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Project Description.  

Determinants of Subsidy Stability and Continuity of Child Care in Illinois and New York is a 

research partnership that joins child care researchers at the University of Chicago and the Urban 

Institute with Illinois and New York state child care administrators and local subsidy 

administrators in four regions (SDA 6 and SDA 14 in Illinois; Nassau and Westchester Counties 

in New York). The primary aim of the partnership is to develop an empirically-informed and 

practically-relevant knowledgebase regarding determinants of subsidy stability and child care 

continuity and the linkages between the two. By targeting this study on four regions in two states 

and analyzing quantitative and qualitative information on parent perceptions and experiences 

together with administrative program records, the empirical strategy aims to strengthen 

understanding of the patterns of subsidy and child care stability over time.  In particular, it 

examines how subsidy program characteristics and employment circumstances may operate to 

encourage or discourage subsidy receipt and subsidy stability; and in turn, how subsidy receipt 

and stability contribute to child care arrangement continuity.  

 

 

Research Questions. 

1) What are the different patterns of subsidy use and stability over time? What are the 

characteristics of families who demonstrate different subsidy patterns? How does subsidy use 

vary with other public program use and with employment patterns? 

2) To what extent do subsidy program characteristics and parental work circumstances influence 

subsidy use and stability? Do parental work circumstances moderate the effects of subsidy 

program characteristics on subsidy use and stability?  

3) How stable are child care arrangements for subsidy-receiving families both during a subsidy 

spell and over time? What are the characteristics of families who have unstable child care 

arrangements during a subsidy spell and/or over time? What is the relationship between 

subsidy stability and child care arrangement stability? 

4) To what extent do subsidy program characteristics and parental work circumstances directly 

influence the stability of child care arrangements? Are these influences mediated by patterns 

of subsidy use? 

5) What challenges to subsidy stability and child care stability do parents perceive to be most 

difficult? Are there subsidy program characteristics that parents perceive as promoting or 

hindering subsidy stability, child care options, and child care arrangement stability? How do 

parents perceive the directionality of influence between subsidy stability and child care 

arrangement stability? 

6) What challenges to subsidy stability and child care stability are particularly salient for parents 

with non-traditional jobs and/or nonstandard work schedules, TANF families, immigrant 

families/non-English speaking parents, families with multiple children and school-aged 
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children needing care? What strategies do these parents develop in their efforts to deal with 

the challenges they identify?   

 

 

Sample and Methods.  

The empirical components of the study include: 

 Survey Component:  A telephone survey of a cohort of 612 new subsidy entrants in the four 

regions who meet the sampling criteria (i.e., began receiving a subsidy between August 2011 and 

February 2012 in Illinois, or between March and December 2011 in New York; have at least one 

subsidized child under age five and not age-eligible for kindergarten; receives a subsidy for 

employment or TANF with employment). The survey was administered several months after 

participants’ expected subsidy recertification dates (minimum of 14 months in New York and 8 

months in Illinois after program entry) to provide sufficient time to identify the length of subsidy 

and child care spells, and to observe work, child care, and subsidy experiences over the course of 

more than one potential eligibility period.  

 

 Qualitative Component: 85 in-depth interviews with a purposive sample of survey 

respondents who represent one of three different subsidy trajectories (one eligibility period or less 

on the program; continuation through at least one recertification period without a break in 

subsidy use; cycling off and on the subsidy program during the observation period). The 

qualitative sample includes diversity in four areas: TANF-subsidy and non-TANF-subsidy 

families; families with standard and nonstandard work schedules; families needing care for a 

single child under 5 and families with multiple and school-aged children; Spanish-speaking, 

immigrant families and English-speaking, native families.  

 

 Administrative Data Component: Analyses of longitudinal child care assistance payment 

records for the period of March 2011 through August 2014 in New York and August 2011 

through August 2014 in Illinois.  Deidentified records were obtained for all cases in the survey 

sampling frame (i.e., all cases eligible for the telephone survey whether or not they completed it). 

The records show all subsidy payments made for children on the subsidy case from the point of 

subsidy entry through at least 18 months after entrance. These data are analyzed for the study 

population and, for survey respondents who consented to linking survey data to administrative 

data, unique study identifiers are being used to link administrative data from the child care 

assistance program to survey data. In addition, in Illinois only, an analysis of longitudinal child 

care assistance records of the entire population of new entrants for earlier program years is 

undertaken with deidentified case records. 

 

Program Overview in Two Focal States. 

Illinois and New York subsidy programs are structured differently, as the following table 

summarizes: 
 

 Illinois New York 

Level of 

administratio

n 

State-

administered 
County-

administered 

Income 

eligibility 
185% FPL as of 

2011 

Depends on county. 

Westchester and 

Nassau = 200% FPL 

for low-income 

cases 
Length of 

eligibility 

period 

6 months 12 months, w/ 6-

month income 

verification 

reporting; 6 months 

for TANF cases 
Maximum 12 12, plus remainder 
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child age of the school year 

after 13th birthday 
Minimum 

number of 

work hours 

No minimum 20 (considered 

eligible for full-time 

subsidy when 

working 30 or more 

hours per week) 

 

 

Progress Update.  

 Base Period.  The first 18 months of the project involved finalizing the research plan with both 

states and local partners, and working with states to develop data sharing agreements that were 

within the legal parameters of each state and respective institutional review boards. During this 

period, the research team began designing the survey instrument and determined a sampling 

strategy based on an initial analysis of the demographic profiles of subsidy entrants in both states. 

Preliminary analyses of administrative child care subsidy data in Illinois were conducted. 

Individual advisory group members were consulted regarding several issues related to the data 

sharing agreement with our state partners, survey instrument construction, and sampling strategy. 

Our state partners and relevant staff members were actively involved in all of these activities. 

 

 Survey Component. In Year 2, the team finalized and piloted the survey instrument, and 

contracted the University of Chicago Survey Lab to field the survey, which began recruiting the 

sample and administering the survey during the second half of Year 2. Administration of the 

telephone survey concluded in Year 3 (n=612).  

 

In Year 3, the survey data were cleaned, and univariate and bivariate analyses conducted on key 

variables. Further cleaning, variable construction, and descriptive analyses are in progress.  In 

Year 4, the survey data were linked to the administrative data and multivariate analyses were 

conducted. The results of these analyses are included in our final project report 

 

 Qualitative Component: The qualitative interview schedule was drafted and sample strategy 

determined in the second half of year 2. The interview protocol received input from individual 

advisory council members and members of the MN/MD Child Care Research Partnership. A total 

of 85 qualitative interviews were completed (75 in Year 3 and10 in first two months of Year 4). 

In Year 3, a coding scheme was developed and the qualitative research team was trained on 

NVIVO and the coding scheme.  Coding and analysis of interviews occurred in Year 4. Results of 

these analyses are included in a report of the quality substudy.   

  

 Administrative Component:  An analysis of IL administrative child care assistance data was 

conducted in Years 1 – 3 of the study to develop an understanding of subsidy trajectories and the 

association between subsidy exit and child care provider changes. Access to IL but not NY 

deidentified child care assistance records were made available to the research team for the entire 

population of recipients for particular years.  Two different projects were undertaken with these 

data. First, children who were new entrants to the child care subsidy program between January 

2005 and December 2005 (n=72,562) were observed for 24 months. With these data, researchers 

calculated the length of both subsidy spells and gaps between spells; examined the proportion of 

children who cycled back onto the program after a subsidy exit; and provided a descriptive 

picture of how patterns varied by child characteristics and provider type. In addition, a Kaplan-

Meier survival curve analysis of the probability of exiting the subsidy program by number of 

months in the program was undertaken. In addition, with these data, researchers examined a range 

of measures of child care provider instability, including total number of unique child care 

providers, changes in providers within subsidy spells, and changes in providers between subsidy 

spells (Ros, Claessens, & Henly, 2012; Claessens, Ros, & Henly, 2012). In a second project, a 

sample of 31,752 children under age three who were new entrants onto the subsidy program were 



4 

 

followed until the age of five (at least 24 months). The incidence of within and between spell 

changes in child care providers as well as factors that predicted changes in child care providers 

within and between spells were examined. In addition, these analyses examine factors that predict 

different types of child care changes, for example from a more informal to formal setting or vice 

verse. These findings were reported at the 2012 Association for Public Policy and Management 

meeting (Claessens, Ros, & Henly, 2012) and the 2013 Society for Social Work and Research 

meetings (Ros, Claessens, & Henly, 2012) and a manuscript is currently being prepared for 

submission to a peer-reviewed journal.   

 

For the study population in New York and Illinois, 18-months of administrative data were 

analyzed for each participant in the study population. Similar analyses to those described above 

were conducted with these administrative data for this sample of new entrants. The results of 

these analyses are included in our final project research report. 

 

Project Reports 

Final Research Report.  This report includes findings from the administrative analyses, survey 

analyses, and linked administrative-survey analyses.  The report includes five primary empirical 

analyses: an overview of sample characteristics (chapter 3), patterns of subsidy use and stability 

over time (chapter 4), determinants of subsidy stability, (chapter 5), stability of child care 

arrangements during subsidy spells and after exiting the program, (chapter 6), and determinants 

of child care continuity (chapter 7). 

 

Report summarizing findings from the Qualitative Substudy.  This report includes findings 

from the qualitative interview component. The report includes five empirical chapters: overall 

experiences with the subsidy program (chapter 3), experiences with the application and 

recertification process (chapter 4), subsidy instability and reasons for program exits (chapter 5), 

implications of subsidy instability for child care arrangement continuity (chapter 6), and 

participants’ recommendations for program improvement (chapter 7).   

 

Both reports will be disseminated through the Urban Institute website and available through 

Research Connections. In addition, all past conference presentations and project memos are 

available upon request of principal investigator. 

 

Implications for policy/practice and research. 

Both the final report and the qualitative substudy report include a final chapter that discusses the 

project’s implications for policy and practice.  

 

Presentations, Reports, and Publications. 

Claessens, A., Pilarz, A.R., & Henly, J.R. (Nov. 2012). Child Care Subsidy Use and Child Care 

(In)Stability: Evidence From Illinois. 34rd Annual Meetings of the Association for Public Policy 

Analysis and Management, Baltimore, MD.  

Henly, J.R., Sandstrom, H., & Claessens (May, 2013). Determinants of Subsidy Stability and 

Continuity of Child Care in Illinois and New York. Welfare Research and Evaluation 

Conference, Washington, D.C. 

Henly, J.R., Sandstrom, H., & Claessens (Oct., 2013). Subsidy Exits and Child Care Continuity: 

Emerging findings from the IL/NY Child Care Research Partnership: Qualitative Component. 

Presentation prepared for the Child Care Policy Research Consortium, Washington, D.C. 

Pilarz, A.R., Claessens, A., Henly, J.R.. (Sep., 2012). (In)stability of Child Care Subsidies and 

Child Care Provider Use: A Preliminary Analysis of Illinois Administrative Records. Memo.  

University of Chicago, Chicago, IL. 

Pilarz, A.R., Claessens, A., Henly, J.R. (Jan., 2013). Child Care Subsidy Use and Child Care 
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Society for Social Work and Research, San Diego, CA.   
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in June 2014. 

Henly, J.R., Sandstrom, H., Kim, J. & Claessens, A. (June, 2014). Managing Work and Care: Job 

and Child Care Subsidy-Related Factors Shaping Work-Care Fit. Work and Family Researchers 

Network 2nd Conference, New York, NY. 

Sandstrom, H., Henly, J.R., & Claessens, A. (July, 2014). Subsidy Exits and Child Care 

Continuity: Understanding Why Families Stop Receiving Child Care Assistance and the 

Impacts on their Child Care Arrangements. Paper presented at Head Start's 12th National 

Research Conference on Early Childhood. 

Davis, E., Claessens, A. & Henly, J.R. (2014). Methodological challenges and lessons learned 

related to measuring subsidy use and continuity. A webinar for the Subsidy, Access, and Child 

Care Choices Workgroup, October 24, 2014. 

Henly, J.R., Sandstrom, H., Claessens, A., Pilarz, A.R., Huerta, S., Hoffman, Y., Barnes, C., 

Grazi, J., Rothenberg, L., Sadler, T. (forthcoming).  Determinants of subsidy stability and child 

care continuity:  Findings from the Qualitative Substudy of the Illinois/New York Child Care 

Research Partnership. 

Henly, J.R., Sandstrom, H., Claessens, A., Pilarz, A.R., Gelatt, J., Kim, J., Healy, O. 

(forthcoming).  Determinants of subsidy stability and child care continuity:  Final research 
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