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Expanding access to the federal Child and Adult Care 

Food Program for immigrant family, friend and neighbor 

care providers in Colorado

Immigrant FFN caregivers help Colorado’s 

communities and economy thrive. 

Government, sponsors and nonprofits 

can collaborate to support more FFNs in 

accessing valuable benefits for providing 

healthy meals to children. 

Family, friend, and neighbor (FFN) caregivers are 
indispensable in the landscape of early child care in 
Colorado. According to Mile High United Way, more 
than half of children under the age of 5 in Colorado 
rely on FFN providers for care, underscoring their 
vital role. These caregivers face unique barriers in 
accessing the Child and Adult Care Food Program 
(CACFP), which has demonstrated an impact on 
improving child well-being, reducing obesity and 
addressing food insecurity by providing dietary 
guidance and helping cover food costs for child 
care providers and families. Unfortunately, many 
eligible child care homes and facilities in Colorado 
and nationally are not participating in this e�ective 
program. This report o�ers new qualitative research 
and insight directly from legally operating, license-
exempt FFN caregivers to inform how both the 

caregivers and the children they care for might be 
best served in the CACFP.

Immigrant FFN caregivers: unique assets and 

unique challenges

While FFN care is present in every community and 
every demographic in America, for many immigrant 
women in Colorado, FFN care o�ers a dual 
opportunity: earning an income while upholding 
cultural and familial responsibilities. These caregivers, 
grandmas, aunties and beloved friends are often 
the backbone of their communities, providing not 
only child care, but also stability and continuity for 
the families they serve. Child care, and FFN care in 
particular, is also crucial for maintaining a functional 
economy by enabling parents to participate in the 
workforce, reducing absenteeism, and by stimulating 
local business as families retain more of their income 
for essential needs like food and housing. 

Despite their importance, FFN caregivers have 
historically been under-recognized and inadequately 
supported within the larger child care ecosystem. 
This has resulted in significant economic instability 
for these caregivers, which results in more disruptions 
in care for families and fewer resources for children 

https://dkfoundation.org/
https://homegrownchildcare.org/
https://unitedwaydenver.org/family-friend-and-neighbor-care/
https://fns-prod.azureedge.us/sites/default/files/resource-files/SNACS-Summary-of-Findings.pdf
http://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(23)00354-9/fulltext
https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(23)00354-9/fulltext
https://coloradosun.com/2021/04/24/informal-caregivers-early-childhood-opinion/
https://coloradosun.com/2021/04/24/informal-caregivers-early-childhood-opinion/
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in care. Nationally, we know that FFN caregivers face 
significant economic hardship. These caregivers 
are often going hungry because they forgo food to 
ensure that the children in their care are well-fed. 
A study of Colorado FFN caregivers conducted 
by Early Milestones in 2021 revealed that food 
insecurity was a major concern for FFNcaregivers. 
This is unsurprising given that one in nine people 
(and one in seven children) face hunger in Colorado, 
according to 2022 data from Feeding America.

Federal food program supports healthy eating 

and stable care environments

The Child and Adult Care Food Program is a 50-year 
old federal entitlement program1 that reimburses 
child care and Head Start programs for healthy meals 
served to children while they are in care. CACFP 
is a federal program with a set of regulations that 
are implemented at the state level. In Colorado, 

1 An entitlement program is a government program that 
guarantees certain benefits to a particular group or segment of the 
population.

Who are FFN caregivers? 

For the purposes of this report, FFN caregivers 

are defined as family members and trusted 

friends who care for related and other children. 

They operate legally by serving too few children 

(four or fewer over the age of 2, or two or fewer 

under the age of 2 in Colorado) to require 

licensure. While a small number of FFNs who 

care for children that receive subsidies through 

the Colorado Child Care Assistance Program 
(CCCAP) are connected to the child care system 

as “Qualified Exempt” (QE) providers, most have 

no formal connection to this system, resulting in 

a lack of access to resources and support. 

sponsor organizations then contract with the State to 
administer the program and process reimbursement 
claims for providers. States create rules to implement 
the program and ensure that state agencies, sponsor 
organizations and providers who participate are in 
compliance with the federal regulations. The federal 
CACFP law does not di�erentiate between the 
types of home-based providers (licensed regulated 
family child care and licensed-exempt FFNs) that 
can participate in the program. Illinois, Oregon and 
Louisiana lead the nation in including FFN caregivers 
in their CACFP program. Colorado, however, 
chooses to allow only licensed regulated child care 
programs and—as of 2023—QE license exempt 
providers, to participate in their CACFP program, thus 
creating unequal access for FFN care providers and 
the children they serve.

As the data in this report and others show, care 
providers are feeding young children in their care 
even when parents cannot a�ord to send or pay 
for food. Home-based providers are some of the 
lowest compensated providers in the country, 
often earning half of what their center-based peers 
earn and sometimes going unpaid2 and relying on 
bartered goods and services instead. Given that FFNs 
earn on average less than $10,000 per year for their 
caregiving services, CACFP reimbursements, which 
could amount to approximately $600 per month 
(or $7,200 per year), represent a significant increase 
in income. The economic stability of care providers 
results in better care for kids, more dependable care 
options for families, and support for local economies 
when employees have reliable and consistent care 
for their children.

Supporting family, friend and neighbor 

caregivers in Colorado

FFN caregivers in Colorado have historically been 
isolated from the formal support systems that bolster 
the child care sector. This exclusion has limited 
their access to training, professional development, 
financial resources and federal and state resources, 

2 According to a 2021 United Way study, more than a third of 
FFNs in Colorado receive no monetary compensation for their 
work.

“The salary isn’t high, and now I have to 

also pay for food on the side. Because 

obviously I am never going to deny the 

children food.”   

—FFN caregiver in Durango

“Now that life is so expensive, I always 

try to make the food stretch further 

because if one child deserves food, so 

does the other; my children deserve it, 

and I deserve it. That is a big barrier.” 

—FFN caregiver in Greeley

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e7cf2f62c45da32f3c6065e/t/65118aade9f4834726079bcc/1695648429795/who-providing-for-providers%E2%80%93factsheet%E2%80%93sep2023.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e7cf2f62c45da32f3c6065e/t/65118aade9f4834726079bcc/1695648429795/who-providing-for-providers%E2%80%93factsheet%E2%80%93sep2023.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e7cf2f62c45da32f3c6065e/t/624f309010d33b6d1a8e4518/1649356944399/Facing+hunger+factsheet_April+2022+.pdf
https://earlymilestones.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/FFN-Report-Web.pdf
https://earlymilestones.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/FFN-Report-Web.pdf
https://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america/colorado
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp/why-cacfp-important
https://www.coloradoofficeofearlychildhood.com/oec/OEC_Providers?p=Providers&s=Legal-Exemption-from-Child-Care-Licensing&lang=#:~:text=A%20family%20care%20home%20where,other%20or%20to%20the%20caregiver
https://cdec.colorado.gov/for-families/colorado-child-care-assistance-program-for-families
https://cdec.colorado.gov/for-families/colorado-child-care-assistance-program-for-families
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2023-10/Executive%20Summary_Untapped%20Potential.pdf
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/opre/characteristics_of_home_based_early_care_and_education_toopre_032416.pdf
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1QCOyOq-d2CrCF1BNUGXBBh3GZdLqnK5W/edit#gid=1242510465
https://unitedwaydenver.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Family-Friend-and-Neighbor-Care-Study-with-Mile-High-United-Way.pdf
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including healthy food for the children and families 
that rely on their care. Over the years, various 
community-based nonprofits, parent groups, 
government agencies, elected o�cials, and food 
justice organizations have acknowledged the need 
to provide better support and resources to FFN 
caregivers. Thankfully, this has resulted in notable 
changes and tangible wins in Colorado. These 
include: 

• Passage of SB21-199 that enables immigrant care 
providers to become licensed without showing 
proof of citizenship status. 

• Passage of SB22-213 that allocates $7.5 million in 
funding for training, coaching and mini-grants to 
support quality in FFN care. 

• Initiatives like the Thriving Providers Project, 
implemented by Impact Charitable in partnership 
with Home Grown, have demonstrated the 
beneficial impact of direct cash payments to FFN 
caregivers and helped make the case for the recent 
passage of HB24-1312, which creates a $1,200 
refundable income tax credit for eligible child care 
workers, including FFN caregivers.

• In 2023, Colorado moved to allow QE FFN 
providers to participate in the CACFP program. 
However, there are only approximately 100 
QE providers in the state, and their eligibility is 
currently contingent on the parents’ decision to 
enroll in CCCAP.3

• HB 24-1223, passed this year, will resource a 
research initiative to address whether “decoupling” 
(separating eligibility of one to the other) CACFP 
from CCCAP will improve access to the CACFP 
program for FFNs. This report will add to other 
research, including our qualitative study, to 
increase understanding of the challenges and 
barriers that immigrant FFN providers may face in 
accessing the CACFP program.

3 This may change in the future. HB24-1223 states: “Starting July 
1, 2025, the department shall create a pilot program for unlicensed 
providers to seek license-exempt status and establishment as an 
eligible CCCAP provider separate and distinct from the parent-
initiated process.”

National organizations like Home Grown and the 
CACFP Roundtable, along with local organizations 
such as the Donnell-Kay Foundation, Nourish 
Colorado, the Good Food Collective, Colorado 
Food Cluster, and Healthier Colorado, have been 
working specifically to address the food access 
challenges FFN providers face. While gains have 
been made to improve food access, significant work 
remains to implement this vision. 

The shift to allow QE providers to participate in 
CACFP signals a recognition by the State that 
FFN caregivers can benefit from the program. 
We commend the State for this action, and also 
recognize that additional research, learning and 
policy action are needed to ensure that a greater 
number of FFN providers can be well-served in 
CACFP and more young children can receive the 
nutrition they need to optimize their development 
and health.

“Providers need so much support 

because they are providing food from 

their refrigerators to the children they 

take care of.”   

—FFN caregiver in Greeley

https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb21-199
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb22-213
https://thrivingproviders.org/
https://impactcharitable.org/
https://homegrownchildcare.org/
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1312
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1223
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1223
https://homegrownchildcare.org/
https://www.cacfproundtable.org/
https://dkfoundation.org/
https://nourishcolorado.org/
https://nourishcolorado.org/
https://www.goodfoodcollective.org/
https://www.coloradofoodcluster.com/
https://www.coloradofoodcluster.com/
https://healthiercolorado.org/
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Qualitative Study of Colorado Immigrant FFN Providers

Findings

Given the broad diversity of FFN caregivers, this 
report does not claim to account for the needs 
and experiences of all FFN caregivers. As a group, 
immigrant FFN caregivers face numerous challenges 
including language, education and cultural barriers, as 
well as significant socioeconomic disadvantages. By 
focusing on recommendations to support this high-
needs group, we are confident that FFN caregivers 
from di�erent backgrounds will also benefit. 

Without exception, the FFN caregivers we 
interviewed cited the rising cost of food as a major 
challenge. Still, each of them feeds the children in 
their care with high-quality, homemade, healthy 
meals. To do this, they pay for at least some of the 
food they provide the children out of their own 
pockets, underscoring the need for the financial 
bu�er that CACFP benefits provide. 

Through our conversations, it became clear that 
many FFN caregivers would be either not willing 
or not able to access CACFP benefits. Barriers to 
participation include:

• Fears that participating in a federal program 
would put them or their family members at risk of 
deportation were strong among undocumented 
immigrants and those in mixed-status households.  
 

“It is very di�cult to overcome that fear, the trauma 

of being immigrants. When you carry that fear, you 

don’t di�erentiate who is yes and who is no.”  

—FFN caregiver in Durango

“There are many people who limit themselves out 

of fear of having problems with the government 

and not being able to fix them in the future.”  

—FFN caregiver in La Salle

• Some felt that CACFP reimbursement levels did 
not justify the amount of work that it would take 
to meet requirements. 

“Sometimes people say I will become crazy with 

the children, but I really enjoy the children. It’s one 

of my biggest dreams to work with children. But it’s 

really hard for me to fill out the forms and things 

like that.” —FFN caregiver in Denver

• Some FFN caregivers and the families they serve 
rely on a flexible care schedule and informal 
arrangements that are incompatible with the 
record-keeping requirements of CACFP. 

“It’s just that, look, how do I explain it to you? 

When there are classes, I take care of this girl. 

When there’s no school, I take care of the other 

girl.” —FFN caregiver in Durango

• Low levels of education, lack of access to 
technology and other types of systemic 
disenfranchisement create insurmountable 
barriers for several of the FFNs we interviewed.

“No, I don’t have a bank account. As I say, well, I 

don’t earn much. And, well, people pay me cash.” 

—FFN caregiver in Durango

• Lack of su�cient culturally aligned technical 
support. 

“By forming a small group, we could support each 

other to get rid of fear. I have knowledge and have 

gone through many courses—I almost finished 

my license and am oriented—and yet it is scary. 

It would be nice if there were more technical 

support, especially if the courses were in my 

language.” —FFN caregiver in Thornton

For those FFNs who are not currently and may 
never be ready to participate in CACFP, we urge 
state agencies and local nonprofits to do focused 
outreach to connect these care providers to other 
existing resources, especially food benefits and the 
Colorado care worker tax credit.

Methods

In order to understand the unique needs of 
immigrant FFN caregivers in Colorado, we engaged 
directly with 15 caregivers to learn more about their 
experiences and solicit their insights. The women 
we interviewed were reached through existing FFN 
support networks in urban/suburban parts of the 
state (Denver, Lakewood, Thornton, Englewood, 
Arvada, Aurora, Fort Collins, Loveland, Greeley, 
Evans, La Salle and Durango). We conducted 
in-depth interviews via Zoom in the preferred 
language of the caregiver, either directly (in Spanish) 
or through a translator (in Farsi and Arabic). One 
interview was conducted in English. Conversation 
topics were designed to uncover the barriers these 
caregivers might face in accessing CACFP benefits, 
and the emotional, cultural and circumstantial 
challenges that a�ect their lives in general. 

15
empathy 

interviews

4
languages 

spoken

12
communities 

represented
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Even the most educated and eager FFN caregivers 
would likely experience a steep learning curve in 
meeting CACFP requirements. Still, this research 
shows that there are emerging strengths to build on 
within the immigrant FFN caregiver community that 
lead us to believe that it is possible to expand access 
to CACFP to more FFN caregivers:

• Many FFN caregivers aspire to formalize their 
businesses and are motivated to access resources. 
They are willing to develop the skills and 
implement the practices necessary for meeting 
CACFP requirements.

• FFN providers are creating strong peer-to-peer 
networks to support each other in developing skills 
and accessing resources.

• A growing ecosystem of FFN caregiver support 
organizations is eager to build on momentum from 
recent successes.

Recommendations

The following recommendations are based on 
the findings from our interviews and supported by 
desktop research to contextualize the realities and 
experiences of FFN caregivers within existing policy 
and operational constraints. Even from our small 

convenience sample of immigrant care providers, it is 
clear that FFNs are a diverse group with a wide range 
of experience, attitudes, priorities and ambitions. 
There is no one-size-fits-all solution for supporting 
these care providers in accessing CACFP benefits. 
Rather, a systemic approach is needed to align 
government agencies, sponsor organizations and FFN 
caregiver support organizations around the creation 
of viable pathways for FFN caregivers s to apply for 
and succeed in CACFP. 

Recommendations fall into four categories: 
opportunities for policy improvements that will 
enable broader FFN participation in CACFP, ideas 
for how the state can o�er increased support 
to sponsor organizations to engage with new 
clients, suggestions for current and future sponsor 
organizations to expand their operations to 
better meet the unique needs of immigrant FFN 
caregivers, and ways that philanthropy and nonprofit 
organizations can support these e�orts. 

State policy opportunities: CACFP eligibility and 

requirements

1. Enact the simplest requirements for FFN CACFP 
eligibility and compliance to maximize the 
number of children benefiting from the program. 

2. Limit background checks to the caregiver only, 
rather than requiring background checks on all 
adults 18+ living in the household.

3. Decoupling CACFP eligibility from CCCAP 
participation o�ers an opportunity to include 
greater numbers of more diverse providers. 
Decoupling enables providers to participate in the 
program without relying on parent interest and 
willingness to participate in CCCAP. Immigrant 
parent fears and unclear information regarding 
child data requirements and tracking in CCCAP 
may discourage family participation in the 
program. This should not limit providers from 
participating in CACFP. The care worker tax credit 
(enacted via HB24-1312) verification process 
via the Professional Development Information 
System (PDIS) registry can be used as an 
alternative pathway for CACFP eligibility.

Provider profile: Ready for CACFP

Based on these findings, 

we believe that it will be 

most e�ective to focus 

initially on increasing 

access to CACFP for 

immigrant FFN caregivers 

with the following 

characteristics:

 9 Documented immigrants who have no 

concerns about their immigration status, or 

undocumented immigrants who are open to 

reassurance that CACFP participation will not 

put them at risk

 9 High level of education (high school or beyond)

 9 Has experience navigating administrative systems

 9 Aspires to formalize her child care business

 9 Has already taken child care courses

 9 Above-average comfort with technology

 9 Openness to support, coaching and learning

 9 Involvement with FFN caregiver support 

organizations or peer-to-peer networks

“If we could make a recommendation 

it is to have access to a person who has 

the knowledge, who can guide you, 

who has the patience, who has the time 

and above all in your language, right?”   

—FFN caregiver in Loveland

https://www.coloradoshinespdis.com/s/pdislogin?language=en_US
https://www.coloradoshinespdis.com/s/pdislogin?language=en_US
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State policy opportunities: Sponsor support

1. Invest in the creation of a coordinated service 
model that includes sponsor agencies and FFN 
caregiver support organizations to address the 
multiple specific needs of FFN caregivers.

2. Leverage existing policy and resource 
opportunities to better engage and serve FFN 
caregivers. For example, funds allocated from 
SB22-213 for FFN caregiver training and coaching 
can resource sponsors to o�er CACFP-required 
training to FFN caregivers. 

3. Provide financial support to sponsors to train 
and on-board FFNs caregivers. Current CACFP 
administrative fees are only earned when sponsors 
successfully claim meals/snacks. The time and 
resources required to recruit, enroll and train 
caregivers is not reimbursed via CACFP.

4. Fund translation services and interpretation 
hotline access to ensure all materials, training and 
ongoing support is in primary languages, including 
the online claiming system. 

5. Develop and maintain a referral resource tool for 
sponsors who encounter child care quality issues 
during monitoring visits. Reinforce the limited 
role of CACFP monitors in assessing child care 
quality and ensure all monitors have processes to 
report licensing concerns (illegal operations, ratio 
violations or serious safety issues) and to act in 
accordance with their role as mandatory reporters. 

6. Provide sponsor organizations clear guidance 
and resource materials regarding state and 
federal immigration law and “public charge” 
concerns as they apply to providers accessing 
CACFP.

Conclusion

There is a clear benefit for Colorado’s families, 
communities and economy for expanding CACFP 
eligibility to all FFN care providers. Based on 
this research, FFN caregivers face numerous and 
significant barriers that will make it di�cult for them 
to receive CACFP benefits. At the same time, many 
FFN caregivers are eager for more training and 
are motivated to formalize their businesses. These 
FFN caregivers are likely to succeed in CACFP, and 
will need accessible pathways from regulators and 
tailored support in their primary language from 
current and future sponsor organizations.

The range of educational, economic and cultural 
backgrounds for FFN caregivers makes it impossible to 
rely on a uniform approach. In order to meet various 
FFN caregiver needs and leverage the power of FFN 
caregiver communities to learn together and support 
each other, the state should invest in a coordinated 
service model that connects sponsor organizations 
with other FFN caregiver support organizations to 
meet a broader range of FFN caregivers. We see a 
great opportunity for cross-sector collaboration 
to both develop tools to help sponsors e�ectively 
engage with a new population of caregivers and 
build communities of support around FFN caregivers.

This report was authored by Adrienne Leverette (Placeship) with contributions from: Natalie Renew and Joyceline Felix (Home Grown); Miguel In Suk Lovato 

and Taber Ward (Donnell Kay Foundation). We appreciate the thoughtful review of this report by: Sandra Hoyt Stenmark M.D., FAAP (University of Colorado 

Anschutz Medical Campus); Geri Henchy (Home Grown); Tom Browning (Illinois Action for Children); Jack Becker and Kristen Collins (Colorado Food Cluster).

Recommendations for sponsor organizations

1. Work directly with immigrant FFN caregiver 
representatives to create simple and accessible 
materials and processes.

2. Hire peer mentors who are culturally competent 
(including knowledge of traditional foods) and 
fluent in primary languages to do monitoring.

3. Collaborate with FFN caregiver support 
organizations to build trust in the FFN caregiver 
community and increase access to other 
resources.

4. Collaborate with FFN caregiver support 
organizations to facilitate cohorts of FFN 
caregivers who can support each other in 
learning and meeting CACFP requirements.

5. Explore alternative food delivery models such 
as vended meals to make it easier for FFN 
caregivers to meet meal pattern and nutritional 
requirements.

Recommendations for philanthropic and nonprofit 

organizations

1. Fund barrier reduction strategies such as 
resource hubs and navigator support.

2. Collaborate with sponsors to meet FFN 
caregivers where they are and o�er a range of 
resources to build skills needed to succeed in 
CACFP.

3. Provide seed funding to sponsors to initiate 
tailored outreach, orientations and onboarding 
for FFN providers.

https://www.myfoodprogram.com/

