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Child	care	has	been,	and	conti	nues	
to	be,	a	top	issue	for	a	quarter	(24%)	
of	military	family	respondents.	
Further,	it	is	recognized	as	a	
criti	cal	issue	by	the	Department	of	
Defense	for	all	military	families.1,2

The	inability	to	access	aff	ordable,	
quality	child	care	is	a	barrier	to	
military	spouse	employment,	which	
also	impacts	the	fi	nancial	well-being	
of	military	families,3,4	parti	cularly	
during	this	past	year	with	the	impact	of	COVID-19	on	schools	and	child	care	centers.	Acti	ve-duty	family	
respondents,	however,	have	noted	some	possible	soluti	ons	that	can	help	ease	some	of	the	barriers	to	
accessing	child	care.

Most	acti	ve-duty	family	respondents	have	children	under	the	age	of	18	(80%)	at	home,	and	among	those,	
65%	need	child	care	at	least	some	of	the	ti	me.	Of	those	with	a	need,	23%	reported	always	being	able	

to	fi	nd	child	care	that	works	for	their	situati	on;	
however,	that	number	falls	to	19%	for	respondents	
with	a	special	needs	child.

In	line	with	2019	MFLS	fi	ndings,	child	care	costs	
conti	nue	to	be	a	concern.	Of	those	acti	ve-duty	
family	respondents	who	reported	being	fi	nancially	
stressed	and	have	a	need	for	child	care,	out-of-
pocket	child	care	costs	are	the	most	commonly	
reported	contributor	to	fi	nancial	stress	(31%).	
Unfortunately,	having	a	higher	level	of	income	
does	not	solve	the	whole	problem.	Although	

acti	ve-duty	military	family	respondents	in	lower	income	brackets	had	greater	diffi		culty	accessing	child	
care,	respondents	across	all	income	levels	reported	child	care	was	a	need	that	was	oft	en	out	of	their	
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Work fl exibility, alternative care options, and increasing child 
care aff ordability are active-duty families’ preferred solutions 
for addressing child care and schooling concerns.
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grasp.	Child	care	expenses	remain	a	top	barrier	to	spouse	employment,	with	34%	of	acti	ve-duty	spouse	
respondents	who	are	not	working	but	need	to	work	stati	ng	“child	care	is	too	expensive.”	Furthermore,	
child	care	accessibility	and	aff	ordability	impacts	female	acti	ve-duty	service	members	to	a	greater	degree	
than	their	male	peers.	One-third	(33%)	of	female	acti	ve-duty	service	members	ranked	“lack	of	child	care”	
among	their	top	fi	ve	military	life	issues,	compared	to	only	15%	of	male	acti	ve-duty	peers.	There	were	also	
diff	erences	by	branch,	with	a	greater	proporti	on	of	respondents	associated	with	the	Navy	and	Marine	
Corps	reporti	ng	more	
diffi		culty	accessing	child	
care,	in	line	with	previous	
reports.5,6

Barriers	to	child	care	were	
further	exacerbated	during	
COVID-19	with	the	closure	
of	child	care	faciliti	es	and	
schools,	which	meant	
families	with	school-aged	
children	were	unable	to	
uti	lize	aft	er	school	care.	
Furthermore,	a	child	care	
system	that	prioriti	zes	
essenti	al	workers	prevented	many,	if	not	most,	acti	ve-duty	families	from	accessing	child	care.7	Forty-two	
percent	of	acti	ve-duty	spouse	respondents	who	were	working	prior	to	the	pandemic	reported	they	had	
stopped	working	at	some	point	during	COVID-19,	and	49%	reported	they	had	reduced	their	work	hours.	
Over	a	quarter	(29%)	of	acti	ve-duty	spouse	respondents	who	had	stopped	working	since	COVID-19	
began	cited	they	“did	not	have	child	care”	as	one	of	the	reasons.	Lack	of	child	care	was	also	a	reason	for	
37%	of	spouses	who	reduced	their	work	hours	during	COVID-19.

Limited	child	care	access	also	impacted	families	with	school-aged	children.	Inability	to	juggle	work	and	
children’s	educati	onal	support	was	a	primary	reason	cited	by	30%	of	those	who	stopped	working	and	
half	(49%)	of	those	who	reduced	their	work	hours.	Of	acti	ve-duty	family	respondents	who	experienced	
challenges	with	child	care	during	COVID-19	and	have	children	eligible	for	K-12	educati	on,	16%	reported	
the	inability	of	the	child	care	facility	to	support	their	child(ren)’s	virtual	school	learning	as	a	challenge.	
Like	their	civilian	peers,8	the	COVID-19	pandemic	challenged	many	acti	ve-duty	spouses’	ability	to	
balance	employment	and	children.

“[The	Child	Development	Center]	(CDC)	closed	during	[the]	base	lockdown	due	to	COVID,	so	my	husband	
and	I	were	att	empti	ng	to	both	work	from	home	with	two	young	children	at	home.	I	moved/started	geo-baching,	
and	[the]	CDC	in	[the]	new	locati	on	is	not	accepti	ng	any	children,	local child care is not up to the same standard 
and not open long enough hours.”   —	Air	Force	Spouse
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“Ability	for	my	acti	ve-duty	member	to	reliably	be	home	to	assist.	This	is	something	technically	supported	by	the	
command	but	is diffi  cult to count on in practi ce.”   —	Air	Force	Spouse

Acti	ve-duty	family	
respondents,	however,	
noted	potenti	al	soluti	ons	
for	alleviati	ng	current	
schooling	and	child	care	
issues,	although	soluti	ons	
from	acti	ve-duty	spouse	
respondents	diff	ered	
from	service	members’	
soluti	ons.	Amongst	the	
top	proposed	soluti	ons	
were	work	fl	exibility,	
child	care	fl	exibility,	and	
increasing	aff	ordability.	
Predictable	service	
member	schedules	also	

made	it	easier	to	fi	nd	child	care	that	would	work	for	the	family’s	situati	on.	Acti	ve-duty	family	respondents	
who	agreed	their	service	member’s	schedule	was	predictable	had	fewer	challenges	accessing	child	care	
during	COVID-19	than	those	who	disagreed	(53%	versus	36%).	Work	predictability,	fl	exibility,	and	child	
care	aff	ordability	would	alleviate	both	service	members’	and	acti	ve-duty	spouses’	challenges	in	balancing	
work	and	family	responsibiliti	es.	
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LIMITATIONS 

While	not	representati	ve	of	the	acti	ve-duty	populati	on	as	
a	whole,	this	large	sample	of	acti	ve-duty	family	respondents	
who	have	children	under	18	living	at	home	and	indicated	they	
need	child	care	(n=1,950)	provides	compelling	insight	into	the	
impacts	of	COVID-19	on	child	care	and,	in	parti	cular,	impacts	
of	child	care	challenges	for	families	with	children	who	have	
special	needs	as	well	as	possible	soluti	ons	to	help	alleviate	
those	challenges.	In	answer	to	the	prompt	“I	am	able	to	fi	nd	
childcare	for	my	current	situati	on”	respondents	were	able	to	
select	“Yes,”	“Someti	mes,”	“No,”	or	“Other.”	“Other”	responses	
were	excluded	from	graphs.	As	a	result,	the	sum	of	the	
individual	response	categories	does	not	equal	100%.

      

RECOMMENDATIONS

MILITARY

 Implement	Dependent	Care	Flexible	Spending	
Accounts	(DCFSAs)	to	allow	service	members	to	use	
pre-tax	dollars	to	pay	for	child	care,	as	recommended	
by	the	Military	Offi		cers	Associati	on	of	America	and	
the	Nati	onal	Military	Family	Associati	on.

      

CONGRESS 
AND MILITARY

 Enable	innovati	ve	public-private	
partnerships	(e.g.,	commercial	leasing	
and/or	purchasing	child	care	slots	at	
local	civilian	child	care	providers)	as	
recommended	by	Weber	and	Grobe.9

 Allow	service	members	fl	exible	work	
opti	ons	such	as	telework,	control	over	
day-to-day	schedules,	and	the	ability	
to	shift		work	hours	as	able.

      

CONGRESS

 Commission	a	report	on	the	demand	for	
various	child	care	opti	ons	among	military	
families	and	assess	the	pros/cons	of	
requiring	families	to	fi	rst	seek	care	at	their	
local	CDC	before	being	authorized	to	use	
Military	Child	Care	in	Your	Neighborhood	
(MCCYN)	fee	assistance.*

 Enhance	and	expand	access	to	fee	
assistance	programs	(e.g.,	to	military	
families	who	wish	to	enroll	their	child	in	
a	child	care	facility	that	is	state	licensed,	
even	if	it	is	not	nati	onally	accredited).

*More	informati	on	in	Recommendati	ons	Chapter	of	Comprehensive	Report
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