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Introduction and summary

On a Saturday in August 2016, Samantha Harmon received a shocking email. Her 
son Nathan’s child care center would close permanently, effective on Monday. 
Without backup care, Samantha immediately took off work to try to find another 
child care provider.1 The Harmons live in a middle-class suburb of Rochester, New 
York, where licensed child care is hard to find. Local news station WHAM inter-
viewed the Harmons and other parents whose children attended the Creative Kidz 
Child Care Center. These parents described themselves as being in panic mode 
while they scrambled to arrange backup care, and they had good reason to worry. 
Like 60 percent of New Yorkers, they live in a child care desert with a severe 
undersupply of licensed child care.

Fifty miles to the south, in Livingston County, New York, licensed child care is 
even sparser. The area is largely rural, with small towns and cities scattered among 
rolling hills and farmland. Many families only have one or two licensed child care 
providers from which to choose—if they are fortunate. In the Livingston County 
seat of Geneseo, a city of roughly 10,000 residents, there are only three licensed 
child care providers, with a combined capacity to care for fewer than 75 children. 
In areas such as these, parents are forced to make difficult decisions that might 
include finding unlicensed child care, leaving the workforce, or patching together 
a network of family and friends. For many families, these options are not ideal for 
children or for parents. 

The effects of this undersupply have shown up in several nationally representa-
tive surveys of parents. In 2015, a national poll conducted by The Washington Post 
found that more than three-quarters of mothers and half of fathers had passed up 
work opportunities, switched jobs, or quit their job due to a lack of paid leave or 
child care.2 Last year, a study by NPR, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, and 
the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health found that roughly two-thirds of 
parents said they had “only one” or “just a few” realistic child care options.3
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Over the past few decades, the percentage of families in which all parents work 
outside the home has increased dramatically.4 During the same period, a growing 
body of research has assessed and affirmed the role of early care and education 
in shaping children’s educational, health, and social outcomes.5 In most markets, 
these coinciding factors should produce a thriving market for quality child care. 
Certain places—usually affluent suburbs—have indeed seen supply rise to meet 
demand. As this study finds, however, many neighborhoods, small towns, and 
rural communities across the country have inadequate child care options.

This report analyzes the locations of licensed child care providers in 22 states—
covering two-thirds of the U.S. population—and finds that approximately half of 
Americans live in “child care deserts.” This term, adopted recently by the Center 
for American Progress and Child Care Aware of America, is taken from termi-
nology used to discuss the problem of “food deserts.” In this report, the authors 
describe child care deserts as areas with little or no access to quality child care.6 
(see Figure 1)

Specifically, this analysis defines child care deserts as neighborhoods or communi-
ties that are either lacking any child care options or have so few child care providers 
that there are more than three children for every licensed child care slot.7 According 
to research published by the U.S. Census Bureau, one-third of children under age 
5 are regularly in nonrelative care;8 therefore, in places where there are more than 
three children for every child care slot, there may be child care waiting lists, unli-
censed child care arrangements, or effects on parents’ employment decisions.

FIGURE 1

A working definition for child care deserts 

Are there at 
least 50 children 

under age 5?

Not a child 
care desert

What is the ratio of 
children under age 5 

to the cumulative 
child care capacity?

 Is this 
census 
tract a 

child care 
desert?

NO

YES YES

NO

Child care 
desert

Child care 
desert

Not a child 
care desert

Is there at 
least one child 
care provider?

More than 3-to-1 Less than 3-to-1

Note: Child Care Aware defines child care deserts as "areas or communities with limited or no access to quality child care.”

Source: Dionne Dobbins and others, “Child Care Deserts: Developing Solutions to Child Care Supply and Demand” (Arlington, VA: Child Care Aware of America, 2016), available at 
http://usa.childcareaware.org/wp-content/ uploads/2016/09/Child-Care-Deserts-report-FINAL2.pdf.
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Key findings in this report include:

• More than half of the population across the 22 states studied—51 percent—live 
in neighborhoods classified as child care deserts.

• Fifty-eight percent of rural tracts qualify as child care deserts, while only 44 
percent of suburban neighborhoods fit the definition. Urban areas where the 
median family income is below average also have high rates of child care deserts.

• Hispanic/Latino and American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) communities 
are disproportionately represented in child care deserts, with roughly 60 percent 
of their combined populations living in areas with a low supply of child care. 
More than 75 percent of the rural AIAN population lives in a child care desert.

• Child care deserts have, on average, maternal labor force participation rates 3 
percentage points lower than communities where there is adequate child care 
supply. In communities where median family incomes are below the national 
average, this maternal employment gap is even wider. 

Choosing a child care program is a complex decision for families. Factors such 
as cost, location, operating schedule, and personal preferences influence child 
care choices. A rich body of research documents the high cost of child care and 
the barrier that cost presents for most families, but supply issues are not as well-
understood.9 Previous research suggests that the location of child care programs is 
especially salient for low-income parents, who may rely on public transportation 
or have limited job flexibility.10 This report provides a tool for analyzing child care 
supply across 22 states and sheds light on some of the most important character-
istics associated with low child care supply. These data provide only a snapshot of 
child care shortages, not a complete picture of child care supply and demand in 
every community. Thus, this analysis is not designed to understand the direction-
ality of the relationship between supply and demand. However, understanding 
proximity to licensed child care is an important component of child care access 
and can be used as a springboard for policy solutions that help families find high-
quality child care that meets their needs. 

This report also proposes policy recommendations designed to address the scarcity 
of high-quality child care providers. Child care is an essential part of employment 
infrastructure; as with roads and bridges, parents require child care to get to work. 
By investing in child care infrastructure as much as it does in bridges and roads, the 
federal government can support economic growth and family economic security.
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Findings

CAP collected and analyzed data on the location and capacity of the licensed 
or registered child care providers in 22 states (see Methodology text box and 
Appendix for further specifics about the analysis). The study found that 51 per-
cent of people live in child care deserts. (see Figure 2) These 22 states, which con-
tain roughly two-thirds of the U.S. population, were included in the study because 
they feature downloadable databases of all their licensed child care providers on 
a publicly accessible state website. The rates of child care desert prevalence vary 
greatly from state to state. As shown in Figure 2, the proportion of residents living 
in child care deserts ranges from 24 percent in Iowa to 62 percent in California.

Rural areas with below-average incomes are most frequently  
child care deserts

Each community in this study is assigned to one of three urbanicity types—rural, 
suburban, or urban—based on a measure of household density, which takes into 
account the number of occupied households per square mile.11 Using this mea-
sure, about 20 percent of the population is categorized as rural; 25 percent lives in 
high-density urban neighborhoods; and 55 percent resides in suburban, medium-
density neighborhoods. The estimate of the rural population is in line with other 
estimates of the proportion of Americans living in rural areas, including that of the 
U.S. Census Bureau.12 

Overall, rural census tracts are the most likely to be classified as child care des-
erts, with 58 percent of rural communities meeting that definition. Even with 
the inclusion of family child care providers, there is a vast undersupply of child 
care infrastructure in rural areas, despite the fact that home-based child care is 
the most common child care setting in rural areas.13 Since many family child care 
homes are only licensed to serve between six and 12 children, an area may contain 
several small providers while still qualifying as a child care desert.14 
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State
Share of population  

living in child care deserts
State

Share of population  
living in child care deserts

Arizona 48.2% Mississippi 41.4%

California 62.0% Missouri 55.0%

Colorado 29.8% New Jersey 48.2%

Connecticut 43.6% New York 61.1%

Delaware 25.2% Pennsylvania 58.7%

Florida 37.7% Rhode Island 50.3%

Georgia 44.6% South Carolina 46.7%

Illinois 58.9% South Dakota 47.4%

Iowa 24.3% Texas 48.1%

Kentucky 50.1% Vermont 37.1%

Michigan 46.3% All other states No data

Minnesota 26.0%

Note: The authors define a child care desert as a census tract that is either lacking any child care options or has so few that there are  
more than three children for every licensed child care slot.
Source: Authors’ calculations are based on states’ administrative data. See Appendix for a full list of data sources.

FIGURE 2

Share of population living in child care deserts, by state
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Urban neighborhoods are also more likely to be child care deserts than not, 
with about 55 percent of urban census tracts showing child care supply gaps. 
While suburban neighborhoods are relatively less likely to be child care deserts, 
more than 40 percent of suburban families find themselves in neighborhoods 
with too few child care options, and waiting lists can still be common, especially 
for infant and toddler care.

When the analysis breaks down these urbanicity categories by whether the typi-
cal family in a tract falls above or below the median family income nationwide, a 
more nuanced picture emerges. (see Figure 3) Using these subcategories, nearly 
two-thirds of rural communities with median family incomes below the national 
average are child care deserts. Notably, urban areas with below-average incomes 
have the second-highest rate of child care deserts, exceeding the rate of rural areas 
with above-average incomes. As shown in Figure 3, higher-income neighborhoods 
fare better within each category, and suburban tracts with median family incomes 
above the national average are the least likely to be child care deserts. 

These trends may reflect imperfections in the child care market, from capital 
market constraints for lower-income parents to the fact that education carries high 
fixed costs, which may be prohibitive in small or rural communities. While further 
research is needed to understand child care supply fully, these findings suggest 
that low-income children are less likely to be in geographic proximity to licensed 
child care, which could inhibit the ability to access it.

FIGURE 3

Child care deserts are most common in lower-income rural areas

Note: The authors define "low income" as census tracts where the median family income is below the national median family income 
($62,400). "High income" means that the median income is above the national median family income. Urbanicity is determined by 
household density.

Source: Authors' calculations are based on state administrative data and census tract data from the U.S. Census Bureau. See U.S. 
Census Bureau, "American Community Survey, 2015 ACS 5-Year Estimates," available at https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/
jsf/pages/index.xhtml (last accessed August 2017). See Appendix for a full list of data sources.
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FIGURE 4

Example of geocoded locations within census tracts

Geneseo, New York, and surrounding areas

Cuylerville

0 0.5 1 2 miles

Licensed child care provider

Geneseo

City or town

Census tract boundary

Methodology

CAP collected data on the location and licensed capacity of 

nearly 150,000 licensed or registered child care providers 

from 22 states. The authors included all child care centers; 

family child care providers; Head Start providers; and public 

and private preschools in these states in order to get a full 

picture of the supply of licensed child care options available 

to nearby communities. 

Each child care provider was geocoded based on the physical 

address provided on their license, giving the authors a precise 

latitude and longitude for every provider. In cases where the 

precise address was not available, the authors used the ZIP 

code to approximate the address. The authors then grouped 

providers by census tract and added up the total licensed 

capacity of the locations in each tract. This information was  

 

merged with a variety of census estimates on population 

demographics, population density, family income, poverty, 

and maternal labor force participation, among other variables. 

All data are publicly available, and a list of data sources and 

census variables can be found in the Appendix.

Using this original dataset, the authors applied the child care 

deserts definition to thousands of census tracts, a geographic 

unit sometimes used by city planners to approximate neigh-

borhoods.15 Census tracts generally have a population size of 

between 1,200 and 8,000 people, with most tracts housing 

around 4,000 people. These geographic units usually cover 

a contiguous area, and their boundaries commonly follow 

identifiable features.16 
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The child care market underserves Hispanic/Latino  
and AIAN communities

Using geographic estimates of population by race and ethnicity, this study 
estimates the proportion of different racial and ethnic groups living in child care 
deserts. The data show that Hispanic/Latino and AIAN populations are vastly 
overrepresented in child care deserts.17 As seen in Figure 5, the group with the 
smallest proportion residing in child care deserts is black Americans or African 
Americans, while non-Hispanic white Americans and Asian Americans hover 
right around the overall total of the population living in child care deserts in the 
22 states. It is important to note, however, that proximity to licensed child care 
does not mean that people have access to programs. Families across each racial 
and ethnic group face economic barriers such as high costs, low wages, and 
historic disenfranchisement.18

This analysis cannot determine the relationship between child care supply and 
demand, but supply is certainly one factor that should be considered in any child 
care policy. Evidence of differing levels of supply, depending on the racial and 
ethnic composition of a neighborhood, may not be purely a function of different 
communities’ demand or need for quality child care. 

Hispanics/Latinos are the fastest growing racial/ethnic group in the United 
States, yet these families are more likely to live in areas with fewer child care 
options. Currently, one-quarter of all children in the United States are Hispanic/
Latino, and they are projected to constitute one-third of the child population by 
2050.19 Any structural changes to the supply of child care in America will need to 
remedy the fact that child care seems to be consistently harder to find in commu-
nities with a high concentration of Hispanics/Latinos. 

For many years, child care researchers and advocates have speculated about 
whether Hispanic/Latino families may exhibit a cultural preference for infor-
mal or relative care over formal or nonrelative child care arrangements. A series 
of recent studies by researchers at the National Research Center on Hispanic 
Children and Families investigated many of these assumptions, finding that 
Hispanic/Latino parents’ perceptions of different types of child care arrangements 
are generally similar to those of black Americans or African American and white 
non-Hispanic parents. Using data from the 2012 National Survey of Early Care 
and Education, these researchers found very little difference between Hispanic/
Latino children’s participation in early care and education and that of children 
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from other racial/ethnic groups between ages 3 and 5.20 They also found that 
Hispanic/Latino parents generally have the same perceptions of center-based care 
as other racial/ethnic groups and even perceive relative care as less favorable than 
do non-Hispanic white parents.21

However, among children younger than age 3 in low-income families, the 
researchers did find significant differences in rates of participation in early care 
and education programs between immigrant and nonimmigrant Hispanic/Latino 
households.22 They also found that Hispanic/Latino households are more likely to 
need care during nonstandard hours and are more likely to have a grandparent or 
teen living in the household.23 These findings suggest that Hispanic/Latino fami-
lies have diverse child care needs and preferences, and they speak to the need for 
caution in assuming that Hispanic/Latino families do not need or want licensed 
child care. They also suggest that higher rates of child care deserts in Hispanic/
Latino communities should not be attributed entirely to lack of demand.

In this study, the AIAN population is predominantly located in low-density 
rural areas, making its members less likely to have proximate child care options. 
The census estimates used in this study included only those people who iden-
tify as AIAN alone, which may undercount that population. Further research 

FIGURE 5

Hispanic/Latino and AIAN populations are more likely to live 
in child care deserts

Share of population living in child care deserts, by race/ethnicity

Source: Authors' calculations are based on state administrative data and census tract data from the U.S. Census Bureau. See U.S. 
Census Bureau, "American Community Survey, 2015 ACS 5-Year Estimates," available at https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/
jsf/pages/index.xhtml (last accessed August 2017). See Appendix for full list of data sources.
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will depend on more and better data, which is a chronic problem in tribal social 
service provision. The poverty rate for AIAN families with children under age 5 is 
estimated to be 74 percent higher than the rate for the rest of the U.S. population, 
underscoring the deep need for high-quality child care in these communities.24

It is unclear whether child care supply is lower in Hispanic/Latino and AIAN 
communities because there is less demand or whether reduced demand stems 
from a sustained lack of supply. Additionally, there may be sizeable differences in 
attitudes and child care preferences by generational cohort, resulting in a child 
care market that has been slow to recognize a considerable, emerging client base. 
This issue warrants further study, both qualitatively and quantitatively. 

Child care deserts are associated with lower rates  
of maternal labor force participation

From a public policy standpoint, improved access to consistent and affordable 
high-quality early care and education accomplishes two important objectives: In 
addition to promoting healthy child development, these programs enable par-
ents to continue working or to re-enter the workforce. This is especially true for 
women, as mothers traditionally spend more time on caregiving than fathers do 
and are more likely to leave the labor force to care for children.25 

In addition to looking at racial and ethnic patterns of child care availability, this 
study examines the relationship between child care deserts and parental labor 
force participation. The labor force participation rate is a measure that describes 
the proportion of adults who are either currently employed or actively looking for 
work. Using local estimates of labor force participation by gender and parental sta-
tus from the U.S. Census Bureau, and weighting the estimates by the population of 
parents in each census tract, this analysis compares parental labor force participa-
tion between child care deserts and nondeserts. 

This report finds that child care deserts are associated with maternal labor force 
participation rates that are 3 percentage points lower than those in neighbor-
hoods with greater child care supply. As shown in Figure 6, this difference is not 
observed in male labor force participation rates. It is most pronounced among 
mothers with children under age 6—in other words, mothers with children for 
whom quality child care could potentially affect their ability to work.26 When the 
sample is restricted to census tracts for which the median family income is lower 
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than the national average, this labor force participation gap becomes even more 
pronounced. Among these lower-income areas, child care deserts are associated 
with maternal labor force participation rates that are nearly 5 percentage points 
lower than in nondeserts. 

These associations are statistically significant, but they should not be interpreted 
as evidence of a one-way, direct causal relationship. As previously stated, this anal-
ysis cannot disentangle the complicated relationship between child care demand 
and supply. For example, it may be that child care providers are not attracted to 
regions where mothers are less inclined to work outside the home while their 
children are younger than school age. 

FIGURE 6

Maternal labor force participation is lower in child care deserts

Share of civilian population, ages 20 to 64, employed or seeking employment

Note: According to the U.S. Census Bureau's American Community Survey, low-income areas are defined as census tracts where 
the median family income is below the national median family income of $62,400.

Source: Authors' calculations are based on state administrative data and census tract data from the U.S. Census Bureau. See U.S. 
Census Bureau, "American Community Survey, 2015 ACS 5-Year Estimates," available at https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/
jsf/pages/index.xhtml (last accessed August 2017). See Appendix for full list of data sources.
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Nevertheless, previous research literature suggests a linkage between the availabil-
ity of child care and maternal labor force participation, indicating that a reduction 
in the cost of child care or the availability of public options may lead to an increase 
in maternal employment.27 Researchers have also found evidence that expanding 
full-day kindergarten increases the likelihood that mothers will work full time.28 

The impact of child care supply alone is not well-understood, but these findings 
suggest a need for more research to examine how local availability of child care 
slots may interact with parents’ decisions on when to return to work after the 
birth or adoption of a child and how many hours they work. Increasing labor force 
participation is often a goal of policymakers who seek to improve family economic 
security and promote equal opportunities for women. These initial findings sug-
gest that improving child care supply may be part of a larger effort to improve 
access to child care for working families.
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Policy recommendations

Experts have shown in study after study that high-quality early care and education 
produce external benefits that are abundant and long-lasting.29 Quality child care 
may be costly, but many of its associated benefits spill over into society over time, 
reducing inequality in educational, health, and social outcomes. Yet while parents’ 
private child care spending serves the public good, the government invests relatively 
little in subsidies to encourage such spending.30

Working families across the country deserve more quality choices when it comes 
to child care. Early childhood researchers, parents of young children, and child 
care providers have acknowledged the important role that quality child care plays 
in a child’s development. Without a healthy marketplace of child care options, 
however, many families must make compromises, either in their ability to work or 
in their children’s early education. 

First, the federal government must make a substantial and sustained investment 
that helps low-income and middle-class working families afford child care. Until 
families have the resources to afford child care, the market will be driven by 
parents’ ability to pay, leaving communities of color and those living in rural areas 
behind. Several organizations, including CAP, have put forward proposals that 
would limit the amount that families pay for child care, improve child care quality, 
and provide resources to support a professional and effective workforce.31 

In addition, the federal government should specifically invest in child care and 
early education infrastructure just as it invests in public safety, public parks, and 
public schools. This report questions whether the market for child care can natu-
rally and efficiently allocate quality early care and education. That is why CAP has 
previously called for a child care infrastructure investment that provides resources 
to states, tribes, and communities to address child care deserts.32 A child care 
infrastructure investment should support construction and renovation of early 
childhood facilities; help build a professional and effective workforce; and provide 
resources to support licensed child care providers. 
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While this study begins to demonstrate the undersupply of child care in the 
United States, additional research is needed to understand and address the issue 
fully. For example, future research should seek to better understand cultural pref-
erences of racial and ethnic groups and families with nontraditional schedules so 
that policy solutions can adequately meet the needs of diverse families.

In addition, future research should examine the relationship between workforce 
participation and child care supply. Incentivizing employment is often a goal for 
policymakers who seek to improve economic security for families. However, the 
lack of affordable and accessible child care is too often a barrier for families. A better 
understanding of the role of child care supply would help inform policy solutions.
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Conclusion

In the case of the stranded Rochester families whose child care center abruptly 
closed in 2016, a desperate situation was followed by an unusual solution. One of 
the families decided to buy Creative Kidz Child Care, renovating and investing in 
the center before reopening nine months later, with many of the same employees 
and children.33 With few other options in the area, these parents chose to invest 
directly in their community—not for personal profit, but rather for the educa-
tional and social impact that high-quality child care provides. As admirable as that 
may be, however, it is not a long-term or replicable solution to expanding access to 
high-quality, affordable child care.

When analyzed on the scale of the American economy, the difficult choices that 
families are forced to make for their young children add up to sizeable economic 
effects. In recent remarks at Brown University, Federal Reserve Board Chair Janet 
Yellen noted that raising the female labor participation rate to that of men could 
raise the U.S. gross domestic product by 5 percent—which amounts to nearly $1 
trillion in economic production.34 Yellen pointed out that while the United States 
used to lead most other industrialized nations in female labor force participation, 
it has recently fallen to 17th place out of 22 advanced economies.35 

One of the major differences between countries with growing female labor force 
participation and the United States is that many of these countries adopted poli-
cies to improve the availability of child care.36 The United States will undergo 
many changes in the coming years as the population ages and as children of 
color become a larger portion of the U.S. population. The country will also need 
to take steps to reduce the growing economic inequality that has made some 
people in rural areas and small towns feel left behind as jobs move overseas and 
automatization replaces workers. It is important for leaders and policymakers to 
consider how the supply of child care can help grow the economy and support a 
more diverse America. An investment in the infrastructure of child care supply 
would be an excellent place to start.
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Appendix: Methodology, 
data sources, and limitations

The authors collected data on the location and maximum capacity of all licensed 
or registered child care providers in 22 states. (see Table A1 for data sources) This 
includes child care centers; family child care providers; Head Start and Early Head 
Start providers; and pre-K classes. The 22 states that have been included in the 
study publish fully downloadable tables of their licensing databases on a govern-
ment website, usually within a department of human services or child and family 
services. The states not included in this study were excluded because they do not 
make their complete child care licensing databases downloadable or because they 
do not have a searchable online child care licensing database. 

Once this information was collected, the authors cleaned the data to remove any 
duplicates and child care providers whose licenses had expired or been suspended. 
All summer camps or after-school care providers were excluded, because this 
study looks at the supply of child care for children from birth to age 5, except in 
cases where child care providers also offered after-school capacity. In these cases, 
the number of school-age children was deducted from the overall capacity of the 
child care location. In total, this analysis included roughly 145,000 child care loca-
tions, with a combined total capacity of approximately 6.2 million child care slots.

Next, the authors used geocoding software to convert the location data from street 
addresses to precise latitude and longitude coordinates. These coordinates were 
then plotted, retaining their associated licensed capacity data, using Esri ArcGIS 
software. Using TIGER/Line shapefiles downloaded from the U.S. Census 
Bureau, these locations were spatially joined to the surrounding census tract in 
ArcGIS. This resulted in a dataset with a count of child care locations and a sum 
of capacity for each census tract in the 22 states studied. In total, the analysis 
included 46,532 census tracts. 

This dataset of child care locations and capacity, by census tract, was then merged 
with variables from 10 census tables, all of which are listed in Table A2. Not all 
variables listed were used in the analysis, but they are presented here nonethe-
less. Once these variables were merged with the counts of child care locations 



17 Center for American Progress | Mapping America’s Child Care Deserts

and capacity, the authors generated a binary variable to identify child care deserts 
using CAP’s working definition for child care deserts, as shown in Figure 1. For 
all statements of statistical significance, a significance level of p < 0.05 was used, 
unless otherwise noted.

TABLE A1

State child care licensing data sources 

State Data source

Arizona Arizona Department of Health Services 

California California Department of Social Services

Colorado Colorado Department of Human Services

Connecticut Connecticut Office of Early Childhood

Delaware Delaware Department of Services for Children, Youth and Their Families

Florida Florida Department of Children and Families

Georgia Georgia Department of Early Care and Learning

Illinois Illinois Department of Children and Family Services

Iowa Iowa Department of Human Services

Kentucky Kentucky Center for Education and Workforce Statistics

Michigan Michigan Department of Education

Minnesota Minnesota Department of Human Services

Mississippi Mississippi State Department of Health

Missouri Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services

New Jersey New Jersey Department of Children and Families

New York
New York State Office of Children and Family Services; New York City Department  
of Health and Mental Hygiene

Pennsylvania Pennsylvania Department of Human Services

Rhode Island Rhode Island Department of Children, Youth and Families

South Carolina South Carolina Department of Social Services

South Dakota South Dakota Department of Social Services

Texas Texas Department of Family and Protective Services

Vermont Vermont Department for Children and Families

Source: Data used are from states’ department websites. 
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One of the goals of this research was to analyze whether rural, suburban, or urban 
areas have differing levels of child care supply. Since, to a certain extent, these 
categories are a subjective evaluation, this question poses a formidable challenge. 
Inspired by research by economist Jed Kolko, this study uses household density—
that is, the number of occupied households per square mile—to categorize each 
census tract as rural, suburban, or urban.37 The results were analyzed by mapping 
the resulting dataset in ArcGIS. 

This study has some limitations, largely related to the assumptions that are used to 
define child care deserts. As with any complex analysis, the underlying assumptions 
will not suit every scenario. This analysis, and the working definition of a child care 
desert, assumes that families prefer child care that is closer to their home. While 
this may be true for many, or even most, families, some child care arrangements 
work better when they are closer to a parent’s employer or school. Besides location, 
there are other factors that figure into a child care decision that this analysis cannot 
fully model. For instance, child care is often driven by hours of need or a child’s age. 
While, in the aggregate, this study may accurately estimate the overall undersupply 
of licensed child care, the problem is likely worse for those seeking child care dur-
ing nonstandard hours, including weekends and evenings.38 

TABLE A2

Files used from the American Community Survey’s 2015 five-year estimates

File name Census table name

ACS_15_5YR_DP05 ACS Demographic and Housing Estimates

ACS_15_5YR_B08303 Travel Time to Work

ACS_15_5YR_B09001 Population Under 18 Years by Age

ACS_15_5YR_B09010
Receipt of Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Cash Public Assistance Income,  
or Food Stamps/SNAP in the Past 12 Months by Household Type for Children  
Under 18 years in Households

ACS_15_5YR_B11003 Family Type Presence and Age of Own Children Under 18 years

ACS_15_5YR_B19113 Median Family Income in the Past 12 Months (in 2015 Inflation-Adjusted Dollars)

ACS_15_5YR_C17002 Ratio of Income to Poverty Level in the Past 12 Months

ACS_15_5YR_S1101 Households and Families

ACS_15_5YR_S1701 Poverty Status in the Past 12 Months

ACS_15_5YR_S2301 Employment Status

Note: Files with estimates for each census tract were downloaded for each of the 22 states in the study, for a total of 220 tables.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “American Community Survey, 2015 ACS 5-Year Estimates,” available at https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/
pages/index.xhtml (last accessed August 2017).
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Some of the analysis’ limitations result from incomplete data. While the authors 
were able to collect a large amount of data from 22 states, this report does not cover 
the entire U.S. child care market. More data may show that the overall problem 
is worse or better than currently estimated. Additionally, a few state databases do 
not include complete data, requiring some imputation on the part of the authors. 
California does not publish the complete addresses of large family child care provid-
ers, though it does list their ZIP codes. These large family child care providers could 
therefore not be geocoded and placed into census tracts. Instead, these providers 
were probabilistically assigned to a census tract within their ZIP code, using the 
share of the ZIP code contained within that tract to determine the probability that 
the provider would be placed there. Additionally, California does not release any 
public record of small family child care providers. As a result, this analysis does 
not include small family child care providers in California. Including these provid-
ers in the analysis could affect the number of child care deserts in that state.* In 
Pennsylvania, South Carolina, and South Dakota, some portion of child care provid-
ers did not report their full licensed capacity. In these cases, the authors imputed the 
maximum licensed capacity for that type of child care provider.

*Correction, September 20, 2017: The appendix of this report has been updated to pro-
vide more detailed information regarding the number of California’s child care providers.
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