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Increase Child Care Subsidy Funding for Infants and Toddlers
Introduction
Children’s development and learning in the first few years lay the foundation for all of the years that
follow. Children who attend high-quality early education programs are better prepared for success in
school—academically, socially and emotionally. However, few working poor families can afford the high
cost of infant care, which averages $9,255 annually.1 Because of this, North Carolina provides child care
financial assistance for low-income working families through the Child Care Subsidy Program. This twogeneration program is designed to help families earning at or below 200% of the federal poverty level
(FPL) pay for child care while they work or attend school and provide their children with access to quality
early care and learning programs.
An acute shortage of child care subsidy funding exists, especially for families of infants and toddlers. In
North Carolina, an estimated 102,971 infants and toddlers whose parents are working are eligible for child
care subsidy.2 In 2018, 19,842 infants and toddlers received subsidy—only 19% of all eligible babies in
North Carolina.3 Another way to estimate need is by looking at the child care subsidy waiting list. While
not all eligible families apply for subsidy, in September 2018, 12,802 infants and toddlers remained on the
waitlist. Of the children under age six waiting for subsidy, 56% were infants and toddlers.4 By any measure,
there is a dramatic need to increase access to child care assistance and quality early care and learning
programs in North Carolina.

Why Is This Important to Do Now?
Infants and toddlers are missing out on opportunities for healthy development and early learning.
A child’s brain grows more quickly during their first three years of life than at any other point. Ensuring
that infants and toddlers have access to quality early care and learning programs both lays the foundation
for learning and lessens the need for remediation in the future.5

Infants and toddlers wait longer for child care subsidy
assistance, missing crucial developmental opportunities.
Infants and toddlers make up more than half of children under
six on the waiting list, but receive subsidy less frequently than
preschool children.6 The lack of supply for subsidy and long
waiting lists means that infants and toddlers remain on the wait
list longer to receive subsidy, and many don’t receive subsidy
until their preschool years, missing a critical window in their
development.
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Quality early care and learning opportunities are critical for family well-being and economic
self-sufficiency.
Low-income working families with infants and toddlers need access to child care programs so that they
can work and support their own families. Making child care more affordable increases parents’ workforce
participation, increasing economic self-sufficiency and decreasing the stress caused by economic
instability.7

Quality care and learning is out of reach for low-income
working families.
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Child care is one of the largest expenses families face. The
average annual cost of infant care in North Carolina is $9,255,
28%
40.7% more per year than in-state tuition for a 4-year public
8
college. A single parent with one infant earning about $32,920,
72%
which qualifies for child care subsidy at 200% of the federal
poverty level, would need to spend almost one third of their gross
income on infant care. A single parent earning minimum wage
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($7.25 per hour) would need to spend 61.4% of their income on
care for one infant. 9 Only 26.7% of families can afford child care
without going over the federally recommended spending target of no more than 10% of their family
income.10

Child Care subsidy shortages exist in every county in North Carolina.
Almost all—97 of North Carolina’s 100 counties—serve less than one third of infants and toddlers eligible
for subsidy. Seventy-one counties serve 20% or fewer eligible infants and toddlers. Sixteen of these
counties serve less than 10%, several of which are clustered in the northeast corner of the state. Three
counties, Hyde, Currituck, and Yadkin, each serve less than 5% of their eligible infants and toddlers. 11
There were 12,802 infants and toddlers on
the child care subsidy waiting list statewide in
September 2018. Nearly half (49) of North
Carolina counties have at least 50 infants and
toddlers on the waiting list. In 25 counties,
there are at least 100 infants and toddlers on
the waiting list. Another 22 counties have
between 100 and 1000 infants and toddlers
on the subsidy wait list. Three counties,
Guilford, Wake, and Mecklenburg, have over
1000 infants and toddlers on the waiting list,
showing the extensive unmet need for child
care assistance among working families.12
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Figure 1: 12,802 Infants and Toddlers on the Subsidy Waiting List, September 2018
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About Think BabiesTM NC:
Think Babies™ NC seeks to advance policies that support the healthy development of North Carolina’s babies and
toddlers. It is aligned with the NC Pathways to Grade-Level Reading initiative and the NC Early Childhood Action Plan.
Think Babies™ NC is led by the NC Early Education Coalition with support from the NC Early Childhood Foundation and a
Leadership Team of state and local organizations focused on advancing public awareness and policy solutions for infants,
toddlers, and their families.

Fact sheet developed by the NC Early Education Coalition.
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