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Finding and affording child care is challenging across Montana. Many families face severely limited
options for child care and ultimately pay high costs when they do find care. These challenges are not
unique to Montana. Families across the country grapple with finding and affording child care. In 2023,
Montana policymakers committed additional state resources to support child care providers and families.
Ongoing support and improvements are still needed to build a child care system that works for families,
providers, early childhood educators, and Montana's broader economy.

Current Child Care Supply Falls Short of the Demand from Working Families

In 2024, 1,230 programs were licensed or registered with the state, providing slots for 26,012 children.'?
Child care capacity has increased by about 3,500 slots or 15 percent in the last five years. However, the
current capacity still only meets roughly half of the estimated demand from working families.? Four
counties still had no regulated child care programs, and 25 of 56 counties were classified as child care
deserts (meeting less than a third of the estimated demand from working families).

Finding an infant or

toddler slot is More Than Two-Thirds of Families with Young Children Work
incredibly difficult,
with only 6,085 slots Children With All
set aside statewide for Age Parents Working Total Children
this age group, Total Birth to 12 116,997 164,169
meeting only 41
percent of the Birthto 5 46,289 69,946
demand.*® For older,

61012 70,708 94,223

school-age youth, care

is also limited. The Estimates from the American Community Survey Table B23008 for 20719-2023 and Population Estimates Program
state does not for 2023.

regulate most school-age programs due to the lack of a licensing framework for out-of-school time
programs. For every school-age youth in an afterschool program, four more are waiting to get in.° Child
care for children during the evening, overnight, or on weekends is also scarce. In a survey of over half of
regulated providers, less than 7 percent of home-based providers and only 2 percent of centers were
open on weekends.’

Child care supply and demand is typically reflected as a simple equation - the number of slots should
equal the number of children needing care. The reality of finding child care for families is much more
nuanced and complicated. Simply having enough child care slots does not factor in other needs and
preferences. For example, families often desire a program that reflects their culture and values. In a
survey of regulated programs, the majority reported having a waiting list (50 percent of home-based
providers and 65 percent of centers), another indication that the demand for programs remains high.’

Limited child care availability is significant for working families and Montana businesses. Without enough

child care options, parents must make difficult decisions about how and whether to pursue work or
education opportunities. Across the state, 40 percent of businesses report difficulty recruiting or retaining
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qualified workers due to the lack of child care.® The lack of child care results in $55 million in lost business
revenue annually, showing how child care shortages impact us all in Montana.?

Child Care Makes Up a Big Expense for Families, Yet Child Care Workers Earn
Low Wages

For families that do find child care, the cost can still keep the care out of reach. The cost for full-time child
care varies based on age, the type of facility, and geographic location within Montana. Parents pay, on
average, $11,700 per year for center-based care and $9,100 per year for family-based child care.’ This
means child care costs more than in-state tuition at Montana State University ($8,460 per year).” Data
from the most recent market rate survey captures the variation in cost across the state, with the median
annual cost for infant care at a center ranging from $13,800 in Region 4 (Broadwater, Gallatin, Jefferson,
Lewis & Clark, Meagher, and Park counties) to $9,000 in Region 3 (Beaverhead, Deer Lodge, Granite,
Madison, Powell, and Silver Bow counties).”"

. Affordable child care is
The Cost of Child Care Makes Up a Larger  cssential for advancing
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and empowering families

CanaEilnms of to pursue education,
discrimination and o
underinvestment in tralnlng, and careers.
communities of color . .
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other families of color. .
communities of color have

20 - 16% shown resilience, though
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As a result, child care is
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5 unaffordable for families
of color. The average cost
0 Overall  American Asian Black Latinx Multiple Other White estimate for center-based
ppndianor Races  Races care ($11,700) makes up
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Average cost of child care estimate is for center-based care: $11,700

family’s income.'? The cost
of child care for Black,
Indigenous, and multiracial families makes up a larger share of their income, putting child care further
out of reach for these families. When child care is less accessible for families of color, it perpetuates the
cycle of having limited opportunities to work or continue their education.

While child care makes up a big expense for families, child care workers make low wages despite the
value of their essential work. The reality of today's child care profession has been shaped by decades of
policies and public perception that devalued the role of caring for young children. For example, the Fair
Labor Standards Act of 1938 excluded domestic, agricultural, and service occupations.’ This exclusion
reflects a policy decision that overlooked the value of caregiving work, despite the expertise and
contributions of women, particularly BIPOC women, who have long been leaders in domestic and
caregiving roles. There are centuries of different examples of policies that set a precedent for
undervaluing caregiving as a skilled and essential role. This legacy of policies shapes the present-day
reality of an underpaid and undervalued child care workforce.
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how to balance the the Biggest Risk to Closing

true cost of providing Percent of providers reporting the listed reasons why they might choose to close their program
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In 2023, the median Low pay — 2=
wage fo.r a child care Feeling of burnout 86% 88%
worker in Montana
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Montana live below licensing requirements =il 6%
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Low wages for child Challenges filling slots 23%
care workers lead to
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shortages, making it

challenging for child care businesses to retain workers and remain open. In a survey of over half of
regulated providers, the majority (75 percent) reported that staffing challenges might lead them to close
their programs, including staff burnout, long work hours, low pay, and difficulty retaining staff.”

Best Beginnings Is an Opportunity to Support Families and Providers

The Best Beginnings program is a key opportunity to improve Montana's child care system. Best
Beginnings is primarily funded through a federal block grant, with most funds going directly to providers
to cover the cost of child care for families living on low incomes. The same block grant supports child care
regulation, promotes program quality, and provides services to help support providers. In addition to
federal funding, the state provides matching dollars and committed an additional $7 million per year as
part of changes from House Bill 648.'°

Child care assistance, like the Best Beginnings program, looks different across states, with a lot of
flexibility given to state policymakers to set eligibility requirements, copayment amounts, and other
participation details. In Montana, a family is eligible for Best Beginnings if they:"’

1. Have a child, age 12 or younger, or an older child with special needs;

2. Need child care to work, attend school, or participate in job training activities;

3. Earnator below 185 percent of the federal poverty level, or less than about $47,700 per year for
a family of three;'® and

4. Meet child support requirements, if applicable.

Families receiving Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) are also eligible for Best Beginnings.

Children in foster care are eligible for Best Beginnings through age 17, even without their family meeting
the income or work criteria. To access the Best Beginnings program, a child must attend a regulated child
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care program, and the provider receives a reimbursement from the state for the care provided. Some
families pay a copay that is less than 8 percent of a family’s income.'® For example, a family of three with

an income at the highest eligibility level pays a $318 copay each month.

The income guidelines for
eligibility have shifted over time
in Montana, with eligibility
currently set at 185 percent of
the federal poverty level (after
House Bill 648 directed an
increase from 150 percent).”” A
family already receiving Best
Beginnings can remain on the
program up to 200 percent of
the federal poverty level (or
$51,636 for a family of three) for
a 12-month window after their
initial approval; this graduated
eligibility lessens the cliff a family
faces with small boosts in
wages.'® Federal guidelines limit
the use of block grant funds for
families above 85 percent of the
state median income, which is
about 260 percent of the federal
poverty level in Montana.?**'
North Dakota (75 percent of the
state median income or about
280 percent of the poverty level)
and South Dakota (209 percent
of poverty) both have eligibility
set higher than Montana.?*?*
Ultimately, families above
Montana’s current eligibility still

House Bill 648 Helped Families and Providers

In the first year of changes...

» 830 families (13 percent of
participants) received Best
Beginnings in the expanded
eligibility category (between

150 to 185 percent of poverty).

Average copay was $21.20
per child, and copays
continued to drop during
2023 and 2024, with a max set
at 8 percent of a family’'s
income as of March 1, 2024.

“One of my families said
that if the copay hadn’t
gone down, they would
have to choose between
eating, heating, and
working.”

- Missoula area provider

* Providers were reimbursed
the full authorized amount,
regardless of a child's
attendance.

833 providers (68 percent of
all regulated providers) had a
child attend their program
that received a Best
Beginnings Scholarship.

“The increase in coverage
for Best Beginnings
Scholarship made a huge
difference for both me and
my scholarship families.”

- Bozeman area provider

Source: MBPC calculations using Department of Public Health and Human Services, “State Indicators: Data
for SFY 2024,” MBPC information request, received on Sep. 25, 2024, on file with author.

struggle to afford child care. For example, a family of three making 85 percent of the state median income
(about $68,000 per year) pays 17 percent of their income for the average cost of infant care at a center

($11,700).°

Similar to eligibility, copays have also shifted over time in Montana. Copays in the last few years have
ranged from a max of $10 during certain time periods up to 13 percent of a family’s income. As of March
2024, copays are no more than 8 percent of a family’s income.’® New federal guidelines for child care
assistance require states to cap copays at 7 percent of a family’s income, with Montana requesting a
waiver for two years to meet this new requirement.**

In the state fiscal year 2024, 6,554 children participated in Best Beginnings.> Many more families are
eligible to receive Best Beginnings than participate. Approximately 53,000 children age birth to 12 lived in
families below the current income guidelines, yet only 12 percent received child care assistance.”® Low
participation rates for child care assistance are a common trend nationwide. However, Montana falls
below the national average of 22 percent.”” Removing barriers and improving access to Best Beginnings is
an important strategy for addressing child care challenges across the state.

Montana Budget & Policy Center

WWW.MONTANABUDGET.ORG

Shaping policy for a stronger Montana.



More Children Could Benefit from the Best Beginnings Scholarship

Across Montana
Number of children receiving a Best Beginnings Scholarship, state fiscal year 2024
Estimated number of children eligible at 185 percent of poverty, age birth to 12

Source: Best Beginnings data from Department of Public Health and Human Services, estimates for eligible children from U.S.
Census Bureau, American Community Survey Table B17024, 2019-2023.

Families face barriers when applying for the Best Beginnings program. Of the 4,380 applications received
for Best Beginnings during the state fiscal year 2024, about half were eligible for assistance or still in
progress. Of the remaining applications denied, the majority (73 percent) encountered administrative
barriers and had missing documentation needed as part of the application. This indicates the state needs
a better understanding of the barriers families face in completing their applications timely and accurately
and then implementing strategies to minimize those barriers. Of the remaining applications that were
denied, the most common reasons included a family being over income (50 percent), eligibility could not
be determined even though some documentation was turned in (20 percent), other state eligibility
guidelines were unmet like age of child or the minimum work or education hours (12 percent), and failure
to meet the child support requirement (7 percent).?®

Improving the Best Beginnings program is a key strategy to improve the child care system in Montana
and help more families access and afford high-quality child care across the state.

Key Strategies Can Help Improve Best Beginnings for Families and Providers

Strategy#1: Reach More Families and Child Care Staff Through the Best Beginnings Program
Expanding eligibility to the maximum federal level (85 percent of the state median income) would
benefit more families struggling to afford child care. For example, a family of three at 85 percent of
the state median income (about $68,000 per year) is not currently eligible but spends 17 percent of their
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income on infant child care at a center or 13 percent of infant child care in a home-based program.’
Expanding eligibility to all child care staff, regardless of income, is another strategy to reach more
families struggling to pay for child care. This eligibility expansion also serves as a recruitment and
retention tool by boosting benefits for child care workers with young children. Three states (lowa,
Kentucky, and Maine) invested state dollars to expand eligibility to child care staff regardless of income.”
Many other states have expanded eligibility for child care workers up to the federal maximum, similar to
Montana's program that provides eligibility up to 250 percent of the poverty level for child care staff.*

Strategy #2: Make It Easier for Families to Access Best Beginnings

Removing the child support requirement would allow more families to access Best Beginnings.
Montana requires families to cooperate with child support as an eligibility condition, if applicable to the
family. Meeting child support guidelines creates more barriers for vulnerable families, including single-
parent families and teen parents. States have the flexibility to remove child support enforcement as an
eligibility requirement.

Strategy #3: Support Child Care Providers

Restructure the licensing framework to create a category for school-age programs. Having a more
inclusive licensing framework benefits both families and providers. School-age programs that become
licensed can take advantage of training programs and additional funding opportunities and accept Best
Beginnings. Reimburse providers at the maximum state rate for Best Beginnings, regardless of
what they charge other families. Currently, providers are reimbursed only up to the amount they
charge private-pay families, creating another impossible decision for providers: raise rates for families not
eligible for Best Beginnings that struggle to afford the cost or accept a lower rate for their Best Beginnings
participants. Federal guidelines encourage paying at the full rate stating that “because child care
providers’ price for services reflects what private-pay families enrolling in their programs can afford and
not necessarily the (higher) cost of providing services, payment rates are artificially constrained by
affordability, particularly in low-income neighborhoods.”**

Moving the Needle on Child Care Requires a Growing State Investment

More state investment in child care is needed to significantly shift child care access and affordability in
Montana. Continued investment is critical to maintaining the improvements gained in the last two years,
and a growing investment is needed to truly move the needle on child care challenges across the state.
Other neighboring states have made significant investments to expand child care assistance and support
higher pay and benefits for child care workers:

e Over two years, North Dakota committed $66 million for various improvements to their child care
assistance program, including expanded eligibility, lower copays for families, higher payments to
providers, and expanded access to assistance for all child care workers.®'

e Minnesota invested $1.3 billion over four years to improve the affordability of child care and $316
million over two years to create a child care worker compensation program.®

A state investment should accompany policy strategies identified in this report to improve access and
affordability of child care in Montana. Without additional state funding, child care businesses and workers
will continue to bear the impact of the cost imbalance, earning only poverty-level wages in exchange for
the valuable work of caring for children. Montana policymakers who value supporting the youngest
Montanans, families, child care providers, and businesses should work together to pass child care funding
in 2025 and implement policies to improve child care access and affordability.
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