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Increasing Affordability  
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This fact sheet is part of a series developed from an in-depth report to help state child care agencies and 
advocates assess existing policies and identify opportunities to increase access to child care. For additional 
information and policy considerations, please reference the full report: “Expanding Access to Child Care 
Assistance: Opportunities in the Child Care and Development Fund.”  

Increasing Affordability 

Affordability poses one of the main challenges for families when accessing child care services. This is 
especially true for families of color, particularly those with low incomes, who have historically faced 
disproportionate barriers in affording child care. Many families with low incomes are eligible for child care 
assistance, but a lack of federal investment forces some state child care agencies to set income eligibility 
thresholds below federal limits. As a result, only a limited portion of eligible families are able to access 
assistance in their state. However, state child care agencies have the flexibility to ensure that high costs 
don’t prevent families from getting the child care they need. While some of the policy considerations below 
are possible without a major investment, making larger changes will require state child care agencies to 
allocate additional state funding and receive increased federal investment.  

Updates from the March 2024 Final Rule  

The final rule includes updated requirements and encouragements for states to make child care assistance 
more affordable to families. For more information, please see CLASP’s “The Child Care and Development 
Fund 2024 Rule: Detailed Summary and State Examples.” 

• Market rate survey reports: The final rule requires that states and territories include data on the 
extent to which child care providers who accept assistance through the Child Care and 
Development Fund (CCDF) charge more to families than the required family co-payment in 
instances where the provider’s price exceeds the subsidy payment, including data on the size and 
frequency of any such amounts. 

• Capping family co-payments: The final rule requires that family co-payments cannot exceed 
seven percent of a family’s income and the total payment to a provider (subsidy payment amount 
and family co-payment) must not be impacted by the reduction in family co-payments.  

• Waiving co-payments: The final rule also makes it easier for Lead Agencies to waive co-payments 
for a wider range of populations without needing to request approval in the CCDF State Plan. These 
populations include children in foster and kinship care; children experiencing homelessness; 
children with disabilities; and children enrolled in Head Start or Early Head Start. It also encourages 
states to waive co-payments for families making 100-150 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL).  

https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/expanding-access-child-care-development-fund/
https://epaa.asu.edu/index.php/epaa/article/view/7003/2774
https://epaa.asu.edu/index.php/epaa/article/view/7003/2774
https://www.aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/efe9fa1a258722ea752bf30d4d427ba9/cy2020-child-care-subsidy-eligibility.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2024/03/01/2024-04139/improving-child-care-access-affordability-and-stability-in-the-child-care-and-development-fund-ccdf#:%7E:text=The%20final%20rule%20amends%20the,%3B%20and%20(3)%20reduce%20program
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/the-child-care-and-development-fund-2024-rule-detailed-summary-and-state-examples/
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/the-child-care-and-development-fund-2024-rule-detailed-summary-and-state-examples/
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Current barriers include but are not limited to: 

• Unaffordable co-payments that are difficult for families to calculate when seeking care. 
• State income eligibility thresholds below federal limit. 
• Insufficient federal and state funding. 
• Providers charging families additional fees to account for the true cost of care. 

Policy Considerations 

• Waive co-payments, or set them below 7 percent, for the most vulnerable families, including both 
priority populations and those with very low incomes.  

• If funding allows, raise the initial income eligibility limit of families to 85 percent of State Median 
Income (SMI) or above this level.  

• Seek alternative state revenue sources, like taxes on higher-income individuals or other innovative 
ideas.  

• Explore alternative methodology strategies, such as a cost estimation model, to better align with 
the true cost of care.  

Promising Strategies 

• New Mexico has made great strides in increasing investments to expand eligibility and access 
to child care services. Families who qualify for assistance had the full cost of their child care covered 
through June 30, 2023. Additionally, as of May 1, 2022, the state Early Childhood Education and 
Care Department started using funds through the American Rescue Plan to waive child care 
assistance co-payments for any qualifying family. To qualify, a family must earn less than 400 
percent of the FPL, an increase from 350 percent. This investment will be supported even after the 
stabilization funding expires in September 2024. New Mexico policymakers passed House Bill 83 
in February 2020, which drew on the state’s Land Grant Permanent Fund to create an Early 
Childhood Education and Care Fund. It was established with $300 million on July 1, 2020. 
Additionally, in 2021, New Mexico became the first state, following the District of Columbia, to 
conduct a cost estimation model to better inform their subsidy rates instead of only using 
market-rate surveys. 

• Illinois reduced co-payments for most families in the state. Payments were lowered to $1 per 
month for families with incomes at or below 100 percent of the FPL. Across the state, 80 percent 
of all families were expected to see a reduction in their monthly co-payments, which will remain 
permanently capped at 7 percent of family income. 

• South Dakota significantly lowered costs for families by reducing and eliminating co-payments. 
Families with adjusted gross income at or below 170 percent of the FPL do not have a co-payment. 
Families with adjusted income over 170 percent of the FPL will have a co-payment of under 1 
percent of the family income. 

Note: The barriers and considerations outlined above are not comprehensive. For a more detailed 
list, please visit the full report. 

For questions or additional information, please contact Rachel Wilensky at rwilensky@clasp.org.  

 

 

https://www.clasp.org/blog/make-child-care-more-affordable-states-should-use-relief-funds-increase-income-eligibility/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/new-mexico-taps-land-grant-permanent-fund-for-early-care-and-education/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/new-mexico-taps-land-grant-permanent-fund-for-early-care-and-education/
https://www.prenatal5fiscal.org/_files/ugd/8fd549_62d3a75d3ede423abebc6b1841e8c328.pdf
https://www.governor.state.nm.us/2022/04/28/new-mexico-leads-the-nation-as-governor-lujan-grisham-makes-childcare-free-for-most-families-2/
https://www.sic.state.nm.us/investments/permanent-funds/early-childhood-education-and-care-fund/
https://www.sic.state.nm.us/investments/permanent-funds/early-childhood-education-and-care-fund/
https://www.nmececd.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/P5FS_NMReport_v.3d_forWeb.pdf
https://www.illinois.gov/news/press-release.23500.html.
https://dss.sd.gov/docs/childcare/assistance/Sliding_Fee_Scale.pdf
https://www.clasp.org/publications/report/brief/expanding-access-child-care-development-fund/
mailto:rwilensky@clasp.org
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