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Introduction 

 

Thank you, Chair Himes and Ranking Member Steil, for inviting me to speak today. It’s an 

honor to be here virtually.  

 

My name is Michelle Holder and I am President and CEO of the Washington Center for 

Equitable Growth, an organization that seeks to advance evidence-backed ideas and policies that 

promote strong, stable, and broad-based economic growth. I also serve as an associate professor 

of economics at John Jay College, which is part of the City University of New York.  

 

In addition to the work I perform in the paid labor market as an economist, I also do work every 

day as a mother of two young children, and as a caregiver to my elderly mother, who recently 

suffered a serious injury and is currently in the hospital under intensive care, which is why I 

can’t be in Washington, DC with you today. My dual roles, as economist and as care provider, 

equip me well to speak to you today about what the care economy is, and how it affects our 

nation’s macroeconomic outlook. 

 

So what is the care economy? This term was popularized by University of Massachusetts 

Amherst economist Nancy Folbre and usually refers to the system through which services vital to 

caring for the U.S. population are delivered.1 This care work is both paid and unpaid and 

encompasses tasks ranging from the delivery of specialized medical care to the folding of 

laundry.2  

 

One in five people in this country are in a caregiving relationship, and this number will grow as 

our population ages.3 As my fellow witness Ai-Jen Poo often says, this care work is the work 

that makes all other work possible. Workers will not report to office desks or construction sites, 

medical clinics or restaurant kitchens if their loved ones are not safe and cared for.  

 

Yet, large segments of the care economy are invisible in our normal accounting frameworks 

because it can be difficult to accurately value care work. When we provide care for our loved 

ones, and no money changes hands, it is difficult to put a price tag on this essential labor. Many 

families also supplement the care they provide to their loved ones with services they purchase. 

https://blog.dol.gov/2021/08/11/an-economists-view-on-the-care-economy
https://blog.dol.gov/2021/08/11/an-economists-view-on-the-care-economy
https://www.amherst.edu/media/view/92075/
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2020/05/full-report-caregiving-in-the-united-states.doi.10.26419-2Fppi.00103.001.pdf
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These services are expensive. So when we leave it to families and individuals to shoulder these 

costs, many forego the supports they need. But it’s not just families and individuals who lose out 

when this happens. Our whole society suffers when families and individuals lack the care they 

need. Historically, there has been a lack of government support for care provision despite broad 

benefits to the entire U.S. economy. Economists call this state of affairs a market failure.4 

 

Today, I will discuss the consequences of this market failure—a failure that leads to the 

dampening of economic growth. We can see this market failure playing out in care-economy 

institutions ranging from our systems for providing home- and community-based services and 

supports to older adults and people with disabilities to the important but undervalued work of 

cleaning homes. 

 

For today’s hearing, I will illustrate the relationship between investments in the care economy 

and economic growth by examining two case studies. First, I will discuss paid family and 

medical leave. When we underinvest in paid leave, we see drops in labor force participation, 

productivity, and levels of human capital development, which constricts economic growth. 

Second, I will show how a similar story plays out in the case of child care.   

 

I will then present and solve a puzzle: Given the commonsense justification for investments in 

care, why do we underinvest in care? Biases toward economic inputs that are easily quantifiable, 

against women, and against women of color in particular, have led us to undervalue care, 

underinvest in this bedrock component of our economic infrastructure, and constrict growth.  

 

I will close by offering an alternative path forward. We can take off the blinders that are created 

by our biases and invest in vibrant care economy institutions. We have a roadmap for these 

investments in the Build Back Better legislation now before Congress, and there is still more that 

we can do to fully invest in care and allow our economy to achieve its full growth potential. 

The economic benefits of investing in paid leave  

 

Fully investing in paid leave will spur economic growth through increased labor force 

participation and improved productivity today, and in enhanced human capital in the workers of 

tomorrow. Many people in the United States play dual roles as workers in the paid labor force 

and as unpaid caregivers to their loved ones. Occasionally, workers need weeks or months away 

from work to devote themselves fully to caregiving, such as when a new child enters a family 

through birth, adoption, or foster placement, or when a loved one struggles with a serious 

medical condition like cancer, or even when workers themselves experience a serious medical 

need.  

 

But bills don’t stop coming when our loved ones need us, and 1 in 5 unpaid family caregivers in 

the United States have said that they have left bills unpaid or have paid them late. Moreover, 

about half of caregivers have experienced financial difficulties—from stopping saving to taking 

on debt—as a result of their caregiving obligations.5 And despite the overwhelming evidence that 

you and I and most every other worker in the United States will encounter these caregiving needs 

at some point in their lives, the United States is the only wealthy nation in the world that does not 

provide its workforce with any type of paid family and medical leave, forcing workers to leave 

https://equitablegrowth.org/public-investments-in-social-insurance-education-and-child-care-can-overcome-market-failures-to-promote-family-and-economic-well-being/
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2020/05/full-report-caregiving-in-the-united-states.doi.10.26419-2Fppi.00103.001.pdf
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well-matched jobs prematurely, and forcing us all to pay the price of the harm done to our 

economy.  

 

Paid family and medical leave provides wage replacement to workers who take time off from 

work to attend to the needs of a loved one or their own serious medical condition. But when it 

comes to family leave, just 1 in 5 workers has access to paid family leave through their 

employers, and the figure is closer to 1 in 20 for workers in the lowest-paid workers, who are 

disproportionately workers of color and especially women workers of color.6  

 

If the private market is correcting this problem, then the correction is occurring at a glacial pace. 

Between 2010 and 2020 we added an average of just one percentage point of paid family leave 

coverage across the labor force each year, and much less than that for the lowest paid workers. 

As Vicki Shabo at New America has shown, if we continue at this pace, the average worker 

won’t have access to paid leave from their employer until the year 2100, and the lowest paid 

workers will have to wait even longer.7 

 

But in 6 states and the District of Columbia, workers aren’t waiting for their employers. Today, 

they can access comprehensive paid family and medical leave programs through their state 

governments. Research conducted on these state programs shows that paid leave fuels our major 

engines of economic growth. Research consistently shows that paid leave increases the 

likelihood of maternal labor force participation after the birth of a child, likely because it 

provides clear off- and on-ramps to work as shown in Figure 1.8  

 

https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2020/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2020.pdf
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Figure 1

 
 

Looking beyond leave to bond with a new child to broader leave for caregiving, one recent study 

found a similar increases in labor force participation associated with caregiving leave, while 

another found that when spouses of people with serious health conditions live in states with paid 

caregiving leave programs, they reduce their work hours less than similar spouses in states 

without these programs.9 

 

Paid leave also allows workers to address their health conditions so that they can be fully present 

at work. The cost of presenteeism (or working while sick, which ill workers must do when they 

can’t take time off) should not be minimized: A study of the Dow Chemical Company found that 

presenteeism resulted in diminished productivity that cost employers more than the combined 

cost of productivity losses from work absences and employer expenditures on medical 

treatment.10 

 

These improvements to workforce participation and productivity appeal to employers, which 

might be one reason that a working paper recently released on the website of the National Bureau 

of Economic Research finds that 7 out of 10 small employers in two states with paid family and 

medical leave programs expressed support for the policy in 2020, an increase from the prior 

year.11 (See Figure 2.) 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212828X2030030X
https://www.nber.org/papers/w28808
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15951714/
https://www.nber.org/papers/w29486
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Figure 2 

 

 
 

And when employers use their state paid leave programs, they like paid leave programs more, 

not less. Increases in employee use of paid leave are associated with increases in employer 

support for the program.12 Support for paid leave programs among small employers makes sense, 

since a public program takes the costly and complicated task of setting up your own paid leave 

program off small business owners' already very full plates. And a universal paid leave benefit 

allows small firms to compete for talent on an even playing field with the bigger guys, who today 

use their considerable resources to offer paid leave at higher rates than small businesses.13 

 

Paid leave programs aren’t just associated with economic growth today. A large body of 

evidence shows that paid leave for new parents leads to improvements in child well-being. When 

paid leave is available rates of attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, obesity, ear infections, and 

the hearing problems they cause decrease.14 So, too, do hospital admissions for the head trauma 

that indicates child abuse.15 At the same time, rates of breastfeeding increase, as does the amount 

of time parents spend reading and working on homework with their children.16  

 

Those improvements in well-being for today’s children translates to improved human capital and 

increased productivity for the workers of tomorrow. Despite these benefits, workers in 44 states 

do not currently have access to a public paid family and medical leave program, thus depressing 

https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2021/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2021.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/pam.22012
https://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/22/6/442
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1570677X14000021?via%3Dihub
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/c6de6e_7fcc7bf2b2ff47eca9fe9c7a9659ff34.pdf
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/c6de6e_7fcc7bf2b2ff47eca9fe9c7a9659ff34.pdf
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labor force participation, decreasing productivity, dampening the development of human capital, 

and ultimately constricting the growth of our economy. 

Investments in child care spur economic growth and stabilize the macroeconomy 

 

Paid leave programs typically provide time off to care for a new child in their first year of life, 

but the need to provide care does not end at the child’s first birthday. Most parents need help 

with child care, either from providers or relatives, but that help can be hard to find.17 Overall, the 

number of licensed child care facilities shrunk by nearly 32 percent in recent decades, primarily 

due to small in-home providers exiting the market.18 (See Figure 3.) 

 

Figure 3 

 

 
 

In 2019, even before the pandemic’s devastating effects on the child care industry, roughly half 

of U.S. families lived in “child care deserts,” defined as U.S. Census Bureau tracts where there 

are three young children for every licensed child care slot.19 The coronavirus pandemic only 

worsened these supply challenges. Further, at an average cost of more than $9,000 annually, the 

price tag of care puts child care out of reach for many families.20 

 

Moreover, when families can access child care, the quality of care is inconsistent. The caregiver 

turnover rate is one important indicator of care quality. Consistent relationships with caring 

adults is crucial to healthy child development and research has demonstrated that teacher 

turnover can have negative impacts on a child’s cognitive and social development.21 While rates 

https://www.census.gov/prod/2013pubs/p70-135.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/occ/news/decreasing-number-family-child-care-providers-united-states
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/occ/news/decreasing-number-family-child-care-providers-united-states
https://childcaredeserts.org/
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/3957809/2019%20Price%20of%20Care%20State%20Sheets/Final-TheUSandtheHighPriceofChildCare-AnExaminationofaBrokenSystem.pdf?utm_referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.childcareaware.org%2F
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00094056.2006.10522826
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/10.1080/02568543.2011.533118
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vary widely, average caregiver turnover rates are high: for every four child care workers 

employed at the beginning of a year, one will leave before the year’s end.22 Research has 

consistently shown that when pay is low, turnover increases, and that turnover rates for workers 

who care for young children—whose needs are greater—are higher than for older children.23  

 

The inability to access affordable, high-quality child care is devastating for families. It also 

constricts our economy’s ability to grow. Research shows that when the supply of child care in a 

community increases, so too does that community’s parental labor supply.24 Likewise, when the 

cost of child care decreases, time and again researchers find an associated increase in parental 

labor supply.   

 

Recent studies in the U.S. context  find that a 10 percent reduction in child care costs increases 

maternal employment by between 0.5 percent and  2.5 percent.25 To put that in more concrete 

terms, in a state such as West Virginia, where about 136,000 women have children at home and 

participate in the civilian labor force, a 10 percent reduction in child care costs would lead to 

around 3,400 women entering the labor force. That’s 3,400 more breadwinners for families with 

children, 3,400 more productive workers, and more dollars in the pockets of 3,400 consumers to 

support local businesses.  

 

More research is needed to understand how the quality and continuity of available child care 

options affects parental labor force participation. But a 2008 study of mothers in low-wage jobs 

found that 19 percent stopped working entirely in the same quarter in which they experienced a 

disruption to their child care arrangements, compared to only 9 percent who did not experience 

such a disruption.26 The evidence strongly suggests that when child care is available, affordable, 

and high quality more parents get jobs and keep them.  

 

As a result, our economy grows. Employers have access to a larger workforce from which to 

select talent, and workers are less likely to leave well-matched jobs prematurely, which saves 

firms rehiring and retraining costs. And it’s not just workers who are brought off the sidelines, 

but entrepreneurs as well.27 Parents with winning business ideas will be freed to launch ventures 

and pursue the American dream, household incomes rise and drive consumer spending, and the 

tax base from which we can fund pro-growth government programs grows.  

 

And similarly to paid leave, the provision of child care, including pre-K, affects the economic 

growth of tomorrow by increasing human capital for the next generation of workers.28 Research 

on high-quality preschool programs consistently shows that participation in these programs lead 

to improved outcomes in high school, college, and in the adult workforce.29 Compared to their 

peers who did not participate in early childhood education, participants in one closely studied, 

high quality early childhood education program were 17 percentage points more likely to 

graduate high school, 14 percentage points more likely to be employed at age 40, 20 percentage 

points more likely to have yearly earnings of over $20,000 at age 40, and 19 percentage points 

less likely to have had significant contact with the criminal justice system. (See Figure 4.) 

 

 

 

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02568543.2019.1705446
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/northeast/pdf/REL_2021069.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10834-007-9092-5
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs11150-016-9331-3
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40056266?seq=1
https://www.ffyf.org/u-s-chamber-of-commerce-calls-for-greater-support-and-investments-for-child-care-to-spur-economic-recovery/
https://hbr.org/2021/04/childcare-is-a-business-issue
https://www.kauffman.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Economic-Engagement-of-Mothers-How-and-When-Entrepreneurship-Matters.pdf
https://equitablegrowth.org/a-cost-benefit-analysis-of-the-american-families-plans-proposed-investment-in-a-nationwide-public-preschool-program/
https://nieer.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/specialsummary_rev2011_02_2.pdf
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Figure 4 

 

 
 

As we have recently seen all too clearly, child care also has an important role to play in 

stabilizing the macroeconomy. The child care market is fragile. A combination of reliance on 

out-of-pocket payments that strain parents’ budgets and slim profit margins mean that even a 

small downturn in the economy can cause a damaging and persistent ripple through the child 

care sector as parents pull their children out of child care. This pushes providers into the red, 

which results in layoffs, reduced capacity, and permanent closures that can be difficult or 

impossible to rebound from.  

 

We’ve seen this play out during the coronavirus pandemic as well as prior economic recessions. 

When unemployment rates increase in the broad labor market, they increase more quickly in the 

child care sector: Every 1 percent decline in a state’s overall employment is associated with a 

1.04 percent decline in child care employment.30 But when the economy rebounds, the child care 

sector lags: every 1 percent increase in a state’s overall employment is only associated with a 

0.75 percent increase in child care employment.31 This lag can be a drag on re-employment, as 

we are seeing today: parents who seek to return to work after a period of unemployment must be 

able to secure child care, which will be out of reach without greater public investment.  

 

In fact, even during the coronavirus recession, child care and early education programs that had 

access to public investment, such as pre-K and Head Start providers and child care programs 

engaged with the subsidy system, were better able to weather the financial crisis of the 

pandemic. (See Figure 5.)  

  

 

https://ftp.iza.org/dp14048.pdf
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Figure 5 

 

 
 

These providers were able to maintain enrollment, staffing, and hiring at higher rates than those 

providers relying solely or primarily on private dollars.32 Additional public investment in this 

area, especially programs that lower families’ costs while also subsidizing and expanding access 

to providers, will not just help this key part of our social infrastructure remain intact during 

downturns but also help fuel an equitable recovery and a competitive economy in the future. 

 

Indeed, while the United States once held a competitive edge in the global economy due to 

growth in women’s labor force participation over the past century, that growth has since 

stagnated, and the labor force participation rate in the United States now falls below the average 

for OECD nations.33 During the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, when families struggled 

without adequate access to paid leave and child care, women’s labor force participation fell— 

hitting a low we haven’t seen since 1988.34  

 

There is another, longer-run trend that also merits our attention—the birth rate in the United 

States has been falling for six years and hit a record low in 2020.35 Our birth rate is barely 

outpacing that of China, and the birth rates of other nations such as Israel, India, and France 

position them to better maintain their labor forces, creating a new competitive disadvantage for 

the United States.36 Having a smaller family is a rational response to broken care infrastructure, 

and while methodological challenges make it difficult to determine the precise effect that 

programs such as child care have on total fertility rates, evidence from Europe suggests that 

https://earlymilestones.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/COVID-Wave-1-Report-Web.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272775721000170
https://data.oecd.org/emp/labour-force-participation-rate.htm
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Final_NWLC_Press_CovidStats.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/vsrr/vsrr012-508.pdf
https://data.oecd.org/pop/fertility-rates.htm
https://data.oecd.org/pop/fertility-rates.htm
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investing in the care economy meaningfully increases fertility, thus helping countries to maintain 

their labor forces and keep their economies growing.37 

 

 

Biases lead to underinvestment in care and market failure 

 

The economic case is clear: underinvesting in care harms families and prevents our economy 

from reaching its full potential. But our decisionmakers largely see the provision of care as a 

private responsibility rather than recognizing it as a public good. When a new child is born 

parents are asked to take unpaid leave or pay high child care costs when they can least afford it. 

Research shows that across socioeconomic spectrum, the birth of a child is accompanied by 

drastic decreases in family income as parents reduce their labor force participation to care for a 

child at the same time as families face new expenses such as diapers and formula.38 (See Figure 

6.) 

 

Figure 6 

 

 
 

When we leave these caregiving costs to be shouldered by parents facing new financial 

constraints, they may exit the labor market entirely rather than place their child in a high-quality, 

but expensive, care setting. This creates a drag on growth for the economy today, when 

employers don’t have enough workers to meet demand and households have to tighten their belts 

in response to lost income.  

 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/padr.12431
https://read.dukeupress.edu/demography/article/57/4/1271/168097/The-Dynamics-of-U-S-Household-Economic
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Additionally, when a lack of paid leave forces parents to return to work early in order to make 

the rent, children miss out on care from their parents that fosters their development and human 

capital, reducing the productivity and potential of tomorrow’s workforce. Care infrastructure that 

supports parental bonding and child development in the child’s first year of life, and accessible 

high-quality child care that removes barriers to work for parents, would mitigate these drags on 

our economy’s growth as well as improving family wellbeing.   

 

Analogs can be drawn to care for one’s own serious medical condition and care for older adults 

and people with disabilities, whose families are often financially constrained and facing new 

expenses at the same time as they are looking at high price tags for medical care and home and 

community based services and supports. Workers with temporary disabilities pay about one fifth 

of their medical costs out of pocket and older adults and people with disabilities who need home 

and community based services and supports pay $50,000 a year on average.39 These costs are out 

of reach for people who are approaching the age of retirement, one third of whom have no 

retirement savings at all and almost all of whom are looking at a significant drop in household 

income as their earning years sunset.40 

 

Why have decisionmakers allowed these market failures that straitjacket our economy to occur? 

The answer is simple: they have been blinded by their biases. This includes biases toward 

economic inputs that are easily quantifiable, as opposed to care work, which is often “invisible” 

in the market because no money is changing hands. Just one case in point: unpaid work is not 

counted in GDP despite the important services being provided.  

 

As Feminist economist Marilyn Waring noted, “Every time I see a mother with an infant, I know 

I am seeing a woman at work … but, again, I seem to be at odds with economics as a 

discipline.”41 Indeed, excluding this work from official national income and product accounts 

makes it more difficult for policymakers to clearly understand the tradeoffs between the societal 

and broad economic benefits of caregiving and the costs associated with adequately supporting 

care needs. 

 

These biases against women, and women of color in particular, have led decisionmakers to 

undervalue the care work that they perform. Both paid and unpaid care work—from child care to 

provision of supports for adults with disabilities to domestic labor—has been disproportionately 

performed by women, and by women of color in particular.  

 

A 2020 report by the AARP estimates that more than 60 percent of unpaid caregivers are 

women.42 Women tend to spend more time engaged in unpaid care work than men, and this is 

especially true for women of color.43 For instance, Latina women perform almost twice the 

amount of hourly unpaid care work per week as White men. Unpaid caregiving responsibilities 

pose a particular strain on Black mothers, two thirds of whom are the equal, primary, or sole 

earners in their household.44  

 

When it comes to paid care work, the overwhelming majority of domestic workers are women. 

Over half of domestic workers are Black, Latina, or Asian American/Pacific Islander women, 

with some studies finding that more than 90 percent of domestic workers are women of color.45  

 

https://equitablegrowth.org/research-paper/paid-medical-leave-research/?longform=true#economic_and_health_outcomes
https://www.nasi.org/research/designing-universal-family-care-state-based-social-insurance-programs-for-early-child-care-and-education-paid-family-and-medical-leave-and-long-term-services-and-supports/
https://www.economicpolicyresearch.org/images/docs/research/retirement_security/Account_Balances_adjusted_appendix_tables.pdf
https://www.marilynwaring.com/publications/counting-for-nothing.asp
https://www.caregiving.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/full-report-caregiving-in-the-united-states-01-21.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/IWPR-Providing-Unpaid-Household-and-Care-Work-in-the-United-States-Uncovering-Inequality.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/agencies/wb/data/mothers-and-families
https://www.epi.org/publication/domestic-workers-chartbook-a-comprehensive-look-at-the-demographics-wages-benefits-and-poverty-rates-of-the-professionals-who-care-for-our-family-members-and-clean-our-homes/#table1
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The overrepresentation of women of color in care work is rooted deeply in our history and the 

way people in the United States have thought about the home, the market, the state, and 

personhood over time. For example, in the mid-nineenth century, Black women’s enslavement 

and exclusion from White society’s definition of womanhood and personhood created a cultural 

context in which it was easy to push Black women into precarious and dangerous work.46 Then, 

when Black women were concentrated in precarious occupations the quality of these jobs further 

decreased. Black women were excluded from early minimum wage laws through the Fair Labor 

Standards Act’s exclusion of agriculture and domestic work, industries in which Black women 

were overrepresented.  

 

This interplay between decreasing job quality and occupational segregation is an ongoing vicious 

cycle that perpetuates the long afterlife of slavery. Today, occupational integration remains 

stalled, and Black women remain over-represented among those engaged in precarious work, 

including care work. One in three nursing assistants, for example, is a Black woman.47  

 

These historic racial biases reverberate forward to affect the view of caregiving work itself 

today. To be blunt, when decisionmakers see Black women performing work, they decide that 

the labor itself must not be valuable. Indeed, regardless of their race or gender or education level, 

any worker who does a job that involves the provision of care receives wages that are 5 percent 

to 6 percent less than those paid for similar work that does not involve the provision of care. This 

phenomenon is called the care penalty.48  

 

One place where the care penalty is obvious is in the way we compensate child care providers. 

Researchers at the University of California, Berkeley find that the median wage for a preschool 

teacher is $15 per hour.49 Child care workers make even less, with median wages of $12 per 

hour. This undercompensation story is similar for home care workers. In 2018, the most recent 

year for which we have data, home care workers earned $11.52 per hour, which translates to 

$16,200 per year after accounting for inconsistent scheduling.50 In addition to not paying child 

care workers sufficiently, we do not invest enough in child care overall. When you look at the 

share of expenditures that each member nation of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development spends on children and families when children are very young, the United 

States ranks 37 out of 38.51 

 

It is likely that this undervaluation of care in the paid labor force reinforces our attitudes about 

the value of unpaid care work. Though norms are shifting and both men and women provide 

important care to their loved ones—today 2 in 5 unpaid family caregivers are men—we have 

repeatedly chosen not to invest in a federal paid leave program despite the benefits it would bring 

to the economy and its widespread popularity.52 

We can shift our orientation to care and strengthen our economy 

 

Today is an exciting day to be speaking with all of you because we are on the cusp of change. 

After decades of choosing not to invest in paid leave at the federal level, a bill that includes a 

national paid leave program has passed the House of Representatives and is under consideration 

in the Senate.  

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13545700210160988
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13524-015-0390-5
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/sp.2002.49.4.455
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2020/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/02/Early-Educator-Pay_2020-Index.pdf
https://phinational.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/US-Home-Care-Workers-2019-PHI.pdf
https://data.oecd.org/socialexp/family-benefits-public-spending.htm
https://www.caregiving.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/full-report-caregiving-in-the-united-states-01-21.pdf
https://globalstrategygroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/PLFA-BG-Press-Memo-F06.01.21.pdf


13 

And this isn’t just about passing a paid leave program. It’s about taking our blinders off and 

accurately valuing care so that our economy can reach its full growth potential. This bill also: 

 

• Makes unprecedented investments in home- and community-based services and supports 

• Recognizes that caring for children is real and valuable work through the extension of a 

monthly, fully refundable child tax credit with no requirement that parents work in the 

paid labor market 

• Provides an infusion of resources into our child care system that begins to correct the 

undervaluation of this work by requiring parity of pay between child care workers and 

school teachers 

 

These changes would represent a sea change and move us toward a nation and an economy that 

accurately value care work, corrects market failures, and allows the economy to grow 

unfettered.53 (Figure 7.) 

 

Figure 7 

 

 
 

Of course, being on the cusp of real change doesn’t mean that we’ve made it. If we want 

economic growth, now is the time to invest in the care economy smartly, strategically, and 

without cutting corners. That means that a federal paid family and medical leave program should 

be comprehensive—covering leave to bond with a new child, care for a loved one with a serious 

medical condition, or address one’s own serious medical need. It should have a progressive wage 

https://www.moodysanalytics.com/-/media/article/2021/macroeconomic-impact-of-home-and-community-based-services-expansion.pdf
https://www.moodysanalytics.com/-/media/article/2021/macroeconomic-consequences-of-the-infrastructure-investment-and-jobs-act-and-build-back-better-framework.pdf
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replacement structure so that low-income people aren’t priced out of participation. And it should 

recognize the full range of loving relationships through which care is provided.  

 

We need a child care program in which no family is asked to pay more than is manageable to 

ensure that their child is safe and nurtured during the work day, that ensures that early care 

educators can focus on the children they care for without being distracted by their own financial 

hardship, and that the system has the resources it needs to ensure that children are receiving high 

quality care. While temporary programs will substantially help families and the economy, and 

provide proof of concept for those skeptical of the government's ability to deliver these benefits, 

the need for paid leave and child care will not disappear in three, five, or ten years, so it is my 

hope that Congress will eventually make these programs permanent. 

 

When the supports we deliver to families to ensure that care is adequate meet these benchmarks, 

when we have built a policy environment that values care for all people who need it—whether its 

people with disabilities who need professional supports to fully engage in their communities, 

young children who should be able to grow up in households that are economically secure so that 

their parents can meet the family’s basic needs and focus on parenting, or older adults who have 

spent their lives providing care for others and now need support themselves—when this happens 

we will know that we have shifted our orientation to care sufficiently to correct our market 

failure and allow our economy to grow. If we miss the opportunity that is before us today, our 

loved ones will struggle to access the care they need and our economy will remain constrained. 

 

Conclusion 

 

As a mother of two young children and the daughter of a mother experiencing a health crisis, I 

can tell you that families are desperately in need of support when it comes to the provision of 

care. This is about creating vibrant and loving environments for children, for older adults, and for 

people who live with disabilities and ensuring their safety and health. And as a tenured professor 

of economics, I can tell you that our country is desperately in need of an economic system that 

correctly values care. This is about increasing labor force participation, developing human 

capital, increasing productivity. It is about building a more vibrant economy. 

 

Our biases against women and people of color, and our bias toward easily measured economic 

quantities, have led us to underinvest in a bedrock component of our economy: care. Now is the 

time to take off our blinders and make the investments that will allow our economy to grow to its 

full potential. 

Endnotes 

 
1 Office of Public Affairs, “An Economist’s View on the Care Economy | U.S. Department of Labor Blog,” August 8, 
2021, https://blog.dol.gov/2021/08/11/an-economists-view-on-the-care-economy. 
2 Nancy Folbre, “Measuring Care: Gender, Empowerment, and the Care Economy,” Journal of Human Development 
7, no. 2 (July 2006): 183–99, https://doi.org/10.1080/14649880600768512. 



15 

 
3 “Caregiving in the U.S 2020 Report,” available at https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2020/05/full-
report-caregiving-in-the-united-states.doi.10.26419-2Fppi.00103.001.pdf. 
4 Sandra Black and Jesse Rothstein, “Public Investments in Social Insurance, Education, and Child Care Can 
Overcome Market Failures to Promote Family and Economic Well-Being,” Equitable Growth (blog), January 14, 
2021,avaiable at  https://equitablegrowth.org/public-investments-in-social-insurance-education-and-child-care-
can-overcome-market-failures-to-promote-family-and-economic-well-being/. 
5 “Caregiving in the U.S 2020 Report.” 
6 Eugene Scalia and William Beach, “Employee Benefits in the United States, March 2020,” available at 
https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2020/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2020.pdf. 
7 Vicki Shabo, “Paid Leave 2100: A Slogan That Should Be Chanted by No One, Ever,” available at 
https://medium.com/swlh/paid-leave-2100-a-slogan-that-should-be-chanted-by-no-one-ever-6355907044a3. 
8 “Factsheet: What Does the Research Say about the Economics of Paid Leave?,” Equitable Growth (blog), April 22, 
2021, available at https://equitablegrowth.org/factsheet-what-does-the-research-say-about-the-economics-of-
paid-leave/. 
9 Joelle Saad-Lessler, “How Does Paid Family Leave Affect Unpaid Care Providers?,” The Journal of the Economics of 
Ageing 17 (October 1, 2020): 100265, available at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeoa.2020.100265; Priyanka Anand, 
Laura Dague, and Kathryn L. Wagner, “The Role of Paid Family Leave in Labor Supply Responses to a Spouse’s 
Disability or Health Shock,” Working Paper, Working Paper Series (National Bureau of Economic Research, May 
2021), available at https://doi.org/10.3386/w28808. 
10 James J. Collins et al., “The Assessment of Chronic Health Conditions on Work Performance, Absence, and Total 
Economic Impact for Employers,” Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine 47, no. 6 (June 2005): 547–
57, available at https://doi.org/10.1097/01.jom.0000166864.58664.29. 
11 Ann P. Bartel et al., “Support for Paid Family Leave among Small Employers Increases during the COVID-19 
Pandemic,” Working Paper, Working Paper Series (National Bureau of Economic Research, November 2021), 
available at https://doi.org/10.3386/w29486. 
12 Bartel et al. 
13 Martin J Walsh and William Beach, “Employee Benefits in the United States, March 2021,” September 2021. 
14 Shirlee Lichtman-Sadot and Neryvia Pillay Bell, “Child Health in Elementary School Following California’s Paid 
Family Leave Program,” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 36, no. 4 (2017): 790–827, available at 
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22012. 
15 Joanne Klevens et al., “Paid Family Leave’s Effect on Hospital Admissions for Pediatric Abusive Head Trauma,” 
Injury Prevention: Journal of the International Society for Child and Adolescent Injury Prevention 22, no. 6 (2016): 
442–45, available at https://doi.org/10.1136/injuryprev-2015-041702. 
16 Rui Huang and Muzhe Yang, “Paid Maternity Leave and Breastfeeding Practice before and after California’s 
Implementation of the Nation’s First Paid Family Leave Program,” Economics and Human Biology 16 (January 
2015): 45–59, available at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ehb.2013.12.009; Samantha Trajkovski, “California Paid Family 
Leave and Parental Time Use,” January 14, 2019, 48. 
17 Lynda Laughlin, “Who’s Minding the Kids? Child Care Arrangements,” April 2013, 23. 
18 Office of Child Care, “The Decreasing Number of Family Child Care Providers in the United States,” available at 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/occ/news/decreasing-number-family-child-care-providers-united-states. 
19 “Do You Live in a Child Care Desert?,” Do you live in a Child Care Desert?, accessed December 3, 2021, available 
at https://childcaredeserts.org/. 
20 “The US and the High Price of Child Care-An Examination of a Broken System,”Child Care Aware of America, 
2019, available at 
https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/3957809/2019%20Price%20of%20Care%20State%20Sheets/Final-
TheUSandtheHighPriceofChildCareAnExaminationofaBrokenSystem.pdf?utm_referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.chil
dcareaware.org%2F. 
21 Claudia Hale-Jinks, Herman Knopf, and Kemple, “Tackling Teacher Turnover in Child Care: Understanding Causes 
and Consequences, Identifying Solutions,” Childhood Education 82, no. 4 (June 1, 2006): 219–26, available at 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00094056.2006.10522826; Deborah   J. Cassidy et al., “The Day-to-Day Reality of Teacher 
Turnover in Preschool Classrooms: An Analysis of Classroom Context and Teacher, Director, and Parent 
Perspectives,” Journal of Research in Childhood Education 25, no. 1 (January 1, 2011): 1–23, available at 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2011.533118. 



16 

 
22 Mary B. McMullen et al., “Early Childhood Professional Well-Being as a Predictor of the Risk of Turnover in Child 
Care: A Matter of Quality,” Journal of Research in Childhood Education 34, no. 3 (July 2, 2020): 331–45, available at 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2019.1705446. 
23 Meg Caven et al., “Center- and Program-Level Factors Associated with Turnover in the Early Childhood Education 
Workforce,” March 2021, available at https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/northeast/pdf/REL_2021069.pdf. 
24 Chris M. Herbst and Burt S. Barnow, “Close to Home: A Simultaneous Equations Model of the Relationship 
Between Child Care Accessibility and Female Labor Force Participation,” Journal of Family and Economic Issues 29, 
no. 1 (March 1, 2008): 128–51, available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s10834-007-9092-5. 
25 Taryn W. Morrissey, “Child Care and Parent Labor Force Participation: A Review of the Research Literature,” 
Review of Economics of the Household 15, no. 1 (March 1, 2017): 1–24, available at 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11150-016-9331-3. 
26 Rachel A. Gordon, Robert Kaestner, and Sanders Korenman, “Child Care and Work Absences: Trade-Offs By Type 
of Care,” Journal of Marriage and Family 70, no. 1 (2008): 239–54. 
27 Alicia Sasser Modestino et al., “Childcare Is a Business Issue,” Harvard Business Review, April 29, 2021, available 
at https://hbr.org/2021/04/childcare-is-a-business-issue; Cody Uhing,“ U.S. Chamber of Commerce Calls for 
Greater Support and Investments for Child Care to Spur Economic Recovery,” First Five Years Fund, June 3, 2021, 
available at https://www.ffyf.org/u-s-chamber-of-commerce-calls-for-greater-support-and-investments-for-child-
care-to-spur-economic-recovery/; Jessica Looze and Sameeksha Desai, “Economic Engagement of Mothers: 
Entrepreneurship, Employment, and the Motherhood Wage Penalty,” SSRN Electronic Journal, 2020, available at 
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3778859. 
28 Robert Lynch, “A cost-benefit analysis of The American Families Plan’s proposed investment in a nationwide 
public preschool program,” Equitable Growth (issue brief), September 2021, available at 
https://equitablegrowth.org/a-cost-benefit-analysis-of-the-american-families-plans-proposed-investment-in-a-
nationwide-public-preschool-program/.  
29 Lawrence J. Schweinhart et al., “The High/Scope Perry Preschool Study Through Age 40: Summary, Conclusions, 
and Frequently Asked Questions” (Ypsilanti, MI: High/Scope Press, 2005). 
30 Jessica Brown and Chris M. Herbst, “Child Care Over the Business Cycle,” SSRN Electronic Journal, 2021, available 
at https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3771731. 
31 Brown and Herbst. 
32 Suzanne Delap et al., “Measuring the Impact of COVID-19 on Colorado’s Early Care and Learning Sector,” March 
2021, https://earlymilestones.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/COVID-Wave-1-Report-Web.pdf; Umair Ali, Chris 
M. Herbst, and Christos A. Makridis, “The Impact of COVID-19 on the U.S. Child Care Market: Evidence from Stay-
at-Home Orders,” Economics of Education Review 82 (June 1, 2021): 19, available at 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2021.102094. 
33 OECD Data, “Employment - Labour Force Participation Rate,” accessed December 3, 2021, available at 
https://data.oecd.org/emp/labour-force-participation-rate.htm. 
34 “A Year of Strength and Loss: The Pandemic, The Economy, and The Value of Women’s Work,” accessed 
December 3, 2021, available at https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Final_NWLC_Press_CovidStats.pdf. 
35 Brady Hamilton, Joyce Martin, and Michelle Osterman, “Births: Provisional Data for 2020” (National Center for 
Health Statistics, May 5, 2021), available at https://doi.org/10.15620/cdc:104993. 
36 “Demography - Fertility Rates - OECD Data,” theOECD, accessed December 3, 2021, available at 
http://data.oecd.org/pop/fertility-rates.htm. 
37 Janna Bergsvik, Agnes Fauske, and Rannveig Kaldager Hart, “Can Policies Stall the Fertility Fall? A Systematic 
Review of the (Quasi-) Experimental Literature,” Population and Development Review n/a, no. n/a, accessed 
December 3, 2021, available at https://doi.org/10.1111/padr.12431. 
38 Alexandra B. Stanczyk, “The Dynamics of U.S. Household Economic Circumstances Around a Birth,” Demography 
57, no. 4 (July 23, 2020): 1271–96, available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-020-00897-1. 
39 Jack Smalligan and Chantel Boyens, “Paid Medical Leave Research,” April 30, 2020, available at 
http://www.equitablegrowth.org/research-paper/paid-medical-leave-research/; Benjamin Veghte et al., 
“Designing Universal Family Care: State-Based Social Insurance Programs for Early Child Care and Education, Paid 
Family and Medical Leave, and Long-Term Services and Supports,” National Academy of Social Insurance, June 
2019, available at https://www.nasi.org/research/designing-universal-family-care-state-based-social-insurance-



17 

 
programs-for-early-child-care-and-education-paid-family-and-medical-leave-and-long-term-services-and-
supports/. 
40 Teresa Ghilarducci, Michael Papadpoulos, and Anthony Webb, “Inadequate Retirement Savings for Workers 
Nearing Retirement,” 2014, available at 
https://www.economicpolicyresearch.org/images/docs/research/retirement_security/Account_Balances_adjusted
_appendix_tables.pdf. 
41 Marilyn Waring, Counting for Nothing: What Men Value and What Women Are Worth, 1999, available at 
https://www.marilynwaring.com/publications/counting-for-nothing.asp. 
42 “Caregiving in the U.S 2020 Report.” 
43 Cynthia Hess, Tanima Ahmed, and Jeff Hayes, “Providing Unpaid Household and Care Work in the United States: 
Uncovering Inequality,” January 2020, available at https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/IWPR-Providing-
Unpaid-Household-and-Care-Work-in-the-United-States-Uncovering-Inequality.pdf. 
44 U.S. Department of Labor, “Mothers and Famiies,” Tableau Software, accessed December 3, 2021, available at 
https://public.tableau.com/views/Laborforceparticipationratesofmenandwomenbypresenceandageofyoungestchil
d/LFPRbysexbyageofchild?:embed=y&:showVizHome=no&:host_url=https%3A%2F%2Fpublic.tableau.com%2F&:e
mbed_code_version=3&:tabs=no&:toolbar=yes&:animate_transition=yes&:display_static_image=no&:display_spin
ner=no&:display_overlay=yes&:display_count=yes&:language=en&:loadOrderID=0. 
45 Julia Wolfe et al., “Domestic Workers Chartbook: A Comprehensive Look at the Demographics, Wages, Benefits, 
and Poverty Rates of the Professionals Who Care for Our Family Members and Clean Our Homes,” May 14, 2020, 
available at https://www.epi.org/publication/domestic-workers-chartbook-a-comprehensive-look-at-the-
demographics-wages-benefits-and-poverty-rates-of-the-professionals-who-care-for-our-family-members-and-
clean-our-homes/. 
46 Nina Banks, “Black women’s labor market history reveals deep-seated race and gender discrimination,” 
Washington DC: Economic Policy Institute, Working Economics Blog,” February 19, 2019, available at 
https://www.epi.org/blog/black-womens-labor-market-history-reveals-deep-seated-race-and-gender-
discrimination/ 
47 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008), available at 
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374531157/loseyourmother; Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor of 
Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the Family from Slavery to the Present (Basic Books, 2009); Coral del Río and 
Olga Alonso-Villar, “The Evolution of Occupational Segregation in the United States, 1940–2010: Gains and Losses 
of Gender–Race/Ethnicity Groups,” Demography 52, no. 3 (June 1, 2015): 967–88, available at 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-015-0390-5. 
48 Paula England, Michelle Budig, and Nancy Folbre, “Wages of Virtue: The Relative Pay of Care Work,” Social 
Problems 49, no. 4 (2002): 455–73, available at https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2002.49.4.455. 
49 “The Early Childhood Educator Workforce,” accessed December 3, 2021, available at 
https://cscce.berkeley.edu/workforce-index-2020/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/02/Early-Educator-
Pay_2020-Index.pdf. 
50 “U.S. Home Care Workers Key Facts,” accessed December 3, 2021, available at https://phinational.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/08/US-Home-Care-Workers-2019-PHI.pdf. 
51  OECD Data, “Family benefits public spending,” accessed December 6, 2021, available at 
https://data.oecd.org/socialexp/family-benefits-public-spending.htm. 
52 “Caregiving in the U.S 2020 Report.” 
53 “Macroeconomic Consequences of the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act & Build Back Better Framework,” 
accessed December 3, 2021, available at https://www.moodysanalytics.com/-
/media/article/2021/macroeconomic-consequences-of-the-infrastructure-investment-and-jobs-act-and-build-
back-better-framework.pdf; “Macroeconomic Impact of Home and Community-Based Services Expansion,” 
accessed December 3, 2021, available at https://www.moodysanalytics.com/-
/media/article/2021/macroeconomic-impact-of-home-and-community-based-services-expansion.pdf. 


