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Summary
	This study examines the opportunities and challenges of providing access to quality child care in Indiana. Indiana faces one of the highest child care shortages in the North Central Region, with over half of the population living in a child care desert. Rural areas in Indiana experience severe shortages, reflected in limited availability, long travel distances, fewer child care centers, and higher dissatisfaction rates with key child care factors, including cost, transportation, and operating hours. They also have lower household incomes, higher rates of single parenthood, and less familiarity with child care options compared to their urban counterparts. 
	Using data from the NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey, collected in 2023, 178 child caregivers in Indiana were analyzed. This study suggests that rural child caregivers are more economically challenged, spend a larger share of their income on child care, and are significantly less satisfied with transportation and availability options compared to urban child caregivers. These results highlight the economic and social impact of inadequate child care options on rural child caregivers. Recent Indiana state policies are aimed at addressing this gap, but they still need much work to address this issue adequately. 


1	Introduction
	The idea for this research was sparked by the 2018 report published by the Center for American Progress, titled "America's Child Care Deserts". Child care deserts are defined as "areas with an insufficient supply of licensed child care, or areas with a ratio of more than three young children for every licensed child care slot (America's Child Care Deserts, 2018). Indiana has a 55.5% share of its population living in child care deserts, highlighting a significant barrier for families needing child care services and those who currently serve as child caregivers. In fact, urban areas have an average gap of 28.9%, whereas rural areas have an average gap of 35.1% across the United States (Smith et al., 2020). Access to child care is crucial to ensuring that children can learn and that parents can be part of the workforce. 
	Focusing on rural Indiana is extremely important because the supply of licensed child caregivers in Indiana is insufficient to meet demand for care. This shortage becomes clear when considering the Adult-to-Child Ratios for licensed care centers. In Indiana, it is currently 1 to 4 for infant care, 1 to 5 for young toddlers, 1 to 7 for older toddlers, and 1 to 12 for preschool (Smith et al., 2020). Smith et al. (2020) reinforce the need for research into child care to understand the underlying causes of these shortages better and for the development of policies that ensure access to quality child care. It also contributes to a better understanding of the child care situation in rural Indiana from the perspective of child caregivers. In a study by the Bipartisan Policy Center (BPC) across 25 states, a severe shortage of child care supply relative to child care need was found. The graph used by BPC is shown below in Figure 1. 


Figure 1. Child Care Gap in Supply and Need Across 25 States 
[image: A graph of the states
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Source: Bipartisan Policy Center (BPC) report (Smith et al., p. 28, 2020)


	This study investigates the child care situation in rural Indiana from different perspectives and compares rural and urban child caregivers by asking the following research questions: 
1. What factors contribute to the difference in child care satisfaction between rural and urban child caregivers? 
2. What role does household income play in the caregivers' satisfaction with child care availability in rural vs. urban settings?
3. What are the main factors that contribute to the lack of non-family child care options? 
4. What Indiana State policies might improve access to quality child care in rural settings?
2	Literature Review
Child care access remains a significant issue across the United States. There is growing concern about "child care deserts," defined as "areas or communities with limited or no access to quality child care" (Malik et al., 2018). Approximately three in five rural communities face similar shortages (Inwood et al., 2023). This has created a growing gap in rural areas with significant impacts on income, availability, and quality of child care. Rural child care shortages influence many other areas, including workforce participation, community sustainability, and child development. Understanding existing research on child care deserts is essential to developing local and statewide policy responses. This literature review provides a comprehensive examination of the foundational definitions guiding my investigation, previous policy approaches, and other contributing factors to child care deserts in the United States, with a particular focus on Indiana.


2.1	Geographic Challenges Experienced by Rural Child Caregivers
(Bratsch-Hines et al., 2017) found that child care in rural areas has always experienced unique challenges. In addition, the same research shows that rural families tend to rely on more informal child care systems. In fact, rural child care locations have fewer center-based care options, longer driving distances to child care, and higher child care costs. This is driven by high fixed costs associated with opening and operating a child care center, given the distance between families, making it economically unfeasible (Bratsch-Hines et al., 2017). This consequently creates a patchwork system to meet child care needs, including the use of extended family members or neighbors to help meet their needs (Gordon & Chase-Lansdale, 2001). 
The Buffet Early Childhood Institute (2025) found that Indiana itself has 320,950 children with a potential need for child care, and 147,200 children do not have access to child care within a reasonable distance from their home. This study also found that urban areas have 90,310 children without access to child care (a 43.9% gap), and rural areas have 56,880 children without access to child care (a 49.4% gap) (Buffet Early Childhood Institute, 2025).	
2.2	Child Care Accessibility Definition and Variables
	Access, or availability and utilization, can be defined as the extent to which a family has child care options, considering proximity and the availability of slots for the right age (Friese, Lin, Forry, & Tout, 2017; Gordon & Chase-Lansdale, 2001). In recent years, affordability has been considered along with this definition (Anderson & Mikesell, 2019). An example of this would be child care being accessible, but a family cannot afford it. 


2.3	Workforce Challenges 
	Due to the lack of and high cost of child care centers and resources, rural child caregivers are experiencing strain on their income and employment options. In a 2015 study, Henning-Smith & Kozhimannil (2016) investigated child care availability in rural communities in Wisconsin and its implications for workforce recruitment and retention. The results of this study presented highly alarming unemployment rates for rural child caregivers with both men and women in rural counties, "being more likely than their urban counterparts to have not worked at all in the past 12 months" (Henning-Smith & Kozhimannil, 2016) in addition to rural and suburban child caregivers being less likely to be working full-time than urban child caregivers (Pojman et al., 2025). 
	These workforce challenges also partly stem from the relatively high cost of child care. Indiana has made significant reductions to child care provider rates. Due to Indiana's $225 million funding gap, child care providers will see funding cuts of 10-35% (Kelly, 2025). This is worsening the child care gap problem in Indiana by possibly pushing out even more child care providers for low-income families. This may be another reason fewer parents enter the workforce: child care is too expensive. 
2.4 	Caregivers Well-Being
	After investigating the unique issues rural child caregivers face in their everyday lives, evidence suggests that overall caregiver well-being differs between rural and urban caregiving settings. Pojman et al. (2025) found that rural and suburban caregivers were more likely to classify themselves as having medium or low well-being. In contrast, urban caregivers typically considered themselves to have higher well-being (Pojman et al., 2025). This can be driven by factors such as higher rates of loneliness and social isolation, and fewer support systems (L'Heureux et al., 2022). 
2.5	Economic Justification for Research
There are many externalities caused by the lack of child care in rural areas across the United States. This includes reductions in workforce participation, mainly due to distance from child care centers (Reaves et al., 2025). Not to mention the U.S. economy loses over $122 billion/year due to insufficient child care options (First Five Years Fund, 2025). This means in rural areas where parents cannot easily access child care, they often cut or reduce work hours, leading to lower household income and a reduction in the state and local tax base. In 2024, the Indiana Chamber of Commerce found that over half of parents must miss class or work because they cannot find child care (Cecil, 2025).
In Indiana, the child care gap is significantly impacting our economy. The current long-term projected impact is between $6.9 billion and $10.5 billion (Buffet Early Childhood Institute, 2025). The future impact represents the annual value plus losses that accumulate over the next 10 years due to the compounding nature of deficits incurred in that initial year, (Buffet Early Childhood Institute, 2025). In urban areas, the 43.9% gap equates to a loss of $46,745, and in rural areas, the 49.4% gap equates to a loss of $71,236 (Buffet Early Childhood Institute, 2025). 
2.6	Child Care Policy Initiatives in Indiana 
	During the 2025 Legislative Session in Indiana, House Enrolled Act 1253 (2025) was signed into law to make small strides toward addressing the severe child care deficit Indiana is facing. House Enrolled Act 1253 specifically addressed school child care options. It removed the requirement that children receiving school-based child care must be the children of school employees. It will also permit multi-site child care providers, such as the YMCA, to operate under a single license (Indiana General Assembly, 2025). 
	Another piece of legislation enacted to address this deficit was Senate Enrolled Act 463 (2025). This is a child care incentive bill intended to increase the number of child caregivers in Indiana. Senate Enrolled Act 463 specifically would hand out tax credits to employers who offer near or on-site child care for their employees (Indiana General Assembly, 2025). This piece of legislation not only increases child care options but also boosts Indiana's workforce and economy. 
3	Data & Methods
3.1	Data and sample specification
This analysis is based on data from the NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey developed by the North Central Regional Center for Rural Development in collaboration with The Ohio State University and Pennsylvania State University (Inwood et al., 2023). The survey was conducted in the fall of 2023 as a 15-minute online survey through the Qualtrics platform. The survey was designed to target households and learn more about individuals and families who provide child, adult, and/or elder caregiving in the North Central Region (NCR). The states included in the North Central region are Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin. Within this area, 4,532 total responses were recorded, with 1,596 respondents classified as child caregivers and 1,325 as adult caregivers.  
The sample of this study includes 178 child caregivers residing in Indiana. Child caregivers are defined as "providing paid or unpaid care to a child/children (aged 0 to 17 years) in the caregiver's family or household or someone else's child/children (for example, a friend or neighbor). Child caregiving may include helping with personal needs or household chores. It might be managing a child's medication, arranging transportation or a doctor's appointment, coordinating household upkeep and home care, arranging or making meals, running errands, visiting regularly to see how they are doing, and/or providing emotional support. The child/children does/do not need to live with a caregiver," (Inwood et al., 2023).
	In the survey, rural areas are defined as open country and towns with less than 2,500 people, and urban areas are towns and cities with 2,500 people or more. 
3.2	Methodology
This analysis used both descriptive and inferential statistics to explore the difference between rural and urban child caregivers. To test whether observed differences were statistically significant, a pairwise t-test was performed on selected variables, including income, marital status, child care tax credit, and transportation satisfaction, using Stata software. A pairwise t-test is a statistical method used to determine if there is a significant difference between the means of two sets of related or paired measurements. The significance thresholds were set at p<0.10, p<0.05, and p<0.01. 
	Some responses were measured on a five-point Likert scale that ranged from very unsatisfied to very satisfied. For clarity, these types of responses were consolidated into two categories: Satisfied (satisfied/very satisfied) and not satisfied (neutral/unsatisfied/very unsatisfied). Responses to this survey were completely anonymous and voluntary, and they could opt out of answering some questions. Therefore, respondents who chose not to answer questions included in the analysis were removed from the analyzed sample.
4	Results
4.1	Analysis of Survey Respondents
	Of the total number of NCR: STAT Caregiving Survey Respondents (N=4,532), 10.8% (n=489) lived in Indiana. This is more than any other state that participated in the survey (Figure 2).
Figure 2: Percent of Survey Respondents in the North Central Region by State (N=4,532)

Source: NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey (Question Q6)

4.2	Child Caregivers by State
Of the (N=4,532) total North Central Region Survey Respondents,11.2% (n=179) were child caregivers in Indiana (Figure 3). Meaning there were more child caregivers in Indiana than in any other state that participated in the survey. 


Figure 3. Percent of Respondents that Provided Child Care by State (N=4,532)

Source: NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey (Question Q6 and SC1 =1)

4.3	Indiana Focused
Below is an analysis of the 178 child caregivers within the state of Indiana. To begin, rural areas are defined as open country and towns with fewer than 2,500 people, and urban areas are towns and cities with 2,500 people or more. In Indiana, 29% (n=51) consider themselves to live in a rural area. The other 71% (n=127) live in an urban area. This data does not include (n=1) who refused to answer (Figure 4). 






Figure 4. Child Caregivers Residential Location in Indiana (N=178)

Source: NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey (Question Q7, SC1 =1, Q6=2)

4.4	Family Demographics
	A comparison of the 127 urban and 51 rural child caregivers in Indiana revealed a difference in marital status. Among urban child caregivers, 50% (n=64) are married, while only 39% (n=20) of rural child caregivers are married. Furthermore, child caregivers in rural areas are more likely to be single, with 35% (n=18) reporting single status, compared to just 24% (n=31) of urban child caregivers (Figure 5).






Figure 5. Marital Status of Child Caregivers within Indiana (Rural, N=51) (Urban, N=127)
Source: NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey (Question HD 4 & HD5, SC1 =1, Q6=2)

4.5	Household Income Comparison 
Differences in the distribution of total income of rural and urban child caregivers in Indiana were found. Rural areas tend to have a higher percentage of households earning less than $25,000 (28.6%) compared to urban areas (16.9%). Urban areas tend to have higher total income than rural areas. Households earning between $50,000 and $74,999 and $75,000 and $99,999 are much more common among Indiana residents living in urban areas. The NCR-Stat Survey data show urban respondents' income was, in general, higher than that of rural respondents, as shown in Table 1.
 According to Rising Cost of Child Care in Ohio (Oates, 2025), "The average family with two children spend 29% of its income on childcare." This led to an investigation of rural vs. urban child caregivers' income, as this could be a critical part of understanding the strains rural child caregivers face. 
Table 1. Combined Total Income of Households Among Child Caregivers in Rural and Urban Areas (Rural, N=51) (Urban, N=127)
	Combined Total Income of Household
	Urban
	Rural

	Less than $25,000
	16.9%
	28.6%

	$25,000 - $49,999
	20.2%
	24.5%

	$50,000 - $74,999
	21.0%
	14.3%

	$ 75,000 - $99,999
	20.2%
	14.3%

	$100,000 - $149,999
	14.5%
	14.3%

	$150,000 - $199,999
	3.2%
	None

	$200,000 - $299,000
	4.0%
	2.0%

	$300,000 and above
	None
	2.0%


Source: NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey (Question HD 10 & HD5, SC1 =1, Q6=2)
4.6	Child Care in Respondents' Community
4.6.1	Availability 
When analyzing Indiana child caregivers' satisfaction with availability, there is a distinct difference between urban and rural child caregivers. Twenty-nine percent of urban child caregivers (n=28) are satisfied with the availability of child care, while only 17% (n=7) of rural child caregivers are satisfied (Figure 6). Of the respondents (n=28), Urban Child caregivers did not know their satisfaction rate, and (n=1) refused to answer. Another (n=8) of rural child caregivers did not know or (n=1) refused to answer. 






Figure 6. Urban-Rural Child Care Availability Satisfaction (Urban, N =96) (Rural, N=42)

Source: NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey (Question CC10_A & HD5, SC1 =1, Q6=2)
4.6.2	Hours of Operation
	There is a notable disparity in the satisfaction of rural and urban child caregivers with the operating hours of child caregiving facilities (Figure 7). Nineteen percent (n=7) of rural child caregivers reported being very unsatisfied compared with only 11% (n=10) of urban child caregivers. Additionally, 37% (n=35) of urban child caregivers and only 19% (n=7) of rural child caregivers feel satisfied with operating hours. These findings suggest that urban child caregivers are generally more content with the current operating schedules. This emphasizes an area of improvement needed in rural regions. 




Figure 7. Satisfaction with Operating Hours of Child Caregiving Facilities
 (Urban, N=96) (Rural, N=42)

Source: NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey (Question CC10_B & HD5, SC1 =1, Q6=2)
4.6.3	Familiarity with Child Care Options 
This analysis compares child caregivers' familiarity with different child care options in their communities across rural and urban areas (see Figure 8). This figure excludes (n=1) of both urban and rural child caregivers who refused to answer this question. An alarming number of both rural and urban child caregivers are 'not familiar' at all. More urban child caregivers report familiarity with child care services. Leading to the conclusion that familiarity with child care options in local communities needs to be improved in Indiana, across the board. 



Figure 8. Familiarity Level of Child Care Options (Urban, N=96) (Rural, N=42)

Source: NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey (Question CC9 & HD5, SC1 =1, Q6=2)
4.6.4	Cost Satisfaction
[bookmark: OLE_LINK27][bookmark: OLE_LINK28]Cost is a major factor when considering childcare options. All child caregivers reported dissatisfaction with the cost of child care in their community (see Figure 9). In fact, only 5% of rural child caregivers reported being very satisfied, while 35% reported being unsatisfied. The rates for urban child caregivers' satisfaction are slightly higher. The number of respondents who chose neutral is of interest, as it may indicate mixed experiences or a lack of other child care options. This graph does not include (n=27) for urban and (n=11) for rural who refused to answer or did not know.


Figure 9. Cost Satisfaction (Urban, N=96) (Rural, N=42)

Source: NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey (Question CC10_C & HD5, SC1 =1, Q6=2)
4.6.5	Transportation Barriers 
	In general, a much larger percentage of parents from rural areas drive more than 10 miles to their child care arrangements (Smith et al., 2020). In Indiana, we see significantly different satisfaction rates between urban and rural child caregivers. In rural areas, 78% (n=32) reported not being satisfied, while only 22% (n=9) were satisfied with the available transportation services. When compared to their urban counterparts, where 40% (n=38) were satisfied, and 60% (n=56) were not satisfied (Figure 10). 
	



 
Figure 10. Transportation Satisfaction (Urban, N=94) (Rural, N=41)

Source: NCR-Stat: Caregiving Survey (Question CC10_E & HD5, SC1 =1, Q6=2)

4.7	T-Test Analysis of Income difference between rural and urban child caregivers
	This section uses a t-test analysis to examine the statistical difference between rural and urban child caregivers in Indiana. Variations across income levels, marital status, perception of child care tax credits, and satisfaction with transportation options are shown in Table 2.
	The findings show that rural child caregivers in Indiana tend to experience greater economic vulnerability, higher single-parent rates, and greater dissatisfaction with transportation options. The results provide important context for understanding how geographic location can shape the lived experiences and resource needs of child caregivers across Indiana. 

Table 2. Independent T-Test analysis of demographic differences between Urban and Rural Child Caregivers in Indiana 	
	Variable
	Rural vs.Urban Child Caregivers
	Number of Rural Child Caregivers
	Number of Urban Child Caregivers

	Income: Less than $25,000
	- .110*
	128
	51

	Income: $25,000- $49,999
	-.039
	128
	51

	Income: $50,000- $74,999
	.066
	128
	51

	Income: $75,000- $99,999
	.066
	128
	51

	Income: $100,000 and more
	.034
	128
	51

	Married
	-.060
	128
	51

	Transportation Satisfaction
	.185**
	94
	41

	Single and Income: Less than $25,000
	-.092
	45
	21


Note: Significance of coefficients in the model according to the z‐test: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1 (statistical significance thresholds). The t‐test shows differences in the mean values of the variables between rural and urban child caregivers: difference = mean (urban caregiver)–mean (rural caregiver). Source: Authors' calculation based on the NCR‐Stat: Caregiving Survey (Inwood et al., 2024).
	The mean reported in the t-test output above represents the proportion (or percentage, when multiplied by 100) of respondents in each group who fall into the income categories in the table above. Among child caregivers in Indiana, those living in rural areas have a higher proportion earning less than $25,000 than those in urban areas. This difference is significant at the conventional 0.1 level (p = 0.0987). There are also more single-child caregivers with incomes below $25,000 in rural areas than in urban areas. 
	When testing transportation satisfaction among rural and urban child caregivers, it was found that rural caregivers were much less satisfied with their transportation to child care. This difference was significant at the 0.05 level (p=0.0385). Overall, these results suggest that rural communities experience greater dissatisfaction with child care transportation options than urban areas. This reflects the need for more transportation options for rural families. It also offers a chance to work on state policies overall to improve satisfaction rates in both urban and rural areas. Table 2 considers respondents who were very unsatisfied, unsatisfied, and neutral as not satisfied, and respondents who were satisfied and very satisfied as satisfied. 
4.8	Study Limitations
	The Indiana child caregiver sample is smaller, which might limit the statistical power of the findings. Results of this analysis should be interpreted with this information in mind. Despite these challenges, this analysis provides evidence of the difficulties child caregivers face in rural areas of Indiana. This helps us identify where policymakers need to pay more attention and where further research is needed.
5	Conclusions
	The findings of this study imply that rural Indiana families face substantial barriers to accessing quality child care. Rural caregivers face fewer child care options, lower incomes, and greater dissatisfaction across almost every variable studied, including availability, cost, transportation, and operating hours. These challenges might negatively impact employment opportunities for caregivers and increase economic losses at both the household and state levels. 
	The urban caregivers, while somewhat better off, report higher satisfaction rates and higher household incomes; however, dissatisfaction with availability and cost remains an issue for both rural and urban child caregivers. This confirms that the child care challenges felt by caregivers in Indiana are systemic and require policy changes to address them properly. 


5.1	Research Question 1
	This study explored factors contributing to differences in child care satisfaction rates between rural and urban child caregivers. After analyzing the NCR-Stat survey respondents, rural caregivers consistently reported lower satisfaction with child care categories related to availability, operating hours, transportation, and familiarity. Rural caregivers were also significantly more dissatisfied with transportation options to child care facilities (Table 2). This information highlights why rural families struggle to access even basic levels of child care due to geographic location, fewer providers, and weaker support networks. 
5.2	Research Question 2 
	It was found that household income can affect satisfaction with child care options. The findings in this study show that rural caregivers are much more likely to earn a household income of $25,000 or less. It was implied that lower income can lead to lower satisfaction rates with child care options, such as availability and cost. The t-test indicates that differences in income levels are significant at the 0.1 level (Table 2). 
	Child caregivers' income level corresponds with rural child caregiver satisfaction levels. It is essential to understand that low-income caregivers cannot afford viable options, which in turn leads to lower satisfaction rates. Child caregivers having fewer options has a direct connection to their reliance on informal child care systems.
5.3	Research Question 3
	To address research question 3, many factors contributed to the lack of non-family child care options in Indiana. This includes rural families traveling longer distances to child care options, creating an access barrier. Lower familiarity with available child care options for both rural and urban child caregivers also limit child caregivers' abilities to utilize and build on already existing options. In fact, only 24% of rural child caregivers were satisfied or very satisfied with the current availability of child care options, underscoring just how severe the child care shortage in Indiana is becoming. 
	In general, Indiana's lack of non-family child care options leaves many families with very few alternatives other than informal child care systems. This leads to more rippling effects felt across Indiana, including fewer parents in the workforce, decreased state tax revenue, and lower overall household incomes. This evidence models why making non-family child care options more obtainable to both rural and urban child caregivers are essential to Indiana's future economic growth, and why lawmakers should be taking this issue seriously. 
5.4	Research Question 4
	This study helps lawmakers understand what state policies might improve access to quality child care in rural settings. This is because it first analyzes the challenges rural caregivers initially face. The findings show that rural caregivers have a special need for more transportation options, improved affordability, greater local capacity, and better awareness of available child care options. 
	Initiatives led in the 2025 Indiana Legislative Session are working to address some of these issues. House Enrolled Act 1253 (2025) works to expand school-based care and simplify the licensing process, which will, in turn, hopefully offer child caregivers more availability options. Senate Enrolled Act 463 (2025) also incentivizes more employers to provide child care, which would give child caregivers more of an incentive to join the workforce. These recent policy initiatives are very promising to help child caregivers with some of their needs. However, they do not address the severe shortage of child care in rural areas. Lawmakers need to work on legislation that directly addresses this study's findings, including expanding transportation options, increasing economic support, and subsidizing rural child care options. 
	Overall, this study highlights the challenges many child caregivers face in Indiana. The dissatisfaction rates in affordability, availability, and transportation access indicate that current child care policies need reform. To address these issues, Indiana must develop more targeted policies and initiatives that expand child care capacity in rural areas. Listening to current Hoosiers who are caring for children is essential to identifying gaps in government policies. Without action, the issues highlighted in this study will continue to limit workforce participation, undermine caregiver well-being, and threaten economic sustainability. This is why addressing Hoosiers' child care needs is not only necessary, but essential for the growth and sustainability of Indiana. 
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