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Expand Quality Infant Toddler Child Care Programs
Introduction
North Carolina is considered a “child care desert” when it comes to quality infant toddler care. Overall
only 18.7% of the infant-toddler population can be served in the existing supply of licensed infant-toddler
programs.1 On average, more than five families with infants and toddlers are competing for every available
licensed child care space. Quality infant toddler care can be even more scarce, even in those counties that
do offer infant toddler care in existing child care programs.
While finding quality care and learning opportunities for infants and toddlers is a struggle for all families,
this shortage creates a crisis for working families who desperately need quality infant toddler care in order
to maintain employment and financially support their families. Over 60% of parents of infants and toddlers
are working and many rely on quality child care when they return to work, often within days or weeks of
giving birth, because they lack family support or other options for caring for their babies.2
North Carolina needs a state-level solution to address the acute shortage of quality infant toddler care
which exists in almost every county in the state. Although model infant toddler care programs do exist in
North Carolina, very few have the necessary resources to expand to meet the parent demand for quality
infant toddler care. The child care market alone cannot solve the shortage. Parent fees and child care
subsidy rates are not sufficient for child care programs to expand to meet the demand for quality infant
toddler care.

Why Is This Important to Do Now?
Working parents with babies want access to quality infant toddler care.
In North Carolina, 67% of children under six live in households with all parents working.3 It’s important for
working parents to know that they have a stable environment in which to leave their children while they
continue to work and increase the financial stability of their families. When quality early care and learning
isn’t available, parents must make tradeoffs. Some parents work fewer hours or leave the workforce
altogether, risking their family’s economic security. Others rely on informal, unstable care arrangements
that lack important quality components and safety standards that fully meet a child’s developmental
needs.4

Quality infant toddler care is critical to support healthy development for babies.
A child’s brain grows more quickly during the first three years of life than at any other point. Young
children, especially infants and toddlers, learn through the relationships they build with their parents and
their nonparental early educators. When babies are in infant toddler child care programs, these
programs must be high quality with qualified early educators that have the education and skills to nurture
these babies and ensure they have a strong foundation for healthy development and learning. 5
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Child care deserts exist in every county and are even more extreme in rural areas.
In North Carolina, there are 5.3 infants and toddlers
for each licensed child care slot, well above the
threshold for a child care desert.6 Almost all, 99 of
1007, North Carolina counties qualify as child care
deserts with more than three infants and toddlers
for every available slot: 74 counties have five or
more infants and toddlers per slot and over 90% of
these 74 counties are rural Tier 1 and Tier 2
counties.8 Ten counties have 10 or more infants and
toddlers per slot, indicating extreme shortage. All
ten counties with an extreme shortage of
infant/toddler care are rural Tier 1 and Tier 2
counties (See Figure 2).9 North Carolina does not
maintain vacancy data at the state level, so available slots are measured by current enrollment. The actual
availability may be slightly higher, but is still not adequate for the number of children in the state.

Even in counties with programs serving infants and toddlers, quality infant care is scarce.
Across the state, there are just 2,382 four- and five-star child care programs serving 44,179 infants and
toddlers - which means there is space available for only one third of the 124,838 parents who may need
or want licensed infant toddler care programs. Rural areas tend to have the least quality infant toddler
care available. Two North Carolina counties—Hyde and Tyrell—have no four- or five-star programs serving
infants and toddlers and 28 counties have five or fewer four- or five-star programs serving infants and
toddlers. The vast majority of these counties are located in the rural counties in the northeast and
westerns parts of the state. Together, these 30 counties serve only 981 infants and toddlers in high-quality
programs, just 6% of their combined infant-toddler population (See Figures 1 and 2).1011
Early Head Start programs, which tend to provide higher quality infant toddler care because of higher
program standards including early educator qualifications, are also scarce in North Carolina. Across the
state there are just 37 Early Head Start programs12 serving only 5,429 infants and toddlers.13

A state-level solution is required to increase the supply of quality infant-toddler care because the
current child care market cannot fix the supply crisis.
Quality child care programs are expensive because low staff/child ratios and small group sizes contribute
to higher personnel costs. Infant care is expensive even though infant toddler teacher wages tend to be
very low ---averaging $9.86 per hour.14
The current child care market, which is funded by parent fees and/or child care subsidies to support child
care program operations, cannot adjust to meet the demand. Child care programs are reluctant to charge
parents more and cannot generate enough revenue from parent fees alone to cover the higher cost of
delivering infant care, which is more than $9,500 annually.15
When subsidy reimbursement rates are low, it creates serious financial hardship for providers. Not all
child care programs are willing or able to serve parents receiving child care subsidies, because
reimbursement rates often are below the real cost of care. For example, infant toddler subsidy
reimbursement rates for a four-star program fall below $668/per child in 10 rural counties, and average
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just $765 per month in 80 Tier 1 and Tier 2 counties.16 Child care subsidy funding is also extremely
underfunded and without expansion of child care subsidy funding, there are simply few resources for child
care programs to expand to serve greater numbers of infants and toddlers in low-income families.17

•••

Figure 1: Four- and Five-Star Programs Serving Infants and Toddlers

Source: DCDEE, 2018 & DPI, 2018
Map prepared by: NC Early Education Coalition
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Figure 2: Infant Toddler Child Care Programs in North Carolina
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About Think BabiesTM NC:
Think Babies™ NC seeks to advance policies that support the healthy development of North Carolina’s babies and
toddlers. It is aligned with the NC Pathways to Grade-Level Reading initiative and the NC Early Childhood Action Plan.
Think Babies™ NC is led by the NC Early Education Coalition with support from the NC Early Childhood Foundation and a
Leadership Team of state and local organizations focused on advancing public awareness and policy solutions for infants,
toddlers, and their families.
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