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Low-income families with working parents face significant burdens paying for child 
care, which can function as a barrier to work and often means parents must rely on 
child care arrangements that are less formal and less stable.1 Amid national con-
cerns about the high cost of child care, it is important to keep this issue at the fore-
front. Given the especially high costs of care for very young children, this snapshot 
highlights the child care costs faced by families with a child under age 3. Figure 1 
shows the share of families paying for child care (bottom sections) by their income 
level. As a family’s income-to-poverty ratio rises, they are more likely to pay for 
child care. Poorer families who do pay for child care are much more often paying 
over 7 percent of their income on child care, the current benchmark of affordability 
from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.2 
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FIGURE 1. CHILD CARE COSTS PAID BY WORKING FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN UNDER AGE 3

Poor working families 
with children under age 
3 pay, on average, over 
1/4 of their total income 
on child care.
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