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Early childhood education and care (ECEC) 
Gender changes in a public service rendered almost exclusively by women 

by Christian Hoenisch* 
 
ECEC is a public service employing almost exclusively women. Over the last few years 
Germany has taken a number of measures in order to open up this field and recruit more 
men into ECEC, including action aimed at opening up (male) gender roles. 
 
But first of all, why do we need more men in ECEC at all?  
There are a number of good reasons for raising the number of male ECEC-workers: 
• Gender parity in all areas of society is desirable in order to achieve gender equality. Just 

as there is a political discussion about women in leadership positions, Germany is 
witnessing a relatively new political and societal discourse on men in the caring 
professions. Since an effective gender equality policy has to take into account all genders, 
expanding occupational perspectives for women and men has to be part of it. In order to 
promote an equitable distribution of labour for both men and women, it is necessary to 
broaden traditional notions of gender, both on the labour market and elsewhere.  

• Increasing the proportion of men in ECEC contributes to the widening of career choices 
for boys and men.  

• ECEC centres are gaining increasing significance as educational institutions, and since 2013 
children under the age of three have had a right to a place in an ECEC centre. The 
expansion of ECEC facilities has also led to a diversification of the target groups of ECEC 
and their respective environments, which staff need to reflect if the best early childhood 
education is to be on offer. Male ECEC workers are a building block for greater 
heterogeneity among the pedagogical staff (although gender is just one among many 
aspects). 

• Already in 2013, the expansion of ECEC has led to a predicted shortage of 20,000 trained 
workers. Opening up new target groups, including men, can help close this gap at least 
partially. 

• Male colleagues can have a positive influence on ECEC teams. A 2007 study by the 
London Business School found that teams composed of equal numbers of men and 
women work more innovatively. Well-considered assistance in integrating male ECEC 
workers into the team is decisive for staff development and organisational policies 
dedicated to gender equality. 

• Male ECEC workers can help to compensate for a lack of male caregivers in the family. It 
is necessary for boys and girls alike to see men working in caring professions and thus 
experience a gender-neutral division of labour. 

 
A 2010 study showed that both parents as well as ECEC institutions welcome men in ECEC.1 
A year later the annual Boys’Day2 was introduced, the aim of which is to motivate boys aged 
10 to 17 to opt for training or studies in fields traditionally not taken into consideration by 
men, (e.g. nursing, care, education or the service sector). One of the largest fields where boys 
spend this day is ECEC. 
 
 

                                                
1 http://www.bmfsfj.de/RedaktionBMFSFJ/Broschuerenstelle/Pdf-Anlagen/M_C3_A4nnliche-
Fachkr_C3_A4fte-in-Kitas-englisch,property=pdf,bereich=bmfsfj,sprache=de,rwb=true.pdf 
2 http://www.boys-day.de/english 
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The project More Men in Early Childhood Education and Care began in 2011.  
It was to: 

• raise the number of qualified male personnel in ECEC in Germany, 
• promote modern gender role models for boys and girls, 
• broaden career choices for boys and men and thus open up new perspectives in a 

changing labour market. 
 

The programme’s main pillars were: 
1. Coordination Centre for Men in Early Childhood Education and Care 

Implication of a wide range of stakeholders (Federal states, ECEC facilities, educators, 
parents, trade unions, colleges, national and international experts, etc.), 
public relations and research, as well as conferences, seminars, etc.  
The Coordination Centre is still active3.  
 

2. European Social Fund (ESF) funded programme MORE Men in ECEC (2011 – 2013) 
• 16 individual projects nationwide, covering some 1,300 day-care facilities. 
• Testing of different concepts for attracting men into ECEC and keeping them there. 
• Implementation of a wide range of measures such as internships for pupils, 

mentoring, round tables, networking for male educators, measures specifically 
addressing fathers, looking into gender as an issue in ECEC, etc. 
 

3. Tandem-study4  
The study looked into the behaviour of male and female educators towards children, 
whether there are differences, and what the children’s reactions are.  
It shows that male ECEC workers hardly differ from their female colleagues from a 
professional point of view. In the five dimensions of empathy, challenge, dialogical 
interaction, types of cooperation and content of communication, there are almost no 
significant differences at all between male and female ECEC workers.  
However, male and female ECEC workers tend to prefer different materials, and often 
worked on different products with children. The study’s authors see this as evidence 
that mixed-gender teams bring indeed greater diversity to everyday life in ECEC.  
The study shows that the children’s gender has a greater influence on the educational 
activities than that of the adult staff. 
 

In the course of the project, several thousand men contacted the Coordination Centre in 
order to find out about career change options into ECEC, the large majority of them having a 
– usually qualified – job. Therefore, working in ECEC is obviously particularly attractive for 
men with a certain work experience. Maybe taking up a “purely women’s profession” and 
thus acting against gender stereotypes is much easier for someone of a certain age as 
opposed to an 18-year-old school-leaver.  
However, career change into ECEC is very difficult, as it usually means doing a three year 
full-time course without any kind of income (but often school fees are due). Hence, it is quite 
important to open up feasible paths into the profession in order to facilitate life-long 
learning.  

                                                
3 http://mika.koordination-maennerinkitas.de/about-us/about-the-coordination-centre-men-in-ecec/ 
4 http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1350293X.2015.1043806 
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Initiative for Career Changers 
 
Germany has therefore begun another project (also funded by the ESF) trying out part-time 
courses specially adapted to adults. It supports pilot projects that create or optimise training 
formats for adults aimed at both male and female career changers wanting to become state 
recognised ECEC-workers. The training is combined with paid employment in ECEC centres 
in order to safeguard the trainees' livelihoods. The aim is to give men and women the 
opportunity of life-long learning while at the same time earning their livelihoods – 
regardless of their previous employment status. Thus both employed and unemployed 
persons are able to individually adapt to a changing labour market and qualify as a state-
recognised ECEC-worker. 
 
In 2010, 13,276 men worked in ECEC in Germany (i.e. 3.3% of all staff). Percentages vary 
widely according to region and are in general much higher in bigger cities than elsewhere. 
Five years later, in 2015, the overall number had risen by 87% to 24,878. However, due to the 
huge increase of personnel in general, the percentage in 2015 was still at 4.7%.  
 
So, measures aimed at raising the number of men in women-dominated professions and 
therefore at creating a more even division of labour between genders – albeit always long-
term, given the necessity of overcoming gender stereotypes and the time needed for training 
and qualification – can be successful and in the long run contribute to a more gender 
equitable society.  
 
 
*Christian Hoenisch is deputy head of the Unit for Gender Equality Policy for Boys and Men 
of the German Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth.  

 

This paper was prepared for the EU-LAC Foundation’s Newsletter of September 2016 on the 
theme “Equitable access by women and men to public services”. This article gives the views 
of the author, and not the position of the EU-LAC Foundation or its members. 

 


