
Family child care networks are critical to stabilizing individual 
family child care programs around the country and offering 
parents of young children safe and healthy child care options as 
they reenter the workforce post-COVID-19. Greater investments 
are needed to help states establish family child care networks 
that ensure programs, and the child care market itself, can be 
built back better after the crisis and thrive in the long run.

Family child care is a vital component of parent 
choice in the child care market, providing learning 
environments in residential settings to small groups 
of children. As economies reopen across the country 
and smaller settings are recommended for children in 
child care, more parents are choosing family child care 
programs.1 Unfortunately over the last several decades, 
the number of family child care programs have been 
in decline. According the National Association for 
Regulatory Administration, there were 121,220 licensed 
family child care programs in 50 states and the District 
of Columbia in 2017. This represents a 10% decline from 
2011 and a 22% decline from 2008, when there were 
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134,920 and 155,230 licensed family child care programs, 
respectively.2 This decline has been attributed to myriad 
factors, including low profit margins, an aging workforce, 
and barriers to accessing resources and support systems 
that increase business stability and program quality.3

Policymakers seeking to address the challenges family 
child care programs face can support these programs 
by leveraging organizing practices such as family child 
care networks. Networks are organizations that bring 
together individual family child care programs and offer 
quality improvement services and business supports 
including technical assistance, training, peer support, 
and small business expertise delivered by paid staff. 
Networks help states reach many programs at one time, 
yet are flexible to community needs. Family child care 
networks are critical to ensuring parent choice and 
stabilizing family child care programs, both now and 
post-COVID-19.  
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F A M I LY  C H I L D  C A R E  
N E T W O R K  G O A L S 

Family child care networks are organized around a set 
of goals supported by specific activities that engage 
individual family child care programs. Goals of a family 
child care network include:

•	 Stabilizing the family child care sector.

•	 Improving business practices to steady the  
financial outlook of family child care programs. 

•	 Improving the quality of care in family child  
care programs. 

•	 Insuring children are provided support services,  
such as social-emotional development.

A C T I V I T I E S  O F  A  F A M I LY 
C H I L D  C A R E  N E T W O R K

Family child care networks seek to improve quality by 
providing consolidated quality improvement resources 
through direct technical assistance and professional 
development training. Professional development 
specifically offered by networks is shown to improve 
the quality of participating family child care programs.4 
Networks also offer the opportunity for small, and 
often isolated, family child care programs to connect 
with one another, and grow program presence in a 
community. For example, peer networking supported by 
the National Association of Family Child Care through 
local affiliates offers shared training opportunities, and 
grows program leadership to participate in public policy 
discussions and connects policy to practice.5 Family 
child care networks are adaptable to the current needs 
of programs and communities and can deploy training 
support quickly. Networks can quickly deliver training 
on social-emotional development and trauma-informed 
practices to support children and parents impacted by 
COVID-19.6

Networks also offer a shared services structure, which 
provides economies of scale for participating family child 
care programs as well as business practices. Shared services 
consolidate back-end business functions for family child 
care programs to lower overall program costs, and may 
include tax preparation, enrollment support, fee collections, 
marketing, and participation in the Child and Adult Care 
Food Program (CACFP) as well as shared purchasing of 
food, classroom materials, and teacher resources.7 

Local economies reliant on a non-traditional hour 
workforce, such as health care or service industries, can 
engage networks to identify family child care programs 
near places of employment or homes of non-traditional 
hours, as family child care programs are often the only 
option for parents with non-traditional schedules. By 
providing centralized resources, networks have the 
ability to incentivize non-traditional hour child care and 
deploy resources to support hours beyond 9 a.m.-to-5 
p.m., including overnight staff, specialized training, and 
materials.8

C O M P O N E N T S  O F  A N  
E F F E C T I V E  F A M I LY  C H I L D 
C A R E  N E T W O R K

Networks are flexible to the needs of participating family 
child care programs, the children and parents they serve, 
and the communities in which they are located. However, 
to maximize resources, highly effective family child care 
networks must support improving both the quality and 
business practices of family child care programs. Quality 
improvement is linked with the ability of a network to 
create a peer learning environment across individual family 
child care programs that may otherwise be isolated from 
one another and lack resource capacity. The stability of a 
family child care program’s business operations is central 
to maximizing investments and community impact, and is 
a critical component of a network’s role. In turn, networks 
must also be staffed to facilitate these tasks and maintain 
the network’s operations. Therefore, highly effective family 
child care networks contain the following elements:
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1.	 Staff. A director-level staff person with knowledge, 
skills, and abilities that are responsive to the needs 
of family child care programs while improving both 
program quality and financial sustainability. 

2.	 Business practice support. Business practice support, 
including through shared services, creates economies of 
scale and efficiencies in program management. Shared 
services increase fee collection, lower overall costs, and 
increase the use of CACFP for participating programs. 
Technology access is a necessary component of business 
practice support, such as a web-based interface that 
centralizes back-office functions for family child care 
programs and improves their ability to purchase in 
bulk, maintain accurate fiscal records, and market their 
services.

3.	 Quality-building support. Contracted early childhood 
specialists offer technical assistance and professional 
development to participating family child care programs 
to increase quality, including trauma-informed practices 
and social-emotional development, which will be 
especially critical for children impacted by COVID-19. 

4.	 Peer networking. Program quality and participation in 
networks are shown to improve when opportunities 
for peer networking are supported through travel 
stipends or technology access so that individual 
programs may interface with one another directly.9

5.	 Start-up grants. Networks can offer start-up grants 
to family child care programs to ensure health 
and safety standards, increase parent access, and 
promote developmentally appropriate settings. 

To support highly effective networks, potential funding 
should include $225,000 per individual network. This 
would allow a family child care network to serve up to 25 
family child care programs, with funding for a director 
position, early childhood quality specialists, business 
practice support, and peer networking opportunities, 
with $75,000 dedicated to start-up grants for new family 
child care programs in the network.  

 
 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

A majority of family child care programs across the 
country do not have the opportunity to participate 
in a network, leaving them on their own to purchase 
goods, navigate professional development trainings, 
and market to parents. For example, BPC analyzed all 
2019-2021 Child Care and Development Fund Plans, the 
mechanism states use to apply for federal funds through 
the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG), 
and found only 19 states use funding to support a family 
child care network. In order to facilitate the increase of 
family child care programs and to retain and improve 
the quality of existing family child care programs, BPC 
recommends:

•	 Congress consider dedicating $35 million in CCDBG 
funding for family child care networks. This funding 
would serve approximately 4,000 individual family 
child care programs through about 165 staffed family 
child care networks, providing each state with the 
opportunity to develop three staffed family child care 
networks at a minimum. 

•	 Congress could direct the Department of Health and 
Human Services to conduct an evaluation of family 
child care networks for their efficacy in increasing 
parent access to family child care, improving program 
quality, impacting family child care program 
sustainability, and improving business practices for 
participating family child care programs. 

This dedicated funding would create the impetus for 
states to quickly expand the number of family child 
care programs, as well as magnify the impact of quality 
improvement and program stabilization efforts. At 
a time when parents are reliant on family child care 
programs more than ever before, but the supply does 
not meet the demand, Congress should recognize 
family child care networks as a promising solution to 
addressing the impending child care crisis.
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