Early Childhood, Equal Opportunity, and Gender Equality
I.1.	Introduction: From Diapers to Cognition: the Essentials that Determine a Child’s Fate 
Israel faces many socioeconomic challenges—widespread inequality and poverty, low labor productivity, high cost of living, and protracted and interlocking crises in housing and transport, to name only a few. Israeli society also suffers from sectorialism and “tribalism” that sap its ability to build broad consensuses around appropriate responses to these challenges. Although every issue requires individual attention, of course, an inclusive and integrated perspective, within which each challenge merits its proper place, are also needed. We focus here on one central issue: the treatment of early childhood, the first few years of a child’s life, from birth to enrollment in the structured setting of school at age six. This choice of emphasis reflects the immense importance of this stage of life in shaping the individual’s future. Focusing on early childhood is also critical in order to address a large set of socioeconomic phenomena in desperate need of a response, from fundamental inequality of opportunity to the gender gap. 
Until the middle of the twentieth century, responsibility for dealing with early childhood rested solely on the shoulders of families, particularly mothers, most of whom stayed home for this purpose. Only when children had grown did some women join the labor force; those who did so earlier relied heavily on assistance from their extended families. As women’s labor-force participation escalated in the decades after World War II, however, away-from-home arrangements for preschoolers became increasingly necessary. Collectively called “daycares,” in Israel they are divided into mishpahtonim (family daycares), pe’utononim (toddler daycares), me’onot yom (residential daycares), and so on.[footnoteRef:2] As time passed, government intervention became necessary for the purposes of inspection, assuring access, and appropriate training of personnel. Early-childhood care, however, is immensely expensive, not the least because it is needed precisely when most parents are at the beginnings of their careers and earn relatively little (Brender and Strawczynski, 2015).[footnoteRef:3] Thus, early childhood has become an important issue that also demands state intervention in light of its economic burden. [2:  Semantics matter. These epithets indicate that the facilities in question are not developmental or educational institutions, but rather places where preschoolers can be left while their mothers are at work. Daycares serve the purpose of “care” in the narrow sense of the word, i.e., basic needs only.]  [3:  This well-known economic phenomenon is part of the so-called life-cycle hypothesis.] 

To date, however, no systematic philosophy has evolved regarding the proper role of the state in caring for and educating preschool children, particularly those aged 0–3, and how best to divide responsibilities and expenses between the state and parents. Early-childhood policy exists only de facto and is determined, by and large, in response to particular social and political pressures or as a way to serve other goals, such as incentivizing women’s employment and natality.[footnoteRef:4] Also, there is a major disconnect between what is considered “real” educational policy, which begins only in first grade, and what happens in earlier years.[footnoteRef:5] The reigning vagueness and even confusion in this field is expressed in the acute fragmentation of responsibilities among government ministries and other authorities and the absence of any integrated policy whatsoever. [4:  Incentivizing natality is a major goal in many developed countries that are facing plunging fertility rates and falling local populations.]  [5:   Such is the case even though responsibility for preschools in Israel belongs formally to the Ministry of Education.] 

As we show below, new studies conducted in the past decade yield the unequivocal insight that early childhood has a definitive effect on equal opportunity. This insight is far from intuitive and is surely not universally embraced. It is true that most people today acknowledge the vast importance of what happens in a child’s first years of life, but the reality is that this rhetoric does not translate into the meaningful revision of national priorities. Early childhood remains the stepchild of the education and caregiving systems and still receives the scantiest budgets. The state still shirks overall responsibility for the critical years of 0–3, and most people still justify the establishment of early-childhood settings by referring to the need to “encourage women’s employment,” as though Israeli society were still stuck in the 1960s.	Comment by editor: If most people acknowledge the importance of early childhood, why is the insight far from intuitive? Might there be a missing transition here?
With all this in mind, our goal here is to sketch a comprehensive early-childhood policy derived from a holistic social outlook. In particular, we believe that the construction of a sound society that runs its affairs under democratic governance and an ethical market economy is bound up with an effort to attain two goals: 
a. fundamental equal opportunity;
b. gender equality and a balance between career fulfillment and parenting and family.
Central to this report is the insight that early-childhood policy has dramatic implications for the attainment of these goals. Ostensibly, the goals are self-evident, universally agreed upon, and pursued with great vigor. But in reality, this is not the case. First, fundamental equal opportunity is far from having been attained. An individual’s prospects of success are largely fixed in childhood, even before first grade. This, of course, is a matter of probability, and not of predetermination. Over time, however, a deep abyss opens between the prospects of children who are raised in an environment that provides support and adequate care from birth, and those who grow up in economic distress, tension, anxiety, and underexposure to linguistic and other stimuli. Furthermore, studies show that these disparities widened in the second half of the twentieth century, as manifested in the steadily declining probability of intergenerational social mobility.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  That is to say, the likelihood that a person born to a lower-class family will rise to a higher class has decreased. Chetty et al. (2014) found that the probability of a child born into a bottom-quintile family attaining the highest quintile is only 7.7 percent today. See also Chetty et al. (2017).] 

Even if the state lacks the tools to influence many of the background conditions that affect equal opportunity (e.g., genetic load, family dynamics, etc.), a broad range of factors are definitely policy-dependent. For example, if most settings for ages 1–3 are private and charge 50–60 percent of the minimum wage for each child enrolled,[footnoteRef:7] lower-class parents will clearly not be able to take advantage of such arrangements. If parents need to wait half a year to have their two-year-olds evaluated for developmental problems and cannot afford private evaluation, obviously these youngsters will not receive adequate treatment at that critical stage. These are only a few examples in which a deliberate policy can narrow disparities that begin at the outset of life and steadily widen as time passes. Thus, one doubts the utility of emphasizing more and more math studies in high school or establishing additional degree-awarding colleges in peripheral areas. Such measures are almost certainly “too little, too late” (with emphasis on “late”) because the opportunity gap overall becomes entrenched much earlier. Hence we use the expression “inverting the pyramid,” proposing that that more emphasis and resources be placed on early childhood, with everything that this implies. [7:  Or 40–50 percent of a woman's average wage.] 

As for the struggle for gender equality, this is a historic effort, one of the most important that humankind has known, that has been underway for more than 150 years. It is clear today, however, that even after the greatest obstacles have been eliminated and crude de jure discrimination (outright denial of equal rights) in acquiring education, accessing vocations and professions, and so on has ended, one major factor that perpetuates the gender gap remains: asymmetry between mothers and fathers in raising children. Namely, the undeniable achievement of formal equal opportunity has proved insufficient where narrowing the gender gap is concerned. This is because further measures are needed that take account of the family structure that perpetuates this gap. So emphatically is this the case that parenthood and career are perceived as mutually exclusive options in many developed countries. That is, mothers either raise children at the expense of suitable employment or choose the opposite. Even in households where fathers participate more equally in childrearing, parents face the same dilemma: Do you develop a career or do you raise a family? 
Here, too, the state has considerable room to act: Obviously, insofar as adequate care is extended to those aged 1 and up, the higher the level of equality, the more economically and physically accessible early-childhood settings are, and the more available ancillary healthcare and developmental services become, the gender gap will become narrower and narrower. Any improvement in these and similar areas will ease the burden on mothers above all because it is they who still bear the brunt of responsibility for preschoolers. It is for this reason that such improvements would be helpful in mitigating the gender gap.
Moreover, further progress toward gender equality entails rethinking the work–family relationship. As we show below, this is especially relevant in the Israeli context due to Israel’s unique combination of high women’s employment rates and high birth rates. In a separate report, as stated, I proposed a far-reaching reform of “parental leave” that aims to revolutionize the way early-childhood care is apportioned between parents. In a country that has such high rates of both natality and women’s employment, these measures, taken together, may spark real change on both fronts: advancing gender equality and easing the tension between parenting and career advancement.
As stated, even though calling early childhood a critical stage in individuals’ development has become fashionable of late, it is still unusual to find true understanding of the fact that what happens (or does not happen) in the first stages of life leaves a deep and lasting imprint on the individual’s skill set and, therefore, on the entire course of her or his life. Unfortunately, it remains the prevailing view that what preschoolers need above all is a response to basic essentials such as nutrition, medical care, sleep, and perhaps affection, but not much more. According to this outlook (which finds quintessential expression when resources are allocated), the “real thing” happens only when children enroll in the formal education system and begin to climb the scholastic ladder.
Confronting this outdated mindset, scientific research in recent decades has delivered solid evidence of a connection between the characteristics of a child’s growing environment and the development of his or her abilities, as well as the implications of this nexus for his or her future. These scientific findings create a solid basis for seeing investment in early childhood as a decisive factor in creating conditions for the fulfillment of each child’s latent potential and, therefore, for social mobility. These are not speculative theories of development but are based on real scientific evidence, opposed only by idées fixes, ignorance, or prejudice.
The research at issue spans many fields, including developmental psychology, brain science, and even economics. Here we briefly review some of the studies that contribute to dispelling any doubt about the powerful effect of events in a child’s first months and years of life, the development of abilities and functions that will accompany her or him for life, and the surprising implications of goings-on at the beginning of life for what happens decades later.
I.1.1	Early Childhood and Brain Development
The tremendous progress that has been made in recent decades in research on brain development yields important findings that enhance our understanding of the connection between early childhood and the brain. In particular, researchers have found that the brain develops at a dizzying pace in the first years of life, generating some million synapses per second and demonstrating the highest level of plasticity that it will ever attain. Therefore, it is no surprise that by age three the brain has already attained 90 percent of its maximum volume and that children are especially sensitive in these stages to external stimuli and interactions with those with whom they are in contact—parents, caregivers, and so on (Child Welfare Information Gateway). For the same reason, children have especially prodigious learning abilities in these early phases, in which their cognitive, social, and affective functions take shape. The development of these functions depends decisively on the quantity and quality of the stimuli and reinforcements that the child receives. Figure 1 plots the development of the various functions from birth onward. In some functions, the crucial stage is up to age three but the development of cognitive proficiencies decelerates meaningfully after age eight. (See also Appendix 1.)

[bookmark: _Toc3271623]Figure 1. Sensitive Periods in Early Brain Development	Comment by editor: Figure 2 in the graph itself.
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As stated, the neurons and synapses of a preschooler’s brain form rapidly in the first years of life and healthy development requires the reception of continual sensory and affective stimuli that activate them. If the connections that come together at this stage are put to scanty use, they weaken and die (“use it or lose it”), causing impairment to cognitive, emotional, and social development. Thus, the potential of lasting damage during this initial, critical period is immense (Columbia University, 2018). Figure 2 shows the celerity of synaptogenesis in the first period of a child’s life. 
[bookmark: _Toc3271624]Figure 2. Synaptogenesis from Birth to Age 2 
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The learning process spans all of childhood and beyond, of course, but the older a child becomes the harder it is for him or her to process and learn from new experiences. (A typical example is the difficulty in learning a new language after one masters one’s mother tongue.) The implication of the rapidity of learning in the first stages of life is that functions acquired early on are crucial in determining the ability to learn and develop new proficiencies in the future (“skills beget skills”). What’s more, children who acquire proficiencies early will also put future learning opportunities to better use later on. To cite the OECD’s comprehensive survey:
The first five years of children’s lives are critical to their development. During this period, children learn at a faster rate than at any other time in their lives, developing cognitive and social and emotional skills that are fundamental to their future achievements throughout childhood and as adults. These skills are also the foundation for general well-being—laying the groundwork for how individuals cope with successes and setbacks, both professionally and in their personal lives (OECD, 2018, p. 10).

I.1.2	Lifetime Implications of Quality of Care in Early Childhood
In this section, we base ourselves mainly on the comprehensive and trailblazing work of Nobel Prize-winning economist Professor James Heckman of the University of Chicago. Heckman has devoted his main research efforts in recent years to early childhood in response to dramatic findings that conclusively prove the long-term implications of early intervention for performance decades later.[footnoteRef:8] His studies focus on data collected as part of RTC (Randomized Controlled Trial) early-childhood intervention programs in various American settings several decades ago,[footnoteRef:9] which make it possible to track the long-term effects of the interventions at issue. [8:  Heckman pursues his multiple professional interests under the auspices of a research institute that he established for this purpose: https://cehd.uchicago.edu/ https://heckmanequation.org/ ]  [9:  Randomized controlled trials are experiments in which participants are chosen randomly and are treated as one group whereas another group serves for control purposes.] 

As an expert in advanced statistical research methods,[footnoteRef:10] Heckman worked out reliable estimates of these long-term outcomes in various areas of life, including wages, employment, health, divorce, and crime. The conclusions are unequivocal: Children who received high-quality care at early ages had significantly better outcomes over time—twenty, thirty, and even forty years after the experiment—than did children in the control group, in all these contexts.[footnoteRef:11] Namely, what happened when they were 1–6 years old explained all the differences that they displayed later in life. The other factors—the formal education system, post-secondary education, place of residence, etc.—had no decisive effect relative to what happened (or did not happen) at the outset of life. [10:   This makes him what economists call an "econometrician.” He won his Nobel Prize for his innovations in these methods.]  [11:  See, for example, the summary of a recent study: "This paper estimates the large array of long-run benefits of an influential early childhood program targeted to disadvantaged children, following its participants through their mid-30s. It has substantial beneficial impacts on (a) health and the quality of life, (b) the labor incomes of participants, (c) crime, (d) education, and (e) the labor income of the mothers of the participants through subsidizing their childcare. The overall net rate of return is 13.0% per annum with an associated benefit/cost ratio of 6.3" (García, Heckman, et al., 2016).] 

One of the best known studies in this context is based on the Perry Preschool Study, an experiment conducted in 1962–1967. Within this research framework, 123 children aged 3–4, who were at high risk of failure in school, were closely monitored. One group of participants was given a high-quality early-childhood educational program; the other stayed on the regular track. The follow-up data showed that the treated children outperformed the control group in all areas examined, including acquisition of schooling, earning performance, involvement in crime, and so on. A similar research project—the Chicago Child Parent Center Study—yielded similar results. These studies and others like them led Heckman to the conclusion, as stated, that investing in children’s first years of life is the most efficient and effective method; starting even at age three or four is already “too little, too late” (Heckman, 2006, 2012).
This revolutionary conclusion sharply calls into question current priorities in the entire field of education. It implies that the resources pledged today to the various stages of education (early childhood, preschool, primary school, etc.) are in inverse proportion to the importance of the stages of human development. Namely, the state invests more resources in less meaningful stages and vice versa. Figure 3 demonstrates clearly how the return on human-capital investment falls as age rises. This return manifests in strong achievements throughout the years of study and career and in meaningful savings on welfare and healthcare expenditure as individuals climb the ladder of life, due to early detection of developmental impediments that even thwart advancement at critical junctures. In Heckman’s estimation, every additional dollar invested in high-quality early-childhood settings yields a return of $6–$17 later in life (Heckman, 2016). 
Figure 3. Return on Each Dollar Invested, by Age
[image: ]
I.1.3	Early Childhood and (Lack of) Fundamental Equal Opportunity
The environment in which a preschooler grows has a decisive impact on his or her brain development and, in turn, is shaped largely by his or her family’s socioeconomic class in its economic, educational, vocational, and health aspects. Indeed, many studies show a close relation between socioeconomic gaps and disparities in cognitive development. The precipitants of these disparities are broad: differences in nutrition, exposure to stress, parents’ education, children’s sensory stimuli, and so on. Children raised in socioeconomically disadvantaged households often experience deficits in intellectual stimuli, emotional support, and a safe physical environment. They are also prone to exposure to difficulties that create a psychological load that severely impairs their brain development (Shavit, 2018).
The cognitive proficiencies in which meaningful differences were found among children from different classes pertain mainly to language, memory, spatial-visual processing, and executive function (HECO, 2018). Also immensely important, however, are non-cognitive skills such as self-discipline, self-confidence, and emotional resilience (Heckman, 2012), which too are strongly impacted by early-childhood experiences. A neglectful environment in early childhood, for example, impairs the child’s ability to develop confident communication, and lack of adequate emotional support and enriching stimuli increase the probability of psychiatric disorders and attention and concentration problems (McDermott et al., 2013; Shavit, 2018).
This nexus of socioeconomic background and brain development and its effect on the prospects of success in adult life clash with today’s conventional wisdom. According to the prevailing view, although one should not expect equal outcomes in the course of adults’ lives, a reasonable degree of equal opportunity in the starting blocks is presumed to exist because the assurance of equal opportunity is one of the formal education system’s prime duties. Over the course of the twentieth century, this outlook was translated into a demand that the state provide free education from kindergarten to the end of high school (K–12) in order to surmount the prior disparities that children bring from home.
Research, however, has found, as stated, that the education system has great difficulty in achieving this because by the time children enroll in the system, their main proficiencies and abilities have already been determined and, in some cases, have become permanent. To assure a reasonable degree of equal opportunity, much more massive intervention at earlier stages is necessary, and, if provided, will also make what happens afterward, in K–12, more effective. The Israeli education system, as we know, produces unsatisfactory measured outcomes, as are manifested inter alia in cross-country comparisons (e.g., on the PISA tests). More troubling still is the wide variance in Israel’s outcomes, one of the highest among OECD member states (Figure 4; Ben-David and Kimhi, 2017). Given what we know about early childhood today, we should presume that this variance is largely a consequence of disparities that come about in early childhood, with which, as stated, the formal education system cannot cope. Therefore, the socioeconomic gaps that take shape at home take on permanence and even widen.
Figure 4. Education Disparities in Developed Countries, per PISA Tests
Disparities in 25 OECD Countries Relative to Israel, 2015 PISA Tests
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We are in the midst of the “knowledge era” and, in particular, at the outset of the emergent “artificial-intelligence era,” typified by the definitive importance of creating new knowledge and quickly assimilating it into all areas of human activity. The faster the pace of technological progress becomes, the more dependent individuals’ capacities will be on the pliability of their skills and their ability to adjust to changing circumstances. These skills, in turn, are derived from the existence of a broad foundation of generic abilities that are acquired foremost in life’s early stages.
Educated and affluent parents are more aware of these developments than are others; therefore, they tend to invest much more in quality education for their children in early ages. By so doing, they boost the children’s prospects of higher achievements in all respects, including employment and income. The offspring of parents of lower socioeconomic status, in contrast, will find it harder to cope with the implications of the AI era and are likely to find themselves occupationally marginalized, with all that this implies. Not only will these disparities exacerbate future inequality; they will also downsize the effective pool of human capital on which the economy can draw, to the detriment of society at large. That is to say, when more and more population groups are unable to fulfill their potential due to their socioeconomic status, the damage will not be not limited to them; it will extends to all society.
I.2	The Israeli Exception: Natality and Women’s Employment
Beyond the general importance of investing in early-childhood education, Israel’s singular characteristics among the nations—high rates of natality and women’s employment—underline this importance all the more and emphasize the need, acute to begin with, for proactive and comprehensive policy change. In this chapter, we focus on these unique characteristics and show how, alongside their advantages, they exacerbate the tension between career—the fulfillment of personal development in the world of work—and meaningful hands-on parenting. In the absence of systemic change on the part of the state, Israel’s exceptionality in these respects will continue to block the path to gender equality and the ability to impart quality education to its citizens in early childhood.
I.2.1	Israel’s Natality Rate: A Global Record-Setter
Israel is typified by its exceptional pairing of important and seemingly clashing phenomena: the highest natality rate among OECD countries (and one of the highest in the world) and one of the highest rates of women’s employment among these countries. The average number of children per woman of fertility age (the fertility rate) stands at 3.1 in Israel as against 1.7 on OECD average, whereas the minimum rate needed for replacement is 2.1. Thus, most OECD countries are primed to lose population over time (excluding migration) whereas Israel is experiencing rapid (nearly 2 percent) growth at the present writing (CBS, 2017a; Trajtenberg, 2018; Levi, 2015).
Contrary to the public’s impression, Israel’s high fertility rate is not confined to distinct population groups; it is a general phenomenon that crosses sectorial lines. Furthermore, a surprising process of slow convergence to the mean is taking place. Thus, the fertility rate of Arab women citizens is equal today to that of Jewish women and is trending downward at a pace that quickens commensurate with their acquiring higher education and moving into high-quality occupations (Figure 4).[footnoteRef:12] 	Comment by editor: Meaning higher paying?	Comment by editor: Should this not be figure 5? [12:  Excluding the Negev Bedouin, who have an aberrantly high birth rate—which, however, reflects the complexity of this entire group (pertaining to bigamy, women’s rights, etc.). In any case, their share in the total population and, in turn, their impact on total average natality, are small.] 

[bookmark: _Toc3271627]Figure 5. Total Fertility Rate, by Religion, Selected Years
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The ultra-Orthodox population, in turn, continues to boast very high birth rates (collectively, more than twice that of the Jewish population excluding them) that are, however, showing a gentle decline. The large ultra-Orthodox localities that have been Israel’s natality champions—Upper Modi’in, Upper Betar, and Elad—experienced a major decrease between 2005 and 2016 (25 percent in Elad) (Table 1) (CBS, 2017a).[footnoteRef:13] No less important, ultra-Orthodox society is undergoing profound changes, particularly in terms of acquiring academic education and integrating into the general labor force, that will presumably accelerate the pace of decrease.  [13:  In the three other ultra-Orthodox localities listed in the table, the birth rates exceed the national average (approx. 5.6) but are far below those of the leading ultra-Orthodox localities (7.7 in 2005). In these towns, hardly any change occurred between 2005 and 2016, with the exception of Bet Shemesh, where the rate rose due to an increase in the share of ultra-Orthodox in the local population.] 

Table 1. Ultra-Orthodox Localities among the Ten Localities 
with the Highest Birth Rates in 2016*
(Ranked by birth rates in 2005)
	Locality
	Birth rate

	
	2005
	2016

	Upper Modi’in
	8.3
	7.6

	Upper Betar
	7.8
	7.2

	Elad
	6.9
	5.2

	Bnei Brak
	5.7
	5.8

	Rechasim
	5.5
	5.7

	Bet Shemesh
	5.2
	5.6

	*	The other four localities belong to the Negev Bedouin.


Thus, Israel’s outlier status (by world standards) depends on the high birth rate of its non-ultra-Orthodox Jewish population, the largely middle-class young generation. The number of children per woman in this demographic is 2.8 and has been rising almost uninterruptedly since the early 1990s. This phenomenon, which one might call a “demographic inversion,” stands in contrast to one of the fundaments of current demographic thinking: that the birth rate falls as schooling and per-capita Gross Domestic Product rise (Eloundous-Enyegue, 1999). Such is the trend in most countries (with the exception of Africa) that today are facing the implications of very low natality rates[footnoteRef:14]—negative growth rates, population aging, a steep increase in the dependency ratio,[footnoteRef:15] and its corollary, a threat to the country’s ability to provide its entire population, pensioners in particular, with a reasonable standard of living. [14:  At issue are rates that fall below the replacement ratio of 2.1. Several European countries have rates of 1.2–1.4. Therefore, their populations will steadily contract in the absence of large-scale immigration (which itself creates acute problems).]  [15:  The dependency ratio is the ratio of economically dependent population groups—the young and the non-working elderly—to the working-age population. For comparative cross-national data, see the World Bank website.] 

I.2.2	Women’s Employment Rate: Israel Leads Again
Along with its leadership in natality rate, Israel has a very high rate of employment among women (aged 15+). It has been rising continually in the past two decades and reached 59.4 percent in 2016, placing Israel seventh among the thirty-six OECD member states (CBS, 2017b).[footnoteRef:16] More important, the employment rate among women of relevance in the early-childhood context, the 25–44 cohort, is 80 percent (Figure 5) (6?) (Bank of Israel, 2017). [16:  Israel also ranks eighth among OECD countries in number of hours worked (OECD Data, 2018).] 

[bookmark: _Toc3271628]Figure 6. Women’s Labor-Force Participation Rate, 1995–2015, by Age
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Some countries have natality rates higher than Israel’s (e.g., Kenya, Afghanistan, and Bénin) and several have higher rates of women’s employment (e.g., Norway, Canada, and Sweden). No other country, however, combines these interrelated parameters at such a high level. In this respect, Israel is an outlier by a wide margin (Figure 6]). Countries that approximate Israel’s rate of women’s employment have birth rates of 1.8 on average. At the other extreme, in countries that have natality rates resembling Israel’s, the women’s employment rate ranges from 22 percent to 48 percent (World Bank Data, 2018). While this unique exception is interesting as a research topic, our concern here is its implications for preschool children, mothers, and, in turn, society at large.	Comment by editor: Should this be figure 7?
[bookmark: _Toc3271629]Figure 7. Cross-Country Comparison of Birth and Women’s Employment Rates, Israel as a Unique Outlier
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Israel’s aberrantly high birth rate presumably reflects, among other things, sociocultural phenomena that are fundamentally positive, such as social resilience, confidence in the personal and collective future, optimism, the strength of the institutions of family and community, and so on. Additionally, population growth assures the injection of more and more young people to the employment pool. This is particularly important in an economy that relies on innovation, as entrepreneurship and innovation belong mainly to the young. Population growth also thwarts the adverse processes that originate in population decline, particularly an increase in the dependency ratio.
The utilities of a high women’s employment rate are self-evident. First, by participating in employment women can express their abilities, fulfill their desires, and strive to realize their inherent potential. From the macroeconomic standpoint, it means more Gross National Product and faster growth, and for the household it means larger total income, of course.
However, the exceptional combination of high natality and employment rates, together with young families’ economic struggles and traditional norms that foist most responsibility for child care on mothers, takes a steep toll on both mothers and children and is almost surely unsustainable. Israel’s social uniqueness in this respect makes it all the more necessary to outline a policy that will respond systemically to one of the most critical issues of the twenty-first century: combining family and work, child raising and career fulfillment.
I.3	Early Childhood as a Window onto Gender Gaps
Most fathers in Israel still cling to traditional norms, i.e., do not participate equally with mothers in raising their children, particularly in the youngsters’ first years of life,[footnoteRef:17] even as a large share of mothers pursue meaningful careers full-time, in a departure from the past. Furthermore, the supportive role of the extended family is steadily retreating as grandparents continue to work and/or develop areas of activity and interest of their own that compete for time with children’s and grandchildren’s needs. Also, the upturn in geographic mobility means that families are more widely dispersed around the country, diminishing each family’s ability to rely on those in its near surroundings. Thus, traditional sources of support that were once available to young families are dwindling, forcing parents to wage the dual struggle of raising children and maintaining meaningful employment on their own. In this respect, the situation of young mothers actually appears to have worsened in absolute terms relative to that of the previous generation. [17:  One of the most conspicuous indicators of this is the negligible share of men who exercise their right to paternity leave. In 2017, male takeup was 850 as against 130,000 women—0.6 percent (National Insurance Institute, 2018).] 

Were this not enough, the high cost of living (particularly in housing, transportation, healthcare, and education) preys aggressively on young families and impedes their recourse to high-quality services that might help them raise their children. The outcome, in many cases, is dire pressure on young mothers (usually much more than on fathers) that leads to burnout, impairs careers, and perpetuates and perhaps exacerbates the gender gap in employment and wages. 
The first months after giving birth and the structure of “maternity leave” are crucial in their contribution to widening and entrenching the gender gap in employment, particularly after the birth of the first child. Maternity leave is an entitlement for mothers and not for fathers[footnoteRef:18] and each mother faces a grim dilemma once these fifteen weeks are up. She can go back to work, earn an income, and mitigate the damage to her career advancement; however, she will find it hard to make a high-quality and reasonably priced caregiving arrangement for a three-month-old infant. Conversely, she may extend her stay at home at the cost of all of her income and at the risk of the continuation of her career.	Comment by editor: In the table below, the length of maternity leave is stated to be fourteen weeks [18:  In 2016, legislation was enacted allowing a worker to absent himself five additional days starting the day after birth. The first three days of absence come from his annual leave or, if s/he has no accrued annual leave, unpaid leave. The other two days are deducted from sick leave (The Knesset, 2016).] 

Table 2 shows the importance of economic considerations in mothers’ decisions on when, if at all, to return to work after maternity leave. Thus, 20.3 percent of neonatal mothers in the lowest wage category do not return to work even a year after giving birth, as against 8.1 percent of those whose earnings approximate the average wage and only 3.3 percent of mothers who earn more than ILS 9,000 per month. By implication, care arrangements for the very young are out of reach for low-income mothers. The table also shows that the higher the wage level, the higher the percent of women who return to work as soon as their maternity leave ends.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  With the exception of mothers who earn more than ILS 9,000 per month. At the present writing, we have no compelling explanation for this.] 

Table 2: Returning to Work after Giving Birth, by Wage Level
	Monthly wage before giving birth
	No. of mothers
	Returned to work
	Total

	
	
	After giving birth
	5–12 months after giving birth
	Did not return 1Y after giving birth
	

	<ILS 2,000
	5,490
	51.9%
	27.3%
	20.8%
	100.0%

	ILS 2,000–ILS 3,000
	7,241
	56.3%
	27.2%
	16.5%
	100.0%

	ILS 3,000–ILS 5,000
	25,440
	58.2%
	28.2%
	13.6%
	100.0%

	ILS 5,000–ILS 7,000
	23,470
	60.8%
	31.0%
	8.1%
	100.0%

	ILS 7,000–ILS 9,000
	16,849
	61.5%
	34.3%
	4.2%
	100.0%

	>ILS 9,000
	27,113
	55.4%
	41.3%
	3.2%
	100.0%

	Total/avg.
	105,603
	58.1%
	33.1%
	8.8%
	100.0%


Source: National Insurance Institute. The data include wage-earning mothers who gave birth in 2014 and received maternity allowances in 2014 or 2015 for full maternity leave (up to 14 weeks).

These data allude to several problematic implications of giving birth for women’s career advancement and, in turn, the gender gap. First, some 9 percent of mothers do not return to work even a year after giving birth. For them, maternity means a lengthy occupational rupture that will probably impair their ability to reintegrate into the labor force and develop a meaningful career. Furthermore, the rate is higher among women who earn little from the outset, i.e., the effect is regressive. Likewise, 41 percent of mothers do not return to work as soon as their maternity leave ends, therefore earning no income whatsoever during these months—presumably to the detriment of their careers. All these circumstances abet the gender gap and widen socioeconomic disparities over time.
A factor that amplifies mothers’ dilemmas at the end of maternity leave, and thus also fears and anxieties among parents, is the lack of childcare alternatives. Caregiving and educational alternatives for the youngest children (ages 0–3) that are close to home, high-quality, supervised, and affordable are hard to find (Kirmaier, 2012). Even though the number of private settings that somewhat address the matter is growing rapidly, most of them are prohibitively expensive and they fall into so many different categories that adequate standards are hard to enforce, even though legislation providing for inspection has already been passed into law. Given the lack of a reasonable solution to this dilemma (for both mother and child) at the present writing, mothers are forced to make compromises that strongly affect the gender gap and, in particular, to pay the so-called “child penalty”—the price paid for having a child.
After more than half a century of extensive revolution in women’s status in society, it is disheartening to realize that the vision of effective gender equality remains far from realized. Yes, much progress has been made in erstwhile bastions of gender discrimination (e.g., higher education, employment, the professions, and politics) but child birth and child-raising remain the main and the definitive source of gender disparities. Figure 7, taken from a recent study in Denmark (Kleven et al., 2018), shows clearly that even when the other precipitants of discrimination have been decreasing to the point of disappearance, the inequality originating in childrearing has not only failed to vanish but has actually grown.	Comment by editor: Should this be figure 8?
Figure 8 Share of Gender Inequality in Income 
Explained by Education and Birth-Giving Variables 
[image: ]
The conclusion is inescapable: To make further progress in narrowing the gender gap, our prime imperative is to deal with its root cause, i.e., what happens to women per se, and to women in contrast to men, in the first months and first years after giving birth. Thus, when early childhood is referenced as an object of policy, thought should be given not only to the child’s development and the parents’ welfare at that point in time, but also to broader and longer-term socioeconomic implications. In particular, an effort should be made to establish a new equilibrium in the labor market so that both spouses can be devoted parents and have meaningful careers as their responsibilities are divided more equitably. 
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Figure 2. Sensitive periods in early brain development
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