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A lack of quality, affordable and 
accessible childcare is what many 
Hoosier employers say is now 
their top external workforce barrier 
due to the negative impact on 
worker participation. It’s a statewide 
infrastructure challenge that also 
has significant implications for 
student learning and economic 
development. 

It’s no wonder that coming up with 
solutions has been prioritized by business and 
economic development groups, Gov. Eric 
Holcomb and a bipartisan coalition of legislators. 

One of the big first actions became 
reality in October, when the state, via the 
Indiana Family and Social Services Administration 
(FSSA), announced a new $25 million fund to 
address worker childcare needs. The 
Employer-Sponsored Childcare Fund uses a 
portion of the state’s remaining federal relief 
money from the COVID-19 pandemic.

The first-round recipients were 
announced in late December as the FSSA’s 
Office of Early Childhood and Out-of-School 
Learning awarded $18.1 million in employer-
sponsored childcare grants to 64 businesses, 
community groups and school corporations.

The grant funding can be used to 
support employees’ childcare needs in a 
variety of ways, including sponsoring 
dependent care assistance plans, providing 
on-site or near-site childcare or offering 
childcare tuition benefits. 

Of those receiving first-round awards, 33 
employers plan to provide on-site childcare 
to their employees and 13 will offer childcare 
tuition benefits to their workers. The remaining 
awardees plan to support childcare for their 
employees in a variety of other ways, such as 
reserving seats at partner childcare centers. 

Why it’s needed
Courtney Penn, director of the Office of 

Early Childhood and Out-of-School Learning, 
suggests that childcare deserts in the U.S. are 

nothing new. Yet, the situation has only 
heightened in recent years.

“When you couple it with a workforce 
crisis, then it becomes a more globally 
understood and embraced topic of discussion,” 
she relays. “And I think we’ve seen it even as 
we’ve come into this post-pandemic era of 
folks needing to return back to work and gain 
some sense of normalcy.”

The childcare initiative was part of Gov. 
Holcomb’s 2023 Next Level Agenda aimed at 
addressing workforce needs.

“We wanted those who know firsthand 
the critical needs of their employees, and 
those who are best positioned to partner in 
their communities, to create childcare solutions 
for their workforce, and they delivered,” the 
Governor said at the time. “This effort 
harnesses the combined efforts of businesses, 
community groups and schools that want to 
support working Hoosiers’ careers and our 
youngest learners across the state.”

Indiana’s lack of quality and affordable 
childcare has been an increasing concern for 
the Indiana Chamber, making addressing the 
issue an ongoing top priority. 

“It’s both an education preparation and 
workforce development challenge,” notes 
Jason Bearce, the Indiana Chamber’s vice 
president of education and workforce 
development. “Kindergarteners who start 
school without the benefit of a strong early 
learning foundation often arrive behind their 
peers and are more likely to struggle 
throughout their K-12 years. And too many 
working parents can’t find or afford adequate 
childcare and face significant barriers to full 
employment and upward mobility.”

The Indiana Chamber partnered with the 
state to engage employers and local chambers 
about the new employer childcare grants. 

“That program is set to make a real 
difference in many communities across the 
state,” Bearce offers. “By giving Hoosier families 
much needed options, it will give parents in 
these locations greater peace of mind and 
enable some to re-enter the workforce.” 

New criteria for growth
Perry County Development Corporation 

President and CEO Erin Emerson testified 
about the need for childcare options before 

GIVING ‘GREATER 
PEACE OF MIND’
State Employer Grants Help Worker Childcare Needs
By Matt Ottinger

Perry Preschool & Child Care is helping alleviate the dearth of childcare options in Perry County – 
an area emblematic of challenges in childcare availability in rural areas.
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Hoosier lawmakers during the Interim Study Committee on Public 
Health, Behavioral Health and Human Services at the Indiana 
Statehouse last August.

Emerson shares that many Indiana communities have aging 
populations, which makes talent attraction critical for growth.

“A big part of that is young people and young families, and if we 
don’t have access to licensed childcare, it is really difficult to grow,” 
she explains. “In our community, it became really apparent not only in 
getting people to have access to childcare so they could go to work 
every day on a reliable basis, but also when our employers were 
looking at attracting in talent from outside the area, they didn’t have 
family or roots or connections here.”

Emerson points to Center for American Progress statistics indicating 
55% of people in Indiana live in a childcare desert and notes that a 
recent study revealed the estimated number of childcare seats needed in 
Perry County at 966 – providing a snapshot of need in rural communities. 

She adds that business attraction is the most fundamental piece of 
traditional economic development, but a community only hurts its 
current businesses if it attracts companies without adding population.

“I felt like for the longest time I was really the only person in 
most economic development rooms talking about childcare and its 
impact on economic development,” Emerson reflects. “I think since 
COVID-19, or at least since 2021, it’s now kind of bubbled to the top 
regardless of whether people wanted to deal with it or not.”

Drawing interest
To be eligible for the new grant, employers needed to be located 

in Indiana and either be a business or corporation employing 20 or 
more employees, a group of employers with 20 or more employees or 
a community-based non-profit applying on behalf of a group of local 
employers with a combined total of 20 or more employees. Employers 
must also be willing to contribute 10% of the total amount requested 
and be able to implement solutions within the first year of the program. 

“We got a lot of feedback early on when we first started teeing up 
this opportunity that a lot of businesses weren’t going to want to do 
on-site care because businesses don’t want to get in the business of 
childcare,” Penn shares. 

But she estimates the state saw over 500 engagements (those who 
had started an application) and ultimately 160 completed applications 
in the first round.

“I think that says a lot about the partnership with the Indiana 
Chamber and, quite honestly, I think it also tells the story that 
businesses are excited and ready,” Penn concludes. 

Awards in the first round ranged from $22,780 (to manufacturer 
B.T.I. in Argos) to $200,000 (for several organizations, including 
school corporations and Warehouse Services in Mount Vernon). 

The first round of awardees received 72% of available funding 
from the $25 million fund. Round two awardees – which were 
announced after BizVoice’s deadline – will receive the remaining funds.

RESOURCES: Jason Bearce, Indiana Chamber, at www.indianachamber.com | Erin Emerson, Perry County Development Corporation, at  
www.pickperry.com | Courtney Penn, Family and Social Services Administration, at www.in.gov/fssa
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