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SUBSIDIZING THE CHILDCARE ECONOMY
Yiran Zhang*

This Article studies how government childcare subsidies redistribute 
resources and values among children, parents, providers, and their workers 
engaged in diverse forms of childcare. Formal centers provide developmentally 
beneficial care in a regulated setting but are detached from supporting the 
children’s families. Home-based care often occurs informally, exempt from or in 
violation of regulations, but its mode of low-cost, flexible-hour, in-community care 
supports low-income parents’ work and family life. Federal and state policies 
today are shifting to concentrating subsidies primarily on centers, enhancing 
regulation of subsidized providers, and incorporating quality measurements. 

Analyzing the political economy process behind this formalization trend, this 
Article finds that an educational mode of childcare is taking over the field of 
childcare experts and advocates, marginalizing childcare’s other societal values, 
such as its support to low-income parents and minority communities. The Article 
also offers the first systematic account of the reform’s distributional consequences 
across the childcare economy. In exchange for more developmental benefits to 
children in subsidized centers, this reform risks deteriorating home-based care, 
making the subsidies less accessible to low-income families, and escalating the 
pressure on low-income parents to trade off paid work and childcare. It concludes 
that the costs of this formalization trend for low-income families have been 
underestimated and urges policy responses that support select forms of informal 
care. This Article primarily focuses on the Child Care and Development Fund 
(CCDF), the major federal-state partnership program making quality childcare 
accessible to low-income families. 
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I. FORMALITY AND INFORMALITY IN THE CHILDCARE ECONOMY
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1. Center-Based Care 
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4. Effects on Lower-Middle-Income Families 
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V. POSSIBLE POLICY ALTERNATIVES
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A. Possible Policy Responses 
)74A4�0A4�C7A44�64=4A0;�0??A>0274B�8=�A4B?>=B4�C>�C74�BD1B83H�?>;8284BO�C>;;�

>=�7><4�10B43�20A4��$=4�0??A>027�8B�C>�0224?C�C74�8=4E8C01;4�;0A64�B20;4�BF8C27�
C>�?A>54BB8>=0;�24=C4A�20A4��F8C7�022><?0=H8=6�?>;8284B�033A4BB8=6�C74�;>BB4B�C>�
;>F�8=2><4�50<8;84B�0=3�7><4�10B43�?A>E834AB��)>�<0:4�24=C4A�20A4�F>A:�5>A�
;>F�8=2><4�?0A4=CB��48C74A�24=C4A�20A4�>A�;>F�8=2><4�4<?;>H<4=C�=443B�B4A8>DB�
A4BCAD2CDA8=6���4=C4AB�70E4� C>�>?4A0C4� 5>A�<D27� ;>=64A�7>DAB�F8C7�<D27�<>A4�
5;4G81;4� ?>;8284B�� 78A4� 0=3� A4C08=� F>A:4AB� F8C7� 38E4AB4� ;8=6D8BC82� 0=3� 2D;CDA0;�
;8C4A0284B�� 0=3� 4G?0=3� C748A� BD??>AC� C>� ?0A4=CB� 0=3� 2><<D=8C84B�331� �B� ;>F�
8=2><4�>A�4E4=�<833;4�8=2><4�?0A4=CB�F8;;�=>C�14�01;4�C>�?0H�5>A�BD27�2>BC;H�
A4BCAD2CDA8=6�� <>A4� 6>E4A=<4=C� BD1B8384B� 0A4� =424BB0AH� C>� BD??>AC� 8C��
(8<D;C0=4>DB;H��C74�BC0C4�B7>D;3�?A>E834�;8E4;87>>3�0;C4A=0C8E4B�>A�2><?4=B0C8>=�
5>A�7><4�10B43�?A>E834AB�F7>�;>B4�C748A�8=2><4�B>DA24B�8=�C78B�CA0=B5>A<0C8>=��

�=�>??>B8C4�A4B?>=B4�8B�C>�5D;;H�D?6A034�0;;�7><4�10B43�20A4�C>�<0:4�8C�<>A4�
2><?0C81;4� F8C7� C74� 278;3�34E4;>?<4=C�>A84=C43� @D0;8CH� ?A>C>2>;B� 0=3� <>A4�
B20;01;4�C70=�8CB�2DAA4=C�5>A<��(><4�;>20;�8=C4AE4=C8>=�70B�?A>E4=�C78B�0??A>027OB�
?;0DB818;8CH�332� �4AC08=� B>28>�;460;� 502C>AB� BD27� 0B� 0� BCA>=6� 6A0BBA>>CB�
>A60=8I0C8>=��BD??>AC8E4�BC0C4�;01>A�;0FB��0=3�0�BC0C4�03<8=8BCA0C8>=�BH<?0C74C82�
C>� 7><4�10B43� 20A4�� 0A4� 2AD280;� C>� 8CB� BD224BB�� =>=4� >5� C74B4� 20=� 14� 40B8;H�
A4?;820C43� 4E4AHF74A4���E4=� C74� ;>20;� 8=C4AE4=C8>=� C70C� BD224BB5D;;H�D?6A034B�
7><4�10B43�20A4�?A8>A8C8I4B�2><<4A280;;H�<8=343�50<8;H�20A4�?A>E834AB�C>�<>A4�
20BD0;�6A0=3?0A4=C�?A>E834AB��BD664BC8=6�C70C�C74�D?6A038=6�<>34;��8=�8CB�<>BC�
5D=2C8>=0;�?>BB81;4�5>A<�8=�C74�BC0CDB�@D>�BHBC4<��20==>C�=424BB0A8;H�A4027�0;;�
7><4�10B43�20A4�?A>E834AB�333�

(><4� 2><?A><8B8=6�?>;82H� A4B?>=B4B� 8=�14CF44=� C74� CF>� ?>;4B� 0A4�1>C7�
<>A4�E801;4�0=3�<>A4�?A>101;4�C>�10;0=24�0;;�02C>ABO�8=C4A4BCB��$E4A0;;��>=;H�<>A4�
5;4G81;4�?>;8284B�20=�8=2A40B4�?D1;82�8=E4BC<4=CB�8=�B4;42C�5>A<B�>5�8=5>A<0;�20A4�
B>� C70C� C74� 7><4�10B43� B42C>AB� 20=� 2>=C8=D4� C>� ?;0H� 0� B86=85820=C� A>;4� 8=� C74�
BD1B838I43�278;320A4�42>=><H���=BC8CDC8>=0;;H��C78B�8B�7867;H�?;0DB81;4��#>C�>=;H�
70B������4=60643�7><4�10B43�20A4�<>A4� 8=C4=B4;H� 8=� C74�?0BC��?D1;82�B4=8>A�
0=3�38B018;8CH�20A4�?A>6A0<B�0A4�0;B>�4G?0=38=6�2>=BD<4A�38A42C43�7><4�10B43�
20A4�334���4;01>A0C4�B?428582�<40BDA4B�8=�C74�=4GC�(D1?0AC��

���� %DL
>C8DB:�E6G:CIH�6AHD�C::9�A:C<I=N�E6>9�;6B>AN�A:6K:H�ID�8DK:G�>C;6CI�DG�ID99A:G�
86G:�6C9�H=DGI:G�6C9�BDG:�HI67A:�LDG@>C<�=DJGH�ID�G:9J8:�I=:�C::9�;DG�CDC
IG69>I>DC6A
=DJG�
86G:���DG�6�H>B>A6G�EGDEDH6A	�>00�2090=,77D��
�	���	�>@;=,�CDI:����

���� &00�>@;=,�)6GI�"""������
���� '�����:I�6A	�>@;=,�CDI:����	�6I����
���� !>A6�,=6B>G	�'30�&?,?0�:1��,=0��%0?3496492�?30��4>?=4-@?4A0��110.?>�:1��,8474,7��,=0�

#:74.40>� 49��4-0=,7�*071,=0�&?,?0>	��������#��������%�������������C9G:6�$DO6@
(MC6G9	�
�,=0�,9/��:88@94?D��8;:B0=809?���:,74?4:9��@47/492��0?B009��:80��,=0�*:=60=>�,9/�
�4>,-474?D�%423?>��.?4A4>?>	����������#�� ��������%������������A6G:�%��,I68:N���%>C9H:N�
%���N:GH	��,@23?�-0?B009��:A0�,9/� :90D��'30��C;0=409.0>�:1�#,4/��,847D��,=024A0=>	�49�
���
�������	��������-	��������
�
��������������
��
�������)�
�������0�������
�&><CDC��J;;N	��BN��GB:C>6����A6>G:�,I68:N�:9H�	�������



44906-stl_34-1 Sheet No. 67 Side B      02/15/2023   10:10:40

44906-stl_34-1 S
heet N

o. 67 S
ide B

      02/15/2023   10:10:40

40A16949A72F515A576CDBECF856A041.DOCX (DO NOT DELETE) 2/13/23 11:09 PM 

126 STANFORD LAW & POLICY REVIEW [Vol. 34:67

B. Suggested Policy Responses 
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