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Executive Summary 

Ontario ACORN surveyed 212 low-to-moderate income families across the province, to 

explore the impact of high child care costs. The need for this study emerged from ACORN 

members who flagged child care affordability as a key priority for 2018. With the upcoming 

provincial election, low and moderate income families are looking for parties to present 

solutions that will tackle the affordability crisis preventing many families from accessing 

affordable, licensed child care.  

 

The impact of child care costs on low and moderate income families is devastating. Over 

61% of respondents who use full-time, licensed child care pay $1200+ per month. Almost 

64% of respondents indicated that they are unable to save for their child’s education due to 

the cost of child care. This has clear implications for future generations: students are likely to 

see their debt load increase, or may even be unable to pursue postsecondary education. A 

less educated workforce will negatively affect the economy.  

 

The current workforce is also impacted. Respondents indicated that they have been unable 

to work (34%) or pursue education due to the high cost of child care (35%). 68 per cent of 

respondents felt that a lack of access to affordable, licensed child care has had a negative 

impact on their family. Many parents told us that they had to forgo basic necessities in order 

to cover the cost of child care, cutting back on food, extra curricular activities, and relying on 

food banks to make ends meet. 

 

Regardless of income, families feel the impact of increasing child care fees. 74% of 

respondents feel that child care had become more expensive over the past three years. 61% 

cited high child care fees as a barrier to accessing licensed child care. 42% of respondents 

said that there are not enough licensed child care spaces in their local area. A lack of 

spaces, coupled with high fees, disproportionately impacts low-to-moderate income families. 

High fees forcing parents into relying on unlicensed child care was apparent: 18% use 

unlicensed child care only. Many parents use a combination of child care options, such as 

help from family, staying home from work, and unlicensed care. Forty per cent indicated that 

their current child care arrangement is not ideal for their family.  

 

Single-parent families, whose household incomes are markedly less than two-parent 

families, are particularly impacted by high child care costs. 53 per cent of single mothers 

indicated that they have been unable to access necessities, important services, or meet their 

basic needs due to the high cost of child care, compared with 29% overall. Almost 38% of 

single mothers have been unable to undertake work as a result of high child care fees.  

 

This study highlights the damaging impact of high child care fees in Ontario. Families are 

suffering and are forced to cut back, with repercussions for our future generations. 93 per 

cent of respondents told us that they are likely, or very likely, to vote for a candidate who 

makes child care a priority in the 2018 election. The political parties must listen. 
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Introduction 

 

The following report illustrates the impact of high child care fees on low-to-moderate income 

families in Ontario. The cost of child care is rising at an exponential rate. In some cities, fees 

are rising three times faster than inflation and parents who do not qualify for a fee subsidy 

are paying over $20,000/year to keep their children in a high quality, licensed child care 

program. Parents who do qualify for subsidy are added to a waiting list, along with tens of 

thousands of other families. Some families are waiting an entire year to access affordable 

child care. Meanwhile, many parents, usually mothers, are shelving their education, careers, 

and ambitions to take care of their children. This is unacceptable. 

 

Currently, not one party running in the 2018 provincial election has come forward with an 

adequate strategy to address Ontario’s child care crisis. Child care should not be reserved 

for the province’s highest earners. Ontario parents are calling for an affordable, universal, 

publicly funded child care system that would meet the needs of their children and families. 

ACORN and Ontario parents are asking the three major political parties to make affordable 

child care a central issue in the upcoming election.  

 

It’s time for Ontario to put families first. 

 

Marva Burnett 

Ontario ACORN 

 

What is ACORN? 

ACORN Canada, the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now, was 

founded in 2004. We are a grassroots organization that has rapidly grown into one of the 

country's most effective voices for low and moderate income Canadians. With over 113,000 

members in 22 neighbourhood chapters across the country, our central purpose is to 

effectively represent and champion the interests of Canada's low and moderate income 

citizens on the critical issues of social and economic justice. We work on a range of 

campaigns on a national and local level. 
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Methodology 

Ontario ACORN distributed this survey electronically to their contact list of low and 

moderate-income members. ACORN organizers called members to direct them to the 

survey, and the survey was also promoted at community meetings and shared with ally 

organizations.  

 

212 respondents completed the survey in total, with responses from across the province. 

Participants were asked to provide basic details, such as family status, household income, 

number of children, and then asked more detailed questions about their experience of child 

care in Ontario. This report will explore these results and their impact on low and moderate-

income families. 

Results 

 

Respondent Profile 
 

Responses were received from across Ontario. The majority of respondents identify as 

mothers. Of all respondents, nearly 21% are single parents: 91% single mothers and 9% 

single fathers 

 

 
 

On average, respondents had one child aged 0-11years requiring full-time child care.  

 

The majority of respondents had household incomes of over $85,000. However, for single 

parents, this dropped significantly. Only 6.67% of single parents had incomes over $85,000. 

The majority (60%) of single parents had a household income of $10,000 - $40,000.  
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The survey indicates that the distribution of income is much lower for lone-parent families. 

This reinforces research that has shown that children from single-parent families are over 

three times as likely to live in a low-income household, and experience poverty at higher 

rates than children living in two-parent households. 

 

How Do Parents Pay for Child Care? 
 

Source of Income 

Most respondents (77%) work full-time. In 76 per cent of respondent households, both the 

respondent and their spouse/partner work full-time. Other sources of income include part-

time employment, and a small percentage of respondents receive Ontario Works (OW) or 

Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP). 
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Child Care Fee Subsidy 

Respondents were asked whether they received a subsidy to cover child care costs. 18 per 

cent of respondents receive a subsidy to help with the cost of child care, and just over 5 per 

cent are currently on a subsidy waitlist. In Ontario, there is no maximum income to receive 

the fee subsidy. However, the amount of subsidy depends on income and parents are 

expected to make a contribution if their household income is over $20,000. 

 

 
 

26% of respondents do not qualify for a fee subsidy.  

 

 

WHAT PARENTS SAY: 
“I don’t have a lot of family near me so I rely a lot on at-home babysitters. Only once did I get 

a spot for my child in after school care at the daycare I also work for! It has been a struggle 

to find care every year. This summer is a concern as now that my husband is no longer 

working shift work we will need full time summer care. The expense is 40% of my income.” 

 

“We are worried about how child care expenses will affect our future. My partner is finishing 

higher education and subsidy will only give us three months of job search. It's a lot of 

pressure to find something because we can't afford childcare without subsidy. It would be 

half my monthly pay cheque, even now it's a struggle and we have had to dip into our 

savings while they are in school. With subsidy, the fees are still 40% of my take home pay.” 

 

 

Child Care Arrangements 
 

Over 47% of respondents use a full-time licensed child care program, while 18% rely on 

unlicensed child care, such as unlicensed home care, babysitters, etc. Many parents 

indicated that they use a combination of child care options, such as part-time licensed care 

alongside unlicensed care or help from relatives. 
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Only 36% agree or strongly agree that their current child care arrangement is ideal. 40% 

disagree, or strongly disagree that their child care arrangement is ideal. Forcing parents 

into child care situations that do not work for them is unsustainable. Respondents reported 

negative impacts on their relationships, finances, health and other areas. 

 

 

 
WHAT PARENTS SAY:  
“My mother, who lives in London, ON (a min. 2.5 hr drive from Toronto), has had to stay with 

us in Toronto to watch my child or take him to London on days when she has to be home. 

This has put a lot of strain on our family and is not ideal for anyone involved. On top of that, 

once he does start daycare, we will be paying $1,950/month for him to attend. There are so 

few daycares, and when we finally get into one, the cost is financially crippling.” 
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Waiting Lists 
Of the respondents who receive a child care fee subsidy, 17% had been on the waiting list 

for less than one month. However, 18% had been waiting for 10-12 months. One 

respondent had been waiting for over one year. 

 

Wait lists are managed at the municipal level and often involve long waits. In Toronto, over 

12,000 families are on the waitlist for a fee subsidy. In Ottawa, 96% of child care centres 

have active waitlists. 

 

How long have you been on the waiting list for a child care fee subsidy? Response 

Less than one month 17% 

1 - 2 months 0% 

2 - 4 months 8% 

4 - 6 months 8% 

6 - 8 months 8% 

8 - 10 months 8% 

10 -12 months 18% 

12 months + 8% 

Other  25% 

 

 
WHAT PARENTS SAY:  
“I was on licensed daycare lists from 3 months pregnant. I went back to work when my child 

was 14 months old. I still did not get a daycare spot. Wait lists are not effective. People with 

a younger child, without sibling privilege, got offered a spot ahead of my child.” 

  

“I had to wait till 18 months to get daycare. I spent most of a year on a waiting list.” 

 

 

Barriers to Accessing Licensed Child Care 
 

Cost was cited as the most prevalent barrier to accessing licensed child care. 61 per cent of 

respondents indicated that fees are too high. Other significant barriers include: 43% of 

respondents indicated the child care centres in their area do not have spaces available; and 
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42% said that there are not enough licensed child care spaces in their local area. Reports 

have shown that there are regulated child care spaces for only 17.7% of children aged 0-12. 

There is a shortage of both affordable, and licensed spaces, which disproportionately 

impacts low-to-moderate income families. Only 17% of respondents indicated that they do 

not face any barriers to accessing licensed child care.  

 

 
 

 

High Cost of Child Care 
 

Ontario has the highest child care fees in Canada, with average costs of $1,152. In Toronto, 

child care fees are reaching an exorbitant $1,758. The survey emphasized the high cost of 

child care in the province, with many respondents paying upwards of $1,200 per month, and 

some paying over $2,000. 

 

 
 

Of those who spend $0-$50 on child care, only 9% used full-time, licensed child care. Over 

58% stayed home to look after their child(ren).  
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Almost 17% of respondents pay $1200-$1500 per month on child care. 9.43% pay $2100 or 

more, and 2.36% pay over $3000.  

 

The survey indicated that the most expensive child care options include: 

● Full-time, licensed child care: over 61% pay $1200+ per month and 13% pay $1800 - 

$2100. 

● Before and after school programs: over 44% pay $1200+ per month and 9 per cent 

pay $1800 - $2100. 

● Unlicensed child care: Over 38% pay $1200+ and 10 per cent pay $1500 - $1800. 

 

To provide context to the cost of child care, the average market rent for a two-bedroom 

apartment in Toronto in 2018 is $1,426. This means that almost 25% of respondents could 

be paying more than their rent for child care. These high costs are in stark contrast to 

Quebec, where child care fees are capped at around $7 per day. 

 

The survey revealed that households using full time, licensed child care spend more than 

those who rely on unlicensed child care. Given that cost is a key barrier to accessing 

licensed care, it is unsurprising that many are forced to rely on unregulated care. 

 

 
 

WHAT PARENTS SAY:  
“Expense is only one part of the issue; quality licensed childcare with calm and competent 

staff is really hard to come by. I pay a to have my son part-time in a quality preschool 

program, rather than full-time in an unlicensed, unqualified home/centre. The formative years 

of our future generation (who will be caring for us in our geriatric stage of life) should be 

prioritized as essential to health, wellness and development for all of us.” 

 

 

Increasing Costs 

Overwhelmingly, respondents indicated that child care costs had increased over the last 3 

years, with 74% reporting that child care had become more expensive. Only 3% felt that 

child care had become less expensive.  
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WHAT PARENTS SAY:  
“The combined figure for all of my basic expenses (rent, bills, groceries and childcare) is 

almost as much as I bring home from work. I had such a hard time finding after school care 

for my youngest last year that I almost had to quit my job. So it isn't just the cost of the care 

but the availability of affordable care that makes it next to impossible.” 

 

 

Impact of High Child Care Costs 
The survey reflected the negative experiences of parents as a result of high child care costs.  

 

68 per cent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that a lack of access to affordable, 

licensed child care has had a negative impact on their family.  
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Almost 29 per cent indicated that high child care costs have an impact on their ability to 

access necessities, important services, or meet basic needs -- nearly one-third of families 

are being negatively affected due to excessive fees for child care. This has a number of 

implications for families including impacting parents’ abilities to pursue employment, 

education, save for their child(ren)’s education, or grow their family.  

 

 

WHAT PARENTS SAY:  
“We have to cut back in other areas to provide for child care such as certain food items, 

personal care items and extra curricular activities.” 

 

“It’s hard to afford groceries, pay bills, etc. on one full-time income while paying daycare 

fees.” 

 

“We have used a food bank.” 

 

 

Almost 64% of respondents indicated that the cost of child care prevented them from saving 

for their child’s education. In 2015, the average debt burden of a graduating student was 

$27,000. If parents are increasingly unable to save, this debt load is likely to keep rising, or 

students are going to be unable to pursue post-secondary education. This has implications 

for the workforce and beyond. 

 

Respondents were also unable to further their own education, with 35% indicating that they 

could not pursue education due to child care costs. Preventing parents and their children 

from accessing education has negative outcomes across society.  A 1992 Government of 

Canada report cited a range of benefits linked to post-secondary education including: higher 

incomes, higher rates of employment, greater innovation, increased productivity, and more.  

 

The cost of child care also impinges on respondent’s ability to work. 34 per cent of 

respondents indicated that child care costs prevent them from working. In Ontario, only 76% 

of mothers work. This contrasts with Quebec, where 86% of mothers work. Studies have 
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WHAT PARENTS SAY:  
“Bills are prioritized or missed, limited extracurriculars, severe food budgeting, not making 

necessary car repairs.” 

 

“When my child was very young, I had to choose between rent and daycare. I know that is the 

choice for many families now.” 

 

shown that child care reform has increased the number of women in the labour force in 

Quebec by 3.8%. 

 

With a gender pay gap of $0.87 to every $1 earned by men, women are disproportionately 

impacted by the high cost of child care.  

 

Another effect of the cost of child care is its impact on family size. Respondents have, on 

average, one child. Almost 60% indicated that the cost of child care prevents them from 

growing their family. The 2016 census revealed that Canada has an aging population, a 

trend which is set to continue. This could lead to fewer people of working age, and increased 

healthcare costs, both placing a strain on the economy.  

 

 

WHAT PARENTS SAY: 

“I'd actually really like to work, even part time, but childcare costs make it impossible. 

Thankfully, my partner is able to support the family while I stay and look after the kids.” 

 

“The reason for my wife to stay home and not join the workforce is the high cost of child 

care. This is getting our family in debt. One member's earning is not just sufficient to provide 

for the family. If my wife goes to work, we will have to spend more money to go to work than 

she will make.” 

 

“We chose for me to stay home and raise our children because if I went to work making 

minimum wage, I'd just be using most of my paycheck to pay for childcare.”  

 

 

Single-Parent Families 
High child care costs have resulted in a number of negative outcomes for lone-parent 

families. In Canada, over 80% of lone-parent families are female-led. Further emphasizing 

the gender disparity arising from high costs of child care, almost 32% of lone-parent families 

experience poverty. 

 

The survey revealed a number of issues affecting lone-parent families. Shockingly, 51% per 

cent of all lone-parent respondents indicated that the high cost of child care has affected 

their ability to access necessities, important services, or meet basic needs. For single 

mothers this is even higher, at 53%. 
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In addition, almost 38% of single mothers have been prevented from undertaking work due 

to the cost of child care, compared with 32% of respondents not in single-parent families. 

 

Single-parent families also experience barriers to saving for their child(ren)’s education. 

Compared with 64% of all respondents, 69% of lone-parent families indicated that the high-

cost of child care has prevented them from saving for their child(ren)’s education. 

Implications for Policy Makers 

 

The survey results strengthen ACORN’s demands for an affordable, universal, publicly 

funded child care system. Low and moderate-income parents, in particular single-parents, 

are experiencing negative outcomes as a result of the high cost of child care in Ontario.  

 

Parents care about affordable child care: it is an election issue. Studies have shown that 

every dollar of investment in child care results in $2.54 of social benefits. Child care should 

be a key priority in the upcoming election to tackle poverty and address the affordability 

crisis that is impacting many families across the province. 

 

 

WHAT PARENTS SAY:  
“Government should fund more money into licensed day care -- more government controlled, 

not private ones.” 

 

“We need a subsidized child care structure in Ontario like Quebec.” 

 

“Child care is one of the single biggest issues facing Ontario families today and the 

government needs to get a handle on it.” 
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89 per cent of respondents either agree or strongly agree that child care is one of their main 

concerns for the 2018 Ontario election. In fact, 93% of respondents said they were either 

likely or very likely to vote for a candidate who makes affordable child care a key campaign 

issue in the provincial election. Parents care about child care, and they are going to vote 

accordingly. They are looking to the provincial parties to take leadership on the issue of 

affordable child care, to make Ontario a province where parents can afford to raise families 

without compromising on basic necessities. 

 

 

 

ACORN’s Platform for Affordable Child Care 
● A geared to income sliding fee scale capped at $10/day. 

● Set limits on the amount child care centres (including for-profit centres) can charge 

parents.  

● Increase operational funding for public and non-profit child care centres. 
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Conclusion 

The survey results shine a light on the high cost of child care in Ontario, and the devastating 

impact that increasing costs have on many families. Single-parent families, particularly 

female-led families, suffer as a result of high fees. Ontario needs to address the gender 

inequality that results from the high cost of child care.  

 

Families are being forced to sacrifice work, education, savings, and basic necessities in 

order to pay for child care. This is going to have a ripple effect on future generations, the 

workforce and our economy. Parents have spoken, and are prepared to vote for change, so 

we call on the political parties to put forward a progressive plan for affordable, universal, 

publicly funded child care system that will prevent our future generations from growing up in 

poverty. 


