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Universal child care pays for itself in the short-term, before you 
even get to the long-term Return On Investment





The current crisis, pt. 1 - staffing



The current crisis, pt. 2 - costs



The current 
crisis, pt. 3 -
supply



Richmond reflects the nation



Why?



So what can states & localities do?
Permanent, robust public funding!

Fund subsidy at the true cost of quality

Wage scales for staff

Set “north star” goals – target affordability, access, quality; cost it out

Strong local infrastructure & innovation; states & localities as laboratories

Emphasize both the economic and human benefits

The Exact Solution Matters Less Than Having A Real Solution!



States & localities matter!



NONCONFIDENTIAL // EXTERNAL

Child Care and Maternal Labor Force Participation in 
the Time of COVID

Kartik Athreya
Executive Vice President and Director of Research
March 23, 2022

The views and opinions expressed are those of the 
presenter. They do not represent an official position of the 
Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond or the Federal Reserve 
System.
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COVID reduced the efficient delivery of 
childcare
• Because it is labor intensive, 

childcare remains costly to 
outsource

• K-12 schools shut down in 
Virginia on March 24, 2020

• Many who left the labor force 
were mothers pushed back into 
one-on-one caregiving. But it’s 
even costlier to insource! 

• January 2021, around 10 million 
mothers with school-age children 
in the U.S. were not actively 
working
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Childcare policy is Macroeconomic Policy

• Time use data suggest that time spent on daily household 
work, to include childcare, is large. (1/3rd or more)

• What economists call “Home Production” has long been a 
huge part of value produced in society (perhaps 50% the 
size of GDP)

• Policy affecting paid work influences home work 
decisions--EITC, progressive taxation, etc.

• Policy affecting home work  influences paid work 
decisions—childcare especially, but also K-12 operations
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COVID hit our ability to work—and hit 
women harder.
• Many women worked in 

essential sectors and 
sectors reliant on in-
person interaction

• Social norms around 
gender roles associated 
with household 
production also likely 
affect women’s paid 
work decisions Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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…with consequences in aggregate 
(part 1)

Estimate: $34.8 billion in 
wages was lost for 
mothers in 2020 and an 
additional $28.5 billion in 
2021

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond Calculation
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…and especially for those without 
bachelor’s (part 2)

6

Source: US Census Bureau, Current Population Survey
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Looking ahead
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Childcare-induced interruptions matter now 
more than ever
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But all this skilling and workplace engagement is 
at risk with each interruption…

“Much of the economic 
hit for college-graduate 
women has been due to 
the closing down of the 
caregiving sector.” --
Goldin (2021)

• If norms don’t change:
• It’s women who are now about 

half the labor force in the 
economy, so interruptions 
matter for the economy now.

• It’s women who are doing the 
majority of skill acquisition in 
the economy, so interruptions 
will matter even more in the 
future

• Even if norms do change:
• Interruptions will cost us in 

both the short and long run.

• …. and COVID won’t be the 
last.
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The gender wage gap usually remains after 
controlling for sources of wage differences

Efficient childcare 
creates space for a 
virtuous circle, 
wherein women (esp.) 
are able to achieve 
their full professional 
potential 

Employers expect 
women to stay after 

childbirth

Employer feels 
comfortable fast-
tracking women

Women can plan for 
future childcare 

needs

Select high wage 
career paths

Expectations manifest as actions in the labor market

Adequately scaled childcare 
market and prior fast tracking 

together makes it easier for women 
to stay in workplace post-children, 

and incentivize investments in career 
skills!

Expectations “Boom Loop”
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Enriched childcare delivers social 
benefits

11

Benefit-Cost Ratios for Early Childhood Interventions*

Internal Benefit-
Age Rate of Cost

Program Study Evaluated Return (%) Ratio

Perry Preschool Heckman et al. (2010b) 40 7.6 - 9.9 7.1 - 12.2

ABC/CARE Garcia et al. (2016) mid-30s 13.7 7.3

Tulsa part-day UPK Bartik et al. (2012) 5 6.3 - 7.3 3.0 - 4.1

Tulsa full-day UPK Bartik et al. (2012) 5 6.1 - 6.8 2.8 - 3.5

GA and OK universal 
pre-K

Cascio & 
Schanzenbach (2013) 8th Grade 2.7 - 3.2

Head Start WSIPP (2019) Various 2.4

*Following summaries by Heckman and Kautz (2014); Karoly (2016).
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Questions?

12

Kartik Athreya
Executive Vice President and Director of Research
The Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond
(804) 697-8225
kartik.athreya@rich.frb.org
richmondfed.org/research/people/athreya
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Why The Basics?

Source: Corel, JL. The postnatal development of the human cerebral cortex. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press; 1975

Neuron Growth & Connections Over Time

• 80% of brain growth 
happens in the first three 
years. 

• Skill gaps between groups 
are clear in national data 
by age two.

• Science is clear about the 
types of lived experiences 
in the first three years that 
really make a difference!



The Basics Principles
Maximize Love, Manage Stress

Talk, Sing, and Point

Count, Group, and Compare

Explore through Movement and 
Play

Read and Discuss Stories

• Fun, family-friendly  
• Encompass much of 

what experts say is 
important 

• Easy to grasp, useful in 
multiple ways to have a 
powerful impact



Socioecological Saturation
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Strategic Components

A. Information
B. Social Reinforcement
C. Reminders
D. Opportunities to 

serve/lead



COLLECTIVE
INTENTIONALITY

What none of us can do alone, 
all of us can do together.



Workforce Development: Why It Matters & What You Can Do
April 20th, 2022

Affordable Housing: Why It Matters & What You Can Do
May 11th, 2022

More information available at:

RVAEngage.org



CIVIC ACTION CONVERSATIONS 
IS A COLLABORATION OF:



Thank You for Attending!
our conversation on:
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