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Child care access challenges are widespread across the country, but the scale and complexity of the problem
can make it difficult for policymakers to know where to begin. Traditional measures of access focus primarily on
comparing an estimated demand for care with the number of available “slots.” However, this approach does
not adequately capture the preferences, needs, and tradeoffs families must consider every day related to
things like affordability, quality, location, and hours, along with whether the care arrangement is able to
support their child’'s development.

To better understand access from a family’s perspective, the newly launched ECE Access Center at Child Trends
conducted a national survey of parents with children under age 6. The survey used a measure called the
Misalignment Index, which identifies the gap between the care families need and want and the care they are
using. The Misalignment Index offers a practical tool for understanding where current child care systems and
policies could be strengthened to improve access to the types of care families seek. By identifying these specific
gaps, early learning leaders and policymakers can gain actionable insights that provide a more nuanced
understanding of possible pathways to addressing access challenges in ways that are responsive to the needs
and preferences of the children and families they serve.

Key Findings

» Almost two thirds of families using any type of paid or unpaid nonparental child care
arrangement' (64%) reported moderate to high misalignment between their current child care
arrangement and their family’'s needs and preferences (referred to as their “ideal” arrangement).
This pattern was consistent across families of all income levels and suggests that challenges extend
beyond access alone. Even families who are able to secure licensed child care often felt their
arrangement did not meet their needs, while families relying on relatives or friends likewise reported
substantial gaps between their current and preferred care arrangements.

» Affordability is not the only challenge families face:
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» The primary drivers of families’ searches for new care arrangements are affordability (40%), finding a
program that better supports their child's learning (35%), and proximity to home or work (28%).

» High levels of misalignment contribute to instability in child care arrangements. Nearly one quarter
(23%) of families who reported moderate to high misalignment also said they were actively searching for a
new child care arrangement; in contrast, only 6 percent of those with low misalignment were searching.
However, many families facing moderate to high misalignment may not search for care because they were
unable to identify suitable alternatives in earlier searches; or because changing care would require additional
tradeoffs, such as higher costs, longer commutes, or the need to coordinate care for multiple children. As a
result, many families may remain in care that does not fully meet their needs.

» Families consistently identified quality and cost as non-negotiable features of their care
arrangement. Families were asked to identify the most “crucially important” features of their child care
arrangement, meaning they would not consider options that lacked these features. The most frequently
identified features included care that:

e Supported their child's social-emotional development (62%)
e Had staff with the needed educational qualifications (57%)
e Was within their budget (56%)

e  Supported their child's unique developmental needs (55%)
e Spoke their child's home language (55%)

e Offered opportunities for individualized attention (52%)

» Families with lower incomes who did not have access to a child care subsidy face an especially
constrained set of choices in finding care that meets their non-negotiable needs. Families with incomes
below 200 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL) who did not receive a child care subsidy had significantly
higher levels of misalignment and were significantly less likely to find multiple care options that met their
non-negotiable needs (e.g., care that was within their budget, close enough to home or work, fit their work
schedule) during their search, relative to families with higher incomes.

How Family-Centered Solutions Can Help Policymakers

Without a fuller picture of families’ needs, it may seem that increasing child care supply is the only way to address
access challenges. However, data on misalignment can help identify where more targeted strategies may be needed
to ensure that the existing supply better reflects the kind of care families seek. For example, if families report
difficulty finding programs that support their child's learning and development, policymakers might prioritize
strategies that strengthen program quality, such as increasing compensation and professional development
opportunities for the workforce, supporting quality improvement initiatives, or aligning subsidy reimbursement rates
with the true cost of providing high-quality care. Alternatively, some families may want child care that offers greater
flexibility in a smaller group setting. In response, policymakers could explore strategies to strengthen the supply of
home-based child care by offering facilities improvement grants, start-up funding, technical assistance, licensing
support, or business development resources to new providers.

To better understand access from a family's perspective, Child Trends partnered with national experts to develop a
family-centered framework for understanding early care and education (ECE) access.? Grounded in decades of
research, the Access Framework defines access from families’ perspectives, recognizing that access exists only when
families can, with reasonable effort, find and afford high-quality care that meets their preferences as parents and
supports their children’s learning and development.? Building on this framework, the Misalignment Index is a tool
that measures the gap between what families value and how well their current child care arrangements reflect those
priorities. *
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The ECE Access Framework and Misalignment Index can help policymakers move beyond broad counts of child care
shortages and help them identify the characteristics of child care arrangements that are needed, which families are
underserved, the barriers families face in accessing care beyond cost, where (geographically) gaps in alignment are
concentrated, and which policy changes may provide the most support to the families they serve.

Three Key Takeaways for Policymakers

» Affordability is a widespread barrier with unequal impacts on families, particularly those with
lower incomes who do not have access to child care subsidies. These families have access to
fewer viable child care options and a greater likelihood of needing to rely on care that does not
adequately meet their needs. Affordability challenges affect families across the income spectrum and
shape whether they can access care that meets their needs. However, these challenges are especially
felt by families with lower incomes who do not have access to affordable care or child care subsidies,
leaving them with fewer viable options and higher levels of misalignment with the options that are
available to them. As a result, families with lower incomes may be more likely to rely on care that does
not fully meet their needs, have limited choices when searching for care, or make difficult household
budget tradeoffs to afford care. Data on misalignment can help policymakers more precisely identify
where affordability gaps are greatest, refine eligibility rules, and better target resources to ensure that
investments reach families with the highest levels of unmet need.

» Access is shaped by several interconnected factors for families, including cost, quality, and
location. As a result, to meaningfully improve access, policymakers must better understand the
unique constellation of needs and challenges experienced by the families they serve. Families
who believed that alternative child care arrangements might be available primarily reported seeking
more affordable care, higher-quality care, and care closer to home or work. These factors are
interconnected for families. Families may find care they can afford that is too far away, or nearby
options that do not meet their needs or quality expectations. As a result, addressing any single factor in
isolation may not meaningfully improve access.® Policy solutions and supply strategies that consider
cost, quality, and location together may be more effective in expanding options families can realistically
use. For example, policymakers can consider aligning subsidy reimbursement rates and family
copayments with the cost of high-quality care, investing in care in underserved areas, and helping
providers maintain quality standards that meet families’ needs and preferences.

» Misalignment can contribute to changes in child care arrangements, which can create instability
for parents, children, and child care providers. Even when families can find child care, they must
often balance affordability, care that meets the parents’ needs, and care that best supports the child’s
development. As a result, families experiencing misalignment may continue searching for better
options, leading to changes in care arrangements over time. This pattern can disrupt parents’ ability to
work® and create instability for children, which can negatively affect their development.” It can also
create instability for providers who rely on income from consistent enroliment.® Policies that better
align care with families’ priorities from the start can help reduce unnecessary instability and turnover in
the child care market.
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Using the Misalignment Index in Your State or Community

Child Trends' 2025 Child Care Access Survey demonstrates how the Misalignment Index can provide actionable
insights into how well child care options align with families’ needs and preferences. The ECE Access Center at
Child Trends works with state and community leaders to apply this approach in local contexts. Through these
partnerships, the ECE Access Center helps leaders collect and use data to better target investments, refine
policy strategies, and strengthen child care systems so they better reflect what families need.

Interested in examining child care access from a family perspective ECE
or using the Misalignment Index in your state or community? Access
Center

Contact Dr. Sarah Daily, Early Childhood Education Program Area Director, Child Trends
at sdaily@childtrends.org or visit us at: https://www.childtrends.org/research-centers/ece-access-center

2=/ About This Survey
=

This survey used a nationally representative survey panel of U.S. households, created and operated by NORC
at the University of Chicago, called AmeriSpeak. AmeriSpeak uses probability-based sampling methods in
which households are randomly selected with a known chance of inclusion, rather than relying on
self-selected or convenience samples. The survey was designed to provide scientifically rigorous and
representative insights into the experiences and opinions of U.S. parents and caregivers of children from birth
to age 5. Data were collected from November 20-24, 2025 using both an online survey and telephone
interviews. A total of 797 parents of children from birth to age 5 completed the survey section, including 683
who were responsible for selecting child care arrangements for a focal child and were therefore eligible to be
included in the analyses. All analyses in this brief are based on this weighted analytic sample of 622 parents
and caregivers of children from birth to age 5 who gave valid responses to our key Misalignment Index survey
questions. Children were not required to be in nonparental care to be included in the study. Survey weights
were applied to align the sample with demographic characteristics of the Current Population Survey from the
U.S. Census Bureau, including sex, age, education, race/ethnicity, and region, and to account for the
probability of being selected as the focal child for Access Misalignment Index survey items. We used survey-
weighted two-sample t-tests for equality of proportions to assess differences by income and misalignment
group.

Recommended citation: Daily, S., Hirilall, A., Gerson, C., & Richards, K. (2026). Understanding child
care access challenges requires family-centered solutions. Child Trends. DOI: 10.56417/2895y1066¢
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