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This ICPH research brief is the seventh in a series that highlights the characteristics of families with young children who

become homeless in the urban United States. The series explores poverty in the context of housing status and puts a spotlight

on the characteristics that make families who experience homelessness different from otherwise similar poor families who

maintain stable housing. While the first six briefs in this series examined differences in factors contributing to family home-

lessness, the current brief shifts the focus to child well-being and investigates differences in child care that correspond to

differences in housing status. This brief makes a case for increased federal investment in child care supports.

Child Care Type

This brief uses data from the Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing Study (FFCWS), a national survey tracking nearly
5,000 families for five years after the birth of each family’s
focal child (see description on back). Figure 1 breaks down
the primary types of child care unmarried and employed
mothers used when the focal children were approximately
three years old by the families’ housing status— ever home-
less or doubled up, ever at risk of homelessness, or always sta-
bly housed— over the five-year period. Child care type and
quality are closely related; enrollment in formal, center-based
programs has been linked to improved social, cognitive, and

language skills for low-income children (see “In Context:

Figure 1

Child Care Quality and Child Outcomes,” page 2). Homeless
families relied at high rates on informal sources of care, such
as care from relatives, friends, or neighbors; while approxi-
mately half of stably housed and at-risk mothers used center-
based care (45% and 55%, respectively), less than a quarter of
children in ever-homeless families (24%) received child care
in centers. In contrast, a greater proportion of ever-homeless
mothers relied on relative care (46%) than did ever-at-risk
(36%) and stably housed mothers (22%). Enrollment in Head
Start was low among all poor mothers, but the proportion of
stably housed mothers using the program (6%) was greater
than that of unstably housed mothers (3% for ever-homeless

and 2% for ever-at-risk mothers).

TYPE OF CHILD CARE USED AT YEAR 3 (UNMARRIED AND EMPLOYED MOTHERS USING CHILD CARE)
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Source: Source: ICPH analysis of Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing data. n = 660. Excluded are mothers who did not participate in the year-five survey, do not live with the focal
child at least half of the time at year five, do not have valid sample weights, report an average (baseline to year five) income-to-poverty ratio greater than 1.25, were married at year
five or were unemployed at year three, or who did not use child care at year 3. Differences in use of center-based care are statistically significant at 10% for ever-at-risk vs. always
stably housed or ever-homeless women. Differences in use of relative care are statistically significant at 10% for ever-homeless vs. ever-at-risk or always stably housed women.
Differences in use of Head Start are statistically significant at 10% for always stably housed vs. ever-homeless or ever-at-risk women.
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Child Care Reliability

Along with differences in type of child care used, reliability of care
varies markedly by housing status. Figure 2 demonstrates that,
while poor women in the FFCWS sample reported using the same
quantity of child care (31 hours per week for all groups), lower
rates of child care reliability differentiate unstably housed women
from their stably housed peers. Over a third (35%) of ever-home-
less women characterized their child care as unreliable, compared
with 23% of mothers at risk of homelessness and 6% of stably
housed mothers. Ever-homeless mothers were more likely to report
using multiple sources of child care than their more stably housed
counterparts (15% vs. 6% and 1%, respectively), an arrangement
that is related to increases in behavioral problems among children.'

Not surprisingly, ever-homeless mothers were also more likely to

Figure 2

report quitting jobs or school due to problems with their child
care (25%) than ever-at-risk (15%) or stably housed mothers (5%).

Irregular work patterns may contribute to homeless mothers’
child care decisions. Unstably housed poor mothers in the
FFCWS sample work non-standard hours more often than their
stably housed peers (see Figure 3) and may be obligated to utilize
informal child care to remain employed. Informal child care
arrangements, such as relative care, are less expensive and provide
more flexibility in matching irregular work or school schedules
than more formal sources of care. However, such sources of care
are less reliable, causing parents to miss work or school and creat-
ing barriers to economic and housing stability.” Additionally, as
noted in “In Context: Child Care Quality and Child Outcomes”

HOURS OF CHILD CARE USED PER WEEK AND RELIABILITY OF CHILD CARE AT YEAR 3 (UNMARRIED AND EMPLOYED MOTHERS USING

CHILD CARE)
(by housing status years 1-5)
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Source: ICPH analysis of Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing
data. n=660. Excluded are mothers who did not participate
in the year-five survey, do not live with the focal child at least
half of the time at year five, do not have valid sample weights,
report an average (baseline to year five) income-to-poverty
ratio greater than 1.25, were married at year five or were
unemployed at year three, or who did not use child care at
year 3. Differences in use of center-based care are statistically
significant at 10% for ever-at-risk vs. always stably housed

or ever-homeless women. Differences in use of relative care
are statistically significant at 10% for ever-homeless vs. ever-
at-risk or always stably housed women. Differences in use of
Head Start are statistically significant at 10% for always stably
housed vs. ever-homeless or ever-at-risk women.

In Child Care Quality and Child Outcomes

Context
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The care arrangements working parents choose for their children impact child well-being, especially in poor
families. Poverty is linked to lower-quality parent-child interaction; children who grow up poor tend to have home

environments characterized by more authoritarian parenting and fewer opportunities for in-home learning than
those of higher-income families. Enrollment in high-quality child care programs can moderate the negative

impacts of poverty. High-quality child care has been demonstrated to have positive effects on language skills, cog-
nitive growth, and socio-emotional development among poor children.? In particular, child care arrangements that
provide sensitive and responsive caregiving and engage higher-educated workers have exhibited positive results.

The quality of care received by children differs according to the type of care they experience. Center-based formal
child care programs have been linked to positive developmental outcomes for poor children. Such programs

are physically located in settings designed for children and employ caregivers with more education and training
than caregivers who operate relative and non-relative home care.® Center-based care arrangements also feature
more structured, educationally oriented, and adult-directed activities; children in center-based care receive more
cognitive stimulation and developmental supports than those in less formal arrangements. Notably, the most
disadvantaged of poor children may be the least likely to receive high-quality child care; poor parents with fewer
economic resources are less likely to select center-based care and more likely to rely on relative and less formal
care arrangements than those with more resources.®
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(page 2), informal child care sources provide less cognitive stimu-

lation and developmental supports for children.

Child Care Subsidies

Receipt of child care subsidies is also linked to housing status.
Figure 4 presents the percentage of poor, employed single moth-
ers who received government financial assistance for child care
when the focal children were three years old. Along with using
lower-quality and less reliable care, mothers who have experi-
enced homelessness were also the least likely to have received
government subsidies for child care (32%).” (See High Stakes,
page 3.) Notably, mothers at risk of homelessness had the highest
rate of all groups (55%) of receiving financial aid for child care,
suggesting that the ability of poor, working mothers to obtain

subsidies plays a key role in supporting the economic health

Figure 3

WEEKEND WORK AT YEAR 3 (UNMARRIED AND EMPLOYED
MOTHERS USING CHILD CARE)

(by housing status years 1-5)

Ever homeless or doubled up

47%
(n=272)
Ever at risk of homelessness 47%
(n=293)
Always stably housed
(n=95) 24%

Source: ICPH analysis of Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing data. n = 660. Excluded are mothers
who did not participate in the year-five survey, do not live with the focal child at least half of

the time at year five, do not have valid sample weights, report an average (baseline to year five)
income-to-poverty ratio greater than 1.25, were married at year five or were unemployed at

year three, or who did not use child care at year 3. Differences in weekend work at year 3 are sta-
tistically significant at 10% for all housing groups.

In Child Care Supports for Poor Families

Context
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and housing stability of families on the cusp of homelessness.
Child care subsidies help sustain the work and training efforts of
low-income mothers. Low subsidy receipt among ever-homeless
women follows a national pattern of limited subsidy availability
and low subsidy enrollment among the most disadvantaged (see

“In Context: Child Care Supports for Poor Families,” below).

Child Care: A Differentiating Factor

There are clear differences in child care use between poor, em-
ployed, single mothers who experience housing instability and
those who remain stably housed. Ever-homeless women receive
child care subsidies less often than their stably housed peers and
are the most likely to use informal arrangements that provide
few developmental supports for children. Ever-homeless women

also report more frequent disruptions of employment or training

Figure 4

CHILD CARE SUBSIDY RECEIPT AT YEAR 3 (UNMARRIED AND
EMPLOYED MOTHERS USING CHILD CARE)

(by housing status years 1-5)
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Source: ICPH analysis of Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing data. n = 660. Excluded are mothers
who did not participate in the year-five survey, do not live with the focal child at least half of

the time at year five, do not have valid sample weights, report an average (baseline to year five)
income-to-poverty ratio greater than 1.25, were married at year five or were unemployed at
year three, or who did not use child care at year 3. Differences in child care subsidy receipt at year
3 are statistically significant at 10% for all housing groups.

The Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), a federally funded block grant that provides child care subsidies
to low-income families, was created alongside the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconcili-

ation Act to facilitate poor families’ transitions from welfare to work.? Available funding for work- and training-
related child care supports increased substantially after 1996. Despite this increase, demand for child care subsi-
dies among poor, working women exceeds supply, and only a fraction of eligible families receive support. States
were permitted under CCDF regulations to provide assistance to qualified parents whose incomes were less than
85% of the state median, but the average eligibility maximum set by states was 61% in fiscal years 2006 and 2007
In 2009, families in 19 states faced waiting lists for subsidies, with four states’ lists exceeding 20,000 children.'®
Among families eligible for CCDF funds, those with more resources and who have less difficulty navigating the
subsidy system are the most likely to enroll successfully."

The growth in use of federal child care vouchers has implications for both poor parents and their children. Receipt
of child care subsidies has been linked to increases in employment, education, and training activities among poor
parents, raising household incomes and resources available to poor children.” Further, CCDF grants used to enroll
poor children in high-quality child care may have positive impacts on child development. However, because
CCDF grants impose few restrictions on the type and quality of care parents may select, negative effects of low-
quality child care on child well-being may be an unintended consequence of the subsidies.”
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due to unreliable child care. In the years since welfare reform,
policy shifts that have encouraged poor mothers to enter the
labor force have intensified demand for affordable, flexible, and
high-quality child care. Increased investment in federal child
care subsidies can support the economic health of poor families
by facilitating work. Efforts to improve access to high-quality
child care through state regulations and availability of subsidies

would boost well-being among poor children.

The snapshot of poor families presented in this brief reveals
distinct differences in child care use by housing status. The next
brief in this series will focus on a related component of child

well-being: school readiness.

Homelessness in Fragile Families

The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Survey is a nation-
ally representative study of nearly 5,000 mostly poor urban
American families with young children born between 1998
and 2000. The survey follows mothers from the births of focal
children through the children’s first, third, and fifth birthdays.
When weighted, Fragile Families is representative of births in
20 U.S. cities with populations greater than 200,000.

Using Fragile Families data, ICPH has classified families into
three distinct housing categories based on their most severe
living arrangement in years one, three, and five: homeless or
doubled up, at risk of homelessness, or stably housed. "Home-
less” families are those who have lived in a shelter or place
not intended for housing as well as those who have doubled
up with friends or family. Families who are “at risk” were not
homeless or doubled up but have had trouble paying essential
bills, move frequently, or have been evicted. “Stably housed”
families faced none of these housing challenges.

A total of 1,836 families are included in the final analysis, which
employs the year-five sample. Families with an income greater
than 125% of the federal poverty line are excluded from the
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analysis to ensure that comparisons between groups reflect dif-
ferences in housing status rather than poverty. Please see the
first brief in this series, “Profiles of Risk: Characterizing Housing
Instability” for additional details on the sample used in this
series.
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