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A Message from our Community Partners

Child careis not a family issue alone; it is core economic infrastructure. In Lancaster County, 75% of children under
age 6 have every parentin the workforce, which means the strength of ourlocal economy depends directly on
families having access to high-quality child caretheycan find, afford,andtrust.

Thatis why our four organizations, the City of Lincoln, Lancaster County, the Lincoln Chamber of Commerce and
Lincoln Littles, have come togetherto sponsor this report by First Five Nebraska to estimate the economic impact
of child careinLincoln and Lancaster Countywhile evaluating the current childcare systemin termsofaccess,
affordabilityand quality. This research brings together data on supply, demand, cost, workforce trends and the
lived experience of local families to give our community a clear, shared picture of where our child care system
stands today, and where the gaps remain.

We are proud to support this work because we believe good policy starts with good information. The findingsin
thisreportwill help guideinvestments, partnershipsand decisions across our City, our County and our business
community foryears to come. We are grateful to First Five Nebraska, the Bureau of Business Research at the
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Kidsights Data, the Child Care Trust, the Nebraska Department of Labor and the
many families and providers who contributed their time and expertise to make this report possible.

We invite you to read this report, share it widely and join us in building a community where everyfamilycanfindthe
high-quality child care they need to work, and every child can start life ready to thrive.

With appreciation,

<
s

Leirion Gaylor Baird Christa Yoakum Jason Ball Anne Brandt

Mayor, City of Lincoln Commissioner, President, Lincoln Executive Director,
Lancaster County Chamber of Commerce Lincoln Littles
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Executive Summary

Reliable child care is essential to working families and the broader economy. In Lancaster County, Nebraska,
where three out of four children underage 6 have all parentsin the labor force, the availability of child care directly
affectsparents’abilitytowork, businesses’ abilitytothrive andthelocal economy’sabilityto grow. Childcare
providers,moreover, form the workforce that makes this economic activity possible.

For this system to support working parents and the businesses that depend on them, families need adequate
access to child care that they can afford and trust to provide a high-quality environment where children can
safely learn and grow. Yet the child care system too often falls short in one or more of these areas, leaving working
parents without care that meets their needs.

This report estimates the economic impact of inadequate child care in Lancaster County andevaluatesthe
region’s child care systemthrough the interconnected lenses of access, affordability and quality. Together, these
analyses show where the systemmeets the needs of working parents—and where gaps remain.

e Theestimatedannualimpact of inadequate child care in Lancaster County, includingbothdirectand
multipliereffects,is $288.8 million in business output and $264.2 million in lost laborincome. This leads to
areductionin1,115jobs in Lancaster County and $10.44 million estimated loss inincome tax revenue for
Nebraska.

e Thechild care gapinLancaster Countyis 736, or4.5%. This means there are 736 fewer child care slots
within a reasonable driving distance than there are children who potentially need care.

e Thenumber of child care programs serving young childrenin Lancaster County has decreased
significantlyfrom 442in 2019 t0 329in 2026 (-25.6%), but the total licensed capacity of these programs
has changed very little during the same time frame, from 15,226 in 2019 t0 15,331in 2026 (+0.7%). This
reflectsashiftinthe child care market, there are fewer family child care homes (-35.2%) operating inthe
county than there were in 2019. And while there are marginally fewer child care centers (-3.7%), those
programs are licensed to serve more children.

e The majority of parents in the regionreport their child receives at least 10 hours of nonparental care each
week (63.4%). On average, parents are paying $296 each week for child care for one child. For parents
with more than one childin care, the weekly price is $533. This equates to annual costs of $15,392 and
$27,716, respectively.

e Parentsearningless than $100,000 peryear were more than three times as likely to say thatfinding child
care wasvery difficult compared to those who earnedmore (14.3% and 4.3%, respectively). Regardless
of income, nearly a third (32.5%) of parents who needchildcarereportedat leastsome difficulty finding it,
with cost being the most frequently cited reason.

e Families earning less than $100,000 per yearwere less likely to utilize nonparental care (45.1% compared
10 75.9% for families earning more). For those that were using nonparental care, families earning less were
more likely to quit or change jobs due to child care (16.5%, compared to 9.9% for families earning more).

e Theannualturnoverrate for the child care workforce in Lancaster County is 39.5%, and just 32% of the
current workforce has beeninthe industry for atleast six years.

The datain thisreportisintended to spark a solution-driven conversation about child care challengesin
Lancaster County. Building a supply of child care that meets the region’s demand will require solutions that
address access, affordability and quality as mutually reinforcing pillars of a strong child care system.



Introduction

Lincoln, Nebraska's capital, sits in Lancaster County, where leaders in government, businessandnonprofits
workacrosscityandcountylinestoaddresstheregion'smost pressing needs—child care chief among them.
Because reliable child care is essential to a strong workforce and economy, Lincoln Littles, the Lincoln Chamber
of Commerce Foundation and the Joint Budget Committee for the City of Lincoln and Lancaster County
commissioned a study on the state of child care inthe region and the economic cost of inadequate access.

The report was led by First Five Nebraska (FFN), with analysis from early care and education and economics
experts at Kidsights Data at the University of Nebraska Medical Center, the Child Care Trust, the Bureau of Business
Research (BBR) at the University of Nebraska- Lincoln and the Nebraska Department of Labor (NDOL). It examines
how the state of child care inthe regionaffectsthe regional economy, evaluated acrossthree coreelements:
access, affordability and quality.

There are three essentials to a functioning child care system: access, affordability and quality. Access requires
enough child care slots to meet the needs of working parents, and that families have sufficient options to choose
the setting that best fits their circumstances. 2 Available options must also be affordable, so that the families
who need child care have the financial resources to enroll their children.?4 Quality, the third element, matters just
as much. Child care thatis accessible and affordable still has to be safe and reliable: Parents need to trust their
children are well cared for so they can focus at work, and children need strong early education to benefitinthe
longrun.>¢None of these elements stands alone. Access without affordability locks families out; affordability
without quality shortchanges children; quality without access helps only the few who can find it. Effective policy
must advance all three together—strengthen one while ignoring the others, and the whole system falls short.

Yetwhen asked to report on their experiences with child care, working parents routinely point to a system that
does notadequately meet theirneeds. Currently, no comprehensive study of labor force dislocations has been
conductedin Nebraska. However, following the methodology utilized in previous research,” Table 1averages
parents’ self-reported workimpacts due to child care concerns across five different studies using national data
and data from other states. 8210.1L12.13

Table 1. Estimated Impacts on Parent-Workers Due to Child Care Concerns

Percent of individuals with child care-related absenteeism 41.2%
Annual days of absenteeism 13.6 days
Percent of annual employee turnover related to child care 10.4%
Length ofunemploymentduetoturnover 36 weeks
Unable to go from part time to full time (single parent) 13.5%
Unable to go from part time to full time (married parent) 12.5%
Went from full time to part time (single parent) 22.1%
Went from full time topart time (married parent) 20.5%
Turned down a promotion (single parent) 18.0%
Turned down a promotion (married parent) 16.2%

Source: Nebraska Chamber Foundation. (2025). Unlocking Nebraska’s Potential: Child Care as a Key to Nebraska’s Economic Future.



Concerns about child care routinely encourage some parents to reduce orinterrupt their participation in the labor
market. This report explores what these interruptions mean for working parents and for the businesses that rely on
them, and how these effectsripple through the broader economy in Lancaster County, Nebraska. To understand
what drives these workforce interruptions, the report analyzes data on child care access, affordability and quality;
datathat also points toward a starting place for solutions and policies to build a stronger child care system.

Economic Impact of Inadequate Child Care

Therecentreport Unlocking Nebraska’s Potential: Child Care as a Key to Nebraska’s Economic Future
estimated thatinadequate child care costs Nebraskans $1.74 billion in business output, $1.61billionin labor
income, 6,843 jobs and $63.8 millionin unrealized state income tax revenues each year. To estimate the local
impact to Lancaster County, BBRreplicated the methodology based on key model factors including counts of
employed married and single parents of children under age 5'°and the average earnings perjob. This information
is, then, combined with the estimates of labor force participation disruption shown in Table 1to yield aregional
estimate of lost parentincome as well as lost business productivity (see Appendix A).'

Utilizing the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Communities Survey 5-year estimate,” BBR calculated the number
of married-couple, single-male and single-female households with children under age 5 then applied labor
participationrates to determine the total number of working parents with young children (Table 2).

Table 2. Estimated Number of Employed Parents with Children Under Age 5
by Household Type in Lancaster County

Married Couple 13,733 2,882 16,615
Single Male 833 175 1,008
Single Female 1,475 310 1,785
Total 16,042 3,366 19,408

Source: UNL BBR Calculations based of U.S. Census Bureau ACS Tables S2301and S2302.
Note: Counts by household type or full-time status may not sum precisely to the total due to rounding.

In order to estimate the lost annualincome of parents with young childrenin Lancaster County due to
inadequate child care, the estimates of workers (Table 2) were multiplied by the impact rates (Table 1) and the
estimated average annual earnings of workers in the region.’® Table 3 summarizes the direct financialimpact of 1)
absenteeism, 2) turnover, 3) changing from full-time to part-time employment, 4) choosing not to change from
part to full-time employment and 5) choosing to forgo a promotion on Lancaster-area parents, a combined
directloss of $199.3 million.


https://firstfivenebraska.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Unlocking-Nebraskas-Potential.pdf

Table 3. Estimated Lost Annual Income of Lancaster County Parents Due to Inadequate Child Care

(in millions)
Absenteeism $12.2 $0.4 $0.5 $13.1
Turnover $79.2 $2.7 $3.5 $85.3
Remaining Part Time $15.1 $0.4 $0.4 $15.9
Full to Part Time $63.6 $1.8 $1.8 $67.3
Forgoing a Promotion $16.3 $0.6 $0.8 $17.7
Total $186.5 $5.7 $7.1 $199.3

Source: UNL BBR Calculations.
Note: Lost annual income by types of loss or household type may not sum precisely to the total due to rounding.

In addition toimpacting parentincome, absenteeism and turnover can be very expensive for employers. Table 4
shows the estimated direct losses to business output when parents impacted by child care concerns are absent
orturnover. The estimatedlost annual output for Lancaster County businesses due to absenteeism and turnoveris
$80.3 million.

Table 4. Estimated Annual Costs to Lancaster County Businesses Due to Inadequate Child Care

(in millions)
Absenteeism - Replacement Costs for Hourly Workers $6.1 $0.2 $0.3 $6.6
Absenteeism - Productivity Loss for Salary Workers $40.3 $1.3 $1.7 $43.3
Turnover $28.2 $0.9 $1.3 $30.4
Total $74.7 $2.3 $3.3 $80.3

Source: UNL BBR Calculations.
Note: Annual cost by type of cost or household type may not sum precisely to the total due to rounding.

The direct economic impact of inadequate child care on the Lancaster County economy includesthe lost wages
for affected parent employees (Table 3), lost business output (Table 4) and reduced value added, estimated at
$80.3 millionin directlosses. Value added is the difference between whata business pays formaterials (inputs)
and whattheysell the finalproduct (output)for,in otherwords,thevalue they create through the production
process.”” These directlosses also create a multiplierimpact, which represents the ways that lost parental wages
createaripple effect throughtheeconomy. Wheninadequate child care causes parents to lose income, the
effectsextend beyond theirhouseholds. Reduced spending lowers revenue for local businesses, which canin turn
reduce their own purchases and hiring practices.

Multiplierimpactsin Lancaster County are estimated using the IMPLAN model, acommercial software package
utilized in economic impact analysis.2% The model estimates multiplierimpacts of $208.6 millionin business
output, $129.0 millionin value added, and $64.9 million in laborincome and 1,115 fewer jobs in Lancaster County.
As Figure 1shows, lostlaborincome accounts for the largest direct impact, while business output and value
added account for the largest multiplierimpacts. Combined, the direct andmultipliereffectstotal $264.2millionin
lostlaborincome, $288.8 millioninlost business output, and $209.3 million in lost value added. These losses lead
to an estimated $10.44 million less in state income tax revenue.



Figure 1.Estimated Annual Economic Impact of Inadequate Child Care in Lancaster County
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Source: UNL BBR Calculations.
Note: Direct andindirect values may not sum precisely to the total due to rounding.

The economic impact of inadequate child care in Lancaster County is substantial. The estimates rely on parents’
self-reported child care concerns but do not distinguish whether those concernsinvolve access, affordability,
quality ora combination of these factors. The following sections examine Lancaster County’s child care system
and therole each factor may play in shaping regional outcomes.

Supply and Demand for Child Care: The Child Care Gap

Demand for child carein Lancaster County exceeds the available licensed supply. Of the county’s more than
22,000 childrenunderage 6, threein fourlive in households where all parents are in the workforce.2 This means
more than 16,000 children potentially need care. Yet Bagley and Smith (2026) of the Child Care Trust (see
Appendix B) identified fewer than 15,500 licensed slots in county programs serving this age group.

To estimate the child care gap, Bagley and Smith compared potential demand—the number of children
under age 6 with all available parents in the workforce—with the supply of licensed care. After accounting for
accessibility based on drive time, they estimated a 4.5% gap: 736 fewer child care slots within areasonable
driving distance than children who may need care.??



Figure 2. Child Care Gap in Lancaster County Figure 2 maps where these gaps are
concentrated across Lancaster County;
darker shadingindicates larger gaps. The
largest clusters appearin Lincoln, particularly
near the city center, in the northeast portion
of the city and in south Lincoln.

-

Parents of young children experience this
gap firsthand. Intheirmost recent survey,
Kidsights Data (see Appendix C) found that
nearly a third (32.5%) of parents with young
children seeking child careinLancaster
County reported they had difficulty findingiit,
and the difficulty was more pronounced for
families earning less than $100,000 per year.

NDOL’s Labor Availability Study (LAS; see
Appendix D), asks job seekers which factors
D Otod County matter when considering new employment.
o.uh Data gathered from job seekersin the
‘ Lincoln areain 2022 found that 22% identify
child care asimportant orvery important—a
concerndrivenlargely by parents of young

children, nearly 42% of whom report the
same (see Figure 3).

Lancaster
County

Source: The Child Care Trust (2026).

Figure 3. Child Care as a Factor When Considering New Employment for Lincoln-Area Job Seekers

) 6.3%
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13.9%
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Not at allimportant
17%
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[ Lincoln Area Job Seekers with Children under age 6 [ AllLincolnArea Job Seekers

Source: Nebraska Department of Labor, Labor Availability Study, requested data received September 3, 2026.



Businesses rely on parents of young children to meet their workforce needs. Inthe Lincoln area, 9.7% of
businesses report difficulties hiring due to applicants’ lack of child care. As shownin Figure 4, the effects are
especially pronouncedinaccommodation and food services, retail trade, healthcare and social assistance,
and arts, entertainment and recreation. Employersinthe Lincoln area, however, report lower rates of child care
related hiring difficulty than the state overall. Statewide, 17.6% of employers report difficulties hiring applicants

due tolack of child care.??

Figure 4. Difficulty Hiring Workers Due to Lack of Child Care by Industry in the Lincoln Area
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Source: Nebraska Department of Labor, Labor Availability Study, requested data received September 3, 2026.

Kidsights Data parent surveys and NDOL’s LAS show that the access gap has consequences for both families

and employers. The gap estimate combines where young children with working parents live, where child care
programs are located and how many children those programs can serve at maximum licensed capacity. Together,
thesefindingsindicate that Lancaster County does not have enough child care slots to meet potential demand.
Understanding access, however, requires looking beyond the aggregate number of slots to the full range of
settings available to families. The next section examines Lincoln’s mixed-delivery system and how that system has
changed since 2019.

Access

Child careis the single largest component of the early care and education mixed-delivery system.? There

are several different types of programs and providers that care for and educate young childrenin Lancaster
County, including licensed child care centers, preschools and family child care homes, which are, for the most
part, private businesses. Preschools in public and private schools in the area provide early education and care,
typically through part-day, school-year programming for children ages 3to 5. Federally funded Head Start and
Early Head Start programs in Lancaster County provide care and early learning programming alongside health,
nutrition and family supports to young children and their families (see Head Start on page 15). These programs
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represent the formal, orregulated, market for early care and education. Kidsights Data found that, for parents
who need child care in Lancaster County, the majority (77.6%) utilize the formal market, with the largest share
(71.9%) enrolling in licensed child care programs, followed by public preschools (4.0%) and Head Start/Early
Head Start (1.7%,).

Child Care Facilities

Lincoln Littles has developed an online

map of all programs in Lancaster County’s

mixed-delivery system. To see the map

and the types of programs available visit:

www.lincolnlittles.org/lincoln-providers/

Figure 5. Percentage of Parents Who Use Relative

and Nonrelative Child Care by Income
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Source: Kidsights Data, University of Nebraska Medical Center, College of Public
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Child Care Spaces

llllll

Families also utilize informal care options, like
family, friends and neighbors. Thisis often based
on preference but could be aresult of limited
accessto formal care options. Kidsights Data
survey of parentsin Lancaster County indicates
that about 14.0% of families with young children
utilize relatives as their primary form of child care
and an additional 6.4% utilize nonrelative care
like ababysitter or nanny. As showninFigure 5,
families who earn less than $100,000 per year
are more likely to use relative care than families
earning more than $100,000 (16.0% t012.9%), but
the patternreverses forinformal nonrelative care
(7.0% for families earning more than $100,000,
4.9% forfamilies earning less than $100,000).

The licensed capacity of child care programs in Lancaster County has remained relatively stable, from alow of
15,092in 2020 to ahigh of 15,737in 2023. Compared to 2019, the licensed capacity of child care programs in the
countyincreased by 0.7%. Figure 6 shows a distinct pattern based on program type: Capacity has grownin child
care centers while it has simultaneously decreased in family child care programs. In fact, the capacity of center-
based programs?® has grown by 10.0% over the past 7 years, but the capacity of family-based programs has
decreased by 34.6%.

n


https://www.lincolnlittles.org/lincoln-providers/

Figure 6. Capacity of Licensed Programs in Lancaster County
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Moreover, the number of available programs has decreased, regardless of program type. As shownin Figure 7,
the county experienced a net loss of 5 center-based programs (3.7%) and 108 family child care homes (-35.2%).
In total, there are 25.6% fewer licensed programs serving young childrenin 2026 than there were in 2019. Net loss,
however, hides the number of individual programs that have closed. Of the 135 center-based programs operating
in 2019, only 86 (63.7%) are still operatingin 2026. Family child care homes show a similar pattern, with just 151
(49.2%) of the 307 programs operating in 2019 still operating in 2026.

Figure 7. Licensed Child Care Programs in Lancaster County
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Sources: Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services.
Note: Values represent point-in-time counts of active licensed programs.

While licensed capacity and total number of programs are two distinct measures, looking at the two together
provides important insights and implications about the licensed child care marketin Lancaster County. If the
number of programs is decreasing while the licensed capacity is increasing, this means that programs, on
average, are serving more children. However, family child care homes are particularly limited in the number

of children they can enroll. Because these programs are most frequently located in the provider'shome

and, at maximum, can have two staff members serving 12 children (Family Child Care Il) or one staff member
serving 8 children (Family Child Care l), when the number of programs decreases, the capacity must decrease
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proportionally. However, a child care center’'s maximum licensed capacity is based, in large part, on square

footage. Therefore, fewer programs does not necessarily translate to alower licensed capacity for the region. In

the past 7 years, the average licensed capacity of child care centers hasincreased from 89 to 102.

Figure 8. Change in Licensed Programs & Capacity in

Lancaster County
Capacity
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Source: Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services.
Note: Percentages based on point-in-time counts of active licensed programs.

The loss of family child care homes withincreasing center
capacity highlights changes to parent options thatimpact
prices parents pay for child care. Based onthe 2025 Market
Rate Survey?of child care providers, the annual median cost
of infant care was $9,750 in a family child care home and
$15,080in a center, 55% higher. When there are fewer slots
available in family child care homes, the average price for the
regionwillincrease, impacting affordability for parents.

Moreover, licensed capacity should not be considered
enrollment. Capacity is a measure of the maximum number
of children a program can serve based on theirlicensing
agreement andis not necessarily the number of children a
program plans to serve. Because most of the licensed child
care marketisin private businesses, enrollmentis not tracked
systematically; as aresult, licensed capacity likely overstates
the number of children actually served. In a small sample of
Lincoln-area providers? by Lincoln Littles (see Appendix E),
center-based programs report enrollment at 69% of their
licensed capacity and family child care providers are enrolling
at 86%. Although the sample s limited, these preliminary
findings are consistent with otherresearch comparing
enrollment with licensed capacity.2

Staffing shortages are one reason programs may operate
below theirlicensed capacity. The NDOL (Appendix D) 2022
Labor Availability Study found that, in the Lincoln area, 82.8%
of child care establishments had at least one job opening,

Child Care Centers

Family Child Care
Homes (1 & 11)

Care for School-Age Children

While this report focuses primarily on
the impacts to young children and their
parents, parents of school-age children
rely on the child care mixed-delivery
system, as well. Many programs who
serve young children also serve school-
age children before and after school and
during the summer months.

Additionally, Nebraska licenses School-
Age Only Centers (SAOC), which are
able to provide care exclusively to older
children (ages 5-13) who are enrolled
inschool. Similar to patterns for child
care centers, the number of SAOCs
have decreased slightly, while licensed
capacity hasincreased slightly.

Figure 9: Programs and Capacity of School
Age-Only CentersinLancaster County
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Source: Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services.
Note: Values represent point-in-time counts of active
licensed programs.
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92.2% reported difficulty hiring within the child care services industry, which includes all occupations within child
care businesses. Additionally, 93.1% reported difficulty filling child care worker positions specifically (see Figure
10). These findings help explain the gap between licensed capacity and actual enrollment: Without enough staff,
centers cannot serve the maximum number of children their facilities are licensed to accommodate.

Figure 10. Child Care Hiring in the Lincoln Area
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Source: Nebraska Department of Labor, Labor Availability Study, requested data received September 3, 2026.

Public Preschool Enrollment OverTime

Public preschools are required to report enrollment data to the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE). As
showninFigure 11, enroliment in public preschoolin Lancaster County has increased from1,511in the 2019-2020
schoolyearto 1,590 inthe 2025-2026 school year, anincrease of 5.2%.2 The number of public schools that have
preschool programsincreased from 37 to 40 during the same period.*°

Several private schoolsin Lancaster County also enroll children in preschool programs. Private programs
may, but are not required, to report enroliment numbers to NDE, therefore the reported enrollment numbers
areinconsistent.’’ Some, but not all,

preschool programsin private schools

are also licensed, and therefore Figure 11. Public Preschool Enroliment in Lancaster County

includedinthe licensed capacity data 1,627 1,590
reported previously. 1,51 1,459 1519 1,565 177
1,500
Preschools play animportantrolein
Lancaster County’s early childhood
care and education system, providing 1000
valuable learning opportunities for
young children. Most preschool
programs, particularly those in public 500
schools, operate during the school
year and for part of the day. As aresult,
families whose work schedules require o
full-day, year-round care may combine 2019-  2020-  2021-  2022-  2023-  2024-  2025-
2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026

preschool with other formal orinformal

X Source: Nebraska Department of Education, 2025-2026 County Membership by Grade.
child care arrangements.
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Head Start

Head Startis a crucial part of our national and
state-level early childhood infrastructure.
Programs across Nebraska and in Lancaster County
offer comprehensive nutritional, medical and
developmental supports for eligible children while
supporting and engaging their families.

Educare of
Lincoln

Head Startincludes Head Start Preschool and Early
Head Start. Head Start Preschool enrolls children
primarily ages 3 and 4 and provides preschool ]

- . Educare of Lincoln
programming. Early Head Start provides center- at the Malone Center
based services forinfants and toddlers and home-
based services forinfants, toddlers and pregnant

mothers. Grantees are awarded federal funds for - : Community Action
i b £ olot hich tth Community Action Head Startat 26th Street
aspecinc numper ot slots, wnhichrepresen e Office Location for . T
Home-Based Services Community.Action

number of children and pregnant mothers they are Head Start atK Street
funded to enroll and serve at a given time.

Currently, Educare of Lincolnis funded to enroll

92 childrenin Early Head Start, including 4 seats
designated for pregnant mothers. Community
Action Partnership is funded to enroll 132 children
and pregnant mothersinhome-based Early Head
Start, 184 childrenin center-based Early Head Start
and 119 childrenin Head Start Preschool.

Educare of Lincoln - South

Together, the two grantees served 610 children and
39 pregnant mothers cumulatively in 2025-2026.

Affordability

Families have different needs and preferences for nonparental care for theiryoung children. In Lancaster
County, nearly two thirds (63.4%) of children attend child care for more than 10 hours a week (Kidsights Data). As
mentioned previously, most families who need care in Lancaster County utilize formal, licensed care (see Child
Care Accessin aMixed-Delivery System on page 10). However, parents must navigate many different options
when deciding on which forms of child care they can access, afford and trust.

The ways in which families experience child care and how itimpacts theireconomic stability vary significantly
based onincome. Families earning less than $100,000 per year are less likely to utilize child care overall (45.1%
compared with 75.9%; Figure 12). Regardless of income, when children receive nonparental care, itis most
frequentlyin the formal licensed child care markets, but families earning less than $100,000 are less likely to use
this form of care compared to families earning more (63.0% and 76.1%, respectively) and more likely to utilize
relatives as a primary source of child care (16.0% and 12.9%, respectively).
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Child Care Assistance

Families earning less than 185% of the federal poverty level, which is $61,050 for a family of 4, may qualify for
child care assistance, also referred to as child care subsidy. Child care assistance is funded through combined
federal and state resources to offset the high costs of child care so that eligible parents can pursue employment
oreducation to better provide for their families. Approximately 31% of children underage 6, or 6,878 children,*2in
Lancaster County meet the income eligibility requirements for child care assistance. Howeverin 2023, the most
recentyear datais available, Lancaster county averaged 2,361 children age O-12 enrolled in the program.3*

Families earning less than $100,000 are also more likely to experience additional economic challenges related to
child care. They are more likely to quit or change jobs because of difficulty accessing child care (16.5% compared
with 9.9% of families earning more than $100,000) and are more than twice as likely to indicate that child care
costs affect their ability to pay for other basic needs (42.9% and 20.1%, respectively). These findings suggest that
access alone cannot prevent child care-related employment disruptions; families must also be able to afford the
care available to them.

Figure 12. Child Care Experiences by Income of Families in Lancaster County**

Child receives 10+hrs/week of nonparental care

Relies mostly on child care center/provider for child care
Child care costs affect ability to pay for other basic needs
Finding child care was somewhat or very difficult

Quit or change jobs due to child care

Relies mostly onrelatives for child care

Requires evening, weekend or overnight care

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Source: Kidsights Data, University of Nebraska Medical Center, College of Public Health, requested data received June 18, 2026.

Additionally, families earning less than $100,000 peryear are more likely to say finding child care was somewhat
orvery difficult (Figure 12); in fact, they report finding child care is very difficult at arate three times higher than
families earning more than $100,000 (14.3% and 4.3%, respectively). As shown in Figure 13, they are also much
more likely to cite cost as the primary reason why finding child care was difficult (67.3% compared to 41.8%),
whereas parents who earn more than $100,000 are more likely to point to logistics like unsuitable hours of
operation (19.4%, compared to 2.0% for families earning less), lack of openings (13.4% compared to 12.2%) and
quality of child care (9.0% compared to 6.1%).
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Families earning more than $100,000 per year are less likely to require evening, weekend or overnight care
compared to families earning less than $100,000 (10.7% compared to 15.9%). Paradoxically, higher-income
families require nonstandard hours of care less often but are also more likely to cite hours of operationas a
main reason that finding child care was difficult. Although there is no direct evidence in the current data, this
finding may be caused, in part, by higher-income families seeking part-time care. Many licensed child care
programs require full-time enrollment for young children, wherein families pay a setrate for care regardless of
attendance.®

Figure 13. Main Reasons Finding Child Care was Somewhat or Very Difficult
Among Families in Lancaster County*¢

Costwas too high

Hours of operation not suitable
No openings available

Other

Quality of care not satisfactory

Difficulty arranging transportation

Location not convenient

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Source: Kidsights Data, University of Nebraska Medical Center, College of Public Health, requested data received June 18, 2026.

Kidsights Data found thatin Lancaster County, the average weekly cost of care for one child was $296. Nearly half
(49.6%) of Lancaster County parents pay for care for more than one child, with an average weekly cost of $533.
This equates to annual expenditures of $15,392 and $27,716, respectively. To help cover these costs, parents are
receiving financial support from others, regardless of earnings. Families earning less than $100,000 peryear
average $34 perweek in support from others, while families earning more receive $81perweek in support.’’As
shownin Figure 12, for 1 out of 5 parents earning more than $100,000 peryear and 2 out of 5 parents earning less,
child care costs affect their ability to pay for other basic needs, whichis reflected in parent descriptions of their
economic situation.

“Ilwork three jobs to keep my house afioat. | feel like | am stressed and overworked trying to provide. |
wish the income threshold for assistance was lower [sic] so struggling working families could get some
assistance too. The cost of daycare isrising; It is expensive”—Parent, Lancaster County (Kidsights Data)

“Ourchildcare is through anin-home, and we'll be sending two to daycare this August. So that will

be anew challenge. So, any programs that they can offer to middle orlower class families to help a
portion of that. I'm not really sure. That would be, | think, for our family, the two biggest things. So once
Igo back to work and we pay forinsurance and two Kids at daycare, it's almost like that's my entire
paycheck. So it seems what the heck?”—Parent, Lancaster County (Kidsights Data)

“The payment when we had one or two kids in daycare, our childcare was probably closer to our
mortgage payment. "—Parent, Lancaster County (Kidsights Data)
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“[More flexible childcare] would free up lots of finance decisions so that we could do more
improvements for our family, maybe updating the house, maybe getting the newer a car, things like
that. We had to be very budget friendly because of that childcare payment. ”—Parent, Lancaster
County (Kidsights Data)

High child care costsreduce a family’s ability to pay for other household expenses and also limit their choicesin
finding suitable child care. When families find child care, they report they are satisfied with the quality of their care,
with an average rating of 3.4 out of 4, with 4 representing extremely satisfied. Families earning less, however,

rate their satisfaction with care lower than families earning more (3.1and 3.5, respectively). For Lancaster County
families who report difficulty in finding child care (see Figure 13), families earning more than $100,000 per year
are more likely to identify concerns with the quality of child care (9.0%) compared to families earning less than
$100,000 (6.1%) This is consistent with recent Nebraska studies that found that parents reported difficulty in
finding child care that is both affordable and high quality.*8?

Quality

Step Up to Quality (SUTQ) is Nebraska’s quality rating and improvement system for early education programs
serving children birth to age 5.4 Administered by NDE, SUTQ is a continuous quality improvement system
designed to recognize and develop high-quality learning environments for young children. Of Lancaster
County’s 329 licensed programs, 166 participate in SUTQ. Table 5 shows step ratings for participating programs
in Lancaster County by license type.

Table 5. Step Up to Quality Ratings by Program Type for Participating Licensed Child Care Programs

Step1 28 32 60
Step 2 29 24 53
Step 3 24 1 25
Step 4 7 0] 7
Step5 17 4 21
Total SUTQ 105 61 166

Source: Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services (July 2026).

SUTQ participationis voluntary, and enrolled programs receive incentive bonuses once they achieve Step 2 and
at each additional step. Programs achieving Step 3 or higherreceive higherreimbursement for the child care
subsidy program. In Lancaster County, 80.8% of child care centers and preschools participate in SUTQ, much
higher than Nebraska overall, where 63.0% of child care centers and preschools participate. Participation for
family child care providers is slightly lower than Nebraska overall (30.7% and 34.1%, respectively).*!

SUTQ provides a standardized assessment and path to improve quality for child care programs serving young
children, butitis notrequired, so rating informationis available for only half (50.4%) of the licensed programsiin
the county.
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The child care workforce affects both child care supply and demand. As noted earlier, licensed capacity shows
the maximum number of children a program can serve. When programs are understaffed or experience staffing
instability, the number of children they can actually serve decreases. Parents’ views of child care quality are

also closely tied to the workforce providing that care. When selecting child care, parents consider provider and
staff qualities such as warmth, shared values, trust and credentials.?2In two recent Nebraska studies, including
one conductedin Lancaster County, parent descriptions of quality child care experiences center on the
interactions between child care professionals and their children.*44This includes witnessing the directimpact
of early childhood educators’ professional expertise on their child’s development. As acknowledged by a
Lancaster County parent, the developmental gains made in early childhood programming extend far beyond the
classroom:

“I'think that in all three [child care programs] my kids, | think they did have the educational foundation.
They were ready for kindergarten through these programs, they already knew their letters. They knew
comprehensive thinking all that kind of stuff was developed younger when they were in the younger
childcare center. | guess through the years, growing up, they developed all those skills, which | think
made them betterleaders, better students, and | guess citizens at their school. —Parent, Lancaster
County (Kidsights Data)

Conversely, the same Nebraska studies found that parents’ negative child care experiences often centered on
high staff turnover and limited staff expertise, both of which influenced their child care decisions. Although child
care quality is difficult to measure, a major component of quality begins with the expertise of child care providers.
Examining the child care workforce can provide clues for understanding quality within a child care system.

To betterunderstand child care turnover, retention and other employment factors, NDOL provided aggregated
data from child care businesses that report quarterly employment data (see Appendix D). Although the data
exclude most self-employed family child care home providers, they provide employment trends among many
child care centersidentified as Child Care Services employers.22 According to NDOL in 2025, 92.3% of child care
employeesin Lancaster County were women, with the largest demographic group beingwomen ages 20-29
(38.0%in Q4 2025).%¢ Since 2020, the number of individuals working in the child care industry in Lancaster County
increased by 3.8% from 1,108 to 1,150 (see Figure 14). After peakingin 2023, child care employment in Lancaster
County is decreasing more rapidly than child care employment rates across the state (see Figure 15).

Figure 14. Number of Child Care Employees in Lancaster County and Nebraska

Lancaster County Statewide
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1200/ 1,108 1068 ’ 120001 40,355 10,709
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Source: Nebraska Department of Labor, requested data received September 3, 2026.
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Figure 15. Change in Number of Child Care Employees Since 2020 in Lancaster County and Nebraska
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Source: Nebraska Department of Labor, requested data received September 3, 2026.

While the total number of individuals in the child care workforce has changed by 3.8%, this number does not
fully capture the amount of churn within the industry. Within any givenyear, 400-600 employees leave the child
care industry and 400-600 new employees enter. The combination of separations and new hiresis how NDOL
calculates turnoverrates.#Turnoveris on the decline in the child care industry after peakingin 2021-2022.

Turnoverin Lancaster County is consistently higher than turnover statewide. Lancaster County’s larger college-
age workforce could be one factor contributing to its higher turnoverrate, although the available data do not
establish a direct causal relationship. It’s also important to note that the measure isindustrywide for one region
and does not factorin within-industry employment changes across geographic boundaries.

Table 6. Child Care Services Annual Turnover Rate in Lancaster County and Nebraska

2020-2021 38.6% 37.6%
2021-2022 45.4% 40.7%
2022-2023 44.9% 40.5%
2023-2024 44.2% 38.7%
2024-2025 42.7% 36.7%
2025-2026 39.5% 35.0%

Source: Nebraska Department of Labor, requested data received September 3, 2026.

Longevity in the child care industry is a proxy measure for early childhood expertise. Analysis by NDOL (see
Appendix D) reveals that retentionin the child care industry over a 6-year period is 32%. This means that, as of
2026, just 32% of the current workforce has been in the industry for 6 years or more.
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Figure 16. Retention of Child Care Workers Since 2020 in Lancaster County
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Source: Nebraska Department of Labor, requested data received June 25, 2026.

Tounderstand where child care workers come from and where they go when they leave, NDOL tracked industry
flows for two years before and after the first quarter of 2023. The most common sector moving into and out of
child care was Healthcare and Social Assistance, which includes the industry code for child care services. This
categoryincludes workers who remained in child care as well as those employed inrelated fields such as family
services, assisted living and hospitals. Other common sectors moving both into and out of child care included
accommodation and food services, retail trade and educational services.

Figure 17. Child Care Industry Flows
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Source: Nebraska Department of Labor, requested data received June 25, 2026.

Child Care Services
NAICS 624410

1,331

Estimating pay for the child care workforce is difficult because wages are reported to NDOL as quarterly totals,
while the field also includes substantial part-time work and workforce instability. To account for this variation,
NDOL analyzed wages forindividuals who worked at least six consecutive quarters. Among this group, the
average annual wage for child care workers in Lancaster County increased 28.7%, from $22,385in 2020 to
$28,811in 2025. Lancaster County wages remained somewhat below the statewide average, whichrose at
asimilarrate of 25.2%, from $23,361in 2020 to $29,240in 2025. However, multilocation employers—which
tend to pay higherwages on average ($35,833in 2024)—cannot be assigned to a specific region of the state.*®
These employers likely include franchise child care providers, which may be more common in urban areas such
as Lincoln. Evenwith recent wage growth, low pay in the field continues to make it difficult to attract andretaina
stable, experienced child care workforce.
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Conclusions

This report examines the economic impact of inadequate child care in Lancaster County, as well as how supply
and demand for child care is affected by factors essential to a functioning child care system (i.e., accessibility,
affordability and quality). According to BBR, lack of affordable and reliable child care in Lancaster County is
estimated toresultin annual total losses of $264.2 million in parentalincome and $288.8 millioninlost business
activity, aswellas 1,115 lost jobs. To develop solutions to address this economic problem, the report analyzes the
way inwhich access, affordability and quality impact the supply of and demand for child care inthe region.

ACCESS AFFORDABILITY QUALITY
to sufficient child care that at aprice families where children are safe and
meets the needs of are able to pay have their developmental
working parents needs met

If measuring supply is based solely on child care programs’ licensed capacity, it would be easy to conclude that
the supply of child care in Lancaster County has changed very little. However, whenlooking at capacity and
program type together, itis clear that the supply of child care has shifted—there are fewer programs available to
parents (access). And while this means that each programis serving more children, thatis only true for licensed
child care centers. The supply of family child care programs—bothin terms of capacity and providers—has
decreased. Because these programs are, on average, less expensive for families, this shift in supply directly
impacts affordability for families.

Moreover, hiring difficulties in child care centers impacts access for families. When programs are understaffed,
they will serve fewer children. Staffing will remain difficult when wages are low, impacting quality and access. In
addition tolicensed child care programs, preschools provide access, though this is frequently limited to children
ages 3to 5 and for part-day programming, so parents working full time may need access to additional forms of
care.

InLancaster County, 3 out of every 4 children under age 6 live in households where all parents work, so it is
unsurprising that the majority of parentsin the regionreport needing child care. Among parents needing child
care, almost a third report difficulty finding child care (access) and cited cost as the main reason (affordability).
Parents with lowerincome were almost twice as likely to cite costs (affordability) as the primary reason when
compared to higher-income parents. Parents with higherincome, on the other hand, were three times more likely
toindicate quality as a primary concern when compared to those with lowerincomes. Interestingly, parents with
higherincome were also more likely to reportincompatible hours, despite being less likely to report needing
evening, weekend or overnight care, indicating that higherincome families may be seeking more flexible care
arrangements (access). For families who need care, 14% reported relying mostly on relatives for child care, which,
in some cases, could be related to affordability.



Parents of multiple children needing care and/or parents with lowerincome may consider leaving the labor force
when a significant portion of theirincome goes toward child care costs (affordability) and higher-quality options
are out of reach (quality and access). In addition, child care turnover within the workforce disrupts the child-
teacherrelationship andleads to aloss of expertise within the classroom (quality).

Reliable, high-quality child care is economic infrastructure. This report defines the scope of Lancaster County’s
child care challenges and demonstrates how they affect families, businesses and the local economy. The

data provides a starting point for building solutions, and while the problems are significant, they are not
insurmountable. Itis imperative that community leaders use this information to strengthen the child care system
by addressing access, affordability and quality simultaneously. By advancing all three together, Lancaster
County can build a child care supply that meets the demands of today’s workforce while helping the next
generation of residents learn, grow and thrive.
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Appendix A: Bureau of Business Research

The University of Nebraska-Lincoln Bureau of Business Research conducts economic research on Nebraska,

as well asits communities. Faculty and staff at the Bureau have conducted analyses on 1) economic and fiscal
impacts, 2) comparative economic models, 3) economic, fiscal and demographic outlooks and 4) how economic
policy affects industry, labor markets, infrastructure and standard of living. The Bureau has been awarded funding
from both federal government agencies and private foundations in service to the academic mission of the
University of Nebraska.

Dr. Eric Thompson (director of the Bureau of Business Research and Associate professor of economics) and Dr.
Mitchel Herian (project director of the Bureau of Business Research) co-authored a separate report detailing their
methodology used in this document. This report can be found here.
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1j9aVSiv8nHSB5uYJN7-iCc4Feqbc3D0Q/view?usp=drive_link

Appendix B: The Child Care Trust

In2026, Child Care Aware of America launched the Child Care Trust. Led by Linda K. Smith, a nationally renowned
child care expert, the Child Care Trust will develop real-world solutions for funding, organizing and sustaining
quality child care that are informed by data and research.

The Child Care Trust created aninteractive map of the child care gap in the United States: https://childcaregap.
org/. The map examines the gap between the potential need for child care and the capacity of legally operating
child care providers. Potential need for care refers to the number of children under age 6 with all available parents
inthe labor force. Program capacity is defined as licensed capacity, which is related to a provider’s building
square footage orroom size and not actual enrollment. For the analysis used in this report, researchers at the
Child Care Trust isolated Lancaster County and calculated gaps in child care within this geographic boundary
using the methodology outlinedin https://childcaregap.org/MappingMethod.pdf. Formore information on the
analysis, including challenges in child care data and gaps analysis, see https://childcaregap.org/report.

25


https://childcaregap.org/
https://childcaregap.org/
https://childcaregap.org/MappingMethod.pdf
https://childcaregap.org/report

Appendix C: Kidsights Data

Kidsights Datais aninitiative of the University of Nebraska Medical Centerto generate population-level data on
early childhood development. After being tested and validated as a new measure for the World Health Organiza-
tion’s Global Scales for Early Development, the Kidsights Measurement Tool uses online, parent-reported datato
measure collective health and development trends of infants and children ages birth through age 5in a defined
population and geographic area. For more information on Kidsights Data, see https://www.unmc.edu/publi-
chealth/research/multidisciplinary-programs/kidsights/index.html.

In2025, researchers on Kidsights Data Team collected data on the cost and availability of child care for fami-
lies with children aged birth to 6 years across the state of Nebraska, with atotal of more than 2,700 responses.
Families were recruited from a birth cohort list of all registered births in Nebraska from 2019 to 2025 and through
programs serving children and families. Interviews with parents about child care took place after surveys were
completed.

Datainthisreport are based onresponses from 482 respondents who reside in the 44 ZIP codes in Lancaster
County. The majority of the respondents (n=428, 88.9%) reside inthe 29 ZIP codes representing the incorporat-
ed city of Lincoln. The median family income (2024) of respondents was $82,463, with 58.3% (n=266) reporting
family incomes of $100,000 or more.

This analysis focused on survey items that address families’ reported child care experiences, including:
1. What are the main features of child care types and costsin the Lincoln-Lancaster County region?

2. How much of aproblemis child care for Lincoln-Lancaster County region families?

3. What do parents say about child care in the Lincoln-Lancaster County region?

In Figure 12, the item “Finding child care was somewhat or very difficult” excludes respondents who report not
needing child care. Therefore percentages reflect difficulty among families who were seeking care (n=378).
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Appendix D: Nebraska Department of Labor

Child care employment data was collected by the Nebraska Department of Labor (NDOL) from quarterly

wage reports submitted by all employers covered by unemployment insurance (i.e., liable employers). Liable
employers exclude most self-employed and family-operated businesses, such as family child care home
providers. Employers are categorized by industry code according to the North American Industry Classification
System (NAICS) based upon the business’s primary activity. Organizations categorized in otherindustries that
also offer child care services are notincludedin the data (e.g., schools, local government, community advocacy
orreligious organizations).

Based uponthese criteria, NDOL identified 739 employers in Nebraska that were assigned the child care NAICS
code (624410)in Quarter1 2026. Employers that have multiple locations in Nebraska are included only in
statewide data and notidentified by county. Employee-level data includes all employees working foremployers
in NAICS 624410 (Child Care Services).

Labor Availability Survey data was collected by NDOL (see https://dol.nebraska.gov/las). Between May 2021
and October2023, NDOL sent surveys to businesses and establishments with at least three employees and
households located across 86 counties. The Greater Lincolnregion questionnaires were collected between
August 24 and October 25,2022, with 1,220 businesses and 1,059 households responding. The Greater Lincoln
survey areaincluded 46 ZIP codes in parts of Lancaster, Saunders, Cass, Otoe, Gage and Seward counties,
however over 99% of respondents were from Lancaster County.

The LAS is currently in the field in the same Greater Lincoln area and new data will be available during winter
2026-2027.
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Appendix E: Lincoln Littles

Lincoln Littles grew from community conversations and local data identifying early childhood as animportant
needinLincoln. Since 2019, Lincoln Littles has helped support tuition assistance, providers, employer
engagement and community collaboration focused on helping children and families thrive.

Lincoln Littles has invested over $5.1 million in child care tuition assistance to make quality child care more
accessible forworking families. The program supports on average 130-150 local children each month. In addition,
Lincoln Littles has invested over $600,000 in quality enhancement grants across 55 local child care programs.

Lincoln Littles believes that every child deserves the opportunity to learn, thrive and reach their full potential.
Lincoln Littles surveyed Lincoln child care providers from June 1through July 1, 2026, to assess whether licensed
capacity overstates the number of openings that are actually available and to better understand child care supply
across age groups. The survey received 53 responses.
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Littles. The pattern of more support for families of higherincomes andless financial support for families with lower
incomes is worthy of additional research.
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