of universalism would allow positive 
discrimination (Anttonen et al., 2012a) or targeting within universalism (Jacques 
& Noël, 2021). In line with the universalist aim of equality and equity, positive 
discrimination extends benefits or services for all and recognizes the different 
needs of people in different positions. It may also include all people as the users 
of services, irrespective of their income (Anttonen et al., 2012a). In the context of 
ECEC, this could mean, for example, income-related customer fees (see 
Halmetoja, 2015; Naumann, 2011; Paananen, 2017). Targeting within 
universalism is a widely applied model in the Nordic systems and, for example, 
in Belgium. It refers to pro-poor targeting within universal systems (Jacques & 
Noël, 2021), and thus it comes very close to the concept of positive discrimination. 
When targeting takes place within a universal system, it has been argued to be 
an effective means of redistribution and poverty reduction. However, this effect 
applies only when the weight is more about universalism and less on targeting 
(Jacques & Noël, 2021). 

Also, the consequential interpretation of universalism does not necessarily 
conflict with some possibilities to choose the services or benefits used (see 
Anttonen et al., 2012a). Halmetoja (2015) argues on the basis of Rawls’s (1971), 
Dworkin’s (2002) and Sen’s (2009) theories of justice that the Finnish childcare 
policy that grants subsidies to allow families’ choices between homecare, 
municipal ECEC and private ECEC actually increases equity of universalism. 
According to this view, the opportunity to choose enables decisions based on 
families’ different views about how the care of young children should be 
organized. 

As some conceptualizations of universalism emphasize collectivism and 
holism as opposed to individualism (see Stefánsson, 2012), the consequential 
interpretation of universalism may enable more individual solutions within 
universalism. More precisely, consequential universalism acknowledges that 
people have different needs and the fulfilling of such requires different means. 
The unmet needs, in turn, would form a barrier to full social inclusion. Therefore, 
different treatment of people with different needs would lead to an equal 
outcome, namely, equal membership in society (see Stefánsson, 2012). Moreover, 
the consequential interpretation of universalism has potential to alleviate the 
aforementioned tendencies of universalism to lead to uniformity, conformity and 
absolutism (Anttonen, 2002). However, in practice, the line between the 
consequential interpretation of universalism and selectivism is often vague 
(Halmetoja, 2015). Similarly, it may be hard to separate between targeting within 
universalism and just targeting (Jacques & Noël, 2021). 

Universalism as an ideology and principle of redistribution has drawn 
criticism for several reasons. For example, the critics of universalism have 
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claimed that it has the potential to overshadow diversity, pluralism and 
relativism with uniformity, conformity and absolutism (Anttonen, 2002). 
Therefore, parents can perceive that universal, and especially uniform, services 
are not able to reflect their individual needs or preferences, which can cause 
welfare state “fatigue” (Vamstad, 2016; see also Giddens, 1999). Moreover, 
universal systems may not be automatically the most effective mechanisms of 
redistribution. In the context of ECEC, the recent studies suggest that ECEC 
especially benefits disadvantaged children, which questions the effectivity of 
universal programs in comparison to targeted ones (Blau, 2021). 

It is important to note, as Naumann (2011) states, that there is no linear 
relationship between the market and universal logics of ECEC provision. Even 
though these are indeed competitive and different logics, they are not necessarily 
mutually exclusive, as both logics can shape ECEC systems at the same time. The 
competition of the logics can take place, for example, between parental 
preferences and citizenship, competitive markets and public planning, or 
individual and collective interests (Naumann, 2011). Rather than market logic as 
such, the antithesis of universalism is often understood as selectivism (Kildahl & 
Kuhnle, 2005; Naumann, 2011). However, as the literature review in the next 
chapter suggests, the marketization and privatization of ECEC has a great 
tendency to intensify the selectivity of ECEC systems, which in turn conflicts with 
the principles of universalism (Lundkvist et al., 2017). Moreover, because the 
universal provision may require standardization of services, there is inherent 
tension between universalism and citizens’ individual needs and preferences 
(Naumann, 2011) and universalism and diversity (Anttonen et al., 2012b). As will 
be argued in the section pertaining to market logic, the marketization and 
privatization of ECEC is often justified particularly with the market’s ability to 
reflect families’ individual needs and preferences. Thus, even though market 
logic and universalism may not be ideological counterparts, in practice there are 
many points where they may conflict with each other. This perception is 
supported by Halmetoja’s (2016) notion that universalism is a way to secure 
peoples’ basic necessities of life by decreasing their dependency on the markets. 
Therefore, the expansion of markets in the areas of society that produce these 
necessities can be seen as conflicting with one of the core ideas of universalism. 

As noted above, discursive institutionalism separates policy, program and 
worldview-level ideas, and cognitive and normative ideas. At the level of policies, 
Nordic universalism manifests as the specific policy ideas through which the 
ECEC system is made universal, such as universal entitlement to ECEC (see 
Lunkvist et al., 2017). The programmatic and worldview-level ideas, in turn, are 
harder to distinguish and separate from each other (Schmidt, 2008). However, 
programmatic ideas relate to paradigm-level ideas or change, such as a shift from 
the neo-Keynesian paradigm to a neoliberal paradigm (Schmidt, 2009). In 
curriculum studies, in turn, the programmatic ideas relate to curriculum 
frameworks that function to deliver more abstract worldview-level ideas to local 
policies (Wahlström & Sundberg, 2018). Using these examples as an analogy, at 
the programmatic level the universalism can be understood as a paradigm of 
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redistribution and an allocation of resources that competes with other paradigms, 
such as selectivism or residualism (see Anttonen et al., 2012a). At the level of 
worldviews are the ideological ideas, such as equality, solidarity and social 
cohesion, related to universalism (see Lundkvist et al., 2017; Nyby et al., 2018). 
Moreover, a more consequential interpretation of universalism might include 
individualism and the freedom to choose among such values. The ideas related 
to universalism can be cognitive (what is and what to do) or normative (what is 
good or bad, what should be done) at all levels of generality (Schmidt, 2008).  

2.1.2 Universalism in the Finnish ECEC system 

The Finnish ECEC system is seen as a representative of the “Nordic model” 
(Karila, 2012). While in reality there are remarkable differences between ECEC 
systems in Nordic countries (see Dovemark et al., 2018), they all can be 
characterized as integrated systems, which means that, unlike in many other 
countries, education, teaching and care are provided through the same 
institution (Karila, 2012). In the Nordic countries, ECEC systems have been 
developed as a part of the welfare sector, whose provision is based on the 
universalism in the Nordic model (e.g., Fjällström et al., 2020; Karila 2012), or in 
the words of Esping-Andersen (1990), in the Social-democratic welfare region. In 
the Nordic model, municipalities have a central role in ECEC service production. 
The state provides a legislative framework and subsidies for service provision 
but the organization of the services is usually the municipalities’ obligation 
(Anttonen, 2002). This two-tier government, however, has the potential to 
endanger the realization of universalism. Even though the national policies in 
Finland have been developed on the principles of universalism and support the 
affordability, availability and amenability of ECEC services, the local enactment 
of these policies can construct barriers for the acceptability of use of ECEC 
services (Fjällström et al., 2020). 

In Finland, the universalization of ECEC system took place mainly between 
the introduction of the Act on Children’s Day Care in 1973 and the mid-1990s. 
Since the launching of the act, ECEC has been considered as the public good and 
its provision has taken place within the public ECEC (formerly day care) system 
(Onnismaa & Kalliala, 2010). Providing day care and ECEC was set as 
municipalities’ statutory responsibility. In the first decade after the enforcement 
of the Act on Children’s Day Care, parents’ right to the services was means-tested 
(Kröger, 2011). However, in 1990 parents of younger than three-year-old children 
and in 1996 parents of all children under school age received the unconditional 
(universal) right to a day care place (Act on ECEC, 540/2018; Alila et al., 2014; 
Karila, 2012; Lundkvist et al., 2017; Onnismaa & Kalliala, 2010). 

As opposed to those countries which have seen ECEC as an investment in 
human capital, which is made in hopes of beneficial child outcomes and 
economic growth, the Finnish ECEC provision has been based on the ideological 
foundation emphasizing social equality and gender equality (maternal 
employment) (Lundkvist et al., 2017; Paananen, 2017). Thus, until 2013 ECEC was 
governed and developed under the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health. In 2013, 



 
 

34 
 

however, ECEC was transferred at the administrative branch of the Ministry of 
Education and Culture. Also internationally, ECEC has been increasingly 
institutionalized as a part of education systems, which suggests the growing 
conception of ECEC as children’s right, not just an enabler of parental working 
(Neuman, 2005). A few years after the transfer, ECEC legislation was reformed 
in two phases in 2015 and 2016. These policy reforms build on universal tradition 
and child-focused ECEC, underpinning global ideas pertaining to lifelong 
learning, social mobility, children’s rights and social equality, but also on 
austerity discourse, which frames economic cutbacks as a necessity (Lundkvist 
et al., 2017). As a result, the parents’ entitlement to day care was redefined as the 
child’s right to ECEC. Also, the child’s universal entitlement to ECEC was limited 
to 20 hours per week. The extra hours were set as a matter of means-testing 
(Kumpulainen, 2018). However, the government elected in 2019 repealed the 
limitation of the unconditional right to ECEC. The 2016 reforms were seen as a 
shift in emphasis from universalism as an ideal of ECEC provision to an 
economic rationality of ECEC that manifests through austerity discourse and 
parental employment rationale (Lundkvist et al., 2017). Also, a study that 
examined the ideational change in Finnish family policy constructions observed 
that after the financial crises in 2008–2009, the discourses drawing from 
traditional redistributive ideas and a social investment paradigm were 
downplayed by ideas that can be connected to neoliberal austerity paradigm 
(Nygård et al., 2019). 

Unlike basic education, in Finland ECEC is not free for parents. The 
customer fee in the public sector ranges from 0€ to 290€, and they depend on 
family size and income level (Vlasov, 2018; Paananen, 2017).7 According to Sipilä 
(2020), ECEC is subject to a fee for most parents, because the ECEC system was 
developed separately from the basic education system and its development was 
based on different argumentation. Regardless of the charges for ECEC, parents 
pay only around 14 percent of the actual cost (Vlasov 2018; FNAfE 2018). This 
relative affordability (compared to other OECD countries) and means-testing of 
the fees have been seen as a manifestation of universalism (Paananen, 2017), 
especially the consequential interpretation of it. 

In Finland, ECEC professionals have traditionally had relatively high 
autonomy in their work. The state has mainly used information governance, for 
example, in the form of a curriculum framework for developing local ECEC 
curricula (Paananen, 2017). The binding structural quality standards (for 
example, about child-staff ratios and staff qualification requirements), however, 
apply to all ECEC providers. In 2016, Finland took a step towards a more uniform 
system when it enacted the first mandatory ECEC curriculum framework. 

The goals of ECEC, defined in the reformed Act on ECEC (540/2018), can 
been seen as reflecting the tradition and values of universalism. For example, 
ECEC’s purpose to promote educational equality; to support every child’s overall 

 
7 At the time of publication of the study, the maximum customer fee in the public sector 
was 288€ for the oldest child. For the younger sibling, the fee was lower due to a sibling 
discount. 
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growth, development and wellbeing; to offer every child an equal opportunities 
for ECEC; to promote equity and gender equality; to understand and respect all 
families’ linguistic, cultural, religious and worldview background; to offer 
educational support needed; and to support children’s agency, participation and 
growth into a member of society can be traced back to societal values of 
universalism, especially the consequential interpretation of it. Therefore, while 
the universal right to ECEC reflects the procedural interpretation of universalism, 
it can be stated that ECEC objectives, emphasizing diversity, individuality and 
agency, express its consequentialist interpretation. Earlier research has also noted 
the growing emphasis towards individualization and liberalization in Finnish 
ECEC discourses (Karila, 2012; Onnismaa et al., 2014), although some 
examinations question, for example, the actualization of the individuality of 
children (e.g., Layne & Dervin, 2016). 

Even though ECEC legislation and curriculum function emphasize the aim 
towards equality, in reality there are various ways how equality is 
conceptualized in local contexts in Finland. These conceptualizations vary 
depending on whether the subject of equality is parents, children “at the border” 
of the ECEC institution or children in the ECEC system and whether the present 
or the future is considered. Equality is conceptualized, for example, as parents’ 
equal freedom to choose the desired ECEC services, as access to services chosen 
by parents or as an equal customer fee for everyone. Moreover, when ECEC is 
seen as an investment in children’s future, the equality can refer to equal access 
to ECEC. In the perspectives emphasizing the intrinsic value of childhood, the 
equality refers to equality between the children within the ECEC institution 
(Paananen et al., 2019). 

Finally, the Finnish ECEC system reflects the consequentialist interpretation 
of universalism by subsidizing different forms of ECEC and childcare. Besides 
centre-based services, municipalities can provide home-based day care and 
“open services”. Open services refer, for example, to different club activities for 
children. All of these can be provided by public, private or third-sector 
institutions (Kumpulainen, 2018). Moreover, homecare allowance is granted to 
families whose child does not participate in the publicly subsidized, centre-based 
ECEC or family day care (e.g., Paananen et al., 2019). Subsidizing different forms 
of childcare allows, at least in theory, families in different situations and with 
different worldviews to decide how they want to organize the childcare. 

2.2 Market logic in ECEC: Marketization and privatization 

Ever since the post-war period and intensifying during the current era of 
globalization, many societies have turned to markets in their service production 
(Djelic, 2006; van Egmond, 2017; Newberry & Brennan, 2013). This development 
has entailed market-based reforms and the promotion of market ideology (Djelic, 
2006), its general rule being ”markets whenever possible, the state whenever 
necessary” (van Egmond, 2017, p. 18). Consequently, many governments have 
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introduced market-oriented reforms in the welfare sectors, such as education 
(Ball, 2007), child- and eldercare (Brennan et al., 2012), and ECEC (Adamson & 
Brennan, 2014), which have been traditionally considered as non-market areas of 
society. The promotion of the markets can be seen as the manifestation of 
neoliberal ideas about competition and choice (Clarke et al., 2007; Moss, 2014) 
and the austerity measures related to neoliberal policies (Schwiter et al., 2015). 
Foucault-oriented analysis states that in neoliberal (especially ordoliberal) 
societies, markets tend to penetrate every aspect of the state and its institutions 
(Gane, 2012). Post-Marxist interpretations, in turn, see this expansion of the 
markets as natural logic of capitalism (Schimank & Volkmann, 2012). The 
expansion of markets can be analysed, for example, through concepts of 
marketization and privatization (e.g., Anttonen & Meagher, 2013). 

2.2.1 Defining marketization and privatization 

In addition to concepts of marketization and privatization, many other concepts 
are used in examination of societal developments and the manifestation of neoli-
beral ides. In this study, however, instead of such concepts as commercialization, 
liberalization (Anttonen & Meagher, 2013), commodification, corporatization 
(Press & Woodrow, 2005) and economization (Çalışkan & Callon, 2010), marke-
tization and privatization are the main concepts through which the phenomenon 
at hand is approached. This decision is made mainly because marketization and 
privatization describe different aspects of market logic, the main subject of inter-
est of this study. Concepts of commercialization, commodification and corpora-
tization are closely related to marketization and privatization, but they are more 
specific and describe certain developments related to marketization and priva-
tization. Liberalization, neoliberalization and economization, in turn, are con-
cepts that relate to wide societal restructuring, which may include the marketiza-
tion and privatization of ECEC.  

In the contexts of education and child- and eldercare, marketization and 
privatization have been defined in many ways. Sometimes they are used 
interchangeably or without a specific definition. Some authors use the concepts 
separately to refer to different phenomena, while others include a wide variety 
of developments in one of the two concepts (see Anttonen et al., 2013; Ball & 
Youdell, 2007; Chitty, 2006; Whitty & Power, 2000; 2006). Moreover, 
marketization and privatization can take many different practical manifestations 
depending on, for example, regulation, subsidy systems (demand- or supply-led), 
introduction of competition and choice, involvement of not-for-profit and for-
profit provision, and national policy frames (see Adamson & Brennan, 2014; Ball 
& Youdell, 2007; Brennan et al., 2012; Naumann, 2011: Urban & Rubiano, 2014;). 

In general, marketization can be understood as two different types of 
processes. Firstly, it can refer to a shift in service provision from the public sector 
to private responsibility. Secondly, it can point to a process in which the public 
sector adopts practices and ways of organizing services that are familiar to the 
private sector (Anttonen & Meagher, 2013; Mahon et al., 2012). However, the 
concept of privatization is also used in the same kind of sense. In particular, the 
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concepts of exogenous and endogenous privatization introduced by Ball and 
Youdell (2007) have been applied by many scholars in the field of ECEC (e.g., 
Dýrfjörð & Magnúsdóttir, 2016; Urban & Rubiano, 2014; Westberg & Larsson, 
2020). Because exogenous privatization refers to the process by which public 
education services are opened to private for-profit provision, it resembles the first 
sense of marketization described above. Endogenous privatization, in turn, is 
somewhat similar to the second form of marketization described above, as it 
refers to the process by which the public sector is made more business-like by 
introducing techniques, ideas and practices familiar to the private sector. 

While it is possible to separate marketization (the shift from supply-driven 
to demand-driven provision in a competitive market) and privatization 
(withdrawal of the state from the supply side) (Lloyd, 2019; van der Werf et al., 
2021), marketization is often understood as an umbrella concept, which refers to 
many different types of government measures that promote the creation of a 
relationship between buyers and sellers and the introduction of a market 
mechanism (Brennan et al., 2012). Understood in that sense, marketization has 
different forms, depending on whether it includes private service provision 
(particularly for-profit) or market practices and logics (such as competition) or 
both (Anttonen & Meagher, 2013; see also Naumann, 2011). 

Using the words of Ball and Youdell (2007), this study concentrates 
especially on exogenous privatization. Yet, to enable a more nuanced 
examination it is useful to separate marketization and privatization at the 
conceptual level when the development in Finland discussed. Thus, 
marketization in this study refers to different policy measures that promote 
market conditions, especially choice and competition. Privatization, in turn, 
refers to the increasing involvement of the private sector in ECEC service 
provision. In practice, marketization can promote privatization or there may be 
privatization without marketization (see Anttonen & Meagher, 2013; Lloyd, 2019; 
Naumann, 2011; van Der Werf et al., 2021). Moreover, market logic is used in this 
study as an umbrella term that includes both marketization and privatization 
developments. 

2.2.2 The idea of market logic in the context of ECEC 

In practice, the marketization and privatization of ECEC and childcare have been 
justified in different ways in different national and historical contexts. They have 
been promoted, for example, to challenge the public monopoly and to increase 
choice (Sweden), to meet the service demand (UK), to reduce public expenditures 
(Australia) (Brennan et al., 2012) and to increase effectiveness and efficiency in 
supply and by creating market conditions (Netherlands) (Akgündüz & Plantenga, 
2014; Knijn & Lewis, 2017). Also, marketization and privatization can have no-
tably diverse practical manifestations, such as quasi-markets, public-private part-
nerships, voucher schemes or tax-credits, different mixes of corporations, public 
and community-based provision, purchase contracts, etc. (e.g., Ball & Youdell, 
2007; Brennan et al., 2012; Lloyd & Penn, 2012; Warner & Gradus, 2011). 
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Regardless of the various forms of marketization and privatization, it is 
possible to sketch the general market logic beyond the contextual manifestations. 
In the context of ECEC, functioning markets require individual purchasers 
(parents) who are empowered with purchase power (e.g., resources, abilities to 
choose). These purchasers choose between different competitive service 
providers. Both parties are expected to behave as rational self-interested agents. 
For parents this means making successful ECEC choices and for service providers 
maximizing their profit. The providers’ competition about customers is expected 
to increase the quality of services and decrease prices. Markets should also be 
flexible and innovative reflecting different preferences and the available financial 
and cultural resources of service users, and thus produce diverse services. Finally, 
markets are expected to be self-regulatory so that the size of the markets adapts 
to demand and parental choice forces unsatisfactory services to enhance quality 
or shut down (e.g., Brennan et al., 2012; Cleveland & Krashinsky, 2004; Lloyd; 
2019; Moss, 2009; Naumann, 2011; Petersen & Hjelmar, 2014; see also Friedman, 
1962/2002). 

To function as they are supposed to, the markets should meet some critical 
conditions. The parents should be well informed about the quality and prices of 
the services, and willing and able to change the service if they are dissatisfied. 
The transaction costs should not restrain service providers’ market entry and exit 
and markets should be competitive (Land & Himmelweit, 2010). Moreover, in 
practice, functioning ECEC markets may require subsidizing of lower-income 
consumers and a level-playing field to guarantee that all providers operate under 
the same conditions (Moss, 2009). 

In reality, “pure” ECEC markets do not exist anywhere. Instead, most of the 
states represent some sort of mixed economy with different levels of public 
regulation (Lloyd, 2019; Naumann, 2011; Penn, 2009), including statutes about 
structural and process quality (van Der Werf et al., 2021). This is because ECEC 
and childcare are usually considered not just a private issue but also a matter of 
public interest (see Knijn & Lewis, 2017; Neuman, 2005). Therefore, while for 
most of the goods and services traded in the markets the amount and the quality 
of the goods consumed is not a public issue as long as markets are competitive, 
in the case of ECEC both the quality of services and the amount used are of public 
interest (Cleveland, 2008). Extensive public intervention are justified to guarantee 
both of them (see West et al., 2020). 

The suitability of market logic in the ECEC context, even if regulated, and 
its ability to produce equitable services have been questioned by many scholars 
(e.g., Adamson & Brennan, 2014; Knijn & Lewis, 2017; Lloyd & Penn, 2012; Moss, 
2009; Penn, 2009; Yuen, 2015). In reality, the ECEC markets tend to be highly 
selective and parents’ choice in those is constrained by many factors (Naumann, 
2011). Moreover, it is noteworthy that in ECEC markets parents serve as proxy 
consumers on behalf of their children, which can, for example, hinder parents’ 
capability to assess the quality of ECEC and cause information asymmetries, and 
it can also make it difficult to switch a dissatisfying service based on the 
experiences of the real service user, the child (see Cleveland et al., 2007). 
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As stated in the Introduction section, in Finland the introduction of market 
logic within the field of ECEC has been an incremental process taking place in 
the interaction between transnational ECEC discourses and national and 
municipal ECEC policies. Until now, the rationalizations and policy discourses 
related to the process have not been studied comprehensively (see, however, 
Mahon et al., 2012; Laiho & Pihlaja, 2022; Valkonen et al., 2021). 

Viewed through discursive institutionalism (Schmidt, 2008), at the level of 
policies market logic takes place through different policy designs, by means of 
which the ECEC services are marketized or/and privatized in local contexts. In 
line with the notion that programmatic changes take place at a more general level 
than specific policies, for example as a shift from neo-Keynesian paradigm to 
neoliberal paradigm (Schmidt, 2009), at the programmatic level the general 
market logic sketched above is constructed as a guiding principle that informs 
the organization of ECEC services. Market logic can be represented, for example, 
as a necessary or rational (cognitive idea) or legitimate (normative idea) 
paradigm for ECEC provision (see Schmidt, 2008; Wahlström & Sundberg, 2018). 
In its core, market logic connects to a wider neoliberal worldview that 
emphasizes ideas about freedom of choice, individual responsibility instead of 
public responsibility, ECEC as an investment in a child’s human capital, 
competition and self-regulating markets. Also, these ideas can include cognitive 
(e.g., descriptions, logics, necessities and causalities) and normative (e.g., what is 
good or bad, what should be done) representations (see Lundkvist et al., 2017; 
Nyby et al., 2018; Nygård et al., 2019; Schmidt, 2008). 

2.2.3 Privatization and marketization of ECEC as policy development in the 
Nordic context 

As noted, national ECEC systems differ from each other remarkably in terms of 
the markets’ and private sector’s involvement, regulative framework and how 
the form of provision (public or private) is rationalized (see Neuman, 2005). One 
research line, partly under the umbrella of new institutionalism (see Schmidt, 
2008), have examined different national and transnational policy developments 
and political processes related to the marketization and/or privatization of ECEC. 
At the national level, these studies understand the marketization and 
privatization of ECEC mainly as a political process (Lloyd, 2008). From a 
transnational perspective, by drawing on Hay’s (2004) contingent convergence 
theory, Mahon et al. (2012) show that the ideas used to legitimate the 
marketization and privatization of ECEC show convergence between states of 
Nordic and liberal care regimes. However, how such ideas translate into different 
policy contexts seems to vary (see also Onnismaa et al., 2014). As a result, Nordic 
countries’ ECEC systems are edging towards a neoliberal free choice model 
(Mahon et al., 2012). Also, subsequent research conducted in Iceland (Dýrfjörð & 
Magnúsdóttir, 2016), Sweden (Westberg & Larsson, 2020), Denmark (Petersen & 
Hjelmar, 2014), Finland (Laiho & Pihlaja, 2022; Vlasov, 2018) and Norway (Haug, 
2014) shows that Nordic ECEC models have seen strong marketization and 
privatization development. Such developments are justified by similar discursive 
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strategies (Dýrfjörð & Magnúsdóttir, 2016) underlining economic efficiency and 
choice (e.g., Mahon et al., 2012). In Nordic countries, these arguments for and 
against the marketization and privatization of ECEC have been, however, more 
ideological than evidence-based (Petersen & Hjelmar, 2014). 

However, marketization and privatization do not usually indicate a 
complete paradigm shift in ECEC provision. For example, rather than being a 
shift from one paradigm or regime to another, the marketization of Swedish 
ECEC has meant the ”maturation of old welfare-state promises alongside the 
exploration of new paths” (Naumann, 2011). The introduction of market logic has 
not abolished the already existing public system. Rather, private preschools have 
complemented the public preschool system, which, together with the 
incremental and layered nature of the change, has made the process politically 
possible. Therefore, the promotion of market ideology has not threatened the 
public ECEC system (Westberg & Larsson, 2020). In Finland, in turn, the 
traditional social democratic discourses and global liberal discourses intertwine 
in the ECEC policy deliberations (Onnismaa et al., 2014). Conversely, as Moss 
(2014) suggests, where markets form the base of ECEC provision it is not easy to 
change the path, but the shortcomings of markets are aimed to remove through 
market-based solutions. Thus, the existing literature suggests that the 
marketization of ECEC is strongly shaped by contextual factors, such as the 
existing system and its political legitimacy, and it cannot be reduced to a simple 
trade-off between the state and markets (see Naumann, 2012). Therefore, the 
impacts of marketization and privatization are path-dependent as well (Brennan 
et al., 2012). Overall, the research about the marketization and privatization of 
ECEC makes visible their political nature. It is allowed, steered and blocked by 
policies. However, the consequences of such developments are in many respects 
hard to control by means of policies.  

2.2.4 Main research lines related to the marketization and privatization of 
ECEC: Selectivity and functioning of markets 

Selectivity in children’s ECEC participation. As noted in the introduction, the 
research that deals with ECEC or childcare markets or the marketization and 
privatization of ECEC has followed a few main lines. The first line examines 
ECEC participation of children with different socioeconomic positions (SES) and 
the accessibility, affordability and availability of services. This line of studies 
often builds on some form of the social investment paradigm, that is, on 
understandings about the benefits of high-quality ECEC for children, especially 
those in a disadvantaged position (e.g., Abrassart & Bonoli, 2015; Cloney, 2016; 
Stahl, Schober & Spiess, 2018; van Huizen & Plantenga, 2018). The research 
indicates that ECEC services are most accessible in socio-democratic countries 
with substantial public provision, while in more marketized and privatized 
contexts in particular, access to services for disadvantaged children is often more 
limited (Gambaro et al., 2014; Mayers & Gornick, 2003; West, 2006; Wirth, 2013). 
Therefore, the research has questioned the fit of this social investment paradigm 
and the marketization and privatization of ECEC (Adamson & Brennan, 2014; 
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West et al., 2020). Almost everywhere in Europe, ECEC participation is socially 
stratified: the children in disadvantaged positions participate in ECEC more 
rarely than their better-off peers (e.g., Sibley et al., 2015; Van Lancker, 2013; Van 
Lancer & Ghysels, 2016). Moreover, the evidence from highly marketized and 
privatized contexts, such as the USA, Australia and Canada, indicate that 
children with lower socioeconomic status (SES) or children with immigrant 
background are less likely to attend ECEC than other children (Archambault et 
al., 2020; Japel & Friendly, 2018; Kulic et al., 2019; Levine Coley et al., 2014; 
Meyers & Gornick, 2003; Petitclerc et al., 2017; Wassmer, 2016;). Also, the children 
in more disadvantaged positions tend to attend high-quality services more rarely 
(Blossfeld, 2019; Cloney, 2016; Cloney et al., 2016; Japel & Friendly, 2018; Stahl et 
al., 2018). Even in universal ECEC systems, where the impact of family income is 
reduced, higher parental education is associated with higher ECEC participation 
(Krapf, 2014, Petitclerc et al., 2017; Sibley et al., 2015) and predicts participation 
in higher-quality ECEC (Alexandersen et al., 2021). 

In Europe, this “Mathew effect” appears to be especially related to supply-
side issues (affordability and availability of services) rather than the norms 
related to childrearing (Pavolini & van Lancker, 2018). In particular, customer 
fees for ECEC services may form a significant barrier for the accessibility of ECEC, 
especially for children with a disadvantaged background (Gambaro et al., 2014; 
Kensinger Rose & Elicker, 2008; Vandenbroeck & Lazarri, 2014; West, 2006; 
Ünver et al., 2018). In addition to general affordability, progressivity of customer 
fees and, to a lesser extent, availability of services are also related to higher ECEC 
participation among children with lower SES (Abrassart & Bonoli, 2015). Overall, 
it appears that the more governments are involved in ECEC provision, the more 
equally the ECEC participation is distributed. Especially, universal entitlement 
to ECEC, affordability of services and sufficient availability of public supply-side 
strategies in ECEC provision are related to more equal use of ECEC (Van Lancker 
& Ghysels, 2016). At the same time, a descriptive meta-analysis in the school 
context indicates that the majority of public-private partnership configurations, 
especially those driving market-like dynamics (i.e. promotion of school choice 
and allowing of profit-making, tuition add-ons and student selection and 
screening) tend to exacerbate school segregation and educational inequalities. In 
some cases, public-private partnerships may enhance learning outcomes but at 
the cost of equity (Verger et al., 2020). 

ECEC is also perceived to be more accessible in countries with limited 
private for-profit provision (e.g., Nordic countries) than in countries where 
private for-profit provision has a stronger foothold (Ünver et al., 2018). Overall, 
multilevel modelling of data from 22 European countries indicated that there is 
great parental support for public childcare or/and ECEC provision in Europe, 
being stronger in the countries with more extensive public provision and weaker 
in the countries with lesser public provision. Moreover, parents’ SES appears to 
be related to their attitudes towards public and private ECEC provision. In 
particular, working mothers and parents with lower SES seem to show support 
for public provision (Chung & Meuleman, 2017). 
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However, it appears that private markets per se are not necessarily the main 
culprit of inequalities in ECEC participation. Instead, it appears that market 
strategy with demand-side subsidies and private provision can function to 
increase ECEC participation across the income distribution (Van Lancker, 2018). 
More specifically, evidence from school markets suggests that targeted voucher 
schemes may be more effective in terms of equity than universal vouchers, which, 
in turn, often functions to reproduce societal inequalities (Verger et al., 2020). 
Also, experiences from Hong Kong’s completely privatized ECEC markets 
suggest that the affordability and accessibility of ECEC can be enhanced by 
public policies and carefully contemplated subsidy schemes (Li & Wang, 2018; 
see also Ming Sin Wong & Rao, 2020). 

At a more micro level, in market-based systems the supply of ECEC services, 
especially high-quality ones, tends to be limited in disadvantaged areas (Cloney, 
2016; Noially & Visser, 2009; Ofstead, 2008; Penn, 2011a; Vandenbroeck et al., 
2008; Wassmer, 2016; cf. Press & Woodrow, 2018; Simon et al., 2021). In terms of 
economics, in low-income areas the markets appear to be thinner (Cleveland et 
al., 2007) and provision of ECEC tends to be mainly public responsibility 
(Brennan, 2016). The same phenomena may take place in the Nordic context as 
well. A study conducted in Stockholm (capital of Sweden) indicates that private 
preschools run by a for-profit provider or parent cooperative are overrepresented 
in better-off neighbourhoods, and vice versa (Alm Fjellborg & Forsberg, 2021). 
Regional differentiation may thus explain some of the ethnicity/race differences 
of ECEC or childcare selection (Tang et al., 2012; West, 2006). However, parents’ 
SES and cultural differences are also often seen in the background of race, 
ethnicity and migration-based differences in parents’ ECEC decisions (Abrassart 
& Bonoli, 2015; Erhard et al., 2018; Schober & Spiess, 2013; Vandenbrock & 
Lazzari, 2014; van der Werf et al., 2020). Furthermore, privatization that includes 
only an increase of non-profit provision (without for-profits) can exacerbate 
district-related inequalities in the spatial availability of ECEC, as evidence from 
Vienna suggests (Pennerstorfer & Pennerstorfer, 2021). 

Not only the prices and locations of services restrict their accessibility for 
certain families, however. Service providers’ enrolment policies may matter as 
well (Levine Coley et al., 2014). Individual providers’ practices can impede the 
access of ethnic minority children and children of lower-educated parents 
(Vandenbroeck et al., 2008). A qualitative study in the United States 
demonstrates how the leaders of private preschools may draw on cultural 
discourses to construct children as “able” to participate. When doing so, they 
exclude some not “able” children and families from their programs. Moreover, 
the legislative and regulatory fiats incentivize leaders’ everyday enrolment 
decisions (Jones & Jones, 2021). Marketization may also courage commercial for-
profit providers to serve highly priced and at least allegedly “enhanced” ECEC 
services, as examples from Germany (Ernst et al., 2014; Mierendorff et al., 2018) 
and Australia (Press & Woodrow, 2018) suggest. Even within the Norwegian 
highly regulated ECEC system, private service providers may practise cherry-
picking (Drange & Telle, 2020). Also in Finland, some private providers may be 
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willing to select their customers and favour those families in need of whole-day 
ECEC at the cost of families who search for half-day ECEC (Mäntyjärvi & Puroila, 
2019). A cluster analysis has shown that in the completely privatized Dutch 
context, the “socially engaged professional organizations” (for-profit or non-
profit, formerly public organizations) are the most inclusive in their enrolment 
policies, serving more low-SES children, children with a refugee background or 
language-support needs and non-Dutch children than market-orientated 
commercial organizations (for-profit) or traditional professional-bureaucratic 
organizations (non-profit, formerly public) (van der Werf et al., 2021). 
 
Parents’ differing decisions and preferences. One research line examines 
parents’ ECEC decisions in different kinds of ECEC markets and the selectivity 
produced by those decisions. Such research observes different factors related to 
parental choices. Such choices reflect, for example, parents’ cultural valuations, 
beliefs and attitudes; demographic characteristics; child-related factors; and the 
financial and other resources available (Archambault et al., 2020; Degotardi et al., 
2018; Ghos & Dey, 2020; Sylva et al., 2007). However, a growing body of research 
notes that the choices do not reflect the pure preferences of parents, but they are 
constrained and shaped by multiple contextual factors (as presented above), such 
as the availability, affordability and accessibility of ECEC, local ECEC policies, 
employment opportunities and cultural norms (e.g., Archambault et al., 2020; 
Coley et al., 2014; Degotardi et al., 2018; Ghos & Dey, 2020; Sylva et al., 2007; 
Vandenbroeck & Lazarri, 2014). Therefore, instead of pure choices, parents’ 
ECEC decisions may be best understood as accommodations to prevailing 
contextual conditions (Meyer & Jordan, 2006). Thus, in this dissertation the 
concept of the parental ECEC decision is used to better address the complexity 
and context specificity of parents’ decisions and to differentiate them from the 
illusion of a free choice. The decisions presume at least somewhat the marketized 
context, but the level of private provision can vary. 

One central reason for parents to decide about or to select a specific ECEC 
service is its convenient location (Naumann, 2011; Nisskaya, 2018; Sulkanen et 
al., 2020). In general, parents appear to include quality (structural and process) 
and practical (cost and open hours of ECEC) considerations in their decisions in 
ECEC markets (Degotardi et al., 2018; Glenn-Applegate et al., 2016; Grogan, 2012; 
Natsiopoulou & Vitoulis, 2015). However, some parents, typically with higher 
SES, more likely prefer other issues than the location (e.g., Kensinger Rose & 
Elicker, 2008). These parents are willing to make ECEC selection at the expense 
of a convenient location to ensure a rich pedagogical environment for their 
children (Nisskaya, 2018; Yuen, 2015). In the Swedish context, a sociological 
quantitative analysis indicated that parents in occupations with high cultural 
capital (or SES) are more inclined than working-class parents are to commute 
with their children to a preschool rather than take them to the closest one. The 
study also indicated that some highly educated parents with foreign background 
tend to commute with their children to preschools located in socio-economically 
more favourable neighbourhoods. Also, some native Swedish parents living in 
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ethnically mixed neighbourhoods show avoidance behaviour by selecting a 
preschool other than the closest one and with a lower number of non-native 
children (Alm Fjällborg & Forsberg, 2021). In Finland, the location of the ECEC 
centre relates to parents’ decisions between public and private settings, so that 
parents whose child is in a public ECEC centre appreciate a convenient location 
of the centre more than parents whose child is in private ECEC (Sulkanen et al., 
2020). 

The relation between family SES8 or class position and childcare and school 
decisions have been examined with quantitative and qualitative designs. Some 
studies also use a family’s migrant background or ethnicity as an independent 
variable. The research indicates that a family’s SES in general and SES factors 
separately are associated with parents’ ECEC decisions. Studies conducted in 
different contexts find that parental education level, and wealth to a lesser extent, 
is related to the form of ECEC selected in the ECEC markets (Peyton et al., 2001; 
Stahl et al., 2018). Furthermore, among low-income parents, the maternal 
education level is found to be associated with the type of childcare selected (Tang 
et al, 2012). One outcome of these decisions is that children of poorly educated 
parents and children with a non-native family language attend ECEC centres 
where the proportion of children with the same kind of background is high 
(Becker & Schober, 2017). 

One possible explanation why SES or class position shapes parents’ ECEC 
decisions, arising from the fields of sociology of education and education policy, 
is that such positions indicate families’ values and preferences related to ECEC. 
In other words, middle- and working-class parents tend to see the role of ECEC 
in different ways (Vincent, Braun & Ball, 2008). For example, parents with higher 
SES and low-income parents who endorse children’s individuality and child-
directed learning put more weight on quality aspects in their ECEC decisions 
than parents with lower SES (Grogan, 2012). Low-income mothers with a lower 
education level, in turn, value affordable childcare solutions more and the 
warmness of the caregiver less than highly educated high-income mothers 
(Kensinger Rose & Elicker, 2008). By using latent class and multinomial logistic 
regression analysis Kim and Fram (2009), in turn, identified four different types 
of partly socioeconomically determined orientation to childcare choice. Parents 
in the “learning and quality-focused” or “something else” categories typically 
had educational, economic and family structural resources that enabled them to 
be selective in their childcare arrangements. “Practicality-focused” parents made 
valuations on the basis of location, cost and the available operation time of the 
care, and they were more likely working parents with lower SES. “Everything 
important” parents in turn appreciated quality and learning-focused aspects, but 
since they were typically in a disadvantaged position and their possibilities to 
choose such services may have been limited, they also valued practical elements, 
such as cost (Kim & Fram, 2009). 

In school contexts, there is strong evidence that in market-based school 
systems, parents’ school decisions drive school segregation based on the family’s 

 
8 In such studies, SES is typically indicated by parental income and education level. 
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SES and migration background (Valenzuela et al., 2014; Yang Hansen & 
Gustafsson, 2016). One reason behind this is that those families making active 
school decisions are often those with more resources (Trumberg & Urban, 2020). 
Therefore, school segregation is exacerbated, as some of the socially strongest 
students, living in more disadvantaged districts, tend to exercise choice and thus 
drain some schools of their socially strongest students (Bunar, 2010). School 
markets may also exist within public education systems, indicating 
marketization without privatization. Even though theoretically the importance 
of family wealth is minimal in such public school markets, in practice, together 
with segregated housing, increased choice functions to exacerbate school 
segregation (Rønning Haugen, 2020). 

Also, Bourdieu-influenced studies have observed class-based differences in 
parents’ ECEC or school decisions. In their qualitative study, Kampichler and 
colleagues (2018) identified a group of middle-class parents with relatively high 
SES and a proportionally substantial level of cultural capital. These parents 
perceived the differences between different ECEC providers to be significant and 
were especially willing and able to make ECEC decisions. The decisions of other 
parents, typically with lower SES, were constrained by their available cultural or 
financial resources. In other words, they were less selective and more vulnerable 
to external constraints, such as prices. The authors concluded that since parents’ 
opportunities to take advantage of the increasing opportunities to choose remain 
highly socially determined, the differentiation of ECEC services functions to 
exacerbate the existing social stratification (Kampichler et al., 2018). In addition 
to cultural and financial capital or resources, middle-class parents tend to possess 
higher amounts of social capital, or so-called hot knowledge, available to support 
their ECEC decisions (Vincent et al., 2008). In the school contexts as well, parents 
appear to use the available and unequally distributed types of capital (social, 
cultural and financial) required to make successful choices in education markets, 
even though the context of choices, and thus the consequences of such, can vary 
remarkably (e.g., Ball et al., 1996; Kosunen & Carrasco, 2016; Vincent et al., 2010). 
Already in the 1990s, Ball and his colleagues (1996) showed how school choice 
was related to parents’ class position and that middle-class parents’ tendency to 
be more skilled and privileged choosers than working-class parents reproduces 
and reinforces the existing social inequalities of society. Subsequent research on 
school markets has supported this notion (e.g., Benson et al., 2014; Bosetti, 2004; 
Goldring & Phillips, 2008; Gustafson et al., 2016;) and also emphasized the role 
of the ethnicity in parental school choices (Benson et al., 2014; Prieto et al., 2019). 
In the Finnish context, Kosunen (2014) differentiates two spaces of school choice 
in the Finnish public school markets: the local space (school catchment area) and 
the selective space (city and neighbouring cities), where entering into the latter 
requires a different form of capital from parents and may thus reproduce 
educational and social distinctions. In contrast, the traditional egalitarian ethos 
of the Nordic welfare state manifests as some Finnish middle-class parents’ 
tendency of choosing “ordinary” instead of “elite” or “best” schools (Ramos 
Lobato et al., 2018). 
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Research also indicates that parents with a higher SES or class position not 
only have different preferences and perceptions about the role of ECEC than 
parents with a lower SES or class position, but they also make more informed 
decisions. Parents with a higher education are more capable than parents with a 
lower education in estimating the quality of the services they select (Mocan, 2007). 
Even studies in Swedish (Alm Fjällborg & Forsberg, 2021) and Norwegian 
(Drange & Telle, 2020) highly regulated and relatively affordable ECEC markets 
have observed that children from middle-class families (Sweden) and higher SES 
families (Norway) attended ECEC of better quality than children from working-
class families (Sweden) and more disadvantaged backgrounds (Norway). 

There is also academic discussion that relates to parents’ ECEC decisions, 
but rather than their preferences it considers especially the special nature of the 
ECEC and childcare markets. Some scholars have argued that marketization 
constructs ECEC as a product purchased from the markets (Langford, 2011; Press 
& Woodrow, 2005, 2018). It is suggested that the privatization and marketization 
of ECEC have led to commodification of what was previously considered as the 
public good. For example, some Finnish municipal decision-makers drew a 
parallel between ECEC and markets of other kinds of goods (Laiho & Pihlaja, 
2022). This kind of conceptualization of ECEC requires well-informed and 
rational consumers who are willing and able to act in the markets (e.g., Brennan 
et al., 2012; Yuen & Grieshaber, 2009). At the same time, parents’ ECEC decisions 
become an act of good parenthood which, in turn, set moral demands on the 
parents (Karlsson et al., 2013; Vincent & Ball, 2001). Parents do not, however, 
automatically accept their role as consumers in the childcare of ECEC markets, 
and their agency in such markets may also be limited by many different factors 
(Vincent & Ball, 2001). Therefore, it is suggested that the childcare market is a 
peculiar one, because it does not work as markets are expected to work (Ball & 
Vincent, 2005). This is because childcare is very emotional by its nature, which 
make it hard to reduce it as a subject of economical transactions and causes 
uneasiness for parents to operate in such a market (Ball & Vincent, 2005; Vincent 
& Ball, 2001). For example, because children need continuity and stability, it may 
be hard for many parents to switch the service provider (Plantenga, 2012), even 
though to work properly market mechanisms would require that consumers be 
willing and able to switch.  

On the whole, the literature suggests that parents with a higher SES or class 
position tend to appreciate more quality and learning-related aspects in ECEC 
and school education. They are also more inclined and have more resources to 
enter into “selective space”. Therefore, it can be said that market conditions 
appear to offer an advantage to those with more available resources (Yuen, 2012; 
2015). As Vincent and colleagues (2008) state, children’s opportunities, who they 
are and what they might become, their agency and their individuality and their 
lives are shaped by the class-based practices and positions of their parents. 
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Selectivity between public and private programs. There is surprisingly little re-
search about parental decisions between public and private ECEC or about selec-
tivity between public and private settings. There is, however, some evidence 
from different contexts indicating that when public and private options are 
available, parents with high income and those who are educationally more aspi-
rant prefer private ECEC over public (Ghosh & Dey, 2020). For example, 
Kampichler et al. (2018) observed substantial differences in how parents were 
able to freely choose between private and public ECEC facilities in diversifying 
ECEC markets (Kampichler et al., 2018; see also Yuen, 2015). More generally ex-
pressed, disadvantaged children are overrepresented in community-based cent-
res and non-disadvantaged children in private centres (Woodrow & Press, 2018). 
In addition, when different kind of ECEC centres are compared in the Nether-
lands, it is found that non-profit organizations with a social emancipatory mis-
sion are more accessible to disadvantaged children than those with a commercial 
mission (van der Werf et al., 2020).  

The few studies conducted in Nordic countries indicate that parents whose 
child is in a private preschool are more likely to have a higher education (Finland 
and Sweden) and higher incomes (Sweden) than those whose child attends 
public ECEC (Garvis & Lunneblad, 2018; Räsänen & Österbacka, 2019; Sulkanen 
et al., 2020; Vamstad, 2016). It should be noted, especially with those studies 
conducted in Finland, that these results are only indicative. As suggested above, 
selectivity can be explained by different factors, from the location of private 
centres and possibly higher customer fees in the private sector to the enrolment 
policies of private service providers and parents’ socioeconomically mediated 
preferences. In Finland, the last of those is supported by the finding showing that 
parents whose child is enrolled in private ECEC find specialization and values of 
ECEC, diverse pedagogical activities, feeling of home and the size of the child 
group to be more important for their ECEC decision than those parents who have 
selected public ECEC. Parents who have chosen a public ECEC centre, in turn, 
more often value flexible opening hours and a suitable location of the ECEC 
centre (Sulkanen et al., 2020). In Sweden, in turn, Vamstad (2007; 2016) examined 
private preschools run by parent cooperatives and explained their existence with 
welfare state failure and welfare state fatigue. These cooperatives answered 
welfare state failure by filling shortages in ECEC supply, but also addressed 
welfare state fatigue by enabling more tailored and individual alternatives for 
highly educated and wealthy parents who are capable and have the resources to 
search for educational alternatives outside the ones offered in the public sector 
(Vamstad, 2016). 
 
Functioning of market logic in the context of ECEC. This research line is more 
miscellaneous than the ones presented above. It consists of empirical findings 
and more theoretical considerations related to the functioning and consequences 
of applications of market logic in the context of ECEC. It also includes academic 
discussion that ponders whether ECEC should be organized as a public service 
or in markets. 
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As market logic suggests, marketization and privatization should increase 
the quality of ECEC. Private, commercial ECEC providers also market their 
services as allegedly being high quality (Press & Woodrow, 2018). However, 
there is relatively a lot of research indicating that the privatization and 
marketization of ECEC actually has negative implications on the quality of ECEC 
(e.g., Urban & Rubiano, 2014). The empirical evidence also indicates that public 
ECEC systems generate more positive child outcomes than market-based or 
mixed programs (van Huizen & Plantenga, 2018). This might be because private 
provision is promoted in many countries without sufficient regulatory 
frameworks (White & Friendly, 2012; Penn, 2012). The example from the 
Netherlands indicates that when they are tightly regulated, privatization and 
marketization may help to expand supply and increase quality (Akgunduz & 
Plantenga, 2014). At the same time, other research suggests that even binding 
quality frameworks do not necessarily lead to high quality or inclusiveness of the 
services (van der Werf et al., 2021). Especially for-profit and commercial ECEC, 
provision appears to be lower quality in comparison to non-profit provision 
(Prentice, 2007; Penn, 2009). This “non-profit advantage” is reported in several 
studies (e.g., Cleveland & Krashinsky, 2009; Cleveland et al., 2007; Prentice, 2005; 
Press & Woodrow, 2018; Sosinsky et al., 2009; van der Werf et al., 2020, 2021). In 
addition, when the quality of public and private services is compared, public 
services appear to succeed better, at least in the UK (Mathers et al., 2007; Mathers 
& Sylva, 2007). However, for British parents the sector (private, public) of the 
ECEC provider does not function as an a priori signal through which they 
construct trust in the ECEC provider (Roberts, 2011). In the context of free 
markets, in turn, quality seems to follow price: the higher the price, the higher 
the quality and the other way around (Penn & Maynard, 2009). However, even 
though in many cases quality issues relate especially to for-profit provision, non-
profit (van der Werf et al., 2021) and universal public systems can also fail to 
deliver high-quality ECEC (Leseman & Slot, 2020).  

When considering the Nordic countries, in the school context the 
privatization and marketization of Swedish education has led to grade inflation 
instead of their original purpose, to raise the quality of education (Wennström, 
2020). Nor in the ECEC context is there evidence that marketization has improved 
the quality of services in Sweden or Denmark (Petersen & Hjelmar, 2014). In 
contrast, in Nordic countries, parents’ perception about the quality of private 
ECEC does not necessary meet the image presented above. In Finland, parents 
whose child was in private ECEC were more satisfied with ECEC resources and 
practices that parents whose child was in public ECEC (Saranko et al., 2021). In 
Sweden, parents whose child was in a private preschool run by a parent 
cooperative estimated the quality of ECEC to be higher that users of public or 
other forms of private services. The parent may, however, perceive the quality to 
be higher because these services are selected by especially privileged parents, 
who are willing and able to invest time and effort in attending the activities and 
organization of cooperatives (Vamstad, 2016). However, since parents’ ability to 
reliably assess the quality of ECEC has been questioned (Cleveland & Krashinsky, 
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2009; Sosinsky et al., 2009), it is possible that parents’ satisfaction with private 
provision does not straightforwardly reflect the quality of ECEC. 

In addition to quality of services, the research has pointed other challenges 
related to market based-ECEC provision. One observation relates to the unstable 
nature of ECEC markets. Even though children would need stability and durable 
social relationships, ECEC markets appear to be volatile (Langford, 2011; Penn, 
2007; 2014) and staff turn-over in for-profit centres is high (Sosinsky et al., 2009). 
Markets are not always as competitive as market logic claims. In fact, 
corporatization and consolidation, the usual implications of market mechanisms, 
(Newberry & Brennan, 2013), may actually decrease competition (Knijn & Lewis, 
2017; Penn, 2009; Sumsion, 2012). Also, as corporations grow larger, they gain 
political power which can be used to lobby relaxation of regulation and higher 
subsidies (Penn, 2007). In addition, the market model appears to be vulnerable to 
the prevailing economic situation. Especially austerity policies can deepen the 
risks related to market-based provision (Lloyd & Penn, 2014). Even when the 
public investment in ECEC is high, the market model has a great potential to 
serve poor value for the investment (Penn, 2014b; Newberry & Brennan, 2013). 
Land and Himmelweit (2010), in turn, claim that actually none of the 
requirements of functioning markets – namely, available and affordable 
information about suppliers, consumers who can assess the quality of services 
and who are aware of different options available, low switching costs and a 
competitive market – do not fully apply in childcare markets (see also Brennan 
et al., 2012). 

For the reasons presented above, it is suggested that market logic in the 
context of ECEC has difficulties in meeting its own promises about increased 
choice, flexible provision or economical effectivity (Ball & Vincent, 2005; 
Newberry & Brennan, 2013; Penn, 2014). Therefore, there has been academic 
discussion that considers whether ECEC should be provided as a public service 
rather than by markets. These arguments base on the conception that in addition 
to individual benefits, ECEC provides external benefits to society, such as skill 
spillover, education’s positive effects on peer relations, reduced crime, and less 
government welfare spending/greater government tax revenue (Wassmer, 2016). 
Available ECEC services also enable parental working, which reduces child 
poverty (e.g., Knijn & Lewis, 2017). In addition, it is stated that ECEC has the 
potential to strengthen social inclusion and drive social justice, but markets, 
especially for-profit provision, have difficulties in meeting such potentials (Penn, 
2014). This is because marketization and privatization change the way how 
equity and social justice in education are understood (Urban & Rubiano, 2014). 
Moreover, examples from the UK and Australia suggest that high public 
spending alone is not enough to meet the potential of the social investment 
paradigm. If public spending is mediated by ECEC markets, equal access to high 
quality services may be endangered (Adamson & Brennan, 2014). Hence, as 
Cleveland (2008) states, the public interest related to ECEC fails to be fulfilled if 
families cannot afford or do not choose high-quality services, which appears to 
be the situation in many cases, as the literature presented above suggests. 
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Therefore, it is stated that due to market imperfections, public intervention is 
needed to guarantee equal access to high-quality services and to protect families 
from the fragility of markets (Knijn & Lewis, 2017). 

In addition to the research lines reviewed in this section, there is a lot of 
research examining other issues related to the marketization and privatization of 
ECEC and education. For example, the impacts of marketization and 
privatization on the teacher profession (Connolly & Hughes-Stanton, 2020; Duhn, 
2010; Kamenarac, 2021; Langford, 2011; Press & Woodrow, 2005; Robert-Holmes, 
2013) and service providers (Forsberg, 2018) have been studied. 
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3.1 Presumptions of institutions 

As mentioned previously, DI draws on Searle’s (1995) theory of the construction 
of social reality. The theory argues that institutions are a sub-category of social 
facts, which differ qualitatively from “brute facts” in that they are socially 
constructed. Sentient agents create and maintain institutions with their 
background ideational abilities and generate and change them with their fo-
reground discursive abilities (Schmidt, 2008; Searle, 1995). This ontological stance 
makes DI compatible with the scientific (critical) realist view in its more general, 
or “weaker”, forms (Schmidt, 2008; Niiniluoto, 1999; Raatikainen, 2014). Howe-
ver, DI is more difficult to reconcile with some more specific stances to critical 
realism, such as Bhaskar-influenced thinking (see, Bhaskar, 2008; Lawson, 2016; 
Patomäki, 2020). 

What connects DI and Searle’s thinking to scientific realism is the 
conception that there exists a world external from the human mind (Raatikainen, 
2014; Searle, 1995). Searle (2016) states that human societies are part of unified 
nature. Searle’s theory is, however, especially interested about what makes 
human societies special compared to, for example, the realities of other animals. 
The answer is institutional facts (Searle, 2016). According to Searle (1995), brute 
facts – facts that exist without anyone knowing or perceiving them – are a 
precondition of social facts and institutional facts. In other words, there are no 
institutional facts without brute facts (1995, p. 56, 191). Institutional facts (and 
other social facts) differ from brute facts in that they are created and maintained 
by intentional agents, as they assign new functions to certain objects or 
phenomena and form constitutive rules that define the institution. In addition, 
institutions require collective intention (different from “I” intention), such as 
beliefs, aims and values, and collective action, which recognizes the institution, 
acts according to its rules and thus reinforces it (Searle, 1995, p. 57). Social facts 

3 METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 



 
 

52 
 

and institutions form a system in which its different components are connected 
and constructed in relation to each other (Searle, 1995). For example, to exist, an 
ECEC institution requires conscious minds, which in collective intention create it 
by assigning a function to it (e.g., allowing parents to work, education of children, 
strengthening societal equality) and by creating its constitutive rules (e.g., 
legislation that defines ECEC). When the ECEC institution is created, it is 
maintained as long as people collectively believe in its existence (see also 
Lundqvist et al., 2017; Paananen, 2017). 

Social realities can also emerge without highly developed ways to 
communicate (e.g., in animal communities). However, because cultural 
knowledge and skills are transmitted by communication and learning instead of 
genetics and epigenetics, the role of language for human societies is essential 
(Patomäki, 2020; see also Searle, 1995). For example, the existence of an ECEC 
system with its different roles and cultural meanings would be almost impossible 
to conceive without a full-blown language that enables the transmission of 
knowledge and shaping of the institution (see Schmidt, 2008). Hence, language 
has a special role in social ontology. While language is, of course, an institution 
itself, it is also a precondition for other institutions: all other institutions 
presuppose language, but language does not presuppose other institutions. 
Therefore, language does not just describe facts, but it is also partly constitutive 
of them (Searle, 2016; see also Nikander, 2008). 

While different (critical) realist stances often suppose ontological realism 
and epistemological relativism (see Blaikie, 2007; Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010; 
Patomäki, 2020; 2019), Searle’s theory of construction of social reality states that 
institutional facts are ontologically subjective (they require collective 
intentionality to exist) but epistemologically objective (they are true if people 
recognize, accept and acknowledge them) (Searle, 1995, p. 63). However, even 
though the institutions are facts, they are socially constructed (Schmidt, 2008; 
Searle, 1995). Therefore, at least implicitly the epistemological stance of Searle’s 
theory, and explicitly Schmidt’s theories, and thus the approach of this study’s 
as well, are constructionist (see also Nikander, 2008). DI, however, protects itself 
from accusations of radical relativism by arguing that knowledge have always 
various degrees of certainty (Schmidt, 2014). DI thus separates matters of 
experiences from pictures of the world. This distinction helps comprehension 
that, even if social agents may have difficulties in understanding other cultures’ 
pictures of the world, they can generally understand other cultures and times 
based on their common experiences through translation and interpretation. 
Therefore, depending on their objects of knowledge and explanation, 
explanations produced by social scientists come with varying degrees of 
certainty. DI also states that knowledge and certainty are collectively constructed, 
by sentient agents within given institutional contexts. Thus, DI researchers need 
to examine more closely the range of discursive actions in which sentient agents 
engage (Schmidt, 2015). Hence, if one aims to examine how institutions are 
constructed, maintained and changed, turning the attention to the processes of 
constructing them is necessary. In the context of ECEC, this means, for example, 
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how the ECEC institution is discursively constructed and how the parents’, 
service providers’ and different decision-makers’ actions within that institution 
produce the ECEC institution. The historical trajectories and formation of the 
Finnish ECEC institution, which are understood as background information 
(Schmidt, 2008), are described in the Section 2.1. 

Separating action from discourse (see Section 1.3) allows scrutinizing 
discourse – that is, what, how, in which context and to whom is said related ideas 
of universalism and market logic in the context of ECEC and peoples’ behaviour, 
namely, families’ ECEC decisions, within an institutional setting that, as noted 
above, is socially constructed itself (see Schmidt, 2008). In other words, the 
production of ECEC as marketized and/or universal service both in discourse 
and through action are in focus in this study. 

3.2 Methodology 

This study can be described as mixed-methods research (MMR). MMR is a 
practical and outcome-oriented approach that aims to reconcile insights 
provided by qualitative and quantitative research, regardless of the 
incompatibility of the “purist” stances behind them (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 
2004). Because the phenomena related to social reality can be examined through 
different methodological approaches and research methods, there are also 
different ways of knowing. MMR is a way to combine these different ways of 
knowing to gain more comprehensive understanding about the investigated 
phenomenon (Johnson et al., 2007, pp. 119–120). At best, MMR has potential at 
the same time to combine the strengths of qualitative and quantitative traditions 
and patch up their relative weaknesses with the other’s strengths (Johnson & 
Onwuegbuzie, 2004). In other words, MRR synergistically combines different 
techniques to more thoroughly investigate a phenomenon of interest (Teddlie & 
Tashakkori, 2010).  

MMR is characterized by methodological eclecticism and ontological 
pluralism. In other words, it rejects the incompatibility thesis, according to which 
combining qualitative and quantitative research methods is impossible due to 
incommensurability of the underlying paradigms behind them (such as 
constructionism or post-positivism), and it maintains that combining such 
methods is appropriate in many research settings. MMR also believes that a 
variety of paradigms may serve as the underlying philosophy for the use of 
mixed methods. Moreover, MMR emphasizes diversity at different levels of 
research and sees continua instead of dichotomies (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010). 
However, even if the MMR approach allows combining different approaches in 
investigating the same phenomenon, it may be questionable how to combine the 
discussions based on contrasting worldviews (Bryman, 2007). 

To overcome the incommensurability between philosophical premises 
beyond qualitative and quantitative methods, for example, a pragmatic approach 
(Biesta, 2010; Morgan, 2007) and dialectical pluralism (Johnson, 2017) have been 
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suggested (see Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This study draws on both approaches. 
Different stances towards pragmatism can be located on a continuum, at one end 
of which pragmatism is seen as a new research paradigm and at the other end as 
a collection of philosophical tools that support MMR by addressing problems of 
different paradigms (Biesta, 2010). As Biesta (2010) recommends, this study is 
located at the latter end. The pragmatism, interpreted as a suggested way, helps 
to reduce epistemological hierarchies between methods and methodologies. 
Drawing on Dewey’s thinking, it maintains that there is no knowledge that could 
provide deeper, more real, or a truer account of the world, but different 
knowledges are rather results of different ways of engaging with the world or 
consequences of different actions. This idea removes the asserted hierarchies 
between different approaches and serves thus as a philosophical tool that allows 
researchers to adopt a notion that different approaches generate different 
outcomes and different connections between doing and undergoing or between 
actions and consequences. This notion, therefore, suggests that knowledge claims 
should be judged pragmatically, that is, in relation to the processes through 
which the knowledge is generated, without stating any assertions that cannot be 
justified on the basis of the methods and methodologies used. Also, pragmatism 
maintains that the connection between the purposes of the research and the 
ontological assumptions is not as strong as some research paradigms assume. For 
example, even though social research can seek regularities and correlations, 
which may indicate causal relation, this does not automatically imply the 
researcher’s engagement in mechanistic ontology, because many of the 
connections in the area of social reality actually take place through interpretative 
acts (Biesta, 2010). In this study, both qualitative and quantitative methods are 
used to examine the discourses and actions of the central agents. Parents’ actions 
are studied with quantitative methods and municipal decision-makers’ and 
private ECEC providers’ actions with qualitative methods. In line with the 
pragmatic approach, such actions, however, take place in socially constructed 
institutional reality and they can thus be understood only by interpretative acts. 
The qualitative sections (discourses produced by municipal decision-makers and 
representatives of private ECEC providers) part of the quantitative section 
(parental attitudes) examine, in turn, how the institutional reality in which the 
actions take place is constructed.  

The principle of pragmatism suggests that the researcher should 
consciously strive to create a research design suitable to answer their research 
question. (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). In other words, it sets the research 
question (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010) or methodology (Morgan, 2007) at the 
centre of the investigation. Moreover, the pragmatic approach emphasizes 
abductivity, intersubjectivity and transferability of research, which allow moving 
back and forth between the inductivity, subjectivity and contextuality 
represented by qualitative research and the deductivity, objectivity and 
generalizability represented by quantitative research (Morgan, 2007). The mixing 
of inductive and deductive inference allows for the use of both confirmatory and 
exploratory approaches in the same study. In MMR, the research process often 
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goes iteratively and in cycles so that, for example, qualitative methods as more 
exploratory ones are used to form tentative hypotheses that are tested with 
quantitative methods (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010). In this study, the iterative 
and cyclical approach took place as the results of sub-study I were used to form 
the research questions of sub-study II. The generalizability of the findings of 
exploratory sub-studies I and II were, in turn, investigated by quantitative 
methods in sub-study III. In this compilation, the results of each individual sub-
study are examined separately and together in the context of the research 
questions of this study, as Teddlie and Tashakkori (2010) suggest. 

It is stated that there is a risk that the pragmatist approach to MMR can 
downplay the conflict between different paradigms (such as constructivism and 
post-positivism) because the assumptions related to them inevitably influence 
the researcher’s purposes and actions (Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010). Therefore, in 
addition to pragmatism, this study adopts dialectical pluralism and the dialectic 
stance towards MMR, which directs the researcher to search for a deeper, instead 
of broader, understanding about the phenomenon of interest by creating a 
dialogue between different perspectives produced by different approaches. 
Dialogue about paradigmatic boundaries has great potential to produce 
generative insight on the phenomenon of interest (Greene, 2007, pp. 79–80). 
Dialectical pluralism, in turn, includes levels of ontology (pluralism) and 
epistemology (dialectical) (Johnson, 2017). The dialectic stance towards MMR 
acknowledges the differences of different research paradigms, but states that the 
tension related to these differences can be useful and lead to new insight 
(Creswell, 2010). Moreover, the dialectical approach enables constant interaction 
with different ontologies, epistemologies, methodologies and methods to 
produce useful wholes. The ontological pluralism in the dialectical approach 
refers to the perception that there are many relevant ways of conceptualizing 
reality and that the dialectical combining of different approaches produces new 
emergent and holistic realities. Dialectical pluralism’s epistemological principle, 
in turn, emphasizes the researcher’s ability to consider multiple epistemologies 
when deciding what is relevant knowledge from the perspective of the 
phenomenon of interest and to produce knowledge that is holistic and 
multifaceted at the same time, and that is broader, deeper and more complex than 
could have been achieved with a single approach. Methodological principles of 
the dialectical approach guide researchers to listen to many methodological 
concepts, issues, inquiry logics and research methods to construct a suitable 
whole for the research in question (Johnson, 2017). 

The insights of pragmatism and dialectical pluralism are supported by 
Ghiara (2020), who draws on case examples to show that at least in some cases, 
ontological and epistemological pluralism (or eclecticism) can help to expand 
understanding about the phenomenon of interest. For example, different 
premises can facilitate observation of some particular potential causal 
mechanisms, and then other premises allow the testing of the generalizability of 
such mechanisms. Thus, although qualitative and quantitative approaches are 
dissimilar, they are compatible and complementary parts of a complex and 
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diverse whole (see Shadish, Cook & Campbell, 2002, p. 9). Qualitative approaches, 
which examine particular and unique phenomena can also help to overcome 
some of the biases related to generalizing quantitative approaches, and 
quantitative approaches, in turn, enable achieving systematic evidence about the 
phenomenon under research (Maxwell, 2019; Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010). In this 
research, qualitative and quantitative methods are used in the aforementioned 
way. Quantitative methods are used to examine the generalizability and effects 
of potential explanations informed by qualitative methods, and qualitative 
methods are used to deepen observations on potential mechanisms of selectivity 
and differentiation produced by quantitative methods.  

More specifically, the design of this dissertation entails features of other 
MM designs (such as triangulation). It is, however, the most similar to sequential 
exploratory designs in which the qualitative component of the research is 
followed by the quantitative so that quantitative data collection (and analysis in 
this research) is informed by qualitative findings and the quantitative component 
is used to examine a generalization of the qualitative findings (O’Cathain, 2010) 

3.3 Research data and methods 

This dissertation is part of the CHILDCARE Research Consortium funded by the 
Strategic Research Council at the Academy of Finland (SA 293049 and SA 314317). 
The project was implemented in 2015–2021. Its aim was to examine the potential 
sources of inequality in Finnish childcare policies and consider how they could 
be overcome (Hietamäki et al., 2017). 

This study consists of three sub-studies, each of which draw on a different 
dataset collected by the CHILDCARE project. The decision to use different 
datasets enabled the examination of the marketization and privatization of 
Finnish ECEC from different perspectives and allowed me to sketch a somewhat 
holistic picture of the phenomenon of interest (see Mason, 2011). The first sub-
study was based on interviews with municipal decision-makers (N = 47), namely, 
politicians and ECEC administrators. The second sub-study drew on interviews 
with representatives of private ECEC providers (N = 12). The third sub-study 
employed survey data of parents of four-year-old children (N = 1,416). While the 
two first sub-studies analysed interview data with qualitative methods, the third 
sub-study’s approach was quantitative. The interview data of this study was 
collected while the limitations of child’s universal entitlement to ECEC of 20 
hours per week was still enforced (see Section 2.2). 

It is noteworthy that DI is a theory that seeks to explain institutional change 
(Schmidt, 2008). However, both the qualitative and the quantitative data used in 
this dissertation are cross-sections, thus they alone do not allow detecting change 
in the ECEC institution. Therefore, the findings are examined in the context of 
institutional development of the Finnish ECEC system described in sections 1.1, 
1.3, 2.1. and 2.2. This contextualization makes it possible to compare these cross-
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sectional findings to more general developments of Finnish ECEC and make 
tentative claims about how the institution has changed.  

3.3.1 Data and research methods of the first sub-study 

The aim of the first sub-study was to examine: 
 
How municipal decision-makers rationalize the public support for private 
ECEC provision and private ECEC provision in general? 
 

The research data consisted of 47 interviews with municipal decision-makers, po-
liticians (n = 18) and ECEC administrators (n = 29) of seven Finnish municipalities, 
which supported the use of private ECEC in their area.9 Both the politicians and 
the administrators were interviewed to include perspectives of the two main par-
ties in ECEC decision-making in the municipalities. The municipal decision-ma-
kers, for example, participate in defining the relationship between universalism 
and selectivism in Finnish education policy (Silvennoinen et al., 2018). The par-
ties that the interviewed politicians represented were in major and minor roles in 
the research municipalities. Nine politicians and two administrators were men, 
and the rest of the interviewees were women.  

The research municipalities were selected with the aim to maximise the 
variation between them and thus increase the transferability of the findings 
(Gobo, 2004). Their population ranged between 13,000 and 650,000 inhabitants. 
The municipalities were located in different parts of Finland and differed from 
each other in their demographical features and in their policies regarding the 
subsidies they provided for private ECEC. Two municipalities provided only the 
private day care allowance and its municipal supplement (PDAMS), three 
municipalities provided both vouchers and the PDAMS, and two municipalities 
provided only vouchers. There was a private ECEC centre in every municipality 
that participated in the sub-study I because the focus of the study was on public 
support for private ECEC provision. 

The data of the first sub-study was collected in spring 2016. A team of nine 
researchers, including the author of this dissertation, conducted qualitative 
interviews. The author of this dissertation attended the development of the 
interview platform. The content ranged from the ECEC provision in the 
municipality in general to the system and service guidance in the given 
municipality. Each interview was conducted by one researcher and their average 
duration was about 90 minutes. All sections of the interviews that related to 
public support for private ECEC or private ECEC provision more broadly were 
selected for closer analysis. 

 
9 The CHILDCARE project interviewed municipal decision-makers in 10 discretionarily 
chosen municipalities. The first sub-study, however, concentrated only on those municipal-
ities which subsidized private provision. This delimitation was made, because the initial 
objective of the sub-study was to understand how municipal decision-makers see the dif-
ferent subsidy systems. 
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The data analysis of the first sub-study applied interpretative discourse 
analysis (e.g., Heracleous, 2004; Phillips and Hardy, 2002). In the analysis, 
discourse was used as an analytical concept understood as a general system of 
meanings used to formulate and articulate ideas during a particular period of 
time (see Alvesson and Karreman, 2000). The interpretative discourse analysis 
examines the discursive process that constructs reality by examining multiple 
texts that “constitute bodies of discourse”, and thus seeks to identify discursive 
patterns and structures (Heracleous, 2004). In addition, it scrutinizes social 
contexts and the discourse supporting them (see Phillips & Hardy, 2002). 
Discourse can be understood as action in the sense that it aims for something 
through communication. The discursive choices indicate actors’ assumptions, 
beliefs and values and thereby construct frames of reference through which 
issues can be interpreted (Heracleous 2004, pp. 176–177). Moreover, discourses 
serve as resources on the basis of which people make sense of the world (Potter, 
2012; Potter and Wetherell, 1995). Discourses can be understood as constructive 
in the sense that they build or produce versions of the world, society and events, 
but at the same time, they themselves are constructions (see Potter 2004, 2012). 

Discourse analysis understands interview data as a form of accounting 
rather than as factual reports about reality (Nikander, 2012). Thus, the analysis 
examined how the social reality of Finnish ECEC institution was produced in the 
interviews and which available cultural resources were used in that process. The 
analysis focused on the accounts and discussion of the interviewees, even though 
actually the interviewer and the interviewee both act as agents and agenda setters 
in an interview situation and participate in the meaning-making process (see 
Nikander, 2012). Reading the data shows that private ECEC provision was 
mainly discussed through how municipalities support and subsidize private 
services. Therefore, the analysis focused on the talk that considered private 
ECEC’s subsidy models and on the presumptions and interpretations repeated 
in such talk. Similarities and differences in the descriptions of the subsidy 
systems were identified. After that phase, the analysis was taken further to allow 
a more encompassing view of the connective and repetitive features of the 
descriptions and explanations related to subsidies for private ECEC. As a result 
of the analysis, the researchers were able to separate three different frames within 
which the public support for private ECEC provision was rationalized. 

3.3.2 Data and research methods of the second sub-study 

The second sub-study examined: 
 

How representatives (spokespersons) of private ECEC providers talk about 
the selection and selectivity of their clientele? 

 
In addition, drawing on impression management theory, it studied how the 
interviewees aimed at managing the impression they conveyed through their 
descriptions. The data for the study was gathered in 2016 by four researchers, 
including the author of this dissertation; in each interview, one researcher was 
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present. Each researcher was trained and used the same interview template. The 
author of this dissertation participated in the planning of the data collection and 
developed the interview template used in the interviews. The questions 
concerned the background of the organization, the economy and operating 
environment, pedagogical and ideological orientations, clientele and possible 
future visions. The interviews included explicit questions about the selection of 
clientele, the selectivity of customers, possible inequalities caused by the 
marketization of ECEC, and interviewees’ considerations of critiques that have 
been directed at private ECEC providers or provision. The interviewees were also 
asked to describe their clientele. 

The data consists of interviews with 12 representatives of private ECEC 
providers, entrepreneurs or administrative employees. The interviewees 
represented the wide scale of the private ECEC sector, including small local 
providers (n = 5), non-profit organizations (n = 3) and ECEC chains (n = 4). All of 
the ECEC chains provided services in two or more municipalities. The size of 
their business varied from a few centres to dozens of them. The analysis focused 
on the talk that widely considered the organizations’ present and potential 
clientele. First, by applying tools from thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 
it was examined how the interviewees explicitly or implicitly included some 
families in their clientele and excluded others. After that, it was analysed what 
kind of assertive or defensive impression management (IM) (Goffman, 1959) the 
interviewees used when making these inclusions or exclusions. In a nutshell, 
assertive IM functions to foster and defensive IM to protect the organization’s 
image or legitimacy (Bolino et al., 2008). At this point, the attention was turned 
to linguistic characteristics constitutive of IM. In that, the tools from discourse 
analysis (Wood & Kroger, 2000) and Tannen’s (1993) expectation frame were 
drawn on. 

3.3.3 Data and research methods of the third sub-study 

The aim of the third sub-study study was to investigate whether the service users 
of public and differently subsidized private ECEC services differ in their so-
cioeconomic and attitudinal characteristics. The research questions (RQs) were: 

 
RQ1: How do service users of public ECEC and service users of private 

ECEC, provided with vouchers or private day care allowance, differ in their 
socioeconomic background? 

 
RQ2: How do the attitudes of service users of public ECEC and service users 

of private ECEC, provided with vouchers or private day care allowance, differ? 
 
RQ3: Does the linkage between the ECEC provider (public or private) and 

parental attitudes vary according to family SES? 
 

The data for the study was gathered in 2019 as a part of the second phase of the 
follow-up-study of the CHILDCARE research project. The author of this 
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dissertation participated in the development of the follow-up survey. To increase 
the validity of sub-study III, the results of sub-studies I and II and existing 
research literature were drawn upon in the creation of the survey items utilized 
in the third sub-study. The survey was sent to 7,764 parents of 4,081 children 
living in 13 Finnish municipalities. 10 The parents had a child who was born 
between 1 October 2014 and 30 September 2015. At the time of the survey, the 
focal children were approximately four years old. Altogether 1,871 parents 
(response rate 24%) of 1,458 children (35.7%) participated in the survey (Sulkanen 
et al, 2020). In this research, only the responses of those parents whose four-year-
old child was in a public or private ECEC centre were used, which meant 1,416 
parents of 1,109 children. For 307 of these children, both parents had responded. 
The examination of representativeness of the data based on a Chi-square 
goodness-of-fit test11 showed that mothers, highly educated parents, employed 
parents, white-collar employees and managers, lower-income households and 
families living in the capital area were overrepresented among the participants 
(p < .001). Moreover, families whose child was in public ECEC and families that 
received vouchers were slightly underrepresented, and families receiving PDA 
were slightly overrepresented in the data (p < .001) (see FEEC, 2019).  

The dependent variable was the Form of the child’s ECEC. It was investigated 
by asking “what childcare or early childhood education arrangements do you 
have in place for your 4-year-old?” The respondent was asked to choose from 13 
options, including “municipal day care centre” and “private day care centre”. 
Moreover, parents were asked to choose between nine options concerning which 
childcare subsidies they received. The options included service vouchers and 
private day care allowance. The form of ECEC was coded into three categories: 1 
= public ECEC, 2 = private ECEC + voucher and 3 = private ECEC + PDA. 

Of the independent variables, Family socioeconomic status was measured by 
Parental education level and Household income level. Parental education level was 
measured by asking the respondent’s highest level of education (1 = no 
vocational education, 2 = vocational course or equivalent, 3 = vocational school 
or other vocational qualification, 4 = post-secondary, non-higher vocational 
qualification, 5 = lower university of applied sciences degree, 6 = higher 
university of applied sciences degree, 7 = lower university degree, 8 = higher 
university degree). The responses were categorized into a dummy variable: 0 = 
primary/ secondary education (options 1–4) and 1 = tertiary education (options 
5–8). 

Household income level was measured by asking for the household’s net 
income per month using twelve response options: 1 = less than 500€, 2 = 500–
1000€ to 11 = 7000–8000€, 12 = more than 8000€. To increase the families’ 
comparability, the income level is reported as equivalent income, which takes 

 
10 The survey was a follow-up study for the majority of the parents. The first wave of data 
collection was conducted in 2016 in 10 of the 13 municipalities included in the present data 
collection (Hietamäki et al., 2017). Because many families had moved since the first data 
collection, there were respondents from 71 Finnish municipalities. 
11 Because there are no statistics available for Finnish parents whose child participates in 
ECEC, the research data is compared to Finnish parents who have a four-year-old child. 
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into account family composition (SF, 2021). The middle point of the income range 
was used in the calculation. Households were grouped into three income 
categories: low income, middle income and high income. A dummy variable was 
formed from each category (in each, 0 = no, 1 = yes). The high-income group 
served as a reference group. Following EUROSTAT (2021a), the low-income 
threshold was set at 60 percent of median equalized disposable income. For 
defining high-income households, there is no established threshold (Atkinson & 
Brandolini, 2013). However, EUROSTAT (2021b) has used thresholds of 130, 140, 
150 and 160 percent of median equalized disposable income. Of those, the 140 
percent threshold was used in the study.12  

Parents’ attitudes towards ECEC were investigated through 16 items. Eight of 
these assessed attitudes towards public and private service provision and the 
chargeability of ECEC, while eight concerned ECEC quality (see Table 2). The 
response scale for all items was 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. 

The control variables included the parent’s country of birth (0 = Finland, 1 = 
other), the amount of ECEC received (0 = 0–27h per week, 1 = over 27h per week), 
flexibly scheduled ECEC (i.e. a need for ECEC in evenings, overnight and/or on 
weekends, where 0 = no and 1 = yes). 

Analyses related to RQ1 were conducted with Stata 17. Missing data was 
imputed using a multiple imputation procedure with 20 imputations (Schlomer, 
Bauman & Card, 2010). Analyses related to RQs 2–3 were conducted with Mplus 
software (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017). The Full-Information-Maximum-
Likelihood (FIML) procedure was used to account for missing data (Enders, 2010). 
In all analyses, the hierarchical nature of the data (i.e. both parents had 
responded for 307 children) was considered by estimating unbiased standard 
errors. 

Differences in the SES characteristics of service users of different ECEC 
forms (RQ1) were investigated via multinomial logistic regression analysis. The 
form of ECEC was used as a dependent variable. Each form was used as a 
reference category in turn. Parental education level and household income level 
were independent variables. The parent’s country of birth, amount of ECEC 
received and flexibly scheduled ECEC were controlled for. To examine relative 
over- or underrepresentation of a certain service user group between different 
ECEC forms, the group comparisons were first conducted via relative risk ratios 
(RRR) and their 95% confidence intervals (CI) (StataCorp, 2021). The RRR allows 
for inducing the relative proportions of service users, but the measure of effect is 
misleading and difficult to interpret (see Breen et al., 2018; Niu, 2020). Therefore, 
as recommended (Niu, 2020), the effect sizes are presented as average marginal 
effects (AME) and their 95% CI. AMEs are presented as percentage points. 

Analyses for RQs 2 and 3 were conducted within the exploratory structural 
equation (ESEM) framework (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2009; Marsh et al., 2009), 
as it can integrate the EFA measurement model (here, the attitude dimensions) 
within the traditional confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)/structural equation 

 
12 The results’ sensitivity to different threshold values (130% and 150%) is discussed in the 
conclusion. 
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modelling (SEM) framework. This increases the validity of the results, as the 
associations of the measurement-error-corrected latent variables of the parents’ 
attitudes with the SES characteristics and ECEC form can be examined while 
controlling for the parent’s country of birth, the amount of ECEC received and 
flexibly scheduled ECEC. 

The overall goodness of fit of all models related to RQs 2–3 was evaluated 
with the χ2 test, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the Tucker–
Lewis Index (TLI), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and standardized root mean 
square residuals (SRMR) (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2016). Due to the large 
number of parameters estimated, TLI and RMSEA, which correct for parsimony, 
may be particularly important in ESEM (Marsh et al., 2009). However, since 
research regarding the adequacy of the abovementioned criteria for ESEM is still 
lacking (Arens & Morin, 2016), in this study the criteria are used as a guide rather 
than as strict rules in model evaluation, as suggested in other ESEM studies as 
well (Arens & Morin, 2016; Marsh et al., 2009). 

Prior to the main analyses related to RQ2, the structure of parents’ attitudes 
was examined via exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Due to some skewness in 
the attitude variables, the robust MLR estimator was used. Moreover, oblique 
rotation was chosen because it allows the attitude dimensions to correlate. The 
dimensions of parents’ attitudes were identified based on the eigenvalues-over-
one criterion (Kaiser, 1960), the interpretability of the solution (Gorsuch, 1983), 
and goodness-of-fit indexes. Furthermore, items that cross-loaded on two or 
more factors were excluded from the final solution (see Tabachnik & Fidell, 2013). 
Finally, the reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) for each dimension of the final factor 
structure was examined. 

Then, differences in attitudes towards ECEC’s provision and quality across 
users of different ECEC forms (RQ2) were examined by comparing the means of 
the attitude dimensions across the three service user groups. The fit of the 
constrained model was compared to that of the model in which the means of the 
attitude dimensions were estimated freely across the groups using the χ2 
difference test (Satorra & Bentler, 2001). A statistically significant test result 
suggests that the free model fits the data better than the constrained model. Given 
that the χ2 difference test is sensitive to large sample size (N = 1,416 in our study) 
and non-normality of the variables, and it does not accommodate the effects of 
model complexity, the free models always fit the data better than more 
constrained models. Therefore, we also inspected the changes in TLI (Marsh et 
al., 2009), CFI, and RMSEA (Chen 2007; Cheung and Rensvold 2002). Pairwise 
comparisons of the service user groups were conducted via Wald’s χ2 test 
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). Prior to the mean comparisons, the measurement 
invariance of the structure of parents’ attitudes across the forms of ECEC was 
investigated and found to be satisfactory (Marsh et al., 2009). 

Interaction between the SES characteristics (analysed separately) and the 
form of ECEC on parents’ attitudes (RQ3) was examined by following a similar 
procedure as for the analysis in RQ2 for mean comparisons. In both analyses, the 
attitude factors served as dependent variables, and they were regressed on the 
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form of ECEC and the control variables. Differences in regression coefficients 
between the form of ECEC and the attitude factors were compared according to 
the SES characteristics. Furthermore, in the analysis including household income 
level, parental education was controlled for and vice versa.13  

 
13 the description of the data and data follows the description given in the sub-study III (see 
Ruutiainen, Räikkönen & Alasuutari, becoming) 



 
 

64 
 

4.1 Sub-study I: Rationalizations of public support of private 
ECEC provision 

In Finland, the marketization and privatization on ECEC is enabled in legislation. 
However, municipalities have the right to choose whether they want to provide 
ECEC themselves, grant public demand side-subsidies (vouchers or municipal 
supplement paid on the private day care allowance, PDAMS) to private 
providers or purchase private services straight from private providers (supply-
side support). Therefore, the existence or absence of ECEC markets is largely 
determined at the municipal level. Sub-study I examined how municipal 
decision-makers, politicians and ECEC administrators rationalize municipal 
support for private ECEC provision. Even though ECEC administrators’ and 
local politicians’ roles differ in the municipal government, according to analysis 
no clear patterns that would have differentiated between administrators’ or 
politicians’ talk were not found. Therefore, the results presented here summarize 
the views of both kinds of municipal decision-makers.  

According to the results, public support for private ECEC was rationalized 
within three different frames: (1) The pragmatic frame was constructed by 
representing public support for privatization of ECEC as economically rational, 
pragmatic or necessary. (2) The government frame included two ways of 
constructing the public–private relationship. First, private provision was 
positioned as part of or as an extension to the public service network. The 
municipal ECEC administration was presented in a power position and being in 
charge of the control, regulation and government of private provision, and also 
the creation and maintaining of markets. Second, private ECEC was positioned 
in a complementary role. The public and private ECEC were presented as 
separate sectors. On the one hand, the public sector’s role as the main provider 
of ECEC was emphasized; on the other hand, more space for market mechanisms 

4 MAIN RESULTS OF THE SUB-STUDIES 
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was allowed at the expense of public involvement. (3) The choice frame was related 
to the government frame such that when private provision was positioned as a 
part of the public ECEC system, the affordability of private ECEC and thus every 
family’s equal opportunity of choice was emphasized. When private provision 
was positioned in a complementary role, families were represented as active 
market agents, with the result that the selectivity related to private ECEC became 
implicitly accepted. The voucher system was linked to the first logic and PDAMS 
to the second. 

The study demonstrates how the abovementioned frames function to 
facilitate the privatization and marketization of ECE. The neoliberal market 
rationality (e.g., freedom of choice and economic effectiveness, and competition, 
to lesser extent) serves as an important discursive resource for municipal 
decision-makers in legitimizing and accounting for municipal ECEC policies 
related to private provision. However, the way in which the equality and 
affordability of private ECEC for all families were emphasized can be understood 
as a heritage of the ideas of universalism, on which Finnish ECEC institutions 
have been based. Moreover, the study implies that the concept of equality in the 
context of ECEC may be shifting from a universal conception, which emphasizes 
families’ universal right to public ECEC of uniform quality, towards families’ 
equal opportunity to choose the services they want to use. At the same time, 
parents become conceptualized as well-informed consumers able to bear the 
responsibility and risk of successful decisions in the markets. Overall, the study 
supports the earlier view that rather than being a straightforward shift from one 
paradigm to another, the marketization and privatization of ECEC might be 
better understood as a maturation of old welfare promises along with searching 
for new paths (see Nauman, 2011).  

4.2 Sub-study II: Selectivity of private ECEC provision 

In the second sub-study, interviews with the representatives of private ECEC 
providers were drawn on to examine their talk about their clientele and the 
potential selectivity of their services. The study focused especially on how the 
interviewees implicitly or explicitly included certain kinds of families and 
children in their clientele and excluded others. In addition, it was examined what 
kind of impression management (Goffman, 1959) was used during these 
inclusions and exclusions. 

While some of the accounts functioned to present services as inclusive and 
not exclusionary, the study found three different mechanisms of selectivity of 
service-users related to market-based ECEC: (1) Selectivity may originate from 
private providers’ admission policy or decisions to limit their service selection. 
The interviewees could, for example, bring up that they do not provide special 
support that requires resourcing or that they select children in need of full-day 
ECEC rather than those who need part-day ECEC. (2) The interviewees brought 
forward that the prices of private ECEC can form a barrier to the accessibility of 
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such services for some families. Also, (3) regarding families’ ECEC decisions, 
reflecting their preferences can be a mechanism of selectivity. The impression 
management used suggests that the first two forms of selectivity were interpreted 
as non-accepted, because the interviews used different discursive means to 
justify them. The third form of selectivity and the non-selectivity of service users, 
in turn, were discussed in an assertive sense, which implies that they were 
interpreted as generally accepted. Thus, the IM used indicates that the 
universally accessible non-selective ECEC system is still a norm to which 
interviewees had to adapt their accounts and descriptions. 

The IM practised by the interviewees can be related to the two different 
types of logic that are used by municipal decision-makers to rationalize the 
marketization of Finnish ECEC (Ruutiainen et al., 2019) (see sub-study I). It also 
appears that on the micro level and national and municipal levels, ECEC policies 
serve as external authors which the private providers can use to legitimate their 
actions. Moreover, children’s best interests, equal accessibility of ECEC and 
parents’ opportunities to choose appear to be culturally acceptable discourses 
available to justify the selectivity. 

Finnish ECEC policies implemented during the 2000s have increased 
families’ opportunities to choose between private and public ECEC services. 
According to this study, the increasing choice discourse also includes providers’ 
choices about their clientele and the selectivity related to the pricing and 
targeting of their services, which has potential to exacerbate the selectivity of the 
ECEC system. Also, the conceptualization of parents as active market-agents (Lee, 
2018; Moss, 2009; Ruutiainen et al., 2019; Yuen & Grieshaber, 2009) is employed 
in defensive and assertive IM by representing parents as demanding subjects. 
Accordingly, private service providers appeared as though they were just 
reacting to the prevailing demand, offering different opportunities to choose. 

Overall, the study suggests that the inconsistency between ECEC policy 
objectives and actualization is evident. Even though ECEC legislation and other 
regulations function to produce uniformity between public and private ECEC 
and to avoid stratification of their clientele, sub-study II suggests that the 
marketization of Finnish ECEC may be leading – at least somewhat – to a 
differentiated clientele between the two provisions. 

 

4.3 Sub-study 3: Differentiation of service users of public and 
private ECEC services 

The third sub-study quantitatively examined whether the service users of private 
and public ECEC services differed from each other on the basis of their 
socioeconomic status or attitudes towards ECEC provision and quality, as sub-
studies I and II and existing research literature suggest. Private ECEC centres 
subsidized with vouchers (abbreviated as voucher ECEC) and private ECEC 
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centres subsidized with private day care allowance (abbreviated as PDA ECEC) 
were separated from each other to test whether or not the selectivity is different 
within the two systems, as sub-study I and II indicate (for the differences and 
similarities of two subsidy-systems see Section 2.1). 

The sub-study indicates that children of highly educated parents were more 
likely in PDA ECEC or voucher ECEC than children of low-educated parents, 
who were, in turn, more likely in public ECEC centres. In addition, the children 
of highly educated parents were relatively overrepresented in the clientele of 
voucher ECEC and PDA ECEC, compared to the clientele of public ECEC centres, 
where parents with lower education were relatively overrepresented. 

It was also noted that, when compared to clientele of public ECEC and to a 
lesser extent when compared to the clientele of private voucher ECEC, high-
income households were relatively overrepresented in the clientele of PDA ECEC. 
Children from high-income households were also more likely than children from 
middle-income and low-income households to be enrolled in PDA ECEC, but not 
in voucher ECEC.  

Of the control variables, children in need of flexibly scheduled ECEC were 
more likely to attend public and less likely to attend both kinds of private ECEC 
centres than other children. Children with a parent born in some other country 
than Finland were relatively overrepresented in the clientele of PDA ECEC 
compared to clientele of voucher ECEC, in which children with a parent is born 
in Finland were overrepresented. 

The study found four different attitude dimensions towards ECEC 
provision and its quality. These were Preference for municipal ECEC, Cost-free 
ECEC, Individual attention and Individual utility. Parents whose child was in public 
ECEC had the most positive attitude towards public ECEC provision whereas the 
attitude of those parents whose child was in PDA ECEC was the least positive 
towards public ECEC. Moreover, the parents whose child was in PDA ECEC had 
more critical attitudes towards ECEC’s ability to take every child individually in 
attention than those parents whose child was in public ECEC. Service user 
groups did not differ in their attitudes towards cost-free ECEC or individual 
utility. Moreover, the results suggested that the relationship between the form of 
ECEC and attitudes towards ECEC and its provision did not vary with the 
family’s SES characteristics. 

Based on sub-study III, the marketization and privatization of ECEC 
extends the process of educational and social distinctions, suggested by earlier 
research, to the field of early childhood as well. However, the subsidy system 
appears to be relevant to the extent of these distinctions.  
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The aim of this doctoral dissertation was to examine whether the marketization 
and privatization development of Finnish ECEC indicate a shift within or from 
universalism or both. This question is next discussed from the perspectives of 
ideas produced in discourses of municipal decision-makers and private ECEC 
providers (research question 1) and the institutional actions of central agents, 
especially families (research question 2). Moreover, the shifts at ideological and 
practical levels, or using terms of discursive institutionalism at the level of policy 
solutions, policy programs and worldviews (or philosophies), are discussed 
(Lundkvist et al., 2017; Nyby et al., 2018; Schmidt, 2008). 

Whether the introduction of market logic can be seen as a shift within a 
universal ECEC system depends on how universalism is defined. As noted in the 
Section 2.1, the definition of universalism and its core concepts is, however, 
under constant deliberation, being ideological by its nature (Stefánsson, 2012). 
The shift from a certain interpretation of universalism can actually mean the 
strengthening of another. This study concentrates on the shifts within or from the 
“traditional Nordic” interpretations of universalism, sketched out in Section 2.1. 

5.1 Marketization and privatization of ECEC as shifts within 
universalism 

Sub-studies I and II suggest that equal accessibility and affordability (non-selec-
tivity) of ECEC, also considered as the central values of universalism, appear to 
form a normative foundation against which policy agents (sub-studies I and II) 
set their words. Accessibility and equality are ideals that were represented as 
core values of municipal ECEC systems (sub-study I) and presenting services as 
non-selective and equally accessible for all families functioned to strengthen pri-
vate ECEC providers’ legitimacy (sub-study II). Even when the risk of selectivity 
was recognized or selective practices of private services were brought forward, 
the interviewees provided accounts that functioned to justify the selectivity or to 
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increase the image of equally accessible services by downsizing the risk of selec-
tivity. Moreover, as suggested in Section 2.1.2, the national legislation framework 
constructs uniformity between public and private sectors and underlines educa-
tional equality, every child’s equal opportunities for ECEC and child’s growth 
into a member of society (Act on ECEC, 540/2018). Therefore, the legislation ref-
lects the ideals of universalism. As noted in the introduction, DI (Schmidt, 2008) 
separates between different kind of ideas based on their generality. Policy-level 
ideas pertain to certain specific policy solutions, programmatic ideas are more 
general policy programs or paradigms and worldview-level ideas are the most 
basic level of public philosophies in the background of policies and programs. 
Ideas can be either normative or cognitive (Schmidt, 2008). Interpreted through 
DI (see Section 2.1), the equality-related aspect of universalism can be understood 
as slowly changing worldviews and views pertaining to accessibility or afforda-
bility in turn take place at the programmatic level. Therefore, the discourses pro-
duced by the central agents (sub-studies I and II) indicate that, even though the 
actual policy ideas related to ECEC provision have been shaped by market logic, 
universalism-related ideas – namely, the norm of equally accessible, affordable 
and nonselective ECEC at the programmatic level and the normative idea of equ-
ality underlying them at the level of worldview – still lay at the core of the ECEC 
system or, using the words of DI, in the policy agents’ background. This, together 
with the universal ideas reflected in the ECEC legislation, such as the uniformity 
of the private and public sectors at the programmatic level and the norm of com-
munality at the more general worldview level, indicate a shift within universa-
lism. 

Both the discourses produced by policy agents (sub-studies I and II) and 
families’ ECEC decisions (sub-study III) show that at the level of policies (see 
Schmidt, 2008), market logic and universalism can intertwine in different ways. 
Such differences take place in the local contexts, and they are tightly related to 
different subsidy systems, vouchers or private day care allowance and its 
possible municipal supplement (PDAMS), by which municipalities support 
private ECEC provision. This observation is in line with the earlier research 
suggesting that subsidy designs matter in terms of the form that ECEC markets 
take (van Lancker, 2018). The municipal decision-makers and representatives of 
private providers represented vouchers as a subsidy system that makes private 
services affordable and thus accessible to families in different financial situations 
(sub-studies I and II). Municipal decision-makers also positioned private ECEC 
subsidized with vouchers as a part of the public ECEC system (sub-study I). The 
voucher system was presented as allowing accessibility of private ECEC to 
(practically) every family, indicating the idea of universalism at the 
programmatic level (see Schmidt, 2008). Thus, positioning private ECEC 
subsidized with vouchers as a part of the public ECEC system presented the 
whole system as universal. The PDAMS system was, in turn, presented as a 
system that potentially increases the selectivity of the ECEC system (sub-studies 
I and II). The universalism of the ECEC system was then maintained by 
positioning private ECEC subsidized with PDAMS in a complementary role and 
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thus as a separate sector from the public one, which, in turn, was positioned in 
the primary role as ECEC provider. The universalism was thereby produced in 
relation to public services, and private services were presented as an extra or 
special kind of addition to the service field (sub-study I).14 The private providers, 
in turn, invoked the features of the subsidy systems to justify the selectivity 
related to their services, which made visible the norm of non-selective services 
(sub-study II).  

The examination of action – namely, families’ ECEC decisions – supported 
the picture produced in the discourse of policy agents. While the use of vouchers 
was not associated with the family’s income level, high-income families were 
proportionally overrepresented among those using PDAMS (sub-study III). 
Therefore, among subsidy systems, only the voucher system appears to be a 
cognitive policy-level idea that is in line with more general-level normative 
universalism-related values. However, this conceptualization of universalism is 
somewhat narrow because it only takes families’ financial situation into account 
and leaves other possible mechanisms of selectivity or inequality without 
attention (sub-studies I and II).  

In this study, vouchers were represented as an economically effective way 
to provide ECEC services and increase the quality of the services and families’ 
options to choose by means of competition. Municipal decision-makers and 
representatives of private ECEC providers also produced vouchers as a subsidy 
system that, by means of local voucher contracts and income-related voucher 
value, enables regulation and guidance of private providers as well as families’ 
equal possibilities to choose services they prefer (sub-studies I and II). Therefore, 
it appears that in the voucher system, the market rationalities emphasizing 
freedom of choice, and to a lesser extent competition and economic efficiency 
(Brennan et al., 2012; Clarke et al., 2007; Moss, 2014; Naumann, 2011; Schwiter et 
al., 2015), are tied to the underlying assumptions about universalism without 
questioning universalism’s core premises about equal, accessible and 
nonselective ECEC. 

It has been stated that the growing individualization of societies can form a 
challenge to uniform ECEC systems (see Karila, 2012; Onnismaa et al., 2014), 
because ECEC systems can be incapable of responding to families’ differing 
preferences, which undermine the legitimacy of universalism (e.g., Anttonen, 
2002; Naumann, 2011) and cause so-called welfare state fatigue (see Vamstad, 
2016). One suggested solution to this problem between universalism and 
individualism is moving towards more consequential interpretations of 
universalism by providing public subsidies that enable families’ different 
decisions related to childcare and ECEC (Anttonen et al., 2012b; Halmetoja, 2015). 
As noted in Section 2.1, instead of providing lump-sum benefits or uniform 
childcare solutions characteristic of the procedural interpretation of universalism, 
Finnish ECEC policies have aimed to secure equal accessibility and affordability 
of ECEC services and also supported different decisions between homecare and 

 
14 Typically, the share of the private sector is higher in municipalities providing vouchers 
than in the municipalities providing PDAMS. 
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public and private ECEC institutions. Equal access is supported by the child’s 
universal right to ECEC, availability of services, and income-related as well as 
means-tested customer fees (see Paananen, 2017). Therefore, already before 
intense marketization and privatization development, the Finnish ECEC system 
represented a consequentialist rather than procedural interpretation of 
universalism. The discourses produced by central agents in ECEC provision 
(sub-studies I and II) and the action of families (sub-study III) suggest that 
especially the voucher system might fit in the consequential frame of 
universalism. Even though customer fees in the voucher system may somewhat 
exceed those in the public sector, it appears the private services subsidized by 
vouchers may be financially accessible to (almost) every child regardless of their 
parents’ wealth (sub-study III). This increasing possibility to choose can be 
interpreted as a shift within universalism, namely, towards a consequential 
interpretation that enables more possibilities to choose without financial 
restrictions (see Halmetoja, 2015). Usually the financially more fixed PDAMS 
system, in turn, may be located at the more procedural side of the continuum. 
However, a strict procedural interpretation of universalism does not represent 
the way how universal service production has been traditionally understood in 
the Nordic countries (see Anttonen & Sipilä, 2012). Therefore, as suggested in 
Section 2.1, it appears that voucher provision adds values of individualism and 
freedom of choice to worldview that underlies the traditional Nordic 
universalism. A more procedural PDAMS system, in turn, may add features of 
selectivity to the core of Nordic universalism.  

The interviews with private ECEC providers and an examination of families’ 
ECEC decisions indicate that regardless of the subsidy system, highly educated 
parents are more likely to select private services than parents with lower 
education (sub-studies II and III). It was also found that positive attitudes 
towards public ECEC provision increase the probability of selecting public ECEC 
instead of private ECEC and vice versa (sub-study III). Moreover, there also 
appears to be a group of parents who are connected not by their income level but 
by a critical attitude towards the Finnish ECEC system’s capability to take every 
child individually into attention, and who have perhaps, therefore, decided to 
put their child in a private PDAMS centre, which they believe possibly to lead to 
success better than ECEC in general. As noted, the consequentialist interpretation 
of universalism may allow at least some sort of differentiation based on families’ 
preferences and different needs (see Anttonen et al., 2012b; Halmetoja, 2015). 
Therefore, it is possible to argue that the increased possibilities to choose as long 
as the financial barriers are removed would represent a shift within universalism. 

It is possible that the relationship between parental ECEC decisions and 
their attitudes (sub-study III) can be at least partly explained by cognitive 
dissonance theory, according to which a contradiction between peoples’ values, 
attitudes or beliefs, their actions or the institutional frame can create anxiety, 
anger or frustration (Festinger, 1957; see also Grinza et al., 2017; Vermeulen et al., 
2016). These psychological discomforts can be eased, for example, by changing 
attitudes to better match one’s actions (Grinza et al., 2017) or by resisting the 
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institutional pressures to act against one’s own values. The latter example may 
explain why some people adapt their action to ECEC market conditions while 
others show resistance of institutional prescription or inaction (Vermeulen et al., 
2016). In the context of sub-study III this could mean that there are parents who 
value traditional universal and public ECEC systems and therefore refuse to 
make active choices in the ECEC markets. Others, in turn, might see private and 
public services as equal (especially in voucher systems), and therefore there is 
not such strong cognitive dissonance between their attitudes and selecting the 
private option. Finally, there might be a group of parents who are critical of 
ECEC’s quality in general and who therefore avoid cognitive dissonance by 
carefully selecting a pleasing private option (especially in the PDAMS system). 
This notion is supported by sub-studies I and II in which the interviewees present 
the voucher system as an extension of the public system and the PDAMS system 
as separate sector which may enable more individual solutions. Another option, 
closer to the accommodation model (Meyers & Jordan, 2006), might suggest that 
parents ease the cognitive dissonance related to their ECEC decision by adapting 
their attitudes to the ECEC setting they selected. In any case, this study cautiously 
supports the previous research that indicates that the marketization and 
privatization of ECEC may create cognitive dissonance at the individual level, 
which can manifest itself as inaction or resistance especially among those who 
value the welfare state (or universal) logic of service provision (Vermeulen, et al., 
2016). 

DI states that program- and worldview-level normative ideas can, for 
example, function to legitimize policy-level cognitive ideas (Lundkvist et al., 2017; 
Schmidt, 2008; see also Section 1.2). Sub-studies I and II together with the current 
legislation suggest that the cognitive policy ideas of the marketization and 
privatization of ECEC services in line with market logic are legitimized with 
normative programmatic and worldview-level ideas that draw on the 
universalistic legacy (see Lundkvist et al., 2017; Nyby et al., 2018). At the level of 
worldview, the norms of equality and at the programmatic level the norm of 
universal accessibility and affordability of ECEC services are used to legitimate 
the privatization and marketization of ECEC services. Moreover, both the 
voucher and PDAMS systems are rationalized in ways that differ from each other 
but make visible the norm of universalism and aim for a universal ECEC system. 
Also, examination of families’ ECEC decisions indicates that the voucher system 
reflects equal financial opportunities to choose private services, which can be 
associated with the ideas of universalism, especially its consequential 
interpretation. The programmatic and worldview-level ideas related to market 
logic, such as freedom of choice, individual responsibility, competition and 
economical effectivity (see Nyby et al., 2018), can be discerned from the agents’ 
discourses. They are, however, discursively interwoven with ideas that enable 
the actualization of some key ideas of universalism. Therefore, the sub-studies 
indicate that marketization and privatization entail elements that can be 
interpreted as a shift within universalism. 
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In the frame of DI, Table 2 summarizes those findings of the sub-studies 
idicating that marketization and privatization of ECEC in Finland can be 
interpret as a shift within universalism. It demonstrates that even though certain 
policy solutions (policy ideas) have promoted the idea of market logic, the 
programmatic and worlview-level ideas in the underlying Finnish ECEC 
institution indicate a shift within the universal system (RQ1 of this dissertation). 
Moreover, Table 2 also presents examples of institutional action that speak to the 
universality of the ECEC system (RQ2 of this dissertation). 

TABLE 2 Shifts within universalism in Finnish ECEC institution 

Policy solution Programmatic/ Worldview-level 
ideas 

Actions/Examples 

Introduction of 
voucher system 

A shift from more procedural 
interpretation of universalism 
towards more consequential 
interpretation 
 
Norms of equally accessible, 
affordable and non-selective ECEC 
 
Ideas related to market logic 
(freedom of choice, individual 
responsibility, competition and 
economical effectivity) 
discursively interwoven with 
some key ideas of universalism 
 

Families’ ECEC decisions 
indicate that private and public 
services are affordable for 
every family 
 
Parents are able to make ECEC 
decisions on the basis of their 
preferences 
 
Public sector governs private 
sector 

Introduction of 
PDAMS system 

Norms of equally accessible, 
affordable and non-selective ECEC 
 
Universalism in relation to public 
services, private services as extra 
 

- 

ECEC legislation Function to foster universal 
values, such as communality and 
equality, and guarantee the 
uniformity of private and public 
sectors 

- 

 

5.2 Marketization and privatization of ECEC as shifts from 
universalism 

Regardless of the norm of universalism, the actions of private ECEC providers 
and families (sub-studies II and III) indicate that there exist different mechanisms 
or logics that increase the selectivity of private ECEC services. As argued in 
Section 2.1, the selectivity of ECEC services often indicates the decline of 
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universalism. Sub-study II suggests that private services may not always be 
available for children who need flexibly scheduled ECEC or part-time ECEC. 
They may not be accessible to children from a lower socioeconomic background 
or for children who have special educational needs (see also Heiskanen et al., 
2021; Pihlaja & Neitola, 2017; Vainikainen et al., 2018). This finding is in line with 
earlier research indicating that private providers’ enrolment policies and pricing 
may exclude certain children from services (Drange & Telle, 2020; Ernst et al., 
2014; Jones & Jones, 2021; Mierendorff et al., 2018; Press & Woodrow, 2018; 
Vandenbroeck et al., 2008; van der Werf et al., 2021). This, in turn, implies that 
the private sector does not automatically adapt a role in serving the common 
good that is characteristic of the public service sector (see Knijn & Lewis, 2017), 
but it is instead guided by economic incentives or the normative worldviews of 
the providers (sub-study II). Sub-study III, in turn, found that children with 
higher SES and children who did not need flexibly scheduled ECEC were 
proportionally overrepresented in private ECEC and proportionally 
underrepresented in public ECEC. The differentiation of service users of private 
and public ECEC was different, however, depending on the subsidy system used. 
Therefore, regardless of the norm of universalism produced in the discourses 
(sub-studies I and II) and the voucher system’s design aiming for economic 
equality (sub-study I), the parents’ ECEC decisions (actions) (sub-study III) 
together with selectivity related to private ECEC providers’ enrolment and 
screening policies (sub-study II) suggest that introducing market logic in the field 
of ECEC entails features that can be interpreted as a shift from universalism, 
towards a more selective system (see also Anttonen et al., 2012a). 

The selectivity is most apparent in the PDAMS system. Both municipal 
decision-makers’ (sub-study I) and private ECEC providers’ (sub-study II) 
discourses represented PDAMS (especially models with lesser income or means-
testing) as a system that potentially leads to stratification of service users on the 
basis of their financial resources. In the PDAMS system, the private provision 
was also positioned in a complementary role and thus as a separate sector from 
the public one, which, in turn, was positioned as the primary ECEC provider. As 
a separate sector the private PDAMS provision was represented as somewhat 
free from municipal regulation, and therefore able to set prices and select 
clientele more freely than the providers subsidized by the voucher system. The 
examination of parent’s ECEC decisions (sub-study III) supports the perception 
produced by the interviewees in sub-studies I and II. The sub-study III indicated 
that children of high-income households were somewhat more likely enrolled in 
private PDAMS centres than children of low- or middle-income families. 
Children of high-income families, compared to children of low- and- middle-
income families, were also proportionally overrepresented in private PDAMS 
centres and proportionally underrepresented in the public ECEC centres. This 
indicates that the PDAMS system does not allow private ECEC services equally 
for every family but favours those with high income, which suggests a shift from 
universalism. 
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Regarding parental education, the result was similar in the PDAMS system 
in relation to the voucher system: children of highly educated parents were more 
likely to be in a private and less likely to be in a public ECEC centre than children 
whose parents had a lower education. Children of highly educated parents were 
also proportionally overrepresented in the private ECEC centres compared to 
children of low-educated parents, who were, in turn, overrepresented in the 
public ECEC centres. Also, some interviewed private ECEC providers described 
their typical clientele with utterances that indicated their high education and SES 
in general (sub-study II). In Section 5.1, it was suggested that this kind of 
differentiation of service users of private and public ECEC could be interpreted 
as a shift within universalism, namely, towards a consequentialist interpretation 
of it. However, the argument is posed from the parent’s perspective, who are 
proxy consumers of ECEC on behalf of their children. From the children’s 
perspective, the selectivity based on parents’ preferences can be seen in a 
different light. The previous research suggests that parental education reflects 
their cultural resources (Jæger & Karlson, 2018; Kamplicher et al., 2018; Xi & Ma, 
2020). The cultural resources (or capital, depending on the theoretical approach) 
– namely, different tastes, dispositions, perceptions of the role of ECEC and 
education, and conceptions of quality – shape parents’ ECEC and education 
choices (e.g., Ball et al., 1996; Kamplicher et al., 2018; Kim & Fram, 2009;  Kosunen, 
2014; Vincent et al., 2008). Also, a Finnish study noted that parents whose child 
was in private ECEC valued different aspects of the service than those parents 
whose child was in public ECEC (Sulkanen et al., 2020), which can be held as an 
indication of differing valuations regarding ECEC and, thus, as the cultural 
resources of such parents. From the children’s perspective, it might not be 
relevant whether their access to private ECEC is limited by their parent’s 
economical or cultural resources, but rather the selectivity in itself. Therefore, this 
research supports previous research which has noted that increased possibilities 
to choose benefit more privileged groups in particular (e.g., Ball et al., 1996; Yuen, 
2012, 2015). From the children’s perspective, the turn towards more individual 
ECEC solutions appears to privilege those in an already advantaged position, 
and thus it implies a shift from universalism’s core values related to equal access 
and equality. 

The growing individualization not only shapes the actions of families, but 
it also changes the normative foundation of the ECEC institution. The increasing 
individualism and freedom of choice at the level of worldview (see Section 5.1, 
and sub-studies I and II) mean also the growth of individual responsibility (see 
Nyby et al., 2018). For example, Karlsson et al. (2013) showed how a successful 
ECEC decision becomes a norm of good parenthood in a marketized ECEC 
system. This, in turn, can be interpreted as a shift from universalism, since the 
growing individual responsibility indicates the deterioration of the universal 
value of communal responsibility (see Section 2.1). 

One possible consequence of the observed differentiation of service users of 
public and private ECEC is that the quality of ECEC that children receive 
becomes determined by their socioeconomic background (Alm Fjällborg & 
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Forsberg, 2021; Drange & Telle, 2020; Mocan, 2007). In Finland, however, national 
policies aim at safeguarding uniformity between the public and private sectors. 
Also, especially in the voucher system, the private and public services are 
discursively produced as quite similar (sub-studies I and II). Moreover, on one 
hand, the earlier research indicates that marketization and privatization have not 
delivered their promises about enhancing the quality of ECEC (e.g., Cleveland & 
Krashinsky, 2009; Press & Woodrow, 2018; van Huizen & Plantenga, 2018). On 
the other hand, a recent Finnish study indicates that the users of private services 
are more satisfied with ECEC services than those using public services (Saranko 
et al., 2021). Sub-study III, in turn, showed that the clientele of private PDAMS 
centres show less preference for public ECEC provision and have more critical 
attitudes towards the individual attention the children get in ECEC in general 
than the clientele of public ECEC. One possible explanation of this observation is 
that there exist a group of parents who are critical of the quality of ECEC in 
general and who therefore turn to private services where they expect their child 
to receive more individual attention than in public ECEC. However, there is not 
empirical research comparing the quality of public and private ECEC in Finland 
and, therefore, whether or not there exist differences between public and private 
ECEC. How these possible differences can be affected by regulation is ultimately 
an empirical question that this study cannot answer. 

However, regardless of possible differences or uniformity between the 
private and public sectors, the differentiation of the service users of public and 
private ECEC may have consequences that indicate a shift from universalism. 
The ideological aspects of universalism (i.e. programmatic and worldview-level 
ideas) have emphasized the inclusion and cohesion of society. Universalism has 
also aimed at reinforcing human dignity in society by removing a stigma from 
people using public services (Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005; Anttonen, 2002). If 
children’s growth and living environments start to diverge at a very early age, 
the abovementioned objectives may become challenged. Moreover, if families’ 
SES starts to determine the type of services they use, different SES-mediated 
social challenges, such as child poverty or challenges related to parents’ ability to 
ensure a stable and safe environment, may also become unequally distributed 
between the public and private sectors. This development can be fostered by 
private providers’ enrolment policies, as sub-study II suggests. In addition, as 
Vamstad (2016) argues, the average high SES of families using the services can 
be a factor that as such increases the parents’ perception of the quality of services. 
This, in turn, has the potential to increase the symbolic capital of private services 
(see sub-study I; Woodrow & Press, 2018), which can also challenge the aim of 
social inclusion and cohesion inherent in universalism. From these points of view, 
the differentiation of service users related to market logic in the field of ECEC 
can be considered as a shift from universalism. 

It appears that some private providers justify higher customer fees by the 
benefits of their service for children (sub-study II). In sum, it was seen that 
emphasis on early learning of a foreign language or some other pedagogical 
characteristics provided by private provision benefit children more than regular 
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ECEC. This study cannot conclude anything about the generality of this 
perception among private providers or parents. However, merely the existence 
of this kind of mindset demonstrates the intertwinement of market logic and the 
neoliberal view of ECEC, where ECEC is seen as an investment in the child’s 
future and competitiveness (see Lundkvist et al., 2017; Nyby et al., 2018; 
Woodrow & Press, 2018). This notion conflicts with universalistic aims of 
promoting educational equality (Act on ECEC, 540/2018) by providing services 
of uniform quality to every child. Therefore, in such discourse, instead of 
compensating for differences in children’s skills, ECEC functions to increase 
those differences. Even though this individual investment discourse may not be 
very powerful, it definitely indicates a shift from the universal worldview 
towards a neoliberal one (see Lundkvist et al., 2017; Nyby et al., 2018). 

The earlier research about ECEC and school markets indicates that market 
conditions privilege children with a higher socioeconomic background in 
multiple ways outside SES’s immediate effect on a family’s purchase power (e.g., 
Forsberg, 2018; Yuen, 2012, 2015). SES, for example, shapes parents’ taste, 
preferences and quality considerations (Ball et al., 1996; Grogan, 2012; 
Kamplicher et al., 2018; Vincent et al., 2008). Parents who possess high amounts 
of cultural resources may be more inclined to choose an ECEC centre within a 
wider area and commute with their children over longer distances than parents 
with lower amounts of cultural resources (Alm Fjällborg & Forsberg, 2021; 
Kensinger Rose & Elicker, 2008; Sulkanen et al., 2020). They are also more willing 
to be selective about their children’s education (Kamplicher et al., 2018; Kosunen, 
2014). There is also evidence that even in the highly regulated Nordic context, 
children from higher SES families participate in higher-quality ECEC than 
children with lower SES (Alm Fjällborg & Forsberg, 2021; Drange & Telle, 2020), 
and they are most inclined to exercise school choice (Trumberg & Urban, 2020). 
The existing research also indicates that families with higher SES in many cases 
are more likely to select private ECEC than those with lower SES (Garvis & 
Lulleblad, 2018; Ghosh & Dey, 2020; Vamstad, 2007). This study supports the pre-
existing notion that market conditions favour families with higher SES, even if 
the services were affordable to every family. Families with higher SES tend to 
select a private ECEC centre more often than families with lower SES. Those 
families selecting private services are also more satisfied with the services they 
get (Saranko et al., 2021; Vamstad, 2016). Families’ cultural and social resources 
might be harder to redistribute than financial resources, however. Therefore, this 
study indicates that market conditions probably favour children with a higher 
socioeconomic background at the cost of lower SES children. This in, turn, 
indicates a shift from universalism. Table 3 summarizes the changes in 
programmatic and worldview-level ideas related to certain policy solutions 
(policy ideas) that indicate a shift from universalism (RQ1 of this dissertation) in 
Finnish ECEC. Table 3 also presents examples of action taking place in the 
Finnish ECEC institution that questions the universality of the system (RQ2 of 
this dissertation).  
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TABLE 3 Shifts from universalism in Finnish ECEC institution 

Policy solution Programmatic/Worldview-level 
ideas 

Actions/Examples 

Privatization of 
ECEC services in 
general 

Freedom of choice, economic 
effectivity or idea that public 
services are purchased from 
private providers 
 
A shift from universalism towards 
selectivity 
 

Private providers’ or 
municipalities’ policies may 
exclude some children from 
private services 
 

Introduction of 
PDAMS system 

A shift from universalism towards 
selectivity 
 
Universalism pertains public 
services 
 
Private sector as a separate sector 
from the public sector 
 

Families’ ECEC decisions 
indicate that private services 
are financially more accessible 
to wealthier families 
 
 

Marketization of 
ECEC services in 
general 

Parental choice, market logic 
 
A shift from common 
responsibility towards individual 
responsibility 
 
Decline of universalist values 
about social inclusion and 
cohesion 
 
From universalist idea of 
educational equality towards 
neoliberal idea of ECEC as an 
investment in an individual child’s 
future and competitiveness  

Families’ ECEC decisions 
indicate selectivity of children 
based on their parent’s cultural 
resources 
 
Differentiation of service users 
of public and private ECEC on 
the basis of families’ ECEC 
decisions in a given 
institutional context 
 
Families’ ECEC decisions in a 
given institutional context 
indicate that market conditions 
favour children with higher 
SES 
 
 

 

5.3 Ideational change of Finnish ECEC system 

As stated in Section 5.1, the discourses of municipal decision-makers and private 
ECEC providers indicate that universal values related to equality and the 
accessibility of ECEC still form the ideational core of the ECEC institution. 
However, it appears that the way in which equality of access in ECEC is 
conceptualized is changing. While traditional Nordic universalism has 
underlined equal access to services of uniform high quality, it appears that 
equality may increasingly refer to parents’ economically equal opportunities to 
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choose the ECEC service they prefer (sub-study I; see also Paananen et al., 2019). 
This shifting conceptualization produced in discourse indicates intertwinement 
of the central values of market logic, namely, freedom of choice and individual 
responsibility (see Nyby et al., 2018), and the traditional universal values at the 
programmatic and worldview level of the ECEC institution (see sub-study I). 
This intertwinement of universalism and market logic at the levels of worldview 
and programs function to legitimate policy-level solutions, privatization and 
marketization via the voucher system, which differs from the earlier public 
system suggested by the traditional Nordic conceptualization of universalism.  

Moreover, the changing conceptualization of equality resonates with the 
earlier research that states that different contesting ideologies, such as liberalism 
or socialism, put different concepts in the centre of the universalism and interpret 
those concepts in different ways, so that some of these concepts or interpretations 
conflict with each other (Freeden, 1996; Stefánsson, 2012). The discourses 
differentiated in sub-studies I and II suggest that instead of universalism’s values 
emphasizing equality, communality and social cohesion, market logic puts only 
the concept of equality at the centre (worldview) of universalism. Moreover, it 
replaces its traditional interpretation with the (neo)liberal conceptualization that 
emphasizes parents’ equal financial opportunities to freely choose and 
individual responsibility about such choices. This, in turn, indicates a shift from 
the traditional Nordic interpretation of universalism. 

 However, the changing conceptualization of universalism and equality is 
tightly connected to the voucher system. In Finland, there are also many 
municipalities that have maintained ECEC as a completely publicly provided 
service. ECEC legislation also promotes educational equality and a sense of 
community, together with uniformity and the equal regulation of private and 
public services. Both policy ideas, the majority role of public provision and 
unifying legislation, can be seen as reflecting the traditional universal worldview. 
In addition, in rationalizations of PDAMS systems, the equal opportunities to 
choose appear to be less significant than in the voucher system (sub-studies I & 
II). Instead, it demonstrates the coexistence of market logic and universalism. 
This study thus suggests that in local contexts, market logic and universalism can 
intertwine (voucher system) or coexist (PDAMS system), or one of them may gain 
hegemony (public provision only). However, when the temporal dimension of 
marketization and privatization process is taken into account, it can be also stated 
that market logic takes over the field from the pre-existing universalism, where 
the voucher system represents a mid-ground between universalism and more 
pure market logic (PDAMS). A more dialectic interpretation (see Polanyi 1945; 
Schmidt & Thatcher, 2013), in turn, might suggest that the voucher system 
(introduced in 2009) is a synthesis of thesis (namely, universalism) and antithesis 
(namely, more pure market logic) manifested as PDAMS (introduced in 1997). 
This conception is supported by the fact that the use of vouchers has increased 
and use of PDAMS has decreased during the last decade (FIFHAW, 2020). 

The developments related to different subsidy systems also supports the 
notion that as a worldview-level idea neoliberalism has proven to be a resilient 
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one. One of the key factors behind neoliberalism’s success is it can take very 
different forms on the program or policy level and in different context. Instead of 
only displacing other competing ideas, it tends to put up hybrids with very 
different political ideas (Schmidt & Thatcher, 2013). It appears that in the case of 
Finnish ECEC, neoliberalism has taken the form of market logic, which has 
hybridized with the somewhat unlikely idea of universalism. Such a hybrid can 
have different kinds of manifestations at the level of policy ideas, such as 
marketization, privatization, a voucher and/or PDAMS system, which all differ 
from each other but can be traced back to a neoliberal worldview. 

To sum up, the marketization and privatization of Finnish ECEC resemble 
the development in Sweden, where regardless of the discourse of the freedom to 
choose and increasing private provision, introducing market logic has not taken 
place at the cost of the public sector (Westberg & Larsson, 2020). Rather, as 
Naumann (2011) states, it has included maturation of the old welfare state 
promises along with seeking new paths. In Finland, according to this research, 
the maturation of old promises refers to high public responsibility of ECEC 
provision, equal regulation of public and private ECEC and values of 
universalism at the levels of worldviews and the programs of ECEC. At the levels 
of worldviews and programs, the new paths, in turn, refer to the way in which 
the traditional universal values are reinterpreted as they intertwine with values 
of market logic, such as freedom of choice and individual responsibility, 
competition and economical effectivity (see also Nyby et al., 2018). At the level of 
policies, new paths refer to new cognitive ideas, namely, marketization and 
privatization of services via public subsidies, which are legitimized by the 
abovementioned normative ideas at the level of worldview and the 
programmatic level. Moreover, families’ and private providers’ actions in the 
discursively constructed institutional reality indicate that the idea of market logic 
at the levels of worldviews, programs and policies have changed the ECEC 
institution in a way that endangers the actualization of universalism’s values. 
Therefore, as suggested, from some perspectives the ideational changes in the 
ECEC institution and actions within it can be interpreted as shifts within 
universalism, and from other perspectives the discourses and actions indicate a 
shift from universalism. This observation supports the earlier findings 
suggesting that Finnish ECEC and family policies increasingly draw from 
neoliberal worldviews and thus restructure the “Nordic model” (Lundkvist et al., 
2017; Nyby et al., 2018; see also Wahlström & Sundberg, 2018). From a global 
perspective, the Finnish ECEC system as a whole can be still located on the 
universal end of the continuum. The marketization and privatization of ECEC 
appear to be possible because the market logic (especially the voucher system) 
has been successfully presented as compatible with universalism and growing 
individualization. The market logic has shaped the system, however; indeed, it 
has the potential to undermine the universalism of the system. 
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5.4 A critical appraisal of the dissertation: A mixed-method 
approach 

There has been an intensifying academic conversation about how mixed-method 
research (MMR) should be evaluated. Different frameworks for appraisals of 
MMR studies vary, from those suggesting that the quantitative and qualitative 
parts of the research should be assessed separately using quality criteria from 
both traditions to those arguing that the author should select either evaluation 
criteria of the qualitative or quantitative tradition, and those who suggest a 
completely new framework for assessing MMR studies (e.g., Bryman, 2006; 
Bryman et al., 2008; Creamer, 2018; O’Cathain, 2010). In this study, the first and 
the last perspectives are combined by applying evaluation criteria adopted from 
a validated Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (Pace et al., 2012; Plueye et 
al., 2009). More specifically, the evaluation utilizes the criteria from MMAT, 
presented in Plueye and Hong (2014), which suggests that the quality of 
qualitative, quantitative and mixed-method components of MMR should be 
assessed separately (for critics, see Creamer, 2018). 

The appraisal of the qualitative component of the research pays attention to 
the relevance of the data sources to answer the research question, the relevance 
of the data analysis to answer the research question, how the context is taken into 
account in the data analysis (i.e. how the findings relate to context) and the 
reflexivity of the researchers (their influence on the findings) (Pluaye & Hong, 
2014). The criteria resemble established concepts of credibility (the first, second 
and fourth criteria), dependability (the first two criteria), transferability (the third 
criterion) and confirmability (the fourth criterion), through which the 
trustworthiness of qualitative research is often evaluated (e.g., Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Patton, 2015). This research, however, mainly sticks to the 
conceptualization of Pluaye and Hong (2014) and Pluaye et al. (2009). 

First, the suitability of the qualitative research data and data sources is 
reflected on from the perspective of the research question. Since this study is 
committed to premises of discursive institutionalism (Schmidt, 2008), it is 
justified to study the perspectives of those “sentient” agents who create, maintain 
and change the ECEC institution and who are involved in the process of its 
marketization and privatization, namely, municipal decision-makers and the 
representatives of private ECEC providers (sub-studies I & II). The interview data 
with such stakeholders included rich descriptions that brought forward the 
balancing between the ideals of universalism and market logic in the context of 
the ECEC institution. Moreover, the sampling of the interviewees appeared to be 
successful, as the data contains a lot of variation related to different 
rationalizations of the subsidy systems, to different demographical contexts (e.g., 
urban-rural variance), to political views and to different logics of private ECEC 
provision (non-profit, small entrepreneur, for-profit chain), which make visible 
the complexity and the variety of the phenomenon (see Gobo, 2004). However, 
even though the data enabled answering the qualitative part of this dissertation. 
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some central agents, like custodians and children, were not represented in the 
qualitative studies (sub-studies I & II). This resulted from a practical decision 
based on the understanding that one study cannot touch on all perspectives 
related to the phenomenon of interest. 

In addition, the nature of the qualitative data deserves critical examination. 
Many scholars have criticized the use of interview data in discourse analysis and 
recommended the use of naturally occurring data instead (Nikander, 2012). The 
critics have, for example, stated that interviews entail features of public 
performance, that the interviewer-interviewee setting skews the interview 
situation and that instead of looking at how categories are “naturally” deployed, 
interviews generate categories (see Silverman, 1998; Nikander, 2012; Potter & 
Hepburn, 2005). Naturally occurring data – for example, municipal council 
conversations or government bills (see Lundkvist et al., 2017) – would have 
offered views on rhetoric used and logics related to the marketization and 
privatization of ECEC and institutional change, and they definitely deserve to be 
studied in the future. Naturally occurring talk, however, takes place in a certain 
context, where some of the discursive resources come into play while others do 
not. Therefore, there exists no “pure” data-gathering method. Moreover, many 
natural voices, such as voices of municipal administrators and representatives of 
private ECEC providers, would be difficult to reach in naturally occurring 
settings, and therefore the interviews were a reasonable option of data collection. 
In addition, especially in sub-study II, the interviewees’ tendency to add features 
of public performance was turned into an advantage, as the study examined the 
impression management exercised by interviewees. Also, the nature of the data 
(cross-sectional sample) does not allow any conclusion to be made about the 
change in discourse around the universal and market logic of ECEC. Therefore, 
some of the opportunities offered by discursive institutionalism (Schmidt, 2008) 
remained partly untapped. Yet, the results of the dissertation are discussed with 
the earlier research literature, which enables considering of the change in 
institutional logics. 

Secondly, the suitability of the qualitative data analysis in answering the 
research question is assessed. The theoretical framework of this study (discursive 
institutionalism) is based on the premise that institutions are created, maintained 
and changed by “sentient” agents’ background ideational and foreground 
discursive abilities. Therefore, when institutional change and the nature of the 
institutions are studied, discursively oriented analysis appears as suitable. 
Discourse analytical means allowed the deconstruction of universal and market 
logics related to ECEC provision and thus enabled answering of the first research 
question. Moreover, the analysis of impression management (sub-study II) 
allowed examining of the norms and cultural discourses related to private ECEC 
provision, which appeared to be a successful solution because it can be assumed 
that those discourses and norms have an impact on the formation of institutions 
and institutional change.  

Thirdly, the context specificity of the findings (see Plueye & Hong 2014) is 
touched upon. The context and different phases of the research process (e.g., data 
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collection, data analysis) are described carefully to maximize the assessment of 
the transferability of the research for other contexts (see Korstjen & Moser, 2018; 
Lincoln & Cuba, 1985). Also, as noted above, the transferability of the findings 
has been aimed at by attending to the variation between the municipalities, that 
is, the contexts of the data collection (see Gobo, 2004). The municipalities differed 
in their geographical locations, demography, economic structure, political power 
relations and sizes. Therefore, it is somewhat likely that the results describe the 
situation in Finland quite well, especially as the results themselves highlight the 
context-related variation between different logics related to a mix of universalism, 
privatization and marketization. However, the Finnish ECEC system, 
representing the Nordic welfare model, differs remarkably from many other 
contexts (e.g., Mahon et al., 2012). Therefore, the results may not be transferable 
to other national contexts as such. However, because the arguments promoting 
marketization and privatization in Finland resemble those detected in other 
contexts as well, the findings of this study describe the transnational travel of 
neoliberal ideas and their domestication in a specific national context (see 
Alasuutari & Alasuutari, 2012; Mahon et al., 2012; Paananen, 2017). Moreover, 
the development in Finland is somewhat similar to that in other Nordic countries 
(Dýrfjörð & Magnúsdóttir, 2016; Haug, 2014; Naumann, 2011; Petersen & 
Hjelmar, 2014; Trætteberg et al., 2021; Westberg & Larsson, 2020), which indicates 
that the findings of this study illustrate the transformation of ECEC systems in 
Nordic countries more generally. 

Fourthly, I appraise the influence of my preconceptions and predispositions 
and the research team’s interaction with the participants on the findings of the 
research (see also Miles & Huberman, 2009). I have personal experience in 
working as an ECEC teacher in private and public ECEC centres and as a 
manager of two private (non-profit) ECEC centres. I also have ECEC teacher’s 
education and I have worked as ECEC’s university teacher. Moreover, as a parent, 
I have been a customer of a private ECEC centre. It may have also affected the 
way I interacted with the participants. Even though my former experiences could 
have in some cases guided the data analysis process, they also may have helped 
and supported the research process. For example, I was already familiar with the 
municipal subsidy systems. I also had some kind of perception about the logics 
related to private providers’ enrolment practices. These insights, while they may 
have narrowed my thinking, helped me, for example, in forming the themes of 
thematic interviews and enabled me to ask clarifying questions. The possible 
influence of my predispositions on the interaction in the research interviews was 
diminished by the fact that the interview data was gathered by a team of nine 
researchers. The reading of transcribed data did not reveal any obvious biases in 
the interviews that I had conducted compared to the interviews conducted by 
other researchers. In addition, the preliminary findings of the sub-studies have 
been presented and discussed in international and national academic conferences, 
meetings of the CHILDCARE research team and in PhD research seminars. 
Moreover, during the analysis processes of every sub-study, I discussed with the 
co-authors (my PhD supervisors), and thereby the co-writers participated in the 
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evaluation of the analysis and the justification of the emerging results during the 
whole process. These triangulation protocols have likely decreased the risk of 
biased interpretations and increased their neutrality. My role as a responsible 
researcher in every sub-study is described on page 8 and in Chapter 4. Moreover, 
due to my background in ECEC sciences I am somewhat familiar with the 
theories, concepts and methods of the academic disciplines close to ECEC 
sciences, such as developmental psychology and childhood studies. However, 
the academic conversation about marketization and privatization of ECEC, 
presented in Section 2.3 includes studies from a wide range of social sciences, 
such as economics, social policy, sociology and political science (see Lloyd, 2019). 
These disciplines examine marketization and privatization through different 
conceptual, theoretical and methodological apparatuses with which I might not 
be thoroughly familiar. To decrease the risk of misunderstandings, during the 
research project, I have, however, studied the fundamentals of economics and 
attended social policy research conferences. Finally, it is worth mentioning that 
in research interviews, the interviewer necessarily sets agendas and his or her 
interaction with the interviewee is shaped by immeasurable factors that cannot 
be exhaustively reflected. 

MMAT includes three different criteria for the appraisal of the quantitative 
component of the study. More specifically, this study employs this the criteria for 
a quantitative nonrandomized study with a comparison group that includes 
separate criteria for cross-sectional analytic studies like sub-study III. Hence, 
such criteria are applied. The criteria advise researchers to pay attention to the 
representativeness of the sample, appropriateness of measurement, similarity of 
participants in groups (or differences analysed) and the acceptability of the 
response rate (Plueye & Hong, 2014; Plueye et al., 2009). 

The appraisal started by assessing the representativeness of the sample and the 
response rate. To guarantee the transparency of the sampling, the sampling method 
is described in detail in the Section 3.3. To summarize, the sampling was based on the 
contemplation of the CHILDCARE research team with the aim to reach the 
variation of families in different living environments. The CHILDCARE project 
conducted two surveys aimed at parents: the first in 2016 and follow-up survey 
in 2019. In the follow-up survey of the CHILDCARE project, used as data in this 
research, the sampling was adjusted from the basis of the knowledge gathered 
during the first phase of the research. The size of the sample (N = 1,416) allowed 
statistical inferencing. Still, the sample was somewhat skewed as mothers, highly 
educated parents, employed parents, upper-class white-collar employees and 
managers, lower-income households and families living in the capital area were 
overrepresented among the participants. Moreover, families whose child was in 
public ECEC and families that received vouchers were slightly underrepresented, 
and families receiving PDA were overrepresented in the data (see FEEC, 2019). It 
is also noteworthy that even though the sampling was made with a great level of 
consideration, a randomized sample would have possibly generated more 
generalizable results. Therefore, it is likely that the data is not a fully 
representative sample of parents of a four-year-old child and the results are thus 



 
 

85 
 

best generalized to higher SES families and native Finnish families, which can be 
understood as lowering the external validity of the results. In addition, the 
findings concern only four-year-old children; therefore, no conclusions about 
younger or older children’s situations can be made on this basis. Moreover, the 
findings describe only the situation in Finland and they may not be transferrable 
to other contexts. One direction of future research is the use of register data to 
gain more generalizable knowledge. However, during this research project, such 
data was not available. 

From the perspective of the research questions of sub-study III (see Plueye 
& Hong, 2014), the sample appears appropriate. The findings allowed answering 
the research questions of the third sub-study and this compilation article. The 
data used in this study described the behaviour and attitudes and beliefs of 
different kinds of families, which can be considered as a valid approach to gain 
information about service use and assess thereby whether the system can be still 
described as universal. However, different kinds of survey data would have also 
been interesting from the perspective of the research question. For example, a 
survey that would have explicitly assessed parents’ views and attitudes related 
to universalism in ECEC might have allowed more straightforward information 
about the shifts within and from universalism. Moreover, if there would have 
been more information available about the differences between public and 
private ECEC in general (e.g., quality or price differences), the finding of this 
study would have been easier to interpret from the perspective of the 
universalism of the ECEC system. Now, the importance of selectivity observed 
remains speculative for some parts, such as possible quality differences between 
public and private provision.  

MMAT defines an acceptable response rate as being as high as 60%. The 
response rate of this study was 24% (Sulkanen et al., 2020) being well below the 
limit set by MMAT. However, the number of responses allowed statistical 
inferencing and the comparison of service users of public ECEC, PDA ECEC and 
voucher ECEC. Also, the response rate was very similar to same kind of surveys 
for parents obtained in Finland in general (see Siippainen et al., 2019). In that 
sense, the response rate could be deemed acceptable. 

According to MMAT, the appropriateness of measurement is evaluated, for 
example, by considering whether the variables are clearly defined and accurately 
measured, whether the measurements are justified and appropriate for 
answering the research question and whether the measurements reflect what 
they are supposed to measure (i.e. internal validity). 

The definitions of the variables are described in the methods section and in 
the original sub-study III. The education variable was constructed as a binary one 
(low education/high education) due to a low number of respondents who did 
not have at least secondary education. It would have been possible to separate 
high education into two categories (lower/higher degree university/polytechnic 
degree) (see also Ruutiainen et al., 2022). However, there was no theoretical 
reason for such separation in the research literature. The threshold values of the 
income-level variable are partly derived from the research literature and were 
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partly in line with those used by Statistics Finland. However, there would have 
been other options available as well. Changing the thresholds would have 
affected the results of the study, as rough sensitivity testing in sub-study III 
indicates. The other decision related to the income-level variable was to calculate 
the household’s equivalent income for each child, which describes more 
realistically the financial situation of the family. At least theoretically, this 
decision affects the findings of the study. Using the plain income level of 
households or individual respondents could have resulted in different findings. 
The parental attitudes and beliefs were studied by a measure that was not 
validated. Therefore, the attitude variables were constructed with explorative 
factor analysis. The reliability of the factors was examined. The results were 
theoretically justified, and reliability was good which support the validity of the 
measure. 

The measures used were suitable for answering the research question. They 
reached the SES of the families and allowed for estimating of the interaction 
between the child’s ECEC place, the child’s socio-economic background and 
parental attitudes and beliefs. The measures used were justified with the 
literature review. It would have been possible to form one SES composite variable. 
However, separation of the household’s income level and the parental education 
level allowed a more nuanced examination. Namely, it allowed investigation of 
theoretical assumption about the differentiation of service users related to 
different subsidy systems. Moreover, no multicollinearity between the SES or  
control variables was observed, which increases the validity of the results. To 
increase the construct validity of the attitude dimensions examined Exploratory 
factor analysis was used instead of simply using sum variables. Moreover, the 
attitude dimensions observed in sub-study III are consistent with the theory and 
are thus justified in terms of content. Moreover, careful process of factor 
construction, relatively high reliability coefficients and invariance examinations 
increase the validity and reliability of the results. Also, every attitude dimension 
is measured by two or more statements, which further confirms the reliability of 
the results. 

In the context of a cross-sectional study like this one, the similarity of 
participants in groups refers especially to controlling for the most important 
background characteristics of the participants related to the phenomenon of 
interest, namely form of child’s ECEC services (Plueye & Hong, 2014). In sub-
study III, some important factors suggested by theory – namely, the parent’s 
country of birth, need for flexible ECEC and hours of ECEC needed – were 
controlled for. However, the data did not allow for controlling of an important 
aspect, namely the child’s special educational need (SEN) which has been shown 
to associated with selectivity between the clientele of public and private ECEC 
services (e.g., Heiskanen et al., 2021; Vainikainen et al., 2018). Other factors 
potentially increasing the selectivity of private services, namely, customer fees 
and the location of ECEC centres, could not be considered in sub-study III. Thus, 
their relationship to selectivity deserves to be examined in the future. 
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MMAT suggests that the appraisal of the mixed-method (MM) component of 
the study should include evaluations of the relevance of MM design to answer 
the research questions, assessment of the integration of qualitative and 
quantitative data and/or results, and consideration of limitations associated with 
this integration (Plueye & Hong, 2014; Plueye et al., 2009). Although the design 
of this study entails features of other MM designs (such as triangulation), it is the 
most similar to sequential exploratory designs (see section 3.2). In sequential 
exploratory design, the qualitative component of the research is followed by the 
quantitative so that quantitative data collection (and analysis in this research) is 
informed by qualitative findings and the quantitative component is used to 
examine a generalization of the qualitative findings (e.g., O’Cathain, 2010). In 
practice, sub-study III studied to what extent the different logics by which 
municipal decision-makers described voucher and PDA models in sub-study I 
are reflected in families’ ECEC decisions. Moreover, the generalizability of 
different forms of selectivity observed in sub-study II were estimated in sub-
study III (i.e. used either as independent or control variables). Moreover, in 
addition to synergies, each sub-study brought its own unique contribution to the 
examination of the topic. In other words, the MM design allowed scrutiny of 
cultural discourses and their employment in different contexts, and also 
examination of different factors and their possible interaction explaining families’ 
ECEC decisions between public and private ECEC. Thus, the MM design allowed 
the complexities of the research phenomenon to be addressed better than only a 
qualitative or quantitative design would have enabled. 

The integration of qualitative and quantitative data and/or results appears 
successful as well. First of all, discursive institutionalism allows examining both 
discourses (qualitative) and actions (quantitative) (Schmidt, 2008). The 
discourses and actions relate to each other, so that the actions get their meaning 
in a certain institutional reality constructed discursively (see Schmidt, 2008; 
Searle, 1995). The results of sub-studies are brought together in the discussion 
section of this research. The integration takes place, for example, when 
quantitative findings are used to affirm (or question) qualitative ones (e.g., the 
logics related to the different subsidy systems, families’ SES association with the 
form of ECEC used). Even though discursive institutionalism is a theory for 
explaining institutional change, the cross-sectional design of this study did not 
allow examination of change as such. Rather, it described the cultural discourses 
and families’ decisions during the period of data collection (2016 and 2019). 
When the findings of qualitative and quantitative research components are 
brought into the context of earlier literature, the shifts within and from 
universalism could be detected. Combining qualitative and quantitative data and 
findings enabled the formation of a more reliable and comprehensive picture of 
the shifts. 

The limitations related to integration of qualitative and quantitative findings 
include, for example, assessment of possible divergence between findings 
generated with different methods (Plueye et al., 2009). In this research, the 
quantitative findings support the statistical generalizability of some mechanisms 
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of selectivity suggested by qualitative studies and rejected others. This may not, 
however, be interpreted as divergence, but rather as complementary results, 
where qualitative research shows the mechanism of selectivity and quantitative 
its generalizability. Thus, in cases where the quantitative results do not confirm 
qualitative findings, the divergence between findings instead indicates that the 
mechanism of selectivity in question may not be very common. 

Moreover, there is some “real divergence” in the results as well. In 
particular, municipal decision-makers presented vouchers as a subsidy system 
that enables the use of private services for every family, regardless of their 
societal position. However, the quantitative analysis showed that the image 
produced by the decision-makers seems not to be valid in reality: children of 
highly educated parents are overrepresented in private settings subsidized with 
vouchers. In this case, the MM design helped to create a more comprehensive 
picture of the phenomenon. 

5.5 Ethical considerations 

The Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (TENK) has published the 
ethical principles of research with human participants in the human sciences in 
Finland (TENK, 2019). The Finnish university community, including the 
CHILDCARE research project, has committed to comply with these guidelines. 
The guidelines separate three different general ethical principles: (1) the 
researcher respects the dignity and autonomy of human research participants, (2) 
the researcher respects material and immaterial cultural heritage and 
biodiversity and (3) the researcher conducts their research so that the research 
does not cause significant risks, damage or harm to research participants, 
communities or other subjects of research (TENK, 2019). Next, the current study 
is assessed in the light of these principles. 

To ensure the dignity and autonomy of the participants, this research 
followed the principle of informed consent, according to which the participants 
of the research are provided with comprehensive information, on the basis of 
which they are able to assess the possible consequences of participating in the 
research and the nature of research (Bussu et al., 2020; Lincoln & Cuba, 1989; 
Walliman, 2006). In line with the principle of informed consent, the participation 
in this research was voluntary. Each interviewee signed a contract in which they 
gave their consent to participate in the research. The interviewees were informed 
about their right to stop the interview or withdraw from the research at any 
moment. The participants were also informed about the research process and its 
aims. Also, those participants responding to the survey were able to stop 
answering at any point when filling out the form, so that the answers already 
completed would not be saved. The participants had also the right to not answer 
every question in the survey. All participants in this research were adults. 

There are no signs of any harm caused to material cultural heritage or 
biodiversity by this research. Also, no minority culture was harmed. The subject 



 
 

89 
 

of this research is somewhat sensitive and politically tense. Therefore, it is 
especially important that the study gives as truthful and comprehensive a picture 
about the phenomenon of interest as possible. However, one study cannot look 
at a phenomenon from every perspective; the results could have been very 
different if one looked, for example, from the perspective of children’s 
experiences or business opportunities. 

To avoid any harm risks or damages caused to participants of the research 
(TENK, 2019), the issues related to anonymity and confidentiality are central 
(Lincoln & Cuba, 1989). The difference between those is that whereas anonymity 
means that a participant cannot be identified from the data, confidentiality relates 
to how the researcher deals with, discloses or protects the information in his or 
her possession (Sim & Waterfield, 2019). In this research, in order to avoid any 
personal harm that the research could cause to participants, it was important to 
protect their anonymity. Because the interviewees represented experts in a 
somewhat small area and the municipalities attending the research were public, 
the risk of recognizability of the interviewees was real. Therefore, every interview 
was pseudonymized so that no information enabling the identification of the 
participants was left in the transcripts. The results of every sub-study are 
presented so that the identification of individual participant is impossible. To 
ensure the confidentiality, the researchers of the CHILDCARE team was bound 
by the obligation of confidentiality. However, it is possible that some issues 
related to the marketization and privatization of ECEC may be perceived so 
confidential that interviewees did not want to disclose them (see Sim & 
Waterfield, 2019). Moreover, the research data is kept in a protected folder. All 
the data is managed by the CHILDCARE research group (see Walliman, 2006). 

Personal feedback was not provided to the interviewees of sub-studies I and 
II. However, the results of the sub-studies have been presented to and discussed 
with the representatives of municipalities that attended the CHILDCARE 
project’s seminars. The findings have also been disseminated and discussed at 
events of the Trade Union of Education in Finland and the Association of Finnish 
Municipalities targeted at municipal and national level decision-makers and 
private ECEC service providers.  

In addition to issues related to the anonymity of participants, to my 
knowledge there are no other things that could harm the people involved in the 
research. The ethical committee of the University of Jyväskylä has assessed and 
approved the different data collections conducted by CHILDCARE project.  

To maximize the openness and transparency of this study, the positionality 
of the author of this dissertation is described in the Section 5.4.  

5.6 Concluding remarks and policy implications 

In this doctoral dissertation, I have examined whether the current marketization 
and privatization development of the Finnish ECEC institution indicate a shift 
within or from universalism. The findings of the research suggest that this is not 
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an either/or question but a both/and one, and that the answer depends on whose 
point of view the matter is viewed from. It appears obvious that the current de-
velopment regarding the marketization and privatization of ECEC has increased 
regional differences of the ECEC system. These differences are not completely 
determined by the share of private provision in different municipalities, but they 
are mediated by the subsidy model used in the municipality (see also Repo et al., 
2020). Therefore, if the ECEC system as such is examined, it can be stated that the 
marketization and privatization of the ECEC institution has decreased its unifor-
mity, which indicates a shift from universalism. On the municipal level and from 
the perspective of families, the situation is more complicated. In many municipa-
lities, all ECEC services are provided by the public sector. In such municipalities, 
the services may appear as universal as ever. In other municipalities, a varying 
share of ECEC services are provided by the private sector. Then, the central dif-
ference appears to be whether or not such services are economically accessible, 
that is affordable, to all families. When the services are affordable, usually in 
voucher systems, the current development can be understood as a shift within 
universalism, namely, from a procedural interpretation towards consequential 
interpretation of it (Anttonen et al., 2012b). In such an interpretation, families’ 
equal opportunities to choose amongst different options are stressed (see Paana-
nen et al., 2019). When private services are not affordable, at a higher extent but 
not definitively in PDAMS systems, it is more appropriate to talk about a shift 
from universalism. That is, some families have more realistic options available 
than others. Finally, when the scope is turned purely to children, it seems obvious 
that marketization and privatization indicate a shift from universalism. Even 
though national ECEC policies stress the educational equality of children and the 
uniformity of public and private ECEC, it appears that children’s possibilities to 
participate in different kinds of ECEC services are shaped by their geographical 
location, the ECEC policies of their home municipalities, their families’ SES (es-
pecially their parent’s education level) and private ECEC providers’ enrolment 
policies. 

Interpreted though the concepts of discursive institutionalism, the results 
indicate a shift at the level of policy and a struggle of power at the level of policy 
programs and worldviews (Schmidt, 2008). At the policy level, the means of 
redistribution traditionally related to a universal ECEC system have been partly 
replaced (see Räsänen & Österbacka, 2019) and accompanied by new kinds of 
demand-side subsidies, which, as this study indicates, work with different logic 
than the traditional instruments. At the level of programs and/or worldviews, 
marketization and privatization reflect both the march of neoliberal (austerity) 
policy and the individualization of society. In such frames, the traditional 
universalism may appear as inflexible, ineffective and incapable to answer to 
families’ different preferences (see Anttonen, 2002; Naumann, 2011; Vamstad, 
2016). Therefore, the ongoing development impacts the way in which the 
universalism is interpreted (see Stefánsson, 2012). Accordingly, the 
consequentialist interpretation of universalism has been strengthened at the cost 
of the procedural interpretation (see Anttonen et al., 2012b). The logics related to 



 
 

91 
 

different subsidy systems represent different outcomes of negotiation between 
traditional universal and pure market logics of ECEC provision (see also 
Westberg & Larsson, 2020). As this study has shown, the ridge between the 
consequential interpretation of universalism and its antithesis is narrow and 
deceptive (see also Halmetoja, 2015; Jacques & Noël, 2021). 

Discursive institutionalism (Schmidt, 2008; Alasuutari, 2015) would seem to 
have been an appropriate theoretical framework for combining the results of the 
three sub-studies. It emphasizes ideas and discourse as a source of institutional 
change or stability as well as the notion that institutional action both gets its 
meaning in a given institutional context and can also change that context. Due to 
this emphasis, the framework has been demonstrated to enable the use of a 
mixed-methods approach. DI is therefore recommended as a framework for 
future research that seeks to explain institutional change in the field of ECEC as 
well. 

The mixed-method approach of this dissertation appeared successful in 
describing and explaining the diversity related to dialogue between universalism 
and the market logic of ECEC. The mixed-method approach has thus, at least to 
some extent, delivered its promises about its usefulness in generating holistic and 
comprehensive knowledge about the phenomenon of interest (Teddlie & 
Tashakkori, 2010). However, there are many issues that this research could not 
address and many ideas that were evoked during the process. Therefore, more 
research is needed. For example, the role of households’ income level and private 
providers’ customer fees deserve to be examined with more encompassing 
(perhaps register) data. Secondly, the earlier research in other contexts has 
observed that one selective mechanism related to marketization and 
privatization of ECEC is mediated through private providers’ geographical 
location (e.g., Brennan, 2016; Noially & Visser, 2009). In Finland, however, little 
is known about what kinds of neighbourhoods attract private provision. This is 
an issue that future research should address. Thirdly, this study, in line with 
earlier research (e.g., Gambaro et al., 2014; Mayers & Gornick, 2003; West, 2006; 
Verger et al., 2020; Wirth, 2013), has shown that the marketization and 
privatization of early childhood education services increases selectivity of the 
ECEC systems and may involve differentiation of service users. The meaning and 
importance of this socio-economic stratification should be examined in the 
context of the whole education system and the inequalities it produces and 
reproduces (see Forsberg, 2018). Fourthly, the research has mainly focused on 
addressing different problems related to privatization and marketization. Future 
research should also study the promises and possibilities related to market-based 
or the third sector’s ECEC (see Verger et al., 2020). Finally, this study has mainly 
employed interview and survey data. In the future, naturally occurring data, 
such as public and policy discourse, bills and ECEC documents, could also offer 
interesting and valuable data sources for researchers. 

The empirical findings from many national contexts suggest that the 
marketization and privatization of ECEC is often related to social stratification 
and elite formation (Lloyd, 2019). In line with this observation, this study 
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suggests that the marketization and privatization of ECEC is hard to implement 
without increasing the selectivity of the ECEC system. The findings are mainly 
consistent with the earlier research underlining the importance of affordability 
of services for the accessibility of ECEC (Abrassart & Bonoli, 2015; Gambaro et 
al., 2014; Kensinger Rose & Elicker, 2008; Vandenbroeck & Lazarri, 2014; West, 
2006; Ünver et al., 2018). The price of the services has potential to restrict them 
out of reach of lower-income families. However, the form of subsidies appears to 
matter (e.g., Akgündüz & Plantenga, 2014; Van Lancker, 2018). According to the 
findings of this research, the voucher system has managed to deliver its promises 
about economically accessible services better than the PDAMS system. The 
crucial point appears to be the income-relatedness of the value of the subsidy (see 
Abrassart & Bonoli, 2015). In addition, some Finnish municipalities that provide 
vouchers have set a cap on customer fees of private ECEC services. This study 
cannot say anything definitive about the effects of the customer fee caps, but it is 
possible that customer fee add-ons have the same kind of exclusionary impact as 
fixed-sum subsidies. Therefore, this study suggests that if private services are to 
be made economically accessible to all, the income-related value of subsidies, 
possibly together with limitations in the amount of customer fees, might be an 
effective way.  

However, as earlier research has suggested, district segregation overlaps 
with socio-economic stratification in ECEC markets (Cloney, 2016; Noially & 
Visser, 2009; Ofstead, 2008; Penn, 2011a; Vandenbroeck et al., 2008; Wassmer, 
2016). The research evidence suggests that private enterprises are more likely to 
start business in better-off areas (Alm Fjällborg & Forsberg, 2021), and thus ECEC 
provision in more deprived areas is left as a communal task (Brennan, 2016). This 
study did not consider the location of ECEC centres; hence, it is not possible to 
say to what extent the socioeconomic stratification between private and public 
ECEC can be explained with segregation in housing. There is only one Finnish 
examination that has scrutinized the locations of private ECEC centres. 
According to this study, private centres (in Finland’s capital, Helsinki) are 
located in the same kind of areas as public centres, based on the households’ 
income levels (Ruutiainen, 2018). However, if public and private services aim to 
be available for every child, the municipal zoning policy should take the 
international evidence into account (Alm Fjällborg & Forsberg, 2021; Brennan, 
2016; Cloney, 2016; Noially & Visser, 2009; Ofstead, 2008; Penn, 2011a; 
Vandenbroeck et al., 2008; Wassmer, 2016; cf. Simon et al., 2021).  

The research has varying findings about the quality differences between 
public, non-profit and for-profit ECEC (e.g., Akgunduz & Plantenga, 2014; 
Cleveland et al., 2007; Leseman & Slot, 2020; Mathers et al., 2007; Penn & 
Maynard, 2009; Press & Woodrow, 2018; Sosinsky et al., 2009; van der Werf et al., 
2021). In Finland, ECEC policies have actively strived to enhance the uniformity 
between public and private ECEC and increase the quality of both sectors. 
However, to date it is not known whether or not the sector or the form of ECEC 
is related to quality of services.15 Parents’ evaluations in Finland (Saranko et al., 

 
15 I am aware that the defining and measuring of quality relate to issues of normativity. 
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2021) and Sweden (Vamstad, 2016) imply that parents may perceive the services’ 
quality to be higher in the private sector than in public sector, albeit this 
perception may at least partly be explained with the high SES of other customer 
families of such centres (Vamstad, 2016). Moreover, the private sector may 
provide different pedagogical or philosophical alternatives (e.g., Kamplicher et 
al., 2018; Karlsson et al., 2013; sub-study II) that may be inviting to families which 
are willing and able to be selective (see Kosunen 2014; Vamstad, 2016). Taking 
into account, on one hand, the private sector’s tendency to provide varying 
quality (e.g., Cleveland & Krashinsky, 2009; Cleveland et al., 2007; Sosinsky et al., 
2009; van der Werf et al., 2020; van der Werf et al., 2021) and, on the other hand, 
higher SES families’ striving to choose higher quality for their children (e.g., 
Alexandersen et al., 2021; Alm Fjällborg & Forsberg, 2021; Drange & Telle, 2020), 
it is important that public policy actively functions to level the quality between 
the sectors if educational equality, the explicit aim of ECEC, is pursued. The 
varying quality between services might be easily converted into symbolic capital 
of those services that manage to represent themselves as having the highest 
quality (see Forsberg, 2018). This, in turn, would have the potential to challenge 
the universalism of the system, being a step towards a two-tier system with 
regular and elite education (see Lloyd, 2019; Press & Woodrow, 2018). Therefore, 
guaranteeing high quality of publicly provided ECEC should be a central 
objective of ECEC policy. Due to the private sector’s tendency to provide lower 
quality, strict regulation of private ECEC’s quality may be justified. 

The previous literature has suggested that in ECEC markets, families are 
not the only ones making decisions. Service providers also screen their clientele 
or direct their services to certain customer groups. Private providers’ tendency 
to start a business in wealthier neighbourhoods, described above, is one example 
of this. Also, private providers’ enrolment policies and practices can exclude 
certain kinds of families or children from their potential clientele (Drange & Telle, 
2020; Ernst et al., 2014; Jones & Jones, 2021; Mierendorf et al., 2018; Press & 
Woodrow, 2018; Vandenbroeck et al., 2008; van der Werf, 2021). The results of 
this study (sub-studies II and III), together with an earlier examination 
(Mäntyjärvi & Puroila, 2019), suggest that also in Finland there may be 
exclusionary enrolment practices among private ECEC providers. According to 
sub-study II and earlier examinations (Heiskanen et al., 2021; Pihlaja & Neitola, 
2017; Vainikainen et al., 2018), especially inclusion of children with special 
educational needs is inadequate, which private providers may justify, for 
example, by inadequate public subsidies (sub-study II). Also, the prices of 
services, children’s age, part-time ECEC or the need for flexibly scheduled ECEC 
are presented as a reason for exclusion (sub-study II). Hence, it appears that if the 
inclusiveness of private services is pursued, the decisions about the inclusiveness 
cannot depend on the services providers’ decisions alone. Public regulation and 
intervention, possibly through increasing the conditionality of public subsidies, 
are also needed (see Simon et al., 2021). It may also be justified to make private 
providers’ enrolment policies and practices more transparent by means of public 
action. 
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In Finland, the private ECEC sector includes non-profit operators, small for-
profit businesses and larger for-profit ECEC chains (FEEC, 2019; Ruutiainen et 
al., 2018). The growth of the private sector has been, however, mainly driven by 
for-profit chains, which have grown their business organically and by 
acquisitions and mergers (see sub-study II). This development is somewhat 
similar to developments in other somewhat different national contexts (e.g., 
Lloyd & Penn, 2012; Lloyd, 2019; Mahon et al., 2012). For example, in England, 
researchers found that the for-profit-sector has grown in a way that resembles 
the developments in Finland. The researchers found differences between for-
profit and non-profit operators regarding their financial situation, structures and 
practices and indebtedness, suggesting that non-profit operators have a more 
secure and solid financial situation than medium size and larger for-profit 
operators. The researchers concluded that a growth-oriented for-profit sector has 
the potential to form a threat to sustainability of the ECEC sector in England 
(Simon et al., 2021). Even though the Finnish context diverges from the English 
one in many respects, the notion proposed by Simon et al. might be something 
that Finnish decision-makers should take into account when they make decisions 
related to private ECEC. During the writing of this dissertation, the most rapidly 
growing for-profit company in Finland ran into financial problems which led to 
the closure or reorganization of ownership of several ECEC centres. 

On the basis of existing literature, Lloyd (2019) and Penn and Lloyd (2014) 
suggest different policy measures to mitigate social stratification and elite 
formation related to the marketization and privatization of ECEC. The measures 
include controlling private providers’ market entries and exits; generous public 
funding to improve access, affordability and quality; subsidizing supply rather 
than demand combined with income-related fees and fee-capping that prevents 
the top-up fees; regulation and sufficient funding to guarantee highly educated 
staff, high staff–child ratios and small group sizes; and improved monitoring 
systems. In addition, the stratifying impacts of marketization and privatization 
might be milder in contexts with well-established public ECEC provision (see 
also Naumann, 2011). As explained in sections 1.1, 1.3 and 2, the ECEC 
development in Finland fulfils almost every point of the suggested policy 
measures and conditions. Only income-relatedness, supply-side subsidies 
instead of demand-side ones, and customer fee caps do not explicitly take place 
in every subsidy model: PDAMS, and in some cases vouchers, are not usually 
income related and they allow the topping-up of customer fees. Vouchers and 
PDAMS are also demand-side subsidies, while the only form of subsidy that can 
be understood as supply side is purchase contracts between the public and 
private sectors. As this dissertation has shown, these 2shortcomings” in the 
policy measures suggested by Lloyd (2019) and Penn and Lloyd (2014) appear to 
be enough to increase the selectivity and decrease the universality of the ECEC 
system. Hence, it appears that when the marketization and privatization of ECEC 
are being considered, especially the former process is difficult to enact without 
socially stratifying consequences (see also Lloyd, 2019).  
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Finally, as noted in sub-studies I and II, the relationship between private 
and public sectors is constructed in different ways in voucher and PDAMS 
systems. Briefly, in the voucher system, private service provision is positioned as 
a part of public service and thus somewhat tightly in control of the public sector. 
In the PDAMS system, in turn, the private provision is positioned as a separate 
sector and thus more freedom from public regulation is allowed to it. The sub-
studies have also pointed out some implications for families, children, 
municipalities and private providers related to different subsidy systems. 
Therefore, the decision-makers should carefully pay attention to the features of 
the subsidy models when they make decisions regarding ECEC provision, 
because such decisions may have a significant impact on the ECEC system and 
its universality.   
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YHTEENVETO 

Tässä tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden markkinoistu-
mista ja yksityistymistä Suomessa. Suomalainen varhaiskasvatusjärjestelmä on 
perustunut universalismin ajatukselle (Karila, 2012; Kildahl & Kuhnle, 2005; On-
nismaa & Kalliala, 2010;). Suomessa universalistinen varhaiskasvatuspolitiikka 
on tarkoittanut muun muassa huoltajan ja lapsen subjektiivista varhaiskasvatus-
oikeutta, kuntien velvollisuutta järjestää varhaiskasvatuspalvelut, tarveharkin-
taisia ja tulosidonnaisia asiakasmaksuja sekä sitä, että kunnat ovat itse tuottaneet 
lähes kaikki varhaiskasvatuspalvelut (ks. Paananen, 2019; Kumpulainen, 2018). 
Lisäksi varhaiskasvatussuunnitelman perusteista on luettavissa universalismin 
mukaisia arvoja, kuten yhteisöllisyys ja tasa-arvo. 

2000-luvun alusta, ja kiihtyvästi 2010-luvulla, yksityisesti tuotetun varhais-
kasvatuksen osuus on kuitenkin noussut merkittävästi (ks. THL, 2020). Samalla 
yksityisten palveluntuottajien kirjo on muuttunut moninaisemmaksi. Perinteiset 
kolmannen sektorin toimijat ja pienet paikalliset yritykset ovat saaneet seurak-
seen suuria kasvuhakuisia, voittoa tavoittelevia päiväkotiketjuja (ks. Mäntyjärvi 
& Puroila, 2019; Ruutiainen ym., 2018; Valkonen ym., 2021). Tämän yksityisty-
miskehityksen lisäksi varhaiskasvatuspalveluita on myös markkinoistettu (ks. 
Anttonen & Meagher, 2013; Der Werf ym., 2021). Markkinoistaminen on tarkoit-
tanut muun muassa perheiden valinnan mahdollisuuksien ja palveluntuottajien 
välisen kilpailun lisäämistä uudenlaisten, kuntien perheille myöntämien yksi-
tyisten varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden hankintaan tarkoitettujen tukien avulla (ks. 
Laiho & Pihlaja, 2022; Ruutiainen ym., 2018). 

Varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden markkinoistumista ja yksityistymistä on tut-
kittu suhteellisen paljon erilaisissa paikallisissa konteksteissa. Tutkimuksen kes-
keinen havainto on, että palveluiden markkinoistumiseen ja yksityistymiseen 
liittyy usein erilaista palvelunkäyttäjien eriytymistä. Tutkimus on havainnut 
muun muassa, että markkinoistuneissa järjestelmissä korkeamman sosioekono-
misen taustan omaavat lapset osallistuvat varhaiskasvatukseen useammin kuin 
matalamman sosioekonomisen taustan omaavat lapset. Universalistissa järjestel-
missä ero eri taustoista tulevien lasten osallistumisasteissa on usein pienempi 
(esim. Gambaro ym., 2014; Pavolini & Van Lancker, 2018; Wirth, 2013). Maissa, 
joissa on tarjolla sekä julkisia että yksityisiä palveluita, korkeammassa sosioeko-
nomisessa asemassa olevat perheet valitsevat usein yksityisen palveluntuottajan 
matalammassa sosioekonomisessa asemassa olevia perheitä todennäköisemmin 
(esim. Garvis & Lunneblad; 2018; Ghosh & Dey, 2020; van der Werf ym., 2020). 
Palvelun käyttäjien eriytymistä on selitetty muun muassa yksityisten palvelui-
den korkealla hinnalla (esim. Vandenbrock & Lazzari, 2014), yksityisten palve-
luntuottajien ulossulkevilla asiakkaaksi ottoa koskevilla politiikoilla (Jones & 
Jones, 2021; Levine Coley ym., 2014) sekä sillä, että yksityiset palveluntuottajat 
ovat yliedustettuja hyväosaisemmilla asuinalueilla (esim. Brennan, 2016; Noially 
& Visser, 2009). Lisäksi perheiden varhaiskasvatusratkaisut, myös yksityisten ja 
julkisten toimijoiden välillä, näyttäisivät liittyvän vanhempien sosiaalisiin ja eri-
tyisesti kulttuurisiin resursseihin kuten koulutustasoon. Tiivistettynä voidaan 
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sanoa, että korkeasti koulutetut vanhemmat, joilla on paljon kulttuurista ja sosi-
aalista pääomaa, arvostavat erilaisia asioita varhaiskasvatuksessa kuin ne van-
hemmat, joilla näitä resursseja on vähemmän. He myös ovat usein kyvykkäitä 
tunnistamaan hyvälaatuisia palveluita sekä ovat valmiita näkemään vaivaa va-
linnan eteen (esim. Alm Fjällborg & Forsberg, 2021; Kampichler ym., 2018; Ken-
singer Rose & Elicker, 2008; Kim & Fram, 2009; Kosunen, 2014; Nisskaya, 2018).  

Toinen aiemman tutkimuksen keskeisistä havainnoista on, että vaikka var-
haiskasvatuspalveluiden markkinoistuminen ja yksityistäminen ovat monilta 
osin kontekstispesifejä prosesseja, niitä perustellaan yleensä samoilla yleisestä 
markkinalogiikasta johdetuilla argumenteilla (esim. Brennan ym., 2012; Mahon 
ym., 2012). Markkinalogiikan mukaan markkinoiden toimivuus edellyttävää, 
että vanhemmilla on ostovoimaa ja heillä on mahdollista valita erilaisten keske-
nään kilpailevien toimijoiden väliltä omien preferenssiensä perusteella. Palve-
luntuottajien kilpailun uskotaan laskevan hintoja ja nostavan palveluiden laatua. 
Toimivien markkinoiden oletetaan myös heijastelevan perheiden preferenssejä ja 
palveluiden tarjonnan oletetaan sopeutuvan kysynnän määrään (esim. Brennan 
ym., 2012; Cleveland & Krashinsky, 2004; Moss, 2009; Naumann, 2011; Petersen 
& Hjelmar, 2014). Varhaiskasvatusmarkkinoita tarkasteleva tutkimus on kuiten-
kin kyseenalauistanut monilta osin markkinalogiikan toimimisen varhaiskasva-
tuksen kontekstissa (esim. Adamson & Brennan, 2014; Cleveland & Krashinsky, 
2009; Knijn & Lewis, 2017; Moss, 2009; Sosinsky ym., 2009; Urban & Rubiano, 
2014; van Huizen & Plantenga, 2018). 

Tässä tutkimuksessa varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden markkinoistumista ja yk-
sityistymistä, eli markkinalogiikan tuomista osaksi varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden 
järjestämisen viitekehystä, tarkastellaan Vivien Schmidtin diskursiivisen institu-
tionalismin (DI) avulla (Schmidt, 2008). DI ymmärtää instituutiot yhtä aikaa toi-
mijoita rajoittaviksi ja ohjaaviksi rakenteiksi sekä toimijoiden konstruktioiksi, 
joita on mahdollista muuttaa diskursiivisesti. DI korostaa myös ideoiden merki-
tystä diskurssin keskeisenä sisältönä. Ideoita on sekä kognitiivisia (esim. mitä on 
ja miksi on) sekä normatiivisia (esim. mikä on hyvää tai huonoa tai kuinka tulisi 
olla). Lisäksi ideat voidaan jakaa kolmeen luokkaan. Politiikkakäytäntöjen taso 
viittaa tiettyihin politiikkatoimiin, kuten julkiseen palveluntuotantoon tai palve-
luiden yksityistämiseen. Politiikkakäytännöt kytkeytyvät laajempiin politiikka-
ohjelmiin, kuten universalismiin tai markkinalogiikkaan paradigmaattisina toi-
minnan järjestämisen tapoina, sekä niiden taustalla vaikuttaviin maailmankatso-
muksiin, kuten kilpailua, yksilönvastuuta ja valinnan vapautta korostavaan uus-
liberalismiin tai tasa-arvoa, yhteenkuuluvuutta ja yhteisöllisyyttä korostavaan 
universalismiin. Lisäksi DI mahdollistaa diskurssien ja toiminnan erottamisen 
analyyttisessä tarkoituksessa. 

Tämän tutkimuksen tehtävänä on pohtia, onko varhaiskasvatuspalvelui-
den markkinoistuminen ja yksityistyminen ymmärrettävissä liukumaksi univer-
salistisen järjestelmän sisällä vai siitä pois. Liukumia tarkastellaan sekä diskurs-
sien että toiminnan näkökulmasta. Kuten Ingela Naumann (2011) toteaa, univer-
salismi ja markkinalogiikka eivät välttämättä ole suoraan toistensa antiteesejä. 
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Aiempi tutkimus kuitenkin osoittaa, että varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden markki-
noistuminen ja yksityistyminen lisäävät usein järjestelmän selektiivisyyttä, 
minkä puolestaan voidaan katsoa olevan ristiriidassa universalismin ajatuksen 
kanssa. Tutkimuskysymykset ovat seuraavat: 

 
1. Kuinka eri toimijoiden tuottamissa diskursseissa markkinalogiikkaan 

liittyviä ideoita konstruoidaan osaksi universalistista varhaiskasvatus-
instituutiota? 
 

2. Miltä varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden selektiivisyys ja universaalius näyttä-
vät kuntapäättäjien, yksityisten varhaiskasvatuspalvelujen tuottajien ja 
vanhempien toiminnan perusteella? 

 
Tämä tutkimus perustuu monimenetelmäiseen tutkimusotteeseen, jossa erilaisia 
tutkimusmenetelmiä ja -tekniikoita hyödyntämällä kiinnostuksen kohteena ole-
vasta ilmiöstä pyritään tuottamaan kattava kuva (ks. Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010). 
Tämän tutkimuksen kohdalla tämä tarkoittaa laadullisten ja määrällisten mene-
telmien yhdistämistä. Tutkimusaineistona käytetään Strategisen tutkimuksen 
neuvoston rahoittamassa CHILDCARE-tutkimushankkeessa kerättyjä kunta-
päättäjien (N = 47) ja yksityisten varhaiskasvatuspalvelun tuottajien (N = 12) 
haastatteluja sekä neljävuotiaiden lasten huoltajien (N = 1 416) kyselyä. Haastat-
teluaineostot analysoitiin diskurssianalyyttisin menetelmin. Kuntapäättäjien 
haastatteluiden avulla tutkittiin, kuinka varhaiskasvatuksen viranhaltijat ja kun-
nallispoliitikot järkeistävät yksityisen varhaiskasvatuksen tukimalleja. Myös yk-
sityisten palveluntuottajien haastattelut analysoitiin diskurssianalyyttisesti. 
Analyysissä tarkasteltiin, kuinka haastatellut puhuivat asiakaskunnastaan ja 
mahdollisesta palveluihin liittyvästä selektiivisyydestä. Erityistä huomiota kiin-
nitettiin siihen, kuinka haastatellut kuvauksissaan sisällyttivät tiettyjä perheitä ja 
lapsia palveluidensa piiriin ja sulkivat ulos toisia. Kyselyaineistoa analysoitaessa 
haettiin määrällisin tutkimusmenetelmin vastausta siihen, valikoituuko yksityis-
ten ja julkisten päiväkotien asiakunta perheiden sosioekonomisen aseman tai 
huoltajien asenteiden perusteella. 

Tutkimustulokset osoittavat, että Suomessa varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden 
markkinoistumiseen ja yksityistymiseen liittyy sekä piirteitä, jotka voidaan tul-
kita liukumiksi universalismin sisällä, että piirteitä, jotka voidaan ymmärtää liu-
kumiksi pois universalismista. Tulosten perusteella näyttäisi siltä, että vaikka po-
litiikkakäytäntöjen tasolla varhaiskasvatuspalveluita on markkinoistettu ja yksi-
tyistetty, politiikkaohjelmien ja maailmankatsomusten tasolla palveluiden yhtä-
läisen saatavuuden ja tasa-arvon sekä asiakaskuntaa valikoimattoman varhais-
kasvatusjärjestelmän ihanteet muodostavat edelleen varhaiskasvatusjärjestel-
män normatiivisen perustan. Tämä viittaa liukumaan universalismin sisällä. 
Myös varhaiskasvatusta koskeva lainsäädäntö korostaa tasa-arvoa ja yhteisölli-
syyttä sekä vahvistaa julkisen ja yksityisen palveluntuotannon yhdenmukai-
suutta, mikä voidaan yhdistää universalismin taustalla olevaan maailmankatso-
mukseen sekä politiikkaohjemaan. Yksityisen varhaiskasvatuksen tukimalleilla 
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näyttäisi olevan hieman erilainen suhde universalismiin. Tulosten perusteella 
palveluseteli näyttäisi mahdollistavan yksityisten palveluiden valinnan kaikille 
perheille tulotasosta riippumatta. Haastatteluissa palvelusetelin tuottama yhtä-
läinen mahdollisuus valita nähtiin sen keskeisenä ominaisuutena. Näyttäsi siis 
siltä, että palvelusetelin käyttöönotto voidaan edellä mainituilla perusteilla tul-
kita liukumaksi universalismin sisällä, tarkemmin sanottuna liukumaksi yhtä-
läisten ja yhdenmukaisten palveluiden saatavuutta korostavasta universalismin 
tulkinnasta kohti tulkintaa, joka korostaa perheiden yhtäläisiä mahdollisuuksia 
valita varhaiskasvatuspalvelun tuottaja. Yksityisen hoidon tuki näyttäisi puoles-
taan olevan tukimalli, jonka turvin hyvätuloisten on keski- ja pienituloisia hel-
pompi käyttää yksityisiä palveluja. Yksityisen hoidon tuella tuettu yksityinen 
varhaiskasvatus esitettiin kuitenkin diskursiivisesti erilliseksi, julkisia palveluita 
täydentäväksi toiminnaksi. Tällöin universalismi koski vahvaa julkista varhais-
kasvatussektoria, jonka ulkopuolelle yksityinen toiminta asemoitui. 

Se, että yksityisen hoidon tuki ei taloudellisesti mahdollista yksityisten pal-
veluiden valintaa kaikille perheille, voidaan kuitenkin nähdä myös liukumana 
pois universalismista kohti selektiivisempää järjestelmää. Selektiivisyyden li-
sääntymiseen viittaa myös se, että tutkimuksen mukaan korkeasti koulutettujen 
huoltajien lapset ovat matalammin koulutettujen vanhempien lapsiin verrattuna 
suhteellisesti yliedustettuina sekä yksityisen hoidon tuella että palvelusetelillä 
tuetuissa yksityisissä päiväkodeissa. Tämä havainto saa vahvistusta aiemmasta 
tutkimuksesta, joka tiivistetysti esittää, että korkean sosioekonomisen aseman 
omaavat huoltajat arvostavat erilaisia asioita varhaiskasvatuksessa ja ovat taipu-
vaisempia valitsemaan jonkin muun kuin lähimmän päiväkodin tai koulun kuin 
matalamman sosioekonomisen aseman ja vähemmän kulttuurisia resursseja 
omaavat huoltajat (esim. Ball ym., 1996; Kamplicher ym., 2018; Kim & Fram, 2009; 
Kosunen, 2014; Vincent ym., 2008;). Tämä tutkimus vahvistaa myös aiempien tut-
kimusten havaintoa siitä, että yksityiset päiväkodit voivat asiakkaaksi ottamisen 
käytännöillään rajata joitakin lapsia yksityisten palveluiden ulkopuolelle, mikä 
osaltaan lisää varhaiskasvatusjärjestelmän selektiivisyyttä (esim. Jones & Jones, 
2021; Levine Coley ym., 2014). Kuntapäättäjien haastattelut myös osoittavat, että 
markkinalogiikan taustalla olevaan uusliberaaliin maailmankatsomukseen liitty-
vät ideat valinnanvapaudesta, yksilön vastuusta ja taloudellisesta tehokkuudesta 
ovat tulleet universalistiseen maailmankatsomukseen liittyvien sosiaalista in-
kluusiota ja yhteiskunnan koheesiota korostavien ideoiden rinnalle, tai jopa nii-
den tilalle, mikä voidaan tulkita siirtymäksi pois universalismista. Haastatte-
luissa oli myös erotettavissa puhetapa, joka näki varhaiskasvatuksen investoin-
tina yksilön kilpailukykyyn ja osaamiseen, mikä on hyvin erilainen näkemys 
kuin perinteisempi koulutuksellista tasa-arvoa korostava universalistinen näkö-
kulma. 

Diskursiivisen institutionalismin näkökulmasta tarkasteltuna varhaiskas-
vatuspalveluiden markkinoistuminen ja yksityistyminen ilmenevät muutoksena 
politiikkakäytäntöjen sekä kuntapäättäjien, yksityisten palveluntuottajien ja per-
heiden toiminnan tasoilla sekä ideoiden välisenä valtakamppailuna politiikkaoh-
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jelmien ja maailmankatsomusten tasoilla (ks. Schmidt, 2008). Tämän tutkimuk-
sen perusteella näyttäisi siltä, että vaikka suomalainen varhaiskasvatuspolitiikka 
korostaa lasten koulutuksellista tasa-arvoa ja julkisen ja yksityisen palveluntuo-
tannon yhdenmukaisuutta, lasten mahdollisuudet osallistua erilaisiin varhais-
kasvatuspalveluihin ovat erilaiset riippuen heidän asuinpaikastaan, heidän koti-
kunnissansa harjoitetusta varhaiskasvatuspolitiikasta, heidän perheidensä sosio-
ekonomisesta asemasta sekä yksityisten palveluntuottajien asiakkaaksi ottami-
sen politiikoista. Siten varhaiskasvatuspalveluiden markkinoistuminen ja yksi-
tyistyminen näyttäisivät ulottavan koulutuksellisen eriytymisen jo varhaislap-
suuteen. 
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Rationalising Public Support for Private Early Childhood Education and Care: The
Case of Finland

Abstract

In Finland, early childhood education and care (ECEC) is traditionally publicly provided.
However, private ECEC provision has increased during the past decade, largely as a result of
financial support from the public sector. Drawing on qualitative interviews with municipal
decision-makers, this article identifies three frames within which publicly subsidised private
ECEC provision and marketisation is rationalised: the pragmatic frame, government frame
and choice frame. The results show that even though market logics and tendencies seem to
have gained a strong foothold in local policies, there is a keen interest in universalism and
maintaining public control over local ECEC provision.

Keywords: early childhood education and care, marketisation, Nordic countries, choice,
public subsidies

Introduction

Finland is conceived of as a part of the Nordic educational regime (West & Nikolai, 2013),
and most early childhood education and care (ECEC) is publicly provided (author reference)
and based on the idea of universalism (Kildal & Kuhnle, 2005; Naumann, 2011). In that
sense, Finnish and Nordic ECEC trajectories diverge from global ECEC pathways, which
have been influenced by neoliberal ideas concerning effectiveness, competition and freedom
of choice (e.g. Adamson & Brennan, 2014; Akgunduz & Plantega, 2014; Penn, 2011, 2012;
Vanderbroeck, 2006). This is especially true in liberal English-speaking countries where
market-oriented ECEC often comprises a substantial part of ECEC provision (see Penn,
2012). However, ‘Nordic countries have edged toward a neoliberal free choice model’,
relying on the co-existence of a regulated private sector and substantially larger subsidised
public ECEC provision (Mahon, Anttonen, Bergqvist, Brennan, & Hobson, 2012). In Finland,
this has been particularly prevalent during the last decade, with municipalities being key
actors. In this article, we will illuminate how municipal politicians and administrators view
the recent development in the provision of ECEC in Finland.

Traditionally, publicly subsidised private ECEC provision in Finland has involved only
small, local for-profit entrepreneurs and non-profit agents. In 2000, the share of private
ECEC services was roughly 11% (Säkkinen & Kuoppala, 2017). Since the enforcement of the
Act on Service Vouchers in Social Welfare and Health, AoSV (569/2009) in 2009, many
municipalities have begun to provide ECEC vouchers for families. As a result, the private
ECEC sector has expanded especially during the past decade, and now accounts for 17% of
all ECEC provision (Säkkinen & Kuoppala, 2017). At the same time, private provision has
become more diverse because large national and multinational for-profit companies have
begun to provide ECEC services in many municipalities. Public demand-side subsidies,
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especially those granted by municipalities, have enabled the expansion of the private sector.
These developments differentiate ECEC provision from the provision of primary and
secondary education, which is almost exclusively a public responsibility and protected from
profit interests.

In this article, we draw on expert interviews to examine how municipal politicians and
administrators view the growth of private ECEC provision and public support for ECEC in
Finland. Overall, issues related to the marketisation of ECEC are widely discussed in the
literature (e.g. Adamson & Brennan, 2014; Akgunduz & Plantega, 2014; Brennan, Cass,
Himmelweit, & Szebehely, 2012; Lewis & West, 2016; Lloyd & Penn, 2014; Moss, 2009;
Penn, 2000, 2011; Vincent, Braun & Ball, 2008). However, recent developments in Finland
have gone without significant scientific interest. The evolution of the Finnish ECEC system
is, though, linked with international trends (author reference). Therefore, an examination of
recent local-level developments in the Finnish context also offers an interesting perspective
on the marketisation of ECEC in the Nordic welfare and education regimes and more
broadly.

The Marketisation of ECEC

The current era of globalization is characterized  by intense marketisation, including the
promotion of market ideology and market-based reforms (Djelic, 2006). Many countries have
turned to market mechanisms for the provision of ECEC and other welfare services
(Adamson & Brennan, 2014).

Marketisation is seen as a manisfestation of neo-liberal policy (see Vanderbroeck, 2006) and
its austerity measures (Schwiter, Berndt & Truong, 2015), or as a form of the economisation
of society (Çalışkan & Callon, 2010). Marxist theory of modern society argues that this is a
logical and understandable process because of the preponderance of the capitalist economy
over other sectors of society. According to this view, economisation is constantly present in
capitalist societies (Schimank & Volkmann, 2012). Foucault-inspired thinking points out that
marketisation penetrates every aspect of the state and its institutions in neo-liberal (especially
ordoliberal) societies, since the markets are tied to government (Gane, 2012). Therefore, as
Foucault (2008, 121) states, ‘one must govern for the market, rather than because of the
market’. Consequently, the state is no longer keeping an eye on the market, but it is rather
guided by the market as it increasingly keeps an eye on itself (Gane, 2012).

Marketisation changes the way that the roles of the state and the individual are seen. In the
context of education, this means that individuals and families must assume increasing
responsibility for self-management etc. (Ozga, 2011). However, parents differ significantly in
terms of their cultural and economic capital for making successful choices (Angus, 2015;
Vincent et al 2008). Moreover, when education is treated as a commodity, its instrumental
value is stressed at the expense of its intrinsic value (Brancaleone & O’Brien, 2011).

In practice, marketisation can assume many different forms, including quasi-markets,
contracting out, benchmarking and yardstick competition, and public-private collaboration
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(Hansen & Lindholst, 2016). Markets can only exist by generating and reproducing
distinctions between ‘things’ that are valued and ‘agencies’ valuing them (Çalışkan & Callon,
2010). Although marketisation often includes service privatisation, this is not a necessary part
of marketisation. Likewise, there can be privatisation without marketisation (Hansen &
Lindholst, 2016; Anttonen & Meagher 2013). In the case of Finnish ECEC, both dimensions
are present to some extent. Demand-side subsidies granted by the public sector both increase
families’ range of choices and give an incentive for private agents to start providing services.

In the ECEC context, marketisation may involve providing ECEC through a mixed economy
of public, private non-profit and private for-profit providers (Lloyd & Penn, 2014) or it may
include the outsourcing of service provision to private providers and helping families to
purchase such services (Adamson and Brennan, 2014). Briefly, the marketisation of childcare
can be conceived of as government measures that authorise, support or enforce the
introduction of markets, the creation of relationships between buyers and sellers or the use of
market mechanisms to allocate care (Brennan et al., 2012). Hence, the marketisation of
ECEC should be understood as political action (see Lewis & West, 2016). Due to its political
nature, the marketisation process is context-specific and path-dependent (Brennan et al.,
2012), and it is shaped by the complex and meandering historical trajectories of the
development of welfare states (Naumann, 2011).

The standard rationale for the marketisation of ECEC follows general market logic, which is
based on the idea of rational customers choosing from many competitive service providers.
The providers’ competition is expected to increase the quality of services and guarantee such
services’ cost effectiveness. Markets should also reflect customers’ various preferences and
thus foster innovativeness and flexibility in service provision. Shortages, related to
unsatisfactory services, will lead to market-based corrections. Thus, markets are expected to
be self-regulatory (e.g. Brennan et al., 2012; Moss, 2009; Naumann, 2011; Penn, 2009).

The Finnish Context to Marketisation of ECEC

In Finland, the provision of early education and childcare constitutes an integrated system.
Municipalities are obligated to provide ECEC for all children from 0 to 6 years, regardless of
parents’ labour market status. Pre-primary education for 6-year-olds is an obligatory part of
ECEC, and at the age of 7 years children start primary education. The ECEC system is mostly
centre-based, but it also includes family day care. Families’ income-tested ECEC fees in the
public sector (0–290€) cover around 14% of the municipalities’ costs of ECEC provision
(e.g. Vlasov 2018; FNAfE 2018; Act on ECEC 36/1973).

The governance of ECEC involves two levels. At the national level, ECEC provision and
pedagogy are regulated by national legislation and normative core curriculum guidelines
under the Ministry of Education and Culture. Municipalities, for their part, have a statutory
responsibility for ECEC provision. However, they have the freedom to choose to provide
ECEC services themselves, to purchase outsourced services or to provide them privately by
subsidising demand. Municipal authorities also have the statutory duty to monitor private
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provision (FNAfE 2016; Act on ECEC 36/1973)1. Thus, public and private ECEC are
likewise regulated by central and municipal governments. For example, private providers are
obliged to comply with the national ECEC curriculum and national statutes regarding staff
qualifications and child-adult ratios.

Private ECEC provision and families’ ability to choose an ECEC provider are supported by
demand-led subsidies granted by municipalities and the state. The municipalities can choose
between a voucher system and a local private day care allowance (PDAMS) or use both. The
municipality defines the monetary value of the ECEC voucher. The voucher enables the
family to freely choose the private provider that they prefer, as long as the provider is
approved by the municipality. The guidelines for voucher systems are laid down in legislation
(AoSV 569/2009). Local authorities then conclude local voucher contracts that regulate
private provision within their region. Vouchers are usually income-tested, and legislation
requires that municipalities define their value so that it is ‘reasonable’ from the customer’s
perspective. In practice, voucher values are set in such a way that customer fees for families
are relatively close to those in the public sector. The PDAMS combines the private childcare
allowance (PDA), which is granted by the Social Insurance Institution and available for every
family in Finland, and a municipal supplement (MS), which is paid by around 40% of Finnish
municipalities (Lahtinen & Selkee, 2016). The PDA consists of fixed and income-tested
components. The value of the municipal supplement varies by municipality and may be
income-tested or fixed. In practice, due to the small size of plain PDA, the municipal
supplement is always necessary in cases where the municipality decides to support centre-
based ECEC with PDA.2

In 2016, among children attending centre-based ECEC or family day care, an ECEC voucher
was granted to 7.5% of children, and a PDAMS was granted to 6.7% of children. Recently
the use of vouchers has been increasing and the use of PDAMS decreasing (see Säkkinen &
Kuoppala 2017).

Theoretically, it can be presumed that the form of subsidy used in a given municipality has a
dual effect on local ECEC markets. Firstly, public subsidies for private ECEC provision are
believed to enhance the public sector’s regulatory power (Wadsworth & George, 2009).
However, mainly because of the more explicit legislation and municipal control via local
contracts, voucher-subsidised private provision can be expected to be more tightly regulated
than services subsidised with PDAMS. Secondly, when the subsidy is income-tested, which
is the case especially with vouchers, customer fees in the private sector are relatively close to
those in the public sector. Fixed-sum subsidies, usually PDAMS, in turn, mean that the
customer fee in the private sector is the same for every family. On this basis it may be
assumed that income-tested subsidies should allow families in diverse financial situations to
make use of private services, whereas fixed-sum subsidies favour middle class families who
would have to pay the maximum fee in the public sector anyway.

1 Municipalities’ costs are covered by municipal taxes and government transfers, which cover around 25% of
municipal spending (MoF 2018).
2 Voucher values in different municipalities range typically from 371€ to 1,148€. Depending on parents’
income, the value of PDA ranges from 173.74 to 319.85€ and MS from 100  to 860€ (Lahtinen & Selkee 2016)
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Data and Methods

The data for the study are drawn from qualitative research interviews with municipal
decisionmakers regarding ECEC that were conducted in 2016. To include the two key parties
in municipal decision making related to ECEC policy, both local politicians and ECEC
administrators were interviewed. Thus, the data consist of interviews with 18 politicians and
29 administrators in seven Finnish municipalities. The politicians represented parties that
played both major and minor roles in the local policy of a given municipality. Nine
interviewed politicians and two administrators were males. Each interviewee was personally
invited to participate in the research. Participation was voluntary, and the interviewees were
informed of their right to withdraw from the research at any stage in the process. All the
interviewees signed an informed consent form. To protect the anonymity of the interviewees,
only their positions (administrators/politicians) are described. The seven municipalities were
located in different parts of the country, had diverse demographical features3 and had
different policies regarding the demand-based subsidies they provided for private ECEC.
Two of them provided only PDAMS, three provided both vouchers and PDAMS, and two
provided only vouchers. The selection of the municipalities aimed to maximise the variation
between them and thus increase the transferability of the findings (Gobo, 2004).

The interviews were carried out by a team of nine researchers, with each interview conducted
by one researcher. The interviews, 90 minutes on average, ranged widely over ECEC
provision, as well as system and service guidance, in a given municipality. We selected all
the sections that related to public support for private ECEC or private ECEC provision more
broadly for a closer analysis.

In the data analysis, we apply interpretative discourse analysis (DA) to scrutinise the social
contexts at work and the discourse supporting them (see Phillips & Hardy, 2002).
Interpretative discourse analysis examines multiple texts that ‘constitute bodies of discourse’
and thus seeks to identify discursive patterns and structures (Heracleous, 2004, p. 176). We
use discourse as an analytical concept understood as a general system used to formulate and
articulate ideas during a particular period of time (see Alvesson & Karreman, 2000).
Discourses provide people with a range of resources to draw on and make sense of the world
with (Potter, 2012; Potter & Wetherell, 1995). While discourses themselves are constructions
of the resources used, they can also be understood as constructive in the sense as they build or
produce versions of the world, society and events (see Potter, 2004, 2012).

DA understands interview data as a form of accounting rather than factist reports about
reality (Nikander, 2012). Thus, our analysis focused on how social reality was produced in
the interviews and which available cultural resources were used in that process. Although
both the interviewer and interviewee(s) act as agents and agenda setters in an interview
situation and participate in the meaning-making process (see Nikander 2012), in this study we
focus on the interviewees’ accounts and discussion. At the beginning of the analysis, we
scrutinised how the interviewees described public support for private ECEC and different

3 The populations of the municipalities ranged from around 13,000 to 650,000 inhabitants.
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subsidy systems. Similarities and differences in the descriptions of the subsidy systems were
identified. However, focusing on the discussion of the subsidies as such overlooked certain
aspects of the descriptions of increased private ECEC provision. Therefore, the analysis was
taken further to allow a more encompassing view of the connective and repetitive features of
the descriptions and explanations related to subsidies for private ECEC. In the analysis we
worked with the Finnish data. The interview extracts presented in this article were selected so
that they were illustrative, and there were only minor challenges related to translation and
contextual knowledge (see Nikander 2008). A bilingual (Finnish-English) translator has
checked the translations.

A detailed examination of the connective and repetitive features of the talk revealed that
notions of a municipality’s role as service organiser and provider comprise an essential aspect
of the discussion of the various subsidy systems. Based on this finding, we were able to
identify three frames within which public support for private ECEC was rationalised. In each
frame, the municipality’s relationship to private provision and is considered from a different
viewpoint. The three frames are the pragmatic frame, government frame and choice frame.
However, these three frames are not mutually exclusive but often overlap and intertwine.

Pragmatic frame

The pragmatic frame implies that increasing public support for private provision is a cost-
efficient way to produce ECEC services, to respond to fluctuating service demand and to
solve issues concerning investments in ECEC infrastructure. In this approach, the role of the
municipality as an ECEC provider is hence constructed in relation to its statutory obligations,
the demand for ECEC services and the economic realities presented in the discussion.
Typically, the increased dependence on the private ECEC sector is represented as a pragmatic
progression, without linking it to any political viewpoints or ideals. It is represented as
independent of the ‘personal’ viewpoints that the interviewees express4. More pronounced
accounts represent public support for private provision as a necessity that will allow
economic leeway for a municipality facing financial hardship or increased ECEC demand.
Excerpt 1 demonstrates how this necessity is constructed.

Excerpt 1 (Administrator)

1 …The same [private] entrepreneur [subsidised with vouchers] has just started work on a new
branch (…) to help improve our day care situation. At the moment we’ve got temporary
premises and the situation we have is that we don’t, the municipal authority doesn’t really
have any vacancies of its own. Our options are either to start building our own day care
centre, there was some talk to that end during the previous council’s term, and we actually
have the blueprints and so on. But in the end it was not felt… felt that this was a good option

2
3
4
5
6

4 The data implies a sort of political consensus about public support for private ECEC provision at the local
level. This is visible, for example, in the way that interviewees justify and accept local developments even if
they contradict the party’s national policies. The administrators, for their part, described the daily practices and
the situation of local ECEC in more detail and more comprehensively than politicians, but nonetheless drew on
the same discourses as the politicians in their accounts.
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7 and at the moment we’ve had some major school renovations underway and they’ve been
given priority. In that sense it was really good that a private provider took over and we had
these discussion that they’ll commission the development of a new day care centre, which will
allow us to offload some of these temporary premises.

8
9
10

The interviewee refers to the challenging reality within which the decisions about ECEC in
the municipality are made: a shortage of ECEC services and premises, as well as investments
in school buildings used for compulsory education5. In this situation, the private ECEC
provider is represented as the municipality’s helper because it takes charge of the investments
in ECEC infrastructure. Excerpt 1, therefore, demonstrates how the necessity of investment in
ECEC infrastructure translates into the necessity of implementing private ECEC provision
with the help of public subsidies.

While viewing private ECEC as a necessity for the municipality, the interviewees also
describe the increase in private provision as an economically rational policy, as illustrated in
Excerpt 2.

Excerpt 2 (Politician)

1 So cost-efficiency is what is looked for when private providers get involved and whether the
private sector can deliver greater economy, that remains to be seen. But there are lots of
examples that they’ve done just that in other areas. This of course is the national policy that all
citizens have access to services so that they’re provided almost by anyone. It’s the individual’s
choice and that’s expected to produce greater efficiency in service provision. The same goes for
ECEC, better results with less financial input.

2
3
4
5
6

The interviewee represents private ECEC provision as cost-effective by referring to
experiences in other service sectors and a national multi-provision trend (lines 2–4). Here,
individual freedom of choice, enabled by a multi-provision model, is seen as enhancing the
efficiency of services in general, as well as in ECEC specifically. Supporting private ECEC
provision is thus represented as a rational development leading to better outcomes for the
services, with fewer resources being consumed. By using passive voice (lines 1, 2, 4, 5) and
speculative utterances (lines 2, 5), the interviewee avoids explicitly positioning himself
related to the topic. This analytical mode represents private provision as a result of rational
contemplation that is free of political and personal ideals. Thus, private ECEC provision and
economic support for such are viewed as a pragmatic solution given the situation at hand.
Elsewhere in the data, pragmatism is produced, for example, by underscoring the fact that
although privatisation is not in line with interviewee’s own ideology, supporting it is an
economic necessity. Pragmatism can be constructed also by presenting doubts and
contradictions related to privatisation and its’ actual cost-effectiveness.

Government frame

The government frame consists of talk that addresses the relationship between public sector
and private ECEC provision. Private provision may be positioned in a complementary role or
as a part of the public ECEC network. These two ways of representing the public-private

5 In Finland, the provision of primary and secondary education is statutorily, a public responsibility.
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relationship differ from each other in terms of the aspects of governance, regulation and
control. The way in which this relationship is represented appears to be connected to the
private sector’s share of a municipality’s ECEC provision and the features of the local
subsidy system.

When the interviewees rationalise the PDAMS system, the private sector, as a provider, is
typically positioned, as Excerpt 3 illustrates, in a complementary position relative to public
ECEC provision.

Excerpt 3 (Politician)

1 Well they do pay some municipal supplement [on top of PDA] so that people can afford to send
their kids [to a private ECEC centre] if public day care is not available (…) but they do work
together, I mean their existence is really appreciated and absolutely they’re like a partner.

2
3

In Excerpt 3, the interviewee states that the municipal supplement (MS) enables families to
use private ECEC services if public services are not available. The use of the subordinating
conjunction if positions private provision in a secondary role and public provision in a
primary role as ECEC providers. Public-private relationship is thus represented as
hierarchical, but the line between the sectors is blurred by underscoring collaboration with
and appreciation for private provision (line 3). Throughout the data, the interviewees
emphasise collaboration between the sectors, though the element of sparring in private
provision is explicated in some accounts.

The PDAMS system is not typically rationalised as an instrument of control, regulation or
governance regarding private ECEC provision. In fact, the interviewees from municipalities
that have begun to provide ECEC vouchers alongside the PDAMS system might state that
private providers may choose to stay with the PDAMS system when they are not willing or
capable of accepting the terms of the local voucher contract and the municipal control it
implies. In addition, PDAMS is connected to private providers’ opportunity to freely price their
services.

Thus, the relationship between the municipality and private ECEC provision follows a
different logic when the interviewees describe the ECEC voucher system. First, the regulation
and governance of the private sector are emphasised; second, private provision is often
aligned with public provision and presented as a part of the same service system. Typically,
this is done by underscoring ‘uniformity’ between the sectors, as Excerpt 4 illustrates.

Excerpt 4 (Administrator)

1 It’s just plain ordinary families [who use private services], I mean we refer more families with
children than there are those who apply out of their own accord. Oppila [name of the provider]
has worked closely with them in the sense that they’re committed to the same objectives and
rules and ways of working as we are [public ECEC], and because it’s this income-tested
voucher system which is not intended only for certain families, but anyone is eligible to apply
or we can refer anyone, it appears as exactly the same kind of service as all our other services.

2
3
4
5
6

In Excerpt 4, the uniformity of public and private ECEC is produced by highlighting their
similarities from the families’ and municipality’s perspectives and by illustrating a close
collaboration (lines 1, 2) and consistent course of action (line 3) between the sectors. The
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interviewee emphasises the evenness of public and private provision in utterances like ‘plain
ordinary’ (line 1) and ‘exactly the same kind’ (line 6). In sum, by underlining the uniformity
of public and private ECEC provision, the interviewee depicts private services as though they
were part of the municipality’s service provision and not a separate service sector.
Highlighting similarities is a typical way of positioning private provision as aligned with
public provision in municipalities that provide vouchers.

But not all interviewees accept the premise that private and public ECEC provision are equal
and uniform. Instead, it is argued that some private providers tend to choose their customers.
The voucher system is described as an instrument that is used to steer private providers in a
desired direction and so to guarantee the similarity and equality of public and private
provision, for instance in terms of the  availability of special support. Private providers are
thus represented as economically rational actors who can be controlled by financial
incentives. Moreover, private providers’ reliance on public subsidies is produced, for
example, in accounts of negotiations about the value of local vouchers. This reliance
constructs an asymmetric power relationship between public ECEC administration and
private providers because the former has control over the cash flows on which the latter
depend. The income tested voucher system is hence represented as an instrument that
positions private ECEC both as a part of the municipality’s service portfolio and in a
subordinate relationship as compared to the administration of public ECEC. Nevertheless, in
municipalities where private provision already has a notable foothold, private providers are
represented as having significant power resources as well. These power resources are
produced with the following logic: the more the private providers’ share of service provision
in the municipality increases, the more the municipal ECEC administration will be forced to
consider these private providers’ standpoints.

Though increasing private provision is often represented in a positive tone, the risks of this
development are explicated as well.

Excerpt 5 (Politican)

1 Of course there’s the risk [in providing vouchers], which we did recognize, that when you’re
creating markets you will see all flowers blooming for a while and you’ll get new and local
service providers. But there is this risk of concentration and a major operator buying them all
out, in which case you’ll soon be left with not many service providers after all, so again
you’ll be faced with this pricing issue and what have you. So again just one or two providers
will be calling the shots, so I mean for me, this is something you have to be wary about. For
me, we should have both local, association-based providers as well as business operators.
They should all have the chance to get involved. But if you have just one or two providers
running the whole day care business in the city, that in my opinion isn’t a good place to be in
because you have to remember that they, if they’re limited companies following the rules of
normal market economy, then it definitely has, especially if it’s backed by some multinational
investment group, then it will have certain specified yield requirements and that’s at the
expense of something else. (...) But I do think that this [private provision] is necessary, I
mean it’s a good servant but a bad master and you need to make sure it doesn’t get too much
power.

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

Excerpt 5 demonstrates the contradictory web of meanings connected to publicly subsidised
ECEC markets. Though the diverse forms of private provision are represented as worth
pursuing (lines 6 – 8, 12), the consolidation of private provision is represented as an



10

avoidable form of progress by linking it to the increased pricing (lines 3 – 5) power of private
providers; large corporations’ determined profit seeking, which restricts resourcing in
‘something else’ (lines 11 – 12), and the increasing power of private ECEC in relation to
municipal administration (lines 12 – 14). Throughout the entire account, especially when
using the idiom of good master and bad servants (lines 13 – 14), the interviewee legitimises
the municipality’s need to control and regulate privatisation development and also represents
the multi-provision model of ECEC as desirable.

In sum, the voucher system is represented as an instrument that enables municipalities to
control the size of the private sector. The ECEC voucher is seen both as a subsidy via which
private provision can be increased in the municipality and as a means of restricting the share
of private ECEC in the municipality when needed. Thus, the voucher system is rationalised as
an instrument via which private provision can be adapted to meet the fluctuating demand for
ECEC services. The terms of the local voucher contract are represented as a mechanism via
which the private sector can be governed, controlled and regulated by the municipal ECEC
administration.

Choice frame

The choice frame comprises interview discussions that consider the municipality’s role in
families’ ECEC choices. The key notion of the approach is that increasing private provision
affords all families greater freedom to decide about their children’s ECEC. More precisely,
this approach is comprised of accounts that consider private provision as an improvement to
the municipality’s ECEC service selection and discuss its affordability for families and their
access to private services.

One aspect of the frame represents private provision as an improvement in the municipality’s
service selection, which thus enables the local ECEC system to better serve families. This is
demonstrated in the following excerpt, in which the interviewee describes the benefits of
private provision.

Excerpt 6 (Administrator)

1 I’m sure that from the child’s and family’s point of view it’s having a choice. Perhaps
being able to make the best possible choice based on the family’s and the child’s needs,
it gives that freedom of choice.

2
3

The interviewee underscores both the family’s and the child’s interests and needs in the
selection of ECEC. In her response, the possibility of choosing the best ECEC provider for
the child and the family is linked with the existence of private provision. Elsewhere in the
data, the interviewees sometimes associate private provision’s ability to meet families’ needs
with specific pedagogical approaches that private providers may follow. Such diversity in
ECEC services is equated with quality service selection. For example, in Excerpt 6, the
interviewees implicitly position the parents as responsible for their ECEC choices while
underscoring the possibility of each parent choosing the best services for their child and
family. Moreover, the municipalities’ economic support for private provision is usually
represented as in the interest of the families.
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Another aspect of the frame relates to both families’ financial opportunities to choose a
satisfactory provider and affordability of private provision. The significance of this aspect of
this approach is evident because the interviewees often, either implicitly or explicitly, account
for it, even although they were not asked about it. Different subsidy systems are rationalised
using different logics regarding the affordability of the services.

Excerpt 7 (Administrator)

1 Q: What was the reason why you decided to switch to this voucher system [income-tested]?

A: We wanted it [private ECEC] to give families equal… the option. Private day care
allowances make day care so expensive that it hasn’t been a real option for all families. So here
[the voucher system] we’re looking at giving everyone the opportunity to apply [for private
ECEC].

2
3
4
5

As Excerpt 7 shows, the interviewee explains that the income-tested voucher system was
introduced in the municipality because it provides equal economic opportunities for every
family to apply for private ECEC services (lines 2, 4). Moreover, the interviewee associates
the PDAMS system with the selectivity of private ECEC (lines 2, 3). Hence, it appears that
affordability and selectivity are understood as opposite sides of same coin regarding the price
of customer fees. The municipality is represented as a responsible actor, serving families and
allowing them to choose the services they want.

Indeed, the voucher system is specifically justified by stating that it enables private ECEC for
all families, regardless of socio-economic situation. This is also demonstrated in Excerpt 8.

Excerpt 8 (Administrator)

1 As for the voucher system, what we’ve been aiming to do with our planning and development
efforts is precisely to achieve equality among all local residents. We’ve not wanted to create an
elite day care centre, but precisely to [provide services] for everyone on an equal basis.

2
3

Above, the interviewee represents the voucher system as an instrument that guarantees
equality among local residents. Equality is implicitly connected with the affordability of
private ECEC when the interviewee responds to an alleged selectivity accusation by
underscoring the fact that the municipality’s purpose is to develop not an elite day care centre
but a centre that is equally just for everyone (lines 2, 3). For example, in Excerpt 8, the
affordability of private ECEC, irrespective of a family’s socio-economic situation, is
particularly connected to the voucher system, and it is also repeatedly produced in the data as
a precondition for equality among local families.

The PDAMS system, especially fixed-sum, is usually associated with the selection of client
families for private ECEC based on their financial resources. The selectivity is also used as a
justification for the municipality’s decision to change its subsidy system from PDAMS to a
voucher. Excerpt 9 demonstrates the logic by which the PDAMS system and selectivity are
related to one another.

Excerpt 9 (Administrator)

1 Private provision is brought alongside the service network as a complementary service (…)
And the private provider then sets the customer fees so that they can maintain their own
customer base, looking at what kind of customer fees they can charge. But in the planning and

2
3
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4 preparation process, we haven’t started out from the concept that you see in so many voucher
systems that the fees [for private ECEC] have to be exactly the same [as for public ECEC]
(…) And as we haven’t even started out from the idea that it should be priced at the exact same
level. Yes of course in some cases it will cost a little bit more to families.

5
6
7

In Excerpt 9, the interviewee explicitly positions private ECEC provision as complementing
public ECEC provision. Regarding private providers’ ability to select clientele, the
interviewee describes the freedom of private providers to set their own (higher) customer
fees. The account thus separates the municipality from the governance of the private sector
and draw on market logic, according to which the prices of ECEC services are negotiated
between customers and providers. Thus, market logic is used to implicitly legitimise the
selectivity of private providers.

Families’ subject positions are constructed differently in the two subsidy systems. Regarding
both vouchers and PDAMS, parents and families are considered active subjects who are free
to decide about and choose their child’s care and education. However, the accounts that
promote the voucher system underscore the equality of families in ECEC selection, which is
safeguarded by the municipal subsidy policy. When discussing the PDAMS system, parents
and families are described as individual subjects or clients who act independently on the
ECEC markets. The latter notion includes though the possibility that the family’s freedom of
choice may be limited due to the pricing of the customer fees for private ECEC.

Conclusion

In this article, we have identified three frames within which public subsidies (vouchers and
PDAMS) for private ECEC and ECEC privatisation are rationalised: the pragmatic frame,
government frame and choice frame.  The pragmatic frame is constructed by representing
publicly subsidised increases in private ECEC as an economically rational, pragmatic or
necessary method of development. The government frame includes two ways of producing
the public-private relationship. The first positions private provision as part of the public
service network and presents municipal ECEC administration as occupying a power position
and being in charge of the control, regulation and government of private provision. The
second positions private ECEC in a complementary role and as a separate sector by drawing a
line between the public and private sectors, emphasising the public sector’s role as the main
provider of ECEC and allowing more space for market mechanisms at the expense of public
involvement. The choice frame is related to the government frame such that when private
provision is positioned as a part of the public ECEC system, the affordability of private
ECEC and thus every family’s equal opportunity of choice is emphasised. When private
provision is positioned in a complementary role, families are represented as active market
agents, with the result that the selectivity of private ECEC becomes implicitly accepted.

The results show how the rationalisations within the frames function to facilitate the
privatisation and marketisation of ECEC. At the same time, the results imply that
municipalities primarily endeavour to keep ECEC provision under their own control, as
suggested by Foucauldian thinking which argues that in contemporary neoliberal governance
markets are constituted and maintained by states (Gane, 2012).
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This study also suggests that the neoliberal market rationality presented in the previous
literature (e.g.Brennan et al., 2012; Moss, 2009; Naumann, 2011; Penn, 2009, 2012), as
reflected in ideas such as freedom of choice, economic effectiveness and quality due to
competition, represents an important resource for the interviewees to use in legitimising and
accounting for municipal ECEC policies related to private provision. However, the perceived
importance of the equality and affordability of private ECEC for all families can be
understood as a heritage of the ideas of universalism, on which Finnish ECEC institutions
have been based. The intertwinement of market rationality and universalism can be related to
Naumann’s (2011) observations suggesting that ECEC policies, which are shaped by
historical trajectories, do not evolve from one paradigm or regime to another as such. Rather,
the process can be understood as the maturation of ‘old’ welfare-state promises and also as
searching for new paths (see also Mahon et al., 2012). In the Finnish context, this process
becomes especially visible in the way in which publicly financed, regulated and governed
private ECEC is constructed as a part of public ECEC network in the accounts analysed. The
old promises of universalism are still involved even as new paths, such as market rationality,
are used to justify ongoing developments.

The findings of this study imply that the concept of equality in the context of ECEC may be
shifting from a universal conception which emphasizes families’ universal right to public
ECEC of uniform quality towards families’ equal opportunity to choose the services they
want to use. Parents are thus constructed, using Yuen and Grieshaber’s (2009)
conceptualisation, as well-informed consumers bearing the risk and responsibility of making
successful choices for their children. Furthermore, the choices made by parents can thus be
understood as acts of moral accountability (Karlsson, Löfdahl, & Prieto, 2013).

Conceptualising equality of ECEC access in terms of equal opportunities to choose
emphasizes the equal distribution of ECEC. However, this notion can be problematic from a
social justice point of view. If social justice is understood as ‘a strong equality of opportunity
among individuals’, it is clearly inadequate to focus only on different distributive patterns.
Instead, we must also intervene in the institutional and individual-level processes and
interactions which maintain structural inequalities and constrain equal opportunities (Young,
2001). Fraser’s (1998) dual framework of justice likewise includes both economic
redistribution and cultural recognition. Moreover, as Lazenby (2016) argues, in addition to
concentrating on equal distribution, the profound conception of equality of opportunity in
education requires making a distinction between equality of opportunity through and for
education where through refers to the instrumental value and for to the intrinsic value of
education. Therefore, as Connel argues (2012), future discussions about the marketisation of
ECEC should recognize that social justice in education is not just about the equal distribution
(access) of educational services but about the nature of the service itself, and its
consequences for society  over time as well.

In sum, this article has shown that the meanings and ideas used to rationalise the
marketisation of Finnish ECEC give a contradictory and inconsistent picture of this process.
Even though market logics and tendencies seem to have gained a strong foothold in local
policies, there is a firm commitment to universalism and maintaining public control over
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local ECEC provision. An interesting and important question for future research is to explore
the evolution of the relationship between private providers, which increasingly often are
consist large corporations, and municipal control and governance.
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ABSTRACT
In accordance with the Nordic welfare model, the Finnish early childhood education and care 
(ECEC) system has traditionally been based on public provision and the idea of universalism. 
However, over the last twenty years the ECEC system has undergone market-oriented 
reforms. As a result, the share of private for-profit ECEC provision has grown significantly. 
By applying impression management theory, this qualitative research examines how repre-
sentatives of private ECEC providers describe the selection and selectivity of their clientele 
and how they aim at managing the impression they convey through their descriptions. The 
study shows how three different mechanisms of selectivity are produced and legitimized in 
the interview talk. Furthermore, the study makes visible the cultural assumptions and expec-
tations related to private ECEC provision and the potential selectivity it produces.
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Introduction

Scholars have argued that during the neoliberal era 
welfare states have undergone a transformation char-
acterized by intense marketization (Çalışkan & 
Callon, 2010; Djelic, 2006; Gilbert, 2002; Moss, 
2014). This marketization has extended into educa-
tion as well, including early childhood education and 
care (ECEC) (Adamson & Brennan, 2014; Rubiano & 
Urban, 2014; Vanderbroeck, 2006). Market-oriented 
reforms within ECEC services have been especially 
intense in liberal Anglo-Saxon countries (e.g. 
Adamson & Brennan, 2014; Mahon et al., 2012) and 
they are presented as a way to increase parents’ free-
dom of choice by enabling them to choose the ser-
vices they prefer from among many competitive 
providers. Thus, ECEC (or childcare) becomes con-
ceptualized as a commodity purchased from markets 
(e.g Ruutiainen, Alasuutari & Karila, 2020; Woodrow 
& Press, 2018). However, the accessibility and afford-
ability of services in ECEC markets is often question-
able (Vandenbroeck et al., 2008; Vandenbroeck & 
Lazzari, 2014). This, in turn, potentially leads to 
growing inequality of children and families (e.g. 
Brennan et al., 2012; Knijn & Lewis, 2017).

Unlike Anglo-Saxon countries, Nordic countries 
have traditionally relied more on public service 
provision and the idea of universalism1 (e.g. 
Kildal & Kuhnle, 2005; Lloyd & Penn, 2014; 
Vlasov, 2018). However, neoliberal policy dis-
courses have spread to Nordic welfare regimes as 
well (Brennan et al., 2012; Mahon et al., 2012), and 
there have been various shifts towards market- 
oriented systems (e.g. Dýrfjörð & Magnúsdóttir, 
2016; Haug, 2014; Mäntyjärvi & Puroila, 2019; 
Naumann, 2011; Vlasov, 2018). For example, in 
Sweden roughly 20% (EURYDYCE, 2018) and in 
Norway around half (Jacobsen & Vollset, 2012) of 
ECEC is privately provided, with a growing focus 
on for-profit provision. Due to increased privatiza-
tion and marketization, parents have become posi-
tioned as subjects ultimately responsible for ECEC 
choice and thus their choices become moral acts 
related to what is considered good parenting 
(Karlsson et al., 2013).

In Finland, the shift towards ECEC markets is 
evident in the increase of private ECEC provision. 
Until the 2010s, less than 10% of ECEC was privately 
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provided (see Mahon et al., 2012), but in 2019 the 
share of private provision was already around 18% 
(FINEEC, 2019). At the same time, small local enter-
prises and non-profit providers were joined by 
rapidly growing ECEC chains. Between 2015 and 
2019, the combined revenue of the three biggest for- 
profit chains increased from around EUR 46 million 
to EUR 146 million. During the same period, their 
staff increased from 1,033 to 3,566 employees 
(Asiakastieto, Financial information about companies 
-database, 2021). The growth of private provision is 
supported by public funding. Our previous study 
(Ruutiainen et al., 2020) demonstrated how munici-
pal politicians and ECEC administrators commonly 
consider private ECEC accessible and affordable to all 
families and children. Their view was that contem-
porary development in Finland would not lead to 
differentiation of clientele between public and private 
services, even though the risk for this was identified. 
In this study, we turn to the private ECEC providers 
in Finland, inquiring about how they describe, in 
particular, their services and clientele from the view-
point of selectivity.

The reforms promoting the marketization of 
ECEC in Finland have been enacted on an already 
existing universal and public system (See Mahon 
et al., 2012; Vlasov, 2018). The organization of 
ECEC services in Finland is municipalities’ obliga-
tion, but the municipalities are allowed to decide 
whether they provide the services publicly or pur-
chase them from private organizations. As is typical 
in Nordic countries, the governance of ECEC in 
Finland combines information governance and 
national-level regulations, including national core 
curriculum and statutes about preschool staff qualifi-
cations and adult-child ratios (Act on Early 
Childhood Education and Care). The same legislation 
regulates both public and private providers.

Traditionally, municipalities have made purchase 
contracts with private ECEC providers, but today two 
different demand-side subsidies have almost completely 
replaced them: the private daycare allowance (PDAMS), 
introduced in 1997, and ECEC vouchers, introduced in 
2009.2 The features of the two demand-side subsidies 
differ somewhat. Vouchers are granted by municipali-
ties. They are usually income-tested (Lahtinen & 
Svartsjö, 2018) and, according to legislation, their 
value should be ‘reasonable’ for the customer. The 
PDAMS combines a private day care allowance (PDA) 
granted by the Social Insurance Institution and 
a municipal supplement (MS) granted by municipali-
ties. The PDA has fixed and income-tested parts and the 
MS can be either income-tested or fixed. In principle, 
income-tested subsidies enable customer fees relatively 
close to those in public sector.3 If the subsidy is fixed- 
sum, the customer fee is the same for every family 
regardless of their income level.

There is a growing body of academic literature 
about the marketization of ECEC, childcare4 and 
education and how they are enabled or promoted in 
policies and policy discourses (e.g. Mahon et al., 
2012; Vanderbroeck, 2006; Ruutiainen et al., 2020; 
Woodrow & Press, 2018). The other stream of 
research has touched upon affordability, accessibility 
and availability or other characteristics of ECEC sys-
tems that potentially increase or reduce the selectivity 
of ECEC(e.g. Barnett, 2010; Lloyd & Penn, 2012; 
Mäntyjärvi & Puroila, 2019; Noailly & Visser, 2009; 
Vandenbroeck & Lazzari, 2014; Van Lancker, 2017). 
The research on parents’ ECEC choices, in turn, 
argues that successful choices in ECEC markets 
require skills and resources (economic and cultural). 
These skills and resources are not equally distributed, 
and thus, market conditions benefit some families 
more than others (e.g. Angus, 2015; Eika, 2006; 
Grogan, 2012; Kampichler et al.’s, 2018; O’Donnell, 
2018; Vincent & Ball, 2006). Research has also started 
to pay attention to the reciprocal relationship 
between the ECEC system and parents’ choices and 
how the two affect each (e.g. Meyers & Jordan, 2006; 
Vandenbroeck et al., 2008).

However, regardless of the many perspectives 
researched around the potential selectivity related to 
ECEC markets, little is known, especially in Nordic 
contexts, about how private providers themselves see 
their role in relation to possible selectivity. A study by 
Vandenbroeck et al. (2008) suggests that the admis-
sion policies of childcare settings can form an envir-
onmental constraint on the accessibility of ECEC. 
However, in their study, the state, municipal and 
private providers’ policies rarely differed from each 
other. Mäntyjärvi and Puroila (2019) research in the 
Finnish context, in turn, indicates that some private 
providers value their freedom to choose their custo-
mers (e.g. only children in need of whole-day-ECEC) 
and resist public interference in that freedom. This 
qualitative interview study continues this branch of 
research by examining how representatives of private 
ECEC providers describe the selection and selectivity 
of their clientele and how they aim at managing the 
impression they convey through their descriptions. 
Furthermore, by applying impression management 
theory, we investigate the cultural assumptions and 
expectations related to private ECEC provision and 
the potential selectivity it produces.

Impression management

Impression management (IM) theory, introduced by 
Ervin Goffman (1959), provides a framework for 
wide-scale studies on both individuals and organiza-
tions. According to the theory, people use different 
techniques or tactics to manage the impression they 
wish to give in interactional situations. 

92 V. RUUTIAINEN ET AL.



Organizational IM, in turn, can be understood as 
actions purposefully trying to influence an audience’s 
perceptions about the organization (Dutton & 
Dukerich, 1991). The techniques applied depend on 
what people think is appropriate in a certain situa-
tion. In other words, IM techniques used in 
a particular situation depend on the expectations 
and assumptions individuals presume that the other 
parties of an interaction have for them. According to 
Schlenker’s (1980 6) widely quoted definition, IM is 
‘the conscious or unconscious attempt to control 
images that are projected in real or imagined social 
interactions’. Traditionally, IM research has focused 
on individual impression management behaviour, for 
example, in interviews, performance appraisals and 
career success (Bolino et al., 2008; Lievens & Peeters, 
2008; Tata & Prasad, 2015). However, organizational- 
level IM by organizations’ spokespersons and repre-
sentatives has also been a subject of research (e.g. 
Bolino et al., 2008; Elsbach, 2003; Elsbach et al., 
1998; Talbot & Boiral, 2018; Vaara & Monin, 2010). 
It has been suggested that organizations should be 
understood as unique social actors, or as a bridge 
between institutions and individuals, and therefore 
it might be more appropriate to use individual-level 
theories when constructing theories of them (King 
et al., 2010; Whetten et al., 2009). In this respect, 
individual-level IM constructs are possible in inter-
preting organizational action (Tata & Prasad, 2015).

Brennan and Merkl-Davies (2013) suggest four 
different perspectives for examining organizational 
IM: economic, psychological, sociological and critical 
perspectives. This study focuses on the sociological 
approach, which understands IM according to legiti-
macy theory as actions aimed to align an organiza-
tion’s norms and values with those of society 
(Brennan & Merkl-Davies, 2013). IM is, thus, under-
stood as an instrument for organizations or organiza-
tional spokespersons in trying to increase the 
legitimacy of an organization or its actions (Elsbach, 
2003; Elsbach et al., 1998; Ogden & Clarke, 2005; 
Ravasi & Schultz, 2006; Tata & Prasad, 2015).

Research at both the individual (e.g. Boeije, 2004; 
Bolino et al., 2008; Ellis et al., 2002) and organizational 
(Bolino et al., 2008: Mohamed et al., 1999; Talbot & 
Boiral, 2018; Tata & Prasad, 2015) levels often recog-
nizes defensive and assertive IM techniques. At the 
individual level, assertive IM tactics may include self- 
promotion tactics, exemplification and ingratiation. 
Defensive tactics may include excuses, justifications 
and apologies (Ellis et al., 2002). At the organizational 
level, assertive IM tactics are often proactive and used to 
enhance the organization’s image. To respond to threa-
tening situations, organizations may adopt more 
responsive defending tactics (Mohamed et al., 1999). 
Such accounts may include excuses, justifications, 
denials and apologies (Brennan & Merkl-Davies, 2013; 

Elsbach, 2003). In general, defensive IM tactics are used 
to minimize bad effects and assertive tactics to max-
imize good effects (Bolino et al., 2008). Moreover, IM 
strategies are used to promote credibility and maintain 
the social accessibility of companies (Lillqvist & 
Louhiala-Salminen, 2014) or to provide explanations, 
legitimizations and rationalizations of organizations’ 
actions (Tata & Prasad, 2015).

This article draws on the notion of IM described 
above. Methodologically, following Vaara and Monin 
(2010) suggestion, the study adopts a discursive 
approach as a means to examine the sense-making 
processes through which organizational legitimacy is 
established.

Data and analysis

The data of this study consist of qualitative interviews 
with representatives (entrepreneurs, owners or man-
agers) of private ECEC providers (N = 12) from seven 
Finnish municipalities in 2016. In order to capture 
different orientations to ECEC provision, the inter-
viewees represented non-profit organizations (n = 3), 
ECEC chains (n = 4) and small local entrepreneurs 
(n = 5). All of the ECEC chains provided services in 
two or more municipalities and the size of their 
business varied notably from a few centres to dozens. 
The average duration of the interviews was 81 min-
utes. In total, the data comprise 126,643 transcribed 
words (156 pages).

The interviews were conducted by a team of four 
experienced researchers so that in the actual inter-
views, only one interviewer and interviewee were 
present. All of the interviewers were trained and 
they used the same thematic interview template. The 
interview questions concerned the background of the 
organization, the economy and operating environ-
ment, pedagogical and ideological orientations, clien-
tele and possible future visions. The interviews 
included explicit questions about the selection of 
clientele, the selectivity of customers, possible 
inequalities caused by the marketization of ECEC, 
and interviewees’ considerations of critiques that 
have been directed at private ECEC providers or 
provision. The interviewees were also asked to 
describe their customer families.

Figure 15 summarizes the premises of the analysis 
of this study. In this article, we analyse the talk of the 
interviewees that considers and relates to the present 
and potential future clientele of their organization 
and private ECEC in general. In such descriptions 
the interviewees, explicitly or implicitly, include or 
exclude families, parents and/or children in/from 
their clientele. Instead of using these expert inter-
views as a source of knowledge about the specific 
private ECEC providers, we approach them as 
accounting (see Nikander, 2012). By analysing such 
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accounting, one is able to observe the generally 
approved cultural discourses that the interviewees 
draw on in their talk (see Tienari et al., 2003). Thus, 
although the research data consist of person-to- 
person conversation, it can be related to a wider 
cultural context (Wetherell, 2003).

The interviewees had a dual role in the interviews: 
they represented themselves but they act also as 
spokespersons and representatives for their organiza-
tions (Bolino et al., 2008; Elsbach, 2003; Elsbach et al., 
1998). Because of this dual role, the audience (see 
Elsbach, 2003; Elsbach et al., 1998; Goffman, 1959; 
Parker & Warren, 2017; Tata & Prasad, 2015) of the 
interview talk can also be understood as twofold 
(Lillqvist & Louhiala-Salminen, 2014 The unseen 
(Goffman, 1959 81) or the external audience includes 
members of other organizations, public interest 
groups and the general public, while the internal 
audience consists of, for example, employees or 
stockholders (Elsbach, 2003). The interviewer, in 
turn, comprises the immediate audience of the situa-
tion. Therefore, in keeping with Goffman’s (1959) 
original metaphor, even if some ‘backstage’ moments 
might occur (see Lillqvist & Louhela-Salminen, 2013) 
in this study, the interview situations are understood 
mainly as ‘official frontstage’ performance (see 
Sinclair, 1997). As Tata and Prasad (2015) suggest, 
the IM used is expected to increase as interviewees 
interpret the interview situation containing public 
elements. Since the accounts and descriptions by the 
interviewees are expected to be directed to a wider 
audience, we are able to analyse the interview talk as 

organizational IM. Hence, this study takes advantage 
of the view, sometimes used as a critique of interview 
data, that interviews contain features of a public per-
formance (see Silverman, 1998).

In the analysis, we first carefully read the inter-
views and distinguished the talk related to the clien-
tele of ECEC. This talk could be categorized in three 
thematically different types of talk in relation to the 
potential selectivity of private ECEC (see Braun & 
Clarke, 2006): screening of clientele, families’ finan-
cial situation as a reason for selectivity, and cultural 
and ideological selectivity. Then, by applying tools of 
discourse analysis (Wood & Kroger, 2000) and using 
Deborah Tannen’s (1993) ideas about expectation 
frame as a guideline for analysis, we examined the 
linguistic characteristics of the talk to identify the 
forms of IM used in it. We categorized descriptions 
that function to foster the organizations’ image or 
legitimacy as assertive IM. These descriptions were 
often brought out without the interviewer presenting 
an explicit question about the issue, and they 
included, for example, overtone of pride, examples 
of high morals (e.g. aim for non-selective services) 
and descriptions of how the organization contributes 
to the benefit of families or municipalities. The IM 
interpreted as defensive comprises accounts that 
function to protect the organization’s legitimacy or 
image. These accounts included, for example, justifi-
cations and excuses (e.g. Bolino et al., 2008). The 
identified IM allowed us to analyse the cultural 
assumptions regarding the selectivity of the ECEC 
system (Table 1).

Figure 1. Organizational impression management in research interviews.

94 V. RUUTIAINEN ET AL.



Legitimating selection and selectivity of 

private ECEC’s clientele

Every interview included discussion about the selec-
tivity of clientele. Eight interviews touched upon fea-
tures of clientele’s screening, in 10 interviews the 
selectivity was considered in relation to families’ 
financial situation, and in 10 interviews selectivity 
was rationalized through cultural and ideological 
issues. Overall, the talk about selectivity comprised 
both assertive and defensive IM. The assertive IM was 
used to promote an organization’s legitimacy and 
defensive IM to protect it.

Screening of clientele

Screening of clientele refers to talk that expresses 
how the provider is active in selecting the customers 
and excluding particular children and families from 
the services. Selecting or excluding customers was 
discussed in eight interviews. Selecting customers 
was based on children’s age, gender or the hours 
they would attend ECEC per day. Exclusion, in 
turn, was linked to the organization’s decision not 
to offer particular services, in most cases, special 
educational support. Even though the private provi-
ders positioned themselves as intentional in screen-
ing of the clientele, the reasons for it, even pragmatic 
ones, were presented so that they would strengthen 
the impression of an organization that aims at the 
best interest of children. In addition, the screening 
was justified by stating that the provider’s hands 
were tied for external reasons (such as the subsidy 
system or municipalities’ choices). Only defensive 
IM tactics were used in the context of screening of 
clientele.

When the selection of clientele is associated with 
children’s best interest, the interviewees present jus-
tifications concerning daily ECEC routines, the pro-
vider’s limited resources, group structure and 
financial realities. Excerpt 1 demonstrates how these 
different viewpoints may be brought together to jus-
tify or excuse an organization’s decision to favour 
families in need of whole-day ECEC at the expense 
of those families who use the service for part-time 
ECEC.

Excerpt 1
1 Mainly I try to offer only whole-day care since the 

part-time children sort of break it, how to
2 say this, also the week programme, and then it 

should always be considered that if these one
3 or two children aren’t present in the afternoon 

they’ll always miss something. And further,
4 since my programme is so full, this week pro 

gramme, the parents can’t actually decide, and
5 then they say that is because all the days are so 

good that it’s not possible to be away from
6 anything. Until now I’ve strived to offer only 

whole-day-care and the private daycare
7 allowance doesn’t even recognise half-day care 

(…) But then it is hard to plan the staffing,
8 that how those 20-hour-children (part-time) could 

be present so that the [legal] ratio isn’t
9 exceeded. (…) Well, it’s kind of true that why 

would we accept [part-time children]? But I have
10 a few families that are going to start maternity 

leave and sure we’ll continue their customer
11 relationship. Obviously I don’t chase them away. 

But… because, in principle, I think that it’s
12 not a wise decision to halve the day, and we, 

however, choose the customers, so I do rather
13 take whole-day children so that the group isn’t 

burdened that there then is, because it should
14 run in the same way with those two children 

than with that one child.

In excerpt 1, the interviewee explains that chil-
dren’s part-time ECEC (20 h per week) would make 
it more difficult to plan pedagogy for all children and 
that children would miss some pedagogical activities 
(1–3). Furthermore, a little later the interviewee says 
that having part-time children in the group would 
burden it and increase the group size (13–14). Both 
reasons for selection are hence justified by presenting 
them as serving children’s best interest. In a similar 
manner, the justification of the child’s best interest 
was produced by another interviewee, who stated that 
the selection of customers can be based on the child’s 
age, gender and language ‘profile’ so that the selection 
serves the group’s ‘needs’ as well as the aims to 
facilitate the group’s functionality, enhance ECEC 
quality and support the staff’s motivation.

Table 1. Impression management (IM) used as analytical tool.

IM Tactics Function

Assertive/proactive Self-promotion 
Exemplification 
Ingratiation 
Other linguistic/rhetoric means

Enhancing the organization’s image/legitimacy 
To create the desired image or impression

Defensive Justifications 
apologies 
excuses

Defending from expected accusation 
Protecting organization’s image
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In Excerpt 1, the interviewer also invokes the 
inflexibility of the subsidy system (6–7) and the reg-
ulation of ECEC to account for the selection by stat-
ing that children’s part-time attendance of ECEC 
would complicate following the regulations regarding 
the adult–child ratio (7–9). From an IM perspective, 
the regulation and inflexible subsidy system serve as 
external reasons for the selection and thus the 
account functions as an excuse.

The interviewee also mentions in passing the 
public subsidies’ role in decisions about excluding 
part-time children from the clientele (6–7). This 
indicates that financial aspects play a role in the 
selection. Elsewhere in the data, the selection of 
customers is related to the administration and 
financial management of the enterprise and peda-
gogy. However, as in Excerpt 1, when the financial 
aspects related to selection are touched upon it is 
done rarely, vaguely and briefly, and only when 
asked about explicitly. This caution around the 
theme indicates interviewees’ assumptions about 
the cultural sensitivity of the subject and is thus 
understood as a form of defensive IM.

Financial aspects were, however, invoked when jus-
tifying the exclusion of children with special educa-
tional needs (SEN). The Finnish education system has 
a three-tired support system: general, intensified and 
special support (Heiskanen et al., 2018). The legislation 
obligates municipalities to provide educational support 
() for the children with SEN. However, the role of 
private providers is not explicitly specified. Thus, prac-
tices related to public–private partnerships in providing 
educational support vary between municipalities. Some 
municipalities may pay increased subsidies for children 
with SEN and/or offer consulting services (special edu-
cation teachers) to private providers. Municipalities can 
also try to obligate private providers to provide special 
support or they can decide not to direct children with 
SEN to the private sector at all. If a SEN appears when 
the child is already in private services, the practices to 
address it are diverse. The existing literature suggests 
that especially the educational support, which requires 
resourcing, is provided mainly in the public sector 
(Eskelinen & Paananen, 2018). When financial aspects 
were mentioned regarding the exclusion of children 
with SEN, the private providers stated that they would 
actually benefit financially if they accepted children 
with SEN, but the organization still excluded them, 
because the public ECEC was considered better 
resourced to support the children than private provi-
ders are. The talk about finances functioned to 
strengthen the credibility of the argument regarding 
the child’s best interest, which was expanded to justify 
the exclusion of children with special educational needs.

Some interviewees also explain that their organiza-
tions’ decision not to offer special educational sup-
port is made in mutual understanding or in 

cooperation with municipalities’ ECEC administra-
tion. This shifts at least part of the responsibility for 
exclusion from private organizations to the public 
sector, so such accounts thus serve as excuses.

Another way to account for the decision to exclude 
children with special educational needs is to represent 
the municipality as responsible for the restriction. In 
our data, the reasons that interviewees mention are 
(1) municipalities’ decisions to take charge of educa-
tional support themselves and, thus, not to refer 
children with special educational needs to private 
ECEC and (2) as Excerpt 2 demonstrates, the provi-
ders’ reliance on the municipal subsidy policy.

Excerpt 2
1 (…) It [The municipal voucher system] is a 

terribly bad system [laughs]. It does not work, it
2 doesn’t enable any kind of special support [fo 

children with special educational needs] in
3 reality and it… causes mostly awkward situations. 

It’s totally insufficient.

In Excerpt 2, the provider presents deficient public 
subsidies as an external reason that precludes the provi-
sion of special support. Elsewhere in the data, the form of 
subsidies is also blamed. The fixed-sum PDAMS is repre-
sented as an inflexible system that does not enable resour-
cing in special education. The voucher system, in turn, is 
represented as a flexible system that enables special edu-
cation if a municipality decides to set a reasonable value 
for it. In all cases, the public subsidies are represented as 
enabling or disabling special support in private ECEC. 
Hence, the public subsidies serve as excuses that diminish 
organizations’ responsibility for the negatively inter-
preted outcome.

The interviewees presented the child’s age as another 
reason for the exclusion of clientele. Age-based exclusion 
was justified by the provider’s limited resources and by 
presenting opinions about the importance of home care 
for children under two years of age. Highlighting the 
deficient resources can be interpreted as an excuse and 
the ideological view about the right age to start ECEC 
justifies exclusion in the name of the child’s best interest.

Families’ financial situation as a reason for 
selectivity

The interviews included discussion about the afford-
ability of private ECEC services and the potential 
selectivity related to them. In 10 out of 12 interviews, 
the representatives of private ECEC mentioned that 
the provider has, at least slightly, higher customer 
fees than the public sector.6 The reported amounts 
of the extra costs varied from 10 euros per month per 
child to around 160 euros on top of the maximum 
price of the public sector.7 In this context, defensive 
IM tactics were mainly used. However, some assertive 
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overtones could be distinguished as well. Moreover, 
the accounts produced by the same interviewee could 
be internally contradictory. For example, one inter-
viewee emphasized their organization’s striving for 
affordable and accessible ECEC, but said elsewhere 
that the organization also runs centres, under 
a different ‘brand’, that provide specialized ECEC at 
a higher price.8

Defensive IM
In the accounts analysed, five different ways to 

justify or excuse the higher customer fees or selectiv-
ity related to them could be identified. The first 
explanation was to justify the higher prices of the 
organization by linking them with higher quality 
and, consequently, with children’s best interest. 
Second, the interviewees could underline families’ 
initiative by representing them as active in seeking 
for high quality ECEC and by representing the orga-
nization as just answering to this demand. Third, the 
municipality’s subsidy system or law could be pre-
sented as an excuse for higher prices. Fourth, the 
interviewees could present the gravitation of families 
from a higher socioeconomic background to private 
services as natural. Finally, they could understate the 
price difference between their services and public 
sector by arguing that it is so low that it does not 
actually cause selectivity.

Excerpt 3
1 Well, when we started, we wanted it (ECEC) to be 

high quality. So at the moment we, say we
2 are the best childcare and ECEC in the city…(…) 

So it’s also expensive. That is, it’s €150 more
3 than municipal daycare at the moment, for over 

three-years-olds. For under three-years-olds
4 it’s twice as expensive. So, it’s just that socio 

economic factors limit our growth to other cities.
5 (…) Then one must not avoid that the task of a 

limited company is to make a profit for
6 stockholders. Then pricing has to be based on that. 

And then, quality costs. That too, I guess
7 everyone recognises that a chipboard table is 

completely different from a handcrafted oak
8 table. That’s the starting point. (…) Then of 

course, at some point we’ll see if the parents will
9 continue to pay that much. And now I see that the 

tendency is all the time that as people are
10 aware that their own child must be given the best 

possible opportunities because the children
11 of [the name of the home city] or [name of the 

region] or the nation no longer compete only
12 with each other for the next (sets of learning) 

and opportunities, but the whole world is in
13 play, so I believe that families’ investments are 

increasing in the future (…) And, sure it’s a pity
14 that it (the value of the municipal subsidy) is 

pretty low compared to neighbouring

15 municipalities, that in the [neighbouring muni 
cipality] the subsidies are around €100 more per

16 child, so there in [neighbouring municipality] 
can be said that the private ECEC is a real

17 alternative to municipal ECEC, whereas in 
[home city] families have to make a values-based

18 choice or have the financial resources to make 
the choice. This is an unfortunate trend indeed

19 if it’s not evened out at some point. (…) Now, I 
am operating in a municipality where a family

20 has to pay the most, in the whole country, so it’s 
a little absurd, because we’re anyway in a

21 city which has the biggest costs of living, and life 
is anyway stressful, (–) and then even

22 daycare is made into an issue of inequality. (…) 
In the future, if [the municipal subsidy] doesn’t

23 stay at a certain level, there might be a little 
segregation and inequality, I mean, the

24 socioeconomic, a family’s socioeconomic, situa 
tion starts to have an effect.

In Except 3, the interviewee accounts for the 
higher fees of the organization’s services by employ-
ing the first three of the explanations listed above.

In the account, the interviewee notes that the 
customer fees of the organization are higher than in 
public services and that families’ socioeconomic con-
ditions in other municipalities hinder their growth 
(1–4). This indicates the interviewee’s perception that 
the organization’s services are financially inaccessible 
for some families. Firstly, the higher fees causing the 
selectivity are justified by the high quality of ECEC 
the organization provides. The interviewee offers an 
example of how different kinds of tables differ in 
price, drawing a parallel between ECEC provision 
and markets for other goods (1, 6–8). The suggestion 
is that ECEC is the same as any other good 
exchanged in the markets. By that logic, prices are 
elastic according to the quality of a good.

The interviewee also implies that today’s parents are 
willing to invest in high-quality ECEC because they are 
nowadays more and more interested in developing their 
children’s competitiveness (8–13). The parents are 
represented as active and demanding subjects and the 
provision of high-priced and high-quality private ECEC 
as an answer to that demand. Thus, the IM used justifies 
the higher fees with parents’ preferences. The other 
interviewee, in turn, states that in larger cities ‘there is 
a completely separate clientele wanting private services 
anyway’ and that private ECEC providers compete for 
these ‘marginal groups’ (exemplified by referring to the 
employees of high-end technology companies). The 
interviewee represents private provision as an answer 
to the prevailing demand of those solvent families 
‘wanting’ private services. Therefore, in this kind of 
IM, the selectivity of clientele (earlier in the interview, 
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the interviewee states that they are not ‘only’ an elite 
centre) is justified by diminishing the provider’s agency 
and highlighting ‘marginal groups’.

Moreover, in contrast to those accounts, elsewhere 
in the data, downplaying a provider’s possibilities to 
make a profit or justifying a company’s strong 
finances by stating that it enables them to be 
a reliable partner for the municipalities, the intervie-
wee in Excerpt 3 states that a limited company’s 
statutory duty is actually to make profits for its share-
holders (5–6). Using the modal phrases ‘one must not 
avoid’ and ‘pricing has to’ indicates the interviewee’s 
assumption that bringing up profit-seeking in the 
context of ECEC is somehow not an accepted way 
of talking and thus against cultural norms. Hence, the 
interviewee uses IM and excuses profit-seeking by 
referring to an external reason, namely the law. The 
other external subject presented the municipality’s 
subsidy policy as a reason for higher fees and selec-
tivity (13–24). The interviewee implies that the value 
of the subsidy is so low that the ECEC provider has 
no other option but to charge high fees. The argu-
ment is strengthened by mentioning the more gener-
ous subsidies in other municipalities and highlighting 
the socioeconomic segregation caused by subsidies 
that are too low. In general, municipalities’ subsidy 
policies are repeatedly represented in the data as 
playing a key role in the interviewees’ accounts of 
the selectivity due to families’ financial situations. 
Income-tested subsidies are connected to affordability 
and fixed-sum PDAMS to selectivity of services.

Defensive IM is also used to justify socioeconomic 
selectivity by representing it as a natural situation. In 
such accounts, however, the prices of the services are 
not discussed directly but, as Excerpt 4 exemplifies, 
the naturalization is created by describing the clien-
tele in a way that indicates high socioeconomic posi-
tions in society.

Excerpt 4
1 (…) because this [private ECEC] must not only be 

for the for the privileged few. But, sure it’s
2 true of course that if I’m thinking of our custo 

mers, and their socioeconomic position, it’s true
3 that we have, like I said we have a lot of teachers’ 

children, and then we have a lot, that is
4 ours, the level of education, the parents’ level of 

education is really (high). That’s just how it is.

The interviewee starts the account with the modal 
expression ‘must not’ and thus brings out the norm 
of universally accessible ECEC (1). Then, when not-
ing that typically their clientele is highly educated, the 
interviewee uses the expressions kyllähän (but, sure 
it’s true) and onhan (it’s true that we have), which in 
Finnish in this context indicate admitting or confes-
sing to an undesirable state of affairs (1–4). This 
contradiction between the norm and the actual 

situation threatens the organization’s legitimacy, so 
the interviewee uses IM to naturalize the situation: 
using the expression ‘That’s just how it is’ represents 
the situation as a natural state of affairs beyond the 
organization’s authority and hence offers justification 
for the selectivity.

In sum, it can be said that clear add-ons in public 
fees and the selectivity of families related to those 
are expected to be not accepted and thus defensive 
IM tactics are used when discussing them. In addi-
tion, as noted above, assuring somehow that the 
services are accessible and/or affordable for every 
family is one way of managing the image of the 
organizations. However, depending on the context, 
this kind of talk can represent defensive or assertive 
IM. When the interviewees produce accounts that 
function to diminish the importance of their slightly 
higher customer fees than those in the public sector 
(e.g. 30 euros add-on per moth), the IM is inter-
preted as defensive. In such instances, IM functions 
to diminish the negative readings of the importance 
of an organization’s somewhat higher customer fees 
and is therefore interpreted as giving justifications.

Assertive IM
Assertive IM is not used in the context where 

interviewees discuss possible selectivity related to 
their higher customer fees. However, as mentioned 
above, the interviewees can also assure that their 
services are affordable and accessible for every family. 
When this is done in an assertive sense, the intervie-
wees can highlight that they have ‘all kinds of 
families’ as customers or describe themselves as 
a local service for ordinary families living nearby. 
When these issues are mentioned with overtones of 
pride or without an explicit question they are under-
stood as exemplification. Exemplification is an asser-
tive IM tactic used to present oneself as a model of 
morally virtuous or principled conduct (Tedeschi & 
Melburg, 1984). Excerpt 5 demonstrates the use of 
assertive IM.

Excerpt 5
1 When we founded [the organisation] our idea was 

that [the organisation] would be a centre
2 for everybody, regardless of family size, income 

level, background that whether they are
3 native Finns or not, so they would have the 

opportunity to come to (the organisation). And
4 the voucher system enables that. At the moment, 

depending on the voucher value and local
5 level of costs, our extra customer fee is 0–37 euros. 

We strive to keep it to zero or close to
6 zero, so that it would genuinely be available to all. 

(…) (The voucher system) enables
7 actualisation of values pretty important to 

Finnish people. Myself, I have a master’s in social
8 sciences and it’s important to me that everyone 

has the opportunity, that we don’t start to
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9 categorise children so that for high-income 
families, it is possible to go to a private ECEC

10 centre, no, but everyone has to have the 
opportunity then.

Excerpt 5 is a part of the response to a question 
about the provision of special educational support. 
Later the interviewee says that the organization pro-
vides special education when public subsidies enable 
it. In the account, the interviewee assures that they do 
not intentionally select customers and there is no 
selectivity of customers (1–3, 8–10). This is inter-
preted as assertive IM (exemplification) since the 
organization represents itself as an active subject in 
aiming for affordable and accessible ECEC. The sub-
ject role is produced by presenting the organization’s 
ideology and vision about ‘a centre for everybody’ 
(1–2). Moreover, the interviewee mentions their 
social sciences degree and personal view that families 
should have equal opportunities to choose private 
services (see Ruutiainen et al., 2020), which serves 
as a rhetorical move that strengthens the impression 
of the interviewee and the organization as morally 
righteous actors (7–10). When the interviewee proac-
tively presents the organization (without being 
prompted) as an egalitarian actor, and on the other 
hand, avoids the impression that the organization or 
the interviewee is motivated by financial benefit of 
profit-seeking (cf. Excerpt 3), it can be interpreted as 
assertive IM, because it represents the organization as 
a morally legitimate actor.

In Excerpt 5 (as in Excerpt 3) the extra fees are 
explained as the result of municipalities’ subsidy pol-
icy (3–7). At the same time, the organization becomes 
represented as an egalitarian actor whose good inten-
tions are enabled or hindered by features of the sub-
sidy systems. The income-tested voucher system is 
linked to affordability and in other part of the same 
interview fixed-sum PDAMS is linked to selectivity. 
As noted before, this kind of outsourcing of respon-
sibility to an external author (subsidy system) is 
understood as an expression of excuses. At the same 
time, the commitment to a voucher system that 
‘enables actualization of values pretty important to 
Finnish people’, is interpreted as assertive IM since it 
is mentioned with an overtone of pride. Therefore, 
Excerpt 5 also illustrates how defensive and assertive 
IM can be intertwined, even to the extent that they 
can be difficult to distinguish.

Cultural and ideological selectivity

One way the interviewees position their organization 
as a part of the Finnish ECEC system is to describe 
their services, features, specialities, emphases, visions 
and so on. These characteristics are represented as 
serving different families’ different tastes or needs, as 

a state of affairs or as self-fulfilment of a provider’s 
personal vision. In this study, cultural and ideological 
selectivity refers to differentiation of the service users 
of different ECEC services on the basis of their vary-
ing preferences regarding ECEC.

Different descriptions of the provider’s services 
draw a picture of ECEC markets where families 
choose not only between public and private settings, 
but also between numerous different features of ser-
vices, such as the size of the centre or child group, 
location, the educational background of the staff, 
operating language, different pedagogical emphases, 
available diets, educational programmes, value bases, 
uniqueness or ideologies. Consequently, families are 
represented as subjects evaluating the different 
opportunities that are available. Families may expli-
citly or implicitly become pictured as customers 
whose satisfaction is important.

Parents’ opportunities to choose services they pre-
fer are not an issue that interviewees tend to account 
for. Rather, it is mentioned in either a factual way or 
with a positive overtone, indicating interviewees’ 
assumptions about its general acceptability. Thus, 
only assertive IM tactics were used in this context. 
Excerpt 6 demonstrates how the private provider’s 
specialization in certain kinds of services and 
families’ choices between services are represented as 
a natural reason for cultural or ideological selectivity.

Excerpt 6
1 And when we talked about how the private day 

care’s customers are selected, so, sure of course
2 there are all of these, let’s say, if they have like 

Montessori, Steiner, some language, that
3 affects the selection. Well, we have this sustainable 

development perspective, so that has an
4 effect. (…) It is just that these families are, how to 

say it, they don’t think that society should
5 simply offer some door through which I put my 

child, and then take out. They don’t think about
6 it in that way, but they are extremely interested in 

the content.

The interviewee brings out the different pedagogi-
cal programmes or emphases as impacting parents’ 
ECEC choice (1–4). By using the utterance ‘sure, of 
course there are all of these’ this situation is repre-
sented as a matter of fact and thus the selectivity 
based on families and ECEC providers’ different pre-
ferences becomes naturalized. This indicates the 
assumption of the general acceptability of this kind 
of selectivity and is thus interpreted as assertive IM.

In Excerpt 6, the interviewee explains that parents 
can select an appropriate ECEC from among the 
many different pedagogical emphases. Then the inter-
viewee explicitly describes the organization’s custo-
mer parents as active in ECEC selection and 
‘extremely interested in the content’ of ECEC 
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provided (5–6). Also different generally valued and 
highly educated professions included in the clientele 
are named in the interviews as well. The fact that 
these highly educated and demanding parents have 
chosen a certain ECEC setting that interviewees 
represent is explained with an overtone of content-
ment or even pride. Accordingly, passing the test of 
demanding parents is employed to strengthen the 
organization’s legitimacy and image. This indicates 
the use of assertive IM (self-promotion) (Bolino 
et al., 2008; Tedeschi & Melburg, 1984). Moreover, 
parents’ ECEC choice becomes represented as 
a cultural or ideological act reflecting families’ values, 
preferences or way of living.

As shown above, one way to justify the selectivity 
caused by families’ financial situation is to represent 
parents as active subjects. The production of parents’ 
subject position is used also in a more assertive way 
when discussing cultural and ideological selectivity, 
as Excerpt 7 exemplifies.

Excerpt 7
1 Definitely we wouldn’t have any customers in the 

private sector if parents’ didn’t have needs,
2 and the most important thing is that families get 

an opportunity to choose, for themselves and
3 for their child, the place they feel safe. Often when 

a family starts it is important that the
4 parents first have a feeling of safety, so that the 

child can adopt it. Nowadays, in the municipal
5 sector as well, parents’ look through many centres 

before they decide on the one where they
6 will apply for a daycare place for their child.

In Excerpt 7, the interviewee represents parents as 
subjects that make active, needs-based decisions regard-
ing ECEC. This is done by stating that parents have 
‘needs’ (1) and thus it is ‘important’ (2) that they have 
the ‘opportunity to choose’ (2). The interviewee also 
states that parents make these choices within the public 
service network ‘as well’ (4–6), thereby normalizing the 
selectivity in private provision. Private provision only 
extends the parents’ possibilities to choose. 
Representing private service provision as a complement 
to the public ECEC provision therefore legitimizes the 
expansion of private provision. The excerpt also func-
tions to legitimize cultural and ideological selectivity by 
representing it as a result of active choices that parents as 
subjects make on the basis of their needs. Thus, possible 
selectivity reflects a fulfilment of such needs. Moreover, 
the interviewee’s statement that the private services get 
customers because parents have ‘needs’ (1) implies that 
such services are able to answer to those needs. Thus, the 
excerpt can be understood as self-promotion (private 
services are so good that parents end up choosing them).

Another way to legitimize cultural and ideological 
selectivity is to represent a provider itself as a subject. 
In such cases, the interviewees may describe their 

personal vision or ambition. These descriptions 
entail, for example, sustainable development, 
a certain pedagogical programme or the interviewee’s 
need for a sense of autonomy. ECEC services were 
also described as a package, a product or 
a programme that families can take or leave. 
Consequently, parents become represented as active 
decision-making subjects and children as objects of, 
for example, a societal project.

Overall, the potential for cultural and ideological 
selectivity is produced when interviewees position 
parents as subjects whose choices between different 
service providers reflect their ECEC preferences. At 
the same time, parents become represented as con-
sumers with purchase power, which, in turn, out-
sources private providers’ responsibility for the 
selectivity of families to the families themselves. 
With that kind of framing, attracting customers can 
be understood as an indication of relative success 
compared to other service providers, which, in turn, 
is used as self-promotion (assertive IM).

Impression management used in legitimation

In line with IM theory (e.g. Goffman, 1959; 
Schlenker, 1980), the investigation of IM in the pre-
sent study makes visible the interviewees’ expecta-
tions and assumptions about the cultural 
accessibility of different forms of selectivity regarding 
private ECEC. Table 2 relates the three types of 
selectivity and selection described in the previous 
sections to IM by dividing the different techniques 
employed in legitimating the selection and the selec-
tivity in the defensive and assertive types of IM (see 
Boeije, 2004; Bolino et al., 2008; Ellis et al., 2002; 
Mohamed et al., 1999; Tedeschi & Melburg, 1984).

Briefly, the screening of clientele included only 
defensive accounts. The families’ financial situation 
as a reason for selectivity was mainly a subject of 
defensive IM, but was employed in assertive IM as 
well. The cultural and ideological selectivity was used 
as assertive IM to gain or maintain legitimacy (see 
Suchman, 1995), but can be understood also as 
a proactive justification.

Discussion

Finnish ECEC policies are based on the idea of uni-
versalism (see Kildal & Kuhnle, 2005; Mahon et al., 
2012; Vlasov, 2018) and despite the recent develop-
ment of marketization, the ideal of universal non- 
selective ECEC remains strong (Ruutiainen et al., 
2020). In addition, Finnish ECEC policies have pro-
moted the uniformity of ECEC through similar stat-
utory and curricula requirements for public and 
private ECEC. However, this study suggests that mar-
ket-based ECEC provision may entail at least three 
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mechanisms of selectivity of service users. Selectivity 
may originate from private providers’ admission pol-
icy or decisions (possibly in mutual understanding 
with municipalities) to limit their service selection. 
The prices of private ECEC can also form a barrier 
limiting the affordability of the services for some of 
families. The third mechanism of selectivity concerns 
families’ ECEC choices reflecting their preferences. 
On the basis of this study, however, it is not possible 
to estimate the extent of these three forms of selec-
tivity, and it is even a separate empirical question. 
Yet, as Table 2 summarizes, the first two forms of 
selectivity are, as IM theory suggests, expected or 
assumed to be culturally disapproved of and thus 
defensive IM is used to justify or excuse those. 
Moreover, highlighting the affordability and accessi-
bility of (private) ECEC and the assertive talk about 
cultural and ideological selectivity indicate the gen-
eral acceptability of selectivity that occurs as a by- 
product of parent’s choices as long as they are not 
restricted by financial issues. Thus, the IM used indi-
cates that the universally accessible non-selective 
ECEC system is still a norm to which interviewees 
have to adapt their accounts and descriptions.

The theoretical decision to apply IM theory as an 
analytical tool seems successful in making visible the 
culturally accepted ways of thinking related to the 
tension between the universalistic and market logic 
of ECEC provision. The IM practised by the 

interviewees can be related to the two different 
types of logic that are used by municipal decision 
makers to rationalize the marketization of Finnish 
ECEC (Ruutiainen et al., 2020).9 The first type posi-
tions private ECEC as a part of the public ECEC 
system, so the accessibility and affordability of ser-
vices is emphasized. The second type sees private 
ECEC as a complementary service allowing more 
space for a market mechanism. The use of the types 
of logic becomes visible in how organizations’ possi-
bilities to allocate and price their service, select their 
customers and produce returns are emphasized in 
some accounts and descriptions, while others under-
line the affordability and non-selectivity of ECEC and 
parents’ equal possibilities to choose the services they 
want. Interestingly, although the application of busi-
ness logic to ECEC appears to be culturally unaccep-
table or is at least considered controversial, children’s 
best interest appears to be a culturally legitimate 
reason for higher priced ECEC and thus better pos-
sibilities to produce profits. It is however noteworthy 
that, in their accounts, the same interviewees could 
move between both types of logic.

The interviewees tended to justify or deny the 
selectivity and strengthen the positive image of their 
organization/provision by pleading children’s best 
interest, equal accessibility of ECEC or parents’ 
opportunities to choose. The frequency with which 
and how it was possible to plead these issues indicates 

Table 2. Impression management (IM) employed in legitimizing the selectivity of private ECEC’s clientele.

IM
Type of selectivity/ 

selection IM tactics used
Cultural assumptions and expectations related to selection 

and/or selectivity of private ECEC

Defensive Screening of clientele Justification (child’s best interest), 
Avoiding talk about finances 
Excuses (mutual understanding with 
municipalities, subsidy system and regulation)

Selection and/or selectivity culturally disapproved of, 
controversial or debated. Child’s best interest as an 
acceptable reason for selectivity. 
Selection and/or selectivity culturally disapproved of, 
controversial or debated. Tension between universal non- 
selective ECEC and screening of clientele

Families’ financial 
situation as 
a reason for 
selectivity

Justifications (quality-based pricing, child’s best 
interest, naturalization, parents as subjects, 
understating of price difference) 
Excuses (subsidy system or law as an external 
reason)

Selection and/or selectivity culturally disapproved of 
controversial or debated. 
Selection and/or selectivity culturally disapproved 
controversial or debated. The contradiction between 
selectivity, universalism and choice discourse is neutralized 
by appealing to external reasons

Cultural and 
ideological 
selectivity

- -

Assertive/ proactive Screening of clientele -
-

Families’ financial 
situation as 
a reason for 
selectivity*

Exemplification 
Self-promotion

Selection and/or selectivity based on affordability and 
accessibility as culturally approved

Cultural and 
ideological 
selectivity

Naturalization, very matter-of-fact way of talking 
Parents as subjects, used in an assertive sense 
Self-promotion 
Private agents as subjects (own vision or 
ideology)

Selection and/or selectivity based on differentiation of ECEC 
services as a culturally approved or natural issue 
Selection and/or selectivity reflecting opportunity to 
choose as culturally acceptable 
Selection and/or selectivity reflects a provider’s success in 
responding to parents’ preferences 
Selection and/or selectivity reflecting self-fulfilment 
through ECEC provision culturally accepted

*employed in an assertive sense in assuring that the service is affordable and accessible for every family 
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that they are culturally acceptable discourses. It 
appears that by adapting arguments to these dis-
courses it is possible to protect or gain organizational 
legitimacy (see Tienari et al., 2003). Moreover, when 
it was not possible to adapt accounts to acceptable 
discourses, the interviewees offered excuses to assure 
that the selectivity was caused by external reason. 
These reasons presented concerned municipalities’ 
policies related to private ECEC provision, public 
subsidies, regulation and legislation. This study com-
plements previous research (e.g. Abrassart & Bonoli, 
2015; Mäntyjärvi & Puroila, 2019; Pavolini & Van 
Lancker, 2018; Van Lancker, 2017) according to 
which local and national ECEC policies play 
a crucial role in the accessibility of ECEC by suggest-
ing that on the micro level these policies also serve as 
external authors which the private providers can use 
to legitimate their actions.

The existing research conducted in the Finnish 
ECEC context suggests (Ruutiainen et al., 2020; 
Paananen et al., 2019) that the equality of the ECEC 
system is increasingly understood as families’ equal 
opportunities to choose the service corresponding to 
their preferences. This study shows how this notion is 
used to justify the differentiation and specialization of 
private ECEC services and thus the selectivity of 
service users. However, according to results, the 
choice appears to be two-sided: the choice discourse 
also includes providers’ choices about their clientele 
and selectivity related to pricing and targeting of their 
services. Thus, the Finnish ECEC policy emphasizing 
families’ equal opportunities to choose appears to be 
followed by consequences that might be at least partly 
unintended (see Paananen, 2017; Settlage & 
Meadows, 2002). As Vandenbroeck et al. (2008) sug-
gest, ECEC providers’ admission policies might be 
related to the selectivity of ECEC service users. 
However, whether or not or to which extent such 
selection is happening in the Nordic context is ulti-
mately an empirical question that remains 
unanswered.

Previous research (e.g. Moss, 2009; Lee, 2018; 
Yuen & Grieshaber, 2009, Ruutiainen et al., 2020) 
has argued that the emergence of market rationale 
in the context of ECEC conceptualizes parents as 
active and rational market agents selecting services 
corresponding to their preferences. This study indi-
cates that this conceptualization of parents is 
employed in defensive and assertive IM by repre-
senting parents as demanding subjects. 
Accordingly, private service providers appeared as 
though they were just reacting to the prevailing 
demand offering different opportunities to choose 
(see also Karlsson et al., 2013). This notion of 
parents appears to be somewhat simplified because, 
as Meyers and Jordan (2006) note, parents’ child-
care choices appear to demonstrate their 

accommodations to prevailing economic and social 
realities rather than differences in a priori prefer-
ences. Moreover, ECEC choice is more or less 
related to parents’ background, which manifests as 
cultural awareness or socioeconomic situation (e.g. 
Eika, 2006; Grogan, 2012; Kampichler et al., 2018; 
Vincent & Ball, 2006).

Overall, this study shows how the consumerist 
ideas that challenge the understanding of school 
education as a public good and drive school segre-
gation and differentiation in Nordic countries 
(Dovemaovemark et al., 2018) have gained 
a foothold in the area of ECEC as well (see also 
Karlsson et al., 2013). The Nordic model of universal 
and egalitarian education policy has aimed at redu-
cing inequalities related to children’s background 
(Esping-Andersen, 1996), but the current develop-
ment of ECEC policy has set these objectives at risk. 
It appears that the marketization and privatization 
of ECEC, even carried out in a way that preserves 
the idea of universalism (see Ruutiainen et al., 2020), 
has the potential to increase the selectivity of such 
services. Thus, the inconsistency between ECEC pol-
icy objectives and actualization seems evident. Even 
though ECEC legislation and other regulations func-
tion to produce uniformity between public and pri-
vate ECEC and to avoid stratification of their 
clientele, this study suggests that the marketization 
of Finnish ECEC may be leading – at least some-
what – to a differentiated clientele between the two 
provisions. However, since the empirical research 
(e.g. Degotardi et al., 2018; Grogan, 2012; 
Kensinger Rose & Elicker, 2008; Vandenbroeck 
et al., 2008) on selectivity and accessibility is highly 
context specific, further multi-methodological inves-
tigation is needed to fill the gaps in knowledge about 
the consequences of ongoing marketization develop-
ment in the Nordic context and more broadly.

Notes

1. Universalism is defined differently in different con-
texts (Anttonen & Sipilä, 2014). However, this paper 
combines definitions by Moberg (2017) and Szebehely 
and Meagher (2018) in the context of Nordic elder-
care. Accordingly, universalism is characterized by 
clearly defined right to services, equal needs-based 
inclusion, public funding, affordability and service 
provision, and comprehensive usage of services 
achieved by good quality.

2. In 2019, 14,318 families received a private day care 
allowance, 30,532 received vouchers and 4,898 chil-
dren were in purchased service.

3. Customer fees in public ECEC are income tested, 
varying between €0 and €288 per child per month.

4. The concept used varies according to place and histor-
ical moment.

5. We regenerate illustration introduced by Lillqvist and 
Louhela-Salminen’s (2013) to demonstrate the 

102 V. RUUTIAINEN ET AL.



complexity of corporate impression management in 
social media.

6. Two interviews did not include talk about the amount 
of customer fees, but on their websites both organiza-
tions list higher fees than those in the public sector.

7. If the municipal subsidy for the use of private ECEC is 
completely income tested, families will pay the same 
fee for the services as they would in public ECEC plus 
a possible extra fee set by the provider. However, if the 
subsidy is partly income tested and partly not – as is 
the case quite often (Lahtinen & Svartsjö, 2018) – the 
fee the families pay for private ECEC may exceed the 
fee they would pay for public ECEC. Since low-income 
families do not need to pay any fee for public ECEC 
services, for them the difference between the costs of 
public and private ECEC may be considerable if the 
subsidy is not fully income tested.

8. In addition to selectivity between public and private 
ECEC there appears to be potential for selectivity 
within settings as well. It is told that at an additional 
cost parents can purchase different hobby opportu-
nities available during the ECEC days. Offering these 
paid extra services is justified by representing them as 
better serving customer families and giving their chil-
dren the opportunity to have a hobby already during 
an ECEC day and thus save families’ evening time.

9. The first type of logic is closely related to the income- 
tested voucher system and the other to fixed-sum 
PDAMS.
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Socioeconomic and attitudinal differences between service users of private and public
early childhood education and care in the Finnish context

Abstract

The marketisation and privatisation of welfare services such as early childhood education and
care (ECEC) have been a global trend in recent decades. Earlier research suggests that
market-based ECEC provision often leads to inequalities and stratification of service users. In
Finland, as in other Nordic countries where provision of ECEC has traditionally been a public
responsibility, ECEC services have also been undergoing marketisation and privatisation.
Until now, especially in Finland, little has been known about service users of public and
private ECEC or parental decisions between public and private ECEC. This study addresses
that gap by showing that the clientele of private and public ECEC differ in their
socioeconomic attitudinal characteristics. It appears that the combination of marketisation
and privatisation of ECEC extend processes of educational and social distinction into the
early childhood.

Key Words

Early childhood education and care, privatisation, marketisation, selectivity, choice,
stratification

Introduction

Issues related to parental decisions between public and private schools in different education
policy contexts are a subject of wide academic interest (e.g., Goldring & Phillips, 2008; Holmes
Erikson, 2017; Morris & Perry, 2019; Benson, Bridge & Wilson, 2014; Ball, Bowe & Gewirtz,
1996). Research findings underline the importance of family socioeconomic status (SES) and
class position in such decisions. However, although there seems to be an emerging interest in
families’ choices between public and private services in early childhood education and care
(ECEC) (e.g., Garvis & Lunneblad, 2018; Ghosh & Dey, 2020, Vamstad, 2016; Kampichler,
Dvorácková & Jarkovská, 2018; Karlsson, Löfdahl & Pérez Prieto, 2013), the topic is still
scarcely investigated. This article addresses this research gap by investigating the selection of
private versus public ECEC in the Finnish context.

There is an abundance of research examining how various family characteristics, such as SES
or ethnicity (e.g., Sibley et al., 2015; Petitclerc et al., 2017; Grogan, 2012; Coley et al., 2014)
and ECEC policies and systems (e.g., Pavolini & Van Lancker, 2018; Van Lancker & Ghysels,
2016; Meyer & Jordan, 2006; Sylva et al., 2007) are related to parents’ childcare decisions and
children’s ECEC attendance. Moreover, due to the emphasis placed on the beneficial impact
of high quality ECEC for children’s learning and development (van Huizen & Plantenga,
2018), there is a growing body of research studying inequalities in the use of high-quality
ECEC (Cloney et al., 2016; Becker & Schober, 2017; Stahl, Schober & Spiess, 2018; Grogan,
2012; Mierendorff, Ernst, & Mader, 2018). Previous research suggests that national ECEC
policies, regarding for example public supply, universal entitlement and low costs for low-
income families, have the potential to reduce inequalities in ECEC participation (Van Lancker
& Ghysels, 2016; Van Lancker, 2018; Peticlerc et al., 2017; Meyers & Gornik, 2003). Although



ECEC participation appears somewhat stratified also in the Nordic context (see Sibley et al.,
2015, Krapf, 2014), Nordic countries are often considered textbook examples of universalistic
welfare policies that make ECEC services accessible for children from all backgrounds. In
comparison to European parents, on average Nordic parents also perceive ECEC services to be
more accessible (Ünver, Bircan, & Nicaise, 2018).

In recent decades, Nordic ECEC systems have undergone relatively intense marketisation and
privatisation development (Westberg & Larsson, 2020; Mahon et al., 2012; Ruutiainen,
Alasuutari & Karila, 2020; Haugh, 2014; Dýrfjörð & Magnúsdóttir, 2016). In the Nordic
contexts, however, marketisation and privatisation has rather shaped the existing ECEC
systems than replaced one paradigm (universalism) with another one (market logic) (Naumann,
2011; Ruutiainen et al., 2020; Westberg & Larsson, 2020). For example, in Finland (Ruutiainen
et al., 2020) and in Sweden (Westberg & Larsson, 2020), marketisation and privatisation have
entailed the increase of private for-profit ECEC provision and policy measures that have sought
to increase parental choice. However, the ideal of universalism is still manifest in the mainly
publicly provided ECEC services, children’s legal entitlement to ECEC and generous demand-
side subsidies granted by municipalities to cover the costs of private ECEC services. Moreover,
the emergence of quality differences between public and private ECEC is counteracted by
similar regulation of both provision types.

Even though private ECEC seems to have increased under the umbrella of universalistic ideals
in Finland, it has been suggested that service users of public and private ECEC could become
differentiated based on their social and educational backgrounds (Ruutiainen, Alasuutari &
Karila, 2021). This study extends the current understanding of how parental ECEC decisions
may be shaped by national and municipal policies, and by family and parental characteristics,
through examining the potential differentiation of public and private centre-based ECEC users
in Finland. The study investigates whether family SES or parental attitudes are associated with
the use of public or private centre-based ECEC. The impact of national and local policies is
addressed by considering subsidies for private ECEC use in the research design.

Parental ECEC decisions as accommodations

Parental ECEC decisions, and thus the potential differentiation of private and public ECEC
users, reflect many contextual factors. Therefore, such decisions may be better understood as
accommodations to prevailing contextual conditions than as free choices (Meyers & Jordan,
2006). Research has suggested that parental decisions are shaped by: local ECEC policies and
employment opportunities; the availability, affordability and accessibility of ECEC services;
parental beliefs, attitudes and demographic characteristics; child-related factors; and the
financial and other resources available (e.g., Sylva et al., 2007, Ghos & Dey, 2020,
Vandenbroeck et al., 2008, Vandenbroeck & Lazzari, 2014; Archambault, Côté, &, Raynault,
2020; Coley et al., 2014). The interest of this study is especially in the role of families’ SES
and parental attitudes in parents’ ECEC decisions. Moreover, other factors theoretically related
to the decisions, namely the subsidy model used, parents’ countries of birth, the need for
flexibly scheduled ECEC and the amount of ECEC received, are considered in the research
design.

Availability and accessibility of services



The prerequisite of choice between public and private ECEC services is that both services are
available (Karlsson et al., 2013). In Finland, around 18% of ECEC services are privately
provided (FIFHAW, 2020; FEEC, 2020), but private services are unequally distributed. While
in some municipalities, approximately 40–50% of ECEC is privately provided, in almost half
of Finland’s municipalities, private services are not available (Lahtinen & Svartsjö, 2020).
Private services are available especially in larger urban municipalities which have decided to
support private provision. Mostly, these services are centre-based, although there is also some
private family day care. Providers of private centre-based ECEC vary from small local
entrepreneurs to non-profit providers and large for-profit chains (see FEEC, 2020).  The present
study considers the responses of informants who lived in municipalities where, at the minimum,
one private ECEC centre was located, to ensure that the informants had at least a theoretical
option to choose a private ECEC centre.

Previous research suggests that in highly privatised and marketised ECEC systems, availability
of services is poorer in neighbourhoods of lower socioeconomic status than in better off
neighbourhoods (Noailly & Visser, 2009; Penn, 2011; Cloney, 2016). In more deprived areas,
ECEC provision is mainly a public responsibility (Brennan, 2016). In Finland, the only study
(not peer-reviewed) that has compared locations of ECEC centres observed no differences in
average household income between the neighbourhoods of public and private ECEC centres
(Ruutiainen, 2018). Moreover, Finnish parents using private ECEC may be somewhat more
willing to manage longer transportation distances than parents who use public ECEC (Sulkanen
et al., 2020, see also Kosunen, 2014). In the USA, especially middle-income parents have
shown preference for childcare characteristics other than convenient transfer distance
(Kensinger Rose & Elicker, 2008). Thus, it might be expected that the possible differentiation
of service users cannot be explained only by the nearby availability of private ECEC.

Affordability of services

The affordability of ECEC services understandably determine their accessibility, especially for
low-income families (Meyers & Gornick, 2003; van Lancker & Ghysels, 2016; West, 2006;
Archambault et al., 2020). This is because low-income families’ ECEC decisions and
participation in general are restricted by prices (Japel & Friendly, 2018; Early & Burchinal,
2001). This association remains statistically significant after controlling for mothers’
employment situation and parents’ nationalities, which might reflect cultural values concerning
ECEC (Abrassart & Bonoli, 2015). Where public and private options are available, low-income
families tend to more often select public ECEC (West, 2006; Ghosh & Dey, 2020) or schools
(Bosetti, 2004) where tuition is lower than in the private settings. In Germany, there is a strong
positive association between the customer fees set by individual providers and the SES of their
clientele, which increases the stratification of ECEC service users (Mierendorf, Ernst & Mader,
2018). In countries where universal ECEC provision and income-tested customer fees are
available, household income has less impact (Petitclerc et. al, 2017; Stewart et al., 2014).

In Finland, municipalities have a legal obligation to provide ECEC services for local families.
Fees for public ECEC are income-tested, ranging from 0 to 290 euros per month (Act on ECEC
Fees, 1503/2016). The public sector also grants demand-side subsidies for families using
private ECEC services. Private day care allowance (PDA) is available for all families using
private childcare or ECEC services, and its value varies between 174€ and 320€, depending on
household income. On top of the PDA, around 36% of municipalities pay a municipal



supplement (MS), which is usually a flat rate or partially income tested. Moreover, roughly
36% of municipalities grant income-tested vouchers for purchasing private ECEC (Lahtinen &
Svatsjö, 2020). The use of vouchers (12.2% of children attending ECEC at 2019) has increased
over the last decade, and the use of the PDA (6% in 2019) has decreased respectively1 (FEEC,
2019). The main difference between the two-subsidy systems relates to the fees that are left for
parents to pay. Especially with income-tested vouchers, customer fees in the private sector are
relatively close to those in the public sector. The less flexible PDA (+ potential MS) system,
on the other hand, entails that the customer fee in the private sector is about the same for every
family. Previous research indicates that between 1997 and 2009, the PDA was mainly used by
higher SES families (Räsänen & Österbacka, 2019). A Swiss study, in turn, showed that
income-testing of customer fees is positively associated with the ECEC participation of low-
income children (Abrassart & Bonoli, 2015). Therefore, it may be assumed that income-tested
vouchers allow families in diverse financial situations to select private ECEC, whereas the less
flexible PDA system might favour families who would anyway have to pay the maximum fee
in the public sector.

Family socioeconomic status

A large body of research has used family SES characteristics as independent variables when
examining parental ECEC or school decisions (e.g., Petitclerc et al., 2017; 2015; Ball et al.,
1996; Vincent & Ball, 2006; Sibley et al., 2015; Bosetti, 2004; Grogan, 202; Vandenbroeck et
al., 2008; Coley et al., 2015). Usually, SES is measured by household income and parental
education level. In this study, the same measures are used. As described, household income
level is related to the affordability of ECEC services, especially if customer fees are high. In
Finland, there is no research on private providers’ customer fees. However, it can be stated that
the customer fees of services that accept vouchers are often a little higher than those that don’t,
and the customer fees of services that accept the PDA are often a higher again (see Ruutiainen
et al., 2020; 2021).

In addition to SES, parental education level also indicates their class position and available
cultural and social resources (see Jæger & Karlson, 2018; Xie & Ma, 2019). It is well-
documented that parents make use of such resources when making decisions about their
children’s education (Benson et al., 2014; Kosunen & Carrasco, 2014; Goldring & Phillips,
2008; Kosunen & Rivière, 2018; Kampichler et al., 2018; Ball et al., 1996). Middle class (high
SES) parents’ valuations, tastes and ability to distinguish differences between different settings
tend to differ from those of working-class parents, and they are therefore more likely to engage
in choice-making in ECEC markets (Vincent & Ball, 2006). Highly educated middle-class
parents orient deliberatively to ECEC choice in ECEC markets and invest cultural and financial
resources in finding ECEC solutions beyond the mainstream that are ideal from the perspective
of children’s individual development. Working-class parents with lower education, on the other
hand, appear to be less selective in their choices and search for ECEC from within mainstream
solutions primarily on the basis of tangible criteria (Kampichler et al. 2018). Thus, in addition
to the observation that highly educated parents are more likely to consider quality in their
ECEC decisions (Grogan, 2012; Johansen et al., 1996), their perceptions of ECEC quality
appear to differ as well (Kampichler et al., 2018). In public-private decisions, this becomes

1 Municipalities can purchase ECEC services straight from private sector. Purchased services are, however, left
out of this examination, because they do not promote parental choice in the same way as demand-side subsidies.



visible in the way that highly educated, educationally aspirant parents prefer private preschools,
which they believe better prepare their children for school (Ghosh & Dey, 2020). Moreover,
ECEC providers’ access policies can favour the children of highly educated parents
(Vandenbroeck et al., 2008, van Der Werf et. al., 2021).

Also in a school context, highly educated middle-class parents appear to actively seek school
options and eventually select private options (Bosetti, 2004; Ball et al., 1996). Especially
middle-class parents appear to prefer schools with class and ethnicity compositions similar to
their own (Benson et al., 2014; Rønning Haugen, 2020). The same kind of social segregation
is also observed in the ECEC context (Becker & Schober, 2017). Even in Sweden, where
customer fees and the quality of private services are regulated, higher educated parents appear
to choose private ECEC more often (Garvis & Lunneblad, 2018; Vamstad, 2007).

Attitudes and beliefs

Parental attitudes and beliefs appear to be one component shaping their ECEC decisions (Sylva
et al., 2007). Parents with progressive beliefs about childrearing – who favour self-directed
child behaviour – consider quality and practical aspects in their ECEC decisions more than
parents with traditional childrearing beliefs that emphasise adult directives. This relationship
seems, however, to be moderated by family SES, since it is observed only among low-income
parents (Grogan, 2012). Moreover, parents with a child-centred orientation appreciate safe and
well-supervised environments, children’s autonomy and self-sufficiency. Parents with a school
readiness orientation, in turn, value ECEC’s contribution to children’s learning skills and social
relationships with peers and teachers (Gamble, Erwing and Wilhelm, 2009).

Support for public ECEC provision has been shown to be especially strong among working
mothers and lower SES parents. Moreover, national ECEC policies correlate with parental
attitudes towards public ECEC provision: the larger and the more positively assessed current
public childcare provision is, the more it is supported (Chung & Meuleman, 2017). Those
parents whose children are in state schools and those with lower SES are less willing to exercise
school choice. This has been suggested to stem from their attitudes, namely belief in the value
of public education and the idea that every school should be able to accommodate the learning
needs of every child (Bosetti, 2004).

In Finland, parents who use private ECEC reason their choice differently than parents whose
use public ECEC. The former emphasise the specialisation and values of ECEC, diverse
pedagogical activities, home-likeness, and group size. The latter more often value flexible
opening hours and suitable location (Sulkanen et al., 2020). This indicates differing attitudes
and orientations towards the role of ECEC among public and private service users. However,
it is not known whether these attitudes, beliefs and orientations vary according to family SES.
Therefore, in this study, possible interrelationships between parental attitudes, the ECEC
provider and family SES are examined.

Other factors

Finally, previous research has suggested other potentially differentiating factors regarding the
use of private ECEC. Ruutiainen et al’s (2021) interview study with Finnish private ECEC
providers suggests that children with immigrant backgrounds may be under-represented within
private services. This observation is supported by research conducted in other contexts
(Abrassart & Bonoli, 2015; Vandenbroeck & Lazzari, 2014; Schober & Spiess, 2013; Scholz,



Erhard, Hahn & Harring, 2018; van der Werf et al., 2020). The study also suggests that hours
of ECEC used per week and the need for flexibly scheduled ECEC are factors in private
providers’ customer selection (Ruutiainen et al., 2021). Therefore, immigrant background, the
child’s weekly attendance hours in ECEC, and the need for flexibly scheduled ECEC are
controlled for in the present study.

Research questions

The aim of this study is to investigate whether the service users of public and differently
subsidised private ECEC services differ in their socioeconomic and attitudinal characteristics.
Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual model of the research. The research questions (RQs) are as
follows:

RQ1: How do service users of public ECEC and service users of private ECEC, provided with
vouchers or private day care allowance, differ in their socioeconomic background?

RQ2: How do the attitudes of service users of public ECEC and service users of private ECEC,
provided with vouchers or private day care allowance, differ?

RQ3: Does the linkage between the ECEC provider (public or private) and parental attitudes
vary according to family SES?



Figure 1. The conceptual model of the research. The continuous arrows refer to actual research questions (RQ)
and the dashed arrows refer to variables to be controlled for.

Method

Data collection and participants

The present study utilises cross-sectional survey data collected for the CHILDCARE research
project in 2019. The project is a collaborative effort between the Universities of Jyväskylä and
Tampere, and the National Institute of Health and Welfare, and it has been financed by the
Strategic Research Council Program, ‘Equality in Society’ (2015 2021) at the Academy of
Finland (SA 293049 and SA 314317). The Ethical Committee of the University of Jyväskylä
has approved the research protocol.

The survey was sent to 7764 parents of 4081 children living in 13 Finnish municipalities2. The
parents all had a child who was born between 1 October 2014 and 30 September 2015. At the
time of the survey, the focal children were approximately four years old. Altogether 1871
parents (response rate 24%) of 1458 children (35.7%) participated in the survey. In this
research, only the responses of those parents whose four-year-old child was in public or private
ECEC centre were used, which meant 1416 parents of 1109 children. For 307 of these children,
both parents had responded. Examination of the data’s representativeness based on the Chi-

2 The survey was a follow-up study for the majority of the parents. The first wave of data collection was
conducted in 2016 in 10 of the 13 municipalities included in the present data collection. Because many families
had moved since the first data collection, there were respondents from 71 Finnish municipalities.



square goodness-of-fit test3 showed that mothers, highly educated parents, employed parents,
upper-white-collar employees and managers, lower income households and families living in
the capital area were overrepresented among the participants (p < .001). Moreover, as seen in
Table 1, families whose child was in public ECEC and families that received vouchers were
slightly underrepresented, whereas families receiving the PDA were overrepresented (p < .001)
(see FEEC, 2019).

Table 1. Shares of different forms of ECEC in the research data and Finland
Form of ECEC Research data (%) Finland (%)
Public 79.4 81.1
Voucher 10.7 12.2
PDA 9.9 6.0

Measures and Variables

The form of ECEC was investigated by asking ‘what childcare or early childhood education
arrangements do you have in place for your 4-year-old’. The respondent was asked to choose
from 13 options including ‘municipal day care centre’ and ‘private day care centre’. Moreover,
parents were asked to choose between nine options concerning which childcare subsidies they
received. The options included service vouchers and PDA. The form of ECEC was coded into
three categories: 1 = public ECEC, 2 = private ECEC + voucher and 3 = private ECEC + PDA.

Family socioeconomic status was measured by parental education level and household income
level. Parental education level was measured by asking for the respondent’s highest level of
education (1 = no vocational education, 2 = vocational course or equivalent, 3 = vocational
school or other vocational qualification, 4 = post-secondary non-higher vocational
qualification, 5 = lower university of applied sciences degree, 6 = higher university of applied
sciences degree, 7 = lower university degree, 8 = higher university degree university degree).
The responses were categorised into a dummy variable: 0 = primary/ secondary education
(options 1–4) and 1 = tertiary education (options 5–8).

Household income level was measured by asking for the household’s net income per month
using twelve response options: 1 = less than 500€, 2 = 500–1000€ to 11 = 7000–8000€, 12 =
more than 8000€. To increase the families’ comparability, the income level is reported as
equivalent income, which takes into account family composition (SF, 2021). The middle point
of the income range was used in the calculation. Households were grouped into three income-
categories: low-income, middle-income and high-income. A dummy variable was formed from
each category (in each 0 = no, 1 = yes). The high-income group served as a reference group.
Following EUROSTAT (2020a), low-income threshold was set at 60 percent of median
equalised disposable income. For defining high-income households, there is no established
threshold (Atkinson & Brandolini, 2013). However, EUROSTAT (2020b) has used thresholds
of 130, 140, 150, 160 percent of median equalised disposable income. Of those, the 140 percent
threshold was used in this study4.

Parents’ attitudes towards ECEC were investigated through 16 items. Eight of these assessed
attitudes towards public and private service provision and the chargeability of ECEC, while

3 Because there are no statistics available for Finnish parents whose child participates in ECEC, the research
data is compared to Finnish parents who have a four-year-old child.
4 The results’ sensitivity to different threshold values (130% and 150%) is discussed in the conclusion.



eight concerned ECEC quality (see Table 2). The response scale for all items was 1 = strongly
disagree … 5 = strongly agree.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics
Variables % M (SD)
The form of child’s ECEC

Public ECEC centre 79.4 -
Private ECEC centre + voucher 10.7 -
Private ECEC centre + private day care allowance 9.9 -

Parental education level
primary or secondary education 24.3 -
higher education 75.7 -

Household income level
Low 19.6 -
Middle 61.1 -
High 19.3 -

Parents’ attitudes related to public and private ECEC provision and the
chargeability of ECEC

1.1. My municipality offers a sufficient choice of day care services (e.g., provision
at municipal and private day care centres and family day care)

- 3.75 (1.18)

1.2. Municipal ECEC is of higher quality than private provision - 3.05 (0.95)
1.3. Private ECEC services should be more readily available - 2.82 (0.93)
1.4. Private ECEC offers a more diverse range of activities than municipal - 2.68 (0.92)
1.5. Municipalities should invest more in municipal ECEC provision than in
subsidising private service

- 3.68 (0.96)

1.6. Municipal ECEC providers are better in meeting children’s special needs than
private providers

- 3.16 (0.86)

1.7. ECEC should be free of charge for all children - 3.16 (1.35)
1.8. ECEC should be free for five-year-old children - 3.63 (1.19)

Parents’ attitudes related to the quality of ECEC
2.1. Children do not receive sufficient individual attention in ECEC - 2.57 (0.96)
2.2. The child’s need for support is adequately considered in ECEC - 3.73 (0.71)
2.3. Day care group sizes are too large. - 3.94 (0.92)
2.4. ECEC provides the stimulation that children need. - 4.12 (0.63)
2.5. ECEC is unable to secure lasting relationships. - 2.72 (0.97)
2.6. Children learn necessary social skills in ECEC. - 4.43 (0.59)
2.7. High-quality ECEC requires highly trained personnel. - 3.82 (1.04)
2.8. Adults cannot spend enough time with children and/or listen to them in
ECEC

- 3.23 (0.97)

Parent’s country of birth (0 = Finland, 1 = other) 88.6,
11.4

-

The amount of ECEC received (0 = 0-27h/week, 1 = over 27h/week) 18.7,
81.3

-

Flexibly scheduled ECEC (0 = no, 1 = yes) 96.3,
3.7

-

Note. Percentages (%) are presented for categorical variables and means (M),
and standard deviations (SD) are presented for continuous variables. N =
1375–1416.

The control variables included the parent’s country of birth (0 = Finland, 1 = other), the amount
of ECEC received (0 = 0–27h per week, 1 = over 27h per week), flexibly scheduled ECEC
(i.e., a need for ECEC at evenings, overnight and/or at weekends, where 0 = no and 1 = yes).



Data analysis

Analyses related to RQ1 were conducted with Stata 17. Missing data was imputed using a
multiple imputation procedure with 20 imputations (Schlomer, Bauman & Card, 2010).
Analyses related to RQs 2–3 were conducted with Mplus software (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-
2017).  The Full-Information-Maximum-Likelihood (FIML) procedure was used to account for
missing data (Enders, 2010). In all analyses, the hierarchical nature of the data (i.e., both
parents had responded for 307 children) was considered by estimating unbiased standard errors.

Differences in the SES characteristics of service users of different ECEC forms (RQ1) were
investigated via multinomial logistic regression analysis. The form of ECEC was used as a
dependent variable. Each form was used as a reference category in turn. Parental education
level and household income level were independent variables. The parent’s country of birth,
amount of ECEC received and flexibly scheduled ECEC were controlled for. To examine
relative over- or underrepresentation of a certain service user group between different ECEC
forms, the group comparisons were first conducted via relative risk ratios (RRR) and their 95%
confidence intervals (CI) (StataCorp, 2021). RRR values under 1 mean that the relative risk
that serves as the numerator (e.g., the probability that a child of a low-educated parent is in
public ECEC, divided by the corresponding probability for a child of a highly educated parent)
is greater than the relative risk that serves as the denominator (e.g., the probability that a child
of a low-educated parent is in private voucher subsidised ECEC, divided by the corresponding
probability for a child of a highly educated parent). Using the examples in parenthesis, a RRR
over 1 indicates that a relatively larger proportion of public ECEC service users are low-
educated, while a relatively larger proportion of voucher subsidised private ECEC users are
highly educated. RRR values under 1 indicate the opposite. The RRR is statistically significant
if its CI does not include value 1. The RRR allows for inducing the relative proportions of
service users, but the measure of effect is misleading and difficult to interpret (see Niu, 2020;
Breen, Karlson & Holm, 2018). Therefore, as recommended (Niu, 2020), the effect sizes of are
presented as average marginal effects (AME) and their 95% CI. If the 95% CI does not include
value 0, the result is considered to be statistically significant. For binary variables, AME
measures the change in predicted probability when the value of the independent variable
changes from 0 to 1. For categorical variables, the AME is relative to that variable’s reference
category (Niu, 2020; Breen, Karlson & Holm, 2018). AMEs are presented as percentage points.

Analyses for RQs 2 and 3 were conducted within the exploratory structural equation (ESEM)
framework (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2009; Marsh et al., 2009), as it can integrate the EFA
measurement model (here, the attitude dimensions) within the traditional confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA)/structural equation modelling (SEM) framework. This increases the validity of
the results, as the associations of the measurement-error-corrected latent variables of the
parents’ attitudes with the SES characteristics and ECEC form can be examined while
controlling for the parent’s country of birth, the amount of ECEC received and flexibly
scheduled ECEC.

The overall goodness-of-fit of all models related to RQs 2-3 was evaluated with the 2 test, root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), the
Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and standardised root mean square residuals (SRMR).  The 2 p
value should be greater than 0.05, whereas values smaller than 0.06 for RMSEA and 0.08 for
the SRMR, and values higher than 0.90 for both the TLI and the CFI were considered
representative of an acceptable fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2016). Due to the large number
of parameters estimated, TLI and RMSEA, which correct for parsimony may be particularly



important in ESEM (Marsh et al., 2009). However, since research regarding the adequacy of
the abovementioned criteria for ESEM is still lacking (Arens & Morin, 2016), in this study, the
criteria are used rather as a guide than as strict rules in model evaluation, as suggested in other
ESEM studies as well (Arens & Morin, 2016; Marsh et al., 2009).

Prior to the main analyses related to RQ2, the structure of parents’ attitudes was examined via
exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Due to some skewness in the attitude variables, the robust
MLR estimator was used. Moreover, oblique rotation was chosen, because it allows the attitude
dimensions to correlate. The dimensions of parents’ attitudes were identified based on
eigenvalues-over-one criterion (Kaiser, 1960), the interpretability of the solution (Gorsuch,
1983), and goodness-of-fit indexes. Furthermore, items that cross-loaded (i.e., loadings of 0.32
or higher; Tabachnik & Fidell, 2013) on two or more factors were excluded from the final
solution. Finally, the reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) for each dimension of the final factor
structure was examined. The results are shown in Appendix 1.

Then, differences in attitudes towards ECEC’s provision and quality across users of different
ECEC forms (RQ2) were examined by comparing the means of the attitude dimensions across
the three service user groups. The fit of the constrained model (i.e., the means of the attitude
dimensions constrained to be equal across the service user groups) was compared to that of the
model in which the means of the attitude dimensions were estimated freely across the groups
using the 2 difference test (Satorra & Bentler, 2001). A statistically significant test result
suggests that the free model fits the data better than the constrained model. Given that the 2

difference test is sensitive to large sample size (N = 1416 in our study) and non-normality of
the variables, plus it does not accommodate the effects of model complexity, the free models
always fit the data better than more constrained models. Therefore, we also inspected the
changes in TLI (Marsh et al., 2009), CFI, and RMSEA (Chen 2007; Cheung and Rensvold
2002). A change of .01 or less in TLI (Marsh et al., 2005) and CFI (Cheung & Rensvold,
2002) and a change of +.015 or less in RMSEA (Chen, 2007), indicate reasonable support for
the constrained model. Pairwise comparisons of the service user groups were conducted via
Wald’s 2 test (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). Prior to the mean comparisons, the
measurement invariance of the structure of parents’ attitudes across the forms of ECEC was
investigated and found to be satisfactory (see Appendix 2; Marsh et al., 2009).

Interaction between the SES characteristics (analysed separately) and the form of ECEC on
parents’ attitudes (RQ3) was examined by following a similar procedure as for the analysis in
RQ2 for mean comparisons. In both analyses, the attitude factors served as dependent variables,
and they were regressed on the form of ECEC and the control variables. Differences in
regression coefficients between the form of ECEC and the attitude factors were compared
according to the SES characteristics. Furthermore, in the analysis including household income
level, parental education was controlled for and vice versa.

Results

SES characteristics and the form of ECEC

Firstly, differences in the SES characteristics of users of different ECEC forms were examined,
while controlling for the parent’s country of birth, the amount of ECEC received and flexibly
scheduled ECEC. The results based on relative risk ratios (RRR) in Table 3 show that compared



to public ECEC, relatively higher proportions of users of private ECEC (vouchers or PDA) are
highly educated. Public ECEC has a relatively higher proportion of service users with lower
education. The users of the two forms of private ECEC do not differ based on education.
Moreover, it was found that children from high-income households are proportionally
overrepresented in PDA subsidised private ECEC (henceforth PDA ECEC) compared to public
ECEC, and children from low- and middle-income households are proportionally
overrepresented in the public ECEC compared to PDA ECEC. It was also found that children
from high-income households are proportionally overrepresented in PDA ECEC compared to
voucher subsidised private ECEC (henceforth voucher ECEC), and children from middle-
income families are proportionally overrepresented in voucher ECEC compared to PDA
ECEC. Comparisons with low-income households, however, fall just short of statistical
significance. No income-based differences were found between service users of public ECEC
and voucher ECEC.

Table 3. Relative risk ratios (RRR) between family SES characteristics, control variables and
the form of child’s ECEC

Private
ECEC:
voucher

Private
ECEC:
PDA

 Private
ECEC:
PDA

Reference group:
Public ECEC  Private

ECEC:
voucher

RRR
[95% CI]

RRR
[95% CI]

 RRR
[95% CI]

Socioeconomic characters
Parental education level
(0 = primary/secondary education, 1 = tertiary
education)

1.95
[1.18 3.21]

3.06
[1.61 5.84]

 1.57
[0.72 3.46]

Household income
level

Low-income 1.10
[0.57 2.11]

0.49
[0.25 0.95]

 0.45
[0.19 1.08]

Middle-income 1.08
[0.65 1.78]

0.57
[0.37 0.88]

0.53
[0.29 0.98]

High-income Ref. Ref.  Ref.
Control variables:
Parent’s country of birth (0 = Finland, 1 = other) 0.51

[0.22 1.19]
1.44
[0.82 2.54]

2.84
[1.09 7.41]

Amount of ECEC (0 = 1-27h/ week, 1 = 28h or
more/ week)

1.22
[0.72 2.09]

1.26
[0.68 2.32]

 1.03
[0.48 2.21]

Flexibly scheduled ECEC (0 = no, 1= yes) 0.18
[0.24 1.36]

0.21
[0.03 1.61]

 1.18
[0.07
19.09]

Note. CI = confidence interval, Ref. = reference category. The result is statistically significant if
CI does not include 1

The average marginal effects in Table 4 indicate that highly educated parents are more likely
to select PDA ECEC than low-educated parents. Moreover, children in high-income



households are more likely to participate in PDA ECEC than children living in low- or middle-
income households. Household income level does affect the likelihood of using public or
voucher centres.

Table 4. Average marginal effects (AME) of family SES characteristics and control variables.
Private ECEC:
voucher

Private ECEC:
PDA

Public ECEC

AME (%)
[95% CI]

AME (%)
[95% CI]

AME (%)
[95% CI]

Socioeconomic characteristics
Parental education level
(0 = primary/secondary education, 1 =
tertiary education)

4.8
[1.1 8.4]

7.1
[3.8 10.4]

-11.8
[-16.5 -7.2]

Household income
level

Low-income 1.7
[-4.4 7.7]

-6.8
[-12.8 -0.8]

5.1
[-2.8 13.1]

Middle-income 1.4
[-3 5.8]

-5.7
[-10.5 -0.9]

4.3
[-1.8 10.4%]

High-income Ref. Ref. Ref.
Control variables
Parent’s country of birth (0 = Finland, 1 =
other)

-5.4
[-13.6 -0.6]

4.4
[-1.9 10.6]

1.1
[-6.4 8.5]

Amount of ECEC (0 = 1-27h/ week, 1 =
28h or more/ week)

1.5
[-3 6.2]

1.7
[-3.1 6.4]

-3.2
[-9.5 3]

Flexibly scheduled ECEC (0 = no, 1= yes) -8.5
[-13.6 -3.4]

-7.4
[-12.9 -2]

15.9
[8.5 23.4]

Note. CI = 95% confidence interval. The result is statistically significant if CI does not include
0. Ref. = reference category

Parental attitudes towards ECEC and its provision by the form of ECEC

Secondly, the attitudinal differences of parents using different forms of ECEC were examined.
The items are shown in Table 2. First, the structure of parental attitudes towards ECEC and its
provision was examined. As a result of EFA (Appendix 1), four attitude dimensions were
formed. The first dimension expressing positive attitude towards municipal over private ECEC
was named Preference for municipal ECEC (items 1.2–1.6 in Table 2). The second dimension,
named Cost-free ECEC, expresses positive attitude towards cost-free ECEC (items 1.7, 1.8).
The third dimension expresses a critical stance concerning the individual attention that children
receive in ECEC, which was named Individual attention (items 2.1–2.3, 2.5, 2.8). The fourth
dimension expresses ECEC’s utility for individual children and thus was named Individual
utility (items 2.4, 2.6). Measurement invariance of the structure of parents’ attitudes across the
service user groups was examined and found to be acceptable (Appendix 2).

The results (Table 5 upper part) show that most changes in fit indexes exceeded the cut-offs,
meaning that evidence was found of attitudinal differences between service users of different
ECEC forms. Pairwise comparisons (Table 6) found that parents whose children were in public
ECEC had the most positive attitudes towards public ECEC provision, whereas parents whose
children were in PDA ECEC were the least positive. Moreover, parents whose children were



in PDA ECEC had more critical attitudes towards ECEC’s (in general) ability to take every
child individually into account than parents whose children were in public ECEC. The form of
ECEC did not differentiate parents in terms of their attitudes towards the chargeability of ECEC
or ECEC’s utility for individual child.



Table 5. Attitudinal differences between services users of different forms of ECEC and interaction between socioeconomic factors and the form of child’s ECEC on
parental attitudes
Estimated models 2 value df Scaling

correctio
n

2 difference testa CFI CFI TLI TLI RMSEA (90% CI) RMSE
A

SRMR SRM
R

RQ2: Mean
differences
across service
users of different
forms of ECEC
Equal means 1037.73 391 0.98 0.843 0.84 0.06 (0.056; 0.065) 0.103
Freely estimated
means

830.01 383 0.98 2(8) = 174.16*** 0.891 -
0.048

0.887 -0.047 0.05 (0.046; 0.055) 0.01 0.079 0.024

RQ3: Interaction
with SES
Household
income level
Constrained
model

889.74 497 1.07 0.905 0.9 0.042 (0.037;
0.046)

0.069

Free model 834.71 449 1.08 2(48) = 53.70n.s. 0.907 -
0.002

0.891 0.009 0.044 (0.039;
0.048)

-0.002 0.066 0.003

Parental
education level
Constrained
model

600.77 299 1.13 0.922 0.909 0.039 (0.034;
0.043)

0.056

Free model 591.13 275 1.12 2(24) = 13,56n.s. 0.918 0.004 0.896 0.013 0.041 (0.037;
0.046)

-0.002 0.056 0

Note: aA reference model fits the data better if p < .05;  = change. n.s.p > 0.05, ***p < .001.



Table 6. Differences in attitudes across different ECEC service user groups.
Attitude dimensions Compared groups Wald test

(df =1)
Group differences

Factor 1 Preference for municipal
ECEC

PDA vs. public 128.51*** public > PDA

voucher vs. public 33.92*** public > voucher
voucher vs. PDA 9.61* voucher > PDA

Factor 2 Cost-free ECEC PDA vs. public 0.26
voucher vs. public 0.18
voucher vs. PDA 0.004

Factor 3 Individual attention PDA vs. public 4.00* PDA > public
voucher vs. public 2.30
voucher vs. PDA 0.20

Factor 4 Individual utility PDA vs. public 0.34
voucher vs. public 0.14
voucher vs. PDA 0.69

Note.  *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001

The role of SES characteristics in the linkage between form of ECEC and attitudes

Thirdly, it was examined whether the relationship between the form of ECEC and parents’
attitudes varies with family SES characteristics. The results presented in Table 5 favored the
constrained model for both SES characteristics, suggesting that the relationship between the
form of ECEC and attitudes towards ECEC and its provision did not vary with family SES
characteristics. Hence, service users of different forms of ECEC appear to differ in their
attitudes in the same way regardless of household income level or parental education level.

Discussion

This study examined the potential differentiation of private and public ECEC service users
based on SES or attitudes concerning the quality and provision of ECEC in Finland. Moreover,
the role of SES characteristics in the relationship between the form of ECEC and parental
attitudes was examined. According to the results, the SES and attitudes of public and private
ECEC service users do differ, but the attitudinal differences do not relate to family SES.

According to the findings, when compared to public ECEC and, to a lesser extent, voucher
ECEC, high-income households are overrepresented in the clientele of PDA ECEC. Therefore,
this study suggests that income-tested customer-fees and subsidies (public provision and
vouchers) make public and private ECEC accessible also for low- and middle income-families.
More inflexible subsidies (PDA) with unregulated customer fees appear to favour high-income
families. The results are in line with previous research (e.g., van Lancker & Ghysels, 2016;
Archambault et al., 2020; Japel & Friendly, 2018) indicating that the affordability of ECEC
services plays an important role in how accessible they are for different families. The present
results also support the view that the subsidy model is crucial in the affordability of services
for families (Vandenbroeck & Lazzari, 2014; Van Lancker, 2018; Abrassart & Bonoli, 2015).

In line with previous research (e.g., Kampichler et al., 2018; Garvis & Lunneblad, 2018; Ghosh
& Dey, 2020; Vincent & ball, 2006), this study indicates that parents’ decision between public
and private services is related to parental education level. Those parents whose children are in



private ECEC are more likely to be highly educated than those whose children participate in
public ECEC. Earlier research suggests that highly educated parents choose ECEC
deliberatively, and their quality perceptions differ from those of less educated parents (Grogan,
2012; Kampichler et al., 2018; Vincent et al., 2008). Therefore, even though in Finland the
public and private sectors are bound by the same quality standards and curriculum framework,
it may be that highly educated parents view private and public ECEC differently (see also
Vamstad, 2016). This conclusion is supported by previous research. Finnish parents with
children in private ECEC have been found to be more likely to explain their decision with
reference to the content of ECEC than parents with children in public services, who give more
value to practical reasons (Sulkanen et al., 2020). Furthermore, the parents of school-aged
children in Finland consider the reputations of different schools and classes when
contemplating their decisions; entering a ‘selective space’, however, (rather than the local
space of school catchment areas) requires social, cultural and economic resources (Kosunen,
2014). More research on how parents with different SES make sense of different forms of
public and private ECEC, as well as the kind of ‘hot knowledge’ involved in constructing the
reputation of different ECEC settings, is needed (see Vincent et al., 2008).

Previous research suggests that parents’ SES shapes their attitudes and beliefs, which, in turn,
relate to their ECEC decisions (Grogan, 2012; Bosetti, 2004). We found four dimensions of
parental attitudes towards the quality of ECEC and its provision in general: Preference for
municipal ECEC, Cost-free ECEC, Individual attention and Individual utility. Parents whose
children were in private ECEC showed less preference for municipal ECEC provision (i.e.,
more preference for private). Moreover, compared to parents using public services, parents
receiving PDA had more critical attitudes towards the ability of ECEC (in general) to take
children individually into account. Hence, this study supports previous research insofar that
parental attitudes are related to the form of ECEC used. However, these differences did not
vary by family SES. Due to the cross-sectional design of this study (see the limitations section
below), the implications of this finding are only speculative. In general, service users of private
provision may have less preference for municipal ECEC provision because they are satisfied
with the ECEC they receive in the private sector, as suggested by earlier research (Saranko et
al., 2021). Moreover, it is possible that PDA and voucher systems create qualitatively different
kinds of ECEC markets. In addition to legislative regulation, municipalities obligate private
voucher subsidised providers to follow the terms of local voucher contracts. With PDA systems
there are no such contracts (see Lahtinen & Svartsjö, 2020), suggesting that a PDA system
allows more diverse service provision than voucher systems. This speculative view is supported
by earlier qualitative studies (Ruutiainen et al., 2020; 2021) indicating that Finnish municipal
decision makers and private ECEC providers position voucher subsidised private ECEC as a
part of the public service network and PDA ECEC as a separate sector complementing public
provision. Moreover, it appears that large, more standardised ECEC chains provide services
especially in municipalities that grant vouchers. PDA ECEC might be more diverse, including
relatively more small local entrepreneurs and services that provide ideological alternatives (see
Ruutiainen et al., 2020; 2021). Therefore, it is possible that especially in the PDA systems, a
group of parents exist who are critical of public ECEC’s ability to take children individually
into account and who believe that private services can better meet their children’s needs.
Moreover, in the voucher systems, parents using private services, like municipal decision
makers (Ruutiainen et al., 2020), possibly see private provision as a part of the public service
network



This study has some limitations. First, due to its cross-sectional design, it is not possible to
deduce the causality between parents’ attitudes and their decision to use a certain form of
ECEC. Thus, research with more suitable data is needed on whether parents’ differing attitudes
preclude and hence shape their ECEC decisions or whether their attitudes develop while the
child is already in the private setting. Second, the results concerning household income level
appear to be somewhat sensitive to the threshold chosen for the categorisation of high-income
households. When analyses were conducted with 130 and 150 percent thresholds (in this study
140%), which were among the options suggested by Eurostat, it was noted that with the 130
percent cut-off value, the results were in line with those presented. However, with the 150
percent threshold, the income related differences between service users of different ECEC
forms fell slightly short of statistical significance. Third, earlier research has suggested that the
admission policies of private providers potentially exclude children with special educational
needs (SEN) (Ruutiainen et al., 2021; Jones & Jones, 2021). Unfortunately, the data of this
study did not allow controlling for SEN.

Conclusion

In the Nordic context, marketisation and privatisation has rather shaped the already existing
ECEC systems than replaced one paradigm with another (Naumann, 2011; Author reference).
The marketisation of ECEC has proceeded incrementally, and private provision has
complemented the municipal preschool network without abolishing the public foundation of
ECEC services (Westberg & Larsson, 2020; Ruutiainen et al., 2020). In Finland, the public
responsibility of service provision and universalism are still at the core of the ECEC system,
which manifests, for example, in children’s universal right to ECEC, generous public subsidies
and tight regulation. The regulation and subsidies are expected to ensure the selection of public
or private ECEC for all families (Ruutiainen et al., 2020; 2021). However, as this research has
shown, regardless of the ethos of free choice, service users of public and private ECEC differ
as to their SES, attitudes and preferences (see also Sulkanen et al., 2020). The policy
implication of this finding is that, as earlier research suggests (Lloyd, 2019), marketisation and
privatisation of ECEC is hard to implement without increasing social segregation. Even when
financial barriers are mainly removed (Voucher ECEC), increasing parental choice and
competition through demand-side subsidies appear drive such segregation. Therefore, if the
private sector is to involved, it is suggested that, to improve access, rather than providing
demand-side subsidies, it may be justified to support supply directly (Lloyd, 2019; Penn &
Lloyd, 2014), which means privatisation without marketisation (see Van der Werf et al., 2021).
It appears that the differentiation of ECEC service users due to combination of marketisation
and privatisation extends processes of educational and social distinction also into early
childhood (see Kosunen, 2014, Dovemark et al., 2018; Ball et al., 1996; Forsberg, 2018). It is
important that the future research turns its gaze to the implications of such distinctions and
segregation.
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Appendix 1: The structure of parental attitudes towards ECEC and its provision

The structure of parental attitudes towards ECEC and its provision was examined using
explorative factor analysis (EFA). The initial results of EFA showed poor fit and some very
low factor loadings in different factor solutions. The analysis proceeded iteratively so that items
with the lowest factor loading were removed one by one. This procedure was repeated twice
until all factor loadings were sufficient in every estimated factor solution. As a result, items 1.1
and 2.7 (see Table 2) were removed from the final analysis. After these modifications, the
Kaiser criterion suggested a four-factor solution. The model fit for the solution was mostly
acceptable: 2(41) = 272.26, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.85, RMSEA = 0.06 [90% CI =
0.06; 0.07], SRMR = 0.03. Since this solution was reasonable with regards to the content, and
all items loaded statistically significantly to one factor only, this was selected as the final
solution.

The four-factor solution is presented in Appendix Table 1. Items 1.2–1.6 loaded on factor 1,
which was labelled Preference for municipal ECEC. Items 1.2 and 1.6 reflected this dimension
most strongly. Items (1.3, 1.4) that expressed preference towards private provision loaded
negatively on this dimension and thus indicated the preference towards municipal ECEC.

As shown in Appendix table 1, only items 1.7 and 1.8 loaded on factor 2. The loadings were
positive and somewhat equal. The second dimension was labelled Cost-free ECEC. Factor 3,
related to items 2.1–2.3, 2.5, 2.8, was named Individual attention. Items 2.1 and 2.8 reflected
the third dimension most strongly. Item 2.2, that was the only item expressing positive attitude
towards the quality of ECEC loaded negatively on the dimension of Individual attention.
Therefore, this dimension expresses a critical stance on ECEC’s ability to take children
individually into account. Factor 4 was labelled Individual utility and items 2.4 and 2.6, which
formed it, reflected it somewhat equally.

Correlations between the attitude dimensions were mainly weak (Appendix table 1). Only
Individual utility had moderate positive relationships with Preference for municipal ECEC and
Individual attention. The reliability of attitude dimensions Preference for municipal ECEC,
Cost-free ECEC and Individual attention can be considered adequate (Nunnally, 1978, Barret,
2001) while reliability of the fourth dimension, Individual utility, can be considered from good
(Cicchetti & Sparrow, 1981) to inadequate (Barret, 2001).



Appendix table 1. EFA solution based on 13 items of parental attitudes towards provision and quality of ECEC (N = 1401)

Items Loadings Resid
ual
varia
nce

Factor 1
Preference for
municipal
ECEC

Factor
2
Cost-
free
ECEC

Factor 3
Individual
attention

Factor 4
Individual
utility

Cronbach’s alpha 0.71 0.78 0.75 0.61
1.2. Municipal ECEC is of higher quality than private provision
1.3. Private ECEC services should be more readily available
1.4. Private ECEC offers a more diverse range of activities than municipal
1.5. Municipalities should invest more in municipal ECEC provision than in
subsidising private service
1.6. Municipal ECEC providers are better in meeting children’s special needs
than private providers

0.76
-0.44
-0.51
 0.46

 0.68

0.00
0.19
0.05
0.03

0.04

-0.05
-0.10
0.04
0.23

-0.01

-0.10
-0.10
-0.11
0.09

-0.15

0.45
0.74
0.69
0.72

0.57

1.7. ECEC should be free of charge for all children
1.8. ECEC should be free for five-year-old.

-0.00
0.01

0.82
0.77

-0.02
0.04

-0.02
0.06

0.32
0.39

2.1. Children do not receive sufficient individual attention in ECEC
2.2. The child’s need for support is adequately considered in ECEC.
2.3. Day care group sizes are too large.
2.5. ECEC is unable to secure lasting relationships.
2.8. Adults cannot spend enough time with children and/or listen to them in
ECEC

-0.04
0.07
0.07
-0.04
0.04

0.04
-0.00
-0.01
-0.01
-0.03

0.67
-0.46
0.58
0.56
0.74

-0.13
0.17
0.17
-0.08
0.01

0.46
0.70
0.70
0.65
0.46

2.4. ECEC provides the stimulation that children need.
2.6. Children learn necessary social skills in ECEC.

-0.03
0.01

-0.010
0.07

-0.07
-0.02

0.65
0.60

0.55
0.62

Factor correlations F1 F2 F3 F4
F1 Preference for municipal ECEC
F2 Cost-free ECEC
F3 Individual attention
F4 Individual utility

1
-0.03
-0.04
0.25*

1
0.03
-0.00

1
-0.32* 1



Appendix 2: measurement invariance examination

The measurement invariance of parents’ attitudes towards ECEC and its provision was
examined across the three service user groups (Milfont & Ficher, 2010; Appendix Table 2).
Strong invariance was obtained, suggesting that the groups exhibited the same meaning
attribution regarding the ECEC attitude dimensions and that the response style between the
groups was similar. This justified the comparison of the means of the attitude dimensions across
the service user groups.

However, complete strict invariance was not obtained (Appendix Table 2). Residual variance
of item 2.2 contributed the most to the misfit (modification index = 41.29 in private ECEC +
PDA group). After freeing this parameter, partial strict invariance was obtained, suggesting
that the measurement errors did not differ substantially between the groups. Finally, invariance
comparison of factor variances/covariances revealed that CFI slightly exceeded the cut-off.
However, since the usefulness of TLI and RMSEA have been emphasised in previous ESEM
studies (e.g., Marsh et al. 2009), and their changes did not exceed their cut-offs, the invariance
of factor variances/covariances was accepted. This is important, given that in the analyses
related to our second and third research questions, the attitude dimensions were regressed on
the control variables.



Appendix table 2. Invariance tests of the dimensions of attitudes towards ECEC and its provision.

Invariance step 2 value df Scaling
correctio
n

2 difference testa CFI CFI TLI TLI RMSEA
(90% CI)

RMSE
A

SRM
R

SRMR

1 Weak invariance (loadings) 468.41 203 1.06 - 0.92
5

- 0.89
9

- 0.053
(0.047–
0.059)

- 0.04
7

-

2 Strong invariance (loadings,
intercepts)

506.94 223 1.06 Model 2 vs. 1
2 = 38.70**

0.92 0.005 0.90
2

-0.003 0.052
 (0.046–
0.058)

0.001 0.05 -0.003

3 Strict Invariance (loadings,
intercepts, residual variances)

595.42 251 1.08 Model 3 vs. 2
2 = 86.39***

0.90
3

0.017 0.89
4

0.008 0.054
(0.049–0.06)

-0.002 0.06
9

-0.019

3p. P. strict variance (loadings,
intercepts, residual variances)

561.85 249 1.08 Model 3p vs. 2
2 = 55.23***

0.91
1

0.009 0.90
3

-0.001 0.052
(0.046–
0.058)

0 0.06 -0.01

4 Loadings, intercepts, residual
variances (p.),
factor variances and
covariances

620.81 269 1.08 Model 4 vs. 3p
2 = 58.16***

0.9 0.011 0.89
9

0.004 0.053
(0.047–
0.058)

-0.001 0.09 -0.03

Note: p. = partial invariance. aA stricter model fits the data better if p < .05, if CFI  .01, TLI  .01 and RMSEA  .015. **p < .01,
***p < .001.  = change
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