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$57 billion

the total loss in
earnings, productivity
and revenue due to
the infant-toddler child
care crisis nationwide.
High-quality child care can strengthen
the current and future workforce,
contribute to a strong economy and public
safety, and enhance national security.
However, there is not enough child care
in Arizona that’s accessible, affordable,
and truly beneficial to their development
for the number of children who need it,
which negatively impacts both parents
and employers. Our new national study
found that the infant-toddler child care
crisis costs the nation $57 billion annually
in lost earnings, productivity, and
revenue. These costs impact working
parents, employers, and taxpayers.
Arizona’s families benefit first and foremost
from child care, as it supports parents’
employment and provides children with a
nurturing, stimulating environment for
healthy brain development during the first
years of their life. However, child care
impacts other areas as well. Our national

security relies on qualified young adults who
are ready, willing, and able to serve in the U.S.
military. However, educational deficits, health
issues, and behavior problems (such as
substance abuse and crime) currently prevent
72 percent of Arizona youth from qualifying
for service.1 Moreover, early brain development
sets the stage for children’s future academic
success. Without improvements to the child
care system, our state risks having an even
smaller recruiting pool in the future. Further,
Arizona has one of the highest incarceration
rates in the country.2 This could be reduced
by providing at-risk children with high-quality
early learning opportunities that can help
reduce the costs of crime in the future, both
to the state and to the individuals involved.
Arizona lawmakers must continue to support
programs that increase the availability of
quality child care, especially for infants and
toddlers, and raise the state’s reimbursement
rates to ensure more Arizona families are
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able to afford the service. Action and
innovation now can improve the lives of
Arizona’s children today and strengthen our
state in the years to come.

Most parents of infants and
toddlers are in the workforce
and need child care
The majority of mothers, single or married,
with children from infants to adolescents,
are now in the workforce, and most are
employed full time.3 In Arizona, 60% of
mothers are now breadwinners or
co-breadwinners for their families, meaning
their employment contributes substantially
to their household’s income.4 As a result
of the dramatic increase in maternal
employment over the past several decades,
many mothers rely on child care to ensure
they can meet their employment
requirements. Moreover, the state has
approximately 255,000 children under age
three, and more than half (54 percent) of the
state’s mothers with infants work outside
the home.5 Thus, Arizona’s increasingly
large proportion of working mothers has
resulted in a higher need for care for their
children.

Child care provides vital support for
early brain development

The first three to five years of life are a
unique period of growth for a child’s brain.
Every second, young children’s brains
develop one million synapses, the neural
connections that support learning and skills.6
Disadvantaged children can already be 18
months behind their peers when they start
kindergarten in both math and literacy
abilities.7 U.S. Department of Education data
show that math scores for kindergarteners
were already higher for children who were
white or Asian (rather than African-American
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or Hispanic); whose families had higher
incomes; and whose parents were more
highly educated.8 By college age, AfricanAmerican or Hispanic children, as well as
children from low-income families, are much
more likely to receive remedial instruction in
math and other subjects.9 High-quality child
care assists in reducing this disparity among
families of different socioeconomic levels
by providing children with an early
foundation that helps develop their brains.

The current child care system
does not meet the needs of
Arizona’s children, families, or
employers
Several interrelated challenges render the
child care system less than optimal:
•

Access: Approximately half of all Arizona
residents live in a child care desert, an
area in which there are more than three

times as many children as licensed child
care slots. Availability is especially
limited for families who live in rural areas,
have infants and toddlers, or work
evening and night shifts.11 Moreover, while
Arizona’s DES has reduced the waiting
list for child care services in the past year
by providing more spots for child care,
there are still 22,200 more children in the
state who need the service than there
are available spots.12
•

•

Affordability: Over the past 30 years,
our nation’s child care costs have grown
almost 60 percent faster than the
average cost growth of food, housing
and transportation, indicating the
inaffordability of child care.13 In Arizona,
infant care in a center averages around
$11,000 per year, which is about the same
as the state’s public college tuition, and
41 percent of the annual income of the
average single parent in Arizona.14
Additionally, reimbursement rates for
child care have not changed since 2000
and are substantially below the federally
recommended level, rendering childcare
very expensive for low-income families.15
Thus, child care, particularly for infants
and toddlers, is unaffordable for many
families throughout Arizona.
Quality: Arizona’s parents rely on a
patchwork of child care for their children,
including watching their kids at home
or having relatives watch their kids,
and sending them to a paid child care
provider on other days.16 This unstable
situation could potentially have negative
effects on children’s social-emotional
and cognitive development, as well as
on mothers’ employment when child
care plans fall through. Additionally, only
two-thirds of Arizona’s children ages 0–5

are read to by their parents every day.17
Thus, more quality child care is needed
in the state to ensure our youth end up
on the right track.
Beyond the negative effects on children
and families, problems with child care exact
a huge economic toll. Our recent study of
working parents of children under age three
found that when families do not have the child
care they need, parents’ work productivity
falls, resulting in costs to parents, their
employers, and, ultimately, taxpayers.18
These child care challenges inflict an annual

The annual
economic cost of
the national child care
crisis on businesses,
parents, and taxpayers
totals $57 billion.
Therefore, increased
investments in highquality child care are
critical in Arizona and
across the country.”
Mary S. Alexander

Executive Vice President
DMB Development LLC
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cost of $57 billion in lost earnings,
productivity, and revenue.

High-quality child care
positively impacts both
children’s and parents’ lives
High-quality child care has been proven
to improve children’s school readiness,
as one longitudinal study of more than
1,300 children found that children in higherquality child care were better prepared for
school at age 4 compared to children in
lower-quality child care. At age 15, they
were still performing slightly above their
peers and had significantly lower levels of
behavior problems, which may have
resulted in lower crime rates, as behavioral
issues are often a precursor of deviant or
criminal behavior.19 Another study found that
high-quality, full-day child care had a
positive impact on children’s language
development at age two.20
High-quality child care is ostensibly critical
to ensuring our children get the best start
possible, as it can increase their academic
competence, and reduce their behavioral
problems. This puts them on a path to
success that can lead away from crime and
toward productive citizenhood and solid

Providing at-risk
kids with highquality early learning
opportunities can help
reduce the human and
fiscal costs of crime in
the future.”
Sheriff Mark Napier
Pima County, AZ

careers, including in the military if they
choose to serve. Quality care also supports
the current workforce, allowing parents to
be productive at work, as women who have
access to child care subsidies have been
found to be more likely to work more hours,
have more stable employment and earn
higher incomes.21

Conclusion
Arizona parents, particularly those with infants and toddlers, often have difficulty finding
affordable, high-quality child care. Quality care has long-term benefits for children’s
cognitive, social, and emotional development. Conversely, lack of such care has high
costs, both for children and families, and for our state’s economy. Federal, state and local
policymakers must promote families’ access to affordable, high-quality child care,
particularly for infant and toddlers. Support for high-quality child care is an investment in
our future national security, public safety, and economic well-being.
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