Utah’s Child Care Turnaround: Real Solutions for Working Families

Child care in Utah is not just strained. It is structuraily broken, Families feel it. Employers feel it.
Communities feel it. And today, the gap between child care supply and demand is so large that it is
shaping workforce participation, family stability, and even whether young families feel they can afford to
have children at all.

Across Utah, 84 percent of families have all available parents in the workforce. For these
families, child care is not optional. It is foundational to economic survival. Yet licensed child care
providers currently meet only about gne-third of statewide need, The result is that roughly 77 percent of
Utahns now live in a child care desert, meaning there are either no licensed providers or more than
three children competing for avery available slot. In four rural counties—Daggett, Piute, Rich, and
Wayne-—there are no licensed child care providers at all. This is not a localized problem. It is a
statewide structural challenge affecting urban, suburban, and rural communities alike,

The economic consequences are staggering. Utah loses an estimated $1.36 billion each year in
wages and productivity because parents cannot find reliable care. The state also loses roughiy $258
million anpually in income tax revenue. When child care centers close, families scramble, businesses
lose workers, and economic growth slows. At the same time, affordability has pushed child care beyond
reach for many families. Infant care now averages more than $11.000 per vear, For families with two
young children, costs can exceed $24.000 annually. By federai standards, child care is considered
unaffordable in ali 29 Utah counties. In many cases, infant care costs more than in-state tuition at a
public university,

The crisis also places encrmous pressure on providers. Utah's child care workforce s
overwhelmingly made up of women who often face low wages, unstable enrollment, and chronic
staffing shortages. Research shows child care workers are four times more likely than the average Utah
worker to hoid multiple jobs just to make ends meet. That instability affects providers, families, and
chitdren,

This year, the Utah Legislature is advancing a comprehensive suite of bills informed by The
Policy Proiect, which has made family affordability and child care a central focus of its 2026 legislative
efforts. These bills take a holistic approach to giving Utah parents the ability to choose what works best
for their families by expanding supply, increasing financial flexibllity, supporting working parents, and
ehgaging employers.

Utah's employer child care tax credit to better align with sirengthened federai incentives and
dramatically increase participation. It allows businesses to receive credits for supporting off-site child
care, not just building on-site facilities, and increases the value of the credit for small businesses while
removing administrative barriers that previously limited participation. When combined with federal
cradits, employers can offset a significant share of qualified child care expenses paid on behalf of
employees. This matters because not every employer can build a child care center, but many can heip
secure child care slots, parther with providers, or directly support working parents.

a Home-Based Child Care Capacity Expansion Grant Program te help new providers start or existing
providers expand home-based child care businesses. By prioritizing child care deserts and
nentraditicnal work-hour care, the legislation directly fargets the areas where families currently have
few or no options.

HB 329 addresses another critical piece of family stability; time. The bill expands paid parental
leave for state employees, increasing postpartum recovery leave and ensuring adoptive and foster
parents also have access to paid leave. While focused on state employees, this policy sets an example




for the broader labor market and reinforces Utah's commitment to supporting families during the earliest
and most critical stages of child development.

HB_290 supports families directly by expanding access to the state child tax credit. By
increasing income thresholds and expanding eligibility, the bill ensures more working families can
receive meaningful financial relief to offset the rising cost of ralsing children, including child care.

Together, these policies form a comprehensive strategy. HB 190 brings employers into the
solution and helps make child care financially possible. SB 214 increases the number of providers and
expands availability, especially in rural and underserved areas. HB 329 strengthens family stability
during the earliest months of a child’s life. HB 290 provides direct financial relief to working families.
Each bill addresses a different piece of the child care ecosystem, and together they create a
coordinated approach to solving a complex problem.

This state-level work is strengthened by recent federal action. The Qne Big Beaufiful Bili
expanded key family and child care tax provisions, including strengthening the Child and Dependent
Care Tax Credit, improving the Employer-Provided Child Care Tax Credit, and expanding Dependent
Care Flexible Spending Account limits. These changes mean families can keep more of what they earn
while employers have stronger incentives to invest in child care solutions. Utah's legislation is
intentionally designed to stack with these federal policies, maximizing impact for families and
husinesses.

The stakes extend beyond economics. Utah has long been a state that values families, yet
fertitity rates have declined both nationally and here at home. Rising child care costs and tack of access
are increasingly influencing family planning declsions. When families cannot afford child care, workforce
participation declines, economic growth slows, and long-term demographic stability is threatened.

Child care is not a luxury. It is not a perk. It is economic infrastructure. It supports workforce
participation, strengthens families, and drives economic growth. Utah has an opportunity to lead by
showing that comprehensive, market-aligned, family-focused solutions can expand access without
expanding bureaucracy.

The Utah Legislature is proving that meaningful progress requires coordinated action. By
expanding supply, supporting families directly, engaging employers, and aligning with federal
incentives, Utah is buiiding & model for how states can move from being child care deserts to becoming
national leaders in supporting working families.

If Utah wants strong famifies, a strong workforce, and a strong economy, this is the work that
must be done, And this year, Utah is doing it.

Jason E, Thompson
Representative
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Utah is a Childcare Desert—
The Costs Are Financial and Generational

Childcare In Utah is I crisis. Famiiies feel it. Employers feel it. Communities feel it. Despite years
of discussion about the strain on workihg parents and the shortage of providers, the reality is now
unavoidable, Childcare is essential to our families and economy.

Today, 84 percent of Ulsh famities have all available parents in the workforce, according to U.S.
Census data. For these familles, reliable childcare is not optional. K is foundational to economic security
and family stability. Yet licensed childcare providers meet only gbout 36 percent of siatewide need. As a
result, Utah has bacome a textbook childcare desert. An estimated 77 percent of Utahns live in areas with
either no licensed childcare providars or more than three children competing for every available slot, a
figure highlighted In a 2024 Deseret News analysis citing Child Care Aware of Ametica. In four rural
counttes, Daggett, Piute, Rich, and Wayne, there are ng licensed childcare providers at all. This is nota
localized challenge. It s a statewide sfructural failure.

The economic consequences are substantial. Utah loses an estimated $1.36 billion each year
due to worker absenteelsm, reduced productivity, and parents leaving the workforce because childcare is
unavailable or unaffordable, The state alse forfeits approximately $258 million annually in income tax
revenue, When childcare centers close, as has happened recently in Sait Lake County, the effects are
Immediate, Familles scramble. Businesses lose workers. Familiss and communities suffer.

Affordabllity compounds the problem. Federal health and human services guidelines recommend
that childcare cost no more than 7_parcent of & family's income, In Utah, center-based Infant care
averages more than $11,328 per vear, which is about 12 percent of a marriec couple's income and a
devastating 32 percent of a single parent’s income. Care for an infant and a preschool-aged child costs
$24.000 and is rising. By federal standards, childcare is considered unaffordable in all 29 Utah counties.
Utan is also among the states whers infant care costs more than in-state tuition at a public university.

Providers themselves are under Immanse strain. Utah's childcare workforce is overwhelmingly
made up of women and faces low wages, unsiable enrollment, and persistent staffing shortages.
Research from the Utah Women and Leadership Project shows that childcare workers are four times
more likaly than the average Utah worker to hold multiple jobs just o make ends meet. This constant
turmover creates instabllity for children, families, and employers alike. At the same time, cnly about pne
guarter of Utah businesses recognized for supporting women offer any childcare benefits.

Federal programs such as Head Start remain vital, partleularly in rural communities that receive
nearly half of Utah's Head Start funding, according to tha Utah Head Start Assoclatlon. Any reduction in
federal support would disproportionateiy harm the communities already facing the mast severe shortages.

Utah has long prided itself on valuing families, yet fertltity rates are declining both nationally and
here at home. The natlonal fertllity rate fell to 1.62 births per woman in 2023, far below the 2.1 births
needed to replace the population, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Utah's

reflect & growing reality: even in Utah, economic pressures, especially childcare costs, are making it
harder to raise children and even have a direct impact on whether or not couples choosa to have children.

During the last legistative session, stale leaders worked with business, community, and pelicy
partners to begin addressing this crisis through legislation included in i3 106, That effort created two tax
credits: a 20 percent credit for qualified childcare construction or expansion costs for businesses and a 10
percent credit for angolng employer-paid childcare expenses, These credits mirrored existing federal
incentives and could be stacked with them. It was an important step, but it did not match the scale of the
problem.

Over the past year, federal changes have strengthened support for working families, including
improvements to the Child and Dependent Care Credit, enhancements to the Employer-Provided



Childcare Tax Credit, and an expanded Dependent Care Flexible Spending Account [imit, according to
guidance from the IRS and the U.8. Treasury.

Building on that momentum, we are advancing a new Business Childcare Tax Credit this session
designed to align with federal incentives and maximize participation. By stacking state and federal credits,
employers, including small businesses, can recelve a tax credit of up to 80% for all qualified childcare
expenses paid on behalf of an employee. This approach recognizes that employers, familles, and
communities all benefit when childcare Is accessible, affordable, and reliable,

If Utah wants strong families, & strong economy, and a stable workforce, then chlidcare must be
treated as the essential infrastructure it is, With the right tools, Utah can move from being a childcare
desert to becoming a natlonal leader, This Is our moment to act,
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