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efficient and effective government 
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ABSTRACT 

I n  October 1990 federal child care legislation was enacted 
to assist low- and moderate-income working families with 
their child care and other household expenses and to 
increase the supply and improve the quality of programs. 
Administrators of programs such as Head Start, the Social 
Services Block Grant, state grants for the Dependent Care 
Planning and Development Program, the Family Support 
Act of 1988, and the newly enacted Child Care and 
Development Block Grant now face the challenge of imple- 
menting these new programs and policies. 

To implement these new programs and to promote high 
quality early childhood education, state and federal agen- 
cies needed a much greater understanding of child care 
trends and practices than was previously available. In the 
National Child Care Survey, 1990 (NCCS), a nationally 
representative sample of U.S. families with children under 
age 13 was interviewed by telephone with the aim of pro- 
viding scientifically valid, reliable, and useful information 
on c m n t  use of child care and early childhood programs. 

Statistics from this survey reveal that the primary source 
of child care for most families is parents, followed by 
relatives, center-based care, lessons (e.g., music, soccer 
practice), family day care, and nonrelatives in the child's 
home. Use of center-based programs has increased consis- 
tently over the past 25 years. Among families in which the 
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mother works outside the home, center-based programs in 
1990 cared for three out of ten preschool-age children, 
compared with one out of twenty in 1965. Half of all three- 
to four-year-olds are in such programs, regardless of 
whether or not the mother is employed. 

PREFACE 

T h e  National Child Care Study is a public-private partner- 
ship, jointly sponsored by the National Association for the 
Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and the Head Start 
Bureau of the Administration for Children, Youth and 
Families (ACYF), Office of Human Development Services, 
Department of Health and Human Services. 

The NAEYC is America’s foremost professional associ- 
ation of early childhood professionals, representing nearly 
75,000 individuals. NAEYC’s primary goals are to improve 
professional practice in early childhood care and education 
and to build public understanding and support for high 
quality early childhood programs. 

The ACYF is the agency within the federal government 
whose mission is to improve opportunities for the nation’s 
children and families. A major focus of this effort is Head 
Start, a comprehensive community-based program serving 
more than half a million low-income children and their 
families annually. 

This research partnership between NAEYC and ACYF 
reflects a recognition that child care has emerged as a focal 
point for work and family life in the United States and that 
issues related to the care of children span both private and 
public domains. The study was undertaken as a joint initia- 
tive in order to highlight our mutual commitment to chil- 
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dren and their families as well as to assist the professionals 
who dedicate themselves to the betterment of children's 
lives. 

Early in the conceptualization of the National Child Care 
Study, it became apparent that a study was needed which 
would characterize the entire child care marketplace, 
covering both parents and providers as well as all major 
forms of care. We were particularly concerned that the 
study cover informal arrangements between friends, neigh- 
bors and relatives as well as more formal segments of the 
child care market such as day care centers, preschools, 
Head Start centers, and family day care homes. 

In order to more comprehensively address all aspects of 
child care demand and supply, ACYF entered into an inter- 
agency agreement with the Department of Education to 
coordinate the National Child Care Study with the National 
Profile of Child Care Settings study, which was initiated by 
the Education Department at about the same time. This 
partnership greatly extends the comprehensiveness, com- 
pleteness and conceptual integration of the two studies, 
making possible a much clearer view of the national child 
care picture than would be possible f'rom either study alone. 

Another important partner to ACYF and NAEYC in the 
National Child Care Study is the Department's Office of 
the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation (ASPE) 
which funded a nationally representative substudy of low- 
income families. This enhanced sample allowed for a more 
complete and sophisticated analysis of the data from this 
important segment of the population. 

The Department of Navy also joined the research as the 
sponsor of a substudy of military families. This substudy 
substantially enhances the research as a whole by providing 
a more complete picture of child care demand and supply 

along with a comparison of military and civilian child care 
to help identify the special needs of different types of 
families. 

This collaborative approach to linking different sectors 
and facets of the national child care picture is particularly 
valuable because of the different needs of large subpopula- 
tions, the dramatic increase in numbers of working mothers 
over the past decade, and the restructuring of child care 
markets thought to be underway. We hope that results of 
this research will be useful to parents and providers, to 
program developers and administrators, to community child 
care organizations and civic groups, to employers, to legis- 
lators, and policymakers in federal, state, and local com- 
munities, and to all others who are attempting to respond to 
the changing needs and priorities of American families. 

We are particularly grateful to our two research contrac- 
tors who carried out with competence and dedication the 
many challenging dema-nds of this research. The Urban 
Institute in Washington, D.C. was responsible for the re- 
search design, analysis, and reporting of data. Abt Associ- 
ates carried out sampling and data collection from offices in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, Amherst, Massachusetts and 
Chicago, Illinois. Their study teams also worked closely 
with colleagues at Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. who 
conducted the National Profile of Child Care Settings 
Study. We also thank our colleagues in federal agencies 
and private organizations for their many contributions to 
this study. 

This report, the first of a series of analyses of child care 
and preschool enrollments in the United States in  the 
199Os, focuses on child care arrangements, cost of care, 
child care selection procedures, and parental perceptions of 
child care options and policies for children under age 13. 
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ADDENDUM 
Subsequent reports and papers will address many of the 
same issues among low-income families and military fami- 
lies, and will provide the first nationally representative 
picture of family day care in the United States. 

Barbara Willer Patricia Divine-Hawkins 
Co-Project Director Co-Project Director 
NAEYC ACYF 
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he National Child Care Survey 1990 (NCCS), reported T in this book, is one of two major surveys of child care 
arrangements undertaken in 1990. It collected information 
on child care arrangements from parents. The other survey 
is the Profile of Child Care Settings Study (PCS), reported 
in A Profile of Child Care Settings: Early Education and 
Care in 1990 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing 
Office). The PCS collected information on child care arrange- 
ments from providers. Results from both surveys are summa- 
rized in The Demand and Supply of Child Care in 1990 
(Washington, Dc. National Association for the Education of 
Young Children). There are three slight terminological differ- 
ences in the way the information is presented here and in The 
Demand and Supply of Child Can that should be noted. In 
addition, the NCCS and the PCS yield Werent estimates of 
the number of preschool children in center care. 

Terminological Differences 

First, in this book, care by either the father or the mother of 
the child as the primary child care arrangement is referred 
to as “parent care,” whereas in The Demand and Supply of 
Child Cure, it is referred to as “no supplemental care” or 

The second difference is that in this book lessons are 
broken out from the “parent c m ”  category, whereas they are 

none.” ‘4 

(over) 
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not shown separately in The Demand and Supply of Child 
Care. 

Third, the term “preschool” is defined as “under age 5” 
in this book and as “under age 6 and not yet enrolled in 
school” in The Demand and Supply of Child Care. The 
change to the latter definition for the Demand and Supply 
piece was made so that the NCCS estimate of the number 
of preschool children enrolled in early education and care 
would be comparable to that obtained in the PCS. Conse- 
quently, although the two estimates of the total number of 
children under age 13 who are enrolled in a center-based 
program as primary or secondary arrangement are the same, 
the estimates of the numbers of “preschool” and “school- 
age” children differ. 

This book breaks down the NCCS estimate of center 
enrollment into 4.6 million children under 5 and 3 million 
children ages 5-12 enrolled in centers as primary or secon- 
dary arrangement. The Demand and Supply of Child Care 
breaks down the NCCS estimate of center enrollment into 
5.1 million preschool children prior to kindergarten entry 
and 2.5 million school-age children enrolled in centers as 
primary or secondary arrangement. 

National Child Care Survey 
Sandra L. Hoflerth et al. 

The Urban Institute hss,  1991 

Page xvii: line 8, “for” should be “from”. 

Page 11: line 14, “nonemployed” should be “employed”. 

Page 42, line 6 from the bottom: “table 2.2” should be 
“table 2.3”. 

Page 45, line 14: “three-thirds” should be “three- 
quarters”. 

Page 113, line 10: “table 2.25” should be “table 2.32”. 

Page 115, line 2 from the bottom: “quartile” should be 
“quintile”. 

Estimates of Center Enrollment 

The total number of children under 6 and not yet in 
school who were in center care in 1990, as estimated by the 
NCCS, is 5.1 million. This compares with the PCS estimate 
of 3.9 million-a difference that is statistically significant 
at the .05 level. It remains unclear why the difference exists. 
Plausible hypotheses are discussed in the Appendix to The 
Demand and Supply of Child Care, referenced above. 

### 

Page 116, line 2 from the top: “quartile” should be 

Page 155, line 14: “rural ($2.39) areas” should be “rural 

“quint ile”. 

($2.80) areas.” 

Page 205, Figure 4.1: This figure is for all families, not 
just families with an employed mother. 

Page 232, line 14: “Sonenstein 1989” should be 
“Sonenstein 1991”. 

(over) 
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Page 284, Figure 5.22: “Sibling Care (>14)” should be 
“Sibling Care k14)”. 

Page 295, Table 5.2: First panel should be titled “Age 
First Left Child Up to 1/2 Hour”. Second panel 
should be titled “Age First Left Child Up to 2 
Hours”. 

Page 296, Tabl’e 5.2 (Continued): Upper panel should be 
titled “Age First Left Child Two-Plus Hours”. 

Page 347, Table 7.1: This figure should be titled 
“Employed Mothers Losing Some Time during 
Month Previous because of Failures in Child Care 
Arrangements”. 

Page 358, Table 7.4: Parental Leave Policies section. 
1987 column, delete all entries. 1988 column, add: 
Unpaid Maternity Leave: 3396, 18 wks; Unpaid 
Paternity Leave: 1696, 17 wks. 1989 column, delete 
3396, 18 wks, for Paid Maternity Leave. Add: Un- 
paid Paternity Leave 18%, 19 wks. 

Page 452, third reference: Authors should read, “Kisker, 
Ellen Eliason, Sandra L. Hofferth, Deborah A. 
Phillips, and Elizabeth Farquhar”. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Recent  large-scale changes in maternal employment, 
accompanied by shifts i n  the child care practices of 
American families, have created the need for new national 
child care data. This need has become all the more pressing 
since the 1988 enactment of the Family Support Act and 
the October 1990 enactment of federal child care legislation 
to assist low- and moderate-income working families with 
their child care and other household expenses and to in- 
crease the supply and improve the quality of programs. 

To implement and administer these programs and to 
promote high quality early childhood education for young 
children, a greater understanding of child care trends and 
practices was needed. In the National Child Care Survey, 
1990 (NCCS), a nationally representative sample of U.S. 
families with children under age 13 was interviewed by 
telephone to learn about who cares for children, how much 
parents spend on child care, how parents choose arrange- 
ments and programs to care for their children, what they 
perceive their child care options to be, how frequently they 
change their arrangements, how American families balance 
work and family responsibilities, and parents’ perceptions 
of public- and private-sector child care policies. This 
survey represents approximately 27 million households 
with children under age 13, or 3 out of 10 U.S. households. 
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Statistics from this survey reveal that the primary child 
care arrangement used by most families is parents (45 
percent), followed by relatives (14 percent), center-based 
care (13 percent), lessons (e.g., music, soccer practice, 14 
percent), family day care (7 percent), and paid care provid- 
ed at home (3 percent). Use of center-based programs has 
increased consistently over the past 25 years. Among fami- 
lies in which the mother works outside the home, center- 
based programs in 1990 cared for three out of ten pre- 
school-age children as a primary arrangement, compared 
with one out of twenty in 1965. Half of all three- to four- 
year-olds are enrolled in such programs, regardless of 
whether or not the mother is employed. 

The study concludes that although many of the potential 
income-related differences in access to child care have been 
reduced through federal assistance, low-income families 
still bear a considerable burden in their attempts to raise 
children and support themselves. Public opinion strongly 
supports public policies to assist these families. Below are 
some of the findings of the survey. 

CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS 

Employed mothers and mothers of preschoolers are more 
likely to use nonparental care than are nonemployed 
mothers and mothers of school-age children. Even though 
most nonemployed mothers care for their children them- 
selves, almost one out of three relies on center-based pro- 
grams for 3- to 4-year-old children. Use of center-based 
programs for preschool-age children of employed mothers 
has increased over the past 25 years, from 6 percent in 1965 
to 28 percent in 1990. At the same time, there has been a 

Executive Summary m 3  

decline in use of in-home providers and relatives, while use 
of family day care has remained constant. Parental care as a 
primary arrangement has grown somewhat over the past 15 
years. Many parents rely on activities such as lessons and 
sports, not only as educational and cultural supplements, 
but also as child care arrangements for children after 
school. 

PARENTAL EXPENDITURES 

In-home providers are the most expensive arrangement for 
employed mothers with a preschool-age child ($2.30 per 
hour). Relatives provide the least expensive care for em- 
ployed mothers with a preschool child ($1.1 I per hour), and 
center-based programs ($1.67 per hour) and family daycare 
providers ($1.35 per hour) fall in between. Employed 
mothers generally pay less per hour than nonemployed 
mothers, but their children spend more time in paid care 
than children of nonemployed mothers. Thus, employed 
mothers spend more on a weekly basis ($63 compared to 
$35 for nonemployed mothers with a preschool child). 

Employed mothers with a preschool-age child spend $63 
per week, about 11 percent of their weekly family income, 
on child care. Nonemployed mothers with a preschool-age 
child spend about 6 percent. Although less likely to pay for 
care, single mothers and poor families who pay for care 
spend a substantially greater share of their income on child 
care than two-parent or nonpoor families, regardless of 
employment status or the youngest child’s age. For exam- 
ple, families with annual incomes under $15,000 pay 22-25 
percent of their income on child care; in contrast, families 

L 
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with annual incomes of $50,000 or more pay only about 6 
percent. 

CHOICE AND SATISFACTION 

Sixty-five percent of parents surveyed indicated that they 
learned about their primary care arrangement from friends, 
neighbors, or relatives; only 9 percent of parents found 
their current arrangement through a resource and referral 
service. 

Quality was the characteristic cited most often by par- 
ents in selecting their current care arrangement for their 
youngest child. Families where the mother is employed 
cited quality more frequently than families where the 
mother is not employed. The aspect of quality most often 
cited was a provider-related characteristic such as a warm 
and loving manner, which was the most important factor 
for 70 percent of parents. 

The reported level of satisfaction with child care ar- 
rangements is quite high, with 96 percent of those surveyed 
indicating they are either "very satisfied" or "satisfiedt with 
their current care for their youngest child. Despite this, 26 
percent indicated they would prefer an alternative type of 
care. This desire was highest among families where the 
mother is employed and the youngest child is not in school. 

PERCEPTIONS OF ALTERNATIVES 

The survey found that for the most part, parents are 
informed consumers when it comes to choosing child care 
arrangements. Parents' decisions in terms of location and 
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Cost also appear consistent from a rational decision-making 
perspective. Although many families use self-care and 
sibling care for their children, fewer than 2 percent report 
using these types of care as a primary arrangement. Regard- 
ing self-care, 3.5 million U.S. children under age 13 (7 
percent) are in self-care on a regular basis, suggesting an 
increase in self-care or at least an increase in parents who 
report it since the early 1980s. However, self-care is likely 
to be of short duration, under two hours per day. 

PREVIOUS USE OF CHILD CARE 

Fewer than 3 out of 10 preschool or kindergarten children 
had no regular nonparental child care arrangement during 
the previous year. Younger children were more likely to 
start nonparental care than older children, who were more 
likely to be in the same nonparental care arrangement for 
the previous 12-month period. The most common reason 
for ending an arrangement was that it was no longer avail- 
able or affordable. 

The median length of all current child care arrangements 
is 12 months and that of all previous arrangements (used in 
the last 12 months) is 8 months. The median length of 
current arrangements increases with the age of the child 
until age 5 ,  at which time it again declines, because many 
5-year-olds have just begun kindergarten. 

Sixty percent of respondents indicated that their youn- 
gest preschool child was regularly left in nonparental care 
prior to the start of school. Children of employed mothers 
and higher income parents started to use nonparental care at 
an earlier age. 
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EMPLOYERS AND CHILD CARE 

Child care failures caused 15 percent of employed mothers 
to lose some time from work and 7 percent to m i s s  at least 
one day of work during the last month. Low-income 
mothers appear to be especially affected. Many low-income 
jobs may not provide much flexibility in terms of work 
schedules, thus producing a higher incidence of absentee- 
ism among low-income workers with child care problems. 
Failures of child care arrangements were more common 
among families relying on in-home care than among those 
using care outside the home. 

Over half of the one-third of respondents who reported a 
sick child during the past month missed at least one day of 
work to stay home and care for their child. Child care 
failures due to the unavailability of the regular provider or a 
child’s illness led one-quarter of women employed outside 
the home to miss at least a day of work in the past month. 

According to NCCS data, 3 out of 10 families say that 
part-time work, unpaid leave, or flextime are available to 
them. One out of ten say that a workplace center is avail- 
able to them, a figure twice as high as that reported by 
employers. Two-parent families (77 percent of the sample) 
have a higher probability of obtaining a child care benefit 
through either parent’s employer. Many employer benefits 
are less available to low-income families than to high- 
income families. 

Half of all mother took some leave after the birth of their 
youngest child, while only 3 out of 10 were paid during this 
absence. Most of those were paid through a combination of 
vacation and sick/disability pay; few mothers have paid 
parental leave available to them. 

Chapter 

1 
INTRODUCTION 

BACKGROUND AND 
OBJECTIVES OF STUDY 

T h e  need for new national child care data stems from re- 
cent large-scale changes in maternal employment, accom- 
panied by shifts in the child care practices of American 
families. In the two decades from 1968 to 1988, the pro- 
portion of American children with mothers in the labor 
force rose from 39 percent to 60 percent, a 54 percent 
increase for the period (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
1988). This trend is expected to continue. It is anticipated 
that by 1995 two-thirds of the nation’s preschoolers and 
three-fourths of school-age children will have mothers who 
are employed (Hofferth and Phillips 1987). 

The dramatic increase in working mothers has led to an 
increase in nonparental care for children while parents 
work, an increase visible for infants and toddlers as well as 
for preschoolers. At the same time, there has been a rapid 
increase in preschool enrollments of young children regard- 
less of whether their mothers are employed. The proportion 
of three- to four-year olds enrolled in kindergarten or a 
preschool program doubled between 1970 and 1985, from 



8 H NATIONAL CHILD CARE SURVEY, 1990 Introduction H 9  

21 percent to 39 percent. And by age five, 87 percent of all 
children spend some time in school or a preschool program 
(U.S. Bureau of the Census 1988). For the school-age 
child, maternal employment has often meant self- or sibling 
care, although programs for the supervision of these 
children before and after school are beginning to appear. 

Important policy debates at the federal level over the 
past several years led to the enactment in October 1990 of 
child care legislation to assist low- and moderate-income 
working families with their child care and other household 
expenses and to increase the supply and improve the quality 
of programs. In addition, Head Start has been expanding 
rapidly in accordance with the goal of serving all eligible, 
low-income children by 1994. At the federal and state lev- 
els, administrators of existing programs such as Head Start, 
the Social Services Block Grant, state grants for the 
Dependent Care Planning and Development Program, the 
Family Support Act of 1988, and the 1990 Child Care and 
Development Block Grant now face the important chal- 
lenge of implementing these new programs and policies. 
The following illustrate some of the formidable tasks 
ahead 

The increased labor force participation of 
mothers, expansion of Head Start, passage of the 
Family Support Act of 1988, and increasing evi- 
dence for the persistence of positive effects of 
preschool on disadvantaged children are intensi- 
fying the pressure on early childhood programs 
to meet the needs of employed mothers while 
providing developmentally appropriate experi- 
ences for children. 

e A crucial issue for Head Start is that of coordi- 
nating and linking programs designed to facili- 
tate child development with those designed to 
facilitate maternal employment. The Head Start 
Program is typically a part-day, part-year, high- 
quality, comprehensive child development 
program for disadvantaged children. However, 
many Head Start parents are now employed, in 
training, or looking for work, and they need care 
for their children beyond the Head Start day. 
Accordingly, Head Start is seeking ways to 
establish "wrap around" programs in partners hip 
with other federal, state, and local programs to 
better meet the needs of Head Start families and 
communities. 

e As the Family Support Act of 1988 is imple- 
mented by the states, welfare parents with chil- 
dren age three or older (at the state's option, age 
one or older) will be required to work or engage 
in job training under the new JOBS program. To 
carry out this aspect of welfare reform, states 
will be required to provide child care for partici- 
pants. The U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (DHHS) will provide assistance 
to states as they design their plans for meeting 
the child care needs of participants, including 
many Head Start families. Since states can reim- 
burse parental expenditures up to the 75th 
percentile of local market rates, one of the more 
critical needs is for information on the price of 
care and on parental expenditures. 
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0 The Social Services Block Grant, a federal 
program administered by the states, provides 
direct subsidies for the care of low-income chil- 
dren. An important issue for the states is how to 
conduct this program so that it best reflects the 
needs of families being served and complements 
other federal and state programs. 

0 The 1990 Child Care and Development Block 
Grant will provide $2.5 billion to the states over 
the next three years (1991-94) to help families 
pay for care and to expand the supply of care and 
education programs for preschool as well as 
school-age children. 

0 State grants for the Dependent Care Planning and 
Development Program, administered by the 
Administration for Children, Youth and Families 
(ACYF), provide funds for the planning, estab- 
lishment, operation, or expansion of school-age 
child care programs as well as resource and 
referral services. As with other programs, the 
DHHS assists states in this function through 
information and technical support. 

0 In addition, families who prefer to have a parent 
care for the children at home are facing increased 
economic pressure to forego this option to meet 
other family needs. Child care policies and 
programs need to take account of this important 
grOUP. 

To implement and administer these programs and with 
the goal of promoting high quality early childhood educa- 

tion for young children, both the Department of Health and 
Human Services and the National Association for the Edu- 
cation of Young Children sought greater understanding of 
child care trends and practices than was previously avail- 
able. There was a lack of sound information about the 
needs and resources of American families and about how 
they balance new demands of work and family life. In 
particular, little was known about the employment patterns 
of mothers or about the care of their children while they 
work. Information on child care arrangements for the chil- 
dren of employed mothers and information on preschool 
enrollments for all children came from separate and 
incompatible sources. While the data were available for 
children of nonemployed mothers, there were no previous 
national data on forms of care used by nonemployed 
mothers for infants and toddlers, for school-age children, or 
the variety of preschool programs in which three- to five- 
year-olds are enrolled. Likewise there were no national 
data on how parents choose the programs they are using, 
what alternatives are available to them, what their child 
care arrangements cost, and how they juggle employment 
and caring for their children. Accordingly, the purpose of 
the National Child Care Survey, 1990 (NCCS), described 
here, was to provide scientifically valid, reliable, and useful 
information on current use of child care and early child- 
hood programs. This report provides a nationally represen- 
tative picture of (1) who cares for children, (2) how much 
parents spend on child care, (3) how parents select their 
child care arrangements, (4) parents’ perceptions about 
their child care options, ( 5 )  previous use of child care 
arrangements, (6) how American families balance their 
work and family responsibilities, and (7) parents’ views on 
public- and private-sector child care policies. 
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The information this study collected from families with 
children under age 13, therefore, provides the first compre- 
hensive picture of child care arrangements and early child- 
hood program enrollments in the U.S. 

DESCRIPTION OF DATA COLLECTION 

Description of Universe and Sample Selection 

DESIGN OF NATIONAL CHILD CARE SURVEY, 1990 

The National Child Care Survey, 1990, has three compo- 
nents. The parent component consists of a national 
random-digit-dial computer-assisted telephone survey of 
households with one or more age-eligible children. The 
linked provider component consists of a follow-up 
computer-assisted telephone interview (CATI) with the 
child care provider of the youngest child in the household. 
The screened family day-care home component interviewed 
family day-care home providers that were identified during 
the random-digit-dialing screening for households with 
age-eligible children. 

POTENTIAL RESPONDENT UNIVERSE 

The potential respondent universe for the parent component 
comprised all households in the United States with one or 
more children aged 12 years and under. Approximately 
27.6 million U.S. households met this criterion in 1990. 
The target population for the parent survey consisted of all 

u.S. households with telephones. This population was 
Stratified into three age groups according to the age of the 
youngest child: 0-2 years, 3-5 years, and 6-12 years. 

The potential respondent universe of regulated and 
unregulated family day-care homes was covered by the 
family day-care home component of this study. The target 
population for this component was the same as for the 
parent component--all U.S. households with telephones. 

Finally, the potential universe of out-of-home arrange- 
ments was covered in the linked provider component. The 
target population consisted of all out-of-home arrangements 
used by the youngest child in sample households. In 1988 
there were an estimated 109,000 licensed family day-care 
homes in  the United States, and an estimated 57,000 
licensed and unlicensed day-care center/ Head Start and 
school-based programs. The total number of unlicensed 
family day-care homes has been estimated to be 10 times 
that of licensed homes. 

Table 1.1 outlines the components of the National Child 
Care Survey, 1990, the approximate size of the potential 
respondent universes, the sample sizes, the response rate, 
and the number of interviews in each stratum. 

SAMPLE SELECTION 

A three-stage clustered sample design was used to draw the 
sampling frames. The first stage sampling frame consisted 
of all U.S. counties. A stratified first-stage sample of 
100 counties/county groups was drawn with probability- 
proportional-to-size sampling. The measure of size was the 
number of children under five years of age, obtained from 
the most recent Census Bureau population estimates 
(1987). Both the National Child Care Survey, 1990, and 
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the Profile of Child Care Settings Study of the U.S. Depart- 
ment of Education (Kisker et al. 1991) used the same first- 
stage sample of counties and county groups, so that the 
supply and demand studies were conducted in the same 
geographic areas around the country and at the same time. 

At the second stage, the sampling frame consisted of all 
Mtofsky-Waksberg "primary units" (banks of 100 contigu- 
ous telephone numbers) in the 100 first-stage units 
(Waksberg 1978). A sample of 955 Mitofsky-Waksberg 
"primary units" was drawn at random from the 100 first- 
stage units. 

At the third stage of sampling, the sampling frame was 
all household telephone numbers in these "primary units." 
A sample of telephone numbers was selected at random 
from each of these "primary units." The sample telephone 
numbers were dialed and an eligibility screening interview 
was attempted for residential numbers. The full interview 
was administered to households with one or more children 
under age 13. 

Approximately 39,33 1 screening interviews were 
completed, and 4,392 interviews were conducted with 
6,333 eligible households. This sample yielded 250 linked 
provider interviews. The identification of family day-care 
home providers during the household screening interview 
yielded 162 interviews with this type of provider. 

ESTIMATION PROCEDURES AND 
DEGREE OF PRECISION 

Each sample household was weighted by the reciprocal of 
its probability of selection. This basic sampling weight was 
adjusted for nonresponse within the Mitofsky-Waksberg 
"primary units" and for multiple telephone numbers among 
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households with one or more children aged 12 years and 
under. The sample of responding households with one or 
more children aged 12 years and under was then poststrati- 
fied to known population totals for various demographic 
and socioeconomic variables as a further adjustment for 
nonresponse, and also for noncoverage of nontelephone 
households. The resulting weights were used to project the 
sample to target populations and subgroups of interest. The 
present report is based on these weighted data, though the 
actual sample sizes on which analysis is based are provided 
throughout. In addition, approximate standard errors for 
percentages were calculated based upon appendix A, and 
only those statistically significant at p < .05 are reported 
herein. 

Procedures for Collection of Information 

0 VERVIE W: PARENT SURVEY 

Data were collected by means of telephone interviews with 
approximately 4,400 parents or guardians of children under 
age 13. Interviews were conducted by Abt Associates, 
under subcontract to The Urban Institute, from the firm’s 
central telephone facility in Amherst, Massachusetts. 
Questionnaires were administered using computer-assisted 
telephone interviewing technology, whereby the question- 
naire items appear on a computer screen and interviewers 
enter responses using the computer’s keyboard. The major- 
ity of the questionnaire, including skip patterns, alternative 
question wordings, valid answer codes, and internal consis- 
tency checking, was programmed into the computer, so that 
interviewer and respondent errors were minimized. The 
weekly schedules of employment and child care were, 

however, collected onto handwritten forms and entered into 
the computer by the interviewer after completion of the 
interview. 

OVERVIEW: PROVIDER COMPONENTS 

Parents were asked to provide the telephone numbers of 
their providers, and Abt Associates contacted and inter- 
viewed about 250 of these by telephone using CAT1 (linked 
provider component). Finally, in screening households to 
identify those with children under age 13 for the parent 
survey, providers who cared for other children in their own 
home were identified. Approximately 162 of these were 
interviewed, using the same instrument as that for the 
family day-care providers identified by parents (family day- 
care home component). 

RESPONSE RATES 

The National Child Care Survey, 1990, was conducted over 
a six-month period, beginning in late October 1989 and 
ending in May 1990. The provider component began in 
April 1990 and ended in June 1990. 

Parent  Survey .  Although the survey was long (40 
minutes on average) and some respondents terminated mid- 
way, we found that many parents were very interested in 
the survey, were eager to participate, and patiently 
answered the questions. There were two problems. First, 
the proportion of households containing a family with chil- 
dren under 13 (16 percent) was much lower than antici- 
pated (30 percent). Second, although the screener response 
rate (83 percent) was close to that expected, the survey 
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response rate (69 percent) was lower than originally pre- 
dicted, making the overall response rate 57 percent. 

The lower eligibility rate suggests the possibility of hid- 
den refusals by families with children who denied that they 
had children. The lower survey response rate reflects 
several factors, including the length of the interview and 
the well-documented increasing reluctance of the U.S. 
public to participate in telephone surveys (Groves and 
Lyberg 1988). Telephone surveys have many advantages 
over household surveys; however, the major disadvantage 
is the lower response rate. 

Although undesirable, a response rate of the size 
obtained in this survey becomes a serious problem only if 
the nonresponses are biased in some way. To ensure that 
our results do not contain some unknown bias, we have 
made every effort to compare the results with data from 
household surveys collected in person, such as the U.S. Bu- 
reau of the Census' Survey of Income and Program Partici- 
pation (SIPP) and the Current Population Survey (CPS). 
Based upon these comparisons, which are shown through- 
out the report, the results of the NCCS appear to be 
unbiased. Appendix B discusses the issue of sample bias 
resulting from the exclusion of nontelephone households. 

Linked Provider Survey. We had great difficulty obtain- 
ing the names of providers from parents. A study con- 
ducted by the Centers for Disease Control found that only 
about 66 percent of parents were willing to name their pro- 
vider (Louis Harris and Associates 1987). Once named, 
however, the completion rate was high, about 84 percent. 
We obtained telephone numbers from 44-56 percent of pro- 
viders, and obtained interviews with 74 percent of those 
eligible. 

We expected that some parents would be reluctant to 
name their provider for several reasons. First, parents are 
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concerned about the safety of their children. To reassure 
reluctant parents, interviewers provided them with an "800" 
number to Abt Associates and offered to have the study di- 
rector mail them a letter explaining the study's purpose. 
Some parents took advantage of this and telephoned the 
firm. Second parents may be worried about losing the pro- 
vider if he or she were detected by either the local licensing 
authorities or the Internal Revenue Service. Assurance of 
confidentiality was very important. Interviewers asked 
only for telephone numbers, not the name or address of 
respondent or provider. 

An additional problem was that many persons identified 
as providers at the first contact said they did not currently 
provide care or had never provided care. Many of these 
were probably refusals. Alternatively, given the length of 
time between when a phone number was obtained and sec- 
ond contact (as much as six months), it may be that the pro- 
viders were, indeed, no longer providing care. Finally, pro- 
viders, especially relatives, may disagree with parents as to 
whether they consider the care they provide as regular care. 

Screened Provider Survey. The proportion of house- 
holds containing a family day-care provider was less than 1 
percent (.61 percent). Whether this statistic contains 
hidden refusals is not known. The response rate was 73 
percent of those eligible. Again, the lengthy time between 
first contact with the household and follow-up may have 
reduced the eligibility rate. 

OVERVIEW OF REPORT 

This first chapter has reviewed the background and objec- 
tives of the National Child Care Survey, 1990, and des- 
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cribed the data collection procedures. Chapter 2 provides 
an overview of the kinds of arrangements parents make for 
their children and the amount of time that children spend 
there. Chapter 3 reviews the extensive data on expenditures 
for child care arrangements and programs. Chapter 4 begins 
with an analysis of parental satisfaction, then moves to a 
discussion of parental choice of care. Chapter 5 provides a 
picture of what types of care parents see as available, how 
much they think they would cost, and what parents know 
about the arrangements they use for their children. Chapter 
6 focuses on previous use of child care arrangements. 
Chapter 7 reviews what we know about the impact of child 
care problems on work and the availability of employer 
benefits to help employees balance the demands of work 
and family life. Chapter 8 examines parents’ attitudes 
toward the government’s role in child care. Chapter 9 
summarizes the critical findings of the study. 

Chapter 

2 
CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS 
IN THE UNITED STATES, 1990 

T h i s  chapter describes the types of care and programs reg- 
ularly used by families for an estimated 48 million children 
under age 13 during November 1989 to May 1990. The va- 
riety of family members and nonfamily individuals who 
care for children in families with an employed or a nonem- 
ployed mother is described, as well as the ways in which 
children are cared for in families headed by a father with no 
spouse or partner, or in which neither parent is present. 

This report differs from previous child care reports in 
that it details care arrangements for children in families of 
both employed and nonemployed mothers. To make the 
data comparable to previous reports, all results are pre- 
sented in conjunction with the employment status of the 
mother. In most cases, this is a crucial distinction, because 
the purpose of care and the characteristics associated with 
choice of arrangement have been found to differ based on 
maternal employment status. Inclusion of both types of 
families provides a comprehensive picture of the care 
arrangements and program enrollments of all children. 

All children are cared for by a parent or guardian, usual- 
ly their mother. If present, the mother typically assumes 
the primary responsibility of providing or arranging for the 
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care of the child even if the father is also present and shares 
childrearing responsibilities. This report focuses on the 
regularly scheduled arrangements that mothers make for 
their children when they are not available and/or in order to 
provide an enriching experience for the child. Such arrange- 
ments may include care regularly provided by the father, 
relatives, friends, a family day care provider, or staff at a 
child care center or nursery school. It also includes chil- 
dren's regular participation in such activities as organized 
clubs, lessons, and/or sports. For the purposes of this 
report, all of the above situations are considered to be 
"child care arrangements," regardless of the reasons, 
because they may substitute for maternal care. 

Respondents were asked to identify the "Programs chil- 
dren attend or people who care for each child on a regular 
basis, that is, at least once a week for the last two weeks." 
Occasional care was excluded. For the purpose of this 
report, fathers were considered a child care arrangement if 
identified by the mother as providing care for the child on a 
regularly scheduled basis when the mother is not present. 
Maternal care was coded as an arrangement only when no 
regular arrangements were reported so that all children have 
at least one child care arrangement. This is not meant to 
suggest that children in nonmaternal arrangements are not 
cared for by their mothers; in all but a few cases where the 
mother is not present these children experience alternative 
arrangements in addition to maternal care. Nor is this 
meant to suggest that fathers in two-parent families with 
mother care as the child care arrangement are not involved 
with their children. In such cases, fathers were simply not 
reported as having responsibility for providing care for the 
child on a regularly scheduled basis. As were mothers, 
single fathers were identified as the care arrangement if no 
other regular alrangernent was reported.1 

In this report, primary arrangement refers to the type of 
regular nonmaternal care used for the greatest amount of 
time according to the respondent. If there was no regular 
nonmaternal arrangement, maternal care was coded as the 
primary arrangement. Secondary arrangement refers to the 
care used for the next greatest amount of time as reported 
by the respondent. If there was a first but no second non- 
maternal arrangement, then maternal care was coded as the 
second arrangement. 

The number of hours children spent in each arrangement 
(excluding maternal care) during the previous week was 
collected separately in a weekly schedule of care. At this 
point a few discrepancies arose between respondents' des- 
ignation of primary and secondary arrangements and the ar- 
rangement with the highest number of hours on the weekly 
schedule. One likely reason for this inconsistency is that 
the last week of care differed from other weeks; for 
example, if care was not used, or it was used fewer hours 
than usual, or another type of care was used. To maintain 
consistency with other studies, respondents' own designa- 
tions of primary and secondary arrangements were used. 

Throughout this report, children are described as being 
cared for primariZy in a certain arrangement. This refers to 
the identified primary arrangement. As described above, 
for the purposes of this report, any nonmaternal regular ar- 
rangement is first considered to be the primary child care 
arrangement; maternal care is assumed to occur in addition 
to other arrangements. 

Children who are cared for in child care centers, nursery 
schools, or (for school-age children) before- and after- 
school programs as a primary arrangement are typically re- 
ferred to in this report as participating in "center-based 
programs," since this category includes a variety of differ- 
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ent types of formal and informal programs for children gen- 
erally in an institutional setting. 

School is the primary activity and form of care for 
school-age children. Although previous reports have in- 
cluded school as child care for school-age children, we 
have excluded it from our tables, for the reason that not 
everyone reports school as an arrangement (even if the 
child is enrolled in school and the parent works during 
school hours). Although including school might be 
defensible if parental employment were the major concern, 
it is much less defensible when there is an interest in 
describing how children spend their time, regardless of 
parental employment. Therefore, we assumed all school- 
age children are enrolled in school and looked only at their 
nonschool arrangements. When school was listed as the 
primary arrangement for school-age children, secondary 
care was substituted in its place. Accordingly, the third 
form of care, if any, became the secondary arrangement. 
We believe that excluding school produces greater 
comparability across children than including it only for 
those respondents who mentioned it. 

Figure 2.1 shows the proportion of children enrolled in 
school, by age. Almost no children under age four are en- 
rolled in school, although a proportion are enrolled in a 
center-based program (from 10 percent of infants to 41 
percent of three-year-olds). At age four, 51 percent are en- 
rolled in a center-based program and 7 percent are in regu- 
lar school. By age five, the enrollments are reversed: 70 
percent are enrolled in school and 20 percent are in center- 
based programs. By age six, over 97 percent of children 
are enrolled in school. Although care arrangements for 
five-year-olds are similar in many ways to those of school- 
age children, five-year-olds are still likely to be in a part- 
day program (95 percent are enrolled in kindergarten, com- 
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pared with 32 percent of six-year-olds). In most cases, five- 
year-olds are included with school-age children; however, 
in cases where there are important differences, five-year- 
olds are separated from the older school-age children. 

Data were initially obtained on child care arrangements 
for the four youngest children in the family. Fewer than 1 
percent of all families had five or more children under age 
13. To make the data comparable to data from previous 
child care studies, and because the youngest child was 
thought to have the strongest effect on choice of arrange- 
ments and activities of the family, the remainder of the 
survey obtained information primarily for the youngest 
child in the household. 

Accordingly, this chapter first provides national esti- 
mates of the child care arrangements of all children under 
age 13. We then detail the arrangements of the youngest 
child, noting differences between the youngest child and all 
children, where differences occur. Finally, we also discuss 
the amount of time children spend in these arrangements. 

NATIONAL ESTIMATES OF 
NUMBER OF MOTHERS AND FATHERS 

WITH CHILDREN UNDER AGE 13 

In 1990 there were 27.6 million U.S. households with chil- 
dren under age 13. Fourteen million had a youngest child 
under age 5 ,  and 13 million had a youngest child aged 5-12. 
Data were missing on age, family type, or care arrange- 
ments for a small proportion of households. Twenty-six 
million households contained a mother with a child under 
age 13. In 62 percent of these households the mother was 
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employed the week previous, 54 percent of households had 
a youngest child under 5,  and 72 percent of households had 
a youngest child aged 5-12 (table 2.1).2 

In 1990 there were about half a million (449,OOO) single- 
father households. Of these, 133,000 had a youngest child 
under 5,  and the remainder, 316,000, had a youngest child 
between 5 and 12 years of age. 

Finally, there were about half a million households 
(462,000) with children under age 13 in which neither a 
mother nor father was present in the household. Of these, 
176,000 had a youngest child under 5 and 286,000 had a 
youngest child between 5 and 12 years of age. 

NATIONAL ESTIMATES OF PRIMARY CARE 
ARRANGEMENTS FOR ALL CHILDREN 

In 1990 there were 47.7 million children in these 27.6 
million households. Thirty-nine percent of these children 
(18.6 million) were under age 5 ,  and 61 percent (29.1 
million) were between 5 and 12 years of age. 

Primary Child Care Arrangements 
for All Children under Age 13 

Table 2.2 shows the primary child care arrangements for all 
children under age 13 by the employment status and pre- 
sence of the mother. Note that the third and fourth columns 
describe children living with a mother, whereas children 
described in the two right-hand columns are living with 
their father or someone else. 
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Table 2.1 U.S. HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN 
UNDER AGE 13 (in thousands) 

Children Children 
Total under 5 5-12 

Total households 
Number 27,668 14,463 13,203 
Number of children” 47,718 18,579 29,139 

Number 15,998 7,436 8,562 
Percentage employed 62 54 72 
Number of children” 26,675 9,319 17,356 

Number 9,711 6,321 3,390 
Number of children” 19,487 8,881 10,606 

Number 449 133 316 

Employed mothers 

Nonemployed mothers 

Single fathers 

Number of children” 795 151 644 

No Parent 
Number 462 176 286 
Number of children” 76 1 228 534 

Missing Data 1,048 398 650 

Source: National Child Care Survey, 1990 

a. Fewer than 1 percent of households had five or more children. This 
study obtained information on the first five children, therefore effec- 
tively covering all U.S. children. 
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For 45 percent of children under age 13, the primary 
arrangement (excluding school) is care by a parent (table 
2.2). For another quarter of these children, formal center- 
based care and activities such as lessons during their 
nonschool time constitute primary arrangements. For 14 
percent of children, a relative is the primary arrangement 
and for 7 percent it is a family day-care provider. Only 3 
percent are cared for by an in-home provider, and 1 percent 
a re  reported to care  for  themselves as a primary 
arrangement. 

There are differences in primary arrangements by the 
employment status and presence of the mother, with a sub- 
s tantially larger proportion of children of nonemployed 
mothers primarily in the care of their parents (61 percent 
versus 35 percent). However, even so, almost 9 percent of 
children whose mothers are not employed outside the home 
are in a center as their primary arrangement (compared with 
17 percent of the children of employed mothers). Children 
living with their father but not their mother are as likely to 
be cared for by another relative as by a parent. Children 
living with no parent are primarily cared for by someone 
else. A small proportion of such respondents listed 
"parent" as the primary caregiver; although these may 
include parents living elsewhere, in most cases these 
"parents" are guardians and not biological parents. 

Because of the significant differences in care arrange- 
ments by age of the child, table 2.3 describes the primary 
child care arrangements for all children under 13 by the age 
of the child. The most striking finding in this table is the 
increased enrollment of preschoolers in center-based care 
with age. Only 7 percent of infants are enrolled in center- 
based programs, compared to one out of three preschoolers 
(ages 3-4). The number enrolled in center-based programs 
declines as children enter school. Age five clearly is a 

W c u  
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transition year, and is shown separately in the table. Five- 
year olds are enrolled in school (kindergarten), but usually 
for only a half day; depending on the employment status of 
their mother they may need additional child care. Thus, the 
extent of their c m  falls in between that of preschoolers and 
younger school-age children. 

The age of the child and employment status of the 
mother are the most important factors determining the pri- 
mary arrangement for the youngest child. The sections fol- 
lowing describe the arrangements of children by both age 
and employment status of the mother. 

PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 
WITH EMPLOYED MOTHER 

Thirty percent of all preschool-age children with an em- 
ployed mother are cared for primarily by a parent (table 
2.4). Another 26 percent are in center-based care. Nineteen 
percent are in family day-care, and 18 percent are cared for 
by other relatives, either in the child's or the relative's 
home. Four percent are cared for by an in-home provider, 
and a small proportion are in other forms of care. It is 
remarkable that the proportion of preschool-age children 
cared for by a parent is not significantly different from the 
proportion cared for in center-based care as the primary 
arrangement. 

Work Schedule. The employment schedule of the mother 
affects how children are cared for. Forty-four percent of 
children of part-time employed mothers are primarily cared 
for by a parent, whereas 22 percent of children of full-time 
employed mothers are cared for primarily by a parent (table 
2.5). Center-based care is a more important arrangement 
for children of full-time employed mothers than for those of 
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part-time employed mothers. Thirty-one percent of 
preschool-age children are cared for primarily in center- 
based care if the mother is employed full-time, compared 
with 19 percent of children of mothers employed part-time. 
Twenty- three percent of children of full-time employed 
mothers are in family day-care, compared with 12 percent 
of children of part-time employed mothers. 

Age of Child. Parent care declines and care by others 
increases as children of employed mothers grow older. One 
in three infantdtoddlers is cared for primarily by a parent 
(table 2.6). As the child reaches preschool-age, one in four 
is cared for by a parent. Fourteen percent of infants, 21 
percent of toddlers (2-3 years), and 37 percent of three- to 
four-year-old children with employed mothers are in 
center-based care. Twenty percent of infants and toddlers 
are cared for in family day-care; family day-care enrollment 
declines slightly among three- to four-year-olds as center- 
based care rises for that age group. 

PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WITH 
NONEMPLOYED MOTHER 

6 
2 
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U 

Sixty-five percent of the preschool-age children of nonem- 
ployed mothers are cared for primarily by a parent (table 
2.4). This is not surprising. What is surprising is that still 
almost 15 percent of preschool children of nonemployed 
mothers are in center-based care as their primary arrange- 
ment during a typical week. About 11 percent are in rela- 
tive care, and a small proportion is in other types of care 
such as in-home providers and lessons. In contrast to the 
children of employed mothers, only a small proportion of 
children of nonemployed mothers is enrolled in family day- 
Care. 
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Age of Child. The proportion of children of nonem- 
ployed mothers enrolled in center-based care is much lower 
than that for children of employed mothers, at all ages 
(table 2.7). However, this difference is smallest at ages 3-4, 
when most children are enrolled in a preschool program. 
Enrollment in family day-care also differs by maternal 
employment; however, in contrast to center- based care, 
only a small proportion of the children of nonemployed 
mothers is enrolled in family day-care, regardless of age. 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WITH 
EMPLOYED MOTHER 

Thirty-eight percent of all school-age children of employed 
mothers are cared for by parents as their primary arrange- 
ment (table 2.8). The next largest group, 19 percent, are in 
an activity such as lessons or sports; another 17 percent are 
in the care of a relative; 11 percent are in center-based 
care; and the remainder are in a variety of other forms of 

Work Schedule. School-age children of full-time 
employed mothers are less likely to be cared for by a parent 
and more likely to be in other forms of care (table 2.9). For 
example, 14 percent of the children of full-time employed 
mothers are in center-based care, compared to 6 percent of 
the children of part-time employed mothers. Nineteen 
percent of the children of full-time employed mothers a in 
relative care, and 8 percent are in family day care, com- 
pared with 13 percent and 4 percent, respectively, of chil- 
dren of part-time employed mothers. 

Age of Child. Age differences are also important for 
school-age children. The proportion of children in parental 
care declines and then increases again, as children age 

Care. 
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(table 2.6). Although five-year-olds are enrolled in school, 
as stated earlier, they are in many ways like preschoolers in 
terms of their enrollment in center-based and family day- 
care--29 percent and 12 percent, respectively. Although 
bere is some use of center-based before- and after-school 
care for 6- to 9-year-olds (1 3 percent), it is rarely used for 
older children (3 percent). At age 6, children begin to show 
sharp increases in enrollment in lessons-- 17 percent among 
6- to 9-year-olds and 27 percent among 10- to 12-year-olds. 
The use of relative care, whether in-home or out-of-home, 
varies little by age of child. Finally, the proportion of chil- 
dren caring for themselves increases from almost none to 
almost 7 percent between ages 5 and 12. 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WITH 
NONEMPL4lYED MOTHER 

Fifty-seven percent of school-age children of nonemployed 
mothers are cared for by parents as their primary care 
arrangement (table 2.8). The next most prevalent arrange- 
ment is lessons, accounting for 26 percent of children, fol- 

arrangements of school-age children. Just under 4 percent 
0 m z 
>: 
2 

E 
9 
2 
6 
2 

5 

0 

lowed by relative care, accounting for 9 percent of the 

of children of nonemployed mothers are in center-based 
care. The large proportion--26 percent--of school-age chil- 

Y 

3 
v) 

&en of nonemployed mothers enrolled in lessons reduces 
the difference between children of employed and nonem- 
ployed mothers in the proportion primarily in parental care. 

.e 

- 
Age of Child. The proportion of children of nonem- 

ployed mothers in parental care as their primary arrange- 

This is because the proportion of children enrolled in 
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ment declines consistently as the child ages (table 2.7). 

lessons increases dramatically as children age, from 12 
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percent of 5-year-olds to 32 percent of children between 
10-12 years old. The proportion of children of nonem- 
ployed mothers in center-based care declines from 12 
percent at age 5 to 2 percent at ages 10-12. There is little 
difference across ages in the other forms of care. 

NATIONAL ESTIMATES OF PRIMARY CARE 
ARRANGEMENTS FOR YOUNGEST CHILD 

Primary Care Arrangements for 
Youngest Child 

In 42 percent of all families, parents are the primary care 
providers for their youngest child under 13 years of age 
(table 2.10) Relatives are next in prevalence, providing 
care in 18 percent of families. Centers are third in preva- 
lence, accounting for 16 percent of primary care in families. 
Family day-care and lessons are next, each providing 9 
percent of care. In-home providers are relatively rare, 
providing care for about 3 percent of youngest children. 

Across families of all types, the proportion of youngest 
children in a center-based program as the primary arrange- 
ment rises to 37 percent at ages three to four, after which it 
falls to 28 percent at age five and to 12 percent from ages 
six to nine (table 2.1 1). 

A comparison of table 2.2 and table 2.11 reveals that the 
distribution of children by age in primary arrangements is 
very similar for all children and for youngest children. 
Where age ranges are broader (e.g., under age five), the 
tables differ more because the distribution of the samples 
by age is not the same. Older children are underrepresented 
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in the sample of youngest children; therefore, differences 
largest in the school-age analyses. 

The age of the child and employment status of the 
mother are, as before, the most important factors determin- 
ing the primary care arrangement for the youngest child. 
Therefore, the following discussion separates families by 
the age of the youngest child (under 5 years, 5-12 years) 
and by the employment status of the mother. 

PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 

In 45 percent of all families with the youngest child under 
age five, the parents (26 percent mother, 19 percent father) 
are the primary providers of care (table 2.12). Second is 
center-based care, which provides 20 percent of primary 
care. Relatives are third, providing 16 percent of primary 
care, with grandparents providing two-thirds to three-thirds 
of this care. Family day-care providers are fourth, provid- 
ing 12 percent of primary care. The other forms of care as 
a primary arrangement are relatively rare. 

PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WITH 
EMPLOYED MOTHER 

As already indicated, the employment status of the mother 
makes a big difference in the type of primary care arrange- 
ment. For families with the youngest child under age five 
and an employed mother, center-based programs are used 
as often as parents in providing primary care for the youn- 
gest child while the mother works. In 28 percent of 
employed-mother families, parents (17 percent father, 11 
percent mother) are primary providers during the working 
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day (table 2.12, figure 2.2). In another 28 percent of 
families, a center-based program is the primary care provid- 
er. After parents and centers, family day-care (20 percent) 
a d  relatives (19 percent) are next in importance. Grand- 
parents provide about two-thirds to three-fourths of relative 
cue. In-home providers are used relatively infrequently, 
with only about 3 percent of families relying on such non- 
relative care. Thus, 47 percent of families depend on 
parents or a close relative for care for the youngest pre- 
school child, and an almost equal percentage, 48 percent, 
depend on a preschool or family day-care program. Only 5 
percent depend on in-home providers or other forms of 
Care. 

Work Schedule. Preschool-age children whose mothers 
a ~ e  employed full-time are much less likely to be in the care 
of a parent than those whose mothers are employed part- 
time (15 percent versus 49 percent) (table 2.13, figure 2.2). 
Children of full-time employed mothers are also much 
more likely to be enrolled in a center-based program (35 
percent versus 18 percent) or in a family day-care home (24 
percent versus 13 percent) than children of mothers 
employed part-time. 

Age of Child. There are strong differences in arrange- 
ments by age of the youngest child. Even when the mother 
is employed, 38 percent of parents of infants are their 
primary caregivers (table 2.14, figure 2.3). As the age of 
the youngest child increases, primary care by parents drops 
from 38 percent to 29 percent for toddlers (one to two years 
old) and to 21 percent for preschoolers (three to four years 
old). At the same time, care in a center-based program 
increases from 14 percent for infants, to 23 percent for 
toddlers, to 43 percent for preschoolers. Differences in the 
other categories of care by age of the youngest child are 
small. 
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Demographic Characteristics. A number of characteris- 
tics of families with an employed mother are associated 
with greater or lesser enrollment of their youngest 
preschool-age child in centers. Non-Hispanic black fami- 
lies with an employed mother are almost twice as likely as 
white or Hispanic families to use a child care center, and 
are half as likely to use parent care (table 2.15). This may 
be explained by differences based on family structure. 
Black families are very likely to be headed by a single 
female. Mother-only families are, understandably, more 
likely than two-parent families to use a center (38 percent 
versus 26 percent) and less likely than two-parent families 
to use care by a parent (1 1 percent versus 3 1 percent). A 
slightly higher proportion of employed single mothers use 
relatives either in the child’s or another home--26 percent-- 
than is found among employed mothers in two-parent fami- 
lies (18 percent). Four out of five of these relatives are the 
child’s grandparent. 

Family size is one of the more important factors associ- 
ated with care. Employed-mother families with three or 
more children under 13 years old are less likely to use 
center care or family day-care and are more likely to use 
parent care than families with one or two children under 13 
years old. 

There are significant differences in enrollments by the 
education of the mother, with employed mothers with a col- 
lege or graduate degree more likely to enroll their youngest 
child in a center-based program than those with less educa- 
tion (figure 2.4a). 

Income Level. Families with an employed mother and 
incomes of $50,000 or more per year (in some cases, those 
with incomes of $35,000 and over) differ in their child care 

m g e m e n t s  from those with incomes under $50,000 per 
year (figure 2.4b). Families with higher incomes are more 
likely to have a child in a center or in family day-care, are 
less likely to use a parent or relative, and are more likely to 
use an in-home provider than families with lower incomes. 
This suggests that the higher the income, the more likely a 
family is to use market care. However, these differences 
are not statistically significant. In addition, the difference 
in enrollment in center-based care by poverty status is also 
not significant. Due to the extensive subsidization of 
programs for low-income children, families with incomes 
below the poverty line are as likely as wealthier families to 
enroll their children in center-based care. 

The extent to which a mother can care for her youngest 
child when she works differs by occupations. Mothers in 
managerial and professional occupations are more likely to 
place their child in a center and less likely to use parent 
care than mothers in service occupations (not shown). 

Residence. Compared with rural residents, employed 
mother families living in central cities and suburban areas 
are more likely to enroll their youngest preschool-age child 
in a center-based program. Employed mother families liv- 
ing in the South have the highest proportion of youngest 
children in center-based care--36 percent. The comparable 
proportions are 28 percent in the West, 25 percent in the 
Northeast and only 17 percent in the Midwest. Families in 
the South use less parental care as a primary arrangement 
than those in other regions. Families in the Midwest use 
more parental care and family day-care. Families in the 
Northeast use more care by relatives. Western families 
appear to be about average on their use of all types of care 
(table 2.15). 
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58 H NATIONAL CHILD CARE SURVEY, 1990 

PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WITH 
NONEMPLOYED MOTHER 

In families with a youngest child under age five and the 
mother is not employed outside the home, 67 percent of 
parents (22 percent father, 45 percent mother) care for their 
preschool-age children themselves as a primary arrange- 
ment (table 2.12, figure 2.2). Thirty-three percent are in 
some nonparental form of care, primarily relatives (12 
percent) and center-based programs (1 1 percent). For non- 
employed mothers, in-home care by a nonrelative is a 
minor form of care. 

Age of Child. Differences by age of child among fami- 
lies with nonemployed mothers are similar to those for 
families with employed mothers (table 2.16, figure 2.3). As 
the age of the youngest child increases, the proportion of 
children in primary parental care declines and the propor- 
tion in center-based care rises. Only 2 percent of infants of 
nonemployed mothers are in center-based care, as are 7 
percent of toddlers (one- to two-year-olds). However, 30 
percent of three- to four-year-olds of nonemployed mothers 
are in center-based care. 

Demographic Characteristics: Among families in 
which the mother is not employed, there are also differ- 
ences by family characteristics in primary care arrange- 
ments chosen. For example, families in which the mother 
has at least a college degree are the most likely to enroll 
their preschool-age child in a center-based program (table 
2.17, figure 2.5a). There are no significant differences by 
race or marital status in the use of a center as the primary 
form of care for their youngest preschooler among mothers 
not employed outside the home. Fourteen percent of non- 
employed single mothers use a center-based program, 
compared with 11 percent of two-parent families with a 
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62 NATIONAL CHILD CARE SURVEY. 1990 

Figure 2.5a 
PRIMARY CARE FOR YOUNGEST PRESCHOOL CHILD 

BY EDUCATION, NON-EMPLOYED MOTHERS 
Education 

Less Than HS 

High School 

Some College 

College 

Grad School 

0% 25% 50% 75% 100% 

m Parent 0 Relative a In-Home 

FDC Center 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 

d d  Care Arrangements in the U.S., 1990 63 

mother. In contrast, there are large differ- 
ences in parent care as the primary arrangement by marital 
status. Only 44 percent of nonemployed single mothers 
rely on no regular arrangements besides parent care 

with 72 percent of two-parent families with a 
nonemployed mother. A high proportion of single mothers 
uses relatives either in the child’s or another home--28 
percent of nonemployed single mothers, compared to 9 
percent of nonemployed mothers in two-parent families. 
 our out of five of these relatives are the child’s grand- 
parent. 

Income Level. Families with high income levels are 
more likely than families with low or middle-level incomes 
to use a center-based program for their youngest child 
(figure 2.5b). However, families at the lowest income level 
are slightly more likely than families with middle-level 
incomes to use a center-based program, again a likely result 
of the availability of subsidies for low-income children. 

Residence. Compared with rural residents, residents of 
central cities are more likely to enroll their youngest 
preschool-age child in a center-based program. There are 
few regional differences in enrollment in centers among 
families with a nonemployed mother. The only major dif- 
ference is the greater use of in-home providers by families 
living in the Northeast. 

PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WITH 
SINGLE FATHER 

Single fathers of preschoolers are as likely to care for their 
child themselves as a primary arrangement as are married 
fathers. A father is primary caregiver for 17 percent of pre- 
schoolers (table 2.12). Care by a relative (primarily a 
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Figure 2.5b 
PRIMARY CARE FOR YOUNGEST PRESCHOOL CHILD 

BY INCOME, NON-EMPLOYED MOTHERS 
Household Income 

grandparent, not shown) constitutes a large category, 
accounting for 21 percent of youngest preschoolers. Center 
care is next in importance, providing care for 19 percent of 
youngest preschoolers. In-home providers constitute 15 
percent of care for the youngest child in these families. The 
large "other" category reflects a number of unknown 
mangements used for children of single fathers. 

~$15,000 

$1 5-24,999 

$2544,999 

$35-49,999 

$50,000+ 

r I 

Parent Relative 0 In-Home 

FDC Center 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 

Among families with no preschool-age children, nonparen- 
tal care is even more common than among families with 
preschool-age children. This is because a substantial pro- 
portion of school-age children spend time in lessons, which 
in many cases serve as child care. In families with the 
youngest child of school age, 39 percent of children are 
cared for primarily by parents before or after school, 21 
percent are cared for by relatives, 17 percent take lessons, 
11 percent are cared for in centers, 5 percent are cared for 
in family day-care, and 3 percent care for themselves (table 
2.18). 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WITH 
EMPLOYED MOTHER 

Among families with an employed mother, 33 percent of 
school-age children are in the primary care of a parent 
before or after school, 23 percent are in the care of a rela- 
tive, 15 percent take lessons, 14 percent are cared for in a 
center-based program before or after school, 7 percent are 
cared for in a family day-care home, 3 percent are cared for 
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after school (1 1 percent versus 23 percent) (table 2.19, 
figure 2.6). 

Demographic Characteristics. The biggest difference in 
use of parental care is between families with and without a 
father present. Two-parent families are three times more 
likely than single mothers to rely on parent care (39 percent 
versus 13 percent) (table 2.20). This may explain the 
apparent difference in use of parent care use between non- 
Hispanic blacks and others, since black families are more 
likely to be headed by a single mother. 

There are sharp differences in enrollments in before-/ 
after-school programs by the education of the mother, but 
not by income or race. Families in which the mother has 
less than a high school education are less likely to enroll 
their children in a before-/after-school program in a center 
than are mothers with a high school education (4 percent 
versus 13 percent) and are substantially less likely to enroll 
their children in a before-/after-school program in a center 
than mothers with graduate school training (4 percent ver- 
sus 19 percent) (figure 2.7a). 

Highly educated mothers are also considerably more 
likely than other mothers to enroll their school-age children 
in lessons (21-22 percent of youngest children of mothers 
with a college degree compared with 11-14 percent of 
youngest children of mothers with less than a college 

Income. Families with incomes in the $25,000-$50,000 
range are more likely than other families to use primarily 
parent care for their school-age children (figure 2.7b). In 
contrast to enrollments in before-/after-school programs, 
which do not differ significantly by income, use of lessons 
is tied to income. Only 8 percent of children in families 
with incomes under $15,000 take lessons, compared with 
20 percent of children in families with incomes of $50,000 

a 

." s a 
degree). 
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Figure 2.7b 
PRIMARY CARE FOR YOUNGEST SCHOOL AGE CHILD 

BY INCOME, EMPLOYED MOTHERS 
Household Income 

~$15.000 

$15-24.999 

$25-34.999 

$35-49.999 

$50,0W+ 

1 

0% 25% 50% 75% 100% 

= Parenr 0 Relawe I n - H o r n e m  FDC = Center 0 ~e i icarem ~essons 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 

child Care Arrangements in the U.S., 1990 rn 75 

or higher. The lack of a statistically significant impact of 
income on center-based enrollment and its significant 
impact of impact on lessons shows how subsidization can 
equalize access to these programs for children in low 
income families. 

Residence. Regional differences in use of school-age 
programs in centers are apparent. The West has the highest 
proportion of youngest school-age children enrolled (20 
percent), and the Northeast has the lowest (10 percent) 
(table 2.20). 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WlTH 
NONEMPLOYED MOTHER 

Among fardies with a nonemployed mother, 54 percent of 
youngest school-age children are in the care of a parent 
before or after school, 20 percent take lessons, and 14 
percent are in the care of relatives (table 2.18, figure 2.6) as 
their primary arrangement. Only a small proportion (6 
percent) of school-age children are cared for in before-/ 
after-school programs in centers if their mothers are not 
employed. Finally, 3 percent are in the care of an in-home 
provider or family day-care provider, and 1 percent are in 
self-care. 

Age of Child. A larger proportion of nonemployed 
mothers of 6- to 9-year-olds care for their children primari- 
ly themselves than do nonemployed mothers of 10- to 12- 
year-olds (59 percent compared with 47 percent) (table 
2.16). This is because of the increased use of lessons for 
older children. Thirty percent of youngest children 10-12 
years of age take lessons, compared with 19 percent of 
youngest children 6-9 and 10 percent of 5-year-old youn- 
gest children. Clearly, lessons become a more important 
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part of the school-age child’s experience as he or she 
approaches adolescence. Four percent of 10- to 12-year-old 
youngest children are in self-care, compared with almost 
none of 5- to 9-year-old youngest children. Clearly, age 5 
is the final year for center-based care for school-age chil- 
dren of nonemployed mothers (19 percent). Only 2 to 3 
percent of school children ages 6 and older are in center- 
based programs. 

Demographic Characteristics. There are few differ- 
ences in use of exclusive parental care for school-age chil- 
dren by demographic characteristics of nonemployed 
mother families. Hispanic families appear to be more like- 
ly than families of other ethnic groups to use only parental 
care, and less-educated mothers are more likely than more- 
educated mothers to use parental care only (table 2.21, 
figure 2.8a). Families with three or more children under 13 
years old are more likely than smaller families to use only 
parental care. Hispanic and low-income families are less 
likely to use before-/after-school programs in centers 
(figure 2.8b). Large families and families with a mother 
with a low level of education and low levels of income are 
least likely to send children to lessons. The group with the 
highest use of lessons consists of families with a mother 
who had some graduate school education--41 percent. The 
groups with the lowest use of lessons are non-Hispanic 
black (9 percent) and mother-only families (6 percent). 

child Care Amgements in the U.S., 1990 77 

Figure 2.8a 
PRIMARY CARE FOR YOUNGEST SCHOOL AGE CHILD 

BY EDUCATION, NON- EM PLOY ED MOTHERS 
Education 

Less Than HS 

High School 

Some College 

College 

Grad. School 

0% 25% 50% 75% 100% 

Parent 0 Relative a In-Home FDC = Center c3 Selfcare I Lessons 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WlTH SINGLE FATHER 
Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 

The majority of school-age children with a single father are 
in the primary care of a parent or relative in the child’s 
home (55 percent) (table 2.18). An additional 7 percent are 
cared for by a relative in the relative’s home. Fourteen 
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Figure 2.8b 
PRIMARY CARE FOR YOUNGEST SCHOOL AGE CHILD 

BY INCOME, NON-EMPLOYED MOTHERS 
Household Income 

<515.000 

$15-24,999 

$2625-34.999 

$335-49.999 

$50.000+ 

1 

0% 25% 50% 75% 100% 

Parent 0 Relative IzzI In-Home I FDC 

Center 0 ~ e ~ c a r e l  ~essons 

percent are cared for in a before-/after-school program, and 
8 percent are cared for by an in-home provider in the 
child’s home. 

Secondary Child Care Arrangements 
for Youngest Child 

Across all families, 28 percent have only one arrangement 
for their children (table 2.22). The existence of a second 
arrangement varies depending on the type of primary 
arrangement. Almost half of those who said that a parent 
cared for the children have only one arrangement, whereas 
under 10 percent of those whose first arrangement is family 
day-care have only one arrangement. 

Among those families with a second arrangement (100 
percent minus 28 percent, or 72 percent), parents are listed 
as the second arrangement in two of three cases (table 
2.23). Relatives are also important sources of care; 13 
percent of families use relative care for their youngest child 
as a second arrangement. Lessons are third in importance, 
at 10 percent. Only 4 percent of children are in a center- 
based program as a second arrangement. However, this 
varies greatly by age of youngest. Ten percent of three- to 
four-year-old children are in center-based second arrange- 
ments, compared with 2 percent of infants. 

PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WITH 
EMPLOYED MOTHER 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 

Among families with a preschool-age child and an em- 
ployed mother, 82 percent (100 percent minus 18 percent 
with only one arrangement) have a second arrangement 
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c. 
C 
Q) 

Q) 
2 
n 

v) 

s: 
I I , I I 

# child CaR Arrangements in the U.S., 1990 89 

are parents (table 2.25). As for children of employed 
mothers, after parents (67 percent) relatives are the next 
most common secondary care arrangement (14 percent). 
h-home providers also serve as a common second arrange- 
ment for nonemployed mothers (3 percent), as do lessons (4 
percent), and centers (3 percent). 

primary Arrangement. The proportion of families in 
which parents serve as the second arrangement ranges from 
58 percent for those whose primary arrangement is a center 
to 85 percent for those whose primary arrangement is a 
parent (figure 2.1 1). A substantial proportion of nonem- 
ployed mothers cite a center as a second arrangement if the 
first arrangement is an in-home provider (12 percent). A 
high proportion of secondary care is provided by a relative, 
even if the first arrangement is a relative. Finally, lessons 
provide a substantial proportion of secondary care (20 
percent) when the primary arrangement is care in a center 
or preschool (not shown). 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WlTH 
EMPLOYED MOTHER 

Seventy-six percent of school-age children with an 
employed mother have a second arrangement (100 percent 
minus 24 percent with only one arrangement) (table 2.26). 
Fifty-five percent of these children are cared for by a parent 
(table 2.27, figure 2.12). Lessons (19 percent) are clearly 
the next most common second arrangement for school-age 
children, followed by relative care (14 percent). Self-care 
is also mentioned as a second arrangement by almost 4 
percent. 

Primary Arrangement. The proportion of children 
whose parents are the second arrangement varies from 36 
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94 W NATIONAL CHILD CARE SURVEY, 1990 

percent for those whose primary caregiver is a parent to 74 
percent of those whose primary care is a lesson (figure 
2.13). Relative care as a secondary arrangement is 
common among those whose first arrangement is a center, 
relative, or self-care. Self-care is relatively common among 
those whose first arrangement is lessons (7 percent) or care 
by a relative in the child’s home (8 percent). 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN WITH 
NONEMPLOYED MOTHER 

Of school-age children with a nonemployed mother, 50 
percent have a second arrangement (table 2.26). Sixty- 
eight percent of that secondary care is parent care (table 
2.27). Lessons are next (14 percent), with relative care 
third in importance (10 percent). 

Primary Arrangement. The proportion of children 
whose parents are secondary caregivers ranges from 44 
percent for those who are cared for primarily by a relative 
in the child’s home to 90 percent of those using lessons as a 
primary after-school arrangement (figure 2.14). Lessons 
are also clearly the most important secondary source of care 
for school-age children of nonemployed mothers. Use of 
lessons ranges from 54 percent of children cared for pri- 
marily by an in-home provider to none of those whose pri- 
mary arrangement is a family day-care provider. Lessons 
are a major form of secondary care for those cared for 
primarily by a relative, a parent, or those in self-care. 

Child Care Arrangements in the U.S., 1990 95 

L. c a e 
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96 NATIONAL CHILD CARE SURVEY, 1990 child Care Arrangements in the U.S., 1990 m 9 7  

Other Arrangements for Youngest Child 

Sixty-three percent of the sample have one or two arrange- 
ments. In this study we, in effect, increased the number of 
arrangements that parents have by one, since their final 
mangement is always "parent cares for child." Therefore, 
the third and fourth arrangements are worth examining. 
Table 2.28 shows that the proportion whose arrangement is 
parental care rises dramatically with the arrangement 
number. Seventy-six percent of third arrangements and 90 
percent of fourth arrangements consist of parental care. 
Since only one-quarter of the 36 percent of families who 
have three or more providers list a nonparental arrangement 
as third, we have summarized 91 percent of families' 
nonparental arrangements by looking at the first two 
arrangements. 

TRENDS IN CHILD CARE 
ARRANGEMENTS, 1965-90 

Preschool-age Children with Employed Mother 

For the last 25 years, the U.S. Bureau of the Census has 
been collecting data on the child care arrangements of 
preschool-age children of employed mothers. The National 
Child Care Survey extends this series to 1990. The 
primary arrangements for the youngest child for families 
with an employed mother from Census Bureau estimates 
for 1965, 1977, 1982, and 1985, and the 1990 National 
Child Care Survey, are shown in table 2.29 and figure 2.15. 
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Trends that had emerged over the course of previous 
surveys continued between 1985 and 1990. During these 
five years, there was a continued decline in care by a 
relative other than parents (from 25 percent to 19 percent), 
a decline in care by an in-home provider (from 5 percent to 
3 percent), a decline in care in family day-care homes (from 
22 percent to 20 percent), and an increase in enrollment in 
center-based programs (from 25 percent to 28 percent). 
The only surprising finding is an apparent increase in care 
by parents, from 23 percent to 28 percent. This increase 
balances the large decline in care by a relative over the 
same period. Therefore, the proportion of children cared 
for either by a parent or by a relative stayed about the same 
asin 1985. 

Probably the most interesting finding is that the propor- 
tion of children cared for in a center-based program now 
surpasses all other forms of care except care by a parent, 
which it now equals. The second conclusion is that care by 
a relative continues its consistent downward trend and care 
by a center its consistent upward trend manifested over the 
past 25 years. Care by parents and family day-care have 
not moved in a consistent manner over the period. 

Since this is the first time questions on child care 
arrangements have been asked all for children, we have no 
comparable time series of data on the child care arrange- 
ments of nonemployed mothers. 

School-age Children with Employed Mother 

Prior to 1984-85 the Census Bureau did not survey the 
child care arrangements for school-age children of em- 
ployed mothers (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1982, 1983). 
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Therefore, a lengthy time series is not available for school- 
age children. For 1984-85 the Census Bureau did report on 
child care arrangements of school-age children 5-14 years 
old (US. Bureau of the Census 1987). However, school 
was included as an arrangement while the mother was 
working. Since all school-age children are in school, but 
respondents did not always cite school as child care, the 
reports of primary arrangements were inconsistent across 
families. The Census Bureau also reported secondary 
arrangements for school-age children for those who 
reported school as the primary arrangement, and it is this 
comparison we make. Therefore, the figures from the 
1984-85 data are not exactly comparable to those from the 
NCCS, which uses the second arrangement for school-age 
children who mentioned school as first; otherwise the first 
arrangement is used as reported. 

The NCCS data and the data from the 1984-85 Survey of 
Income and Program Participation (SPP) differ substantial- 
ly (table 2.30, figure 2.16). The NCCS found more school- 
age children in the care of parents and centers, but fewer in 
family day-care and self-care than the earlier survey. The 
proportion in in-home provider care is about the same as in 
the earlier year. Certainly the increase in use of before- 
/after-school care in centers is consistent with the reported 
increase in such programs, and, thus, may reflect a real 
increase. Detailed examination of trends awaits a reanal- 
ysis of SIPP data, based upon the deletion of school as a 
care arrangement for school-age children. 

Table 2.30 PRIMARY NONSCHOOL CHILD CARE 

AGE CHILD, EMPLOYED MOTHER, 1985-90 
ARRANGEMENT FOR YOUNGEST SCHOOL- 

Youngest Child 

Including Excluding 
AI1 Children Lessons, Lessons, 

1984-85 1990 1990 
("/.I (%I (%) 

Parent 22 33 39 
Relative 34 23 27 
In-home provider 4 3 4 

13 7 8 Family day care 
Center 7 14 16 
Self-care 20 4 4 
Lessons - 15 - 

1 2 Other - 
Total 100 100 100 
Population estimate 

(in thousands) 5,037 8,562 7,255 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1987; National Child Care Survey, 
1990 

Note: Dash (-), data not available. 
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HOURS IN PRIMARY CHILD CARE 
ARRANGEMENT FOR YOUNGEST CHILD 

Figure 2.1 6 
PRIMARY CARE FOR YOUNGEST SCHOOL AGE 

CHILD, EMPLOYED MOTHERS, 1985-1990 

40 

30 

20 

1c 

( 

Percent 

39 (.. . __, ,.,____,______, ., __,__ ._ ._. . . . . . , .. . ._. . . . . _. . . _. . . ...................................................... . . . . . . . 

34 

. .  

4 4  

16 

20 

Parent Relative Sitter FDC Center Selfcare 

Child Care Arrangement 

m 1984-85 KZJ 1990 

Source: Hafional Child Care Survey 1990 

Preschool-age Children with Employed Mother 

The youngest preschool-age child (0-4) of an employed 
mother spent a mean amount of 35 hours in primary care 
during the week previous, including all types of care except 
care by the mother, regardless of whether the parents paid 
for that care (table 2.31, lower panel). The number of hours 
varies sharply depending on the type of child care. 
Preschool-age children in a center-based program or a 
family day-care home are there for an average of 37 hours 
per week, compared with children in the care of a relative, 
an in-home provider, or a parent (spouse or partner), who 
are in care for about 30 hours a week (table 2.31, lower 
panel). 

Age of Child. The younger the child, the more hours on 
average the child spends in the primary arrangement. 
Among preschool-age children of employed mothers, chil- 
dren under age three spend an average of 36 hours per week 
in care, compared with 33 hours for children ages three to 
four (table 2.31). There is no difference in hours of care 
between infants and toddlers. There are some differences 
by type of care. Infants and toddlers in center-based care 
programs are in care for almost 42 hours per week, the 
highest of any group of children. In contrast, infants and 
toddlers in the care of a parent or relative are in care about 
30 hours per week. The hours spent by infants in a family 
day-care home are almost as great as those spent in  a 
center. The hours an infant spends with an in-home provid- 
er are only slightly smaller. However, the time toddlers 
spend in the care of an in-home provider is lower than that 
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Age of Child. Hours of care vary only slightly according 
to the age of the youngest preschool-age child, with tod- 
dlers (one to two years of age) in care the most hours per 
week (22), and infants in care the fewest hours (18) (table 
2.33). Preschoolers (three to four years of age) spend 20 
hours per week in care. After parent care, infants spend the 
most time in the care of relatives, at 16 hours per week. 
Few infants of nonemployed mothers are enrolled in center- 
based care. 

Demographic Characteristics. Children with a nonem- 
ployed single mother spend more time in care (26 hours per 
week) than than those in two-parent families with a nonem- 
ployed mother (19 hours) (table 2.32). Preschool-age 
children of less well-educated nonemployed mothers spend 
more hours in care than children of better-educated 
mothers. 

Income. Children who are poor or in low-income 
families spend more hours in care than those in nonpoor, 
higher-income families. The differences between families 
with incomes under $15,000 and those whose incomes 
equal or exceed $50,000 are the largest. The low-income 
children are probably enrolled in subsidized programs. 

Residence. Preschool-age children in the South and 
Midwest spend more hours in primary care than those in 
other regions. Likewise, preschool-age children in rural 
areas spend more hours in care than their counterparts in 
urban areas. 

Preschool-age Children with Single Father 

Preschool-age children with a single father spend an aver- 
age of almost 39 hours per week in care (not shown), about 
the same as that of children with a single employed mother 

L 
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(table 2.32). Sample sizes are too small for analyses by age 
or type of care. 

Other Characteristics. There are too few households 
headed by a single father to evaluate differences in care by 
other characteristics. 

School-age Children with Employed Mother 

School-age children of employed mothers spend an average 
of almost 13 hours per week in a primary arrangement 
(table 2.31). This amount ranges from 19 hours per week if 
enrolled in a center or preschool to 11 hours per week if in 
the care of an in-home provider. 

Age of Child. The hours spent in care vary by age of the 
school-age child. Younger school-age children spend many 
more hours in care (14 hours per week on average) than 
older school-age children (9 hours per week on average). 
Average hours for the 5-  to 9-year-olds range from almost 
20 hours per week in a center-based program to 10 hours 
per week with an in-home provider. Average hours for 10- 
to 12-year-olds range from almost 17 hours per week with 
an in-home provider or parent to 7 hours per week in a day- 
care home. 

Demographic Characteristics. Black children and chil- 
dren in one-parent families spend more hours in care than 
other children (table 2.32). 

Income Levels. Low-income children spend more hours 
in care than children in other families. Differences by 
poverty status are small. 

Residence. School-age children in the West spend more 
hours in care than children in all other regions. There are 
few differences by urban residence. 

School-age Children with Nonemployed Mother 

School-age children whose mothers are not employed out- 
side the home spend 6 hours per week in a primary arrange- 
ment on average, ranging from 11 hours in a center to 4 
hours in other arrangements (table 2.33). Differences by 
age are small among these children. 

Income Levels. Children in families below the poverty 
level and whose family incomes are below $15,000 annual- 
ly spend more time in care than children above the poverty 
level or whose family incomes are above $15,000 (table 
2.25). 

Residence. Although there are no meaningful regional 
differences in hours, children living in rural areas spend 
slightly more time in care than children living elsewhere. 

School-age Children with Single Father 

Few school-age children are cared for by their single father. 
However, among children who are, primary care hours are 
high--21 hours per week on average (not shown). Since 
most of these fathers are employed, the most appropriate 
comparison is with school-age children of employed 
mothers. The hours these children spend in care is much 
higher than for the children of employed mothers (15 hours 
per week on average). This suggests much less reluctance 
on the part of single fathers to use alternative forms of child 
care--or, perhaps, their better economic position enables 
them to rely on nonparental care to a greater extent. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Preschool-age Children 

The most important findings regarding the primary care 
arrangements of preschool-age children in 1990 are, first, 
that parents use regular nonparental arrangements for chil- 
dren, regardless of the employment status of the mother. 
Of course, there are large differences in use of nonparental 
care according to the employment status of the mother, 
with 85 percent of families with a full-time employed 
mother and 50 percent of families with a part-time 
employed mother using some type of nonparental arrange- 
ment. Even so, 33 percent of families with a mother who is 
not employed outside the home use some regular arrange- 
ment or program for their youngest preschool-age child. 

Second, among families with an employed mother, care 
in a center-based program is common; no other arrange- 
ment serves so high a proportion of preschool-age children. 

Third, for preschool-age children, we noted the contin- 
ued increase in center-based care, the decline in care by a 
nonrelative in the child’s home, and the dramatic decline in 
care by another relative. Use of family day-care is holding 
steady or declining slightly. However, parent care appears 
to have increased somewhat over the past 15 years. This 
reflects an increase in time spent caring for their children 
by both fathers and mothers. 

Finally, we examined the amount of time children spend 
in different types of arrangements by age and family 
characteristics. Many analysts assume that children in non- 
parental care are uniformly in care for 40 hours a week. 
This is clearly not the case. Preschool children average 35 
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hours in their primary arrangement if their mother is 
employed and 20 hours if she is not. There are some sur- 
prising results. For example, infants who are in center- 
based care actually spend more hours a week in care than 
older children. This is probably because parents who leave 
an infant in center care are different from other mothers: 
they may be low-income or single parents and, thus, need 
to work more hours, or they may be career oriented and 
want to work more hours. 

School-age Children 

There are two major findings concerning primary arrange- 
ments for school-age children. First, the coverage of 
school-age children in centers, particularly children from 
five to nine years of age, appears to have risen since 1984- 
85, perhaps reflecting an increase in the availability of 
school-age, center-based before- and after-school programs. 

Second is the large proportion of school-age children 
enrolled in lessons. When the survey was pretested, we 
discovered that a number of parents relied heavily on 
lessons, not only as educational and cultural supplements 
but also as child care arrangements for their children after 
school. As a result, questions were asked specifically about 
the use of lessons. 

Of substantial policy importance is the relationship 
between income and enrollment in center-based programs. 
Although there were some differences in enrollments in 
preschool and before- and after-school programs in centers 
based on income, these differences were relatively small. 
Children (of employed or nonemployed mothers) whose 
family incomes were in the lowest income quartile were, 
even if not as likely as high-income children to be enrolled, 
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much more likely to be enrolled than children in families in 
the next income quartile. This suggests that although subsi- 
dization has not completely eliminated differences of 
income (other confounding factors, such as maternal educa- 

Notes, chapter 2 

1-  For more detailed definitions of these arrangements, see 
appendices C and D to this repa. 

tion, are also linked to use of center care), still, it has 
reduced a large part of the differential between the highest- 
and lowest-income families. Consistent with the National 

2. Data C i t e d  
to the nearest whole number. 

this chapter’s tables are typically round& off 

Child Care Staffing Study (Whitebook et al. 1989), the chil- 
dren of middle-income nonemployed mothers are the least 
likely to be enrolled in center-based programs. 

This is not the case, however, with lessons. For 
example, among school-age children of employed mothers, 
21 percent of children whose family incomes are $50,000 
or more take lessons. In contrast, only 5 percent of children 
whose incomes are under $15,000 take lessons. Among 
children of nonemployed mothers, the difference is just as 
great. Twenty-nine percent of children of mothers whose 
family income is $50,000 or above take lessons, compared 
with 12 percent of children in households with incomes 
under 15,000 annually. These differences reflect the educa- 
tional levels of mothers as well; therefore, the relationship 
between education and income needs to be examined in a 
multivariate framework. What is not known is the effect on 
children of taking lessons. Lessons provide a structured 
after-school activity, as well as cultural education, social- 
ization, and the opportunity to practice physical and intel- 
lectual skills. This may be an important aspect of the lives 
of school-age children, one in which, apparently, there are 
sharp differences by socioeconomic levels. 

I 



Chapter 
e 

PARENTAL EXPENDITURES 
FOR CHILD CARE 

Parents  are constrained by both time and money in 
deciding how to care for their children. This chapter 
characterizes who pays and how much they pay for child 
care, including all possible forms of child care (i.e., paren- 
tal, relative, and nonrelative care). Fundamentally, the 
amount that parents spend on child care is limited by their 
ability to pay. Thus, information about hourly expenditures 
for the youngest child and weekly expenditures for all chil- 
dren in the family is supplemented here with data on the 
share of family income spent on child care. The chapter al- 
so presents details on the proportion of working families 
that receive direct financial assistance with their child care 
expenses and the degree to which parents claimed the Child 
and Dependent Care Federal Income Tax Credit for the 
1988 tax year. The chapter concludes by examining trends 
in parental expenditures over time. 
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PROPORTION OF FAMILIES PAYING 
FOR CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS 

Although most parents are the primary caregivers for their 
children, and thus pay nothing for child care, some families 
spend a substantial amount of money on child care services. 
Besides monetary payments, families may pay for child 
care through a nonmonetary arrangement such as providing 
room and board or exchanging child care services. Most 
notably, not all families with an employed mother pay for 
child care. Likewise, not all mothers staying home full- 
time choose parental care as the primary arrangement for 
their children. Consequently, many nonemployed mothers 
also pay for child care services. 

Families Paying for the Primary 
Arrangement of the Youngest Child 

PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 

Maternal Employment Status. The proportion of fami- 
lies who pay for the primary care arrangement (regardless 
of the type of arrangement) of their youngest child under 
age five varies by the employment status of the mother 
(figure 3.1). Fifty-six percent of employed mothers pay for 
child care (not shown). Full-time employed mothers (Le., 
those employed 35 hours or more per week), are more like- 
ly than part-time employed mothers to pay for child care. 
Sixty-eight percent of full-time employed mothers make 
monetary payments to the primary care provider for their 
youngest preschool-age child, whereas 33 percent of part- 
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time employed mothers pay for these services. In turn, 
part-time employed mothers are more likely than nonem- 
ployed mothers to pay for child care. Only 14 percent of 
nonemployed mothers pay for the primary arrangement of 
their youngest preschool-age child, 1 percent have non- 
monetary arrangements, and over 84 percent pay nothing at 
all. The low proportion of nonemployed mothers paying 
for child care is partially explained by the high proportion 
of nonemployed mothers relying on parental care as the 
primary arrangement for their youngest preschool-age child 
(see chapter 2). 

Type of Primary Arrangement. Needless to say, a parent 
almost never pays his or her spouse for providing child care 
for a preschool-age child (figure 3.2). However, the major- 
ity of families using centers, in-home providers, or family 
day-care providers as a primary arrangement pay for these 
services, regardless of maternal employment. On the other 
hand, families are less likely to pay relatives, especially if 
the mother is not employed. For employed mothers with a 
preschool-age child, 94 percent of those using family day- 
care home providers, 93 percent of those using in-home 
providers, and 90 percent of those using centers as a pri- 
mary arrangement pay for child care. The proportion of 
nonemployed mothers paying in-home providers and fami- 
ly  day-care providers is similar to that of employed 
mothers. However, a smaller proportion of nonemployed 
mothers pay for center-based care compared with employed 
mothers, perhaps reflecting public subsidies to low-income 
families. Although almost 36 percent of employed 
mothers relying on relatives as a primary arrangement make 
monetary payments, only 12 percent of nonemployed 
mothers using relatives as a primary arrangement pay for 
Care. 

Figure 3.2 
Percentage Paying for Primary Arrangement 

By Type of Arrangement and Maternal Employment Status, 
Youngest Child Under Five 

Employed Mothers 

Relative i g. 
I-) 

(NJ1) 

(Nss) 

Center 
(-) 

In-Home 93% 

FDC 9?% 

Other 63% i 
W17) 

Non-Employed Mothers 

Parent 0% i 
l W 7 4  . .  

Relative 1% / 
lHl2.n . - .  

In-Home 

FDC 

Center 67% 
(K114) 

Other 40% 
IW 

Source: National Child Care Survey I990 
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Time Spent in Primary Arrangement. The proportion of 
full-time versus part-time employed mothers paying for any 
type of child care is partly a function of the number of 
hours spent in care (figure 3.3). Among preschool-age chil- 
dren who spend under 20 hours per week in a nonmaternal 
primary care arrangement, only 33 percent of their families 
pay for this care. In contrast, the proportion is nearly 
double (65 percent) for preschool-age children spending 20 
or more hours per week in a nonmaternal primary arrange- 
ment. 

Family Income. High-income families are much more 
likely to pay for child care than low-income families, 
regardless of maternal employment status. Among em- 
ployed mothers with a preschool-age child, 70 percent of 
those with an annual family income of $50,000 or more 
make monetary payments for child care, whereas 42 
percent of those with an annual family income under 
$15,000 pay for child care services (not shown). Among 
those with a mother who is not employed, 38 percent of 
high-income families ($50,000 or more) and only 8 percent 
of low-income families (under $15,000) pay for child care 
(not shown). Thus, high-income mothers who are not 
employed are just as likely to pay for child care as low- 
income mothers who work outside the home. 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 

Maternal Employment Status. Employed mothers with 
their youngest children aged 5 to 12 are less likely to pay 
for their primary nonschool arrangement than those with a 
preschool-age child (36 percent versus 56 percent, not 
shown). Moreover, among families with no preschool-age 
children, the proportion of full-time employed mothers 

+- c a 

0 cu 
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paying (37 percent) is not significantly different from that 
of part-time employed mothers (33 percent) (figure 3.4). 
Nonemployed mothers with a youngest child aged 5 to 12 
are more likely to pay for the primary nonschool arrange- 
ment than those with a preschool-age child. Twenty 
percent of nonemployed mothers with no preschool-age 
children pay for the primary arrangement, under 1 percent 
make nonmonetary payments, and the majority (79 percent) 
pay nothing. 

Type of Primary Arrangement. Like families with a 
preschool-age child, those with youngest school-age chil- 
dren most often pay for child care when centers, in-home 
providers, or family day-care homes are used as the primary 
nonschool arrangement (figure 3.5). However, both 
employed and nonemployed mothers with a youngest child 
aged 5 to 12 are less likely to pay relatives than those with 
a preschool-age child. Among nonemployed mothers who 
rely on in-home providers, those with no preschool-age 
children are less likely to pay for care (39 percent) than 
those with a preschool-age child (94 percent). 

Time Spent in a Primary Nonschool Arrangement. The 
proportion of families paying for any type of child care 
does not significantly vary by the time spent in care for 
school-age children (figure 3.6). Since most school-age 
children spend less than 20 hours per week in a primary 
nonschool arrangement regardless of maternal employment 
status (see chapter 2), the amount of time spent in care does 
not affect whether or not a family pays for care. 

Family Income. Among employed mothers, the differ- 
ence in the proportion paying for child care between high- 
income ($50,000 or more) and low-income families (under 
$15,000) is not as large for those whose youngest child is 
of school age compared to families with a preschool-age 
child. For employed mothers with school-age children 
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mc 
(-1 

Figure 3.5 

I 02% 

Percentage Paying for Primary Arrangement 
By Type of Arrangement and Maternal Employment Status, 

Youngest Child Age 5-1 2 

Parent 10.3% I 
, . . .  , . . .  . .  Relative 

In-Home 
. . .  . . .  . . . .  , . . .  
. . .  , . . .  

FDC I* 
I K 1 l  . .  

Center 55% 

Other 

0 
0 
?! 

* Fewer than 10 cases. 
Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 
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only, 43 percent of high-income families and 33 percent of 
low-income families pay for child care. Among nonem- 
ployed mothers, the difference in the proportion paying for 
child care between high-income and low-income families is 
about the same for school-age children as for preschool-age 
children. Thirty-three percent of high-income families with 
a nonemployed mother pay for child care, while 10 percent 
of low-income families with a nonemployed mother pay for 
child care. 

Families Paying for Secondary 
Arrangement for Youngest Child 

Parents typically rely on themselves as the secondary 
providers of child care (see chapter 2). Thus, the vast 
majority of the families using secondary arrangements for 
their youngest preschool-age child pay nothing for this 
care, regardless of maternal employment status (figure 3.7). 
The proportion of mothers paying for a secondary arrange- 
ment ranges from 9 percent for nonemployed mothers to 19 
percent for part-time employed mothers, with full-time 
employed mothers in between at 15 percent. 

The proportion of families with a youngest child aged 5 
to 12 who pay for a secondary arrangement is similar to 
that for families with a preschool-age child (figure 3.8). 
Both full-time and part-time employed mothers are slightly 
more likely to pay for a secondary arrangement than non- 
employed mothers. Approximately 20-2 1 percent of 
employed mothers pay for a secondary arrangement for 
their youngest child aged 5 to 12, whereas 11 percent of 
nonemployed mothers pay. 
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HOURLY EXPENDITURES FOR 
YOUNGEST CHILD IN FAMILY 

parents were asked "How much does your household usual- 
ly pay for each arrangement for the youngest child?" 
Parents could respond in terms of hourly, daily, weekly, 
monthly, or annual payments. If more than one child under 
13 years old lived in the household, parents were also asked 
how many other children in the family were included in this 
payment. First, to control for the differing amounts of time 
children spend in paid care, we converted parental expendi- 
tures to hourly payments according to the number of hours 
and days the youngest child spent in the corresponding 
arrangement. Next, if the payment included other children 
in the family, the hourly expenditure was divided by the 
number of children included in the payment. Estimates of 
hourly expenditures include only those families who pay 
for child care. 

Expenditures for Primary Arrangements 
for Preschool-age Children 

FAMILJES WITH EMPLOYED MOTHER 

Average Hourly Expenditure. Of those paying for care, 
families with an employed mother spend $1.56 per hour on 
average for the primary arrangement of the youngest child 
under 5 years old (figure 3.9). Nearly 64 percent of 
employed mothers pay less than $1.50 per hour, whereas 
only 2 percent pay $5 or  more per hour (table 3.1).l 
However, part-time employed mothers pay more per hour 
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($2.24), but for fewer hours on average, than full-time 
employed mothers ($1.36). This difference in hourly 
expenditures implies that either full-time employed mothers 
seek arrangements that offer a lower price per hour, or part- 
time employed mothers pay a penalty for purchasing fewer 
hours of care. Preschool-age children of all employed 
mothers spend an average of 37 hours per week in a paid 
primary arrangement. However, preschool-age children of 
full-time employed mothers spend an average of 42 hours 
per week, whereas children of part-time employed mothers 
spend an average of only 23 hours per week in a paid 
primary arrangement. 

Type of Primary Arrangement. In-home care by a non- 
relative is the most expensive type of care, at a mean 
expenditure of $2.30 per hour for an average of 31 hours 
per week (figure 3.10). Over 14 percent of employed 
mothers using an in-home provider as the paid primary 
arrangement for preschool-age children spend $5 or more 
per hour (table 3.1). Twenty-two percent of these families 
spend less than $1 per hour. Child care provided by a rela- 
tive is the least expensive type of primary arrangement for 
employed mothers with a preschool-age child. Employed 
mothers pay $1.1 1 per hour for an average of 37 hours per 
week for relative care. Nearly 60 percent of employed 
mothers using relative care as the primary arrangement 
spend less than $1 per hour. Only 2 percent of these fami- 
lies spend $3 or more per hour. Employed mothers pay 
$1.35 per hour for family day-care homes as the primary 
arrangement, with preschool-age children spending an 
average of 38 hours per week in this arrangement. Twenty- 
nine percent of these families pay under $1 per hour, and 
none spend $5 or more per hour. Employed mothers rely- 
ing on centers as the primary arrangement for their 
preschool-age children pay $1.67 per hour for an average of 

Figure 3.1 0 

Mean Hourly Expenditure for Youngest Child Under 5 
By Type of Primary Arrangement, 

Employed Mothers Paying for Care Only 

Center 
(N=262) 

$2.30 I 

I .67 

$0.00 $0.50 $1.00 $1.50 $2.00 $2.50 $3.00 

Fewer than 10 cases. 
Source: National Child Care Survey lQQ0 
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38 hours per week. Twenty-five percent of these families 
spend less than $1 per hour, and fewer than 3 percent pay 
$5 or more per hour for center-based care. 

Age of Youngest Child. Employed mothers appear to 
spend less per hour for infant care ($1.45) than for toddler 
($1.61) or preschooler ($1.54) care (table 3.1). However, 
once the type of arrangement and other family characteris- 
tics are considered, these differences are not statistically 
significant (not shown.)2 

Family Demographic Characteristics. The initial differ- 
ences in hourly expenditures based on race/ethnicity and 
mother’s education, detailed in table 3.1, disappear when 
other family characteristics such as income are taken into 
account (not shown). However, the mean hourly expendit- 
ure varies significantly by family size and family structure, 
even when other factors are held constant. Figure 3.11 
shows that two-parent families with employed mothers 
spend more per hour on average ($1.64) than employed 
single mothers ($1.14), although preschool-age children of 
employed single mothers spend slightly more time in paid 
primary arrangements (42 hours per week on average) than 
those in two-parent families (37 hours per week on 
average) (table 3.1). Employed mothers pay less per hour 
as the number of children under 13 years old in the family 
increases, especially when the number of children expands 
from two to three (figure 3.11). Employed mothers with 
only one child spend $1.64 per hour for the primary 
arrangement of their preschool-age child for an average of 
40 hours per week; those with two children pay $1.54 per 
hour for an average of 36 hours per week; and those with 
three or more children pay $1.23 per hour for an average of 
33 hours per week. 

Family Income. Employed mothers generally spend 
more per hour on the care of their youngest preschool-age 

, 
w50 

141 Parental Expenditures for Child Care 

~.---, 
Two Paronm 

( N - W  

Family Size 
1 Child 

(N-274) 

Figure 3.1 1 

Average Hourly Expenditure for Youngest Child Under 5, 
Employed Mothers Paying for Care Only 
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child as their family income increases, with a leveling off to 
a slight drop in cost per hour for the highest levels of 
income (figure 3.11). Likewise, employed mothers living 
above the poverty line spend more per hour on primary 
child care arrangements ($1.58) than employed mothers liv- 
ing below the poverty line ($1.29) for a similar average 
amount of time (i.e., 38 and 37 hours per week, respec- 
tively) (figure 3.11). Twenty-eight percent of nonpoor 
employed mothers pay under $1 per hour, whereas 74 
percent of poor employed mothers pay under $1 per hour 
(table 3.1). 

Residence. Rural employed mothers spend less per hour 
on average ($1.33) than suburban ($1.53) or urban ($1.71) 
employed mothers (table 3.1). However, the relationship 
between hourly expenditures and urbanicity disappears 
once the type of arrangement and family characteristics are 
considered (not shown). Table 3.1 shows that employed 
mothers living in the northeastern United States generally 
spend more per hour ($2.09) and the midwestern employed 
mothers spend less per hour ($1.34) than those residing in 
the West ($1.60) or the South ($1.42). However, the per- 
centage of employed mothers paying under $1 per hour is 
highest for southern families (41 percent) compared to 
those in the West (24 percent), Midwest (24 percent), or 
Northeast (23 percent). Moreover, once other factors such 
as family income are considered, employed mothers living 
in the Northeast tend to  spend more per hour than 
employed mothers living in other regions of the United 
States (results not shown). The average amount of time 
spent in a paid primary arrangement also varies by region 
among employed mothers with a preschool-age child (table 
3.1). Children in the Northeast spend fewer hours per week 
in paid primary care (32 hours) than those living in the 
West (36 hours), Midwest (36 hours), or South (41 hours). 

FAMILIES WITH NONEMPLOYED MOTHER 

Average Hourly Expenditure. Of those who pay for 
care, families with a nonemployed mother spend $2.38 per 
hour on average for the primary arrangement of their youn- 
gest child under 5 years old (figure 3.9). Nearly 11 percent 
of these families spend $5 or more per hour in contrast to 2 
percent of the families with an employed mother. Although 
nonemployed mothers spend more per hour than employed 
mothers, their preschool-age children spend less time in 
paid primary care on average (13 hours per week) than 
those of employed mothers (37 hours per week). 

Type of Primary Arrangement. On average, center-based 
care is the least expensive arrangement for nonemployed 
mothers, at a mean hourly cost of $1.89 for an average of 
12 hours per week (figure 3.12). The mean hourly payment 
for in-home care by a nonrelative is $2.08 for an average of 
13 hours per week among nonemployed mothers. For fam- 
ily day-care, the average cost is $2.20 per hour for an 
average of 14 hours per week. Other arrangements such as 
lessons and sports are the most expensive form of care for 
nonemployed mothers, at $5.14 per hour for an average of 5 
hours per week. 

Age of Youngest Child. Nonemployed mothers, unlike 
employed mothers, appear to spend more per hour for 
infant care ($2.93) than for toddler ($1.93) or preschooler 
care ($2.46). However, differences in hourly expenditures 
based on the age of the youngest preschool-age child are 
not statistically significant among either employed or 
nonemployed mothers, once other family characteristics are 
taken into account (results not shown). 

Other Characteristics. Race/ethnicity, mother’s educa- 
tion, family structure, family size, family income, or 
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Figure 3.1 2 

Mean Hourly Expenditure for Youngest Under Five 
By Type of Primary Arrangement, 

Non-Employed Mothers Paying For Care Only 

(N=5) . 
1 

I I I I I 

$0.00 $1.00 $2.00 $3.00 $4.00 $5.00 $6.00 

Type of Primary Arrangement 

* Fewer than 10 cases. 
Source: Natlonal Child C a r l  Survey 1990 

residence do not independently affect hourly expenditures 
net of other factors such as type of primary arrangement 
(not shown). 

SINGLE-FATHER FAMILJES 

Single fathers pay slightly less per hour than employed 
single mothers. Of those who pay for care, single fathers 
spend $.96 per hour on average for the primary arrange- 
ment of the youngest child under five years old (not 
shown). Sixty-five percent of these fathers pay under $1 
per hour, whereas 9 percent pay $3 or more per hour. The 
average amount of time spent in a paid primary arrange- 
ment by preschool-age children with a single father is 41 
hours per week. The number of single fathers with a youn- 
gest child under five years old is too small to permit further 
cross-classifications by type of primary arrangement, age of 
youngest child, family demographic characteristics, family 
income, or residence. 

Expenditures for Primary Arrangements 
for School-age Children 

FAMILIES WITH EMPLOYED MOTHER 

Average Hourly Expenditure. Of those who pay for 
care, employed mothers spend $2.78 per hour for about 13 
hours of care per week on average for the primary care 
arrangement (excluding school) of a youngest child aged 5 
to 12 (figure 3.13). Forty-two percent pay less than $1.50 
per hour, whereas 14 percent pay $5 or more per hour (table 
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Figure 3.1 3 

Mean Hourly Expenditure for Youngest Child Age 5 to 12 
By Maternal Employment Status, 

Those Paying for Care Only 

ALL EMPLOYED 
(N1399) 

Full-Tme 
(N=269) 

Part-Time 
(N=106) 

Hours Unknown 
(N=24) 

NON-EMPLOY ED 
(N=89) 

I 

$0.00 $1.00 $2.00 $3.00 $4.00 $5.00 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 

3.2). Like employed mothers with a preschool-age child, 
part-time employed mothers with only school-age children 
pay more per hour ($3.12), but for half as many hours of 
care, than full-time employed mothers (figure 3.13). 
School-age children of full-time employed mothers spend 
an average of 16 hours per week in a paid primary arrange- 
ment, whereas those of part-time employed mothers spend 
an average of 8 hours per week in a paid primary arrange- 
ment. There is no significant difference in hourly payments 
between full-time and part-time employed mothers after the 
type of primary arrangement is taken into account (not 
shown). 

Type of Primary Arrangement. As for preschool-age 
children, in-home care by a nonrelative is the most expen- 
sive arrangement for school-age children with an employed 
mother, at a mean rate of $3.49 per hour for an average of 
14 hours per week (figure 3.14). Almost 23 percent of 
employed mothers relying on in-home providers as the 
main nonschool arrangement spend $5 or more per hour, 
and 21 percent spend under $1 per hour (table 3.2). 
Relatives ($2.3 1) and family day-care providers ($2.32) are 
the least expensive types of nonschool arrangements, with 
children in both of these arrangements averaging 17 hours 
of paid care per week. Fifty percent of employed mothers 
relying on relative care spend less than $1.50 per hour, 
whereas 9 percent spend $5 or more per hour. Thirty-two 
percent of employed mothers relying on family day-care 
providers spend less than $1.50 per hour, and fewer than 7 
percent pay $5 or more per hour. Employed mothers using 
center-based care pay $2.52 per hour for an average of 19 
hours per week. Thirty-five percent of these mothers spend 
less than $1.50 per hour, and 6 percent spend $5 or more 
per hour. 
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Age of Youngest Child. The mean hourly payment for 
younger school-age children (5 to 9 years old) does not dif- 
fer significantly from that for older school-age children (10 
to 12 years old), although children ages 5 to 9 generally 
spend more time in paid arrangements than older children 
(table 3.2). 

Family Demographic Characteristics. The mean hourly 
expenditure on (nonschool) care arrangements of school- 
age children varies by family structure and family size, but 
not by race/ethnicity or mother's education. Although 
white school-age children spend less time per week in paid 
care on average (13 hours) than black (19 hours) or 
Hispanic (18 hours) children, the mean hourly expenditure 
is approximately the same across families of different races/ 
ethnicities (table 3.2). Figure 3.15 shows that two-parent 
families with an employed mother spend more per hour 
($2.94 on average) for the care of their youngest school-age 
child than employed single mothers ($2.33). However, 
school-age children of employed single mothers spend 
more time on average in paid nonschool arrangements (17 
hours per week) than those of mothers with partners (12 
hours per week). Unlike those with preschool-age children, 
employed mothers with two children under 13 years old 
pay less on average ($2.39) for the care of their school-age 
child than those with only one child ($3.05) or those with 
three or more children under 13 years old ($2.59). 

Family Income. Like those with a preschool-age child, 
employed mothers with a youngest child aged 5 to 12 pay 
more per hour as their family income increases (figure 
3.15). Eighteen percent of high-income families (Le., those 
earning $50,000 or more) spend $5 or more per hour, 
whereas 6 percent of low-income families (Le., those earn- 
ing under $15,000) spend $5 or more per hour (table 3.2). 

parental Expenditures for Child Care 153 

Figure 3.1 5 

Average Hourly Expenditure for Youngest Child Age 5 to 12, 
Employed Mothers Paying for Care Only 

Family Structure 
s w  w&W 

j Poverty Status 
$1.66; 

I., .." 

fo.00 mu) s1.m $1.50 u00 uu) a m  s.60 y.m 

Source: National Child Care Survry 1990 
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Likewise, employed mothers living above the poverty line 
spend more per hour ($2.83) on nonschool care arrange- 
ments than those living below the poverty line ($1.55) 
(figure 3.15). Over 20 percent of nonpoor employed 
mothers pay $4 or more per hour, while none in poverty 
pay $4 or more per hour (table 3.2). 

Residence. The mean hourly expenditure for employed 
mothers with no preschool-age children does not vary sig- 
nificantly by residence, either in terms of urbanicity or 
region, when other family characteristics such as income 
and family size are taken into account (not shown). 

FAMILIES WITH NONEMPLOYED MOTHER 

Average Hourly Expenditure. Of those who pay for 
care, nonemployed mothers without a preschool-age child 
spend $4.38 per hour on average for  the primary 
(nonschool) arrangement of their youngest child (figure 
3.13). Over 20 percent of these families pay $5 or more per 
hour (not shown) in contrast to 14 percent of the families 
with an employed mother (table 3.2). However, school-age 
children of nonemployed mothers generally spend less time 
in paid (nonschool) care (4 hours per week) than those of 
employed mothers (13 hours per week). 

Type of Primary Arrangement. Since an overwhelming 
majority of school-age children of nonemployed mothers 
use alternative arrangements like lessons and sports, the 
mean hourly expenditure cannot be estimated separately for 
centers, in-home providers, family day-care providers, or 
relatives owing to small sample sizes (see chapter 2). 

Age of Youngest Child. As for employed mothers, the 
mean hourly expenditure for younger school-age children 

(ages 5 to 9) does not differ significantly from the mean 
hourly expenditure for older school-age children (ages 10 to 
12) among nonemployed mothers (not shown). 

Family Characteristics. The estimates of the mean 
hourly expenditure classified by race/ethnicity or family 
income are tenuous because the number of nonwhite or 
low-income, nonemployed mothers is very small. More- 
over, family structure, family size, and mother’s education 
do not independently influence hourly expenditures, net of 
all other family characteristics or residence (not shown). 

Residence. Nonemployed mothers with their youngest 
child aged 5 to 12 and living in central cities spend substan- 
tially more per hour ($8.96) on nonschool arrangements 
than those living in suburban ($2.39) or rural ($2.39) areas. 
Thirty-seven percent of central city dwellers pay $5 or 
more per hour, while 12 percent of suburban families and 
19 percent of rural families pay $5 or more per hour. The 
mean hourly expenditure does not significantly vary by 
regional residence among nonemployed mothers without a 
preschool-age child when urbanicity and family characteris- 
tics are taken into account (not shown). 

SINGLE-FATHER FMILJES 

Single fathers with their youngest child aged 5 to 12 spend 
approximately the same amount for their primary care 
arrangement as employed single mothers (excluding 
school), paying $2.32 per hour for an average of 25 hours 
per week (not shown). Seventeen percent of these fathers 
pay $5 or more per hour, whereas 46 percent pay less than 
$1.50 per hour. The small number of single fathers in this 
sample prohibits further cross-classifications. 
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Expenditures for Secondary Arrangements 
for Youngest Child 

PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 

Maternal Employment Status. Table 3.3 shows that 
employed mothers pay less per hour ($2.1 1) for secondary 
arrangements than nonemployed mothers ($3.75). Yet, 
preschool-age children of employed mothers spend more 
time in paid secondary arrangements on average (13 hours 
per week) than those of nonemployed mothers (8 hours per 
week). In fact, few nonemployed mothers pay for a secon- 
dary arrangement for a preschool-age child. Four percent 
of employed mothers pay $5 or more, whereas 19 percent 
of nonemployed mothers pay $5 or more for secondary 
arrangements. The mean hourly expenditure for full-time 
employed mothers does not differ significantly from that of 
part-time employed mothers, although preschool-age 
children of full-time employed mothers spend more time in 
a paid secondary arrangement than those of part-time 
employed mothers-- 17 hours versus 9 hours per week. 

Type of Secondary Arrangement. Centers are more 
expensive than relatives, in-home providers, or family day- 
care providers as a secondary arrangement for preschool- 
age children (table 3.3). Employed mothers pay a mean 
amount of $2.08 per hour for an average of 17 hours of 
center care. Care provided by a relative is the least expen- 
sive secondary arrangement for a preschool-age child with 
an employed mother, at $1.34 per hour for an average of 13 
hours of relative care. 

SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 

Maternal Employment Status. Employed mothers pay 
less per hour on average ($4.03) than nonemployed mothers 
($7.57) for secondary arrangements for their youngest child 
aged 5 to 12 (table 3.3). School-age children of employed 
mothers generally spend more time in a paid secondary 
arrangement (5 hours per week) than those of nonemployed 
mothers (2 hours per week). Like those with a preschool- 
age child, nonemployed mothers with only school-age chil- 
dren rarely pay for a secondary arrangement. Twenty-two 
percent of employed mothers pay $5 or more for secondary 
arrangements, whereas 25 percent of nonemployed mothers 
pay $5 or more for secondary arrangements. Full-time 
employed mothers ($4.17) pay slightly more per hour on 
average than part-time employed mothers ($3.63), whereas 
their children spend about the same amount of time in a 
paid secondary arrangement (5 hours versus 4 hours, 
respectively). 

Type of Secondary Arrangement. For school-age chil- 
dren in paid secondary arrangements, 66 percent with 
employed mothers are not cared for by relatives, centers, 
in-home providers, or family day-care providers. These 
children rely on more expensive alternative services like 
lessons and sports activities (table 3.3). Thus, the average 
hourly expenditure for secondary arrangements for school- 
age children is higher than that for preschool-age children. 
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WEEKLY EXPENDITURES FOR 
ALL CHILDREN IN FAMILY 

Although focusing on hourly payments for the youngest 
child in the family allows one to control for children spend- 
ing differing amounts of time in paid care, a look at total 
weekly expenditures for all children in the family and for 
all child care arrangements gives a better picture of the total 
financial responsibilities parents face in purchasing child 

In the survey, if parents had more than one child under 
13 years old, they were also asked, "How much does your 
household pay for all of the arrangements and activities 
used by all the children under age 13 in the household?" 
Parents could respond in terms of hourly, daily, weekly, 
monthly, or annual payments. For those few parents who 
listed their expenditures by the hour or day, their total 
weekly expenditure was estimated according to the age of 
their youngest child and the average number of hours and 
days per week spent by all youngest children in the sample 
under age 5 ,  as well as between ages 5 and 12, in a paid 
primary arrangement. For one-child families, the total 
weekly expenditure is the sum of weekly payments across 
all arrangements. Estimates of weekly expenditures are 
made only for those families who pay for any child care 
services. 

Care. 

Families with Youngest Child under Age Five 

FAMILIES WITH EMPLOYED MOTHER 

Average Weekly Expenditure. Employed mothers with 
their youngest child under five years old make average 
weekly payments of $63 for the care of all children in the 
family (figure 3.16). Full-time employed mothers have 
higher average weekly expenditures than part-time 
employed mothers--$68 compared to $5 1. 

Type of Primary Arrangement of Youngest Child. The 
mean total weekly expenditure for all children in the family 
varies by the type of primary arrangement of the youngest 
preschool-age child (figure 3.17). Employed mothers who 
rely on parents or relatives for the primary care of their 
youngest child spend less per week for the care of all their 
children than those who rely on other types of primary 
arrangements for their youngest preschool-age child. 
Employed mothers using in-home providers as the primary 
arrangement for their youngest preschool-age child have 
the highest weekly child care expenditures, at $94 on 
average. 

RacelEthnicity. Mean weekly expenditures differ slight- 
ly by the race/ethnicity of the family (table 3.4). Overall, 
employed black mothers spend less per week ($54) on the 
care of all their children when the youngest child is under 
five years old than Hispanic mothers ($56), white mothers 
($65), or mothers of other races/ethnicities ($64). Black 
mothers with a preschool-age child spend less per week 
than white mothers, even when other factors like family 
structure and income are taken into account (not shown). 

Family Demographic Characteristics. The initial differ- 
ence in mean weekly expenditures between single mothers 
( $ 5 5 )  and two-parent families ($65) is not statistically 
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Figure 3.1 6 

Mean Weekly Expenditure for All Children in the Family 
By Maternal Employment Status, 

Mothers With Youngest Child Under 5 Paying for Care Only 

ALL EMPLOY ED 
(N=743) 

Full-Time 
(N=514) 

Part-Time 
(N=l88) 

Hours Unknown 
( N d 1 )  

NON-EMPLOY ED 
(N=206) 

i7 

$0 $10 $20 $30 $40 $50 $60 $70 $80 

Source: Natlonal Child Care Survey 1880 

Figure 3.1 7 

Mean Weekly Expenditure for All Children in the Family 
By Primary Arrangement of Youngest Child, 

Employed Mothers With Youngest Child Under 5 
Paying For Care Only 

$37 

$44 : 

Parent 
(N=86) 

Relative 
(N1125) 

$0 $20 $40 $60 $80 $100 $120 

Source: National Chlld Care Survey 1980 
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significant, after other factors such as family size and 
income are held constant (not shown). Employed mothers 
with two children under age 13 spend more per week than 
either those with three children or only one child, regard- 
less of race/ethnicity. Average weekly expenditures are 
also greater for employed mothers with higher levels of 
education than for those with lower levels of education 
(figure 3.18). For example, employed mothers with a 
bachelor's degree and no additional schooling spend $70 
per week, whereas employed mothers without a high school 
diploma spend approximately $44 per week. The relation- 
ship between mother's education and weekly expenditures 
persists even when the effect of family income is taken into 
account (not shown). 

Family Income. Among those with a preschool-age 
child, employed mothers with higher family incomes spend 
substantially more per week for the care of all their children 
than employed mothers with lower family incomes, espe- 
cially compared to those living in poverty (figure 3.18). 
Regardless of race/ethnicity , mothers with a family income 
of $50,000 or more typically spend more than twice as 
much as mothers with a family income under $15,000 
(table 3.4). 

Residence. Employed mothers living in central cities 
pay more per week for total child care expenses on average 
($75) than those living in suburban ($60) or rural ($47) 
areas (figure 3.18). Although weekly expenditures vary by 
urbanicity, regional differences disappear when other 
family characteristics such as income are considered (not 
shown). 
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Figure 3.1 8 

Mean Weekly Expenditure For All Children in the Family, 
Employed Mothers with Youngest Child Under 5 

Paying for Care Only 

0 120 Y, )BQ uw, $100 

Source: Nallonal Chlld Cars Survey l9QO 
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FAMILIES WITH NONEMPLOYED MOTHER 

Nonemployed mothers with a preschool-age child spend 
half of what employed mothers spend on total child care-- 
an average of $35 weekly--because of their heavier reliance 
on parental care (figure 3.16). Among nonemployed 
mothers, weekly child care expenditures do not vary signif- 
icantly by the characteristics of the youngest child or by 
family structure or residence (not shown). 

SINGLE -FATHER FAMILJES 

The mean total of weekly child care expenditures for single 
fathers with a preschool-age child is $48 (not shown). 
Single fathers pay slightly less than employed single 
mothers ($55)  but substantially more than nonemployed 
single mothers ($29) (not shown). 

Families with Youngest Child Aged 5 to 12 

FAMILIES WITH EMPLOYED MOTHER 

Average Weekly Expendintre. Employed mothers with 
no preschool-age children pay less per week for child care 
($30) than those with a preschool-age child ($63, table 3.4) 
because they are purchasing fewer hours of care (figure 
3.19). Likewise, full-time employed mothers with no 
preschool-age children also have higher average weekly 
expenditures ($33) than their part-time employed counter- 

Type of Primary Arrangement of Youngest Child. Mean 
total weekly expenditures are greater for employed mothers 

parts ($22). 

Figure 3.1 9 

Mean Weekly Expenditure for All Children in the Family 
By Maternal Employment Status, 

Mothers With Youngest Child 5 to 12 Paying for Care Only 

ALL EMPLOYED $30 
(N=684) 

$0 $5 $10 $15 $20 $25 $30 $35 $40 

Source: Natlonal Child Care Survey 1990 
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using centers, in-home providers, and family day-care 
homes as the primary before- and after-school arrangement 
for their youngest child than for those relying on parents or 
relatives (figwe 3.20). Using lessons or sports as the youn- 
gest child's primary before-/after-school arrangement 
appears to lower the weekly cost of child care. 

RacelEthnicity. There is little variation by race/ethnicity 
in mean weekly expenditures among employed mothers 
with a youngest child ages 5 to 12. Employed Hispanic 
mothers pay $28; employed white mothers pay $30; 
employed black mothers pay $33; and employed mothers of 
other racedethnicities pay $34 per week on average (not 
shown). 

Family Demographic Characteristics. Single employed 
mothers spend approximately the same amount on child 
care each week as employed mothers living with a partner 
(not shown). However, employed mothers with only one 
child have smaller total weekly expenditures than those 
with two or three children under 13 years old (figure 3.21). 
Moreover, employed mothers without a preschool-age 
child, like those with a preschool-age child, tend to spend 
more on a weekly basis as their educational level increases. 
Employed mothers who have some educational experience 
beyond a bachelor's degree spend $43 a week on average, 
whereas those who have not completed high school spend 
$17 per week on average (figure 3.21). 

Family Income. Weekly expenditures on child care do 
not vary significantly by family income or poverty status 
among employed mothers without a preschool-age child 
(figure 3.21). 

Residence. Employed mothers with a youngest child 
aged 5 to 12 living in central cities ($35) and suburban 
areas ($31) generally have higher average weekly child care 
expenses than those living in rural areas ($21) (not shown). 
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Figure 3.20 

Mean Weekly Expenditure for All Children in the Family 
By Primary Arrangement of Youngest Child, 

Employed Mothers With Youngest Child Age 5 to 12 
Paying For Care Only 

In-Home $41 i 
(N134) 

FDC $42 j 
(N=72) 

I 
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3+CNM.n (Nd6) 

Morn's Education 
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$7 

Grd. S b l  (N-06) 

Family Income 
UndsrSl5.000 (N-78) 

to $10 uo $30 $40 150 

Source: Natlonsl Child Care Survey 1990 

$43 

g o ;  

Even when the effects of family income and other factors 
are considered, rural employed mothers pay less per week 
(not shown). Weekly expenditures do not vary significant- 
ly by regional residence (not shown). 

ssO.Mo+ (N-234) 

Poveny Status 
W o w  Poveny (N-W 

FAMILJES WITH NONEMPLOYED MOTHER 

' uo 

553 

Like employed mothers, nonemployed mothers with no 
preschool-age children spend less per week on total child 
care (average of $20, figure 3.19) than those with at least 
one preschool-age child ($35, figure 3.16). The small 
number of nonwhite, nonemployed mothers with a youn- 
gest child aged 5 to 12, especially those with low income or 
education, prohibits additional cross-classifications. 

SINGLE-FATHER FAMILJES 

Unlike single fathers with a preschool-age child, single 
fathers with their youngest child aged 5 to 12 pay slightly 
more per week for child care ($39) than either employed 
single mothers ($34) or nonemployed single mothers ($25) 
(not shown). 

BUDGET SHARES: PERCENTAGE OF 
FAMILY INCOME SPENT ON CHILD CARE 

Although the absolute amount of money spent on child care 
is important, one needs to examine the proportion of the 
family budget spent on child care to understand the relative 
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cost of care for American families. Parents’ ability to pay 
is limited by the total amount of their financial resources. 
Moreover, the larger the share of family income spent on 
child care, the less money there is for other goods and 
services. Thus, for each family in the sample, we have cal- 
culated the percentage of their weekly family income that 
constitutes total weekly child care expenses for all children. 

Families with Youngest Child under Age Five 

FAMILIES WITH EMPLOYED MOTHER 

Average Budget Share. Employed mothers with a youn- 
gest child under five years old spend 10 percent of their 
family income on the care of all their children, with no dif- 
ference between full-time and part-time employed mothers 
(figure 3.22). This overall average share is not significantly 
different from the average share estimated for 1985 
(Hofferth 1988). The U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990) 
reported that 7 percent to 8 percent of monthly family 
income was spent on child care in 1986-87 by employed 
mothers with the youngest child under five years old. 
However, the Census Bureau calculated the average child 
care budget share not on a family-by-family basis, but as 
the ratio of the sum of weekly expenditures across all fami- 
lies over the sum of weekly income across all families. 
Therefore, the Census Bureau’s estimate of the average 
proportion of family income spent on child care is not com- 
parable to our family-based measure. 

RacelEthnicity . Employed nonwhite mothers generally 
spend a larger percentage of their family income on child 
care than employed white mothers (table 3.4). Race/ethnic 

Figure 3.22 

Mean Percentage of Family Income Spent on Child Care 
By Maternal Employment Status, 

Mothers With Youngest Child Under 5 Paying for Care Only 

Full-Time 1 I?/. 
(N=514) 

Part-Time 10% ; 
(N-188) 

I 

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 100/0 12yo 

Source: National Chlld Care Survey 1880 
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$1 5,000-24,999 
White (N=74) 
Black (N111) 

Hispanic (N=13) 

White (N=97) 
$25,000-34,999 

differences in budget shares disappear once family income 
and other factors are taken into account (not shown). 

Family Income. Although low-income employed 
mothers are less likely to pay for child care and pay a 
smaller amount per week for it than high-income employed 
mothers, those with a family income under $15,000 who 
pay for care spend a substantially larger share of their 
financial resources on child care than employed mothers 
with higher family incomes, regardless of race/ethnicity 
(figure 3.23). Nonpoor white mothers with a preschool-age 
child spend 8 percent of their family income on child care, 
whereas poor white mothers spend 24 percent of their 
family income on child care (table 3.4). Likewise, nonpoor 
black mothers spend nearly 10 percent of their family 
income on child care, whereas poor black mothers spend 17 
percent of their budget on child care. 

Other Family Characteristics. Employed mothers with 
a husband/partner spend substantially less of their family 
income on child care (9 percent) compared with employed 
single mothers (21 percent). Mean budget shares do not 
vary by the number of children in the family when the 
youngest child is under age five (figure 3.24). Finally, the 
percentage of family income spent on child care decreases 
as the level of mother's education increases (figure 3.24). 
This relationship disappears after the effect of family 
income on child care budget shares is taken into account 
(not shown). 

Residence. There is little variation in the percentage of 
family income spent on child care by residence (region and 
urbanicity) among employed mothers with a preschool-age 
child (not shown). This finding suggests that residential 
differences in family income explain some of the regional 
and urban variations in weekly expenditures found earlier. 

13' 

12% 

12% - 9% 

H 177 Parental Expenditures for Child Care 

Black (N=17) 
Hispanic (N=15) 

White (N-153) 
Black (N=15) 
Hispanic (N=7) 

$35,000-49,999 

$50,000 + 
White (N=177) 

Figure 3.23 

Mean Percentage of Family Income Spent on Child Care 
By Race/Ethnicity and Family Income, 

Employed Mothers with Youngest Child Under 5 
Paying for Care Only 

10% - 8* - 8% - 7% * - 6% 

I 
Ilnder $15.000 I -..-- - 

White (N=48) 
Black (N=30) 

- 

25% 

I 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 

' Fewer than 10 caws. 
Source: Nat ional  Child Care Survey 1990 
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Figure 3.24 

Mean Percentage of Family Income Spent on Child Care, 
Employed Mothers with Youngest Child Under 5 

Paying for Care Only 

Family Structure 
Single Mom (Na114) 21% 

Two Parent (N=629) 

Family Size 
1 Child (N=305) 

2 Children (N=327) 

3+ Children (N=ll2) 

Mother’s Education 
Less than HS (N=37) 18% 

Hlgh School (N=264) 

Some College (N=181) 

College (N=168) 

Grad. School (N=90) 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 

FAMILIES WITH NONEMPLBYED MOTHER 

Nonemployed mothers with a youngest child under age five 
spend about 6 percent of their income on child care, which 
is four percentage points lower than that of employed 
mothers (figure 3.22). 

SINGLE-FATHER FAMIUES 

Single fathers with a preschool-age child spend approxi- 
mately the same percentage of income on child care (18 
percent) as single mothers who are employed (21 percent) 
or nonemployed (19 percent) (not shown). 

Families with the Youngest Child Aged 5 to 12 

FAMILIES WITH EMPLOYED MOTHER 

A v e r a g e  Budge t  Share.  Employed mothers with a 
youngest child aged 5 to 12 spend proportionately less of 
their family budget on child care than those with a 
preschool-age child (figure 3.25). Employed mothers with 
a school-age child as the youngest in the family spend just 
over 6 percent of their family income on child care, 
whereas those with a preschool-age child spend 10 percent 
of their family income. The former figure is lower than the 
9 percent mean child care budget share reported for 1985 
(Hofferth 1988). 

RacelEthnicity. Employed white mothers whose youn- 
gest child is of school age appear to spend a smaller per- 
centage of their family income on child care than their 
nonwhite counterparts. However, these differences disap- 
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Figure 3.25 

Mean Percentage of Family Income Spent on Child Care 
By Maternal Employment Status, 

Mothers With Youngest Child 5 to 12 
Paying for Care Only 

pear after the effect of family income is taken into account 
(not shown). 

Family Income. Like those with a preschool-age child, 
employed mothers whose youngest child is of school age 
spend a greater share of their budget on child care as their 
family income declines (figure 3.26). For example, non- 
poor employed mothers spend only 4 percent of their fami- 
ly income on child care, whereas poor employed mothers 
spend almost 23 percent of their budget on child care. 

Other Family Characteristics. Employed mothers with 
a husbandtpartner spend a smaller share of their total family 
income on child care (4 percent) than employed single 
mothers (12 percent) (figure 3.26). Moreover, single 
mothers spend a greater share of their financial resources on 
child care even when the effect of family income is held 
constant (not shown). Mean budget shares vary slightly by 
the number of children under 13 years old, with employed 
mothers spending a greater share when they have more 
children (figure 3.26). Unlike employed mothers with a 
preschool-age child, child care budget shares do not differ 
according to the mother’s level of education for those with 
their youngest child 5 to 12 years old (figure 3.26). 

Residence. The percentage of family income spent on 
child care does not vary significantly by residence among 
employed mothers without a preschool-age child (not 
shown) . 

0% 1% 2% 3% 4% 5% 6% 7% 

Source: Natlonal Chlld Care Survey 1980 

FAMILIES WITH NONEMPLOYED MOTHER 

The gap between employed and nonemployed mothers in 
terms of the percentage of family income spent on child 
care is smaller among those with a youngest child aged 5 to 
12 than among those with a preschool-age child. 
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Mother's Education 
W d u n H S  (N-ln 
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= 5% 

GndScnool(N-05) 

Famity Income 
Undm $15 OM (N-78) 

C% 5% 1% 15% 2oK 25% 3oK 

Source: National Chlld Care Survey 1990 

= 4% 

19% 

Nonemployed mothers whose youngest child is of school 
age spend almost 4 percent of their family income on child 
care, whereas employed mothers spend almost 6 percent 
(figure 3.25). 

Poveq Status 
E e h  Poverty (N-W 

SINGLE-FATHER FMILJES 

23% 

Unlike single fathers with a preschool-age child, single 
fathers with a youngest child between 5 and 12 years old 
spend a smaller share of their income on child care (7 
percent) than single mothers who are employed (12 
percent) or nonemployed (14 percent) (not shown). 

ASSISTANCE IN PAYING FOR CHILD CARE 

Receipt of Direct Financial Assistance 

Nearly 5 percent of the families who pay for child care 
reported that they receive help from an agency or another 
person outside their household to pay for the care of their 
youngest child (not shown). Forty-six percent of these 
families reported that they receive direct financial assis- 
tance specifically for the primary arrangement of their 
youngest child, of which 57 percent of these families rely 
on center-based care. Of those families receiving assis- 
tance for their youngest child's primary arrangement, 66 
percent reported that they receive governmental subsidies; 
21 percent receive financial aid from friends or relatives; 3 
percent receive assistance from employers; and 10 percent 
receive help from other sources. 
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Direct financial assistance does not vary by maternal 
employment status or according to whether or not the 
family is headed by a single father. Single fathers are just 
as likely as employed or nonemployed mothers to receive 
financial aid. However, single mothers are more likely to 
receive financial help than single fathers because of 
differences in income. Forty-seven percent of families with 
annual incomes under $15,000 receive direct financial 
assistance for child care (figure 3.27). 

Use of 1988 Child Care Income Tax Credit 

Parents were also asked whether or not they claimed the 
federal Child and Dependent Care Credit for the 1988 tax 
year. Twenty-two percent of all families in the sample 
reported that they used the child care tax credit in 1988, 
whereas 5 percent did not know or could not remember 
whether or not they used the tax credit (not shown). Nearly 
31 percent of all families with an employed mother (and 39 
percent of those paying for care) claimed the 1988 child 
care income tax credit, with another 6 percent reporting that 
they did not know if they used the tax credit in 1988 (not 
shown). 

The percentage of families with an employed mother 
reporting that they used the tax credit for 1988 is lower than 
the preliminary Internal Revenue Service figures for 1987 
(see Robins 1990). This discrepancy is partly because of 
differences in the sampling base. The IRS reports that 43 
percent of working mothers with children under age 18 
claimed the Child and Dependent Care Credit in 1987. 
However, the National Child Care Survey sampled only 
those families with the youngest child under 13 years old. 
Moreover, the published figures from IRS also note a slight 

Figure 3.27 

Percentage Receiving Direct financial Assistance 
For the Care of the Youngest Child 

By Family Income 

I 

$25,000 - 34,999 
(N=158) 

$35,000 - 49,999 p 8% 
(N-174) 

$50,000 + 4% 
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Source: National Chlld Care Survey le60 
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decline in the percentage claiming the tax credit from 1986 
(47.3 percent) to 1987 (43.1 percent). Tax reform and 
changes in restrictions of its use may have reduced the 
proportion claiming the tax credit. Therefore, the 1988 
estimate from the NCCS may be a continuation of a more 
general trend. 

Among families with an employed mother, a higher per- 
centage of those with preschool-age children (35 percent) 
reported that they claimed the 1988 tax credit than families 
whose youngest child is school-aged (27 percent) (figure 
3.28). Families with two children under age 13 were more 
likely to report using the 1988 tax credit (37 percent) than 
families with only one child (27 percent) or those with 
three or more children (25 percent). However, two-parent 
families and single mothers claimed the 1988 tax credit to a 
similar degree. Employed mothers with graduate school 
education (48 percent) were much more likely to report 
using the 1988 tax credit than employed mothers who have 
not finished high school (16 percent). Employed mothers 
were also more likely to have claimed the 1988 child care 
tax credit as their family income increases, with 33 percent 
of nonpoor working families claiming the tax credit com- 
pared with 17 percent of poor working families (figure 
3.28). 

TRENDS IN PARENTAL 
EXPENDITURES OVER TIME 

Analyzing trends in child care expenditures according to 
the type of child care arrangement provides information on 
how the child care market operates over time. However, 

Figure 3.28 

Percentage of Employed Mothers 
Using 1988 Child Care Income Tax Credit 

o y 1 D x p K 3 o K 4 0 % ~ 6 0 %  

Source: Nallonal Child Care Survey 1990 



188 W NATIONAL CHILD CAFE SURVEY, 1990 Parental Expenditures for Child Care W 189 

I 

previous data on the amount that parents pay for child care 
is not always suited to this task. For example, the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census' Survey of Income and Program Par- 
ticipation (SIPP) asked only about total child care expenses 
for all children and not specifically about the care for one 
particular child in the family. Therefore, use of SIPP data 
limits generalizations about expenditures per arrangement 
to families with only one child and one arrangement, Since 
these families are a small subset of all families in the Unit- 
ed States, their child care payments are not representative 
of the expenditures of all American families. Large fami- 
lies spend less per hour for the youngest child's care than 
small families (figure 3.1 1). Selecting one-child families, 
therefore, may artificially inflate per child estimates of 
parental expenditures on care. 

For the purposes of this report, data from the 1990 
National Child Care Survey on hourly and weekly expendi- 
tures for the primary arrangement for the youngest child in 
the family were compared with data from both the 1985 
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth and the 1975 
National Child Care Consumer Survey. The older data 
were adjusted for changes in prices over time, to reflect 
what the same dollars would be worth in 1990. 

Employed Mothers with Preschool-age Child 

Between 1975 and 1985, weekly expenditures for center- 
based care for the youngest preschool-age child decreased 
slightly for employed mothers, whereas expenditures for 
family day-care increased by about 14 percent, expendi- 
tures on relative care increased by about 20 percent, and 
expenditures on in-home providers increased by 170 
percent (figure 3.29). Between 1985 and 1990, weekly 

Ln- 

i 
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expendims on care in the child's home by a nonrelative or 
relative did not increase in real terms. However, child care 
expenses rose by 4 percent for employed mothers relying 
on family day-care providers and by 21 percent for those 
using center-based care. 

Since the amount of time children spend in care varies 
systematically by arrangement, weekly expenditures on 
child care can be misleading. Figure 3.30 presents mean 
hourly payments for the youngest child under five years old 
among employed mothers paying for child care. The trend 
in hourly expenditures is somewhat different than the trend 
in weekly payments. There was an increase in per-hour 
expenditures for all types of child care arrangements 
between 1975 and 1985. Moreover, this increase was 
greatest for relatives and in-home providers (58 percent and 
52 percent, respectively). There was a 5 percent per hour 
increase in hourly expenditures for family day-care and a 
14 percent increase for center care. However, between 
1985 and 1990, in-home provider care was the only type of 
arrangement that notably increased in per hour expendi- 
tures, rising by 24 percent. In contrast, hourly expenditures 
on center-based care rose only seven cents per hour, 
expenditures on relative care declined, and expenditures on 
family day-care remained stable. 

What caused the apparent increase in weekly expendi- 
tures between 1985 and 19901 Figure 3.31 shows that 
between 1985 and 1990 the average number of paid hours 
per week that children spent in a day-care center increased 
from 35 to 38, an increase of 8 percent; this partly explains 
the rise in weekly expenditures over this period. The 
decline in the hourly cost of relative care is consistent with 
the increase in paid hours and the stability of weekly 
expenditures for this category. Although expenditures on 
family day-care rose slightly, they were not as high as 

ui 

$ 1  I 
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si 
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expected based on the lack of change in hourly expendi- 
tures and the increase in hours in paid care. Although these 
trends do not fully account for changes in weekly expendi- 
tures, they indicate that parents’ use of child care has 
changed. Not only are children spending more time in 
center-based care, but they are also spending more time in 
other types of paid nonparental care. 

Employed Mothers with School-age Children Only 

Weekly payments for school-age children declined slightly 
in real terms between 1975 and 1985 for those using rela- 
tive care (figure 3.32). However, weekly expenditures 
remained constant for family day-care, and they declined 
substantially for center-based care. Between 1985 and 
1990 there were apparent declines in weekly expenditures 
for care by a relative or a family day-care provider. 
Weekly expenditures on center-based care stayed constant 
in real terms. Weekly payments to in-home providers rose 
significantly between 1975 and 1990, to become the highest 
priced care on a weekly basis. 

The story is somewhat different if hourly expenditures 
are examined (figure 3.33). Between 1975 and 1985, 
expenditures per hour increased dramatically for all forms 
of care for school-age children. Between 1985 and 1990, 
expenditures again rose for relatives and for family day- 
care providers. Hourly expenditures for center-based care 
did not rise between 1985 and 1990, suggesting that the 
increased supply of center-based care for school-age chil- 
dren between 1975 and 1985 was sufficient to meet the 
demand between 1985 and 1990. 

Apparently, between 1985 and 1990 the average number 
of hours spent by school-age children in a child care center 

L 
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declined (figure 3.34). Unfortunately, the distribution of 
children by age is not the same in the 1985 National Longi- 
tudinal Survey of Youth (Hofferth 1988) as in the 1990 
National Child Care Survey; therefore, we cannot presume 
that the mean hours are comparable. Certainly, however, 
this decrease in hours is consistent with the increase in 
hourly expenditures for center-based care that occurred 
between 1985 and 1990 and the stability of weekly 
expenditures. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Although most parents care for their children themselves, 
many parents spend a substantial amount of money on child 
care services. This study finds that employed mothers are 
more likely than nonemployed mothers to pay for child care 
services, especially if the youngest child is under five years 
old. Moreover, there is a strong relationship between the 
amount of time a preschool-age child spends in a primary 
arrangement and whether or not the family pays for care. 
Preschool-age children who spend 20 hours or more per 
week in a nonparental primary arrangement are more likely 
than those in care for under 20 hours to pay for these 
services. 

Among those families that pay for child care, employed 
mothers generally pay less per hour than nonemployed 
mothers for the primary arrangement of their youngest 
child, regardless of the child's age. However, children of 
employed mothers typically spend more time in paid care 
than children of mothers who are not employed. Therefore, 
employed mothers pay more on a weekly basis. In-home 
providers, at an average cost of $2.30 per hour for 
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preschool-age children and $3.49 per hour for school-age 
children, are the most expensive arrangement used by 
employed mothers. Parents pay $1.67 per hour for center- 
based care and $1.35 per hour for family day care for pre- 
school children. As expected, relatives provide the least 
expensive form of paid care for employed mothers with a 
preschool-age child, at $1.1 1 per hour on average. 

When all children in the family are considered, em- 
ployed mothers pay more per week than mothers who are 
not employed, regardless of the age of the youngest child. 
For example, among those with a preschool child, em- 
ployed mothers spend an average of $63 per week and non- 
employed mothers spend an average of $35 per week. 
Among those whose youngest child is of school age, em- 
ployed mothers spend $30 and nonemployed mothers $20 
per week. Regardless of maternal employment status, 
families whose annual incomes are above the poverty level 
spend considerably more per week than those whose 
incomes m below the poverty level. 

Among those that pay for child care, families pay about 
7 percent of their weekly family income on child care. 
However, families differ according to the proportion of 
total income spent on child care services. Among those 
with a preschool-age child, employed mothers spend an 
average of 10 percent of their family income on child care 
and nonemployed mothers spend a corresponding 6 
percent. In contrast, the difference in budget shares 
between employed mothers and nonemployed mothers With 
only school-age children is minuscule, at 5 percent and 4 
percent, respectively. Generally, single mothers and poor 
families spend a substantially larger share of their budget 
on child care, regardless of the youngest child’s age or 
maternal employment status. For example, poor employed 
mothers with 9 oreschool-age child spend 23 percent of 

their family income on care child. Yet, their high-income 
counterparts spend only 6 percent of their budget on child 
care expenses. Single fathers with a preschool-age child 
spend approximately the same share of income on child 
care as single mothers. However, single fathers with the 
youngest child aged 5 to 12 spend a smaller share of their 
budget than employed single mothers, but a larger share 
than single mothers who are not employed. 

Only 5 percent of those who do pay for child care 
receive any direct financial assistance with these expenses. 
However, 31 percent of families with an employed mother 
reported using the federal Child and Dependent Care Credit 
in 1988. Notably, families with incomes above the poverty 
level are more likely to have claimed the tax credit than 
those with incomes below poverty. 

Hourly expenditures on family day-care and center- 
based care for preschool-age children remained constant 
between 1985 and 1990, after having increased only sightly 
over the previous decade. In contrast, expenditures on care 
in a child’s home by a nonrelative rose tremendously both 
in the last five years and in the previous decade. Expendi- 
tures on all types of care for school-age children had their 
greatest increase between 1975 and 1985 and continued to 
rise through 1990 for all but center-based care, which 
stabilized between 1985 and 1990. Parents pay consider- 
ably more per hour for school-age children than for 
preschool-age children, but they actually pay less per week 
because they purchase fewer hours of care. 

Several questions about parental expenditures require 
further research. For instance, is there some rule of thumb 
that families use to decide jointly on the number of hours of 
care and their weekly expenditures? Also, if prices rise, do 
families simply substitute nonpaid forms of care for market 
care so as to maintain expenditures no higher than a certain 
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level, or do they adjust their labor market behavior 
accordingly? 

Notes, chapter 3 

1. Percentages cited from this chapter’s tables are typically 
rounded off to the nearest whole number. 

Chapter 

4 
CHILD CARE CHOICE 

2. In this chapter ordinary least squares regression equations 
were used to estimate the effects of the characteristics of the 
youngest child, of the mother, and of the family on parental child 
care expenditures. This procedure allows us to evaluate the net 
effect of one variable while simultaneously controlling for the 
effects of other factors. 

T h e  previous chapters have described the types of child 
care arrangements that families use and how much they 
spend. From a policy perspective it is important to know if 
these arrangements reflect preferences or the underlying 
constraints of availability and affordability. Accordingly, 
this chapter explores two issues: how parents search for and 
select a care arrangement for their youngest child and how 
satisfied parents are with their current arrangements. This 
chapter is divided into four sections. The first section 
describes the overall child care search and selection 
process; the second section focuses more specifically on 
factors involved in choosing a particular arrangement; the 
third section reviews parents’ satisfaction with their current 
care arrangements; and the fourth section explores parents’ 
preferences for an alternative type of care and their reasons 
for desiring a change. 
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SEARCH FOR AND SELECTION 
OF CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS 

FOR YOUNGEST CHILD 

To date, little research has been conducted on the process 
of searching for and selecting child care arrangements. To 
better understand this process, the National Child Care 
Survey, 1990 (NCCS) asked parents a series of questions 
about (1) the various types of arrangements they consider- 
ed, (2) the number of providers of the same type who were 
considered, (3) the number of other types of providers who 
were considered, (4) parents’ perceptions of their current 
arrangements, and ( 5 )  the amount of time that elapsed 
between locating the provider and starting the child in care. 

These questions were asked of all families in  the 
survey--including those using formal arrangements such as 
centers, family day-care providers, relatives, and self- and 
sibling care, as well as those who indicated having no 
regular care arrangement for their youngest child. School- 
age children for whom school was reported to be the pri- 
mary arrangement were excluded, therefore, the school-age 
sample is small. 

Other Types of Child Care Arrangements 

Overall, 37 percent of families sought alternative child care 
arrangements (table 4.1). 

Maternal Employment Status. The proportion of parents 
who considered other types of child care arrangements 
varies with the employment status of the mother. Families 

B 203 Child Can? Choice 

where the mother is employed were far more likely to con- 
sider a variety of care types. Forty-three percent of these 
families versus 26 percent of families where the mother is 
not employed considered alternative modes of care (table 
4.1). 

Type of Current Care. The current type of care used by 
parents influences whether other types are considered. 
Among families with employed mothers using formal types 
of arrangements--in-home providers, centers, or family day- 
care providers--almost 50 percent indicated considering 
other types of care. In comparison, about 30 percent of 
employed mother families using care by relatives, partners, 
self/sibling, or caring for children themselves considered 
alternate types (figure 4.1). 

Families in which the mother is not employed are gener- 
ally less likely to consider other types of providers, 
regardless of the type they currently use. For example, 
about 50 percent of families with employed mothers con- 
sidered other types of arrangements compared with only 20 
percent to 30 percent of those with nonemployed mothers 
(table 4.1). 

Family Income. Overall, the proportion of families 
considering alternative types of care did not vary with 
income. However, for families with incomes of $25,000 or 
more per year and an employed mother, alternative types of 
care were considered more frequently than in comparable 
families where the mother is not employed (figure 4.2). 
For families with incomes below $25,000, the differences 
by employment status were not large enough to be statisti- 
cally significant. 

Race. The proportion of families who seriously consid- 
ered other types of providers did not vary by race. 
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Age of Youngest Child. Parents whose youngest child is 
between 10 and 12 years of age considered alternative types 
of providers less often than parents of younger children. 
Twenty-four percent of families with the youngest child 10- 
12 years of age considered alternative types of providers, as 
compared to a range of 34-44 percent for families with 
younger children (figure 4.3). 

In addition, in families where the youngest child is 
under 10 years of age, alternative types of providers were 
Considered more often if the mother is employed than if not 
employed (figure 4.3). 

Types of Care Considered. Parents who evaluated other 
types of arrangements were asked what these were. Center- 
based care was the type most often considered (49 percent, 
figure 4.4), followed by a family day-care or in-home 
provider (26 percent), parental care (1 1 percent), care by 
another relative (10 percent), and "other" (3 percent). 
These findings did not vary with the employment status of 
the mother, age of the child, or type of care currently used. 

Other Providers of Same Type of Care 

Families using centers, in-home providers, or family day- 
care providers were asked if they had seriously considered 
other providers of the same type to care for their youngest 
child. Sixty percent of families interviewed only the 
provider they chose while 40 percent investigated other 
providers (figure 4.5). 

Maternal Employment Status. Whether or not alterna- 
tives were considered varied with the employment status of 
the mother. In families where the mother was employed, 
42 percent considered such alternatives; in families where 
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the mother was not employed, only 30 percent seriously 
considered alternative providers (figure 4.5). 

Type of Current Cure. Whether parents considered 
multiple providers of the same type varied by the type of 
care currently used. As figure 4.5 shows, 44 percent of 
families using in-home providers seriously considered other 
providers of the same type; 41 percent of families using 
centers considered other centers; and 35 percent of those 
using family providers considered alternative providers. 
Although these differences appear large, they are not statis- 
tically significant. 

Differences by the employment status of the mother 
were not statistically significant except in the case of 
centers, where 45 percent of families with an employed 
mother but only 27 percent of families with a nonemployed 
mother considered other providers of the same type (figure 
4.5). 

Age of Youngest Child. There were no significant 
differences in the proportion of families who considered 
multiple providers of the same type by the age of the youn- 
gest child. 

Number of Other Providers Considered 

For parents who considered other providers of the same 
type, information was collected on how many other 
providers were considered. Approximately 70 percent of 
these parents indicated seriously considering between one 
and three other providers (figure 4.6). Only 12 percent of 
the respondents indicated seriously considering six or more 
providers. Sample sizes were too small for further 
subgroup analysis. 
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Considered Both Alternative Arrangements 
and Alternative Providers of Same Type 

Approximately 26 percent of families using centers, in- 
home providers, or family day-care providers considered 
both other types of arrangements and other providers of the 
same type (not shown). The sample size for this group was 
insufficient for further subgroup analysis. 

CHOICE OF CARE ARRANGEMENTS 
FOR YOUNGEST CHILD 

Locating Care 

Families using center-based care, in-home providers or 
family day-care providers were asked how they first learned 
about the care arrangement they are currently using. The 
majority (66 percent) responded that they learned of their 
provider from friends, neighbors, or relatives (figure 4.7). 
The next most common response was from newspapers, 
advertisements, or bulletin boards (13 percent). Only 9 
percent of respondents indicated that they found their 
current provider through a resource and referral service. 
The low percentage that located a provider through such a 
service may reflect lack of availability of the service rather 
than the usefulness of such services when available. These 
findings are similar regardless of the employment status of 
the mother, age of the child, or family income. 

Type of Care. Although the majority of all families 
using centers, in-home providers or family day-care pro- 
viders indicated locating care through friends, neighbors, or 
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relatives, the proportion was higher for those using in-home 
providers or family providers (75 percent) compared to 
those using centers (55 percent) (figure 4.7). The sample 
sizes for the other categories were too small to test for 
significant differences. 

Decision Factors 

The 40 percent of families who indicated considering alter- 
native types of care or alternative providers of the same 
type were asked two questions regarding what factors were 
most important in choosing their current arrangement: 
"Why did you choose the [current arrangement] for your 
youngest child?" and "What was the most important thing 
you considered?" Interviewers were instructed to code 
responses into one of the following categories: cost, conve- 
nient hours, convenient location, quality, availability, 
prefers care by relative, and other. All parents were also 
asked to specify the second most important reason for 
choosing the arrangement. 

MOST IMPORTANT REASON 

Thirty-seven percent of all parents indicated some aspect of 
quality of care as being most important in their choice of 
arrangements (figure 4.8, table 4.2). Another 30 percent of 
parents indicated that they prefer care by a relative. (The 
extent to which this reflects a desire for quality, conven- 
ience, or some other factor is unclear.) After quality and 
relatives, parents cited convenient location (10 percent) and 
reasonable cost (9 percent) as the most important factors. 
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Maternal Employment Status. Regardless of maternal 
employment status, quality was the most important 
characteristic of care in choosing an arrangement. 
However, families where the mother is employed cited 
quality more frequently than families with a nonemployed 
mother (42 percent versus 27 percent) (figure 4.8). In 
families where the the mother is not employed, the most 
important factor i n  choosing a care arrangement is 
preference for a relative (45 percent versus 22 percent). 

Type of Care. The reason for selecting the current 
arrangement varies with the type of arrangement used. As 
shown in table 4.2, approximately 60 percent of those 
families using in-home providers, family day-care, or 
center-based care indicated that quality is the most impor- 
tant factor in  the decision. For those using care by a 
relative or caring for the children themselves, only 20 
percent indicated quality as the most important reason for 
choosing the arrangement. This did not vary with the 
employment status of the mother. 

Age of Youngest Child. Parents with a youngest child 
between the ages of 10 and 12 years indicated quality as a 
reason for choice of care arrangement far less often than did 
parents of younger children (20 percent versus 39 percent, 
respectively) (not shown). 

Family Income. The most important factor in choosing 
the child care arrangement varied with the income of the 
family. For families with incomes below $15,000 per year, 
a lower percentage indicated quality (26 percent) than did 
families with incomes above $50,000 per year (47 percent) 
(figure 4.9). Families with incomes in the middle ranges 
indicated quality more often than families with lower 
incomes; however, only the differences between the highest 
and lowest income groups were significant. 

0 3 9 3 4 8 2  
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In addition, families with incomes below $15,000 indi- 
cated cost as the most important reason for choosing an 
arrangement far more often than families in the highest 
income group-- 16 percent versus 4 percent, respectively 
(figure 4.9). The middle income group also indicated cost 
less often than the lowest income families, but these differ- 
ences were not statistically significant. 

Race. There were no significant differences by race in 
the main reason for choosing a child care arrangement. 

ASPECTS OF QUALJTY 

Since quality can mean different things to different people, 
parents who indicated that quality (as defined by a pre- 
coded list of possible responses) was the major factor were 
asked what aspect of quality was most important. Parental 
responses were coded into four categories: child-related 
characteristics, including childstaff ratios, group sizes, and 
age ranges; provider-related characteristics, including a 
warm and loving teachindparenting style, reliability, train- 
ing and credentials, experience or provider is a parent, 
recommendations of friends and/or relatives; program- 
related characteristics, including preparation for school, 
cognitive and social development, religious instruction, 
instruction in own culture; and facility-related characteris- 
tics, including toys, equipment, homelike setting, and 
health and safety issues. 

Figure 4.10 shows that over 70 percent of all parents 
cited provider-related characteristic as the most important 
dimension of quality. Of these, a warm and loving manner 
was most frequently mentioned (35 percent) (figure 4.11). 
After provider-related characteristics, child-related 
characteristics of care and facilities were most important 

child Care Choice 221 

c - 

c. c 
al 

al 
2 
a 

0 0 0 
t cu 0 0 

OD (D 



222 NATIONAL CHILD CARE SURVEY, 1990 Child Care Choice M 223 

w 
C al 
P) 
h 
2 

(10 percent each) (figure 4.10). Employed mothers were 
more likely to cite child-related factors, particularly 
childhtaff ratio, and less likely to cite facilities than 
nonemployed mothers. 

Just over half of those indicating quality as the reason 
for choosing care indicated a second aspect of quality. 
Again, provider-related characteristics were most important 
to parents (57 percent) (figure 4.12). In fact, 60 percent of 
parents who indicated provider-related characteristics as the 
first response and who named a second aspect also listed 
these as the second response. As was the case for the first 
response, a warm and loving manner was the most frequent 
response (not shown). After provider-related characteris- 
tics, facilities were next in importance. Employed mothers 
were more likely to cite child-related characteristics and 
less likely to cite provider-related characteristics than 
nonemployed mothers. 

SECOND MOST IMPORTANT REASON 

Parents were also asked to indicate their second most 
important reason for choosing their current care arrange- 
ment. Half of the parents indicated that there was no other 
reason. For the other 50 percent, quality was again the 
most important factor (29 percent) (figure 4.13). Although 
quality was still the modal choice for the second reason, 
other reasons become more important. After quality, 
parents indicated that location was the next most important 
reason (19 percent) (figure 4.13). This differs from the 
response to the question asking for the most important 
reason which indicates that preference for a relative was 
second in importance after quality. 
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Maternal Employment Status. The proportion of fami- 
lies indicating quality as the second most important factor 
did not vary greatly with the employment status of the 
mother, unlike the findings for the primary reason. 
However, families where the mother is not employed still 
said they prefer a relative more often than those where the 
mother is employed--21 percent compared to only 12 
percent (figure 4.13). In addition, families with an 
employed mother mentioned location almost twice as often 
as the secondary reason, compared to those citing location 
as the primary reason, for choosing a particular care 
arrangement. 

Age of Youngest Child, Type of Care, Family Income, 
Race. The second most important reason for choosing a 
care arrangement did not vary with the age of the youngest 
child, type of care, family income, or race of the family. 

First Reason. Parents who indicated more than one rea- 
son and who indicated quality as the most important reason 
were most likely to give location as the second reason for 
selecting their current arrangement. Those who did not 
indicate quality as the most important reason were likely to 
indicate quality for the second reason (see figure 4.14). 

Comparability with Previous Work 

The reasons cited in this study for choosing child care 
arrangements differ from findings in other studies 
(Johansen, Leibowitz, and Waite 1990; UNCO 1975). 
However, the various survey questions were different. The 
1986 wave of the National Longitudinal Study of the Class 
of 1972 asked respondents, "What things influenced you 
most in choosing child care arrangements for your child?" 
Respondents were asked to check all the items that applied 
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from a predesignated list that included: cost, hours day-care 
is available, distance from home, type of program offered, 
type of educational materials used, training of staff, 
distance from workplace, child knows caregiver, and recre- 
ational equipment. Although "quality" was not cited in the 
list, some of its components (but only a limited set) were 
included (type of program, type of educational materials, 
and staff training). Based on this list, respondents indicated 
that their choices were driven primarily by convenience and 
cost (Johansen et al. 1990). 

The National Child Care Survey, 1990 (NCCS), replicat- 
ing the 1975 UNCO approach, asked parents the following 
open-ended questions: "Why did you choose the [current 
arrangement] for your youngest child?" and "What was the 
most important thing you considered?" Interviewers coded 
two answers into predesignated categories, of which 
"quality" was one.' In addition, the NCCS question occurs 
after a series of questions concerning alternate providers.. It 
is possible that by the time parents have to choose between 
several selected providers, factors such as cost and conven- 
ience have already been taken into account. On the other 
hand, parents may also initially screen out poor-quality care 
as well. 

These findings indicate the importance of the wording of 
survey questions in eliciting the factors influencing choice. 
More research is needed in general to identify the impor- 
tance of various factors in the child care decision-making 
process. 

Length of Search for Current Arrangement 

Finally, NCCS respondents were asked, "How long was it 
between the time you started trying to arrange child care 

and the time you had a commitment for this arrangement?" 
The median time to commitment for all families was 
approximately five weeks (figure 4.15). 

Maternal Employment Status. For families where the 
mother is employed, the median time to commitment was 
seven weeks compared to four weeks for families where the 
mother is not employed (not shown). 

Type of Care. There was no variation in median time to 
commitment by type of care. 

Age of Youngest Child. The median time to commit- 
ment varied with the age of the child, ranging from four 
weeks for children 1-2 years old to almost nine weeks for 
those between 9 and 12 years (figure 4.15). 

Family Income. The median time to commitment did 
not vary significantly with the income of the family. 

Race. The median time to commitment did not vary by 
race. 

SATISFACTION WITH CARE 
ARRANGEMENTS FOR YOUNGEST CHILD 

The next two sections of this chapter explore parental satis- 
faction with current care and preferences for alternative 
care arrangements. Understanding these issues will allow 
researchers and policymakers to design and implement 
child care policies and programs that are responsive to the 
needs of families. Although this information is crucial, 
measurement of parental preferences for child care arrange- 
ments is quite difficult. The literature provides two 
approaches (Sonenstein 1991). The first assumes that the 
market for child care operates like any other economic 
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market in which consumers choose an arrangement that 
maximizes their preferences subject to a budgetary con- 
straint. In this case, if the market is operating efficiently, 
the arrangement chosen can be assumed to reflect parental 
preferences. 

The second method assumes that the child care market is 
not operating efficiently and that the supply of care is 
somehow constrained. Under this scenario, parental 
preferences must be measured by asking parents hypotheti- 
cal questions regarding the type of child care arrangement 
they would choose in the absence of constraints. Although 
this second approach provides a way to gauge preferences 
in the absence of an efficient market, there is no assurance 
that parents' behavior would match their stated preferences 
should the opportunity become available. 

The NCCS utilized both approaches in gathering data on 
parental preferences for child care arrangements. This 
section of the chapter discusses parents' overall satisfac- 
tion. This method is not without problems (mentioned later 
here), but it does provide information comparable to previ- 
ous work and allows for comparisons over time. The 
section following this one describes use of the second 
approach. 

NCCS parents who used any regular care arrangement 
for their youngest child or had preschool-age children who 
they cared for themselves were asked questions about how 
satisfied they were with their care arrangements. Parents 
were asked "How satisfied are you with your [current 
arrangement]?" The following responses were read by the 
interviewer: "very satisfied," "satisfied," "not completely 
satisfied," or "dissatisfied." Overall, the reported level of 
satisfaction with child care arrangements appears to be 
quite high, with 96 percent of those surveyed in the NCCS 
responding that they were either "very satisfied" or 
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"satisfied" with the primary care arrangement for their 
youngest child (table 4.3). These findings did not vary with 
the employment status of the mother, the type of care used, 
family income, age of the child, or race. 

These findings are consistent with earlier studies on 
child care. The 1975 National Childcare Consumer Study 
(UNCO 1975), for example, using the identical question, 
found that 94 percent of all parents were "very satisfied" or 
"satisfied" with their current care arrangements (table 4.3) 
Results from such a general satisfaction question are open 
to criticism stemming from the concern that parents do not 
want to admit that their child care arrangement is unsatis- 
factory. On the other hand, the results support the 
theoretical approach mentioned earlier (Sonenstein 1989) 
that argues that arrangements in use reflect preferences, 
since parents will terminate unsatisfactory arrangements. 

PREFERENCES FOR ALTERNATIVE 
TYPES OF CARE 

Desire for Change 

Although 96 percent of parents indicated that they are "very 
satisfied" or "satisfied" with their current care arrangement, 
26 percent answered yes when asked, "Assuming you could 
have any type or combination of care arrangements . . . 
would you prefer some other type or combination of types 
instead of what you have now?" (table 4.3). As is the case 
with the satisfaction questions, the NCCS results are almost 
identical to those of the Childcare Consumer Study (UNCO 

Table 4.3 COMPARISON OF SATISFACTION/ 
PREFERENCE DATA, 1975 AND 1990 

National 
Childcare National 
Consumer Child Care 

Study, 1975 Survey, 1990 
(%) (%I 

How satisfied are you with 
current arrangement? 

Very satisfied 
Satisfied 
Not completely satisfied 
Dissatisfied 

Assuming you could have any 
type of care, would you 
prefer an alternate type? 

Yes 
No 

Center 
Parent 
Relative 
In-home provider 
Family day care 
SelfISibling 
Lessons 
School 

Total 

What type would you prefer? 

74 
20 
5 
1 

24 
76 

56 
3 

19 
16 
3 
1 

NA" 
2 

100 

79 
17 
3 
1 

26 
74 

49 
13 
12 
1 

20 
0 
3 
3 

100 

Source: National Child Care Survey, 1990 

a. NA, "lessons" was not included as a category in the 1975 study. 
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1975), which found that 24 percent of families indicated a 
preference for an alternative type of care arrangement 
(Hofferth and Phillips 1987). 

Maternal Employment Status. The desire for alternative 
care arrangements was far higher among families with an 
employed mother (30 percent) than among families where 
the mother was not employed (19 percent) (figure 4.16). 

Type of Care. Preferences for an alternative type of care 
varies with the current type of care. Families using centers 
were least likely to want to change modes (26 percent), 
whereas those families using in-home providers or self-/ 
sibling care were most likely to desire a change in modes 
(37-38 percent) (figure 4.17). There were no other signifi- 
cant differences by types of care. 

Age of Youngest Child. In general, age of the youngest 
child was not a significant factor in the desire to change 
arrangements; however, there were differences in the desire 
to change arrangements by age when employment status is 
also considered (figure 4.16). Among families where the 
youngest child is under the age of one and the mother is 
employed, 35 percent would prefer alternative care; when 
the mother is not employed, only 16 percent would prefer 
to change arrangements. 

RacelEthnicify. There were no significant differences in 
preference for an alternative type of care by race. 

Family Income. Family income was not related to the 
desire to change arrangements. 

Preferred Alternatives 

For those families desiring a change, the mode of care they 
are most likely to prefer is a center or preschool (49 
percent) (figure 4.18). After centers, parents prefer family 
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day-care homes (21 percent). Here too, the findings are 
consistent with the 1975 UNCO study indicating that 
among families wanting to change modes of care, the most 
desired type of care was center-based care (table 4.3). As 
table 4.3 indicates, the only significant change between 
1975 and 1990 has been a shift away from preference for an 
in-home provider to preference for a family day-care 
provider. 

Maternal Employment Status. The alternative type of 
care that a family prefers does not vary with the employ- 
ment status of the mother. 

Type of Care. The alternative type of care that a family 
prefers does not vary with the type of care being used. 

Age of Youngest Child. The age of the youngest child 
may be related to the alternative type of care desired. Four 
out of 10 families in which the youngest child is less than 
one year old reported wanting to change to center-based 
care (figure 4.19). In families where the youngest child is 
between one and four, almost 6 out of 10 reported wanting 
center care. This probably reflects a true difference in 
preferences of parents regarding care for children of differ- 
ent ages; however, it could also reflect a difference in the 
availability of center care for children. In families where 
the youngest child is under one year old, the next most 
frequently desired alternative mode of care was care by an 
in-home provider or family day-care provider (33 percent) 
(not shown). 

Family Income. The preferred alternative type of care 
varies with the income of the family (figure 4.20). For 
families with incomes below $25,000 per year, 66 percent 
indicated preferring care in a center. This compares to 43 
percent of families with incomes between $25,000 and 
$49,999 and 29 percent for families with incomes of 
$50,000 and over (figure 4.20). 
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Race. There is no significant difference in type of care 
preferred by race. 

Reasons for Desiring a Change 

When asked why they would prefer an alternative mode of 
care, the majority of parents cited reasons of quality (60 
percent) (figme 4.21, table 4.4) The aspects of quality most 
often cited were program related (figure 4.22). Within this 
category, cognitive and/or social and emotional develop- 
ment were mentioned most often by 21 percent of parents. 
Another 17 percent of parents indicated preparation for 
school as the reason for desiring an alternative care arrange- 
ment (not shown). 

Maternal Employment Status. The reason for desiring 
an alternative type of care does not vary with the employ- 
ment status of the mother. Quality is clearly first for both 
groups. However, the aspects of quality that are important 
to employed mothers differ from those important to nonem- 
ployed mothers. As figure 4.22 shows, the most important 
category of quality for employed mothers is program- 
related characteristics--43 percent compared to 28 percent 
for nonemployed mother. For nonemployed mothers the 
most important category of quality aspects is provider- 
related characteristics--35 percent--compared to 24 percent 
for employed mothers. Differences by employment status 
of the mother also can be seen in the child-related category, 
where 27 percent of nonemployed mothers but only 17 
percent of employed mothers indicated these reasons were 
most important in the desire to change arrangements. 

Age of Youngest Child. Although the majority of NCCS 
respondents cited quality as the reason they would prefer an 



Ta
bl

e 
4.

4 
M

O
ST

 IM
PO

R
TA

N
T 

R
EA

SO
N

 F
O

R
 P

R
EF

ER
R

IN
G

 D
IF

FE
R

EN
T 

A
R

R
A

N
G

EM
EN

T,
 B

Y 
A

G
E 

O
F 

Y
O

U
N

G
ES

T 
C

H
IL

D
 

~ 
~~

 

Fi
rs

t R
ea

so
n 

fo
r 

Pr
ef

er
ri

ng
 

<
1 

yr
. 

1-
2 

yr
s.

 
3-

4 
yr

s.
 

5-
8 

yr
s.

 
9-

12
 y

rs
. 

A
ll 

A
lte

rn
at

iv
e 

A
rr

an
ge

m
en

t 
(T

0)
 

(Y
o)

 
(%

) 
(”/

.I 
( (7

0 
) 

(7
0)

 

C
os

t 
4 

4 
4 

2 
9 

4 
H

ou
rs

 
6 

5 
4 

10
 

0 
5 

Lo
ca

tio
n 

16
 

11
 

6 
14

 
11

 
11

 
Q

ua
lit

y 
42

 
66

 
73

 
55

 
55

 
60

 
A

va
ila

bi
lit

y 
11

 
3 

2 
6 

11
 

6 
Pr

ef
er

s 
R

el
at

iv
e 

18
 

8 
9 

9 
8 

10
 

O
th

er
 

4 
3 

2 
3 

5 
3 

To
ta

l 
10

0 
10

0 
10

0 
10

0 
10

0 
10

0 
Sa

m
pl

e 
si

ze
 

93
 

17
3 

12
4 

11
0 

60
 

56
0 

So
ur

ce
: N

at
io

na
l 

Ch
ild

 C
ar

e 
Su

rv
ey

, 1
99

0 

Fi
gu

re
 4.

21
 

W
hy

 P
re

fe
r a

n 
Al

te
rn

at
ive

 T
yp

e 
of

 C
ar

e 

Pe
rc

en
t 

70
 

60
 

50
 

40
 

30
 

20
 

10
 0 

_
_

 

60
 6

0 
61

 

aU
al

lty
 

Pr
eC

r 
Lo

ca
bo

n 
co

st 
Ho

ur
s 

Av
ai

la
bl

ity
 

O
th

er
 

Rd
aW

e 

=
 All Mo

lh
er

s 
Em

pl
oy

ed
 M

olh
em

 
No

n-
Em

plo
ye

d 
M

ol
he

rs
 

(N
=5

60
) 

(N
54

0e
) 

(N
=1

52
) 

So
ur

ce
: 

N
at

io
na

l C
hl

ld
 C

ar
e 

Su
rv

ey
 1

88
0 



244 W NATIONAL, CHILD CARE SURVEY, 1990 mild Care Choice 245 

CI c 
al 

al 
II 
e 

0 In 

alternative type of care, the proportion indicating this 
varied with the age of the child. For children under 1 year 
old, 42 percent of respondents said quality was the main 
reason they would prefer a change (table 4.4). In contrast, 
69 percent of parents with children between 1 and 4 years 
old and 55 percent of parents with school-age children (5- 
12 years) indicated that quality was the reason for pre- 
ferring some other type of care. 

A higher proportion of parents with children under the 
age of one year than parents of older children indicated a 
preference for a relative as the reason they would like to 
change arrangements. This may simply be a proxy for 
quality. To test this hypothesis, we combined the two 
categories, "preference for a relative" and "quality." Even 
then, the results did not change; the proportion indicating 
that their reason for changing was the quality of the 
arrangement was still lower for the youngest age group. 

Second Reason for Desiring a Change. For those who 
mentioned a second reason for changing their care arrange- 
ment or who cited a second aspect of quality, sample sizes 
were insufficient for analysis. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Parents participating in the National Child Care Survey, 
1990, were asked about both the various types of arrange- 
ments and the number of providers they seriously consid- 
ered in choosing their current care arrangement. Alternative 
arrangements were considered by 37 percent of families. 
Families with an employed mother considered child care 
alternatives more frequently than families with a nonem- 
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ployed mother (43 percent versus 26 percent, respectively). 
Those families using relative care considered alternative 
arrangements less often than users of other modes of care. 
The alternative type of care considered most often by 
families was care in a center or preschool (50 percent). 

Other providers of the same type were considered by 40 
percent of parents. Again, families where the mother is 
employed considered other providers more often than 
families where the mother is not employed. Almost one- 
quarter of those families using either centers, in-home 
providers, or family providers considered both alternative 
types of care and a variety of providers. 

The majority of NCCS parents indicated that they 
learned about their primary care arrangement from friends, 
neighbors, or relatives (65 percent); only 9 percent of 
parents found their current arrangement through a resource 
and referral service. 

The reason most often given by parents for selecting 
their current arrangement for their youngest child was qual- 
ity. Families where the mother is employed cited reasons of 
quality more frequently than families where the mother is 
not employed (42 percent versus 27 percent, respectively). 
Likewise, families using more formal care arrangements-- 
centers, family providers, and in-home providers--cited 
reasons of quality more often than families using relatives 
to care for the youngest child. The aspect of quality most 
often mentioned was a provider-related characteristic such 
as a warm and loving style; this was the most important 
factor for the majority (70 percent) of parents. 

NCCS parents indicated that it took approximately five 
weeks to settle on a care arrangement for the youngest 
child. The median time was higher for families where the 
mother was employed and where the youngest child was of 
school age. 

247 --- 

Overall, the reported level of satisfaction with child care 
mangements is quite high; 96 percent of those surveyed 
indicated that they are either "very satisfied" or "satisfied" 
with their current care arrangement for their youngest child. 
At the same time, 26 percent indicated that they would pre- 
fer an alternative type or combination of care arrangements 
for their youngest child. The desire for an alternative care 
mangement was higher among families where the mother 
is employed and where the youngest child has not yet 

For those families desiring a change, the type of care 
they would prefer most often is a center or preschool (49 
percent). This finding varies with the age of the child. For 
children under one year old, the alternative mode of care 
most often cited was care by a relative. For children 
between the ages of one and four years, the majority prefer 
care in a center. 

Quality is the reason most often mentioned by parents 
for desiring a change in care. In contrast to their reason for 
selecting the current arrangement, the aspect of quality 
mentioned by the majority of parents wanting a change was 
program-related. This finding varied with the age of the 
child; 69 percent of parents with children between the ages 
of one and four years indicated quality as a reason for 
changing care, compared to 42 percent of parents with chil- 
dren under one year old. 

started school. 

Note, chapter 4 

1. Interviewers were instructed to code the response as "quality" 
if parents mentioned any of the items cited here earlier under 
four categories of quality. 



Chapter 

5 
PARENTAL PERCEPTIONS 

OF CARE 

Athough parents may be concerned about the quality of 
care their children are receiving, they cannot make appro- 
priate decisions if they are uninformed about the availabil- 
ity, cost, and quality of various types of care. Moreover, 
some types of families may have better access to certain 
kinds of care than other families. In the first section of this 
chapter we examine parental perceptions about distance to 
and cost of the nonparental child care arrangements they are 
currently using for their youngest child, as well as the 
availability, distance to, and expected cost of the nonparen- 
tal arrangements they are not using.' Second, we describe 
parents' perceptions of the group size and child/staff ratio, 
staff training, transportation aspects, parental participation, 
and goals of the programs in which their children are en- 
rolled. Third, we discuss parental use of and attitudes 
about self- and sibling care for their children. 
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PARENTAL PERCEPTIONS OF 
CARE USED AND NOT USED 

Expected Availability of Care--Nonusers 

In terms of perceptions of the availability of types of care 
not currently used by families, in-home providers are 
apparently seen as least available, with only 22 percent of 
those not using an in-home provider saying they knew of 
one that was available (table 5. 1).2 Center-based programs, 
on the other hand, were reported to be available by 59 
percent of the families not using them. About one-third of 
those not using relatives and 44 percent of those not using 
family day care believed these types of care to be available 
to them. 

Figure 5.1 shows perceptions of the availability of alter- 
native types of care according to the type of care parents are 
currently using. For the sake of comparison, current users 
were consideEd to be at the 100 percent level. Among non- 
users, center-based programs were perceived to be most 
available (60-64 percent), regardless of what type of c m  is 
currently being used. In-home providers and relatives were 
perceived by respondents to be the least available types of 
care, at 17-24 percent and 16-22 percent, respectively. 

Income. There were clear differences in perceived avail- 
ability of relatives and centers by income level. Families 
with annual incomes above $50,000 were much less likely 
to report a relative available for care than families with 
incomes under $50,000 per year (figure 5.2). There is a 
strong positive relationship between income and perceived 
availability of center care, with half of families with 
incomes under $25,000 perceiving a center to be available, 

Figure 5.1 
AVAILABILITY OF OTHER TYPES OF CARE 

BY TYPE OF CARE CURRENTLY USED 

Percent 

Relative In-Home FDC Center na. 

Type of Care Used 

Relative m In-Home 0 FDC Center 

Alternative Types of Care 
8ouro.t N.tlon.1 Chlld Car. 8UrV.Y 1890 



Ta
bl

e 5
.1 

US
ER

 A
N

D
 N

O
NU

SE
R 

PE
RC

EP
TI

O
NS

 O
F T

Y
PE

S O
F 

CA
RE

 

In
-H

om
e 

Fa
m

ily
 

Ce
nt

er
/ 

Re
la

tiv
e 

Pr
ov

id
er

 
Da

y 
Ca

re
 

Pr
es
ch
oo
l 

ch
ar

ac
te

ris
tic

s 
Us
e?
 

No
nu

se
r 

Us
er

 
No

nu
se

r 
Us

er
 

No
nu

se
r 

Us
er
 

No
nu

se
r 

Av
ai

la
bi

lit
y 

Av
ai
la
bl
e:
 

Y
es

 (9
6) 

N
o 
(9
6)
 

N
 

Do
n’

t K
no
w 

Re
fu

se
d 

Di
sta

nc
e f

ro
m

 
H

om
e (
mi
nu
te
s)
 

4
0
 (9
6)
 

10
-1
9 (

46
) 

20
-2
9 (

%
) 

30
+ 
(4
6)
 

N
 

D
on

’t 
kn
ow
 

Re
fu
se
d 

-- -- I
 

-- -- 60
.5
 

19
.5
 

10
.3
 

9.
7 

1,
14
2 27
 

24
 

Pr
ic

e 

Ba
se

d 
on

 re
sp

on
de

nt
’s 

cu
rr

en
t n

um
be

r o
f 

ho
ur

s p
er

 w
ee
k:
 

Pe
r h

ou
r (

$)
 

1.
85
 

Pe
r w
ee
k 

($
) 

28
.1
3 

N
 

13
6 

Do
n’

t k
no
w 

Re
fu

se
d 

Ba
se

d 
on

 40
-h

ou
r 

we
ek
: 

Pe
r h

ou
r (

$)
 

1.
85
 

Pe
r w
ee
k 

($
) 

28
.1
3 

N
 

13
6 

Do
n’

t k
no
w 

Re
fu

se
d 

30
.9
 

69
.1
 

3,
18
8 11
 0
 

54
.5
 

21
.9
 

13
.0
 

10
.6
 

98
3 1 0
 

3.
83
 

51
.6
6 

1,
04
6 

64
6 17
 

1.
56
 

62
.2
7 

1,
05
0 

64
6 17
 

22
.4
 

77
.6
 

4,
00
9 16
 1 - - I
 

- - 

4.
66
 

66
.3
7 

3,
28
1 

71
5 12
 

2.
29
 

91
.5
5 

3,
28
7 

71
5 12
 

-- -- -- - -- 73
.6
 

17
.7
 

64
.4
 

2.
4 

57
3 2 4 

1.
63
 

39
.5
8 

28
4 

1.
63
 

39
.5
8 

28
4 

44
.4
 

55
.6
 

31
 2
 

3,
77
4 

63
.9
 

22
.6
 

8.
3 

5.
2 

1,
66
1 14
 0
 

5.
36
 

60
.0
3 

2,
78
0 

88
9 14
 

1.
88
 

75
.1
2 

2,
78
6 

88
9 14
 

-- -- -- I
 

58
.7
 

27
.8
 

8.
1 

5.
4 

91
8 4 5 

1.
96
 

42
.6
6 

47
3 

1.
96
 

42
.6
6 

47
3 

59
.3
 

40
.7
 

3,
37
5 34
 4
 

58
.5
 

29
.2
 

8.
3 

4.
0 

1,
97
9 

21
 1 

5.
41
 

58
.7
8 

2,
17
5 

1,
13
4 19
 

1.
66
 

66
.2
9 

2,
18
0 

1,
13
4 19
 

a. 
Us

er
 re

su
lt
s iu

e b
as

ed
 on
 y

ou
ng

es
t c

hi
ld

 un
de

r a
ge

 1
3. 

Da
sh

 (-
-)

 m
ea

ns
 no

t a
pp

lic
ab

le.
 



254 NATIONAL CHILD CARE SURVEY, 1990 pmntal Perceptions of Care H 255 

n 
L 
w 

compared with 70 percent of families with incomes of 
$50,000 or more. 

Residence. There were no significant differences in per- 
ceived availability of alternative types of care by residence. 

0 m 

Distance to Care--Users and Nonusers 

Respondents were asked the travel time both to their 
mangement and to alternative arrangements. Users and 
nonusers appear similar in their perceptions of travel times 
to different types of providers, although parents not using 
family day care perceive themselves as farther away from 
that potential provider than families using this care type 
(figure 5.3). Both users and nonusers agreed that family 
day-care providers are closest to home, with 74 percent of 
users and 64 percent of nonusers reporting such providers 
to be less than 10 minutes away from their homes. Rela- 
tives were the next closest type of care for users, with 
center-based programs immediately behind (60 percent and 
59 percent, respectively, are less than 10 minutes away). 
Nonusers perceived center care to be closer to home than a 
relative, although there was little difference between the 
perceived distance from home of the two types of care. 

When broken out by the type of care families are cur- 
rently using, family day-care users reported being closer to 
their providers than to their alternatives (figure 5.4). 
Almost three-fourths said their family day-care providers 
are less than 10 minutes away, whereas a little over half 
reported a relative or a center or preschool to be this 
distance from their homes. Families using a nonrelative in 
the child’s home, of course, perceived all alternatives--a 
relative, family day-care, or center--to be farther away than 
their current type of care. Users of in-home providers 
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Figure 5.3 
PERCEPTIONS OF PROVIDERS 
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Figure 5.4 
PERCENT WHO LIVE WITHIN TEN MINUTES OF 

PROVIDER, BY TYPE OF CARE CURRENTLY USED 
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perceived relatives as being the least accessible type of 
care. Users of relative care indicated being as close to 
those relatives as to a potential family day-care provider. 

Income. There were significant differences in distance 
to care by income among nonusers of family day-care 
(figure 5.5). Seventy-two percent of nonusers with incomes 
greater than $50,000 reported being within 10 minutes of 
an available family day-care provider, compared to 59 
percent of nonusers with incomes below $15,000. There 
were no significant differences in distance by income 
among users of family day-care. 

Users of center-based care also differed in distance to 
their providers by income, with 66 percent of those earning 
more than $50,000, but only 49 percent of users earning 
less than $15,000, saying they are 10 minutes away from 
their center. There were no significant differences in 
distance by income among nonusers of center-based care. 

Residence. Families in rural areas were most likely to 
report living within 10 minutes of a relative that could, or 
actually did, provide child care (figure 5.6). There were no 
significant differences in distance to care for either users or 
nonusers, by region. 

Price of Care 

Parents were asked how much they would expect to pay for 
the various types of care they are not now using. Since 
parents reported expected expenditures in a variety of units, 
but were not asked to specify number of hours of care, esti- 
mated prices of care were calculated in two ways for non- 
users. The first method assumes that respondents base their 
price expectations on a 40-hour-per-week child care sched- 
ule (nonusers A). The second method assumes parents 
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Figure 5.5 
PERCENT WHO LIVE WITHIN TEN 

MINUTES OF PROVIDER, BY INCOME 

FDC 

Percent 
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estimate price based on the hours per week their youngest 
child spends in their current primary arrangement (nonusers 
B )  (see figure 5.7). The former probably underestimates 
hourly expenditures and overestimates weekly expendi- 
tures. The latter probably overestimates hourly expendi- 
tures and underestimates weekly expenditures. 

Many parents said they did not know how much alterna- 
tive types of care would cost. More than one-third of 
respondents said they did not know what they would have 
to pay for a relative or for center-based programs (see table 
5.1). Respondents appeared to have an easier time estimat- 
ing how much in-home providers and family day-care pro- 
viders would cost, with 18 percent and 24 percent, respec- 
tively, saying they did not know. 

Figure 5.7 shows estimated hourly and weekly prices of 
care for users and nonusers. Hourly calculations based on a 
40-hour-per-week schedule for nonusers A yield prices sim- 
ilar to those that users reported paying. For all types of 
care except family day-care, nonusers A expected to pay a 
little less per hour (by 9 to 30 cents) than what users pay. 
Nonusers A perceived family day-care to cost, on average, 
25 cents more per hour than what users pay. On the other 

hours their youngest child spends with their current or 
primary provider per week) expected to pay far more for all 
types of care than users reported paying--up to $3.73 more 
per hour, in the case of family day-care. 

0 

L 
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6 

h hand, nonusers B (calculations based on the number of 

0 
0 

- 
a 
5 Although results show that nonusers A are consistently 

higher than nonusers B in their weekly estimates of price 
across types of care, both types of nonusers estimate 
alternatives as being considerably more expensive than 
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what users are paying per week. Calculating by 40-hour 
weeks results in the higher estimates, from $24 more per 
week than users of centers and preschools pay to $56 more 



262 H NATIONAL, CHILD CARE SURVEY, 1990 parental Perceptions of Care H 263 

Figure 5.7 
USER AND NON-USER PERCEPTIONS OF PRICES 
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Source: National Child Care Survey, 1990 

per week than those currently using in-home providers pay. 
Nonusers B showed price differences by type of care, 
ranging from centers, at $16 more per week than user 
expenditures, to in-home providers, who are expected to 
cost $31 more per week than users are currently paying. 

Figures 5.8 and 5.9 show expected hourly and weekly 
prices for nonusers and the actual expenditure for users bro- 
ken out by the types of care they are currently using. 
Calculations based both on 40-hour weeks and current 
hours per week are presented separately in the figures. 
When calculated by a 40-hour week, perceptions of hourly 
prices for alternative types of care show in-home providers 
as being the most expensive, even for users (figure 5.7). 
Those using relatives believed that only centers would be 
less expensive than their current provider (by 25 cents an 
hour), and users of family day-care believed that only a 
relative would be cheaper (21 cents). Those using center- 
based programs believed that, on average, relatives would 
be 42 cents cheaper an hour than their current arrangement. 

Results based upon the actual child care hours currently 
used are quite different. The expected costs of alternatives 
increase, generally surpassing what parents are currently 
paying. 

Both methods of calculating cost show that users of 
child care perceive their alternatives to be more expensive 
per week than their current arrangement (figure 5 .8 ) .  
Parents perceived their cheapest alternative as costing them 
up to $47 more per week based upon a 40-hour week, and 
up to $44 more per week based upon current child care 
hours. Nonusers tend to believe that in-home providers are 
the most expensive alternative (in both figures 5.8 and 5.9). 

Income. Just as actual expenditures are related to level of 
income, so are expected expenditures. There is a strong 
positive relationship between expected expenditures and 
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family income (figure 5.10). As income rises, so do 
expected hourly and weekly expenditures on care, regard- 
less of type of arrangement. This relationship is most pro- 
nounced for in-home providers and least pronounced for 
center care. 

Residence. Families expect to pay more for care if they 
live in a metropolitan area than in a rural area, and those in 
central cities expect to pay the most (figure 5.1 1). In-home 
provider care shows the largest differences in expected 
price across urbanhonurban areas of residence. These 
differences correspond to real differences in fees charged 
by center- and home-based programs in urban/nonurban 
areas (see Profile of Child Cure Settings [henceforth, PCS 
study] by Kisker, Hofferth, and Phillips, 1991). Families 
demonstrate strong regional differences in expected 
expenditures for care. Reflecting actual price differences as 
found in the PCS study, families in the northeastern and 
western regions of the United States expect to spend the 
most for care, for all types of arrangements (figure 5.1 1). 

USER PERCEPTZONS OF 
CHARACTERISTICS OF CARE 

In this survey, parents were asked about the characteristics 
of the nonparental arrangements they are currently using for 
their youngest child. 
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Group Size and ChildStaff Ratios 

Group sizes are perceived to be smallest for children in the 
care of a relative or in-home provider--between one and 
two children, on average (figure 5.12). Group size includes 
any children of the relative or in-home provider being cared 
for at the same time. Few parents did not know the number 
of children cared for together with their own child. Parents 
reported that children in family day-care are in groups of 
about four children, on average, whereas children in center- 
based programs are in groups of about 15 children, on aver- 
age. The average group size for family day-care reported 
by providers in the PCS study (Kisker et al. 1991) and 
taking into account the hours children are in care, is four 
children, including those of the provider. The average 
group size for center-based care, again reported in the PCS 
study, is 16 children. According to these average figures, 
parents reasonably good estimators of group size. 

For children in the care of relatives and in-home 
providers, childstaff ratios are the same as group size, 
since by definition, only one person is caring for the child. 
However, there may be multiple providers in family day- 
care homes, and there are almost certainly multiple teachers 
in centers. Only a few parents (under 2 percent) did not 
know the number of teachers caring for children in their 
child's group. Parents reported a childstaff ratio of 3.1 
children per staff member in family day-care (figure 5.12). 
According to the PCS study (Kisker et al. 1991) licensed 
family providers cared for an average of 3.7 children per 
provider. Parents reported a ratio of 6.5 children per 
provider in center-based care. The PCS study reported an 
average of 8.6 children per staff member. Thus, although 
parents are quite good at estimating the number of children 
cared for in a group, they may not be as good at estimating 
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Figure 5.1 2 
USER PERCEPTIONS OF GROUP SIZES 

AND CHILDETAFF RATIOS 
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the number of staff members caring for that group, espe- 
cially when groups are large. 

Income. There were significant differences in group 
sizes and childstaff ratios in family day-care homes for 
children in families with incomes of less than $15,000 a 
year versus those with incomes exceeding $50,000 a year 
(figures 5.13 and 5.14). Both group size and chilastaff 
ratios were significantly higher for families with the highest 
incomes than for families with the lowest incomes. Earlier 
evidence suggested that subsidization of low-income fami- 
lies reduces enrollment differences. This evidence suggests 
that it may also improve the quality of care in some settings 
by reducing the number of children per staff member. 

Provider Education and Training 

Parents were also asked whether their providers had any 
education or training specifically related to young children, 
such as early childhood education or child psychology. 
About 12 percent of users of family day-care did not know 
the answer. Of those who answered, almost 40 percent said 
that their family day-care provider had some training 
(figure 5.15). According to the PCS study (Kisker et al. 
1991), 64 percent of providers in regulated home-based 
programs have had some special child care or early educa- 
tion training. The difference is probably due to the inclu- 
sion of only regulated programs i n  the PCS study. 
Providers in informal, unregulated programs may be less 
likely to have received some training. 

Parents whose children were enrolled in a center, pre- 
school, or before-/after-school program were asked whether 
the person mainly responsible for caring for the youngest 
child had received education or training in early childhood 
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Figure 5.15 
USER PERCEPTIONS OF PROVIDERS’ 

EDUCATION AND TRAINING 
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education or child psychology. Of these parents, about 9 
percent did not know the answer and 87 percent said their 
provider did have some education or training (figure 5.15). 
This corresponds well with what providers report them- 
selves. In the PCS study, 93 percent of teachers reported 
having had some special child care or early childhood edu- 
cation or training. There was no significant difference in 
reported provider training by income level of parent. 

Transportation 

How do children get to their provider’s home? Nine out of 
10 youngest children in the family are either driven to the 
family day-care provider’s home or walk there (figure 
5.16). In 77 percent of households a parent or other adult 
drives the child to family day-care. Thirteen percent of the 
children in family day-care walk to the provider’s home. 
Only 4 percent take public transportation. 

For center-based care, 74 percent of youngest children 
are driven to a center by a parent or other adult; 8 percent 
use public transportation; 8 percent use center-provided 
transportation; and 5 percent walk. 

Income. Transportation by car to centers and family day- 
care was positively related to income (figures 5.17 and 
5.18). Transportation by car increased from 65 percent to 
81 percent as families’ incomes rose from less than $15,000 
to $49,999. There was a negative relationship between 
walking to family day-care and income, since this method 
of transportation fell from 23 percent to 5 percent as 
income rose from the lowest to the highest groupings. 
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Parental Monitoring 

One of the most important ways that parents can monitor 
the care of their children is to drop by unannounced. 
Parents were asked whether unexpected visits to providers 
are "strongly encouraged," "encouraged," "neither 
encouraged nor discouraged" "discouraged," or "strongly 
discouraged." The responses for both users of centers and 
family day-care were similar. Only about 5 percent of 
parents said that they were "discouraged" or "strongly 
discouraged" from dropping in unannounced (figure 5.19). 

Goal of the Program 

Parents who enrolled their child in a center-based program 
were given a list of goals of early childhood programs and 
asked to indicate the primary goals of their program. 
Almost all said that providing a warm and loving environ- 
ment or promoting general development was a goal (figure 
5.20). Three-quarters cited the goal of providing care so 

goal of preparing children academically. Two-thirds 
mentioned gaining appreciation for their culture as a goal. 
Finally, one-quarter cited religious instruction as a goal. 

0 

r B 

?! 

0 az 

0 
0, 

a 
0 that parents can work and a similar proportion cited the 

0 
3 - 
- 
a 

- a z 
m e 
m 

c These findings are consistent with goals described by 

religious instruction was one of their goals. 

- providers in the PCS study (Kisker et al. 1991). About 30 
percent of providers in that study said that providing some 

0 

Income. There is a strong negative relationship between 
income and the goals of academic preparation and cultural 
appreciation (figure 5.21). As income declines, more 
families recorded these as goals of their child care program. 
There was also a significant income difference for the 
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program goal of providing care so parents can work. 
Eighty-five percent of parents whose incomes fell between 
$15,000 and $24,999 said this was a goal, compared with 
70 percent of parents whose incomes were above $50,000. 

SELF-CARE AND SIBLING CARE 

Use of Self-care and Sibling Care 

The majority of families using self-care or sibling care for 
their children do not use either type as a primary arrange- 
ment. Six percent of families said they use self-care at 
some time during the week (figure 5.22), but only 2 percent 
of families identified it as their child’s primary form of care 
(table 2.2). Another two percent say that they use it as a 
secondary form--but even when a sum is taken of the num- 
ber of families who cited self-care as one of their top four 
forms of care, not all self-care is included. The arrange- 
ments discussed earlier in this report (chapter 2) focus on 
the primary and secondary arrangements for the youngest 
child. Here, however, to determine the total use of self-care 
and sibling care, we assigned families first to self-care if 
they ever use it for their youngest child, then to sibling care 
if they ever use it. The remaining families (who did not 
mention self- or sibling care) were assigned to their stated 
primary arrangement. In this way we obtained the number 
of families ever using self-care and sibling care for their 
youngest child. We calculated this first for the youngest 
child and then for all children. It was possible to separate 
siblings by age only for youngest children. 
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YOUNGEST CHILD 

Age of Child. Figure 5.22 shows the distribution of 
youngest children in self-care by age. Six percent, or 1.5 
million, of the youngest children care for themselves at 
Some time during the week. Very few (65,000) youngest 
children are in self-care before they reach school age. The 
proportion of children in self-care rises rapidly from 3 
percent at ages 5 to 7, to 11 percent at ages 8 to 10, and to 
33 percent at ages 11 to 12. By age 12,4 out of 10 children 
care for themselves (not shown). Under one percent of 
youngest children under age 5 and 11 percent of youngest 
children aged 5-12 are ever in self-care. 

Age of Siblings. Another issue of concern is that chil- 
dren are sometimes cared for by siblings who are under age 
13 or 14. We found that 3 percent (672,000) of youngest 
children under age 13 were cared for at some time by a 
sibling under age 14. The proportion of youngest children 
in the care of a sibling under age 14 rises from 2 percent 
under age 5 to 5 percent at ages 8 to 10, after which it grad- 
ually declines to zero as the child reaches 12 years old 
(figure 5.22). Another 5 percent of youngest children under 
age 13 are cared for by a sibling age 14 or older. 

Maternal Employment Status. Figures 5.23 and 5.24 
show the proportion of youngest children in self-care and 

The proportion of youngest children in self-care is higher 
among full-time employed mothers than part-time employ- 

ment increases self-care most for the 8- to 12-year-old age 
group. Prior to that age few children care for themselves. 

The proportion of children in the care of a sibling who is 
under 14 years old is higher for part-time mothers than for 
full-time mothers (4 percent compared with 3 percent, 
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- - sibling care by the employment schedule of the mother. 
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a ed mothers or nonemployed mothers. Maternal employ- 
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respectively) (figure 5.24). However, children of full-time 
employed mothers are slightly more likely to be in the care 
of an older sibling than the children of part-time employed 
mothers (not shown). Under 2 percent of children of non- 
employed mothers are in the care of a young sibling some 
time during the week, and 3 percent are in the care of an 
older sibling (not shown). 

ALL CHILDREN UNDER AGE I3 

According to these national data, 3.5 million children under 
age 13, or 7 percent of all children under age 13, regularly 
cared for themselves during a typical week in 1990. Of 
children aged 5-12,3.4 million (12 percent) are in self-care. 
These figures are almost double the 1984 figure of 1.8 
million children (six percent) aged 5-13 in self-care cited in 
Cain and Hofferth (1989). It should be noted that both 
figures include all instances of self-care reported by 
parents, no matter how brief. Only about 676,000 children, 
or 1.4 percent of all children under age 13, are in self-care 
as their primary child care arrangement. Although we have 
not yet examined the amount of time spent in child care, we 
expect that i t  is short. The December 1984 Current 
Population Survey showed that almost 9 out of 10 children 
in self-care after school were alone for 2 hours or less, and 
2 out of 3 who were in self-care before school were alone 
for less than one hour (in Cain and Hofferth 1989). 

Age of Child. About 71,000 preschool children and 3.4 
million school-age children care for themselves at some 
time during a typical week. Although any number of 
preschool-age children in self-care is too many, the propor- 
tion of preschool-age children in self-care is small. The 
proportion of children in self-care rises from fewer than 1 

percent of preschool-age children to 2 percent of 5- to 7- 
year-old children, to 11 percent of 8- to 10-year-old chil- 
dren, and to 32 percent of 11- to 12-year-old children 
(figure 5.25). 

Age of Sibling. About 3 million children under age 13, 
or 6 percent, regularly spend some time in the care of a 
sibling. Only about 1.4 million, or 3 percent, are in sibling 
care as their primary arrangement. Unfortunately, for chil- 
dren other than the youngest child, we were unable to deter- 
mine the age of the sibling. 

Maternal Employment Status. As with the youngest 
child, a higher proportion of the children of employed 
mothers (9 percent) than nonemployed mothers (4 percent) 
are ever in self-care, with little difference according to 
whether the mother is employed full-time or part-time (10 
percent versus 8 percent, respectively) (figure 5.26). 
Fortunately, the major difference in use of self-care is 
among older school-age children and not among preschool- 
ers. For example, almost 40 percent of 11- to 12-year-old 
children of mothers employed full-time care for themselves, 
compared with 22 percent of children of mothers not 
employed outside the home. Still, it should be noted that 
despite the presumed availability of the mother, a substan- 
tial proportion of school-age children of nonemployed 
mothers care for themselves on a regular basis before, after 
school, or at night. 

The trends are similar for sibling care (figure 5.27). 
Eight percent of the children of employed mothers and 4 
percent of the children of nonemployed mothers are ever in 
the care of an older sibling during the week. 
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Age First Left Child to Care for Self 

In response to an NCCS survey question, parents reported 
first allowing their youngest child to care for himself/ 
herself up to one-half hour a day at 9 on average. Table 5.2 
shows the distribution of responses to this question among 
parents who use self-care for their youngest child. About 
one-third of children first cared for themselves before age 
9; 10 percent were under 5 years of age. The bulk of 
parents started this practice when their children were 9 or 
10; another third started after age 10. 

The age at which parents reported first leaving their 
youngest child up to two hours at a time was 9.6 years on 
average. Examining the distribution in table 5.2, one sees 
that, compared with the age at which parents said they first 
left their youngest child up to one-half hour, fewer children 
were under age nine and more were nine or older when they 
were f i i t  left up to two hours. 

The average age at which parents reported leaving a 
youngest child in self-care for two hours or more was 9.8, 
almost 10 years of age (figure 5.28). Again, fewer parents 
allowed very young children to care for themselves, and 
more waited until their youngest was 11 to 12 years of age. 

A substantial number of parents refused to answer these 

that the children are left to care for themselves increases. 
Almost one-third of the parents refused to answer the ques- 

care for two or more hours. 
Finally, because not everyone has left a child in self- 

care, we asked nonusers at what age they would consider 
leaving their youngest child in self-care (figure 5.28). 
There was a substantial difference in responses between 
users and nonusers. The average age nonusers would start 
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Table 5.2 USE AND PERCEFTION OF SELF- AND 
SIBLING CARE (percentages) 

I 

- 
Sibling Care Self-care 

User Nonuser User Nonuser 

Age at Start 
of Sibling Care 

Age 
0-5 
6-8 
9-10 
11-12 
13+ 
Mean age 
Dk, Ref.a 
N 

10.1 
22.5 
39.1 
28.3 

9.0 
(22) 
(22) 

-- 

0.2 
2.0 

12.7 
33.4 
51.7 
12.7 

(239) 
(3,7 16) 

42.9 17.3 
34.5 27.2 
5.8 9.4 
3.6 15.1 -- 16.4 
5.8 9.4 

(23) (66) 
(402) (1,872) 

0 
Age m 

3.9 z e 6-8 18.3 
9-10 38.0 

0 s 11-12 39.8 
P - 13+ 
0 - Mean age 9.6 

0-5 

0) 

-- 
s 

e 
5 - Dk, Ref.a (31) - 

N (174) 
" 
z 
is e 
m 
0 (continued) 

Age of Sibling 
at Start of Care 
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Table 5.2 (Continued) 

Self-care Sibling Care 
- ~~ ~~ 

User Nonuser User Nonuser 

Age 
0-5 
0-6 
9-10 
11-12 
13+ 
Mean age 
Dk, Ref.a 
N 

Presence of Neighbor? 
Yes 
No 
Dk, Ref.a 
N 

Reach You by Phone? 
Yes 
No 
Dk, Ref.a 
N 

4.3 
13.9 
38.8 
43.0 

9.8 
(45) 

(133) 

-- 

- 

Age First 
Left Child 

TWO-P~US HOU: 

b b 
b b 
b b 
b b 
b b 
b b 
b b 
b b 

90.1 b 
9.9 b 
(7) b 

(427) b 

Self-care Sibling Care 

User Nonuser User Nonuser 

Most Important Reason 
for Leaving Child in 
Self-/Sibling Care 

Child's maturity 44.4 
Sibling maturity -- 
Child's independence 7.0 
Safety in home 7.6  
Safety in 

neighborhood 6.0 
Reliable neighbor 14.2 
No alternative 6.1 
Family finances 0.3 
Can telephone parent 13.7 
Other 0.8 
Dk., Ref.a (1 1) 
N (236) 

61.4 

1.2 
7.7 

-- 

6.2 
16.7 
0.4 
0.3 
5.0 
1.1 

(98) 
(3,877) 

3.1 
74.8 

1 .o 
5.5 

0.3 
5.7 
6.9 
2.3 
0.5 

(23) 
(408) 

-- 

9.5 
70.2 
0.7 
3.0 

1.7 
11.8 

1.2 
1 .o 
0.9 

(87) 
(1,872) 

- 

Source: National Child Care S w e y ,  1990. 
Note: Blank spaces in nonuser column indicate areas not queried in the 
NCCS. 
a DK., Ref. = Don't know or refbed to answer. 
b. Not applicable. 
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is 12.7 years, almost four years older than the age at which 
children currently in self-care started caring for themselves. 

Factors Associated with 
Leaving Child in Self-care 

We asked both users and nonusers what was or would be 
the most important factor in allowing the youngest child to 
care for himself/herself. Although the single largest 
response for all parents was the child’s maturity, the 
reasons given differed by whether the parent was currently 
using self-care or not (table 5.2). Two out of five user 
parents cited the child’s maturity. Twenty-eight percent 
cited a reliable neighbor or the ability to reach the parent by 
telephone. Almost 14 percent cited safety in the home or 
neighborhood. Seven percent cited the independence of the 
child. Six percent said they had no alternative. Only a few 
cited family finances, but perhaps that was another way of 
saying they had no alternative. If we sum these two 
reasons then, almost 6.5 percent of those using self-care 
used it because they had no alternative. 

Among parents not using self-care, three out of five said 
that the child’s maturity was most important. The only 
other major categories were a reliable neighbor available, 
safety in home or neighborhood, and ability to reach the 
parent by telephone. 

Finally, we asked users whether, in fact, there was a reli- 
able neighbor available in case of emergency and whether 
the child could reach the parent by telephone. Nine out of 
10 said yes to the first question, and almost all said yes to 
the latter question. 

parental Perceptions of Care 299 

Age First Left Child in Care of Sibling 

Parents reported that the average age at which they started 
sibling care was 5.8,  almost six years of age (table 5.2, 
figure 5.28). A substantial proportion (almost 43 percent) 
of families started sibling care when the youngest child was 
under age five. The sibling who cared for the youngest was 
14 years old, on average, at that time. Very few families (9 
percent) reported a sibling under age 11 caring for a youn- 
ger brother or sister. The median age fell between 11 and 
12, but enough were older than 12 to raise the mean age of 
the sibling to 14. 

Table 5.3 shows the age distribution of the youngest 
child by the age of the sibling who first began to care for 
the child. In two-thirds of the families, the youngest child 
was at least 5 years of age and the oldest at least 11 when 
sibling care began. 

Finally, nonusers who had at least two children were 
asked the age at which they would consider first leaving a 
child in sibling care. The average age reported was 9.4, 
considerably older than the age ( 5 . 8 )  that users first 
reported leaving their youngest in sibling care (table 5.2). 

Users and nonusers of sibling care were asked what was 
or would be the most important factor in deciding to allow 
an older sibling to care for a younger one (table 5.2). Three 
out of four user parents mentioned the maturity of the sib- 
ling. Also mentioned were a reliable neighbor and safety in 
the home. Nine percent mentioned either no alternative or 
family finances as the major factor, a figure slightly larger 
than the proportion of user families (6.5 percent) who said 
that self-care was their only option. Among nonusers of 
sibling care, 7 out of 10 mentioned the maturity of the 
sibling and 1 in 10 mentioned the maturity of the youngest 
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child. The only other major category mentioned was the 
availability of a reliable neighbor (12 percent). 

Users were asked whether a neighbor was available and 
if the child could reach the parent by telephone. Nine out 
of 10 users said that a reliable neighbor was available in an 
emergency and that the child could reach the parent by 
phone. 

SELF-CARE AND SIBLING CARE: A SUMMARY 

Self-care is more widely used in 1990 than has been 
reported in earlier national surveys. In 1990, 3.5 million 
children under age 13 (7 percent) were reported to care for 
themselves on a regular basis during the week, compared 
with 1.8 million in December 1984 (Cain and Hofferth 
1989). Because of the difficulty of and sensitivity involved 
in assessing the extent to which children are in self-care, we 
cannot evaluate whether there has been a real increase in 
self-care over the past five years or whether differences in 
data collection methods have led to these large discrepan- 
cies in self-care estimates. We can make several generali- 
zations, however. First, only a small proportion of these 
children (676,000) are in self-care as a primary child care 
arrangement; rather, self-care is a minor arrangement 
spanning time between other forms of care. Second, the 
amount of time in self-care is short. Previous research 
indicates that few children are in self-care for more than 
two hours at a time. 

Almost 8 percent of youngest children are regularly in 
the care of an older sibling during a typical week, but only 
about 2-3 percent are in the care of a sibling under age 14. 
About 6 percent of all children are in sibling care, age of 
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sibling unknown, but only 3 percent are in sibling care as 
the primary arrangement. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Overall, it is striking that the information provided by 
parents on the price of care (even for types they do not use) 
and on the characteristics of their arrangements closely 
matches national estimates on fees that providers charge, on 
actual expenditures by users, and on the average character- 
istics reported by providers. Of course, this does not mean 
that a single parent’s information exactly matches that 
which her or his provider would give; on average, however, 
it corresponds. This suggests that many parents are fairly 
well-informed consumers of child care. 

Second, it is important to note that parents’ decisions 
appear consistent from a rational decision-making perspec- 
tive; that is, parents appear to select care which is closer to 
home, which costs less, and which is equal in quality to the 
types they rejected. 

Third, parents perceive care by a relative or in-home 
provider to be least available to them, and care by a center 
or family day-care provider to be most available, regardless 
of the type of care they actually choose. 

Finally, it is clear that although a great many families 
use self-care and sibling care for their children, in the large 
majority of families these constitute only incidental sources 
of care. 

Notes, chapter 5 

1. Although we are interested in whether, on average, parents’ 
reports match those of providers, parents’ perceptions of a child 
care provider’s characteristics such as price, location, and avail- 
ability may be more important in parents’ decision making than 
the accuracy of this information. 

2. Statistics cited from tables or figures in this chapter are 
typically rounded off to the nearest whole number. 



Chapter 

6 
PREVIOUS USE OF 

CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS 

Chi ld  development studies have shown that stability of 
care is an important factor in healthy child development, 
both in terms of establishing relationships and in academic 
success (Howes et al. 1988; Whitebook et al. 1989). There 
are two different aspects of stability: stability within 
arrangements and stability across arrangements. This report 
focuses on the latter. To investigate this issue, the National 
Child Care Survey, 1990 (NCCS), collected information on 
the length of care arrangements used during the past year. 
This information includes arrangements that were ongoing 
at the time of the survey, as well as those that ended during 
the 12 months prior to data collection. 

Separate information was collected for preschool and 
school-age children. Parents whose youngest child was 
either in kindergarten or not yet enrolled in school were 
asked a series of questions regarding the length of their 
current care arrangements as well as the number, type, and 
length of any previous arrangements used during the past 
12 months. Respondents were also asked to recall details 
about the first time their youngest child was left in a regular 
care arrangement. Finally, parents with a youngest child of 
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school age were asked a series of questions on care arrange- 
ments for the summer months. 

The first two sections of this chapter describe, respec- 
tively, the types of changes in child care over the year prior 
to the survey and the duration of these arrangements. The 
third section looks at the fiist time regular nonparental care 
was used, and the fourth section examines the summer care 
arrangements for those children enrolled in school. The last 
section summarizes the findings. 

CHANGES IN CHILD CARE 
ARRANGEMENTS IN YEAR PREVIOUS 

FOR PRESCHOOL AGE CHILDREN 

Approximately 60 percent of NCCS respondents had a 
youngest child who was either in kindergarten or who had 
not yet started school. To better understand any changes in 
child care arrangements in the 12 months prior to the sur- 
vey (November 1988-April 1989, depending upon the exact 
date of the interview), the youngest child in each family 
was assigned to one of the following five categories: 

Same parental arrangement, which includes chil- 
dren who did not have any regular nonparental 
arrangements over the year previous; 

Same nonparental arrangement, which includes 
children who had been in the same primary arrange- 
ment for the year previous; 

Started nonparental arrangement, which includes 
all children who started an arrangement during the 
year previous; 

Ended nonparental arrangement, for children who 
had been in a regular care arrangement during the 
year previous but are now cared for only by their 
parents; and 

Switched nonparental arrangement, which includes 
children who had changed nonparental arrange- 
ments during the year previous. 

As figure 6.1 shows, 27 percent of children had no 
regular arrangements during the 12 months previous, and 
another 29 percent were in the same nonparental care situa- 
tion. Thirty percent of children began a nonparental care 
arrangement during the year, whereas only 3 percent of 
children left regular nonparental care to be cared for solely 
by their parents. Eleven percent of children switched from 
one nonparental care arrangement to another. 

Maternal Employment Status. The likelihood of chang- 
ing child care arrangements varies with the employment 
status of the mother. In families where the mother is 
employed, a much higher proportion of children either 
started a nonparental arrangement or were in the same non- 
parental arrangement for the 12 months previous. Thirty- 
three percent of children with an employed mother, com- 
pared with 25 percent of children of nonemployed mothers, 
started a nonparental arrangement during the year previous 
(figure 6.1). Likewise, 38 percent of children with an em- 
ployed mother but only 18 percent of children with a non- 
employed mother, were in the same nonparental arrange- 
ment. Not surprisingly, a much larger proportion of chil- 
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&-en whose mothers are not employed outside the home had 
the same parental arrangement (no regular arrangements)-- 
47 percent--compared to 11 percent of children with 
employed mothers. 

Age of Youngest Child. The likelihood of changing care 
mangements also varies with the age of the youngest child. 
As table 6.1 shows, the proportion of children in the same 
parental care declines from 45 percent for children under 
one year of age to 20 percent for 3- to 4-year-old children 
and to 8 percent for children ages 5 to 6 years. The propor- 
tion of children in the same nonparental care situation in- 
creases with age from 1 percent of children under 1 year 
(probably due to the use of a provider that is already pro- 
viding care for an older sibling) to 38 percent of 1- to 2- 
year-olds and 41 percent of 3- to 4-year-old children. Thirty 
percent of 5- to 6-year-olds are with the same nonparental 
caregiver. In all likelihood this proportion is small because 
these children recently entered kindergarten. The propor- 
tion of children starting care decreases with age from 48 
percent of those under one year to 24 percent of 3- to 4- 
year-old children. For the 5- and 6-year-old children we 
see an increase in the proportion starting a nonparental care 
arrangement, also due in large part to enrolling in kin- 
dergarten. 

Maternal Employment Status and Age of Youngest 
Child. There are also large differences in patterns of child- 
care over the past year by age and employment status of the 
mother (table 6.1). Seventy percent of children under one 
year of age with an employed mother started nonparental 
care as compared to 31 percent of children whose mother is 
not employed outside of the home. Likewise we see a 
higher proportion of children under one year of age with 
nonemployed mothers having the same nonparental care-- 
64 percent as compared to 22 percent of children with 
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employed mothers. It is interesting that between the ages 

of employed and nonemployed mothers (23 and 27 respec- 
tively) started a nonparental care arrangement. For children 
who switched nonparental care arrangements a larger pro- 
portion in all age categories had employed mothers. There 
were too few children that ended nonparental care arrange- 
ments to compare by employment status of the mother and 
age of youngest child. 

Family Income. The probability of changing care 
arrangements also varies with family income. Families 
with annual incomes above $50,000 were less likely to 
have the same parental arrangements over the year previous 
than were families in the lowest income group (15 percent 
versus 30 percent, respectively) (table 6.1) The data also 
show a greater proportion of children from families with 
higher incomes remaining in the same nonparental care 
arrangements; 33 percent of families with annual incomes 
of $35,000 or more stay with the same provider, compared 
to 27 percent of families with incomes under $35,000. The 

EPISODES OF CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS 
of 3 and 4 years an almost identical proportion of children FOR PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 

To get the most complete picture of the length of child care 
arrangements, all episodes of nonmaternal child care used 
for the youngest child during the 12 months prior to the 
survey were considered. The National Child Care Survey 
collected information on up to four ongoing arrangements, 
as well as up to four other arrangements ending during the 
year previous. There were so few respondents with more 
than two previous arrangements that the third and fourth 
previous arrangements were omitted from this analysis. 
Hence, the dataset used for this analysis contains up to six 
possible spells, or episodes, of child care (four current or 
ongoing arrangements and two previous arrangements) for 
the youngest child in each family. Table 6.2 details the 
number of spells in each category. 

Table 6.2 DISTRIBUTION OF CHILD CARE SPELLS 
proportion of children switching nonparental care arrange- 
ments also varies directly with income; only 7 percent of 

Arrangement Percent Sample Size 

children from families with incomes below $15,000 First current 45.2 1,76 1 
changed nonparental arrangements, compared to 15 percent Second current 29.3 1,142 

Type of Cure and Race. There are no significant differ- Fourth current 3.3 127 
of children from families with incomes above $50,000. Third current 11.8 460 

ences in changes in care arrangements by current type of First previous 8.9 345 
care being used or by race. Second previous 1.5 57 

Total 100.0 3.895 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 

The children for whom we have information regarding 
length of arrangements are those who have not yet started 
first grade; kindergartners are included in this sample. For 
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those children who started kindergarten within the 12 
months prior to the survey date (5-  and 6-year-olds), we 
would expect to see current arrangements lasting less than 
one year. In fact, we would expect to see arrangements that 
are between 3 and 8 months in length, as the interviews 
were conducted between November 1989 and April 1990 
and the school year traditionally begins in September. 

LENGTH OF CURRENT AND 
PREVIOUS ARRANGEMENTS 

All Families 

All Current Arrangements. The majority of arrange- 
ments in the NCCS were still ongoing at the time of the 
interview. Consequently, we could not calculate the true 
duration for these arrangements beyond their status at the 
time of the interview. In all likelihood the arrangements 
were longer than what we observed, but how much longer 
is unknown. The distribution of all current arrangements is 
shown in figure 6.2. When all current arrangements are 
pooled, the median length of an arrangement is 12 months; 
that is, half lasted less than 12 months and half lasted more 
than 12 months. 

Primary Current Arrangement. The median length of 
children's primary current arrangement (the one in which 
they spend the most time) is 10 months, slightly shorter that 
the median length of all current arrangements (12 months) 
(figure 6.2). 

All Previous Arrangements. The median length of previ- 
ous arrangements is 8 months, only slightly less than the 
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duration of the current primary arrangement (10 months), 
but 4 months less than that of all current arrangements (12 
months) (figure 6.2). Unlike the information for current 
arrangements, the median for previous arrangements is 
known with certainty, because the arrangement had ended 
by the time of the survey. Given that current arrangements 
are likely to continue, the difference between current and 
previous arrangements will be larger than observed. Thus, 
looking only at completed spells underestimates the length 
of child care arrangements. 

AGE OF CHILD 

As one might expect, an important source of variation in 
length of arrangements is the age of the child. The older 
the child, the longer the potential length of time the 
arrangement may have lasted. In this section we discuss 
the length of arrangements by age of child, and in succeed- 
ing sections the age of child is included to control for these 
differences in potential length of arrangement. 

AN Current Arrangements. Figure 6.3 shows the median 
duration of current and previous arrangements by the age of 
the child. The data show that the median length of the 
arrangement increases with the age of the child, until the 
transition into kindergarten. As expected, children 3-4 
years old have spent the longest time in  their current 
arrangements; 19 months is the median length of their 
arrangement, compared with 10 months for 0- to 2-year 
olds and 8 months for 5 year olds. 

Primary Current Arrangement. The length of time chil- 
dren have spent in their primary current arrangement is 
only slightly shorter than the time they have spent in all 
arrangements. The median time children ages 0-2 have 
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spent is 10 months, while children 3-4 have spent 17 
months, and children 5-6 have spent 6 months in their 
primary arrangement. 

AN Previous Arrangements. Previous arrangements are, 
as discussed earlier, shorter than current arrangements, 
except for children ages 5-6. For this group, previous 
arrangements lasted longer (10 months) than the previous 
arrangements of younger children (6 to 7 months). 

MATERNAL, EMPLOYMENT STATUS 
AND AGE OF CHILD 

Maternal employment status appears to be related to the 
length of the care arrangement, with arrangements for chil- 
dren of employed mothers lasting longer than those for 
children of nonemployed mothers (figure 6.4). This makes 
sense in light of earlier findings indicating that a higher 
percent of children of employed mothers start nonparental 
care at earlier ages; if they start care earlier in life the 
potential duration of the arrangement is longer. For this 
analysis, we evaluated only current arrangements, since the 
employment status of the mother may have been different 
at the time of previous child care arrangements. 

All  Current Arrangements. The median length of all 
current child care arrangements is 13 months for children 
with employed mothers and 9 months for children with 
nonemployed mothers (figure 6.4). This difference between 
children with employed and nonemployed mothers holds 
across the different age groups of children; however, it is 
largest for 3- to 4-year-old children. The median length of 
time 3- to 4-year-old children have spent in care at the time 
of the survey is 21.5 months if they have an employed 
mother and 14 months if their mother is not employed 
(figure 6.4). 

I I I 
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Primary Current Arrangements. The median length of 
the primary current child care arrangement is 12 months for 
children with employed and 7 months for children with 
nonemployed mothers. The same pattern of length of 
arrangement by maternal employment and age of child 
holds for primary as for all current arrangements. In partic- 
ular, the median duration of arrangements for the 3- to 4- 
year-old children of employed mothers is 19 months where- 
as it is only 8 months for those of nonemployed mothers 
(not shown). Length of arrangement differences between 
the children of employed and nonemployed mothers are 
very small at ages 0-2 and 5-6. 

FAMILY INCOME AND AGE OF THE CHILD 

The duration of care arrangements varies with the income 
of the family (figure 6.5). Here we focus only on current 
arrangements; differences between the pattern of all cur- 
rent, primary current, and previous arrangements resemble 
that of the sample as a whole. 

All Current Arrangements. The median length of all 
current arrangements generally increases as income levels 
rise. Some of this difference is likely to be due to the 
employment of the mother. For families with incomes 
below $15,000 per year, the median length of all arrange- 
ments is 8 months; for families with incomes of $50,000 or 
more, the median length is 14 months. As family income 
rises, so does the duration of arrangements, except for 
middle income families ($25,000 to $34,999), whose 
arrangements are almost as short as those of low-income 
families. We expect low-income families to have shorter 
arrangements both because fewer mothers in these families 
are employed and because their financial situation may 
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limit their ability to maintain the same arrangement. The 
shorter arrangements of middle income children is unex- 
pected. Since age of youngest is so important, we next 
examined income differences within age groups. 

There is no trend in length of arrangements by income 
level among families with a youngest child under age 3 
(figure 6.5). Among children ages 3-4, the arrangement 
lengthens as family income increases, which is consistent 
with previous expectations. The odd pattern among middle 
income families described above appears primarily among 
children ages 5-6. The decline in length of arrangements 
among middle income families may be due to their moving 
children into kindergarten at a somewhat later age than 
either slightly higher or slightly lower income families. 

TYPE OF CARE AND AGE OF CHILD 

Arrangements are also expected to differ in length accord- 
ing to the type of care. 

All Current Arrangements. The duration of current 
arrangements varies by type of care used. As expected, 
care by a parent or a relative axe the longest lasting foxms of 
care; the median length is 21 months for the former and 15 
months for the latter. Center-based, in-home, and family 
day care all have similar median lengths (8, 10.5, and 10 
months, respectively) (figure 6.6). The median length of 
lessons is 7 months. The median length of time children 
had been enrolled in kindergarten at the time of the survey 
was 4 months. Since interviews were conducted between 
November 1989 and April 1990 of the following year, this 
appears reasonable. 

However, length of each type of arrangement varies by 
age of child (figure 6.7). In part this is because there is 
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simply more time that could have been spent with a pro- 
vider, and this is why time spent in the care of a parent or a 
relative increases dramatically with age. Time spent with 
an in-home provider also increases sharply with the age of 
the child, suggesting that it too is a very stable form of care. 
Time spent in a center-based program or in family day care 
increases, but not as dramatically as in-home provider care. 
The median length of time spent in center-based care is 
less than time spent in family day care, at all ages, partic- 
ularly for the 3- to 4-year-olds. This simply reflects the fact 
that many centers do not care for children under the age of 
two (Kisker et al. 1991). If most children do not start 
center care until at least two years of age, the amount of 
time they could spend there is limited. Time spent in 
lessons is short for all age groups. 

All Previous Arrangements. Although previous arrange- 
ments tend to be shorter than current arrangements, there is 
an important exception. For children 5-6 years old the most 
common type of previous arrangement is center-based care. 
The length of these previous center-based arrangements is 
longer than any other previous type of care arrangement 
(figure 6.8). 
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For respondents who indicated changing from one non- 
parental care arrangement to another nonparental care 
arrangement, the majority (56 percent) changed to center- 
based care (figwe 6.9). Another 29 percent changed to care 
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by an in-home or family provider, and 15 percent changed 
to care by a relative. 

Of those who changed to a center-based program, 41 
percent left a different center, 38 percent had been using an 
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in-home or family provider, and 23 percent left the care of a 
relative (not shown). The number of respondents switching 
between other types of care was too small for further sub- 
group analysis. 

Reason for Ending Previous Arrangements 

Data were obtained on why NCCS respondents switched 
from one nonparental care arrangement to another non- 
parental care arrangement. Respondents indicated that the 
main reason the first previous arrangement ended was 
because it was no longer available or affordable (42 
percent) (figure 6.10). The next most common response 
was that the respondent changed jobs or decided to stay 
home with the child (21 percent). Seventeen percent 
indicated that school closing for the summer caused the 
arrangement to end. A total of 7 percent indicated either 
that the child was not happy or that he/she was too old for 
the arrangement. Finally, 13 percent had some other reason 
for this change. 

FIRST USE OF NONPARENTAL CARE 
FOR PRESCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 

Respondents with a youngest child who had not yet started 
first grade were asked to recall the age of that child when 
he or she was first left in regular nonparental care. This 
question was asked of all respondents with children not yet 
in first grade, regardless of the type of care currently used. 
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Approximately 60 percent of respondents indicated that 
their children were regularly left in nonparental care prior 
to the start of kindergarten (not shown). As seen in figure 
6.11, the vast majority of those children (87 percent) were 
in a child care arrangement by the time they were two years 
old. Another 11 percent began care between their third and 
fourth birthdays. Thus, by the age of four, 98 percent of 
these children had started a nonparental care arrangement. 

Maternal Employment Status. As expected, the age 
when children first used nonparental care varies with the 
current employment status of the mother. Among those 
families who had used nonparental care for the youngest 
child, children of employed mothers started nonparental 
care earlier in life; 70 percent of children with an employed 
mother started care during the f is t  year of life, compared to 
55 percent of children of nonemployed mothers (figure 
6.12). Children of nonemployed mothers had a greater 
probability of entering care from ages one to two. By age 
two, 90 percent of children with an employed mother, com- 
pared to 80 percent of children with a nonemployec' 
mother, had started nonparental care. Differences in enroll- 
ment by maternal employment status had disappeared by 
age 5 ,  since there was a big increase in the enrollment of 
children of nonemployed mothers at ages three to four. 

Family Income. Children from families with incomes 
above $50,000 per year begin care at an earlier age than 
children from families with incomes of $50,000 or less. 
Figure 6.13 shows that 74 percent of children from families 
with incomes above $50,000 experienced regular nonparen- 
tal care during the first year of life, compared to 66 percent 
of children from middle-income families ($15,000 to 
$49,999) and 57 percent of children from low-income 
families. 

Figure 6.1 1 
AGE OF FIRST NON-PARENTAL CARE 
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Figure 6.12 

BY EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF MOTHER 
AGE OF FIRST NON-PARENTAL CARE 
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Figure 6.1 3 

BY INCOME 
AGE OF FIRST NON-PARENTAL CARE 
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Hours Spent In First Nonparental Care Arrangement 

NCCS respondents were also asked to recall the number of 
hours per week their youngest child spent in his or her first 
arrangement. Figure 6.14 illustrates that 32 percent of chil- 
dren spent less than 10 hours per week in their first regular 
arrangement. Another 11 percent of children spent between 
10 and 19 hours per week with their first care provider, 18 
percent were in care for 20-34 hours per week, and 39 
percent spent more than 35 hours per week in nonparental 

Maternal Employment Status. The number of hours 
spent in the first regular care arrangement varied with the 
employment status of the mother. As shown in figure 6.15, 
the majority of children (60 percent) with nonemployed 
mothers spent less than 10 hours per week in care, whereas 
almost half of the children of employed mothers were in 
care for 35 or more hours per week. 

Family Income. The number of hours spent in the first 
nonparental care arrangement did not vary with family 
income. 

Care. 

SUMMER ARRANGEMENTS FOR 
SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 

If the youngest child was enrolled in school (first grade or 
higher), respondents were read a list of types of care avail- 
able during the summer and asked to indicate all that were 
used for the youngest child. Up to four responses were 
coded. This section details the number and type of arrange- 
ments used for school-age children. However, because the 

Figure 6.1 4 
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Figure 6.15 
HOURS SPENT IN FIRST CARE ARRANGEMENT 

BY EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF MOTHER 
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number of hours per week that each type of care was used 
is not known, we could not determine which arrangement 
was used for the greatest amount of time. 

Of those interviewed, 28 percent indicated that they had 
no regular arrangements for their youngest child last 

Of those who said they used at least one type of 
care, the most common type was summer camp, at 25 
percent. Another 23 percent indicated using a community 
meat ion program. After camps and recreation programs 
fie next most common response was other relatives, at 17 
percent. Figure 6.16 illustrates these findings and shows 
the full range of msponses to this question. 

Of the 72 percent of respondents who indicated using at 
least one type of care for the previous summer, only 41 
percent indicated using a second type of care. The most 
common second type of care was by another relative (26 
percent), followed by community recreation programs (1 8 
percent), siblings (12 percent), and friends and neighbors 
(10 percent) (see figure 6.17). 

Only 18 percent of respondents indicated a third 
arrangement. Again, the most common type of third 
arrangement was by another relative (28 percent). Care by 
a friend or neighbor was the next most frequently used type 
of care (18 percent), followed by self-care (10 percent) and 
sibling care (10 percent) (see figure 6.18 for the full distri- 
bution of responses to this question). 

Use of a fourth type of care was indicated by only 6.5 
percent of respondents. For those indicating a fourth type 
of care, both self-care and care by a parent at another home 
were mentioned by 19 percent of respondents. The next 
most commonly used type was by a friend or neighbor (1 8 
percent), followed by relative care (16 percent) (see figure 
6.19 for the full distribution of responses to this question). 
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Figure 6.1 6 
SUMMER ARRANGEMENTS FOR SCHOOL AGE CHILDREN: 

RESPONDENTS WITH ONE OR MORE TYPE OF ARRANGEMENTS 
FIRST TYPE MENTIONED (N=l144) 
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School Program 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 

Percent 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 

Figure 6.1 7 
SUMMER ARRANGEMENTS FOR SCHOOL AGE CHILDREN: 

RESPONDENTS WITH TWO OR MORE TYPE OF ARRANGEMENTS 
SECOND TYPE MENTIONED fN=64n 
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Figure 6.1 8 
SUMMER ARRANGEMENTS FOR SCHOOL AGE CHILDREN: 

RESPONDENTS WITH THREE OR MORE TY 
THIRD TYPE MENTIONED I 

School Program 
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Source: National Child Care SurVeY 1990 

Figure 6.1 9 
SUMMER ARRANGEMENTS FOR SCHOOL AGE CHILDREN: 

RESPONDENTS WITH FOUR OR MORE lYPE OF ARRANGEMENTS 
FOURTH TYPE MENTIONED (N-105) 
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Current Type of Care. Current type of care does not 
appear to be a strong indicator of the type or combination 
of care types used during the summer. Approximately 20 
percent of the sample indicated using the same type of care 
in the summer as they were currently using, another 25 
percent sent their child to camp, and 28 percent indicated 
there were no regular arrangements. The remaining quarter 
indicated that their child spent the summer in a wide range 
of care situations. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Almost 60 percent of NCCS respondents had a youngest 
child who was either in kindergarten or had not yet started 
school. Twenty-seven percent of these children had no 
regular arrangements for the past year; 29 percent were in 
the same nonparental care situation; another 30 percent 
began a nonparental care arrangement; 3 percent left 
regular care; and 11 percent switched nonparental care 
providers. 

The age of the youngest child was an important factor in 
patterns of care over the past year. Younger children were 
more likely to start nonparental care than older children, 
who were more likely to be in the same nonparental care 
arrangement for the entire 12 months previous. 

The mother’s employment status in conjunction with the 
age of the child also influenced the pattern of care for the 
past year. For example, seventy percent of children under 
one year of age whose mother was employed started non- 
parental care as compared to 31 percent of children whose 
mother was not employed at the time of the survey. By the 

age of 3 to 4 years an almost identical proportion of chil- 
dren started care regardless of the mother’s employment 
status. Differences across the other categories can also be 
Seen by the employment status of the mother. 

The majority of the arrangements in the NCCS were still 
ongoing at the time of the interview. As such we could 
only calculate their duration as of the survey date. In all 
likelihood the arrangements lasted longer than what we 
observed; therefore, the reported medians for current 
mangements underestimate their true duration. 

The median length of child care arrangements ranges 
from 8 to 12 months, depending on whether the arrange- 
ment has been completed or is still in use. At the time of 
the survey, ongoing arrangements had already lasted longer 
than arrangements which ended in the year previous. There 
are important differences depending on the age of the child. 
The median length of current arrangements increases with 
the age of the child until age 5, at which time it again 
declines, since children have just begun kindergarten. Chil- 
dren 3-4 have spent 19 months in an arrangement, com- 
pared with 10 months for 0- to 2-year-olds and 8 months 
for 5-year-olds. 

Other factors related to length of arrangement are the 
employment status of the mother, family income, and type 
of arrangement. Children of employed mothers spend a 
longer time in their arrangements than children of nonem- 
ployed mothers, regardless of age of child, though the 
differences are largest among 3-4 year olds. The length of 
the arrangement increases with the income of the family, 
particularly for 3-4 year old children. Care by family 
members (parents and relatives) is the longest, lasting 21 
and 15 months, respectively. Care by in-home providers, by 
center-based programs, and by family day care providers 
lasts somewhat less than a year (10.5, 10 and 8 months, 
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respectively). Lessons are of slightly shorter duration (7 
months). As expected, for these preschool-age children, the 
median length of all arrangements (except lessons) 
increases with age. 

Respondents indicated that previous arrangements ended 
for a variety of reasons, the most common of which was 
that the arrangement was no longer available or affordable 
(42 percent). Another 17 percent indicated that school 
closing caused the arrangement to end. Taken together, 
almost 60 percent of arrangements changed for reasons 
beyond the control of the parents. 

When asked about f i t  use of nonparental care, approxi- 
mately 60 percent of NCCS respondents indicated that they 
left their youngest child in regular care prior to the start of 
school. Children of currently employed mothers started to 
use nonparental care at an earlier age than those of nonem- 
ployed mothers, and children of high-income parents began 
nonparental care earlier than children of low income 
parents. Children with currently employed mothers spent 
more hours per week in their first care arrangement than did 
children whose mothers am not currently employed. 

Parents of school-age children were asked about the 
child care arrangements used during the previous summer. 
The responses indicated that school-age children spent their 
time in a variety of care situations. About 20 percent of 
children used the same type of care as during the school 
year, another 25 percent went to camp, 28 percent had no 
regular arrangements, and the remaining children used a 
variety of care types. 

Chapter 

7 
EMPLOYERS AND CHILD CARE 

As the labor force participation of mothers has increased, 
more and more two-parent families comprise two earners 
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 1988). In addition, single 
mothers are highly likely to be in the labor force. This 
chapter focuses on issues of interest to dual-earner couples 
with children, to single employed parents, and to employ- 
ers: What is the impact of child care problems on employ- 
ment and how do employers help parents balance the de- 
mands of work and family life? In particular, the chapter 
examines two employment-related issues: (1) the extent to 
which events such as breakdown of a child care arrange- 
ment or a sick child disrupt employment and (2) the extent 
to which employers provide benefits which may assist em- 
ployees in managing their family and work responsibilities. 

CHILD CARE FAILURES AND 
TIME W S T  FROM WORK 

This section examines the incidence of child-care-related 
disruptions in the work schedules of women employed out- 
side the home. Such disruptions causing employed women 
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to lose time from work are divided into two major cate- 
gories: (1) a breakdown in the regular child care arrange- 
ment because the provider who usually cares for the child is 
not available, and (2) a breakdown in the regular child care 
arrangement because the child is ill and is not cared for by 
the provider. 

It should be noted at the outset that most of the data 
presented in this section are based on sample sizes too 
small to ascertain statistically significant differences for the 
purpose of subgroup analysis. Statistically significant 
differences are noted when they occur. Also, because the 
data were collected during the more inclement and illness- 
ridden winter months, breakdowns in regular arrangements 
may be overestimated. 

Failures in Child Care Arrangements 
Causing Absenteeism from Work 

Characteristics of women experiencing work disruptions 
because of failures in child care arrangements are presented 
in table 7.1. Of the approximately 2,300 mothers in the 
National Child Care Survey (NCCS) that axe employed out- 
side the home, 15 percent reported losing some time from 
work during the last month because of a failure in their 
regular child care arrangement. In comparison, analysis of 
the 1986-87 Survey of Income and Program Participation 
(SIPP) child care survey found that child care failures 
caused 7 percent of employed women to lose some time 
from work in the month previous (in U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, 1990). The most likely reason for this discrepancy 
is that the question regarding lost time differs between the 
two instruments. The SIPP survey asked respondents only 
one question regarding lost time from work, whereas the 
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NCCS survey separated the definition of "lost time from 
work" into three components: being late for work, leaving 
early from work, and missing at least an entire day from 
work. Therefore, in the NCCS, respondents could be 
included in the "lost time" category: (a) if they had been 
late, (b) if they left early, or (c) if they missed a day of 
work during the last month. 

When the proportion of women employed outside the 
home reporting that they missed at least a day of work in 
the month previous is examined separately, it is comparable 
to the SIPP survey. Six percent of the NCCS survey 
respondents reported being absent from work for at least a 
day during the past month because of a child care failure 
(table 7.2), compared to 7 percent of the SIPP survey 
respondents. This suggests that the SIPP records primarily 
days lost rather than time lost from work. Because the in- 
cidence of absenteeism vanes so markedly depending on 
which definition of absenteeism is used, both are included 
in this analysis. 

Family Income. As shown in figure 7.1, women at the 
highest end of the income distribution scale ($50,000 or 
more) reported the highest incidence of failures in child 
care arrangements resulting in time lost from work, but 
women at the lowest end of the income distribution scale 
($15,000 or less) reported the highest incidence of child 
care failures resulting in missing at least a day of work. 

Eighteen percent of those with family incomes of 
$50,000, compared to 12-15 percent of all other income 
groups, reported losing time from work during the month 
previous because of a child care failure (table 7.1, figure 
7.1). The percentage differences in work disruptions 
between women with family incomes of $50,000 or more 
and those with lower family incomes are statistically 

3 

3 e 
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significant, except for those with family incomes of 
$15,000 or less. 

Ten percent of women with family incomes under 
$15,000 reported missing at least one day of work in the 
last month owing to a child care failure, compared to 4-7 
percent in all other income categories (table 7.2, figure 7.1). 
(Only the difference between those with incomes less than 
$15,000 compared to those with incomes between $35,000 
and $49,999 is statistically significant). 

Number of Children. A slightly higher proportion of 
mothers with more than one child experienced a failure in a 
child care arrangement resulting in lost time from work (16 
percent) than those with only one child (14 percent) (table 
7.1). Similarly, a higher proportion of mothers with more 
than two children missed at least one day of work (9 
percent) than those with one or two children (6 percent) 
(table 7.2). 

Partner Status. Partner status appears to be unrelated to 
whether employed mothers are more or less likely to lose 
time from work owing to a child care failure. Among those 
with partners, 15 percent reported losing time from work, 
compared to 14 percent without partners (table 7. l), and 7 
percent of single mothers missed at least one day of work 
compared to 6 percent of employed mothers with partners 
(table 7.2). 

Age of Child. To increase the accuracy of the conclu- 
sions about the relationship between child care failures and 
the age of the child, analysis was limited to employed 
women with only one child and one child care arrangement. 
Overall, the incidence of absenteeism from work due to 
breakdowns in children's care arrangements varied only a 
small amount by the age of the children in care. Women 
with infants experienced the lowest incidence of lost time 
from work (9 percent) compared to 13 percent for each of 
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the other age groups (table 7.1). In addition, women with 
school-age children 10-12 years of age were least likely to 
miss an entire day of work (4 percent) owing to a child care 
failure (table 7.2), but these differences are not statistically 
significant. 

Type of Primary Care Arrangement. The relationship 
between the incidence of child care failures and the primary 
type of care arrangement is of particular interest in the 
event that certain types of care appear more stable than 
others. Here, again, the analysis is limited to employed 
women with only one child and one arrangement. 

In general, lower incidences of lost time from work were 
associated with placing children in an arrangement physi- 
cally outside the child’s home (10.5 percent) rather than 
within it (20 percent) (table 7.1, figure 7.2). This difference 
is statistically significant. The highest proportion of wom- 
en experiencing child care failures had a relative (20 
percent) or nonrelative (19 percent) care for the child in the 
child’s home. A similarly high proportion of women expe- 
rienced a breakdown in the arrangement when they 
depended on the child to care for himself/herself (20 
percent). A much lower proportion of women experienced 
care-related work disruptions if their children were cared 
for in a center (13 percent), by a family day-care provider 
(1 1 percent), or a relative in another home (9 percent). 

For those who reported missing at least one day of work 
in the month previous, this general in-home/out-of-home 
care distinction remains, although the difference is not so 
striking. Among mothers with one child and one care 
arrangement, the highest proportion missing work as a 
result of a child care failure was among employed mothers 
who relied on a relative in the child’s home (8 percent) or a 
parent (7 percent). For all other types of care arrangements, 
only 5 percent reported missing a day of work (table 7.2). 

(u 
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Number of Times Mothers Missed Work. Employed 
mothers reported missing at least one day of work because 
of a failure in the care arrangement an average of 1.58 
times during the month previous (not shown). This average 
does not represent the actual number of days missed from 
work, but, rather, the number of times this happened in the 
reference month. That is, one time (or episode) might actu- 
ally repment several days missed from work. 

Reason for Failure in Care Arrangement. Employed 
women who missed at least one day of work were asked 
why their child care arrangement failed. The two primary 
reasons given were that the provider was ill (23 percent) or 
that the schooVfacility was closed (21 percent). Another 10 
percent cited the illness of a provider’s family member (not 
shown). 

Alternative Care Arrangement Used. Employed women 
were also asked if an alternative care arrangement was used 
the last time their regular arrangement failed, so that they 
did not miss work. Almost half (46 percent) reported that 
an alternative arrangement was never used. For those who 
used a substitute arrangement, the most common type of 
alternative care was provided by relatives (28 percent) or 
neighbors (8 percent). The woman’s husband or partner 
stayed home in 7 percent of the cases (not shown). 

Absenteeism from Work Caused 
by Child’s Illness 

Of the nearly 2,300 mothers employed outside the home, 35 
percent reported that in the month previous their child (or 
one of their children) was sick on a day they were supposed 
to be at work (not shown). About half (51 percent) of those 
with a sick child actually missed work to care for that child 

(table 7.3). On average, these mothers missed 2.2 days dur- 
ing the month previous to care for a sick child (not shown). 

Family Income. Women with family incomes less than 
$35,000 appear less likely to miss a day of work owing to a 
child’s illness than those with higher family incomes. 
Forty-four percent of those with incomes less than $15,000 
did not go to work when their child was sick, compared to 
53 percent of those with incomes greater than $50,000. 

Partner Status. More mothers stayed at home with a 
sick child if they had a spouse or partner (52 percent) than 
if they did not (45 percent) (table 7.3). 

Age of Youngest Child. Mothers with very young chil- 
dren appear to be more likely to stay at home with a sick 
child than those with children three years of age and older. 
However, the sample sizes are too small to determine 
whether the differences are statistically significant. For 
those with only one child and one care arrangement, almost 
three-quarters of mothers with children less than one year 
old missed work because their child was sick, and 59 
percent of women with toddlers also stayed home for the 
same reason. In comparison, the proportion of mothers 
with children in the older age groups who missed work 
ranged from 49 percent (5-9 years old) to 34 percent (10- 13 
years old) (table 7.3). 

Type of Regular Care Arrangement. Among women 
with only one child and one arrangement, a greater percent- 
age of those who regularly placed their child in care outside 
the child’s home, particularly those with a family day-care 
provider (61 percent) or a center (55 percent) took time off 
from work to care for their sick child than those who used 
relatives (46 percent of those using relatives in another 
home; 34 percent of those using relatives in the child’s 
home) (table 7.3). 
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Alternative Care Arrangement Used. Of the 794 women 
in the survey who reported their child was sick on a day 
they were supposed to be at work, over half (51 percent) 
stayed home from work to care for their sick child. Of those 
that went to work, over a third (36 percent) left their child 
with relatives, whereas almost a quarter (23 percent) used 
their regular arrangement. Another 21 percent reported that 
their partner stayed home to provide care (not shown). 

RECEIPT OF EMPLOYER BENEFITS 
BY PARENTS 

Besides the federal and state governments, private 
employers also provide benefits that may directly or indi- 
rectly assist employees in managing their family and work 
responsibilities. Table 7.4 presents an overview of current 
child care, parental leave, and other employer policies af- 
fecting work and family life. These data are from three 
large national surveys of employers conducted from 1987 
through 1989 by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, in the 
U.S. Department of Labor (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
1989, 1990; Hayghe 1988), and from the National Child 
Care Survey, 1990. Types of benefits are divided into three 
groups: child care policies, parental leave policies, and 
other policies. Child care policies include employer- 
sponsored centers or reimbursements for care at a local 
center, flexible spending accounts, information and referral 
services, and child care counseling. Parental leave policies 
include paid and unpaid maternity and paternity leave. 
Other policies include flextime, voluntary part-time work, 
job sharing, work at home, and flexible leave. 



358 NATIONAL CHILD CARE SURVEY, 1990 

Table 7.4 PROPORTION OF ESTABLISHMENTS OFFER- 
ING CHILD CARE, AND PARENTS REPORTING 
RECEIVING LEAVE AND OTHER WORK/ 
FAMILY BENEFITS, 1987-90 

1987a 1988’ 1989‘ 199od 
~ 

Child Care Policies (%l 
Employer-Sponsored Center 

Flexible Spending 
for Reimbursement 5.2 4 5 10 

Information and Referral 5.1 -- -- 9 
Counseling 5.1 
Other 1 .o 

Account Available -- -- 23 8 

-- -- -- 
-- -- -- 

Other Policies (%) 
Flextime 43.2 -- 11 21 

Job Sharing 15.5 
Work at Home 8.3 -- -- 10 

Other 2.1 -- 1 

Voluntary Part-time 34.8 -- -- 36 -- -- -- 
Flexible Leave 42.9 -- -- 29 

-- 
Parental Leave Policies ply, 37% -- 

\$db 20 wks 

L W  

2% 1% 
’ fib 

17 ks 
-- $& !: J)L.j -- 

Paid Paternity Leave l+ -- -- -- I -- 

Unpaid Maternity Leave 

Paid Maternity Leave 

Unpaid Paternity Leave 

Note: Dashes (--) denote data not available. 
a. Establishments with 10 employees or more ( Hayghe 1988). 
b. Establishments with 100 employees or more (BLS 1989). 
c. Establishments with 100 employees or more (US. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics [BLS] 1990). . 
d. Parents of children under age 13 (National Child Care Survey, 
1990). 
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Table 7.4 shows that in the late 1980s about 5 percent of 
employers sponsored child care centers on site or reim- 
bursed employees for care. Five percent of employers 
provided information and referral and 5 percent provided 
counseling services.’ Few employers provided paid 
maternity/paternity leave, but as many as one out of three 
provided unpaid maternity leave. Finally, 4 out of 10 
employers provided flextime or flexible leave, one in three 
offered voluntary part-time work, and a few provided 
opportunities for job sharing or work at home (16 percent 
and 8 percent, respectively). 

On-site Child Care. In 1990, 10 percent of NCCS 
parents said that child care was available through their or 
their spouse’s employer at the location where they work 
(table 7.5, figure 7.3). Seven percent reported that child 
care was available at the mother’s place of work, 2 percent 
at the father’s workplace, and 1 percent at both workplaces. 
Since the majority of respondents are mothers, we suspect 
that mothers are less likely to know about the availability of 
a benefit through the father’s workplace; this factor may 
therefore contribute to the consistently lower reporting of 
benefits available through the father’s workplace. The pro- 
portion who did not know about the availability of a benefit 
through the partner’s employer was always much higher 
than for the respondent’s employer. The proportion of par- 
ents who reported not knowing was low: under 1 percent of 
respondents did not know whether child care was provided 
by their own employer, and about 2 percent did not know 
whether it was provided by the partner’s employer (not 
shown). Surprisingly, there were no differences in availa- 
bility of child care at the workplace by income (figure 7.4). 

The proportion of NCCS parents (10 percent) who 
reported workplace care is substantially higher than the 
proportion of establishments (with 100 or more employees) 
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offering such programs in 1989 or earlier (5 percent), 
suggesting a concentration of parents, particularly mothers, 
in establishments with such programs (table 7.4). Other 
analyses (not presented here) have indicated that 11 percent 
of employed mothers are employed in occupations that typ- 
ically provide on-site child care, such as child care 
providers, preschool teachers, and nurses (unpublished 
analyses by the authors). In addition, since there are two 
potential sources of the benefit (mother or father), the like- 
lihood that a family reports receiving a benefit should be 
higher than the likelihood of a single fm providing it. 

Do parents use these programs? A high proportion-3 1 
percent--of parents who had child care available at the 
workplace used it (table 7.5). Use of this care varies by in- 
come level, with a higher proportion of low income fami- 
lies (41 percent) taking advantage of this child care than 
high income families (30 percent). 

Flexible Spending Accounts. Eight percent of parents 
reported that a flexible spending account (FSA) was avail- 
able through their employer (table 7.5). This percentage is 
considerably lower than the proportion of employers who 
reported offering it in the late 1980s (23 percent, table 7.4). 
This difference may be due partly to a higher concentration 
of parents in small f m s  or to the fact that parents are sim- 
ply not familiar with this program. This benefit is certainly 
less visible and more different to comprehend than others. 
Compared with other benefits, a higher proportion of 
parents did not know whether this benefit was offered: 2 
percent of respondents did not know whether their own em- 
ployer provided the benefit, and 4 percent did not know 
whether the benefit was provided by the spouse’s employer 
(not shown). 

The availability of the flexible spending account varies 
with income. Only 3 percent of low-income families said 

that it is available, compared with 14 percent of families in 
the top income quartile (figure 7.4). Of those who said it 
was available, 22 percent of families used the benefit (table 
7.5). The higher the income level, the more likely is the 
family to use such an account. Nine percent of low-income 
families and 31 percent of families with incomes of 
$50,000 and over used the account. Since 1989, families 
can use either the Child and Dependent Care Federal In- 
come Tax Credit or the flexible spending account, but not 
both. The former is of more benefit to the lowest-income 
taxpayers, and the latter is of more benefit to high-income 
taxpayers. Thus, these findings are reasonable. 

Cdeteria-Style Benefit Plan. Six percent of parents said 
that their company provided benefits in a cafeteria-style 
plan (table 7.5). Again this response varied slightly by 
income, with 9 percent of high-income parents and 5 
percent of low-income parents so characterizing their bene- 
fits. Of those who said that their benefits are flexible, only 
6 percent said that they traded other types of benefits for 
child care (table 7.5). 

Money or Vouchers. Less than one percent of parents 
said that the employers offered money or vouchers for child 
care (table 7.5). 

Information and Referral. Eight percent of parents said 
that their employer offered information and referral (I & R) 
services for finding child care (table 7.5). 

Flextime. Twenty percent of parents claimed that one 
parent or both worked for an employer who permitted flex- 
time. A higher proportion of high-income (26 percent) than 
low-income families (13 percent) had this option available 
to them (figure 7.4, table 7.5). 

Unpaid Leave. Twenty-eight percent of parents said that 
unpaid leave was available to them through their workplace 
(table 7.5). 
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Part-time Work. Thirty-five percent of parents said that 
part-time work was available from either their own or their 
partner’s employer (table 7.5). There were no differences 
by income level. 

Work at Home. Ten percent of families reported that 
they could work at home (table 7.5). This percentage var- 
ied dramatically by income level, with 4 percent of low-in- 
come families reporting that one of their employers permit- 
ted them to work at home, compared with 16 percent of 
upper-income families. 

Other Child Care Benefits. One percent of families 
reported other types of benefits through one partner’s em- 
ployer (table 7.5). 

No Benefits. Half of parents reported having at least one 
of the above-mentioned child care or related benefits avail- 
able from either of their employers. There was no signifi- 
cant difference by income level (table 7.5). 

LEAVE POLICIES 

Although parental leave has, in practice, been treated as a 
separate issue, it is an important part of overall child care 
policy for three basic reasons. The first of these is that 
growth in the employment of mothers, which is heavily 
concentrated among mothers with infants (Hofferth and 
Phillips 1987), means that more children need care but few- 
er mothers are available to provide that care. 

Second, the more intensive needs of infants require more 
staff, and, therefore, care for them is much more expensive 
than care for older children. Childstaff ratios for infants 

are the lowest of all age groups, with three states requiring 
one staff member for every three infants (Morgan 1987). 
With staff costs comprising the bulk of the expense of care, 
this means infant care is very resource intensive. The 
number of providers offering high-quality , personally atten- 
tive care for infants is widely agreed to be small. 

Third, there has been concern about the well-being of 
children who spend many hours a week in nonrelative, out- 
of-home care, particularly if it is not of high quality (Hayes 
et al. 1990). 

This section describes parents’ reports of the leave time 
they took and employer benefits to pay for this leave. 

Use of Leave Time 

Half of all mothers who had ever worked since their first 
child was born took some leave after the birth of their 
youngest child (table 7.6, figure 7.5). Although a smaller 
proportion of families with incomes under $1 5,000 took 
leave than those with incomes of $50,000 or higher, the 
difference is not significant because of small sample sizes. 

Of those mothers who took maternity leave, one-third 
took up to 12 weeks of leave (table 7.7). Twenty-nine 
percent took 13 to 26 weeks, 13 percent took 27 to 52 
weeks, and 25 percent took more than 52 weeks. There are 
some differences by income. Sixty-five percent of upper- 
income families took leave of 6 to 26 weeks, compared 
with about 50 percent of low-income families. Low- and 
moderate-income families either took very short or very 
long leaves; the former may be because they couldn’t af- 
ford more, and the latter may be a cause of their low 
incomes. 
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Of parents who took leave, 28 percent reported that their 
leave was paid (table 7.8). This proportion was lower for 
low-income families than upper-income families (16 com- 
pared to 39 percent, respectively). Of those who had paid 
leave, 23 percent took annual leave, 48 percent took sick/ 
disability leave, 18 percent had some type of parental leave 
and 10 percent named another type of leave (table 7.9). The 
sample sizes were too small to examine income differences. 

Of mothers who took leave, 45 percent said that they 
kept their health insurance while they were on leave, 16 
percent said that they lost their insurance, and 39 percent 
had no health insurance to lose (table 7.10). These 
proportions differ by income. A higher proportion of 
upper-income mothers kept their insurance (59 percent), 
compared with low-income families (19-30 percent). A 
higher proportion of low-income mothers (7 1 percent) than 
high income mothers (27 percent) did not have insurance to 
begin with. 

Those few mothers on maternity leave were asked 
whether their same or a similar job was guaranteed for them 
when they returned. All but one said that the same job was 
guaranteed for them upon their return. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Our survey results indicate that child care failures caused 
15 percent of mothers employed outside the home to lose 
some time from work and 7 percent to miss at least one day 
of work during the month previous. Employed mothers 
missed at least one day of work for this reason an average 
of 1.6 times. 
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Table 7.9 PAID LEAVE TAKEN BY MOTHERS, BY 
TYPE OF LEAVE 

Total 

Vacation Leave 23.1 
Sick/Disability Leave 48.2 
Parental Leave 17.8 
Some Other 10.1 
Total 100.0 
Sample Size 111 

Source: National Child Care Survey, 1990. 

Child care failures resulting in work disruptions are ex- 
perienced among mothers of all income levels, but low-in- 
come mothers appear to be especially vulnerable, particu- 
larly in terms of missing a day of work altogether. Women 
with family incomes of $50,000 or higher were most likely 
to miss some time from work because of a failure in their 
child care arrangement (18 percent). However, women 
with low family incomes (less than $15,000) were more 
likely to m i s s  an entire day of work than any other income 
group (10 percent). Many low-income jobs may not pro- 
vide much flexibility in terms of work schedules, thus 
producing a higher incidence of absenteeism among low-in- 
come workers with a child care failure. Failures of child 
care arrangements were more common among those in the 
child's home than outside the child's home. Formal 
outside-the-home market arrangements may be more reli- 
able than informal arrangements. 
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Although only a little more than one-third of employed 
mothers reported that they had a sick child during the 
month previous, over one-half of those respondents missed 
at least one day of work to stay home and care for their 
child. On average, these mothers missed 2.2 days of work 
in the last month for this reason. Thus, child care failures 
owing to the unavailability of the regular provider or a 
child's illness caused one-quarter of women employed 
outside the home to m i s s  at least a day of work in the past 
month. 

How does the picture from parents match that from 
employers? According to this national data, 50 percent of 
all families have available some employee benefit or policy 
to help balance their work and family life, and 50 percent 
do not have such a benefit or policy. The largest propor- 
tion, 20-36 percent, say that part-time work, unpaid leave, 
or flextime are available to them. Around 10 percent say 
that their employer sponsors an on-site center that has a 
reimbursement account or provides resource and referral 
services. This figure is twice as high as what employers 
report, but this is not unexpected. Parents may select 
employers that provide the benefits they need, and, in 
addition, two-parent families (77 percent of the sample) 
have twice the probability of obtaining a benefit through an 
employer if both spouses are employed than does a single 
employee. 

Generally, these findings confirm that many employee 
benefits are less available to low-income families than to 
high-income families. Not only do low-income families 
earn less, but when family emergencies, such as a family 
illness or the breakdown of a child care arrangement, arise, 
low-income mothers may have little choice but to lose a 
day of work and pay. 
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Finally, about half of all mothers took some leave after 
the birth of their youngest child. Only about 3 out of 10 
were paid during this absence from work. Of those who 
were paid, the majority were paid through a combination of 
vacation and sick/disability pay. Few mothers had paid pa- 
rental leave available to them. 

Note, chapter 7 

Chapter 

8 
OPZNZONS ON FEDERAL 

CHZLD CARE POLICY: FAMILIES 
WZTH CHILDREN UNDER AGE 13 

1. Statistics cited from tables in this chapter are typically 
rounded off to the nearest whole number. 

A t  the time the National Child Care Survey (NCCS) was 
designed and fielded (1 989-go), policymakers were debat- 
ing a number of major child care issues. Almost 7 billion 
dollars was spent by the federal government to assist fami- 
lies with their child care needs. The bulk of expenditures, 4 
billion dollars, benefited middle- and upper-income fami- 
lies in the form of revenue lost through the Child and 
Dependent Care Federal Income Tax Credit, allowing fami- 
lies to reduce the amount of tax paid in proportion to their 
actual child care expenditures. Although low-income fami- 
lies were potentially eligible, if their tax liability was small, 
they received little benefit from the nonrefundable credit. 
Thus, there was considerable discussion about the extent to 
which additional federal assistance should be targeted to 
low-income households. In addition, there was concern 
that two-parent families with only one wage earner were 
being unfairly penalized because they had chosen to forgo 
the additional earnings of a second earner to raise their 
children themselves. A mechanism like the earned income 
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tax credit that only required one parent to be employed (in 
two-parent families), and that did not place any restrictions 
on how the funds were spent, was favored. Thus, on the 
one hand, a vocal group was pushing for expansion of child 
care benefits to all families with an employed mother, 
while on the other hand another vocal minority was object- 
ing to benefits going onZy to families with an employed 
mother. Meanwhile, a budget deficit severely limited the 
amount of outlays possible. 

A second issue in the debate was whether child care as- 
sistance should be targeted, again to save money, to fami- 
lies with the youngest children. Several bills in the U.S. 
Congress, for example, proposed to alter the earned income 
tax credit by providing supplemental funds for low-income 
families with children under age three. 

Although the National Child Care Survey, 1990, primar- 
ily obtained information from parents to permit evaluation 
of parental use of and demand for child care, a small set of 
opinion items was added with funding from the Office of 
the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 
Department of Health and Human Services. In 1990 there 
were about 27.6 million households with a youngest child 
under age 13, constituting about 30 percent of all U.S. 
households. A sample of these households was asked their 
opinion about a number of aspects of federal child care 
policies for American families. This chapter reviews the 
responses to those items. 

SHOULD SUPPORT BE TARGETED 
TO LOW-INCOME FAMILIES? 

The NCCS first asked parents whether they believe that 
federal child care policies should support families of all 
income levels, low-income families only, or not support 
child care at all. Slightly more than half (54 percent) of 
American parents with children under age 13 responded 
that federal policies should support families of all income 
levels (table 8.1). One out of three, 36 percent, said that 
these policies should support low-income families only, 
and 7 percent said that the federal government should not 
support child care at all. Four percent said that they did not 
know or refused to answer. These results suggest wide- 
spread support for federal assistance to parents for child 
care and greater support for universal assistance than for 
targeting. 

It can be hypothesized that parents responded to these 
questions primarily from a sense either of self-interest or 
altruism. After examining parents' responses by their 
economic and demographic characteristics, we found some- 
what more support for the "self-interest" rather than the 
"altruism" hypothesis; parents were more likely to indicate 
that federal support should be provided to groups similar to 
themselves. 

Income. For example, a higher proportion of low- 
income families than upper-income families said that they 
supported targeting assistance to low-income families (44 
percent versus 32 percent) (figure 8.1). Although slightly 
more upper- than lower-income families supported child 
care for all income levels, this difference was not statistical- 
ly significant. Upper-income parents (incomes of $50,000 
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All <$15,000 $1 5-24,999 $25-34.999 $3549,999 $50,000+ 

Income 

AII Income Levels U LOW lnmme Levels 

El NO Income Levels RefusedlDon’t Know 

or more) were significantly more likely than low-income 
parents ($15,000) to say that the federal government should 
not support child care at all (9 percent versus 4 percent). 
This may reflect their lower need for assistance or simply a 
difference in belief about the role of the federal government 
in child care. There were no significant differences by 
income in the percentage who did not know or refused to 
answer. 

Age of Youngest Child. The only other characteristic 
significantly associated with targeting is the age of the 
youngest child (figure 8.2). The older the child, the larger 
the proportion of parents who thought that assistance 
should be targeted to low-income families only--41 percent 
versus 29 percent. In addition, more of these families with 
older children also stated that the federal government 
should not support child care at all (1 1 percent versus 4 
percent). This may be a rational response to needing less 
assistance with child care as children grow older and care 
for themselves. Parents may forget how much help they 
received when their children were younger, or they may say 
they did it themselves and that others can do the same. 

Family Type. Single-parent families were slightly less 
likely than two-parent families to say that federal policy 
should support all families (49 percent versus 55 percent), 
and were more likely than two-parent families to say that 
support should be targeted to low-income families (44 
percent versus 33 percent) (figure 8.3). 

Maternal Employment Status. Differences by the 
employment status of the mother were not significant. 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 
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Figure 8.2 
SHOULD SUPPORT BE TARGETED TO FAMILIES 
OF ALL INCOME LEVELS, LOW INCOME LEVELS, 

Percent OR NONE AT ALL? 
70 

64 

60 c I . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. .... .. . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
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Figure 8.3 
SHOULD SUPPORT BE TARGETED TO FAMILIES 
OF ALL INCOME LEVELS, LOW INCOME LEVELS, 

Percent OR NONE AT ALL? 
60 

50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

0 
All Morn only Mom (L Dad Employed Mom Non-Employed Mom 

Family Type Household Type 
E l  ~owincome~eveis = All Income Levels 

El NO Income Levels Refused/Don't Know 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1980 Source: National Child Care Survey lag0 
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DOES THE MOTHER HAVE 
TO BE EMPLOYED? 

The survey next asked parents whether federal child care 
policies should support all two-parent families or only 
those two-parent families i n  which both parents are 
employed. If the respondent had supported targeting assis- 
tance to low-income families in question one, then the 
words low-income were inserted into the question. The 
parallel question for single-parent families was whether 
federal child care support should support all single-parent 
families or only single-parent families in which the parent 
is employed. Since the mother is generally the second 
earner, this question focuses on whether respondents 
believe that maternal employment should be a prerequisite 
for federal child care assistance. Two-thirds of respondents 
(64 percent) said that federal policies should support all 
two-parent families, not just those with two earners (table 
8.2). A similar proportion believe that federal policy 
should support all single-parent families whether or not the 
mother is employed (table 8.3). 

Maternal Employment Status. As expected, there were 
differences by the employment status of the mother. 
Thirty-five percent of parents in dual-earner families, 
compared with 26 percent of families with a nonemployed 
mother, stated that only families with an employed mother 
should be assisted (figure 8.4). The response was similar 
regardless of whether the hypothetical family was a two- 
parent or one-parent family. 

Income. Generally, the lower the income level, the less 
respondents favored targeting and the more they favored 
universal assistance, regardless of the mother's employ- 

Opinions on Federal Child Care Policy = 391 

80 

70 

60 

50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

0 

Figure 8.4 
SHOULD SUPPORT BE TARGETED TO ALL TWO-PARENT FAMILIES, 
OR ONLY THOSE IN WHICH BOTH PARENTS ARE EMPLOYED? 

Percent 

. . .,... . . . . . ... .69.. . ... . . ......... ........_._.. . 6 9  ........... 

64 83 
81 

All Morn only Mom 6 Dad Empioyed Mom Non-Employed Mom 
Family Type Household Type 

m AH Two-Parent D Dual-Employed Only 
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Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 
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ment status. For example, 26 percent of families making 
under $15,000 per year, compared with 37 percent of 
families with incomes of $50,000 per year, favored 
targeting assistance to families with an employed mother 
only (figure 8.5). Consistent with these differences by 
income, single-mother families were also less likely to 
favor targeting than two-parent families. These responses 
differ from responses to question one, in which lower- 
income families were more likely than higher-income 
families to favor targeting assistance to low-income 
families. Perhaps having already targeted their own income 
group, low-income families then feel comfortable with 
more universal assistance. 

Age of Youngest Child. Families with older children 
regularly favored targeting assistance to families with an 
employed mother. This response is consistent with 
responses to question one, and may be explained by the 
higher labor force participation of mothers of older children 
(figure 8.6). 

DiSference between Targeters and Nontargeters. There 
were consistent differences between respondents in their 
answers to these questions. Those who said that federal 
assistance should be targeted to low-income families in the 
f i t  question (targeters) were more likely to want to target 
assistance in their responses to later questions than those 
who favored universal benefits (nontargeters). Although 
the levels of responses differed by the response to the first 
question, the pattern of responses was the same by demo- 
graphic characteristics. The proportion of targeters who 
believed that only dual-earner, two-parent families should 
receive federal assistance was consistently higher (by about 
12 percentage points) than the proportion of nontargeters 
(not shown). In addition, the responses were similar, 

Figure 8.5 
SHOULD SUPPORT BE TARGETED TO ALL TWO-PARENT FAMILIES, 

OR ONLY THOSE IN WHICH BOTH PARENTS ARE EMPLOYED? 
Percent 

80 
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40 
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. . . . ._ . .  - .... _,__ 68-.,, .,. . , , ............................................................................. . 
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Source: Nalional Child Cars Survey 1980 
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Figure 8.6 
SHOULD SUPPORT BE TARGETED TO ALL TWO-PARENT FAMILIES, 

OR ONLY THOSE IN WHICH BOTH PARENTS ARE EMPLOYED? 
Percent 
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All Lessthan 1 1-2 3-4 5-9 10-1 2 

Age of Youngest 
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Source: Nalional Child Care Survey 1990 
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regardless of whether the hypothetical mother was in a two- 
parent or single-parent family. 

One important difference between targeters and non- 
targeters should be pointed out. Families with high income 
levels ($50,000 or more) who favored universal benefits 
believed that all single parents should receive federal child 
care assistance, regardless of the employment status of the 
mother (not shown). There were few opinion differences 
by income level among those in favor of universal benefits. 
In contrast, among those who believed in targeting assis- 
tance to low-income families, families with high incomes 
were the most likely to want to target child care assistance 
to employed single mothers only, much more so than those 
with low incomes. 

SHOULD SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN 
BE INCLUDED? 

The third survey question was whether federal child care 
policy should support all families with children under age 
13, or only families with preschool-age children. The 
answer to this question was clear. An overwhelming 
majority of parents (86 percent) said that federal assistance 
should support families until their children reached age 13 
(table 8.4). Families with younger children were more 
likely to favor targeting support to families with children 
under age 5 than families with only older children (figure 
8.7), but the difference was not very large. There were few 
other differences in responses to this question, regardless of 
the respondent’s previous preference for targeting, income, 
or demographic characteristics. It appears that policies to 
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support child care for school-age children would be 
welcomed by eager parents. 

Figure 8.7 
SHOULD SUPPORT BE TARGETED TO ALL FAMILIES 

WITH CHILDREN UNDER 13, OR ONLY TO THOSE WITH 
Percent CHILDREN UNDER 5? 

100 

80 

80 

40 

20 

0 

01 

All Less than 1 1-2 3-4 5 9  10-12 

Age of Youngest 

All Kids< 13 Only Kids 5 

Refus&Don’t Know 

Source: National Child Care Survey 1980 

SHOULD EMPLOYERS PROVIDE 
CHILD CARE BENEFITS? 

The last question asked parents whether they believed that 
employer-provided child care benefits should be available 
to all families with one employed parent, only to those in 
which both parents are (or the single parent is) employed, 
or whether employers should not provide child care bene- 
fits to any of their employees. 

Overall, 53 percent of respondents said that employers 
should provide child care benefits to all families with one 
employed parent, 29 percent said that both parents (or one, 
if a single-parent family) need be employed, and only 11 
percent said that employers should not provide child care 
benefits at all (table 8.5, figure 8.8). Again, this suggests 
that there is broad support for employer-provided child care 
benefits. The proportion who said that employers have no 
business providing benefits to anyone, although larger than 
for the first questions, was still small. 

Income. Differences by income were small. Upper- 
income respondents were slightly more likely to say that 
employers should not provide child care benefits than were 
lower-income respondents. 

Age of Youngest Child. The only demographic factor 
affecting whether a respondent favors or opposes employer- 
sponsored child care benefits was age of youngest child 
(figure 8.8). Families with older children were twice as 
likely as families with children under age one to say that 
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employers should not be providing such benefits. Again, 
this provides support for the self-interest hypothesis; the 
former are less likely to need the benefits. 

Fiaure 8.8 - ZI- 

SHOULD EMPLOYERS PROVIDE CHILD CARE BENEFITS TO 
ALL FAMILIES, ONLY THOSE IN WHICH ALL PARENTS 

Percent ARE EMPLOYED, OR NONE AT ALL? 
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Source: National Child Care Survey 1990 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

To obtain some indication of public opinion regarding 
federal and private employer child care policies, 
respondents to the NCCS were asked their views on various 
policies. Responses to these questions indicated that 
among families with a youngest child under age 13, there is 
broad- based support for both federal and employer-based 
child care policies. Nine out of ten support such policies. 
The greatest opposition was to private employer policies; 
however, only about 1 in 10 respondents, on average, 
expressed such opposition. In support of our hypothesis 
that self-interest rather than altruism motivates public opin- 
ion regarding child care policy, high-income families and 
families with only older children were the most opposed to 
any participation of the federal government or private 
employers in providing child care benefits. For example, 
16 percent of respondents whose youngest child was age 
10-12 said that employers should not provide child care 
benefits to any families, compared to 8 percent of families 
with the youngest under age one. 

Among those who supported federal child care efforts, 
the majority favored universal benefits over targeting to 
low-income parents. Targeting was favored more by 
parents of older children and by those with incomes below 
$15,000 per year. 
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In general, among families who supported federal assis- 
tance in child care, a higher proportion also favored making 
benefits available regardless of the employment status of 
the mother, rather than targeting benefits only to families in 
which the mother is employed. Not surprisingly, families 
with employed mothers were more in favor of targeting 
than families with nonemployed mothers, but the difference 
was not large. 

Finally, the overwhelming majority (85 percent) of 
parents with children under age 13 favored providing assis- 
tance to all families with children under age 13, not just to 
families with children under age 5. There were no signifi- 
cant differences by family characteristics. (There was a 
slight tendency for families of older children to favor all 
families more than families with only younger children, but 
the difference was not significant.) Thus, while most 
beliefs reflected self-interest, some altruism may be evident 
in the overwhelming support in this sample with children 
under age 13 far providing assistance to families with older 
as well as younger children. 

Chapter 

9 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

T h e  National Child Care Survey, 1990, interviewed by 
telephone a nationally representative sample of 4,392 U.S. 
families with children under age 13 to learn about (1) who 
cares for children, (2) how much parents spend on child 
care, (3) how parents choose arrangements and programs 
to care for their children, (4) what they perceive their child 
care options to be, ( 5 )  previous use of child care arrange- 
ments, (6) how American families balance work and family 
responsibilities, and (7) American parents' perceptions of 
public- and private-sector child care policies. This survey 
represents approximately 27 million households with chil- 
dren under age 13, or 3 out of 10 U.S. households. 

One of the major features distinguishing this study from 
others is the inclusion of parental care as child care. A 
second feature is the inclusion of all families, not just 
families with an employed mother. Therefore, these find- 
ings truly represent how U.S. families care for children in 
the early 1990s. 
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CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS 

Parents are the principal source of child care in American 
families. In 45 percent of families, the primary child care 
arrangement is at least one parent. Nonparental arrange- 
ments play an important part in children’s lives. Twenty- 
six percent of children under age 13 are cared for in a 
formal center-based program or activities such as lessons 
during nonschool time; 14 percent are cared for by a rela- 
tive; 7 percent by a family day-care provider; 3 percent by 
an unrelated provider in the child’s home; fewer than 2 
percent care for themselves; and 3 percent are in other 
arrangements. 

The type of care used differs depending on whether the 
mother is employed or not and the age of the youngest 
child. Employed mothers and mothers of preschoolers are 
more likely to use nonparental care than are nonemployed 
mothers and mothers of school-age children. Of course, 
even when the mother is employed, parents remain the pri- 
mary caregivers for children. Still, employed mothers of 
preschool age children rely equally on center-based pro- 
grams and on parental care as their primary arrangements 
while working (28 percent of their youngest children are in 
center-based care and 28 percent are in parental care), 
whereas the majority of nonemployed mothers rely most 
often on parental care (67 percent). 

Even though most nonemployed mothers care for their 
children themselves, almost one out of three nonemployed 
mothers relies on center-based programs for 3- to 4-year- 
old children (compared with 43 percent of employed 
mothers). When all uses of either school or preschool are 

considered, the proportion of all children in programs rises 
to 41 percent by age 3 and 61 percent by age 4. 

For employed mothers, use of center-based programs for 
preschool-age children has increased consistently over the 
past 25 years, from 6 percent in 1965 to 28 percent in 1990. 
Accompanying this increase has been a decline in care by 
in-home providers and relatives. Use of family day-care 
has remained constant. Parental care as a primary arrange- 
ment for employed mothers appears to have grown some- 
what over the past 15 years, reflecting increased time spent 
by both fathers and mothers in caring for their preschool- 
age children. 

Although school-age children are much less likely than 
preschool-age children to be enrolled in center-based 
before- or after-school programs, the use of center-based 
programs appears to have risen over the past five years, 
perhaps reflecting an increase in the availability of center- 
based before- and after-school programs. In 1990, 16 
percent of school-age children were enrolled in a center 
(excluding lessons), compared with 7 percent in 1984-85. 

In addition, a number of parents rely on activities such 
as lessons and sports, not only as educational and cultural 
supplements but also as child care arrangements for chil- 
dren after school. Twenty-one percent of school-age chil- 
dren are enrolled in these activities. 

Of potential policy importance is the lack of a difference 
between lowest and highest income families in center-based 
program enrollments. Although there are some income dif- 
ferences in enrollments in preschool and before-/after- 
school programs in centers, these differences are relatively 
small. In fact, for children of nonemployed mothers, 
enrollments by families at the lowest income levels are 
significantly higher than enrollments by middle-income 
families. This may suggest that although subsidization has 
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not completely eliminated differences by income, govern- 
mental assistance has reduced a part of the differential. 

However, sharp income differences remain in use of 
activities such as lessons and sports. For example, among 
school-age children of employed mothers, 21 percent of 
children whose annual family incomes are $50,000 or more 
take lessons. In contrast, only 5 percent of children whose 
annual family incomes are under $15,000 take lessons. 
Among children of nonemployed mothers, the difference is 
just as great. Twenty-nine percent of children of mothers 
whose annual family income is $50,000 or above take 
lessons, compared with 12 percent of children in house- 
holds with annual incomes under $15,000. These differ- 
ences reflect the educational levels of low-income mothers 
as well. What is not known is the effect on children of 
taking lessons. Lessons offer a structured after-school 
activity, as well as opportunities for cultural education, 
socialization, and practice of physical and intellectual 
skills. Lessons may be an important aspect of the lives of 
school-age children, one in which, apparently, there are 
sharp differences by socioeconomic levels. 

Preschool-age children and children of employed 
mothers spend more time in nonmaternal care than school- 
age children or children of nonemployed mothers. The 
youngest preschool-age child of an employed mother 
spends an average of 35 hours per week in primary care, 
including all types of care, regardless of whether the 
parents pay for that care. Children in a center-based 
program or a family day-care home are in care for an 
average of 37 hours per week, compared with about 30 
hours per week spent by children in the care of a relative, 
in-home provider, or parent. Contrary to our expectations, 
younger preschool children spend more time in their pri- 
mary arrangement than older preschool children. Young 

preschool children with nonemployed mothers spend about 
20 hours per week in care on average, ranging from 15 
hours per week in center-based care, family day-care, rela- 
tive care, or in-home provider care to 29 hours per week in 
care by the other parent. 

School-age children with an employed mother spend an 
average of 13 hours per week in care, and five-year-olds 
spend more time in care than older children. If they have a 
nonemployed mother, they spend only about 6 hours per 
week in a regular arrangement. 

PA RENTAL EXPENDITURES 

Most parents care for their children themselves, and thus 
pay nothing for child care. Employed mothers are more 
likely than nonemployed mothers to pay for child care, 
especially if the youngest child is under five years old. 
Fifty-six percent of employed mothers make monetary pay- 
ments for their primary care arrangement for their youngest 
preschool-age child, as do 69 percent of full-time employed 
mothers and 33 percent of part-time employed mothers. 
Only 14 percent of nonemployed mothers pay for the 
primary child care arrangement for their youngest 
preschool-age child. Thirty-six percent of employed 
mothers and 21 percent of nonemployed mothers of school- 
age children pay for their primary care arrangement. 

Among those who pay, employed mothers generally pay 
less per hour than nonemployed mothers. For example, 
families with an employed mother spend $1.56 per hour for 
the primary arrangement of their youngest preschool-age 
child, compared to $2.38 per hour for nonemployed 
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mothers. However, children of employed mothers typically 
spend more time in paid care (37 hours) than do children of 
mothers who are not employed (13 hours). Therefore, 
employed mothers pay more on a weekly basis. 

Among the different types of care, in-home providers, 
which cost $2.30 per hour on average, are the most expen- 
sive arrangement for employed mothers with a preschool- 
age child. Relatives provide the least expensive care for 
employed mothers with a preschool-age child, at $1.1 1 per 
hour. Center-based programs and family day-care providers 
fall in-between, at $1.67 per hour and $1.35 per hour, 
respectively. 

Care for school-age children is more expensive-42.78 
per hour for children of employed mothers and $4.38 per 
hour for children of nonemployed mothers. School-age 
children of employed mothers are in a paid arrangement 
more hours per week (13 hours) than school-age children of 
nonemployed mothers (4 hours). 

When all  children in the family are considered, 
employed mothers with a preschool-age child pay more per 
week ($63) than mothers who are not employed ($35). 
Overall, employed mothers with a preschool-age child 
spend about 11 percent of their weekly family income on 
child care. Nonemployed mothers with a preschool-age 
child spend about 6 percent of their family income on child 
care. Families with a school-age child spend about 4-5 
percent of their family income on child care, regardless of 
whether or not the mother is employed. 

Although they are less likely to pay for care, if they pay, 
single mothers and poor families spend a substantially 
greater share of their income on child care than two-parent 
or non-poor families, regardless of employment status or 
the youngest child’s age. For example, single mothers with 
a preschooler spend 20 percent of their income and families 

with annual incomes under $15,000 spend 22-25 percent of 
their income on child care. In contrast, families with a 
preschool-age child and with annual incomes of $50,000 or 
more pay only about 6 percent of their income for child 
C a r e .  

Few families (5 percent) claim they receive direct finan- 
cial assistance with their child care expenses. In contrast, 
35 percent of employed parents with a preschool-age child 
and 27 percent of employed parents with a school-age child 
claim the federal Child and Dependent Care Credit. 

Hourly expenditures on center-based and family day- 
care remained stable from 1985 to 1990, whereas hourly 
expenditures for in-home providers increased sharply from 
1975 to 1990, so that in-home care has become the most 
expensive form of child care on an hourly basis. 

CHOICE AND SATISFACTION 

Parents were asked about both the types of arrangements 
and the number of providers they seriously considered in 
choosing their current care arrangement. Other types of 
arrangements were considered by 37 percent of families. 
Families with an employed mother considered other types 
of providers more frequently than families with a nonem- 
ployed mother (43 percent versus 26 percent, respectively). 
Families using relative care considered other arrangements 
less often than users of other modes of care. The alternate 
type of care most often considered by families was care in a 
center or preschool (50 percent). 

Other providers of the same type were considered by 40 
percent of parents. Again, families where the mother is 
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employed consider other providers more often than families 
where the mother is not employed. Almost one-quarter of 
those families using either centers, in-home providers, or 
family day-care providers considered both alternative types 
of care and a variety of providers of the same type. 

Parents reported that it took approximately five weeks to 
settle on a care arrangement for their youngest child. The 
median time was higher for families in which the mother 
was employed and the youngest child was of school age. 

The majority of NCCS parents (65 percent) indicated 
that they learned about their primary care arrangement from 
friends, neighbors, or relatives; only 9 percent of parents 
found their current care arrangement through a resource and 
referral seMce. 

Quality was the characteristic cited most often by 
parents in selecting their current arrangement for their 
youngest child. Families where the mother is employed 
cited quality more frequently than families where the 
mother is not employed (42 percent versus 27 percent, 
respectively). Likewise, families using more formal care 
arrangements--centers, family day-care providers, and in- 
home providers--mentioned quality more often than fami- 
lies using relatives to care for their youngest child. The 
aspect of quality most often cited was a provider-related 
characteristic such as a warm and loving manner; this was 
the most important factor for the majority of parents (70 
percent). 

Overall, the reported level of satisfaction with child care 
arrangements is quite high; 96 percent of those surveyed 
indicated that they are either "very satisfied" or "satisfied" 
with their current care arrangement for the youngest child. 
Nevertheless, 26 percent would prefer an alternative type or 
combination of care arrangements for their youngest child. 
The desire for an alternative care arrangement was higher 

among families where the mother is employed and where 
the youngest child has not yet started school. 

For those families desiring a change, the preferred mode 
of care is a center or preschool (49 percent). This finding 
varied with the age of the child. For children under one 
year of age, the alternative mode of care most often cited 
was care by a relative. For children between the ages of 
one and four years, the majority preferred care in a center. 

Quality was the reason most often mentioned by parents 
for desiring a change in care. Families with an employed 
mother cited program-related factors, such as cognitive and 
social development and school preparation, as their main 
reasons for desiring a change. Families with a nonem- 
ployed mother cited provider-related reasons such as a 
warm, loving manner. A substantial proportion of families 
with a nonemployed mother cited child-related factors, 
such as childstaff ratio and group size, and program-related 
factors. 

PERCEPTIONS OF ALTERNATIVES 

Overall, the information parents provide on the price of 
care (even for types they do not use) and on the characteris- 
tics of their arrangements matches overall estimates on the 
fees that providers charge, on actual expenditures of users, 
and on the average characteristics that providers report. Of 
course, this does not mean that an individual parent's 
information corresponds exactly with that given by his or 
her provider, but it matches on average. This suggests that, 
for the most part, parents are informed consumers when it 
comes to choosing child care arrangements. 
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Parents’ decisions in terms of location and cost also 
appear consistent from a rational decision-making perspec- 
tive. That is, parents pick an arrangement on the basis of 
its characteristics. As a result, for reasonably comparable 
care, parents perceive the arrangement they have chosen to 
be closer to home and to cost less than the arrangements 
they do not choose. 

Parents perceive care by a relative or in-home provider 
to be least available to them, and care by a center or family 
day-care provider to be most available, regardless of the 
type of care they actually choose. 

Finally, although numerous families use self-care and 
sibling care for their children, in the majority of families 
these constitute only incidental sources of care; fewer than 
2 percent report using self- or sibling-care as a primary 
arrangement. 

Regarding self-care, 3.5 million U.S. children under age 
13 (7 percent) are in self-care on a regular basis. This is 
almost twice the number identified in the December 1984 
Current Population Survey (CPS) (Cain and Hofferth 
1989), suggesting an increase in self-care or at least an 
increase in parents who report it. Only about 600,OOO chil- 
dren are in self-care as a primary arrangement, however. 
Other data show self-care as likely to be of short duration, 
under two hours per day. 

The average age at which parents first allowed their 
youngest child to care for himselfherself up to one-half 
hour per day was age 9. The longer the period, the older 
the child. For parents who had not yet used self-care, the 
average age they said they might start it was 12.7 years of 
age, almost four years later than the age at which children 
now in self-care started caring for themselves. The single 
most important factor they would consider was the child’s 

maturity, but a reliable neighbor and the ability to reach a 
parent by telephone were factors next in importance. 

Parents began relying on sibling care when their youn- 
gest child was 5.8 years of age, on average. The sibling 
was 14 years old, on average. Nonusers reported that they 
would wait until their youngest was 9 years old before 
allowing an older sibling to be in charge. 

- 

PREVIOUS CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS 

Almost 60 percent of NCCS respondents had a youngest 
child who was either in kindergarten or had not yet started 
school. Twenty-seven percent of these children had no 
regular arrangements for the past year; 29 percent were in 
the same nonparental care situation; another 30 percent 
began a nonparental care arrangement; 3 percent left 
regular care; and 11 percent switched nonparental care 
providers. 

The age of the youngest child was an important factor in 
patterns of care over the past year. Younger children were 
more likely to start nonparental care than older children, 
who were more likely to be in the same nonparental care 
arrangement for the entire period. 

The mother’s employment status in conjunction with the 
age of the child also influenced the pattern of care for the 
past year. For example, 70 percent of children under one 
year of age whose mothers were employed started non- 
parental care, as compared to 31 percent of children whose 
mothers were not employed at the time of the survey. By 
the age of 3 to 4 years mother’s employment status made 
virtually no difference to the proportion of children who 
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started nonparental care. Differences across other cate- 
gories can also be seen by the employment status of the 
mother. 

The median length of child care arrangements ranges 
from 8 to 12 months, depending on whether the arrange- 
ment has been completed or is still in use. At the time of 
the survey, ongoing arrangements had already lasted longer 
than arrangements which ended in the previous year. There 
were important differences depending on the age of the 
child. The median length of current arrangements increased 
with the age of the child until age five, at which time it 
again declined, since children had just begun kindergarten. 
Children 3-4 had spent 19 months in an arrangement, com- 
pared with 10 months for 0- to 2-year-olds and 8 months 
for 5-year-olds. 

Other factors related to length of arrangement are the 
employment status of the mother, family income, and type 
of arrangement. Children of employed mothers spend a 
longer time in their arrangements than children of nonem- 
ployed mothers, regardless of age of child, although the dif- 
ferences are largest among 3- to 4-year-olds. The length of 
the arrangement increases with the income of the family, 
particularly for 3- to 4-year-old children, with care by 
family members (parents and relatives) being the longest, 
lasting 21 and 15 months, respectively. Care by in-home 
providers, by center-based programs, and by family day 
care providers lasts somewhat less than a year (10.5, 10, 
and 8 months, respectively). Lessons are of slightly shorter 
duration (7 months). As expected, for these preschool-age 
children, the median length of all arrangements (except 
lessons) increases with age. 

Respondents indicated that previous arrangements ended 
for a variety of reasons, the most common of which was the 
arrangement was no longer available or affordable (42 

percent). Another 17 percent indicated that school closing 
caused the arrangement to end. Taken together, almost 60 
percent of arrangements changed for reasons beyond the 
control of the parents. 

When asked about first use of nonparental care, approxi- 
mately 60 percent of NCCS respondents indicated that they 
left their youngest child in regular care prior to the start of 
school. Children of currently employed mothers started to 
use nonparental care at an earlier age, as did children of 
higher-income parents. Children with currently employed 
mothers spent more hours per week in their first care 
arrangement than did children whose mothers are not cur- 
rently employed. 

Parents of school-age children were asked about child 
care arrangements used during the previous summer. The 
responses indicated that school-age children spent their 
time in a variety of care situations. Twenty-eight percent 
indicated they had no regular arrangements for their school- 
age children. Of those that said they used at least one type 
of care, about 20 percent used the same type of care as 
during the school year, another 25 percent went to camp, 23 
percent indicated using a community recreation program, 
17 percent relied on relatives, and the remaining children 
used a variety of care types. 

EMPLOYERS AND CHILD CARE 

Child care failures caused 15 percent of employed mothers 
to lose some time from work and 7 percent to m i s s  at least 
one day of work during the last month. Employed mothers 
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missed at least one day of work for this reason an average 
of 1.6 times per month. 

Child care failures resulting in work disruptions are 
experienced among mothers of all income levels, but low- 
income mothers appear to be especially affected, particular- 
ly in terms of missing a full day of work. Women with 
family incomes of $50,000 or higher were most likely to 
miss some time from work because of a failure in their 
child care arrangement (18 percent). However, women 
with low family incomes (less than $15,000) were more 
likely to m i s s  an entire day of work than any other income 
group (10 percent). Many low-income jobs may not pro- 
vide much flexibility in terms of work schedules, thus 
producing a higher incidence of absenteeism among low- 
income workers with child care problems. Failures of child 
care arrangements were more common among families in 
which the child was cared for at home than outside the 
child’s home. Formal, outside-the-home market arrange- 
ments may be more reliable than informal arrangements. 

Although only a little over one-third of employed 
mothers reported that they had a sick child during the past 
month, over half of those respondents missed at least one 
day of work to stay home and care for their child. On 
average, these mothers missed 2.2 days of work for this 
reason. 

Thus, child care failures due to the unavailability of the 
regular provider or a child’s illness led one-quarter of 
women employed outside the home to m i s s  at least a day of 
work in the past month. 

What types of child care benefits are available to assist 
families in balancing work and family demands? According 
to NCCS data, half of all U.S. families have some employer 
benefit or policy which helps them manage child care and 
other familv rewonsibilities. The largest proportion of 

families, 20-36 percent, say that part-time work, unpaid 
leave, or flextime are available to them. Ten percent say 
that their employer sponsors an on-site center, a figure 
twice as high as that reported by employers. Parents may 
select employers that provide the benefits they need, and, in 
addition, two-parent dual-earner families have a higher 
probability of obtaining a benefit through an employer than 
does a single employed parent. 

Generally, these findings confirm that many employee 
benefits are less available to low-income families than to 
high-income families. Not only do low-income families 
earn less, but when family emergencies, such as a family 
illness or the breakdown of a child care arrangement, arise, 
low-income mothers may have little choice but to lose a 
day of work and pay. 

Finally, about half of all mothers took some leave after 
the birth of their youngest child. Only about 3 out of 10 
were paid during this absence from work. Of those who 
were paid, the majority were paid through a combination of 
vacation and sick/disability pay. Few mothers have paid 
parental leave available to them. 

OPINIONS ON CHILD CARE POLICY 

To obtain some indication of public opinion regarding 
federal  and private employer child care policies, 
respondents to the NCCS were asked their views on various 
policies. Responses to these questions indicate broad-based 
support for both federal and employer-based child care 
policies among families with a youngest child under age 
13. Five out of ten parents supported an active public role 
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in assisting all families with child care and four of ten 
would assist low income families. The largest opposition 
was to private employer policies; however, only about 1 in 
10 families, on average, were opposed to such policies. In 
general, high-income families and families with only older 
children were those most opposed to any participation by 

may be evident in the overwhelming support in this sample 
with children under age 13 for providing assistance to 
families with older as well as younger children. 

CONCLUSIONS 
the federal government or private employers in providing 
child care benefits. For example, 16 percent of respondents 
whose youngest child was aged 10- 12 felt that employers 
should not provide child care benefits to any families, 
compared with 8 percent of families with their youngest 
child under age 1. 

Among those who supported federal child care efforts, 
the majority favor universal benefits over policies which 
benefit only low-income families. Targeting was favored 
more by parents of older children, who have fewer child 
care expenses, and by those with incomes below $15,000 
per year, who must spend a relatively high proportion of 
their family income for child care. 

In general, among families who supported government 
assistance in child care, a higher proportion also favored 
making benefits available regardless of the employment 
status of the mother, rather than targeting families in which 
the mother is employed. Not unexpectedly, families with 
employed mothers were more in favor of targeting than 
families with a nonemployed mother, but the difference 
was not large. 

Finally, the overwhelming majority (85 percent) of 
parents of children under age 13 favored providing assis- 
tance to all families with children under age 13, not just to 
families with children under age 5. 

The responses suggest overwhelming support for public 
policies to assist families in meeting their child care needs. 
While most beliefs reflected self-interest, some altruism 

Almost all children in the United States live with and are 
primarily cared for by their parents. However, American 
families care for their children in different ways. Some use 
exclusive parental care supplemented with enrichment 
activities, and some use a combination of parents and rela- 
tives supplemented with center-based programs. Others use 
full-day care in a family day care home or center-based 
program. When both school and preschool programs are 
considered, enrollments in programs rise rapidly between 
ages three and five. In part, the care choices parents make 
for their children depend on the way mothers spend their 
own time--in employment, in other activities, or in home- 
making--and on the ages of children. 

School serves as the most important form of nonparental 
care for school-age children. Kindergartners (5-year-olds) 
are in a transition year. Since kindergarten is generally a 
part-day program, parents of 5-year-olds generally need to 
supplement th is  program with other types of care. Nine out 
of 10 five-year-olds are enrolled either in school or a 
preschool. 

The increased use of center-based programs that 
occurred from the 1970s to the mid-1980s has not slowed. 
This report documents a continued movement toward use 
of center-based programs for children of all ages and types 
of families, which is consistent with the increase in the 
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supply of and stability in price of such care. Center-based 
care is generally viewed by most parents as available. 

This report also documents the declining role played by 
nonrelative, in-home providers in American families and 
the increasing cost to those who use them. 

Family day-care remains an important part of the child 
care market, but primarily for preschool-age children of 
employed mothers. Family day-care is an option for most 
families, in that they perceive it as the most available of 
care. However, parents also have some misconceptions 
about it. Even though it is one of the least expensive forms 
of care, nonusers mistakenly think that it is more expensive 
than center-based care. In real dollars, parents today spend 
no more for family day-care than they did 15 years ago. 

Although relatives are perceived as the least expensive 
form of care, they are also least likely to be available, and 
are less used as time goes by. Therefore, parents will have 
to use more formal modes of care. 

In making their decisions, therefore, families make com- 
plicated trade-offs between location, cost, convenience, 
quality, and preference for someone they know and are 
comfortable with. This study finds that parents are over- 
whelmingly concerned about the quality (broadly 
conceived) of the care their children receive. Beyond 
quality, they are concerned about location and cost as well. 
Fortunately, parents appear fairly knowledgeable about 
some of the important characteristics of the programs they 
are using for their children, particularly the size of the 
group and the education and training of the provider. 

About half of families with children under age 13 have 
access to some benefit or policy through their employer to 
assist them in balancing work and family responsibilities. 
Most families need this assistance, since in a given month 
one out of four families experiences a breakdown of child 

care or a child’s illness, causing a parent to lose at least a 
day of work. 

Although many of the potential income-related differ- 
ences in access to child care have been reduced or elimi- 
nated through federal assistance, low-income families still 
bear a considerable burden in their attempts to raise chil- 
dren and support themselves. Public opinion among 
parents strongly supports public policies to assist these 
families. 



APPENDIX A 

DESIGN EFFECTS TABLES 
FOR SURVEY PERCENTAGES 

T h e  tables in this appendix provide generalized 95 percent 
confidence limits for survey percentages. A separate table 
is provided for each of five sample groups: (1) the entire 
sample of 4,392 households; (2) 1,272 youngest children 
under age five, employed mother households; (3) 1,122 
youngest children under age five, nonemployed mother 
households; (4) 1,302 youngest children aged 5-12, 
employed mother households; and (5 )  550 youngest chil- 
dren aged 5-12, nonemployed mother households. The 95 
percent confidence limits apply to all sample households in 
a group, as well as subclasses of the group. 
To construct these tables, we computed standard errors 

for each group using nine survey variables. The selected 
variables included child caxe arrangement and demographic 
and socioeconomic status variables. We then derived an 
average design effect for each group. The design effect 
equals the ratio of the cluster sampling variance to the 
sample variance yielded by a simple random sample. The 
average design effect for a group was then used to derive an 
average design effect for each subclass. In so doing, we 
assumed that the subclasses tended to be spread across the 
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE BIAS FROM 
THE EXCLUSION OF 

NONTELEPHONE HOUSEHOLDS 

As in all telephone surveys, a major concern with the use 
of random digit dial (RDD) is the unknown bias that may 
result h m  the exclusion of nontelephone households from 
the survey population. The main source of data for the 
analysis of bias due to nontelephone coverage is the 1988 
National Health Interview Survey (NHIS). The NHIS is a 
continuous, household survey of the civilian noninstitution- 
alized population living in the United States. Telephone 
ownership is asked routinely and is ascertained for 99 
percent of the completed NHIS interviews. The survey 
sample is designed from data from the U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, which characteristically underrepresent households 
without telephones. To correct for this problem, NHIS 
estimates are adjusted each quarter to Census Bureau 
estimates of the population. 

In 1986, approximately 7.2 percent of households in the 
United States did not have a telephone (Groves and Lyberg 
1988). This percentage varies by region, with the South 
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having the highest rate of noncoverage (10.4 percent) and 
the Northeast having the lowest rate (4.5 percent). The 
1986 M I S  revealed that telephone coverage increases with 
increasing family income and education. Coverage for 
persons in families with annual incomes of $20,000 or 
more is 96 percent (Groves and Lyberg 1988). Of those 
without telephones, the majority have low incomes, are 
black, and are under the age of 35. 

In 1988, the NHIS included a child care supplement that 
collected information on child care usage for children under 
6 years of age. To evaluate the extent of the bias from non- 
telephone households in the National Child Care Survey, 
1990 (NCCS) sample, the 1988 NHIS data were used to 
compare child care information for households with and 
without telephones. A subsample of youngest children 
from the NHIS was selected to make the data comparable to 
that of the NCCS, 1990. 

Child care usage patterns for telephone and nontele- 
phone households are quite different, with nontelephone 
households using care arrangements, particularly formal 
arrangements (centers and family day-care providers), at a 
much lower rate. Table B.l illustrates this point; almost 
twice as many (61 percent) of nontelephone households 
indicate no regular child care arrangements for the youngest 
child, compared to 38 percent of the homes with phones. 

The 1988 NHIS data confirmed Groves’ earlier finding 
that the most important factor determining telephone status 
was income; 69.6 percent of the nontelephone households 
(with the youngest child under age 6) have incomes below 
$15,000. Further analysis reveals that the pattern of child 
care use for nontelephone families is similar to that for the 
low-income population with telephones (see table B.2). 

Table B. 1 CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS BY 
TELEPHONE STATUS 

Type of Care Used Nontelephone Telephone All 
by Youngest Child Households Households Households 

Center 8.8 17.4 16.5 

In-home care 2.1 4.6 4.3 

Family day care 7.8 14.7 14.0 

Father 6.1 7.9 7.7 

Mother while working 1.1 3.2 3.0 

Other relative 11.9 12.7 12.6 

No regular arrangement 6 1 .O 37.9 40.2 

Other 1.2 1.8 1.7 

Sample size 413 3,802 4,215 

Source: National Health Interview Swey,  National Center for Health 
Statistics, 1988. 

A t-test for the statistical difference between the two 
groups (assuming random sampling) indicates that the 
pattern of lower usage of center care by nontelephone 
households continues even when income differences are 
removed. Nontelephone households also more often rely 
on care by the mother (no regular arrangement). 
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Table B.2 CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS FOR 
FAMILIES WITH INCOMES BELOW $lS,OOO 

Nontelephone Telephone 
Type of C m  Used Households Households 
by Youngest Child (%I (%I 
Centera 7.9 12.4 
In-home care 1.8 2.4 
Family day care 6.6 9.6 
Father 4.7 5.9 
Mother while workingb 0.1 2.3 
Other relative 11.9 12.9 
No regular arrangementc 65.8 52.7 
Other 0.6 1.9 
Sample size 307 697 

Source: National Health Interview Survey, National Center for Health 
Statistics, 1988. 

a. Significant at .05 level. 
b. Subgroup n is under 12. 
c. Significant at .001 level. 

APPENDIX C 

BACKGROUND ON NATIONAL 
CHILD CARE SURVEY 

T h i s  study had two main goals. First, we sought a com- 
prehensive picture of how children in the United States are 
being cared for. To satisfy this goal, for each household in 
the survey we obtained a schedule of care for all children 
under age 13. (This age cutoff was chosen because it corre- 
sponds to the ages that families can claim the child care tax 
credit on their income tax.) As part of the schedule, we 
asked when the child was in each child care arrangement 
during the past week. 

The second goal was to obtain a variety of detailed 
information regarding child care arrangements, such as how 
the care was found, how satisfied parents are with their 
child care arrangements, and the cost of care. To minimize 
the time burden for respondents, these questions were asked 
only for the youngest child in the household. 

In addition to asking parents about child care, we also 
wanted to gather child care information from people and 
institutions providing care. We designed a second survey 
to collect data from day care centers and a third survey to 
collect information from family day-care providers. The 
following sections define the categories of child care 
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arrangements, present the guidelines used by the interview- 
ers, and provide a glossary of terms used in the study. 

CATEGORIES OF CHILD CARE 

When we speak of child care, we mean any time someone 
other than the primary caregiver is watching a child on a 
regular basis. The primary caregiver is assumed to be the 
mother or stepmother, if living in the household. If no 
mother is present, the father is the primary caregiver. If he 
is not living in the household, then whoever takes care of or 
has primary responsibility for the child is the primary care- 
giver. 

Families use child care for a variety of reasons, includ- 
ing those of employment, school, or engaging in other ac- 
tivities. Likewise, families use different types of care; 
some use care for just a few hours a week, whereas others 
require 40 or more hours per week. Some have one arrange- 
ment and some use several arrangements. In general, care 
for preschoolers falls into the following categories: 

Center-Bused Programs. Established settings 
where children are cared for in a group away from 
their homes for all or part of the day. There are 
many different kinds of center-based care, including 
nursery schools, preschools, and parent coopera- 
tives. Some of these centers are set up primarily to 
provide work-related care, and others are designed 
to prepare children for their school years. Centers 
provide care for groups of children ranging in age 
from infancy through school age. 

Head Start. A comprehensive program offering 
help with educational needs, health, nutrition and 
social services for low-income children between the 
ages of three and five. Head Start is typically a 
half-day, part-week program that relies heavily on 
parental involvement. 

Family Day-care (FDC) Home. (Also called 
Family Child Care.) A private home where an adult 
cares for children from infancy through school age 
on a regular basis. The care is provided at the home 
of the caregiver (not in the child’s home). The 
family day-care provider is often a mother who has 
children of her own for whom she is also caring. 
Family day care can be licensed or unlicensed. The 
number of children in a family day-care home varies 
with the situation. If two or more women join 
together to operate an FDC home, it may be referred 
to as a group home or minicenter. The family day- 
care provider can be a relative, friend, or neighbor 
of the children, or someone that the family did not 
previously know. 

In-home Care. Generally a nonrelative who takes 
care of one fumiZy’s children in the children’s own 
home. Sometimes a provider brings her own child/ 
children along to a home. Another common situa- 
tion i s  for two families to  share an in-home 
provider. 

Care by SpouselPartner. Care by the father, 
husband, or partner on a regular basis when the 
mother is not at home. 
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Relative Care. Care by a grandmother, aunt, cousin, 
or other relative, on a regular basis in the child's 
home or in the relative's home. 

Any activities such as soccer, music lessons, scouts, 
and so forth, should be included in this category. 

In addition to the types of care just listed, school-age 
children may be cared for in a variety of other ways. Some 
of the more common arrangements are: 

Before- andlor After-School Programs. Special 
programs providing care to school-aged children 
before or after school. Many schools have a special 
program to complement half-day kindergartens that 
also fall into this category. These programs are 
most often run by the school itself, by parent 
groups, or by a local day-care center. Some chil- 
dren may go to a family day-care home for before- 
or after-school supervision; we consider this type of 
care family day care, not before- or after-school 
care. 

Sibling Care. An older sibling is responsible for a 
younger family member. Sibling care includes care 
by stepsisters and stepbrothers. 

Self-care. The child is responsible for his or her 
own care. Children who are responsible for them- 
selves after school are often referred to a "latch-key 
kids," since they let themselves into their own 
homes. 

Lessons, Clubs, Sports. School-age children may 
participate in a variety of activities after school, 
varying by day of the week and season of the year. 

INTERVIEWER GUIDELINES FOR THIS STUDY 

What Is Considered Child Care? 

For the purposes of this study, we are interested in any type 
of child care used on a regular basis. By this we mean 
child care at least once a week for the past two weeks. It 
does not matter what the parent is doing during this time; 
all that matters is regularity. Some examples of regular 
care include: 

A grandparent or other person who watches a 
child one or more times a week (this could be a 
tricky one, but use the rule of thumb that if care 
occurs on the same day every week, then it 
counts); 

0 A nursery school; 

A teenage babysitter who works on a regular 
schedule. 

A neighbor with whom a parent might swap care 
on a regular basis; 

For children from divorced families, this could 
be care by the noncustodial parent living in a dif- 
ferent residence. 
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Categorizing Child Care Arrangements 

We refer to each type of care used by a child as an 
"arrangement." If a child goes to nursery school two days a 
week and watches him or her one other day, that child has 
two different arrangements--nursery school and grandpar- 
ent. For the purposes of the survey, we also have a "no 
regular arrangements" category. This should be the type of 
care category recorded when respondents say that the chil- 
dren are home with them all the time. 

Who Should Answer the Survey? 

Our first choice for the respondent is the mother of the 
children, whom we assume to be the primary caregiver. If 
the mother lives in the household but is not available, we 
will offer to call back. If we reach a responsible adult who 
wishes to answer the survey, we will let him or her do so. 
To maintain consistency, when someone other than the 
mother or father is the respondent but the mother lives in 
the household, we will still ask the mother's employment 
and employment history. If the mother does not live in the 
household, then the primary caregiver becomes the focus of 
these questions. 

Defining Changes in Arrangements 

Usually it will be clear when an arrangement has changed 
for example, the child will be a new person attending a dif- 
ferent center/school. However, at times, this may not be 
clear: for example, a child attends kindergarten at a day- 
care center. The rule here is that if the place changes, it is 
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considered a new arrangement. Applying that rule, children 
who attend kindergartens at a day-care center they had been 
attending as a preschooler have not change their arrange- 
ment. 

GLOSSARY 

AFDC: Aid to Families with Dependent Children. A fed- 
eral welfare program administered by the Department 
of Health and Human Services that provides funds for 
low-income, especially female-headed, families with 
children. Such families may receive subsidized child 
Care. 

Child and Dependent Care Credit: Under current federal 
income tax law, when both parents work or a single 
parent works, families can deduct a portion of their 
child care costs from their income taxes. The amount 
of the credit will vary depending on income and cost. 

Cooperative: Usually a day-care center, preschool, or nur- 
sery school where parental participation is required 
along with or in lieu of payment. 

Flexible Spending Account: A child care benefit offered 
by some employees, by which the amount of money 
spent on child care is taken out of the employee's 
gross income. Under such a plan, employees pay no 
federal or Social Security taxes on money they spend 
for child care up to $5,000 per year. 
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Flextime: A plan by which employees may adjust their 
working hours. For example, if one misses work on 
Monday because of a sick child, one might be able to 
work on Saturday to make it up. 

Full-time: Thirty-five or more hours’ work per week. 

Infant: A child from birth up to eleven months in age. 

APPENDIX D 

CARE BY MOTHER AND FATHER 

Information and Referral: Also known as resource and 
referral. A network of information regarding child 
care. Information includes listing of programs, 
agencies, and individuals that provide care and coun- 
seling on how to locate and evaluate care. Informa- 
tion and referral services can be run by governments 
or by private firms or businesses. 

Parents’ Day Out. Another form of nursery/preschool 
program. These programs are usually less formal and 
are available for only a few hours each week. 

Part-time. Less than 35 hours’ work per week. 

Preschooler. A child from 36 months to 71 months in age, 
or until he or she starts kindergarten. 

Toddler: A child from 12 months to 35 months in age. 

Vouchers: Method of child care payment that can be pro- 
vided by an employer or a social service agency. The 
recipient gives the voucher to the child care provider 
in lieu of cash payment. 

I n  93 percent of the households sampled in the NCCS, 
1990, the mother was the respondent, in 4 percent her 
spouse was the respondent, and in the remaining 3 percent 
either the father or another household member was the 
respondent. The relationship of each household member to 
the child was also obtained. Therefore, it was possible to 
properly link the information to the mother, father, or 
another household member. The only difficulty the respon- 
dents had was in determining when their partner should be 
considered a child care arrangement. This was particularly 
the case when the mother was not employed, since in such 
instances there was no reference activity to link with father 
care. Interviewers used two criteria to determine whether a 
person should be considered a regular caregiver. First, care 
had to occur on a regularly scheduled basis, by which was 
meant at least once a week for the past two weeks. Second, 
the respondent could not also be in the household at the 
time. Therefore, these data do not provide any information 
about the division of labor between husband and wife in the 
household when both are present. 

Analysis of the responses was problematic when defin- 
ing parental care in the 4 percent of households where the 
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father answered the questions. To simplify the analysis, the 
questions were parallel for wives and husbands. Just as the 
wife might report that her husband cared for the children 
while she was employed, so the father would be required to 
report that his wife was the caregiver when he was em- 
ployed outside the home. This was not an easy concept to 
communicate to respondents, since they did not usually 
consider the other parent as a caregiver. In the analysis, 
because a mother who cared for the children herself re- 
ported "no regular arrangements" and in order to consistent- 
ly code parental care, we recoded "no regular arrangement" 
as mother or father care, depending on who the respondent 
was. This was the approach used in compiling the descrip- 
tive data on child care arrangements discussed in detail in 
chapter 2, as well as that utilized in succeeding chapters. 
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