
The Century Foundation | tcf.org  										                  1

The Care Imperative: Why Investing 
In Care Grows America’s Economy
NOVEMBER 18, 2025 
JULIE KASHEN, LAURA VALLE-GUTIERREZ, JAIMIE WORKER, KATHY MENDES, LEELA BERMAN

This report can be found online at: https://tcf.org/content/report/the-care-imperative-why-investing-in-care-grows-americas-economy/

https://tcf.org/content/report/the-care-imperative-why-investing-in-care-grows-americas-economy/


The Century Foundation | tcf.org  										                  2

The Care Imperative: Why Investing 
In Care Grows America’s Economy
NOVEMBER 18, 2025 
JULIE KASHEN, LAURA VALLE-GUTIERREZ, JAIMIE WORKER, KATHY MENDES, LEELA BERMAN

Key Points

•	 A vibrant vision for America’s economy must put public 
investments for care at the center. Care investments 
are foundational to a strong economy, government  
that is responsive to the needs of its people, and a 
healthy democracy. 

•	 Care policies—supporting child care, paid leave, 
aging and disability care, and good jobs for the care 
workforce—grow the economy by every measure, from 
the widely used GDP and job numbers to the individual 
and family security and well-being metrics that are not 
as commonly measured, but which are just as essential.

•	 Today, for many American families, care is unaffordable 
and unobtainable, which not only creates stress,  
feelings of being overwhelmed, and burnout, but also 
significant and immediate economic challenges. These 
problems affect everyone, since everyone will either 
need to give or receive care at some point in their lives. 

•	 The impacts of chronic underinvestment in the 
care sector ripple out to the whole economy. For 
example, the cost of unpaid caregiving in the United 
States is estimated to be over $1 trillion—and this 
estimate does not even account for the devaluation 
of the care workforce or the costs to those who need  
care themselves.

Executive Summary 

A better, more affordable country for all of us is possible, 
within reach, and necessary if we are to secure a brighter 
future for families everywhere. This report makes the case 
for building the care economy as a path to that better future. 
A vibrant vision for America’s economy must put public 
investments for care at the center. This approach supports 
people and families’ ability to thrive, increases broadly 
shared prosperity, and remains a necessary precondition for 
a growing United States economy and healthy democracy. 
For these reasons, care policy is widely and deeply  
supported by the public.1

The cost of unpaid caregiving in the United States is 
estimated to be over $1 trillion—and this estimate does not 
even account for the devaluation of the care workforce or 
the costs to those who need care.2 The cost burden of care 
that currently stifles economic stability for American families 
and hinders economic growth will be lifted by prioritizing 
public care investments and policies that support the ease 
of providing and caring for each other. These include:

•	 Child Care for All. Guarantee that all families have 
child care that meets their families’ needs, is free or 
within families’ budgets, and includes the resources 
to build out a strong supply of options and a thriving 
community of early educators and child care programs. 

https://nwlc.org/resource/2024-election-night-survey-results/
https://nationalpartnership.org/if-americans-were-paid-for-their-caregiving-they-would-make-more-than-1-1-trillion/
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•	 Paid Leave for All. Create a permanent, comprehensive 
federal paid family and medical leave program to  
allow family members to do any of the following: bond 
with a new child; deal with a personal or family illness 
or disability; handle needs that arise from a military 
deployment; or respond to needs arising when a  
worker or their family member or loved one experience 
sexual or domestic violence, without risking their job or 
critical income.

•	 Paid Sick Leave for All. Ensure that all workers in the 
United States have access to paid sick leave when they 
need it to care for themselves and their loved ones. 

•	 Aging and Disability Care for All. Provide a robust 
home care benefit to strengthen Medicare, make  
home- and community-based services a mandatory 
Medicaid service, eliminate Medicaid waitlists,  
and establish a program for people not eligible for 
Medicaid or Medicare and who cannot afford to pay 
out of pocket. 

•	 Good Jobs for All Care Workers. Guarantee 
that care jobs are good jobs that provide dignity 
and respect, family-sustaining pay and benefits, 
opportunities for professional development, and 
the ability to form and join a union to attract, retain, 
and support the workforce that’s needed to meet the 
growing care needs of everyone across the country.  

Care Policies Are the Foundation of 
Strong Families, a Growing Economy, 
and Stable Democracy

A vibrant economic vision for America must prioritize care 
policies that support families, children, disabled people, 
older adults, and the people who care for them; and ensure 
people can manage their work and family responsibilities 
with ease. Everyone at some point in their life will need to 
give or receive care. In this economic vision, parents can find 
and afford convenient and flexible child care options that 
support their children’s development. Seniors and people 
with disabilities can find and afford care that supports  
family caregivers and enables loved ones to live full, 
independent lives at home in their communities. When 
someone has a serious illness or welcomes a new child, they 
can take needed time without losing pay or their job. The 
care workforce is paid wages and benefits to sustain their 
own families. 

In addition, in this economic vision, people can find 
good jobs that pay well, value their labor, include them in  
decisions about their work, and level the playing field 
between workers and employers. Work supports them to 
afford a roof over their head, food on the table, and time for 
care, rest, and leisure. Ensuring these needs are met prevents 
stress, debt, and overwhelm from piling up.

This vision guards against imbalances in power and the 
accumulation of wealth by the few at the expense of 
the many. Public dollars are responsive to people’s basic 
needs and ability to thrive economically. Everyone, not just 
corporations and the ultrawealthy, has the resources and 
power to make the best choices for themselves and their 
families. A society that delivers on these commitments—
supporting care throughout the lifespan, thriving families 
and communities, a robust workforce, and broadly shared 
prosperity—is in the best position to sustain a vibrant 
economy and healthy democracy. 

A Better, More Caring World Is Possible 

Watch on Youtube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2&v=_sdK9y73eh0&embeds_referring_euri=https%3A%2F%2Ftcf.org%2F&source_ve_path=Mjg2NjQsMjM4NTE
https://youtu.be/_sdK9y73eh0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2&v=_sdK9y73eh0&embeds_referring_euri=https%3A%2F%2Ftcf.org%2F&source_ve_path=Mjg2NjQsMjM4NTE
https://youtu.be/_sdK9y73eh0
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Care policies, including those that support child care, paid 
leave, aging and disability care, and workplace and labor 
standards that help ensure good jobs for care workers, 
are uniquely powerful in this vision. Care policies grow 
the economy by every measure—from the GDP and job 
numbers widely used today to measure economic prosperity, 
to individual and family security and well-being metrics that 
are not as commonly measured, but are just as essential.3 

These policies are also popular. People from all political 
backgrounds agree that the cost of child care is too 
high,4 families shouldn’t have to choose between earning 
a paycheck and caring for a loved one with a serious 
medical need,5 and aging loved ones and people with 
disabilities should be able to receive care in their homes and 
communities.6 In addition, over the past decade, many of 
these policies have been implemented in states and localities. 
Such policies are models to learn from, as are the temporary 
federal care policies that were in place at the height of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The effectiveness of these policies 
is not theoretical. We know that, when implemented well, 
they improve child and family well-being, reduce inequities, 
increase workforce participation, and have positive effects 
on businesses, tax revenue, and economic growth.7 

This report makes the case that the national vision for 
America’s economy must center care because care is a 
public good. Paid leave, child care, aging and disability 

care, and good care jobs support families to thrive, increase 
broadly shared prosperity, and are a necessary precondition 
for a growing and vibrant United States. For these reasons, 
care policy is widely and deeply supported by the public, and 
has momentum at the state and local level, which alongside 
pandemic-era lessons from temporary national level policies, 
gives us models from which to learn and build. 

The Growing Power and Wealth of 
Corporations and the Ultrawealthy 
Is Leaving the Majority of  
Families Behind

The economic system in place today, characterized by free 
markets and limited government intervention, is rigged 
against working families. Corporations and ultrawealthy 
individuals—those with the most resources—have led 
decades of attacks on worker organizing that have scaled 
back workers’ ability to form and join unions, leading to a 
historic decline in union density that has severely diminished 
the power of workers to demand higher wages and benefits.8 
Productivity gains have gone to those at the top in the form 
of amassing billions of dollars, while the labor of the American 
people has not translated into greater economic security 
for workers and their families.9 The result is that America’s 
workforce—the very heart of the U.S. economy—is being left 
behind while those at the top of the income scale continue 
to amass wealth.

CARE POLICIES DELIVER ACROSS MANY METRICS: 

✓ Add billions to GDP ✓ Help families afford basic needs and a decent life

✓ Create millions of jobs ✓ Ensure meaningful work with dignity

✓ Boost productivity ✓ Reduce stress, burnout, and financial strain

✓ Increase consumer spending ✓ Help people build savings and wealth

✓ Support businesses ✓ Improve health and well-being

✓ Bolster workforce participation ✓ Build social connections

✓ Strengthen public sector ✓ Increase trust in government

https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.38.1.201
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/press-release/poll-republican-primary-voters-child-care-opportunity-2025/
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/press-release/poll-republican-primary-voters-child-care-opportunity-2025/
https://paidleaveforall.org/new-nationwide-poll-on-state-of-men-in-america-family-care-masculinity/
https://paidleaveforall.org/new-nationwide-poll-on-state-of-men-in-america-family-care-masculinity/
https://www.longtermcarepoll.org/project/support-for-greater-government-role-in-health-care-for-older-adults/
https://www.longtermcarepoll.org/project/support-for-greater-government-role-in-health-care-for-older-adults/
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/investing-in-the-care-economy-works-learning-from-the-american-rescue-plan/
https://www.epi.org/publication/unions-arent-just-good-for-workers-they-also-benefit-communities-and-democracy/#epi-toc-5
https://www.epi.org/publication/unions-arent-just-good-for-workers-they-also-benefit-communities-and-democracy/#epi-toc-5
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The current administration and majorities in Congress are 
making life even worse, implementing even bigger tax cuts 
for the ultrawealthy and corporations in the largest transfer 
of wealth in American history, paid for by cuts to Medicaid 
and Supplemental Nutrition Program (SNAP), while 
simultaneously attacking immigrants, who are vital members 
of our communities.10 

When the wealthy few control the majority of assets, 
this particularly hurts the people with the least resources, 
undermining their ability to make ends meet and secure a 
good life for themselves and their families. The vast increase 
in income and wealth inequality exacerbates inequities 
across race, gender, ability, and country of origin.11 This 
inequality impacts every aspect of American life, from 
labor force participation and family economic security to 
people’s overall health and well-being. It also impacts overall 
economic growth and the stability of our democracy. 

In Today’s Economy, Care Remains 
Unaffordable or Out of Reach Entirely

For most families in America, simply getting by without 
stress, feelings of being overwhelmed, burnout, loneliness, or 
debt is unobtainable and unaffordable. Those with the most 
resources have used their wealth to lobby policymakers to 
underinvest in public goods and services, including child 
care, paid leave, and aging and disability care while unfairly 
stacking the deck for themselves with tax cuts that favor 
wealth. In addition, private equity firms have begun to target 
the care sector. These firms prioritize maximizing their profit 
margins, which means that their primary incentive is not to 
make care more affordable, accessible, or higher-quality, nor 
to pay care workers fairly.12 

This vast power imbalance leaves families in every part 
of the country forced to make impossible choices while 
struggling to afford the care they or their family members 
need. A room in an institutional care or skilled nursing facility 
now costs approximately $100,000 per year, and aging and 
disability care at home, where most people want to receive 
it, costs between $69,000 and over $288,000 per year.13 In 
every state and the District of Columbia, center-based child 

care for two children costs more than rent; for many families, 
center-based child care for one infant costs more than 
$15,000 per year.14 The lack of affordable aging, disability, 
and child care all lead to tough choices and lost wages for 
family caregivers, disabled adults, and parents every year. 
Each year, the average family in the United States spends 248 
hours on unpaid caregiving, the value of which collectively 
adds up to $1.1 trillion in unpaid care.15 The lack of federal 
paid family and medical leave alone means workers in the 
United States lose $34 billion in wages annually.16 

The expenses and wage losses resulting from providing 
unpaid care disproportionately make life harder for women, 
people of color, immigrants, people with disabilities, and 
the aging population. In particular, the reliance on the 
undervalued, underpaid, and unpaid labor of women—
especially immigrants and women of color—contributes to 
greater inequities.17 This creates additional consequences 
for mothers, 64 percent of whom are either their family’s 
breadwinners or co-breadwinners. Supporting mothers’ 
employment is essential for the overall economic security of 
families.18 However, research shows that becoming a mother 
causes additional losses of income relative to men and to 
women without caregiving responsibilities.19 A 2023 report 
affirms that unequal caregiving responsibilities over a lifetime 
on average results in a $400,000 loss of lifetime earnings 
for women, and a loss of $1 million in lifetime earnings for 
Black women, increasing income barriers and compromising 
economic security in retirement.20

The aggregate effect of these trends is not only a challenge 
for families, but also a weaker economy, according to 
traditional economic measures. Research has shown that if 
women’s labor force participation were the same as in high-
income countries that make significant public investments in 
care supports, there would be roughly 5 million more women 
in the U.S. labor force, translating into more than $775 billion 
in additional economic activity per year.21 

In addition, the income and wealth inequality that a lack of 
affordable care options exacerbates has even contributed 
to the eroding of democracy. In a vicious cycle, this erosion 
simultaneously makes it harder to enact the care agenda.  

https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-house-republicans-budget-bill-guts-basic-needs-programs-for-the-most-vulnerable-americans-to-give-tax-breaks-to-the-rich/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-house-republicans-budget-bill-guts-basic-needs-programs-for-the-most-vulnerable-americans-to-give-tax-breaks-to-the-rich/
https://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/research-publications/unequal-the-rise-of-a-new-american-oligarchy-and-the-agenda-we-need/
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/10-things-about-long-term-services-and-supports-ltss/#:~:text=LTSS%20are%20extremely%20expensive%20and,aide%20costs%20(Figure%202)
https://caringacross.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Caring-Across-Generations-Medicaid-Polling.pdf
https://caringacross.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Caring-Across-Generations-Medicaid-Polling.pdf
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/10-things-about-long-term-services-and-supports-ltss/#:~:text=LTSS%20are%20extremely%20expensive%20and,aide%20costs%20(Figure%202)
https://www.childcareaware.org/thechildcarestandstill/#PriceofCare
https://www.childcareaware.org/thechildcarestandstill/#PriceofCare
https://www.clasp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/2024.9.25_Need-for-Paid-Leave.pdf
https://www.clasp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/2024.9.25_Need-for-Paid-Leave.pdf
https://www.clasp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/2024.9.25_Need-for-Paid-Leave.pdf
https://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/research-publications/unseen-work-unmet-needs/
https://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/research-publications/unseen-work-unmet-needs/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/breadwinning-mothers-continue-u-s-norm/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/breadwinning-mothers-continue-u-s-norm/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights_magazine_home/wealth-disparities-in-civil-rights/unsupported/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6536b8dab487e203ecaa28ae/t/67c7b3ff09741d60c3f6fc6c/1741140991792/The+Cost+of+Doing+Nothing%2C+2023+Update.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6536b8dab487e203ecaa28ae/t/67c7b3ff09741d60c3f6fc6c/1741140991792/The+Cost+of+Doing+Nothing%2C+2023+Update.pdf
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Child Care

An American economy that prioritizes care includes a child 
care system where every family can find, afford, and choose 
the child care option that best meets their needs. Children 
from all backgrounds would be safe, happy, healthy, and 
learning. The people who teach and work with children 
would be well compensated with good wages and benefits 
and have opportunities for professional development, 
empowered with a collective voice through pathways to 
join and build strong unions, allowing them to grow and 
prosper as they support and nurture the next generation 
to do the same. Parents would have less financial strain, as 
well as the peace of mind that comes with making sure the 
providers and educators who care for their children can also 
care for themselves and their own families with dignity. With 
families and educators working in partnership, children’s 
development and well-being would be supported. 

Unfortunately, however, the United States’ child care and 
early learning system is underfunded and inequitable. Child 
care is a textbook example of a market failure, where many 
parents struggle to find and afford child care options that 
meet their needs, while child care providers operate on 
razor-thin profit margins, and early educators are paid 
poverty-level wages.24 These high costs and the scarcity 
of child care lead many parents to be underemployed or 
forgo employment altogether to instead care for their 
children, which in turn undermines their financial security 
and weakens the economy. At the same time, there is a 
dearth of child care options in many communities, especially 
for infants and children with disabilities and for parents who 
work “nontraditional” hours. Today, the American economy 
does not work for millions of children and families because of 
the broken child care system. 

CHALLENGES IN CURRENT CHILD CARE POLICIES

The Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG) 
is the primary source of federal funding for child care.25 
States receive CCDBG funds, which can be combined 
with other federal funding sources (such as the Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families block grant) and state 
funding sources to provide subsidies to families with low 

A 2004 analysis found that “each of the top 400 or so richest 
Americans had on average about 22,000 times the political 
power of the average member of the bottom 90 percent.”22 
(No doubt, as wealth inequality has grown, this gap has only 
widened since then.) This further supports more recent 
findings which make clear that inequality contributes to 
polarization and cynicism, including a distrust in democracy 
and democratic institutions to solve people’s problems or 
make life better.23 Solving for care—ensuring that every 
family has what they need—is one of the most immediate 
and direct ways the government can rebuild trust and make 
life better for the majority of families.

Care Policies Strengthen Families’ 
Ability to Thrive

Valuing care and caregiving is central to how well we 
function as a society, supporting the social connections 
that bind our families and communities together. Care 
investments prioritize critical needs throughout the life 
span so people can live, learn, age, and work with dignity. 
Care investments reduce income inequality and other 
inequities deeply embedded in our economy, support local 
economies, and spur wage growth in high-demand yet 
vastly underpaid occupations. They support strong labor 
force participation and job growth, increased consumer 
spending, and tight labor markets in which workers have the 
power to engage in workplace decisions and change jobs. 
Care undergirds a full employment economy that values 
people’s labor where everyone who wants a job is able to 
find one. Care investments are the key to a more robust, 
sustainable economy, in which a larger share of people have 
the resources they need to thrive, build a better life, and have 
more freedom to participate in civic life and democracy. 

The sections below describe the current state of (1) child 
care, (2) paid leave, (3) aging and disability care, and (4) 
care jobs and how public investments in each area improve 
family health and economic well-being and improve shared 
prosperity across all economic measures.

https://www.aft.org/ae/fall2025/rau_stokes
https://www.aft.org/ae/fall2025/rau_stokes
https://www.aft.org/ae/fall2025/rau_stokes
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incomes and to support state child care and early education 
systems.26 Unfortunately, due to decades of underfunding 
and a chronic child care workforce supply shortage, only 
11 percent of the 11.5 million eligible children are actually 
served by this program.27 And millions more children are 
not eligible for CCDBG because of their families’ incomes 
or their education or employment situations. While federal 
programs such as Head Start also provide critical early care 
and education services to communities around the country, 
and support children’s health and well-being in a variety of 
ways, they still don’t meet the need for child care—even when 
combined with CCDBG.28 In 2025, the Trump administration 
began undermining child care and Head Start programs 
by freezing funds, firing staff, impeding programming that 
serves children and families, and more.29

In addition to federal child care funding, there are several 
child care-related provisions in the federal tax code. 
Unfortunately, the federal tax credit intended to support 
families who pay out of pocket for child and dependent 
care expenses—the Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit 
(CDCTC)—does not reflect the high cost of child care and 
is largely inaccessible for families with low and moderate 
incomes. Families with income less than $40,000 a year 
would receive little to no support from this tax benefit, 
even after modest expansions enacted as part of the 2025 
budget reconciliation law.30 The CDCTC was temporarily 
expanded in 2021 in ways that help families with low and 
moderate incomes, but even then, because families only 
receive the benefits of the CDCTC when they file their 
taxes in the spring, the credit did little to help families with 
their child care bills throughout the year.31 There is also a tax 
provision under which employers can allow workers to put 
aside pre-tax dollars for child and dependent care expenses, 
which is even less accessible, and offers even less tax benefit, 
to low- and middle-income families.32

During the COVID-19 pandemic, temporary child care and 
early learning investments showed what is possible when 
the United States invests in care. The more than $50 billion 
invested in child care and early learning programs stabilized 
the child care sector and supported nearly 10 million children.33 
These federal investments in states also helped set the stage 

for state leaders to invest in more robust child care policies. 
In September 2025, New Mexico became the first state to 
announce plans to implement free, universal child care.34 
Connecticut, Vermont, Illinois, and Massachusetts have also 
made significant progress in making child care affordable for 
families, expanding options through investments in child care 
supply and improving wages and other working conditions 
through collective bargaining agreements where applicable. 
The 2023–24 school year set new records for state-funded 
pre-K enrollment and funding for children ages 3 and 4.35 
Still, in the majority of states, child care is too expensive and 
hard to find, providers are barely making ends meet, and 
early educators are paid poverty-level wages.

ECONOMIC COSTS OF INADEQUATE CHILD  
CARE POLICIES

As a result of a patchwork of state and federal programs and 
inadequate funding, millions of families are left struggling to 
find and afford child care, while providers, including home-
based providers who are mostly women of color-owned 
small businesses, do not receive the resources they need 
to keep the doors open, provide culturally responsive care, 
and support children to thrive in their earliest years.36 At the 
same time, private equity is taking over more of the child 
care market, extracting value and adding to inequities by 
serving wealthier communities and minimizing operating 
costs in ways that keep wages low and undermine the quality 
of care.37

The failure to invest in child care has a significant economic 
cost. Two-thirds of children from birth through age 17, and 70 
percent of children under age 6, have all available parents—
either both parents or a solo parent—in the workforce.38 
Parental labor force participation is significantly impacted by 
the presence or absence of affordable, reliable high-quality 
child care, school, after-school, and summer camp options 
when and where they need them. The KPMG Parental 
Work Disruption Index found that an average of 1.34 million 
workers were affected by inadequate child care options each 
month in 2024, which meant up to 1.44 billion lost potential 
work hours.39 For those families, in aggregate, it’s a loss of 
between $15 billion and $44 billion in wages due to child 

https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/a91fd97aa80b53fa52a52d38cd323509/cy2021-child-care-subsidy-eligibility.pdf
https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/a91fd97aa80b53fa52a52d38cd323509/cy2021-child-care-subsidy-eligibility.pdf
https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/a91fd97aa80b53fa52a52d38cd323509/cy2021-child-care-subsidy-eligibility.pdf
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/trump-and-republicans-in-congress-are-making-the-child-care-crisis-even-worse/
https://nwlc.org/resource/attacks-on-head-start-are-part-of-a-sustained-strategy-to-undermine-progress-for-families-with-low-incomes-a-timeline-of-the-trump-administrations-efforts-to-eliminate-the-program/ .
https://taxpolicycenter.org/taxvox/2025-reconciliation-law-makes-some-modest-changes-child-care-tax-benefits-provides-little
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-tax-code-caregivers-need-and-deserve/
https://nwlc.org/resource/the-tax-code-caregivers-need-and-deserve/
https://info.childcareaware.org/blog/federal-relief-funds-state-progress-summer-2021
https://info.childcareaware.org/blog/federal-relief-funds-state-progress-summer-2021
https://www.clasp.org/blog/arpa-saved-child-care-but-recovery-requires-significant-federal-funding/
https://sourcenm.com/2025/09/08/new-mexico-governor-announces-free-universal-child-care/
https://sourcenm.com/2025/09/08/new-mexico-governor-announces-free-universal-child-care/
https://data.census.gov/table/ACSDP1Y2023.DP03?q=DP03&g=010XX00US,$0400000&moe=false
https://datacenter.aecf.org/data/tables/5057-children-under-age-6-with-all-available-parents-in-the-labor-force?loc=1&loct=1#detailed/1/any/false/1096,871,870,573,869/any/11472,11473
https://datacenter.aecf.org/data/tables/5057-children-under-age-6-with-all-available-parents-in-the-labor-force?loc=1&loct=1#detailed/1/any/false/1096,871,870,573,869/any/11472,11473
https://kpmg.com/us/en/articles/2024/september-2024-the-parental-work-disruption-index.html
https://kpmg.com/us/en/articles/2024/september-2024-the-parental-work-disruption-index.html
https://kpmg.com/us/en/articles/2025/october-2025-the-great-exit.html
https://kpmg.com/us/en/articles/2025/october-2025-the-great-exit.html
https://kpmg.com/us/en/articles/2025/october-2025-the-great-exit.html
https://kpmg.com/us/en/articles/2025/october-2025-the-great-exit.html
https://kpmg.com/us/en/articles/2025/october-2025-the-great-exit.html
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care challenges, which is a huge stress on family budgets.40 
In August 2025, 1.1 million part-time workers attributed 
reduced working hours to problems with securing reliable, 
affordable child care.41

This is an especially significant issue for moms’ labor force 
participation. The majority of mothers work outside the 
home for pay, and for breadwinner and co-breadwinner 
moms, labor force participation is nonnegotiable.42 Over 
the past forty years, as more women entered the labor 
force and brought home larger paychecks, they have driven  
91 percent of the income gains experienced by middle-
class families.43 Women of color, and Black women in 
particular, historically have had much higher levels of labor 
force participation when compared with white women, and 
they also experience many more job disruptions due to 
inadequate child care options.44 

Child care-related work disruptions extend beyond lost 
income and economic security for women and families. 
States and localities are losing out on billions of dollars every 
year due to insufficient child care coverage. For example, 
research shows that Ohio’s economy loses $5.48 billion 
each year;45 Indiana’s loses $4.22 billion; and Florida’s loses 
$5.38 billion, due to a combination of losses to businesses 
and tax revenue connected to insufficient child care.46 The 
lack of a child care system to meet the needs of families and 
businesses alike has raised the risk of child care turning into a 
luxury good more than a public good.47 

Today, the lack of affordable, high-quality child care options 
increases income and wealth inequality. Child care is one of 
the largest expenses on families’ monthly balance sheets. 
The national average annual price of child care for 2024 was 
$13,128.48 This is more than the annual cost of mortgage, 
rent, or public college tuition in the majority of states. For 
a married couple earning the median income, it would take 
10 percent of that income to afford child care; for a single 
parent, the bite out of income would soar to 35 percent.49 

Families with higher income are more likely to use paid child 
care (see Figure 1).50 Among parents with younger children, 
those with high incomes are about twice as likely as those 
with low or middle incomes to use twenty or more hours of 

paid child care per week.51 Households with young children 
with incomes lower than $75,000 per year are more likely 
to reduce work to provide child care, with about 35 percent 
of these households reducing work to care for children.52 In 
other words, the lack of affordable child care contributes 
to income inequality. Those with more income can better 
afford to pay for child care and participate in the labor force 
and in educational advancement opportunities, resulting in a 
self-reinforcing cycle.

FIGURE 1

WHAT GREATER PUBLIC INVESTMENT IN CHILD CARE 
WOULD DO FOR FAMILIES AND THE ECONOMY

When families have access to affordable, high-quality child 
care options, the adults in the family can increase their labor 
force participation and educational opportunities, which, in 
turn, can increase their income. A study from the Committee 
for Economic Development at the Conference Board found 
that paid child care usage leads to greater overall labor force 
participation at the state level.53 Child care bills that don’t 
break the bank have the added benefit of allowing parents 
to work more and earn more, eventually having more 
resources to afford essentials, saving and reducing debt, 
and accumulating assets and wealth.54 High-quality child 
care and family economic security both support children’s 

https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cpseea25.htm
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/womens-work-boosts-middle-class-incomes-but-creates-a-family-time-squeeze-that-needs-to-be-eased/#:~:text=Without%20women's%20contributions%2C%20middle%2Dclass,income%20gain%20for%20their%20families.
https://www.epi.org/blog/black-womens-labor-market-history-reveals-deep-seated-race-and-gender-discrimination/
https://www.epi.org/blog/black-womens-labor-market-history-reveals-deep-seated-race-and-gender-discrimination/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/news/2020/06/29/486977/child-care-disruptions-hurt-parents-color/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/news/2020/06/29/486977/child-care-disruptions-hurt-parents-color/
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/education/untapped-potential-report-ohio
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/education/untapped-potential-report-ohio
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/education/untapped-potential-indiana
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/education/untapped-potential-florida
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/education/untapped-potential-florida
https://www.childcareaware.org/price-landscape24/#LandscapeAnalysis
https://www.childcareaware.org/price-landscape24/#LandscapeAnalysis
https://www.childcareaware.org/price-landscape24/#LandscapeAnalysis
https://www.childcareaware.org/price-landscape24/#LandscapeAnalysis
https://www.childcareaware.org/price-landscape24/#LandscapeAnalysis
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2023-report-economic-well-being-us-households-202405.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2023-report-economic-well-being-us-households-202405.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2023-report-economic-well-being-us-households-202405.pdf
https://www.commerce.gov/news/blog/2024/06/childcare-costs-reduced-work-and-financial-strain-new-estimates-low-income#:~:text=Government%20and%20private%20sector%20support%20for%20high%20quality%20child%20care,an%20under%2Dsupply%20of%20care
https://www.commerce.gov/news/blog/2024/06/childcare-costs-reduced-work-and-financial-strain-new-estimates-low-income#:~:text=Government%20and%20private%20sector%20support%20for%20high%20quality%20child%20care,an%20under%2Dsupply%20of%20care
https://www.commerce.gov/news/blog/2024/06/childcare-costs-reduced-work-and-financial-strain-new-estimates-low-income#:~:text=Government%20and%20private%20sector%20support%20for%20high%20quality%20child%20care,an%20under%2Dsupply%20of%20care
https://ced-microsite.files.svdcdn.com/production/documents/241002_CCSE-2024-Report_Part-3_Final.pdf?dm=1733774339
https://ced-microsite.files.svdcdn.com/production/documents/241002_CCSE-2024-Report_Part-3_Final.pdf?dm=1733774339
https://nwlc.org/resource/a-lifetimes-worth-of-benefits-the-effects-of-affordable-high-quality-child-care-on-family-income-the-gender-earnings-gap-and-womens-retirement-security/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights_magazine_home/wealth-disparities-in-civil-rights/unsupported/
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healthy development, which can support better educational, 
employment, and economic outcomes for them over time 
as well. 

Robust public investments in a comprehensive child care 
and early learning system will simultaneously create jobs and 
enable jobs: it supports good jobs for those working in child 
care, enables economic growth through higher spending 
among care workers with higher wages, and enables 
parental participation in work, education, job training, or 
other related activities.55 A 2023 study found that the U.S. 
economy loses $122 billion each year from the child care 
crisis. Families lose $78 billion per year as a result of child 
care challenges, employers lose $23 billion annually due to 
child care challenges faced by their workforce, and taxpayers 
lose $21 billion each year in lower local, state, and federal 
tax revenue.56 New research has also found that child care 
investments in particular help drive up women’s labor force 
participation.57 Data from 2022 shows that through both 
direct and spillover effects, the child care sector supported 
a total economic impact of $152 billion in output, $57 billion 
in household earnings, and 2.2 million jobs.58 In addition, 
research finds, “the U.S. child care industry generated $68.5 
billion in revenue and $24.1 billion in purchases of goods 
and services. Over 1.5 million proprietors and workers were 
directly employed by the child care sector, collectively 
earning $32.7 billion in 2022.”59 The size of the U.S. child care 
market is estimated to grow from $65 billion in 2024 to $110 
billion by 2033.60

Greater public investment in high-quality child care means 
that parents have more economic stability to house, feed, 
clothes and care for their children, and less stress and 
pressure in their own lives. These factors help them support 
their children’s healthy development and well-being, which is 
especially critical in the early years. Researchers have found 
that, “Healthy development in the early years (particularly 
birth to age 3) provides the building blocks for educational 
achievement, economic productivity, responsible citizenship, 
lifelong health, strong communities, and successful parenting 
of the next generation.”61 That is one of the many reasons 
investing in child care is such a popular issue among not only 
parents, but all voters. 

According to recent polling data, 68 percent of all voters 
say access to high-quality, affordable child care is “essential/
very important” to strengthening the economy and 71 
percent of small business owners think that access to high-
quality, affordable child care is essential or important to 
strengthening the economy and helping workers.62 Another 
poll found that 77 percent of voters say it is important for the 
government to guarantee access to affordable child care for 
everyone who needs it.63

By the numbers, greater public investment in affordable 
child care would:

•	 Support economic growth, increase household earnings, 
and create millions of jobs. Both through direct and 
spillover effects, the child care sector supported a total 
economic impact of $152 billion in output, $57 billion in 
household earnings, and 2.2 million jobs.64 In addition, 
research finds that in 2022, for example, “the U.S. child 
care industry generated $68.5 billion in revenue and 
$24.1 billion in purchases of goods and services.” 

•	 Support women in the workforce. A 10 percent child care 
price reduction would increase maternal employment 
by 0.5–2.5 percent.65

•	 Provide a path to more work hours and job advancement. 
A nationwide survey of 1,175 parents in 2024 found that 
among parents with children age 5 and under, nearly 
one in three would increase their work hours, and one 
in four would seek a new job if reliable, affordable child 
care were available.66 

•	 Increase long-term income. A 1 percent increase in the 
labor force participation rate for women (72.9 percent 
to 73.6 percent) is associated with an expected $72.8 
billion long-run increase in total personal income.67

https://www.counterpunch.org/2020/06/29/the-pandemic-shows-the-importance-of-funding-early-childcare-and-education-infrastructure/
https://www.counterpunch.org/2020/06/29/the-pandemic-shows-the-importance-of-funding-early-childcare-and-education-infrastructure/
https://strongnation.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/1598/05d917e2-9618-4648-a0ee-1b35d17e2a4d.pdf?1674854626&inline;%2520filename=%2522$122%2520Billion:%2520The%2520Growing,%2520Annual%2520Cost%2520of%2520the%2520Infant-Toddler%2520Child%2520Care%2520Crisis.pdf%2522
https://strongnation.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/1598/05d917e2-9618-4648-a0ee-1b35d17e2a4d.pdf?1674854626&inline;%2520filename=%2522$122%2520Billion:%2520The%2520Growing,%2520Annual%2520Cost%2520of%2520the%2520Infant-Toddler%2520Child%2520Care%2520Crisis.pdf%2522
https://strongnation.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/1598/05d917e2-9618-4648-a0ee-1b35d17e2a4d.pdf?1674854626&inline;%2520filename=%2522$122%2520Billion:%2520The%2520Growing,%2520Annual%2520Cost%2520of%2520the%2520Infant-Toddler%2520Child%2520Care%2520Crisis.pdf%2522
https://repository.fit.edu/etd/1491/
https://repository.fit.edu/etd/1491/
https://education.ced.org/child-care-in-state-economies?page=part-3
https://www.conference-board.org/research/solutions-briefs/early-care-and-education-as-an-economic-engine
https://www.conference-board.org/research/solutions-briefs/early-care-and-education-as-an-economic-engine
https://www.conference-board.org/research/solutions-briefs/early-care-and-education-as-an-economic-engine
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/inbrief-the-science-of-resilience/
https://www.ffyf.org/resources/2024/09/2024-briefing-book/
https://nwlc.org/resource/2024-election-night-survey-results/
https://education.ced.org/child-care-in-state-economies?page=part-3
https://www.conference-board.org/research/solutions-briefs/early-care-and-education-as-an-economic-engine
https://www.conference-board.org/research/solutions-briefs/early-care-and-education-as-an-economic-engine
https://www.conference-board.org/research/solutions-briefs/early-care-and-education-as-an-economic-engine
https://www.childcareaware.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Full-Report-Economics-and-Child-Care-Where-Are-We-Now-and-Where-Do-We-Go.pdf
https://www.childcareaware.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Full-Report-Economics-and-Child-Care-Where-Are-We-Now-and-Where-Do-We-Go.pdf
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/supporting-mothers-requires-a-child-care-guarantee/
https://ced-microsite.files.svdcdn.com/production/documents/241002_CCSE-2024-Report_Part-3_Final.pdf?dm=1733774339
https://ced-microsite.files.svdcdn.com/production/documents/241002_CCSE-2024-Report_Part-3_Final.pdf?dm=1733774339
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Paid Leave 

An American economy that prioritizes care includes 
workplace policies that make the basic cost of living more 
affordable, make it easier for caregivers to both care and 
work, and ensure that regardless of race, gender, and ability, 
people are able to freely choose their careers and make 
decisions about work. The bottom line when it comes to 
paid leave is that all workers should have the time they need 
to care for themselves and their families when they need it 
without risking their job or their paycheck.

The United States has no national paid family and medical 
leave or paid sick leave policy. Even unpaid leave under 
the Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) is inaccessible and 
unaffordable for many. Far too many people are faced with 
impossible choices between taking the time they need to 
take care of their own health, provide care for a loved one, or 
welcome a new child and losing the job or paycheck they need 
to make ends meet and put food on the table and pay rent. 
The absence of common-sense, family-forward workplace 
policies exacerbates economic and care challenges, with 
significant costs for workers and their families, public health, 
and the economy.

PAID FAMILY AND MEDICAL LEAVE

Paid family and medical leave enables people to receive 
wage replacement when they take extended time off from 
work for qualifying reasons, such as bonding with a new 
child, managing their own serious health condition, or caring 
for a loved one with a serious health condition. 

Currently, thirteen states and the District of Columbia 
have paid medical and family leave laws in place.68 But the 
majority of private-sector workers in the United States do 
not have access to paid family and medical leave.69 In 2023, 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) found that only 27 
percent of private-sector workers have paid family leave.70 
As of 2025, less than 50 percent have access to short-term 
disability, which some eligible workers may use on its own or 
alongside paid family and medical leave, if available.71 When 
paid family and medical leave benefits are at the discretion 
of employers, the most underpaid low-wage workers are the 

least likely to have access to paid leave. Among the most 
underpaid workers, many of whom are women and workers 
of color, only 5 percent have access to paid family leave 
through their employers.72 These inequalities across income 
are deepened by racial and gender inequities, with Black, 
Latina, and immigrant women being more likely to work in 
kinds of jobs that often do not have access to paid family 
and medical leave.73 Black women lose an estimated 3.9 
billion in wages each year due to unpaid leave.74 Workers 
with disabilities are also less likely to have access to paid 
family and medical leave, with only 26.5 percent of disabled 
workers having access compared to 37 percent of non-
disabled workers.75 Lack of access to paid leave makes it 
more difficult to balance care needs with work.

The lack of access to paid family leave or personal 
medical leave costs U.S. families $34 billion per year in lost 
wages.76 More than half (56 percent) of family caregivers 
experience financial strain and work interruptions as a result 
of caregiving.77 Both women and men over the age of 50 
who leave the workforce to care for an aging parent lose  
over $400,000 in earnings and retirement savings, with 
women losing almost $460,000, further entrenching 
gendered income inequality while making everybody less 
economically secure.78

The uneven distribution of who has paid leave contributes 
to income and wealth inequality in the United States. Those 
without paid leave are forced to forgo their paychecks and, in 
some cases, even risk their jobs if they take leave when they 
need it, which sets them back further economically. People 
may forgo medical care, which can have a devastating 
personal and financial impact. 

A person’s health and well-being are linked to their ability to 
work. Paid leave helps workers and their loved ones access 
timely health care, improves maternal mental health, and 
creates more financially stable families.79 Further, access 
to paid family and medical leave increases women’s labor 
force participation, which supports family economic security 
and improves national economic growth.80 Paid family and 
medical leave also increases the labor force participation 
of unpaid family caregivers providing care for aging and 

https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/WB/paid-leave/HistoryOfPaidLeaveUS.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-state-of-paid-family-and-medical-leave-in-the-u-s-in-2025/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-state-of-paid-family-and-medical-leave-in-the-u-s-in-2025/
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2025.htm
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/job-quality-and-race-and-gender-equity
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/job-quality-and-race-and-gender-equity
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.clasp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/2024.9.25_Need-for-Paid-Leave.pdf
https://www.clasp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/2024.9.25_Need-for-Paid-Leave.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/WB/paid-leave/PaidLeavefactsheet.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-L41-PURL-gpo235662/pdf/GOVPUB-L41-PURL-gpo235662.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-L41-PURL-gpo235662/pdf/GOVPUB-L41-PURL-gpo235662.pdf
https://www.clasp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/2024.9.25_Need-for-Paid-Leave.pdf
https://www.clasp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/2024.9.25_Need-for-Paid-Leave.pdf
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/key-facts-paid-family-and-medical-leave.pdf
https://policycentermmh.org/the-interconnection-of-paid-family-and-medical-leave-and-maternal-mental-health/
https://nationalpartnership.org/report/strong-state-evidence-for-paid-leave-connecticut-rhode-island-washington/
https://equitablegrowth.org/new-research-shows-paid-leave-increases-mothers-labor-force-participation-following-childbirth/
https://equitablegrowth.org/new-research-shows-paid-leave-increases-mothers-labor-force-participation-following-childbirth/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2212828X2030030X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2212828X2030030X
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disabled family members, boosting their economic security.81 
With its immense benefits to workers and their families, 
paid leave is overwhelmingly popular across the political 
spectrum: 81 percent of voters support a national paid  
eave program.82 

By the numbers, greater public investment in paid family and 
medical leave would:

•	 Support family caregivers, reducing racial and gender 
inequities in wages and work. With paid family and 
medical leave, 3.7 million more women caregivers, 
850,000 more Black caregivers, and 1 million more 
Latinx caregivers could enter the labor force by 2030.83 

•	 Increase labor force participation, especially among 
women, growing the economy. Studies have found that 
states with paid family and medical leave policies saw a 
20-percent decrease in women leaving their jobs after 
giving birth.84 

•	 Improve family economic security. A worker making 
$50,000 who needs twelve weeks to care for a loved 
one or themselves would receive $8,848 from a national 
paid family and medical leave program, increasing 
stability during a time of acute caregiving needs.85

•	 Decrease employee turnover. By allowing workers to 
return to their jobs after taking leave, paid family and 
medical leave reduces employee turnover, which also 
reduces costs associated with worker turnover for 
businesses.86 In one study, among workers in lower-wage 
jobs without employer health insurance, 83 percent 
of workers returned to their jobs if they had access to 
paid family and medical leave while only 74 percent of 
workers who did not have access to paid leave returned 
to their jobs.87 In the same study, 92 percent of employers 
said that paid leave had a positive or neutral effect on 
employee turnover.88 

•	 Bolster small businesses and economic productivity. 
National paid family and medical leave would help 
small businesses compete by helping provide a proven 
employer retention program without stretching their 
bottom line.89 In one poll, 79 percent of small businesses 
supported a national paid leave program.90 In another 
study, 72 percent of small business owners agreed that 
paid family and medical leave policies allowed them to 
retain employees and compete with larger businesses.91

•	 Increase lifelong earnings for workers. One study finds 
that, by helping workers stay at the same employer 
rather than needing to find a new job after leave, paid 
family medical leave policies would increase aggregate 
household income by $28.5 billion dollars.92 Around 
$9.4 billion of this would be generated from increased 
spending on goods and services by people with access 
to paid leave, buoying the economy.93

Seventeen states and the District of Columbia have laws 
requiring employers to provide some paid or earned sick 
leave.94 This type of leave is for short-term use, for illness, 
injury, or seeking medical care. While, nationally, substantially 
more workers have access to paid sick leave than paid family 
and medical leave, access is both inconsistent and largely 
reliant on the voluntary actions of employers. 

Twenty-five million workers still do not have a single day of 
paid sick leave.95 (See Figure 2.) While 96 percent of the top 
10 percent of wage-earners have access to paid sick days, 
only 41 percent of those in the bottom 10 percent of wage-
earners have access to paid sick days.96 Only 19 percent of 
home care workers have access to employer-provided paid 
sick leave.97

https://www.dataforprogress.org/datasets/polling-on-paid-leave
https://www.dataforprogress.org/datasets/polling-on-paid-leave
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/paid-leave-caregivers-connected-2030.pdf
https://equitablegrowth.org/new-research-shows-paid-leave-increases-mothers-labor-force-participation-following-childbirth/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/getting-to-know-the-new-family-act/#chapter-duration-and-benefit-amounts-9
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/getting-to-know-the-new-family-act/#chapter-duration-and-benefit-amounts-9
https://www.thirdway.org/memo/the-us-economy-needs-paid-leave
https://www.cepr.net/documents/publications/paid-family-leave-1-2011.pdf
https://www.cepr.net/documents/publications/paid-family-leave-1-2011.pdf
https://www.cepr.net/documents/publications/paid-family-leave-1-2011.pdf
https://www.cepr.net/documents/publications/paid-family-leave-1-2011.pdf
https://nationalpartnership.org/report/small-businesses-support-national-paid-family-medical-leave-program/
https://nationalpartnership.org/report/small-businesses-support-national-paid-family-medical-leave-program/
https://smallbusinessmajority.org/sites/default/files/research-reports/ca-small-business-support-paid-family-leave-and-paid-sick-days.pdf
https://smallbusinessmajority.org/sites/default/files/research-reports/ca-small-business-support-paid-family-leave-and-paid-sick-days.pdf
https://peri.umass.edu/wp-content/uploads/joomla/images/publication/Economic-Effects-of-Investing-in-Quality-Care-Jobs-and-Paid-Family-and-Medical-Leave2.pdf
https://peri.umass.edu/wp-content/uploads/joomla/images/publication/Economic-Effects-of-Investing-in-Quality-Care-Jobs-and-Paid-Family-and-Medical-Leave2.pdf
https://peri.umass.edu/wp-content/uploads/joomla/images/publication/Economic-Effects-of-Investing-in-Quality-Care-Jobs-and-Paid-Family-and-Medical-Leave2.pdf
https://www.abetterbalance.org/paid-sick-time-laws/
https://www.abetterbalance.org/paid-sick-time-laws/
https://nationalpartnership.org/voters-demand-paid-sick-days-access-expands-25-million-workers-still-left-out/
https://nationalpartnership.org/voters-demand-paid-sick-days-access-expands-25-million-workers-still-left-out/
https://nationalpartnership.org/voters-demand-paid-sick-days-access-expands-25-million-workers-still-left-out/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/universal-paid-sick-time-would-strengthen-public-health-and-benefit-businesses/
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FIGURE 2

The 25 million workers without paid sick leave currently 
are most often underpaid and part-time workers, who are 
more often women and people of color.98 Women are 
more likely than men to be balancing work with caregiving 
responsibilities such as caring for a child or an aging loved 
one.99 Access to paid sick leave makes a healthier and more 
productive workforce: increasing access to preventative 
care, reducing the likelihood that workers show up to work 
sick, and improving collective public health.100 

Workers and families around the country and across the 
political spectrum overwhelmingly agree with the basic 
principle that people should be able to take a day off to care 
for themselves or a loved one, as evident from the recently 
passed ballot initiatives for paid sick leave in states from 
Alaska to Nebraska.101 

By the numbers, greater public investment in paid sick  
leave would:

•	 Reduce health care costs and improve public health. 
National paid sick leave is estimated to result in $1.1 
billion in savings for hospital emergency departments 
each year.102 

•	 Increase employment and hours worked. One recent 
study found that paid sick leave increased women’s 
employment by 1.2 percent.103 Separately, another study 
found that workers with paid sick leave were able to work 
an extra twenty hours per year, increasing their income 
especially for hourly wage workers.104

•	 Prevents the spread of illness. States with paid sick leave 
have seen a decline in flu rates of 40 percent.105

•	 Reduce the number of people going into work while 
sick. Going into work while sick—a phenomenon called 
“presenteeism”—is estimated to cost the economy $293 
billion each year due to reduced productivity.106 

Aging and Disability Care

An American economy that prioritizes care recognizes that 
everyone will need to give or receive care at some point 
during their lives, and robust aging and disability care is 
central to ensuring that people have the freedom to choose 
where they live, work, and age. 

THE CURRENT AGING AND DISABILITY CARE SYSTEM 
DOES NOT MEET NEEDS OR EXPECTATIONS 

While some aging and disability care can take place in 
institutional facilities such as nursing homes, the vast 
majority of people—more than 90 percent of older adults 
and 89 percent of people with disabilities—would prefer to 
live and age at home and in their communities.107 In order 
to do so, they need aging and disability care in the form of 
home- and community-based services (HCBS), including 
transportation and assistance with communication, getting 
dressed, or other day-to-day tasks that enable them to fully 
participate in their communities.108 Care recipients need the 
option to self-direct their own care, determining how care is 
provided and hiring a caregiver of their choice, including a 
family member, if preferred.109 People with disabilities need 
support to participate in employment, and family caregivers, 
who often take time out of the paid workforce to provide 
care, need support as well.110 However, the current patchwork 
system leaves many out, and forces people who require care 
to become impoverished to access the services they need, 
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utilize institutional settings when they would prefer to live 
and age at home, rely on the unpaid labor of undersupported 
family caregivers, or to go without care entirely. 

Medicaid, a state and federal partnership, is the primary 
source of funding for aging and disability care, both for 
institutional care facilities and for home- and community-
based services. Since private insurance and Medicare do 
not cover the majority of long-term care, Medicaid pays 
for nearly 70 percent of all home- and community-based 
services.111 More than 7.8 million people with disabilities and 
older adults rely on Medicaid HCBS.112 Medicaid has strict 
financial eligibility requirements that force people to spend 
down assets if they need care. Despite the overwhelming 
preference that care recipients have for living and aging 
at home, Medicaid home- and community-based care 
is optional for states to provide, while institutional care 
facilities are a required service under federal law.113 As a 
result, most states operate waiting lists for HCBS, with more 
than 710,000 people remaining on such lists in 2024.114 Most 
wait an average of forty months before receiving home- and 
community-based services through Medicaid waivers.115 
Many others do not qualify for Medicaid at all because they 
do not meet the strict income and asset requirements.116 

Public education is also needed, because many people 
assume that private insurance or Medicare will cover the 
support that they or their loved ones will need as they age. 
Many people incorrectly believe that Medicare covers long-
term care.117 Such a change to Medicare would be popular: 
88 percent of voters support expanding Medicare to 
cover long-term, in-home care.118 Overwhelmingly, people 
value home- and community-based services and support 
increased investment. In a recent poll, 90 percent of likely 
voters said they believed there should be no cuts to HCBS, 
and a majority wanted increased funding.119 The need for 
long-term care is only growing, but the investment of public 
dollars has not met the need.120

At the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, the federal 
government temporarily did invest in Medicaid home- 
and community-based services. States used these funds 
to expand services to beneficiaries; strengthen workforce 

recruitment, retention, and training; provide respite services 
for family caregivers; and improve services for the children, 
families, and disabled and older adults who rely on them. 
Notably, all states increased opportunities for care recipients 
to self-direct their own care, giving people more freedom in 
how they receive services.121 Unfortunately, these investments 
were temporary rather than permanent investments that 
care recipients and caregivers need. 

At the same time, many states are pursuing policies to 
increase access to home- and community-based services 
because of the growing demand for services. California 
recently increased the Medi-Cal Aged, Blind, and Disabled 
income limit to 138 percent of the federal poverty level 
(FPL), and the amount of assets a person can have to be 
eligible for Medicaid from $2,000 to $130,000 for a single 
person.122 Oregon also strengthened its Medicaid program 
by expanding the Oregon Project Independence program 
to older adults and people with disabilities with incomes up 
to 400 percent of the federal poverty level (about $5,200 
per month) and who do not have resources that exceed the 
cost of six months in a nursing facility.123 In Washington State, 
the state legislature established the WA Cares Fund, the 
first statewide long-term care social insurance program in 
the country. Funded through modest payroll contributions, 
the program helps pay for hiring home care workers, home 
modifications, meal deliveries, compensation for family 
caregivers, and more when residents need long-term care, 
paying out benefits beginning in 2026.124 These policies 
mean that more people can get the care that they need and 
deserve without having to sacrifice income and draining 
savings to do so. 

THE IMPACTS OF SCARCE PUBLIC INVESTMENT IN 
AGING OR DISABILITY CARE

Because Medicare does not cover most long-term care, 
older adults and people with disabilities who are ineligible for 
Medicaid must pay out-of-pocket for aging and disability care, 
rely on unpaid friends and family for care, or go without care 
entirely. Private-pay long-term care services are prohibitively 
expensive and pose a significant financial burden for those 
most in need. In 2023, the median annual costs of care in the 
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United States were $68,640 for full-time home health aide 
services and $288,288 for round-the-clock home health aide 
services—costs that are out of reach for most Americans.125 
Private long-term care insurance is also unaffordable for 
most people and is limited in scope.126 The U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services estimates that the average 
American turning 65 today will incur $120,900 in future long-
term care costs, with families paying for over one-third of the 
cost out-of-pocket.127 Such high costs would quickly exhaust 
the resources of older adults and people with disabilities, 
making it harder for families to make ends meet, save for 
the future, and take care of themselves and their loved ones. 
Family caregivers are often left to shoulder the resulting 
gaps in care. Family caregivers provide an estimated value 
of $600 billion in unpaid caregiving contributions.128 These 
estimates don’t include other financial challenges, such as 
lost wages resulting from needing to limit working hours, 
accumulated debt, lost retirement contributions and savings, 
and out-of-pocket caregiving costs. The country’s failure to 
support investments in aging and disability care impact the 
ability of older adults and disabled people to get consistent, 
life-sustaining care even as the care workforce is underpaid 
and undervalued. 

Recent and devastating federal funding cuts to Medicaid, 
Medicare, and the Affordable Care Act further entrench 
this imbalance, while also creating significant state budget 
shortfalls and that will have negative, downstream effects on 
existing care supports.129 This is in part because Medicaid 
dollars are the single largest source of federal funding for 
states, and federal and state dollars combined make up 
nearly one-third of state budgets.130 States will be unable 
to make up for such a loss in funding without making cuts 
to critical goods and services.131 As an optional Medicaid 
service, home- and community-based services are likely 
to be among the first services that states will consider 
eliminating.132 Additionally, without public investment that 
includes clear policy guardrails, long-term care is vulnerable 
to increasing privatization and financialization, with private 
equity firms now owning about 10 percent of the home 
care sector.133 Private equity’s involvement has been shown 
to raise prices for those who need care while cutting wages 
for care workers to minimize costs.134 As the need for care 

grows, with the number of older adults who need care 
expected to double by 2080, investing public dollars in 
aging and disability care that empowers those who need 
care, resources for family caregivers, and supports good jobs 
for care workers is ever more urgent.135 

WHAT GREATER PUBLIC INVESTMENT IN AGING  
AND DISABILITY CARE WOULD DO FOR FAMILIES AND 
THE ECONOMY

Such investments would not only lower costs for families, 
but also strengthen the broader economy. Most critically, 
increased investments to strengthen HCBS would mean 
that older adults and people with disabilities have more 
freedom to receive the care they need in the setting of their 
choice, including through self-directed care. These policies 
improve the overall health and well-being of care recipients 
and caregivers. It would also increase family caregivers’ 
economic security by ensuring that aging and disability 
supports are not only widely available, but also affordable, 
decreasing financial strain and preventing accumulation 
of debt.136 Fuller access to supports such as respite care 
and compensation for family caregivers can help alleviate 
stressors that affect their health, well-being, and ability to 
participate in the workforce.137 As discussed above, these 
policies also impact women’s income and participation in the 
labor force because women are more often relied upon to 
provide care to children and other family members.138

Investing in aging and disability care also supports the care 
economy by creating good care jobs.139 And it would improve 
the health and well-being of millions across the country, as 
well as the dignity and economic security of everyone who 
gives and receives care. 

By the numbers, greater public investment in aging and 
disability care would: 

•	 Build economic security for older adults and people 
with disabilities. Currently, eight in ten older adults 
would be unable to cover the costs of long-term 
support and services, and adults with disabilities spend 
one-fifth of their household income on their care.140  
A room in an institutional care or skilled nursing facility 
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costs approximately $100,000 per year, and aging and 
disability care at home, where most people want to 
receive it, costs between $60,000 and over $288,000 
per year.141

•	 Increase labor force participation of caregivers. Fifty 
percent of caregivers have experienced a workforce 
impact due to their caregiving responsibilities, such as 
having to leave work early or take time off.142 A system 
that allows these caregivers to remain in the workforce 
would contribute to economic growth.

•	 Meet the growing demand for care people prefer. Over 
90 percent of older adults and 89 percent of people with 
disabilities prefer to live and age at home and in their 
communities;143 86 percent of voters think Congress 
should take action to improve the availability of quality, 
affordable HCBS.144 

•	 Generate revenue for states. State economies are 
strengthened when people have access to care, as 
investment in care has a multiplier effect. As one 
example, every dollar spent on Medicaid, which  
funds 70 percent of home- and community-based 
services in the United States, generates over one dollar 
for the economy.145

•	 Promote job growth and a strong economy. Previously 
proposed investments to bolster home- and community-
based services included would have created more than 
740,000 jobs, both through directly created home care 
jobs and indirect job creation as workers spend new 
wages that strengthen local economies.146 

Good Jobs for Care Workers

An American economy that prioritizes care includes good 
jobs for the care workforce, with family-sustaining pay and 
benefits, and the ability to form and join a union. Care work 
would be a highly-valued and respected profession and the 
sector would attract and retain the workforce that’s needed 
to meet the growing care needs of all across the country. 
Care workers of all kinds would have what they need to take 
care of themselves and their families, and care recipients 

would have the high-quality, reliable, and affordable services 
they need to live, age, and work with dignity in the setting of 
their choice. 

CARE WORKERS ARE UNDERVALUED, UNDERPAID,  
AND UNDERPROTECTED

Care workers—child care and direct care workers, including 
personal care aides, home health aides, and direct support 
professionals—provide life-sustaining care that allows families 
and communities to thrive and live and age independently 
at every stage of life. Care work includes everything from 
caring for children, to assisting people with disabilities, to 
everyday household tasks such as cleaning services, laundry, 
and meal preparation. Not only is supporting care workers 
essential for their and their families’ well-being, care work is 
critical for the well-being of care recipients and the broader 
economy, supporting people with care needs and caregiving 
responsibilities to participate in the paid workforce. 

Despite the critical nature of this work, care continues to 
be devalued, relying on underpaid labor of care workers 
and unpaid family caregivers while also contributing to the 
persistence of racial and gender inequities. The devaluation 
of care work is inextricable from the country’s legacy of 
chattel slavery, when enslaved Black women were forced to 
care for the family members of their enslavers.147 Today, racial 
and gender-based inequities persist. Unpaid caregiving, 
two-thirds of which is done by women, is worth more than $1 
trillion.148 Asian women and Latina women both spend about 
an hour a day on average providing unpaid care—the highest 
out of any group—providing $5,600 and $5,100 in unpaid 
care per capita each year, respectively.149 Black women and 
white women, who average the most time of any group 
caring for people outside of their household, are providing 
$4,100 and $5,000 total in unpaid care per capita each year, 
respectively.150 Women of color are also more likely to be 
“sandwich caregivers”—providing unpaid care to an adult 
while also caring for children at home.151 These disparities 
demonstrate the compounding challenges of providing 
unpaid care, such as difficulties reentering the workforce and 
economic insecurity, further entrenching existing gender 
and racial inequities. 
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Wages in the care workforce are limited by an 
underinvestment of federal and state dollars, making 
occupations in the care sector among the lowest paid in 
the workforce overall.152 As a result, families often lack the 
resources to compensate providers in line with the true 
value of their work, making public investment even more 
essential to fill in the gaps left by the failure of the current 
economic system. The national median hourly wage for all 
jobs in the United States is $23.80, meaning care workers 
are paid less than similar workers in other industries, even 
when controlling for characteristics such as education, 
demographic characteristics, geography, and credentials.153 
Nationally, people who work with children in child care 
and preschool are paid a median wage of $15.41 an hour.154 
Home-based child care providers—those who provide 
care in their own homes or private households—are paid a 
median wage of just $9.01 an hour.155 Direct care workers, 
which include personal care aides, home care workers, direct 
support professionals, residential care aides, and nursing 
assistants in nursing homes, are paid an annual median wage 
of $17.36 an hour, with home care workers paid the least at a 
median of $16.77 per hour.156 These national averages hide 
regional and state specific variations. For example, in the 
South, where care workers are overwhelmingly Black, Latina, 
and immigrant women, they tend to be paid less than the 
national average, and union density is especially low.157 

In addition to low pay, care jobs often lack benefits such as 
health insurance, retirement, and paid time off.158 Complex, 
emotionally and physically demanding work with little to no 
support or resources makes it difficult to attract and retain 
the workers necessary to meet rapidly growing demand. 
From 2014 to 2023, the direct care workforce added more 
than 1.5 million jobs, reaching 5 million.159 Projections indicate 
that the direct care field will need to add nearly 740,000 new 
jobs from 2024 to 2034, outpacing every occupation in the 
country in terms of new jobs added to the labor force.160 
Meanwhile, today, child care employment remains 100,ooo 
jobs below pre-pandemic trends, despite the vast demand.161 
Without improving the pay, benefits, and working conditions 
of the care jobs, the sector will struggle to fill these openings, 
stretching the workforce even thinner and jeopardizing life-
sustaining care that people across the country rely on. 

The exclusion of care workers from workplace rights 
and protections makes it even harder for the sector to 
organize and demand family-sustaining wages, benefits, 
and better working conditions. For example, New  
Deal-era policies guaranteeing minimum wages, overtime 
pay, health and safety protections, and the right for workers to 
join together and form unions, originally excluded domestic 
and agricultural workers—occupations held by mostly Black 
workers.162 More recently, the 2014 U.S. Supreme Court 
decision Harris v. Quinn ruled that Medicaid direct care 
workers providing home- and community-based services 
for older adults and disabled people could not be required 
to pay the portion of union dues that support collective 
bargaining, a major blow for workers organizing in the care 
sector.163 Care workers today continue to experience attacks 
on what few workplace rights they’ve been able to secure.164

As a result, care workers often face economic insecurity and 
poor working conditions. Still, care workers have successfully 
pushed back against their undervaluation by organizing to 
improve wages, benefits, working conditions, and the quality 
of services for care recipients. For example, New Jersey 
recently joined eleven other states, two major cities, and the 
District of Columbia in passing a Domestic Workers’ Bill of 
Rights which guarantees basic labor rights and protections 
in the workplace that domestic workers—including child care 
and home care workers—are entitled to.165 Michigan home 
care workers recently won restoration of their collective 
bargaining rights and secured additional support for care 
recipients needing home- and community-based services 
in the state.166 Washington, D.C. established the D.C. Early 
Childhood Educator Pay Equity Fund in 2022, a first-in-the-
nation initiative to raise compensation for early childhood 
educators across the early learning system. In fiscal year 
2023, the policy increased caregiver compensation by 40 
percent, supporting staff retention.167 

Despite progress made throughout the years, anti-immigrant 
policies put in place by the current administration and state 
lawmakers in many states, including a mass detention and 
deportation agenda, threaten the care workforce, exacerbate 
the challenges paid and unpaid care workers face, and put 
people in need of the care they provide at risk. Immigrant 
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workers have long been essential to our communities and to 
the care sector, making up nearly 30 percent of all home care 
workers, 21 percent of workers in nursing facilities, 23 percent 
of child care workers, and 42 percent of domestic workers 
in the U.S.168 The number of Americans turning 65 and 
older has outpaced the growth of working-age adults, and 
the U.S.-born workforce alone will not be able to meet the 
nation’s rapidly growing care needs.169 Cruel anti-immigrant 
policies that force people out of their jobs and communities 
further threaten an already fragile system, jeopardizing the 
well-being of families and communities nationwide. 

THE IMPACT OF UNDERVALUING CARE WORKERS

Poor working conditions, low pay, and no benefits mean 
that care workers aren’t able to take care of themselves and 
their own families. The impact of a lack of good care jobs 
is clear: one-in-three direct care workers live in low-income 
households, and nearly half (49 percent) rely on some form 
of public assistance, such as Medicaid and SNAP.170 Many 
direct care workers are also doubly reliant on Medicaid: the 
program is the key funding source for their pay, and over a 
third of home care workers rely on Medicaid for their own 
health care coverage.171 Child care workers’ families are 
more than twice as likely to experience poverty as other 
workers’ families and struggle to afford the cost of child 
care for their own children.172 Domestic workers are three 
times as likely to experience poverty and less than one in 
ten receive retirement benefits and health insurance through 
their employer.173 It’s important to note that many immigrant 
care workers aren’t eligible for public assistance due to their 
immigration status,174 leaving many workers without a way to 
secure basic necessities despite their essential contributions 
to such programs with taxes from their wages and purchases. 

Low compensation remains a key driving factor behind 
challenges facing the care sector, resulting in difficulty 
recruiting and retaining workers, high turnover, and limited 
support for providers, which are often small businesses 
with few employees. High turnover, in particular, disrupts 
the consistency and reliability of care that older adults, 
people with disabilities, and family caregivers need. This is 
true across the care sector, but especially evident among 

nursing assistants in nursing homes for whom the annual 
median turnover rate is nearly 100 percent.175 This can have 
devastating effects on families: staffing shortages in nursing 
homes have been shown to be associated with increased 
deaths of nursing home residents.176 These challenges are 
likely to worsen in the years ahead with attacks on minimum 
staffing standards for nursing homes and the recent federal 
budget bill’s cuts to Medicaid, which limits states’ ability 
to sustain or increase direct care workforce investments.177 
The economic reality of care workers does not reflect or 
recognize the complexity and value of the work they do in 
all settings. 

Importantly, the current administration’s attacks on 
immigrants will reduce the size of the care labor force, 
squeezing the labor supply further and negatively impacting 
careworkers’ ability to support themselves, their families, 
and care recipients.178 Increased threats of family separation, 
detention or deportation in schools, workplaces, child care 
programs, and more may prevent people from receiving 
basic services or going to work out of fear. Not only does 
it impact the emotional and physical well-being of children 
and families foremost, it also puts their economic security 
even more at risk. One analysis found that the deportation 
of undocumented residents from mixed-status households 
would reduce median household income by 47 percent.179 

Anti-immigrant policies also have broader economic 
consequences. Research has shown that a mass deportation 
policy could reduce cumulative GDP by $4.7 billion over ten 
years.180 Without immigrant care workers, even more family 
caregivers may be forced to leave the workforce or reduce 
their work hours in order to provide care. Caregivers already 
lose an estimated $522 billion in wages each year due to 
caregiving, and employers lose an estimated $33 billion 
per year due to employees’ caregiving responsibilities.181 
Without sustained immigration to the United States, GDP 
growth will be near impossible, and allowing for larger flows 
of immigration is one of the only options for policymakers 
who do not want to see the rate of GDP growth slow.182 
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WHAT GOOD JOBS FOR CARE WORKERS WOULD DO 
FOR FAMILIES AND THE ECONOMY

Making care jobs good jobs is necessary to support the 
well-being of families across the nation and build a more 
equitable and inclusive economy. In addition to a strong, 
family-sustaining wage floor for care workers in their 
respective industries, the bargaining power that unions can 
provide is one of the most direct pathways to securing better 
pay, benefits, and job security. According to one analysis, 
if all direct care and child care workers were covered by 
union contracts, due to the wage-boosting effects of such 
agreements, these workers would likely see significant wage 
increases.183 They would also be much more likely to have 
health insurance, paid time off, and equitable pay, since 
these provisions are often included in collective bargaining 
agreements.184 Raising pay for care workers addresses the 
workforce recruitment and retention crisis, and reduces the 
need for care workers to depend on the public programs 
which also need ongoing, robust investments to support 
people in meeting their basic needs. Better earnings for care 
workers also stimulates economic growth because lower 
income workers are more likely to spend a greater proportion 
of new, increased earnings on previously unaffordable basic 
needs and services, rather than saving it.185

As mentioned in the previous section, prioritizing public 
investments in aging and disability care supports good jobs 
for care workers by creating millions of jobs and stimulating 
the economy as workers spend new wages. When care 
jobs are good jobs, care workers are able to take care of 
themselves and their families with safety and dignity. This 
would mean more consistent and reliable care for older 
adults, people with disabilities, families, and children, giving 
people more freedom in where they live, age, and work. 
Pressure would be relieved from family caregivers who are 
often forced to take time out of the workforce to meet 
caregiving responsibilities, boosting their emotional and 
financial well-being, in addition to increasing women’s labor 
force participation. Employers would benefit from reduced 
employee turnover and increased retention, reducing 
the costs associated with training and hiring new workers. 
Everyone benefits when care jobs are good jobs: workers 

are better off, people receive better and more consistent 
services, and family caregivers are more secure.

By the numbers, greater public investment in good jobs for 
care workers would: 

•	 Ensure that the jobs of the future are good jobs. 
Projections indicate that the direct care field will add 
nearly 740,000 new jobs from 2024 to 2034, outpacing 
every occupation in the country in terms of new jobs 
added to the labor force.186 

•	 Increase the quality of care. Better care jobs would 
reduce burnout and cut turnover costs for employers by 
as much as 40 percent. 187

•	 Grow the economy. One study estimated that higher 
wages for direct care workers would boost economic 
output by around $20 billion in 2030.188

•	 Support and resource care and caregiving. The economic 
output of unpaid caregivers’ labor is worth more than  
$1 trillion annually.189 Compensating unpaid caregivers 
for this essential work would support the economic 
security of caregivers and enable economic growth.

An Economic Vision for America 
Centered on Care

A vibrant economic vision for the United States prioritizes 
care policies, including:

•	 Child Care for All. Guarantee that all families have 
child care that meets their families’ needs, is free or 
within families’ budgets, and includes the resources 
to build out a strong supply of options and a thriving 
community of early educators and child care programs. 

•	 Paid Leave for All. Create a permanent, 
comprehensive federal paid family and medical leave 
program to allow family members to do any of the 
following: bond with a new child, deal with a personal or 
family illness or disability, handle needs that arise from a 
military deployment, or respond to needs arising when a  
worker or their family member or loved one experience 
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sexual or domestic violence, without risking their job or 
critical income.

•	 Paid Sick Leave for All. Ensure that all workers in the 
United States have access to paid sick leave when they 
need it to care for themselves and their loved ones. 

•	 Aging and Disability Care for All. Provide a robust 
home care benefit to strengthen Medicare, make home 
and community-based services a mandatory Medicaid 
service, eliminate Medicaid waitlists, and establish 
a program for people not eligible for Medicaid or 
Medicare and who cannot afford to pay out of pocket. 

•	 Good Jobs for All Care Workers. Guarantee that 
care jobs are good jobs that provide dignity and respect, 
family-sustaining pay and benefits, opportunities for 
professional development, and the ability to form and 
join a union to attract, retain, and support the workforce 
that’s needed to meet the growing care needs of 
everyone across the country. 

A future where families’ decisions about care depend 
on what they want, rather than what they can afford, is  
within reach. 

Looking Ahead

An American economy that prioritizes care is a prerequisite 
for an American future that includes flourishing individuals, 
families, and communities, greater equality, shared economic 
prosperity, and a stronger democracy. Care investments 
must be central to the economic policy agenda because 
it is what families need. That is and should be enough of 
a reason. A care-centered economy not only supports 
families, it drives economic growth and democratic stability.
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