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Bolstering Family Income Is Essential to Helping 
Children Emerge Successfully From the Current Crisis 

By Claire Zippel and Arloc Sherman 

 
Tens of millions of people, especially in households with children, are struggling to put food on 

the table, make rent, or cover basic expenses. At least 10 million children have a family member who 
is unemployed or who lacks paid work because of the pandemic. Children’s alarming rates of food 
and housing hardship risk inflicting sustained harm to the well-being and potential of a generation, 
but a strong package of income support policies can lower this risk and help more children realize 
their potential. While relief measures enacted last year have helped, it is clear that throughout the 
crisis millions of families with children have struggled and that without more help, hardship will 
remain high for months to come. 

 
Providing support to children experiencing hardship now can make an important difference in 

their lives now and in the long term. Nutrition assistance, for example, can not only help with 
children’s immediate needs but can also lead to long-term improvements in health and longevity. 
And compelling evidence links income support with better outcomes from healthier birthweights 
and lower maternal stress to better academic test scores and higher rates of high school graduation 
and college entry. 

 
The dangers of failing to provide adequate support, on the other hand, are substantial. Even short 

periods of food insecurity pose long-term health and developmental risks for children. Housing 
insecurity contributes to stress on parents and children, and can result in frequent moving and 
disrupted schooling. Intense financial worries can interfere with parenting, adversely influence 
children’s mental health and behavior, and in some cases contribute to toxic stress, which is 
associated with measurable changes in brain structure, cognitive damage, and worse health. 

 
Rates of household hardship — and therefore risks of future negative consequences — are high 

for all racial and ethnic groups but far higher for some than others. Black and Latino adults 
disproportionately work in low-paying industries that have suffered the largest job losses in the 
pandemic, and they have fewer assets to fall back on, due in significant part to inequities driven by 
structural racism and discrimination in education, housing, employment, and health care, and other 
areas. In recent weeks, Census data have shown that children in Black or Latino households are 
more than three times as likely as children in white households to live in a household where children 
didn’t get enough to eat because the household couldn’t afford it. Children in American Indian, 
Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, and multiracial households taken together (the 
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Census Bureau combines these groups in this survey) are more than twice as likely as children in 
white households to live in households where children didn’t eat enough. For these children in 
households of color — and in all households experiencing hardship — it is imperative that 
policymakers provide assistance that rises to the current challenges, both to reduce hardship today 
and to reduce the long-term harm done by this crisis. 
 
10 Million-Plus Children Have a Family Member Sidelined in Pandemic 
Economy 

In early 2021 the economy remains weakened from the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, with 
strong impacts on children. Nearly 28 million people either met the official definition of 
unemployed or lived with an unemployed family member in January, including nearly 7 million 
children, we find using Census Bureau survey data.1 While these figures are down from April 2020 
(when there were nearly 13 million children in families with an unemployed person) they remain 
significantly above pre-pandemic levels (4.6 million children in January 2020). And the number of 
children living with a long-term unemployed person out of work for 27 weeks or more rose to 2.2 
million in January, up from about 600,000 in April 2020. 

 
Moreover, official unemployment statistics badly understate the number of workers deprived of 

pay amid the pandemic. They only count people who actively looked for work in the last four weeks 
or reported being on temporary layoff. This omits some 4.7 million workers in January who did not 
look for work “because of the coronavirus pandemic,” according to the Labor Department.2 It also 
omits nearly 800,000 workers who reported they had a job but were absent from work without pay 
and lost pay in the last four weeks “because their employer closed or lost business due to the 
coronavirus pandemic,” we calculate.3 

 
When family members are considered, at least 40 million people in January, including nearly 10 

million children, lived in a family where at least one adult did not have paid work in the last week 
because of unemployment or the pandemic, we estimate.4 

 
Hardship Rates Are High 

The Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey, launched in April 2020, has provided nearly real-
time data on how the unprecedented health and economic crisis is affecting the nation. The survey 
shows widespread hardships including insufficient food, inability to pay rent, and difficulty covering 
expenses. According to the most recent Pulse data, collected February 3-15, 2021: 

 
• Some 24 million adults (11 percent) reported their household didn’t get enough to eat 

sometimes or often in the last seven days.  

• Some 9 to 14 percent of adults with children reported that their children sometimes or often 
didn’t eat enough in the last seven days because they couldn’t afford it.5 

• An estimated 13 million adult renters (18 percent) reported their household was not caught up 
on rent.6  

• Some 81 million adults (35 percent) reported it was somewhat or very difficult for their 
household to pay for usual expenses such as food, rent or mortgage, car payments, medical 
expenses, or student loans in the last seven days.  
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Food Needs Have Risen Sharply, Especially Among Children 

Available data indicate food hardship worsened 
significantly in the pandemic. We can see how 
much higher these figures are than before 
COVID-19 thanks to similar questions in the 
Household Pulse Survey and the December 2019 
Current Population Survey Food Security 
Supplement (CPS-FSS). While the two surveys 
differ in survey design, implementation, and 
reference periods, they offer the best available 
comparison point between pre-pandemic and 
current conditions.7 Other data and research 
show that far more families with children than 
before are struggling to buy enough food.8 

 
In Pulse data collected February 3-15, 11.4 

percent of adults reported their household had 
“not enough to eat” sometimes or often in the 
last seven days, compared to 3.4 percent of adults 
reporting this problem in at some point over the 
full 12 months of 2019 in the CPS-FSS. 

 
Particularly alarming is the sharp increase in 

food hardship apparent among children since 
before the pandemic. In Pulse data collected 
January 20-February 1, 2021 (the latest available 
for this measure), as many as 11.2 million children 
lived in a household where children weren’t 
eating enough because the household couldn’t 
afford it in the last seven days9 — about ten times 
the number of children in households where children were sometimes or often not eating enough 
because the household couldn’t afford it at some point in the last 30 days in December 2019 (1.1 
million). (See Figure 1.)  

 
Hardship Rates Remain Above Late-September Levels 

Hardship spiked at the close of 2020. This followed the expiration of the $600 weekly 
supplemental unemployment payments over the summer and coincided with a marked slowdown in 
job growth in December.10 And by year-end, stimulus payments provided earlier in the year were 
likely largely spent by families facing economic struggles. In Pulse data collected December 9-21, the 
share of adults without enough food and the share reporting difficulty covering household expenses 
— both of which had been generally rising since September — each reached the highest level seen 
in comparable Pulse data available back to late August. 11 

 
There have been modest improvements in early 2021. In January, following adoption of a modest 

relief package the month before, the share of adults without enough food and the share having 

FIGURE 1 
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difficulty covering expenses ticked downward from the levels seen in December. Still, the share of 
adults without enough food remained several times above the most comparable pre-pandemic 
estimate (as described in the previous section). All three measures of hardship are significantly above 
late-September levels. 

 
The year-end package’s increase in SNAP benefits, $600-per-person stimulus payments, and $300-

per-week federal unemployment benefit supplement should help bring down hardship some more in 
coming weeks as these measures reach families. But, given the high rates of hardship in early 
February, it is clear that more needs to be done to help families weather this crisis. Allowing 
expansions in jobless benefits to end in mid-March and additional SNAP benefits to end in June, as 
will occur without congressional action, would risk driving the number of families facing hardship 
upward again. 

 
Children Face High Hardship Rates 

Adults who are parents or otherwise live with children are likelier to report hardship than adults 
without children. They are more than a third likelier to report their household did not have enough 
to eat, and about a third likelier to report difficulty paying for usual expenses. Renters with children 
are twice as likely as renters without children to report their household is not caught up on rent. (See 
Figure 2.) 

 
FIGURE 2 

 
 
Partly because expenses are higher for families with more children than for families with fewer, 

children are likelier than adults with children to be in a household experiencing hardship, according 
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to our analysis of more detailed Pulse data for collected January 20-February 1. The following 
hardship numbers, also shown in Figure 3, are approximations (the Household Pulse Survey was 
designed to provide data on adult well-being, not precise counts of children). 

 
• An estimated 7 to 11 million children (11 to 17 percent of all children) live in a household in 

which the children were not eating enough because the household couldn’t afford it.12 Food 
hardship among children indicates that food needs have become so severe that parents are no 
longer able to shield their children from disruptions to their food intake; typically, households 
first scale back on food for adults before cutting back on what children have to eat.13 Children 
who don’t get enough to eat are at risk of worse developmental, health, and even economic 
outcomes down the road.14 

• More than one-fourth of children in rental housing — 5 million children — live in a 
household that is not caught up on rent. While eviction moratoriums are protecting many 
households for the time being, renters who cannot afford to pay rent accrue debt that may 
lead to a wave of evictions once the moratoriums end.15 Evictions and other housing 
instability exacerbate financial hardship and can have other harmful consequences for families 
and children over the long term.16  

• Children in renter households, which tend 
to have lower incomes and savings than 
households with a mortgage, also face 
high rates of food hardship. Over 1 in 4 
children living in rental housing live in a 
household that didn’t have enough to eat, 
and more than 4 in 10 children living in 
rental housing live in a household that 
either isn’t getting enough to eat or is not 
caught up on rent.17  

• Some 31 million children (43 percent) live 
in a household that reported difficulty 
covering usual expenses such as food, rent 
or mortgage, car payments, medical 
expenses, or student loans. Struggles 
paying for food and other bills are linked 
to worse child outcomes.18  

To be sure, we cannot measure the increase in 
some hardship measures due to the pandemic, 
though as noted above, there is strong evidence 
that food hardship has increased substantially 
from pre-pandemic levels. And according to 
some data, more renters are having trouble 
paying rent during the pandemic. By the end of 
January, one association of landlords reported 
that rent payment rates for more than 11 million 
renters hit its lowest point in the pandemic; 6.2 percent had not paid rent by the end of the month, 
up by one-half from 12 months earlier.19 

FIGURE 3 
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The year-end relief package’s SNAP and unemployment benefit increases and emergency rental 

assistance funding should help. But the delay in enacting these measures last year took a toll on 
families, some relief measures are inadequate and will expire soon, and some measures, such as 
rental assistance, will take time to reach households that need it. Had these measures been enacted 
earlier in the year, we may have been able to avoid some of the increases in hardship that occurred 
late in the year. 

 
Children in Black and Latino Households  

Face Even Higher Household Hardship Rates 
Though hardship has been widespread throughout the pandemic for all racial and ethnic groups, it 

is particularly prevalent among Black and Latino20 adults, who are often on the fault lines of the 
pandemic’s worst health and economic effects. Inequities, driven by structural racism and 
discrimination in education, housing, employment, and health care, among other factors, mean that 
Black and Latino workers disproportionately work in low-paying industries that have suffered the 
largest job losses,21 and such households have fewer assets to fall back on in hard times.22  

 
Black and Latino adults were more than twice as likely as white adults to report that their 

household did not get enough to eat.  Some 3 in 10 Black renters, 1 in 5 Latino renters, and 1 in 6 
Asian renters said they were not caught up on rent, compared to 1 in 8 white renters. Nearly half of 
Black adults and of Latino adults reported difficulty covering expenses, compared to 33 percent of 
Asian adults and 29 percent of white adults. Although the Pulse survey does not provide data for 
other individual racial groups, American Indian, Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, 
and multiracial adults taken together also face exceptional hardship rates.23 
 

Food hardship is disproportionately affecting children in Black and Latino households (which we 
identify in the Pulse data based on the race or ethnicity of the adult respondent). Up to 28 percent of 
children in Black households and up to 30 percent of children in Latino households live in 
households where the children didn’t eat enough in the last seven days because the household 
couldn’t afford it, compared to up to 8 percent of children in white households. (See Figure 4.) 
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FIGURE 4 

 
 
Some 6 out of 10 children in Black households and in Latino households live in ones having 

difficulty covering usual expenses. By contrast, 3 in 10 children in Asian households and in white 
households are in households having trouble covering expenses. 

 
Hardship and Financial Strain Can Take a Lasting Toll on Children  

A large body of research links hardships such as inability to afford adequate food or housing to 
worse child outcomes. The effects of such hardships, which range from nutrient deficiency to 
disrupted schooling when families move frequently from home to home, can have lifelong 
consequences. 

 
Part of what makes these and similar hardships dangerous for children, experts say, is stress. 

Researchers tracking parents’ stress levels during the pandemic worry about the cascading, long-term 
effects on children. 

 
These hardships harm not just individuals but the nation as a whole, because the country loses out 

on the full potential of all of its children. Luckily, studies have found that many forms of assistance 
can reduce these negative outcomes and better position all children to realize their potential, as we 
detail below. 
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Hardship-Related Stress, Which Can Damage  
Children’s Well-Being, Is Alarmingly High 

Intense worry about meeting a family’s urgent needs can preoccupy parents or other caregivers, 
hindering them from giving the kind of steady and reassuring parenting that helps children thrive. 
When that happens, children tend to fare worse in school and on a range of emotional and 
behavioral outcomes such as acting out.24 

 
Moreover, when a parent’s stress is strong and 

sustained early in their child’s life or even during 
pregnancy, it may result in what is known as 
“toxic stress” for the child, which is associated 
with measurable changes in brain structure and 
later cognitive damage and reduced health.25 
One study found that temporary spells of low 
income in pregnancy tended to coincide with a 
rise in the mother’s stress hormone cortisol. 
High cortisol in pregnancy, in turn, was 
associated with “a year less schooling, a verbal 
IQ score that is five points lower and a 48 
percent increase in the number of chronic 
[health] conditions” for the exposed children, 
compared to their own siblings born when the 
family had lower stress (and, usually, higher 
income).26 

 
Researchers report that the pandemic and the 

economic strain it has caused have brought 
reduced mental health and well-being. The share 
of all adults reporting symptoms of anxiety or 
depression at levels shown to be associated with 
diagnoses of generalized anxiety disorder or 
major depressive disorder was several times higher in early January 2021 than in January-July 2019, 
according to a Kaiser Family Foundation analysis.27 (See Figure 5). Both hardship and rates of 
mental health symptoms rose late in 2020 in Pulse data (although they may have eased slightly 
following the December relief legislation).28 

 
Families with children that are struggling financially tend to report particularly high levels of 

anxiety and depression. In Pulse data collected January 20-February 1, adults with children who 
reported difficulty paying for household expenses were nearly twice as likely as their peers who did 
not struggle to cover expenses to report symptoms of anxiety, and more than twice as likely to 
report symptoms of depression.29 

 
The connection between economic hardship and worse mental health stands out even at a time 

when families are experiencing many strains (and the pandemic has often made it more difficult to 
access or afford mental health care). In households that include children and that did not have 
enough to eat sometimes or often in the last seven days, fully half (52 percent) of Pulse adults said 
they felt symptoms of anxiety and depression “nearly every day.”30 (See Figure 6.) While many 

FIGURE 5 
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factors are at play, this rate was notable even by comparison with adults who live with children and 
are struggling with other potential challenges of the pandemic, such as school closures or distance 
learning; the isolation of living with no other adults and working from home; not working due to the 
pandemic’s impact on one’s employer; or even missing work due to being ill with coronavirus 
symptoms or caring for someone with them.  
 

FIGURE 6 

 
 

 
An estimated 26 million children as of late January 2021 (44 percent) live in a household where 

the adult respondent reports symptoms of anxiety or depression at levels shown to be associated 
with diagnoses of generalized anxiety disorder or major depressive disorder.31 The Pulse survey does 
not collect information on the mental health of children themselves, but other studies have done so. 
High hardship-related stress levels for adult caregivers in the current crisis are associated with 
emotional distress for children, note University of Oregon researchers, who have been interviewing 
families with young children every two weeks since the start of the pandemic. “These results show 
that when caregivers feel stress and uncertainty about paying their bills and providing the basics for 



10 

their families, negative emotional effects cascade downstream to their children,” the researchers 
find.32 

 
“As we’ve followed families over time,” says University of Oregon neuroscientist and psychology 

professor Philip A. Fisher, “we have learned that if you want to know how young children are doing, 
you can work backward by first assessing how their parents are doing. And how parents are doing is 
very closely tied to whether they are able to meet their basic needs. If parents report not having 
enough money to put food on the table or to pay their rent or utilities, that often is followed by 
reports of increased levels of stress, anxiety, depression, and loneliness. That is followed by parents 
reporting greater concerns about their children, including greater stress, more acting out, and more 
fussiness.”33  

 
Fisher worries that some of the distress may be strong and prolonged enough to have lasting 

impacts. “The experiences that young children have lived through with the pandemic have created a 
perfect storm for what we refer to as toxic stress — high levels of stress that have significant and 
long-term consequences,” he warns.  

 
Poverty-Reducing Interventions Can Help Children’s Future Opportunities 

Hardships worsened when relief funding under the CARES Act of March ran out, Fisher noted, 
adding, “Additional resources to help families meet their basic needs are critical.” Providing more 
food, housing, income, and other relief is linked with a range of long-term positive outcomes for 
children. 

 
More Food Assistance: A Promising 

Strategy to Boost Children’s Lifetime 
Health, Earnings 

Studies link food insecurity among children with 
reduced intake of some key nutrients, health 
problems such as iron deficiency (which is linked 
with long-term neurological damage), and 
behavioral issues and mental health conditions. 
These problems, in turn, can lower children’s test 
scores, their likelihood of graduating from high 
school, and their earnings in adulthood.34 Even 
short periods of food insecurity pose long-term 
risks for children.  

 
Conversely, interventions that provide access to 

affordable food and reduce food insecurity have 
been linked to better health for young children as 
well as long-term improvements in health and 
longevity; greater high-school completion; and 
higher earnings and self-sufficiency in adulthood, 
whether by improving nutrition or reducing 
harmful stress.35  

 

FIGURE 7 
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A study of the introduction of food stamps (later renamed the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program or SNAP) found that children from disadvantaged families that had access to food stamps 
in utero or early childhood had better health outcomes as adults and were more likely to graduate 
from high school than their peers in counties that had not yet implemented SNAP.36 (See Figure 7.) 
 

Housing Assistance Can Provide  
Stability at Home and in School 

Loss of housing often causes families with few resources to move into crowded housing with 
family or friends, to different communities that require their children to change schools, or, for 
those with the fewest resources, to experience homelessness. Studies find that children in crowded 
homes score lower on reading tests and complete less schooling than their peers.  Moving frequently 
is also linked with attention and behavioral problems for preschoolers, can result in an inability to 
concentrate in school and trigger gaps in learning because schools cover material in a different order, 
and has been tied to completing fewer years of education and lower work and earnings.37  

 
By reducing housing instability, overcrowding, and poverty, rental assistance may help children 

avoid the adverse effects these problems have on their health, development, and education.38 
Housing assistance can also prevent homelessness, which leaves children more likely than other low-
income children to drop out of school, repeat a grade, or perform poorly on tests.39 In a multi-site, 
rigorous evaluation, low-income families that received housing vouchers were 52 percent less likely 
to live in overcrowded housing, 74 percent less likely to become homeless, and moved 35 percent 
less often than otherwise-similar low-income families that didn’t receive housing assistance.40 

 
Income and Other Economic Supports  

Could Provide Lasting Gains for Next Generation 
Bolstering economic supports can help children in low-income and financially struggling families 

catch up in a range of areas. As a congressionally chartered report issued in 2019 by a National 
Academy of Sciences (NAS) panel explained: 

 
The weight of the causal evidence indicates that income poverty itself causes negative child 
outcomes, especially when it begins in early childhood and/or persists throughout a large 
share of a child’s life. Many programs that alleviate poverty either directly, by providing 
income transfers, or indirectly, by providing food, housing, or medical care, have been 
shown to improve child well-being.41 

 
Evidence links stronger assistance with healthier birthweights, lower maternal stress (measured by 

reduced stress hormone levels in the bloodstream), better childhood nutrition, higher school 
enrollment, higher reading and math test scores, higher high school graduation rates, higher rates of 
college entry, and other benefits.42 Providing economic supports to children with low family income 
can make an important difference in children’s lives now and in the long term. 

 
Particularly compelling evidence comes from a series of cross-program comparisons of several 

anti-poverty and “welfare-to-work” pilot programs in the United States and Canada in the 1990s. 
When programs provided more generous income assistance, the comparisons consistently showed 
better academic performance among young children starting school. The more the programs raised 
participating families’ incomes, the more their children’s academic achievement rose, relative to 
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peers assigned to a traditional, less generous assistance program. (See Figure 8.) The five most 
generous programs raised average income by $1,700 a year.43 In a related earlier study of several of 
the same interventions, participation in the more-generous programs raised low-income children’s 
average test scores from the equivalent of the 25th percentile to the 30th percentile.44  

 

FIGURE 8 

 
 
Investing in families and children through income supports benefits society as a whole. 

Researchers studied the impact of increasing the Child Tax Credit to $3,000 ($3,600 for children 
younger than 6) and making the full credit available to families with low or no incomes. By boosting 
the future earnings and tax payments of child beneficiaries, improving the health and longevity of 
parents and children, and reducing health care, child protection, and criminal justice costs, the Child 
Tax Credit expansion would likely provide large and lasting gains for the next generation, the 
researchers project.45 (See Figure 9). 
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FIGURE 9 

 
 
A focus on improving family income, much like making investments in underfunded schools, 

holds promise for rebuilding children’s prospects of success, and will be a prudent policy even as the 
pandemic recedes. 
 

 
1 CBPP analysis of U.S. Census Bureau’s basic monthly Current Population Survey (CPS) public use microdata files. 
Figures are not seasonally adjusted. 
2 U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Supplemental data measuring the effects of the coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic on the labor market, Table 9, at https://www.bls.gov/cps/effects-of-the-coronavirus-covid-19-
pandemic.htm.   
3 CBPP analysis of U.S. Census Bureau’s basic monthly CPS public use microdata and COVID-19 supplemental data 
files at www.census.gov/data/datasets/time-series/demo/cps/cps-supp_cps-repwgt/cps-covid.html. The Labor 
Department reports that, counting workers with paid absences from work, as well as those who lost some work in the 
last four weeks but still worked in the last week, a total of 14.8 million adults were unable to work at some point in the 
last four weeks because their employer closed or lost business due to the coronavirus pandemic. 
4 These estimates may be conservative. The pandemic-related questions in the CPS focus prominently on the pandemic’s 
impact on the employer and may not capture all virus-related reasons for missing work. The Household Pulse Survey 
asks a more detailed question about pandemic-related reasons for not working. Although the Pulse survey is not 
designed to produce precise counts of children, analysis of Pulse data from late January suggests roughly 2 million 
children live with an adult who did not do any paid work in the last seven days because the adult was sick with 
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