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Child care is critical to families and the U.S. economy

Child care is a critical infrastructure in our country. Beyond providing essential support to
parents in the workforce, child care is a key component in a young person’s development and
well-being. Studies consistently show that children with access to quality learning environments
have higher graduation rates, are more likely to grow up and have full-time employment, and
have better mental and physical health outcomes. Child care providers are the backbone of the
American workforce and provide the developmental support children need to thrive. And yet,
despite everything they provide our communities, they have been chronically undervalued
throughout our nation’s history and remain so today.

Child care in the U.S. is at a crisis point for two primary reasons: it’s hard to find and often
prohibitively expensive for families. Yet child care providers barely get by on meager wages and
are often forced to close their doors.

Current underinvestment in child care providers

As of 2022, one in every seven child care workers--most of whom are women, and
disproportionately women of color--live with family income below the Federal poverty line. This
means child care workers are more than twice as likely to live in poverty as the average
American. Child care workers also don’t often receive benefits outside of wages; for example,
only 15% of child care workers receive health insurance from their employer or a union,
compared to 58% of all workers. Low pay and a lack of benefits plus the high cost of providing
care (see box) mean that many workers are unable to sustain careers in the field or keep a child
care business afloat. It also means that child care providers often struggle to care for their own
families and manage toxic stress.

Home-based child care providers, including licensed Family Child Care Homes (FCCH) and
Family, Friend and Neighbor Care (FFN), experience the lowest wages and most barriers to
advancement, even though they provide the most prevalent form of care for infants and toddlers
in the United States. The cost of providing quality care is high for any provider, and home-based
providers are less likely to receive benefits, more likely to work more hours, and experience
more barriers to subsidies and funding opportunities than center-based care providers. Licensed
home-based child care providers are also subject to expensive and time-consuming regulations
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that were created for center-based care and do not fit
the context of home learning environments.

Black and Latina women are more likely to be home-
based child care providers. For these women,
structural racism—including housing discrimination
and lending discrimination—contributes even greater
barriers to meeting quality rating standards and
earning increased subsidies.

High-quality child care is expensive to provide. Child
care providers often struggle to make ends meet,
despite charging families a seemingly high price (see
box). As a 2022 White House issue brief states, the
discrepancy between the true cost of providing child
care and what parents can afford “creates a gap that
could be filled by policy.” Yet public funding for child
care is meager. The United States falls far behind other
high-income nations, only spending 0.33% of its gross
domestic product (GDP) on child care, while the
average spending for nations in the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) is
over 0.8%, and nations like Iceland and Sweden spend
more than 1.5% on early education and care. The Child
Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) and
Head Start programs, federally funded programs
supporting early childhood education and care, serve

less than 15% of those who are eligible. This reflects a

historical trend of underinvestment in early childhood
care and education and in the people who provide this
essential service to our nation’s families.

(Source: "More Slavery at the South," by a Negro Nurse, Independent, 25 January 1912, 196-200.)
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A history of undervaluing domestic and care work in the United States

The undervaluing of care work in the U.S. has a long history, intertwined with racial capitalism.
Racial capitalism, a recognition of the “inextricable, intimate, constitutive relationship between
Racism, White Supremacy, and Capitalism,” was baked into the United States’ identity and
economic systems from the beginning, with the violent exploitation of Native Americans and
enslaved Africans by European settlers. A capitalist system values “productive labor,” that
produces goods and services and exploits this labor by offering workers wages that don'’t reflect
actual profits made from what they produce. Slavery is a prime example of how racial capitalism
is borne out from this system. Colonizers extracted free labor from Indigenous people and
Africans based on their race. Enslavers were able to keep all profits from the commodities
produced, while workers received none.

Occupational segregation (see box) is a current

“Occupational segregation occurs example of racial capitalism with its roots in slavery,
when one demographic group is and it has been an intentional policy choice in addition
overrepresented or to being a result of societal biases. Occupational
underrepresented in a certain job segregation is obvious within the child care field.
category. As an enduring feature of  Women of color make up 17.8% of the entire

the American labor markel, il workforce, but make up 40.9% of the child care
diminishes wages and working workforce. And on average, child care workers in the
conditions for all workers in a job U.S are paid about half of what the average American
where marginalized groups are worker is paid, making them some of the lowest-paid
overrepresented.” workers in the country.

Source: Center for American Progress, Report on Occupational Segragation in Amarica, 2022
‘https:/ wnanw_americ arg/articlefoccupati on-i ieaf

1619-1865 Time of Slavery

Enslaved Black women did much of the domestic work for slave-owning families, including caring
for their children. A propaganda stereotype created by White enslavers during this time was the
“Mammy.” an utterly false caricature of a maternal Black woman happy to serve white children
and treated as “part of the family.” Alongside this portrayal of Black domestic workers, White
wealthy women were portrayed as pure, chaste, idealized wives and mothers, in need of
protection and care from white men, with little agency of their own. Wealthy White women
exercised the agency they did have over Black women in their homes. White women were
relegated to and elevated in their domestic role, but it was Black women doing much of the actual
care for White children while they were being exploited and dehumanized. The depictions and
expectations of White women and Black enslaved women during this time reflect a societal
perception of domestic work as “natural” to women, and therefore not as “real work.” Women
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were expected to do the reproductive labor of cooking, cleaning, and child care as a natural state
of being. This work was not perceived to provide direct goods and services to the marketplace, so
domestic work was not valued as skilled, productive labor.

1865-1910s Emancipation, Jim Crow, and Industrial Revolution

(Source: Undervalued: A Brief History of Women'’s Care Work and Child Care Policy in the United States, NWLC p. 10)

Post-Emancipation, the mammy caricature "became a rationalization for economic
discrimination” against Black women in the segregated economy of the Jim Crow era. State-level
Jim Crow laws and “Black Codes” were strategically designed and implemented to keep Black
people “in certain occupations and economically subservient and tied to white people.” Black
women in the South were three times more likely than White women to participate in the labor
market and were most often limited to domestic and agricultural roles. White women were
expected to care for their own homes and children instead of being employed outside the home--
while still employing a domestic worker if resources allowed.
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Domestic work was still seen as innate for women and less valuable to the marketplace. Within
this perspective, White women were portrayed as “true women” (elevated in their domestic role)
while Black women were “true workers” (relegated to serving as domestic workers in white
homes). A new federal program in 1909 instating “mother’s pensions” reflected this ideology in
its implementation. While it took a small step forward in recognizing the value of domestic work-
-as it was meant to provide women something like a wage for the work they did in their own
homes--it reinforced devaluing ideologies by intending to preserve women'’s “natural role” in the
home. In addition, the wages were meager, which maintained the perception that domestic work
was “less-than” so-called men’s work. These pensions were also often denied to Black women,
usually because, unlike White women, Black women were “accustomed” to working for wages
and therefore did not need to stay home—reinforcing the deeply harmful stereotype that Black
women are “real workers” and not “real women.”

Domestic roles for Black women in White homes or with White employers came with poor
working conditions and exploitation. At the turn of the century, any resistance to White
employers by Black domestic workers, no matter how minor or even if there was no evidence to
support it, could be punished by arrest and imprisonment. In response to these conditions, Black
women began creating different sectors within the domestic sphere (for example, laundry
businesses) to move out of White families’ homes, to avoid this abuse and gain bargaining power
for better wages. They founded their own organizations to address civil rights issues, including
creating accessible child care for Black children. They formed mutual aid societies, many of which
grew into unions that fought for better wages and treatment.

1910s-1930s Labor Strikes and the Great Depression

(Source: "More Slavery at the South," by a Negro Nurse, Independent, 25 January 1912, 196-200.)
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Black domestic workers kept up resistance along with other workers in the 1910s-1930s as labor
strikes grew throughout the country, with one-fifth of the American workforce participating in
labor strikes in 1919 alone. In response to resistance, city councils and legislatures in the South
designed laws to criminalize Black women refusing to do domestic work for white folks. These
“work-or-fight” laws led to Black women being legally forced to work and also generated greater
extralegal violence against these women. Black women continued to resist, individually through
their responses to arrests, collectively with their families through a mass exodus from the South,
and through organizations like the NAACP, which expanded its Southern presence to combat
these injustices.

During the Great Depression, working conditions and wages worsened, and resistance
movements grew. This led to New Deal policy changes, including the passing of the 1938 Fair
Labor Standards Act (FLSA). While this was a huge victory for many American workers, banning
child labor in manufacturing, guaranteeing the right to unionize and strike, restricting employers
from busting unions or using intimidation tactics, and establishing the first national minimum
wage, the FLSA excluded categories of workers, including retail, service, agriculture, and
domestic work. Most of this work was done by people of color. This intentional exclusion came
from concessions made to Southern congressmen who feared what would happen to their
political standing if workers of color were able to unionize. This intentionally harmful legislation
“effectively cemented the place of Black people as an economic underclass" and further devalued
domestic labor.

1940s-19290s World War 1l, More Women Entering the U.S. Workforce, and Child Care Policy Changes

Throughout the decades of the 1940s-1960s, women and mothers began entering the workforce
in higher and higher numbers. The U.S. government began recognizing the accompanying need
for child care through a patchwork of different policies, from the 1940 Lanham Act to the Aid to
Families with Dependent Children program to the 1965 launch of Head Start. Even as the United
States began exploring public investment in child care, policies were still built on assumptions
about the cost of care based on decades of undervaluing this work and were insufficient to meet
real needs.

Inthe 1970s through the 1990s, the number of women in the workforce grew, leading to
increased advocacy for child care policy changes. In 1971, the United States came incredibly
close to passing the Comprehensive Child Development Act, which would have essentially
created a universal child care system rooted in the idea that child care is a right for all. President
Richard Nixon vetoed this legislation, and the patchwork of policies that came about instead did
little to support child care providers or the cost of quality care. In 1990, some progress was made
with the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG), which provides funding for child
care for low-income families and adds greater supply and quality to child care for everyone.
However, the amount of funding passed was less than advocates had desired. Buildingon a
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history of undervaluing child care work in the United States, public funding remains inadequate
to the true cost for and necessity of quality, accessible care.

Now: Shift the narratives and advocate for greater public investment

The historical precedent in the United States of underinvesting in child care work has led us to
the current crisis state. It will take significant policy change and resource investment to correct
the course toward a nation where quality child care is accessible, affordable, and valued as the
critical infrastructure to our society that it is. We must support policy change that will create a
child care system where providers can thrive and children and families can all receive the support
and care they require and need. This change starts with transforming the narrative around child
care work.

The Frameworks Institute found in their May 2024 report that there is still a broadly held belief
that people in the child care profession “should” be doing their work out of love rather than for
pay. This leads to the problematic assumption that an increase in wages for care workers would
decrease the quality of the work, since workers could be attracted by the pay instead of driven by
their natural nurturing abilities®. However, the study also found that when reminded of how
much care workers’ context (job conditions, access to training, etc.) impacts their lives and the
quality of child care, Americans see the need for structural change. By emphasizing the structural
thinking about care work as impacted by racist systems and deeply connected to the economy as
awhole, the Frameworks Institute argues that we can shift the narrative to focus on the need for
concrete policy change and government programs that can make things better for care workers,
families, and children.?

The National Women'’s Law Center’s report, Undervalued: A Brief History of Women’s Care Work
and Child Care Policy in the United States, lays out specific strategies for moving towards better
wages for child care providers and greater accessibility to child care for families. These strategies
include supporting child care workers looking to organize or unionize, increasing federal and
state investments in child care, expanding tax assistance to support families being able to afford
child care, and supporting Family, Friend, and Neighbor Care through greater access to subsidies,
training, and benefits.3

Home-based child care providers in the Haven Leadership and Advocacy program echo some of
this vision. They highlighted the need for provider voices, experiences, perspectives, and parent
voices to be valued and prioritized in decision-making by policymakers. They envision a system

where there are financial and other supports for providers that offer a living wage and consider

' Frameworks Institute report p 16
2 Frameworks Institute report p 40-42
3 Undervalued, p 16-18
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account healthcare, retirement, professional development, and facility needs. MDC will continue
to support their vision and work towards a South where child care providers and families can

thrive.

What could a child care system that works for
families and HBCC providers look like?

Themes from sense-making sessions gathered by our partner Learning For Action with
our HBCC program participants

Child care options are
responsive to parent and
community needs

Parent voices are
included in policy
decision-making

There is space for all kinds of child care
including licensed centers, licensed
HBCC, FFN care, and all are supported
with resources that fit their needs and
acknowledge their value.

All providers are seen and
respected as professionals by
decision-makers and the
community at large. Lived,
practical experience is just as
valued as education.

There are financial and other
supports for providers that provide a
living wage and take into account
healthcare, retirement, professional
development, and facility
maintenance needs.

Provider voices,
experiences, and
perspectives are valued
and their ideas are acted
on by policymakers.

Family, Friend, and Neighbor
care providers can do their
work without fear of
criminalization.

The system promotes
growth and sustainability
of HBCC providers,
enabling more people to
become providers and to
work more effectively and
innovatively

Families have choices for
childcare that meet their unigue
needs including flexible,
accessible, culturally responsive
care.



