The False Divide
Between “Working”
and “Stay-at-Home"”
Parents

by Elise Anderson, Elliot Haspel, and Ivana Greco

capita

Key Messages

e The U.S. lacks a coherent family policy. Our federal family policy initiatives are often
scattered and disconnected. As a result, they overlook many families. In this report, we
examine one such kind of overlooked family: families with a stay-at-home parent.
Understanding these parents offers invaluable insights into how many ordinary families think
about work, child care, and work-life balance: In an era of mounting uncertainty and the
convergence of geopolitical, technological, environmental, and demographic challenges,
resilient families are a stabilizing social force and an imperative for our future. Designing
policies to help strengthen families begins with recognizing families as they actually are, in all
their variety, including the stay-at-home parents that policy has long ignored and who
represent a powerful entry point for this new approach.

e Many stay-at-home parents deeply desire to be home with their children, but others are
home mainly because of challenging questions about the cost and availability of quality child
care: 69% of the stay-at-home parents we surveyed engage in paid work in some capacity,
often part-time and in some cases full-time, in addition to the substantial unpaid caregiving
labor they perform at home. Most expressed a desire to work more than they already do,
though they generally prefer part-time arrangements. Improving household income and
meeting basic family needs are the primary motivations for wanting to work more.

e Families with stay-at-home parents - like those nationwide — are facing a serious affordability
crisis: Parents tell us there is too little flexibility or choice in structuring their lives. Our acute
affordability crisis makes living on a single income incredibly difficult for most families, thus
preventing families who may otherwise prefer to have a parent stay home from doing so. At
the same time, many stay-at-home parents want to engage in some form of paid work, but in
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a way that aligns with their family’s needs. Some told us they would consider returning to
work if more flexible options were available, including part-time, remote, or hybrid roles. This
points to a clear demand for “in-between” options rooted in flexibility.

e Supporting stay-at-home parents alongside licensed care options is a political winner that
draws strong support from across the ideological spectrum: A majority of voters—including
60% of Democrats and nearly half of Republicans—say they would be more likely to back
legislation designed to help parents access outside care options if it included support for
stay-at-home parents. Only 5% of voters across parties said it would reduce their support for
child care legislation. Similarly, half of stay-at-home parents themselves said they would be
more likely to back a Congressional candidate who pursued that type of policy.

e Subgroups of stay-at-home parents need targeted support: Households with stay-at-home
fathers, those with a member in the armed services, those with children who have medical
complexities or disabilities, and rural households with stay-at-home parents all face unique
challenges and joys. Taking steps to understand the experiences and desires of these
subgroups allows for a more nuanced response that ensures all families can flourish.
Policymakers should be aware of and responsive to the granular needs of their specific
constituents.

Policy Recommendations

We offer six concrete recommendations for steps the federal government (and, in many cases,
state or local government) should consider taking in order to ensure all families, including those
with stay-at-home parents, are treated fairly and have the support they need to thrive. An
overarching recommendation is to expand the resources devoted to supporting families while
integrating stay-at-home parents into policies that have long ignored them; trying to squeeze
more out of an already resource-scarce system is untenable. We advocate that going forward,
policymakers strive to craft legislation and initiatives that are neutral on whether a family chooses
to have a stay-at-home parent or not, rather than putting a thumb on the scale one way or
another. Neutral does not mean identical; good policy in this area supports families in making
their own decisions, and that will require different forms of support for different care options. In
addition, we encourage all individuals who speak publicly about stay-at-home parents — be they
politicians, advocates, media figures, or others — to acknowledge the lived realities and diversity
of this population and to push back against stereotypes and mischaracterizations.

e Surge resources to support family, friend, and neighbor (FFN) caregivers: Policymakers at
every level of government should identify barriers to FFN support in their jurisdictions and
ensure that all who wish to become FFN providers can, within reason, do so easily. These
steps might include streamlining registration processes for FFN providers, increasing
reimbursement rates, and making FFN providers eligible for income tax credits, as Colorado
does with its Care Worker Tax Credit.

e Strengthen drop-in child care options: Policymakers should support drop-in child care by
offering grants to nonprofit child care operators who can attach a drop-in classroom to an
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existing program, helping alleviate parents' concerns about leaving children with caregivers
they don’t know. Policymakers might also identify geographic areas of particular need (such
as areas near healthcare facilities) and offer tax incentives for opening drop-in programs in
those areas.

e Pass Social Security caregiver credits: Social Security calculates benefits based on the 35
highest-earnings years, which results in those who have taken time away from the labor force
to care for dependents having years with $0 earnings. Caregiver credits—common in other
nations, and occasionally proposed in Congress—assign a standard amount of earnings for
full-time caregivers, usually for up to five years. As policymakers begin to wrestle with the
need for a comprehensive Social Security reform package in the face of the program’s
precarious financial situation, they should incorporate Social Security caregiver credits into
any relevant legislation.

o Make At-Home Infant Care initiatives an allowable use of federal child care funding: At-Home
Infant Care programs (AHICs) rest on the idea that low- and moderate-income parents with
very young children should have the option to pay themselves for child care. Under current
federal law, however, AHICs are not an allowable use of Child Care and Development Fund
monies (the primary source of federal child care funding). Enabling states to pursue AHICs
would enhance the financial stability of households with a stay-at-home parent. Importantly,
AHICs must be pursued in conjunction with robust funding of licensed child care programs
and should also be designed to complement, rather than supplant, paid family leave policies.

e I/mprove the quality and viability of part-time work: Policymakers should improve part-time
work by adopting “fair workweek” laws that give employees more predictable schedules,
incentivizing extending benefits (on a pro-rated basis) to those below the 30-hour-a-week
threshold, easing the path for part-time workers to voluntarily join unions, creating incentives
for businesses to hire parents seeking to rejoin the workforce, and encouraging job sharing
and maintenance of robust work-from-home options where appropriate.

e [dentify specific interventions for stay-at-home fathers, military families, and families with
children who have disabilities or medical complexities, and rural families: Our research reveals
that stay-at-home fathers, military families, and parents with children who have disabilities or
medical complexities need targeted support. Policymakers should consult people from these
communities to develop practical solutions, then provide funding to test new programs.

While these recommendations can be implemented right away, policymakers should also support
research and new policies that create broader support for stay-at-home parents. For example, this
could include a monthly payment to stay-at-home parents who care for their children. In future
publications, we also hope to expand on specific policy recommendations for the subgroups we
studied. The bottom line: the family remains the basic unit of society, and any comprehensive
family policy or child care reform must include measures that help families with stay-at-home
parents flourish.
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