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Key Takeaways

M The Decline of the “Traditional” Single-Earner Household: Only a
quarter of American families now fit the outdated stereotype of a
working father and stay-at-home mother.

B ThesStress of the “Patchwork” System: Because the current system is
unaffordable and in short supply, millions of families rely on an
exhausting “patchwork” of formal and informal care from relatives
and multiple nonrelative arrangements. Nearly half of children
under age five experiences multiple care settings, a source of
significant stress and a clear indicator of a “broken” care
infrastructure.

B Telework Is Not a Childcare Solution: The report highlights a
significant, lasting increase in parents simultaneously working and
caregiving since the 2020 pandemic. This new normal is often a
forced survival strategy due to a lack of affordable center-based
options, rather than a sustainable long-term model for working
families.

B Cchildcare Is Essential Economic Infrastructure: Childcare is not just
a personal choice but a crucial component of the nation's economic
infrastructure. Stable, accessible care is the engine that allows

parents to maintain employment and supports ability

of the economy.

B A Need for Data-Driven Investment: To fix the long-standing cra
in the nation's care infrastructure,” there is an urgent need for da
driven childcare policies and significantly greater public
investment. Aligning care availability with the actual hours
demands of the 21st-century workday is essential
economic security.

Introduction

The United States is home to 62.4 million parentsl raising 72.7 million children. In
addition to their roles as caregivers, the majority of parents are also paid workers.2
Childcare has never been more important—to employers, to the economy, and most
certainly to parents. But relatively little is known about the care arrangements used
by millions of families each week. Where do millions of young children go when
their parents head off to work, and how stable is the care infrastructure our
economy depends on?

In 2025, parents with children at home made up 30.4 percent of all workers, and

12.5 percent of workers were parents with a child under age six.2 Fathers are more

likely to participate in the labor force than mothers, but most mothers work, a

pattern that has been in place for decades.2 Although maternal labor force
participation rates differ by age of the youngest child, race, ethnicity, and marital

status, in 2024 the majority of mothers were in the labor force, even among the

groups historically least likely to work8

Figure 1
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The same pattern holds true when looking at parents and children from different
angles: In the majority of families, all of the parents living in the household work,”

and most children live with parents who all work. In other words, the stereotypical

family where the father works and the mother stays home to provide full-time care

only applies to one-quarter of all families.2

Figure 2
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Given that most parents work and most children do not have a full-time stay-at-
home parent, ensuring care for children during working hours is vitally important.
This was demonstrated clearly during the COVID-19 pandemic, when schools moved
instruction online and childcare became more difficult to access2% Access to care is
a crucial component of the economy and the nation's infrastructure. Stable,
accessible childcare allows working parents to maintain employment and ensures

that children, particularly the youngest who cannot be safely or legally left alone,

have their needs met.22


https://rooseveltinstitute.org/?post_type=publications&p=21256&preview=true&_thumbnail_id=21264#a3b8a403-b7c8-430f-a21c-5295d74b6b30
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/?post_type=publications&p=21256&preview=true&_thumbnail_id=21264#a9b7e780-93ff-4066-a916-db20bb13c836
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/?post_type=publications&p=21256&preview=true&_thumbnail_id=21264#cf20e81e-d64a-4b5d-a420-0b8f858e9cdb
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/?post_type=publications&p=21256&preview=true&_thumbnail_id=21264#719d959a-c359-49e1-abd8-49467531e4df
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/?post_type=publications&p=21256&preview=true&_thumbnail_id=21264#0c94f01b-9686-4be5-9637-93f0a63d1f4f

Schools are an important component of care for children, since, in addition to
providing education and enrichment, they offer crucial supervision during the
majority of the typical workday. But many children are too young for school: in all
but a few states children must be at least five years old before starting public

school, and even then the majority of states do not require school districts to offer

full-day kindergarten programs.2 Longer school hours are required for older

children, but most schools in the United States are not in session year-round, and

the school day is shorter than the average workday for most.22 This means that
when parents are unavailable due to work or other obligations, they must
personally find solutions to keep their children safe and supervised, outside of

simply relying on the school system.

Access to care is a crucial component of the economy and
the nation’s infrastructure.

Childcare—be it paid or unpaid, in-home or at a facility, provided by family or by
paid professionals—matters tremendously to parents, to communities, and to the

economy. But care is in short supply, is difficult to access, and is too expensive for

most families to afford. The system is, by many measures, broken.X Childcare is a

significant source of stress for parents, and surveys show worrying connections

between the difficulty of accessing care and negative mental health outcomes12
Parents themselves are certainly well aware of the challenges they face finding,

paying for, and maintaining childcare arrangements. Yet despite its importance
and the urgent need for improvements and greater investment, relatively little is

known about the childcare arrangements used by families.

Data

Information about the types of care families rely on is sparse because few
nationally representative datasets include this information. The National Database
of Childcare Prices provides geographically detailed information about market-rate

prices for different types of care but does not include data on how many families

use them.28 The National Survey of Early Care and Education includes a household

survey with questions about the types of care families use, but the most current

available data was collected in 2019, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.t?

The Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) is a longitudinal survey
collected annually and includes detailed information on childcare arrangements
for children under 15. The US Census Bureau periodically issued reports on
childcare arrangements using SIPP childcare data beginning in the 1980s, but the

most recent version was published more than a decade ago using data collected in

201118

Understanding current childcare usage patterns is important to addressing a range
of public policy issues, from employment to education to child and parental health
and well-being. This brief provides an updated overview of the types of childcare
arrangements used by families based on data from the 2024 Survey of Income and
Program Participation. The 2024 SIPP contains information about childcare usage

in the fall of 2023, the most recent data available at the time of publication.
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Some of the categories used for analysis are the same as those used in previously

published census reports. However, because of changes to the survey, the results in

this brief are not comparable to data collected prior to 2019.12

A Note on the SIPP

The SIPP asks childcare questions of respondents who are parents with at

least one child under the age of 15.22 Information is collected separately

about each child in the household, but the questions are only asked of the
“reference parent.” If both parents live in the home, the reference parent is
the mother by default. In single-parent families, the parent living with the

child(ren) is the reference parent, and most single-parent families are

headed by women 22 As a result, the majority of childcare data is collected
from mothers, who are the parents most likely to be responsible for primary

caregiving and care arrangements.

Beginning in 2019, the SIPP asked about families' childcare use during a
typical week in the previous fall, which could be up to 11 months before the
survey interview. In most cases, reference parents were asked if they used
different types of care when they were working, in school, or otherwise not
with their child. Questions about whether the child was cared for by the
reference parent or by the other parent or stepparent were only asked of
times when the reference parent was working or in school, and questions
about whether the child cared for themself were only asked of times when

the reference parent was not with them.

Findings

Children’s Age

A significant majority of children are in care arrangements of some type, with even

higher rates among those who have not yet reached school age. An estimated 15.3

million children under the age of 5 were in at least one form of care while their

parents were working or in school (82.7 percent), along with 18.5 million older

children (76.5 percent) between the ages of 5 and 10 (see Figure 3).

Figure 3
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Overall, childcare that is provided by a relative—such as a parent, older sibling, or
grandparent—is more common than nonrelative care. In the fall of 2023, more than
two-thirds of children under age five (69.9 percent) received care from a relative
when their mother or reference parent was busy, while nearly half (47.6 percent)
received some form of nonrelative care, such as attending daycare or preschool (see

Table 1in Appendix). Elementary school—aged children—those ages 5 to 10—were

just as likely as younger children to be cared for by relatives (67.8 percent).22 while
family care rates were largely the same, older children were much less likely to be
cared for by a nonrelative. For most children in this age group, it is highly likely
that formal schooling takes the place of other forms of care during weekdays when
their parents are at work or are otherwise busy. (Because SIPP data specifically asks
about childcare arrangements used in the fall, when school is in session, it is
unfortunately not possible to use this data to measure what happens during

summer breaks.)

Families greater reliance on relative care could be due to a number of causes. Some
parents rely on other family members to care for children when they are working
because that is their preference; some would always choose family care over other
options. Depending on personal circumstances, care provided by relatives may be
easier to arrange, like an aunt who steps in to do daycare pickup when parents have
to work late. Childcare is unaffordable for most families, and relative care is
typically less expensive—and potentially even free. Teenagers watching their
younger siblings after school may or may not be compensated for their labor, but in
nearly all instances their prices are lower than those charged by formal care

providers.

Figure 4
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In 2023, more than one in four children were cared for by a parent who was
simultaneously busy with work or school, a significantly higher proportion than in
2018. The percentages of children receiving relative care overall, grandparent care,
or care from a sibling or another relative did not change meaningfully from 2018 to
2023. However, the share of children being cared for by mothers and fathers
substantially increased in 2020 and has remained elevated since. This suggests that

the effects of the 2020 pandemic continued to have a meaningful effect on parental

care in 2023, possibly due to the increased availability of telework.22 (See Appendix

for more comparisons of selected childcare arrangements pre- and post-pandemic.)

Regardless of the child's age, grandparent care was the most common care
arrangement, though school-aged children were significantly less likely than
younger children to be watched by a grandparent. Roughly half of children under
age 5 were cared for by a grandparent (47.2 percent), a rate nearly 10 percentage
points higher than for children ages 5 to 10 (37.5 percent). Grandparent care can be
a source of joy for children and grandparents alike, and in families where
grandparents live nearby, are healthy, and are not working, this can be the first
choice among possible arrangements. Grandparents who live in the same
household can be especially convenient sources of care, and the fact that they
provide childcare does not necessarily mean they are the primary source. But, as
with other sources of relative care, in many families these decisions are influenced
more by high prices and a lack of other available options than any of the adults'
preferences. Unlike parental care, grandparent care has not significantly increased
over time; the percentage of children who were cared for by a grandparent was not
significantly different in 2023 than it was before 2020. However, children were less
likely to be cared for by a grandparent in 2020, possibly because of older people's
greater health risks from COVID-19.

Though nonrelative care is much more common among preschoolers than older

children, it is still an important aspect of care for school-aged children, particularly

in times outside of the school day, like evenings or weekends.24 Overall, more than
three-quarters of children who are in nonrelative care arrangements attend some
form of center-based care, such as a preschool, daycare center, or after-school
program. As might be expected based on their ages, younger children were more
likely to attend daycare centers, nurseries, or preschools, while elementary school—

aged children were more likely to attend before- or after-school programs.
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Figure 5
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Before- or after-school programs are the most common form of nonrelative care
arrangement for school-aged children. These programs can be particularly
convenient for families since they are often on the same campus and can
functionally extend the school day, in addition to often having lower prices than
many other forms of childcare. Overall, center-based care facilities tend to be more

expensive than options like family daycare providers, although average prices

decline as children advance in age22 Part of this is because center-based care is
more likely to be located in urban settings with higher property costs. Urban
locations typically allow providers to serve larger populations, and many families
choose care settings closer to their workplace or school rather than their home.
This can allow them to avoid paying for care during commutes or make it easier to
manage pick-up or drop-off times, but these decisions can also be driven by a lack

of childcare options closer to home, especially in more suburban or rural areas.

The majority of parents reported they have only one typical care arrangement in
place aside from parental or self-care, but a sizable minority of children are in
multiple care arrangements. Most multiple care arrangements are a mix of relative
and nonrelative care, with both preschool and elementary school—age children in
an average of more than three different arrangements, not including care from
their parents or caring for themselves when their parents are busy. One in four
children under 5 (24.4 percent) and one in five children ages 5 to 10 (19.2 percent)
are in more than one nonrelative care arrangement, most commonly attending a
center-based program such as a daycare center or a before- or after-school program
and receiving care from another nonrelative like a babysitter, neighbor, or family

friend.

Multiple arrangements can also be a sign of more
challenging circumstances for families who cannot rely on
a single form of care because it cannot meet all their
needs.
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Multiple care arrangements may reflect parents’ or children's preferences, like a
child being picked up from daycare by a family member excited to spend time with
them, or parents of teammates taking turns driving the group to sports practice
after school. But multiple arrangements can also be a sign of more challenging
circumstances for families who cannot rely on a single form of care because it
cannot meet all their needs. Parents who attend night classes may need to access
childcare when many facilities and providers are closed, and those relying on care
from family members or friends may need to work around their schedules too,

especially if they have another job.

Mothers’ Demographics

The theoretical childcare needs of families, as well as their ability to access care,
varies along a number of characteristics. Mothers' labor force participation is a
clear example of how different the needs of families can be: Children in both age
groups whose mothers are in the labor force are roughly 30 percentage points more
likely to have a childcare arrangement compared to children whose mothers are
not working or actively looking for work (see Figure 6 and Table 2 in Appendix). This
is true both for both children under age 5 and those ages 5 to 10. Children whose
mothers are in the labor force are significantly more likely to receive nearly every

type of care provision, even after controlling for other factors such as age and

mothers' characteristics such as race and ethnicity28 The only exceptions are forms
of care that are less commonly used overall, such as being watched by a sibling or
older children attending Head Start. Additionally, half of all children under age five
with working mothers are in multiple care arrangements, along with more than

one-third of school-aged children.

Figure 6

Share of Children in Childcare Arrangements by
Mothers' Labor Force Participation (2023)
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Infants are the least likely to have a regular childcare arrangement, largely because
they are the least likely to have a mother in the labor force. But differences between
infants and toddlers are no longer statistically significant once their mother's
labor force participation and other factors are controlled for (see Table 2 in
Appendix). The use of nonrelative care increases significantly after infants pass
their first birthday and continues to increase as they become toddlers. The share of
one- to two-year-olds in center-based care is more than twice that of infants under

one year old, and the share of three- to four-year-olds is more than triple that of
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infants. Rates of family-provided care remain constant, however, with no
significant differences between the youngest babies and those approaching school

age.

Overall usage of childcare increases as babies grow into toddlers and preschoolers,
then declines and stabilizes after they reach kindergarten age. While the specific
types of care children are in changes as they age between 5 and 10, the likelihood of
having some form of care arrangement does not. Once children are 7 years old, they
are much less likely to receive most forms of nonrelative care outside of school,
likely because school takes the place of other forms of care, but remain equally

likely to be cared for by family members like their grandparents.

Along other demographics there are fewer significant differences in care

arrangements for children.

Single mothers, who are unmarried and not living with a partner, are more likely to
have regular care arrangements in place, and their children are more likely to be
cared for by family members like grandparents (see Figure 7 and Table 3 in
Appendix). Perhaps unsurprisingly, care provided by the child's father is the only
arrangement that is less likely to be used for children being raised by a single
mother, compared to those whose mothers are married or cohabitating. School-
aged children whose mothers are unpartnered are more likely to have multiple care

arrangements, but otherwise there are few significant differences.

Figure 7

Share of Children in Childcare Arrangements
by Mothers' Relationship Status (2023)
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Preschool-aged children living in families below the poverty line are less likely than
their peers to receive nonrelative care overall, although the differences are not
statistically significant for many specific sources of childcare, such as Head Start or
preschools. Poverty is negatively correlated with mothers' labor force participation,
but lower rates of nonrelative care usage are not simply because these children
have no need for care since their mother is not working. Statistical testing indicates
that both are significant effects—children living in poverty have a lower likelihood
of receiving nonrelative care even when controlling for their mothers' labor force
participation (see Table 3 in Appendix). It is highly likely this is due to low-income
families' difficulty accessing and paying for childcare, particularly given high prices

for many types of center-based care and the US's lack of public childcare
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infrastructure.2? school-aged children living below the poverty line are less likely to

have regular care arrangements in place but are equally likely to receive nearly

every specific type of childcare, with the exception of care from their father2é

Children living in nonmetro areas are less likely to attend center-based childcare
when they are under five, or before- or after-school programs when they are school-
aged, than their peers in metropolitan areas (see Table 4 in Appendix). This is likely

because there are fewer of these programs in less densely populated areas,

particularly in rural communities, which are more likely to be childcare deserts.22
School-aged children in nonmetro areas are more likely to be cared for by siblings,
which may be a way that families respond to the lack of formal care options in

their communities.

There are few significant differences in childcare arrangements between children
by mother's race or ethnicity (see Table 4 in Appendix). While statistical testing was
limited to comparing children of other races or ethnicities to those with white,
non-Hispanic mothers, the data in Appendix Table 4 show few meaningful
differences in the percentage of children receiving different types of care between
children whose mothers are white and children whose mothers are Black,

Hispanic/Latina, multiracial, or of any other race or ethnicity.

Children with Hispanic or Latina mothers are less likely to receive nonrelative care,
though this breaks down into key differences depending on the age of the child
and the type of care. Latino children under five less frequently attend nursery or
preschools, though they attend daycare centers, Head Start programs, or family
daycares with the same frequency as non-Latino children. School-aged children
with Latina mothers are also less likely to receive nonrelative care overall, with
most of the difference caused by lower usage of daycare centers and other
unspecified nonrelative care providers such as babysitters or nannies. However,
there are no differences in frequency of receiving care from a family member or of

having multiple care arrangements.

Mothers’ Employment

Children whose mothers are in the labor force are more likely to be in nearly all
forms of care arrangements. This includes mothers who are employed as well as
those who are unemployed and actively searching for work—however, the sample
size of unemployed mothers is small, and there are no significant differences in
care arrangements between those in the labor force and those employed. The
following analysis is limited to children with an employed mother to examine
whether job characteristics have an impact on childcare arrangements. Overall,
there are fewer differences in the care arrangements of employed mothers across
different work arrangements than might be anticipated. For example, there are no
statistically significant differences in care arrangements between children whose
mothers work full- or part-time (see Table 5 in Appendix). However, this data only
measures whether a child is in a particular care arrangement and not the amount
of time spent. It is likely that children whose mothers work longer hours spend

more time in the care of others.

There are also few differences for children whose mothers work schedules other
than standard daytime hours. Younger children whose mothers work evenings or
night shifts are more likely to be in relative care, but the differences are not
significant for school-aged children. Preschoolers with mothers who work
weekends are especially likely to be in grandparent or other relative care, but there
are no significant differences in nonrelative care like daycare centers. Family

members are more likely to be available to help with childcare outside of normal
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working hours, and, since most daycare centers do not operate on weekends, they
are likely supplementing the times when center-based care is not available. Since
most people do not work every day, mothers who work on weekends are more likely
to have time off during nonschool hours on weekdays. This may explain why
school-aged children whose mothers work weekends are less likely to receive

nonrelative care compared to their peers whose mothers only work on weekdays.

Conclusion

Families and our economy depend on childcare. As of 2024, 30 percent of the labor
force were parents, and 15 percent were mothers, which makes the availability of,
and families’ access to, childcare a central economic issue. There is widespread
acknowledgement that the current childcare system in the United States is failing
to meet the needs of families, and policy interventions are necessary to address the
long-standing cracks in the nation's care infrastructure.22

Nearly any parent with young children can enumerate the ways that our current
system is broken. Many are hanging on by the skin of their teeth, spending money
they don't have on care arrangements they cannot afford, cobbling together a
patchwork of formal and informal care arrangements to get them through until
their children are old enough to no longer need childcare. Data consistently show
how unaffordable care is, and we know anecdotally that families are struggling to
find adequate care. But nationally representative information about what type of

care arrangements families are using is rare.

Action to improve our nation's childcare infrastructure cannot wait, but developing
data-driven childcare policies is challenging when information on childcare usage
is sparse or unavailable. Having a fuller picture of how families currently use
childcare and why types and combinations of care arrangements children are
currently will hopefully provide a more complete and fact-based context for

ongoing work to address the childcare crisis.
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