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The Carsey School of Public Policy’s 
Granite Guide to Early Childhood 
series highlights issues surrounding 

early care and education in New Hampshire 
by synthesizing evidence on a set of intercon-
nected topics. This primer focuses on New 
Hampshire’s “supply” of child care. For more 
detail about the series, including its other 
featured topics, visit this link. 
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Child Care Centers: Predominant Portion 
of New Hampshire’s ECE Supply
New Hampshire’s early care and education (ECE) 
landscape spans a variety of settings (see Figure 1). 
Most of the state’s child care for children under age 
5 is supplied by 646 licensed child care providers, 
largely (83 percent) licensed child care centers.1

New Hampshire’s ECE offerings are regulated 
to different degrees. Along with licensed child 
care centers, the state also oversees a smaller set of 
licensed home-based providers. Some local school 
districts offer preschool programming, primarily 
serving children with disabilities with IDEA Part B 
funds and locally raised supplemental funds, serving 
about 5,000 children statewide. About 1,500 Head 
Start and Early Head Start slots round out the state’s 
regulated offerings.2 In addition, two types of unreg-
ulated home-based care meet family needs, includ-
ing providers who are unlicensed and unpaid (e.g., 
relatives) and providers who are unlicensed but paid 
(e.g., license-exempt providers, babysitters).

However, total regulated capacity does not neces-
sarily represent the number of children using that 
kind of care, nor its true availability. For instance, in 
2023, New Hampshire Head Start served fewer chil-
dren than the number of funded slots. Additionally, 

many licensed providers face workforce constraints 
that prevent them from filling all available slots. The 
Covid-19 pandemic exacerbated these issues, causing 
temporary closures and lasting impacts on child care 
availability. Data from 2021 suggests that one-in-
three of New Hampshire’s licensed slots was unfilled. 

 Key Findings

Licensed child care centers make up 
the majority of New Hampshire’s early 
care and education landscape, although 
family needs are also met through 
licensed home-based providers, unli-
censed providers like relatives, and 
federal programs like Head Start.

Between 2017 and 2024, New Hampshire 
gained about 2,100 slots among provid-
ers serving children under age 5, despite 
losing 13 percent of licensed providers 
serving that age group.

These closures consolidated available 
supply into fewer, larger child care 
centers.

This consolidation further exacerbates 
the state’s uneven capacity to meet 
working parents’ needs; more slots in a 
more robust mix of settings is neces-
sary to align the two.

LICENSED

New England Center • 15 Strafford Avenue • Durham, NH 03824 • (603) 862-2821
TTY Users: Dial 7-1-1 or 1-800-735-2964 (Relay N.H.) • carsey.unh.edu

Access 
Online

https://carsey.unh.edu/center-social-policy-practice/resources
https://carsey.unh.edu/center-social-policy-practice/resources
https://carsey.unh.edu/center-social-policy-practice/resources
https://carsey.unh.edu/center-social-policy-practice/resources
https://carsey.unh.edu/sites/default/files/media/2024-09/granite-guide-primer-2-supplemental-material.pdf
https://www.dhhs.nh.gov/programs-services/childcare-parenting-childbirth/child-care-licensing/licensing-exemptions
https://www.education.nh.gov/who-we-are/division-of-learner-support/bureau-of-student-support/special-education/preschool
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41833#:~:text=Part%20B%20of%20the%20IDEA,(ages%203%20through%205).
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/preschool-availability-new-hampshire-public-schools
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/data-ongoing-monitoring/article/head-start-program-facts-fiscal-year-2023
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/data-ongoing-monitoring/article/head-start-program-facts-fiscal-year-2023
https://carsey.unh.edu/sites/default/files/media/2024-09/granite-guide-primer-2-supplemental-material.pdf
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/new-hampshire-parents-use-child-care-seek-more-options
https://www.dhhs.nh.gov/programs-services/childcare-parenting-childbirth/child-care-licensing/licensing-exemptions
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1r8q2VXeS4kxNZLR4Yg92tFLHO3lp31JO/view?pli=1
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/changing-child-care-supply-new-hampshire-vermonts-upper-valley
https://carsey.unh.edu/publication/covid-19-didnt-create-child-care-crisis-hastened-inflamed-it
https://www.dhhs.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt476/files/documents/2021-11/2021-mrs-final-report.pdf
https://www.dhhs.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt476/files/documents/2021-11/2021-mrs-final-report.pdf


		 2	 C A R S E Y  S C H O O L  O F  P U B L I C  P O L I C Y

A Geographic Consolidation of Slots
Between 2017 and 2024, New Hampshire’s 
licensed child care capacity increased by 5.6 per-
cent, while its count of licensed providers shrunk 
by 13 percent. This mismatch is attributable to the 
greater rate of closure among home-based provid-
ers, part of a larger trend in New Hampshire and 
nationwide. About one-in-ten New Hampshire 
households with children under age 5 use regu-
lated home-based care,4 making this an import-
ant option for families. Whether by choice or 
constraint, home-based care can fill gaps left by 
centers, often offering care in more rural places, 
communities of color, and immigrant neighbor-
hoods, as well as care for lower income families 
and families with infants and toddlers.  Home-
based providers tend to offer more flexible and 
non-traditional hours, and care that is culturally 
congruent with the families they serve. 

While available slots didn’t shrink like provider 
counts, families now have fewer choices and lon-
ger distances between providers. In 2017, provid-
ers serving children under 5 were located in 182 

Complex Systemic Challenges Drive ECE 
Offerings
The availability of child care slots is intricately 
connected to broader issues such as the state’s abil-
ity to recruit and retain early childhood educators, 
and the cost of care for families. Increasing equi-
table access to quality and affordable child care for 
New Hampshire families regardless of geographic 
location will require both short- and long-term 
efforts to address these systemic issues.
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Figure 1. New Hampshire’s Early Care and Education Supply 
for Children Under 5

New Hampshire zip codes. By 2024, this 
fell to 173 zip codes, with closures dis-
proportionately impacting less-populous 
zip codes.5 While families don’t neces-
sarily need care in their own zip code, 
these losses strain an already-inadequate 
supply. Earlier work in New Hampshire 
found about one licensed child care slot 
for every three children who lived within 
a 20-minute drive. Availability for the 
youngest Granite Staters is especially chal-
lenging: in 2024, while 99 percent of New 
Hampshire providers offered school-age 
care, just 56 percent served infants. These 
shortages are visible to New Hampshire 
families, who most commonly chose “no 
openings” (along with “not affordable”) as 
challenges they faced when seeking care. 
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