
 

 

 

 

 

 

Executive Summary
	
The purpose of this review is to summarize research on the context and factors that facilitate parents’ decision-
making about child care. It is intended to provide a foundation of empirical knowledge for state administrators, 
early childhood program developers, and policymakers who can use information about child care decision-
making processes and outcomes to improve their programs and services for families. The review reflects 
current and seminal work completed by researchers throughout the U.S. on the preferences, constraints and 
supports that influence parents’ child care decision-making. Literature for this review comes from published 
journal articles as well as reports from studies funded by the Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation and 
other federal government agencies.  The structure and content were selected to reflect topics of interest to 
early care and education administrators, policymakers, and stakeholders. 

We use a child care decision-making model developed by Weber (2011) and policy-relevant issues identified 
in discussions with state administrators to frame the review.  Additionally, we focus on literature related to 
the child care decisions of parents with young children (age 0-5). Findings from the literature are organized 
into four main sections reflecting empirical findings about: 1) parents’ child care decision-making processes, 
2) parents’ preferences and priorities in selecting a care arrangement, 3) constraints to selecting preferred 
care arrangements, and 4) policies and programs that support parents in selecting their preferred care 
arrangement. Key findings from each of these sections are provided below. Further details and citations can be 
found in the full literature review. 

Key Findings 

Parents’ Child Care Decision-Making Process 

• Most low-income parents perceive having limited child care options and consider few options.1 

•	 No negative associations have been found between the amount of time spent searching for care or 

number of options considered and parental satisfaction with care.2
 

• Most low-income parents learn about their child’s provider from friends, family members, and neighbors.3 

• On average, low-income parents make child care decisions quickly;4 41% of parents from one study made 
choices within one day.5 

Parents’ Preferences and Priorities in Selecting a Care Arrangement 

•	 When asked for their child care preferences, the majority of low-income parents place a high value on the 
quality of arrangements. These preferences are not always reflected in parents’ choices when selecting a 
child care arrangement.6 

•	 Parents’ definitions of quality vary across studies, but tend to include both structural and process-oriented 
features identified by early care and education professionals as being indicators of quality. Structural 
features included in parents’ definitions of child care quality include provider education7, provider 
experience and training8, and a low child-adult ratio9. Process-oriented features included in parents’ 
definitions of child care quality include provider warmth10, activities to support children’s development 
(including cognitive/academic skills and social skills11, and open communication within the family-provider 
relationship12. In addition to these specific factors, parents placed a strong emphasis on their children’s 
health and safety and their trust of the provider.13 
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•	 Child care preferences differ by a number of child, parent, family, and community characteristics. For 

example, whereas parents of infants and toddlers tend to prefer parental/relative care, parents of 

preschoolers tend to prefer center-based care.14 Studies have found that parents with less than a college 
degree place more emphasis on safety and practical features, such as cost and location, and parents with 
a college degree are more likely to focus on quality features.15 Studies have also found parents who are 
working, and particularly working full-time, are more likely to cite practical considerations than parents 
who are not working, or working part-time.16 Likewise, family income has been positively associated with 
parents’ endorsement of quality as compared to practical features (e.g., cost, location) as top priorities.17 

• Child care preferences and choices among immigrants vary by county of origin18 and reflect experiences 
from their country of origin and values of their culture.19 

•	 In addition to having many of the same preferences and concerns of other parents, parents of children 
with special needs are also concerned about specific program features that are critical to the care of 
their child’s special needs.20 Availability of care that meets children’s special needs is limited.21 Limits in 
availability of child care options that can meet children’s special needs have resulted in a high use of care 
from family members, friends, and neighbors as well as employment disruptions for parents.22 

Constraints to Selecting Preferred Care Arrangements 

•	 Contextual factors related to the child care market include the availability, accessibility, affordability, and 
parental awareness of supply.23 

•	 Child care options for infants and school-age children tend to be more limited than options for preschool-
age children.24 

• Rural areas tend to have fewer regulated child care providers than metropolitan areas and more unmet 
child care needs have been documented in low-income communities than higher income communities.25 

•	 Employment factors (e.g., shifting and unpredictable work schedules, nonstandard hours, and inflexible 
work policies) limit families’ child care options.26 

•	 Among families reliant on public transportation, accessibility to care options is limited by the schedule and 
routes of public transit.27 

• Families’ child care choices reflect the options they perceive to be affordable. 28 

•	 Parents, particularly immigrants or refugees, may have limited awareness of their eligibility for free/
	
subsidized early care and education arrangements, such as Head Start.29
 

Facilitators to Selecting Preferred Care Arrangements 

•	 The majority of low-income parents knows about resources and referral services, but did not use this 

service to find their child’s care.30
 

•	 Most parents have reported that they would be interested in the type of information that Quality Rating 
and Improvement Systems provide, and would use this information in making child care choices.31 

•	 Most parents are not aware of state/local Quality Rating and Improvement Systems, though the percent of 
parents who are aware of these systems are growing.32 

6 

http:growing.32
http:choices.31
http:Start.29
http:transit.27
http:options.26
http:communities.25
http:children.24
http:supply.23
http:parents.22
http:limited.21
http:needs.20
http:culture.19
http:priorities.17
http:part-time.16
http:features.15


 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 

 

• The use of child care subsidies have been associated with parents using their preferred type of care.33 

• Scholarships, designed to facilitate parents’ access to high quality care, have been associated with changes 
from unlicensed to regulated (primarily center-based) care.34 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

•	 Resources to support child care decision-making should acknowledge the multitude of inter-related 
factors that shape how decisions are made and the fact that preferences for different features of child care 
arrangements may vary by the characteristics of the families. 

• Studies suggest that friends, families and, in some cases, trusted professionals (such as case workers and 
pediatricians) play a role in decision making. Creating a cadre of trusted child care advisors who can listen 
to families’ unique circumstances and provide guidance that is culturally sensitive would be a potentially 
valuable service to families. Additionally, community or neighborhood-based initiatives, such as provider 
open houses and yard signs, could be used to increase community members’ awareness of the child 
care options, and particularly options that have been rated as high quality through QRIS, available in a 
neighborhood. 

•	 A focus on effective marketing and engagement strategies is needed to increase the awareness and 
utility of QRIS, especially for low-income families. States may choose to market QRIS as a system that 
rates providers on specific quality indicators that will likely resonate with parents. For example, states 
could highlight how their QRIS includes indicators of quality identified as important by parents in extant 
literature (e.g., provider background checks, small group sizes, and training on learning activities that can 
support children’s growth). The timing of these efforts should consider the participation rates of programs 
so that parents responding to marketing efforts will encounter a sufficient supply of rated programs. 

•	 Child care subsidies and other sources of financial supports (such as scholarships) can enable parents to 
access these preferred settings when they are available. Interactions with families to provide informational 
resources at the point of application for child care subsidies may be used to support families’ search process 
and provide them with information about other free or low-cost programs, such as Head Start or pre-K. 
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