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ABSTRACT 

 

 The child care system in the United States is struggling. Child care is in high demand, but 

supply is low and inaccessible. And while public support and investment in the child care system 

have grown since the 1960s, challenges persist and funding-levels are insufficient. This thesis 

hypothesizes that culture is influencing policymakers' decisions on how much to invest in child 

care. A values-based motivator like individualism shapes policy preferences and choices of 

voters and policymakers and, in turn, does not incentivize them to support child care as a public 

good. There is evidence that the experience of the American frontier influences modern-day 

preferences for government redistribution and predisposition towards collective action. Using 

OLS and logit regression and building on recent research on the enduring impact of 

individualism, I explore whether the legacy of the frontier experience extends beyond opinion 

and preference and has real consequence for state-level policy decisions which in turn impact the 

present-day care of young children and their future. With years of frontier experience and the 

prevalence of infrequent names serving as proxies, the results indicate there is a strong 

relationship between individualism and child care 130 years after the American frontier closed. 

This has implications for how policymakers, providers, families, and advocates frame child care 

as an issue and seek to enact policy change.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Families in the United States currently face insufficient access to the child care and the 

industry writ-large is in dire need of significant investment. Despite high demand for infant-

toddler child care, the supply is both low and expensive – effectively functioning as a luxury 

good. Finding affordable child care is a common problem that has yet to be prioritized and 

financed as an essential, public good. Enrollment in infant-toddler child care has increased 

dramatically over the last 50 years and yet the industry remains fragile (Magnuson & Shager, 

2010; Shonkoff et al., 2000). Child care is an essential industry for many reasons: it supports a 

child’s development and learning, it enables parents’ workforce participation, and it provides 

additional developmental and economic supports for families (Shonkoff et al., 2000). Public 

support and investment have grown, but challenges persist and funding is still insufficient. Why?  

A foundational question in public policy is: “what makes something a public good? What 

is the role of the government?” In regards to young children, we ask: “what is the role of the 

government in care?” The need and demand are well-established, but efforts to build and invest 

in child care at the federal and state levels have fallen short. Our culture places a high value on 

family and investing in children – “our future” – but there is a gap between rhetoric and how 

public funds are allocated. Culture and values shape people’s understanding of policy solutions 

and their policy preferences – perhaps values are holding that gap open. When rolled up to the 

state level, what is the relationship between these values and support for using government 

funding to invest in child care?  

Support for federal investment in the child care system is increasingly strong according to 

recent polling (Jouglin, 2020). But there are still differences amongst voters in terms of who 
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supports public investment in child care. While 90 percent of Democrats believe that early 

learning and care should be publicly funded, only 61 percent or Republicans believe the same 

(First Five Years Fund, 2020). What accounts for that difference? Is it simply a matter of partisan 

perspectives or are there other factors at play? Views on government spending have long been a 

differentiator between Democrats and Republicans. However, the values stereotypically 

associated with each party in the post- “Contract with America” era may offer additional insight 

into how voters perceive public investment in young children. Additionally, how those values 

have taken hold throughout the history of the United States may offer nuanced understanding of 

the motivations driving support, or the lack thereof, for public investment in young children and 

the services and support they need (S.N. Bales, 2008).   

I hypothesize that culture is influencing policymakers’ decisions on how much to invest 

in child care. Specifically, I make the argument that the culture of individualism is a critical 

factor. Social psychologists describe individualism as “a view of the self as independent rather 

than interdependent, [with an] emphasis on self-reliance, primacy of self-interest, and the 

regulation of behavior by personal attitudes rather than social norms (Bazzi et al., 2020a). It has 

also been defined as “the preference for personal freedom and achievement” (Bian et al., 2020) 

and is tied to opposing government redistribution of resources and high levels of spending (Bazzi 

et al., 2020a). The values associated with individualism do not incentivize policymakers and 

voters to support child care as a public good. Individualists likely see child care as a privilege 

and not a right, undercutting any conversation about funding and child care assistance policies 

before a legislative proposal is even introduced for consideration 
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American individualism is borne out of the self-selection and subsequent survival on the 

U.S. frontier. The frontier meant self-made, self-sufficient, and personally responsible. Frontier 

settlers found success without “the fostering care of society” (Bazzi et al., 2020a). People who 

chose that life went on to create systems and a culture that reinforced individualists’ mindset for 

success, shaping the way future generations would understand the world (Bazzi et al., 2020a; 

Bian et al., 2020). I argue that the lack of political will to adequately fund the child care system 

and support children’s development is driven by cultural values that date back to the frontier 

experience. From an individualists’ perspective, families are responsible for themselves and the 

government does not have a primary role to play ensuring their access to child care (S.N. Bales, 

2008).  

Focusing on individualism is an opportunity to evaluate policy outcomes at a level below 

the typical lens of analysis – political party. Party characteristics and platforms change, but 

culture evolves at a slower pace and is entrenched in everything – including nuances not 

accounted for by political party affiliation. Individualism offers a way to look beyond the 

stereotypes of party and dig deeper into how culture impacts general understanding of policy 

issues and how that support translates into public investment. The motivations and messaging 

surrounding policy choices are deeply connected to culture and values (De Witte, 2019; Stone, 

2012). That has become even more apparent as the Republican and Democratic parties have 

moved further apart ideologically and have become intertwined with Americans’ identities. In 

this thesis, I will analyze the relationship between the prevalence of individualism and levels of 

public investment in child care to better understand how voters’ values and policymakers’ 

preferences may be contributing to this particular policy issue. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

There is a strong body of research on the philosophy, history, and impact of 

individualism. Researchers have found various ways to measure individualism and quantify its 

economic, social, and political impact. There is a comparable collection of studies on Americans’ 

support for child care and understanding of its significance. While the connection between 

culture and support for child care is well-analyzed, there is minimal quantitative analysis of the 

relationship and individualism’s direct impact on child care policy outcomes.  

History of Child Care Need and Public Investment in the United States 

Crises and Child Care 

The market for infant-toddler child care in the 19th century was mostly driven by low-

income parents’ need to find care for their children so they could work. In the 20th century, 

middle- and upper-income parents began investing in early education and nursery schools as a 

means of optimizing their children’s development (Cohen, 1996). Even still, cultural and 

economic factors of the era limited demand for a formal child care system for non-school aged 

children. This context shifted dramatically after the World War I. 

 The U.S. government’s involvement in child care began in the 20th century and was 

primarily driven by national crises. During the first half of the 20th century, there were two 

periods when the government invested in child care: during the Great Depression and during 

World War II (WWII) (Cohen, 1996). When unemployment skyrocketed during the Great 

Depression, the economic devastation resulted in the federal government investing in emergency 

nursery programs so that the unemployed could work in government-backed job (Cohen, 1996). 

The second instance of the federal government investing in child care to address crisis was 
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WWII. Women’s labor force participation rates increased substantially during this time as 

women became key to war-time production. Given the urgency of the war and the presumed 

temporary shift in workforce demographics, the federal government invested in child care 

facilities and services throughout the WWII (Cohen, 1996). In each instance, the government 

saw its role as ensuring child care access for those who were most impacted by the crises in an 

effort to reduce unemployment and fill war-time jobs. Supporting child development was a 

secondary, and perhaps only consequential, benefit. As the war-time effort wound down, the 

country’s perception of child care need reverted back pre-war assumptions and most of the war-

established programs closed (Cohen, 1996). Women, mainly middle-class white women, would 

return home thus reducing the need for government-subsidized child care system. 

Post-WWII Evolution of the Workforce and Understanding Child Development 

As conversations about poverty and equal opportunity evolved in the 1960s, so did the 

research and understanding of early child development (Cohen, 1996; History of Federal 

Funding for Child Care and Early Learning, 2019). As the U.S. reckoned with the Civil Rights 

Movement and the Vietnam War, President Johnson declared a War on Poverty which ushered in 

a new federal child care program: Head Start. The program was created as a comprehensive 

approach to serving low-income children, with baked-in parental involvement and a focus on 

early learning and health. This marked a shift in federal financing of child care from a crises-

only investment to a more strategic, long-term public policy.  

Another momentous shift after WWII was the rapidly evolving demographics of the 

workforce. While the expectation after the Depression and WWII was that women would return 

home and remain there as primary caregivers, their role in the U.S. economy shifted dramatically 
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across class and race (History of Federal Funding for Child Care and Early Learning, 2019; 

Shonkoff et al. 2000). In 1948, 11 percent of mothers with children under age six were employed 

and by 1990 that number was 58.2 percent (Cohen, 1996). This economic shift changed the 

market for child care and created demand not just for nurseries – but for early care and learning 

opportunities for working families with infants and toddlers across income-levels.  

The shift in the demographics of who needed and wanted child care also meant there was 

a shift in political movements to shape the public policy agenda. Families engaged in Head Start 

programs became involved in grassroots advocacy, as did the middle- and upper-middle income 

mothers whose economic and political standing afforded political influence (Cohen 1996). As 

child care evolved into a workforce, education, health, and development issue, the corresponding 

advocacy groups were able to ramp up political pressure on Congress to invest more into the 

child care system (Bales & Gilliam, 2010). As a result, Congress passed a universal child care 

bill, though it was ultimately vetoed by President Richard Nixon in 1971. Notably, President 

Nixon’s explanation for not signing the bill into law was that it “would commit the vast moral 

authority of the national government to the side of communal approaches to child rearing over 

against [sic] the family-centered approach,” (Cohen, 1996). The next major legislative victories 

for child care did not come to fruition until 20 years later. Congress established a handful of 

child care programs in the 1990s which fortified our current child care public financing structure: 

The Child Care Development Block Grant (CCDBG), Title IV-A At-Risk Child Care, the Family 

Support Act, Early Head Start, and the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 

program. These programs have primarily focused on enabling low-income parents to work and 

support their access to child care.  
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Challenges in Today’s Child Care System 

 Federal investment in infant-toddler child care has grown since the 1960s, as has state 

investment. The Child Care and Development Fund (a combination of multiple federal child care 

programs) and TANF reached peak funding levels in 2009 with $15 billion dollars combined 

(Lynch, 2016b). This figure includes federal discretionary and mandatory funds as well as state 

maintenance-of-effort and matching funds. It is important to note that this peak in funding 

coincides with the federal government’s response to the 2008 recession. Another interesting 

point about public investment is the proportion that comes from state sources. Only one-third of 

child care expenditures in FY 2012 came from state-specific sources (Lynch, 2016b). 

Nonetheless, states make important decisions about how federal dollars are allocated and create 

their own priorities and programs using state funds. States raise their non-federal child care 

dollars from a diversity of sources including their general fund, tobacco settlement money, local 

match, taxes, and licensing fees (Early Care and Education State Budget Actions FY 2019, 

2019). The funds are used for tax credits to subsidize child care for families and to support 

providers in compensating their workforce and improving quality of care (Magnuson & Shager, 

2010). 

Despite the increase in investment, low- and middle-income parents struggle to find and 

afford quality, consistent child care for their young children (Shonkoff et al. 2000). Demand has 

consistently grown but glaring disparities in access to child care persist. According to Magnuson 

and Shager (2010), there is a 20-percentage point difference in enrollment rates between families 

with young children at lower income levels compared to those at the top. The disparities exist 

across education levels as well. Roughly 75 percent of children with highly educated parents are 
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in child care compared to only 38 percent of children whose parents have less than a high-school 

diploma (Child Care in State Economies, 2019). The high cost of child care, particularly infant 

and toddler care, is a major barrier for parents – and not just those with low-income. Child care is 

expensive and high-quality care that support children’s development can be prohibitively 

expensive. Infant-toddler child care costs more than tuition at public universities in 30 states, 

and, on average, infant care equates to 18 percent of the state median income (Infant-Toddler 

Child Care Fact Sheet, 2021). 

 Current child care assistance policies provide insufficient support for the few families 

that receive them. Most families who are eligible for child care subsidies do not receive them 

because of insufficient funding for the programs (Shonkoff et al., 2000). There is growing 

concern that the lack of affordable child care is driving the stagnation of the share of women 

entering the workforce and growth in the number of parents who exit the workforce because the 

cost of care exceeds the opportunity cost of working (Child Care in State Economies, 2019). 

Studies have found that states with the largest and smallest shares of children in paid care aligns 

with the states that have the highest and lowest labor participation rates for women (Child Care 

in State Economies, 2019). The child care workforce is struggling as well. Child care is too 

expensive for most families to reasonably afford but providers do not make enough money to 

appropriately compensate the workforce and provider higher-quality. Early educators earn 

unsustainably low-wages which has consequences for the profession, their families, and the 

children they care for (Shonkoff et al. 2000). The economic case for child care and the brain 

development case for investing in high-quality early care and learning have are receiving greater 
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recognition, but the flow of funding from federal and state governments does not reflect that 

reality.  

 In 2021, the U.S. – along with the rest of the world – is facing a pandemic that has 

stretched the child care system beyond its limits and forced a national recognition of its essential 

role. Child care providers have struggled to remain open or have been forced to close 

permanently because of COVID-19, creating more challenges for families and uncertainty about 

what their options will be in a post pandemic world (Sacrificing to Stay Open, Child Care 

Providers Face a Bleak Future without Relief, 2020). Given the national crises, the federal 

government has once again given the child care industry a major boost by investing close to $50 

billion dollars between December 2020 and March 2021 to buoy the struggling system 

(American Rescue Plan Addresses 5 Critical Needs for Babies, 2020). These emergency 

investments are viewed by child care experts as a starting point, with the recognition that the pre-

existing child care challenges have undoubtedly been exacerbated.  

Prior Studies 

The American Frontier Experience and Individualism 

A significant amount of research has been done on the American frontier and 

individualism. Building on the foundational arguments made by historian Frederick Turner 

Jackson in 1893, there is strong evidence substantiating the origins of a distinctly American form 

of individualism (Bazzi et al., 2020a; Bian et al., 2020). Utilizing various techniques, researchers 

have found ways to measure American individualism and quantify its impact economically, 

socially, and politically. Bazzi, S., Fiszbein, M., & Gebresilasse, M. (2020a) constructed a first-

of-its kind measure of how many years each county in the United States spent on the frontier 
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between 1790 and 1890 using population density, 2010 county boundaries, and proximity 

information. Analysis by Bazzi et al. convincingly uses the measure of total frontier experience 

(TFE) to establish the cultivation and sustained impact of individualism in the United States. 

Their findings indicate that life on the American frontier attracted, reinforced, and rewarded 

individualism.  

The characteristics of those who self-selected to live on the frontier and their subsequent 

experience shaped a culture that values personal responsibility and self-reliance (Bazzi et al., 

2020a). The more time a community or county spent time on the frontier, the more 

individualistic they became. This self-reinforcing culture and economy shaped people’s views of 

government and the role it plays. Moreover, the stories and depictions of success on the frontier 

spread throughout the United States and influenced culture on the East Coast. As Kityama, 

Conway, Pietromonaco, Park, & Plaut (2010) explain, the explicit values of the frontier lifestyle 

did not always translate back east, but the implicit ideals of individualism were prevalent enough 

to become a national characteristic.    

Successful settlers highly valued independence and opposed redistributive policies and 

regulation by the government. Through various proxies for individualism and testing of 

contemporary culture, the authors persuasively demonstrate how these preferences and 

corresponding values have carried forward to what we see in the United States today. Their 

analysis shows that more time on the frontier and higher levels of individualism are associated 

with support for the post- “Contract with America” Republican Party, lower support for the 

Affordable Care Act, a preference for cutting public spending on the poor and on welfare, and 

other political and cultural indicators. Limitations of this study include the omission of variables 
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related to frontier experience and present-day culture, as well as the limited data for years prior 

to 1790.  

Individualism in Crises 

Building on Bazzi et al.’s foundation, Bian, B., Li, J., Xu, T., & Foutz, N. Z. (2020) make 

an interesting contribution to existing the literature on individualism by evaluating how 

individualism serves as a barrier to a person contributing to collective action in the context of the 

greater public good. Bian et al. focuses on the effect of American individualism on collective 

action, particularly during times of national crises. Using the measures put forth by Bazzi et al., 

Individualism in Crises uncovers how redistribution and acting for the benefit of society in times 

of crises is dampened and varied depending on local levels of individualism. Their study shows a 

strong relationship between higher levels of individualism and lack of compliance with COVID-

19 social distancing and mask mandates through an evaluation of giving trends and mobility 

data. Bian et al.’s framework contributes to an important aspect of this paper’s analysis as it 

provides data for how individualism prevails even in times of crisis. As mentioned previously, 

the child care system has seen its largest investments during times of crisis.  Bian et al.’s findings 

indicate that even during those times, individualism prevails and influences crises response at 

various levels of government. One of the limitations of this study is that it does not quantify the 

impact of individualism on public investment during crises given its focus on how individuals 

behave as a result of their own values and beliefs.  

Making the Case for Public Investment in Child Care 

 Views on caregiving and child development have long been central to the conversation 

around child care and who is responsible for providing it. Historically, this responsibility has 
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been primarily associated with the family unit, particularly women within the family. As the role 

of women in society has evolved so has the conversation around care and whether or not it 

should be treated as a public good. Early childhood development researchers have investigated 

the perception of the field and how the American public understands early care and learning. 

Findings indicate that a sizable portion of policymakers at all levels, as well as the general 

public, have historically held the belief that public funding should not be spent on “babysitting” 

because child development is the responsibility of the family and not the government (Shonkoff 

& Bales, 2011; Bales & Gilliam, 2010). 

While the science of early childhood development has helped to shift these views, the 

impact of this view on public policy persists. How people understand information is heavily 

influenced by how values and ideas are internalized. We implicitly and explicitly learn to view 

issues a certain way and, consequently, create mental shortcuts. These shortcuts become our 

default path to making sense of information (Lochner& Bales, 2006). Research has shown that 

when policymakers and voters are presented with the realities of brain development, they are 

more open to increased public funding (Shonkoff & Bales, 2011). The key to this transformation 

in thinking is connected to how early care and learning is framed and the communications 

strategies employed to build understanding (Bales & Gilliam, 2010; Lochner & Bales, 2006). 

Framing, therefore, becomes a key ingredient in how advocacy groups, parents of young 

children, and other stakeholders make the case for increased public investment.  

Existing research on policy communications and individualism provide a strong 

foundation for my hypothesis. The literature has shown the impact of individualism on culture 

and preferences and that public support for child care is connected to values. However, to the 
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best of my knowledge, there has not been an analysis of the direct relationship between 

individualism and public policy decisions. I expect that this analysis will contribute to research 

on American individualism and public support for child care by connecting the influence of 

individualism to concrete policy decisions and outcomes.  
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESIS 

Conceptual Framework 

As is evident by the research of Bazzi et al. and Bian et al., experience on the American 

frontier and the levels of individualism born out of it have strong implications for individual-

level choices and can predict trends at county and state levels. To explore the theory that 

aggregate levels of individualism impact policy outcomes, the conceptual framework for this 

thesis is largely based on the foundation set by Bazzi et al.’s work on rugged individualism. 

Their research is based on economic theories of individualism and preferences for redistribution 

policies. The models they use points to a causal relationship that this analysis seeks to reinforce 

and expand on. Both Bazzi et al. and Bian et al. use the time a county spent on the frontier of the 

United States from 1790 through 1890 as the root of American individualism. They then 

establish the share of infrequent names in 1940 as a proxy for individualism and evidence of its 

cultural persistence. From there, their results demonstrate the connection between individualism 

to modern day trends with political parties, their associated values, policy preferences, and policy 

compliance. The conceptual framework evaluated here adds another level which is the 

connection from individual policy preference and choices of individuals to policy outcomes and 

the allocation of public funds. While there are many factors that influence policy outcomes and 

budgetary decisions at the state level, this study focuses how much a cultural trait – 

individualism – is the directly impacting outcomes.  

Theoretically, policy outcomes, like the allocation of public funds, are shaped by the 

history and culture of the American frontier and variation amongst states is impacted by 

aggregate frontier experience within a state. The power and persistence of culture and values, in 



15 

 

particular American individualism, drives trends in the American ethos and the child care system 

is no exception. It is a stark example of the intersection between family and community values 

and personal responsibility.  

 

 
 

Figure 1. Conceptual Model 
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Hypothesis 

The primary question this analysis seeks to answer is: Do states with higher levels of 

individualism invest less of their dollars in child care? My hypothesis is that states with lower 

levels of individualism invest more in the child care system than states with higher levels of 

individualism. I hypothesize that individualism accounts for at least some of the variation we see 

in state support for child care. This hypothesis seeks to capture if the prevalence of individualism 

within a state predicts 1) if states are willing to invest in infant-toddler child care above and 

beyond what the federal government stipulates, and 2) how much of their own money states are 

willing to allocate towards child care.  
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DATA AND METHODS 

Datasets 

Using the replication files provided by Bazzi et al., this thesis incorporates data from a 

variety of datasets to quantify the history and legacy of the American frontier. Bazzi et al. 

constructed total frontier experience using data from the National Historical Geographic 

Information System and the U.S. Census. The share of infrequent names was calculated using 

samples of the North Atlantic Population Project and data from IPUMS. County-level results for 

Republican vote share in presidential elections were sourced from Dave Leip’s Atlas of U.S. 

Presidential Elections.  

Child care-related data are sourced from the National Conference of State Legislatures 

(NCSL), National Association of State Budget Officers (NASBO), the National Women’s Law 

Center (NWLC), and Child Trends. The data were collected through surveys of state officials. 

Data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis, the U.S. Census Bureau, and NCSL were used to 

account for state budget and economic factors.  

The analytic sample includes 2,040 observations for models using total frontier experience 

and the share of infrequent names. I am looking at these 2,040 observations because I am 

interested in the counties within the 1790 and 1890 frontier as identified in Bazzi et al.’s 

analysis. This excludes much of the eastern seaboard of the United States as well as the Rocky 

Mountain and Southwest states (See Figure 2). Each of county within this analytic sample is 

assigned a state-level value for each of the state child care investment proxies and other state 

factors included in the model. As detailed in Tables 1, some models include fewer than 2,040 
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observations because of missing data. NCSL’s data only has 35 observations while the data for 

tax revenue volatility missing one state and the costs of infant-care is missing for two states.  

Variables 

To investigate how the legacy of the American frontier is influencing present-day state 

investment in child care, I plan to use various models that isolate state decisions about funding 

child care systems and supporting access to them. There are four dependent variables I will use 

(See Table 6 in the appendix for more detail):  

1) FY18 general child care funding as percentage of a state's total general fund for FY18;  

2) income eligibility limits for child care subsidies as a percentage of the 2018 poverty 

level; 

3) the percentage difference between state provider payment rates and the federally 

recommended 75th percentile of the market rates in 2018; and  

4) whether or not states increased their general child care fund for child care assistance in 

2018 after the federal funding increase for the Child Care Development Block Grant.  

Most public financing for child care originates at the federal level, with state expenditures for the 

two largest child care programs only totaling about 30 percent between 2000 and 2012 (Lynch, 

2016b). Consequently, federal rules dictate how these dollars are spent and influence state 

decisions. The FY18 state general child care funds variable is constructed specifically to isolate 

child care funds raised by state funding mechanisms and appropriated by state-level 

policymakers. It is based on appropriations estimates from state legislative fiscal offices as a 

proportion of the actual general fund expenditures for the year. In addition to the proportion of 

funds available, I also include an indicator of whether or not a state increased funding for child 
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care assistance in FY2018 or FY2019. In 2018, Congress allocated an additional $2.37 billion 

dollars to the Child Care Development Block Grant (CCDBG) (Banghart et al., 2019). This was 

a record setting increase for one of the largest pots of federal funding for child care and early 

learning programs (Schmit et al., 2013). The goal of this funding was to give states the resources 

they needed to meet new federal standards set in 2014, including eligibility for child care 

subsidies and access to child care. With this context in mind, Child Trends conducted a survey to 

measure whether or not the additional federal funds motivated states to increase their own 

investment in funds for child care assistance (Schmit et al., 2013). This variable is included in 

this analysis as an indicator of states willingness to invest in child care access beyond what is 

required by federal statute. 

Beyond appropriations, states use child care assistance policies to support families and 

providers, including income eligibility limits and provider payment rates. Income eligibility limit 

policies determine the maximum income a family can earn and still qualify for child care 

subsidies. In 2018, this income limit was $20,780 (Schulman, 2018). Payment rates indicate the 

most a state will pay providers and contribute to a child care provider’s ability to provide quality 

care and sustain their business (Schulman, 2018). The intention of the 75th percentile is to ensure 

families have access to 75 percent of providers in their area.  

Replicating techniques used by Bazzi et al. and Bian et al., county experience on the U.S. 

frontier is the primary independent variable. A county’s total frontier experience is calculated 

using an aggregation of factors that demonstrate the duration of frontier exposure between 1790 

and 1890 (Bazzi et al., 2020a). Additionally, I use the prevalence of infrequent children names as 

an alternative proxy for individualism. At a county level, this variable measures the proportion of 
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white children of U.S. born parents aged 0 to 10 who had first names that were not in the top-10 

of a state’s most popular names (Bazzi et al., 2020b, July 2). Per Bazzi et al.’s specification, the 

variable captures the prevalence of these infrequent names for this specific population for every 

decade 1850 and 1940, except 1890.  

As detailed in Table 6, control variables for this analysis include the average Republican 

vote share in presidential elections from 2000 to 2016, state gross domestic product, state tax 

revenue volatility, population share of children ages 0 to 4, and the cost of center-based infant 

care as a share of a state’s median income. To operationalize my hypothesis, I include a set of 

control variables associated with state child care funding and the general political landscape. 

Most of the control variables use 2016 or 2017 data when possible, under the assumption that if 

policymakers were informed by data when making child care funding decisions, then 2016 and 

2017 data would have been the most recent data available to them. Most regressions include the 

Republican vote share in presidential elections from 2000 to 2016 as a nod to Bazzi et al.’s 

analysis, but that is the only control variable that carries over. Most control variables included in 

Bazzi et al.’s research accounted for county-level variation and a variety of historical factors that 

are not relevant to the child care system. 

Data Limitations 

A causal interpretation of the results herein is hindered by a few data limitations, 

primarily missing data and differing levels of analysis. Data on estimated FY 2018 general child 

care funds was only available for 35 of 50 states plus Washington, DC. Additionally, the cost of 

infant care as a share of median income is missing for two states: Montana and South Dakota. 

There are no observations for total frontier experience in Montana and only a few observations 
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for South Dakota, but there is still a potential for bias given the contemporary cultural and 

political trends in both states (Table 7; Vandello & Cohen, 1999). Additionally, tax revenue 

volatility data was not recorded for Washington, DC in the report by the Pew Charitable Trusts. 

The data for total frontier experience and infrequent children names are missing data for 

all counties Alaska and Hawaii as well as other counties in that do not mean the requirements of 

Bazzi et al.’s sample baseline for analysis (See Figure 2, Figure 8 and Table 8 for details). Of the 

3,143 counties in the United States, 2,040 are included in the sample representing 30 of states 

(Mackun & Wilson, 2011). The small sample size at the state and county levels, in addition to 

the multi-level analysis, creates limitations for analysis and interpretation of results which is also 

impacted.   

Methodology 

My analysis uses OLS and logit regressions to test whether lower levels of individualism 

within a state are correlated with more public spending on child care. To operationalize this 

hypothesis, I use the following baseline specification:  

ys = β0 + βindividualismc + ekm, (1) 

where s indicates a state level measure, subscript c is county level, and km represents arbitrary 60-

square-mile grid cells to account for spatial autocorrelation (Bazzi et al., 2020b, July 2). In this 

equation, the dependent variable ys is state financing of child care in the form of three numerical 

variables and one binary variables. Total frontier experience and share of infrequent names 

capture the amount of time counties within a state spent on the frontier and serve as proxy 

measures of individualism at the county level.  
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To account for the bias of present-day differences in states’ cultures, economies, political 

leanings, and demographics, I use this extended baseline specification with the state-level control 

variables previously outlined: 

ys = β0 + β1individualismc + β2GOPc + β3infantcost_medincs + β4taxrevs + β5GDPs + 

β6babypops + ekm, 

(2) 

where GOPc captures the recent popularity of the Republican party; babypops indicates possible 

demand for child care in the year prior to funding decisions; infantcost_medincs measure the cost 

of child care relative to a state’s median income; and GDPs and taxrevs account for various state-

level economic factors.  

The standard errors for each model are clustered based on arbitrary 60-square mile grid 

cells constructed by Bazzi et al in accordance with research by Bester et al. in 2011. Their 

method entails use of a cluster covariance matrix estimator which is a researcher-defined groups 

which are fixed in number and assumed to be weakly dependent on each other for time series, 

spatial, and panel data (Bester et al., 2011). Based on this precedent, standard errors are clustered 

using the grid cells and not at the state level.a  

 

  

 
aPreliminary models tested each model using standard errors clustered by the 60-square mile grid 

cells and by state. Results for models with state-level clusters were generally indistinguishable 

from zero. Given the small number of states represented in the baseline sample, the number of 

observations was likely not large enough to justify state-level of analysis.  
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RESULTS 

Descriptive Results 

Table 1 provides an overview of how the analytic sample varies in both levels of 

individualism and support for child care. In 2018, states allocated .3 percent of their general fund 

for child care expenditures and 60 percent did not increase state general child care funds for child 

care assistance after the CCDBG increase. On average, states set their income eligibility limit for 

child care subsidies at 182 percent of the federal poverty line which is roughly $37,820 a year. 

The mean provider payment rate in 2018 was approximately 21 percentage points less than the 

75th percentile of market rates for that year. In regards to county-level individualism, the average 

total frontier experience in the analytic sample was 18 years and the average share of infrequent 

names was 75 percent.  

The figures below provide a geographical representation of state support for child care 

for ease of comparison to county frontier experience displayed in Figure 3. For example, 

Georgia, Indiana, and Louisiana have prominent clusters of higher frontier experience and 

consistently are shown to be less generous their investments compared to other states (See 

figures below and Table 7).  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 

 

 Variable Sample Size Mean Min.  Max. Std. Dev. 

State Support for Child Care Indicators      

 FY18 general child care funding as percentage 

of state general fund 

35 .003 0 .014 .003 

 2018 child care subsidies income eligibility 

limits as a percent of the poverty level 

51 181.8 125 298 43.2 

 Percentage difference between provider 

payment rate and the 75th percentile market 

rate for center care for a one-year-old in 2018 

51 -20.7 -52 2 13.3 

 States that did not receive an increase in 

general child care funds in addition to the 

increased CCDBG funding in 2018 

51 .6 0 1 .5 

Individualism Indicators      

 Total Frontier Experience in decades 2,040 1.8 0 6.3 1.12 

 Share of Infrequent Names 2,040 .75 .61 .98 .05 

Political Party Popularity Indicator      

 Average Republican Vote Share in recent 

presidential elections 

2,040 60.02 14.1 87.31 11.7 

Economic Variables      

 State Gross Domestic Product 51 12.3 10.4 14.9 1.1 

 State Tax Revenue Volatility 50 6.5 2.7 36.9 1.1 

Child Care Variables      

 Cost of infant care as share of median income 49 18.4 12.2 28.7 3.5 

 Share of population ages 0 to 4 years old 51 6.31 4.8 8.8 .75 

Notes: Author’s calculations. This table uses data sourced from the National Conference on State 

Legislatures, the National Association of State Budget Officers, the National Women’s Law Center, and 

Child Trends to construct the child care variables. The data for the individualism measures were 

constructed by Bazzi et al. (2020a). In accordance with their research, the sample included in this table is 

limited to the counties who were within the 1790 to 1890 east-to-west frontier, which excludes counties in 

Alaska, Hawaii, and other U.S. states. See Figure 2 below for additional details on this baseline sample of 

counties. Data for the control variables are from Child Care in State Economies, the Bureau of Economic 

Analysis, the Pew Charitable Trusts, and Bazzi et al. 
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Figure 2. Total Frontier Experience, 1790-1890 
Source: Figure 3, Bazzi et al., 2020a 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Map of FY18 General Child Care Funds 
Notes: Author’s construction using mapchart.net. Data sourced from the National Conference on State 

Legislatures and the National Association of State Budget Officers. 



26 

 

 
Figure 4. Map of Income Eligibility Limits for Child Care Subsidies 

Notes: Author’s construction using mapchart.net. Data sourced from the National Women’s Law Center. 

 

 
Figure 5. Map of Child Care Provider Payment Rates 

Notes: Author’s construction using mapchart.net. Data sourced from the 2018 State Child Care Assistance 

Policies report published by the National Women’s Law Center. 



27 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Map of General Child Care Fund Increases After 2018 CCDBG Increase 
Notes: Author’s construction using mapchart.net. Data shown are here sourced from a 2019 Child Trends’ 

survey of state child care administrators. 

 

  



28 

 

Inferential Results 

Total frontier experience yields significant results across all measures of state investment 

in infant-toddler child care. There are notable differences between the proxies for state support 

and yet the strength of the relationship is consistent across them despite the data limitations.b 

States where there are more counties with 30 years or more of frontier experience are generally 

states that invest less in child care system. Conversely, the results show a weak relationship 

between the prevalence of infrequent names and state support for child care across all measures. 

Total frontier experience is a baseline factor that was shown by Bazzi et al. to be associated with 

higher shares of infrequent names 50 years after the U.S. frontier closed. By using the share of 

infrequent name as a predictor on its own, variation in state support for child care that is 

explained by individualism is insignificant. These results, upon reflection, are unsurprising.  

1. FY18 general child care funds as a percentage of the state general fund 

The results in Table 2 indicate that, while the direct relationship is small in magnitude, both 

proxy measures of individualism demonstrate a statistically significant relationship with general 

child care funding at the 5 percent level. An additional decade of total frontier experience is 

associated with a .002 percentage point decrease in the share of general funds allocated for child 

care. The inclusion of child care measures makes the results indistinguishable from zero, while 

solely accounting for the popularity of the Republican party results in significance at the 1 

percent level. The magnitude of the relationship between general child care funds and the share 

of infrequent names produced comparably significant results. Political, economic, and child care 

 
bPreliminary analyses included measures of total frontier experience and the share of infrequent 

names averaged at the state level and state-level scores from a Collectivism Index. Results were 

mostly insignificant. Contact the author for additional information on these results.  
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variables largely have no impact on the significance of the coefficient, though the magnitude 

shifts depending on the combination of these measures. Higher shares of infrequent names are 

correlated with a .0004 percentage point reduction in the share of general child care funds at the 

1 percent level when accounting for political party popularity and economic variables. As 

demonstrated by these results, American individualism developed during the 1790 to 1890 

frontier period is correlated with states allocating less of their FY18 general funds to child care. 

These results are consistent with the hypothesis that higher levels of individualism have a 

negative relationship with state support for child care.  

 

  



30 

 

Table 2. Individualism and FY18 General Child Care Funds 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

  

Total frontier experience -.002** -.0002*** -.0002** .0001 -.00008 

 (.0001) (.0001) (.0001) (.00001) (.0001) 

      

Number of counties 1,627 1,627 1,627 1,579 1,579 

R2  .007 .0275 .0537 .1692 .02525 

  

Share of infrequent names -.001*** -.001*** -.0004*** -.0004** -.0002** 

 (.00009) (.00013) (.0001) (.0001) (.0001) 

      

Number of counties 1,627 1,627 1,627 1,579 1,579 

R2  .02 .06 .18 .18 .37 

      

Political party popularity  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Economic variables   ✓  ✓ 

Child care variables    ✓ ✓ 

      

  *p<0.1; ** p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

Notes: This table uses data sourced from NCSL and NASBO to construct the FY18 proportion of state 

general fund expenditures allocated for child care (estimate). The NCSL survey contains data for 35 of 50 

states plus Washington, DC. The data for the individualism measures were constructed by Bazzi et al. In 

accordance with their research, the sample included in this table is limited to the counties who were 

within the 1790 to 1890 east-to-west frontier, which excludes Alaska, Hawaii, and other U.S. states. See 

Figure 2 in the previous section for additional details on this baseline sample of counties. All model 

estimations use robust standard errors clustered using the arbitrary grid cells constructed by Bazzi et al. 

based on the approach by Bester, Conley, and Hansen (2011). Column 1 does not include any controls. 

Column 2 controls for the average share of Republican votes in presidential elections from 2000 to 2016. 

Column 3 controls for average Republican vote share, 2017 GDP, and tax revenue volatility from 1999 to 

2019. Column 4 controls for average Republican vote share and the cost of center-based infant care in 

2017 as a share of 2017 median income. Column 5 controls for all aforementioned variables. Data for the 

control variables are from Child Care in State Economies, the Bureau of Economic Analysis, the Pew 

Charitable Trusts, and Bazzi et al.  
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2. 2018 income eligibility limits for child care subsidies for a family of 3 as a percent of the 

2018 poverty level  

The likelihood that a state is more generous in setting its income eligibility limits for 

child care subsidies appears to have a strong correlation with the prevalence of individualism. As 

shown in Table 3, an additional decade of total frontier experience is associated with an income 

eligibility limit that is approximately 3 percentage points closer to the federal poverty level. In 

other words, more frontier experience increases the odds that access to child care assistance is 

limited. These results are statistically significant at the 1 percent level across all variations of 

model specification. Interestingly, the results indicate a positive, and still statistically significant, 

correlation between the share of infrequent names in baseline counties and the corresponding 

state limits on eligibility for child care assistance in 2018. The coefficients are significant at the 

95 and 99 percent levels. These results with this predictor are inconsistent with the hypothesis 

that the predominance of infrequent names would be indicative of a limited eligibility for child 

care subsidies.  
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Table 3. Individualism and Income Eligibility Limits for Child Care Subsidies 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

  

Total frontier experience -3.13*** -2.71*** -2.45*** -2.76*** -2.66*** 

 (.92) (.94) (.91) (.97) (.94) 

      

Number of counties 2,040 2,040 2,040 1,992 1,992 

R2  .014 .023 .089 0.029 .089 

  

Share of infrequent names 2.48** 3.9*** 2.74** 4.51*** 3.35** 

 (1.24) (1.43) (1.3) (1.43) (1.32) 

      

Number of counties 2,040 2,040 2,040 1,992 1,992 

R2  .01 .03 .09 .03 .09 

      

Political party popularity  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Economic variables   ✓  ✓ 

Child care variables    ✓ ✓ 

      

  *p<0.1; ** p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

Notes: This table uses data sourced from the 2018 State Child Care Assistance Policies report published 

by the National Women’s Law Center. The data for the individualism measures were constructed by 

Bazzi et al. In accordance with their research, the sample included in this table is limited to the counties 

who were within the 1790 to 1890 east-to-west frontier, which excludes Alaska, Hawaii, and other U.S. 

states. See Figure 2 in the previous section for additional details on this baseline sample of counties. All 

model estimations use robust standard errors clustered using the arbitrary grid cells constructed by Bazzi 

et al. based on the approach by Bester, Conley, and Hansen (2011). Column 1 does not include any 

controls. Column 2 controls for the average share of Republican votes in presidential elections from 2000 

to 2016. Column 3 controls for average Republican vote share, 2017 GDP, and tax revenue volatility from 

1999 to 2019. Column 4 controls for average Republican vote share and the cost of center-based infant 

care in 2017 as a share of 2017 median income. Column 5 controls for all aforementioned variables. Data 

for the control variables are from Child Care in State Economies, the Bureau of Economic Analysis, the 

Pew Charitable Trusts, and Bazzi et al.  
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3. The percentage difference between state child care provider payment rate and the 

federally recommended 75th percentile in 2018 for center care for a one-year-old 

As with the income eligibility limits for child care subsidies, predicting child care 

provider payment rates relative to the 75th percentile of market rates using the share on 

infrequent names produced questionable results. None of the model estimations produced results 

that were distinguishable from 0. However, Table 4 indicates a strong, statistically significant 

relationship when total frontier experience is the predictor. These results hold at the 99 percent 

level across all regressions. States where counties spent more time on the frontier set lower 

payment rates than states where counties were on the frontier for less time. This means that for 

each additional decade of frontier experience, reimbursement rates for child care providers 

decrease another 2.5 percentage points less than 75th percentile of 2018 market rates.  
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Table 4. Individualism and Child Care Provider Payment Rates 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

  

Total frontier experience -2.45*** -2.69*** -2.61*** -2.21*** -1.99*** 

 (.521) (.529) (.518) (.481) (.473) 

      

Number of counties 2,040 2,040 2,040 1,992 1,992 

R2  .05 .06 .07 .22 .28 

  

Share of infrequent names -.51 -.94 -1.11 -.05 -.05 

 (.54) (.61) (.66) (.51) (.51) 

      

Number of counties 2,040 2,040 2,040 1,992 1,992 

R2  .002 .01 .03 .25 .25 

      

Political party popularity  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Economic variables   ✓  ✓ 

Child care variables    ✓ ✓ 

      

  *p<0.1; ** p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

Notes: This table uses data sourced from the 2018 State Child Care Assistance Policies report published 

by the National Women’s Law Center. The data for the individualism measures were constructed by 

Bazzi et al. In accordance with their research, the sample included in this table is limited to the counties 

who were within the 1790 to 1890 east-to-west frontier, which excludes Alaska, Hawaii, and other U.S. 

states. See Figure 2 in the previous section for additional details on this baseline sample of counties. All 

model estimations use robust standard errors clustered using the arbitrary grid cells constructed by Bazzi 

et al. based on the approach by Bester, Conley, and Hansen (2011). Column 1 does not include any 

controls. Column 2 controls for the average share of Republican votes in presidential elections from 2000 

to 2016. Column 3 controls for average Republican vote share, 2017 GDP, and tax revenue volatility from 

1999 to 2019. Column 4 controls for average Republican vote share and the cost of center-based infant 

care in 2017 as a share of 2017 median income. Column 5 controls for all aforementioned variables. Data 

for the control variables are from Child Care in State Economies, the Bureau of Economic Analysis, the 

Pew Charitable Trusts, and Bazzi et al.  
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4. Whether or not states increased their general child care funds in addition to the federal 

CCDBG funding increase in 2018 

Results in Table 5 show a strong, statistically significant relationship between county 

frontier experience and which states increased their general child care funds after the 2018 

CCDBG funding increase. All logit regressions produced significant results at the 1 percent 

level. The fit of each model strengthens as measures of Republican party popularity, the state 

economy, and the child care context are added. Following this trend, the average marginal effects 

range from .04 to .08. Across the model estimations, an additional decade on frontier experience 

is associated with an approximate 6 percentage point decrease in the probability that a county is 

in a that state increased its general child care funds after receiving additional CCDBG funding in 

2018. Again, the share of infrequent names is not a strong predictor of state support for child 

care. Most estimates produced results indistinguishable from zero.  
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Table 5. Individualism and General Child Care Fund Increases after 2018 CCDBG 

Increase 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

  

Total frontier experience -.242*** -.32*** -.31*** -.51*** -.51*** 

 (.1) (.1) (.1) (.1) (.1) 

      

Number of counties 2,040 2,040 2,040 1,992 1,992 

Pseudo R2  .01 .05 .07 .11 .16 

  

Share of infrequent names .2** .1 .15 -.07 -.03 

 (.1) (.1) (.1) (.1) (.1) 

      

Number of counties 2,040 2,040 2,040 1,992 1,992 

Pseudo R2  .01 .03 .05 .06 .11 

      

Political party popularity  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Economic variables   ✓  ✓ 

Child care variables    ✓ ✓ 

      

  *p<0.1; ** p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

Notes: This table uses data sourced from a 2019 Child Trends’ survey of state child care administrators. 

The data for the individualism measures were constructed by Bazzi et al. In accordance with their 

research, the sample included in this table is limited to the counties who were within the 1790 to 1890 

east-to-west frontier, which excludes Alaska, Hawaii, and other U.S. states. See Figure 2 in the previous 

section for additional details on this baseline sample of counties. All model estimations use robust 

standard errors clustered using the arbitrary grid cells constructed by Bazzi et al. based on the approach 

by Bester, Conley, and Hansen (2011). Column 1 does not include any controls. Column 2 controls for 

the average share of Republican votes in presidential elections from 2000 to 2016. Column 3 controls for 

average Republican vote share, 2017 GDP, and tax revenue volatility from 1999 to 2019. Column 4 

controls for average Republican vote share and the cost of center-based infant care in 2017 as a share of 

2017 median income. Column 5 controls for all aforementioned variables. Data for the control variables 

are from Child Care in State Economies, the Bureau of Economic Analysis, the Pew Charitable Trusts, 

and Bazzi et al.  
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DISCUSSION AND CONLCUSION 

Discussion 

Leveraging Bazzi et al.’s findings on rugged individualism and its impact on 

contemporary politics and preferences, the goal was to measure the direct, long-run impact on 

policy outcomes, particularly as it relates to child care for infants and toddlers. I hypothesized 

that the prevalence of individualism at the county level would have long-term, negative 

implications for how state policymakers decide to invest public dollars in child care. I find 

evidence for this hypothesis across each of the measures for state investment in child care when 

using county-level total frontier experience as the predictor. Despite the county-to-state analysis 

and 16 states missing from the FY18 general child care funds data, estimates were all significant. 

These results are consistent with the outcomes of both Bazzi et al. and Bian et al.  

There are important differences between the individualism measures and those 

differences became apparent in the results. Total frontier experience is a baseline factor that was 

shown by Bazzi et al. to be strongly associated with higher shares of infrequent names 50 years 

after the U.S. frontier closed. By using the share of infrequent name as a predictor on its own, the 

its strength as a proxy for individualism becomes more muddled, and in fact, insignificant. A 

possible takeaway here is that total frontier experience is a more objective measure for 

individualism because its determinants are objective and it falls closer to the cultural point of 

origin. The share of infrequent names is not an ideal proxy to predict policy outcomes because its 

predictive value is a consequence of the frontier’s legacy.   

The regressions were constructed to identify the direct impacts of frontier experience 

between 1790 and 1890 on 2018 state child care investment. Prior to reaching the output stage, 
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individualism has already had consequential influence at each stage of the public policy process 

which is one explanation of the small magnitude of the coefficients. Much of the impact of 

individualism on support for child care has already been absorbed by the economic, political, and 

cultural factors being controlled for in the models, and this is not even the full scope of relevant 

factors. This is likely another reason why the share of infrequent names was not a strong 

predictor child care funding despite its established relationship with frontier experience. There 

are variables that I excluded from this analysis as to not overwhelm the regressions with 

variables, including intervening variables, that could bias the results. Consequentially, the results 

of above estimations cannot be interpreted as causal due to the omission of many variables that 

are correlated with total frontier experience and state funding for child care.  

With this in mind, I suggest the following revised conceptual framework (Figure 3) 

which accounts for the indirect impact of individualism on child care funding in addition to the 

direct relationship. 
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Figure 7. Revised Conceptual Framework 

 

 

The results depicted in this paper supplement much of the existing research on framing, 

particularly as it relates to political communications, advocacy, and how perspectives take shape. 

There is a significant body of research evaluating how framing impacts the politics and advocacy 

surrounding how best to address a public crisis or define a public good. This thesis contributes to 

framing literature by isolating and quantifying how the unique experience of the American 

frontier shaped a culture that directly and indirectly impacts present-day public policy decisions. 



40 

 

This has implications for how policymakers, advocates, and other stakeholders frame child care 

policy choices for their respective audiences and seek to influence policy decisions (S.N. Bales, 

2008). Framing has an impact on each stage of the public policy process and can determine what 

issues are added to the policy agenda, which policy solutions that are identified, and what 

eventually becomes law (Framing and Policy Making, 2018). Individualism is a deeply 

entrenched aspect of the American cultural ethos which means policymakers, advocates, and 

voters are constantly navigating the complexity of explicit cultural and practices and implicit 

psychological tendencies as they seek to enact policy change (Kitayama et al., 2010). As 

policymakers at the national and state levels consider proposals to rebuild and improve the child 

care system, a deeper understanding of the interplay between values and geography could help 

inform policy and advocacy strategies (Framing and Policy Making, 2018; Stone, 2012) intended 

to increase state general child care funds, income eligibility limits for child care subsidies, 

provider payment rates, and pull other policy levers. Perhaps a frame that leads with brain 

development would be more effective at building support for additional child care funding in 

states with higher levels individualism. Maybe an argument based on collective responsibility 

would result in additional investment in places where collectivism prevails. The revised 

conceptual framework sets the stage for evaluating these possibilities.  

Limitations  

There were two primary limitations of this analysis that leave room for future researchers 

to expand and better evaluate impact of individualism on policy outcomes. First, total frontier 

experience as defined by Bazzi et al. is limited to a subset of U.S. counties. This is due to the 

availability of data pre-1790 and the fact that there were still counties post-1890 that met some of 
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the standards for frontier experience but the frontier was considered closed by that time. An 

alternative definition of frontier experience or measure of individualism that includes a larger 

subset of U.S. counties would strengthen future analysis. Another limitation was the differing 

levels of analysis. Measuring the predictor at the county level and the outcome at the state level 

added complications to the models and the interpretation of the results. Future research on this 

topic could be strengthened by including a state-level measure of individualism or collectivism. 

Unfortunately, limitations regarding sample size would remain. As far as I am aware, there are 

no county-level child care funding mechanisms that isolate local official’s decision making and 

is not directly related to federal and state policymaking.  

 With regards to improved methodology, future research could pursue structural equation 

modeling (SEM) in an effort to capture the indirect effects of individualism in addition to the 

direct effects. Replicating and expanding this approach with that method would enhance the 

analysis by better accounting for underlying factors. Benefits of an SEM-based estimation 

include allowing for causal analysis of moderating factors, improving measurement, and a 

clearer examination of how the key variables relate to each other (Remler & Van Ryzin, 2011). 

While this approach relies on the strength of the assumptions about the relationships, previous 

research findings and the results of this paper justify using SERM to further explore the policy 

consequences of individualism.  

Conclusion 

 Regardless of the methodological and data limitations of this paper, its contributions are 

promising and in alignment with existing literature on individualism. Decades after the American 

frontier closed, the direct impacts linger and are still shaping policymaking. The role of center-
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based child care went from virtually irrelevant to essential over the last century. And yet, 

individualism’s impact persists and likely influences our child care system a significant, though 

small, way. Child care plays a central role in our society. Just as individualism impacts “why” of 

so much in the United States, child care is a critical part of the “how.” This thesis sought to draw 

a direct link between culture and policy outcomes. The results offer a peek into how the 

predominant values-based motivator like individualism may be holding policymakers back from 

sufficiently providing public support for what is arguably a public good. The legacy of the 

American frontier extends beyond opinion and preference and has real consequence for state-

level policy decisions impacting the present-day care of young children and their future. 

Individualism may be holding the child care system back from its full potential, but having a 

better understanding of its impact opens the door to new ways of effectively making the case that 

infant-toddler child care is not a nice-to-have – it is essential.  
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Appendix 

Table 6. Variable Descriptions 

 

Variable Variable Construction and Description  

Percentage of state 

general funds allocated 

for child care 

Dependent Variable. Datasets from the National Conference of 

State Legislatures (Early Care and Education State Budget Actions 

FY 2019, 2019) and the National Association of State Budget 

Officers (State Expenditure Report, 2019) built the FY 2018 

proportion of state general funds allocated/spent on child care. The 

“Early Care and Education State Budget Actions FY 2019” report 

contains state and federal child care data for thirty-five states. 

Income eligibility limits 

for child care subsidies 

for a family of 3 in 2018 

Dependent Variable. This state-level variable comes from a 2019 

report from the National Women’s Law Center (Schulman, 2018). 

The income eligibility for child care assistance is defined by the 

federal poverty level for a family of three. The value indicates a 

state’s eligibility threshold relative to the federal poverty level 

(i.e., 150 percent of the federal poverty limit). A higher limit is 

indicative of greater support for investing in access to child care 

and child care assistance. 

Percentage difference 

between state child care 

provider payment rate 

and federally 

recommended 75th 

percentile in 2018 for 

center care for a one-

year-old 

Dependent Variable. This state-level variable comes from a 2019 

report from the National Women’s Law Center (Schulman, 2018). 

Positive differences or a difference of 0 are indicative of more 

investment in access to child care. Larger, negative numbers are 

indicative of investing less.  

States that did not 

receive an increase in 

general child care funds 

in 2018 after the federal 

CCDBG funding 

increase 

Dependent Variable. This variable comes from Child Trends’ 

2019 survey of state child care administrators (Banghart et al., 

2019). This is an indicator variable. States that increased general 

child care funds are assigned 0 and those that did not are assigned 

1.  

Total frontier experience Independent Variable. This variable is based on county-level data 

constructed by Bazzi et al. It is the total number of years that a 

county within 100 kilometers of the frontline and with a 

population density below 6 people per square mile spent on the 

frontier between 1790 and 1890 (Bazzi et al., 2020b, July 2). More 

years of experience on the frontier is indicative of higher levels of 

individualism.  
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Table 6 (Cont.) 

 

Variable Variable Construction and Description  

Share of infrequent 

children names 

Independent Variable. This variable was constructed by Bazzi et 

al at the county, state, and national levels. This variable measures 

the percentage of white children aged 0 to 10 with non-top 10 first 

names with native-born parents at the county level (Bazzi et al., 

2020b, July 2). A higher share is indicative of higher levels of 

individualism.  

Average Republican vote 

share in presidential 

elections, 2000-2016 

Control Variable. This variable was constructed by Bazzi et al. 

and measures the average Republican vote share of each county in 

the across presidential elections from 2000 through 2016.  

Cost of center-based 

infant care as a share of 

median income 

Control Variable. Inspired by analysis in the 2019 Child Care in 

State Economies report, this variable accounts for the annual price 

of child care per state and how affordable it is for families. The 

variable was constructed using 2017 ACS 1-year estimate data 

from the Census Bureau and 2017 child care rates from Child Care 

Aware of America. The variable is constructed as a proportion of 

the state’s median income in 2017 which enables the models to 

control for cross-state variation in cost of living and purchasing 

power.  

Tax Revenue Volatility Control Variable. The variable was constructed by the Pew 

Charitable Trusts using data from the United States Census 

Bureau’s State Government Tax collections for 1999 to 2019 and 

from the National Conference of State Legislatures’ State Tax 

Actions reports for 1999 to 2019. A state’s overall tax revenue 

volatility score is “based on the standard deviation of yearly 

percent change in total tax revenue from fiscal years 2000 to 2019, 

less the effect of total tax policy changes. The overall score is 

expressed in percentage points.” (Fiscal 50, 2020) Accounting for 

the health of a state’s economy.  

Gross Domestic Product Control Variable. GDP accounts for the size and productivity of a 

state’s economy using 2017 data sourced from the Bureau of 

Economic Analysis. Data were transformed to the natural log.  

Population Share of 

Children ages 0 to 4 

Control Variable. An indicator of demand for infant-toddler child 

care, this variable measures the proportion of children ages 0 to 4 

out of the total state population. Inspired by analysis from the 

Child Care in State Economies report, this analysis includes 2017 

data provided by the 2019 report.  

Note: Author’s construction.  

 



45 

 

Table 7. Rankings of State Support for Child Care 

  

State (1)  

FY18 

Funds rank 

(2) 

Eligibility 

Limits rank 

(3) 

Payment 

Rates rank 

(4) Post-

CCDBG 

Increase 

Alabama . . 128 2 -39 5 no 

Alaska 0.002 12 298 51 -11 38 no 

Arizona 0.000 1 162 20 -42 3 no 

Arkansas 0.001 9 211 40 1 50 no 

California 0.009 33 251 48 0 47 yes 

Colorado 0.002 15 162 20 -29 14 no 

Connecticut 0.005 30 223 43 -38 6 no 

Delaware . . 197 32 -52 1 yes 

Washington, DC . . 246 47 -23 23 yes 

Florida 0.004 29 147 13 -18 31 no 

Georgia 0.002 20 143 9 -44 2 yes 

Hawaii . . 227 45 -17 32 no 

Idaho . . 128 2 -8 40 no 

Illinois . . 182 26 -25 19 yes 

Indiana 0.002 16 125 1 0 47 no 

Iowa 0.005 32 143 9 -23 23 yes 

Kansas 0.002 11 182 26 -8 40 no 

Kentucky 0.002 18 157 19 -27 16 no 

Louisiana 0.000 1 155 18 -32 10 yes 

Maine 0.000 3 271 49 -19 27 yes 

Maryland 0.003 21 144 11 -32 10 yes 

Massachusetts 0.004 27 223 44 -27 16 yes 

Michigan 0.004 28 128 2 -10 39 no 

Minnesota . . 183 30 -29 14 yes 

Mississippi 0.000 4 207 39 -22 25 no 

Missouri 0.004 26 134 2 -31 13 no 

Montana . . 146 12 -1 46 no 

Nebraska 0.014 34 128 2 -3 44 no 

Nevada 0.001 6 128 2 -34 8 no 

New Hampshire . . 216 41 -16 33 yes 

New Jersey 0.000 2 197 32 -40 4 no 

New Mexico 0.005 31 197 32 -27 16 yes 

New York . . 197 32 -3 44 yes 

North Carolina 0.002 17 197 32 2 51 no 

North Dakota 0.001 5 220 42 -8 40 no 

Ohio . . 128 2 -37 7 no 

Oklahoma . . 169 22 -22 25 no 

Oregon 0.003 23 182 26 -14 35 no 
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Table 7 (Cont.) 

  

State (1)  

FY18 

Funds rank 

(2) 

Eligibility 

Limits rank 

(3) 

Payment 

Rates rank 

(4) Post-

CCDBG 

Increase 

Pennsylvania . . 197 32 -13 36 yes 

Rhode Island 0.003 24 177 24 -19 27 yes 

South Carolina . . 150 17 0 47 yes 

South Dakota 0.002 19 179 25 -19 27 yes 

Tennessee 0.001 8 230 46 -32 10 no 

Texas 0.002 14 147 13 -13 36 no 

Utah 0.001 7 176 23 -16 33 no 

Vermont . . 295 50 -19 27 yes 

Virginia 0.001 10 147 13 -24 21 no 

Washington . . 197 32 -34 9 no 

West Virginia 0.003 22 147 13 -7 43 no 

Wisconsin 0.002 13 182 26 -25 19 no 

Wyoming 0.003 25 184 31 -24 21 no 
Notes: Rankings are from lowest to highest based on amount of investment/generosity. The state that 

invests in the least in a given measure receives a 1. Column 1 includes data sourced from the National 

Conference on State Legislatures (NCSL) and the National Association of State Budget Officers 

(NASBO) to construct the FY18 proportion of state general fund expenditures allocated for child care 

(estimate). The NCSL survey contains data for 35 of 50 states plus Washington, DC. Data in Column 2 

and 3 are from the 2018 State Child Care Assistance Policies report published by the National Women’s 

Law Center. Missing data are identified using “.” Column 4 uses data sourced from a 2019 Child Trends’ 

survey of state child care administrators.  
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Figure 8. Map of States Included in Baseline Sample. 
Notes: Author’s construction using mapchart.net. Data sourced from Bazzi et al. (2020b). 
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Table 8. Number of Counties per State Represented in Baseline Sample 

 

State Number of Counties in 

Baseline Sample 

Total Number of Counties 

(2010) 

Alabama 67 67 

Alaska NA 19 

Arizona 0 15 

Arkansas 75 75 

California 0 58 

Colorado 36 64 

Connecticut 0 8 

Delaware 0 3 

Washington, DC 0 1 

Florida 67 67 

Georgia 135 159 

Hawaii NA 5 

Idaho 0 44 

Illinois 102 102 

Indiana 92 92 

Iowa 99 99 

Kansas 100 105 

Kentucky 120 120 

Louisiana 64 64 

Maine 0 16 

Maryland 0 24 

Massachusetts 0 14 

Michigan 83 83 

Minnesota 87 87 

Mississippi 82 82 

Missouri 115 115 

Montana 0 56 

Nebraska 82 93 

Nevada 0 17 

New Hampshire 0 10 

New Jersey 0 21 

New Mexico 8 33 

New York 38 62 

North Carolina 11 100 

North Dakota 19 53 

Ohio 88 88 

Oklahoma 3 77 

Oregon 0 36 
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Table 8 (Cont.) 

 

State Number of Counties in 

Baseline Sample 

Total Number of Counties 

(2010) 

Pennsylvania 28 67 

Rhode Island 0 5 

South Carolina 0 46 

South Dakota 48 66 

Tennessee 95 95 

Texas 170 254 

Utah 0 29 

Vermont 0 14 

Virginia 14 133 

Washington 0 39 

West Virginia 36 55 

Wisconsin 72 72 

Wyoming 4 23 

Total 2,040 3,143 
Notes: Data sourced from Bazzi et al. (2020b) and County FIPS Codes. 
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