Michigan’s Child Care Deserts (Updated March 2026)

Definition of Child Care Deserts

These maps illustrate the relationship between Michigan’s child care supply and estimated child care demand, highlighting areas considered child care deserts: communities where there are not enough child care slots available to serve the population of children. Using the methodology developed by the Center for American Progress and Malik et al. (2018), an area is classified as a child care desert if it meets two criteria: (a) it has at least 50 children residing within the ZIP, and (b) the ratio of children to child care slots exceeds 3 to 1 (that is, more than three children competing for one slot). Areas with no providers are also classified as child care deserts. The map includes both licensed providers and license-exempt providers (which often provide care for related or unrelated children of family, friends, or neighbors).

Estimation of Child Care Deserts

Child population in the area includes overall (ages 0-13 years), infants and toddlers (0-2 years), preschoolers (3-5 years), infants, toddlers, and preschoolers (0-5 years), and school-age children (6-13 years).

Child population is estimated based on the American Community Survey (Manson et al., 2023). The population includes all children aged 0–2, 3, 4–5, 6–8, 9–11, and two-thirds of those aged 12–14.
Child care slots combine both licensed and license-exempt slots. For licensed providers, data on actual enrollment is unavailable, so licensed child care slots are estimated using licensed providers’ capacity, proportionally distributed across the age range they serve. For example, if a provider is licensed to care for six children across a six-year span (ages 0-5), it is assumed that capacity is evenly allocated—approximately one child per age group (e.g., one each for ages 0, 1, 2, etc.). For license-exempt providers, data is only available for the number of children using the Child Development and Care scholarship, which provides ages of enrolled children. 
Child Care Desert Ratio = 




























Data on licensed providers are drawn from the Child Care Hub Information Records Portal (CCHIRP) maintained by Michigan’s Child Care Licensing Bureau. Information on license-exempt providers is drawn from Michigan’s Child Development and Care database for September 2023, December 2023, March 2024, June 2024, September 2024, December 2024, March 2025, and June 2025. For each license-exempt provider, the maximum number of slots observed during the period was calculated separately for age groups 0–2, 3–5, and 6–13, along with the maximum total number of slots for ages 0–13. The three age-group maxima were then summed to create a ratio, which was used to allocate the total 0–13 slots into estimated slots for each age group, in proportion to the relative size of each age-group maximum. For 0-5-year-olds, the estimated slots for 0-2 and 3-5-year-olds were added together, while the estimated slots for 0-2, 3-5, and 6-13-year-olds were added for the 0-13-year-old estimate. 

Definition of Economic Development Regions

[bookmark: _Hlk214220385]Michigan’s economic development regions are coalitions representing each of the state’s ten regions, which aim to support regional economic development (Michigan Economic Development Corporation, 2024). Filtering the map by economic development regions demonstrates regional differences in child care access.

Child Care Deserts by Community Resource Level (i.e., Child Opportunity Index Level)

To show how child care accessibility interacts with community resources, the map breaks down the prevalence of child care deserts by each zip code’s Child Opportunity Index score. The Child Opportunity Index is an estimate of the local resources available for positive child development in an area (diversitydatakids.org, 2025). Child resource levels are displayed as “very low/low,” “moderate,” and “high/very high”. The Child Opportunity Index was created by diversitydatakids.org and is housed at Boston University’s School of Social Work and the Institute for Equity and Child Opportunity and Healthy Development.

Child Care Deserts by Geographic Types

To assess how families in different geographic areas may experience varying levels of child care access, the data were analyzed by geographic types—urban, suburban, and rural/town—based on classifications from the National Center for Education Statistics. Due to a small sample size for “town” areas, rural and town categories were combined.
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Child Care Deserts by Population Size

To examine how child care desert ratios differ across geographic areas with different population sizes, data were categorized based on population counts from the U.S. Census Bureau (2023). For each age group, zip code-level population estimates were ranked into three categories: under 500 children, 500-1,000 children, and over 1,000 children.

Assumptions

Due to data availability, the following assumptions were made to provide estimations:

· It is assumed that all families with children counted in the American Community Survey are seeking child care and such search only within their zip code or county. As a result, this approach likely overstates the actual demand.
· For licensed providers serving multiple age groups, it is assumed that they operate at full capacity and that available slots are evenly distributed across all age groups. This may result in an overestimation of availability, especially for younger children who typically require more resources and space. 
· For license-exempt providers, data is only available for children using CDC scholarships. For these providers, it is assumed that the number of available slots equals the number of children using CDC scholarships. Unlicensed, license-exempt, and informal providers—and their associated slots—who do not serve children supported by the CDC scholarship are excluded from this map due to the lack of statewide data. Thus, this estimate likely underestimates the number of slots available for license-exempt care.
· All providers are assumed to operate year-round, without accounting for part-time schedules or temporary closures, which leads to an overestimation of overall child care availability.

Limitations

Because of limited data and necessary assumptions, the numbers are estimates—not exact counts—which leads to several limitations:

· Only license-exempt providers currently participating in the CDC scholarship, using the number of children using the CDC in their care as a proxy for slot count, are included in the current work. Unlicensed, license-exempt, and informal providers who do not use the CDC, as well as children not receiving CDC scholarships in license-exempt care, are excluded due to data unavailability. 
· The dual assumptions of universal demand and providers operating at full capacity may have led to an overestimation of both child care demand and supply.
· Given that the methodology relies on available licensing data and American Community Survey, estimates may not fully capture local nuances—such as temporary closures, changes in provider schedules, uneven distribution of slots across age groups, or undercounted populations.
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