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The COVID-19 pandemic continues to upend 
the lives of U.S. families with children. The 
abrupt closure of schools and childcare cen-

ters at the start of the pandemic was widespread, but 
childcare challenges for working families are hardly 
new. Secretary of the Treasury Janet Yellen recently 
described childcare as a “broken market,”1 partly in 
recognition that the pandemic has further constricted 
already-limited childcare supply and further disincen-
tivized its already-underpaid workforce. Just as the 
pre-existing problems in the childcare system were not 
equally shared, with women, low-income people, and 
people of color bearing the greatest burdens, childcare’s 
ongoing challenges are not evenly distributed either.2 

Using data from the late summer through the fall of 
2021, this brief documents recent racial and income 
disparities in reports of inadequate access to childcare 
and identifies the employment-related consequences 
of these shortages. This is the first in a series of 
research briefs that will focus on disparities in child-
care access during the COVID-19 pandemic.3

Five Million Households with Kids 
Report Inadequate Access to Childcare 
in Fall 2021
In Fall 2021, about 5 million households had a child 
under age 12 who was unable to attend childcare as 
a result of the provider being closed, unavailable, 
unaffordable, or because of safety concerns in the past 
four weeks.4 This represents one-quarter (23.6 per-
cent) of households with children in this age group 

nationwide who responded to a question about child-
care in a recent Household Pulse survey. 

Low-income households are especially likely to report 
that their children were unable to attend care, true of 
one in three households with incomes below $35,000 
(see Figure 1). However, even among households with 
incomes over $100,000, 20 percent reported this con-
straint. This disparity suggests that while low-income 
households fare the worst, even a higher income is 
insufficient protection from childcare challenges.

Looking across racial-ethnic groups, non-Hispanic 
Black respondents were most likely to report inad-
equate access to childcare (32 percent), followed by 
respondents reporting “other” or multiple races (31 



Note: Estimates are weighted using household-level replicate weights. Bars represent 95% (logit) confidence 
intervals. “Hispanic” includes respondents identifying as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish. Source: U.S. Census 
Bureau Household Pulse Survey, Weeks 34–39.

FIGURE 1. PERCENT OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN UNDER AGE 12 
REPORTING ANY CHILDREN UNABLE TO ATTEND CHILD CARE IN PAST FOUR 
WEEKS, JULY–OCTOBER 2021

Note: Estimates are weighted using household-level replicate weights. Bars represent 95% (logit) confidence 
intervals. “Hispanic” includes respondents identifying as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish. Source: U.S. Census 
Bureau Household Pulse Survey, Weeks 34–39.

FIGURE 2. PERCENT REPORTING AN ADULT IN THE HOUSEHOLD LEFT OR LOST 
A JOB AS A RESULT OF CHILD UNDER AGE 12 BEING UNABLE TO ATTEND CHILD 
CARE IN PAST FOUR WEEKS, JULY–OCTOBER 2021

percent), and Hispanic respondents 
(27 percent). In part, this is trace-
able to disparities that existed prior 
to the pandemic, with Hispanic and 
American Indian/Alaska Native 
communities disproportionately 
represented among Census tracts 
with a low childcare supply.5

with incomes at $100,000 or more 
(8.7 percent). Compared to other 
racial-ethnic groups, non-Hispanic 
Black respondents were not only 
more likely to experience inadequate 
childcare access, they were also more 
likely to leave or lose their job as a 
result. Over one-quarter of Black 

respondents who lacked childcare 
reported that an adult in the house-
hold left or lost their job in the past 
four weeks as a result of the time 
needed to provide care for their 
children, as did one in five Hispanic 
respondents. In comparison, just 
16.5 percent of non-Hispanic White 

Among the 5 million households 
reporting inadequate access to 
childcare in the past four weeks, 
one in five reported that an adult 
in the household had left or lost a 
job because of the time needed to 
provide care for their children. 

One in Five Households 
with Inadequate Access to 
Childcare Report Job Loss
Parents’ capacity for employment is 
deeply linked to childcare availabil-
ity, and this remains true in 2021. 
Among the 5 million households 
reporting inadequate access to 
childcare in the past four weeks, 
one in five reported that an adult 
in the household had left or lost a 
job because of the time needed to 
provide care for their children. The 
prevalence of this response maps 
closely to race/ethnicity and house-
hold finances, as shown in Figure 
2: Black and Hispanic parents and 
adults in low-income households 
were more likely to leave their job 
or lose their job because of inade-
quate access to childcare. 

Among those facing inadequate 
childcare access, roughly one-third 
of households with incomes less 
than $35,000 had left or lost a job 
because of time away needed to care 
for children—almost four times 
the prevalence among households 
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respondents and 13 percent of 
non-Hispanic Asian respondents 
with inadequate access to childcare 
left or lost a job as a result.   

These gaps are driven in part by 
differential exposure to frontline 
essential occupations that require 
in-person work, and disparities in 
the existence and quality of employ-
ment benefits, such as access to 
flexible schedules, remote work 
opportunities, and paid leave.6 
Households with these benefits can 
more nimbly respond to childcare 
challenges by strategically combin-
ing leave and flexibility, whereas 
households without these benefits 
may be forced to choose between 
work and care. In the short term, 
these employment disruptions 
reduce household resources avail-
able for meeting immediate needs. 
In the longer-term, periods of 
unemployment are linked to worse 
lifetime career outcomes, further 
entrenching inequalities between 
different types of workers.7

Conclusion
Foremost, this research brief 
demonstrates that any illusion that 
the childcare crises of early 2020 
were transitory and now resolved is 
incorrect. A year and a half into the 
pandemic, close to one-quarter of 
households with children under 12 
report inadequate access to childcare 
over the past month. Moreover, for 
one-fifth of those households, this 
lack of access triggered a household 
employment loss, further destabiliz-
ing income for vulnerable families 
and contributing to workforce short-
ages experienced by employers.

Just as important, however, our 
study illustrates multiple and over-
lapping forms of disadvantage. Not 
only are people of color and those 

with lower income more likely to 
face inadequate access to childcare, 
they are also more likely to lose 
work because of these challenges. 
These job losses amplify economic 
precarity. Black, Hispanic, and 
low-income families have faced 
disproportionate hardship on nearly 
every dimension of the pandemic, 
challenges that only exacerbate 
existing inequalities. Research 
has already documented a lack of 
childcare slots in neighborhoods 
of color alongside a disproportion-
ate pandemic-era loss of childcare 
centers in census tracts where 
families of color live.8 Our research 
brief suggests that those families are 
experiencing the economic reality of 
those shortages in near-real time. 

In the immediate term, efforts 
to stem childcare losses due to 
temporary or permanent closure 
should be a top priority. Short-term 
closures are inherently connected 
to workforce shortages, and even 
where licensed capacity exists, not 
all slots are available. Nationwide, 
the childcare workforce still has 
108,000 fewer workers than it did in 
February 2020.9 This loss is unprec-
edented but unsurprising for a sec-
tor that demands educated workers 
but pays a wage averaging one-third 
of what similarly credentialed peers 
in public schools earn.10 Efforts to 
immediately increase wages for the 
sector are critical for stabilizing 
supply. In the short term, funding 
from the American Rescue Plan 
Act (ARPA) provides considerable 
opportunity for supporting individ-
ual early educators in this way.11 

The flexibilities of ARPA that, 
for example, establish and incen-
tivize pathways to licensure, build 
provider capacity through start-up 
grants and technical assistance, and 
realign methods for calculating 

reimbursements to providers who 
accept childcare subsidies, repre-
sent promising steps forward. Each 
of these efforts could be targeted 
toward building childcare supply 
and stability in neighborhoods 
where families of color or families 
with low incomes are clustered, and, 
in some states, this is an emerging 
priority. Future research that evalu-
ates these flexibilities will provide an 
important evidence base to inform 
long-term solutions. 

Despite the possibility the ARPA 
brings, it is still a one-time injection 
of federal funds, necessary for stabili-
zation, but not sufficient to solve the 
sector’s enduring problems. A more 
permanent solution would treat 
childcare as a public good. The most 
prominent pathway toward such 
long-term investment is via the Build 
Back Better Act, which is currently 
under consideration. The proposed 
legislation includes a framework 
for substantially expanding access 
to pre-kindergarten in school and 
childcare settings. It also includes an 
expanded childcare subsidy program 
that would ensure families below 
250 percent of state median income 
do not pay more than 7 percent of 
their income on care and the low-
est income families pay nothing. A 
recent analysis found that such a cap 
would reduce poverty among Black 
and Hispanic New Englanders.12

Importantly, the proposed 
changes to the childcare subsidy 
program would require states to cal-
culate reimbursements to providers 
in a way that better aligns with the 
true cost of care, including appro-
priate wages for early educators. 
Steady injections of federal funding 
for pre-kindergarten and wider 
receipt of childcare subsidies that 
better match the cost of care delivery 
would buffer childcare providers in 
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various settings from the thin and 
inconsistent operating margins that 
have plagued the sector and disin-
centivized providers from accepting 
families relying on subsidies. As a 
result, providers might be better able 
to respond to childcare demand in a 
traditional market sense, expanding 
into areas to offer affordable access 
to families who have been histori-
cally most underserved. 

M e t h o d s  a n d  D a t a

Data are from the U.S. Census 
Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey, 
Weeks 34–39 (July 21, 2021–
October 11, 2021). The sample is 
restricted to U.S. residents aged 
18 and older living in households 
with at least one child under the 
age of 12. Inadequate access to 
childcare was measured with the 
following survey question: “At any 
time in the last 4 weeks, were any 
children in the household unable to 
attend daycare or another childcare 
arrangement as a result of childcare 
being closed, unavailable, unafford-
able, or because you are concerned 
about your child’s safety in care?” 
Our analysis includes respondents 
who answered ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to this 
question and excludes respondents 
with missing values (25%). These 
high rates of missing values may 
lead to underestimates of the true 
prevalence of inadequate access 
to childcare in the population. 
Survey respondents who reported 
inadequate access to childcare were 
then asked, “which of the following 
occurred in the last 4 weeks as a 
result of childcare being closed or 
unavailable? The answer choices 
included “you (or a member of 
your household) left a job to care 
for children” and “you (or a mem-
ber of your household) lost a job 
because of time away to care for 

your children.” Respondents were 
allowed to select either or both. 
Race-ethnicity was measured by 
combining answers to two survey 
questions, one asking if they were 
of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish 
origin and another asking if they 
were White, alone; Black, alone; 
Asian, alone; any other race alone 
or in combination. Household 
income in the HPS is coded in rela-
tively wide bins (less than $25,000; 
$25,000–$34,999; $35,000–$49,999; 
$50,000–$74,999; $75,000–$99,999; 
$100,000–$149,999; $150,000–
$199,999; $200,000 and above). To 
preserve space, we collapsed cate-
gories to less than $35,000; $35,000 
to $49,000; $50,000 - $99,000; 
$100,000 or more. In regression 
analyses we use listwise deletion to 
exclude those with missing values 
for household income (~25%). 
Household weights are applied to 
account for non-response bias and 
representativeness.
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