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A B S T R A C T   

Access to affordable childcare is crucial to mothers’ employment. Yet, childcare costs and access 
to Head Start, childcare subsidies, and state-funded preschool vary dramatically across U.S. states. 
Using data from the 2016 American Community Survey five-year estimates, we apply hierarchical 
logistic regression models to show mothers are more likely to work in states with inexpensive 
childcare, higher Head Start enrollment and childcare subsidy participation, and increased 
availability of state-funded preschool. Childcare subsidy access is associated with higher maternal 
employment amongst those with lower levels of educational attainment, whereas state-funded 
preschool is associated with higher employment primarily among the college educated. Addi
tionally, our analysis revealed that Head Start has a stronger association with maternal 
employment in states where childcare costs are high, reducing the negative relationship of 
employment with expensive childcare. As national discussions continue to center on the impor
tance of childcare, our research adds evidence that public programs support maternal employ
ment through reducing out-of-pocket childcare costs.   

1. Introduction 

Without a national childcare infrastructure like most other wealthy western countries, childcare is a major household expense for 
parents of young children in the United States. Although spending up to seven percent of family income on childcare is considered 
affordable (Department of Health and Human Services 2015; Malik 2019), childcare absorbs an average of 10 percent of a family’s 
household income (Child Care Aware 2018: 25). Families in the highest income bracket spend seven times as much on childcare as the 
lowest earners (Kornrich et al., 2020), but childcare costs absorb a larger share of income amongst lower-income families (Kornrich 
and Furstenberg 2013; Laughlin 2013). The cost of childcare means many families cannot afford to place children in full-time care, 
leading to low and inconsistent enrollment of young children in early childhood education programs (Rigby et al. 2007; Rose 2016). 

The limited availability of affordable childcare is a major deterrent to mothers’ labor force participation internationally, and many 
countries have invested in public childcare infrastructure in recent decades (Blau and Kahn 2013; Bourke-Taylor et al. 2011; Sabol and 
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Chase-Lansdale 2015; Thévenon 2013). Cross-national research shows that women are more likely to be employed, stay employed, and 
hold better jobs in countries where childcare is more affordable, available, and high quality (Hegewisch and Gornick 2011). In most 
OECD countries, childcare is considered a public good, and is publicly subsidized as a result (Gornick and Meyers 2003; OECD 2020). 
Public sources account for 83 percent of total expenditures on pre–primary school education and care across the OECD (OECD, 2019a). 
In the U.S., however, childcare is treated as an individual problem to be solved through market or family solutions. This approach 
limits public childcare funding: the United States spends less than half the OECD average on early childhood education and care as a 
percent of GDP (OECD, 2019a). 

Despite robust cross-national evidence showing that affordable, accessible childcare is critical for mothers’ employment (for a 
review see Hegewisch and Gornick 2011; see also Collins 2019; Del Boca 2015; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Jaumotte 2003), childcare 
subsidies in the U.S. are largely targeted to those who fall below established income thresholds, meaning that most families are 
ineligible for economic childcare relief (Ruppanner 2020). Even among those who qualify for subsidized care, demand far exceeds 
available resources. Only 15 percent of eligible families in the U.S. receive childcare subsidies (Chien 2019). And of those children 
eligible for Head Start, only 42 percent are enrolled (Chaudry et al., 2017). What is more, most childcare funding targets those aged 2 
to 4 to ensure school readiness, leaving parents with a significant coverage gap across children’s early, and more expensive, years 
(Chien 2019). 

The deficit in U.S. government support compounds childcare costs for families with multiple young children. Given that each 
subsequent birth dramatically increases childcare costs, mothers with multiple preschoolers, especially those with fewer resources, 
may be especially vulnerable to labor market exits. These relationships may be stronger in states where childcare costs are high, public 
programs are limited, and subsidies are less generous. 

States are important actors within the U.S.’ federalist system. State governments set eligibility rules, program administration, 
childcare subsidy reimbursement levels, parental copays, income sources that count toward determining financial eligibility, 
administrative procedures for enrollment, and childcare licensing requirements (Chaudry et al., 2017; Herbst 2008; Rose 2016). This 
means that the implementation of federal programs, like Head Start, vary based on state of residence. Some states also fund pre-K for 3- 
and 4-year-olds but this funding and program coverage also vary significantly across states (Barnett et al., 2012). Further, states have 
different regulations, labor markets and cost of living conditions, meaning childcare costs in one state can be significantly higher than 
in another. States’ varying childcare policies and costs mean that U.S. mothers today negotiate childcare demands and employment in 
very different institutional environments (Landivar et al. 2021; Ruppanner 2020; Ruppanner et al. 2019). These experiences may be 
particularly challenging for mothers with limited educational resources and multiple young children. 

To test these relationships, we match data from the American Community Survey five-year sample (2012–2016) of mothers aged 25 
to 55 to four state-level measures: (1) the average cost of center-based childcare; (2) the percentage of eligible children enrolled in 
Head Start; (3) the percentage of childcare subsidy-eligible families receiving assistance; and (4) the percentage of 3- and 4-year-olds 
enrolled in state-funded pre-K. We expect childcare costs to compound with each subsequent child and thus test how the presence of 
one, two, or three or more preschool-aged children is associated with maternal employment, comparing these relationships by 
educational attainment. Then, we introduce a cross-level interaction for the number of preschool-aged children and our state-level 
measures to determine whether inexpensive childcare costs and higher state-provided subsidies, Head Start enrollment, and state- 
funded pre-K reduce the negative association between maternal employment and having young children at home. Finally, we 
examine the interrelationship between childcare costs and the availability of Head Start, childcare subsidies, and state-funded pre-K to 
test whether these government supports reduce the employment barriers posed by expensive childcare. 

Our results show that states impose very different institutional constraints on maternal employment, with greater consequences for 
those with fewer resources and more children. Not only do increased Head Start, childcare subsidies, and state-funded pre-K avail
ability predict higher rates of maternal employment, but we also find that Head Start accessibility reduces the negative effect of high 
childcare costs, particularly for less-educated mothers. As national discussions increasingly center on the importance of childcare for 
all families, our research adds further support for public policies that reduce out-of-pocket childcare costs and expand Head Start, 
childcare subsidies, and publicly funded pre-K across U.S. states. 

2. Childcare and the role of U.S. States 

States form a unique institutional context through which childcare resources are extended to working parents. States hold sig
nificant power to legislate, regulate, and institute childcare. In the area of education and early childcare, states play an especially 
significant role. Although the federal government provides funding for some types of early care and education programs, states 
establish most of the guidelines and regulations. That is, even with federal funding, Head Start and childcare subsidies are structured 
and delivered within states, and eligible parents are not guaranteed a slot (Chien 2019; Herbst 2008). This leads to significant state 
variation in childcare contexts pertaining to costs, availability, and quality. In addition to mediating federal programs, states are also 
principal childcare actors through state-funded childcare centers, for which states often provide some budgetary provisions. In
vestments tend to center on pre-K to increase school readiness but access to state programs varies dramatically across states. Only three 
states offer truly universal pre-K (i.e. for all of their pre-K aged children): Vermont, Florida, and the District of Columbia. Seven others 
offer generous but not completely universal pre-K coverage: Oklahoma, West Virginia, Georgia, Illinois, Iowa, New York, and Wis
consin. Six other states offer no state-funded pre-K coverage and the rest have non-universal, state-funded options (Education Com
mission of the States 2018). 

Here, we focus on the state’s role in shaping childcare contexts across four dimensions: market costs of childcare, Head Start 
enrollment, childcare subsidy take-up, and the provision of state-funded childcare centers. This allows us to untangle the role of the 
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state across federal and market childcare resources as outlined below (see Fig. 1). 

2.1. Policy conditions: Child Care and Development Block Grant, Head Start, and state-funded Pre-K 

High-quality, widely available, and affordable childcare is a critical social investment in children’s and mothers’ futures (Folbre 
2008). Children enrolled in high-quality childcare have fewer behavioral problems and perform better on achievement tests (Heckman 
and Krueger 2005; Ramey et al., 2000). Childcare is also critical to maternal employment, with mothers more likely to work in 
countries with more generous childcare resources (Flynn 2017; Jaumotte, 2003). Given the widespread social benefits to high-quality 
childcare, many countries invest heavily in childcare as a core public good (OECD, 2019a, 2019b). Despite the massive gains from a 
universal childcare program, childcare remains an individual responsibility in the U.S. Most families have no choice but to turn to the 
market, friends, and family for care (Liu 2015). As a prototypical liberal welfare state, federal provisions of childcare in the U.S. are 
meager, means-tested, and limited to those in greatest need (Blau 2003; Blau and Tekin 2007; Esping-Andersen 1990). States have also 
implemented childcare provisions but, for reasons described below, these vary dramatically across states, creating a patchwork of care. 
Collectively, cross-national research shows that the U.S. trails behind most industrial nations in childcare provisions (Collins 2019). 

2.1.1. The Child Care and Development Block Grant 
The main sources of federal funding for childcare in the United States are the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) 

and Head Start. Funding from CCDBG is provided through the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), which is managed at the 
federal level and implemented by states. Federal rules stipulate that families are eligible for childcare subsidies through the CCDBG if 
they have a child under the age of 13, their family income is 85 percent of the state median income, and the parents are working, 
actively looking for work, or in educational or job training. Only 11 percent of eligible children receive subsidies nationally (United 
States Government Accountability Office, 2016). In 2015, families with children between the ages of 2 and 4 and with incomes below 
the poverty line were more likely to receive a childcare subsidy than those over the poverty line: 45 percent of those below the poverty 
line received a subsidy compared with only 11 percent of those above the poverty line (Chien 2019). 

Take-up of childcare subsidies is low for several reasons. For one, states ration limited funding among eligible parents (Herbst 
2008). Some parents are also unaware of their eligibility for childcare subsidies or have difficulty navigating the subsidy system 
(Herbst 2008). States also have flexibility in implementing subsidy guidelines; many states make eligibility stricter than federal 
guidelines (Herbst 2008). For example, some states set much lower income thresholds that are not always indexed for inflation, 

Fig. 1. Variation in State Childcare Contexts. Note: Data on childcare costs are from Childcare Aware State Factsheets (2011–2015). Head Start 
Availability come from the Head Start Program Information Reports (2009–2010/2010-2011). Availability of Subsidies are from the U.S. Gov
ernment Accountability Office (2016). State-funded pre-K enrollment come from the National Institute for Early Education Research (Barnett 
et al., 2012). 
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meaning only families with very low incomes, below the federal requirement, retain eligibility. Stricter state guidelines render about a 
third of families ineligible for subsidies that would otherwise qualify under federal rules (Chien 2019). Collectively, these studies 
indicate that states play an active role in providing resources to extend coverage beyond the federal scope or reduce coverage that may 
structure maternal employment. 

2.1.2. Head Start 
Head Start is a categorical grant program administered by the Office of Head Start in the Department of Health and Human Ser

vices. Funds are allocated to local agencies administering Head Start programs in each state. To be eligible, children must be between 
the ages of 3 and 5, live in a family with income below the poverty line, receive other types of income-based public assistance, be 
homeless, or in foster care (Hofferth 1994; Office of Head Start, 2019). Funding is not highly responsive to changes in demand and, 
therefore, a significant share of eligible families remains without a slot due to limited funding. Nationally, this means only 12 percent 
of 4-year-olds and 9 percent of 3-year-olds (or about 40 percent of all preschoolers living in families below the poverty line) are 
enrolled in the program (Chaudry et al., 2017). The primary goal of Head Start is school readiness, so the focus is on enrolling older 
children in their preschool years (3 and 4 years old). However, only 56 percent of Head Start programs offer full-week, full-day 
programs (Office of Head Start 2019). When Head Start enrollment is assessed at the state level, dramatic enrollment gaps emerge (see 
Fig. 1). For example, North Dakota enrolls 100 percent of eligible children compared to Nevada, which only enrolls 22 percent. States 
choose different spending priorities (i.e., increasing enrollment, teacher pay, length of care, etc.), which leads to stark variation in 
enrollment across states. 

2.1.3. State-funded Pre-K 
In addition to administering federal programs such as CCDBG and Head Start, several states also fund pre-K. These initiatives are 

not tied to sustaining federal sources and are overseen entirely by state governments. States have full discretion in funding pre-K, 
which means that the availability of these programs varies from state to state (see Fig. 1). Unlike CCDBG and Head Start, many 
states have no eligibility restrictions for enrollment besides children’s age (Barnett and Hustedt 2011). Some prioritize children with 
special needs or from low-income families, but few limit enrollment to only those who meet these criteria. Currently, state-funded 
pre-K serves a total of 20 percent of 3- and 4-year-old children in the U.S. (Friedman-Krauss et al., 2020), with considerable varia
tion in offerings across states (Education Commission of the States 2018). 

2.2. Market cost: state variation in childcare costs 

Publicly funded childcare is only one piece of the childcare puzzle in the U.S. Most families do not qualify or have access to public 
programs, leaving them to solve their childcare needs through the market or their social networks. Market-based childcare costs vary 
dramatically across U.S. states. Married couples in New York spend 14 percent of their annual income on childcare, whereas those in 
Mississippi spend half that (see Fig. 1). State-to-state variation in childcare costs means that families face starkly different institutional 
realities when deciding whether caregivers should return to work (Baum 2002). Yet, most scholarship ignores state-level variation in 
childcare expenses, focusing instead on childcare costs at the national level (see Ruppanner et al. 2019 for discussion) or among those 
eligible for subsidies, particularly single mothers (Connelly and Kimmel 2003; Tekin 2007). The challenges posed by childcare costs 
vary widely from state to state in the U.S. The burden of these expenses can be particularly difficult for parents with less education and 
multiple children. We pay careful attention to these differences in relation to maternal employment. 

3. Individual explanations: motherhood and access to resources 

The previous section outlined the importance of the state as an actor in disseminating federal and state resources and regulating 
market forces that drive childcare costs. We expect these state-to-state differences to be associated with maternal employment 
differently depending on women’s educational attainment and number of children. In this section, we outline these arguments at the 
individual level. 

3.1. Childbirth as a major life course transition: the impact on maternal employment 

The birth of a child marks a major life course transition with consequences for maternal employment. Longitudinal research shows 
that the transition into parenthood results in a reshuffling of responsibilities, which often activates traditional gender expectations of 
mothers as caregivers and fathers as breadwinners (Hynes and Clarkberg 2005; Sanchez and Thomson 1997; Yavorsky et al. 2015). 
Thus, it is no surprise that, following childbirth, mothers tend to pull back from employment while fathers increase their time at work 
(Maume 2006). This phenomenon is largely a response to the competing pressures of the intense physical care demands of young 
children, cultural ideologies of intensive mothering that emphasize parent-provided, one-on-one childcare, and the absence of uni
versal, affordable, quality childcare (Gornick and Meyers 2003; Hays 1996). Although most mothers of young children are employed, 
mothers are more likely to reduce employment when preschool-aged children are present and increase labor force participation once 
children reach school age (Landivar 2017). In part, these decisions are ideological, a consequence of middle-class ideals of 
time-intensive “good mothering” (Collins 2019; Hays 1996). But these responses are also financial. Many families scan the market for 
affordable childcare and options are typically scant (Kimmel 1998; Self 2005). Research shows that lower childcare costs are associated 
with higher maternal employment. Chaudry et al. (2017) show that a 20 percent reduction in the cost of care would increase U.S. 
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mothers’ employment by 1–5 percent. We explore these patterns across states to directly assess how these relationships vary by 
maternal education and number of children. 

3.2. Maternal employment by education 

College-educated mothers are best equipped to maintain labor force attachment given their greater resources (e.g., higher wages, 
flexible work, paid leave) (Landivar 2017). College-educated mothers in managerial and professional occupations are the least likely to 
leave the labor force when they have young children (Landivar 2017). By contrast, mothers with a high school diploma or less are more 
likely to have jobs with lower wages and fewer benefits. They are less equipped to create work lives that allow them to engage in 
motherhood and employment compatibly (Damaske 2011). Consequently, a resource gap emerges among mothers, with important 
class-based repercussions for employment outcomes (Cha 2010; Landivar 2017; Laughlin 2011; Weeden et al. 2016; Williams 2010). 
For less educated mothers, the availability of other resources—notably labor markets with higher wages and states with less expensive 
childcare and more publicly-funded childcare programs—may help them maintain employment. We directly explore these 
relationships. 

College-educated mothers are more likely to enroll their children in higher quality, higher-cost, center-based care and to enroll 
their children at younger ages when care is more expensive (Laughlin 2013; Malik 2019). Because of strict income eligibility rules, 
college-educated mothers are also less likely to be covered by childcare subsidies or Head Start, although in many states they have 
equal access to state-funded pre-K as less educated mothers. Nonetheless, even when higher-educated and higher-income families 
spend more on childcare, they spend less as a proportion of their income (Laughlin 2013; Malik 2019). College-educated mothers are 
also more likely to have opportunities to offset some of the costs of care (e.g., availability of paid time off, greater schedule control, 
Dependent Care Allowances) (Chaudry et al., 2017; Landivar 2014; Laughlin 2011; Williams 2010). For less-educated mothers, they 
are more likely to rely on relatives for care (Laughlin 2013), which introduces greater variability in childcare costs and eligibility to be 
covered by childcare subsidies (Rachidi 2015). This study extends Damaske’s (2011) argument that college-educated mothers are best 
equipped to overcome institutional barriers to employment than those with lower levels of education. Thus, it is important to estimate 
the relationship between childcare and employment by education to unpack these differences. We expect less-educated mothers’ 
employment to be most sensitive to state differences in childcare resources. 

3.3. The impact of multiple births on maternal employment 

We also expect mothers with multiple children to face more difficulty maintaining employment, especially when childcare costs are 
expensive and public programs less available. In the United States, 39 percent of women between the ages of 15 and 50 have more than 
one child (U.S. Census Bureau 2019a, 2019b). The average spacing of children is 2.1 years, indicating that many families have multiple 
children under the age of 6 in the home. This means that multiple children, including multiple young children, are a part of the lived 
reality of many families. Mothers of multiple children are less likely to be employed, especially mothers of multiple preschool-aged 
children. Eighteen percent of mothers with one preschool-aged child were out of the labor force in 2013, compared with 24 
percent of mothers with two preschool-aged children and 34 percent of mothers with three preschool-aged children (Landivar 2017). 
For families with multiple young children in states with expensive childcare, mothers may be more likely to leave the labor force. 

Although having a larger number of children imposes higher childcare expenses, mothers of multiple children are more likely to be 
eligible for childcare subsidies or enrolled in Head Start (Herbst 2008). Not only are they more likely to meet the income threshold 
requirements with multiple children, but they are also more likely to get an offer from the state for childcare subsidies, placement in 
Head Start, or placement in pre-K in states with income eligibility restrictions. Because of significant variation in the total childcare 
burden based on the number of children and the potential higher enrollments of mothers of multiple children in Head Start and 
state-funded pre-K, we evaluate the effect of childcare costs, subsidies, Head Start, and state-funded pre-K by number of children. Since 
eligibility for public resources increases among those with multiple children, we also pay careful attention to the interaction between 
multiple children and maternal education. This provides a more comprehensive understanding of childcare resources available to 
mothers with several children by socioeconomic status. 

4. Summary of expected relationships and hypotheses 

Taking these literatures together, the expected relationships are clear. At the individual level, mothers with multiple young 
children should have lower odds of employment than those with fewer or no children (H1). At the state level, higher childcare costs, 
lower Head Start enrollment, lower childcare subsidy prevalence, and less extensive state-funded pre-K should be negatively associated 
with maternal employment (H2). Because government childcare programs and funding offer alternatives or aids to expensive child
care, we expect the prevalence of these programs to alleviate the challenge posed by high childcare costs to maternal employment 
(H3). Finally, we hypothesize the effects of state-level conditions to be larger for mothers of multiple children who have greater 
childcare requirements (H4) as well as less educated mothers who have fewer personal resources to overcome the challenges posed by 
unaffordable childcare (H5). 
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5. Methods 

5.1. Data 

We focus on parents of young children because most U.S. childcare spending is for children aged 5 years and younger (Chaudry 
et al., 2017; Malik 2019) and this period of parenthood is associated with the largest reductions in maternal employment (Landivar 
2017). Our primary source of individual-level data comes from the 2016 American Community Survey (ACS) five-year PUMS1 

(covering 2012–20162), which provides the most comprehensive coverage of social, demographic, and employment information on 
the U.S. population—making it ideal for our analysis requiring large cell counts across U.S. states. We restrict our sample to 
non-mothers and mothers of preschool-age children (5 years or younger) who are between the age of 25 and 55 years old. We limit our 
sample to women who are at least 25 years old, a common threshold used for educational attainment estimates and analyses (Goldin 
2014; Ryan and Bauman 2016), allowing us to omit respondents in their early 20s who have not yet completed their education. 
Substantive findings are confirmed when expanding our sample to those as young as 18 and excluding respondents enrolled in school.3 

We use four data sources to measure state-level characteristics that we hypothesize have a relationship to maternal employment. 
Childcare costs are measured as the average percentage of family income spent on center-based childcare for infants in each state.4 

Data for this measure come from the Child Care Aware State Factsheets averaged across 2011 through 2015 (Child Care Aware, 
2011–2015). To measure the availability of Head Start, we use the percentage of eligible 3- and 4-year-olds who are enrolled in Head 
Start in each state. Source data come from the Head Start Program Information Reports, 2009–2010/2010-2011 compiled by diver
sitydatakids.org at the Heller School for Social Policy and Management at Brandeis University. Our third state-level characteristic 
represents the prevalence of childcare subsidies, measured as the percentage of eligible children receiving subsidies in each state. Data 
for this measure come from the U.S. Government Accountability Office (2016). Lastly, we measure the extent of state-funded pre-K as 
the percentage of 3- and 4-year-olds enrolled in these programs for each state during the 2011–2012 school year. Data on pre-K 
enrollment come from the National Institute for Early Education Research (Barnett et al., 2012). 

5.2. Analytic approach 

We use hierarchical logistic regression equations with varying intercepts to model the likelihood of employment as a function of 
motherhood status, individual-level covariates, and state-level childcare environment. In this approach, state-level residuals from the 
intercept (U0j) are parsed from the individual-level error term (εij) to effectively provide a separate intercept for each state. This 
accounts for the nesting of respondents within states that would otherwise violate the assumption of independence between obser
vations in logistic regression. Our basic hierarchical model examines whether the relationship of motherhood (m) to employment (y) 
depends on state-level childcare costs and policies (p), modelled through an interaction: 

ln(
yij

1 − yij
)= γ00 + β1mij + β1pj + β2(mij × pj) + β3Rij + U0j + εij  

where motherhood (m) is measured categorically as having one, two, or three or more preschool-aged children, with women without 
children serving as the referent. Interacting this variable with state-level attributes (p), including average childcare costs, Head Start 
enrollment, prevalence of childcare subsidies, and access to state-funded pre-K allows us to examine whether these contextual features 
are related to the likelihood that mothers will be employed compared to women without children. To examine whether the relationship 
of Head Start, subsidies, and state-funded pre-K to mothers’ employment depends on childcare costs, we expand the model to include a 
three-way interaction between motherhood, policy (Head Start enrollment, subsidies, and state-funded pre-K), and average childcare 
costs. 

Our models also include a set of covariates to account for potential confounders (Rij). At the individual level, these include race 
(Black, Latina, Asian American, other, with non-Hispanic white as the referent), marital status (separated/divorced, never married, 
with married as referent), age, foreign born status, logged hourly earnings,5 logged spouse’s income,6 and education (less than high 
school, high school, some college, with college degree or more as the referent). Because many of the factors related to women’s 
employment occur at a more local level than states, we also include several covariates measuring economic conditions in respondents’ 

1 Public Use Microdata Series (Ruggles et al., 2019).  
2 The Census Bureau recommends using five-year estimates for analyses requiring large sample sizes for specific populations (e.g. mothers of one, 

two, or three children) within smaller geographies, such as states.  
3 One exception is that the moderating effect of Head Start on the relationship of childcare costs to employment was non-significant for less- 

educated mothers of three or more children (modelled with the three-way interaction between motherhood, childcare costs, and Head Start 
availability).  

4 Substantive findings are consistent when using average costs of childcare for 4-year-olds, and center-based childcare prices correlate strongly 
with average home-based care prices within each state. We use infant care costs because mothers are particularly vulnerable to labor market exits 
immediately following childbirth.  

5 For those not employed, we predicted hourly earnings based on age, age squared, race, education, and commuting zone of residence. The 
resulting estimate provides a measure of lost wages for mothers who are out of the labor force.  

6 Those without a spouse had a value of zero on this variable. 
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commuting zones.7 These include managerial intensity (percent of labor force employed as managers), casualization (percent working 
full time), industry composition (service to manufacturing employment ratio), median hourly wages,8 and the percent of the popu
lation that is foreign born. Finally, we include additional state-level controls to account for potential endogeneity between mothers’ 
employment, childcare costs, subsidies, and state-funded pre-K. First, because expensive childcare may be a function of demand, we 
control for the percentage of children in each state residing in a childcare desert—a community with either no childcare providers or 
where the number of children is three times greater than the number of childcare slots (Malik et al., 2018). This control variable also 
allows us to capture some of the variability in the supply of licensed childcare centers relative to demand across states. Second, because 
23 states require that recipients of childcare subsidies be employed, we control for the minimum hourly work requirements to be 
eligible for subsidies in each state (Minton et al., 2017).9 Also accounting for state differences in the management of childcare sub
sidies, we control for whether subsidy copayments are adjusted based on the number of children under the recipients’ care (Urban, 
2020). Lastly, our models include two additional controls that account for the possibility that other forms of public social welfare may 
be spurious with childcare contexts in predicting maternal employment. Like Head Start and CCDBG subsidies, Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families (TANF) is also a federal program administered by state agencies and therefore varies in accessibility and benefits. 
To account for the availability of TANF, we control for the percentage of families in poverty receiving TANF support (Meyer and Floyd 
2020). We also control for the level of benefits TANF provides with a variable measuring TANF cash assistance as a percentage of 
statewide average fair market rent (Floyd and Schott 2011). 

We believe this analytic approach provides the best means to explore the relationship between state childcare contexts and 
mothers’ employment. Nonetheless, there are limitations. First, our use of cross-sectional data does not allow us to control for un
observed, individual-level characteristics that may affect mothers’ employment. Studies examining mothers’ labor force outcomes 
often use panel data to account for this form of unobserved heterogeneity (e.g., the Panel Study of Income Dynamics [PSID]; Budig and 
England 2001; Lundberg and Rose 2000; Waldfogel 1997). Unfortunately, these panel studies lack large enough cell counts within 
states and by presence and age of children to use in our current application. Thus, our use of the ACS enables us to explore questions 
around state childcare contexts that are unanswerable with existing, individual-level panel datasets, while also offering an opportunity 
to test whether mothers’ reduced employment relative to women without children is found in this nationally representative dataset. To 
account for the limitations of the ACS related to individual-level confounders, we include numerous control variables for personal and 
family characteristics. Additionally, our focal state-level predictors are unlikely to be correlated with individual-level confounders that 
may predict both motherhood status and employment. 

Beyond unobserved individual-level characteristics, it is also possible that additional omitted state variables are associated with 
both childcare contexts and maternal employment. Given that state legislation around childcare policy is correlated with broader 
legislative agendas and cultural environments, there are likely unobserved differences between states with varying childcare contexts. 
To mitigate these concerns, we focus primarily on the association of childcare contexts to mothers’ employment relative to women 
without children, therefore parsing out unobserved state-characteristics related to women’s employment more generally from those 
expressly pertaining to mothers. This strategy has been validated in prior research on women’s employment and socioeconomic and 
childcare contexts (Landivar et al. 2021). In addition, we focus on state policies specifically oriented toward childcare that are more 
theoretically central in supporting families’ caregiving needs, and we control for broader policy environments and socio-demographic 
composition. 

We begin our reporting of results by first highlighting variability in mothers’ employment by state and by the number of preschool- 
aged children. Next, we review descriptive patterns of childcare costs, Head Start availability, subsidy prevalence, and access to state- 
funded pre-K. Then we present the results of our hierarchical logistic regression models to test our hypotheses regarding the rela
tionship between mothers’ employment and state childcare contexts. 

6. Results 

6.1. State variation in mothers’ employment and childcare contexts 

Fig. 2 illustrates employment rates for mothers with children less than 6 years old across each U.S. state and Washington, D.C. 
States are sorted vertically according to employment rates for mothers of one preschool-aged child. Utah has the lowest rates of 
employment for mothers of one (60 percent employed), two (44 percent), and three or more (30 percent) children. At the other end, 
South Dakota has the third highest rate of employment among mothers with one child (80 percent), the second highest rate for mothers 
with two children (77 percent), and the third highest rate for mothers with three or more children (68 percent). Across nearly every 
state, mothers of three or more children have lower rates of employment than mothers of two children and mothers of one child. 
Similarly, mothers of two preschool-aged children have lower rates of employment than mothers of one child. These trends suggest that 
each additional child further reduces maternal employment. Yet, the extent of this difference varies across states. In Washington state, 
the share of mothers who are employed decreases by about 15 percentage points with each additional child, while in Texas this 
difference is 10 percentage points. In North Dakota, mothers of two and three or more preschool-aged children have similar rates of 

7 Commuting zones are defined by respondents’ place of work, measured with Public Use Microdata Areas (Ruggles et al., 2019). We used place of 
residence for respondents who are not employed.  

8 Median hourly wages of commuting zones were adjusted by regional price parity, reflecting local cost of living.  
9 Substantive findings remain when restricting our sample to the 28 states without employment requirements for subsidies. 
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employment (70 percent) that are only seven percentage points lower than mothers of one child. 
In addition to these descriptive trends, Fig. 2 also suggests that states’ broader reputations are not necessarily associated with what 

we might expect about rates of mothers’ employment. States with different political, economic, and cultural environments, such as 
California and Texas, often have similar rates of mothers’ employment. Maternal employment differs among Democratic states: 

Fig. 2. Maternal Employment Rate by State. Note: Mothers’ employment rates calculated with data from the 2016 five-year ACS PUMS.  

Table 1 
State-level descriptive statistics.   

Overall Less Than High School College Educated  

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

% Women With Preschool-Aged Children 34.8 3.8 39.0 7.4 35.9 4.9 
% with 1 Child 24.0 1.8 26.2 5.8 23.9 2.4 
% with 2 Children 9.3 1.8 10.1 2.4 10.5 2.4 
% with 3+ Children 1.6 0.6 2.6 1.4 1.6 0.8 

Women’s Employment by State       
Women Without Children 78.6 5.1 43.7 7.4 90.2 1.9 
1 Child under 6 years 71.4 5.5 46.4 8.3 79.3 5.3 
2 Children under 6 years 62.1 7.7 36.2 9.7 71.0 7.8 
3+ Children under 6 years 48.4 9.1 29.9 19.3 54.5 13.3 

State-Level Childcare Contexts       
% of Income Spent on Childcare 11.8 2.3     
% Eligible Enrolled in Head Start 52.1 17.4     
% Eligible Receiving Subsidies 11.5 3.8     
% of 3- and 4-Year Olds Enrolled in State-Funded Pre-K 13.6 2.3      
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California and Washington have low maternal employment rates and Minnesota and Vermont have high rates. Politically conservative 
states from different regions often have high levels of maternal employment (e.g., South Dakota and Missouri). These dynamic patterns 
indicate that the factors shaping mothers’ employment may not readily be associated with popular characterizations. 

Table 1 summarizes state-level characteristics examined in this study. On average, 35 percent of women across states had at least 
one child below the age of 6. Of those, the majority had only one child, with a smaller share having two or three or more preschool- 
aged children. There was little difference by education in the share of women with young children. Table 1 also reports women’s 
employment by motherhood status. On average, 79 percent of women without children were employed, compared to 71 percent of 
mothers with one child, 62 percent of mothers with two children, and 48 percent of mothers with three or more preschool-aged 
children. Consistent with Fig. 2, there was significant variation in states’ employment trends, with a standard deviation of between 
5 and 9 across mothers’ employment. Employment trends differed by level of education. College-educated women without children 
had twice the rate of employment as non-mothers with less than a high school degree. Differences in employment rates for women 
without children and mothers was much larger for the college educated than those with lower levels of education. Among the college 
educated, 79 percent of mothers with one child, 71 percent with two children, and 55 percent with three or more children were 
employed. Despite these dips, however, a college degree appears to be a powerful driver of employment when compared to the 
employment rates of mothers with less than a high school education. Just under half of less-educated mothers with one young child 
were employed, while around a third of less-educated mothers with two and three or more children were working. On average, 
mothers of one child had rates of employment similar to non-mothers with less than a high school education, yet differences emerge 
after we control for individual and contextual factors in the analysis below (see Table 2). Less-educated mothers of two and three or 
more children had lower average rates of employment than those without children. 

Finally, Table 1 also examines state childcare contexts. Mirroring trends in mothers’ employment, states also had major differences 
in childcare costs and policy supports. Across states, childcare costs average 12 percent of family income. For some families, childcare 
costs may be partly offset by the availability of programs such as Head Start, childcare subsidies, or state-funded pre-K. Yet, Table 1 
reports that not all eligible families receive these supports and there is variability in access across states. On average, 52 percent of 
eligible children were enrolled in Head Start across U.S. states. Yet, this figure varies widely, as indicated by the standard deviation of 
17 and the map illustrated earlier (Fig. 1). This variation underscores that although Head Start is a federally funded program, it is not 
evenly available across the country. Turning to the availability of childcare subsidies, relatively few families who qualify for subsidies 
receive them. On average, subsidies are given to only 11.5 percent of eligible state residents, suggesting major barriers to accessing 
these resources. Lastly, Table 1 reports that, on average, fewer than 14 percent of 3- and 4-year-olds are enrolled in state-funded pre-K 
in states throughout the U.S., with substantial variation across states.10 

The descriptive statistics reveal two patterns lending further motivation for our hypotheses. First, there is major variation across 
states in mothers’ employment, in both broad trends and by the number of preschool-aged children. Second, there are differences in 
childcare contexts between states. Not only does the average cost of childcare vary, but the availability of federally funded programs 
such as Head Start and childcare subsidies, as well as state-funded pre-K, range widely from state to state as a result of differing funding 
and implementation strategies. To further explore the relationship between mothers’ employment and childcare contexts, we present 
the results of our hierarchical logistic regression models. 

6.2. The relationship between mothers’ employment and state-level childcare contexts 

Table 2 shows the results of our models testing whether state childcare contexts are associated with mothers’ employment. The first 
set of models provides a baseline by testing the association of motherhood with the likelihood of employment, controlling for socio- 
demographic and contextual variables. Across levels of education, being a mother of preschool-aged children was associated with 
lower odds of employment, net of control variables (Model 1; p < .001). This finding confirms previous research on maternal 
employment (Hynes and Clarkberg 2005; Killewald and Zhuo 2015; Landivar 2017) and on state-to-state differences (Ruppanner et al. 
2019). Model 1 also reveals that the likelihood of employment decreases with each additional preschool-aged child, consistent with 
our expectations (H1). The reduction in employment associated with motherhood was largest for women with a college degree, 
reflecting the fact that college-educated women without children have high employment rates (see Table 1). It is notable that despite 
the descriptive trends showing little overall difference in employment between women with less than a high school degree who have 
no children and those who have one young child, the results in Table 2 show a significant reduction in the likelihood of employment (p 
< .001). This suggests that having a child is associated with reductions in employment among less educated women who would 
otherwise be working. 

Models 1 through 3 include state-level characteristics measuring childcare contexts. In these models, state childcare contexts are 
not interacted with motherhood and therefore provide only baseline associations. We find that childcare costs, Head Start enrollment, 
subsidy prevalence, and the extent of state-funded pre-K are unrelated to women’s employment. While these main effects are infor
mative in establishing baseline associations between childcare contexts and women’s employment, they do not shed light on whether 
these state characteristics predict maternal employment. 

The first set of models in Table 1 shows the reduced likelihood of employment associated with motherhood. We are unable to 

10 Note that the descriptive statistics provided in Table 1 are between-state averages and may differ slightly from national averages that pool state 
residents. For example, the national percentage of eligible families receiving subsidies is 11 percent (U.S. Government Accountability Office 2016), 
but the between-state average is 11.5 percent. This is because some populous states, such as California (8 percent), have lower subsidy prevalence. 
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determine the extent to which these trends are driven endogenously whereby working women have fewer or no children. Assuming 
this individual-level relationship remains constant across states, the second set of models (3–6) tests whether patterns of maternal 
employment are associated with state-childcare contexts. These results lend initial support to our hypotheses. States with more 
expensive childcare had lower levels of maternal employment (Model 4; p < .05), supporting H2. This relationship affirms previous 
research showing that mothers reduce their labor force participation when childcare prices are high (Connelly 1992; Han and 
Waldfogel 2002; Ruppanner et al. 2019). Examining differences by level of education, however, reveals important nuances. Among 
college-educated women, the high childcare prices had non-significant relationships on the employment odds of mothers with one, 
two, and three or more children. It is possible that selectivity is driving these trends—such that only college-educated women who can 

Table 2 
Random intercept logistic regression models predicting employment with motherhood and state childcare contexts.   

Baseline Childcare Context * Motherhood  

Pooled Model 1 Less than HS 
Model 2 

College+
Model 3 

Pooled 
Model 4 

Less than HS 
Model 5 

College+
Model 6 

Number of Preschool Children (0)       
1 Child − 0.522*** − 0.196*** − 0.786*** − 0.424*** − 0.176 − 1.101***  

(0.017) (0.052) (0.022) (0.102) (0.175) (0.150) 
2 Children − 1.028*** − 0.640*** − 1.250*** − 1.181*** − 0.634* − 1.935***  

(0.023) (0.054) (0.035) (0.172) (0.270) (0.198) 
3+ Children − 1.547*** − 0.902*** − 1.961*** − 1.660*** − 0.441 − 2.537***  

(0.049) (0.078) (0.050) (0.276) (0.616) (0.303) 
State Childcare Contexts       

Childcare Costs (% of Income) 0.378 − 0.147 1.352 1.772 1.580 2.079*  
(0.977) (1.415) (0.993) (1.013) (1.442) (1.053) 

Head Start Enrollment − 0.011 − 0.245 0.106 − 0.174 − 0.478* − 0.269*  
(0.137) (0.191) (0.121) (0.135) (0.224) (0.133) 

% Eligible Receiving Childcare Subsidies − 0.657 − 0.662 − 0.454 − 1.247* − 1.482** − 1.118  
(0.582) (0.547) (0.544) (0.566) (0.522) (0.587) 

Pre-K Availability − 0.112 − 0.083 − 0.008 − 0.221 − 0.002 − 0.292  
(0.170) (0.236) (0.130) (0.174) (0.247) (0.153) 

Childcare Costs * Motherhood of Preschool-Aged Children      
Childcare Costs * 1 Child    − 3.567*** − 3.934** − 1.847     

(0.521) (1.240) (1.029) 
Childcare Costs * 2 Children    − 2.940*** − 5.175** 0.205     

(0.860) (1.795) (1.287) 
Childcare Costs * 3+ Children    − 3.170* − 8.929** − 0.921     

(1.401) (3.083) (1.905) 
Head Start * Motherhood of Preschool-Aged Children      

Head Start Enrollment * 1 Child    0.317** 0.657* 0.688***     
(0.117) (0.311) (0.188) 

Head Start Enrollment * 2 Children    0.567** 1.027** 0.815**     
(0.180) (0.375) (0.257) 

Head Start Enrollment * 3+ Children    0.753*** 1.018 1.169***     
(0.203) (0.656) (0.328) 

Subsidy * Motherhood of Preschool-Aged Children    0.000 0.000 
Subsidy Availability * 1 Child    1.477*** 2.174** 1.336     

(0.385) (0.825) (0.687) 
Subsidy Availability * 2 Children    1.714** 1.994* 1.486     

(0.612) (0.945) (0.807) 
Subsidy Availability * 3+ Children    − 0.077 0.025 0.015     

(1.060) (1.958) (1.013) 
Pre-K * Motherhood of Preschool-Aged Children      

Pre-K Availability * 1 Child    0.189 − 0.369 0.518**     
(0.138) (0.432) (0.187) 

Pre-K Availability * 2 Children    0.405 − 0.253 0.785**     
(0.217) (0.443) (0.258) 

Pre-K Availability * 3+ Children    1.051*** 0.975 0.972**     
(0.300) (0.680) (0.332) 

Constant − 0.974* − 1.852*** − 1.634** − 1.007* − 1.873*** − 1.437*  
(0.467) (0.452) (0.632) (0.450) (0.432) (0.596) 

Variance (Constant) 0.016*** 0.020*** 0.014*** 0.015*** 0.019*** 0.013***  
(0.003) (0.006) (0.003) (0.003) (0.005) (0.003) 

N 1701392 119665 692283 1701392 119665 692283 

Note: All models include controls for individual-level (race, marital status, age, foreign born status, wages, spouse’s earnings, and education), local 
labor market (industry composition, median wage, managerial intensity, casualization, and percent foreign born), and state (childcare deserts, work 
requirements for subsidies, whether subsidies adjust for number of children, TANF to poverty ratio, and TANF benefits as a share of fair market rent) 
characteristics. Coefficients and standard errors for childcare costs (% of family income), % enrolled in Head Start, % eligible receiving subsidies, % 
enrolled in pre-K, and interactions of these variables with number of children multiplied by 100 to simplify presentation. Standard errors in pa
rentheses, *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
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afford childcare have more than one young child. In contrast, childcare costs had a significant negative association with employment 
for mothers with less than a high school diploma (p < .01) that increased in magnitude with each additional child. These women are 
less likely to hold jobs that can pay for the growing cost of childcare with additional children. Therefore, these mothers are more likely 
to leave the labor force as they have more children in states with expensive childcare. These findings provide partial support for H4 by 
showing that the negative association between childcare prices and mothers’ employment is most pronounced for mothers of multiple 
children, but this relationship pertains only to less-educated mothers and is not observed for mothers with a college degree, lending 
support for H5. 

While childcare costs are negatively associated with the likelihood of mothers’ employment, Head Start availability is positively 
associated. For both less than high school and college-educated mothers, greater accessibility to Head Start was associated with a 
higher likelihood of employment (Models 5 and 6; p < .05), lending support for H2. This suggests that this public form of childcare 

Fig. 3. Marginal Effects of Motherhood on Probability of Employment for Less than High School Educated Mothers by Head Start Enrollment and 
Childcare Costs. Note: Figures calculated with data from 2016 ACS five-year PUMS. 
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makes it possible for some women to avoid private childcare expenses and remain in the labor force. One exception is that states’ Head 
Start enrollment was not significantly associated with the employment of less-educated mothers with three or more children, although 
the coefficient was positive and only slightly smaller in magnitude than what we observed among college-educated mothers with three 
or more children. Nonetheless, the overall trends point to a positive relationship between Head Start and mothers’ employment 
(supporting H2). The relationship of Head Start to mothers’ employment was consistently positive regardless of mothers’ education, 
even though college-educated mothers would be less likely to be eligible for these programs. This suggests that the advantages of Head 
Start on mothers’ employment extend beyond the immediate beneficiaries, perhaps by reducing competitive market pressures that 
increase costs in areas with more limited childcare resources. 

In addition to Head Start enrollment, childcare subsidies also support mothers’ employment, but primarily for mothers with lower 
educational attainment. Among mothers who have less than a high school education, the accessibility of subsidies was associated with 
a higher likelihood of employment for mothers with one and two children (Model 5; p < .05). This positive relationship was not 
observed among less-educated mothers with three or more children, suggesting either that subsidies do not provide enough support for 
mothers with three or more children or that mothers of three or more children decide not to work regardless of subsidy support. 
Subsidies were also non-significantly related to college-educated mothers’ employment, who are less likely to qualify for this form of 
public support. 

In contrast to subsidies, Table 2 reports that the prevalence of state-funded pre-K has a positive association with maternal 
employment among college-educated mothers, but not lower-educated mothers. College-educated mothers with one, two, and three or 
more children in states with more expansive state-funded pre-K are predicted to have a higher likelihood of employment than those 
residing in states where state-funded pre-K is less common (Model 6; p < .01). For mothers with less than a high school education, 
state-funded pre-K is non-significantly related to employment. However, the coefficient for the relationship of pre-K availability to less- 
educated mothers of three or more children is similar in magnitude to college-educated mothers, suggesting that state-funded pre-K 
may have minor benefits for this specific group. Overall, however, these results indicate that state-funded pre-K is primarily associated 
with a greater likelihood of employment among college-educated mothers, reflecting the fact that these programs are less likely than 
Head Start or childcare subsidies to have eligibility restrictions that would limit access for more educated parents. 

6.3. Childcare context: testing interactions at the state level 

In general, higher childcare costs predict lower levels of maternal employment, while greater Head Start, childcare subsidy, and 
state-funded pre-K availability are associated with increased levels of maternal employment. To further investigate these state-level 
dynamics, we tested a three-way interaction between motherhood status, childcare costs, and the availability of Head Start, sub
sidies, and state-funded pre-K (Appendix Table A1). This interaction term allows us to examine whether the three variables measuring 
the prevalence of publicly funded childcare programs offset the negative effects of high childcare costs, testing H3. 

The results of the three-way interaction reveal a key mechanism by which government childcare policies support less-educated 
mothers’ employment. Given the complexity of these relationships, we present main findings graphically in Fig. 3. Examining dif
ferences by level of education, we find that the protective effects of Head Start availability were most pronounced for mothers with less 
than a high school education, who are most likely to qualify for enrollment in these programs (supporting H5). Among less-educated 
mothers, greater availability of Head Start mitigated the negative effects of childcare costs for mothers of one (p < .05), two (p < .01), 
and three or more young children (p < .05). These interaction terms were non-significant for college-educated mothers, likely because 
these women are less likely to qualify for Head Start and because our previous results (Table 2) showed that childcare costs are not as 
strongly related to college-educated mothers’ employment. This finding indicates that a key mechanism by which Head Start supports 
maternal employment among mothers with lower levels of educational attainment is by providing alternative childcare arrangements 
in states that have high childcare costs. 

The relationship between Head Start availability, childcare costs, and employment among mothers with less than a high school 
education is illustrated in Fig. 3, which plots the probability of mothers’ employment relative to non-mothers by the availability of 
Head Start, comparing states with higher childcare costs (15 percent of income) to those with lower childcare costs (8 percent of 
income). For less educated mothers of one, two, and three or more children, their employment is less common in states with the 
greatest constraints: lower Head Start enrollment and higher childcare costs. As Head Start becomes more available, however, the gap 
in maternal employment between high-cost and low-cost states converges. This suggests that Head Start mitigates some of the barriers 
presented by high childcare costs among less educated mothers, allowing them to remain employed (support for H3). 

In addition to Head Start, we also examined whether the prevalence of childcare subsidies and state-funded pre-K moderated the 
relationship between childcare costs and maternal employment. Unlike Head Start, we found that these two additional policy contexts 
did not alter the association of childcare expenses to the likelihood of mothers’ employment. We report full results of these models in 
the Appendix, Table A1. In short, we found that the negative association between childcare costs and maternal employment exists 
regardless of subsidy prevalence or the extent of state-funded pre-K. This relationship holds across levels of education. These findings 
suggest that, unlike Head Start, childcare subsidies and state-funded pre-K do not offset the challenges of expensive childcare. It is 
possible that the lower levels of availability of these two programs relative to Head Start (see Table 1) contribute to these patterns.11 

11 As a further robustness check, we estimated our models restricting the sample to a higher threshold of pre-K enrollment that included only states 
with at least 20 percent of 3- and 4-year-olds in state-funded pre-K (14 states) and 30 percent (6 states) and found that our null findings for pre-K are 
consistent. 

L.C. Landivar et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                    



Social Science Research xxx (xxxx) xxx

13

Although mothers’ employment was positively associated with greater childcare subsidy prevalence among mothers with lower 
levels of education (see Table 2), this program did not reduce the negative relationship of expensive childcare to these mothers’ 
likelihood of employment. This is possibly due to co-pays and other out-of-pocket expenses that subsidy recipients often cover, which 
may be higher in states with more expensive childcare. Subsidies may also cover an insufficient share of childcare costs in high-cost 
markets. State-funded pre-K was neither associated with less-educated mothers’ employment (Table 2), nor did it moderate the 
negative relationship of childcare costs to these mothers’ employment (Table A1). As availability of state-funded pre-K was low in 
many states, these patterns indicate that state-funded pre-K may not serve as a major source of employment support in most states 
among mothers with lower levels of education. 

7. Discussion and conclusion 

In this study, we situate maternal employment decisions within states’ childcare resources. Given the lack of a robust, national 
infrastructure for childcare like the systems available in other wealthy western nations, an emerging literature documents vast 
geographical differences in care across the United States (Chaudry et al., 2017; Ruppanner 2020; Ruppanner et al. 2019). This means 
that some mothers face steeper institutional constraints—more expensive childcare, less Head Start coverage, fewer childcare sub
sidies, and scarcer opportunities to enroll children in state-funded pre-K—than others just by virtue of living in one state versus 
another. 

Our findings of significant heterogeneity across states challenge conventional theorizing about the United States in much of the 
comparative welfare state literature and in discussions about the U.S. crisis of care. We suggest that the monolithic conceptualization of 
the U.S. as a liberal welfare state obscures important intranational differences that have material consequences for women, children, 
and families. The opportunities and constraints on mothers’ employment are very different in Nebraska, for example, than they are in 
Georgia and relate to each states’ distinct provision of public childcare policies and childcare costs. Importantly, we also found that 
states’ availability of progressive policies such as paid parental leave does not necessarily support mothers’ employment if childcare 
costs remain high. For example, California was one of the first states in the nation to legislate paid parental leave for working parents, 
but it has some of the most expensive childcare options and among the lowest rates of maternal employment. California, thus, is a 
prime target to extend family policies to support mothers’ employment (Ruppanner 2020). 

Childcare costs are only one dimension structuring maternal employment. We also find Head Start, childcare subsidies, and state- 
funded pre-K to be important contextual features with dynamic relationships to mothers’ employment. Our findings suggest that Head 
Start enrollment supports less-educated mothers’ employment through reducing the challenges related to expensive childcare. These 
benefits of Head Start enrollment extend to those with one, two, and three or more young children in the home. By contrast, we found 
that childcare subsidies are also associated with employment among mothers with lower educational attainment, but not through 
reducing the burden of expensive childcare. Unlike Head Start, childcare subsidies still require significant out-of-pocket expenses, such 
as co-pays, that may continue to pose barriers to parents’ employment in high-cost environments. Whereas the benefits of Head Start 
and childcare subsidies were observed among mothers with lower levels of education who are more likely to be eligible for these 
programs, state-funded pre-K was primarily associated with employment among college-educated mothers. 

Our findings provide initial evidence that public investments in childcare across U.S. states have a strong and positive relationship 
to maternal employment. More research is needed to determine causality and establish the mechanisms driving these relationships. 
Studies focusing on longitudinal shifts in childcare policy and childcare costs within states may be well suited for addressing concerns 
with omitted variable bias in establishing the relationship between state-level contexts and mothers’ employment. In addition, our 
focus was primarily on state-level availability and costs of formal childcare, but informal childcare also plays a critical role in sup
porting mothers’ employment, which may be especially valuable to those with less education and multiple preschool-aged children. 
These questions are particularly pressing in light of the unprecedented disruption of childcare under COVID-19 that had disparate 
impacts across cities, states, and regions. Thus, future research expanding on our conceptual findings might investigate how childcare 
costs and resources are distributed within smaller geographical units—counties, cities, neighborhoods—to better contextualize the 
multiplicity of caregivers and the patchwork of resources within states. 

Our study adds to a growing body of research highlighting the social benefits of public childcare policies (Collins 2019; Kaufman 
2020; Ruppanner 2020; Scarborough et al., 2021). Absent a national childcare program, our findings underscore the role that states 
can play in supporting maternal employment through expanding the availability of Head Start, childcare subsidies, and publicly 
funded pre-K—programs associated with higher levels of maternal employment. In particular, our findings suggest that Head Start may 
be a critical avenue for expanding childcare access in the United States. 
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Appendix A  

Table A1 
Random Intercept Logistic Regression Models Predicting Employment with Motherhood and State Childcare Contexts, Three-Way Interaction Results   

Childcare Context * Childcare Costs * Motherhood   

Pooled Less than HS College+

β SE β SE β SE 

Presence of Preschool Children       
Number of Preschool Children (0)       

1 Child − 0.574 (0.500) 1.359 (0.868) − 2.178* (0.865) 
2 Children − 1.529 (0.897) − 0.404 (1.263) − 2.604* (1.173) 
3+ Children − 2.716 (1.390) 2.414 (2.349) − 2.946* (1.359) 

State Childcare Contexts       
Childcare Costs (% of Income) 6.419 (5.588) 10.254 (6.663) 2.722 (5.121) 
Head Start Enrollment 0.253 (0.627) 1.517* (0.679) − 1.031 (0.593) 
% Eligible Receiving Childcare Subsidies 1.630 (3.652) − 0.741 (4.291) 3.089 (3.347) 
Pre-K Availability*Childcare Costs − 0.814 (0.979) − 2.093 (1.564) − 0.402 (0.982) 
Head Start Enrollment*Childcare Costs − 4.821 (6.052) − 20.182** (6.417) 6.259 (5.570) 
Subsidy Availability*Childcare Costs − 24.870 (31.584) − 6.350 (36.037) − 36.138 (29.125) 
Pre-K Availability*Childcare Costs 5.132 (7.994) 18.719 (12.087) 0.564 (8.087) 

Childcare Costs * Motherhood of Preschool-Aged Children      
Childcare Costs * 1 Child − 2.471 (3.968) − 17.034* (7.339) 6.785 (7.177) 
Childcare Costs * 2 Children − 0.441 (6.722) − 8.708 (10.186) 5.509 (9.229) 
Childcare Costs * 3+ Children 5.100 (11.291) − 34.985 (18.077) 2.399 (11.238) 

Head Start * Motherhood of Preschool-Aged Children      
Head Start * 1 Child − 0.205 (0.639) − 1.627 (0.961) 1.250 (0.962) 
Head Start * 2 Children − 0.326 (1.060) − 3.017** (1.105) 0.950 (1.467) 
Head Start * 3+ Children 1.003 (1.024) − 5.514 (3.482) 1.473 (1.848) 

Subsidy * Motherhood of Preschool-Aged Children      
Subsidy Availability * 1 Child 5.104 (2.806) − 1.444 (4.136) 7.222 (5.009) 
Subsidy Availability * 2 Children 7.956 (4.285) 14.940* (7.009) 6.027 (5.799) 
Subsidy Availability * 3+ Children 4.735 (7.329) − 1.450 (12.927) 2.249 (7.932) 

Pre-K * Motherhood of Preschool-Aged Children       
Pre-K Availability * 1 Child 0.139 (0.803) 0.148 (1.628) 1.301 (1.326) 
Pre-K Availability * 2 Children 0.993 (1.584) 2.173 (2.267) 1.314 (2.044) 
Pre-K Availability * 3+ Children 3.681 (2.142) 5.552 (3.687) 0.909 (2.409) 

Childcare Costs * Head Start Availability*Motherhood of Preschool Aged Children    
Childcare Costs * Head Start *1 Child 4.487 (5.492) 20.985* (10.114) − 4.626 (8.703) 
Childcare Costs * Head Start *2 Children 8.006 (8.728) 37.025*** (10.631) − 1.024 (12.499) 
Childcare Costs * Head Start *3+ Children − 1.215 (9.536) 60.920* (28.891) − 2.690 (15.629) 

Childcare Costs * Subsidy Availability*Motherhood of Preschool Aged Children    
Childcare Costs * Subsidy Availability*1 Child − 29.446 (21.781) 27.759 (34.350) − 46.944 (42.272) 
Childcare Costs * Subsidy Availability*2 Children − 50.625 (33.785) − 105.063 (54.046) − 36.258 (48.330) 
Childcare Costs * Subsidy Availability*3+ Children − 38.995 (59.552) 10.045 (99.819) − 17.688 (66.095) 

Childcare Costs * Pre-K Availability*Motherhood of Preschool Aged Children    
Childcare Costs * Pre-K Availability*1 Child 0.315 (6.491) − 5.923 (12.578) − 6.036 (10.829) 
Childcare Costs * Pre-K Availability*2 Children − 5.162 (12.248) − 21.915 (18.013) − 4.174 (15.734) 
Childcare Costs * Pre-K Availability*3+ Children − 21.990 (17.621) − 41.641 (29.585) 0.827 (20.482) 

Constant − 1.498 (0.921) − 2.757** (1.012) − 1.486 (1.064) 
Variance (Constant) 0.014*** (0.003) 0.017*** (0.004) 0.011*** (0.003) 
N 1701392 119665 692283 

Note: All models include controls for individual level (race, marital status, age, foreign born status, wages, spouse’s earnings, and education), local 
labor market (industry composition, median wage, managerial intensity, casualization, and percent foreign born), and state (childcare deserts, work 
requirements for subsidies, whether subsidies adjust for number of children, TANF to poverty ratio, and TANF benefits as a share of fair market rent) 
characteristics. Coefficients and standard errors for childcare costs (% of family income), % enrolled in Head Start, % eligible receiving subsidies, % 
enrolled in pre-K, and interactions of these variables with number of children multiplied by 100 to simplify presentation. Standard errors in pa
rentheses, *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
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