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Background

Many early care and education activities are unpaid; that is, they take place outside of the realm of market exchange. This issue brief discusses the role that 'non-market' early care and education services play in the US economy, particularly care that is provided by parents and other family members. 

Unpaid care work is important to the US economy. Families make significant economic contributions to the care and education of their children - investments that include both time and money. Quantifying the value of this contribution is difficult; however, by any measure it is substantial. The opportunity cost of raising a child through age 18 can range from $600,000 to $1 million (Crittenden, 2001). Opportunity cost captures what an individual gives up in order to devote time to childrearing, typically what they could have earned if they had devoted that time instead to wage employment. By this measure, the higher the mother's wage, the higher the cost of children. Another approach to valuing unpaid care is to quantify the replacement cost. In other words, if parents were to withdraw their services, what would it cost to provide care of comparable quality? Even by this conservative measure, the value of parental time far exceeds cash expenditures on children (Folbre, 2005).  

Investments of time occur outside the market economy and therefore do not have an easily identified 'market price'. Yet the failure to assign economic value to the non-market work involved in nurturing young minds has serious consequences. For example, proposals to increase early care and education (ECE) funding are often based on data from long-term, cost-benefit studies of structured preschool programs for 3 and 4 year olds. But measuring the effects of preschool is just the tip of the early learning iceberg. Longitudinal studies (such as Perry Preschool and Abecederian) only measure the marginal benefits of early education. That is, they measure how much improvement results from preschool attendance (defined as increased lifetime earnings, consumption or use of public services) minus the cost of the preschool program. 
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The social, emotional and cognitive skills children have gained from their families before preschool begins are not measured, even though this initial skill base has an enormous impact on overall returns. 

Research has consistently shown that children who are raised in families that have the time and resources needed to nurture young minds are most likely to become successful, productive adults who contribute to the economy (Stoney, Mitchell and Warner, 2006.) And all Americans depend on this success.  Indeed, what would happen to social security, private IRAs, or our economy in general if families stopped producing economically successful children? All of us - personally as well as a nation - depend upon the next generation of workers and taxpayers to ensure our economic future. (Folbre, 2001; Longman, 2004.)

Responsibility for the care of children lowers the disposable income of some individuals more than others. Individuals who leave the workforce to care for children have lower disposable income and may receive smaller pensions than those who have never raised children - because retirement benefits are based on lifetime earnings. Mothers contribute the highest share of this cost, because they are most likely to leave the paid workforce or take lower-paying, part-time work to be available for their children (Crittenden, 2001, Folbre, 2001). The public benefits that accrue from a well-educated citizenry are reaped by all Americans; yet the cost of preparing this workforce is not borne by all. Anne Crittenden refers to this disparity as the "mommy tax."

Unpaid care is a complement to, not a substitute for, paid early care and education. Time-use studies show that the trade-off between time devoted to paid employment and caring for children is not as large as one might suspect. An additional hour of time devoted to paid employment reduces parental time spent in activities with children by far less than one hour (Bianchi, 2000). How could this be? Because working mothers typically make time for their children at considerable cost to their own sleep, personal relationships, leisure activities and housework. Just as poorly paid child care workers provide a 'hidden subsidy' to the US early care and education system, so do parents.
Paying for early care and education services is typically correlated with maternal employment, based on the assumption that working moms are more likely to use paid early care and education. But surprisingly, employment is not the primary reason families select formal early care and education arrangements. The use of paid early care and education is most strongly correlated with the mother's education level and the household composition (whether other family members are available to help with care) (Folbre, 2005). Most parents now believe that early care and education is an important benefit for children regardless of whether both parents are working outside the home. And many parents want to spend time with their young children - not because they cannot afford or do not feel comfortable with paid child care but because it is important to their vision of family life. 

Parents want flexibility and choice. Rigid programs, approaches or schedules - especially for children under the age of three - often fail to meet family needs (Emlen,1999). Early childhood leaders have long understood the need to offer families a range of affordable, market-based options. Exploring how to effectively include non-market care as a viable family choice is an important next step.

It is possible to craft public policy that allows parents to fund a balance of paid and unpaid care giving?  Gornick and Meyers (2005) have described a "dual-earner/dual-career society" in which government leadership is focused on crafting policy that recognizes the value of market and non-market work. Indeed, this broader approach to early care and education policies offers the potential to build coalitions among leaders on the left and right. Universally available early care and education programs could be coupled with paid family leave, shorter and more flexible work hours, high quality part-time work, health and retirement benefits for part-time employees, adequate income support and other policies that support families. 
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Discussion Questions

1. Taking the Gornick & Meyer's "dual-career/dual-earner approach”, what are some of the most promising ways to provide economic support for non-market early care and education?  

2. How would the policy options noted above fit into the overall ECE system? (e.g. How would funds be administered? What public and private agencies might be involved? How would these efforts be linked to market-based ECE services?)

3. Is it possible to craft policy options that support non-market care at the state or local level, or must effective policy be enacted federally?

4. What is the appropriate balance between market and non-market ECE? In other words, given limited resources, what percentage of overall funding should be allocated to support for structured, market-based early learning programs and what percentage should be allocated to support families?
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