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Finding Child Care in Two  
Chicago Communities:  
The Voices of Latina Mothers
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This study explores how Latino families living in predominantly Latino communities in Chicago make child-

care decisions given the amount of formal care options in their communities. This brief report summarizes 

our study methods, findings, and recommendations. For more details, read the full report at 

ssa.uchicago.edu/finding-childcare-in-two-chicago-communities 

B A C K G R O U N D
Finding child care is a major challenge for families. Childcare decisions are complex and require aligning several 

pieces of a complicated puzzle. These pieces include sufficient supply of safe, affordable, quality programs; 

clear information about options; clarity about childcare preferences; and provider schedules that meet families’ 

needs. Previous studies have explored how families understand and navigate their childcare options, although 

research specific to Latino families is limited. A few studies have suggested that Latino families hold similar 

values about the role of childcare as other racial and ethnic groups.i  However, studies show Latino families are 

more likely to have a limited supply of childcare programs in their communities.ii  In addition, Latino fami-

lies may experience some unique factors related to their historical, cultural, and political circumstances when 

seeking child care for their children. 
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S T U D Y  O V E R V I E W
To attend to these particular cultural and community contexts, this study 

focused on how Latino families living in two predominantly Latino commu-

nities in Chicago make childcare decisions, relative to the supply and types of 

formal childcare options in their communities. Despite having similar popula-

tion sizes, one focal community, Belmont Cragin, had 13 licensed centers and 

62 licensed family childcare homes (a total of 6,695 childcare slots). The other 

community, Little Village, had only 5 licensed centers and 19 licensed family 

childcare homes (a total of 1,886 childcare slots) when we began this study. 

These numbers do not include a large number of unlicensed and license-exempt 

home-based providers for which there are no publicly accessible data.

This report draws from 32 in-depth interviews with Latina mothers from 

Belmont Cragin and Little Village with at least one child 5 years old or younger, 

eight interviews with directors of childcare centers in both communities, insight 

from two community-based organizations, and co-interpretation meetings with 

community-based organizations and community members. By considering the 

different sources of information used by Latino parents and the range of factors 

that shape their childcare decisions, this study aims to offer new information to 

equip communities to better meet Latino families’ childcare needs. 

The interviews for this study were completed during 2018–19, prior to the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the emergency closure of many childcare programs in 

Chicago and nationwide. As this report goes to press, our communities continue 

to deal with this pandemic. Families are facing unprecedented levels of unem-

ployment and suffering serious health crises that disproportionately affect Latino 

communities and other communities of color. These times have also laid bare 

the structural racism and violence that Black and Brown communities endure 

on a daily basis. Given the timing of our study, this immediate context is not 

reflected in the interviews that we conducted or our findings. Even so, we believe 

that the key takeaways and recommendations remain current—and even more 

critical during these times.

December 2020
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R E S E A R C H  Q U E S T I O N S
The study asked three research questions about Latino families’ perception of childcare options 

and the decision-making process. 

1. How do study participants in Belmont Cragin and Little Village perceive their childcare options?

2. How do study participants get information about their childcare options?

3. How do study participants make childcare decisions and what factors affect their decisions?

F I N D I N G S
Perceptions of Childcare Options 
Most mothers in both Belmont Cragin and Little Village perceived a short-

age of childcare, but in slightly different ways. Mothers in Little Village noted 

the scarcity of formal childcare programs in the community. Mothers in Belmont 

Cragin were more likely to discuss a shortage of slots, and experiences of being 

waitlisted or referred elsewhere. A few mothers in both communities reported 

that there were sufficient childcare options, but that families lacked the knowl-

edge and information to take advantage of these options.

Study participants varied in their knowledge about public supports to pay 

for childcare. Mothers who were aware of the Child Care Assistance Program 

and Head Start did not fully understand their eligibility requirements. More-

over, interviews with childcare center directors suggested that many families 

who knew of and were interested in participating in subsidized programs were 

ineligible due to the programs’ specific work and income requirements. Some 

directors reported that their centers offer financial supports other than CCAP, 

such as scholarship and emergency funds. 

In some cases, misconceptions about childcare options and eligibility 

requirements seemed to deter families from even beginning the search 

process. Mothers who participated in co-interpretation meetings noted that 

some parents assume that childcare is too expensive or that they would not 

qualify for assistance without actively looking into what might be available. 

“I’ve never even seen [a childcare 
center] around Little Village…And I’m 
pretty familiar with the area.” 
(Little Village mother)

“I would like for parents to know 
that there are many options and to 
know about the different payment 
options…I think if they knew more 
about these things, they would use 
childcare more.” 
(Little Village mother)
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In other cases, administrative requirements for enrolling in formal child-

care deterred families from pursuing these arrangements. During their 

interviews, several center directors reported that administrative requirements, 

including providing proof of work and income were a burden for some parents, 

particularly for those who are paid in cash for their work. Additionally, some 

directors noted that after the 2016 election, center enrollment declined because 

undocumented parents feared that sharing their status could lead to deportation.

Thus, the difference in density of formal childcare programs in these two 

communities does not appear to be the primary factor influencing families’ 

awareness of programs. In both Belmont Cragin and Little Village, partici-

pants reported a need for more and better information on childcare options in 

their communities. There was a great deal of variation in parents’ knowledge; 

the variation was greater between participants within each community than 

across communities. For example, in both neighborhoods, mothers whose 

primary language was English, or who spoke both English and Spanish equally 

well, were more likely to know about their community’s childcare options than 

those whose primary language was Spanish. 

Information Sources
Study participants indicated learning about their childcare options through 

their social networks, direct observation, the internet, their high schools, 

parenting programs, and through outreach by childcare providers (see 

Figure 1). Social networks, including friends, neighbors, and relatives, were the 

most frequently cited information source by far. The next most common was 

direct observation, such as seeing or visiting a childcare center or program on the 

street. Of the 25 participants who named specific sources of information about 

childcare, more than half reported obtaining information from multiple sources. 

Often, social network members were also deeply embedded in mothers’ childcare 

decision-making processes. In particular, participants reported that partners and 

grandparents were often involved in the decision about what kind of care to use 

or whether to use childcare at all, based on their beliefs or financial considerations. 

“There should be places where they put 
up posters, where they inform, where 
they say you can come in, that here 
they can help you with such a thing 
because I didn’t know anything before 
that. The truth is that I didn’t know 
anything, and there in the meetings 
I go on Fridays I find out things that  
I say, ‘Wow!’” iii

(Belmont Cragin mother)

“I started looking and there was no one 
to tell me anything. I wanted a program, 
or some activity, something. And there 
was nothing, so I started searching the 
Internet and everywhere.” iv      
(Little Village mother)

19
10

3

2

2

2

Social Networks 

Direct 
Observation

The 
Internet

High 
Schools

Parenting 
Programs

Outreach by
Childcare Providers

Sources of 
Information for   

Childcare 
Arrangements

Figure 1.  

Mothers’ Sources of Information 

about Childcare Arrangements (N=25)



5

Decision-Making Factors
The study aimed to understand how participants made decisions about childcare 

given the availability of options in their community, their preferences, family 

circumstances, previous experiences, goals, and other work, school, and caregiv-

ing factors that previous research indicates affect parental childcare decisions. The 

interviews revealed that parents in both Belmont Cragin and Little Village use 

similar decision-making strategies.v 

Similar to other research on parental decision making, interviews suggested that 

family belief systems influence decisions regarding whether to seek work 

outside of the home and use nonparental childcare while working.vi  Several 

participants expressed a general view that mothers should be home with their very 

young children. Other mothers said the choice to stay home with their child was 

based on unique circumstances, such as the temperament or health needs of the 

child. Whatever the reasoning, sometimes these views led to decisions not to seek 

paid work or pursue education, especially before a child was 3 or 4 years old. Moth-

ers who participated in our co-interpretation meetings confirmed the importance 

that families placed on parental care and noted that preferences to stay home with 

children are often reinforced by husbands or grandparents.

Even parents who wanted to combine caregiving with work outside the 

home sometimes could not do so because care was too expensive. These 

mothers commented that it would not be worth it to work outside the home 

because a significant portion of their wages would go to pay for childcare. Other 

participants attended school or were employed but arranged it around their part-

ner’s or mother’s work schedule to avoid additional childcare costs. 

“The idea of my husband is that parents 
should take care of their children. That 
is the healthiest, when you can.”v 
(Belmont Cragin mother)

“I don’t think anybody really makes  
the decision like I’m gonna stay at 
home or I’m gonna work. It’s like I 
have to stay at home ‘cause I can’t 
afford to be at work and pay for  
childcare, or I have to work ‘cause  
I can’t afford not to work.” 
(Little Village mother)
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The interviews also echoed previous research on the complexity of childcare 

decision making. Mothers reported that several factors shaped their childcare 

decisions; rarely did parents seek care based on only one factor. Broadly, their 

decision-making factors fell into three overarching categories: convenience, 

affordability, and responsiveness to children’s well-being (see Figure 2). Conve-

nience and affordability factors often determined the breadth and scope of child-

care options available to families. At the same time, parents also sought care that 

was trustworthy and safe, and that met their children’s developmental needs. 

Many mothers reported that they decided to enroll their children in a specific 

childcare arrangement due to its proximity to their home or place of work. 

However, concerns about trust and safety sometimes outweighed the desire for a 

nearby arrangement. For example, one mother from Belmont Cragin discussed 

her decision to enroll her child in a center that was “far away” from home because 

of her familiarity with and confidence in the center: 

“That’s why you, as a parent, do the effort and look for it. It may be far away…It was far away…I already have the experi-
ence [with the program]. There are many Head Starts. But I don’t know how they will be treated. There are many in my area, 
but I don’t have the trust. When you have a child, you love him and want to give him the best. You don’t want him to suffer, 
or for a teacher to treat him badly. So, if you have already seen a place where they treated you fine, you continue there.” vii  

(Belmont Cragin mother)

Figure 2. 

Decision-Making Factors

Convenience Affordability
Responsiveness to  

Child Well-being

• Scheduling

• Proximity

• Accomodating siblings

• Free or low-cost  

relative childcare

• Subsidized care

• Paid child care

• Safety and trust

• Child development

• Child needs

In brief, the multiple factors that affected the childcare decisions of mothers in 

our sample were consistent with those found in prior literature and underscore a 

key finding of our study: Latina mothers in this study seek similar arrangements 

for their children as mothers of other racial and ethnic backgrounds. They want 

convenient, affordable arrangements where their children will thrive.
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R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S
Our findings suggest that Latina mothers’ knowledge of childcare arrangements 

is informed primarily by their local surroundings. They learn about options 

through their social networks, community ties, and personal experiences in 

their neighborhoods. Families’ decision-making processes were similar in both 

communities, despite differences in the density of formal childcare arrangements 

in Little Village and Belmont Cragin. Latino families in both communities 

also perceived several barriers preventing them from accessing formal childcare 

arrangements. We suggest several policy and practice recommendations that are 

suggested by the study findings (see Figure 3). 

This set of recommendations was drawn from the interviews with mothers in 

both communities and shaped by input from community partners. Commu-

nity partners emphasized the importance of tailoring new initiatives and policies 

to the unique needs of neighborhoods and drawing on the strengths of neigh-

borhood institutions. They shared the many resources already in place in each 

community and the challenges that community members and agencies face.  

We recommend a multipronged intervention strategy that involves multiple 

stakeholders. The strategy emphasizes knowledge creation and dissemination 

as well as improvements in childcare access and supply. Our recommendations 

include several suggestions for improving and diversifying outreach and dissem-

inating information to the Latino community. Community partners empha-

sized that gaining trust and showing respect to families is necessary for effective 

outreach, especially outreach by formal providers and childcare agencies. Greater 

provider outreach is valuable, and our findings also suggest that word of mouth 

communication through families’ social networks is especially effective. Our 

community partners echoed this finding and expressed that parents value having 

people who “look and sound like them” sharing their personal experience and 

guidance. Thus, for these reasons we emphasize recommendations that leverage 

and build upon existing community relationships and networks to promote the 

spread of reliable and trustworthy information and guidance. 
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Improving Knowledge and Awareness Increasing Accessibility and Supply

• Maintain and regularly update bilingual 

directories outlining childcare options in the 

community and nearby areas. Expand  

dissemination strategies to increase awareness  

of resources

• Work with local organizations to form  

informal support groups for new parents which 

can serve as spaces for parents to share knowledge 

and experiences

• Promote local hiring of childcare providers,  

which can facilitate the spread of information 

within communities

• Encourage childcare programs to hold  

open houses and highlight safety features  

in marketing materials

• Encourage enhanced methods of engagement 

between Illinois Action for Children and local 

childcare providers to disseminate information 

on the CCAP subsidy program

• Encourage provider outreach to be rooted  

in personal connections as opposed to 

consumer relations. 

• Advocate for increasing the CCAP subsidy 

income eligibility threshold, especially for 

two-parent households

• Loosen identification requirements to access care

• Increase the transparency of eligibility  

requirements for childcare assistance and  

childcare programs

• Increase supply of formal childcare arrangements, 

paying particular attention to low-cost  

arrangements at unique and diverse sites such 

as ESL locations

• Encourage childcare providers to increase the 

number of slots for infants and toddlers, and 

increase public funding and support for this care

• Equip existing community access points, such as 

libraries, home visiting programs, and ESL sites, 

with information and resources to help families  

enroll in formal childcare.

Our recommendations apply to both communities. However, by targeting 

formal childcare providers, community-based organizations, and city and state-

level policymakers, they attend to and expand upon each community’s particular 

childcare landscape. By centering the recommendations around the particular 

barriers that Latino families in Belmont Cragin and Little Village face, we believe 

that stakeholders will be better equipped to support Latino families and meet 

these communities’ unique childcare needs.
Figure 3. 

Recommendations
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