
EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION IN COLORADO’S ECONOMY 
 

Industry Impact on the Economy 
• Colorado is among the top ten least 

affordable states for early care and 
education, yet public funding for 
services is lower than the national 
average.   

• The average annual income of childcare 
workers in Colorado is just above the 
poverty threshold for a family of four 
and well below self-sufficiency 
standards for one adult, one 
preschooler and one school-age child. 

• In 2014, Colorado’s early care and 
education sector generated $639.7 
million in revenue, comparable to 
women’s clothing stores and the 
advertising industry.  

• Every dollar spent on early care and 
education services contributed $2.25 to 
the state’s economy.  

• The early care and education industry is 
unique because it enables parents to 
work, generating over $4.4 billion in 
earnings across the economy.  

Cost of Early Care and Education 
• Key industry cost drivers are wages, 

regional market rates and public 
reimbursement structures, program 
size, and whether a provider offers 
infant/toddler care. 

• Cost modeling finds that high quality 
providers are less able to balance 
revenues and expenses than their low 
quality peers. 

• Child Care Assistance Program 
reimbursement rate structures can 

incentivize quality and boost provider 
viability. 

• Early care and education professionals 
subsidize the industry in the form of low 
wages.  

Low Wages and Turnover 
• Childcare workers and preschool 

teachers in Colorado earn much less 
than kindergarten teachers.  

• Because the wages of early care and 
education professionals are so low, 
many receive public subsidies to make 
ends meet. We estimate this costs the 
state of Colorado $20 million or more 
annually.  

• Low wages contribute to worker 
turnover, which costs providers money 
– 15%-30% of the annual salary for a 



position. Reducing turnover could make 
providers significantly more profitable.  

Market Implications 
• The early care and education industry 

operates under a blended public/private 
system. Even though it is not a pure 
market-drive industry, it is strictly 
controlled by supply and demand.  

• The market undervalues child care 
because parents are not able to pay for 
its societal benefits and contributions to 
the economy as a whole. 

• As a result, early care and education is a 
failing market, where market prices do 
not represent true costs. 

Innovative Solutions 
Potential innovative solutions to address 
this market failure include: 

• Increasing public funding for early care 
and education in Colorado – at least to 
the national average. Public funding for 
early care and education in Colorado is 
28%, compared to 38% nationally. 

• Improving counties’ tiered 
reimbursement structures to incentivize 
quality and the provision of care for 
infants and toddlers 

• Establishing subsidies for early care and 
education businesses to increase the 
wages of early care and education 
workers. These could be funded by the 
business sector, which benefits from the 
availability of childcare. 

• Offering tax credits for early learning 
professionals, with graduated amounts 
to incentivize higher levels of education 
and credentials. 

 

Transforming the Early Childhood 
Workforce in Colorado is an innovative 
public-private project to advance the 

early childhood workforce in Colorado. 

Steering partners for the project include 
Early Milestones Colorado, Colorado 

Department of Education, and Colorado 
Department of Human Services. 

Philanthropic partners include the Piton 
Foundation at Gary Community 

Investments and the Buell Foundation. 

The information in this document is based 
on a full report developed for the project 

by The Butler Institute for Families and 
Brodsky Research & Consulting: Bearing 
the Cost of Early Care and Education in 

Colorado: An Economic Analysis. 

For more information, please visit: 

www.coloradoecworkforce.org 

TRANSFORMING THE EARLY 
CHILDHOOD WORKFORCE IN 

COLORADO 
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