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Meeting children’s needs when parents work

is not our intent that mothers of pre-school children must
accept work.”2 Indeed, in Nixon’s time, women on wel-
fare were only required to work if they had children age
16 or older. In 1979, work requirements were extended to
women with children age 6 or older, and, in 1988, to
women with children age 3 or older. In 1996, with the
passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Oppor-
tunity Act, work requirements were extended to all moth-
ers, regardless of the age of the child. States do have the
option to exempt mothers with children under the age of
1, but a substantial number of states (20 as of 2006)
either have no exemption or an exemption lasting only 3
to 4 months.

As expectations for low-income families have changed,
the availability of work supports for low-income families
has increased. Most notably, there have been sharp in-
creases in the Earned Income Tax Credit and in funding
for child care subsidies. Yet, in most other respects,
policies have not kept pace with the changes in working
families. Schools, the major institution providing care
for children while their parents work, have for the most
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Introduction

With the dramatic increase in maternal employment (see
Figure 1), family life in the U.S. has changed signifi-
cantly. Forty years ago, two thirds of American children
had a stay-at-home parent. Today, the reverse is true:
only one third have a stay-at-home parent, as 46 percent
live with two working parents and 20 percent live with a
single working parent.1

As family life has changed, so have public expectations
of families. Forty years ago, President Richard Nixon
said: “A welfare mother with pre-school children should
not face benefit reductions if she decides to stay home. It

Figure 1. Growth in maternal employment since 1970.

Source: J. Waldfogel, What Children Need (Cambridge & London: Harvard University Press, 2006).
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part not changed to adapt to the increase in parental
employment. Schools in the US are open about 30 hours
per week, 180 days per year, notably less than schools in
many other advanced industrialized countries. As a re-
sult, US schools cover only one third of the hours a
parent working full-time will be at work or commuting
between the birth of a child and the child’s 18th birthday.

Employer policies have also not adapted very much to
address the growth in working families. Despite anec-
dotal reports about the growth in work-family policies,
employers still provide little and uneven access to ben-
efits such as paid time off, help with child care, flexible
work hours, and basic benefits such as family health
insurance. Low-income and part-time workers receive
the fewest benefits.3 Table 1 shows that access to paid
sick leave is far from universal and is least common
among low-paid and part-time workers. Similarly, only a
small minority of workers receives any help with child
care; typically that help involves the provision of infor-
mation and referral services (rather than subsidies or on-
site child care), and again that help is skewed to the best-
off workers. To a large extent, working parents, and
particularly those who are low-income, are left to fend
for themselves.

What do children need and how we can meet those needs
when parents work? I first review what we know from
research about the effects of parental employment and
non-parental child care on child outcomes. Then, I sug-
gest policy changes to better meet the needs of low-
income children whose parents are working. Americans
have strong values about work and family issues, and
these values should inform our policymaking. Three val-
ues are particularly relevant in this context: respecting
choice, promoting quality, and supporting employment.
We must also keep in mind two key principles for allo-
cating limited public resources—efficiency and equity.
Whatever policies we enact in this area should promote
child well-being and should also be informed by these
core values and principles.

Parental employment, child care, and child
outcomes

How parental work and nonparental care affect child
outcomes depends on contextual factors including the
age of the child, other characteristics of the child, family
factors (such as race, ethnicity, income, wealth, socio-
economic status), and factors related to employment
(such as its timing, quality, and intensity). Any effects of
parental work will likely operate through influencing
family environments, in particular income, parenting,
and home environment, and child care and after-school
care. I summarize the research separately by the age of
the child, but do not discuss variation by other factors in
detail. There has been a large amount of research on the

links between parental employment, child care, and child
outcomes and this research has been quite variable in
quality. In my review, I place the most weight on studies
with the strongest causal design. This means that I em-
phasize evidence from random assignment (experimen-
tal) studies or, where those do not exist, quasi-experi-
mental studies, or other studies using rigorous empirical
methods to establish causality.

The first year of life

Paid parental leave is associated with better maternal and
child health, lower maternal depression, lower infant
mortality, fewer low birth-weight babies, and more
breast-feeding, preventive health care, and immuniza-
tion.4 Unpaid leave does not have the same protective
effects.5 Less is known about fathers’ leave-taking, but it
appears that when fathers take leave, they are more in-
volved in infant care such as changing diapers and feed-
ing the baby.6

It is also well-documented that maternal employment in
the first year, particularly if full-time, is associated with
poorer cognitive development and behavior problems,
for some children.7 The effects of maternal employment
vary by type and quality of child care, the quality of
parental care, and family income. In particular, the qual-
ity of parental care and child care—sensitivity and re-
sponsiveness to the child—is crucial.

Children age one and two

For children in this age group as well, evidence suggests
that quality of care matters. Research generally finds no
adverse effects of maternal employment on cognitive
development for children in this age group, but there may
be higher levels of behavior problems if children are in
poor quality child care more than part-time.

The research also shows that high-quality child care pro-
duces cognitive gains, with no adverse effects on behav-

Table 1
Access to Paid Sick Leave and Employer-Provided

Child Care Assistance

Type of Occupation/ Percent with Any Percent with Any
Work Hours Paid Sick Leave Child Care Assistance

Service occupation 36% 9%
Blue-collar 46 8
White-collar 74 19

Part-time workers 23 8
Full-time workers 69 16

Source: H. Holzer and D. Nightingale, eds. “Work-Family Policies”
in Workforce Policies for a Changing Economy  (Washington, DC:
Urban Institute Press, 2007).

Child care assistance includes programs such as information and re-
ferral services, on-site child care, and help paying for child care.
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ior.8 Children in group child care do have more illnesses
but these are typically minor, and nonparental child care
may be protective in terms of reducing physical disci-
pline in the home.9

Children age three to five

Of ten welfare-to-work experiments that encouraged or
required mothers of preschoolers to work, seven found
no effect on child cognitive outcomes, while three found
positive effects. Observational studies typically find no
effects of maternal employment at this age on cognitive
outcomes, but again find some adverse behavioral effects
if children are in poor quality child care more than part-
time.10 In terms of health effects, maternal employment
may lead to increased risk of child obesity, but child care
for children this age is associated with reduced physical
discipline and domestic violence.

Again, the quality of nonparental care matters. High-
quality preschool programs produce substantial cogni-
tive gains, particularly for disadvantaged children, and
reduce later problems such as crime.11 More typical
school- or center-based care programs also produce cog-
nitive gains.12 Prekindergarten programs have particu-
larly beneficial effects on school readiness and school
achievement.13 Finally, a recent random assignment
study finds that Head Start has positive effects on cogni-
tive performance and reduces behavior problems.14

School-age children and teens

The large literature on this age group generally finds few
associations between parental employment and child out-
comes.15 The research also suggests that, where effects of
parental work are found, these depend on the age and
other attributes of child, as well as timing, quality, and
intensity of work. The same welfare-to-work programs
that had positive effects on young children had no effects
on children age 6 to 9, and adverse effects on older
children.16 The research also indicates that the effects of
parental employment, when present, operate through in-
come, parenting, and child care arrangements. One study
found that adolescents whose mothers moved from wel-
fare to work reported improved mental health; these
families made substantial income gains, without reduc-
ing time together.17 In contrast, another study found that
adolescents whose mothers were assigned to welfare-to-
work reforms did less well in school; effects were stron-
gest in families where the adolescents had younger sib-
lings and presumably were asked to take on more
responsibility for them.

With regard to child care, “self-care”—children spending
time without adult supervision—becomes more common
as children age, and occurs about a year earlier if mothers
work. There are two types of self-care: self-care alone at
home, which is not necessarily problematic; and self-care
with peers, which is linked with poorer outcomes for
children.18 Access to out-of-school programs at or near

school is limited. Only one in four school-age children of
working parents attend a program at school as their pri-
mary form of after-school care, and the quality of these
programs is highly variable.19

Implications for policy

Looking across these age groups, seven key steps would
help better meet the needs of children when parents
work:

1. Give parents more flexibility, through expanding fam-
ily and medical leave rights and introducing a right to
request part-time and flexible hours.

2. Break the link between employment and essential fam-
ily benefits, especially health insurance.

3. Allow parents the option to stay home in the first year
of their child’s life, by providing a year of paid parental
leave and at-home infant child care programs for low-
income parents.20

4. Improve the quality of care for infants and toddlers.

5. Improve the quality of care for preschoolers.

6. Increase access to high-quality out-of-school pro-
grams for school-age children and youth.

7. Experiment with a longer school day or school year.

A crucial question is whether we have the political will to
make these kinds of changes. I think we do. Polls indicate
that most Americans support improving child care.21

Over 80 percent agree there is a serious shortage of
affordable and good-quality child care, and a majority
support quality-improvement initiatives such as tighten-
ing regulations and expanding Head Start. There is wide-
spread support for publicly funded universal preschool,
which is popular with state governors and legislators as
well as business leaders. There is also widespread sup-
port for publicly funded after-school programs.

Learning from the UK

As part of its commitment to end child poverty, the UK
has emphasized employment and making work pay
(through measures such as a new minimum wage and
working families tax credit), but the UK antipoverty
strategy also includes increased investments in children
and families, especially those with young children. The
list of child-focused investments is impressive and in-
cludes:

· paid maternity leave extended from 6 to 9 months,
and eventually 12 months; paid paternity leave to be
extended as well;

· parents of children under age 6 given right to request
part-time or flexible hours;
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· universal part-time preschool for 3- and 4-year-olds;

· greatly expanded child care subsidies;

· increased child cash allowances, especially for fami-
lies with young children;

· move toward extended school days to provide out-of-
school care for school-age children and youth;

· expanded early childhood programs in low-income
communities, and the establishment of Children’s
Centers to coordinate services for families with chil-
dren in every community; and

· more (increases in welfare benefits, maternity grants,
baby bonds, 10 year child care strategy, increased
spending on education, etc.)

Conclusions

The bottom-line message is clear: we can, and should, do
a much better job of meeting children’s needs when
parents work. We know what children need, and we
know how they are affected by parental employment and
nonparental care. It is also clear that most Americans
care deeply about children and are willing to spend
money on them, but they want that money well spent.
There is now solid evidence to help us direct resources
wisely to benefit children and our country.

It is time to move on from debating about working moth-
ers. Most children now have working parents, who are
looking for more help from government in meeting their
children’s needs. And we now know better than ever
before what investments make sense. If we truly care
about increasing the life chances of the next generation,
the time to invest is now.�
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