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Highlights

 » Child care in Los Angeles County is unaffordable. Families with median household incomes of 

$54,194 spend 16% to 26% of their income on child care. At the same median income, parents 

with two children spend 45% of their income on child care (Los Angeles County, 2017).

 » Our estimates suggest that Los Angeles County lacks sufficient numbers of child care centers. 

Further research is needed to better understand the extent to which the child care supply 

meets the specific needs and preferences of parents.

 » Since March 2020, a total of 296 child care centers have closed in Los Angeles County. 

These closures resulted in an approximate loss of around 7,500 child care spots. Declines in 

workforce participation among Black and Latina women show that working women of color 

faced the largest brunt of child care closures.

 » Los Angeles County provided $15 million in child care vouchers to low-income families and 

essential workers and $10 million for a grant program funded through the September 2020 

CARES Act. These funds could be used to fund employee payroll, outstanding business 

expenses, adaptive business practices, and payroll for employee sick time (LIIF Capital for 

Healthy Families and Communities, 2020). This child care provider grant program allocated 

225 lottery-based grants, supporting only 3.5% of the total child care centers in the county 

(Eng, 2020). 

 » The COVID-19–stimulus bill passed in March 2021 included $39 billion support for child care 

providers nationwide. This stimulus bill expands child tax credit from $3,000 per child to 

$3,600 per child (Lawder, 2021). Advocates of child care consider the recent child care relief 

programs as long overdue payment for a struggling industry (D’Souza, 2021).
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Background

Affordable and accessible child care is essential infrastructure. Approximately one-third of the 

workforce in the U.S. are working parents (Dingel, Patterson, & Vavra, 2020). Without reliable, 

accessible, and affordable child care, working outside of the home is challenging or even 

impossible, particularly for mothers who continue to have disproportionate responsibility for 

the care of children (Altintas & Sullivan, 2016). Particularly for single parents, moreover, child 

care costs and responsibilities are challenging and pose a barrier to parents’ employment 

opportunities. Quality child care keeps children safe and healthy, and plays a key role in children’s 

brain development (First 5 LA, n.d). Conversely, the lack of affordable child care can keep women 

out of the labor force with negative consequences for parents, children, and the economy, overall 

(Morrissey, 2017).

Many parents have difficulty finding child care they can afford. Child care is unaffordable for 

middle- and low-income families. At the same time, many child care providers struggle to keep 

their doors open, particularly in low-income neighborhoods where residents are most in need 

of affordable care. While parents pay a lot for child care, wages among workers in the child 

care sector are low (Center for the Study of Child Care Employment, 2020). Women constitute 

approximately 93% of the child care workforce, with roughly 40% of the workforce women of 

color (Jessen-Howard, Malik, & Falgout, 2020; Center for the Study of Childcare Employment, 

2018). In general, child care requires a great amount of time and human resources, making high-

quality child care expensive. Government support for child care — subsidies for both families and 

providers — is minimal. These dynamics have resulted in a decline in child care supply. 

Given persistent challenges in the child care industry, this report provides an overview of the 

current landscape of the child care sector in Los Angeles County and the impacts of COVID-19 

on the sector. This report builds on the 2017 assessment of child care and development needs 

conducted by the Los Angeles County Child Care Planning Committee, L.A. County Office for the 

Advancement of Early Care and Education, and First 5 LA.
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Child Care Types, Licensing, and Land Use 
Regulations

In general, there are three types of child care services: day care centers, family child care homes, 

and license-exempt child care. A day care center is typically located in a commercial building and 

may provide care for infants, toddlers, and school-age children (California Department of Social 

Services, n.d).1 A family child care home is usually located in a provider’s home. To ensure healthy 

and safe operating conditions, the state requires these two types of child care providers to obtain 

a license which mandates specific training for providers, building safety, class size restrictions, and 

specific child-staff ratios (number of children of certain ages per adult) (ChildCare.Gov, n.d.). A 

few child care arrangements are exempt from licensing requirements. These include after-school 

programs run by schools, child care within public recreation programs, providers that care for 

children of family members or as part of cooperative agreements where parents share child care 

responsibility, and nannies, babysitters, and weekly programs that provide care for four hours or 

less.

In addition to licensing requirements, child care providers must abide by local zoning regulations. 

A small family child care center in a residential family zone is allowed to operate without zoning 

and permitting restrictions (County of Los Angeles, 2007). Large family care providers are allowed 

to operate in residential family zones. However, child care centers may be required to apply for a 

conditional use permit depending on the number of children served and the location (County of 

Los Angeles, 2007). The lengthy process of conditional use permits may discourage potential child 

care providers from opening child care facilities (Child Care Law Center, n.d). Local governments 

may also require large care providers to go through the development entitlement process to 

obtain a building permit. Child care providers are expected to pay for the startup and regulation 

costs, including fees for zoning permits. 

Furthermore, when family care providers want to expand their capacity, they need to undergo 

lengthy code inspections and land use regulation processes (Child Care Law Center, n.d). Parking 

requirements have sometimes hindered child care facilities from increasing capacity (Stavely, 

2019). In addition, child care centers have experienced neighborhood opposition similar to 

opposition to other development projects (Matute, 2016). In general, new child care centers face 

delays and uncertainty in the permitting process similar to new housing construction, and this 

process of land use regulation tends to discourage the opening of new child care centers, thus 

further limiting child care supply.

1. California Head Start programs are part of the child care and early education offerings available that provide free care/

early education to qualifying low-income families. Head Start programs are typically located in child care centers but not 

exclusively so.
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The State of Child Care

The child care sector in the U.S. is struggling now as it was before the COVID-19 pandemic. 

According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, the number of licensed home-

based child care centers decreased by 44% between 2005 to 2017 (Vesoulis, 2020). Recent 

research from the Center for American Progress shows that more than 50% of Americans live in 

child care deserts — neighborhoods with more than three children under the age of 5 for every 

one licensed child care slot (Jessen-Howard and Workman, 2020).

Why the decline in the number of child care centers? Parents from various income groups are 

searching for affordable care, and yet high-quality child care is challenging and expensive to 

provide. High operation costs and barriers to entry limit child care supply (Child Care Aware of 

America, 2019). Long work shifts for child care workers make it difficult to attract a new generation 

of workers to this sector. Furthermore, child care providers receive woefully low wages. In the U.S., 

an early educator/child care sector worker earns a median wage of $11 per hour, forcing many early 

childhood educators to rely on public assistance to support their families (U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2019). Furthermore, the child care sector is time- and resource-intensive (Center for the 

Study of Child Care Employment, 2020). As a result, despite high fees for parents, early educators 

struggle to stay in business. To increase child care supply, policymakers have recommended large-

scale investment in the child care workforce (ChildCare Aware of America, 2019).

Challenges faced by child care providers have direct economic effects on parents looking for child 

care. A nationally representative study from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) 

in 2019 found that working families spend approximately 10% of their average family income for 

child care, which is 40% greater than the definition of affordable child care by the U.S. Department 

of Health and Human Services (Malik, 2019). According to Health and Human Services, child care is 

affordable if it costs less than 7% of a family’s income (Malik, 2019). In California, the annual average 

cost for infant care and child care for 4 year olds is $16,945 and $11,475, respectively (Economic 

Policy Institute, 2020). Costs may vary by city and by local demand for child care. According 

to the Economic Policy Institute, for Californians, infant care constitutes 25% of median family 

income (Economic Policy Institute, 2020). Families with an infant and a 4-year-old spend 42% of 

their incomes on child care. In L.A. County, the annual average cost for child care for early care is 

$14,309 at early care centers and $9,816 at family child care homes (Los Angeles County, 2017). For 

preschoolers, the annual average cost of care is $10,303 at center-based care and $8,579 at family 

care homes. Families with median family incomes spend between 16% and 26% of their incomes on 

child care; this percentage increases to 45% among parents with two children (Los Angeles County, 

2017). Data on average costs of child care suggest that affordability concerns limit parents’ access 

to child care. 
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Affordable child care alone is not enough; the quality of early care and education programs also 

is important for the well-being of children. High-quality child care centers provide safe settings, 

skilled providers, adequate compensation for providers, appropriate child-to-adult ratios, and 

appropriate learning materials (Los Angeles County Department of Health Services, 2002). While 

licensing requirements address health and safety concerns, other aspects of quality care can 

be difficult to guarantee. The Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) is a nationwide 

program to assess child care quality, using a five-point rating to evaluate teacher qualifications, 

environment, and other factors (Los Angeles County, 2017). In L.A. County, however, only a limited 

number of centers are QRIS rated (First 5 LA, n.d). With further incentives for care providers to 

participate in QRIS, QRIS rating could help with timely assessment of quality of child care centers. 

However, it is unclear the extent to which parents with access to these rankings use them as part of 

their decision-making process.

In sum, expensive child care, low wages for care providers, and limited child care supply resulting 

from the high provider costs, create significant challenges for both providers and parents. Limited 

government support for both families and providers makes it difficult to increase child care supply 

and address child care demand, particularly for households with income constraints.

Figure 1. 
Determinants of child care access conceptual framework. 

Source: Authors
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As highlighted in Figure 1, a variety of factors determine access to child care. As described 

throughout this brief, household characteristics — including household income and the number 

of children — affect access to care. But there are many additional factors at play. For example, 

families without access to an automobile may experience limited child care options compared to 

families with car access. Similarly, parental preferences — including for the type of care, location, 

and language of provider — are also important. Additionally, provider characteristics, e.g., the 

programming at child care centers, number of available slots, and provider schedules, influence 

parents’ access to child care. For instance, low-income families with irregular work schedules face 

additional difficulties finding suitable child care. Finally, policy supports (or the lack of) influence 

whether families receive quality child care. For instance, child care subsidies for both providers and 

families could ease the financial burden on child care centers and families, enhancing wider access 

to child care. In sum, access to child care is affected by a multitude of factors including household 

needs and preferences, available provider options, and government supports and subsidies.
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Child Care in Los Angeles County

As of the end of December 2020, L.A. County had 6,285 child care centers.2 In 2020, almost half of 

the child care centers (49.7%) were family child care homes. The remaining were day care centers 

(42%) and infant centers (8.3%). As Figure 2 shows, the composition of child care centers has 

remained fairly constant over time. 

Figure 2. 
Composition of child care centers and the total number of child care centers in L.A. County. 

Source: California Department of Social Services

We use child care data from the California Department of Social Services and data from the most 

recent  five-year estimates from the American Community Survey (ACS) to relate the supply of 

child care to the number of children who potentially need child care. This is a simplified approach 

as these data cannot account for the total need for child care by type and cost nor include 

real-time data on center capacity. This approach does suggest a significant mismatch exists 

2. This study excluded school-age day care centers. Our focus is on early-age child care centers.

https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/data-portal
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between child care supply and children potentially needing care. We estimate the slots for each 

center based on state licensing requirements; we find that the county’s 6,285 child care centers 

can provide a maximum of 219,057 child care slots.3 The number of young children, however, 

is significantly greater than the number of child care slots. ACS data from 2018 show a total of 

652,589 children under the age of 5 in L.A. County.4 In other words, if all parents with children 

under 5 wanted licensed child care, the existing supply would meet only 33% of the demand (See 

Figure 3).

Of course, many families do not need or want to enroll in formal child care. Some parents may 

want to care for their children at home or have other family members provide care. According to 

the results of a National Household Education Surveys Program from 2016, 35.9% of preschoolers 
receive childc are in organized care facilities and family child care homes (U.S. Department of 

Education and National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). This figure underestimates the 

demand for organized care since some families may prefer to send their children to licensed and 

family centers if slots were available at a reasonable cost. Extrapolating from these data, in L.A. 

County, 234,279 children (35.9% of the total number of children under 5) would need child care 

slots. Even based on this optimistic estimate, only 93% of Los Angeles’s children have a childhood 

slot for them. There are a few caveats concerning the 35.9% estimate from the National Household 

Education Survey. First, it is likely that if child care was accessible and affordable, more than 35.9% 
of children under 5 would receive center-based child care. Second, the percentage of children in 

child care is unevenly distributed by income; the percentage of children receiving center-based 

care is much higher for high-income families (U.S. Department of Education and National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2016). Third, the spatial distribution of child care centers in the county 

is uneven, and our estimates do not not reflect spatial disparities in child care access across 

neighborhoods (Child Care Resource Center, n.d). For example, if a child care slot is available but 

located 15 miles away from where the parent lives or works, this is likely not a realistic option for 

that parent.

Additionally, our estimate does not capture other potential barriers to accessing care for the 

following reasons:

• Available child care may not match child care demand by age. Numerous studies show even

greater shortages of care for infants and toddlers (Jessen-Howard, Malik, & Falgout, 2020).

• Higher costs can hinder families with children from accessing child care.

• For some families, language barriers can also prevent easy access to child care.

3. Total capacity is the sum of capacities for infant centers, day care centers, and family child care homes.

4. This study only includes children of two age categories: under 3 years, and 3- and 4-year-olds.



ACCESS TO CHILD CARE IN LOS ANGELES COUNTY: RECENT TRENDS AND COVID-19 IMPLICATIONS | May 2021

12    /////////////////////////////

Figure 3. 

Demand and supply for child care centers in L.A. County, as of December 2020. 

Child Care Funding: Local, State, and Federal Programs

L.A. County has few options to fund child care programs. At the local level, Quality Start Los 

Angeles supports early learning providers by setting standards for early childhood education. 

This program also provides early childhood educators with access to training, resources, and 

funding (Child Care Alliance Los Angeles, 2020). Despite child care subsidies at local, state, and 

federal level (as listed in Table 1), according to the 2017 county needs assessment for child care, 

57% of low-income families do not receive subsidized care (Los Angeles County, 2017). These 

data demonstrate that the amount of child care subsidies available in Los Angeles is simply not 

sufficient. 

There are hurdles associated with available child care subsidies too. First, these child care 

assistance programs can be complicated for parents to understand and navigate. Second, some 

providers may not accept subsidies at all. Third, reimbursement rates — even with subsidies — 

may be very low, limiting access to child care for low-wage workers.
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Table 1.

Federal, state, and local level programs for child care. 

Federal programs State programs Local programs

Child Care Development 

Block grant

California State Preschool 

Programs

Quality Start Los Angeles

Child and Dependent Care 

Tax Credit

Alternative Payment 

Program

Head Start and Early Head 

Start

Family Child Care Home 

Education network

The Partnership

Source: Pew, Child Care Resource Center (CCRC), and LA County Needs Assessment.

L.A. County is also eligible for child care support programs from the state of California. For example,

California State Preschool Programs provide part- and full-time child care for children 3 and 4 years

old. Alternative Payment, a voucher program, is another support for child care for low-income

families in California (Los Angeles County, 2017). Other state support in California includes Family

Child Care Home Education Networks. Child care support programs within California have been

mostly piecemeal approaches. It is worth noting that the recent Master Plan for Early Learning and

Care for the State of California proposes to unify child care funding and child care programs to

improve access and equity (Alcala et.al., 2020).

A variety of other federal sources, including development block grants and federal tax credits, 

provide funding. One such federal support, the Child Care Development Block grant, or CCDBG, 

provides funding for local agencies to administer vouchers to families to cover the cost of child 

care.  The CCDBG is a federal grant that provides assistance for child care. This funding can be used 

by states to allocate subsidies, fund referral services, and provide quality child care. Funding for the 

CCDBG, however, is limited; only one in six eligible children receive child care subsidies through the 

CCDBG (Hamm et.al., 2019). The Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit (CDCTC) — a program that 

the Biden administration has expanded upon in 2021 — allocates nonrefundable credit for parents 

with children or other dependents (Silva, 2021; Currier & Kypa, 2017)). Other federally led child care 

support programs include the Head Start program (early care and education for children aged 3 to 5 

of low-income families) and the Early Head Start program (care for children under 3 years). 

In sum, while there are a number of existing programs to subsidize child care costs and centers, 

there is not nearly enough support. There is a patchwork of funding to support child care, but a 

comprehensive program to ensure universal child care access is missing.
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COVID-19 and Child Care
 
America’s child care sector faced enormous challenges and precarity before COVID-19, and the 

pandemic has only exacerbated the situation. During this crisis, child care centers have had to 

manage the increased risk of infection among both staff and children, additional costs of pro-

tective equipment and sanitizing, lower and unpredictable enrollments, and limited government 

support (Doocy, Kim, & Montoya, 2020).

As a result, many child care centers closed. Research from the Center for American Progress shows 

that the pandemic could result in a loss of 4.5 million child care slots nationally (Jessen-Howard 

and Workman, 2020). The pandemic has made the search for high-quality and affordable child 

care increasingly difficult for parents, particularly low-wage workers who are either unable to work 

from home or have experienced income losses. Child care closures have forced working parents 

to find alternative care in an already constrained market, to work fewer hours to care for their 

children, or to work at night and early mornings. Working women of color, including child care 

workers themselves, have experienced the greatest child care difficulties, contributing to large 

declines in workforce participation among Black and Latina women (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2021).

Despite the important role of child care in the economic recovery of the region, federal and 

state responses have not sufficiently addressed the major issues facing both the sector and 

working parents. Below, we describe child care closures in L.A. County during COVID-19, highlight 

major federal, state, and county responses to support the child care industry, and provide key 

recommendations for policymakers.
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Child Care Closures in Los Angeles County 
Since March 2020

The child care sector has seen a significant number of closures since the onset of the COVID-19 

pandemic. According to a survey by the National Association for the Education of Young Children, 

approximately 100,000 child care centers have closed nationally. In California, a total of 4,873 

child care centers closed between January 2020 to January 2021 (California Child Care resource & 

Referral, 2021). Data for L.A. County also show significant numbers of closures. These closures do 

not capture temporary suspensions of operations due to COVID-19 exposure. License data from 

the California Department of Social Services show that, from the beginning of March 2020 to the 

end of April 2020, 41 child care centers closed in L.A. County. By the end of December 2020, this 

figure had grown to 296 child care centers — 191 family child care homes, 21 infant centers, and 84 

day care centers. Based on capacity caps issued by the California Department of Social Services, 

these closures resulted in a potential loss of 7,498 child care slots; 4,489 slots in day care centers, 

380 slots in infant care, and 2,629 slots in family child care homes (Figure 4). In terms of the 

number of child care slots, day care centers, typically larger operations in commercial locations, 

experienced the greatest loss of capacity; although day care centers comprise 42% of all child care 

centers, they were responsible for 60% of the lost slots.

Figure 4.
Number of child care center slots lost from March to December 2020 in Los Angeles County. 

Source: California Department of Social Services

https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/data-portal
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Family child care homes saw a disproportionate number of closures. As the name suggests, a 

family child care home is usually located in a provider’s home. Family child care homes constitute 

50% of total child care centers but made up 65% of total child care center closures. They are more 

vulnerable than larger day care centers because they operate at a smaller scale; small fluctuations 

in enrollment and high costs of sanitation can impose significant financial burdens. Family child 

care homes are usually more affordable and typically provide more flexible care than day care 

centers (times of day/days of week). Therefore, their disproportionate closure rates likely make it 

more difficult for some parents to find suitable care. To keep their rates low, many family child care 

providers paid the gap between their revenue and increased expenses out of their own pockets. 

This approach was not sustainable and, ultimately, contributed to numerous closures (Stavley, 

2020).

Child care centers have closed for many reasons. According to a survey from the UC Berkeley 

Center for the Study of Child Care and Employment, approximately 77% of providers lost income 

because parents decided to keep children at home (Doocy, Kim, & Montoya, 2020). The same 

study found that 80% of providers experienced increased costs due to the purchase of supplies and 

protective equipment. Higher costs and lower demand for child care ultimately made it difficult 

for child care providers to remain open. Centers also closed because of a reduced number of 

child care center staff; some child care staff had to attend to the needs of their own children while 

others stopped working due to concerns about health risks (Doocy, Kim, & Montoya, 2020).

Child care closures will likely have numerous negative consequences. Some workers — 

disproportionately women — will have to take unpaid leave to care for their children, potentially 

suffering long-term economic consequences (Kasheen, Glynn, & Novello, 2020; Russell & Sun, 

2020). For child care providers, closures often are associated with the loss of staff employment 

and wages, which will hurt an already low-wage workforce. Finally, many children will lose the 

developmental and language benefits of high-quality care (Johnson, 2017).

In sum, the COVID-19 crisis is also a child care crisis. For child care centers, higher costs, the risk of 

infection, and erratic enrollment make it difficult to keep their doors open. Providers also struggle 

to hold on to their staff. For parents, health concerns have motivated some to keep their children 

at home. The current crisis has created a challenging cycle; high operation costs and infections 

create pressure for child care centers to close. These closures reduce the number of available 

spots, requiring parents to take care of their children. For low-wage workers who are unable to 

work from home and, thus, most likely to require care for their children, the pandemic has only 

magnified the existing challenges to finding and accessing affordable care.
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Policy Responses: Federal, State, and Local 
 
At the federal level, there have been limited efforts to address challenges faced by the child care 

sector. In March 2020, the House passed the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 

Act (CARES) Act. The CARES Act allocated $3.5 billion for the Child Care and Development Block 

Grant.5 Through the federal CARES Act, California received $350.3 million for child care services 

(Legislative Analyst’s Office, n.d). States were allowed to use funds from the CARES Act to support 

child care for children of health employees, emergency responders, sanitation workers, or for 

operational costs of child care programs. California allocated $50 million from the CARES Act fund 

to support operational costs, such as the purchase of supplies and in-depth cleaning services 

(McHenry and Smith, 2020). The state allocated an additional $100 million to provide child care 

support for essential workers. The remainder of California’s child care funding from the CARES 

Act was used for family fee waivers, stipends for child care providers, and supplies. While some 

state-level funding was disbursed, child care providers reported not being able to access state- or 

county-level funds (Dale, 2020).

In December 2020, Congress passed a second COVID-19 relief package, which included $10 billion 

of funding for the child care sector (Leonhardt, 2020). Most of this funding will be allocated as 

grants to child care providers through the Child Care and Development Block Grant, or CCDBG. 

Child care advocates argued that the $10 billion in funding for child care relief was insufficient to 

keep child care providers in business (Khan, 2020).

In March 2021, the Biden administration approved a COVID-19 stimulus bill that included $39 billion 

for child care providers (D’Souza, 2021). Of the $39 billion, $24 billion is dedicated to stabilize the 

child care industry and the remaining $15 billion is allocated for CCDBG (D’Souza, 2021). These 

funds are expected to help child care providers pay for operational costs, such as rent, utilities, 

protective equipment, and payroll. Additionally, this stimulus bill expanded the child tax credit 

from $3,000 per child to $3,600 per child (Lawder, 2021). Child care advocates consider the recent 

child care relief programs as long overdue payment for a struggling industry and working families 

(D’Souza, 2021).

In Los Angeles, the city and the county also launched a few measures to support child care. 

In April 2020, Mayor Garcetti created the L.A. Emergency Child Care Connection program 

providing a $100 stipend per shift for hospital employees to support costs of child care and 

access to enhanced child care referral programs (Dale, 2020). In September 2020, county officials 

5. The CCDBG is a federal grant that provides assistance for child care. This funding can be used by states to allocate 

subsidies, fund referral services, and provide quality child care.
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introduced a $5 million COVID-19 CARES Act Childcare Provider Grant Program, a pass-through of 

the federal funds, which allocated funds to help child care providers pay for their additional costs 

through a lottery-based approach (Eng, 2020). These funds provided a total of 225 lottery-based 

grants: 150 to family/home-based child care providers for up to $10,000 each and 75 to licensed 

child care centers for up to $40,000 each. As Figure 5 shows, the number of lottery-based grants 

is insufficient when compared to the total number of child care centers in the county: Only 3.5% 

of the child care centers received these funds. Combined, COVID-19 child care governmental 

programs are a step in the right direction but too limited and reflect a piecemeal approach to 

supporting the needs of both providers and parents.

Figure 5. 
Number of child care centers and number of lottery based grants for child care support in 
L.A. County.

Source: California Department of Social Services and Spectrum News

https://www.cdss.ca.gov/inforesources/data-portal
https://spectrumnews1.com/ca/la-west/business/2020/09/16/coronavirus-relief-for-day-care-centers-in-la-county
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Recommendations 

The impact of the pandemic on the child care sector is significant and has had cascading effects 

on working families, mothers in particular. These effects are likely to be felt for years to come. 

Child care providers are struggling to stay open and parents must face hard decisions about how 

to manage their jobs and, at the same time, care for their children. As the region works to recover 

from the devastating effects of the pandemic, child care access must be a key focus. The region’s 

economy cannot recover if working parents do not have affordable and accessible child care. 

As this report suggests, while many piecemeal supports for child care exist, a comprehensive plan 

for universal child care is missing. A systematic approach is necessary to improve child care. While 

no single policy intervention will address issues concerning the child care sector, a multipronged 

approach can help cities and states expand child care supply, attract and retain child care 

providers, and increase child care assistance. The Center for American Progress (CAP) has written 

extensively about the child care crisis and recommendations, and these recommendations echo 

CAP’s policy suggestions. As policymakers work to shape the COVID-19 recovery and strengthen 

child care access overall, the following recommendations are critically important: 

1. Expand financial support for child care providers and parents with children. Given the 

demand, the number of families who receive subsidies must increase. Child care subsidies 

should serve more children, including children of parents who are looking for jobs. Child care 

assistance should prioritize the lowest-income families because they likely need immediate 

cash over future tax credits. At the same time, there also is a dire need for public support 

for child care centers to offset increased costs. Providing quality child care is expensive, and 

additional financial support will help child care providers on thin profit margins remain in the 

industry (Hamm et.al., 2019). Financial support for families and centers should consider the 

actual costs of child care (relative to income) and the actual operating costs for child care 

providers (Hamm & Workman, 2020).

2. Ensure just compensation and better working conditions for early educators. Qualified 

early educators are essential to the child care industry. Currently, early educators are not well 

paid. Thus, cities and states should prioritize offering financial support that allows providers 

to pay a living wage to child care workers.

3. Address barriers to unionize child care workers. Unionized work forces can help achieve 

living wage and improved working conditions (Hamm et.al., 2019). Unions also improve 

the power of workers in the child care industry to negotiate with the state. Currently, 

structural barriers, such as the decentralized nature of child care, limit child care providers’ 

participation in unions. Policy researchers recommend that elected leaders identify barriers 
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faced by child care providers to join unions and address them (Hamm et.al., 2019). The 

formation of a family child care providers union in California, which was organized through the 

Service Employees International Union (SEIU), is an example.

4. Organize child care into a systematic program. Our research shows that child care access 

is a hodgepodge of programs. For many families, navigating the complex set of subsidies 

and assistance may be difficult. To increase access to child care, improving awareness among 

families about subsidies will be important. At the same time, child care providers must receive 

consistent and timely information on new regulations that govern the industry. 

5. Increase the collection and analysis of child care data to better understand and 

address barriers to child care access. To expand child care access, policymakers need 

better information on the specific impacts of the pandemic on child care for low-income 

communities and communities of color. Future policy analysis should be multipronged and 

consider child care availability, costs, and subsidies across neighborhoods by income and 

race. Further, researchers must better understand the match between the child care needs 

of families (e.g., type of care, hours, language, location) and its availability (Sethi, Johnson-

Staub, & Robbins, 2020). Additionally, researching existing barriers for child care providers 

is important to increase child care supply (Los Angeles County, 2017). This would include 

reevaluating existing processes, such as parking requirements and zoning permits, that may 

deter expansion of child care centers. Studying child care providers that have left the system 

can provide insights on barriers to child care supply (Los Angeles County, 2017).
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