Child Care Usage Among Low-Income and AFDC Families

With the passage of the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 in
August, welfare has moved from an entitlement pro-
gram which guaranteed assistance to all eligible fami-
lies to a transitional employment program with time-
limits, and responsibility for implementation has de-
volved to the state level. This policy emphasis on em-
ployment immediately raises the issue of child care, as
increasing numbers of single mothers may be required
to work at wages that are too low to pay for adequate
child care.

Research shows that child care obligations are a
major obstacle to mothers’ labor force participation.
On-going IWPR research using the Survey of Income
and Program Participation shows that the presence of
young children is the single most important factor re-
ducing the likelihood of a low-income single mother’s
employment. Underlying this negative association is
the lack of affordable, quality child care (Kimmel, 1994;
Hofferth, 1995). Findings suggest

the working AFDC mothers are single parents, although
about one-fifth are married with unemployed husbands
participating in the AFDC-UP program.

TYPES OF CHILD CARE ARRANGEMENTS
USED

Figure 1 and Table 1 present the primary child
care arrangements for all children under age six of the
employed mothers. As the figure shows, the working
mothers in all the family types in the study use relative
care most, followed by center-based care and non-rela-
tive family-based care. Within the category of relative
care, the relative actually providing the child care dif-
fers by family type (see Table 1). About one-quarter
of children in low-income married couple families are
cared for by their fathers when their mothers are work-
ing. Incontrast, working single mothers, whether or not
they participate in the AFDC program, use grandparents
or other relatives to care for their children more than

that, because of the common use of
paid child care arrangements and the
percentage of total family income that
is spent on child care, the use of
child care subsidies for low-income
working mothers is a necessary part
of successfully easing the transition
from welfare to work.
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Table 1. Child Care Arrangements of Children Under Six for Working Mothers
in Low-Income Families
Working Mothers
Total AFDC Non-AFDC
Married Single

Sample Size (Unweighted) 712 78 426 208

Sample Size (Weighted) 2,631,609 306,007 1,526,026 799,579

Percent (Weighted) 100.0% 11.6% 58.0% 30.4%

Average Number of Children Under Age 6 13 1.3 1.4 1.2

Primary Care Arrangements (percent of total children)

Relative Care 44.7 53.4 46.7 36.7
Other Parent 19.1 104 25.3 8.9
Siblings 0.8 0.6 0.5 1.5
Grandparents 16.0 25.7 13.5 17.5
Other Relatives 8.8 16.7 7.4 8.8

Non-Relative Family-Based Care 19.6 16.5 19.6 20.9

Center-Based Care 21.8 19.8 18.5 30.0

Other Care * 13.8 10.2 15.2 12.4

Percent of Children in Paid Care 49.0 46.7 47.6 52.9

Percent of Children with More than One Arrangement 33.1 19.1 374 30.5

* Other care includes child in school, child caring for self, and child cared for by mother while mother is working.

Source: IWPR calculations based on the 1988 and 1990 panels and Topical Module 3 of the Survey of Income and Program

Participation.

married couple families do. The high use of relative care by
single mothers likely reflects the large number of single moth-
ers who live in households with their own parents or other
adults. Still, about one in ten children in low-income single
mother households are in the care of their fathers when their
mothers are working out of the home.

The low-income, non-AFDC, single mothers are the
most likely to use organized child care facilities. Thirty per-
cent of the children in these families are cared for by day/
group care centers or nursery schools/preschools during most
of the hours that their mothers work.

The working AFDC mothers use relative care more
than any other family types in the study do. Since the ma-
jority of the AFDC mothers are single, their access to pa-
ternal care is similar to the low-income, non-AFDC, single
mother group, but their usage of organized care is much lower
(20 percent, as compared to 30 percent, respectively), but
still slightly higher than that of the low-income married moth-
Crs.

In addition to the major types of child care arrange-
ments mentioned above, mothers of about 11 percent of the
young children (mainly five-year olds) work during the hours

when their children are in school or kindergarten. This pat-
tern holds true for all three groups of working mothers.

IWPR’s findings confirm those of other researchers that
low-income employed single mothers are more likely to call
on relatives for child care than married mothers, who can
call on their husbands (Brayfield et al., 1993; U.S. House of
Representatives, Committee on Ways and Means, 1994;
Kisker and Silverberg, 1991). This is especially true among
the AFDC single mothers. It is important to note, however,
that more usage of relative care does not necessarily mean
more access to free child care. [WPR research also shows
that low-income, non-AFDC, single mothers are the most
likely to use organized child care, which may or may not be
subsidized.

USAGE OF PAID AND UNPAID CHILD CARE
ARRANGEMENTS

As shown in Table 1, approximately half of the young
children of employed mothers in all three family types are in
paid care. The bulk of non-relative and organized care is
paid for, as is a substantial proportion of the care provided
by other relatives. Even care provided by grandparents is



often paid for. For example, as shown in Figure 2, one-third
(34 percent) of the care provided to children of the working
AFDC mothers by their grandparents is paid, compared to
21 percent for low-income, non-AFDC, single mothers, and
42 percent for married mothers. All three groups of mothers
are about twice as likely to pay for child care if the care is
being provided by relatives other than grandparents. Asa
result of paying relatives, combined with their greater pro-
pensity to use non-relative or center-based child care, low-
income, non-AFDC, single mothers end up with the highest
proportion of young children in paid care.

COSTS OF CHILD CARE IN PROPORTION TO
EARNINGS AND INCOME

When calculating the costs of child care, IWPR re-
searchers included all families with children under age 13 in
order to take into account all costs of child care arrange-
ments made by the employed mothers. In order to deter-
mine the burden of child care cost to these families, the cost
is analyzed in relation to mothers’ earnings, to total family
incomes, and to the families’ poverty status. These findings
are reported in Table 2.

The results show that single and AFDC mothers do not
have better access to free child care. Mothers in all three
family types are about equally likely to pay for child care
(ranging from 38.6 to 40.9 per-

spectively). These differences can be explained by the fact
that the low-income, non-AFDC, single mothers, on aver-
age, have fewer children under age six, as well as fewer
children under age 13, than the low-income married moth-
ers and the AFDC mothers. Inaddition, the wage rate of
non-AFDC mothers (both single and married) is higher than
that of AFDC mothers. The paying low-income, non-
AFDC, single mothers have the highest average wage rate,
$7.92 per hour, which makes their payment for child care
more cost-effective than for the other groups. This may be
one of the explanations for their greater work effort during
the month (164 hours, compared with 150 and 141 hours
for the paying married and AFDC mothers, respectively).
In exchange for freeing mothers to work, child care costs
take more than one-third of AFDC mothers’ earnings, about
30 percent of married mothers’ earnings, and 20 percent of
low-income, non-AFDC, single mothers’ earnings.

When the cost of child care is seen as a propor-
tion of the total family income, the picture is somewhat
different. Because married mothers are most likely to
have higher total family incomes due to their husbands’ earn-
ings, they have the lowest percent of child care expendi-
tures of total family income (nine percent), whereas the
low-income, non-AFDC, single mothers pay about 13 per-
cent and the AFDC families pay about 19 percent of family
income for child care.

cent). Furthermore, among those
who use paid child care, there are
only slight differences in the aver-
age monthly amount paid for care
(ranging from $204 to $222 per
month), regardless of the marital
or the welfare status of the child
care user.
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In order to analyze the bur-
den of child care costs in rela-
tion to mothers’ earnings, a ra-
tio cost-per-hour-worked was
created. IWPR found that low-
income, non-AFDC, single
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THE POLICY IMPLICATIONS OF CHILD CARE
SUBSIDIES

How do child care burdens affect families’ economic
well-being? The IWPR study finds that about 14 percent of
all families that pay for child care live in poverty, according
to a modified poverty measure (which includes the cash value
of food stamps and WIC in the total family income). These
poor families are concentrated among the AFDC recipients
and the low-income single mother households. Although low-
income, non-AFDC, single mothers earn the highest wage
rates among all groups of mothers, 15 percent of these moth-
ers who pay for child care are poor, compared with 52 per-
cent of the paying AFDC mothers, and five percent of the
paying low-income married couples (see Table 2).

To what degree will child care subsidies help poor em-
ployed mothers escape poverty? As a preliminary policy
test effort, Figure 3 projects the likely impact of providing
low-income working mothers with child care subsidies up
to the amount of their current child care cost ($214 monthly,
onaverage). Inorder to receive the full subsidy amount, the
family’s income deficit (that is, the official poverty threshold
minus current income) must be greater than the amount of
the subsidy. Research findings suggest that about one third
of the below-poverty AFDC families would benefit from
the subsidy and escape poverty; that is, their poverty rate
will decrease by one-third (from 52 to 34 percent). The

Table 2. Child Care Costs for Working Mothers with Children Under Age 13 in Low-Income Families, 1994 Dollars

Working Mothers (1)
AFDC (2) Non-AFDC
Married Single

Not-Paying Paying Not-Paying Paying Not-Paying Paying
Sample Size (Unweighted) 70 49 389 241 234 160
Sample Size (Weighted) 272,000 180,000 1,382,000 868,000 868,000 601,000
Average Number of Children 1.7 1.9 1.8 2.0 1.5 1.6
Average Size of Household 4.5 4.1 4.7 4.4 3.6 3.4
Distribution of Families by Paying 60.2% 39.8% 61.4% 38.6% 59.1% 40.9%

and Not-Paying
Monthly Child Care Cost $222 $220 $204
Mother’s Hourly Wage Rate (3) $5.81 $5.92 $6.42 $7.15 $6.81 $7.92
Mother’s Hours Worked 132 141 139 150 161 164
Cost per Mother’s Employment Hour $1.72 $1.60 $1.36
Mother’s Monthly Earnings $735 $813 $854 $1,048 $1,088 $1,281
Cost as Percent of Mother's Earnings 34.3% 29.9% 19.2%
Monthly Family Income $1,491 $1,586 $2.541 $2,839 $1,089 $1,881
Cost as Percent of Family Income 19.1% 8.9% 12.8%
Percent in Poverty (4) 48.7% 51.5% 17.5% 5.4% 28.4% 15.1%
Percent in Poverty if Child Care Costs 34.5% 33% 8.1%
are Subsidized

(1) Mothers who were working as well as enrolled in school are not included in this table to avoid over-estimating child care costs when measured
in relation to mother’s earnings and family income. All data are for Month 12 in the 24-month study period.

(2) Women in the AFDC-group may or may not be on AFDC in Month 12, but receive A
(the job at which she worked the most hours) during Month 12.

(3) Mother’s hourly wage rate is for her primary job

FDC for at least two months of the 24-month study period.

(4) A modified poverty measure, which includes the cash value of food stamps and WIC in family income, for Month 12 is used.

Source: TWPR calculations based on the 1988 and 1990 panels and Topical Module 3

of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.




Figure 3.

Child Care Cost Subsidies for Low-Income Mothers and
Their Relation to Percent in Poverty

are available to them. Therefore,
child care costs will be a significant
financial burden for this new group
of workers. More importantly, with
a high proportion of these mothers’
earnings allocated to child care costs,
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potential is expected to be similar to, or even lower than,
the wages of the working AFDC recipients, due to low edu-
cation, limited experience, and disabilities, assuming jobs
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