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97%

of child care
settings in the U.S.
are home-based
Summary
The vast majority of child care in the
United States is home-based. Nationwide,
home-based child care (HBCC) accounts
for 97 percent of all child care settings and
serves almost two-thirds of the children
ages birth to five who are in care. HBCC
is particularly important for infants and
toddlers, children from families with low
incomes, and those living in rural areas. It
is also an essential support for the Colorado
workforce, with many parents relying on
this care so that they can go to work and
support their families. HBCC includes
several types. These types differ in several
respects, including as to whether the
provider is paid, licensed, and/or has a
prior relationship with the children in care.
Parents choose HBCC for various reasons,
including availability, affordability, trust, and
flexibility to accommodate non-traditional
work schedules. Paid HBCC generates $128

Child care is not only a
parent problem, but a
workforce problem. Since 2011,
Colorado has seen a dramatic
decline in the number of family
child care homes, and the
COVID-19 pandemic has
compounded that problem with
nearly 10 percent of providers
closing their doors.”

Debbie Brown
President, Colorado Business
Roundtable
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million in revenue in Colorado annually, as
well as spillover economic activity in other
sectors. However, HBCC also faces several
challenges, and the number of licensed
child care homes has plummeted 45 percent
in recent years in Colorado, contributing to
the shortage of child care, particularly for
infants. The current pandemic poses an
additional, significant threat to HBCC and
the entire child care industry. Given HBCC’s
vital role in supporting our state’s workforce
and economy, it is critical that Colorado
policymakers develop and enhance supports
for home-based child care.

Most child care is home-based
Although many people think of child care as
occurring in centers, the vast majority of
child care in the United States is home-based.
Nationwide, HBCC accounts for 97 percent
of all child care settings1 and serves almost
two-thirds (65 percent) of the children ages
birth to five who are in care.2 Of a total of
nearly four million child care settings in our
nation, only 129,000 are centers. Of nearly
11 million American children in child care,
only 3.8 million are served in centers. In
Colorado, more than 12,000 children ages
birth to 5 receive care in licensed family

child care homes. Although complete data on
the number of children served in license-exempt
HBCC is not currently available, more than
half of Colorado families use informal care.3
HBCC is particularly important for infants
and toddlers4 and for children from families
with low incomes.5 Infants and toddlers thrive
in smaller, more intimate settings and HBCC is
often less expensive and offers more flexible
hours needed by workers with low wages.
Families in rural areas also rely heavily on
HBCC, especially for their preschoolers.6
These statistics on the prevalence of HBCC
demonstrate that it is an essential support for
the Colorado workforce, with many parents
relying on this care so that they can go to work
and support their families.

Types of home-based
child care
Providers of HBCC can be categorized
in various ways. The National Survey of
Early Care and Education (NSECE), a large,
nationally representative study, distinguishes
home-based providers by whether they
are paid or unpaid, and whether they
are listed (i.e. on a state or federal registry)
or unlisted.7

Child Care in Colorado
Setting

# Settings

# Children (birth to 5)

CENTERS

1,530

122,521

HOME-BASED: LICENSED

1,644

12,481

Not available

Not available

HOME-BASED: LICENSE-EXEMPT

Source: Colorado Department of Human Services - Office of Early Childhood
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Another common classification of HBCC
providers examines whether the provider
has a prior relationship with the children in
care.8 Those with prior relationships are
categorized as family, friend, and neighbor
(FFN) child care providers. Some FFN
providers receive payment for providing
care; many do not. In some states, including
Colorado,9 certain FFN providers are
exempt from licensing requirements (see
graphic), but are able to receive child care
subsidies. However, a recent survey of
nearly 300 FFN providers across the state

found that more than half (56 percent)
were not aware of Colorado’s Child Care
Assistance Program (CCCAP) and only 10
percent had received CCCAP payments.10
Family child care is another category of
HBCC, typically used to describe providers
who are paid and provide care to at least
one child with whom they had no prior
relationship. Nationwide, 88 percent of
paid, listed providers (104,000) can be
characterized as family child care, as can
22 percent of paid, unlisted providers

Types of home-based providers
in Colorado
Licensed homes
•

Serve children unrelated to the provider

•

Maximum group size generally six, plus two children before and after school. No
more than two children under age 2. Other license types require more training.

•

Paid

•

Family child care homes

•

Average tenure in the field of >16 years

•

45% have an associate’s degree or higher; 26% a BA or higher

•

60% serve families who receive subsidies

•

Required to have ongoing, annual professional development hours

License-exempt /Qualified exempt homes
•

Serve four or fewer children unrelated to caregiver; no more than two children
under age 2

•

Serve children related to the caregiver

•

Serve siblings from one family

•

Paid or unpaid

•

147 serve families who receive subsidies

•

Family child care homes or family, friend, and neighbor care

Sources: Colorado Office of Early Childhood http://coloradoofficeofearlychildhood.force.com/oec/ ; Colorado
Early Childhood Workforce Survey 2017 https://earlymilestones.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/EC-WorkforceSurvey-Brief-1.pdf
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(199,000). These family child care providers
are essentially small businesses, with the
vast majority being woman-owned.11

Why do parents choose
home-based child care?
Although there is little in-depth research
examining why parents choose HBCC,
survey data from the NSECE and from
Colorado’s Preschool Development Grant
Needs Assessment provides some insights.12
Parents rated FFN and family child care
higher on nurturing, affordability, and
flexibility, when compared to center-based
care. Families may choose HBCC for a
variety of reasons, including:13
•

Flexible operating hours to
accommodate non-traditional work
schedules

•

Less expensive

•

Availability, especially for infants and
toddlers

•

Home-like environment

•

Small group size

•

Mixed-age groups allow siblings to stay
together

•

Consistent caregiver

•

Trust of caregiver

•

Shared language, culture, values, child
rearing practices

However, a 2019 Colorado Birth Through
Five Needs Assessment found that the
majority of parents preferred center-based
care to HBCC, with just eight percent
preferring a licensed child care home and
29 percent preferring FFN care (versus 33
percent for preschool and 24 percent for
child care centers).14 Preference varied with
child age, though, with 34 percent of
parents of infants preferring informal HBCC.
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Family Child Care Home
Facilities Improvement Grant
The Early Childhood Council Leadership Alliance
administers the Family Child Care Home Facilities
Improvement Grant program, funded by the Buell
Foundation. The program aims to address the
declining number of slots in licensed family child
care homes and to increase quality. Priority is
given to homes that serve vulnerable families.
The second round of grants, in October 2020,
provided $90,000 to 27 family child care homes
in 17 counties across Colorado. The grants paid
for start-up costs, as well as fencing, flooring,
appliances, and playground equipment. Results
impacted 212 children and yielded a 23 percent
increase in capacity in the child care homes.
Source: https://ecclacolorado.org/fcchgrant/

Overall, parents responded that cost often
constrained their child care choices. A
2020 parent survey, on the other hand,
found that for children under age 5, family
child care was preferred by a higher
percentage of parents than were using it,
suggesting a lack of adequate supply.15

Home-based child care
contributes to Colorado’s
economy
HBCC serves as an essential workforce
support that allows Colorado parents to go
to work and support their families or to go
to school and increase their future earning
potential. Moreover, HBCC contributes to
the state and national economy in other ways.
The Committee for Economic Development
examined the economic impact of paid child
care only and found that paid HBCC
generated $128 million in revenue in Colorado
in 2016.16 In addition, HBCC produced
spillover economic activity in other sectors,
as providers purchase goods and services,
both for their child care businesses and for
their own families, from their earnings.

Benefits and challenges of
home-based child care
As noted above, HBCC has several benefits
and is highly valued by many Colorado
families. HBCC is typically more affordable
and more available than center-based care,
especially for infants and toddlers. Flexible
operating hours can accommodate parents’
nontraditional work schedules. HBCC offers
small groups of mixed-age children, allowing
siblings to stay together. Providers are often
trusted members of the parents’ community,
sharing language, culture, and values.
HBCC also faces several challenges,
however.17 Providers can be isolated,
working alone with few supports. Providing

My Village
MyVillage is a national membership community
that helps local early childhood educators
transform their homes into ideal learning
environments. MyVillage members learn how to
develop a business plan, navigate state and local
licensing and regulations, and design and
implement quality curricula. The company was
founded in 2017 in Colorado and Montana by two
mothers who faced significant obstacles to finding
care for their own children.
Source: www.myvillage.com

care can be stressful, with long hours,
difficult work, and low pay. Moreover, many
providers have other jobs and must balance
caregiving with these other responsibilities.
Providers often face difficulties managing
the business aspect of providing care. FFN
providers may experience particularly difficult
circumstances: in a recent survey, 70
percent reported using at least one form of
public assistance and about one third had
no health insurance.18
Colorado HBCC providers cite administrative
and regulatory burdens as particular
challenges.19 In a workforce survey of
nearly 500 licensed family child care
providers drawn from Colorado’s Early
Childhood Professional Development and
Information System (representing 22
percent of such providers in the state), the
most common challenge, mentioned by 35
percent, was dissatisfaction with state
licensing rules and state and local regulations.
More than a quarter of these providers also
expressed frustration with policies that
they see as trying to make their businesses
more like center-based programs.20
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Providers Advancing
School Outcomes (PASO)
The Colorado Statewide Parent Coalition established PASO to provide support to
family, friend, and neighbor (FFN) child care providers, with the goal of reducing the
achievement gap between Latino and non-Latino children at school entry. More than
half of Latino children are in FFN care. PASO is an intensive 15-week professional
development program that prepares providers to apply for the Child Development
Associate credential (CDA). In addition, trainers provide three home visits to provide
support to FFN providers and help them apply what they have learned to their
caregiving. There are also community events that bring providers, children and families
together to learn and have fun. PASO is currently operating in Westminster, Lakewood,
Aurora, and Longmont. An evaluation by external researchers is in progress and will
provide data on program implementation and child outcomes.
Source: http://coparentcoalition.org/paso/ ;
https://www.coloradogives.org/CSPC/programs
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For example, family child care homes are
currently considered commercial facilities
for building and zoning code purposes in
many local jurisdictions in Colorado, rather
than residential, resulting in onerous
requirements that create roadblocks for
providers who have already met licensing
requirements.
HBCC providers also typically lack benefits
such as sick leave, health insurance, and
retirement accounts, a frustration voiced by
nearly one-quarter (24 percent) of Colorado
family child care providers in the workforce
survey. Partially as a result of these
challenges, the number of licensed child
care homes has declined across Colorado
in recent years, losing nearly 12,000
licensed slots in family child care homes.21
Given the overall shortage of child care,
particularly for infants, this decrease in
availability is problematic. Moreover,
COVID-19 has exacerbated the existing
shortage of care.22 Since the start of the
pandemic, nearly 10 percent of providers in
Colorado have closed.23
Child care challenges also have economic
impacts. A recent ReadyNation Colorado
report documented the economic impacts
of challenges in the overall child care
system on working parents, employers, and
taxpayers: an annual cost of $2.17 billion in
lost earnings, productivity, and revenue.24
The study examined only infant-and-toddler
care (both center- and home-based), so it
provides an underestimate of the economic
damage due to child care challenges overall.
There is little consensus on how best to
assess quality in home-based settings.
HBCC providers are less likely than centers
to participate in Colorado Shines, the state’s
quality rating and improvement system

The heart of any early
childhood program is
the relationship between the
caregiver and the child, as
relationships are the context
in which development and
learning occur. The small
group size in HBCC can
foster warm, loving adult-child
relationships. It is critical that
studies of HBCC assess this
aspect of quality as well as
other aspects in which HBCC
is likely to be strong.”
(QRIS), and to receive a high rating than are
center-based providers (6 percent vs. 38
percent).25 However, researchers note that
existing measures, having been developed
for center-based or other formal settings,
may not adequately capture quality in
HBCC.26 Data on unpaid, unlisted care is
particularly scarce. While some studies have
pointed to HBCC having lower quality than
center-based care,27 others report that the
findings are mixed, depending on how
quality is measured. For example, in 51
percent of center- and school-based child
care programs in Colorado, there is a
mismatch between the language spoken by
children in the classroom and that spoken
by the teacher; for family child care homes,
that figure is just 21 percent.28 The heart of
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operational supports, professional
development efforts, licensing resources,
addressing regulatory burdens, and
reforming the Colorado Child Care
Assistance Program (CCCAP).30

any early childhood program is the
relationship between the caregiver and the
child, as relationships are the context in
which development and learning occur.29
The small group size in HBCC can foster
warm, loving adult-child relationships. It is
critical that studies of HBCC assess this
aspect of quality as well as other aspects in
which HBCC is likely to be strong.

Home-based child care
providers need policymaker
support
Given its vital role in the child care
ecosystem as an essential resource for
many Colorado working parents, it is critical
that policymakers develop and enhance
programmatic supports for home-based
child care. Therefore, HBCC should be
included in any potential solutions, such as
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Unfortunately, child care policies and
practices have often either ignored or
actually created barriers for HBCC.31
Recently, however, across the nation, a
range of initiatives have been developed
to support HBCC providers. These efforts
fall into two categories: those focused
on quality caregiving and those focused
on sustainability.32 In the former are
individualized home visits focused on
coaching, consultation, and mentoring
around provider-child interactions. Also
included in this category are group supports
including training, professional
development, and peer networks. In the
latter category focused on sustainability are
material supports (grants, lending libraries,
etc.) and administrative supports (aid with
business practices, help navigating
regulatory systems, assistance with home
improvements, etc.). Available studies
provide some evidence of the effectiveness
of these approaches, particularly when
used in combination.
Family child care networks offer HBCC
providers a range of services to improve
both quality and sustainability, including
operational assistance (e.g., in navigating
licensing, subsidies, and QRIS), professional
development (on child development,
curriculum, business practices, etc.) and
peer support. Networks can act as shared
services alliances where groups of
providers can purchase benefit packages,
including health insurance, at competitive
rates--one of the challenges noted by
Colorado family child care providers in the

workforce survey. These networks exist in
39 states, including Colorado. Only two
studies of networks exist to date, but both
found that they increased the quality of care
of participating providers. Policymakers
could incentivize participation in networks
by offering higher payment rates to HBCC
providers who do so.33
In some communities, Early Head Start
staffs family child care networks, most
frequently through Early Head Start-Child
Care Partnerships (EHS-CCP).34 Federal
funds allow EHS to partner with infanttoddler child care providers who agree to
meet EHS quality standards in order to receive
assistance (coaching, education, curricula
and other materials, and comprehensive
services for children and families—meals,
health and dental care, housing assistance,
etc.).35 Evaluation of EHS-CCP demonstrates
that they have increased the quality of
participating child care providers.36
In order to increase the availability of HBCC,
policymakers must also address regulations
that can act as obstacles to providers, as
the Colorado workforce survey identified
regulations as family child care providers’
biggest frustration. Clarifying and coordinating
state and local regulations can help reduce
administrative and financial burdens on
providers, while still maintaining safety for
children.37 For example, family child care
homes should be categorized as residences,
not commercial buildings, as a commercial
classification imposes increased requirements
that significantly limit the ability of a family
child care home to operate. While not an
immediate solution, some states have taken
advantage of opportunities to engage in a
Negotiated Rulemaking Process resulting in
stakeholder-backed single sets of rules or
standards that apply to all aspects of early

Early Learning Ventures
Early Head Start-Child Care
Partnerships Program
(EHS-CCP)
In Colorado, EHS-CCP exist in four counties:
Arapahoe, Garfield, Mesa, and Pueblo. Early Learning
Ventures is one grantee and provides business and
professional development, among other services, to
family child care providers. As a result of these
partnerships, family child care providers have been
able to hire assistants, expand their businesses, and
serve more children. They also improved their
business practices, particularly around fiscal
management.
Source: https://www.earlylearningventures.org/early-head-start/
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Early-HeadStart-Child-Care-Partnerships.pdf
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care and education. With recent voter
approval of universal pre-k (UPK), Colorado
is in a position to align UPK, the Colorado
Preschool Program, child care licensing,
and child care quality.
Policymakers could also reform the Colorado
Child Care Assistance Program (CCCAP)
to incentivize family child care homes
and increase availability.38 For example,
increasing reimbursement rates could allow
family child care providers to take paid sick
and vacation days and purchase health
insurance.39 Aligning CCCAP payments to
enrollment (contracted slots), rather than
child attendance, would give providers a
steady income instead of experiencing
fluctuations due to child absences.40

Expanding Quality in Infant
and Toddler Care
In Colorado, a comprehensive professional
development initiative designed to improve the
quality of interactions and relationships in infant and
toddler care settings has been implemented for
more than 20 years, serving more than 18,000 early
childhood professionals in that time. The signature
professional development option, a 48-hour course
called Expanding Quality in Infant Toddler Care (EQIT)
is required for licensed family child care providers
who would like to change their license in order to
care for more children. Providers who complete the
course also report an increased sense of professionalism
and greater access to a network of peers.
Source: https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/2105-expanding-quality-for-infant-and-toddler-care-in-colorado

Conclusion
Given its essential role in supporting working parents, home-based child care provides
an invaluable contribution to Colorado’s economy. In the aftermath of the COVID-19
pandemic, HBCC could become an even more popular choice among parents, with its
small group size. In fact, preliminary data from a recent family survey by Early Milestones
Colorado indicates that parents of toddlers and three- and four-year-olds are shifting to
licensed HBCC.41 This is due, in part, to the mixed-age groups offered by HBCC, allowing
parents to keep siblings together. Home-based child care providers do not often receive
the operational support and resources needed to keep their doors open for the families
that need care. Therefore, any policy solutions aimed at improving access to and quality
of child care must consider the needs of home-based providers of all types and the
families they serve. Sustaining and building on this essential component of the child care
landscape is crucial.
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