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1 Introduction and Background 

For-profit and nonprofit child care centers and family homes (hereafter, referred to as child 

care businesses) provide crucial care and education for young children and jobs for workers. 

However, many U.S. child care workers earn wages low enough to qualify for public 

assistance. For example, in 2014, the average Washington State child care center teacher 

earned $12.82 an hour and the average assistant teacher earned $10.67 -- slightly more than 

the state minimum of $9.32, but well below the wage needed to support a family of three 

(Moore & Gertseva, 2015). Wages for U.S. child care workers have not kept pace with 

inflation for the last 20 years and hover just above the federal poverty line (Whitebook, 

Phillips, & Howes, 2014). It is estimated that more than one-third of U.S. child care workers 

receive some form of public assistance, most commonly public health insurance coverage and 

SNAP (Whitebook et al., 2014). Moreover, because child care workers are disproportionately 

female and African-American or Hispanic in places like Washington State, low wages paid to 

child care workers reflect broader patterns of gender and racial inequity in work earnings 

(WADEL, 2013; Whitebook et al., 2014).  

                                                 

1 Funding: Support for this research came from the following: Laura and John Arnold Foundation, the City of 

Seattle, and a Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development research 

infrastructure grant, P2C HD042828, to the Center for Studies in Demography & Ecology at the University of 

Washington.  

2Anne Althauser worked on the analysis and creation of this manuscript while she was a Research Coordinator at 

the Evans School of Public Policy and Governance at the University of Washington (UW) and prior to joining 

the UW Office of Planning & Budgeting. Ekaterina Jardim worked on the analysis and creation of this 

manuscript while she was a postdoctoral researcher at the UW and prior to joining Amazon. 
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Staff wages are one of the most important predictors of child care quality (Whitebook et al., 

2014). Higher wages have been linked to lower turnover among child care workers, which 

translates to a better continuity of care for children (Whitebook, 2007). In King County, 

Washington in 2012, the turnover rate was 38% for child care teaching assistants and 18% for 

child care teachers; for comparison, turnover was 7% for elementary school teachers 

(WADEL, 2013; Whitebook, 2007). Because the material deprivation and stress associated 

with low income status may affect the mental and physical health of child care workers, there 

is reason to be concerned that such hardship will affect how health is valued and promoted 

overall in child care settings (Workforce, 2011). 

With the primary source of income for centers being fees paid by parents, it is difficult for 

many centers to simply raise staff wages. High-quality child care programs are expensive and 

pose a significant financial burden for many families. In King County, Washington, the 

average cost of care for children ages birth to five can range from $12,683-$17,337 annually, 

depending on the age of the child (Keenan, 2014). To put this in perspective, child care in 

King County costs more than in-state tuition fees for a college student at the University of 

Washington (Keenan, 2014). Cost concerns are particularly relevant to low-income 

households, as state and local subsidies often do not make up the gap between the cost of care 

provision and what families can afford (Keenan, 2014). In order to maintain affordability, 

therefore, many centers are faced with trade-offs between costs to families and wages paid to 

staff. 

There have been efforts in Washington State to improve child care worker wages through 

policy experiments. For example, from July 2000 through June 2003, the state legislature (via 

the Child Care Career and Wage Ladder Pilot) tested career and wage ladders in a small 

number of pilot child care sites that tied workers’ wages to their level of education and 

experience (Boyd & Wandschneider, 2004). State funds were used to pay additional wages 

based on educational advancement such that average hourly wage increased to $9.68 for 

workers in pilot sites, compared with $8.94 for staff in centers not participating in the 

program. While overall employee retention in the pilot sites was no different from comparison 

sites, researchers observed a significantly higher quality of care and more positive interactions 

between children and teachers in the pilot sites as compared with comparison sites (Boyd & 

Wandschneider, 2004). Wage Career Ladder funding was then approved through the 

Legislature in mid-2005 and carried into early 2011. Unfortunately, in 2011, to address state 

budget shortfalls, legislators discontinued funding for this pilot program (Burbank, 2016). 

In the U.S., local minimum wage ordinances provide another avenue through which policy 

might increase the wages of child care workers. Recently, more than 63 localities and states in 

the U.S. have passed local minimum wage ordinances to improve the economic environment 

of low wage workers and increase the economic security and well-being of households 

(Economic Policy Institute, 2016). Many countries—including Britain, China, and Kenya—

also have recently created or increased national minimum wage laws (OECD, 2015). 

Research on the effects of minimum wage laws on low-wage workers suggests that the policy 

increases wages but can also lead to small reductions in hours and employment as employers 

adjust to higher costs (Belman & Wolfson, 2014; Neumark & Wascher, 2008).  

In April 2014, the City of Seattle, situated in Washington State, passed legislation to increase 

the minimum wage for all workers from $9.47 to $15 per hour incrementally over time 

(Council Ordinance No. 124490, 2014). The highest of its kind in the country when enacted, 
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the Seattle minimum wage likely affects almost 3,000 child care employees serving 

approximately 18,000 children in Seattle child care settings (Seattle, 2014). The mandated 

wage increases should affect not only provider wages, but also centers’ budgets, tuition rates 

for families, and access to and quality of child care (Hill & Romich, 2017). Very little 

research, however, has examined how local minimum wage laws might affect the provision of 

child care. 

In this article, we examine the impact of Seattle’s $15 minimum wage on the local child care 

sector. Our mixed methods study answers two key research questions: How is Seattle’s 

minimum wage ordinance affecting wages paid in the child care sector? Given these changes 

in wages, how does it appear that child care centers are responding to rising labor costs? To 

answer these questions, we analyzed three datasets: (1) state administrative data on 

approximately 200 Seattle-based child care businesses from 2014 to 2016; (2) an employer 

survey conducted annually from 2015 to 2017 of 41 child care centers impacted by the policy; 

and (3) in-depth interviews of 15 Seattle child care center directors. 

1.1 Seattle’s Minimum Wage Ordinance: Timeline and specifics  

In June 2014, the City of Seattle passed an ordinance mandating a minimum wage increase 

from $9.47/hour to $15/hour, to be phased in via incremental annual increases that began on 

April 1, 2015 and continued annually every January 1st until 2021 (Council Ordinance No. 

124490, 2014). Employers with 500 or fewer workers nationally phased in to $15 more 

slowly than those with more than 500 workers. Similarly, employers paying toward an 

individual employee’s medical benefits phased in slower than employers not paying toward 

medical benefits. Because all child care businesses in Seattle at the time of the ordinance 

employed 500 or fewer employees, we expect child care businesses to follow one of the two 

wage phase-in schedules shown in Table 1 (Seattle, 2017). 

Table 1. Minimum wage phase-in schedules for child care businesses with 500 or fewer 

employees in Seattle, Washington 

Phase-in date Employer pays toward the 
individual employee’s medical 
benefits ($/hour) 

Employer does not pay toward 
the individual employee’s 
medical benefits ($/hour) 

April 1, 2015 $10.00 $11.00 

January 1, 2016 $10.50 $12.00 

January 1, 2017 $11.00 $13.00 

January 1, 2018 $11.50 $14.00 

January 1, 2019 $12.00 $15.00 

January 1, 2020 $13.50 Indexed to inflation 

January 1, 2021 $15.00 Indexed to inflation 
Source: City of Seattle Office of Labor Standards. 

2 Methods 

The current paper and analyses are part of a larger study that is evaluating the impacts of the 

Seattle minimum wage ordinance on jobs and employment using administrative datasets and 

on employers, workers, and prices using primary data collection (Seattle Minimum Wage 

Study,  2015). The University of Washington Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the 

administrative data analysis and the qualitative study. IRB guidelines deemed the employer 

survey, which focused on firms and non-profit organizations, as not involving human subjects 

and therefore exempt from IRB review.   
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2.1 Research Design  

The current study’s three datasets provide a comprehensive picture of how the child care 

sector is being affected by the early implementation of Seattle’s minimum wage ordinance 

and how they might continue to be affected and to respond as the policy continues to phase in. 

First, state employment records were used to quantitatively describe current headcount, wage, 

and payroll of child care businesses before the policy was implemented and in the early 

implementation phases of the policy and to analyze when and to what degree Seattle child 

care businesses’ labor costs would be affected by the ordinance over time. Second, data from 

a survey of employers across sectors were used to examine how child care employers reported 

adjusting to policy phase-ins over time. Third, a set of semi-structured interviews with child 

care center directors was conducted after initial policy implementation and added to these data 

to provide additional context. This approach leverages the strengths of mixed quantitative and 

qualitative methods to provide a clear and in-depth picture on the topic (Creswell, Klassen, 

Plano Clark, & Smith, 2011).  

2.2 Study Sample and Procedure 

2.2.1. Administrative Data 

We used administrative data from the state Unemployment Insurance (UI) program for the 

second quarters of 2014, 2015, and 2016, which correspond in time to pre-policy 

implementation and the first quarters of the first two phase-ins of the policy. The Washington 

State Employment Security Department (ESD) collects quarterly payroll records for all 

private sector workers employed in the State and covered by UI.  These data include only 

workers who are on staff and normally receive a W-2 form at the end of the year; no data are 

collected for contractors or the self-employed. Establishments with multiple locations have 

the option of filing a separate UI account for each location or one common account, but most 

businesses with multiple locations do not break down their employment by location (Team, 

2016b). To determine exact business locations, mailing addresses were geocoded to exact 

latitude and longitude coordinates and then used to determine if a business was located in 

Seattle. This analysis includes the business establishments that were primarily classified by 

the 6-digit North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) code as “Child Care Day 

Services” (i.e., 624410; n=192, 195, 218, in the three years respectively). Only four 

businesses combined multiple child care center locations under one account and all locations 

were in Seattle, thus they are treated as single businesses in this sample. A more detailed 

description of these data is described elsewhere (Jardim et al., 2017; Team, 2016b). 

2.2.2. Survey Data 

The team also conducted the Survey of Seattle Employers (SSE), which is a panel survey of 

employers with City of Seattle business licenses and workers subject to the minimum wage 

ordinance. Surveys were administered in three waves annually from 2015 to 2017, with each 

wave occurring after incremental policy phase-ins. The research team drew a stratified 

random sample of 3,870 from a sampling frame of 29,702 Seattle business license holders. 

Non-profit firms were oversampled because they had a high proportion of low-wage workers 

or those likely to be particularly affected by the ordinance (Romich, Allard, Althauser, 

Buszkiewicz, & Obara, 2017). The research team supplemented the business license holder 

sample with an oversample of 335 non-profit human service organizations identified from 

community directories. A more detailed description of the overall sample, sampling frame, 

and response rates are described elsewhere (Team, 2016a).  
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Potential respondents were invited to participate in the survey via a letter and surveys were 

completed by the Social Development Research Group at the University of Washington 

through telephone and web survey methods. A screening call determined if a firm or 

organization had employees subject to the ordinance and, if so, invited them to participate in a 

longitudinal survey study. Of the 4,115 businesses and nonprofits contacted by the SSE, 174 

were identified to be child care centers and 133 of those centers responded to the screener 

survey. Of these 133 centers completing the screener, 64 were invited to complete a longer 

survey because they had operations in Seattle and workers earning less than $15 an hour. In 

Wave 1 (2015), 52 of the 64 eligible child care centers participated in the longer survey. The 

longer survey revealed that 46 of those 52 respondents had low wage workers and were 

located in the City of Seattle. Of these 46 centers, 42 completed Wave 2 (2016, 91% response 

rate) and 41 of the 42 Wave 2 completers responded in Wave 3 (2017, 98% response rate). 

Wave 1 surveys lasted between 20-45 minutes depending on whether they were completed via 

phone or internet. Wave 2 and 3 surveys were significantly shorter, lasting only 10-15 

minutes each, because each excluded many demographic and personnel questions captured in 

Wave 1. No monetary incentives were offered during wave 1 or 2, but respondents 

completing wave 3 were given the option to select a charity to receive a one-time $15 

donation in the respondent’s name. This paper includes results on child care centers that 

responded in all three waves (n=41). Analyses of within-wave data that included centers 

regardless of completion of all three waves produced nearly identical results; there were also 

no differences between those who completed the survey by phone or internet.  

2.2.3. Interview Data  

For the interviews, a convenience sample of child care center directors was chosen. The 

sampling frame included email addresses of center directors who had participated in prior 

online trainings with the UW Center for Public Health Nutrition and had agreed to be 

contacted about future study opportunities. Center directors were approached via e-mail with 

an invitation to participate, which described the purpose and methods of the study. In 

addition, key collaborators from the City of Seattle and Public Health—Seattle & King 

County who work with child care organizations emailed the study information to their 

listservs of center directors. Interested participants were instructed to apply for study 

consideration via a secure online REDCap survey that screened for study inclusion criteria, 

including being a child care center in Seattle, employing workers making less than $15/hour, 

and serving children aged 5 and younger. The screener also collected data on the program, 

including the number and ages of children in full-time and part-time care, number and type of 

employees, starting and average wages of employees, benefits offered to employees, and 

participation in government subsidy programs. Maximum variation sampling was used to 

recruit and enroll 15 of the center directors; this sampling method was selected a priori and 

used to purposefully include a set of centers that varied by size, geography, employee wages, 

employee benefits, and subsidy participation (Teddlie, 2007; Vitcu, Lungu, Vitcu, & Marcu, 

2007). Twenty-six centers filled out the online screener. Eight centers did not meet the 

inclusion criteria. Additionally, three centers that filled out the screener did not respond to a 

request for an interview. One center director was interviewed per child care center and offered 

a $100 gift card for participation. Interviews with the final sample of 15 lasted approximately 

one hour and were conducted on-site at centers from March through May of 2016 (i.e., after 

two policy phase-ins, one in 2015 and one in 2016) by the same researcher to ensure 

consistency.  
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2.3 Data Collection and Measures 

2.3.1. Administrative Data 

The Washington State ESD collects quarterly payroll records from all employers who have 

employees covered by Unemployment Insurance in Washington. The State requires 

employers to report hours worked for hourly workers and either actual hours worked or total 

number of hours for salaried workers (Jardim et al., 2017). Variables in the ESD dataset 

include business and worker IDs, employer addresses, employer industry codes, individual 

quarterly hours, and individual quarterly earnings (Team, 2016b). Measures from the second 

quarter of 2014 (i.e., the quarter when the ordinance was passed but prior to implementation) 

and second quarter 2015 and 2016 (i.e., after the 2015 and 2016 policy phase-ins) are 

presented in this paper to illustrate the number of child care businesses and number of child 

care employees, average employee headcount, average hourly wage rates for businesses, and 

total payroll. Lastly, we estimate the cost of compliance for these businesses at each wage 

phase-in of the ordinance using the second quarter of 2014 as the baseline for these 

projections. Importantly the administrative data do not include the self-employed or contract 

workers, meaning that our findings will be limited to formal child care providers.  

2.3.2. Survey Data 

The SSE gathered self-reported information about business characteristics such as the number 

of employees and locations the firm had in Seattle and nationally, the products or services 

they provide, most common low wage job type at their firms, and profit status (for-profit or 

nonprofit). At baseline, for-profit firms were additionally asked if the business was family-

owned, minority-owned, immigrant-owned, woman-owned, and/or a franchise. Baseline and 

follow-up surveys collected self-reports of business responses or planned responses to the 

ordinance, such as whether they had reduced employee head count or hours (or if they 

anticipated or planned to) or if they had increased the price of goods and/or services (or if 

they anticipated or planned to. These business characteristics and self-reported business or 

compensatory strategies will be presented in this paper by survey year.  

2.3.3. Interview Data 

A table of close-ended budget questions followed by a semi-structured interview format was 

used to collect rich qualitative and quantitative data. Prior to the interview, directors were 

asked to complete a table of monthly expenses and income sources. Then, during the 

interview, a series of open-ended questions were asked about budgets (e.g., sources of 

flexibility and worry in income and expenses), staffing, and perceptions about how the 

minimum wage would affect their business and budget. A semi-structured format was used to 

provide some uniformity in data collection but also to allow for flexibility to deviate into new 

or emerging topics (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). The interview guide was field tested 

with one child care director who was not included as part of the study sample. The final 

interview guide consisted of 24 open-ended questions and included recommendations to the 

interviewer for probing.  

2.4 Data Analyses 

2.4.1. Quantitative Analyses 

Statistical analyses were conducted with Stata version 14 (StataCorp, 2015). We used 

descriptive statistics to characterize cross-sectional ESD data and SSE survey responses by 

year. The main quantitative outcomes of interest were (a) compliance cost estimates by wage 
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phase-in over time and (b) differences over time in SSE survey responses. Given there is no 

way to distinguish which businesses do and do not provide health benefits or tips in the ESD 

data, we calculate costs of compliance for three wage phase-in points ($11, $13, and 

$15/hour). For each business, we calculate cost of compliance based on payroll structure in 

the second quarter of 2014. Cost of compliance shows a percentage increase in total labor 

costs needed to comply with a specific wage phase-in level if a business kept the same 

number of workers and did not change the number of hours they worked. Formally, the cost 

of compliance (denoted by “GAP”) is defined as: 

𝐺𝐴𝑃𝑖𝑡 =  
∑ ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑟𝑠𝑗𝑖𝑡max (𝑚𝑖𝑛𝑖𝑚𝑢𝑚 𝑤𝑎𝑔𝑒 − 𝑤𝑎𝑔𝑒 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑗𝑖𝑡 , 0)

𝐽𝑖
𝑗=1

∑ ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑟𝑠𝑗𝑖𝑡𝑤𝑎𝑔𝑒 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑗𝑖𝑡
𝐽𝑖

𝑗=1

 

where 𝑖 denotes a business, 𝑡 denotes a time period, and 𝑗𝑖 denotes a worker in business. We 

calculate 𝐺𝐴𝑃𝑖𝑡 for each business in 2014. For the SSE survey analysis, two sample tests of 

proportions were used to test for differences between survey time points.  

2.4.2. Interview Analyses 

Qualitative interviews were audio-recorded and professionally transcribed verbatim. A 

thematic analysis approach was used to guide data analysis (MacQueen, McLellan, Kay, & 

Milstein, 1998; Miles et al., 2014). This involved using the interview guide to develop a list of 

deductive codes and then identifying additional inductive codes as they emerged from the 

data (MacQueen et al., 1998). This process continued until a final codebook emerged. Using 

the finalized codebook, two researchers independently coded the same transcript. The 

researchers then iteratively discussed coding conflicts and reconciled them by discussing the 

discrepancies until consensus was reached. This process continued until the codebook 

contained all relevant codes and 80% agreement was attained between the two coders. One 

researcher coded the remaining transcripts using Dedoose Software and summarized 

aggregate findings. Two researchers discussed and summarized coded text into major themes 

as reported in the results section below.  

3 Results 

3.1 Administrative data 

Table 2 shows the number of child care businesses and employees, average hourly wage rates, 

and payrolls in the second quarters of 2014 (i.e., when the ordinance was passed but prior to 

implementation), 2015 (i.e., after the first wage phase-in), and 2016 (i.e., after the second 

wage phase-in). As these data show, the total number of businesses and thus employees have 

slightly increased over time, but the average number of employees per child care business has 

remained about the same over time. The hourly wage rate slightly increased from 2014 to 

2015 but remained about the same from 2015 to 2016. Total payroll increased from 2014 to 

2015 but then decreased in 2016. 
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Table 2. Number of businesses and employees, employee hourly wage rates, and payroll 

of child care businesses in Seattle, Washington in second quarter 2014, 2015, and 2016. 

 Child Care Business characteristics Year and quarter 

 2014Q2 2015Q2 2016Q2 

Child care businesses (n) 192 195 218 

Child care employees (n) 2,658 2,743 2,892 

        

Employees per child care business (n) 

Mean 13.8 14.1 13.3 

1st quartile 1 2 2 

Median 5 6 5 

3rd quartile 18 19 18 

        

Hourly wage rate paid by child care businesses (in $/hour)a 

Mean 16.88 17.43 17.40 

1st quartile 12.60 13.08 13.68 

Median 15.50 16.03 16.62 

3rd quartile 18.87 19.17 19.40 

        

Quarterly payroll of child care businesses ($)a 

Mean 77,032 81,871 78,919 

1st quartile 6,625 7,323 6,161 

Median 23,780 27,901 21,878 

3rd quartile 91,585 109,121 96,259 
Source: Data derived from administrative employment records obtained from the Washington Employment Security 
Department. 
aInflation adjusted to 2014Q2 dollars to allow for comparison with Figure 1 cost of compliance distribution. 
 

Figure 1 shows the cost of compliance distribution from zero to more than ten percent at the 

first, mid-way, and final wage rate phase-in (i.e., $11, $13, and $15 per hour) for child care 

businesses based on payroll structure. Projecting from second quarter 2014—slightly prior to 

the implementation of the ordinance—these findings indicate that the majority of child care 

businesses would not have incurred large costs in complying with the $11 minimum wage 

phase-in but that costs of compliance would have increased markedly as the wage phase-ins 

increased to $15 per hour. At $15 per hour, approximately 78 of the 192 businesses (41%) 

would have needed to increase payroll by more than 10%.  
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3.2  Survey data 

Table 3 shows characteristics for child care centers surveyed across all three Seattle Employer 

Survey waves. The majority of child care centers were nonprofits (59%), had 10 or more 

employees in Seattle (71%), and operated at a single site. Among child care centers that self-

identified as for-profit firms (n=17), the majority were family-owned (71%) and woman-

owned (88%). Just under half of for-profit child care centers were minority or immigrant-

owned (47%). 

As shown in Table 4a and 4b, employers reported more changes in business practices over 

each successive wave of the minimum wage ordinance. By 2017, 90% of child care centers 

overall reported having raised prices in response to the ordinance, compared to 83% in 2016 

and 76% in 2015. In 2016 and 2017, the majority of child care centers overall (71%) reported 

having to adjust their business strategy to respond to the ordinance in one or more ways; this 

value represented a significant increase since 2015 (44%, P = 0.014). Nearly a quarter of all 

surveyed child care centers reported having to adjust their business strategies in two or more 

ways by 2017, a decline of 2.4 percentage points from 2016 (P = 0.800) but an increase of 

14.6 percentage points compared to 2015 (P = 0.078). 

Similar to findings among the full sample of Seattle firms presented in Romich et al. (2017), 

the most common business strategy adjustment reported in 2017 was raising prices or adding 

fees (61%), and the use of this strategy was almost double from that reported in 2015 

(Romich et. al, 2017). Also similar to full sample findings, the next most common business 

strategy adjustment reported in 2017 was reducing hours or headcounts. No child care centers 

reported reducing hours or headcounts in 2015 (Romich et. al, 2017). 
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policy phase-ins ($/hour wage rates) in child care businesses (n=192) in Seattle, Washington
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Table 3. Baseline characteristics for child care centers (n=41) participating in Waves 1, 

2, and 3 of the Seattle Survey of Employers by profit status 

Characteristic 
For-profit child 

care centers (n=17)  

Nonprofit child 

care centers 

(n=24) 

Number of Seattle employees, median (IQR) 14 (3,25) 20.5 (13,30) 

Number national employees, median (IQR) 14 (2,28)  22 (14.5, 30) 

10 or more Seattle employees, n (%) 9 (53%)  20 (83%) 

10 or more employees nationallya, n (%) 9 (53%) 21 (88%) 

Number of branches, median (IQR) 1 (1,4)  1 (1,5) 

Firm provides goods/services to customers inside Seattleb 4 (24%)  11 (46%) 

Firm is family-ownedc, n (%) 12 (71%)  - 

Firm is woman-ownedc, n (%) 15 (88%) - 

Firm is minority or immigrant-ownedc, n (%) 8 (47%) - 

Source: Seattle Survey of Employers 

Notes: IQR=Interquartile range. 
aThe baseline survey was fielded in advance of the city's writing of the Minimum Wage Ordinance regulations. Thus we 

asked about national employees, which was consistent with the understanding of the law in the months leading up to its 

enforcement. The current language of the law has been amended to include employees worldwide. 
bA firm could have a physical location inside Seattle but provide goods/services outside Seattle, both inside and outside 

Seattle, or not be geographically specific (online business). Categories are mutually exclusive. 
cOwnership status included only for-profit businesses.  

Table 4a. Reported responses to Seattle’s minimum wage ordinance among for-profit 

child care centers (n=17) by survey year among child care centers participating in waves 

1, 2, and 3 of the Seattle Survey of Employers 

  Survey Year 

  
2015 2016 2017 

2016 v. 

2015 

2017 v. 

2016 

2017 v. 

2015  

  
      Diff 

P-

value 
Diff 

P-

value 
Diff 

P-

value 

Wage response, (%)                   

Raise wages 71 94 88 24 0.07 -6 0.55 18 0.20 

Decompressa,b 50 81 75 31 0.06 -6 0.67 25 0.14 

Firm responses, (%)                   

Limit wage progression 12 6 6 -6 0.55 0 -- -6 0.55 

Reduce hours / headcount 0 24 18 24 0.03 -6 0.67 18 0.07 

Withdraw from city b 0 0 6 0 -- 6 0.31 6 0.31 

Contract out b 0 0 0 0 -- 0 -- 0 -- 

Raise prices / add fees 47 53 47 6 0.73 -6 0.73 0 -- 

Eliminate a benefit b 6 6 6 0 -- 0 -- 6 -- 

Any response 53 65 59 12 0.49 -6 0.72 6 0.73 

More than one response 24 23.5 35.3 0.0 -- 12 0.45 12 0.45 
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Table 4b. Reported responses to Seattle’s minimum wage ordinance among nonprofit 

child care centers (n=24) by survey year among child care centers participating in waves 

1, 2, and 3 of the Seattle Survey of Employers 

  Survey Year 

  
2015 2016 2017 

2016 v. 

2015 

2017 v. 

2016 

2017 v. 

2015  

  
      Diff 

P-

value 
Diff 

P-

value 
Diff 

P-

value 

Wage response, (%)                   

Raise wages 81 71 91 -10 0.49 19 0.12 10 0.38 

Decompressa,b 53 57 76 5 0.76 19 0.19 24 0.11 

Firm responses, (%)          

Limit wage progression 0 10 5 10 0.15 -5 0.55 5 0.31 

Reduce hours / headcount 0 5 10 5 0.31 5 0.55 10 0.15 

Withdraw from city b 0 0 0 0 - 0 - 0 - 

Contract out b 0 0 0 0 - 0 - 0 - 

Raise prices / add fees 33 67 71 33 0.03 5 0.74 38 0.01 

Eliminate a benefit b 5 0 0 -5 0.31 0 - -5 0.31 

Any response 38 71 76 33 0.03 5 0.73 38 0.01 

More than one response 0 19 14 19 0.04 -5 0.68 14 0.07 

Source: Seattle Survey of Employers. 
aIncrease hourly earnings for employees earning above the mandated minimum wage phase-in, such as the $13.00 to $15.00 

per hour range, when the rate increased to $11/hour. A business might choose to do this in order to reduce wage compression. 
bOne center did not answer this question. 

3.3. Interview Data 

Alone, administrative data and survey responses provide only a broad sense of how child care 

centers are adjusting to cope with the higher minimum wage. This section uses interview 

findings to provide depth and texture to the quantitative findings. First, we provide participant 

and center characteristics. Then, key information is presented from the budget worksheets and 

interview questions to illuminate (a) how child care centers budget and what factors compose 

their expenses and income and (b) how required staffing ratios, staff retention, and staff 

scheduling constrain their ability to respond to increases in labor wages. Within the categories 

of budget and staffing, we present data to illustrate the most cited ways in which centers have 

compensated or plan to compensate for increased labor wages due to the wage ordinance. 

Many directors reported on discussions with peers from other centers about which 

compensatory strategies they would implement to deal with the minimum wage ordinance. 

Some felt that smaller child care centers and low-income families would be hardest hit; as one 

director said, “I think it is going to be a huge burden on some of the smaller preschools and 

child care programs because, let's be frank, that's where most of the lower wages are.” As the 

ordinance phased in, most felt they would offset the increased labor wages in one or more of 

the following ways: increase income, reduce expenses, alter staff hours, and cut staff benefits 

or professional development.  

3.3.1. Participant and Center Characteristics 

All 15 participants were child care center directors and almost all reported playing a major 

role in developing budgets. The directors who were part of multi-site businesses (n=5) were 

less involved in budgets than directors of single-site businesses. Of the 15 sites, 13 accepted 
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US Department of Health and Human Services (DSHS) subsidies; 13 participated in Early 

Achievers, which is Washington State’s quality rating and improvement system; 11 accepted 

City of Seattle subsidies; five participated in the Child Care and Adult Care Food Program 

(CACFP); and two participated in the Early Childhood Education and Assistance Program, 

which is Washington State’s version of the federal Head Start program. Additional child care 

provider and site characteristics are shown in Table 5. 

Table 5. Characteristics of the sample of 15 Seattle-based child care centers 

Characteristic Estimate 

PROVIDER 

Sex, Female, (n) 15 

Length of time working in child care industry, 
(median # of years, [range]) 

22, [5-40] 

SITE 

Profit status (n) 

Non-profit 13 

For-profit 2 

Age ranges served by sites (n) 

0 to 12 mo 6 

1 to 2 y 12 

2 to 5 yr 15 

Children Enrolled, (median, [range]) 

Full-time 39, [20-130] 

Part-time 22, [2-90] 

Monthly tuition rate by age, (median, [range]) 

Infants $1,692, [$1,200-$2,350] 

Toddler $1,535, [$1,040-$2,035] 

Young preschool $1,370, [$855-$1,815] 

Preschool $1,331, [$840-$1,650] 

Staffing, median, [range] 

Number of employees total 18, [9-50] 

Number of full-time employees 12, [5-46] 

Number of part-time employee 4, [1-15] 

Number of salaried employees 1, [0-44] 

Number of hourly employees 16, [4-44] 

Wages, rate per hour (median per hour, [range]) 

Minimum hourly wage $12.00, [$12-15] 

Hourly wage  $15.00, [$13-17] 

Benefits offered by child care centersa (n) 

Paid sick leave 12 

Paid time off 15 

Health insurance for employee 11 

Health insurance for employee’s family 4 

Retirement contributions 8 
Source: Interview data. 
aNot all staff are eligible. 
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3.3.2. Budget: How child care centers budget and budget-related compensatory 

strategies to Seattle’s minimum wage ordinance  

Budgeting was cited as the most stressful aspect of managing a child care center by almost 

half of the participants. All directors reported payroll as the expense they worried most about 

and this was the biggest monthly expense for all child care centers, followed by benefits. 

Together, median payroll and benefits comprised 81% of centers’ expenses. Interestingly, rent 

was only included as an expense by 11 of the 15 centers as some centers had their rent 

waived, such as by the church properties on which the center was sited. Child tuition made up 

the vast majority of income for almost all centers followed by subsidies. While one center did 

not provide responses for child tuition because the program was billed through the Seattle 

Preschool Program, nine of the center directors reported that tuition made up 87% or more of 

gross monthly income. Directors explained the mechanics of subsidies: the state-level 

Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) subsidy is for families at 200% of the 

federal poverty level (FPL) or lower and centers absorb the difference in cost, typically 25-

50%, between the subsidy and the tuition; the City of Seattle-level subsidy is for families at 

300% of FPL or lower and families pay the difference between the subsidy and tuition rate. 

They perceived that the DSHS subsidies had not risen as quickly as the pace of tuition rates 

but reported that Seattle’s subsidy had recently been increased to track better with increased 

tuitions because of the minimum wage ordinance. See Table 6 for broad characteristics of 

expenses and income.  

Table 6. Expense or income, by type, as a median percent of each center’s reported total 

monthly expenses or income at 15 child care centers  

Type of Expense (n)a 
Median percent of all reported 

monthly expendituresd 

Range (%) 

Payroll (15) 71 56-91 

Health benefits (13) 10 1-17 

Rent (11) 8 4-14 

Food (15) 2 1-10 

Supplies (15) 2 0.1-6 

Other employee benefitsb (11) 2 1-6 

Janitorial (13) 1 1-3 

Program insurance (15) 1 0.1-5 

Utilities, transportation, office supplies, 

and business fees (varied) All <1% n/a 

Type of income (n) 
Median percent of all reported 

monthly income sourcesd 
Range (%) 

Tuition fees (14) 94 12-100 

Subsidies (7) 11 2-53 

CACFPc (4) 5 1-8 

Grants (3) 2 1-2 

Donations (4) 1 0.5-3 

Fundraising (6) <1% 0.05-3 
Source: Interview data. 
aNot all centers had each expense or income type. 
bFor example, paid sick leave or retirement. 
cChild Care and Adult Care Food Program. 
dFigures do not add to 100% because not all programs reported all expense or income categories. 
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When asked which expenses were targeted when tightening budgets generally, center 

directors most often cited professional development and child care supplies. As one 

interviewee described, 

“I think for flexibility it would be the staff training.[…] or supplies. […] So things that 
are more like a commodity then I have a little bit more flexibility on. But staff salaries, 
kitchen supplies to food to benefits, occupancy, those are all concrete. There's not much 
room to maneuver around.”  

A few directors also mentioned that employee benefits and food budgets could be reduced in 

tight times. However, most described this as undesirable. An interviewee captured this by 

saying,  

“I mean bonuses and things like that, I could take out. But, no, these are necessary to 
run a child care center. I mean you can't take away insurance. You can't take away your 
licensing fees. Health benefits I could certainly take away for sure, […] because that's 
quite considerable. We pay 85 percent of teachers' premiums, so that is … but I 
wouldn't want to.” 

Directors discussed how they planned to absorb the increase in labor wages through 

increasing income and cutting expenses. While many centers reported they raised tuition rates 

annually to offset the increased cost of doing business, almost all centers said they had or 

would raise tuition even more in response to the wage ordinance. One director talked about 

this,  

“So I actually started emailing several other directors when we were trying to plan what 
we were going to do … basically asking what they were going to do, right? And so 
pretty much all of them had like the same uneasy feeling that I did, like, oh, my God, 
there's really no way to do this other than to increase tuition. And so that's why I started 
calling other places to see if they had any other ideas, and pretty much, no. So 
everybody's sort of in the same boat. […] they were all pretty stressed out about it.”  

Some directors perceived their families to be accepting of the tuition increases, while others 

said it was affecting the types of families they were serving. One director described that they 

had maintained their enrollees despite tuition increases,  

“For the most part, they're accepting. There's some feedback that we get from parents 
[earning well above minimum wage] that they're not getting a five percent raise, they're 
not getting many raises because the … well the economy had been pretty stagnant, 
though it seems to be moving up now. We haven't lost anybody but I can tell it's a 
hardship for some people.”  

Another director described the types of families that were getting squeezed out of the system 

from tuition increases,  

“I just have to … there's a cause and effect for doing that. And I'm all for people making 
more money. But I just have to pass that cost down. And what it does, is it crowds out 
lower middle class people, which is essentially what I am. And that's a whole segment 
of our population that is just … can't afford housing, can't afford child care, they make 
too much to get any subsidies, not enough to get any help, and we're losing this whole 
segment of our population.”  
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Several center directors said they have had to reduce the number of enrolled families on the 

DSHS subsidy or knew of centers that had done this to reduce expenses. They explained how 

this change might also affect their staff who often need the DSHS slots for their own children,  

“We used to have 25 percent DSHS families, and now we have six [percent].[ . . . ] As 
they left, we didn't enroll more. Because a lot of our staff, too, get DSHS. So they get 
the first DSHS spots, of course, but a lot of our staff get DSHS for their own children.” 

Additional ways they offset the increasing wages included enrolling in the Seattle Preschool 

Program (a publicly funded preschool program, which subsidizes tuition for low-income 

families) to help guarantee income and tapping into new enrollee markets for extra income, 

such as families that need only part-time care.  

Several directors reported they would need to cut expenses in addition to raising tuition in 

order to maintain the same level and affordability of care. The most commonly mentioned 

expenses they would cut included specialists (e.g., music or dance instructors), supplies, 

professional development, and staff hours. A director described these potential cuts, 

“I mean I see the things that probably would end up going are things like specialists or 
things like professional development being cut back on, potentially supplies being cut 
back on. But probably I think tuition would go up more.”  

Another director described how she cut staff hours to compensate,  

“…in the last month I've had to have some of the people take an hour off their schedule. 
So instead of working eight hours, now they're working seven, […] but there was 
nothing else I could do.”  

Less frequently mentioned and less preferred ways to cut expenses included offering cheaper 

employee healthcare plans, reducing staff sick leave, and increasing child-teacher ratio. One 

interviewee described the increase in child-teacher ratio,  

“For example, in my one and two-year-old, I always just used to run on 10 kids and 
have three staff. But now I run on 12 because I have to do it for my budget. And that's 
stressful for people. And there's no … that's … money is the bottom line.”  

3.3.3. Staffing: Required child care ratios, retention, scheduling and staffing-related 

compensatory strategies to Seattle’s minimum wage ordinance  

A quarter of directors interviewed cited staffing (e.g., retention, scheduling) to be the most 

stressful aspect of their job. Directors described the minimum child-teacher ratios that are 

required for them to be licensed and as a key quality support both for children’s development 

and to reduce teacher burnout. At the same time, these minimum ratios constrain their options 

for responding to changes in labor wages. 

Many directors reported that they had low turnover in their core staff but that assistant teacher 

positions turned over frequently and that turnover overall had been worse in recent years. As 

one director said, “Historically, it's been pretty low, but recently it's been pretty high in my 

preschool class. People can't afford to live on what we pay them.” Directors greatly valued 

their staff and to improve retention many offered benefits and higher salaries when they 

could. One director talked about the education, health, and other benefits her center offered 

and did not offer,  
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“Education benefits. We pay for their classes and that type of thing. As well as we offer 
paid vacation time, sick time. We offer dental insurance and eye insurance for those that 
don't have it. We opted as a group not to go with healthcare because it was just less 
expensive to go through the Health Care Authority than for us to have a group policy 
because […] it was less expensive for them to use that route than to have to pay part of 
the premiums here.”  

Some directors also reported that staff scheduling stability was important because of the 

service they offered, while others tried to be as flexible as possible to support their staff. One 

director described the challenges with being flexible,  

“We try to be as flexible as we possibly can, but also in this profession you're kind of 
based off families and really not us. When you're in this profession, you've got to be 
dedicated to these families and be one that is flexible with your own life and your own 
schedule because we have to make sure that we're always staffed.”  

Another director explained how and why their center tried to be flexible,  

“We're very flexible. It's a scheduling nightmare, but it's worth it, in terms of what we 
get back on our investment in our employees. We see our employees as our biggest 
asset and so we invest in them. We allow people to work different schedules every 
quarter. That's why we have a lot of part-time float people so they can cover those times 
when our other employees are taking classes.” 

Directors expressed that staff appreciated the wage increase and that staff deserved to be paid 

more than they are currently paid, especially for the work they do. They acknowledged that 

most of their workers were not making livable wages and that many were living near poverty. 

However, they expressed concern about how their workers might feel about the identity shift 

implied by becoming “minimum wage workers.” This was anticipated to occur because 

workers making slightly above minimum wage prior to the law’s implementation, might not 

receive wage increases due to constraints on already limited child care budgets. An 

interviewee described this concern,  

“I mean I'm conflicted. I think that it's good that people who do this type of professional 
work have to make more money, right, or that the bottom wages are going up. […] 
people working early childhood work for 10 or 11 dollars an hour doesn't feel right or 
fair, but I do think that this work should be significantly above minimum wage and now 
it is more minimum wage work.”  

Many directors reported staff-related consequences to raising wages including wage 

compression, recruitment challenges, and training expectations. Directors commonly noted 

the unfairness in raising up the bottom-end of the pay scale while not also raising the top-end. 

They worried about how to compensate and retain their more experienced workers and one 

director described the negatives of wage compression,  

“….now you have all these new people, you've been working in this industry, you have 
your degree for 10, 15 years, and you're making $15 an hour, 15 to 18 dollars an hour, 
now these people that have no experience and no certification are able to come in and 
make the same amount. So for me, what I'm trying to do is as the minimum wage has 
been going up, I've been raising it for everyone…but I don't know how long I can keep 
doing that.”  
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Some directors noticed that it is harder to recruit quality applicants, which they said may be 

related to the fact that less taxing jobs, such as fast food, now pay the same wage they offer. A 

director described this recruitment challenge, 

“…increasingly, people can get jobs that are a lot less emotional, that are a lot less 
taxing for the same amount of money as we're able to offer. And so it's much harder for 
me to find staff who will do this job. Whereas if they could have like … if they were 
flipping burgers for $10 an hour and could work in child care for 13 or 14, then it would 
seem like a big difference. But if they could flip burgers for 13 or they could work in 
child care for 13, then flipping burgers I think is easier for people.” 

Many directors explained that as they paid higher wages per employee that they expected to 

hire higher trained staff at entry or that staff would need to have greater training or education 

to earn the additional wage.  . At the same time, they realized that the expectation of higher 

trained staff did not match the compensation they received, and one director described this 

tension,  

“ … The sad thing about that though is that with the minimum wage going up for 
everyone … and this is my concern about the workforce … why should I go back to 
school when I can go to Walmart or Target or any other place and make the same 
amount without having the debt that comes with going back to school?” 

4 Discussion 

This study examined how the Seattle child care sector was affected by the initial 

implementation of the local minimum wage ordinance. Studies of the minimum wage often 

focus on restaurants, neglecting the many other industries in which minimum wage or near-

minimum wage jobs are located. Our analysis of administrative data indicate that more than 

half of child care businesses in Seattle were affected as the policy increased to $13/hour and 

that the majority will be significantly impacted as the policy increases to $15/hour between 

2019 and 2021. Our survey data from child care employers found that the most common 

strategic response to higher minimum wages over time has been to raise prices or fees and to 

reduce hours or headcount. Survey data also corroborate evidence in administrative data that 

showed a slight downtick from 2015 to 2016 in the average number of employees per child 

care business and the mean payroll for child care businesses.  

Our analysis of interview data also supported and expanded on these quantitative findings. 

Specifically, we found employee wages and benefits comprised the majority of expenses and 

child tuition the majority of income, with only a few flexible expenses. Center directors 

valued their employees and offered what they could in lieu of higher wages (i.e., benefits, 

training, and flexible schedules). Interviewees felt that smaller centers and low-income 

families would be hardest hit by the ripple effects of the wage policy. Interview responses 

confirmed and expanded on the strategic responses reported in the survey data as well. Most 

center directors reported they would need a mix of strategies to increase income and reduce 

expenses. Increasing income via higher tuition rates was the most common strategy to cover 

higher costs, although center directors felt this was going to squeeze out low-income families 

who might transfer to unlicensed settings lacking standards of care. Centers commonly sought 

to reduce expenses by cutting specialists, supplies, staff training support, and staff hours. We 

found center directors less inclined to reduce staff benefits as a compensatory strategy. Some 

center directors worried about how the wage policy would impact staff wage compression and 

recruitment, especially now that more child care workers would become “minimum wage 
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workers,” making other minimum wage jobs with the same pay but lower education 

requirements more attractive. Additionally, many center directors described their greater 

expectations regarding training in order to justify the higher wages, even though the cost of 

additional training may be a financial burden for workers.  

4.1 Limitations 

There are some limitations to the current study. One is that study findings are limited to the 

City of Seattle and may not be generalizable to other cities with different cost of living indices 

or internationally. However, findings are corroborated by a similar study in New York State 

(Shdaimah, Palley, & Miller, 2018). Second, the analyses in this paper are descriptive and 

should not be interpreted as causal findings. Third, because the administrative data do not 

include self-employed or informal workers, our findings are limited to formal child care 

businesses. Home and family child care providers may face very different budget constraints, 

but still be affected by market-based changes in the wage distribution of child care workers 

and the price of care. Fourth, while the employer survey was a probability sample, those who 

agreed to participate may have differed from those who did not. Finally, the small sample of 

interviewee respondents was purposively selected to represent a range of child care center 

types and may not be representative of all child care businesses in the city.  

4.2 Implications and future research 

Low wages are a persistent feature of child care jobs and affect the quality of care provided to 

children in the U.S. While child care centers responded to the Seattle minimum wage policy 

by raising worker wages, our findings suggest that their other responses could, at least 

partially, offset those gains. Many centers increased tuition costs to families or reduced the 

number of publicly subsidized spots, resulting in higher care costs and reduced availability for 

families unable to pay full tuition. Other responses, including cutting staff hours or increasing 

child to worker ratios, benefit neither workers nor children. In addition, policy 

implementation posed challenges to child care center staffing including wage compression 

and recruitment and presented some negative consequences to the workers themselves (e.g., 

reductions in staff hours and training support and yet increased expectations of training 

levels).  

We believe there are many implications of this work for the field and practice of social work. 

First, local wage and workplace regulations appear to have important consequences for 

community-based nonprofits and human service providers (Seattle Minimum Wage Study, 

2017) which create both opportunities and challenges for program managers. More than just 

affecting bottom-line payroll, such laws can shape organizational structure, mission, and 

service delivery. Thus, as more and more local places enact workplace regulations to foster 

more just and equitable labor markets, there is a role for social workers to contribute to policy 

discussions and implementation. Moreover, local workplace regulations – like higher 

minimum wages – point to the need for social workers to have well-rounded training that 

includes key management and budget skills necessary to navigate increasingly complex 

policy and social contexts.  

These challenges underscore the need for a systems approach that addresses the heterogeneity 

of policy approaches for improving low wages (Schoeni & Russell Sage Foundation, 2008). 

In this case, a systems approach would consider the interactive nature and interdependence of 

external factors, such as the array of policies that support child care and the families enrolled 

in them, and internal factors, such as organizational constraints, to offset unintended negative 
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consequences. This may include finding dedicated public funding to upgrade the financial 

support to the child care system and to improve workforce compensation via a transparent and 

equitable set of guidelines that incentivizes higher quality of care. For example, in 2016, the 

City of Seattle raised the payment it offers to low-income families needing assistance paying 

for child care in response to the wage ordinance to help retain low-income families in licensed 

care (Seattle, 2016). Other groups, such as the UC Berkeley Center for the Study of Child 

Care Employment and the U.S. Committee for Economic Development, have called for 

greater investments tied to a major reorganization of the child care delivery system (i.e., care 

pathways available to children including center or family based, non-subsidized or subsidized, 

alternative payment, head start, state-funded preschools etc…) and a professionalization of the 

field (Dorfman, 2005; Whitebook et al., 2014). Future studies should consider comparing 

wage internationally and examining how governmental financial support might play in quality 

outcomes for children and teachers. Future research should focus on designing and testing a 

systems approach to improving child care worker wages and to gain a better understanding of 

how a more systematic approach might affect the quality of care for the children they serve. 
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