
THE COLORADO CHILD CARE CHALLENGE: 
Capacity for Infants & Toddlers

The demand for child care across Colorado exceeds its supply.1 This problem 
is especially acute for families with infants and toddlers. The number of 
licensed child care spaces for infants and toddlers has increased in recent 
years, but not enough to keep pace with the increasing number of children 
who need care. In fact, many parts of Colorado have been designated as 
“child care deserts”, or areas where licensed child care is especially scarce.2 Child care capacity refers  

to the total number of  
children who can be cared 
for by a child care provider. 
We measure this for Colorado 
by counting all the spots 
available among licensed 
child care providers.

Infants and toddlers include 
children ages 0 to 35 months.The Infant-Toddler Population is Growing

In 2023, there were roughly 187,000 infants and toddlers in Colorado.3 By 2026, 
that figure is expected to approach 200,000.3 In the coming years, the number of 
babies born is projected to increase, along with the number of people moving  
to the state. 
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Most Families Need Child Care

There is no statewide count of the number of families who need child care for their infants and toddlers. The best 
estimates come from labor force participation rates among parents with young children. An estimated two-
thirds of young children (under age 6) in Colorado have all parents in the workforce1. We assume these families 
need some amount of child care so parents can work. 



What We Know

The state of Colorado regulates child care primarily 
through licensing. Some providers must be licensed, 
while others can legally operate without a license. 
For licensed providers, we know the exact number of 
infant and toddlers they can serve. 

What We Don’t Know

However, the official infant-toddler capacity among 
licensed providers does not represent the number of 
infants and toddlers those providers actually serve. 
Providers may not have all their available spots filled 
for various reasons. Child care centers, for example, 
often cannot fill their infant-toddler spots because they 
cannot recruit enough staff to care for those children.4  

We also lack information about unlicensed providers. 
Some unlicensed providers operate Family Child Care 

Homes (FCCHs), also known as “in-home” or  
“home-based” child care. Another group of unlicensed 
providers includes Family, Friends, and Neighbors 
(FFNs) who care for small groups of children, often 
who are related or known to them. Since unlicensed 
providers operate outside the official system, we do 
not know how many there are or how many children 
they care for. Some estimates suggest that more than 
half of Colorado families with young children use an 
unlicensed provider.5

The Child Care Gap

Among licensed child care providers in Colorado, there 
are only enough spots available to cover roughly 20% 
of the infant-toddler population. That means that 4 out 
of 5 infants and toddlers will need to be cared for by a 
parent or caregiver that is not a licensed provider.

What We Do and Don’t Know About Capacity
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1. �Finding the workforce to care for infants and toddlers is challenging. These jobs are demanding, and
individuals are often poorly compensated for the critical work that they do.4

2. �Infant-toddler child care is expensive for families, because it requires more staff. Even many middle
income families in Colorado have difficulty affording child care for their young children.7 

3. �Child care is a difficult business to go into. Profit margins are slim for most providers.8 Staying
financially solvent can be challenging amid fluctuations in staffing and enrollment. Most providers
need to maintain full enrollment to stay afloat.

These three issues are linked. Infant-toddler providers have low wages partly because higher pay would 
mean raising tuition. Raising tuition would make child care even more expensive for families. If families 
can’t afford it, enrollment drops, and providers struggle to stay in business.

There are three issues  
that make infant-toddler 

child care in Colorado  
a difficult problem  

to solve. 
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