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More than 11 million children under the age of 5 
regularly spend time in some type of child care setting 
every week. The majority of parents consistently 
report that this care is a necessity that enables them 
to find and keep jobs in an economy where both 
parents have to work. 

Parents Work To Make Ends Meet
Over time the view of child care as an economic 
necessity has increased, with 57 percent of parents 
of young children reporting that child care was an 
economic necessity in 2010, versus 49 percent in 2006. 

Considering the importance of child care in the safety 
and early development of children and also as a 
work support, the National Association of Child Care 
Resource & Referral Agencies (NACCRRA) examined 
how the current state of the economy has affected 
the use and perceptions of child care in America. 
A majority of child care consumers say they have 
experienced job losses and wage cuts in the last year 
and have sometimes been forced to compromise 
on the quality of their child care. Among child care 
consumers, four in 10 say the current economy has 
adversely affected their child care arrangement and 
more than one-third of these parents say they had to 
change their child care settings as a result.

Quality and Cost Remain Top Concerns
Despite the current economy, however, all parents 
consistently report that their greatest concern 
about their child care arrangements is quality, 
followed by cost. Their focus on quality holds true 
across differences in income, education, gender, and 
marital status and remains consistent year after 
year. Understandably, parents want the best they 
can afford for their children. Unfortunately, their 
logical assumptions about the quality of care and the 
government’s role in setting and enforcing standards 
differ greatly from reality. 

The Gap Between Parents’ Perceptions and 
Reality is Widening
The gap between parents’ perceptions and reality 
widens year after year. For example, four years ago, 
more than two-thirds of parents believed that all 
child care providers must have a background check, 
increasing to 84 percent in 2008 and to 85 percent 
today. This persistent and growing gap between 
perception and reality reflects a pervasive lack of 
consumer education, and does not depend on a 
parent’s personal level of education. The unfortunate 
coincidence is that as the gap between perception 
and reality increases, the proportion of children in 
unregulated care also increases.

To better understand parents’ views and experiences 
in the current economy regarding child care, as well 
as the types of changes they support to improve 
the quality and availability of affordable child care, 
NACCRRA commissioned Lake Research Partners 
to conduct a nationwide telephone survey of 1,000 
parents with children under the age of 12. 

Key Findings
 Ê Despite modest improvements in the economy, 

many families are still struggling  When asked 
whether families are economically better off than 
they were four years ago, nearly 40 percent (37 
percent) said they were worse off  

 Ê Three-quarters of parents rate affordable child 
care as the most (31 percent) or one of the 
most (45 percent) important factors in helping 
working families 

 Ê When parents are asked to identify their single 
greatest concern about child care, nearly four in 
10 (38 percent) choose quality as their highest 
concern for their children’s care; the cost of care 
is their second biggest concern (20 percent) 

Executive Summary
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 Ê More than half (51 percent) of families with 
children under age 5 say the economy has 
affected their child care in some way with more 
than three-fifths (63 percent) worried at least 
some of the time about paying their bills  

 Ê In the past year, 15 percent of parents said they 
had lost a job; 17 percent of parents said their 
hours were reduced; and 24 percent of parents 
said their wages were reduced 

 Ê When parents were asked how often they 
worried that their total family income will not be 
enough to meet their family’s expenses and bills, 
four in 10 (38 percent) said all or most of the 
time  Among child care consumers who worry 
frequently about their family’s income not being 
enough to meet their family’s expenses and bills, 
more than one-quarter (27 percent) worry about 
being able to afford their child care 

 Ê When all parents were asked what, if any, 
measures they recently took to be able to  
afford child care, nearly two in 10 parents 
reported having used their savings to pay for 
child care  More than one in 10 said they have 
had to move their children away from a formal 
arrangement, moved to be closer to relatives  
for their help, or moved their child to a child care 
setting of lesser quality 

 Ê Most parents’ perceptions about child care 
standards far exceed government policies  For 
example, the majority of parents believe that 
child care providers are required to have training 
when in fact many providers in most states are 
not required to have any training – not in CPR or 
first aid; not in basic health and safety practices; 
and not in child development 

Parents are Willing to Invest in  
Quality Child Care

 Ê Nearly three-quarters (73 percent) said that 
they support increased funding for child care 
to improve the quality of care even if it would 
increase their taxes by $10 a year.

To better understand the relationship between 
household income and the use and perceptions of 
child care, NACCRRA examined survey results among 
parents in four income brackets. Parents earning 
low incomes (versus parents in poverty or higher 
income parents) are the most likely to say that the 

reason they changed their child care arrangements 
was that they could no longer afford to pay for care 
(35 percent of low-income parents versus 23 percent 
of all parents). Not surprisingly, parents earning low 
incomes (who are less likely to receive government 
support for child care compared to parents in poverty) 
are the most likely to support using federal funds to 
reduce child care costs (59 percent of parents earning 
low incomes versus 48 percent of all parents).

Conclusion
Given parents’ concerns about quality child care, they 
strongly support policies that would require all child 
care providers to pass background checks, undergo 
training, regular health and safety inspections, and 
be licensed. They tend to think these activities are 
already required and when they hear about the 
reality of state and federal policies, parents become 
even more supportive of proposals to strengthen the 
quality of child care. 

Parents support increased investments to make 
child care more affordable, but support even more 
strongly increased investments to improve the quality 
of care. This demand for increased quality in child 
care is pervasive and remains consistent year over 
year. Unfortunately, Congress and many states have 
failed to put in place policies to require all child care 
providers caring for unrelated children to have a 
license, policies to require child care providers to have 
basic health and safety training, as well as policies to 
require all child care providers to have a background 
check including fingerprints to ensure that those 
individuals with a violent history are not licensed or 
paid with taxpayer dollars to care for children.

Because child care is a necessity that enables parents 
to find and keep jobs in today’s down economy, it is 
imperative that public policy at the very least ensures 
the health and safety of children in non-parental care. 
Parents seeking to support their families should not 
be forced to compromise on the safety or quality 
of child care. And, state and federal policy should 
promote settings that are safe for children while 
fostering their healthy development. Unfortunately, 
most children are left to chance in many states. 
Chance may be okay when playing a board game,  
but not with the lives of children. 
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Recommendations
NACCRRA makes the following recommendations to 
Congress and the states:

1  Require all paid providers caring for unrelated 
children every week (like a business) to be 
licensed 

2  Require all paid providers to undergo a complete 
background check, including fingerprints, prior 
to working unsupervised with children 

3  Require inspections prior to the state issuing 
a license and conduct regular unannounced 
inspections throughout the year 

4  Require that inspection results and 
substantiated complaints be publicly posted 
on the Internet so that parents have access to 
current, accurate information and can make 
informed choices about child care 

5  Require 40 hours of initial training (before 
working with children or within the first few 
months) and 24 hours of annual training   
Training should include child development, 
guidance and discipline, CPR/first-aid, 
recognizing child abuse and neglect, and  
related health and safety issues 

6  Support Child Care Resource & Referral agencies 
in their efforts to promote public awareness to 
advance safe, affordable, quality care and early 
learning opportunities 
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