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overvieW

A substantial proportion of children under the age 
of 3 are cared for by adults other than their parents. 
Recent analyses of the 2005 National Household 
Education Survey (NHES) indicate that 42% of 
infants under the age of 1, 53% of 1-year-olds, and 
73% of 2-year-olds had at least one nonparental 
care arrangement that occurred on a weekly basis.1 
The large proportion of infants and toddlers in 
nonparental care reflects, in part, societal trends 
of increased maternal employment among families 
of all socioeconomic backgrounds. Labor force 
participation for mothers with children under the 
age of 3 increased steadily between 1975 and  
2006, from 34% to 60%.2 3 As of 2006, 56% of 
mothers with children under the age of 3 were 
actively employed.4

The use of child care arrangements, especially 
among low-income working parents, is of key 
interest to policy makers and others who want to 
understand how child care can support employment 
among low-income families and families who are 
leaving welfare. Child care use is also of key interest 
to those interested in child development, since in 
addition to supporting employment among low-
income families, high-quality child care has been 
linked to positive child outcomes.5 6 7

The purpose of this research brief is to examine 
patterns of primary child care arrangements among 
infants approximately 9 months of age, comparing 
those in households at or below 150% of the 
poverty threshold to those in households above 
150% of the poverty threshold. Data from the Early 
Childhood Longitudinal Study–Birth Cohort (ECLS-
B) provide a snapshot of patterns in primary child 
care arrangements using a nationally representative 
sample of infants born in the United States in 2001.

This research brief addresses four main questions 
for families who use nonparental care for their 9-
month-old infants:

What is the primary type of arrangement8 used  
by families with 9-month-old infants?

Are there differences in the types of primary care 
used by demographic characteristics such as 
race/ethnicity, family structure, home language, 
and maternal education?

Are there differences in the types of primary care 
used based on mothers’ employment status and 
work schedule?

•

•

•

Are there differences in the types of primary care 
used based on receipt of financial assistance for 
child care?9

For each of these questions, we further determine 
whether the patterns of child care use differ by 
family income. Patterns of primary child care 
arrangements are summarized and discussed in 
terms of their policy implications.

key findings

Half of all 9-month-old infants are in some form of 
nonparental care on a regular basis.

Of those infants in nonparental care, over 80% 
are in some form of home-based care as their 
primary source of care, that is, the care they are 
in for the most hours per week. About 6% of 
infants in nonparental care were in their primary 
nonparental care arrangement for 5 hours a  
week or less.

Over half of infants in nonparental care are 
primarily cared for by a relative, either in the 
child’s home or in another home; another quarter 
are cared for by a nonrelative in another home; 
and less than one in five are cared for in centers. 
Therefore, center-based care is not a common 
form of primary care for 9-month-old infants.

Low-income infants in a regular care arrangement 
are more likely to be cared for by a relative and 
less likely to be cared for by a nonrelative than 
are higher-income infants. This pattern holds even 
when considering additional demographic factors, 
such as race/ethnicity and family structure. Even 
for infants whose mothers work full- or part-time 
or who are not in the labor force, and for infants 
with working mothers who work a regular daytime 
shift, this pattern holds true.

Despite this consistent pattern of findings 
regarding family income and child care use, 
differences in patterns of nonparental care 
arrangements are evident by demographic  
and maternal employment characteristics.  
In particular:

Relative care in the child’s home is a more 
common primary arrangement for infants:

in households at or below 150% poverty

of Asian descent

in single-parent households

•

•

•

•

•

•

–

–

–
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in families that speak Spanish at home

of mothers who have a high school degree  
or less

whose mothers are looking for work or not in 
the labor force

Center-based care was found to be a more 
common primary arrangement among infants:

who are Black or White

who live in English-speaking households

whose mothers have a bachelor’s degree  
or more

whose mothers were employed full-time  
or were looking for work

Infants in families receiving some form of child care 
assistance for their care at 9 months of age are 
more likely to be in center-based care than their 
peers whose families are not receiving child care 
assistance, regardless of family income. This pattern 
is supported by data from other national data sets, 
which find an increased use of center-based care 
among low-income families who receive subsidies.10

Low-income infants are less likely to be in relative 
care if their families are receiving some form of 
child care assistance for their care. This finding 
suggests that monetary support for child care 
expenses may be a particularly important factor in 
the choice of care among low-income families.

ConClUsions

Compared with infants in higher-income households, 
among infants in households at or below 150% 
of poverty whose mothers are employed full-
time or part-time, there is a higher use of relative 
care, specifically relative care in another’s home. 
When comparing infants whose mothers vary in 
employment status, we find that infants whose 
mothers work part-time are less likely than those 
whose mothers work full-time or who are looking for 
work to be in center-based care. Further analyses 
should explore the parental decision-making 
processes underlying these disparate utilization 
patterns among low-income, working parents.

The use of center-based care for 9-month-old 
infants is not common, especially for those in 
households at or below 150% of poverty. The 
main factor associated with use of center-based 
care among low-income families is the receipt of 
financial assistance to pay for child care. Indeed, 

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

•

•

the proportion of 9-month-olds using center-based 
care reaches 46% among low-income families who 
receive financial assistance for care; no more than 
about 20% of infants in low-income families were 
in center-based care when looking at patterns by 
race/ethnicity, family structure, maternal education, 
maternal employment, or maternal work schedule. 
In fact, receipt of some form of monetary assistance 
for child care tends to equalize the use of center-
based care across income groups. There are 
limitations to the analyses of child care assistance 
reported here. We cannot distinguish federally 
funded support from other forms of support, and 
the overall proportion of children in the sample 
receiving support was only 9%. Further, we cannot 
untangle potentially complex paths of causation. 
For example, while monetary support for child care 
expenses may be an important factor in the choice 
of care among low-income families, it may also be 
the case that families who select center-based child 
care are more likely to seek or be directed toward 
such assistance.

sUggestions for  
fUtUre researCh

The findings reported in this research brief suggest 
several avenues for further investigation and data 
development:

Increase the focus of research and population 
estimates for low-income children in family, 
friend, and neighbor care. Repeatedly, these 
analyses showed that infants in households at 
or below 150% of poverty were most likely to 
be cared for by relatives, either in the child’s 
home or in another home. Compared to more 
formal arrangements (such as center-based care 
and family child care), much less is known about 
family, friend, and neighbor care. More targeted 
research with national samples of families 
who use family, friend, and neighbor care is 
needed to better understand the demographic 
characteristics of these families; the characteristics 
of the children in this type of care; and the level 
of quality of family, friend, and neighbor care and 
its relation to child outcomes.

Improve the amount and quality of national 
data on child care utilization for families who 
work nonstandard hours. The number of infants 
in this national sample whose mothers worked 
during nonstandard hours was not high enough 
for detailed analyses. However, low-income 
children may be more likely than higher-income 
children to have parents who work nonstandard 
hours. A more targeted study of families 

•

•
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who work nonstandard hours would provide 
information to understand how such families 
make decisions about child care arrangements.

Improve national survey data on the receipt of 
federally funded forms of child care assistance 
and support research to determine the 
influence of child care subsidies on child care 
use. These analyses showed that, when financial 
assistance is available, infants in low-income 
families are more likely to be in center-based 
care and less likely to be in relative care. As 
noted earlier, this pattern is supported by data 
from other national data sets, which find higher 
use of center-based care among low-income 
families who receive subsidies.11 Unfortunately, 
the ECLS-B data do not permit us to determine 
the exact source of the financial support received 
by the families in this sample; it could be from 
government-based child care subsidies, relatives, 
employers, or other individuals. There is a clear 
need for population-based estimates that are 
detailed enough to determine the patterns 
of child care use by child care subsidy receipt 
and its relation to child and family functioning. 
However, parent surveys (such as those used in 
the ECLS-B) may not be the best way to obtain 
information about subsidy receipt. New efforts 
to link administrative data with other forms of 
survey data collection would address this need. 
Although targeted experimental studies of state-
level child care subsidy programs exist, as do 
national administrative data on subsidy receipt, 
to date no population estimates are available that 
have the ability to link patterns of child care use 
at the national level by subsidy receipt to other 
measures of family and child well-being. A new 
National Study of Child Care Supply and Demand 
is currently in development and will likely address 
this gap by providing national survey data on 
subsidy receipt and its relation to the use of 
different types of nonparental care settings and 
to child and family outcomes.

The analyses presented in this brief provide 
descriptions of primary nonparental care 
arrangements at one point in time, and look 
at the patterns of child care use within specific 
demographic or employment characteristics. 
Additional analyses of the ECLS-B and other 
national data sets could be conducted to examine:

•

Multiple care arrangements used by families 
for their infants and young children: This brief 
focuses on the primary care arrangement, meaning 
the care arrangement in which an infant spends 
the greatest number of hours per week. Additional 
analyses of child care arrangements could extend 
this work by examining the prevalence and 
constellation of multiple care arrangements and 
the associations between various combinations of 
arrangements and demographic characteristics, 
such as race/ethnicity, family structure, home 
language, maternal education, maternal work 
status, and income.

Patterns of child care use taking into account 
hours in care: In these analyses, we examined the 
type of primary nonparental care arrangement that 
children were in when they were about 9 months 
of age. However, these analyses did not take into 
account the extent of time in this primary care 
arrangement. The amount of time infants spent 
in their primary nonparental care arrangement 
varied widely in this sample. Further examination 
of patterns of care that take into account both type 
and extent of care would provide a more nuanced 
picture of infants’ care experiences.

Patterns of child care use for different 
thresholds of hours of employment: The 
analyses in this brief revealed some interesting 
differences in child care use patterns by maternal 
employment status. However, these analyses were 
based on three broad categories of maternal 
employment (full-time work, part-time work, and 
looking for work) and did not take into account 
the number of hours worked. Further analyses 
could look more closely at the range of hours 
worked among those parents employed part-
time or full-time. For example, patterns of child 
care use may differ among infants whose mothers 
work fewer than 10 hours a week, compared 
to those whose mothers work 10-20 hours a 
week, those who work 20-35 hours a week, and 
those who work more than 35 hours a week. 
It is possible that analyses based on hours of 
employment may reveal meaningful differences 
that are obscured in the current analyses that are 
based on employment status.

The relationships among multiple demographic 
and work-related factors that are associated 
with families’ child care use patterns: More 
complex statistical analyses would allow for 
comparisons of multiple factors at the same time 
(such as employment status along with hours of 
employment and work shift), and examinations 
of child care use by one factor could be explored 
while taking into account, or controlling for, other 

•

•

•

•
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characteristics. For example, patterns of child  
care use could be explored for low-income and 
higher-income families, taking into account the 
different constellations of family structure and 
work status combined (such as both parents 
working full-time within a two-parent family, one 
parent working part-time within a two-parent 
family, one parent working full-time within a 
single-parent family), taking into account race/
ethnicity and home language.

The stability of child care arrangements: 
Longitudinal analyses that examine the child 
care arrangements of children over time would 
provide information on the relationships between 
demographic/employment characteristics (and 
also the receipt of child care assistance) and child 
care stability.

•

The decision-making process parents of infants 
use when selecting a type of nonparental care, 
especially low-income parents adhering to 
work requirements for subsidy receipt: New 
research that examines values, preferences, and 
beliefs about child care, as well as the perceived 
constraints on resources, that are the basis for 
parents’ decisions about child care arrangements 
for their infants and young children would be a 
valuable supplement to the information provided 
in this brief. Although the ECLS-B does not 
contain adequate data to explore these additional 
factors, the upcoming National Study of Child 
Care Supply and Demand may be able to address 
this important set of questions around parental 
decision-making processes, with implications for 
both policy makers and program administrators.

•
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