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Summary:

Background: Mayor Edwin Lee created the San Francisco Office of Early Care and Education (OECE)
(sfoece.org) in 2012. The purpose has been to improve access to high quality early care and education for
children ages 0-5, and to build the capacity of the early care and education system. This includes the capacity
of the workforce that supports the system. OECE doesn’t provide services directly to the public. Instead, it
manages and distributes federal, state and local funding. An important part of this funding includes child care
vouchers. OECE relies on the San Francisco Human Services Agency (HSA) (sfhsa.org) for some internal
operations, such as accounting, human resources, and innovating service delivery. HSA helps over 200,000 San
Franciscans experiencing poverty and abuse with a mission to promote well-being and self-sufficiency.

Research: In November 2016, a six-person team from OECE and HSA completed a three-month-long research
project to answer two broad questions:
1. How do low-income families experience the subsidized child care process in San Francisco?
2. How might OECE use these insights to improve families’ experiences when accessing and receiving child

care?

The team interviewed 28 parents or guardians for about 45 minutes each. All had a child 3 years old or
younger. The team recruited 75% of the interviewees from a database of HSA clients receiving CalWORKs
(cash aid and/or job assistance). However, some of these families were not currently using their voucher to
access child care, and OECE wanted to learn more about them. Community partners helped identify and
recruit the remaining 25% of the families interviewed by the team.
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The research team also partnered with Children’s Council of San Francisco and Wu Yee Children’s Services
(child care resource and referral organizations or “R&Rs”) for a mini-Diary Study1. R&Rs help parents find, and
pay for child care. Employees working with the public anonymously recorded the questions people asked
them about child care. They gathered 53 separate interactions/sets of questions from families who called or
walked-in looking for information about child care during November 2016.

Results: The four main findings of the study are:

1. The child care process can be relatively quick and straightforward for some low-income families, and
incredibly confusing, frustrating and lengthy for others. Five of the 28 interviewees reported accessing child
care as “easy” or “simple” or were grateful for it. These families often had an active case manager, such as
homeless families and teenage mothers. Others understood the system and felt they had a guaranteed spot
for their child at a convenient location, often because an older sibling is at the same place. And yet, all of the
families described struggles with poverty: homelessness, fluctuations in income, or other factors that may
seem external to child care, but directly impact their ability to maintain it.

Twenty-three families shared challenges with the process. They experienced different obstacles or “pain-
points” across five phases of the child care process, namely:

1. before starting (e.g., searching for housing & work, changes in income, mistrusting others),
2. becoming aware & finding child care (e.g., unclear process, where to go & right questions to ask),
3. comparing providers & applying (e.g., calling, visiting, waiting; finding one provider for siblings),
4. onboarding and maintaining child care (e.g., paperwork and ongoing child care fees, including rising
fees for working more hours each week),
5. next steps (e.g., selecting schools, preparing for kindergarten) .

1 Kim Flaherty, Diary Studies: Understanding Long-Term User Behavior and Experiences, Nielsen Norman Group, June 5, 2016,
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/diary-studies/.
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The five phases framework is important for two reasons:

First, it widens the possibilities for improvements. For example: a formerly homeless interviewee wasn’t
allowed to use her voucher to pay for child care when attending therapy and looking for housing. Trying to
change this regulation is an important, longer-term solution; we can also expand our options for the short-
term by maintaining a focus on families’ needs. How might we help parents find housing and improve their
mental health? Could a therapist or affordable housing specialist help families after their CalWORKs
appointments or be onsite at a community partner?

The second reason for using the five phases framework is to identify where families struggle with the child
care process in order to anticipate their pain points at each phase and align resources and partners to address
them better.

In terms of measuring the effectiveness in using the five phases framework to improve the public experience
with subsidized child care, OECE and its partners could use a Results-Based Accountability (RBA)5 framework
to measure how many people were served and the type of service received; how well the services were
provided, and how families are better off or not.

5 Mark Friedman, Trying Hard Is Not Good Enough, 2nd Edition, 2015 http://raguide.org/index-of-questions/.
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Introduction

In November 2016, a six-person team from the City and County of San
Francisco’s Office of Early Care and Education (OECE) and the Human
Services Agency (HSA) completed month-long research project. The purpose
was to answer two broad questions:

1. How do low-income families experience the subsidized child care process
in San Francisco?

In order to answer the first question, we also asked:
1a. How do families make their child care decisions?
1b. What does “quality” child care mean to them?
1d. What obstacles do they experience accessing and maintaining subsidized child care?
1c. What obstacles do families who receive CalWORKs (cash aid and/or job training) experience when trying
to use their child care voucher?

2. How might OECE use these insights to improve families’ experiences with child care?

The body of the report tries to present information in an accessible and usable way. The goal is to respect a
wide audience who may read this report (including the research participants) and help OECE and their
community partners apply the findings to better serve families needing subsidized child care and early
education for their children.

Image: kris krüg, Flickr©
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What did the research team do? How? With whom?

The research team recruited and interviewed 28 people. Interviews
happened in families’ homes, at community organizations, and onsite in
the Office of Early Care and Education (OECE) and the Human Services
Agency (HSA). 75% of these families were identified in HSA's database of
clients with a child three years of age or younger who are currently
receiving services from CalWORKs (cash aid and/or job assistance). This
included families using and not using their CalWORKs voucher to pay for
child care. Community partners recruited the remaining 25% of the
families, whom the team interviewed.6 OECE wanted to find out more
about these families in an attempt to better meet their needs.

The research team partnered with Children’s Council of San Francisco and Wu Yee Children’s Services (child
care resource and referral organizations) for a mini-“Diary Study.” Employees from these two organizations
documented the questions families asked about child care. They gathered 53 separate interactions/sets of
questions from families. No personal identifying information was included about the people asking the
questions or from the employees who typed up the information. The purpose was to get another perspective
on families’ experiences with the child care process based on what they actually do (i.e., questions they ask
resource and referral organizations) versus what they say they do (their responses in an interview with the
research team).

6 75% of interviewees reported having children in child care. Detailed demographic information is in the Appendices about the interviewees as well
as the families who asked child care questions of employees at the Children’s Council and Wu Yee Children’s Services.
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Qualitative Research…

…like the interviews and diary study are about gaining insights into the lives of families who
participated in the research. Insights help us understand the five phases of their child care
journey (what happens before the process starts, discovering child care, comparing options,
maintaining child care, and next steps) even if what happens in each phase may be unique to the family.
Ultimately, the research findings are about understanding families’ needs across their child care journey in
order to better meet these needs.

Readers should repeatedly ask themselves, “What is a family trying to do (i.e., what is their need)? Where is
this need happening within the five phases of their child care journey? What might address this need?”

We summarized what we learned about these families in two ways:
1. Six profiles of individuals who participated in the study. The profiles show families’ child care journeys as

being simple, straightforward and easy or frustrating, confusing and really challenging.
2. Four themes emerged from the interviews and the Diary Study that help explain what matters to families

and why as they attempt to access and maintain child care.

Analysis of the data shed light on our participants’ mental models of child care. People share “mental
models”7 or beliefs, regardless if their views are true or not. Understanding the mental models of how families
in this research think about child care can allow for improvements throughout the child care journey for many
more families.
7 See strategies for using mental models: Jason Green, Building a Shared Mental Model to Rekindle Collaboration, Harvard Business Review, June
14, 2011, https://hbr.org/2011/06/building-a-shared-mental-model.
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Six Profiles of Low-Income Families’
Experiences with the Subsidized Child

Care Process
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Profiles are interviewees’ experiences with the child care process. Their names and photos have been
changed to protect their identity in accordance with ethical research practices.

The first three Profiles offer examples of positive experiences with the child care journey. These families:
1. Didn’t have to wait for child care.
2. Received individual attention (“high touch service”) from a case manager.
3. Or they were familiar with the subsidized child care process and felt they had a guaranteed place to put

their child, often at the same location where an older child was receiving child care.

The last three Profiles provide examples of negative experiences with the child care journey. These families:
1. Needed to repeat one or more phases of the process.
2. Felt they were being caught not complying rather than helped to comply.8

3. Didn’t understand the child care process, the questions to ask, and how to elevate their concerns.

8 Christian Bason, Leading Public Sector Innovation, 2010:71, http://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/distributed/L/bo13438419.html.
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