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Meeting the Childcare Challenge: Opportunities for Economic Development Districts



Childcare is increasingly recognized as a regional economic development issue. Its
accessibility and affordability are essential to the economic well-being of individuals,
businesses, and communities. Economic developers should prioritize childcare in their
strategies and collaborate with local partners to address the sector’s key challenges.

The Centralina Regional Council, an Economic Development District (EDD) serving a nine-
county region of central North Carolina, is working to improve childcare access and
affordability for the region’s families. While leading its most recent CEDS planning process,
which for the first time featured childcare as a key regional economic development issue,
Centralina staff discovered a grim picture. 41% of families in the region were paying more for
childcare than they did for rent, and the sector wasn’t expanding fast enough to meet
demand from the region’s fast-growing population. Those affordability and accessibility
challenges were key drivers of the region’s biggest employer challenge: workforce availability.
Without a way to care for their kids, parents weren’t participating in the labor force at the
rate that they otherwise would. 

Armed with these findings and a clear understanding 
of the region’s gaps in childcare, Centralina began 
looking for strategies to improve access for families. 
However, it faced a challenge common to economic 
developers in this space: there was not a clear role 
for the organization to play. Unlike issues such as 
workforce, infrastructure, and business development, 
there is not an established role for EDDs in the 
childcare sector. 

Instead of branching out in an unfamiliar direction, Centralina leaned on a core EDD
strength: convening. EDDs are well-suited to bring together stakeholders that might not
otherwise connect in order to work on shared challenges. Centralina staff gathered local 
governments officials, business leaders, workforce and business development organizations,
and childcare experts at an in-person forum in February 2024.

The Forum opened with comments from three organizations: the U.S. Chamber of Commerce
Foundation, which provided data to contextualize the conversation, Child Care Resources Inc,
a local childcare referral service, and Novant Health System, which operates a daycare
service in the region. From there, attendees participated in informal discussions about
various aspects of childcare issues, drawing links between their specific challenges—for
example, manufacturers who struggle with parent call-outs—and identifying potential
collaborations and fixes. 
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The Centralina region. Photo via Wikimedia. 

http://centralina.org/
https://centralina.org/resources/plans/comprehensive-economic-development-strategy-ceds-2023-2028/
https://centralinaedd.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Childcare-Forum-PPT.pdf
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/
https://www.childcareresourcesinc.org/
https://www.novanthealth.org/


Cover of the childcare toolkit.

One outcome of the Forum was the creation of Child Care: Nurturing Growth, a toolkit
offering data, resources, and county-specific recommendations for all nine Centralina
counties. The Forum also raised Centralina’s profile on the issue, leading to invitations for
staff to speak at other events and to join Mecklenburg County’s childcare working group.

The Forum also became the impetus for two further convenings led by Centralina: a
November webinar focused on collaboration opportunities between governments and
businesses, and a January webinar focused on practical childcare benefit options employers
can implement to support their workforce. The webinars featured expert speakers from the
region and state and reached an audience of more than 70 business and community leaders.
 
Asked about the key outcomes from these engagements, Centralina Community Economic
Development Coordinator Anna Lu Wilson comments, “It ended up being a bigger awareness
campaign than we first imagined. Local officials told us, ‘I wasn’t aware that childcare was
such a crisis,’ and we had more employers than we imagined, because they can be hard to
reach, but so many were engaged on the webinar.” Moving forward,  Wilson plans to release
a survey to stakeholders to gauge the region’s needs and to continue to encourage
collaboration and information sharing on the issue. 
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The virtual childcare forum. 

https://centralinaedd.org/childcare-2024/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QHELB2Ol2rs


Key Takeaways: 

The economic development lens can be powerful.

Simply reframing childcare as an economic development issue can shift who pays attention
and gets involved. Centralina found that business leaders and elected officials who hadn’t
previously engaged with the topic became interested once they saw clear connections to
workforce availability and accommodating regional growth. Applying the economic
development lens helps position childcare as shared infrastructure worthy of investment and
collaboration across sectors. It also allows EDDs to align their efforts with existing strategies
like the CEDS, making it easier to integrate childcare into long-term planning and to attract
new partners and resources.

Don’t know where to start? Lean on your core competencies. 

Childcare is a relatively new issue for economic developers, and though many EDDs are
hearing from stakeholders about the challenges posed by childcare gaps, many are unsure of
how to get involved. Unlike workforce or aging services, there is not an existing regional
infrastructure for childcare programs and it can be difficult to envision a clear programmatic
or funding role. 

EDDs looking to impact the childcare space should start by considering their core
competencies. For Centralina, that meant organizing convenings and bringing stakeholders
together to learn from each other and discuss shared challenges and opportunities. “Look
for easy ways you can make an impact: write a white paper, host a webinar, get with resource
partners and talk about what else we can do,” recommendsWilson. “We weren't able to make
a whole program out of this, and there’s already so many people doing good work in the
space, so we decided to impact it the way we were best positioned to.” Anchoring early
efforts in what your organization already does well builds credibility and momentum, laying a
foundation for larger childcare initiatives when new resources or partners emerge.

Leverage regional networks.

Relatedly, EDDs are naturally part of many different regional networks and can draw from
each of them to get seemingly disparate groups into the room together. Wilson notes, “We
sent invitations to our board members, local governments, elected officials, businesses,
economic developers, community colleges, workforce boards, and career centers – pretty 
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much everyone that touches economic development.” This broad outreach helped
surface connections between sectors that don’t often collaborate directly, like
childcare providers and manufacturing firms. By pulling from multiple networks,
EDDs can create the kind of shared regional conversations that make long-term
partnerships possible.

Awareness matters.

Even though no hard policy changes came out of the Centralina childcare series
immediately, Wilson is confident that Centralina’s role in raising awareness about the
issue will pay dividends down the line. She highlights in particular the positive
feedback from local elected officials: “We heard from a commissioner that attended
that said he really wasn’t aware of the issue previously but was convinced by the
presentations about how much of an issue it is. A lot of times in government you are
so busy that it’s hard to stay in touch with these issues and how they change over
time. So the awareness itself is really valuable.”
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This resource was developed by NADO Research Foundation Program Manager Dion
Thompson-Davoli. Dion can be reached at dthompson-davoli@nado.org. 

This resource is offered through the Economic Development District Community of Practice (EDD CoP), managed by the NADO Research
Foundation to build the capacity of the national network of EDDs. To learn more, visit: www.nado.org/EDDCoP. The EDD CoP is made
possible through an award from the U.S. Economic Development Administration, U.S. Department of Commerce (ED22HDQ3070106).
The statements, findings, conclusions, and recommendations in this resource are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect
the views of the U.S. Economic Development Administration or the U.S. Department of Commerce.
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