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KEY IDEAS:
• High-quality early child
development, child
care and early
education programs
are key factors in
determining which
communities attract
and retain a workforce
that supports a vibrant
economic environment
• Businesses can help by
supporting policies
that benefit both the
current and the future
workforce
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Introduction
First 5 Children and Families
Commissions were established
across California in 1999 to give
communities local autonomy and
funding (from the “Proposition
10” tobacco tax) to meet the
needs of children in their critical
early stages of development —
the first 5 years.

helping young children enter
school ready to learn and, as
they grow, become productive
members of Solano County’s
workforce and community.

The First 5 movement has
proven to be a catalyst for the
rapid expansion of the early
childhood development field with
its support for prenatal and
health care, preschool and quality
child care, early mental health
and family support services.

As a major funder of programs
that support working families
with young children in Solano
County, First 5 Solano began
working with the Solano Economic Development Corporation (EDC) to support businesses
as well as working families across
Solano County in ways that
would maintain and expand Solano’s vibrant and diverse local
business climate.

First 5 Solano is committed to

With this goal in mind, First 5

Solano created the Business Engagement Strategy Team (BEST©)
approach. The BEST© approach
began by partnering with the
Solano EDC and Chambers of
Commerce in every Solano City
to learn about business views and
needs through focus groups with
business representatives.
This report documents the
BEST© approach, provides findings from the Solano business
focus groups and presents recommendations for advancing the
BEST© approach to realize the
highest benefit for both the business community and working
families with young children
across Solano County.

Business and Workforce Climate in Solano County
Solano County workers, communities and businesses have
been hit hard by the statewide
and national recession. In September 2009, 4.08% of existing
home loans in Solano were in
the foreclosure process and in
October 2009, a staggering
one in every 996 Solano
County homeowners received
a foreclosure filing — the highest in the Bay Area.i
The percentage of households
receiving food stamps has increased from 4.7% in 2006 to
7.3% in 2009.ii Solano County’s
unemployment rate is dramatically higher than previous years
(see Exhibit 1) and was 11.6%
in July 2009, compared to the
9.4% rate for the U.S. as a
whole.iii,iv In 2007, Solano’s
average wage was $43,383 and
the median household income
was $66,575.v
Overall, the sizes of businesses
in Solano County are very
similar in the number of employees to the profile in California as a whole, and small
businesses with 0-4 employees
make up approximately twothirds of businesses, as shown
in Exhibit 2.
When looking at education
levels compared to workforce
need, Solano County residents’
educational attainment is
roughly similar to current occupational levels in the county.
Just over half of the major

occupations (55%) require a
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to fill those jobs (Exhibit 3).
Exhibit 2:
The educational attainment of
residents has important fiscal
implications, both local and
statewide. One out of every
four Solano County high
school students failed to
graduate in 2007-08, and only
26.7% of those who did graduate had the required courses
for UC/CSU entrance.vii,viii
In 2009, more than 175,000
students failed to graduate
from California’s high schools.
The lost lifetime earnings in
California for that class of
dropouts alone totaled more
than $45.5 billion.ix
Lack of access to quality early
childhood education, especially
when exacerbated by poverty,
influences these outcomes.
Research shows that lowincome children who attend
quality preschool are significantly more likely than their
peers to graduate from high
school.x
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Economic Benefits of Investing in Early Childhood
Any community that expects to
compete successfully by growing
and maintaining its economic base,
especially in the current climate,
must have the capacity to support
an educated and productive workforce. A growing body of evidence
shows that investments in early
childhood development, child care
and early education/preschool programs play a key role in determining which communities attract and
retain businesses and a workforce
that supports economic success.xi
Conversely, a lack of investment in
these areas gives rise to social
problems that detract from the
economic development efforts of
both business and government. For
example, children who do not attend preschool have a higher risk of
ending up in the welfare or prison

system.xii Nobel Prize-winning
economist Dr. James Heckman,
whose extensive research has
helped document the economic
benefits of early childhood investments, has shown that the rate of
return on investment is greatest for
programs targeted toward the earliest years (Exhibit 4).xiii

of 74.6%, while not surprising,
bodes ill for a bright economic
future. Clearly, Solano County’s
economic success depends in part
on early childhood investments.
Exhibit 4:

The Heckman Equation

Unfortunately, Solano County is
“behind the curve” of the Heckman
Equation, with 13% of Solano children ages 0-5 living below the poverty line and lower rates of Solano
3– and 4– year-olds (38%) than the
state average (48%) enrolled in
preschool.xiv,xv Given that lowincome children’s lack of access to
quality preschool is a contributory
factor to low high school graduation rates, Solano’s lower-than
average high school graduation rate

First 5 Solano Business Focus Groups: Key Findings
First 5 Solano and the Solano Economic Development Corporation
(EDC) sought local business leaders’ expertise to engage in dialogue
and learn about ways in which First
5 Solano could support and promote the interests of businesses
while also benefitting young children and working families.
Focus groups were conducted during summer 2009 by LFA Group, in
partnership with Chambers of
Commerce in Benicia, Dixon, Fairfield-Suisun, Vacaville, and Vallejo.
(First 5 Solano staff also met with

Rio Vista Chamber members to get
their input.)
In total, 29 diverse business leaders
representing small and large businesses participated in these focus
groups, providing unique insights
into: 1) their business challenges; 2)
their views on barriers that working families face; and 3) possible
improvements that would provide a
better climate for businesses in
Solano County.
Business leaders were candid and
thoughtful in discussing the reces-

sion and its effects on their enterprises, their employees and
their customer base, recounting
challenges such as business closures, lost customers due to
reductions in spending power
and hardships on employees.
They were keenly interested in
ideas that would both help children and improve the business
climate.

”Economic
development
depends on
confidence ;
the general
mood is mistrust,
uncertainty.”

The key findings below illuminate
some of the potential strategies
to strengthen businesses and
support the local workforce.

Affordable and Convenient Health Care
Business leaders discussed the
sometimes prohibitive expense of
providing health care to their employees, and the effects on both
employee health and their “bottom
line.” One business owner reported
that when many employees did not
enroll in the health care option
offered because it was too expensive, the company was forced to
stop offering health insurance. Em-

ployees at this company could not
sustain the monthly costs and instead gambled on the hope that
they would stay healthy. Another
company adopted a “wellness initiative” to provide at least some support for employees’ health.
Participants agreed that minimizing
major costs like health care are
essential in order to maintain a
competitive and profitable business,

and business leaders commented on the pressure to
cut costs and secure their
businesses’ viability, especially
during challenging economic
times.

“The emergency room gets
used as the clinic because
people don’t want to take
the time off work. ”

Key Finding: Businesses, especially small ones,
need more support to provide affordable
health care options for their employees.
PAGE
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Quality Child Care

“When we had the full staff, it

Most participants cited the
need for quality, affordable,
reliable and flexible child care.
Business leaders cited the lack
of child care as a major challenge to the ability of their
employees, particularly those
with young children, to be
successful on the job. Lack of
child care, especially during the
holidays, summer months and
during non-traditional times
(e.g., early or late shifts) can
interrupt employees’ schedules
and disturb business operations.

was the [lack of] quality child
care that was our biggest
[reason for] absenteeism.”

“I’ve lost a couple of good
employees because they were
single parents and did not have
secure child care.”

Employers reported that while
a few businesses might have

[positively] affects their job

Participants also realized the
benefits to being sensitive and
flexible to families’ needs.
Multiple business leaders discussed policies that allow
parents flexible scheduling
during the workday to support their children’s needs
(such as working in a child’s
school). They also discussed

performance [when employees
can attend to family matters].”

“We have taken that on at our
company. The parents don’t miss
kids’ events. We need to know
ahead of time [that they will miss
work], but we cover it!”

Business leaders discussed a
range of education issues at all
levels of schooling that impact
the workforce. Employers
believed that education could
help fill the gaps they experience, such as employees’ lack
of critical thinking skills and
basic job skills. One participant
commented, “We place a lot
of burden on schools that are
very under-resourced; we
need more school reform and
school support by the government so that businesses aren’t
taking on the burden [of under
-educated employees].”

much to be desired. Kids walk
away with a sense of hopeless
ness. When you look at test
scores and dropout rates, then
translate that to what is hap
pening on the streets…. [Youth]
don’t have an attainable goal —
they just give up.”

Despite the general parity
between educational attainment and occupational reFIRST

Although businesses are not
the usual target of grants, the
idea of grantmaking to businesses to help subsidize child

Most participants agreed that
the current and future workforce will benefit from better
care for children, when employees can work with the
confidence that their child is
receiving stable, high-quality
care.

Key Finding: Workers’
access to high quality,
affordable child care makes
employees more productive
and businesses more
competitive and successful.

the reality that taking care of a
child continues through a
child’s life – teenagers need
support just as small children
do. At the same time, some
businesses shared that their
work cannot offer that level of
flexibility and acknowledged
the stress it puts on employees and their families.

Key Finding: Tax breaks or
other incentives that allow
businesses to offer
employees with families
more flexibility would
increase businesses’ capacity
to be competitive and
profitable.

Effective Education - from Preschool to High School and Beyond

“The education system leaves

4

Some participants suggested
that a tax break for providing
child care would be an important incentive to help mitigate
the costs of child care
(whether on- or off-site).

care facilities on-site also garnered interest.

Flexibility for Family Needs

“Families come first. It

PAGE
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quirements shown in Exhibit 3,
employers’ experiences indicate that Solano needs a better
-educated workforce,
grounded in a strong and effective local education system.
While agreeing that a solid
high-school education is the
minimum requirement, many
business focus group participants suggested that employee
“soft skills” might be even
more important than an advanced education. Participants
noted that some of their employees seemed to have a
sense of “entitlement” to the
job and a lack of “ownership”
of their responsibilities, along
with specific job skill deficits.
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Reliability, punctuality, industriousness, a “can-do” approach
and initiative were cited as
highly-prized qualities sought
by employers. One group’s
members even suggested that
quality parent education would
not only result in better parents but better workers, as
some younger members of
today’s workforce may not
have learned effective parenting skills in their formative
years.

Key Finding: “Soft skills” as
well as a solid, basic
education (starting with
preschool) are the
minimum requirements for
success in the workplace.

Ongoing Training Opportunities
In addition to solid educational
foundations, business owners discussed the need for ongoing training. Focus group participants suggested that offering tax credits to
employers that subsidize or pay for
employees’ ongoing educational,
technical or professional development would incentivize further

“We need good solid

investment in the workforce. Community colleges and adult schools
were mentioned as ideal locations.

computer experience.
Our schools need to be

Key Finding: Learning doesn’t end
with formal schooling. Tax breaks
or other incentives for business to
support ongoing training are
critical to business success.

teaching this. We really
need vocational training
at community colleges.”

Reliable and Convenient Transportation
Business leaders discussed transitrelated challenges experienced by
their employees. Multiple public
transit systems link together to
connect the cities of Solano County
and many employees rely on public
transportation to commute to and

from work. Gaps in transit services
contribute to lost work time and
result in employees spending significant time away from both home
and office due to long commutes.
This further reduces the time employees have free to spend with
their children.

Sharing Resources
In focus group discussions, many
business focus group participants
discussed ways they can more actively work together to provide
support and resources to their
employees while benefitting from
the economies of scale that larger
employers enjoy. From ideas such
as pooling resources to provide

more affordable child care and
sharing information across Chambers of Commerce, to a shared
online newsletter that includes
important resources distributed to
employees, business leaders had a
“wish list” of ways to share resources to save on their bottom
line and better meet employees’
needs.

“So many employees require public transportation.
Workers come to work three hours early to make sure
they’re on time. People are out of the house twothirds of
the day because of transportation gaps.”

Key Finding: Better public transportation
promotes business success by improving
access for both workers and customers.
“Maybe small companies can pool together to get the
discounted rate for child care, since so many businesses are
familyowned with five employees and under.”

Key Finding: Mechanisms to share resources
for economies of scale would boost
businesses’ profitability.

Additional Strategies to Support Solano Businesses
Thriving local businesses benefit the
community through the provision
of goods and services, employment
opportunities and economic development. Solano business leaders
mentioned the following strategies
that sustain businesses:

Shop Locally. Business leaders
agreed that increasing education
about the community and environmental benefits of shopping locally
would spur business growth. Creating community buy-in would entice
residents to support their local
businesses rather than businesses
outside Solano County.

Hold High Expectations for
Youth. To encourage positive
youth development, the business
community participants endorsed
the value of having high expecta-

tions and levels of accountability for
Solano County’s young people. To
support this idea, business leaders
suggested highlighting successful
young people as models and having
these “exemplar” students speak to
younger students about the benefits
of education and achievement. Another strategy included businesses
increasing their involvement in the
community, especially to support
young people’s civic engagement
and participation. Last but not least,
participants felt it was especially
important to encourage and support parents’ involvement in their
children’s lives to benefit both children and youth and the community
as a whole.

Get Involved. It was clear from
the discussions that local business

leaders are also dedicated community members.
For example, one local real estate
professional discussed informally
advocating for families renting
homes whose owners faced foreclosure. This businessperson worked
with banks and financial institutions
to mitigate the impact on these
renters by extending their eviction
period or securing funds from the
mortgagors to which tenants were
entitled to help pay for their relocation.
Some businesses offer community
involvement programs to allow their
employees to volunteer in the community. Many conduct food drives,
participate in United Way and other
charitable giving programs, or offer
scholarships to local students.

“Keep people shopping
locally. They get so
much more for their
money. The farmers’
market brings people
downtown and then
people shop at the
downtown businesses.”

“Business and civic
organizations should
get more involved in
young people’s civic
participation.”
PAGE
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First 5 Solano’s BEST© Approach
First 5 Solano is at a critical
juncture in its evolution. Never
have the stakes been higher for
young children and their families. First 5 Solano’s declining
funding source, together with a
“tsunami” of increased need
generated by the economic
downturn, have strained the
capacity of the Commission
and its grantees to meet the
health, development, safety
and stability needs of young
children and their families.
Many of First 5 Solano’s parents and caregivers are working families, whose employers
are in turn struggling to maintain competitiveness and profitability in a volatile and uncertain business climate. Thus,
helping ensure both a stronger
workforce and a stronger,
more profitable business envi-

ronment in Solano County are
seen as critical strategies —
the BEST© approach — for
achieving First 5 Solano’s overall mission of ensuring that
young children thrive.
First 5 Solano began by asking
businesspeople for their input.
Overall, business leaders expressed care and concern for
their employees and the community at large in Solano
County. Employers discussed
their current strategies to
support their community as
well as initiatives and efforts
that could further strengthen
Solano County. They stressed
the importance of a workforce
that has the resources necessary to support their education, health and family.
Quality, affordable health care

and child care, along with a
solid education (including ongoing training and “soft skills”
preparation for success in the
workplace) emerged as the top
issues. Business leaders understood the importance of providing these benefits but expressed concern that their
businesses cannot succeed
without supports such as tax
incentives, pooled resources
for small employers and governmental support (e.g., subsidized child care). The stresses
of the current economy make
these supports more important, yet even more challenging, to provide.
Out of these conversations, a
nexus between the interests of
both businesses and First 5
Solano began to emerge.

Recommendations
The First 5 Solano Business Focus Groups made valuable suggestions that
translate to key strategies for implementing the Solano BEST© approach:
•

Support quality, affordable health coverage

•

Provide quality, affordable, accessible child care and preschool

•

Work for incentives to promote workplace flexibility

•

Strengthen basic education, ongoing training and “soft skills”
development

•

Improve public transit

•

Support mechanisms for pooling resources to maximize economies
of scale

•

Promote “shop locally”

•

Hold high expectations for youth

•

Encourage community involvement
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Launching the First 5 Solano BEST© Approach
Future components of First 5 Solano’s BEST© approach include ongoing efforts to raise awareness among businesses and policymakers of the
economic benefits of investing in early childhood programs and supports for workers with young children.

Present the Solano BEST© Approach Report to the First
5 Commission and distribute it widely to local Chambers
of Commerce and businesses
Participate in Chambers of Commerce and related activities to learn about business and workforce needs
while raising awareness about how early childhood supports benefit the business community
Recruit a Solano business leader to participate on the
Bay Area Council’s Early Childhood Education subcommittee, and develop activities that align with the goals of
this group
Sponsor a Solano EDC breakfast event on March 31,
2010 for up to 150 local business and policy leaders
Establish the First 5 Solano “Alliance of Business for
Children” (ABC©), a group of local business leaders to
advise First 5 Solano on its ongoing strategies for supporting businesses and the workforce in ways that benefit young children
Conduct ongoing activities, including seeking regulatory
and other changes, that support business capacity to attract and retain a better-educated, trained and reliable
workforce
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About First 5 Solano
The First 5 Commission invests over $5 million annually for services to young children and working families, and uses these dollars
to bring in (“leverage”) an additional $4 million annually to Solano
County’s families and communities.
2300 Boynton Ave., Ste. 204

Fairfield, CA 94533

707-784-1332

www.first5solano.org

Mission | First 5 Solano Children and Families Commission creates
and fosters programs and partnerships with community entities to
promote, support and improve the lives of young children, their
families and their communities.
Vision | All Solano County children are loved, healthy, confident,
eager to learn, nurtured by their families, caregivers, and communities.

Report prepared by LFA Group

Values | Collaboration, Innovation, Community Engagement, Respect for Diversity, Advocacy, Integrity and Accountability.

Solano Business Focus Groups — Key Findings
Businesses, especially small ones, need more support to provide affordable health care options for
their employees.
Workers’ access to quality, affordable child care makes employees more productive and businesses
more competitive and successful.
Tax breaks or other incentives that allow businesses to offer employees with families more flexibility
would increase businesses’ capacity to be competitive and profitable.
“Soft skills” as well as a solid, basic education (that starts with preschool) are the minimum requirements for success in the workplace.
Learning doesn’t end with formal schooling. Tax breaks or other incentives to business to support
ongoing training are critical to business success.
Better public transportation promotes business success by improving access for both workers and
customers.
Mechanisms to share resources for economies of scale would boost businesses’ profitability.

What Businesses Can Do to Advance the Early Childhood Agenda
Support quality child development, preschool and early literacy programs that ensure the future
workforce enters school ready to learn.
Work with local elected and appointed officials and Chambers of Commerce to get early childhood
and working family issues — especially health care, child care and education — on the policy agenda.
Support regulatory and legislative incentives for policies that benefit both employers and working
families.
Encourage their biggest assets — employees — to volunteer in the community, especially for schools
or services that benefit young children.
Lend the power of their brand by co-sponsoring charitable and other causes that benefit early childhood programs.

