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Introduction: The Problem of Care 
 
Care is the work of anticipating, noticing, and attending to someone’s physical, social, 
and/or emotional needs. For decades, US policymakers have tried to meet these needs 
with markets—expecting Americans to purchase whatever care they need for 
themselves and their families. Of course, not everyone can afford to purchase the care 
they need, particularly given the concentration of demand.1 And yet, rather than 
abandon their free-market principles, policymakers have largely thrown care 
consumers some demand-side subsidies and called it a day.  
 
These subsidies haven’t solved the care crisis, because markets are increasingly 
incapable of meeting people’s needs for care. Care cannot be easily automated or 
outsourced,2 particularly at the level of quality that people need to live with dignity 
(Pugh 2024; Wells and Spilda 2024) and to contribute productively to the economy 
(Deller 2022; Fenton 2023; Konrad and Mangel 2000). As a result, costs for healthcare,3 
childcare, and eldercare have risen rapidly in recent decades—outpacing overall 
inflation and rising costs for other goods and services in the US economy (Cox et al. 
2025; Eaton 2005; Gutierrez and Kashen 2025; Workman 2021; Wynn 2026).4 These 
rising costs are leading a growing number of US consumers to opt for cheap but risky 
substitutes (Scott 2025), to look outside of the market for care (Sutherland and 
Chakrabarti 2025), or to go without the care they need (Sparks et al. 2026). Ultimately, 
then, and in light of these market failures, subsidy-driven solutions are contributing to 
the “enshittification” (Doctorow 2023) of the system of care.  
 

4 In other sectors of the economy, automation and outsourcing have allowed firms to produce more with 
fewer workers. Buoyed by this increased productivity, firms in these sectors could have lowered 
consumer prices. And yet, because of capitalism’s profit pressures (Beckert 2013), firms have instead 
tended to keep prices high, leading to increased profits, some of which they have shared with their 
remaining workers in the form of higher wages (Baumol 2012). Rising wages in these other sectors put 
further strain on employers in the care sector, by driving up nonlabor costs (through the inflationary 
impact of rising wages on prices for other goods) and by making it more difficult to find workers who are 
willing to work in care-sector jobs, given the growing gap between wages for care work and wages in 
other more profitable sectors of the economy.  

3 While healthcare is often considered distinct from other care sectors, parts of the healthcare system 
follow similar patterns, such as with Certified Nursing Assistants, Licensed Practical Nurses, paramedics, 
pharmacy techs, and workers who manage medical records. Wages in these extremely hands-on jobs are 
much lower than in other parts of the healthcare system, resulting in shortages of care.  

2 Even if machines can perform some forms of caregiving labor, humans still far surpass technologies in 
the quality of care they can provide (Brown and Halpern 2021; Guilherme 2019; Kostyrka-Allchorne et al. 
2019; Wells and Spilda 2024). 

1 With healthcare, for example, 20 percent of patients account for roughly 80 percent of all healthcare 
spending in the US (McGough et al. 2026). Similarly, and with respect to childcare, only 16 percent of US 
households have children under six years old (Hemez, Buck, and Anderson 2024), and 70 percent of those 
children live in households where all the adults are employed (Gibbs and Peeks 2026). This unequal 
distribution means that people who need the most care will struggle to afford it, particularly if their care 
needs also prevent them from working for pay. 
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One alternative solution is to take care out of the market. This is how many European 
countries have managed the problem of care (Bettio and Plantenga 2004; Kautto 2002). 
Social insurance programs can be effective for meeting highly concentrated care needs, 
like with long-term care for older adults and people with severe disabilities 
(Karagiannidou and Wittenberg 2022). Public goods, meanwhile, provide a more 
sustainable, just, and cost-effective system for meeting more universal needs, like for 
healthcare (Heneghan 2025) and childcare (Bilik et al. 2025).  
 
Instead, and in keeping with the broader neoliberal turn in US policymaking (Baradaran 
2024; Brown 2019; Oreskes and Conway 2023), the US has denied that the market for 
care is failing and told people to figure it out on their own (Calarco 2024). The message 
is: If you can’t pay someone to meet your care needs, then you must meet them yourself 
or get your family to take care of you.5  
 
The result of this do-it-yourself (DIY) model is that care in the US has reached a crisis 
point: Americans need care, but most cannot find or afford the quality care they need 
to live with dignity.6 At the same time, care workers are underpaid relative to other 
industries (D’Angelo et al. 2024; Dey et al. 2023), leading to shortages and high rates of 
turnover (Connacher 2023; Gilreath 2023; Hoffman et al. 2023; Sutcher, Darling- 
Hammond, and Carver-Thomas 2019; Yang, Carter, and Nelson 2021), as all but the most 
vulnerable workers flee for better-paying work.  
 
Unfortunately, many Americans are unaware (or at least underconcerned) about this 
crisis because the DIY model has also led to a cascade of care. Drawing on interviews 
with families navigating our broken care system, I show how current policies 
incentivize all of us to push care downstream: from men onto women, and from women 
in privileged positions onto others more vulnerable than them. This cascade is 
fundamentally unsustainable, as it concentrates care in the hands of those who are 
already overburdened while obscuring and undervaluing their contributions. In the 
process, however, this cascade also makes the care crisis less visible and more difficult 
to solve. To create a new, progressive policy paradigm that treats care as the solution 
rather than as a problem to ignore, we must first grapple with an accurate picture of 
what care looks like in the US today. 

6 In the US, nearly half of adults say that it is difficult to afford healthcare. Because of those costs, more 
than a third have skipped or postponed care they needed, and more than 40 percent have not taken their 
medications as prescribed (Sparks et al. 2026). Meanwhile, nearly half of US children under six live in 
childcare deserts—where the number of young children far outpaces the supply of licensed care (Gibbs 
and Peeks 2026), and families with two or more young children must make more than $400,000 annually 
to comfortably afford the high costs of licensed, center-based childcare (Ma 2026).  

5 The idea here is that if you are incapable of meeting your own needs, then your family should step in to 
prevent you from becoming dependent on the state. This is part of why neoliberalism tends to go 
hand-in-hand with conservative Christianity (Calarco 2024; Cooper 2017; Hackworth 2012) and with 
efforts to “strengthen” the nuclear family, such as with so-called marriage promotion programs (Heath 
2013; Randles and Woodward 2018). 

4 

THE ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE   |   ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG  | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2026​ 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1354570042000198245
https://doi.org/10.1177/0952872002012001636
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12062-022-09366-6
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/blog/fixing-health-care-medical-debt/
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/publications/building-a-vision-for-universal-public-childcare/
https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/9f37d617a1b21bf0c2dfad433b1c95af/dcw-entry-level-wages-continue-lower.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/osmr/research-papers/2023/pdf/ec230020.pdf
https://americanprogress.org/article/direct-care-worker-pay-and-benefits-are-low-despite-high-demand-for-services
https://hechingerreport.org/the-problem-child-care-subsidies-cant-solve-the-shrinking-provider-pool
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2798887
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.27.3696
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.27.3696
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34562808
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/americans-challenges-with-health-care-costs/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/americas-licensed-child-care-deserts/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/americas-licensed-child-care-deserts/
https://fortune.com/2026/02/22/two-child-household-income-400000-childcare-affordability-crisis-cost-of-living/
https://doi.org/10.1111/tsq.12042
https://doi.org/10.1111/tsq.12042
https://doi.org/10.1177/0731121417707753


The Cascading Problem of Care 
 
This paper builds off of scholarship that follows the “global care chain”—in which 
migrant workers travel to richer nations to become care workers while hiring poorer 
women in their countries of origin to care for their own children—as well as scholarship 
tracing racial divisions of reproductive labor to the history of enslavement in the US 
(Duffy 2007; Estévez-Abe 2015; Glenn 2010; Macdonald 2011; Nadasen 2017; Nazareno et. 
al 2022). It provides qualitative evidence of these phenomena from families 
experiencing the system firsthand. My research team and I began this project in 
2018–19, recruiting 250 pregnant women from prenatal clinics—including Medicaid- 
serving clinics—in Indiana, with an eye toward understanding how families navigate the 
challenges of raising children in the absence of a sturdy social safety net. We invited 
these women to complete up to six waves of follow-up interviews about their parenting 
experiences, and, at later waves, we also invited their partners and their friends and 
family members to participate in interviews (see Calarco 2024). 
 
This data shows that the cascade of care follows grooves carved by market pressures 
and contoured by racism and sexism.  
 
Pushing Care from Men onto Women 
 
In a market-based model, the easiest way to get your care needs met is to make enough 
money to pay other people (directly or indirectly) to take care of you, and making more 
money is easier when you can avoid responsibility for care.7 Meanwhile, in the context 
of patriarchal systems—and the persistent pay gaps (Fry and Aragão 2025) and 
motherhood penalties (Deming 2022) they generate—those who can make enough 
money are disproportionately men, which is why the cascade of care begins with them.  
 
Men’s role in the cascade of care is twofold. It involves, first, hoarding most of the 
higher-paying jobs (Penner et al. 2022; Shauman 2006; Zheng and Weeden 2023)— 
leaving underpaid caregiving jobs open to women looking for work (Cohen and 
Huffman 2003; Dill and Duffy 2022). And it involves, second, focusing most of their 
energies on breadwinning—leaving women in their families and their communities to 

7 Research shows that spending more time on “female”-typed domestic responsibilities (e.g., childcare 
and house cleaning) leads to lower earnings (Maani and Cruickshank 2010; Noonan 2001; Stratton 2001) 
and that the negative effects of caregiving on wages are more pronounced for women than for men 
(Raz-Yurovich and Tsachor-Shai 2025). Research also shows that when women spend less time on 
“female”-typed domestic responsibilities, it is usually because they have paid to outsource these 
responsibilities, while men instead tend to reduce their own engagement in “female”-typed domestic 
labor by pushing those responsibilities onto the women in their families to manage unpaid          
(Killewald 2011).  
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manage the informal and unpaid work of care (Calarco 2024; Daminger 2019; England 
2010; Gerstel 2000; Hochschild 1989; Wong 2023).8  
 
To that end, consider Dennis and Bethany9 (Calarco 2024). Before they had kids, Dennis 
was earning about $90,000 a year in IT, while Bethany was making about $30,000 a year 
as a social worker—despite the fact that Bethany had a master’s degree, and Dennis had 
only a bachelor’s degree. When their daughter was born, Bethany considered sending 
her to childcare so she could continue working for pay full time, but she recognized 
that, with Dennis spending roughly 60 hours a week at the office and with her salary 
only a fraction of his, she would still end up being the “default parent” (Calarco et al. 
2021) and the one handling the bulk of the “second shift” of housework at home 
(Hochschild 1989). In the context of those trade-offs, Dennis persuaded Bethany to quit 
her job to become a stay-at-home mom instead, telling her, in his words, that she was 
unhappy “making dirt” as a social worker and that it wasn’t worth it to “spend half of 
her paycheck finding care.” 
 
In the end, though, it was Dennis who benefited most from having Bethany at home. 
Bethany described how being home with the kids meant being “on” from the time the 
kids woke up in the morning to the time they went to bed. “At that point,” Bethany 
explained, “I’m exhausted, or worn out, and so I sit down until I fall asleep basically, and 
then start all over again.” That exhaustion stemmed from the fact that Dennis rarely got 
home before Bethany started getting the kids ready for bed, which left Bethany to 
manage not only all the childcare but almost all the housework as well. “It’s just easier if 
she takes care of all that,” Dennis told me. “That’s the perk of her getting to stay home.”  
As Dennis and Bethany’s story illustrates, men’s ability to be the “ideal worker” depends 
on having someone else to do the work of care. And the easiest and most cost-effective 
way for men to fill those care needs is often to push that work onto the women in   
their families.  
 
Pushing Care from Privileged Women onto Those More 
Vulnerable  
 
Men aren’t the only ones complicit in the care cascade. Current policies also incentivize 
more privileged women to push the work of care further downstream onto other 
women even more vulnerable than them (Calarco 2024; Glenn 2010; Macdonald 2011; 
Østbakken, Orupabo, and Nadim 2023). The more housework and caregiving that 
women outsource, the more money they’re able to earn for their households (Craig and 

9 All names are pseudonyms for privacy reasons. 

8 Men in the US tend to earn higher incomes when their wives do more unpaid caregiving labor, allowing 
them to devote more time and energy to their careers (Bardasi and Taylor 2008; Bianchi et al. 2000; 
Budig and Lim 2016; Chun and Lee 2001) and thus to be the kind of “ideal worker” that is best poised to 
compete for high-paying, breadwinning jobs (Brumley 2018; Cha 2010; Davies and Frink 2014; Kelly          
et al. 2010). 
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Baxter 2016; Killewald 2011; Kornrich and Roberts 2018; Raz-Yurovich and Tsachor-Shai 
2025). The less that workers are paid for all that caregiving labor, the easier it is for 
women to outsource more. And the more marginalization that workers face in their 
lives, the harder it is for them to avoid getting trapped in low-paying caregiving jobs 
(Calarco 2024; Estévez-Abe 2015; Glenn 2010; Macdonald 2011; Østbakken, Orupabo, and 
Nadim 2023; Poo 2015). 
 
In the US, the vulnerable workers who get pushed into low-wage caregiving jobs are 
disproportionately immigrant women and women of color. In the US long-term care 
industry, for example, the vast majority of home health and personal care aides are 
women (87 percent), and women of color are vastly overrepresented in that group (BLS 
2024a), with immigrants making up a particularly outsized share (40 percent) 
(Chidambaram and Pillai 2025). Meanwhile, the median salary for home health and 
personal care aides is only $34,900 a year (BLS 2025a). Similarly, in the US childcare 
industry, nearly all workers are women (95 percent) (DeMaria 2024), and immigrant 
women are particularly overrepresented, making up roughly 20 percent of the 
workforce, and nearly 50 percent in big cities like New York and Los Angeles (Ali, 
Brown, and Herbst 2024; Coleman-Castillo et al. 2025). These workers, meanwhile, are 
paid even less than home health aides, with a median salary of only about $32,000 a 
year (BLS 2025b). 
 
These low wages make it possible for more privileged women to outsource caregiving 
labor that might otherwise fall to them, as Holly and Kathleen’s story strikingly 
illustrates (Calarco 2024). When their daughter Willa was born in 2019, Holly and 
Kathleen initially planned to split paid work and childcare equally. Yet, like many 
families (Mader 2022), because of a severe shortage of infant care (Haspel 2019; Malik et 
al. 2018; Melhorn 2024), they were unable to find a spot for Willa until she was about 
nine months old. In the meantime, Holly and Kathleen decided that Holly would work 
part time remotely as a data analyst while caring for Willa, since Kathleen’s job in law 
enforcement paid more and could not be done from home. That arrangement got 
increasingly difficult as Willa got older, and Holly was grateful when Willa was finally 
able to go to childcare. However, almost as soon as they started that new arrangement, 
COVID-19 closed the center, forcing Holly to set aside the plans she had made with her 
boss to bump up to a full-time, in-person role. Moreover, when the center did finally 
reopen months later, it announced that it would only be open from 9 am to 4 pm on 
weekdays, rather than 7:30 am to 6 pm. This derailed Holly’s plans once again, since, 
given the commute from the center to her office, she would only be able to work, at 
most, six hours a day. 
 
Frustrated, Holly went to the center director to complain. And yet, what she learned in 
the process surprised and humbled her. Pre-pandemic, like most childcare centers, 
Willa’s had two shifts of workers for each classroom—one to set up in the morning and 
provide care for the first half of the day, and one to provide care for the second half of 
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the day and clean up in the evenings, with some overlap in the middle for planning time 
and to give each shift a break without leaving the children alone. During the pandemic, 
many the center’s staff had left, and the director could not find enough staff to cover 
two shifts for each room, given the relatively low wages the center was able to pay (at 
least without substantially raising prices), and given that the center was unable to offer 
benefits like health insurance coverage to its employees. Willa’s former lead teacher, for 
example, had left to take a different job that paid more, because not having health 
insurance had left her with substantial medical debt. Holly told me, “Kathleen and I just 
felt really guilty about being complicit in this thing where it’s like, ‘Oh, we have all these 
women of color watching our kids, and we’re not really taking good care of them.’”  
 
That guilt weighed heavily on Holly. Yet she also described the pressure she faced to 
secure her own economic future. She and Kathleen needed reliable, affordable 
childcare if they were both going to be working full time, but they probably couldn’t 
afford to pay more for childcare, especially given that they would need to pay for IVF to 
have a second child, as they had planned. She told me, “I saw my OB in July, and I was 
like—okay, we want to have one more kid. I was 35 at the time, and she was like—       
you should do it now; I’m worried about complications from your age . . . [But] we   
were basically waiting until we had the money in place—just to be able to pay for    
more daycare.” 
 
As we see in Holly and Kathleen’s story, women are best able to compete with men in 
the workforce, avoid economic precarity, and even have more egalitarian relationships 
with their partners if they can outsource responsibilities like housework and childcare 
(Arpino and Luppi 2020; Landivar, Ruppanner, and Scarborough 2021; Ruppanner et al. 
2019). Yet, in a free-market system, whether and to what extent women can afford to 
outsource care responsibilities depends on whether they can find other women whose 
vulnerability leaves them with few options beyond underpaid jobs in care (Calarco 2024; 
Estévez-Abe 2015; Glenn 2010; Macdonald 2011; Østbakken, Orupabo, and Nadim 2023; 
Poo 2015). 
 
When care workers go unseen, the care they perform can seem to happen as if by 
magic. This makes the workers themselves seem expendable, even when their labor is 
what allows their employers to have healthier, happier, and more productive lives. In 
the US today, much of that unseen care work is done by immigrants (Ali, Brown, and 
Herbst 2024; Chidambaram and Pillai 2025; Coleman-Castillo et al. 2025). One in five 
careworkers nationally are immigrants, and 97.6 percent of them are women (American 
Immigration Council 2025). The Trump administration, in its choice to vilify immigrants 
and enact mass deportations and new restrictive visa regimes, sought both to take 
advantage of the invisibility of their labor and eliminate it without consequence. Its 
efforts paradoxically made immigration’s crucial role in our care system increasingly 
visible (Álvarez 2025; Sainato 2026). But visibility alone will not make care more 
equitable or more sustainable. 
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The Unsustainability of a DIY Solution to the Problem 
of Care 
 
The inequities of the care cascade make a DIY “solution” to capitalism’s care problem 
highly unsustainable. The DIY model creates tension between paid work and caregiving 
responsibilities, makes paid caregiving jobs undesirable, concentrates care in the hands 
of those who are already overburdened, and overwhelms the proverbial village to the 
point where it can no longer support those who need informal care.  
 
Creating Tension Between Paid Work and Caregiving 
 
Under a DIY model, responsibility for care falls to individuals and families, who are 
expected to take care of their own. The problem, however, is that the members of 
families who need high levels of care—like the children, the sick, and the elderly—are 
often unable to perform paid work. And so the members responsible for supporting the 
family financially are often the same ones responsible for care. Those responsibilities 
tend to conflict with each other, particularly in the context of pressures toward 
overwork (Cha 2010; Craig and Brown 2017; Milkie, Nomaguchi, and Schieman 2019; 
Petersen 2020; Schor 1993)10 and intensive demands for care (Collins 2019; Damaske 
2011; Stone 2007). Those conflicts then lead to feelings of stress and burnout 
(Mikolajczak, Gross, and Roskam 2019; Petersen 2020; Pugh 2015; Schor 1993), 
particularly for women, who typically carry the bulk of their families’ unpaid caregiving 
responsibilities, even when they are the primary breadwinner (Calarco et al. 2021; 
Collins 2019; Fry et al. 2023; Hochschild 1989).11 
 
Consider Erica and Gabe (Calarco 2024). Before their first child was born in 2014, Gabe 
was working full time as a marketing manager, and Erica was working full time as a 
network engineer at a computer data center. Combined, they had a six-figure annual 
income, but they were also trying to pay down their mortgage and more than $100,000 

11 Overwork, for example, exacerbates gender inequalities in paid and unpaid work within the household 
(Cha 2010) and often leads women to multitask with paid work and unpaid care work in ways that are 
detrimental for their health and well-being (Sayer 2007). Meanwhile, nonstandard shifts sometimes make 
it easier for paid workers to manage their informal caregiving responsibilities, such as when a mother of 
young children takes a weekend or overnight job because she cannot afford to pay for childcare, and 
working a nonstandard shift allows her to stay home with her children during daytime hours (Calarco 
2024; Damaske 2011). These choices come with trade-offs in terms of loss of sleep and lack of quality time 
with family, and they can also make it more difficult to outsource help with care (Moilanen et al. 2016; 
Richardson, Prentice, and Lero 2021). 

10 Roughly 40 percent of full-time workers in the US now work at least 50 hours a week for pay (Brenan 
2019), and a growing number work nonstandard hours, including overnight and irregular shifts (Kalleberg 
2013; NELP 2018; Ravenelle, Kowalski, and Janko 2021). These trends make it more difficult for paid 
workers to fulfill responsibilities for care (Cha 2010; Craig and Brown 2017; Mikolajczak, Gross, and 
Roskam 2019; Milkie, Nomaguchi, and Schieman 2019; Petersen 2020; Schor 1993). 
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in student loans. After college, Erica and Gabe had moved far from family in pursuit of 
high-paying jobs,12 which meant that, when Erica became pregnant, they didn’t have 
any family nearby to help them with childcare. So they would have to pay $2,000 a 
month or more for full-time childcare, even for times when they did not need care, like 
during weeks when Erica was required to work a night shift and was home during the 
day.13 Erica worried about whether they could afford those costs, and she worried about 
who would take care of the baby during the weeks when she had to work nights or 
evenings and Gabe couldn’t be home, because he was regularly working 60-plus hours a 
week and also taking classes toward a master’s degree part time. Erica asked her 
manager if she could switch to working only day shift, and, when he said no, Erica 
decided that her best option was to switch to a much lower-paying, part-time, remote- 
work job as a data analyst and to send her daughter, and later her son, to the three- 
hour-a-day childcare program at their church. 
 
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020, Erica was earning so much less than Gabe, 
and was already doing so much more of the parenting, that they never talked about 
how they would manage care for their children when schools and childcare programs 
closed. That work just fell to Erica, while Gabe holed up to work in their bedroom each 
day at home. As Erica explained, “It wasn’t really a decision. It was just this by default. 
Because he’s full time. So, you know, whatever pays the most wins.” Being the default 
parent also took a toll on Erica’s mental health and her relationship with her husband 
and her kids. As she described in 2020: “I’ve definitely been the one that’s been more 
frustrated and less patient with the kids. . . . Every day the house gets destroyed—toys 
everywhere . . . [and the kids] get up early, so by 8 pm, that’s hour 13 of nonstop 
togetherness, and I think at that point, I’m done. And it’s like—okay, goodnight, go        
to bed.”  
 
Erica and Gabe might have been able to better manage the pressures of paid work if 
they had more support with housework and childcare. Yet, like so many other families, 
they ran up against shortages in the availability of affordable, high-quality care.  
 
Making Paid Caregiving Jobs Undesirable 
 
These shortages stem from the way our DIY system makes paid caregiving jobs 
undesirable. Because care can’t be easily automated or outsourced, the easiest way to 
make care affordable enough for just some portion of the people who need it is to keep 
care work deeply underpaid. That underpayment, however, makes caregiving jobs 
unsustainable, even for people who enjoy the work involved. And that unsustainability 

13 Erica and her colleagues worked alternating shifts—day shift one week, night shift the next week, 
graveyard the following, then back to day shift—to keep the data center running around the clock. 

12 Rates of geographic mobility are low in the US overall. However, when couples do move far from family, 
it is usually to pursue high-paying jobs (Wong 2017).  

10 

THE ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE   |   ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG  | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2026​ 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243217695520


pushes workers out of caregiving fields, leading to high rates of turnover and 
widespread shortages of care (Butryn et al. 2017; Ingersoll and Tran 2023; Khattar and 
Coffey 2023; Lin, Lin, and Zhang 2016; Lippert, Rosing, and Tendick-Matesanz 2020; 
Quinn et al. 2021; Watson et al. 2022). 
 
Take Sylvia, a former home health aide I interviewed in my research (Calarco 2024). As a 
teenager, Sylvia had plans to go to college, but she ended up taking a job as a home 
health aide instead after her brother and his girlfriend began struggling with drug 
addiction, leaving Sylvia and Sylvia’s mother to raise Sylvia’s brother’s kids. As a home 
health aide, Sylvia provided full-time, hands-on care for people who were elderly and 
infirm. Sylvia liked working with her patients, but she was barely making minimum 
wage for the work she was doing, and she had to cover work-related costs—like the 
cost of gas for driving her charges to appointments and errands—out of her own 
take-home pay. “Like, they wanted us to take [the patients] to the doctor,” Sylvia told 
me, “but they took that benefit away from us—paying us to do that, like for the mileage. 
They took that away. And then they just added more duties, but they weren’t raising the 
pay. . . . They were taking everything away and expecting us to do more work for less 
pay.” In light of those frustrations, Sylvia was eager to quit her job. And she did so as 
soon as she was able—she met and married a man almost twice her age, and, after she 
became pregnant, he convinced her that she should quit her job and stay home.  
 
While shortages are particularly acute in fields like home health care, which do not 
require licenses or college degrees, they can also be seen among licensed professional 
caregivers (Butryn et al. 2017; Ingersoll and Tran 2023; Khattar and Coffey 2023; Lin, 
Lin, and Zhang 2016; Lippert, Rosing, and Tendick-Matesanz 2020; Quinn et al. 2021; 
Watson et al. 2022). These shortages stem, at least in part, from the tension between 
the high costs of obtaining the degrees and certifications needed to work in 
professional caregiving jobs and the relatively low salaries that even college-educated 
care workers—like teachers and social workers—are paid (Amin et al. 2021; Fakunmoju 
and Kersting 2016; Fiddiman, Campbell, and Partelow 2019; García et al. 2023; Park and 
Coles 2022).14 While these workers generally have salaries at or above the US median 
income (BLS 2025b, 2025c, 2025d), they are typically paid less than non-care workers 
with similar levels of education (Allegretto 2023; Budig, Hodges, and England 2019; 
England et al. 2002). K-12 teachers, for example, are paid less, on average, than the 
median worker with a bachelor’s degree (BLS 2024b), despite the fact that more than 

14 You might think of physicians as an exception here, because, despite working in healthcare, their 
median salary is above that of other workers with advanced degrees ($239,200, versus $80,200) (BLS 
2026; NCES 2024). That said, physicians’ real wages have declined in recent years (Kim 2024). And the 
specialties involving more of the connective care (Pugh 2024) and “dirty work” of medicine (Buchbinder 
2022; Ward 2021)—which, not coincidentally, are dominated by women, as with pediatrics, family 
medicine, and obstetrics and gynecology—offer far lower wages than the more technical specialties—like 
surgery, cardiology, neurology, and anesthesiology—that continue to be dominated by men (Darves 2025). 
Pediatricians, for example, have an average salary of $205,860 per year, while orthopedic surgeons have 
an average salary of $378,259 per year (BLS 2023a, 2023b).  
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half of US K-12 teachers have at least a master’s degree (Irwin et al. 2023). And recall 
how Bethany, a social worker with a master’s degree, was making only a third of what 
her husband Dennis was making with a bachelor’s degree in IT. 
 
Worker shortages in caregiving professions—like K-12 teaching, nursing, social work, 
and mental healthcare—are likely to become increasingly prevalent as earnings in   
these fields stagnate (Gautham and Folbre 2024; Henry 2025; Walker 2022) and as 
policymakers push more of the costs of higher education onto students and              
their families.15 
 
Take Lillian, a social worker and mental health counselor I interviewed in my research 
(Calarco 2024). After finishing her master’s degree in counseling psychology, Lillian 
moved with her husband back to her hometown in Indiana, where the job she could 
find there was as a social worker, working for the Department of Children’s Services for 
about $30,000 a year. At the time, Lillian, who was pregnant with her first child, 
decided the low salary was worth it, because she could rely on her retired mother for 
free childcare. A few years later, however, Lillian’s mother was diagnosed with terminal 
cancer, which left Lillian scrambling to figure out a new childcare plan.  
 
Given her low salary—and the fact that her husband, an African immigrant, was trying 
to finish his bachelor’s degree while making less than $10,000 a year working part time 
for an apartment-leasing company—Lillian couldn’t afford to pay market rates for 
childcare. And so, Lillian decided that her best option was to quit her job and work from 
home as an independent contractor, providing online mental health counseling while 
caring for her kids full time.  
 
With the switch, Lillian was able to make more money working fewer hours, but she 
had to give up her employer-sponsored health plan and pay more each month for a 
plan purchased through the Affordable Care Act’s healthcare marketplace, which left 
the family worse off financially in the end. As Lillian explained, “We don’t make savings. 
We make our bills, but some bills I let sit and wait. Like, we’ll sit on this credit card bill. 
We’ll let this psychiatrist visit wait. We’ll pay that later. You know? There’s a lot of 
financial awareness of what’s coming and what’s going out.”  
 
The stress of that constant calculus took a toll on Lillian, who sometimes fantasized 
about quitting her job to care for the kids full time. As she explained, “I just wish that as 
parents you could have the space to take care of your mental health, to take care of 
your children, and the basic needs that they have. And to not constantly worry that you 
were going to go bankrupt because of making decisions between those things.” 

15 Policymakers have increased the share of college costs paid by students and their families by cutting 
state funding for public higher education (Mitchell, Leachman, and Saenz 2019), by failing to increase 
federal funding to keep up with inflation (Goldrick-Rab 2016), and by attacking loan forgiveness programs 
(Douglas-Gabriel 2025).  
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Concentrating Caregiving Responsibilities  
 
Those competing priorities are amplified in a DIY system because of how such a system 
concentrates caregiving responsibilities in the hands of those who are already 
overburdened with care. That includes members of the so-called sandwich generation 
—adults who find themselves caring for their aging parents while they still have their 
own children at home (Grundy and Henretta 2006; Riley and Bowen 2005). This 
sandwich generation is growing rapidly, such that, as of 2025, roughly 15 percent of 
American teens and adults had unpaid eldercare responsibilities, and more than 20 
percent of these caregivers were also caring for a child (BLS 2025b).  
 
The modal sandwich-generation caregiver is a woman between the ages of 45 and 64, 
and she’s probably also working for pay full time (BLS 2025b).16 Given all that she’s 
juggling, others might see her as superhuman, and thus as capable of handling such an 
outsized set of responsibilities for care. And yet, beneath the surface, such caregivers 
are often barely holding it together, struggling with their mental health, their 
relationships, and their careers (Burke 2017; Cheng and Santos-Lozada 2024; Riley and 
Bowen 2005). 
 
Consider, for example, Patricia, another woman I interviewed in my research (Calarco 
2024). Before the COVID-19 pandemic, Patricia was working full time from home as a 
customer service representative for a health insurance company. Patricia hated the job, 
which paid less than $10 an hour, but she kept it because working remotely meant that 
she did not need to find afterschool care for her elementary-aged children or make 
backup arrangements if her toddler got sick and had to stay home from childcare. 
When the pandemic hit, however, that job also meant that Patricia became the default 
parent (Calarco et al. 2021)—she and her husband Rodney never even discussed who 
would care for the children while their school and childcare center were closed, 
because his job in construction required him to leave the house every day. Having the 
children at home was taxing for Patricia, in that they were constantly disrupting her 
while she was trying to do her paid work. As she explained, “You start getting a 
headache. And they want you to sit and listen to them talk and everything. And it’s like, 
‘Just go! Please! Everybody just leave me alone!’” At the same time, Patricia felt guilty for 
being short with her children, chiding herself in saying, “When it’s time to clock out, I 
need to not clock out mentally as a mother, too.”  
 
Given that guilt, and given that Patricia also became unexpectedly pregnant with twins 
during the pandemic, leaving Patricia exhausted, she decided in the fall of 2020 to cut 
back to four days a week of paid work instead of five. That extra day off, however, 

16 More than 80 percent of sandwich generation caregivers are working for pay on top of their unpaid 
caregiving responsibilities. Most of them work for pay full time, but those who work for pay part 
time—the vast majority of whom are women—spend substantially more time providing unpaid eldercare 
than do full-time paid workers with eldercare responsibilities (BLS 2025e). 
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quickly got gobbled up with eldercare responsibilities, as Patricia felt compelled to use 
the time to take her aging mother to doctor’s visits and to the grocery store. Sighing, 
Patricia explained the letdown she felt when “your whole day that you had to yourself is 
dedicated to running errands for someone else.” 
 
After the twins were born, things got even more complicated for Patricia, because of a 
three-month gap between the end of her maternity leave and when a childcare spot 
would open for the twins. “I was depressed,” Patricia recalled, “on how I was going to 
keep my job and still trying to manage the needs of my babies, my twins. They're 
getting older, and your job only lets you be on maternity leave so long before they’re 
just like, ‘okay, boom, it's time, you have to come back.’ And I didn't have childcare. . . . It 
was a struggle trying to answer calls and type and try to burp a baby and feed a baby 
and change a baby. And oh, the two babies have had a [diaper] blowout at the same 
time—that just about had my hair out.”  
 
The stress of that time also drove a wedge between Patricia and Rodney, whom Patricia 
resented for not helping her more, and who ended up leaving Patricia to raise all five 
kids on her own. “It’s pretty depressing,” Patricia said mournfully, a few months after 
Rodney left, “to have two brand-new babies and you’re doing this by yourself because 
you and your partner couldn’t get along. . . . And it’s not actually like they’re trying to be 
part of the kids’ lives anyway—they’re not getting their own life together enough to be 
able to be a balance for the kids. But it’s just all on you. It’s all on you.” 
 
Overwhelming the Village 
 
Our DIY solution to the problem of care has overwhelmed the proverbial village to the 
point where it can no longer meet most people’s needs (Hacker 2019; Pugh 2015). In 
2021, for example, I conducted a survey of more than 2,000 families with children from 
across the US. 17 I asked participants about where they could turn for help if they 
needed it in the next month.18 Only 31 percent said they had someone they could count 
on to loan them $200, only 29 percent said they had someone they could turn to for a 
place to live, and only 29 percent said they had someone they could count on for 
emergency childcare.19 Maybe unsurprisingly, participants in lower-income families 

19 Other studies point to similar conclusions regarding gaps in access to financial support and informal 
support with care (Eggleston et al. 2023). 

18 Participants were asked: “During the next month, if you needed help, could you count on someone to 
provide any of the following forms of support? Please mark all that apply.” Options included: Loan you 
$200; Co-sign a bank loan with you for $1,000; Co-sign a bank loan with you for $5,000; Provide a place 
to live; Help with emergency babysitting or childcare; None of these. 

17 Survey participants were recruited from Ipsos panels, with quota sampling used to make the sample 
demographically representative of US parents of children under 18, as determined by the 2021 Current 
Population Survey. The final sample included 2,016 US adults living with at least one child under the age 
of 18.  
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were less likely than participants in higher-income families to have access to these 
kinds of informal support.20  
 
Along those lines, take Tara, another woman I interviewed in my research (Calarco 
2024). Growing up, Tara’s life was tumultuous—her father was in prison, and her mother 
was addicted to drugs and alcohol. So, when Tara became pregnant in high school in 
2013, she saw it as an opportunity to set out on her own. She left school and married 
her boyfriend, and they both found jobs at a nearby manufacturing facility, making a 
combined $40,000 a year. That income was too high to qualify for childcare vouchers in 
Indiana, where Tara was living. Yet, it was not enough to cover market rates for 
childcare while also leaving money for other essentials like food and rent. So Tara asked 
her mother to care for her daughter, and later for her second daughter as well, paying 
her mother what little she could. Tara hoped that her mother would be able to handle 
the responsibility, despite her history with addiction. And Tara was devastated when 
she learned that her mother had relapsed and sold Tara’s mother’s dog for money for 
drugs. Unable to continue trusting her mother with the safety of her children, Tara 
decided that her only option was to drop out of the workforce to stay home full time, 
despite the fact that doing so would cut her household income almost in half and push 
the family below the poverty line.  
 
Essentially, by incentivizing Americans to push the work of care downstream, American 
care policy is crushing the caregivers and leaving them scrambling to meet care needs. 
This system is not only inequitable but also highly unstable. Because it forces those 
who are most vulnerable to shoulder the greatest responsibility for care work. And 
because it leaves many people—particularly the most marginalized—unable to access 
sufficient high-quality care. 
 

The Inhumanity of a DIY Solution to the Problem of 
Care 
 
The care cascade is both inequitable and unsustainable. And yet, Americans are often 
willing to overlook these problems, because sexist narratives make it seem “natural” for 
caregiving to fall to women, because racist narratives makes it seem reasonable for 
underpaid work to fall to members of racially marginalized groups, and because the 
market obscures the humanity of those—disproportionately women, and especially 
women of color and immigrant women—left struggling under the resulting deluge of 
responsibility for care. Put differently, the trickle-down of care is easiest to justify 
when we can’t see the harm we’re causing downstream. Recall from Holly’s story, for 
example, how her frustration with her childcare center—for offering only part-time 

20 Among participants in households with incomes less than $25,000 a year, only 23 percent said they had 
someone they could count on to loan them $200, had someone they could turn to for a place to live, or 
had someone they could count on for emergency childcare. 
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rather than full-time hours, despite the high costs she was paying—evaporated once 
she learned that the center’s limited hours stemmed from worker shortages, which 
stemmed, in turn, from the fact that the center—like most childcare centers—could not 
afford to offer its workers health insurance or paid sick leave or to pay those workers a 
living wage (Rudich et al. 2021). Faced with that reality, Holly’s frustration dissolved into 
feelings of guilt because, in Holly’s words, “we have all these women of color watching 
our kids, and we’re not really taking good care of them.” That revelation, however, did 
nothing to solve Holly’s childcare problem, which was preventing her from securing her 
family’s financial future—and from being able to afford the IVF she would need to have a 
second baby—by working for pay full time.  
 
Managing this tension might have been easier if Holly could put the genie back in the 
bottle—not knowing (or at least not actively considering) that her own sense of security 
hinged on her ability to exploit someone in a more vulnerable position than her own. In 
that sense, a DIY “solution” to the care problem incentivizes all of us to close our eyes 
as we dump care downstream. To not see the people who grow our children’s minds 
and bodies, listen to their stories, and lovingly tend their playground-scraped knees. To 
not see the people who bathe and cook for our aging parents, take them to doctor’s 
appointments, and hold their hands as they wistfully recall better days. To not see the 
people who sweep our crumbs and wipe our spills and make the spaces we inhabit 
more livable. To not see the people who check our vitals, take our medical histories, 
dress our wounds, and administer lifesaving medications. To not see the people who 
dry-clean our clothes or drop off our grocery deliveries. The invisibility of caregiving 
labor goes hand-in-hand with the illusion that people can and should take care of 
themselves. That illusion, in turn, is easiest to maintain when we vilify those who 
cannot meet their own care needs, and particularly those who rely on the government 
for support.  
 
Famously, during his 1976 presidential campaign, Ronald Reagan told and retold the 
story of the so-called welfare queen (New York Times 1976). Demonizing all recipients of 
government benefits by focusing on one extreme (and exaggerated) case, Reagan 
accelerated decades-long hostility toward government assistance programs and vitriol 
toward the beneficiaries (Levin 2019; Edin and Lein 1997). This hostility even crossed 
party lines, with President Bill Clinton signing the 1996 Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act and declaring that he would “end welfare as       
we know it” by imposing work requirements and time limits on benefits (New York 
Times 1996). 
 
Early iterations of this era of intense anti-welfare rhetoric particularly targeted the 
Black beneficiaries of these programs; more recent rhetoric has updated this to include 
Latino and immigrant populations, as well as low-income white families (Powell and 
Rich 2018; Fraser 1993; Gans 1995; Soss, Fording, and Schram 2011; Watkins-Hayes and 
Kovalsky 2016). In his bestselling book Hillbilly Elegy, for example, Vice President JD 
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Vance claimed, “I have known many welfare queens; some were my neighbors, and all 
were white” (Vance 2016). 
 
This rhetoric has real effect: Today, for example, nearly half of US adults think 
government aid to the poor does more harm than good, because, in their view, it makes 
poor people too dependent on the government rather than pushing poor people to try 
to take care of themselves (Pew Research Center 2024).21 Meanwhile, surveys show that 
more than 4 in 10 Americans blame the need for government assistance on poor 
people’s bad choices, and roughly a third of Americans believe that poor people are 
poor because they just don’t work hard enough (Horowitz, Igielnick, and Kochhar 
2020).22  
 
These ideas have become commonplace even among people who rely on government 
benefits themselves (Calarco 2024; Cramer 2016; Hochschild 2016; Mazelis 2016). Take 
Akari, whom I first met in 2019, when she was living in Indiana with her fiancé Theo, 
whom she had met in college before they both dropped out when the costs got too high 
(Calarco 2024). Theo had a small home maintenance business that brought in about 
$30,000 a year, while Akari stayed home full time with their two young children. Akari, 
who had previously worked in retail, had initially planned to continue working for pay 
after having children, but her and Theo’s combined salaries were simultaneously too 
low to cover the costs of childcare and too high to quality for their state’s childcare 
subsidy program, and they did not have family nearby who could care for the kids full 
time.  
 
Life on a single income was rarely easy for Akari and Theo—they had to keep 
postponing wedding plans and plans to visit Akari’s mother, who had moved back to 
Japan after divorcing Akari’s father when Akari was in high school. The tenuous stability 
they had built together shattered suddenly when Theo died unexpectedly during the 
summer of 2020 (though not from COVID-19). The couple had no savings—they had put 
everything into Theo’s business—and Theo, like roughly half of US adults, had no life 
insurance (Wood and Leyes 2025).  
 

22 Participants were given a list of factors and asked to indicate whether each of those factors contributes 
“a great deal,” “a fair amount,” “not too much,” or “not at all” to economic inequality. “The outsourcing of 
jobs to other countries” and “the tax system” were the factors most frequently selected to be 
contributing “a great deal” (45% each), followed by “problems with the educational system” (44%), “the 
different life choices people make” (42%), “some people start out with more opportunities than others” 
(40%), “not enough regulation of major corporations” (37%), “some people work harder than others (34%), 
“discrimination against racial and ethnic minorities” (32%), “the automation of jobs” (30%), “current U.S. 
trade policies with other countries” (29%), “the growing number of legal immigrants working in the U.S.” 
(23%), and “too much regulation of major corporations” (15%).  

21 Participants were asked to choose which of two statements better matched their beliefs: “Government 
aid to the poor does more harm than good, by making people too dependent on government assistance,” 
or “Government aid to the poor does more good than harm, because people can’t get out of poverty until 
their basic needs are met.”  
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When the rent came due, Akari had no way to pay it and no way to find a job, because, 
at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, local businesses were furloughing or laying off 
workers (Perry, Aronson, and Pescosolido 2021), and childcare centers were closed 
(Calarco et al. 2021). Working with a local community organization, Akari applied for a 
range of government assistance programs, including Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF), Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) assistance, and Section 8 housing. 
Yet she received less than $300 a month in cash benefits—not even enough to cover 
rent or car insurance (Thompson, Azevedo-McCaffrey, and Carr 2023)—and her WIC 
benefits did not cover diapers and wipes (Randles 2022). And so, while waiting for a 
spot to open up in a Rental Assistance Demonstration (RAD) affordable housing 
community, Akari moved with her children into a shelter for unhoused families and 
began relying on food pantries to help make ends meet. 
 
The idea of being on government assistance was challenging for Akari, who had grown 
up in a conservative community and identified as a conservative Republican herself. She 
justified her own reliance on the social safety net by drawing a moral line between 
herself and other recipients—a line that closely traced the Reagan-esque stereotypes 
she had heard. “I believe welfare is temporary,” Akari told me. “It’s not supposed to be a 
lifestyle. It’s other people’s tax money. So, when you need it, you use it, you appreciate 
it. But it’s not a lifestyle.” Akari effectively reassured herself that she was more 
deserving of welfare than the other stereotypical recipients she imagined, because she 
treated welfare as a temporary crutch to lean on in a crisis, while the imagined 
stereotypical recipients leaned into welfare as a lifestyle. 
 
The reality, of course, is that assistance is temporary for everyone who uses it, and that 
it’s impossible to support any kind of lifestyle on welfare alone. In Indiana, the program 
comes with a two-year lifetime limit on benefits for adults, and a five-year limit for kids 
(Family and Social Services Administration 2025). Meanwhile, the cash benefits 
provided by the program are so meager that they fall far short of meeting people’s basic 
needs (Edin and Lein 1997; Thompson, Azevedo-McCaffrey, and Carr 2023). Recipients 
are expected to begin looking for paid work immediately, but every dollar they earn 
cuts the value of the benefits they receive (CBPP 2021).  
 

Conclusion 
 
As the US confronts authoritarianism (Gambino 2025; Herman and Benson 2025), 
Americans might be tempted to see a return to basic neoliberalism as a lesser of two 
evils. Take, for example, the speech that Democratic Senator Elissa Slotkin gave in 
response to President Donald Trump’s 2025 address to the joint session of Congress 
(Associated Press 2025). Slotkin invoked President Ronald Reagan, arguing that, unlike 
Trump, “Reagan understood that true strength required America to combine our 
military and economic might with moral clarity.” Recall, however, that Reagan—with 
support from advisors like Milton Friedman and Friedrich Von Hayek—played a key role 

18 

THE ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE   |   ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG  | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2026​ 

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2020685118
https://doi.org/10.1177/23780231211038783
https://www.cbpp.org/research/income-security/increases-in-tanf-cash-benefit-levels-are-critical-to-help-families-meet-0
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.5.08
https://www.in.gov/fssa/dfr/tanf-cash-assistance/about-tanf/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/income-security/increases-in-tanf-cash-benefit-levels-are-critical-to-help-families-meet-0
https://cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/temporary-assistance-for-needy-families
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/oct/16/trump-authoritarianism-warning
https://americanprogress.org/article/a-green-light-for-authoritarianism-how-the-trump-administration-fuels-global-autocracy
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/read-sen-elissa-slotkins-full-democratic-response-to-trumps-joint-address-to-congress


in promoting the kind of moral accounting that led us into our current mess. His 
vilification of welfare recipients—and his willingness to lean into racist and sexist tropes 
in doing so—generated widespread disdain for those who need the government’s help 
to care for themselves and their families. That vilification opened the door for decades 
of policies that have eroded the US social safety net, making it difficult for Americans to 
find and afford the quality care they need to live with dignity, and difficult for care 
workers to make ends meet, given how little they are paid.  
 
US policymakers have had plenty of opportunities to take care out of the market. 
Instead, they opted time and again for a DIY “solution” to capitalism’s problem of 
care—telling Americans to find a way to get their needs met, despite the high costs and 
hurdles involved.  
 
As the stories of people living in this system show, finding a way usually means pushing 
care downstream. Americans meet their own care needs by exploiting others whose 
marginalization and vulnerability leave them with little choice but to do the work of 
care for little or no pay. This approach is deeply unsustainable. And yet, racism and 
sexism render care work largely invisible, making it easier for Americans further 
upstream in this system to ignore those who are drowning in the flood of care below.  
 
Ultimately, returning to Reagan as our compass risks leading us right back to where we 
currently find ourselves. Instead, what the US desperately needs is a new progressive 
policy paradigm that treats care as a solution to society’s problems, rather than as a 
problem to be solved. Under such a paradigm, the work of care would be shared, 
sustainable, and systematized, addressing labor inequities at home and in the broader 
US economy. And under such a paradigm, no one would be forced to suffer the 
indignity of being denied the care they need, allowing people to live longer, healthier, 
and happier lives (Case and Deaton 2020), and easing some of the resentments that 
heighten the appeal of Reagan’s neoliberal paradigm (Anderson 2023).  
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