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A Magellan Guide

Whatever your reason for choosing a baby  
sitter—whether you are going out for an evening 
event, running errands without the children, or 
need someone to watch the children before or 
after school—choosing a competent, responsible 
baby sitter is an important decision. The person 
you entrust with caring for your children should 
be someone you are comfortable with who has 
experience caring for children. This guide provides 
information and tips for finding and selecting the 
best baby sitter for you and your children. 

What Is a Baby Sitter?

The most general definition of a “baby sitter” 
is anyone who takes care of children on an 
hourly basis, but does not offer a predetermined 
schedule of structured physical and learning 
activities or prescribed and ongoing medical care. 
Baby sitters are also the most common child care 
alternative sought by parents when temporary 
child care needs arise. To this end, baby sitters 
should be capable of dealing with emergencies, 
including transportation requirements and the 
care of a mildly ill child, in addition to preparing 
meals, coordinating activities and managing bath, 
bedtime and other household tasks. Baby sitters 
may also be capable of temporarily caring for a 
child with mild special needs.

Note—Although typically a baby sitter does not 
provide full-time child care, if you are looking for 
someone to care for your child in your home on a 
regular part-time basis there may be legal and tax 
considerations to take into account.

Assessing Your Needs

Before you begin your search for a baby sitter, 
assess your personal situation. For example, ask 
yourself the following questions:

 – How many children do you have?

 – Do your children have any special needs 
or requirements?

 – When do you need care?

 – Where will the care take place?

 – Do you expect the baby sitter to prepare meals, 
help with bath time, help with homework, etc.?

 – Do you expect your baby sitter to have his or her 
own transportation to and from your home?

 – How much are you prepared to spend?

 – What are your expectations of the baby sitter? 
For example, do you want him or her to drive 
your child to activities?

Finding a Baby Sitter

There are many potential sources for locating 
baby sitters. Consider some of the following:

 – Word of mouth—Ask friends, relatives, co-
workers, etc. for recommendations.

 – Colleges—Contact the education or nursing 
departments at local colleges and ask about 
students in early childhood education, 
early childhood development, elementary 
education or pediatric nursing programs that 
may be interested in baby sitting positions. 
In addition, your local college may have a job 
placement office or job board where you can 
place an ad.
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 – Advertisements—Place an ad in your local 
paper, community newsletter or an Internet 
site, such as Craigslist.

 – Other Resources—Post notices or ask around 
at places such as mothers’ networking groups 
or local child play centers that offer music, art, 
or gym classes, etc. 

Screening Candidates

After you’ve assessed your needs and located 
some potential baby sitters, conduct an  
interview with each of the candidates to get to 
know them better. Invite strong candidates to 
your home to evaluate them and to see how 
they interact with your child. Consider asking the 
following questions: 

 – Why are you interested in baby sitting? 

 – Do you have any prior experience as a baby 
sitter? If so, what? 

 – What types of activities do you enjoy doing 
with children? 

 – Have you taken any courses on baby sitting, 
first-aid, CPR, etc. that would help you be a 
better baby sitter? 

 – Do you have any relevant educational 
background (i.e., courses in child development, 
teaching, etc.)? 

 – How would you handle an emergency 
situation? 

 – What would you do if my child became sick 
while you were caring for him or her? 

 – How would you handle disciplining my child if 
he or she misbehaved? 

 – Do you have any experience caring for children 
with special needs (if applicable)? 

 – Do you feel comfortable being around pets 
(if applicable)? 

 – Do you have references that I can call? (Ask 
for two to three references and call all of 
them. Additionally, you may want to run a 
background check on any baby sitter you 
are considering.) 

Finally, if you’re still interested in hiring the 
baby sitter and are comfortable with his or her 
responses to your questions, invite the baby sitter 
to spend some time with your children. Take this 
opportunity to observe the baby sitter as he or 
she interacts with your children. Does the baby 
sitter seem comfortable with your children? Are 
your children comfortable with the baby sitter? 
Does the baby sitter engage your children in any 
activities? (Typically a baby sitter is compensated 
for this time.) 

If, after calling the references provided, you 
decide to hire the baby sitter, discuss the fee 
ahead of time, including any additional costs 
for overtime. Depending on how often you will 
be using the baby sitter, you may also need to 
discuss vacation, time off and any other benefits 
you will be offering.

Note—Once you have chosen to have someone 
enter your home to provide a service (in this 
case, baby sitting services), especially if they 
come to your home regularly, you may have tax 
responsibilities to the caregiver and to federal, 
state and city government. Additionally, you may 
expose yourself to certain employer liabilities. Prior 
to employing someone in your home, speak to 
an attorney, accountant and/or other appropriate 
professional to determine what tax responsibilities 
and employment laws may apply to you.

Helping the Baby Sitter—and Your  
Child—Adjust 

Once you have chosen a baby sitter, invite him 
or her to your home at least once before you 
actually leave him or her alone with your child to 
go over house rules and give your child another 
chance to get used to him or her. Additionally, 
consider the following suggestions: 

 – Post emergency numbers by all of the 
telephones. Make sure your baby sitter knows 
how to reach you in an emergency. Also leave 
the names and numbers of the police, fire 
department, poison control center and trusted 
neighbors and friends who can get to your 
home quickly in an emergency. 
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 – Give your baby sitter a tour of your home. Make 
sure point out where medications and first 
aid supplies are kept, as well as any cleaning 
supplies and other harmful or poisonous 
substances. Be sure he or she knows where 
any other supplies might be, including arts 
and crafts, paper and crayons, toys, snacks, etc. 
Show your baby sitter where fire extinguishers 
are located and make sure he or she knows 
how to use them. If you have a family plan for 
emergencies, share it with the baby sitter. 

 – Discuss the house rules with the baby 
sitter ahead of time. Be sure that he or she 
understands your rules about meal times, 
snacks, homework, bedtime routines, etc. Ask 
ahead of time if the baby sitter has any issues 
with your household rules.

 – Discuss discipline with your baby sitter. 
Make sure that he or she agrees with your 
discipline techniques and how to handle 
disciplinary responsibilities.

In addition to preparing your baby sitter, prepare 
your child ahead of time for the new caregiver. 
The first time a baby sitter cares for your child, 
make sure your child is ready for the change in 
caregivers. Depending on the child, a change 
in child care arrangements may be a difficult 
transition, or a rather insignificant one. A change 
in daily routine without the support of familiar 
people and places can be distressing to your 
child. Consider the following tips:

 – When the caregiver arrives remind your child 
who the baby sitter is. Be sure to wait 15 to 20 
minutes before you leave your child alone with 
the new baby sitter to give your child time to 
adjust. Observe their interaction carefully—a 
good baby sitter will try to make your child feel 
loved and welcome in the new care situation. 

 – Keep your child’s daily routine as unchanged 
as possible; children thrive on routine. The only 
thing different is the person who is providing 
care. Have the new baby sitter perform a task 
that you are usually in charge of, like preparing 
your child’s snack or changing a diaper. This may 
help your child warm up to a new caregiver. 

 – Help build your child’s feelings of security and 
well-being by talking about what activities and 
events may happen while the baby sitter is 
there, including when your child will eat, sleep, 
play, etc. 

 – Read books with your child about how making 
new friends can be fun. 

 – Ask your child to explain how he or she feels 
about the new arrangements and empathize 
with those feelings. 

 – Reassure your child that the baby sitter will 
keep him or her safe. 

 – Express your confidence in the new baby 
sitter’s abilities and in your child’s ability to 
adjust to this change. 

 – Show enthusiasm for the new baby sitter with 
your words and your tone of voice. Teach 
your child that change offers fun and exciting 
opportunities.


