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Introduction

High-quality child care is an essential resource for families and children. Reliable child care
enables parental workforce participation, simultaneously providing children with a safe,
nurturing, and structured environment that promotes healthy development.! Quality child
care also strengthens families' economic stability, which improves child developmental
outcomes and promotes broader economic growth.?

Despite the essential need for child care, families across the United States face challenges
accessing or affording it.> Understanding the structure and availability of different types of
child care in the greater Davidson County region provides context for assessing gaps in
child care access locally.

In Davidson County, TN, which includes the capital city of Nashville, center-based and
home-based programs are the two primary types of licensed child care offered to the
approximately 39,900 local children under age 5 in households in which all parents work.*
Families have varied preferences for child care settings, and both center- and home-based
child care play essential roles in meeting diverse needs and preferences.® Though both
program types support family wellbeing and children’s development, they differ in
structure, capacity, and overall availability.

Home-based child care represents an exceedingly small share of licensed child care
programs in the region, but remains an important component of the local child care
landscape. To best support greater Davidson County’s home-based child care programs,
localized data are needed to understand the unique strengths and challenges of the local
home-based child care system.

To learn about home-based child care in greater Davidson County, the Prenatal-to-3 Policy
Impact Center (Policy Impact Center) at Vanderbilt University developed and fielded a
survey to all licensed child care programs in the region during the Summer of 2025. Of the
29 licensed home-based programs, 14 responded to the Davidson County Child Care
Provider Experience Survey (Child Care Provider Survey) and provided sufficient



Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study Results

information for our descriptive analyses. Together, these 14 responses, though too few to
facilitate population-level conclusions, provide important insights into the supply of home-
based child care and the experiences of licensed home-based child care programs in the
greater Davidson County region.?

This brief examines the licensed home-based child care system in greater Davidson County
and is the third part of a five-part series presenting the findings of the Davidson County
Child Care Landscape Study.

Background

Home-based child care is vital to the early care and education ecosystem. Home-based child
care offers flexibility, affordability, and cultural alignment with the children and families
home-based providers serve.® Many families with infants and toddlers prefer home-based
child care options because of home-based providers’ ability to offer a more intimate and
flexible environment.” Home-based child care programs often have unique strengths, such
as small group sizes, consistent caregiver-child relationships, and flexible hours, that
support both healthy child development and parental employment.®

In greater Davidson County, however, licensed home-based child care represents a very
small portion of the overall supply of licensed child care slots. The region has just 29
licensed home-based child care programs with a combined maximum capacity of 317 child
care slots (per state licensing regulations), representing approximately one percent of local
licensed child care slots.

Under Tennessee Department of Health and Human Services (TDHS) state licensing
regulations, home-based programs are categorized as either family or group home-based
child care programs.® Family- and group-home-based programs differ in program size and
the staffing needs that follow. Family home-based child care programs serve up to seven
children, whereas group home-based programs serve at least eight and up to 15 children and
often employ at least one additional educator to meet regulatory and quality standards.’

Despite differences in size, both family and group home-based programs follow similar
operational practices, offer comparable environments, and serve families in much the same
way. Therefore, this brief discusses all home-based child care programs collectively.

The following findings share insights into the characteristics and experiences of licensed
home-based child care programs in greater Davidson County.

2 To review the complete methodology and approach for the Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study, see our online
Methods Appendix.

® Out of the 29 licensed home-based providers in greater Davidson County, 23 are group home-based programs, 10 (43%)
of whom responded to the survey. Six are family home-based programs, four (67%) of whom responded to the survey.
Unlicensed or unregulated home-based child care operations are outside the scope of this study and were not included in
the Child Care Provider Survey.
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Home-Based Programs Are Operating at 98 Percent of Their
Licensed Capacity

Surveyed home-based child care programs in greater Davidson County report operating near
their licensed capacity limits, leaving virtually no room to serve additional families seeking
licensed home-based child care. To ensure the safety of children and the quality of child
care programs, licensing regulations set firm limits on the number of children who may be
present in a child care program at any given time.

The 14 home-based child care programs that responded to the Child Care Provider Survey
have a licensed capacity of 151 child care slots.® Across these programs, directors report that
121 full day-equivalent slots are currently occupied by children under age 5 and that just 27
full-day equivalent slots remain open and available to families seeking licensed home-based
child care in the region (see Figure 1).9 Importantly, directors most commonly attribute these
few open slots to short-term turnover among children, suggesting that these few slots are
unlikely to remain open for an extended period of time.

Together, the sum of enrolled and open slots equals the full-day actual capacity among
home-based survey respondents, or the total number of full-day equivalent slots that could be
occupied today by either one child enrolled full time or multiple children each enrolled part
time. Across the responding programs, full-day actual capacity totals 148 child care slots, or
almost all (98%) of their collective licensed capacity (see Figure 1).°

Figure 1: Home-Based Child Care Enrolled Slots and Open Slots Compared to Licensed Capacity
Licensed 151
Home-Based Total
Child Care Slots Slots
Home-Based 148
Full-Day Total
Actual Capacity Slots

Occupied Slots 121 Open Slots 27

Source: Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey. The Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, 2025.

n=14. Notes: Enrolled, open, and licensed capacity slots are limited to programs that responded to the survey. In total, greater
Davidson County has 317 total home-based child care slots among 29 programs. The total number of enrolled and open slots
is unknown; however, we expect similar enroliment levels among the non-respondents as reported by the survey respondents.

¢ The 14 programs in the sample represent 48 percent of all licensed home-based capacity in the region.

4 The exact number of open full-day equivalent slots is 26.5, with the .5 indicating an open part time slot. We round this
number to 27 for simplicity.

¢ Full-day actual capacity is typically lower than licensed capacity because in addition to an overall capacity limit, providers
are subject to age-group-specific ratio and group size limits depending on the distribution of ages served at the program.
Providers may also simply choose to serve fewer children than their licensed maximum, or may be limited by staffing
shortages or other constraints. Because in home-based settings one educator can serve multiple children of varying ages at
once, the difference between full-day actual capacity and licensed capacity may be smaller than in other child care settings.
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Although findings cannot be generalized to all home-based child care programs in greater
Davidson County, among these 14 programs, the minimal difference between licensed capacity
(151 slots) and full-day actual capacity (148 slots) indicates that programs are operating near
their regulatory limits. If similar utilization patterns hold across the remaining 15 licensed
home-based programs that did not respond to the survey, then licensed home-based care is
likely operating close to full licensed capacity, with exceedingly few open slots available to
families seeking licensed home-based care.

Programs report they have
open slots because of
short-term enrolilment turnover

Further, the prevalence of waitlists among home-based programs underscores both the limited
availability of home-based child care slots and the persistent demand that exceeds current
capacity. Among survey respondents, 10 of 14 (71%) report waitlisting or turning away at
least one child because of capacity constraints in the past 6 months.

In greater Davidson County, families” access to home-based child care is limited by a system
operating near full licensed capacity. High enrollment, few open child care slots (often not
open for long), and persistent waitlists leave virtually no space for new enrollment within
existing home-based programs. As a result, current home-based programs cannot
meaningfully expand to take on additional children. Meeting excess demand for home-based
child care in greater Davidson County would require new home-based child care programs to
enter the system.

Full-Time Home-Based Child Care Options for Infants Are
Particularly Limited

Although many families prefer home-based child care for their infants, the scarcity of infant
slots in greater Davidson County’s already limited home-based child care system presents
additional challenges to meeting infant care needs.!® ' 12 Currently, Child Care Provider
Survey respondents report that only 11 of the 112 children (10%) enrolled full-time in
home-based child care are infants, and just 6 of the 26 (23%) open full-time home-based
child care slots are designated for infant care (see Figure 2).

Of the 138 full-time home-based child care slots occupied by or available to children under
age 5 among survey respondents, just 17 (12%) are allocated for infants, compared to 43
(31%) for toddlers and 78 (57%) for preschoolers (see Figure 2).

f1.5 slots are occupied by or open to infants using part-time care. We limit analyses in this section to children using full-
time care only.
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Figure 2: Proportion of Home-Based Child Care Full-Time Enroliment and Open Slots by Age Group

Child Age Enrolled Slots (n) Open Slots (n) Actual Capacity (n)
Infant 10% (11) 23% (6) 12% (17)
Toddler 29% (33) 38% (10) 31% (43)
Preschool 61% (68) 38% (10) 57% (78)
Total 100% (112) 100% (26) 100% (138)

Source: Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey. The Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center, 2025.

n=14. Notes: Enrolled and open slots and actual capacity data are limited to programs that responded to the survey; the total
number of enrolled slots, open slots, and actual capacity is unknown. Actual Capacity is the sum of enrolled slots and

open slots, and represents the estimated number of full-time slots Home-Based programs are able to accommodate

today. Percents may not sum to 100% because of rounding error.

A key factor limiting full-time home-based infant capacity in greater Davidson County is that

many home-based child care programs do not serve infants. Of the Child Care Provider Survey

respondents, over one-third (36%) of programs report that they do not serve infants at all,
whereas almost all (93%) programs report serving toddlers and preschoolers.

36"

of home-based programs
do not offer full-time care for infants

Among the home-based survey respondents who report serving infants, over one-third (38%)

indicate that they are unwilling or unable to modify their infant capacity. Across all programs,
this means that more than half (57%) of home-based Child Care Provider Survey respondents
either do not serve infants or cannot serve more, underscoring the capacity limitations.

Within an already full home-based child care system, infant care is particularly scarce. The
extremely limited supply of home-based infant slots may leave many families unable to
secure the type of infant care they prefer, perhaps requiring them to accept child care
arrangements that do not fully meet their needs and preferences.

Current Directors of Licensed Home-Based Child Care Programs
Average More Than 25 Years of Experience in Early Childhood
Education

Licensed home-based care in greater Davidson County is very limited; however, among the

14 home-based survey respondents, directors report extensive professional experience.
Surveyed home-based program directors average 27 years in early childhood education and
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24 years in the director's position. Most surveyed licensed home-based programs have
operated for years, suggesting continuity among providers who have successfully entered
and remain in the licensed child care market in greater Davidson County.

Directors also report being financially stable. All 14 home-based Child Care Provider
Survey respondents reported breaking even or operating profitably, and almost all directors
who responded (90%) reported rarely or never working without pay. Importantly, however,
these responses only reflect the perspectives of a group of directors who have successfully
entered and remained in the licensed child care market.

Additionally, home-based survey respondents indicate that they find state child care licensing
and regulatory processes manageable (9 of 11 respondents). However, these responses only
reflect the perspectives of directors who have successfully completed the licensing process and
remained in operation. The overall prevalence of unlicensed home-based child care in the
region is unknown, and the Child Care Provider Survey does not capture the experiences of
prospective providers who may have attempted to become a licensed home-based provider but
were unsuccessful. Barriers associated with licensing, startup costs, or regulatory requirements
may influence whether new programs enter the greater Davidson County licensed home-based
child care market, identifying an area for further inquiry.'?

Moreover, the small population of licensed home-based providers and limited information
about prospective providers raise a unique conundrum on the long-term sustainability of
licensed home-based care in greater Davidson County. When a market is comprised of many
long-established providers, future supply depends on whether new programs can enter,
complete licensure requirements, and overcome any additional barriers to entry. In a system
with only 29 licensed programs, even a small number of retirements or closures could
meaningfully reduce the already limited access to home-based child care.

Overall, survey findings indicate that existing licensed home-based programs are often
financially stable and operated by directors with extensive industry experience.
Simultaneously, the small number of existing licensed home-based child care programs may
indicate limited overall market entry. Expanding access to home-based child care in greater
Davidson County would require continued support for established programs and the
successful entry of new licensed providers.

Conclusion

In this brief, Child Care Provider Survey results from the 14 home-based respondents
suggest that existing licensed home-based child care programs in greater Davidson County
often have directors with extensive industry experience and are operating at or near full
licensed capacity with few, if any, open slots available to families currently seeking home-
based child care. These findings reflect a mature and stable home-based child care market
that serves existing programs and currently enrolled families well, but offers limited room
for growth and limited access for families seeking licensed home-based child care,
especially for those seeking infant care.



Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study Results

Though the programs represented in this study are experienced and have successfully
navigated the licensing and regulatory system, we have limited information on how current
licensing and regulatory requirements impact new or prospective home-based programs.
More information is needed to understand how regulatory systems support or hinder the
entry and sustainability of new home-based programs. Given the small number of licensed
home-based programs in greater Davidson County, it is likely that regulatory requirements
prevent new programs from opening, a challenge also emphasized by local child care
experts and community partners consulted as part of this study.®

As current home-based child care programs are almost full, any substantial increase in
access for families seeking home-based care would likely require the creation of new
licensed programs. Efforts to improve family access should preserve the financial and
operational stability of existing home-based programs and address barriers that may prevent
new programs from entering the market.

g The Policy Impact Center consulted with a group of local child care experts and community partners (Child Care
Workgroup) to inform the study’s cost estimation modeling process (see Brief 4 and Brief 5) and provide additional local
context to the novel data from the Child Care Provider Survey.
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About the Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study

The United Way of Greater Nashville is engaging the Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center at
Vanderbilt University (Policy Impact Center) to conduct the Davidson County Child Care
Landscape Study to examine child care supply, population metrics that inform demand, and
the estimated cost of providing high-quality child care in greater Davidson County. The
Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study consists of three phases.

e Phase 1 focuses on using state- and national-level publicly available data to
understand the population and demographic characteristics of greater Davidson
County that inform local child care demand and current supply. Though these data
provided a foundational overview of the local child care landscape, they also revealed
limitations in what could be understood without targeted data collection to provide
more detailed, local data. A summary of key findings was released in March 2024."

e Phase 2 consists of an in-depth child care supply analysis based on an original child
care provider survey. The Policy Impact Center developed and fielded the 2025
Davidson County Child Care Provider Experience Survey (Child Care Provider
Survey) between June and August 2025 to all licensed child care programs in the
greater Davidson County area. The Child Care Provider Survey asked about:

o Child care enrollment and open slots,
o Staffing, workforce characteristics, and educator wages,
o Child care program director experiences and challenges.

A total of 130 (116 center-based and 14 home-based) out of 275 reachable child care
providers participated in the Child Care Provider Survey (47% response rate) and
provided sufficient information to be included in our analyses. We present findings
from this phase throughout this five-part brief series

e Phase 3 uses a cost estimation model informed by Tennessee- and Davidson County-
specific data and input from local child care experts and community partners to
estimate the cost of providing high-quality child care in greater Davidson County. We
discuss findings from this phase pertaining to center-based child care and home-based
child care in Briefs 4 and 5, respectively, of this five-part series.

Results from the Nashville Child Care Landscape Study will inform child care expansion
planning, resource allocation decisions, and policy and funding advocacy.

A complete description of the study methodology and approach can be found in the online
Methods Appendix.

" The Davidson County Child Care Landscape Study Phase 1 Executive Summary can be found here:
RaisingReadersNashville_ChildCare_Study PhaselSummary 0324.pdf



https://static1.squarespace.com/static/63d1a33b1023956547717e22/t/663e695ece918d63ba7924b1/1715366240666/RaisingReadersNashville_ChildCare_Study_Phase1Summary_0324.pdf
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Who We Are
Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center

The Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center translates the science of the developing child into
state-level policies that have the strongest evidence of improving outcomes for infants,
toddlers, and their parents. Based in Vanderbilt University’s Peabody College of Education
and Human Development, the Center’s team of researchers and nonpartisan policy experts
work with policymakers, practitioners, and advocates to navigate the evidence on solutions
for effective child development in the earliest years. Learn more at www.pn3policy.org.

United Way of Greater Nashville

At United Way, we unite the community and mobilize resources so that every child,
individual and family thrives. Together, we are working to create a community where every
child receives a quality education, no one lives in poverty or poor health, and the most basic
needs of our families are met. Serving the community for more than 100 years, United Way
of Greater Nashville is also recognized as the founding chapter of the Alexis de Tocqueville
Society, a now global giving society that has invested more than $10 billion in the work of
United Ways worldwide. United Way of Greater Nashville is creating lasting change
throughout Middle Tennessee. We are uniquely positioned to do this work by bringing
individuals, businesses, nonprofits and government to the table to have the tough
conversations, mobilize the resources and make the smart investments that will create
lasting solutions for our region’s most pressing issues. Our service area includes Cheatham,
Davidson, Dickson, Hickman, Houston, Montgomery, Robertson, Stewart and Williamson
counties. Learn more at www.unitedwaygreaternashville.org.

Raising Readers Nashville

Raising Readers Nashville is a collaborative working to support systems change in the area
of early childhood education. We serve the early childhood community by working to
improve literacy in four domains of focus: Ready to Read, Literacy Skill Development,
Family and Caregiver Engagement and Educator Support. We do this in four ways,
incubator, a leader of active initiatives, convenor or accelerator where we partner with
community and as champion to amplify the work of others. Learn more at
www.raisingreadersnashville.org



https://vanderbilt365.sharepoint.com/sites/PN3/Share%20Documents/Research_Evaluation/Nashville%20Child%20Care%20Landscape%20-%20Raising%20Readers/Phase%202-3/Final%20Product%20Brief%20Series/Brief%203%20Home%20Based%20Child%20Care/www.pn3policy.org
http://www.unitedwaygreaternashville.org/
http://www.raisingreadersnashville.org/
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