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Abstract

Governments invest heavily in early childhood programs, yet take-up among disadvantaged
populations remains low. We study how local social networks shape engagement with these
services, focusing on formal childcare. Using quasi-random refugee placement in Denmark,
we estimate the causal effect of co-national network size and composition on formal childcare
enrollment. Larger enclaves significantly reduce enrollment among children aged 0-2, when
parental discretion is greatest, but these effects disappear by ages 3-5. In contrast, network em-
ployment rates have no impact. Evidence suggests that networks operate through information
substitution and reinforcement of origin-country norms favoring home-based care.
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1 Introduction

A central challenge for public policy is ensuring that human capital investments reach the popula-
tions they are designed to serve (Currie, 2004). Formal and subsidized childcare exemplifies this
challenge. A large literature demonstrates that formal childcare generates lasting gains in child
development, school readiness, human capital formation, and maternal employment (Currie and
Thomas, 1999; Heckman et al., 2010; Attanasio et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2024; Felfe et al., 2015;
Karademir et al., Forthcoming; Sander, 2024). These benefits are disproportionately larger among
children from disadvantaged backgrounds (Bitler et al., 2014; Cascio and Schanzenbach, 2013;
Cornelissen et al., 2018; Havnes and Mogstad, 2011, 2015).

Recognizing these returns, many governments have expanded access through universal provi-
sion and heavy subsidies, from Head Start and the Perry Preschool Project in the United States to
universal childcare systems across much of Europe. Nevertheless, large enrollment gaps persist;
those who would benefit the most from early childcare are precisely those who are least likely to
enroll (Cascio, 2021; Flood et al., 2022; OECD, 2019). In the United States, for example, only
about 15 percent of eligible children received federal childcare subsidies in 2021 (Chien, 2024). In
Denmark, where childcare is guaranteed to all families at minimal cost, children of non-Western
migrants are nearly 25 percentage points less likely to be enrolled at age one than native children
(Figure 1). Despite some convergence, a substantial gap remains through the early preschool years.
The persistence of large enrollment gaps in such a setting suggests that demand-side forces, rather
than institutional constraints, play a central role. What explains this gap?

This paper investigates a fundamental but underexplored determinant of public service take-
up: the local social network. Social ties shape economic decisions in many domains, from job
search to technology adoption and health behavior (Dustmann et al., 2015; Bailey et al., 2018;
Blumenstock et al., 2023; D’ Adda et al., 2025). Whether they also shape engagement with public
institutions, and through what channels, remains poorly understood. We focus on co-national
networks, which are particularly salient for immigrant families navigating unfamiliar systems.
Such networks could lower barriers to participation by transmitting information and normalizing
institutional engagement. Alternatively, they could raise barriers by reinforcing origin-country
norms and providing informal substitutes for formal care. Which effect dominates is a priori
unclear and has direct implications for integration policy and the design of public service delivery.

We study this question using Denmark’s Spatial Dispersal Policy (1986-1998) as a natural

experiment.! The policy assigned refugee families to neighborhoods based on housing availability

'Denmark has actively promoted formal childcare as a tool for migrant integration that facilitates language acquisi-
tion, social interaction, and parental employment. Since 2018, Denmark has mandated that children in neighborhoods
where at least 50 percent of residents are immigrants or their descendants must attend at least 25 hours of childcare
per week starting at age one (Versi, 2020).



rather than preferences or characteristics, placing them into co-national networks that varied in size
and composition within municipalities. This quasi-random assignment allows us to estimate the
causal effect of local network characteristics on childcare enrollment.”> We combine this variation
with rich administrative data covering the universe of refugee families and their children, tracking
childcare enrollment from birth through age five.

We document that the location of refugees’ initial placement matters for childcare take-up. Our
results show that larger co-national networks reduce formal childcare enrollment between ages 0
and 5, even after controlling for a rich set of individual, family, neighborhood, and municipal
characteristics. A one-standard-deviation increase in the local co-national share lowers enrollment
among children aged 0-2 by 1.2 percentage points, a 2.3 percent decline relative to the mean.
This effect accounts for approximately 6 percent of the non-Western migrant-native gap at ages
0-2. Moving from the mean to the largest observed enclave implies a 33 percent reduction in
early enrollment. To put this in perspective, the mean-to-max effect is similar in percentage-point
terms to that of intensive application-assistance interventions that help families navigate enrollment
processes (Hermes et al., 2025), and equivalent to an increase of roughly $700-900 in annual
childcare costs based on demand elasticities estimated in Germany (Gathmann and Sass, 2018).

The network effects are concentrated at ages 0-2, when enrollment is most discretionary. For
children aged 3-5, effects are smaller and statistically insignificant. Overall, a one-standard-
deviation increase in network size reduces total time in formal care by nearly three weeks. Notably,
the employment rate of co-nationals —a proxy for network economic integration —has no impact
at any age, suggesting that the relevant channel operates through social dynamics rather than labor
market complementarities. Our results remain robust in magnitude and significance across alter-
native specifications and sample restrictions. We find no evidence that co-national networks affect
fertility timing in ways that would bias our estimates, and placebo tests confirm the effects are not
driven by spurious correlations.

We provide evidence for two main mechanisms. First, networks appear to substitute for for-
mal information channels. The negative effect of enclave size is attenuated among families with
greater prior exposure to Danish institutions: those with more years since migration, or with an
older sibling born in Denmark who already provided parents with experience navigating the sys-
tem. These patterns are consistent with information accumulating through institutional exposure,
reducing reliance on network-based information over time.

Second, networks reinforce origin-country cultural norms around gender roles and early care-

giving. The effect of enclave size is more pronounced for girls than boys, which is consistent with

2We use enclave, co-ethnic network, and co-national network interchangeably. We measure network size as the
share of adults from the same country of origin in the neighborhood, and enclave economic integration as the co-
national employment rate.



prior research showing that families apply more protective behavior toward daughters (Aslund et
al., 2011; Gathmann and Sass, 2018). Moreover, network effects are stronger in more gender-
progressive Danish neighborhoods, where the contrast between host- and origin-country gender
norms is the greatest. The majority of refugees in our sample originate from the Middle East and
Africa, regions where early childcare is typically less institutionalized and caregiving norms are
more traditional. Therefore, the observed effects are consistent with the models of “oppositional
identity,” which predict that cultural preservation intensifies when the gap between host and origin
norms is largest (Bisin et al., 2011, 2016). Importantly, we show that the relevant mechanism is
not simply information scarcity, but rather how information is framed through network norms.

We rule out several alternative explanations. Supply-side constraints are unlikely to drive our
results, as refugees constitute a small share of the local population, and Denmark’s childcare net-
work is geographically dense and regulated. Crucially, our empirical approach relies on comparing
refugee families placed in different neighborhoods within the same municipality, so they face the
same local childcare system, which in Denmark is operated at the municipality level. Similarly,
we find no evidence that the availability of informal care through co-national networks explains
our results. These findings reinforce that our results reflect demand-side mechanisms operating
through information and norms.

This paper contributes to two main literatures. The first examines take-up of public programs
among eligible populations, highlighting financial constraints, information frictions, hassle costs,
and behavioral biases as key barriers (Aizer, 2007; Bhargava and Manoli, 2015; Deshpande and Li,
2019; Finkelstein and Notowidigdo, 2019). Within this literature, a smaller body of work focuses
on childcare take-up, particularly among disadvantaged and immigrant families, but is largely de-
scriptive and survey-based, documenting enrollment gaps without identifying causal mechanisms
(Boll and Lagemann, 2018; Schober and Stahl, 2014; Seibel and Hedegaard, 2017; Jessen et al.,
2020). The exception is work examining how childcare costs impact enrollment (Gathmann and
Sass, 2018; Leibowitz et al., 1992; Lokshin, 2004). Yet, in countries like Denmark, where finan-
cial and administrative barriers are largely absent, substantial gaps nonetheless remain, suggest-
ing that social context may also play a role. We show that it does. The composition of one’s
local community —specifically, co-national concentration —shapes engagement with public insti-
tutions. Leveraging a setting where cost, access, and quality are largely equalized, we provide the
first causal estimates of how local co-national networks affect early childcare decisions. If social
networks shape take-up even here, they likely matter even more where such conditions are not met.

Second, we contribute to the literature on neighborhood effects and immigrant integration.
Seminal work has established that neighborhoods shape educational attainment, earnings, health,
and political participation (Katz et al., 2001; Chetty et al., 2016; Chyn and Haggag, 2023; Damm
and Dustmann, 2014; Hasager and Jgrgensen, 2024; Ludwig et al., 2013). A parallel literature



examines how ethnic enclaves affect integration trajectories, focusing primarily on adult labor
market outcomes (Edin et al., 2003; Damm, 2009; Battisti et al., 2022). Recent work has extended
this scope to examine healthcare utilization and educational attainment (Aslund et al., 2011; Kul-
shreshtha, 2024). We advance this literature in three ways. First, we focus on early childcare
—which represents one of the first points of contact between immigrant families and host-country
institutions —among refugee children, a particularly policy-relevant population.® Second, while
most papers in this literature establish that networks matter, few identify the mechanisms through
which they operate. We provide evidence for two channels, information transmission and norm
reinforcement. Third, while prior work has shown that ethnic enclaves ease initial labor market
entry through job referrals and information sharing (Dustmann et al., 2015), we show that these
same networks can discourage engagement with host-country institutions, revealing that enclaves
that facilitate economic integration may simultaneously hinder social and institutional integration.

Our findings directly address ongoing policy debates. Across Europe, governments increas-
ingly position early childcare as an integration tool, going so far, in Denmark’s case, as to mandate
attendance from the age of one in some migrant-intensive neighborhoods. While such policies
aim to promote inclusion, they may also risk generating backlash if they overlook the social and
cultural factors that underlie non-participation. Our results suggest that low childcare enrollment
is not solely a function of access or cost, but is also linked to cultural and informational dynamics
within local networks. Policies that ignore these dynamics may fail to achieve their goals.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the Danish institutional
setting. Section 3 introduces the data, and Section 4 outlines the conceptual framework. Section 5
presents the empirical strategy and validity checks. The main results and mechanisms are reported

in Section 6, while Section 7 discusses robustness. Finally, Section 8 concludes.

2 Institutional Background

2.1 Childcare in Denmark

Denmark provides a clean setting to isolate demand-side barriers to early childcare take-up. Since
1965, the country has operated a universal, publicly subsidized childcare system (Sander, 2024).
Initially targeted toward low-income families, the system gradually expanded to cover all children
and guarantee a place for every child. Children can enroll in daycare as early as six months of age.

Families can choose between center-based and family-based daycare, depending on the child’s

age. Children aged 0-2 typically attend nurseries or family daycare, while those aged 3-5 are

3Despite extensive research on immigrants’ labor market outcomes, much less is known about their children, who
continue to experience persistent gaps.



enrolled in kindergartens or age-integrated institutions that combine both age groups. Nurseries
are center-based facilities serving large groups of 60 to 100 children with multiple caregivers, while
family daycare involves small groups of two to five children cared for by a childminder in a home
setting. In our analysis, we examine childcare take-up separately for ages 0-2 (“daycare”) and ages
3-5 (“kindergarten”), corresponding to the two main stages of early childcare in Denmark.

Daycare enrollment operates through a waiting list system that is managed by municipalities.
Parents are encouraged to register their child before the child turns four months old to maximize
their seniority on the waiting list (Ggrtz et al., 2024). When applying, parents specify two preferred
daycare facilities and their desired start date. A child’s position on the waiting list is typically
determined by their birthday or application date, with average waiting times ranging from just over
two weeks to a maximum of around eight months from the preferred start date (Ggrtz et al., 2024).
While preferences can be indicated, parents are generally assigned the first available slot. Once a
child is enrolled, they cannot transfer to another daycare without re-entering the waiting list. All
children, regardless of their parents’ employment status or migrant background, are eligible for
municipal childcare (Gupta and Simonsen, 2016).

Denmark has one of the highest quality childcare systems and staff-to-child ratios among
OECD countries, with an average ratio of 3.1 children per adult (Gupta et al., 2008). All providers,
regardless of type, are regulated by the state to ensure consistency in educational content, safety,
and hygiene (Gupta and Simonsen, 2010; Esping-Andersen et al., 2012; Bauchmiiller et al., 2014;
Tolaj, 2022). Importantly, childcare in Denmark is also affordable. While historical data on aver-
age annual costs per slot are limited, estimates place them at up to $5,000 per year. Parents pay a
maximum of 25-33% of this cost. In recent years, families with annual incomes less than $20,000
are exempt from paying fees, while those earning over $60,000 pay the maximum contribution.

While childcare in Denmark is widely accessible and heavily subsidized, persistent and sub-
stantial gaps in childcare take-up remain between migrant and native families. Figure 1 plots
age-specific childcare enrollment rates by origin, distinguishing between Danish children, Western
migrants, and non-Western migrants. Several patterns emerge. First, childcare enrollment during
the child’s first year is low across all groups, reflecting Denmark’s generous parental leave policy
since the 1990s (OECD, 2022). Even at this early stage, however, Danish children are about 10
percentage points more likely to be enrolled than children of non-Western migrants. Second, for
all groups, enrollment in formal childcare increases steadily with age, particularly between ages 0
and 3, before leveling off. Third, Danish children consistently exhibit the highest enrollment rates,
exceeding 90 percent by age 4. Children of Western migrants follow a similar pattern, though
at lower levels. In contrast, children of non-Western migrants start with markedly lower enroll-
ment, just under 40 percent at age 1 —an enrollment gap of almost 25 percentage points relative

to natives. Although their participation increases substantially over time, they only catch up to the



levels of Western migrants by ages 4 and 5, and still lag behind Danish children by approximately

10 percentage points.*

2.2 Danish Spatial Dispersal Policy, 1986-1998

In the 1980s, the Danish Refugee Council (DRC) administered a centralized program to admit
refugees and find them housing, language training, and other integration services. As refugee
inflows increased, the DRC faced growing challenges in placing refugees in large cities, where
housing was scarce. In response, the Danish government introduced a Spatial Dispersal Policy
in 1986, designed to facilitate integration and to distribute refugees more evenly throughout the
country. The policy remained in place until 1998 and serves as the source of exogenous variation
that underpins our empirical strategy. In this section, we outline the key features of the policy.

Upon receiving asylum, refugees completed a questionnaire that collected basic information
on their nationality and family size. These were the only details available to the DRC at the time of
placement and were used to assign refugees to municipalities and match them with suitable hous-
ing. Importantly, the DRC’s decisions were not influenced by refugees’ educational attainment,
Danish language proficiency, or labor-market experience, as no such information was collected.
There were no in-person interviews between placement officers and refugees, meaning that alloca-
tion decisions were based solely on the information provided in the questionnaire.

In the initial phase, refugees were distributed across municipalities in proportion to each mu-
nicipality’s population size and the availability of temporary housing. DRC officers then used
the questionnaire information to locate appropriate housing within the assigned municipality. The
process, however, was constrained by chronic housing shortages, as the DRC could rely only on
rental properties and was not permitted to purchase or lease them directly (Hasager and Jgrgensen,
2024). As a result, the demand for housing consistently exceeded the available supply, resulting
in queues of refugees with similar housing needs, as indicated by their questionnaires. Whenever
a permanent housing option became available, it was offered to the next refugee in line whose
profile matched the available dwelling. This system effectively prevented selective placement
based on preferences or socioeconomic characteristics. Neither municipalities nor neighborhoods

within municipalities had any discretion over the number or identity of refugees allocated to them

4The DAGI childcare register distinguishes center-based institutional daycare from home-based family daycare.
Table Al in the Appendix reports the type of care among children enrolled at ages 0-2. Among children enrolled in
formal care at ages 0-2, refugee children are almost exclusively in center-based institutional daycare (99.8%), whereas
a large share of enrolled native children (60.6%) pass through home-based family daycare at some point during ages
0-2. Because the enrollment margin we study corresponds almost entirely to institutional care for refugee children, our
estimates speak directly to the form of care for which the developmental and integration benefits documented in the
literature are strongest, and they are not confounded by movements into or out of home-based childminding. Family
daycare is, in any case, a minority and declining form of early care nationally; in Denmark it is still considered part of
formal childcare, as it is regulated similarly to center-based care but takes place in a home setting.



(Hasager and Jgrgensen, 2024). As a result of housing shortages, settlement offers were accepted
at high rates, and over 90 percent of refugees were eventually placed in permanent housing under
this policy (Damm, 2009). The only exception was refugees from the former Yugoslavia, who
were resettled under a separate arrangement and are thus not part of our sample.

The DRC'’s resettlement process distributed refugees across neighborhoods within municipal-
ities based on housing availability and the limited information captured in the placement ques-
tionnaire. This generated quasi-random variation in refugees’ initial housing locations and, conse-
quently, in the size and composition of co-national networks they encountered. Moreover, because
refugee inflows varied in timing by origin country, the policy itself led to the formation of co-
national clusters in certain areas (Figure Al). In practice, these clusters are a byproduct of the
assignment process.

We use parishes (sogne) as proxies for neighborhoods in Denmark, following Hasager and
Jgrgensen (2024). Parishes are historically rooted geographic units whose boundaries, originating
in the Middle Ages, have remained remarkably stable over time. Modern Danish parishes typically
have around 2,000-5,000 inhabitants and constitute cohesive, socially meaningful local communi-
ties within municipalities. School districts and municipal boundaries are often aligned along parish
lines. These factors make parishes a suitable unit for studying neighborhood-level dynamics in the

Danish context.

3 Data

This paper draws on rich longitudinal administrative data from Statistics Denmark, covering the
period 1986-2013. All registers are linked using a unique personal identifier, allowing us to track
individuals and households over time and across datasets. These include the Integrated Database
for Labor Market Research (IDA), the Education Register (UDDA), and the Population Register
(BEF). Crucially, the latter provides annual information on age, gender, marital status, and address
for the entire Danish population, including refugees. Migration histories, including country of

origin and arrival dates for each migration spell, are drawn from the Migration Register (VNDS).

Childcare Outcomes Our main outcomes are derived from the Danish Childcare Register (DAGI),
which records annual contact between children and formal childcare institutions during week 10

of each calendar year, beginning in 1995.° The register covers all childcare facilities and identifies

>The DAGI register provides individual-level childcare enrollment data only from 1995 onward. To extend cov-
erage to earlier years, we utilize aggregate statistics from Statistics Denmark on childcare enrollment by age and
municipality, which have been available since 1986. These data allow us to compute consistent measures of municipal
childcare enrollment across time. However, a limitation is that they cannot be disaggregated by children’s nationality
or observed at the parish level. Accordingly, while our main analyses rely on parish-level variation, we use the mu-



the type of care provided. We measure the total number of years a child was enrolled in formal
childcare between ages 0 and 5 and construct two binary indicators indicating whether a child was
ever enrolled at ages 0-2 and 3-5.

We distinguish between the 0-2 and 3-5 age groups to reflect both institutional and behavioral
differences in childcare use. Children under the age of 3 are typically offered a different form of
care than older children (e.g., home-based care and daycare vs. kindergarten; see section 2.1).°
Additionally, these age categories reflect differences in parental attitudes and evolving norms to-
ward formal childcare. Parents are generally more receptive to childcare after age three, when it is
viewed as part of early education rather than merely custodial care (Caria et al., 2025; Philipp et
al., 2025; Ruckdeschel, 2015; Sander, 2024).

The binary indicators capture whether a child ever enrolled during each age window, and thus
treat continuous and interrupted spells alike. However, interrupted spells, where a child is for
example enrolled at one age but not the next within the 0-2 window, are rare. 3.2% of refugee
children and 3.6% of native children exit daycare on average after being enrolled at a previous age
(Table A1). The binary indicator thus captures essentially the same variation as spell length. We
nonetheless also report effects on the total number of years in formal care between ages 0 and 5,
and in the Appendix, we show results using enrollment at each age separately.

Our analysis focuses on children aged 0-5 whose parents were assigned to a neighborhood
(parish) under Denmark’s Spatial Dispersal Policy (SDP). The sample is constructed in two steps.

First, we identify adult refugees subject to the policy, and second, we link their children.

Refugee Adults We identify refugee adults subject to the SDP using the Population and Mi-
gration Registers. Because residency permit information was not recorded before 1997, we follow
prior literature in imputing refugee status based on arrival date and country of origin (Damm, 2005;
Damm and Dustmann, 2014; Foged and Peri, 2016; Hasager and Jgrgensen, 2024).” Specifically,
we classify as refugees individuals who migrated from Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon,
Palestine (coded as stateless), Sri Lanka, and Vietnam between 1986 and 1998, and from Soma-
lia between 1989 and 1998. Yugoslav refugees are excluded because they were resettled under a
separate policy due to the size of the inflow.

We restrict the sample to adults aged 18 and above upon arrival, and exclude individuals who

(1) do not appear in the registry one year after arrival (suggesting out-migration), and (2) were

nicipal aggregates —measured in the year of allocation —for descriptive statistics, balance tests, and heterogeneity
analyses that require childcare information prior to 1995.

6Splitting the sample by these age groups is common in the literature (Attanasio et al., 2022; Cornelissen et al.,
2018), while reflecting that the two stages differ in institutional form and in parental discretion. Nonetheless, we also
report the main results using a continuous variable that denotes the number of years in childcare from ages 0-5 (Ggrtz
et al., 2024; Drange and Havnes, 2019; Fort et al., 2020).

"We thank Linea Hasager for sharing the code of the imputation procedure.



married to a Danish citizen or a non-Danish individual who arrived in Denmark before them, as
these individuals were not dispersed randomly. The parish of assignment is identified from the
Population Register. We ensure that the arrival date, country of origin, and the basic characteristics

used in the allocation process are observed for all refugees in the sample.

Children Next, we identify children aged 0-5 linked to these refugee adults. We assign each
child a ’focal parent,” the parent whose neighborhood assignment determines the child’s treatment.
This is defined as the father, unless he is missing or unknown, in which case the mother is used.
We prioritize fathers for two reasons. First, males often arrive first among refugee families, with
spouses following through family reunification. Second, in more conservative societies from which
most refugees in our sample originate, men tend to play a stronger role in household decision-
making.

We exclude children whose parents arrived in Denmark as minors, who themselves entered
Denmark after age 5, or who were born more than ten years after the parents’ arrival. We further
restrict the sample to children observed at least once between ages 0-2 and again between ages 3-5,
ensuring that we observe both the daycare and kindergarten windows. This restriction is necessary
because individual-level childcare data are only available from 1995 onward, and children who
arrived in Denmark after infancy would have mechanical zeros in early enrollment that reflect
foreign residence rather than parental choices. In practice, these restrictions limit the sample to
children born between 1992 and 2009. We relax them in the robustness checks and confirm that
our results are not sensitive to sample choice.

The final sample includes 16,094 children from 8,293 households assigned to 805 parishes
(neighborhoods) and 216 municipalities. Table 1 presents the characteristics of the focal SDP
parent at the time of arrival. The majority are male (75%), reflecting that in most households the
father was assigned first or arrived together with his family; in the remaining cases, we rely on the
mother as the focal parent. The average age at arrival is 27.5 years, the average family size is 2,
and 60% are married at arrival. The three largest origin groups are Iraqi, Somali, and Lebanese
nationals.® Educational attainment at arrival is observed for 74% of the sample; among these, 34%
have only basic education or less, 19% hold vocational degrees, and 21% have higher education.

Table 2 reports descriptive statistics for children in the analysis sample. About 51% are male,
and the vast majority (91%) were born in Denmark. In 57% of cases, one parent arrived as a refugee
while the other entered through family reunification. Additionally, 87% of children have parents of
the same nationality. In our sample, 53% of children attend formal childcare at least once between

ages 0-2, and 82% between ages 3-5. On average, children spend 3 years in childcare between the

8Figure Al in the Appendix shows the annual composition of refugees by country of origin, illustrating how
staggered inflows contribute to variation in enclave size. Cohorts from different origins arrived at different times. This
timing partly drives variation in the size of co-national networks.
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ages of 0 and 5.

Neighborhood Characteristics As previously mentioned, we define neighborhoods at the parish-
level and focus on two key characteristics measured between 1986 and 1998. First, we calculate
the co-national network share as the proportion of the neighborhood’s adult population that origi-
nates from the same country as the refugee. Second, we construct the co-national employment rate,
defined as the share of co-nationals who are employed. In our analysis, we also control for several
socioeconomic characteristics at both the neighborhood and municipality levels. These include the
municipal employment rate, population share, and share of residents classified as poor, as well as
the neighborhood-level employment rate and median income.

Table A2 presents summary statistics describing co-national networks in the neighborhoods
to which the focal SDP parents were initially assigned, measured at the time of assignment. On
average, adult co-nationals constitute a small share of the local neighborhood population (0.4%),
although this varies substantially across neighborhoods, reaching up to 13.5% in some cases. In ab-
solute terms, the number of adult co-nationals per neighborhood ranges from 0 to over 1,000, also
reflecting large differences in enclave size. The average co-national employment rate is 14.0%,
with a wide distribution (SD = 22.2 percentage points). The average co-national female employ-
ment rate is roughly half that level at 6.7%.

4 Conceptual Framework

This section outlines the conceptual framework guiding our analysis. We begin by illustrating
the broader importance of location by examining variation in childcare enrollment across mu-
nicipalities. The municipality is the administrative level responsible for childcare provision and
integration policy, making it the first natural unit to assess whether geographic placement affects
early childcare decisions. We then move to the neighborhood level. Early childcare decisions are
discretionary (especially for children under age three) and culturally salient, making them respon-
sive to social influence. Given their salience for immigrant families navigating new institutions,
co-national networks are a natural focus for understanding how local context shapes childcare
decisions and through which channels networks operate.

We begin by documenting substantial geographic variation in formal childcare enrollment
among refugee families. Figure A2 in the Appendix maps the average share of children aged 0-2
and 3-5 enrolled in formal childcare across municipalities for families assigned under the 1986-
1998 Spatial Dispersal Policy. These maps reveal large differences in formal childcare enrollment

across municipalities, especially for younger children (ages 0-2).”

We show municipality-level variation rather than parish-level (neighborhood) variation because parish maps

10



To benchmark the potential importance of location, we estimate municipality fixed effects
while controlling for baseline characteristics available to placement officers at the time of as-
signment. The detailed specification and results are available in Appendix B. The dispersion in
municipality effects is sizable, accounting for nearly half of the variation in childcare enrollment
across both age groups. This finding suggests that the location of the initial placement of refugee
families has meaningful implications for early childcare decisions.

These geographic differences could reflect both supply-side and demand-side factors. How-
ever, structural barriers are minimal, as childcare in Denmark is heavily subsidized and does not
vary substantially in cost or access constraints.'® Thus, much of the observed variation likely arises
from demand-side factors —how families perceive and value formal care and how local social en-
vironments shape those decisions.

To examine these demand-side channels more precisely, we move from municipalities to smaller
geographic units, the parishes (sogne) where families were initially assigned. Parishes capture the
immediate neighborhoods where refugee families live and interact, offering a more granular lens
on the local social environments that affect daily behavior. Within the same municipality, families
share access to the same childcare system but differ in the composition of their nearby co-national
networks. This within-municipality variation enables us to isolate the impact of local co-national
networks on families’ childcare decisions.

Co-national networks can affect formal childcare uptake through several channels. First, formal
childcare is often complementary to parental employment or participation in integration programs,
especially for mothers, so network employment rates may mechanically shape uptake. Second,
newly arrived families often lack information about the benefits of early care or how to access it;
co-national peers can either alleviate or reinforce these gaps depending on their composition and
experience. Third, strong cultural norms favoring maternal or community-based caregiving may
reduce demand, especially when reinforced by large local networks.

We capture these dimensions using two neighborhood measures: the share of co-nationals in
the local population (enclave size) and the co-national employment rate (enclave economic inte-
gration). The former proxies for exposure to prevailing norms, information access, and informal

care options, while the latter reflects the network’s level of economic integration and its potential

would be too granular and subject to extensive masking to comply with confidentiality restrictions. Moreover, our
analysis does not include parish fixed effects; we instead include municipality fixed effects to control for broader
contextual differences, as explained in Section 5.

10Unfortunately, we do not have data on waiting times by childcare institution or other supply-side indicators, such
as staff availability or facility capacity, which would allow us to assess potential supply constraints more directly.
However, many of these supply-side factors are managed by the municipal central authorities, such that within the
municipality, they are less likely to vary. In our main specification, we use municipal fixed effects and exploit within-
municipality across-neighborhood variation. Additionally, in the robustness checks, we show our main results hold
when controlling for municipality-by-year fixed effects, which account for any time differences within municipalities.
We discuss the supply-side channel in more detail in Section 6.3.

11



to shape expectations around work and formal care. In the next section, we describe the empirical
strategy through which we estimate the effects of neighborhood co-national networks. We later

examine the underlying mechanisms through which these networks operate in Section 6.

5 Empirical Strategy

The key empirical challenge in estimating the impact of co-national networks is the non-random
sorting of families into neighborhoods. Families may self-select into areas with particular char-
acteristics, such as stronger co-national networks or higher childcare usage, based on unobserved
preferences or constraints, making it difficult to identify causal effects.

To address this concern, we leverage Denmark’s Spatial Dispersal Policy (described in Section
2) as a quasi-natural experiment. Refugee families were assigned to neighborhoods by casework-
ers based on housing capacity rather than individual preferences, making the initial placement
effectively random, conditional on the information in the placement questionnaire. The policy also
shaped the settlement patterns of earlier refugee cohorts, which in turn determined the size and
composition of local co-national networks that later arrivals encountered. This provides plausibly
exogenous variation in enclave size and economic integration.

We estimate the causal effect of local co-national network characteristics on childcare enroll-

ment using the following model:

Y;otmn =a+ BICNtwkon,t—l + ﬁQCEmpon,t—l + 6Ch2ldz
+Ath + T]Nn,t—l + ’YMm,t—l + Qm + Qg + (6% + €iotmn

6]

where Y., denotes the childcare outcome for child ¢, born to focal (SDP) parent from country
of origin o, assigned in year ¢ to neighborhood (parish) n in municipality m.

Our main variables of interest are the co-national network share (C'Ntwk,,;—1) and the co-
national employment rate (C'Emp,,, —1), €ach measured in the year prior to assignment and stan-
dardized to have a mean of zero and unit variance. The coefficients 3; and 3, therefore capture the
effect of a one-standard-deviation increase in each network measure. The vector (C'hild;) controls
for the child’s sex, birth order, and an indicator for being born in Denmark. We also control for
information available to caseworkers at the time of assignment (.X;;), namely the age, sex, marital
status, and family size of the focal SDP refugee parent.

We include municipality-of-assignment fixed effects («,,) to absorb time-invariant characteris-

tics at the broader geographic level, such as childcare capacity or economic conditions.!! Year-of-

TAs a robustness check, we replace the municipality-of-assignment fixed effects with municipality-by-year of
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assignment fixed effects («;) control for national shocks common to all refugees arriving in a given
year, while country-of-origin fixed effects («,) capture cultural differences in childcare preferences
across source countries.

To account for time-varying local conditions, we also control for both municipality and neighborhood-
level characteristics measured in the year prior to assignment. These variables capture differences
in local labor market opportunities and area quality that may independently affect childcare de-
cisions. Specifically, M, includes the overall employment rate, the municipality’s population
share, and the share of residents classified as poor, while NV, ;_; includes the employment rate and
household median income within the neighborhood of assignment.'? Standard errors are clustered
at the family level to account for families with more than one child in the sample.

Ultimately, our estimates rely on within-municipality variation in co-national networks. We
include municipality fixed effects and a rich set of municipal and neighborhood controls that proxy
for neighborhood quality (e.g., local employment and median income). Conditional on these con-
trols, the remaining variation in enclave size arises from the interaction of staggered refugee in-
flows with idiosyncratic housing availability across neighborhoods, both of which are plausibly or-
thogonal to other neighborhood characteristics affecting childcare decisions. Consistent with this,
Appendix Table A3 shows that neighborhood co-national network size is only weakly correlated
with municipal childcare enrollment (p = 0.032) and measures of enclave economic integration
such as co-national employment rates (p = 0.116-0.124), indicating that our treatment variation is
not mechanically tied to baseline differences in childcare take-up or labor market conditions.'* We
therefore interpret the coefficients as capturing the effect of co-national network size and economic
integration on childcare decisions, consistent with prior work on ethnic networks and integration
(Aslund et al., 2011; Damm, 2009; Battisti et al., 2022; Foged et al., 2024).

5.1 Validity of the Empirical Design

Our identifying assumption is that, conditional on the information available to DRC placement
officers, the characteristics of refugees are not systematically correlated with the characteristics
of the neighborhood to which they were assigned. That is, assignment is as good as random,

conditional on observed covariates. This also assumes that refugees were not able to influence

assignment fixed effects and continue to control for neighborhood characteristics. The results remain unchanged (see
Section 7).

I2In the results tables, we refer to the collection Child;, X, M.y, +—1, and Ny, ;1 as baseline controls and to a,,
oy, and o, as baseline fixed-effects. When looking at outcomes related to parents, we instead use parent controls,
which include X, My, ¢+—1, and N,, ;1. In some regressions, we use Y;o¢myn as an outcome variable referring to the
focal parent of child i.

13Table A3 also shows that enclave size is negatively correlated with neighborhood employment rates, but we control
for this directly in all specifications.
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their placement, nor were caseworkers systematically matching families to neighborhoods based
on favorable labor market conditions or specific ethnic compositions.

To evaluate the plausibility of this assumption, we perform a series of balance tests to detect
whether refugee characteristics predict the type of neighborhood to which they were assigned.
Specifically, we test for sorting of refugee parents by regressing a range of neighborhood-level
characteristics on the traits of the focal SDP parent that were observable to caseworkers at the
time of allocation, including age, gender, marital status, family size, and country of origin. We
also examine balance on educational attainment at arrival, which was not available to caseworkers
but is observed in our administrative data. Since this information was unobservable at the time of
assignment, it should not systematically predict the characteristics of the assigned neighborhood.

Formally, we estimate the following regression:

Yomi—1 = a+ fiBasicEducy + B2V ocational Educy,, + B3 Higher Educy, )
+5Xpt + (6799 + ay + %) + €pnmt

where Y,,,,,,—1 denotes pre-determined neighborhood n characteristics measured in the year prior
to the refugee parent’s p assignment. BasicEduc,, Vocational Educy, and Higher Educ, are
mutually exclusive indicators for the educational attainment of the focal SDP parent. The vector
X, includes the refugee characteristics known to caseworkers at the time of assignment: age, sex,
marital status, and family size. We include fixed effects for municipality of assignment (cv,,), year
of arrival (o), and country of origin (). The key coefficients of interest are those on the education
dummies.

Table 3 presents the results from the balancing tests. Refugees’ education levels, which could
proxy for unobserved skills, preferences, or socioeconomic background, do not significantly pre-
dict assignment to neighborhoods with different co-national compositions, incomes, employment
rates, or childcare take-up. None of the estimated coefficients on the education indicators are sta-
tistically significant at conventional levels. An F-test fails to reject the joint insignificance of the
education dummies across all outcomes (p > 0.1). Some observable characteristics recorded in the
placement questionnaire (age, gender, household size) are modestly correlated with neighborhood
traits. These characteristics are observed by placement officers, who primarily match families to
vacant public housing units across neighborhoods based on household size. In our analysis, we
condition our estimates on these observable characteristics. Overall, the results support the plau-
sibility of quasi-random assignment across parishes, conditional on the information used in the
allocation process.

An additional threat to the plausibility of our strategy is sample selection arising from fertility

responses to the initial placement of refugee parents. Because the majority of children in our sam-
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ple are born in Denmark, it could be problematic if co-national networks affect whether and when
refugee families choose to have children, thus affecting which parents are observed with children
in the sample.'* For example, refugees placed in more supportive or economically integrated areas
might be more likely to expand their families, increasing both the probability that their children
enter our sample and their likelihood of using formal childcare. This could result in endogenous
selection into our sample and bias our estimates.

To assess this, Table A4 in the Appendix presents estimates of co-national network effects on
fertility within five and ten years of migration, using Equation 1. We estimate this relationship for
three groups: (1) all refugee adults subject to the Spatial Dispersal Policy between 1986 and 1998,
(2) refugee females subject to SDP and aged 18-44 at arrival, and (3) the focal SDP parents in our
main analysis sample. The outcomes in Columns (1), (4), and (7) measure the number of children
born in Denmark within five years of arrival, while Columns (2), (5), and (8) measure the number
of children born within ten years of arrival. Columns (3), (6), and (9) use a continuous outcome
denoting the number of years between immigration and the birth of the first child in Denmark."
Nearly all estimated effects are small in magnitude and statistically insignificant at conventional
levels. We find no evidence that fertility behavior is systematically shaped by initial neighborhood
assignment, indicating that there are no selective fertility responses biasing our estimates.

Another potential concern is that families may relocate after initial assignment, diluting their
exposure to the local co-national network in which they were first placed.'® However, refugees as-
signed to larger co-national networks are less likely to move from their initial neighborhood (Table
AS5 in the Appendix). A one-standard-deviation increase in the local co-national share raises the
probability of staying in the initial neighborhood of assignment for up to 10 years by 2.9 percent-
age points (p < 0.05). The magnitude is similar when comparing the first five years after arrival
with years 6-10 (Columns 1, 2, and 3). Moreover, a one standard deviation increase in the local
co-national employment rate increases the likelihood of staying in the initial neighborhood during
the first 1-10 years after migration by about 1 percentage point, suggesting that better-integrated
co-national networks strengthen place attachment and reduce incentives to relocate (Column 1, p <
0.1). Importantly, there is no systematic tendency to move to areas with larger/smaller co-national
networks or higher/lower childcare coverage. The coefficients are close to zero and precisely

estimated (Columns 4 and 5). This implies that when moves do occur, they are not driven by

“We cannot focus only on children born abroad, as the number of refugee children aged 0-5 who were born abroad
and assigned to municipalities between 1986 and 1998 is very small.

I5Note that the number of parents in Columns 3, 6, and 9 is different than the main analysis because the latter
includes parents who entered Denmark with a child.

16Between 1986 and 1998, refugees were not restricted from moving, but were provided an 18-month introduction
program including Danish language courses and job training available only in their assigned municipality (Damm,
2005). Housing constraints further limited relocation, and out-migration from Denmark is minimal (<1% within 10
years).
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unobserved childcare preferences or by selective migration toward areas with larger networks or
greater childcare availability. These results are consistent with Foged et al. (2024) and Dustmann
et al. (2023), who likewise document that migrants’ subsequent mobility declines 1-15 years after
migration when the initial municipality has a higher share of co-nationals.

Overall, residential mobility is unlikely to bias our estimates upward. If anything, such mo-
bility would attenuate the estimated effects by weakening the link between initial assignment and
subsequent exposure to the local co-national environment. Refugees assigned to larger co-national
networks are more likely to remain in their initial neighborhoods; however, when they do move,
the moves are not systematically directed toward areas with higher childcare availability or larger

enclaves.

6 Results and Discussion

6.1 Co-national Networks and Childcare Usage

Table 4 presents our main results on the effects of co-national networks on childcare take-up among
children aged 0-2 and 3-5, as well as on the total number of years children aged 0-5 spend in formal
care. Columns (1), (3), and (5) include only the local co-national share in the neighborhood —a
proxy for enclave size —while Columns (2), (4), and (6) further add the co-national employment
rate to capture the network’s level of economic integration.

We find that larger co-national networks reduce formal childcare enrollment, driven entirely
by lower daycare enrollment at ages 0-2. A one-standard-deviation increase in the share of co-
nationals in the neighborhood of assignment decreases childcare take-up at ages 0-2 by 1.2 per-
centage points (Columns 1 and 2). Relative to a mean enrollment rate of 53% among refugee
children in this age group, this represents a 2.3% decline in enrollment probability (p < 0.05).
Including the co-national employment rate in Column (2) has little impact on the magnitude or
significance of this effect. The employment rate estimate itself is close to zero and statistically
insignificant, with a 95% confidence interval spanning roughly 1 percentage point. We thus find
no evidence that networks operate through labor-market integration, underscoring that the relevant
margin is network size.

This network size effect accounts for 6% of the 20 percentage point enrollment gap between
non-Western migrants and natives at ages 0-2. Put differently, the estimated effect implies that
moving from the mean to the largest observed enclave reduces early enrollment by 17.4 percentage
points, a 32.8% decline relative to the mean.

For children aged 3-5, the network effect point estimate is negative but smaller (-0.4 percent-

age points) and not statistically significant at conventional levels (Columns 3-4). This implies a

16



0.5% decline relative to the sample mean of 82%. Similar to the younger age group, co-national
employment rates do not appear to matter for older children either.

At the intensive margin, children assigned to neighborhoods with one standard deviation larger
co-national enclaves spend roughly 0.05 years fewer in formal childcare between ages 0 and 5 (p
< 0.05, Columns 5-6). Given that children in our sample spend an average of 3 years in childcare,
this effect translates to approximately three full weeks of foregone enrollment. Moving from the
mean to the maximum enclave size implies a reduction of nearly 9 months.

In Figure A3, we break down our results by single age rather than age groups. In line with
our previous results, we find the largest and most significant negative effect of co-national network
size between ages 0 and 2. In contrast, the effects of network size are small and statistically
insignificant across ages 3, 4, and 5. The effect of the co-national employment rate is close to zero
and insignificant at all ages. Additionally, in Figure A3, we show that co-national network size
has a positive and significant effect on the age at first enrollment in formal childcare, while the
employment rate has a small and statistically insignificant effect. This suggests that co-national
networks reduce early enrollment primarily by delaying the age at which children first enter formal
care, with delayed entry depressing take-up and total years in care during the discretionary early
window.

Overall, our results indicate strong and significant effects on childcare use among children
aged 0-2, but no meaningful effects among children aged 3-5. The attenuated effect at ages 3-5
is consistent with the idea that networks shape behavior most when parental discretion is greatest.
Decisions about formal childcare before age three are more closely tied to beliefs about maternal
care and early child-rearing. At ages 3-5, childcare is widely perceived in many cultures as part
of the standard schooling trajectory, leaving less scope for cultural resistance. This reinforces the
idea that early childcare is where cultural preferences are most salient. We explore this and other

potential mechanisms underlying our results in Section 6.3.

6.2 Magnitudes

To benchmark the economic significance of our network effects, we express them in cost-equivalent
terms using price elasticities of childcare demand estimated in prior work. That is, we ask how
large a change in childcare prices would be required to produce an enrollment response of similar
magnitude. We focus on the effect of moving from the mean to the maximum observed enclave
size, a contrast that leverages the full range of variation in co-national concentration in our data. As
previously mentioned, this contrast implies a 17 percentage-point reduction in childcare enrollment
at ages 0-2 (33% relative to the mean).

We draw on Gathmann and Sass (2018), who estimate a compensated price elasticity of child-
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care demand of approximately -0.6, exploiting a German reform that raised monthly fees and
reduced enrollment among two-year-olds by 8 percentage points.'” Applying their elasticity to our
setting, the 33% enrollment reduction implied by moving a family from the average neighborhood
to the largest observed enclave is equivalent to a 55% annual increase in price, or roughly $700-900
in the Danish setting.'®

This comparison is informative precisely because Denmark already maintains one of the most
heavily subsidized childcare systems in the world. That variation in co-national concentration
generates enrollment differences equivalent to a large price increase underscores the limits of cost-
focused policies in closing participation gaps among immigrant populations. Our estimates likely
represent a lower bound of network effects in less generous institutional environments.

The mean-to-max effect is also comparable in magnitude to intensive demand-side interven-
tions. For example, Hermes et al. (2025) find that providing lower-SES families in Germany with
personalized assistance navigating the childcare application process increases enrollment by 16
percentage points nine months after the intervention —similar in absolute magnitude to our esti-
mate, though from a lower baseline enrollment rate.

Importantly, in the Danish context, early childcare is precisely the margin where disadvantaged
children stand to gain the most (Ggrtz et al., 2024)." Consistent with this, Drange and Telle (2015)
find that childcare enrollment improves reading and math performance among immigrant children
in Norway. Given that network-induced enrollment reductions delay or prevent exposure to formal
care during this critical period, they may generate disparities in school readiness and subsequent

educational trajectories (Cornelissen et al., 2018; Gupta and Simonsen, 2010).

6.3 Mechanisms

Larger enclaves may (i) provide informal care options that substitute for formal childcare, (ii)
shape access to or diffusion of information about enrollment procedures and benefits, or (iii) re-
inforce cultural norms around maternal roles and early childhood care (Caria et al., 2025; Philipp
et al., 2025; Ruckdeschel, 2015; Sander, 2024). Understanding the underlying channels is critical

for effective policy design. If low take-up reflects informational barriers, then targeted outreach

7Gathmann and Sass (2018) provide our primary benchmark given their relatively similar institutional context, a
European setting with universal childcare availability and substantial public subsidies. Yet, this comparison should be
interpreted as illustrative. Havnes and Mogstad (2011) and Cascio (2009) study related margins —crowding out of
informal care and kindergarten introduction, respectively —but their settings are less directly comparable to ours.

18This range reflects annual parental contributions of approximately $1,250-1,650, based on a co-payment rate of
25-33%. Annual costs are up to $5,000 per slot.

19While evidence on the effects of childcare before age three is mixed (Baker et al., 2008, 2019; Fort et al., 2020;
Kottelenberg and Lehrer, 2017), formal care yields more consistent benefits for disadvantaged children (Cornelissen
et al., 2018), the population most relevant to our setting. In the Danish context, Ggrtz et al. (2024) find no adverse
effects of early enrollment, with children who enroll later more likely to show inadequate language skills at age five.
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campaigns may suffice. However, if social norms are driving these effects, shifting attitudes will
require a deeper strategy.

In this section, we examine these channels. For brevity, we focus on childcare enrollment at
ages 0-2 and 3-5 in the main text; results for total years in childcare between ages 0 and 5 appear
in the Appendix (Table A6; Figures A4 and AS).

Informal Childcare Channel We first consider whether co-national networks discourage the
use of formal childcare by providing informal alternatives. Families may rely on informal arrange-
ments through extended family or co-national neighbors if they trust community-based care more
than formal institutions (Cornelissen et al., 2018; Schober and Stahl, 2014).

In our setting, within-household informal care by grandparents is rare. Almost no refugee
households in our sample include an elderly member, as most arrived or reunified only with their
immediate family of spouses and dependent children.’’ To allow for other non-parental adults
who might provide care, such as adult siblings or parents’ siblings, we exclude the 193 families
with more than two adults. Columns (3) and (6) of Table 5 show that our results are unchanged.
Within-household informal care is therefore unlikely to be a major driver.

We next consider informal care available through the broader network. We proxy its availability
using the neighborhood share of elderly co-national women and the share of co-national women
who arrived in Denmark at age 40 or older, since these women are unlikely to ever enter the labor
force and are the most plausible source of community-based care.”! We interact our main network
measures with each proxy. If informal caregiving substitutes for formal childcare, the negative
effect of network size should be larger where such caregivers are more common. Instead, as shown
in Table 5, the interaction estimates are small and statistically indistinguishable from zero for both
proxies at ages 0-2 (Columns 1 and 2) and for elderly co-national women at ages 3-5 (Column 4).
The only significant estimate, for the share of co-national women arriving after age 40 (Column
5), is positive, the opposite of the substitution prediction, and economically negligible. A one-

standard-deviation increase in this proxy shifts the network slope by just 0.2 percentage points.

Information Channel A second potential mechanism operates through access to information
about formal childcare institutions. Newly arrived refugee families often face language barriers,
unfamiliar administrative procedures, and uncertainty about the benefits of early childcare. The
structure of the Danish welfare state makes it unlikely that refugee parents are entirely unaware

of affordable childcare or basic enrollment procedures. Local general practitioners (GPs) are ex-

20Ideally, we would compare families with and without grandparents in the household, since the latter could be
providing informal care, but such cases are absent in our data.

2I'The shares of elderly co-national women and of women arriving in Denmark at age 40 or older are calculated
relative to the total number of co-national women in the parish of allocation in the year prior to arrival.
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pected to discuss family well-being and future childcare plans during check-ups, and municipal
health visitors (nurses) have provided universal home visits to all families with newborns since
the 1960s. These interactions aim to guide parents on children’s development and to share infor-
mation about available services, including formal childcare.’> Nonetheless, migrant families may
still rely on local co-national networks for practical and localized details about the reputation of
specific institutions, waiting times, or help completing applications in Danish.”> We cannot test
this directly, but we examine cases where reliance on network-based information about childcare
should be lower.

First, we describe how childcare enrollment rates vary with parents’ years since migration. If
information accumulates through exposure to Danish institutions, enrollment is expected to in-
crease with time spent in the country. Indeed, Figure A6 in the Appendix confirms this pattern,
showing that childcare enrollment rises steadily with parents’ years since migration (panel a). Chil-
dren whose parents have lived in Denmark for 6-10 and 11-16 years are significantly more likely to
be enrolled in formal care at every age compared to those whose parents have lived in the country
for only 1-5 years, also consistent with information accumulation over time (panel b).>*

Second, we examine heterogeneity by prior household exposure to Danish institutions through
older siblings. Specifically, we compare children with and without an older sibling born in Den-
mark. Such a sibling would have already provided parents with experience navigating the system.
As shown in Figure 2, for ages 0-2, the estimated negative network effect is more pronounced
when no older sibling is present, where a one standard deviation increase lowers enrollment by
1.8 percentage points (p < 0.05), but the effect is smaller and statistically insignificant for those
with an older sibling. For ages 3-5 the effect is near zero and insignificant regardless of sibling
status. Together with the descriptive increase in enrollment by parents’ years since migration, the
evidence is consistent with information accumulating through institutional exposure playing some

role.

22For example, the 1995 GP guidelines for the three-year check-up instructed physicians to ask parents whether
kindergarten could provide new developmental opportunities for their child and to encourage enrollment when appro-
priate. The 1996 guidelines went further, advising GPs to discuss when and how the child would begin care outside
the home and to explain the benefits of a gradual transition into formal childcare. Similarly, the 1995 Act required
municipal nurses to guide parents on child development and available childcare options (Ministry of the Interior and
Health, 1995a,b).

2 Note that, as described in Section 2.1, placement is essentially first-come-first-served. Spots are assigned by
application date, and parents are offered the first available appropriate slot. Parents can indicate preferences for
specific institutions (up to three) but are not guaranteed a place at any particular one. Inside knowledge of the system
therefore offers little scope for securing a preferred placement. What network information can affect is whether and
when a family registers.

24We explored using the average tenure of the local co-national network as a proxy for collective experience, but
found no significant effect on childcare enrollment. We do not estimate specifications using shares of the network in
specific tenure bands (e.g., 0-2, 3-5, 6-10 years since migration) because of limited statistical power.
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Cultural Norms Channel A third mechanism operates through cultural norms around gender
roles and early childcare. Co-national networks may reinforce traditional expectations of maternal
caregiving, discouraging mothers from enrolling young children in formal care to preserve home-
country values or limit exposure to host-country norms.>

We explore this channel in three ways. First, we examine heterogeneity by child gender. As
shown in Figure 2, among children aged 0-2, the negative effect of co-national network size is
significant for girls, where a one standard deviation increase lowers enrollment by 2 percentage
points (p < 0.01), but not for boys, where the estimate is smaller and statistically insignificant. At
ages 3-5, the effect is small and insignificant for both girls and boys. This pattern aligns with prior
research showing that early childhood refugee interventions tend to benefit boys more directly,
while girls are more likely to be sheltered by more protective parental behavior (Aslund et al.,
2011). In our setting, formal childcare entails care by non-family members and exposure to Danish,
Westernized norms, which may be perceived as more problematic for girls, reinforcing the cultural
norms interpretation.

Second, we examine whether network effects vary with local gender norms. Refugees in our
sample come from countries with relatively traditional gender norms, including Afghanistan, Iraq,
Lebanon, Ethiopia, and Somalia. However, the extent of cultural divergence depends on the lo-
cal context within Denmark. In areas where traditional gender norms are stronger, enclave and
local native norms tend to be more closely aligned, resulting in lower tension between groups.
On the other hand, in more gender-progressive areas where early childcare is the norm, parents in
large co-national networks may face stronger social pressure to uphold traditional expectations. In
that case, networks can reinforce resistance to institutional childcare precisely where host-country
and home-country norms diverge the most. These predictions are consistent with the “opposi-
tional identity” model in Bisin et al. (2011) and the cultural distinction versus cultural conformity
framework in Bisin et al. (2016).>° To assess this, we classify neighborhoods as more or less
“gender-progressive” based on three proxies: overall childcare enrollment, the share of divorced
individuals, and the average age at first marriage. The first is measured at the municipal level,
the level at which childcare is regulated and provided in Denmark, and the latter two at the parish

1.27

level.”” Neighborhoods above the median of each measure are considered progressive. Across all

Z5For instance, in Germany, the Expert Council of German Foundations on Integration and Migration finds that the
primary reason minority children do not attend early childcare is differences in child-rearing beliefs and the emphasis
on German-language acquisition in childcare institutions (Expert Council of German Foundations on Integration and
Migration, 2015).

26Bisin et al. (2011, 2016) model how ethnic minorities respond to living in more integrated (mixed) neighborhoods
in one of two ways. Under cultural conformity, ethnic identity weakens as minorities assimilate into majority norms.
Under cultural distinction, parents react to perceived threats by intensifying the transmission of traditional norms to
their children. Evidence from the UK supports this distinction mechanism (Bisin et al., 2016).

27 As expected, the three proxies are significantly positively correlated with one another. Childcare enrollment is
measured at the municipal level, since no individual-level data are available before 1995. Because the share of children
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three measures (Figure 3), network effects tend to be more negative in progressive neighborhoods.
In less progressive areas, where host-country norms more closely align with traditional gender
roles, co-national networks have no statistically significant effect. These results are consistent
with the cultural norms channel.

Additionally, one might expect information barriers to be lower in municipalities with high
overall use of childcare. If only information scarcity were driving our results, network effects
should be stronger in low-uptake municipalities where information about childcare benefits is pre-
sumably more limited. Yet, the negative network effect is larger in high-uptake areas. In this sense,
the relevant distinction may not be whether information is present, but rather the way it is framed
within the network.

Third, we examine whether network effects are stronger when the network’s country of origin
holds more traditional gender norms. We use origin-country total fertility rates as a proxy for these
norms, following prior work that treats source-country fertility as capturing persistent cultural at-
titudes toward gender roles, family formation, and maternal labor supply (Fernandez and Fogli,
2006, 2009; Blau et al., 2013). Using World Bank historical data, we classify an origin country
as more traditionally oriented if its total fertility rate, measured in the focal parent’s year of ar-
rival, exceeds three children per woman. If networks reinforce traditional caregiving norms, the
negative effect of network size on enrollment should be more pronounced among families from
high-fertility countries. The results, shown in the bottom panel of Figure 3, are consistent with
this interpretation. Specifically, the negative effect of network size is concentrated among families

from high-fertility origin countries and is smaller for families from low-fertility countries.?

Other Demand-Side Channels One additional channel that could explain our results relates
to parental employment. Formal childcare is often complementary to labor market participation,
especially for mothers, so it is expected that employment mechanically increases the need for
external childcare.” Prior research shows that co-national networks facilitate adult labor market
entry (Edin et al., 2003; Damm, 2009; Battisti et al., 2022), which in turn could increase formal
childcare use. If employment and childcare utilization are very strongly correlated, then we should
expect the effect of co-national networks on childcare usage to mirror that of parental employment.
However, in our sample, we find no evidence that either the size or integration of co-national
networks significantly affects the likelihood that parents are employed while their child is between

ages 0 and 5. Furthermore, overall employment rates among refugee parents during our study

in childcare could partially capture the information channel, we have a slight preference for the other two measures.
28 A limitation of this test is that we cannot fully separate network norms from a family’s own cultural preferences,
since families from high-fertility countries are also more likely to hold traditional views themselves.
2 Appendix Table A7 confirms that employed parents in our sample have higher childcare enrollment rates, espe-
cially when their children are between 0-2 years old.
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period are very low. Only 16% of mothers and 40% of fathers on average are employed while their
child is 0-5 years old.

To probe this further, we split the sample by whether the father was employed before the child’s
birth (Appendix Table A8).* If employment were the relevant channel, the negative network effect
should be attenuated among households with stronger labor market attachment. Instead, the results
indicate that the network effect is stronger in households with employed fathers. Specifically,
a one-standard-deviation increase in enclave size reduces childcare enrollment among children
aged 0-2 by 2.7 percentage points and the total number of years in childcare by 0.09 (Columns
I and 3, p < 0.05). In contrast, the corresponding estimates are smaller and not as significant
for households with unemployed fathers. Taken together, while parental employment is positively
associated with childcare use, co-national networks reduce childcare enrollment through channels
unrelated to employment. In fact, the stronger effects among employed-father households further
point toward a cultural norms mechanism, as co-national networks may reinforce expectations that
mothers remain home with young children.

Overall, our analyses indicate two primary mechanisms through which co-national networks
influence childcare enrollment: information transmission and cultural norms. These findings sug-
gest that co-national networks actively shape parents’ decisions by mediating access to institutional

information, reinforcing social expectations, and in some cases, resisting host-country norms.

Ruling Out Supply-Side Explanations We interpret our results as demand-side responses to co-
national networks rather than differences in childcare supply across neighborhoods. The age profile
of the effect is itself consistent with this reading. If capacity constraints drove the negative effect
at ages 0-2, they should also depress enrollment at ages 3-5, which they do not. Nevertheless, this
section sets out why supply-side constraints are unlikely to explain our findings.

One concern, documented in settings such as the United States, is that larger neighborhoods
with larger networks may face longer distances to providers, lower-quality institutions, or fewer
available slots. Several features of the Danish setting make each unlikely (Section 2.1). First, and
most directly, children with legal residence are guaranteed access to childcare in their district and
mu