
A  BA L A N C E D  A PPROAC H : 
PA I D  PA R E NTA L  LE AV E 
A N D  C H I LD  CA R E

As the number of working women with young children and the share of 
dual-income households have risen in recent years—41% of mothers 
bring in at least half of family earningsi—it is critical to address the 
needs of the whole family across the birth through five continuum. 

Working parents of newborn children face important choices about their continued participation in the workforce—choices 

that will affect their child’s development, their career, and their family’s financial security and stability. 

Access to paid parental leave and child care are two pieces of a comprehensive policy platform that eases the difficulty of this 

decision for families. Together, these policies empower working parents to make the right decisions for the financial stability of 

their families and the development of their young children. They can take time to form close bonds with their child during the 

earliest developmental stage, rather than having to choose between expensive infant care facilities and low-quality, informal 

options. When both parent and child are ready, the parent can return to the workforce, supported by affordable child care that 

continues to foster their child’s physical, emotional, and cognitive growth.

This has lasting consequences for the child’s development and the parent’s health and workforce participation. Returning to 

work quickly after giving birth increases the risk of adverse maternal health outcomes, including post-partum depression.iv  

Paid leave is proven to mitigate those risks, as well as boost employee morale and productivity, provide financial stability and 

a continued attachment to the workforce, and shrink the income disparity between mothers and other workers—the so-called 

“motherhood gap,” a major driver of the nation’s persistent gender pay gap.v 

The United States is the only OECD 
country that does not offer paid 
maternity leave, and one of only two that 
does not offer paid paternity leave.ii  

Paid Parental Leave

As a result, 1 in 4 
American mothers return to 

work within two weeks of 

giving birth.iii  



Child Care
Children are always learning, no matter the setting, and a child’s development isn’t over when the parent goes back to 

work. As their early environment continues to shape them, children of working parents need access to high-quality child 

care providers and facilities. However, this is not readily available to many American families. Affordable care is often not 

high-quality care, and providers are not always able to match the unpredictable hours of working parents, especially parents 

working low-wage jobs in the service sector and elsewhere—the parents who need this support the most. These workers and 

their families spend a disproportionately large share of their income on child care compared to higher-income households,ix 

meaning that supporting them with child care can make a massive impact on their daily lives. Access to child care is 

demonstrated to increase labor force participation among women,x which helps working families achieve financial stability 

(a proven predictor of health and education outcomes for children) and boosts the entire economy.

On average, center-based 
infant care costs over 

Full-time infant care costs more 
than in-state college tuition in 33 
states and the District of Columbia. 

$11,000 
a year.

Infant care, which is extremely labor-intensive due to strict adult-to-child ratio regulations, is prohibitively expensive for 

most families: it costs more than in-state college tuition in 33 states,vi  and the national average cost is over $11,000 per 

year.vii  For many parents, especially single parents working low-wage jobs, missing just one paycheck can have devastating 

effects on their financial stability. Therefore, they may rush back to work after the birth of a child and rely on informal 

child care arrangements and the unregulated “gray market”. These environments lack the quality standards that certified 

providers have, meaning that many low-income children are spending their most formative years in less-than-ideal 

circumstances. This can have a huge impact on child development. Research demonstrates the critical nature of this 

early stage, especially for disadvantaged children—a recent Stanford study showed children from low-income families 

lagging behind their more affluent counterparts in cognitive and language development as early as 18 months old.viii  By 

guaranteeing working parents the time and financial support they need to spend this period at home as their children learn, 

play, and grow, we can ensure that all children have access to nurturing environments during their early years. 

A Balanced Approach to the Birth through Five 
Continuum
The current system, one that forces families to cobble together time off and juggle formal and informal care arrangements to 

make ends meet, fails to support parents’ workforce participation and children’s development. An integrated and connected 

paid parental leave and affordable child care system would give children the benefits of a seamless transition through the 

various stages of the birth-to-five continuum and help parents balance their work and family responsibilities. 

With comprehensive paid leave, parents can avoid the significant financial, developmental, and health costs of returning to 

work immediately after birth. Children can flourish while spending their early time at home, benefiting from close parental 

bonds and a sense of financial stability. Their development can proceed unencumbered by the often informal, low-quality 

care arrangements that low- and middle-income parents scramble to put together for their infants when they return to work. 

When parents are ready to reenter the workforce—after paid leave has allowed them to both remain attached to their job and 

care for their newborn—children can develop in a nurturing and affordable care environment.



Learn more at  
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/policy-area/early-childhood/
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