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The Bell Policy Center is pleased to release our Guide to Economic Mobility in Colorado. 
We hope it offers a comprehensive look at the barriers and opportunities communities 
face as we work to ensure economic mobility for every Coloradan.  

After a year of conversations across the state and intensive research, it’s clear to us that 
despite Colorado’s overarching economic growth, too many Coloradans are not feeling 
the benefits of our state’s exceptional prosperity. Many of our fellow citizens feel stuck and 
see the American Dream as elusive. Even still, there is pride in and optimism about the 
Colorado way of life. 

This guide explores how the forces of shifting demographics, economic inequality, 
shrinking public investments, and technological change make economic mobility a steep 
uphill climb. Despite the challenges these forces present, we continue to believe 
successful use of policy levers in areas like education, health, housing, and labor and 
employment law can make that climb easier. Throughout this guide, we take measure of 
how we use those levers and offer ideas for how we can do better. 

Our hope is the information, analysis, and recommendations offered here fuel a robust 
conversation about economic mobility in Colorado. We recognize there will be diverse 
perspectives on this information and welcome an open dialogue to discuss them. 

The Bell Policy Center believes it’s within our power to raise the economic floor, build a 
diverse and thriving middle class, and embrace innovation in Colorado. To do that, we 
need the facts and ideas for how to change our trajectory. We’re confident this guide 
provides just that.

Introduction
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Forces  

Colorado is growing older and more diverse. 
Notably, Hispanics will comprise one-third of 
Colorado’s population by 2050, but will make 
up more than 60 percent of new entrants to 
the workforce by that time. This underscores 
the importance of closing equity gaps today. 

Colorado’s overall economic recovery stands 
out, but gains have been uneven throughout 
the state. Distressed communities persist both 
in rural and metro areas and Colorado is 
adding more low-wage jobs than any other. 
When adjusted for inflation, average weekly 
wages have only risen $33 since 2000. 

Colorado families are hit particularly hard by 
the impact of low investment in public 
programs. At 3.7 percent, Colorado is investing 
a historically low percentage of its economy in 
services funded through the state’s General 
Fund. 

As automation puts Colorado at a critical 
juncture over the next two decades, 477,000 
Colorado workers are likely to be affected by 
changes in technology. Most of these are 
workers in low-skill, low-wage jobs.  

Levers  

High-quality early childhood education has 
become cost prohibitive for many families. The 
Colorado Preschool Program (CPP), which was 
designed to subsidize costs for low-income 
families, is only serving 20 percent of Colorado’s 
3- and 4-year-olds.

Our changing workforce necessitates greater 
attention to postsecondary education. More 
must be done to further educate the 9 percent 
of Coloradans who haven’t completed a high 
school diploma or its equivalent, but we also 
need new approaches to meet the needs of 
the more than 30 percent of undergraduates 
aged 25 and older in our postsecondary system 
in an affordable way. Colorado’s outstanding 
student loan debt now totals $24.75 billion, 

and the state’s for-profit students face even 
higher average debt than other students.

Combined two-generation approaches to 
early childhood and postsecondary challenges 
show enormous potential for cost-effective 
ways to improve outcomes. 

A historic number of Coloradans now have 
health insurance — at 6.5 percent, Colorado’s 
uninsured rate is down significantly from the 
18 percent it was 10 years ago, but crucial 
pressure points still exist. A new study of 23 
states finds Coloradans spend the most on 
out-of-pocket costs.

Lack of affordable housing is a top concern for 
Coloradans. A household must make $21.97 to 
afford rent and utilities in Colorado, but the 
average renter wage is only $17.13. Nearly half of 
all Colorado renters are cost burdened, with an 
additional 24 percent severely cost burdened.

In the workplace, updating wage, benefits, 
and worker protection practices would have 
positive implications for our state. Gender pay 
equity could mean the state’s poverty rate 
from 5.6 percent to 2.8 percent. Implementing 
the Obama administration’s proposed 
overtime eligibility changes would benefit 
248,000 salaried Coloradans, especially female, 
black, and Hispanic workers. 

Child care poses a huge challenge for working 
parents, as 64 percent of Colorado children 
under the age of six live in a home where all 
primary caregivers work, but Colorado’s Child 
Care Assistance Program (CCCAP) only serves 
13 percent of eligible families. 

Colorado risks future public funding liabilities if 
it doesn’t address the high costs of long-term 
care, the lack of options to save for this 
expense, and retirement savings in the state. 
Care for seniors is among the biggest cost 
drivers in Medicaid and is projected to grow, 
and half of Coloradans don’t have access to 
retirement plans at work.

Guide to Mobility: Key Takeaways
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Forces
As many fight to enter or remain in today’s shrinking middle class, the road to opportunity is 
littered with hurdles hardworking Americans are expected to clear with varying levels of 
assistance. These are exacerbated by what the the Bell Policy Center identifies as “forces.” 

This guide provides insight on some of the specific forces impeding Coloradans’ ability to get 
ahead and stay ahead. The examination of these forces offers the necessary lens to 
understand where we are and how we got here, but also sheds light on the unfair challenges 
Coloradans face due to outdated practices that can be solved with progressive and inclusive 
policymaking.

Demographics:
A Changing Colorado

Colorado’s changing demographics have 
far-reaching implications for our state’s 
economic growth. A key indicator in 
determining prosperity and need across the 
state, demographics help us understand 
demands for housing, transportation, schools, 
and other public services. Because 
demographics affect so much of how Colorado 
operates, it’s imperative to recognize how 
these elements play into the vision of 
economic opportunity. 

Population Growth  

Overall, Colorado is growing faster than most 
states — it was the eighth fastest state in 
absolute population growth in 2016 — but our 
population is increasing more slowly than it 
has in the past. In recent years, Colorado has 
seen a 1.6 percent annual uptick in population, 
nearly half the 3 percent annual growth in the 
1990s. Still, Colorado’s population is projected 
to grow from 5.6 million people in 2017 to 8.7 
million in 2050, driven overwhelmingly by 
newcomers moving to the state.
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Expected	Population	Growth

Source:	Colorado	Demography	Office,	Population	Estimates	2010-2015,	2015-2020	

Between 2010 and 2015, Colorado’s population 
grew by about 400,000, almost all of whom 
settled along the Front Range. Although the 
rate of net in-migration slowed in 2016, another 
460,000 people are expected in Colorado by 
2020, most of them headed to the Front 
Range. 

Expected Population Growth
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Counties with population loss Counties with population gain No data

Moffat
-6.7%

Rio Blanco
-1.3%

Montrose
-1%

Delta
-3%

Dolores
-4.3%

Hinsdale
-9%

Conejos
-2.5%

Rio Grande
-4.9%

Saguache
-0.8%

Fremont
-0.4%

Teller
0%

Huerfano
-3%

Jackson
-2.5%
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-1.3%

Kit Carson
-0.6%

Cheyenne
-0.2%

Kiowa
-0.2%

Prowers
-5%
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-10.1%Otero

-3%
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Las Animas
-8.7%

Baca
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10.4%

Arapahoe 9.4%

Jefferson
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Douglas
12.2%

Phillips
-3.5%

Broomfield
15.2%

Denver
12.5%

Front Range Population Growing, Rural Shrinking
Percent Population Change in Colorado Counties with Largest Population Losses and Gains

Outside of the Front Range, the population in 
25 counties declined between 2010 and 2015. 
With more people moving out than in and 
deaths outnumbering births, these counties 
will struggle to sustain their population over 
the long run.

Growing and declining populations both have 
attributes that may encourage or discourage 
economic growth. Growing areas spin off lots 
of economic opportunities that attract people, 
which means greater demand for housing, 
transportation, and other resources. If supply 
does not or cannot keep pace, these areas 
become congested, expensive, and less 
attractive. 

While stagnant and declining areas have fewer 
jobs and economic opportunities, they often 
have lower living costs and are less crowded, 
which can be enticing and spur growth. Since 
Colorado has several communities that are 
growing while others are declining, helping the 
latter prosper from statewide growth is 
important to promoting economic 
opportunities throughout Colorado. 

One of the critical resources needed to 
generate growth in rural parts of Colorado is 
broadband internet access. While many rural 
towns located along major highways have 
broadband access, almost one-quarter of rural 
residents don’t, including many living in large 
portions of the Eastern Plains and mountains. 
The lack of high-speed internet affects how 

Source:  Colorado Demography Office, Colorado Population Estimates by County, 2010-2016 

https://apps.larimer.org/tencounty/conference/2015/Changing_Demographics_Elizabeth_Garner.pdf
http://www.denverpost.com/2017/09/08/rural-colorado-broadband-gaps/
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schools, hospitals, and businesses operate and 
can make a difference in an area’s growth. The 
Bell met with members from several Colorado 
communities during the summer of 2017, and 
those on the Western Slope and in 
northwestern Colorado shared the importance 
of broadband access. The Governor’s Office of 
Information Technology is leading the efforts 
to increase coverage and capacity of 
broadband throughout Colorado, including 
mapping the availability of service and 
pursuing strategies to expand access. Ensuring 
all parts of Colorado have access to broadband 
is one strategy to help all communities benefit 
from Colorado’s economic growth. 

Colorado Is Getting Older 

Historically, Colorado has had a relatively low 
share of residents 65 and older; in 2015, 
Colorado was the 13th youngest state in the 
nation with a median age of 36.5.

During the same time, Colorado’s growth rate 
in the 65-and-over and 85-and-over population 
was the third and 15th fastest in the country, 
respectively. This is largely due to the number 
of baby boomers (born between 1946 and 1964) 
in the state. 

Baby boomers account for 1 out of every 4 
Coloradans and as they get older, so too does 
our overall population. Soon, our “young state” 
will be similar in age to the rest of the nation. 
As this happens, economic output throughout 
the state will be affected. 

Coloradans Over 65 Expected 
to Increase Dramatically

Four out of every 10 workers in Colorado are 
baby boomers and as they retire, our workforce 
will undergo a major transformation.

Approximately 1 million workers are projected 
to age out of the workforce by 2030, with most 
expected to leave between 2020 and 2030. 
Education, health, utilities, mining, and 
government are industries with a larger 
number of older workers and will rely on 
replacing retiring workers; this will open the 
door for new workers to find their place in 
Colorado’s workforce.

In addition, senior spending on health care 
and other services is projected to drive an 
almost 70 percent increase in jobs such as 
personal care aides, retail sales persons, and 
registered nurses over the coming decade.

If there are not enough new workers with the 
appropriate skills to fill the jobs vacated by 
retiring employees, Colorado runs the risk of 
constraining economic growth. Further 
limitation may come from the decline in 
incomes as Coloradans retire and live on 
pensions and savings. 

With less spending from households headed 
by 65-and-older Coloradans comes reduced 
overall demand and slower economic growth. 
The drop in income and overall household 
expenditures also puts downward pressure on 
state tax revenues: The Colorado Futures 
Center projects state income taxes and state 
sales taxes will grow at a slower rate due to the 
aging of Colorado’s population.

When combined with the greater demand 
seniors place on public services such as health 
care, long-term care, income support, and 
property tax rebates, there will likely be a 
smaller share of public resources available in 
the future to be spent on services promoting 
opportunity, such as higher education, K-12 
education, preschool, child care, housing, 
health care, and transportation.

A More Diverse Colorado 

The number and share of racial and ethnic 
minorities in Colorado are projected to 
increase over the next two decades, growing 
from 1.8 million in 2017 to 4.0 million in 2050. 

http://broadband.co.gov/
http://broadband.co.gov/
https://demography.dola.colorado.gov/demography/publications-and-presentations/#annual-demography-summit-2017
https://demography.dola.colorado.gov/demography/publications-and-presentations/#annual-demography-summit-2017
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/SAPGA-Nov-2016-Strategic-Plan.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/SAPGA-Nov-2016-Strategic-Plan.pdf
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Racial and ethnic minorities are predicted to 
comprise about 46 percent of Colorado’s 
population in 2050, compared to about 30 
percent in 2015. Hispanics will comprise the 
largest share of Colorado’s racial and ethnic 
minority population — over one-third — by 
2050.

Colorado’s minority population tends to be 
younger and Hispanics will comprise over 60 
percent of the growth in our working-age 
population between 2017 and 2020 and each 
decade through 2050. However, minorities in 
Colorado currently face numerous barriers to 
economic mobility. 

For example, they currently have lower 
incomes, higher poverty rates, higher 
unemployment rates, less assets, lower 
educational attainment levels, more at-risk 
students, lower homeownership rates, and 
poorer health outcomes than the majority 
white population. We must address current 
gaps in educational and skills attainment if we 
want to ensure qualified workers fill the jobs of 
the future and find opportunity themselves. 

To effectively address these challenges, 
Colorado must confront these disparities.

Source: Population of Colorado’s Racial and Ethnic Groups, 2000-2050, 
Colorado Demography Office, 2016 

Sources: American Community Survey, 2016 1-year Estimates for Median 
Family Income; 2011-2015 5-year Estimates for Poverty Rate and 

Educational Attainment; Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population 
Survey, 2016 Annual Average Unemployment Rates; 2016 Survey of 

Consumer Finances, Federal Reserve Board
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Colorado’s Economy: 
Strong Yet Uneven

In recent years, Colorado’s economy has been 
strong, growing faster than the national 
economy and that of most other states. In 
August 2017, our state had the second lowest 
unemployment rate in the nation at 2.4 
percent, near its lowest level on record. 
Unemployment is projected to remain at 3 
percent or less in 2018 and 2019.   

Colorado created 217,000 net new jobs 
between 2014 and 2016 — that’s about 70,000 
per year on average. The expectation is to add 
another 50,000 jobs each year from 2017 
through 2019.

But a tight labor market and lack of qualified 
workers have analysts believing economic 
growth is being held back. They argue 
Colorado needs more workers; these could be 
older Coloradans foregoing retirement, new 
people moving to the state, or simply an 
increase in the number of people joining the 
workforce.    

As many economists predicted, these 
conditions are beginning to put pressure on 
employers to increase wages. In October 2017, 
average wages in Colorado increased year-
over-year by 2.7 percent or $0.73 per hour. 
However, the pace of wage growth has been 
much slower than in the recovery periods from 
past recessions. 

When adjusting for inflation, average 
weekly wages have been essentially 
flat since 2000: They’ve only increased 
$33, or a little over 3 percent, since 
2000. 

The total personal income in the state, which is 
an overall measure of the size of Colorado’s 
economy, grew at an average rate of 5.4 
percent each year between 2014 and 2016. This 
amount is projected to grow between 5 
percent and 6 percent between 2017 and 2019.

The Leeds Business Confidence Index shows 
businesses’ expectations for future growth 
remain positive. The September 2017 state 
leading index published by the Federal Reserve 
Bank of Philadelphia projects Colorado’s 
economy will continue to expand into the first 
quarter of 2018, and the Colorado Secretary of 
State reports the number of new business 
entities increased by 5.1 percent in the third 
quarter of 2017 over the same period last year.

http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/sept2017forecast.pdf
https://www.colmigateway.com/admin/gsipub/htmlarea/uploads/Oct17pr.pdf
http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/sept2017forecast.pdf
https://www.colorado.edu/business/sites/default/files/attached-files/lbci_q3_2017.pdf
https://www.philadelphiafed.org/-/media/research-and-data/regional-economy/indexes/leading/2017/leadingindexes0917.pdf?la=en
https://www.philadelphiafed.org/-/media/research-and-data/regional-economy/indexes/leading/2017/leadingindexes0917.pdf?la=en
http://www.sos.state.co.us/pubs/business/quarterlyReports/2017-Q3.pdf
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Uneven Growth Throughout the 
State   

The unemployment rate in every Colorado 
metro area is lower than the national average, 
as well as lower than it was in 2016. The same 
holds true for year-over-year growth in the 
number of jobs for each metro area except 
Grand Junction, as illustrated in the graphic to 
the right. 

Colorado was recently ranked as one of the top 
five states in the nation based on its low share 
of “distressed communities.” Produced by 
the Economic Innovation Group, the ranking 
says 45 percent of Coloradans — that’s 2.7 
million people — live in “prosperous 
communities,” but some parts of the state 
aren’t faring as well. In compiling its distressed 
community rankings, EIG examines seven 
factors:  

•	 Population over 25 without a high school
	 diploma  

•	 Amount of vacant housing   
•	 Prime age population (25-64) not working  
•	 Poverty rate  
•	 Community’s median income compared to 

	 the state’s median income  
•	 Change in jobs between 2011-2015  
•	 Change in the number of businesses 

	 between 2011-2015    

Although Colorado ranks low on these 
measures as a state, 11 counties in south and 
southeastern Colorado are listed as “distressed 
communities” due to high poverty rates, many 
vacant houses, low median incomes, and a loss 
of jobs and businesses.    

Most Distressed Counties in Colorado

Bent
Distressed	Rating:	99.2

Population:	5,895
Median	Income:	$36,802

Crowley
Distressed	Rating:	99.6

Population:	5,551
Median	Income:	$31,164

No	High	School	DiplomaPoverty	Rate Adults	Not	Working

Huerfano
Distressed	Rating:	96.0

Population:	6,502
Median	Income:	$31,709

Otero
Distressed	Rating:	95.7

Population:	18,572
Median	Income:	$32,316

Costilla
Distressed	Rating:	94.9

Population:	3,581
Median	Income:	$31,346

Source:	Economic	Innovation	Group,	Distressed	Communities	Report
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Unemployment	&	Job	Growth	Across	Colorado

Source:	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics,	civilian	labor	force/unemployment
by	state/metro	area,	not	seasonally	adjusted,	September	2017

Source: EIG Distressed Communities Report

The five counties with the highest distressed 
ratings are illustrated in the graphic below.

http://eig.org/dci
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Prosperous	Counties	Still	Have	
Distressed	Communities

Poverty	Rate									No	H.S.	Diploma									Adults	Not	Working

Beyond regional differences, some Coloradans 
are more likely to experience unemployment 
than others. Despite Colorado’s low 
unemployment rate in 2016, women and 
people of color experienced unemployment 
rates about one-third higher than those of 
men and white Coloradans. When looking at 
unemployment by age, teenagers have the 
highest unemployment rate by far, while older 
Coloradans see a substantial drop. This is 
largely due to retirement and workforce exits, 
so these Coloradans are not counted in 
unemployment statistics.   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Source:	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics	Current	Population	Survey,	

Employment	Status	of	Civilian	Non-Institutional	Population,	2016	

Annual	Averages.	Percentages	are	out	of	population	referenced.

But it’s not just rural areas — even 
communities in metro Denver are facing 
economic distress. For example, the section of 
north and northeast Aurora comprising the 
80010 zip code is considered distressed, even 
though Arapahoe County and Denver County 
are categorized as prosperous.  
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Three of these industry sectors pay average 
wages below 200 percent of the federal 
poverty level (FPL) for a family of four, an 
amount many analysts use as a rule of thumb 
for family-supporting wages. Two other 
industries — health care and social assistance 
and construction — pay average wages barely 
above 200 percent of FPL. However, the 
average wages in the accommodations and 
food services industry are below the amount 
needed to keep a family of four out of poverty. 
Only the professional, scientific, and technical 
services industry pays average wages high 
enough to support the needs of most families. 
 

Compared to other states, Colorado has 
historically had a smaller share of residents 
working in low-wage jobs, but during 2016, 
almost 1 in 4 workers — 500,000 Coloradans — 
worked in an occupation with median wages 
unable to keep a family of four out of poverty. 
Unfortunately, the share of workers in these 
low-paying jobs has grown by 69 percent since 
2004, when about 1 out of 8 Coloradans 
worked in these low-wage jobs. In 2016, about 3 
of every 5 workers — 1.4 million Coloradans — 
worked in an occupation with median wages 
less than 200 percent FPL for a family of four. 
This rate has stayed nearly constant since 2004. 
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Two-thirds	of	projected	new	jobs	through	2026	will	be	in	all	
of	these	industries,	except	for	the	other	services	industry.

Source:	Colorado-Based	Business	and	Economic	Research,	Colorado	

Department	of	Labor	and	Employment

Most	New	Jobs	Will	Be	in	Low-Wage	Industries

Growth in Low-Wage Sectors   

About two-thirds of all new Colorado jobs 
projected to be created in 2017 are found in five 
industries:  
• Health care and social assistance 
• Accommodations and food services 
• Retail trade 
• Professional, scientific, and technical services
• Other services (except public administration) 

About 6 out of 10 new jobs projected to be 
created in Colorado through 2026 will occur in 
six industries — the first four listed above plus 
two others: 
• Construction 
• Education services 

Low-paying jobs in these industries include 
waiters and waitresses, cashiers, home health 
aides, personal care aides, child care workers, 
stock clerks, teacher’s aides, construction 
laborers, and hairstylists.   

Most New Jobs Will Be in Low-Wage Industries

Many	Colorado	Workers	Are	In	Low-Wage	Jobs

Source:	Bell	analysis	of	data	from	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics,	

Occupational	Employment	Statistics	
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Joseph Zimmerman, a graduate student at the 
University of Colorado at Denver, analyzed the 
changes in average income, living costs, and 
net income for various types of low- and 
middle-income families across Colorado 
between 2001 and 2015. He found, when 
adjusted for inflation, families with higher 
incomes — defined as double their county’s 
median — saw their incomes grow faster than 
costs over this period. However, families with 
lower incomes — defined as equal to their 
county’s median — saw their average costs 
grow faster than their incomes.

Despite Booming Economy, 
Inequality Persists 

One of the major forces affecting the future of 
opportunity in Colorado is economic inequality, 
including both income and wealth inequality. 
While these two measures are deeply 
interrelated, they are not the same and 
different policy solutions are needed to address 
each. 

Income includes wages, salaries, interest on 
savings accounts, dividends, profits from 
business ventures and collecting rents, and 
capital gains. On the other hand, wealth, or 
“net worth” is the difference between an 
individual’s assets and liabilities. 

Assets include things such as the value of 
ownership in a personal residence, value of 
vehicles, cash in savings, checking, and money 
market accounts, and investments in stocks, 
bonds, mutual funds, real estate, and 
retirement accounts. Liabilities are debts 
individuals owe on car loans, credit card 
balances, mortgages, student loans, or other 
bills yet to be paid. Subtracting the value of 
liabilities from the value of assets determines 
an individual’s net worth.  
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Over	20%	of	U.S.	Income	is	
Earned	by	Top	1%	of	Earners

How	Does	the	Income	of	the	Top	1%	
Compare	to	the	Bottom	99%?

Income Inequality 

Data from a variety of sources illustrate the 
escalating expansion of income inequality in 
the United States. This is seen in the share of 
income earned by the top 1 percent compared 
to other U.S. households, which has risen 
dramatically since the 1970s. New data from 
the Federal Reserve’s Survey of Consumer 
Finances confirms this trend, showing the 
share of income received by the top 1 percent 
rose to 23.8 percent in 2016. This is very close to 
the historic high reached in the 1920s, just prior 
to the onset of the Great Depression. 

Several sources point out the root of this 
growing income inequality is exploding wage 
inequality. Wages for the top 1 percent rose 
almost 157 percent between 1979 and 2015, 
while the increase for the bottom 90 percent 
was only about 21 percent over the same 
period.

https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/a-guide-to-statistics-on-historical-trends-in-income-inequality
https://inequality.org/facts/income-inequality/
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/scf17.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/scf17.pdf
http://www.epi.org/blog/strong-across-the-board-wage-growth-in-2015-for-both-bottom-90-percent-and-top-1-0-percent/
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The most income-unequal metropolitan areas 
in Colorado also hold some surprises: EPI’s data 
show Glenwood Springs ranks first in the state 
and ninth in the country, with the top 1 percent 
making 42.4 times more than the bottom 99 
percent, with average annual incomes of 
$2,441,991 and $57,634, respectively. Sterling, 
Colorado ranks second in the state for income 
inequality and 21st nationally — the only other 
Colorado metro area in the nation’s top 25. 

Wealth Inequality

As bad as income inequality has become, 
wealth inequality is an even larger problem, 
since wealth is much more highly 
concentrated in the population than income. 
This is important because wealth fuels the 
kinds of investments that promote economic 
mobility, such as a down payment on a house, 
tuition for college, or start-up money for a 
business.

Wealth also provides a cushion against 
setbacks like a job loss, health problems, or a 
major car repair bill. Income determines 
whether families can meet their current needs, 
while wealth helps them advance economically 
over the long term. It can be the difference 
between just getting by and getting ahead. 
Plus, wealth can be passed on from one 
generation to the next, giving young people a 
leg up as they start out in life.

Recent data from the Federal Reserve shows, 
in 2016, the top 10 percent of the population 
received about half of all income, but held 
more than three-quarters of all wealth in the 
country. Not only do those at the top have 
more wealth than those at the bottom, but 
their wealth is made up from different types of 
assets as well. 

Since wealth is the difference between a 
household’s assets and liabilities, debt is a 
crucial element driving the country’s growing 
wealth inequality. Between 1999 and 2016, the 
mix in the type of debt Colorado families have 
has changed dramatically. While mortgage 
debt is still the largest, it has remained 
constant as a share of overall family debt, 
going from 77 percent in 1999 to 73 percent in 
2016. 

Income inequality is not isolated to certain 
regions or locations in the United States, 
whether urban or rural. It exists in all regions 
and all states throughout the country, 
including Colorado. The top 1 percent takes in 
16.6 percent of all income in Colorado,
compared to 20.1 percent nationally. According 
to the Economic Policy Institute (EPI), this puts 
Colorado at 21st among the states for income 
inequality.

EPI’s data reveal some surprising information 
about the location and extent of the highest 
levels of income inequality within Colorado as 
well. 

For example, the most income-
unequal county in our state is Custer 
County, where the top 1 percent makes 
86.6 times more than the bottom 99 
percent, based on respective average 
annual incomes of $3,016,497 and 
$34,823. 

Custer County ranks fifth highest in the 
country on this measure. Two other Colorado 
counties are in the nation’s top 25 — Pitkin 
County at number 9 and San Miguel County at 
number 22.
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http://www.epi.org/multimedia/unequal-states-of-america/
https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/scf17.pdf
https://www.newyorkfed.org/microeconomics/hhdc.html
http://www.epi.org/multimedia/unequal-states-of-america/
http://www.denverpost.com/2016/07/17/colorado-income-inequality/
http://www.epi.org/multimedia/unequal-states-of-america/
http://www.epi.org/multimedia/unequal-states-of-america/
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Debt	Owed

$1,810

$4,490

$2,600

$3,380

$830

$5,630

1999

2016

$0 $2,000 $4,000 $6,000

Source:	Federal	Reserve	Bank	of	New	York,	State	Level	

Household	Debt	Statistics	1999-2016,	May	2017

More	Colorado	Families	Struggling	With	
Student	Debt,	Other	Non-Mortgage	Debt

Up	148.1%	since	1999

Up	30%	since	1999

Up	578.3%	since	1999

Student	Loans Credit	Cards Auto	Loans

However, the amount of student debt held 
by families increased by almost 600 percent, 
and its share of family debt grew by almost 200 
percent. Student loan debt is now the largest 
source, in dollar terms, of nonmortgage debt 
owed by families nationally, according to the 
Federal Reserve’s 2016 survey. 

Implications

Clearly, both income and wealth inequality 
have negative implications. Economic 
inequality adversely affects the major levers of 
opportunity, including education, health, work 
policies, housing, and asset building. It also 
strains Colorado’s and the country’s overall 
economic stability and productivity.   

The recently passed federal tax legislation is 
projected to increase the level of wealth and 
income inequality in the U.S.

Research finds inequality leads to several 
negative outcomes, including: 
• Unequal access to education opportunities
• A range of health problems
• Reduced economic growth
• A shrinking middle class

The last point above is crucial, as income and 
wealth inequality in America now affect 
everyone struggling to enter or stay in the 
middle class. Even within the bottom 90 
percent of American households, though, 
these repercussions are especially severe for 
those who have historically been left out and 
left behind by current policies, programs, and 
practices.   

As the Institute for Policy Studies points out, 
continued acceleration of the racial wealth 
divide will impact black and Hispanic/Latino 
families and eventually the economy at large, 
as “the majority of U.S. households will no 
longer have enough wealth to stake their claim 
in the American middle class or higher.” 

Given that almost half of Colorado’s population 
in 2050 is projected to be comprised of racial 
and ethnic minorities, it’s not a stretch to say 
the future of the middle class depends on 
whether we can reverse growing racial 
inequality.

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2017/12/gop-tax-bill-inequalilty/548726/
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2015/06/what-matters-inequality-or-opportuniy/393272/
https://source.colostate.edu/inequality-important-economic-challenge-facing-next-president/
https://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2015/06/economist-explains-11
https://source.colostate.edu/inequality-important-economic-challenge-facing-next-president/
http://www.ips-dc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/The-Road-to-Zero-Wealth_FINAL.pdf
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Public Investments: 
The Chopping Block

As more and more low- and middle-income 
Coloradans face growing costs of living and 
stagnant incomes, it’s an important time to 
look to public investments. Public investments 
play a vital role in building and maintaining 
infrastructure, educating residents, and 
reducing the costs of services putting 
opportunities within reach of more families. A 
strong public sector could make 
postsecondary education more affordable, 
expand health insurance coverage, increase 
access to preschool, and lower the costs of 
child care — all ways to lessen the squeeze 
many families in Colorado feel today. 

Today, the share of Colorado’s economy 
invested in public services aimed at expanding 
opportunity is a smaller portion than at almost 
any time in the past 40 years. This means 
Colorado’s state government is less able to be 
the strong public sector partner our 
communities need. 
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Colorado’s General Fund — the account that 
funds most of the services promoting 
opportunity — is comprised of two-thirds 
income taxes paid by individuals and 
businesses, while about one-third is made up 
by sales taxes. When Colorado grew and the 
economy expanded, the total amount of 
money spent on state government did 
increase, but the amount of government 
revenues as a share of the economy has shrunk 
by about 20 percent since the 1990s. 

From the mid-1970s through 2000, Colorado 
invested an average of 4.5 percent of the 
economy in state services each year (calculated 
as the ratio of General Fund revenues to total 
state personal income). The share has varied 
depending on the strength of the economy, 
but since 2000, Colorado has only invested, on 
average, 3.8 percent of the economy in state 
services.   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At 3.7 percent this year, Colorado is investing 
almost a historically low percent of its economy 
in state services. This amount is only found in 
years when Colorado experienced a recession 
or the fallout of one: The share dropped to 3.9 
percent in the middle of the shale oil bust and 
recession in 1983, then saw lows of 3.6 percent 
in 2002 following the dot-com crash, and 3.3 
percent at the bottom of the Great Recession 
in 2009 and 2010. However, Colorado’s current 
low rate of investment is not due to the 
effects of a recession; in fact, Colorado’s 
economy today is one of the fastest growing in 
the country. General Fund revenues in 2018 
and 2019 are expected to be an even smaller 
portion of the economy than now.  

Total state and local expenditures made up 
about 20 percent to 24 percent of our economy 
in Colorado between 2000 and 2015. Nationally, 
that range is generally between 21 percent and 
25 percent of the economy. What this shows is 
how Colorado spends about the same amount 
of our economy on local government services 
as the national average, meaning we aren’t 
using local government spending to 
compensate for the smaller portion spent on 
state services compared to other states.  

Total	State	&	Local	Expenditures	
As	Share	of	Economy

Source:	U.S.	Census.	State	and	Local	Government	Finance
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Higher Costs for Coloradans  
 
Colorado is a low-tax state and typically ranks 
low nationally in terms of state taxes per $1,000 
in personal income. As a result, Colorado 
doesn’t have a lot of revenue to spend on state 
services. Investing a smaller share of our 
economy in state services means an already 
lean state government has even less to work 
with. People all over the state feel these 
effects, making it harder for them to access the 
levers promoting opportunity.   

We see the consequences most notably when 
it comes to education, child care, and housing. 
Colorado families now shoulder twice as much 
of the cost of tuition at public colleges and 
universities than they did in 2001. About 1 out 
of 3 4-year-old students who qualify for the 
Colorado Preschool Program are not served 
because of lack of state funding. Many 
Colorado school districts have cut staff, half are 
operating on four-day weeks, and many are 
forced to take further measures because state 
support is not keeping pace with costs. Only 
about 1 out of 8 children from low- and middle-
income families eligible for child care 
assistance currently get it, partially due to a 
lack of state funding. At a time when many 
Coloradans cannot find affordable housing, our 
state devotes less funds for the construction of 
inexpensive options than most other states.

Colorado’s aging population, a shrinking sales 
tax base, and fewer local property tax revenues 
going to education all put pressure on state 
funding. Add in the cut of state income and 
sales tax rates in the early 2000s, and the 
amount of revenues generated by state taxes 
has dropped considerably. 

Also straining Colorado’s ability to adequately 
invest in important services: rigid constitutional 
provisions. The Taxpayer Bill of Rights, or 
TABOR, prohibits the use of a progressive 
income tax and bans real estate transfer taxes 
and statewide property taxes. When coupled 
with TABOR, the Gallagher amendment makes 
it difficult for local governments, including 
school districts, to adjust their mill levies to 
maintain revenues from local property taxes. 
The inflexibility of these provisions results in 
inequities among school districts due to the 
level of local property taxes residents pay, with 

http://hermes.cde.state.co.us/drupal/islandora/object/co%253A12369
https://www.cde.state.co.us/cpp/2017legreport
http://www.cosfp.org/
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2017-18_humbrf1.pdf
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2017-18_humbrf1.pdf
http://housingtrustfundproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/State-Housing-Trust-Fund-Survey-2011.pdf
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2017-18_edubrf_2.pdf
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many in wealthier districts paying a smaller 
share of property values than those in poorer 
ones.

As policymakers attempt to break down some 
of the barriers limiting economic opportunity, 
they find they lack the tools available in other 
states, but we can change that.   

Recommendations

Colorado should amend TABOR to allow for a 
progressive income tax, raise the rates on 
higher incomes, and cut the rates on low and 
middle incomes. This will increase revenues 
and make the tax system fairer.

Colorado should recognize the economy has 
changed and levy sales taxes on more 
services, increasing revenues and making the 
tax system more progressive.   

Colorado should follow the 35 other states 
that have either eliminated or limited the 
subsidy paid to large retailers to collect state 
sales taxes.

Colorado should apply a minimum property 
tax rate in local school districts, which would 
be fairer, raise more local funds, and free up 
state revenues for other purposes. 

Throughout the rest of this report, we’ll offer 
more recommendations for other public 
investments that would benefit Colorado and 
its citizens. 

https://itep.org/whopays/colorado/
https://www.taxadmin.org/assets/docs/Research/Rates/vendors.pdf
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2018-19_edubrf_0.pdf
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2018-19_edubrf_0.pdf
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Automation: 
The Deciding Moment

Many futurists, economists, and high-tech 
business leaders predict there will be fewer 
jobs in the future because robots and other 
machines will be able to do everything humans 
can do, only better. Concerns about machines 
putting people out of work aren’t new. 
Historically, it has eliminated some jobs, but 
automation is also credited with increased 
productivity, improved performance, and lower 
costs of products or services. Over the years, 
automation has increased demand, 
stimulated economic growth, and resulted 
in more overall jobs.   
 
However, current advances in artificial 
intelligence (AI) and robotics could mean 
workers will be replaced across all industries at 
roughly the same time, not just in specific jobs 
as in the past. Workers will have to do more 
than change industries to find work; they will 
have to develop new skills. This represents 
change on a previously unseen scale.
 

What Jobs Will Be Automated?  

Several recent studies assess the types of jobs 
most likely to be partly or completely 
automated. While these studies come to 
different conclusions in terms of the number of 
jobs affected, they generally find low-wage 
jobs and those requiring less education are the 
most vulnerable.  

Two researchers at Oxford University (Frey, 
Osborne) determined which of 702 U.S. 
occupations would most likely be automated 
over the next 10 years to 20 years. Grouped into 
high-, medium-, and low-risk categories, Frey 
and Osborne ultimately decided 47 percent of 
U.S. occupations fall in the high-risk category. 
Jobs that are low-wage, require less education, 
and are in the office and administrative 
support, transportation, logistics, and 
production industries are considered the most 
at risk by Frey and Osborne’s analysis.   

Conversely, the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
argues while specific duties might be 
automated, few total occupations will be. 
Because of this, OECD estimates only 9 percent 
of jobs in the U.S. are at high risk of elimination. 
The consulting firm McKinsey and Company 
provides an even lower assessment: It says less 
than 5 percent of jobs are vulnerable to 
complete automation, but 46 percent of all 
tasks U.S. workers perform could be 
automated. Workers who perform routine 
physical activities, collect and process data, or 
are in low-skill, routine jobs — such as filing 
clerks and assembly line workers — are most at 
risk. 

Other studies focus on the effects of 
automation on specific occupations. For 
example, economists at the U.S. Department of 
Commerce identified jobs most likely to be 
eliminated by the introduction of automated 
vehicles.

What Jobs in Colorado Are at Risk?  

Using the previously cited studies, the Bell 
identified occupations in Colorado judged to 
be at high risk to automation. This produced a 
list of 307 occupations that could have all or 
part of their functions automated. We then 
ranked the occupations based on the number 
of Colorado employees in each occupation. 

A total of 1.1 million Coloradans, or 41 
percent of the total workforce, are 
working in occupations judged as high 
risk of being automated.  

We then pinpointed occupations judged by 
Frey and Osborne to have a 90 percent or 
higher probability of being automated. This 
produced a list of 15 occupations, totaling 
477,000 Colorado workers. 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/whitehouse.gov/files/documents/Artificial-Intelligence-Automation-Economy.PDF
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/whitehouse.gov/files/documents/Artificial-Intelligence-Automation-Economy.PDF
http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/future-of-employment.pdf
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/the-risk-of-automation-for-jobs-in-oecd-countries_5jlz9h56dvq7-en
https://www.mckinsey.com/global-themes/digital-disruption/harnessing-automation-for-a-future-that-works
http://www.esa.doc.gov/sites/default/files/Employment%20Impact%20Autonomous%20Vehicles_0.pdf
http://www.esa.doc.gov/sites/default/files/Employment%20Impact%20Autonomous%20Vehicles_0.pdf
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This doesn’t mean these jobs will be 
automated out of existence; some may, but it’s 
likely many more will see tasks change in some 
way and workers will need to learn new skills to 
evolve in their roles.   

As many of the studies suggest, most of these 
occupations are categorized by low skill with 
low pay. Over half are occupations with mostly 
female workers, while two have almost all men. 
Almost 1 in 5 Colorado workers work in jobs 
most likely to be affected by automation. 

To retain and better prepare these workers for 
the jobs of the future will require a focus on 
adult education, skill training, and help in 
making this retraining affordable. It will also 
likely mean an investment in work supports 
and other assistance, such as expanded 
unemployment insurance payments, to help 
workers as they transition into new jobs.  

Automation Could Promote 
Economic Growth, Especially in 
Colorado’s High-Tech Industries  

Colorado has a relatively high concentration of 
technology-related firms and workers. These 

high-tech industries help drive Colorado’s 
economy and accounted for half of the job 
growth in 2016. About 13 percent of the total 
jobs added in 2017 are in industries that are 
sources of primary and advanced technology 
jobs. These tech firms include more than those 
that work on AI, robotics, and business process 
automation, and Colorado is home to robot 
manufacturers and others that implement 
automation processes. Their continued 
expansion helps propel economic growth and 
creates jobs that make, install, service, and 
repair robots, and other forms of automation.  

In addition to the effects on high-technology 
industries, automation can improve the 
performance and output of firms in other 
industries. The University of Colorado Leeds 
School of Business says increased automation 
and technological advancements helped 
Colorado manufacturers add to the state’s GDP 
with a smaller workforce. 

Advanced manufacturing is one of the 14 key 
industries comprising part of Colorado’s sector 
strategy to promote economic development. It 
includes companies that may use or develop 
high-tech processes such as computer-aided 
design, robotics, and advanced material 

Percent	of	Workers	with	Educational	Attainment

Workers	With	Lower	Incomes	&	Less	Education	In	Occupations	More	Likely	To	Be	Automated

Post	Graduate	Degree Bachelor's	Degree Associates	Degree Some	College High	School	Diploma Less	Than	High	School

Food	Prep/Service	Workers	($9,532)

Hosts/Hostesses	($10,418)

Restaurant	Cooks	($19,927)

Retail	Salespersons	($20,615)

Bookkeeping/Auditing	Clerks	($23,616)

Counter	and	Rental	Clerks	($25,462)

Receptionists/Information	Clerks	($26,005)

Cashiers	($26,682)

Shipping,	Receiving,	Traffic	Clerks	($27,238)

Landscapers/Groundskeepers	($31,429)

Industrial	Truck/Tractor	Operators	($32,618)

Secretaries/Admin	Assistants	($33,616)

Equipment	Operators/Engineers	($38,250)

Insurance	Sales	Agents	($39,951)

Accountants	and	Auditors	($72,883)

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Predominantly	male	workers Predominantly	female	workers Male	and	female	workers

Sources: Frey and Osborne and Colorado Department of Labor and Employment, Labor Market Information, Occupational Employment Projections Unit; 
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http://www.colorado.edu/business/sites/default/files/attached-files/cbr_2017_issue_2.pdf
http://cber.co/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/cber-Colorado-Economic-Review-September-Data-October-2017.pdf
https://www.colorado.edu/business/sites/default/files/attached-files/cbr_2017_issue_2.pdf
https://www.colorado.edu/business/sites/default/files/attached-files/cbr_2017_issue_2.pdf
https://choosecolorado.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/CO-Advanced-Manufacturing-Profile.pdf
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handling. Some industries, such as aerospace, 
electronics, and bioscience (also included 
in Colorado’s sector strategy), are comprised 
of more advanced manufacturing companies 
than others, but most industries have some 
advanced manufacturing components.
Advanced manufacturing relies on innovative 
technology, automated processes and 
methods to improve product design, and 
production to gain a competitive edge. 

If Colorado doesn’t fully invest in robotics, AI, 
and other forms of automation, we stand to 
lose jobs and economic growth to states and 
countries that do. China recently became the 
largest growth market for industrial robots, 
with its companies buying twice as many as 
U.S. companies did in 2015. 

Alternative Work Arrangements 
and Automation  
 
Working full-time at one job with a single 
employer is how many Americans viewed work 
for decades, but it may not be how we work in 
the future.  
 
The percentage of U.S. workers who have 
engaged in alternative work arrangements,
such as temporary help agency workers, on-
call workers, contract company workers, and 
independent contractors or  freelancers, rose 
from 10.7 percent in February 2005 to 15.8 
percent in late 2015. 

Recommendation

Colorado needs to address the disruptive 
aspects of automation while reaping the 
economic benefits. Colorado should convene 
representatives from labor, the technology 
industry, other businesses, academia, and 
state and local governments and task them 
with assessing the impact of automation. This 
group should also develop recommendations 
for balancing automation’s effects on 
economic growth with those of affected 
workers. 

Nationally, 94 percent of new jobs 
created between 2005 and 2015 
occurred in alternative work 
arrangements. 

The number of total workers in “gig” or 
“sharing” economy jobs totaled 0.5 percent of 
all workers in 2015.  

A recent study by McKinsey Global Initiative 
(MGI) finds between 20 percent to 30 percent 
of the working-age population in the U.S. is 
engaged in some form of independent 
earning. This could be in the form of second 
jobs or using online platforms to sell goods 
and/or rent rooms in their homes. MGI says 
some choose this approach to work, while 
others are forced to do it because they cannot 
find traditional jobs or need extra money. 
Workers who chose this approach generally 
report higher levels of satisfaction than those 
in traditional jobs, while those who take this 
approach out of necessity report the opposite. 
 
Because independent workers have limited 
access to the income security protections of 
full-time jobs, MGI points out, “Labor market 
policies developed for the industrial era often 
do not apply to the world of independent 
work.”
 

http://coloradomanufacturing.org/about/
http://theconversation.com/to-really-help-us-workers-we-should-invest-in-robots-71125
http://dataspace.princeton.edu/jspui/bitstream/88435/dsp01zs25xb933/3/603.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/global-themes/employment-and-growth/independent-work-choice-necessity-and-the-gig-economy
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Levers

Education: 
Learning to Live and Work

Early Childhood Education 

All children can benefit from responsive,  
stimulating curricula and classroom 
environments in their early years. This is 
especially true for children from low-income 
and dual-language backgrounds. 

Yet, high-quality preschool is financially out of 
reach for many. Nationally, the average cost of 
providing preschool ranges from $4,700 (part 
day) to $8,600 (full day). Tuition charge to 
parents can be even higher. As such, many 
children don’t attend preschool, or instead 
attend lower-quality programs or child care 
options. This means a significant number of 
Colorado children lack access to critical early 
childhood learning experiences that could lead 
to increased success and opportunity in 
adulthood. 

To help rectify this problem, the Colorado 
Preschool Program (CPP) provides preschool 
funding for 3- and 4-year-old children who 
have certain factors in their lives that increase 
their risk for challenges later in school. To be 
eligible for the program, a 4-year-old must 
have at least one risk factor (though most 
served have two or more) and a 3-year-old 
must have at least three. 

Source:	Center	for	American	Progress	Child	Care	

Desert	Report,	Bell	analysis

	
In	2015,	the	average	cost	for	a	Colorado	
4-year-old	to	attend	preschool	was

	$11,089

For	a	family	making	the	state	
median	income	of	$60,629,	that's	
											of	their	annual	income.18%

	For	a	family	of	four	earning	$45,510	
(185%	of	FPL),	the	cost	of	sending	
one	kid	to	preschool	jumps	up	to

24%

Now that we understand the forces holding many Coloradans back from achieving economic 
mobility, it’s time to explore how the following “levers” can help rebuild our state’s middle 
class. 

These levers are just some of the ways Colorado can implement broad change to support 
low- and middle-income families across the state. Throughout our analysis of how these 
levers currently operate and how they can better serve Coloradans, we offer 
recommendations for how to capitalize on their benefits and most effectively impact 
economic mobility in Colorado. 

Source:	Center	for	American	Progress	Child	Care	

Desert	Report,	Bell	analysis
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											of	their	annual	income.18%

	For	a	family	of	four	earning	$45,510	
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24%

https://childandfamilypolicy.duke.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/PreKStudy_FINAL_ForWeb.pdf
https://childandfamilypolicy.duke.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/PreKStudy_FINAL_ForWeb.pdf
https://www.cde.state.co.us/cpp/2017legreport
https://www.cde.state.co.us/cpp/2017legreport
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Which	Children	Are	Served	by	
Colorado	Preschool	Program?

Less	than	1	percent	of	children	served	by	
CPP	are	Hawaiian/Pacific	Islander

Hispanic:	
54%

White:	
32%

Black:	
8%

Asian:	3%

Two	or	More	Races:	3%

American	Indian	
or	Alaska	Native:	1%

Source:	2017	Colorado	Preschool	Program	
Annual	Legislative	Report

Percentage	of	CPP-Funded	Kids

2.96%

5.19%

5.52%

5.77%

7.14%

10.58%

18.83%

25.86%

34.44%

63.14%

Abusive	Adult	in

Home

Parental	Drug	or

Alcohol	Abuse

Parent	Under	18

Child	in	Foster

Care

Homelessness

Frequent

Relocation

Parent	Without

H.S.	Diploma

Poor	Social	Skills

Needs	Language

Development

Eligible	for	Free	or

Reduced	Lunch

0% 100%25% 50% 75%

What	Risk	Factors	Affect	Colorado	
Preschool	Program	Students?

Source:	2017	Colorado	Preschool	Program	Annual	Legislative	Report

According to the 2017 CPP Annual Legislative 
Report, in the 2015-2016 school year CPP served 
26,907 children, or nearly 20 percent of 
Colorado’s 3- and 4-year-olds. CPP is funded at 
half the amount of per-pupil revenue districts 
receive for other students; this amount is 
determined and appropriated each year 
through the formula in the School Finance 
Act. School districts receive funding for slots 
and are required to use at least 95 percent of 
them for half-day preschool.  

Colorado’s public investment in early childhood 
education (ECE) and child care programs adds 
$832 million to the economy, in both short- 
and long-term benefits, according to estimates 
by Early Milestones Colorado. These benefits 
include kindergarten students who are better 
prepared to start school, higher academic 
achievement, higher adult wages, and 
decreased rates of arrest. Early childhood 
investments typically take time to produce 
returns (e.g., reduced reliance on public 
assistance, or reduced crime in adulthood), but 
CPP demonstrates savings more quickly. For 
example, CPP children are about half as likely 
to repeat a grade in kindergarten through third 
grade. 

As the 2016-2017 statewide average 
per-pupil funding was $7,425 for K-12 
education, this indicates a savings of 
over $11 million to the state in terms 
of additional funding saved from 
being spent on repeated grades for 
three cohorts of CPP students, or 
about $3,692,700 per cohort funded. 

At the local level, the Denver Preschool 
Program (DPP) helps Denver 4-year-olds 
attend preschool, regardless of income. An 
evaluation of the program demonstrates its 
effectiveness in preparing children for success 
through third grade, regardless of income level, 
race, gender, or natural language. Earlier 
analysis by the Bell cites longitudinal studies of 
programs like CPP and DPP which find a 
return on investment of nearly $13 for every $1 
invested. Nobel Laureate James Heckman’s 
research also shows ample return on 
investment for preschool programs like CPP.

Which	Children	Are	Served	by	
Colorado	Preschool	Program?

Less	than	1	percent	of	children	served	by	
CPP	are	Hawaiian/Pacific	Islander

Hispanic:	
54%

White:	
32%

Black:	
8%

Asian:	3%

Two	or	More	Races:	3%

American	Indian	
or	Alaska	Native:	1%

Source:	2017	Colorado	Preschool	Program	
Annual	Legislative	Report

Percentage	of	CPP-Funded	Kids

2.96%

5.19%

5.52%

5.77%

7.14%

10.58%

18.83%

25.86%

34.44%

63.14%

Abusive	Adult	in

Home

Parental	Drug	or

Alcohol	Abuse

Parent	Under	18

Child	in	Foster

Care

Homelessness

Frequent

Relocation

Parent	Without

H.S.	Diploma

Poor	Social	Skills

Needs	Language

Development

Eligible	for	Free	or

Reduced	Lunch

0% 100%25% 50% 75%

What	Risk	Factors	Affect	Colorado	
Preschool	Program	Students?

Source:	2017	Colorado	Preschool	Program	Annual	Legislative	Report

What Risk Factors Affect 
Colorado Preschool Program Students?

https://www.cde.state.co.us/cpp/2017legreport
https://www.cde.state.co.us/cpp/2017legreport
https://demography.dola.colorado.gov/population/data/sya-regions/
http://earlymilestones.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/full_report_bearing_the_cost_2017.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwjxuc_jyIXYAhVCzGMKHVchBmkQFggpMAA&url=https%253A%252F%252Fleg.colorado.gov%252Fsites%252Fdefault%252Ffiles%252Fschool_finance_booklet_-_17_with_visuals_final_4-14-17_with_appendicies_0.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1SsJk3Tr0XE1KThfKJRy6Y
https://dpp.org/files/DPP_PARCC_3rd_grade_2010-11_cohort_memo_Final_(1).pdf
https://dpp.org/files/DPP_PARCC_3rd_grade_2010-11_cohort_memo_Final_(1).pdf
http://www.bellpolicy.org/2015/01/15/colorado-preschool-program-cpp/
http://www.bellpolicy.org/2015/01/15/colorado-preschool-program-cpp/
https://heckmanequation.org/
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Early Childhood Development 
is a Smart Investment

The Earlier the Investment, 
the Greater the Return
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Recommendations

Colorado should expand the Colorado 
Preschool Program. Fully funding CPP to 
provide slots for all eligible 4-year-olds 
would increase spending by about $31.5 
million, but both CPP’s documented results 
and the outcomes experienced by universal 
(available to all) preschool programs show 
this would be a smart investment. Colorado 
could target its approach by first providing 
access to children insured by Health First 
Colorado, the state’s Medicaid program, as 
proposed by the Colorado Commission on 
Affordable Health Care. Research with a 
nationally representative sample shows 
preschool enrollment isn’t well linked with 
other service systems. Connecting services 
for these children could improve their 
health, educational, and economic 
outcomes. 

Make the Colorado Preschool Program full 
day. In 2013 and 2014, the legislature created 
and bolstered the Early Childhood At-Risk 
Enhancement (ECARE) program (SB13-260). 
ECARE authorized 8,200 new slots for at-risk 
children to enroll in either preschool or 
full-day kindergarten, depending on how 
school districts prioritize slots. The Colorado 
Department of Education finds 
most children served with ECARE are 
kindergarteners. Research has shown a full 
day of preschool benefits children — and 
families need full-day preschool to 
accommodate work schedules. 
Policymakers could also consider further 
enhancing ECARE to incentivize more full-
day preschool slots.    

Prioritize improving the quality of early 
childhood education jobs. Strategies like 
teacher loan forgiveness, wage 
supplements, and tax credits, as well 
improving workplace benefits such as 
flexible schedules, paid time off, and 
insurance, could dramatically improve these 
positions and make careers in ECE attractive 
at a time when they are desperately needed.  

The successes of CPP could be even greater 
with more resources. Colorado ranks 39th in 
spending on statewide preschool ($2,505 less 
per pupil than the national average), leaving 
4,140 Colorado kids on waiting lists for early 
childhood education and care. According to 
the Colorado Department of Education, 
8,397 at-risk 4-year-olds were unable to 
attend either CPP or the federal Head Start 
Program, which also provides preschool 
programs, during the 2015-2016 school year. 

Much of the progress left to be made in 
Colorado pertains as much to investing in the 
ECE workforce as it does to increasing family 
access to quality early learning experiences. 
Colorado meets only half of the quality 
standards set forth by the National Institute for 
Early Education Research. Its report finds 
Colorado could make improvements by 
providing teachers with access to professional 
development planning or coaching, as one 
example. 

Additionally, compensation for early childhood 
workers is low. In 2016, the mean salary of 
Colorado preschool teachers was $30,177, 
which is only 57 percent of the mean salary for 
all Colorado occupations. A recent brief by the 
Working Poor Families Project says ECE 
workers, which also include those working with 
children under three, are paid only slightly 
more than cashiers and dishwashers, slightly 
less than coat and locker room attendants, and 
less than half of what kindergarten teachers 
earn despite working full-time, year-round. 

Sources: James Heckman, Nobel Laureate in Economics

https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/Cost%20Commission%20June%202017%20report%20FINAL%206.30.17.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/Cost%20Commission%20June%202017%20report%20FINAL%206.30.17.pdf
http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/summary_of_2013_school_finance_bill_sb13-260.pdf
https://www.cde.state.co.us/cpp/ecare
https://www.cde.state.co.us/cpp/ecare
http://nieer.org/research-report/is-more-better-the-effects-of-full-day-vs-half-day-preschool-on-early-school-achievement
http://nieer.org/state-preschool-yearbooks/yearbook2016
https://www.cde.state.co.us/cpp/2017legreport
http://nieer.org/state-preschool-yearbooks/yearbook2016
http://nieer.org/state-preschool-yearbooks/yearbook2016
http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Fall-2017-WPFP-Policy-Brief_102317-.pdf
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Released in fall 2017, Colorado’s Early Childhood 
Workforce 2020 Plan outlines goals to improve 
wages and career support for early childhood 
workers, including those working with 
preschoolers. The plan also includes a variety of 
objectives to address fair compensation.

Two-Generation Success  

Two-generation strategies are aimed at 
moving the entire family out of poverty and 
into economic stability. These strategies involve 
an intentional commitment to serving children 
and adults simultaneously, thus helping the 
entire family advance economically. Yet most 
programs focus on children or adults 
exclusively, so low-income parents are often 
unable to access education programs and 
workforce training because the programs don’t 
provide needed supports for them as parents. 
 
Looking at education through a two-
lens, state investments in early care and 
education help parents invest in their own 
development through educational activities 
and further engagement in the workforce. 
Effectively serving Colorado’s children during 
their earliest years not only yields downstream 
societal savings in the future, but also provides 
immediate support to parents.  

Research shows when both children and 
parents are engaged in education, the effects 
on low-income families moving out of poverty 
are even greater. According to the National 
Head Start Association, research shows “how 
interventions in both the quality and quantity 
of low-income children’s early learning 
experiences and their parents’ increases in 
education, employment, and income can 
contribute to strengthening children’s 
outcomes — particularly when those 
interventions are integrated.” 

Early Milestones Colorado estimates 
the “enabling effect” of parents’ 
involvement in the workforce through 
paid early childhood care and 
education was more than $4.4 billion 
in 2015. The net gain would be even 
greater if more parents could spend a 
lesser share of their annual income on 
early care and education. 

The Bell’s type of two-generation approach — 
one that intentionally links adult education, job 
training, workforce development, and 
postsecondary education for low-income 
parents with early childhood education for 
children — finds both kids and parents 
positively benefit. Advancing this approach is 
important because it emphasizes long-term 
investments to build human capital for both 
children and adults. 

As children move past early childhood 
education into K-12, persistent emphasis on 
two-generation strategies is imperative. 
Creating a cycle where education is valued, 
continued, and accessible further benefits 
Colorado families and their communities. To 
learn more about the importance of K-12 
education and its specific impact on Colorado, 
please see the work of the Colorado Children’s 
Campaign and its 2017 Kids Count Report. 

generation

https://www.cde.state.co.us/early/copdplan
https://www.cde.state.co.us/early/copdplan
http://www.bellpolicy.org/2016/10/06/two-generation-education-colorado/
http://www.bellpolicy.org/2016/10/06/two-generation-education-colorado/
http://earlymilestones.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/full_report_bearing_the_cost_2017.pdf
https://www.bellpolicy.org/2016/10/06/two-generation-education-colorado/
https://www.coloradokids.org/k-12-education/
https://www.coloradokids.org/
https://www.coloradokids.org/
https://www.coloradokids.org/data/kids-count-archive/2017-kids-count/
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Postsecondary Education & Job 
Training 

As outlined earlier in this report, rapid 
advances in automation have an increasingly 
profound impact on jobs. By 2020, 74 
percent of all jobs in Colorado will require some 
level of postsecondary education and 
training, including targeted skills programs, 
short- and long-term certificates, and two-year 
and four-year degrees. However, estimates say 
in the same year, the work-related knowledge 
of a postsecondary graduate will have a “shelf 
life” of less than five years.   
 
To meet this challenge, there is broad 
consensus postsecondary education and job 
training must fundamentally modify its 
approach to what it does, how it does it, who it 
does it for, and who provides it to ensure future 
learners are “robot-proof” in our emerging 
workforce and society. Adapting our current 
strategy on learning will provide more 
Coloradans with the opportunity to earn more, 
avoid unemployment, and build a stronger 
state economy.   

Meeting the needs of a rapidly evolving 
workforce and a greatly diversified student 
body means the “ecosystem” of education and 
training providers will need to expand. It will be 
essential to think beyond the boundaries of 
traditional higher education, and even beyond 
the broader landscape of postsecondary and 
workforce training programs that currently 
exist.   

The seeds of this new ecosystem are already 
being planted today in programs such as 
computer-coding and entrepreneurship boot 
camps; focused, short-term, intensive training 
and credentialing programs; corporate 
“universities” and training systems, online 
providers and others. Many of these programs 
can point to tremendous successes for 
themselves and their students. However, as 
this expansion in providers moves forward, it 
will be critical to ensure they serve all learners, 
and not just those who are already best 
prepared or have the most resources.  

With the rise of new providers, institutions, 
public/private partnerships, organizational 
relationships and business models within this 

Employment	Statistics	Based	on	Education	Level
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https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Recovery2020.SR_.Web_.pdf
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Recovery2020.SR_.Web_.pdf
https://dupress.deloitte.com/content/dam/dup-us-en/articles/future-of-online-learning/DUP-952_Lifetime-learner_vFINAL.pdf
https://dupress.deloitte.com/content/dam/dup-us-en/articles/future-of-online-learning/DUP-952_Lifetime-learner_vFINAL.pdf
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/robot-proof
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/17-0109_2016_CO_Talent_Pipeline_Report_1.pdf
https://dupress.deloitte.com/content/dam/dup-us-en/articles/future-of-online-learning/DUP-952_Lifetime-learner_vFINAL.pdf
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ecosystem, there will also be a heightened 
need for mechanisms, safeguards, and 
information transparency protecting learners 
from unfair, deceptive, or predatory practices 
so they can achieve the outcomes they’re 
promised. State government will have an 
increasingly important coordinating and 
oversight role in developing an integrated and 
diverse future education and training 
ecosystem that best serves individuals, 
employers, and the public good.  

Needs and Disparities 

The accelerating rate at which knowledge and 
technology are advancing means 
postsecondary education and training can no 
longer be considered a “one-and-done” 
activity. Individuals will continually need to 
update their knowledge and skills throughout 
their lives, no matter what their level of 
education, skill set, or job title.  

Because of this, one group to account for will 
be employees in need of “reskilling.” Although 
the actual size of this population is difficult to 
predict, Bell data from earlier in this guide 
show many of the occupations held 
predominantly by low-skill workers have the 
highest probability of being greatly changed or 
eliminated through automation, potentially 
affecting more than 477,000 Colorado workers. 

Clearly, to account for workforce demand 
created by technology and demographic shifts, 
existing and emerging postsecondary 
education and training providers will need to 
serve a far wider variety of learners beyond 
traditional students. A key challenge for 
Colorado will come in educating and training 
those who are currently underserved, including 
first-generation students, low-income 
students, and underrepresented racial and 
ethnic minorities, the latter of whom will 
comprise 48 percent of Colorado’s workforce in 
2050, compared to 26 percent in 2010.    

Colorado’s largest and fastest-growing ethnic 
group, Hispanics, currently has the lowest 
college enrollment rate for recent high school 
graduates and the lowest average 
postsecondary credential attainment rate of 
any major ethnic group in the state.  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In fact, the Colorado Commission on Higher 
Education says the gap between educational 
attainment of the white majority and Hispanic 
minority is the second largest in the nation, 
although racial/ethnic attainment gaps for 
students from low-income families and first-
generation postsecondary students exist 
across the state.  
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https://dupress.deloitte.com/content/dam/dup-us-en/articles/future-of-online-learning/DUP-952_Lifetime-learner_vFINAL.pdf
https://www.economist.com/news/special-report/21714169-technological-change-demands-stronger-and-more-continuous-connections-between-education
https://www.economist.com/news/special-report/21714169-technological-change-demands-stronger-and-more-continuous-connections-between-education
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/17-0109_2016_CO_Talent_Pipeline_Report_1.pdf
http://highered.colorado.gov/Publications/Reports/Legislative/PostSecondary/2017_Postsecondary_Progress_rel20170303.pdf
http://highered.colorado.gov/publications/CDHE-Master-Plan-2017.pdf
https://highered.colorado.gov/publications/CDHE-Master-Plan-2017.pdf
https://highered.colorado.gov/publications/CDHE-Master-Plan-2017.pdf
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Looking more broadly, almost one-third of 
Colorado’s adult population lacks any level of 
education beyond high school, while another 
400,000 Coloradans have some postsecondary 
education, but no credential. Additionally, 
about 9 percent of Colorado’s current working-
age population, 320,000 Coloradans, have not 
completed a high school diploma or its 
equivalent. 

Many adults without high school credentials 
are unprepared for postsecondary education or 
full workforce participation because they lack 
basic literacy and numeracy skills. Colorado’s 
current financial support for programs serving 
this population is extremely limited, with just 
under $1 million of state funds appropriated 
annually for this purpose. Based on the lack of 
resources available, state and federally funded 
adult education and literacy programs are only 
able to reach about 3 percent of eligible 

Colorado adults who lack basic skills or a high 
school equivalency, according to Colorado 
Department of Education staff. 

That said, working-age adults are a significant 
and growing component of the postsecondary 
student body in Colorado and across the 
country. Previously considered “nontraditional,” 
current national data show 40 percent of 
undergraduate students are working-age
adults. According to staff from the Department 
of Higher Education, 30 percent of
undergraduates at public postsecondary 
institutions are aged 25 or older in Colorado, 
but if enrollments in private and for-profit 
institutions, training programs, and other skills-
based credential providers were included, that 
figure would be much higher. 

Another subset of formerly nontraditional 
students to consider: parents. National 
statistics show 26 percent of working-age 
students are parents, yet regardless of 
age, degree completion for postsecondary 
student parents is quite low, especially when 
compared to those students without children.   
A major barrier for student parents that has 
two-generation policy implications is the lack 
of affordable, quality on- or off-campus child 
care and early childhood education 
opportunities, especially for low-income 
families. In fact, the availability of on-campus 
child care has declined over the past decade, 
both in Colorado and throughout the nation.   

Recommendations

Expand policies and programs to eliminate 
our state’s equity gaps among both 
traditional-age and adult learners, including 
concurrent enrollment and work-based/
experiential learning programs, such as 
apprenticeships and internships in a broad 
range of fields. 

Following the example of innovative 
programs like the Strengthening Working 
Families Initiative (SWFI) at Community 
College of Aurora and Community College 
of Denver, expand two-generation 
approaches to help adult students who are 
parents and their children succeed, and 
increase the access to high-quality, affordable 
child care/early childhood education options 
both on- and off-campus and in the 
workplace.  

Increase Colorado’s funding for adult 
education and literacy programs to help more 
low-skilled, low-literacy adults prepare for and 
complete programs leading to high-quality, 
in-demand postsecondary skills and 
credentials, and expand our use of Integrated 
Education and Training (IET) programs that 
combine basic skills training with 
postsecondary career and technical 
coursework.     

https://highered.colorado.gov/publications/CDHE-Master-Plan-2017.pdf
http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/indicators/
http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdeadult/grantees/2015-16-adult-education-and-literacy-annual-report
http://www.clasp.org/resources-and-publications/publication-1/Redesigning-State-Financial-Aid-to-Better-Serve-Nontraditional-Adult-Students.pdf
http://www.clasp.org/resources-and-publications/publication-1/Redesigning-State-Financial-Aid-to-Better-Serve-Nontraditional-Adult-Students.pdf
http://www.clasp.org/resources-and-publications/publication-1/Redesigning-State-Financial-Aid-to-Better-Serve-Nontraditional-Adult-Students.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/C451-5.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/wpallimport/files/iwpr-export/publications/C445.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/wpallimport/files/iwpr-export/publications/C445.pdf
https://www.ccaurora.edu/strengthening-working-families
https://www.ccd.edu/blog/cityhawk-talk/campus-resources-strengthening-working-families-initiative
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Initiative Description Population Served

CareerWise 
Colorado

Statewide youth apprenticeship model 
based on the Swiss apprenticeship 
system. Connects schools and 
businesses, and provides three-year paid 
apprenticeships for students, including 
both in-school learning and on-the-job 
experience.

High school students. At the completion 
of the program, students will have earned 
about $30,000 in wages, completed 
about one year of college credit, and hold 
an industry-recognized certification.

Pathways in 
Technology Early 
College High 
Schools (P-TECH)

Partnerships between school districts, 
community colleges, and local industry 
employers. Students attend for six years 
and graduate with both a high school 
diploma and an associate’s degree, as 
well as work-based skills.

High school students, with an emphasis 
on socioeconomic and racial diversity, 
first-generation students, English 
language learners, and students with 
disabilities. 

Skillful Public-private initiative of Markle 
Foundation with LinkedIn, Microsoft, the 
state of Colorado, and local organization 
partners. Offers a network of online and 
on‐the-ground resources connecting job 
seekers to high-demand jobs and 
training needed to advance their careers.

Reskilling adults and those entering the 
job market seeking skills-based training 
and industry-recognized credentials, as 
well as employers seeking qualified 
employees.

Changing How Colorado Learns   

As the makeup of the Colorado’s students 
change, so too must the way they learn. One 
way to teach and train for the future of work 
includes experiential or work-based learning. 
This includes expanded apprenticeship, 
internship, mentorship, and co-op 
opportunities that help students focus on the 
“how” as well as the “what” of their chosen 
field.  

While there will still be an important role for 
learning in the traditional classroom setting, it 
also means a stronger reliance on online and 
“blended” learning, virtual environments, and 
augmented reality to simulate real-world 
experiences. Colorado has been a leader in the 
areas of apprenticeship and work-based 
learning opportunities for youth, but more will 
need to be done to make these opportunities 
more widely available for a broader range of 
students. Such an expansion will require stable 
and sustained funding from both the public 
and private sectors. Among the various 
initiatives currently underway in Colorado are 
those listed in the table below.

Experiential/work-based learning will bring 
with it a sharper focus on competency-based 
skill acquisition and an expansion of short-

term, intensive programs, micro-credentials, 
and “badges” that lead to recognized, high-
demand job skills. It will mean providing 
“unbundled” content that is highly 
individualized to the needs of the learner. It will 
also require a changed relationship and 
partnership between employers and 
postsecondary education and training 
providers, blurring the boundaries between the 
two. 

Future education and training will also need to 
emphasize social and human-centered skills 
and traits. These include creativity, 
entrepreneurship, curiosity, systems thinking, 
emotional intelligence, empathy, cultural 
sensitivity and awareness, and teamwork. They 
also include the ability — and the desire — 
to keep learning. Current Colorado job postings 
already show the human-centered traits 
employers most value.

Oral	&	Written	Communication

Source:	Colorado	Talent	Pipeline	Report,	2016
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http://www.careerwisecolorado.org/
http://www.careerwisecolorado.org/
https://www.cde.state.co.us/postsecondary/p-tech
https://www.skillful.com/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/12/author-discusses-new-book-about-making-college-graduates-robot-proof-era-artificial
https://dupress.deloitte.com/content/dam/dup-us-en/articles/future-of-online-learning/DUP-952_Lifetime-learner_vFINAL.pdf
https://www.economist.com/news/special-report/21714175-systems-continuous-reskilling-threaten-buttress-inequality-retraining-low-skilled
http://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Documents/Signals-and-Shifts-in-the-Postsecondary-Landscape.pdf
https://www.educationdive.com/news/4-trends-poised-to-transform-the-future-of-higher-education/437923/
https://dupress.deloitte.com/content/dam/dup-us-en/articles/future-of-online-learning/DUP-952_Lifetime-learner_vFINAL.pdf
http://news.northeastern.edu/2017/09/robot-proof-president-aoun-outlines-plan-for-reinventing-higher-ed-in-the-ai-age/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2017/05/03/the-future-of-jobs-and-jobs-training/
https://www.economist.com/news/special-report/21714171-companies-are-embracing-learning-core-skill-what-employers-can-do-encourage-their
https://www.economist.com/news/special-report/21714171-companies-are-embracing-learning-core-skill-what-employers-can-do-encourage-their
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/17-0109_2016_CO_Talent_Pipeline_Report_1.pdf
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The Imperative for Affordability  
 
Lifelong learning won’t be possible without 
making it affordable for learners throughout 
the length of their careers.  

The costs to families associated with lifelong 
learning and reskilling will ultimately be 
unaffordable if they are asked to shoulder the 
bulk of the costs on their own. For example, 
workers who need to upgrade their skills in IT 
and computer information systems to meet 
the growing use of AI and robotics, will spend 
$2,000 for a short-term certificate to $74,700 
for a Bachelor of Science degree, depending 
on the type of institution and the length of the 
program. 

While state and federal resources such as the 
College Opportunity Fund (COF) stipend, 
various financial aid grants and loans, and tax 
credits may be available to help certain 
students afford a portion of the costs 
associated with retraining, these have 
limitations. In a lifelong learning environment, 
many will exhaust their eligibility for such 
assistance well before their retraining needs 
are met. Public resources alone will be 
insufficient to cover the growing 
postsecondary and job training population.  

To increase investments from both the public 
sector and employers so students and families 
aren’t excluded financially from critical 
retraining opportunities, Colorado should 
encourage and incentivize employers to 
provide these benefits for employees. This will 
be especially important if we’re to reverse the 
devastating current reliance on student loans 
and their crippling effects on individuals, 
families, and society.  

Recommendations

Ensure the state’s Credit for Prior Learning/
Prior Learning Assessment policy affords all 
students the chance to demonstrate 
mastery in subject matters/courses gained 
through prior educational, work, military, or 
life experiences. This should also allow for 
students to receive postsecondary course 
credit toward graduation without cost.  

Establish a public/private partnership 
between government and business to 
create and fund a postsecondary education 
and training benefit for those who are not 
employed or who work in jobs without 
benefits, regardless of age, income, 
educational attainment, or background.     

Program Credential Provider Length Cost

Application Specialist Certificate Public Community College 15 weeks $2,600

Computer Information 
Systems

Certificate Public Community College 15 weeks $1,900

Computer Information 
Systems

Certificate Public Community College 30 weeks $3,500

Computer Information 
Systems

Associate of Applied 
Science Degree

Public Community College 60 weeks $13,000

Computer Information 
Systems

Bachelor of Science 
Degree

Private Non-Profit University 4 years $60,000

Computer Science Bachelor of Science 
Degree

Private For-Profit Institution 3 years $74,700

Web Developer (“Boot 
Camp”)

Certificate Private Occupational School 24 weeks $21,000

Web Developer Certificate Public Community College  30 weeks $5,200

Private IT Education Very Costly

Sources: Colorado Department of Higher Education, 2017

http://www.acenet.edu/news-room/Documents/Signals-and-Shifts-in-the-Postsecondary-Landscape.pdf
https://dupress.deloitte.com/content/dam/dup-us-en/articles/future-of-online-learning/DUP-952_Lifetime-learner_vFINAL.pdf
https://www.cotrainingproviders.org/


 31 

Lack of State Investment Causing 
Cost Shift for Coloradans  

Unfortunately, Colorado’s state financial 
support for public postsecondary education 
is lower now than it was in 2000-2001 when 
adjusted for inflation, both in the total amount 
of funding and on a per-Colorado-student 
basis. 

Colorado’s relative ranking among other states 
in funding postsecondary education is also 
very low, ranking fourth lowest in the country 
when compared to the U.S. average for per-
student appropriations in 2016.  

Dwindling funding means students and 
families are now on the hook for increased 
tuition and other costs. In Colorado, the 
legislative Joint Budget Committee staff 
notes, “Most, but not all, tuition increases in 
recent years are explained by declines in state 
support.” A recent report by the Center for 
Budget and Policy Priorities points out nearly 
every state has shifted costs to students over 
the last 25 years, but Colorado is among the 
top states in its reliance on students and 

families to fund its public postsecondary 
institutions rather than through public dollars. 

In 2000-2001, Colorado state funds covered 68 
percent of college costs for in-state students, 
while student tuition made up the other 32 
percent. Since then, Colorado’s share of 
funding has plunged and the share families 
pay in tuition has more than doubled.

This cost shift particularly impacts the 
postsecondary attendance decisions of low- 
and middle-income families, as well as 
students of color. A 2015 study by New York 
University researchers says a $1,000 tuition 
increase for full-time undergraduate students 
is associated with a drop in campus diversity of 
almost 6 percent. 

Average tuition costs per full-time
Colorado student increased about  
100 percent between 2000-2001 and 
2014-2015, while average household 
incomes only rose by 0.31 percent over 
the same period, when adjusted for 
inflation. 

Colorado	Residents	Paying	Larger	Share	of	Tuition

Source:	Colorado	Joint	Budget	Committee,	data	provided	to	the	Bell	by	Amanda	Bickel,	December	8,	2017.	

Amounts	shown	in	constant	dollars,	adjusted	for	inflation
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http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2017-18_hedbrf.pdf
http://www.sheeo.org/sites/default/files/project-files/SHEEO_SHEF_2016_Report.pdf
http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2017-18_hedbrf.pdf
https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/2017_higher_ed_8-22-17_final.pdf
http://www.bellpolicy.org/2017/01/25/2017-opportunity-handbook/
http://www.bellpolicy.org/2017/01/25/2017-opportunity-handbook/
https://www.cbpp.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/2017_higher_ed_8-22-17_final.pdf
http://www.aera.net/Newsroom/Recent-AERA-Research/Exploring-the-Effects-of-Relative-Tuition-Increases-on-the-Racial-Ethnic-Composition-of-Public-Colleges
http://www.bellpolicy.org/sites/default/files/uploadFiles/Bell%2520Opportunity%2520Handbook%2520Final.pdf


32

Colorado	Student	Aid	Expenditures

Source:	Colorado	Department	of	Higher	Education	Financial	Aid	Report	2015-2016
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The 2016 University of Pennsylvania College 
Affordability Diagnosis says it takes 19 percent 
of Colorado middle-income families’ annual 
incomes to attend our public two-year schools 
full-time and 24 percent to attend our public 
four-year schools full-time. The report also 
characterizes Colorado’s public two- and four-
year institutions as some of the least affordable 
in the country when compared to other states. 

Need-based grant aid, which does not have to 
be repaid, is especially important for low- and 
middle-income students, and is focused on 
ensuring students who might not otherwise 
be able to attend college have that 
opportunity, while merit-based aid provides 
options for those who would likely attend 
anyway. To be most effective in expanding 
opportunity, state need-based financial aid 
should be available to students of all ages, 
those enrolled part-time, and those in short-
term occupational and career programs 
leading to high-demand, industry-recognized 
credentials.  

Colorado has done a good job over the years of 
ensuring the bulk of its state financial aid 
support is need based.   

Although the number of students receiving 
state need-based financial aid has declined 
since 2011, the average award size has 
increased since then. Nevertheless, the amount 
of aid available has not been able to fully offset, 
nor even keep pace with, the escalating costs 
of postsecondary education and training. As a 
result, even after financial aid from all federal, 
state, and institutional sources has been 
awarded — including federal student loans — 
many students still have a significant amount 
of unmet need. 

http://www2.gse.upenn.edu/irhe/affordability-diagnosis
http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/WPFP-Spring-2015-Brief.pdf
http://highered.colorado.gov/Publications/Reports/FinancialAid/FY2016/201516_FAReport_rel120116.pdf
http://highered.colorado.gov/Publications/Reports/FinancialAid/FY2016/201516_FAReport_rel120116.pdf
http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2017-18_hedbrf.pdf
http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2017-18_hedbrf.pdf
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Average	Unmet	Financial	Need	for	Colorado	Full-Time	Undergraduate	Students	Who	Qualify	For	Aid

Unmet	Need Expected	Family	Contribution Grants,	Federal	Loans,	and	Scholarships
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Recommendations

Increase the state’s investment in 
postsecondary education and job training, 
including need-based financial aid, to stop 
the cost shift to students and families and 
reduce future reliance on student loans.  

Explore innovative options for creating a 
Colorado version of the “free college” 
programs being implemented in states 
across the country, and ensure all Colorado 
postsecondary students, regardless of age 
or background, are eligible for the program. 

Continue the state’s current work on Open 
Educational Resources, which aim to reduce 
the costs of books, software, supplies, and 
other instructional materials, so as to lessen 
the financial burden of postsecondary 
studies for students and families.      

Source: Joint Budget Committee, Colorado Department of Higher Education, 2016
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https://www.ecs.org/ec-content/uploads/Free-Community-College-An-approach-to-increase-adult-student-success-in-postsecondary-education-.pdf
https://highered.colorado.gov/Academics/Groups/OERCouncil/schedule.html
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Student Loan Debt Limiting 
Opportunity  

One of the main ways students address their 
unmet need, even after federal student loans 
are received, is by taking on debt through 
private student loans. This increased reliance 
on both public and private student loan debt 
has led to a serious national problem with both 
personal and societal consequences. 

In Colorado, outstanding student loan 
debt now totals $24.75 billion. 

The Colorado Department of Higher 
Education reports 67.4 percent of students 
who graduate with a four-year bachelor’s 
degree from a Colorado public institution have 
debt, with an average amount of $25,877. The 
Center for Responsible Lending says graduates 
of Colorado’s for-profit four-year institutions 
owe, on-average, $32,452. Sixty percent of 
Colorado students graduating with a two-year 
associate degree hold student debt averaging 
$13,374.  

Common misconceptions lead many to believe 
student loan debt is just a problem for young 
people, but the face of unmanageable loan 
debt is also increasingly retirement-age 
Americans. While some older borrowers have 
student loan debt from their own 
postsecondary credentials, about two-thirds 
borrowed for a child’s or grandchild’s 
education, making this a key two-generation 
issue. 

Between 2005 to 2015, the number of 
Americans aged 60 and older with student 
loan debt quadrupled while the average 
amount they owed nearly doubled. In 2015, 37 
percent of federal student loan borrowers aged 
65 and older were in default. This can carry 
severe costs, since the federal government may 
“offset” these borrowers’ tax refunds and 
benefits such as Social Security to help repay 
their federal student loans, even if it means 
pushing them into poverty. 

Although students from every type of 
institution pursuing a broad range of 
postsecondary credentials take on student 
loan debt, their experiences with repaying that 
debt are not the same. Recent data from the 
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
on long-term outcomes for student loan 
borrowers reveal those who have the most 
difficulty in repaying their loans are students 
who begin a program but don’t complete the 
credential, and those who attend for-profit 
institutions.  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https://s3.amazonaws.com/files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/cfpb_student-loans_50-state-snapshot_complaints.pdf
http://highered.colorado.gov/Publications/Reports/FinancialAid/FY2016/201516_FAReport_rel120116.pdf
http://responsiblelending.org/sites/default/files/nodes/files/research-publication/crl_colorado_jan2017.pdf
https://highered.colorado.gov/Publications/Reports/FinancialAid/FY2016/201516_FAReport_rel120116.pdf
https://highered.colorado.gov/Publications/Reports/FinancialAid/FY2016/201516_FAReport_rel120116.pdf
http://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/201701_cfpb_OA-Student-Loan-Snapshot.pdf?utm_source=Higher+Education&utm_campaign=378053a80c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2017_02_15&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_bcd25a807b-378053a80c-322527033
http://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/201701_cfpb_OA-Student-Loan-Snapshot.pdf?utm_source=Higher+Education&utm_campaign=378053a80c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2017_02_15&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_bcd25a807b-378053a80c-322527033
http://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/201701_cfpb_OA-Student-Loan-Snapshot.pdf?utm_source=Higher+Education&utm_campaign=378053a80c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2017_02_15&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_bcd25a807b-378053a80c-322527033
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2018/2018410.pdf
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/10/05/new-federal-data-student-borrowing-repayment-and-default?utm_source=Inside+Higher+Ed&utm_campaign=948d0f34e9-DNU20171005&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_1fcbc04421-948d0f34e9-226083545&mc_cid=948d0f34e9&mc_eid=34e720461b
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Source:	Center	for	American	Progress,	"New	Federal	Data	Show
a	Student	Loan	Crisis	for	African	American	Borrowers,"	Oct.	2017

Default	Rate	for	Borrowers	Who	
Dropped	Out	Based	on	Institution	Type	
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*Standard	error	is	too	high	to	report	an	estimate	for	
Hispanic/Latino		enrolled	in	private	non-profit	4-year	institution.

Source:	Center	for	Responsible	Lending,	"Colorado’s	For-

Profit	College	Students	Struggle	to	Graduate,	Pay	Off	

Steep	Debt	Burdens,"	Jan.	2017
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Many students from Colorado’s four-year for-
profit institutions experience these repayment 
difficulties. Completion rates for four-year for-
profit institutions are much lower than for 
public or private four-year colleges, and their 
three-year cohort default rates are double that 
of four-year public institutions. 

http://responsiblelending.org/sites/default/files/nodes/files/research-publication/crl_colorado_jan2017.pdf
http://responsiblelending.org/sites/default/files/nodes/files/research-publication/crl_colorado_jan2017.pdf
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Recommendations

Make information on postsecondary 
educational and employment outcomes, and 
especially student loan debt, more readily 
available and transparent to students and 
families so that they can make better, more 
informed choices among the broad range of 
public, private, and for-profit program options 
available to them and reduce their reliance on 
student debt.  

Ensure those who already have educational 
loan debt are treated fairly and honestly in the 
repayment and loan servicing process by 
supporting regulation/oversight of loan 
servicers, increasing protections for loan 
consumers, and supporting expansion of 
federal loan forgiveness programs. 
 

Both in Colorado and the nation, student loan 
debt has different impacts based on race. The 
new National Center for Education Statistics 
data show black students are more likely to 
borrow than white or Hispanic students, and 
nearly half of black borrowers in the cohort 
defaulted — including 75 percent of those who 
dropped out of for-profit colleges. Perhaps 
most troubling of all: 23 percent of black 
borrowers who completed a bachelor’s degree 
defaulted on their loans within 12 years, 
compared with only 9 percent of all borrowers 
who earned that degree.  

For Colorado, the Center for Responsible 
Lending also warns poor outcomes at for-profit 
institutions are hitting low-income students 
and minorities the hardest. It notes black 
students represent 11 percent of for-profit 
enrollments in Colorado, compared to 5 
percent and 7 percent respectively at public 
and private institutions. Similarly, 57 percent of 
for-profit students in Colorado are low-income, 
compared to 35 percent at public institutions 
and 43 percent at private institutions. 

Additional state funding for postsecondary 
education and training, along with increased 
state need-based financial aid grants and 
decreased costs for books and supplies, could 
reduce the reliance on student loans, helping 
many of those with debt avoid taking out loans 
in the first place or pay them off more quickly.  
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Encourage and support employer-funded 
programs to help employees pay off their 
student loan debt. Examples of companies 
now offering such a benefit include Aetna,  
ChowNow, Penguin Random House, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, and Staples.    

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-postsecondary/news/2017/10/16/440711/new-federal-data-show-student-loan-crisis-african-american-borrowers/
http://responsiblelending.org/sites/default/files/nodes/files/research-publication/crl_colorado_jan2017.pdf
https://studentloanhero.com/featured/companies-that-pay-off-student-loans/
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Health:
Care and Costs in Colorado

Over the past several years, Colorado has 
engaged in ambitious health policymaking. 
From the creation of legislative commissions 
to spur health coverage reforms to Governor 
Hickenlooper’s vision and plan to make 
Colorado “the healthiest state,” our state has 
enjoyed bipartisan leadership on a variety of 
initiatives aimed at improving care, costs, and 
coverage.  

We could make even greater strides by 
recognizing the clear influence opportunity 
has on health. Research from Boston University 
reveals areas of low economic opportunity are 
associated with higher mortality rates and 
greater incidences of obesity, hypertension, 
and diabetes, and moving from these areas to 
counties of high opportunity could improve 
mortality rates by 16.7 percent. The Brookings 
Institution suggests a lack of well-paying jobs 
and a dearth in the economic and social 
supports people need to thrive are partly to 
blame for a rising premature death rate among 
Americans with lower levels of education. 

Colorado mortality rates compare favorably 
with other states, and Summit, Pitkin, and 
Eagle counties boast the greatest longevity in 
the nation. However, good outcomes are not 
uniform — rural areas, particularly in 
southeastern Colorado, fare worse than others, 
especially for male residents. 

The Colorado Health Institute (CHI) illustrates 
the impact of income and education on health 
by pairing both with health survey results. Its 
analysis shows in Pueblo County and the San 
Luis Valley, which have some of these highest 
poverty rates in the state, more than 1 of 5 
residents report fair or poor health. Conversely, 
93 percent of Douglas County residents say 
they are healthy — Douglas County has the 
state’s lowest poverty rate and nearly 80 
percent of its residents have pursued 
postsecondary education.

This research has important implications for 
the future of health and opportunity in 
Colorado. Our policy efforts should protect and 
improve upon the gains Colorado has made 
with respect to care and coverage, seek new 
ways to lower costs for our system and for 
individuals, and leverage the knowledge that 
better health outcomes occur by enriching 
how we live, work, learn, and play.    

Protecting Colorado’s Gains  

Colorado capitalized on reforms made possible 
by the Affordable Care Act (ACA) — reforms 
championed by bipartisan state-led health 
reform efforts in 2008. Colorado created its 
own health insurance exchange, expanded 
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https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/700-832-Commission%20Final%20Report-Executive%20Summary.pdf
https://www.cohealthinfo.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/The-State-of-Health-Final-April-2013.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/casetextsp17bpea.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/casetextsp17bpea.pdf
http://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2017/03/23/521083335/the-forces-driving-middle-aged-white-peoples-deaths-of-despair
http://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2017/03/23/521083335/the-forces-driving-middle-aged-white-peoples-deaths-of-despair
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/subnational/usa
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/article-abstract/2626194?redirect=true
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/article-abstract/2626194?redirect=true
https://cohealthinst.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=a50f1c00fedd4c2d8403aa71c9d8bdaf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/700-832-Commission%20Final%20Report-Executive%20Summary.pdf
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Medicaid coverage at no cost to the General 
Gund, tested innovative ways to pay for care, 
and piloted approaches allowing people to get 
physical and behavioral health care in a more 
streamlined, integrated way. Medicaid’s 
expansion also expanded Colorado’s economy, 
bumping up household earnings, prompting 
job growth, and increasing state General Fund 
revenue. These economic gains are projected 
to grow into 2035.   

A historic number of Coloradans now have 
health insurance. The 2017 Colorado Health 
Access Survey (CHAS) shows almost 600,000 
more residents have insurance today than in 
2013. At 6.5 percent, Colorado’s uninsured rate 
is down from nearly 18 percent 10 years ago. 

Medicaid has become a vital insurer 
for many Coloradans. Nearly 1 in 4 
Coloradans — the majority of whom 
are working — are now insured 
through Medicaid. In 10 counties, 
more than 40 percent of the 
population is enrolled in the program. 

There are still improvements to be made, as 
Colorado’s health gains haven’t been felt 
equally by all. Historically vulnerable 
populations, such as immigrants, non-citizens, 
and people of color, particularly Hispanic 
Coloradans, are more likely to be uninsured 
than others, as are those who make just over 
the income threshold to be eligible for 
subsidies.  

The Bell’s Opportunity Handbook shows 
having health insurance is the first step in 
achieving better health and increasing 
opportunity. Not quite half of all Coloradans are 
insured through their employers, but this trend 
has been on the decline for some time. In fact, 
employer-sponsored insurance has declined by 
14 percent since 2009, according to historical 
CHAS data. As fewer workers are offered health 
care through their jobs and the number of 
those in alternative work arrangements 
increases, Colorado must preserve and 
enhance a broader, universally accessible 
system so people get meaningful, affordable 
care.    

Lowering Costs and Spending   

Despite its positive changes, the ACA failed to 
lower health costs. State policymakers must 
focus on Colorado’s pain points related to cost 
and work to alleviate them.   

Colorado residents in various communities, 
especially in the western part of the state, rank 
affordable health insurance high on the list of 
key factors impacting economic opportunity, 
per the Bell’s 2017 opportunity survey. 

In conducting research for this guide, Bell staff 
attended conferences, interviewed experts, and 
met with local leaders in different parts of 
Colorado. At these meetings, we asked people to 
complete a short questionnaire ranking the top 
factors preventing people in their communities 
from achieving economic mobility. We also asked 
for them to indicate the importance of addressing 
these issues. Overall, respondents to the 
questionnaire ranked affordability issues at the top 
of their list, specifically: 

•	 Affordable housing 
•	 Affordable health insurance 
•	 Affordable high-quality child care 

We cite these findings throughout the report as we 
discuss the different forces affecting economic 
mobility and the policies to promote opportunity 
throughout Colorado. 

In northwest Colorado, for example, residents 
are proud of their healthy lifestyles, but are 
stressed about the “astronomical” cost of rural 
health care and the distance they must travel 
to get it.  

CHI’s recent tour of the state uncovers similar 
concerns about cost, as well as confusion 
about medical bills and insurance. Some 
struggle more with affordability than others, 
particularly black or Hispanic Coloradans and 
those who are economically disadvantaged. 
Nearly 80 percent of uninsured Coloradans 
blame the high cost on their lack of insurance, 
but even those with insurance find health care 
unaffordable largely due to insurance 
premiums and out-of-pocket costs. 

Health insurance premiums have been slowly 
but steadily rising for many Coloradans, both 
for those insured by employers and those who 
receive premium tax credits, and are thus 
shielded from volatile price increases on the 

https://www.coloradofuturescsu.org/assessing-economic-budgetary-impact-medicaid-expansion-colorado/
https://www.coloradohealthinstitute.org/research/colorado-health-access-survey
http://www.bellpolicy.org/2017/01/25/2017-opportunity-handbook/
https://www.coloradohealthinstitute.org/research/colorado-health-access-survey
https://www.coloradohealthinstitute.org/research/colorado-health-access-survey
https://www.coloradohealthinstitute.org/blog/colorado-health-access-survey-talk-towns
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/report/2017-employer-health-benefits-survey/
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individual market. Unfortunately, people 
buying private insurance who don’t qualify for 
subsidies (those making over 400 percent of 
the federal poverty level, or just under $100,000 
for a family of four) have been financially 
squeezed. These Coloradans have experienced 
double-digit rate increases over the past few 
years and will contend with a 34 percent 
average increase in 2018, per the Division of 
Insurance. The problem is acute in rural, 
frontier, and mountain resort communities, 
which have some of the highest health costs in 
the country and where the cost of living is also 
high.  

Out-of-pocket health spending is rising 
dramatically as health insurance plans grow 
less generous and more workers have high-
deductible health plans. These costs will 
“accelerate” in the next decade, per the Centers 
for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS). The 
Kaiser Family Foundation (KFF) illustrates how 
personal health spending has grown for all 
workers over the past 10 years, especially for 
women, older adults, and those undergoing 
expensive treatments. JPMorgan Chase 
finds Coloradans between the ages of 18 and 
64 have the highest out-of-pocket spending 
out of a 23-state sample. 

A large majority of Coloradans self-report 
spending 5 percent or less of income on health 
expenses, but consumers say they take other 
actions to combat costs, such as skipping 
doctor visits or prescriptions. Adding in 
premium costs increases the burden. A 2015 
Commonwealth Fund study reveals Colorado 
workers are paying 9.5 percent of their median 
household income toward total health costs 
(premiums and out-of-pocket spending), up 
from 6.2 percent a decade earlier.  

Finally, medical debt and the burden it places 
on Colorado families warrants focus. Medical 
bankruptcies have greatly lessened, and only 
14 percent of Coloradans overall say they 
struggle to pay medical bills, a number that 
has decreased since implementation of the 
ACA. However, those who do struggle must risk 
financial security just to cover costs. This is 
especially true for low- and middle-income 
Coloradans.
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwguXutc4vbpVHFWTTN1THRVYms/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwguXutc4vbpVHFWTTN1THRVYms/view
https://www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2016-summary-of-findings/
https://www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2016-summary-of-findings/
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/brief/who-is-most-at-risk-for-high-out-of-pocket-health-spending/
https://www.jpmorganchase.com/corporate/institute/report-affording-healthcare.htm
http://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2016/oct/slowdown-in-employer-insurance-cost-growth
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Colorado’s General Fund is pinched by rising 
costs as well. The state’s annual growth rate on 
health spending is growing faster than the 
economy’s rate, just as it is nationally, and will 
likely do so in the future, according to the 
Colorado Commission on Affordable Health 
Care. Thus, a greater share of governmental 
spending is going to health care.   

Many programs would benefit from decreased 
health costs, but Medicaid, which accounts for 
about one-quarter of General Fund spending, 
would be the most obvious winner. In addition 
to rising health costs overall, increasing aging 
and disabled populations play a role. Medicaid 
is hit hard by an aging population because it’s 
the primary payer of long-term services and 
supports (LTSS), which can be quite costly. LTSS 
aren’t covered by Medicare or most other forms 
of health insurance, so many people pay for 
this care themselves — at first. Many middle-
class Coloradans will reach a point when they 
can no longer afford to pay for long-term care 
on their own. They will be forced to spend 
down their assets to the point where they 
qualify for Medicaid to help with those costs. 
   
Because of federal rules around the program, 
state Medicaid programs must provide nursing 
home care to those who are eligible for it — 
and nursing home care is very expensive.
Genworth, which tracks long-term care costs, 
calculates the annual cost for a private room in 
a Colorado nursing home is $102,564. Colorado 
also provides Home and Community Based 
Services (HCBS), which are optional, more cost-
effective Medicaid programs. Medicaid has 
been, and will continue to be, a vital support 
for older Coloradans.  

The Colorado Futures Center finds the state’s 
changing demographics and a faster rate of 
inflation on the cost of care for older enrollees 
(not the Medicaid expansion) will place 
pronounced pressure on Medicaid over the 
next 12 years. One out of every five Medicaid 
dollars will be spent on the adults over age 65, 
according to these estimates. The General 
Fund would greatly benefit from health care 
cost-reduction strategies aimed at best serving 
older adults.  

The Bipartisan Policy Center (BPC) 
recommends a variety of strategies to better 

publicly fund LTSS. Expanding home- and 
community-based services (HCBS) and 
requiring Medicare to pay for respite (a break 
from caregiving) should be of interest to 
Colorado. Colorado is recognized as a leader in 
providing LTSS, and lawmakers have 
consistently supported efforts to improve these 
services, which serve 44,000 people in the 
state. Recent examples include eliminating 
waiting lists and implementing 
recommendations to improve respite care 
statewide. However, the LTSS Scorecard 
suggests there is room for improvement.

The BPC also encourages private sector 
solutions, such as participation in private long-
term care insurance (LTCI) policies through 
employers, allowing these policies to be sold 
on health insurance exchanges, and making 
them available through workplace retirement 
plans. These ideas deserve consideration, but 
there are real barriers for consumers. Few 
carriers offer LTCI (and many plans have gone 
insolvent), existing policies are not robust or 
affordable, and only half of Coloradans have 
access to workplace retirement savings in the 
first place. 

Leveraging Social Programs    

Over 60 percent of “health” is the result of 
social, environmental, and behavioral factors. 
Addressing these factors can lead to a major 
return on investment. Analysis by Harvard 
Business School and Yale School of Public 
Health finds, “substantial evidence of improved 
health outcomes and/or reduced health care 
spending” when housing, income support, 
nutrition, and other social factors are 
addressed. When Coloradans have these basic 
necessities it improves health equity, a term 
that refers to the philosophy all people should 
have the opportunity to lead healthy lives, 
regardless of race, ethnicity, income, school 
district, or zip code. 

The United States is the only country without a 
publicly financed health system and it far 
outspends other industrialized nations when it 
comes to health costs, only to achieve poorer 
health outcomes. Conversely, it spends far less 
on social services, including retirement and 
disability benefits, employment programs, and 

https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/Cost%20Commission%20June%202017%20report%20FINAL%206.30.17.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/Cost%20Commission%20June%202017%20report%20FINAL%206.30.17.pdf
http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/medicaid_trends_and_cost_drivers_ip_memo_11092016.pdf
http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/medicaid_trends_and_cost_drivers_ip_memo_11092016.pdf
https://www.genworth.com/about-us/industry-expertise/cost-of-care.html
https://www.aarp.org/ppi/info-2017/stretching-the-medicaid-dollar.html
https://www.aarp.org/ppi/info-2017/stretching-the-medicaid-dollar.html
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/CFC%20Finance%20Report%20for%20SAPGA_FINAL.pdf
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/BPC-Health-Financing-Long-Term-Services-and-Supports.pdf
http://www.longtermscorecard.org/databystate/state?state=CO
http://www.longtermscorecard.org/databystate/state?state=CO
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4988629/
https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/features/achieving-health-equity.html
https://www.kff.org/disparities-policy/issue-brief/beyond-health-care-the-role-of-social-determinants-in-promoting-health-and-health-equity/
https://www.kff.org/disparities-policy/issue-brief/beyond-health-care-the-role-of-social-determinants-in-promoting-health-and-health-equity/


 41 

Recommendations

Protect and improve upon Colorado’s 
insurance gains. Specifically, Medicaid should 
be protected and Colorado should reject 
federal block grants or similar financing 
schemes. An evisceration of this funding would 
mean Colorado must find billions of General 
Fund dollars to supplement the program or 
restrict care for children, the elderly, the poor, 
and the disabled. Colorado also should oppose 
proposals which seek to limit enrollment in 
other ways, such as work requirements for 
“able-bodied” adults. The research doesn’t 
support a need for work requirements and 
suggests they would have negative health 
impacts for vulnerable people. 

Explore ways to leverage Medicaid and 
Colorado’s insurance exchange. Policymakers 
have encouraged experimentation with 
Medicaid payment reforms and new ways of 
delivering care, but should consider ways to 
expand insurance options, increase 
competition, and reduce costs. One idea is 
creating a public “buy-in” option, an idea under 
consideration in other states and at the 
national level. These programs can be 
structured in a variety of ways and could be 
offered on the exchange.

Alleviate high costs for consumers by acting on 
Cost Commission recommendations. The Cost 
Commission spent three years studying, 
discussing, and reaching bipartisan consensus 
on ways to bend Colorado’s cost curve. 
Colorado now has actionable strategies on how 
to target price transparency, protect 
consumers from unexpected and inaccurate 
medical bills, support the health care 
workforce, and reform how health services are 
paid for. 

Focus on financing long-term care. Coloradans 
and their families are not prepared for these 
costs and the state General Fund is similarly 
unprepared to cover them as our population 
grows older. Colorado’s Strategic Action 
Planning Group on Aging is charged with 
creating recommendations around LTSS and 
can play an important role, along with the 
newly created state Advisor on Aging in the 
Governor’s Office. 

Bend and blend spending toward social 
programs. Examples from the Cost 
Commission include folding in funding for 
housing and employment within our Medicaid 
system, creating a statewide screening and 
referral system for children who experience 
stressful or traumatic events, and investing in 
quality preschool for children insured through 
Medicaid.

housing. The Commonwealth Fund’s research 
finds one influences the other, stating the U.S. 
health spending may “crowd out” other types 
of spending supporting health.  

Existing state initiatives are leveraging social 
programs to benefit health. An environmental 
scan published by the Colorado Department of 
Public Health and Environment points out an 
abundance of statewide and local level 
programs that aim to improve health 
outcomes using a social determinants lens. For 
instance, Colorado is poised to create “health 
neighborhoods” for all Health First Colorado 
members, which will link their medical care to 
community resources. 

Many of the suggestions in this guide — 
increasing access to preschool and 
kindergarten, providing workers paid family 
and medical leave, raising wages, increasing 
investment in affordable higher education and 
housing — would also have dramatic positive 
impacts on Coloradans’ health. If we support 
these programs, we improve health.

https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/Medicaid%20Expansion%20Overview.pdf
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/medicaid-and-work-requirements/
http://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2015/oct/us-health-care-from-a-global-perspective
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/cdphe/sdoh-research
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/cdphe/sdoh-research
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While income is critical and determines how 
families meet basic needs, building assets is 
one of the key drivers to help families move 
into the middle class and build a stable and 
prosperous economic future. Assets cushion 
families against temporary setbacks and 
provide the foundation for investments that 
help families get ahead over the long term. 
Plus, they can be passed on from one 
generation to the next, adding to a family’s 
wealth.  

Assets consist of checking accounts, stock 
mutual funds, 401(k) plans, and other financial 
accounts. They can also be nonfinancial items 
such as homes, vehicles, and businesses. 
National data shows families with higher 
incomes have more assets and assets with 
greater value. The number, value, and type of 
assets owned also varies by race, with whites 
having more on average than blacks and 
Hispanics. 

Asset Building: 
Cultivating Wealth

Minorities	Hold	Less	Assets	

Source:	The	Federal	Reserve	2016	Consumer	Finances	Survey
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Help Coloradans Create College 
Savings Accounts  

The future of work and automation clearly 
shows all workers will need continuous training 
and education throughout their careers. 
However, Colorado students from low- and 
middle-income families are less likely to enroll 
in college than students from other income 
levels. In 2015, 42 percent of Colorado students 
whose family incomes were low enough to 
qualify for free and reduced lunch enrolled in 
college right out of high school, compared to 
62 percent of the students whose family 
incomes were higher. 

One way to turn this around is to help low- to 
middle-income families create education 
savings accounts. Considerable research shows 
having even small amounts of college 
savings helps. Children from low- to middle-
income families with $500 or less in savings are 
three times more likely to enroll in college 
than children with no savings, and four times 
more likely to graduate.

College	Savings	Accounts	Increase	
Likelihood	of	College	Graduation

Source:	Center	for	Social	Development,	Small-Dollar	Children’s	
Savings	Accounts,	Income,	&	College	Outcomes,	Washington	

University	in	St.	Louis,	CSD	Publication	13-06,	2013
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https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scfindex.htm
https://highered.colorado.gov/Publications/Reports/Legislative/PostSecondary/2017_Postsecondary_Progress_rel20170303.pdf
https://highered.colorado.gov/Publications/Reports/Legislative/PostSecondary/2017_Postsecondary_Progress_rel20170303.pdf
https://csd.wustl.edu/publications/documents/wp13-05.pdf
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Make It Easier to Save Income Tax 
Refunds  

In 2016, 2 million Coloradans received a state 
income tax refund averaging $471. That 
amount only stands to grow for hardworking 
families with children, thanks to Colorado’s 
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) becoming 
permanent.  

For most low- to middle-income families, their 
annual tax refund is the single largest payment 
they will receive all year. These tax refunds can 
help families build wealth, but many families 
cannot afford to save their entire refund 
because they have immediate expenses. 
Families can choose to save a portion of their 
refund after they receive it, but behavioral 
economics suggest an automatic, pre-
commitment to save will result in greater 
savings.  

In Colorado, families can directly deposit their 
tax refund into just one of three accounts or 
receive their refund as a check. Allowing 
families to split and directly deposit their 
refund among the three types of accounts 
— checking, savings, and 529 college savings 
accounts — would make saving for college 
easier, encourage overall savings, and help 
families meet immediate needs.  
 
Taxpayers can already split federal tax refunds 
after a pilot test showed doing so encouraged 
saving among more families. Arkansas, 
California, Hawaii, Maryland, Ohio, and 
Oregon allow taxpayers to deposit their state 
refunds into multiple accounts, resulting in 
increased savings.

Legislation was considered in the 2016 (HB16-
1371) and 2017 (SB17-149) sessions to allow 
Coloradans to directly deposit their income tax 
refunds in up to four different accounts, but 
each failed in Senate committees. If Colorado 
taxpayers used this option at the same rate as 
federal taxpayers, then 14,682 Colorado 
taxpayers would split their income tax 
refunds. This is a relatively easy and inexpensive 
way for the state to promote savings. 
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Protect Coloradans From Predatory 
Lending 

Saving and building assets is hard enough for 
many families without having their savings 
stripped away by predatory lenders. High-cost 
lenders, check cashers, rent-to-own stores, and 
pawn shops seem to be everywhere in low-
income neighborhoods. This is particularly true 
for minority neighborhoods, which are home to 
more of these businesses even after 
accounting for income, age, and gender.  
 
The Center for Responsible Lending finds areas 
with over 50 percent black and Latino residents 
are seven times more likely to have a payday 
store than predominantly white areas (less 
than 10 percent black and Latino). 

In 2010, Colorado reformed its payday lending 
laws, reducing the cost of the loans and 
extending the length of time borrowers could 
take to repay them. The rates on Colorado 
payday loans are lower than those in other 
states and borrowers in Colorado save $40 
million per year over what they paid under the 
old rules. However, these loans are still 
expensive, having an average effective interest 
rate of 129 percent in 2016. 

http://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/encouraging-savings-at-tax-time.aspx
http://www.responsiblelending.org/sites/default/files/nodes/files/research-publication/crl-mile-high-money-aug2017.pdf
https://coag.gov/sites/default/files/contentuploads/cp/ConsumerCreditUnit/UCCC/AnnualReportComposites/2016_ddl_composite.pdf
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Recommendations

Colorado should help set up a 529 college 
savings account for every student in the 
Colorado Preschool Program and match the 
first $50 of deposits and any additional 
savings made to the accounts dollar-for-
dollar up to $100. A bill (HB16-1196) to create 
a pilot program like this was considered in 
2016 with the goal of creating 2,000 savings 
accounts per year for three years. It died in 
Colorado’s State Senate. A portion of the tax 
savings from reforming and limiting the 
subsidy provided to large corporations for 
collecting state sales taxes could be used to 
fund these accounts.  

Colorado should revise its income tax 
administration to allow taxpayers to split 
their refunds and directly deposit them into 
up to four accounts.

Colorado should end the exemptions payday 
lenders receive and cap the interest rate on 
these loans at 36 percent APR.   

Colorado shouldn’t raise the rates charged 
on high cost installment “supervised 
loans,” because hardworking Coloradans 
shouldn’t be required to pay more for these 
loans just so lenders can pad their profits.

Payday lenders are exempt from Colorado’s 36 
percent limit. Instead, they charge a series of 
fees along with a 45 percent interest rate on 
these loans.  

Colorado also allows high-cost installment 
loans that average almost $9,000 with terms 
ranging from three years to six years and 
average interest rates of about 22 percent. 
While lenders have lobbied the legislature to 
increase the rates they can charge, the 
Attorney General’s office, which regulates 
them, found the rate increase was not needed.
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Colorado is an attractive place to live, thanks to 
a booming economy and vast recreational 
opportunities, but one major obstacle stands in 
the way of many families achieving economic 
opportunity: affordable housing.  

An affordable home promotes opportunity as it 
not only provides shelter, but supports 
educational success, achieves asset building, 
and heightens well-being. In addition, housing 
is integral to two-generation success, as 
children living in safe and healthy housing 
have higher test scores, a higher likelihood to 
obtain job training or a postsecondary degree, 
and higher average lifetime earnings. National 
statistics from Enterprise Community Partners 
show for people with stable housing, health 
problems lessen and wellness is elevated, with 
Medicaid costs reduced by 45 percent. 

Economists consider housing affordable if 
renters or homeowners spend 30 percent or 

less of their income on rent or mortgage 
payments. Those who spend over 30 percent 
are considered cost burdened, while renters 
and homeowners spending 50 percent or 
more are extremely cost burdened. This leaves 
individuals with less to spend on other crucial 
costs, such as food and child care; nationwide, 
cost-burdened families often spend nearly half 
as much on health care and 40 percent less on 
food. 

As the number of people moving to Colorado is 
outpacing the growth in available housing 
units, especially along the Front Range, many 
families struggle to find viable options. In 2015, 
Colorado built 26,000 housing units, but this 
still lags behind growing household formations 
of 33,000 to 35,000 per year. The increasing 
number of households in Colorado and dearth 
of construction for multi-family units is part of 
the reason for the current lack of affordable 
housing. 

Housing: 
Calling Colorado Home
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https://www.enterprisecommunity.org/download?fid=2340&nid=3822
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/economy/reports/2012/12/10/47408/the-housing-market-is-not-only-for-homeowners/
https://demography.dola.colorado.gov/demography/publications-and-presentations/#publications-and-reports
https://cber.co/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/cber-Colorado-Economic-Review-October-2017-data-November-2017.pdf
https://cber.co/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/cber-Colorado-Economic-Review-October-2017-data-November-2017.pdf
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The need for affordable housing is felt 
throughout Colorado: An opportunity survey 
conducted by the Bell across the state shows 
Coloradans consistently rank affordable 
housing as one of the top factors preventing 
them from getting ahead economically.  

Homeowners & Renters Both 
Affected By High Housing Costs  

A report from the Federal Housing Finance 
Agency finds home prices in Colorado grew 
faster than in any other state except 
Washington state in the second quarter of 
2017. Additionally, out of the top 20 
metropolitan areas with the highest rate of 
house price appreciation in the country, three 
are in Colorado: Fort Collins, Denver, and 
Boulder. All Colorado metro areas are 
experiencing price appreciation above the 
national average, particularly those along the 
Front Range.  

According to a National Housing Conference’s 
report, the income needed in 2017 to afford 
homeownership continued to increase, 
growing by almost double-digit rates in 
Colorado’s metro areas , as shown in the 
graphic to the right. High housing costs 
constrain economic growth, as most workers 
cannot afford to live in the city and often have 
less money to contribute to the surrounding 
economy.  

Renters also face high costs. The Colorado
Housing and Finance Authority (CHFA) reports 
nearly half of all Colorado renters are 
considered cost burdened, with an additional 

24 percent severely cost burdened. The 
majority of Coloradan renters earning less than 
half of the area median income (AMI) are 
experiencing cost-burdened housing prices.  
From the National Low Income Housing 
Coalition’s (NLIHC) 2017 Out of Reach report, 
rent across most of Colorado is increasing 
faster than annual income. The fair market rent 
(FMR) for a two-bedroom rental in Colorado is 
$1,143, ranking 12th highest for rental units in 
the nation. 
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https://www.fhfa.gov/AboutUs/Reports/ReportDocuments/2017Q2_HPI.pdf
http://www.nhc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Paycheck-to-Paycheck-2017-Rankings-Change-in-Income-Needed-Home.pdf
https://www.chfainfo.com/arh/lihtc/Documents/2016StateLIHTC_YE_Report_WLetter.pdf
http://nlihc.org/oor/colorado
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When broken down by hourly wage, a Colorado 
household must make $21.97 per hour to afford 
rent and utilities; however, the average renter 
wage in Colorado is only $17.13 per hour. At 
Colorado’s 2017 minimum wage of $9.30 per 
hour, one would need to work 95 hours a week, 
or 2.4 full-time jobs, to afford a two-bedroom 
rental. Metro areas such as Boulder and Denver 
require an even higher hourly wage for 
affordability at $23.85 and $25.10, respectively. 

For those Coloradans with “everyday” jobs, 
renting is often out of the question , as 
illustrated in the graphic above. According to 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ findings, out of 
nine occupations, six cannot afford a two-
bedroom rental based on the median wages 
paid. 

Currently, Colorado has a shortage of nearly 
121,000 affordable rental units for those who 
are extremely low-income (ELI), making 0 
percent to 30 percent of the AMI. Out of 
Colorado’s 63 counties, none have an adequate 
supply of affordable housing for ELI renters. 
Furthermore, 28 counties, mostly mountain 
resort and metropolitan areas, including the 
Front Range, Eagle, Summit, and Grand 
counties, have less than one-third of the supply 
needed. 
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http://nlihc.org/oor/colorado
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_co.htm
http://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/SHP_CO.pdf
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disproportionally affect people of color. In 
Denver specifically, most evictions occur in 
neighborhoods with a high percentage of 
people of color and areas experiencing 
gentrification. These neighborhoods include 
northeast Denver’s Elyria Swansea, Clayton, 
North Park Hill, and west Denver’s Westwood, 
Valverde, Ruby Hill, and Sun Valley. 

Gender

Although Denver and Aurora are two of the top 
10 cities nationwide with the lowest gender 
housing gap, women can still expect to pay 3 
percent to 4 percent more of their income on a 
one-bedroom rental than men. In Colorado 
Springs, women pay 11.5 percent more than 
men.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, women 
are nearly five times more likely to head a 
single-parent household than men. In 
Colorado, two-parent households are 1.7 times 
more likely to own a home than one-parent 
households. When accounting for these 
statistics jointly, this means Colorado women 
who are single parents are less likely to build 
wealth through homeownership. Additionally, 
unaffordable housing is a primary barrier for 
women and children escaping domestic 
violence, leading to high rates of homelessness. 
This barrier is often exacerbated by negative 
landlord references because of previous 
noise disturbances related to abuse. 

Age

The housing market affects all age groups, 
though individuals over 65 in Colorado bear the 
greatest housing burden. Nearly half of these 
renters and 26 percent of homeowners are cost 
burdened. Nationwide, households carry more 
mortgage debt into their retirement years than 
they did a decade ago. The number of 
homeowners aged 65 and over with mortgage 
payments more than doubled since 1992. For 
homeowners aged 50 to 64 with mortgages, 
cost-burdened homeownership increased to 
45 percent, while cost-burdened 
homeownership increased to 61 percent for 
homeowners aged 80 and older.  

Additionally, homeownership rates for 
households aged 25 to 34 have decreased 

When the price of housing far exceeds people’s 
ability to pay, it can result in dire 
consequences. A University of Denver report 
says, “A recent influx of new residents to 
Colorado combined with a steady decline of 
available low-income and affordable housing 
has contributed to a 600 percent increase in 
the homeless population from the late 1990s to 
2010.”  

While homelessness results from various 
reasons, unaffordable housing is one primary 
cause. Unfortunately, this trend hasn’t 
dissipated as our state’s economy has grown. 
Colorado has seen a 6 percent jump in 
homelessness according to a 2016 Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
report. Additionally, Colorado has the country’s 
largest increase in homeless veterans — up 
24.3 percent between 2015 and 2016 — and an 
estimated 350 unaccompanied youth 
experiencing homelessness on any given 
night.  

Housing Disparities   

Colorado’s housing market particularly impacts 
certain groups, creating further inequities in 
our state.   

Race

White Coloradans are almost twice as likely as 
black Coloradans to own a home. Although 
Colorado’s Hispanic population is the fastest 
growing, less than half own a home. This racial 
inequity trend impacts Colorado renters as 
well, with half of all black, Hispanic, and Native 
American renters experiencing cost-burdened 
housing.   

According to a recent report from Colorado 
Center on Law and Policy, evictions 

https://smartasset.com/mortgage/gender-housing-gap
https://smartasset.com/mortgage/gender-housing-gap
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2016/demo/families/cps-2016.html
http://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/2016/measure/homeownership-by-family-structure
http://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/2016/measure/homeownership-by-family-structure
http://www.safehousealliance.org/news/housing-and-dv/
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/Colorado%20Aging%20Framework%20FINAL%20-%20July%202015.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/livable-communities/documents-2014/Harvard-Housing-Americas-Older-Adults-2014.pdf
http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/jchs-sonhr-2015-ch4.pdf
http://www.law.du.edu/documents/homeless-advocacy-policy-project/2-16-16-Final-Report.pdf
https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/2016-AHAR-Part-1.pdf
http://www.coloradotrust.org/content/story/racial-wealth-gap-colorado
http://cclponline.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Facing-Eviction-Alone-2017-Report_Final.pdf
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more than 9 percent since 2004, now standing 
3 percent below the 1993 level. This correlates 
with a 5 percent drop in median household 
income for 25- to 34-year-olds since 2004. For 
those aged 35 to 44, the decrease in 
homeownership has been most severe, 
dropping 5 percent and currently down to 59 
percent, a level not seen since the 1960s.  

Colorado has begun adopting affordable 
housing policies; however, our state falls 
behind others for funding and 
implementation. Putting aside the issue of 
construction, Colorado must increase public 
funding to support affordable housing. 

Low-Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) give 
private companies incentives to build 
affordable housing units for lower-income 
Americans. According to a report by CHFA, in 
2016 alone, Colorado’s state LIHTC financed 
over 1,000 affordable rental units. This program 
has been effective, with recent state legislation 
extending the credit of $5 million annually 
through 2019. Only 17 states have their own 
state-run LIHTC, with Massachusetts and 
Connecticut investing twice as much or more 
than Colorado.

Colorado created a state housing trust 
fund (HTF) to finance the construction of 
affordable homes. However, to be effective, this 
fund needs a consistent, reliable funding 
stream. Twenty-eight states have dedicated 
public revenues to fund their HTFs, most 
through real estate transfer taxes or document 
filing fees. However, TABOR prohibits new or 
increased real estate transfer taxes. As a result, 
Colorado is one of 10 states that doesn’t have 
consistent funding streams. Certain Colorado 
localities, however, have developed their own 
local housing trust funds, such as Summit 
County and Telluride. Localities that 
established HTFs before TABOR was enacted 
are able to use real estate transfer taxes, but 
cannot raise the rates. Those that 
implemented a housing trust fund after 
TABOR have to use other sources, such as 
lodging or sales taxes. 

Enacted in 34 states, real estate transfer taxes 
impose a small charge at the state or county 
level when a housing title transfers owners. 
Although Colorado does have a real estate 

Recommendations

Colorado should follow other states and 
increase the state Low-Income Housing Tax 
Credits to meet the demand of affordable 
housing options.

Currently, TABOR prohibits new real estate 
transfer taxes, but if amended, making a 
small increase in Colorado’s real estate tax 
from .01 percent to .1 percent has the 
potential of increasing state revenue by 
$55.6 million in fiscal year 2019-2020, 
providing adequate funding for Colorado’s 
housing trust fund.

Another way to provide funding to the 
housing trust fund is to increase the 
document filing fee, a fee imposed during 
the filing of deeds, mortgages, and property 
transfers. In 2017, HB-1309 would’ve raised 
the fee from 1 cent to 2 cents for every $100 
of a transaction and generated an estimated 
$7.6 million for affordable housing. The bill 
passed the House, died in a Senate 
committee. 

Colorado should classify manufactured 
housing units as real residential property,  
lowering the taxes paid by buyers and 
providing manufactured housing owners 
with access to fair and equal financing of 
their homes.  

transfer tax, it’s the country’s lowest at .01 
percent — other states’ range from .05 percent 
to 3 percent. 

Manufactured housing (MH) are homes built in 
a factory then transported to the owner. 
Though MH offers an affordable 
homeownership choice for lower-income 
Coloradans, certain obstacles limit families’ 
ability to build assets through these homes. 
According to the Colorado Center on Law and 
Policy, MH units are classified differently than 
traditional homes, subjecting buyers to higher 
interest rates and short-term loans. 
Additionally, MH units are taxed differently 
than real estate, causing MH owners to pay an 
estimated $1,000 more in taxes than if the 
home was built onsite. In comparison, site-built 
homes pay a smaller documentary fee, which 
amounts to just $6.50 to $7.00 on average.

https://www.census.gov/housing/hvs/files/currenthvspress.pdf
https://www.chfainfo.com/arh/lihtc/Documents/2016StateLIHTC_YE_Report_WLetter.pdf
https://www.novoco.com/resource-centers/affordable-housing-tax-credits/application-allocation/state-lihtc-program-descriptions
https://housingtrustfundproject.org/colorado-uses-national-mortgage-settlement-funds-to-initiate-housing-investment-fund/
https://housingtrustfundproject.org/colorado-uses-national-mortgage-settlement-funds-to-initiate-housing-investment-fund/
http://housingtrustfundproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/State-Housing-Trust-Fund-Survey-2011.pdf
http://www.ncsl.org/research/fiscal-policy/real-estate-transfer-taxes.aspx
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/documents/2017A/bills/fn/2017a_scr002_f1.pdf
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb17-1309
http://www.manufacturedhousing.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/1836temp.pdf
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Many of the employee benefits and protections 
we’ve come to recognize — paid time off, 
retirement plans, overtime pay, policies on 
discrimination — were created following the 
Great Depression. Based on the industrial 
workplace model prevalent at the time, this  
resulted in a social contract in which employers 
provided decent and stable income and 
benefits along with opportunities for career 
advancement in return for workers’ loyalty and 
productivity.

However, as pointed out earlier in this guide, 
that model is no longer the norm. Growth in 
the gig economy and increased use of 
alternative work arrangements — expected to 
continue due to automation — mean many 
workers are classified as “independent 
contractors,” not employees, leaving them 
uncovered by basic workplace protections and 
benefits. Even still, the delineation of 
“employee” doesn’t guarantee important 
benefits, as employers can decide to offer few 
or none at all. Because of these factors, a large 
number of workers, many of them in low-wage 
jobs, don’t have access to important benefits. 

Despite the addition of new jobs and a low 
unemployment rate, Colorado workers need 
more of a safety net to advance economically. 
Throughout this section, we highlight some 
important benefits and protections Colorado 
can implement to adapt with the changing 
nature of work in our state and country. 

Making Pay Work
The Need for Pay Equity, Minimum 
Wage, Overtime, & EITC Expansion

At its most basic, one’s financial future hinges 
on a simple concept: Get a job, go to work, get 
a paycheck. Over the years, the jobs have 
changed, as has the work, both keeping pace 
with the progress of our workforce and 
economy, but as detailed earlier in this report, 
the paychecks haven’t done the same. As such, 
it came as no surprise many of those who 
participated in the Bell opportunity survey 
rated stagnant wages and the lack of good 
paying jobs as top concerns in Colorado. 

Pay Equity 

Improvements in earnings would undoubtedly 
increase economic opportunity for Colorado 
families, especially when considering nearly 
half of the state’s workforce could earn more if 
Colorado took steps to eliminate the pay gap 
for female workers. 

On average, Colorado women only bring home 
81 cents for every dollar a man earns, but data 
show women of color earn even less. Black, 
Native American, and Hispanic women take 
home 64 cents, 58 cents, and 54 cents, 
respectively, compared to their white male 
counterparts. With 201,000 female-led family 
households in Colorado, failing to achieve pay 
equity is a missed opportunity for our state: 
Colorado women lose $14.5 billion each year 
due to the pay gap — money that could go 
toward strengthening their families and our 
economy.  

Work Policies: Adapting 
How Colorado Works

http://www.nelp.org/publication/fighting-preemption-local-minimum-wage-laws/
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/workplace-fairness/fair-pay/4-2017-co-wage-gap.pdf
https://www.aauw.org/files/2017/02/Colorado-Pay-Gap-2017.pdf
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/workplace-fairness/fair-pay/4-2017-co-wage-gap.pdf
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/workplace-fairness/fair-pay/4-2017-co-wage-gap.pdf
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Increased pay equity would mean over 
57 percent of the 748,000 Colorado 
kids with working mothers would see 
benefits and the state’s poverty rate 
could fall from 5.6 percent to 2.8 
percent. 

The pay gap is affected by a host of factors. 
Analysts with the Brookings Institution, 
the Economic Policy Institute, and the National 
Women’s Law Center argue promoting work/
life balance policies such as paid leave and 
improving investment in early care and 
education could help mitigate some of the 
known conditions that cause the pay gap.  

However, research suggests an unexplained 
pay gap (at least 7 percent in Colorado) still 
exists even when controlling for variables such 
as work experience, length of time in the 
workforce, educational attainment, different 
occupations, and negotiating practices. 

In 2017, Colorado policymakers bolstered 
protections around pay transparency, which 
can be especially impactful for women. In early 
August, the 2017 Colorado Pay Transparency 
Act took effect, protecting all Colorado 
employees from discriminatory or unfair 
employment practices if they discuss their 
wages and salaries with each other. This law  
strengthens 2008 pay transparency 
protections already implemented in our state 
— protections which have contributed to both 
pay increases for women and a narrowing 
wage gap, in particular for college-educated 
women.  

Colorado’s Pay Equity Commission, which 
operated from 2007-2015, reviewed data, 
engaged in cross-sector collaboration, and 
gathered expertise from different perspectives, 
including labor, business, academia, 
representatives from women’s groups, and 
organizations representing people of color to 
find sensible solutions to eliminating this 
disparity. A few of the Commission‘s 
recommendations were adopted, including 
conforming the Colorado Anti-Discrimination 
Act with the federal Civil Rights Act.  

However, many of the Pay Equity Commission’s 
ideas, such as creating state oversight of pay 
equity policies, ensuring the state itself is a 
model employer, and partnering with business 
groups and educational institutions to 
implement best practices, were left on the 
table. 

Recommendations

Colorado should revisit the Pay Equity 
Commission’s recommendations and renew 
efforts to implement them. 

As a compilation of state laws from the 
American Association of University of 
Women (AAUW) demonstrates, there is 
much more Colorado can do to eradicate 
the gap. In 2016, the Colorado House passed 
legislation that would’ve implemented 
some of these best practices. One bill (HB16-
1166) would have prohibited companies from 
asking job applicants for their salary 
histories and the other (HB16-1001) would 
have required state contractors to comply 
with equal pay standards. Both bills were 
killed in the Senate, but policymakers could 
and should revive these efforts.   

Colorado should also take additional steps 
outlined by the American Association of 
University of Women, such as requiring 
employers be liable for the costs and fees 
incurred by employees in a successful 
discrimination lawsuit. Currently, 33 other 
states do this.  

https://iwpr.org/publications/economic-impact-equal-pay-state/
https://iwpr.org/publications/economic-impact-equal-pay-state/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/social-mobility-memos/2016/04/12/the-gender-pay-gap-to-equality-and-beyond/
http://www.epi.org/publication/its-time-for-an-ambitious-national-investment-in-americas-children/
https://nwlc.org/resources/the-wage-gap-the-who-how-why-and-what-to-do/
https://nwlc.org/resources/the-wage-gap-the-who-how-why-and-what-to-do/
https://www.aauw.org/research/the-simple-truth-about-the-gender-pay-gap/
https://www.wfco.org/file/StatusofWomen2015_FullReport.pdf
http://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb17-1269
http://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb17-1269
https://www.umb.edu/editor_uploads/images/cla_d_o/pay_secrecy_IR_march_1_2015.pdf
http://www.coworkforce.com/PayEquityReport.pdf
https://www.aauw.org/resource/state-equal-pay-laws/
http://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb16-1166
http://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb16-1001
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Minimum Wage 

In 2016, Colorado voters approved a 
Constitutional amendment to gradually 
increase the state minimum wage each year 
from $8.31 to $12.00 per hour by 2020. 
Following 2020, it will be increased to keep 
pace with inflation. This was a major 
accomplishment and will raise the wages for 
477,000 hardworking Coloradans. Women, 
adult workers aged 25 and older, workers of 
color, and working parents significantly benefit 
from the increase.

For many parts of the state, raising the 
minimum wage to $12.00 makes sense. For 
other areas, such as the Denver metro area or 
mountain resort communities, where the cost 
of living — housing and child care costs have 
grown much faster than median incomes in 
these areas — is much higher, it might be 
more appropriate to have a higher minimum 
wage. 

One way to assess the adequacy of the 
minimum wage is to compare it to median 
wages. The 2017 minimum of $9.30 equals 
50 percent of statewide median wages in 2016, 
but only 42 percent of the median wages in 
the Boulder-Longmont metro area and 46 
percent in the Denver-Aurora metro area. 

Ratio	of	Minimum	Wages	to	Median	Wages	Across	Colorado

Source:	Colorado	Department	of	Labor	and	Employment,	Occupational	Employment	and	Wage	Rates	(OES),	2016
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Recommendation

Colorado should remove the prohibition on 
local governments setting minimum wages 
that are higher than the state minimum 
wage. Local governments and citizens 
should consider whether a higher local 
minimum wage is appropriate for them. 
  

In recent years, more than 40 cities and some 
counties nationally have adopted minimum 
wages that are higher than the federal or state 
minimum wage. These local wages better 
reflect living costs, and a recent study shows 
these increases provide needed raises for low-
wage workers with little negative effect on job 
growth.

Colorado law currently prohibits local 
governments from setting a minimum wage 
higher than the federal or state minimum 
wage. Local officials and voters are in a better 
position to understand and reflect the needs of 
their communities, such as workers’ ability to 
afford the local cost of living and businesses 
capacity to pay higher wages. Local city 
councils or county commissions could vote to 
set higher minimum wages in their 
communities. Citizens could also set higher 
minimum wages through local ballot 
measures. 

https://www.bellpolicy.org/2016/06/25/minimum-wage-facts/
http://www.nelp.org/publication/fighting-preemption-local-minimum-wage-laws/
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In mid-2016, the Obama administration
suggested a revision that would increase the 
amount of weekly pay for overtime-eligible 
workers to $913, or $47,456 per year. Raising the 
threshold by this amount would make an 
additional 248,000 Colorado salaried workers 
automatically qualified for overtime pay. In 
total, 328,000 Coloradans — about one-third of 
our salaried workforce — would be paid for the 
hours they work over 40 per week, increasing 
their incomes. 

This change would exceedingly help women, 
black, Hispanic, and younger workers and 
those whose highest level of education is a 
high school diploma. 

Recommendation

Colorado should set its own wage standard 
for qualifying for overtime pay to at least the 
level proposed by the Obama 
administration. 
  

Overtime  

The federal Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) 
requires most workers in the U.S. be paid a 
minimum wage and, when they work more 
than 40 hours in a week, be compensated 
overtime pay at a rate of one and a half times 
their regular pay. This is sometimes referred to 
as “time and a half.” 

Many managerial and administrative staff are 
exempt from the overtime provision. Exempt 
workers must meet all three criteria: 

1.	 Be paid by salary, not per hour;  
2.	 Perform executive, administrative, or 

professional duties; and,  
3.	 Be paid above the current weekly standard 

of $455 ($23,660 per year for a full-time, 
year-round worker).  

If a worker doesn’t meet all three criteria, they 
are eligible for overtime pay. Most often, 
workers are exempt because they earn over 
the rule’s weekly or year-round maximum.  
The current cutoff amount for overtime pay 
was last raised in 2004 during the Bush 
administration, an increase many argued was 
too small given it was set below the average 
wage at the time. Today, only 80,000 salaried 
workers in Colorado, or 7.7 percent of the 
state’s salaried workforce, automatically qualify 
for overtime pay based on their salaries. This is 
much smaller than the 62 percent who 
qualified in the 1970s, and even the 15 percent 
following the Bush administration’s changes in 
2004. 

https://www.dol.gov/whd/overtime/final2016/
http://www.epi.org/publication/who-benefits-from-new-overtime-threshold/
http://www.epi.org/publication/who-benefits-from-new-overtime-threshold/
http://www.epi.org/publication/briefingpapers_bp152/
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EITC Expansion

The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is a 
federal tax credit that provides income support 
for low- to middle-income working families, 
particularly those with children. It’s a 
refundable tax credit, meaning families receive 
the full amount of the credit, even if the value 
of the credit exceeds their income tax liability. 
The credit is applied to the income tax they 
owe, and families receive what remains if the 
credit is more than the tax owed.  

Colorado has a state EITC, which offers a state 
income tax credit equivalent to 10 percent of 
the federal EITC a taxpayer receives. Like the 
federal EITC, Colorado’s is also refundable. The 
rules governing the federal EITC are used to 
determine eligibility for the state EITC. It’s 
estimated that in tax year 2015, over 380,000 
Coloradans received the state EITC — valued 
at about $220 on average.

The amount of the credit increases as the 
worker’s earnings grow from zero to about 
$10,000 to $14,000 for single and married 
taxpayers with children, respectively, 
depending on the number of children in the 
family. The amount of the tax credit gradually 
declines beginning around $18,000 for single 
taxpayers with children and about $24,000 for 
married taxpayers with children. The maximum 
amount of the federal EITC is $6,269 for 
taxpayers with three or more children. The EITC 
phases out completely at about $48,000 for 
single taxpayers and at about $53,500 for 
married taxpayers with three or more children.

However, the EITC is much less generous for 
single and married taxpayers who have no 
children. It begins to phase out at about $8,200 
for a single taxpayer and about $14,000 for 
married taxpayers. It ends completely for single 
taxpayers around $15,000 and $20,400 for 
married taxpayers. The maximum EITC for 
single and married taxpayers without children 
is $506.   

A significant body of research shows the 
federal EITC lifts millions of families out of 
poverty each year and rewards work, especially 
for low-income women. However, the much 
smaller EITC for childless workers provides less 
of an incentive for these women to enter the 
workforce, as it offsets less payroll taxes and 
other expenses.

The value of the EITC could be enhanced by 
increasing the value of the credit available to 
working people without dependent children 
and by increasing the level of income they can 
earn before it phases out. 

The District of Columbia expanded its EITC for 
workers without dependent children so single 
workers receive the maximum EITC at $12,060, 
phasing out completely at $24,120. For married 
workers, the limits are $24,360 and 
$32,480. This type of reform would best be 
done at the federal level, but Colorado could 
act if the federal government does not. 

 

Recommendation

Colorado should work with its Congressional 
delegation to expand the federal Earned 
Income Tax Credit for workers without 
dependent children. If the federal 
government won’t act, Colorado should 
increase the amount of the state EITC for 
workers without dependent children.  

https://www.brookings.edu/interactives/earned-income-tax-credit-eitc-interactive-and-resources/
https://www.brookings.edu/interactives/earned-income-tax-credit-eitc-interactive-and-resources/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/states-can-adopt-or-expand-earned-income-tax-credits-to-build-a
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Making Work Pay
Building a Balance with Paid Leave, 
Dependent Care, and Flexibility

“Work/life balance,” a concept allowing workers 
to accommodate both professional and 
personal needs, may be a rallying cry of the 
modern workforce, but few policy solutions or 
employer initiatives have yet to make it a 
mainstay for American workers. Instead, many 
face less of a balance and more of a balancing 
act as they must reconcile stagnant wages and 
growing costs with sacrifices both on the job 
and at home. 

Creating a system that integrates work and life 
instead of putting the two at odds would be to 
the benefit of workers, loved ones, businesses, 
and whole communities.  

Paid Family and Medical Leave 

Paid family and medical leave — compensated 
time for workers to care for loved ones or 
themselves — is not guaranteed in the United 
States. Research from the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) shows 40 other countries across five 
continents provide paid leave, ranking the U.S. 
in last place and making it the only developed 
nation without such a standard. The Bureau of 
Labor Statistics’ most recent survey of workers 
finds only 13 percent of those in the private 
sector have access to paid family and medical 
leave through their employers. 

The only federal law currently addressing the 
need for caregiving is the Family and Medical 
Leave Act (FMLA), enacted 25 years ago. FMLA 
gives certain employees job-protected unpaid 
leave for up to 12 weeks, but not every worker 
has this benefit. Businesses with under 50 
employers are exempt from the law, and when 
accounting for this and other exclusions, 2 out 
of 5 workers do not have access to FMLA.   

Colorado	Workers	Lack	Access	to	Paid	Family	&	Medical	Leave

Source:	Bell	analysis	of	Colorado	Department	of	Labor	and	Employment	data	cross	

referenced	with	Pew	Research's	analysis	of	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics	data
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http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf 
http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf 
http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf 
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2016/13-percent-of-private-industry-workers-had-access-to-paid-family-leave-in-march-2016.htm
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/economy/reports/2015/11/19/125769/administering-paid-family-and-medical-leave/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/economy/reports/2015/11/19/125769/administering-paid-family-and-medical-leave/
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Who is Affected?
 
Analysis of national data by the Institute for 
Women’s Policy Research (IWPR) shows 
workers need family and medical leave for 
different reasons and at different times in their 
lives. For younger workers, leave is often used 
to care for a child, but older workers — who 
statistically have more access to paid leave 
than younger workers — generally use the 
benefit to care for themselves. In fact, older 
men have driven up the number of workers 
taking leave for self-care by 10 percent over the 
last 15 years. IWPR’s research emphasizes the 
burden on working women, who are more 
likely to take leave and less likely to receive pay 
when doing so.  

According to BLS data, income earners in the 
top 10 percent are six times as likely to have 
access to paid leave compared to those in the 
bottom 10 percent. A Pew Research Center 
survey reveals other inequities: Approximately 
a quarter of Hispanic and a quarter of black 
workers are unable to take leave, compared to 
13 percent of white workers. Those with lower 
levels of education are also less likely to have 
access. 

A recent statewide poll of Colorado 
women of color shows nearly 60 
percent support a national paid 
family and medical leave fund.   

Access to paid leave differs between job type 
and industry. An employee is more likely to be 
offered paid leave if he or she works in a high-
paying, full-time job for a large employer. Some 
Colorado industries are more likely than others 
to offer paid family and medical leave, as 
demonstrated in the chart on the previous 
page.  

Benefits for Employees & Their 
Families  

Paid family and medical leave helps parents.
With nearly 62 percent of Colorado women 
serving as the primary or co-breadwinners in 
their homes, a woman’s income is crucial to 
family economic stability. Analysis by U.S. News 
and World Report and the American Enterprise 

Low-Income	Families	Forced	to	
Sacrifice	to	Cover	Lost	Pay	When	Paid	

Leave	Isn't	Sufficient	or	Available

Source:	Pew	Research	Center,	"Americans	Widely	Support	

Paid	Family	and	Medical	Leave,	but	Differ	Over	Specific	

Policies"	
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Institute argue improving access to paid family 
leave, along with affordable, quality child care, 
would increase income for working mothers. A 
recent study commissioned by the National 
Partnership for Women and Families says 
women who take paid leave after childbirth 
report “stronger labor force attachment and 
positive changes in wages in the year following 
a child’s birth, when compared to those who 
do not take any leave.” 

https://iwpr.org/publications/family-medical-leave-taking-among-older-workers/
https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2017/ownership/private/table32a.pdf
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/03/23/americans-widely-support-paid-family-and-medical-leave-but-differ-over-specific-policies/
http://www.publicpolicypolling.com/main/2016/07/ColoradoToplines1.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/reports/2016/06/22/139955/fast-facts-economic-security-for-colorado-families/
http://cdn.equitablegrowth.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/27134027/0616-shiftshare-famyoungchild.pdf
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2017-04-07/affordable-child-care-paid-family-leave-key-to-closing-gender-wage-gap
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/articles/2017-04-07/affordable-child-care-paid-family-leave-key-to-closing-gender-wage-gap
http://www.aei.org/publication/child-care-and-paid-leave-policies-that-work-for-working-parents/
http://www.aei.org/publication/child-care-and-paid-leave-policies-that-work-for-working-parents/
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/work-family/other/pay-matters.pdf
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Children do better when their parents can take 
paid leave. Benefits include increased 
breastfeeding rates, rates of infant 
immunizations and preventive care for 
children, parent bonding, and improved child 
mortality. Longer-term, parental leave 
positively impacts educational attainment for 
kids, lowers teen pregnancy rates, leads to 
higher IQ scores, as well as higher earnings in 
adulthood.  

Paid leave is a vital support for those caring for 
older adults, as well. According to AARP, 
Colorado caregivers assisting older adults 
generate $7.7 million in economic value 
annually. At the same time, nearly half of 
unpaid caregivers give their care recipient 
financial help, including assistance with health 
costs and personal care. However, lack of paid 
leave policies take a toll on Coloradans: 
Analysis from CHI shows those caring for older 
adults shouldered $3.7 billion in workplace-
related costs in 2015. 

Caregivers’ future financial stability is at risk 
because they cannot save for retirement, per a 
study by MetLife. With Colorado’s older adult 
population dramatically increasing, the 
proportion of available family caregivers is 
shrinking, which means Colorado will see 
exacerbated demands on unpaid (and paid) 
caregivers. This is precisely why the state’s 
Strategic Action Plan on Aging has urged the 
General Assembly to “establish family leave 
policies that set standards for compensating 
(these) employees.” 

Benefits for Employers  

In California, the paid leave program increased 
the hours worked by employees, with 89 
percent to 99 percent of employers reporting 
the program has “a positive effect or no 
noticeable effect” on productivity, profitability, 
turnover, or morale. Other researchers assert 
firms see lower turnover and lower per-worker 
wage costs after implementation of paid family 
leave. In Rhode Island, employers surveyed 
after introducing the state paid leave program 
largely supported the program and 
demonstrated no evidence of decreased 
productivity. 

Small Business Majority says 7 out of 
10 small business owners support paid 
leave for their employees. Two-thirds 
favor state-administered programs 
that rely on employee and employer 
contributions.  

In fact, employers can experience costs due to 
a lack of paid leave. CHI’s research on older 
adult caregivers in the workplace finds 
absenteeism, presenteeism, turnover, and 
increased health costs for their workers results 
in employers bearing $500 million in costs 
annually, which could rise to $1 billion by 2030.   

According to the Center for American Progress, 
“policy providing paid family and medical leave 
is necessary because there is no evidence to 
suggest the landscape will change 
dramatically or quickly without policy 
interventions.” There is widespread public 
support for paid leave policies, progress from 
employers has been slow, and other states 
have blazed a trail for Colorado to follow.     

Six states and the District of Columbia have 
created public family leave programs. States 
use different financing mechanisms, from 
employee- or employer-only contributions to a 
hybrid approach. Washington state and D.C. 
are notable in that they are the first 
jurisdictions to finance a public paid leave 
insurance program without a state-run 
temporary disability program. At least half of 
the states, including Colorado, have considered 
paid leave legislation. 

Recommendation

In 2017, Colorado’s General Assembly 
considered the Family and Medical Leave 
Insurance Act (HB 17-1307). The bill would’ve 
created an employee-funded insurance 
program for all workers. It passed the House 
of Representatives for the first time, but 
died in the Senate. The bill’s momentum 
and the powerful positive testimony it 
inspired gives Colorado a plan to build on in 
the future.  

http://repo.library.upenn.edu/storage/content/2/6px8fo46fe347p2n/1/elder_care.pdf
http://repo.library.upenn.edu/storage/content/2/6px8fo46fe347p2n/1/elder_care.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/SAPGA%2520Caregiving%2520Report_1.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/SAPGA%20Caregiving%20Report_1.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/SAPGA%20Caregiving%20Report_1.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/SAPGA-Nov-2016-Strategic-Plan.pdf
http://www.nber.org/papers/w17715.pdf
http://cepr.net/publications/reports/leaves-that-pay
http://cepr.net/publications/reports/leaves-that-pay
http://www.edd.ca.gov/Disability/pdf/PFL_Economic_and_Social_Impact_Study.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/s/3pzag41e8n7lekz/Bartel%2520et%2520al%2520Brief%2520report.Embargoed%2520for%2520release%2520on%2520January%252020%25202016.pdf?dl=0
http://www.smallbusinessmajority.org/sites/default/files/research-reports/033017-paid-leave-poll.pdf
https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/paid-family-leave-laws-chart/
https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/paid-family-leave-laws-chart/
http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/documents/2017A/bills/2017a_1307_ren.pdf
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Earned Paid Sick Leave 

Earned paid sick time ensures employees’ job 
security and income when they are away from 
work due to illness or injury. Unlike family and 
medical leave, which is used for longer-term 
absences, earned paid sick time is based on 
the hours worked and helps employees in the 
short term. Earned paid sick policies often 
include “safe time” provisions, which enable 
workers to take this earned time off to deal 
with the impacts of domestic violence. The 
United States is the only industrialized country 
that fails to guarantee workers paid sick time.   

A 2015 poll from Lake Research 
Partners showed 88 percent of 
respondents support workers earning 
paid sick days to care for themselves 
or family members.  

Studies from Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) 
and Kaiser Family Foundation say between 68 
percent to 70 percent of employers offer paid 
sick time to their employees. Large 
organizations are more likely to provide access 
than small firms, and public sector employers 
are more likely to offer these policies than 
those in the private sector.  

However, national surveys of employees reveal 
a significant number — between 40 million 
and 50 million nationwide — who say they are 
unable to earn paid sick time. Approximately 2 
out of 5 Coloradans, or 870,607 people, lack 
access to even one paid sick day, according to 
forthcoming research done by the Institute for 
Women’s Policy Research (IWPR). 

People of color, low-wage workers, and those 
employed in part-time, temporary, or seasonal 
jobs in Colorado have less access than others. 
In fact, BLS data show 87 percent of private 
sector earners in the top 10 percent have 
access to paid sick time, while only 27 percent 
of the lowest wage earners can say the same. 
Hispanic workers are less likely to have paid 
sick days than workers in any other racial or 
ethnic group. 

Source:	Bell	analysis	using	Institute	for	Women’s	Policy	

Research	data	and	Colorado	Department	of	Labor	and	

Employment	data

Certain	industries	like	food	service,	
construction,	farming,	retail,	and	caregiving	are	

disproportionately	affected	by	a	lack	of	
earned	paid	sick	leave.	

That	means	at	least

220,000
waiters	and	waitresses,

child	care	workers,	

and	nursing	assistants
in	Colorado	are	without	
the	ability	to	earn	paid	

sick	days.	

Employees Win  

Paid sick time improves health for workers. An 
increasing number of Coloradans cite the 
inability to take time off work as a barrier to 
accessing health care, ranking higher than the 
challenge of finding an in-network doctor. 
Those without access to paid sick days are 
more likely to use emergency care rather than 
preventative and routine doctor’s visits for 
themselves or their families, according to the 
National Partnership for Women and Families. 
CDPHE finds paid sick leave policies could help 
decrease public health crises by limiting the 
spread of communicable diseases and 
infections. To contrast, research done for the 
National Bureau of Economic Research shows 
paid sick time laws in seven U.S. cities helped 
prevent the flu from spreading.  

Source:	Economic	Policy	Institute,	"Work	Sick	or	Lose	Pay?"
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http://cepr.net/documents/publications/paid-sick-days-2009-05.pdf
http://www.makeitworkcampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/MIW-SOTU-Poll-Memo.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2016/ownership/civilian/table32a.htm
https://www.kff.org/womens-health-policy/issue-brief/paid-family-leave-and-sick-days-in-the-u-s-findings-from-the-2016-kaiser-hret-employer-health-benefits-survey/
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2016/access-to-paid-sick-leave-vacations-and-holidays-varies-by-wage-category.htm
https://www.coloradohealthinstitute.org/research/colorado-health-access-survey
http://www.nber.org/papers/w22530
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Recommendation

Colorado should continue efforts to create 
an earned paid sick policy for all Colorado 
workers. The Colorado General Assembly 
considered bills in 2009 (SB 09-1210) and 
2016 (SB 16-114), which would’ve granted all 
Colorado employees the right to earn job-
protected paid sick and safe days. The bills 
died in committee. Denver voters also 
considered a proposal in 2013 that would 
have created an earned paid sick and safe 
day policy at the municipal level, though the 
effort failed at the ballot.  
  

operations. IWPR’s research emphasizes paid 
sick time is positively related to employee 
productivity, lower turnover, and employer 
savings.   

A lack of federal momentum and the pressing 
need for policy change have inspired state and 
local action. Since the first law was passed by 
voter initiative in 2006 in San Francisco, eight 
states and the District of Columbia, 28 cities, 
and two counties have enacted earned paid 
sick time laws. Voters in Arizona and 
Washington State passed mandatory paid sick 
time at the ballot in late 2016, Rhode Island’s 
legislature enacted a bill in the fall of 2017, 
and at least eight states considered legislation 
around paid sick days during their 2017 
legislative sessions.  

A compilation of earned paid sick time laws 
shows variation among state and local laws, 
though there are common themes. In general, 
policies require most employers to give most 
employees, including those working part-
time, the ability to earn, accrue and take this 
time off. Most states cap earned time at 
anywhere from three days to five days; city 
policies tend to have more generous caps, and 
employers can offer more leave than the law 
requires. Policies stipulate reasons that a 
worker may take the earned time, and all allow 
workers to use that time to address the health 
needs of themselves and their loved ones. All 
state policies, and most city policies, include 
safe time as a permissible reason to take sick 
time.   

The Economic Policy Institute recently 
quantified the economic burden a lack of 
earned paid sick days places on working 
families. In households with two income 
earners both making $12 per hour (Colorado’s 
minimum wage in 2020), taking unpaid time 
off has dire consequences for the family 
budget.  

The nature of at-will employment, a 
presumption of employment in Colorado (and 
in all states except Montana), means most 
employees can be fired by an employer for any 
reason, at any time. Without sick leave policies 
in place, employees can be fired for taking a 
day off to care for a loved one, get well, or 
prevent the spread of illness. In an Oxfam 
survey, 1 in 5 low-wage working mothers report 
losing a job because they were sick or had to 
care for a sick child.   
 

Businesses Benefit  

Earned paid sick time can be implemented 
without harming local businesses or costing 
jobs, according to analyses of existing 
municipal and state policies. Data from cities 
that have enacted paid sick time laws show no 
correlation between the policies and job loss.
Analysis by the Bell reveals stronger overall job 
growth in Washington D.C. and San Francisco 
after implementation of an earned paid sick 
policy than in neighboring counties that didn’t 
have similar policies. 

The Center on Law and Social Policy highlights 
how Seattle and San Francisco experienced 
faster employment growth than nearby 
comparable counties without a required paid 
sick time policy, while New York City 
experienced its lowest unemployment rate in 
six years just nine months after the law took 
effect. In Connecticut, jobs grew across 
industries in the six years following its law’s 
implementation, including in the leisure and 
hospitality industry. 

The Center for American Progress observes in 
nearly all cites or states with laws requiring 
earned paid sick time, unemployment didn’t 
rise one year after implementation. Employers 
in Connecticut note positive benefits such as 
improved morale, reductions in the spread of 
illness, and low to no impact on overall cost or 

http://www.leg.state.co.us/clics/clics2009a/csl.nsf/fsbillcont3/1CBFB00650B446D087257537001FA574?open&file=1210_01.pdf
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb16-114
http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/PublicLaws/Law17/law17347.htm
https://stateinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/2017-SiX-EOSR.pdf
https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/paid-sick-time-legislative-successes/
http://www.epi.org/publication/work-sick-or-lose-pay-the-high-cost-of-being-sick-when-you-dont-get-paid-sick-days/
http://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/at-will-employment-overview.aspx
http://www.oxfamamerica.org/static/media/files/low-wage-worker-report-oxfam-america.pdf
http://www.bellpolicy.org/2011/10/03/paid-sick-leave/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/reports/2017/01/05/295908/paid-sick-days-and-paid-family-and-medical-leave-are-not-job-killers/
http://cepr.net/documents/good-for-buisness-2014-02-21.pdf
http://cepr.net/documents/good-for-buisness-2014-02-21.pdf
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Child Care  

Nearly 64 percent of Colorado children under 
the age of six live in a home where all primary 
caregivers work, underscoring the magnitude 
of need and highlighting the importance of 
child care as a lever to opportunity for Colorado 
families. 

In a recent focus group hosted by the 
Bell, one mom put it bluntly: “To work 
as hard as I do, I need child care.”  

Quality child care is the ultimate two-
generation strategy, as it reinforces 
opportunity through multiple generations in a 
family. With good care, children thrive in the 
present and are poised for success in the 
future, similarly to the benefits of preschool 
and kindergarten. 

Child care is vital to all working parents, but 
research consistently shows it’s a decisive 
factor in promoting work efforts among low-
income mothers. When a parent knows her 
child is being cared for in a safe, healthy, and 
stimulating environment, she is more 
empowered, secure in the workplace, and able 
to advance economically, so she can further 
provide for her children.  

Beyond individual economic mobility, the 
Colorado economy will prosper if we enhance 
state efforts to make child care more affordable 
and available. Measurable benefits can accrue 
to the state’s workforce and employers in the 
form of reduced absenteeism, improved job 
retention and productivity, and greater
participation in job training and education for 
parents. For example, researchers at the 
Economic Policy Institute find making child 
care more affordable for families could increase 
mothers’ workforce participation rates, which 
would raise national GDP up to $600 billion 
annually, depending on the policy approach. 
These gains improve the economy for 
everyone.  

Despite data showing child care benefits 
employees, most workplaces don’t assist 
workers in obtaining it. The National Study of 
Employers shows just 7 percent offer child care 
at or near the worksite. EPIC’s Family-Friendly 

Workplace Toolkit corroborates this when 
noting the U.S. National Center for 
Atmospheric Research (NCAR) in Boulder, 
Colorado, is “one of a few workplaces in 
Colorado with an on-site child care facility.” The 
National Study finds other policies related to 
child care also are few and far between. 
Though 1 in 5 employers offer benefits giving 
employees flexibility in managing work and 
family life, they report the high cost of child 
care is a barrier to providing this assistance.  

The Center for American Progress argues 
“chronic” underfunding for child care should 
be mitigated not just by more investment, but 
by a culture shift in the way we view and assist 
families who need child care. Colorado’s focus 
on two-generation approaches means the 
state is well-positioned to be a leader in this 
culture shift.   

Cost and Access Are Barriers to 
Opportunity   

Among those who responded to the Bell’s 
opportunity survey, distributed to Coloradans 
from 11 counties in rural and urban areas of the 
state, most respondents ranked quality, 
affordable child care as a top factor helping 
people get ahead economically. They also 
stated a lack of child care is an obstacle to their 
success.  

Analysts for the Colorado Department of 
Human Services concluded in 2016, “the price 
parents pay for child care in Colorado is a 
problem.” National research consistently rates 
Colorado’s child care costs among the least 
affordable in the country — and costs can be 
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https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/reports/2016/06/22/139955/fast-facts-economic-security-for-colorado-families/
http://www.clasp.org/resources-and-publications/publication-1/Child-Care-Assistance-Helping-Parents-Work.pdf
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/publications/fedgazette/early-childhood-development-economic-development-with-a-high-public-return
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED568888.pdf
http://whenworkworks.org/downloads/2016-National-Study-of-Employers.pdf
http://whenworkworks.org/downloads/2016-National-Study-of-Employers.pdf
https://sites.google.com/site/familyfriendlycolorado/toolkit
https://sites.google.com/site/familyfriendlycolorado/toolkit
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/02074444/JumpingThroughHoopsMAY.pdf
http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2017-18_humhrg1.pdf
https://usa.childcareaware.org/advocacy-public-policy/resources/research/costofcare/
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Total federal funding for CCCAP, the majority of 
which comes from the Child Care and 
Development Block Grant, has declined over 
the past decade and a half — a $3 billion 
funding shortage after adjusting for inflation.  

State and local policymakers and 
administrators in Colorado have found ways to 
maximize limited federal funding. Thanks to 
additional state investment, some Colorado 
counties implemented a “cliff effect” pilot 
program, which enables CCCAP parents to 
gradually increase their incomes while 
qualifying for reduced assistance. Additionally, 
municipalities such as Breckenridge, Denver, 
and Aspen, and some counties like Boulder, 
Dolores, Elbert, and Summit, are supporting 
early childhood initiatives that boost teacher 
pay, expand child care facilities, and increase 
access for families. Often these efforts require 
voter-approved tax increases dedicated to child 
care funding. 

Administrators in Breckenridge say child care 
is as crucial to the town’s success as snow 
plows, an argument that has convinced 
officials to support the child care infrastructure 
with General Fund dollars. Other local leaders 
mention community demand for and concern 
about affordability and access had to hit “a 
crisis point” in order for the needed public 
support to appear. State policymakers can 
learn from and replicate local efforts which 
increase public investment in child care — 
ideally before it becomes a crisis. 

Without access to care, many parents must 
decide between going back to work or staying 
at home to care for their child, which has ripple 
effects for family economic mobility. According 
to research by the Colorado Department of 
Public Health and Environment, licensed child 
care centers, family child care homes, and 
preschools had the capacity for 106,000 
children in 2013, but 240,000 Colorado children 
needed care. The Center for American Progress 
corroborates this finding, by examining the 
locations of Colorado’s center-based early care 
and education programs, including child care 
centers, Head Start, and public and private 
preschool programs. 

more pronounced depending on geography, 
age of child, and type of care setting.  

The factors leading to higher child care costs 
are many and varied. They include regulations 
mandating caregiver ratios, the high overall 
personnel costs for providers (even though 
individual worker wages are low), high teacher 
turnover rates, the costs associated with 
putting quality early childhood education 
practices into place, and the fact the price of 
child care rises in response to demand, which 
is high. Public programs that subsidize child 
care pay a lower reimbursement rate to 
providers. As a result, providers have charged 
private-paying families more to offset their 
losses. 

Cost is made more prohibitive because the 
United States has yet to prioritize public 
investment in ECE the same way it has for 
students in kindergarten and beyond. This 
contributes to child care, particularly high-
quality care, being out of reach for many. 
Public funding for child care assistance comes 
from a patchwork of sources at the federal, 
state, and local level, and different programs 
have different eligibility requirements for 
families.  

The Colorado Child Care Assistance Program 
(CCCAP), a statewide program administered at 
the county level, is Colorado’s largest publicly 
funded child care support program. CCCAP 
offsets child care costs for low-income families 
and has recently undergone a variety of 
changes to ensure higher quality child care is 
available. Most CCCAP families are headed by 
single parents, and qualitative research done 
by the Bell shows the program is a crucial 
support for families who work hard to get 
ahead, but cannot afford the high cost of child 
care on their own. As one parent explained, “If I 
didn’t have CCCAP, I couldn’t afford to have a 
job.” 

Although Colorado has increased 
funding for CCCAP over the past few 
years, it’s still underfunded and only 
serves about 13 percent of eligible 
Colorado families. 

https://nwlc.org/resources/red-light-green-light-state-child-care-assistance-policies-2016/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/posts/co/2017/10/06/this-colorado-ski-town-had-an-early-childhood-education-crisis-heres-what-local-leaders-did-about-it/
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/PSD_SDOH_Childcare_long.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/PSD_SDOH_Childcare_long.pdf
https://www.wfco.org/file/Colorado-Cost-of-Child-Care-Report-2014---Web-Ready.pdf
https://www.wfco.org/file/Colorado-Cost-of-Child-Care-Report-2014---Web-Ready.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/cdhs/child-care-assistance
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/cdhs/child-care-assistance
http://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/fy2017-18_humbrf1.pdf
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CAP’s analysis shows 1 out of 3 Coloradans live 
in a child care desert. Child care deserts are 
defined as, “neighborhoods or communities 
that are either lacking any child care options or 
have so few child care providers that there are 
more than three children for every licensed 
child care slot.” When communities are faced 
with this challenge, they must grapple with the 
fallout from waiting lists, unlicensed 
arrangements, or effects on parents’ 
employment decisions.   

This problem is most acute in Colorado’s rural 
and urban areas. No matter the type of 
community, families who earn below the state 
median income are more likely than their 
higher-income neighbors to live in areas with 
gaps in the supply of child care. Hispanics are 
projected to be the fastest growing racial/
ethnic group in Colorado, yet these families are 
more likely to live in areas with fewer child care 
options. Research shows areas with child care 
deserts are more likely to see lower levels of 
maternal workforce participation. 

Other statewide analysis finds less than a 
quarter of all children under age six can be 
served by licensed child care facilities. In the 
counties of Conejos, Custer, Jackson, Kiowa, 
Moffat, Morgan, Park, and Rio Blanco, licensed 
care has the capacity to serve fewer than 10 
percent of children. The problem is worse for 
families with infants and toddlers, as statewide, 
licensed providers can only care for about 18 
percent of Colorado children under age two. 

As recently as 2014, 19 counties were 
experiencing an “infant care crisis,” with the 
ability to only serve up to 9 percent of the 
children who need care. One Grand County 
focus group member told the Bell there are 
only two infant slots in licensed care for all 
families living there.   

Many progressive proposals at the national 
level would limit child care expenses to a 
percentage of one’s income. While this type of 
public investment is difficult at the state level, 
Colorado could leverage tax credits to help 
with the cost of care, either by reducing a 
family’s tax liability or by providing a refund. 
Early care and education experts suggest tax 
credits for families are a promising approach 
for states to experiment with in addition to 
state appropriations.
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https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2017/08/30/437988/mapping-americas-child-care-deserts/
https://www.wfco.org/file/Colorado-Cost-of-Child-Care-Report-2014---Web-Ready.pdf
http://www.earlychildhoodfinance.org/downloads/2011/OpEx_IssueBrief_Tax_Final1.pdf
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Employers should be encouraged to use 
available tools, such as the Colorado Child Care 
Contribution Tax Credit. Dependent care 
flexible spending accounts, only offered 
through employers, allow employees to save 
up to $5,000 in pre-tax income that can be 
used to pay for caregiving costs. Unfortunately, 
according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
nationally only 54 percent of state and local 
government workers and 36 percent of private 
industry workers have access to this type of 
benefit, and access has been stagnant over 
time. Finally, as recommended elsewhere in 
this report, Coloradans need jobs that offer 
flexible schedules and paid leave to help ease 
child care worries.

Colorado state and local officials must 
continue to press for increased public 
investment in child care. As the largest source 
of state child care assistance, innovative 
approaches to CCCAP should be continued. In 
addition to increased funding, 2016 
stakeholder convenings with the Office of Early 
Childhood suggest programmatic 
improvements could help. 

Recommendations

Further expand access to the Child Care 
Expenses Tax Credit by raising the income 
threshold to include more middle-income 
earners. Colorado has a Child Care Expenses 
Tax Credit available to those with incomes of 
$60,000 or less. It’s calculated as a 
percentage of the federal Child and 
Dependent Care Tax Credit and is weighted 
to give a higher percentage to lower-income 
families. Colorado recently passed legislation 
to ensure a glitch in the tax system didn’t 
prevent our lowest earning families from 
accessing this credit. 

Encourage employers to use the Colorado 
Child Care Contribution Tax Credit and 
dependent care flexible spending accounts 
to help families cover costs of child and 
dependent care. Encourage employers to 
implement other family-friendly policies.

Colorado should continue supporting the 
Colorado Child Care Assistance Program cliff 
effect pilot program and assist counties 
with refining implementation approaches. 

Increase public awareness of Colorado Child 
Care Assistance Program and help parents 
navigate and better understand the 
program through development of a parent 
portal.

https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/Income35.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/Income35.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/volume-4/access-to-dependent-care-reimbursement-accounts-and-workplace-funded-childcare.htm
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/DR0347.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/DR0347.pdf
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Scheduling & Flexibility

Researchers with the Families and Work 
Institute define workplace flexibility as, “a 
process for getting work done that increases 
effectiveness and efficiency on and off the job.” 
Rather than think of it as a perk for employees, 
they suggest employers use these policies as 
an opportunity to help their workers be more 
successful. 

Not all workplaces can approach flexibility in 
the same way, but research cited by Colorado’s 
Department of Public Health and Environment 
(CDPHE) finds employers who offer it 
experience decreased turnover and increased 
employee engagement and loyalty. CDPHE’s 
analysis stresses the toll a lack of work/life 
integration can take on worker health, 
particularly because it creates stress, which can 
lead to poor mental health, weight gain, poor 
heart health, obesity, and high blood pressure. 
It can also create a tense work environment, 
causing stress to spill over to other employees. 

Many employers are integrating 
flexible work arrangements into their 
organizations, which includes flextime 
and periodic telecommuting, and to a 
lesser degree, compressed workweeks, 
full-time telecommuting, and shift 
flexibility. 

Human resources professionals surveyed by 
the Society for Human Resource Management 
(SHRM) attribute improved productivity and 
retention and decreased absenteeism to 
flexible work arrangements. SHRM’s findings 
show most employees cite workplace flexibility 
as critical to their job satisfaction, a percentage 
that has increased over time. Two out of 5 
respondents say flexibility is why they would be 
unlikely to seek another job in the next year, 
and other positive impacts have been noted by 
employees.

Through Health Links, a program at the 
University of Colorado’s School of Public Health, 
employers can choose to take a Family Friendly 
Assessment to gauge how their policies meet 
the work/life balance needs of employees. 
Among employers who took the 2017 
assessment, 39 percent have a written policy 
for flextime, and higher percentages report 
offering specific benefits associated with 
workplace flexibility, as shown in the above 
graph.

Colorado employers have good guidance in 
implementing flexible workplace policies, 
thanks to the efforts of programs such as 
Health Links and groups like Executives 
Partnering to Invest in Children (EPIC). Its 
Family-Friendly Workplace Toolkit touts flexible 
work hours as a crucial employer offering, in 
addition to core benefits like health insurance 
and retirement savings plans, paid leave, 
support services, career development, and 
community involvement.

What	Flexible	Work	Arrangements	Do	Colorado	Employers	Offer?

Source:	Health	Links,	Center	for	Health,	Work	&	Environment,	Colorado	School	of	Public	Health.	Health	Links	Family	Friendly	Assessment	Data	2017,	

Unpublished	raw	aggregated	data	obtained	December	6,	2017	from	John	Stuligross,	Program	Director	of	Health	Links.		
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http://www.whenworkworks.org/downloads/workflex-and-managers-guide.pdf
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/sites/default/files/PSD_SDOH_Family-Friendly-Business_long.pdf
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/trends-and-forecasting/special-reports-and-expert-views/Documents/Flexible%20Work%20Arrangements.pdf
https://sites.google.com/site/familyfriendlycolorado/toolkit
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Recommendations

Colorado should follow the lead of cities and 
states that created their own scheduling 
and right-to-request laws. 

Colorado should recognize and celebrate 
organizations that offer workflex options 
and other worker-friendly policies by 
creating a formal state-sponsored award or 
certification program. States like Arkansas 
and New Mexico and cities like Juneau and 
Santa Clara have offered these awards, and 
employers reported benefitting from the 
recognition in many ways. In 2016, the 
legislature considered the Colorado Family 
First Employer Program (HB16-1167), which 
would have created such a program. 
Though the measure died in the Colorado 
Senate, it provides another template for 
improving workplace flexibility in Colorado.

Unfortunately, workers have uneven access to 
flexible work arrangements. Analysis from 
Georgetown Law and the Urban Institute 
shows workers with lower wages and incomes 
have less access to workplace flexibility, in part 
because of the work associated with lower-
wage jobs. 

Experts from the Center for American Progress 
(CAP) point to data from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics and the American Time Use Survey 
that shows just over half of workers can alter 
their schedule or work location instead of 
taking leave or taking time off work. These 
work arrangements are less likely to be 
available to those with lower pay, Hispanic 
workers, and those with only a high school 
diploma. In fact, CAP notes workers with a 
college degree are nearly twice as likely to be 
able to change their schedules than those who 
only completed high school.

Workers in low-wage jobs are also more likely 
to have additional work schedule challenges. 
The Center for Law and Social Policy (CLASP) 
summarizes schedule challenges experienced 
by hourly workers, including irregular shifts, 
short-notice of upcoming shifts, shift 
fluctuation from week to week, and the fact 
many have jobs requiring them to be “on-call” 
every day. 

When Oregon’s governor signed SB 828, it 
became the first state to create a predictive 
scheduling law, joining cities like San Francisco, 
Seattle, and New York. Predictive scheduling 
requires employers give employees advance 
notice about work schedules and guarantees 
employee pay if those schedules are changed 
without notification. Greater shift predictability 
and guaranteed pay have both economic and 
two-generation implications, as workers can 
plan their finances accordingly and account for 
child or dependent care. Employers also 
benefit from reduced turnover, increased 
productivity, and decreased absenteeism. 

Right-to-request laws allow workers to ask for 
the workplace flexibility they need while 
protecting them from employer discrimination 
or retaliation. The federal Schedules That Work 
Act, introduced in 2015 and 2017 by 
Congressional Democrats, would protect 
workers while compelling employers to 

seriously consider flexibility requests and only 
deny them for valid business reasons. (Previous 
versions of this legislation also required 
employers in certain industries to offer 
predictive scheduling.) Vermont enacted a 
right-to-request law in 2013 as part of a broader 
worker rights bill. Employees are guaranteed 
the right to ask for flexible work arrangements 
without fear of retaliation, and employers have 
the “duty to consider” and discuss these 
requests. New Hampshire passed a similar law 
in 2016.

https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb16-1167
http://scholarship.law.georgetown.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&context=legal
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/20131209/WhoGetsTimeOff-report-04.20.16.pdf
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/20131209/WhoGetsTimeOff-report-04.20.16.pdf
http://www.clasp.org/resources-and-publications/publication-1/2015.07.23_SchedulesThatWorkActBrief_FINAL.pdf
https://olis.leg.state.or.us/liz/2017R1/Downloads/MeasureDocument/SB828
http://www.seattle.gov/laborstandards/ordinances/secure-scheduling
https://www.clasp.org/press-room/news-clips/%E2%80%98predictive-scheduling%E2%80%99-cuts-turnover-ups-productivity-experts-say
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/2942
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/2942
http://www.leg.state.vt.us/docs/2014/Acts/ACT031.pdf
http://www.gencourt.state.nh.us/rsa/html/XXIII/275/275-37-b.htm
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Rejoining the 
Workforce 
Nearly 9 out of 10 employers, 4 out of 5
landlords, and 3 out of 5 colleges use criminal 
record background checks on applicants, 
which can often keep those with criminal 
histories from making a better life for 
themselves and their families. 

In Colorado, almost 17,500 people are 
incarcerated in prisons and an additional 11,000 
are in jails. A multi-state survey of formerly 
incarcerated people finds access to 
employment is one of the biggest challenges 
they face. Studies show 60 percent of such 
individuals cannot find employment one year 
after release. This is especially troubling as a
two-generation policy issue, given two-thirds 
thirds of male inmates were employed before
their incarceration, and more than half were 
their families’ primary source of financial 
support. Estimates suggest nearly half of U.S.
children have at least one parent with a
criminal record, and 1 in 28 has an incarcerated 
parent. 

A report from the Pew Charitable Trusts points 
out incarceration is especially concentrated 
among men, the young, those with low levels 
of education, and racial and ethnic minorities 
— especially black Americans. Nationally, 
1 in every 87 white males ages 18 to 64 is 
incarcerated. The numbers for Hispanic and 
black males of similar age are 1 in 36 and 1 in 12, 
respectively. 

In Colorado, minorities are also 
significantly overrepresented among 
those incarcerated. This is especially 
true for black Coloradans, who make 
up 4 percent of our state’s population, 
but comprise 18 percent of those in 
Colorado’s prisons and jails and have 
an incarceration rate almost triple 
that of white Coloradans.  

When education level is considered, those 
without a high school diploma or the 
equivalent are far more likely to be 
incarcerated, affecting more than 1 in 3 black 
men ages 20 to 34, compared to 1 in 8 white
men of the same age. Nationally, about 40 
percent of inmates overall lack a high school
diploma or the equivalent, 46 percent lack
postsecondary education, and about 16 
percent have below basic literacy levels.
Colorado’s prison population has a higher rate 
of high school attainment, but still includes a 
significant percentage of inmates with basic 
academic and literacy needs. 

Colorado	Prison	Population	by	Education	Level

Source:	Bell	analysis	of	data	from	Colorado	
Department	of	Corrections,	FY	2016	Overview	of	

Educational	and	Vocational	Programs
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Illiterate	
in	English:	

12.8%

Functionally	
Illiterate:	
9.8%

Low levels of education along with a criminal 
history make it very difficult to compete in 
the labor market after release, significantly 
reducing wages and annual earnings.  
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https://cdn.americanprogress.org/content/uploads/2015/06/05131750/1CleanSlate_PA.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B21TrpBx507caEVDZ2d3RG5vY00/view
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cjpc9913.pdf
http://ellabakercenter.org/sites/default/files/downloads/who-pays.pdf
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/09060720/CriminalRecords-report2.pdf
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/profiles/CO.html
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/09060720/CriminalRecords-report2.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B21TrpBx507caEVDZ2d3RG5vY00/view
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
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Recommendations

Pass legislation to “Ban the Box”/Fair-
Chance Hiring policies. This policy would 
remove the box on employment 
applications requiring disclosure of an
applicant’s criminal history, and criminal 
background checks would be postponed 
until after an applicant has an opportunity 
to interview for the job and is being seriously 
considered for it. Over 150 cities and 29 
ststes have enacted such laws. The Colorado 
Center on Law and Policy has led statewide 
“Ban the Box” legislative efforts to expand 
the state’s current requirements to include 
most private sector employers.  

Enact “Clean Slate” automatic record-
sealing/expungement laws. Although many 
states have processes in place by which 
those with criminal histories can petition to 
have their records cleaned, sealed, or 
expunged, in most cases this process is not 
automatic even for relatively minor and 
nonviolent crimes. The Colorado Center on 
Law and Policy is planning to offer Clean 
Slate legislation in 2018 related to automatic 
criminal record sealing of certain offenses.

Expand subsidized transitional jobs 
programs. Training programs for formerly 
incarcerated individuals after their release 
are also effective in providing the skills 
needed for reentry into the workforce. 

Industry Sector Entry-Level Job

Restaurant/Food 
Service

Food Preparation

Warehouse Operations Freight/Stock Laborer

Information Support Customer Service Rep

Construction Construction Laborer

Mobile Maintenance Tire Repairer/Changer

Production Team Assembler
Source: “Common Jobs for Newly Released,” Minnesota State Colleges and 

Universities.   

In Colorado, one of the top employment areas 
for ex-offenders reentering the workforce is
food service occupations. Common entry-
level jobs for formerly incarcerated individuals 
include: 

Workforce Participation   

From fiscal year 2010 to 2016, an average of 
10,253 Colorado inmates were released 
annually by the Department of Corrections. 
In 2016, the total was 9,842. Even without 
incarceration or a conviction, an individual with 
a criminal record can have significant difficulty 
finding employment. 

A 2014 study for the National Institute of 
Justice shows simply having an arrest during 
one’s lifetime decreases opportunities for
employment more than any other 
employment-related stigma, including 
long-term unemployment, receiving public 
assistance, having only part-time or short-term 
employment experience, or having a high 
school equivalency rather than a diploma. As a 
result, job seekers with criminal records receive 
half as many job offers as those without 

records, and black applicants with criminal 
records receive two-thirds fewer.   

Research studies point out expanding 
incarceration rates and subsequent 
employment challenges have deepened racial 
inequality in earnings and lifelong careers, and 
have likely contributed to the perpetuation of
our nation’s poverty rate. Additionally, 
increased incarceration is among several 
factors that have affected the U.S. labor market 
and may, at least in part, help to explain gaps 
in workforce participation rates, especially for 
black men.  

Several state and local policy approaches can 
address barriers to workforce reentry for those 
with criminal records.  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http://www.nelp.org/publication/ban-the-box-fair-chance-hiring-state-and-local-guide/
http://cclponline.org/our-issues/responsible-re-entry-to-employment-in-colorado/
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/VallasCriminalRecordsReport.pdf
http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resources/16919/16919.pdf
http://whatworksforhealth.wisc.edu/program.php?t1=20&t2=4&t3=124&id=51
https://careerwise.minnstate.edu/exoffenders/find-job/common-jobs.html
https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/cdoc/news/cdoc-shares-2016-highlights
https://careerwise.minnstate.edu/exoffenders/find-job/common-jobs.html
https://careerwise.minnstate.edu/exoffenders/find-job/common-jobs.html
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B21TrpBx507cNlZ0bEY3MlZ2bGM/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B21TrpBx507cNlZ0bEY3MlZ2bGM/view
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/244756.pdf
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/VallasCriminalRecordsReport.pdf
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
https://scholar.harvard.edu/brucewestern/files/western_asr.pdf
https://scholar.harvard.edu/brucewestern/files/western_asr.pdf
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1348049
https://news.vice.com/story/criminal-records-are-keeping-millions-of-men-out-of-the-workforce-and-its-hurting-the-economy
http://www.businessinsider.com/criminal-records-impact-on-labor-force-participation-rate-2015-1
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Retirement Ready
In a 2016 study, the Bell Policy Center found 
almost 900,000 Colorado private sector 
workers in their prime working years aren’t 
participating in any type of retirement savings 
plans at work. More than 80 percent — or 
753,972 Coloradans — work for employers who 
don’t offer a retirement savings plan.

The number of Coloradans aged 65 and older 
— the traditional age when workers retire — is 
projected to grow by 77 percent between 2015 
and 2030. The state and local government will 
face a crisis if people retire without adequate 
savings and turn to public programs for 
support.

In Colorado, low-wage workers, members of 
minority groups, young workers, those working 
in small businesses, and those working in 
specific industries are the least likely to have a 
retirement savings plan at work.  

Which	Colorado	Workers	Are	Less	Likely	to	
Have	a	Workplace	Retirement	Plan?

Source:	Bell	Policy	Center	analysis	of	
IPUMS	CPS	microdata
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In recent years, six states — California, 
Connecticut, Illinois, Maryland, Oregon, and 
Vermont — enacted legislation to provide 
workplace retirement plans for their private-
sector workers who don’t have access to one. 
These states are in various stages of 
establishing public-private partnerships to 
create and run voluntary, low-cost, automatic 
enrollment workplace retirement savings plans.  

California, Connecticut, and Oregon completed 
detailed market and financial analyses showing 
how their plans, as currently designed, are 
financially sustainable under a variety of 
economic scenarios. Oregon started enrolling 
workers in a pilot program in July and is rolling 
out their plan to firms with 100 or more workers 
in January 2018. Currently, the program has 
over 1,100 workers and 50 employers 
participating. California, Connecticut, and 
Illinois are expected to begin enrolling workers 
in their plans in 2019.

If we want all Coloradans to experience a 
financially secure retirement as a just reward 
for a life of hard work, we need to ensure there 
are appropriate mechanisms in place to help 
them save. The lowest-income retirees in 
Colorado, many with limited retirement 
savings, currently depend on Social Security for 
80 percent of their income, even though it is 
designed to replace about 40 percent of their 
income in retirement.

A poll commissioned by AARP 
Colorado and Small Business Majority 
says a strong majority of Colorado 
small business owners support the 
creation of a privately managed, state 
retirement savings program, similar 
to the Secure Savings Plan. Three in 5 
Colorado small business owners 
support such a plan (58 percent) and 
nearly 7 in 10 (69 percent) believe 
offering such a plan makes 
small businesses more competitive by 
attracting and retaining employees.

http://www.bellpolicy.org/2017/01/04/solutions-retirement-crisis/
https://demography.dola.colorado.gov/demography/publications-and-presentations/
https://www.bellpolicy.org/2016/11/04/solutions-retirement-crisis/
http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/WPFP-Fall-2016-Brief_121916.pdf
http://www.bellpolicy.org/2017/12/01/oregon-retirement/
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Recommendation

Colorado should follow the lead of six other 
states and enact the Secure Savings Plan to 
create a public-private partnership to 
develop and operate a retirement savings 
plan for private sector workers without 
access to one at work. The plan should have 
automatic enrollment, low-fees, and 
portability among jobs in Colorado.

Studies also show raising the retirement 
savings for workers with the lowest earnings 
will save state and local governments 
millions of dollars in social spending.
Economists at the University of Maine, say 
increasing retirement income by $1,000 per 
year for the lowest income retirees would save 
Colorado taxpayers $155 million in state safety 
net spending over 15 years. Economists at 
Brigham Young University determined if the 
one-third of Utah’s retirees with the lowest 
savings had increased their savings by just 10 
percent over their working years — or about 
$14,000 — the state would have saved $194 
million in federal and state government 
spending over 15 years.

     



70

Acknowledgements
Board of Directors 

Kelly Nordini, Chair 
Hilltop Public Solutions 

Lauren Arnold, Treasurer 
Executive Director 
The Adoption Exchange
 
Kathleen Beatty 
Professor and Dean Emeritus
University of Colorado at Denver, School of 
Public Affairs 

Michael Brewer 
Philanthropic and Political Advisor 

Vatsala Pathy 
Senior Health Care Policy Advisor 

Maximillian Potter 
Author, Journalist, and Media Strategist

Ray Rivera
Vice President of Elected Leadership
Leadership for Educational Equity

Guide to Economic Mobility 
Research & Editorial Team

Scott Wasserman, President 

Rich Jones, Director of Policy and Research 

Frank Waterous, Senior Policy Analyst

Natalie O’Donnell Wood, Senior Policy Analyst 

Samantha Saccomanno, Public Interest Fellow

Sarah Prendergast, Research Fellow  

Lindsey Vigoda, MSW Fellow 

Erin Castillo, Generation Latino Fellow 

Erin Moriarty-Siler, Director of Communications

Lydia Hooper, Designer

Acknowledgements & Special Thanks 

As a member of the Working Poor Families 
Project, the Bell Policy Center receives data 
and assistance from WPFP, some of which is 
used in this guide. 

Colorado Center on Law and Policy’s Jack 
Regenbogen and Chaer Robert for their advice 
on the reentry chapter.

Wade Buchanan, former president of the Bell, 
for his data and analysis of state spending as a 
share of the economy.

Joint Budget Committee staff member 
Amanda Bickel for data on the share of costs 
paid by in-state students at Colorado’s public 
colleges and universities. 

Women’s Foundation of Colorado and 
Colorado Children’s Campaign for information 
on early childhood education.

Colorado Consumer Health Initiative and the 
Colorado Health Institute for information on 
health care in Colorado.

Colorado-based Business and Economic 
Research for data on Colorado’s economy and 
workforce.

Economic Policy Institute for data on 
economic policies, including the overtime 
rules and inequality in Colorado.

Economic Innovation Group for data on 
distressed communities.

J.B. Holston, dean of the Daniel Felix Ritchie 
School of Engineering and Computer Science 
at University of Denver, for sharing information 
about the effects of automation.

Rural Philanthropy Days and community 
members in Grand Junction, Durango, and 
Grand County, who hosted research meetings 
for the Bell. 



Through research, outreach, and advocacy, the Bell Policy Center identifies
 the challenges threatening Coloradans’ ability to get ahead and stay ahead

and amplifies progressive solutions that work for real Coloradans. 
We are focused on raising the economic floor, building a diverse and thriving 

middle class, and sparking innovative ideas to prepare us for the future.

 The Bell Policy Center
1905 Sherman Street, Suite 900 Denver, CO 80203

303.297.0456
www.bellpolicy.org

The Bell 
Policy Center


