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Lisa A. Gennetian, Ph.D., Sanford School of Public Policy, Duke University

Within just the first three months of the COVID-19 financial fallout, one in five children in the United

States experienced the job loss of an adult in their household.1 As the pandemic continues and the

challenges of job and income recovery persist, families will continue to face unprecedented economic

uncertainty. The burdens of job loss and continued economic uncertainty are felt by a wide range of

families, though they are especially elevated among lower-income households and families of color.1, 2

COVID-19-driven increases in job loss, income instability, and resulting strains on housing and food security

are impairing child and family wellbeing. Temporary policy supports – such as stimulus checks, expanded

Unemployment Insurance (UI) benefits, rent moratoriums, and expanded food programs – helped stem

these losses and protect children.3 Yet, burdensome distribution mechanisms and the temporary nature of

such benefits limited their reach. As policy supports expire, economic harm is growing.4, 5 Renewal and

reinstatement of economic supports will reduce the stress of economic uncertainty, help financially stabilize

families, and enhance parents’ capacity to support their children’s development.

Low Income and Economic Instability Make It Difficult for Children to Thrive

Both low family income and instability in income are detrimental for children’s well-being.6 Even before the

pandemic began, income instability was increasingly common,7, 8 especially among lower-wage workers

and workers of color,9 because of unstable and unpredictable work hours as well as economic shocks, such

as recessions. Research shows wide or frequent fluctuations in income increase family stress, drain parents’

mental bandwidth, redirect parent time and attention away from parenting and toward the demands of

juggling day-to-day basic needs, and disrupt family routines.10, 11 Evidence from behavioral economics and

developmental science point to how income instability harms children, particularly in the context of poverty:

One-time income shocks, such as an unexpected parental job loss, impair parental relationship quality

and can increase family conflict.12-14 Parental job loss also has adverse effects on children’s academic

achievement and mental health.15-18

Income instability reduces school engagement and attendance.19-20 Short-term fluctuations in

income (e.g., between benefit payments) are associated with reductions in achievement test scores.21

Large monthly income fluctuations also negatively affect children’s long-term educational attainment.
22

Both short- and long-term income instability are associated with increased school disciplinary

infractions, suspensions, and expulsions among adolescents, particularly among adolescents of color.



19, 20, 23

Parent Job Loss and Uncertain Recovery Due to COVID-19 Are Harming Families and Children

COVID-19 has dramatically increased children’s exposure to parental job loss and income instability. Over 52

million Americans who live in households with children experienced a loss of employment between March

and early November, 2020.24 Many parents who have remained employed during the pandemic are facing

increasing instability in pay and work hours.25 Recent research found that parents who experienced both job

and income loss during COVID-19 reported heightened stress and depression as well as more harsh

parenting behaviors towards their children.26 Families are newly relying on food assistance as shown by

unprecedented demand at food banks, which increased up to 20% in March 2020 alone, with persistently

high levels through the summer.27 In addition, child care and educational programs have been disrupted,

with estimated losses of nearly half of licensed child care slots28 imposing further challenges to parents’

current or future employment and children’s learning and development.

COVID-19-driven increases in job loss, income instability, and resulting strains on housing and food security

are impairing child and family well-being.

Although the Full Effects of COVID-19 on Child Well-Being Are Not Yet Known, Evidence of Its Negative

Effects on Children from Preschool Age to Late Adolescence Is Already Apparent

Children’s behavioral health has worsened during the pandemic, particularly in families that

experienced a child care disruption.29

Service workers who experienced COVID-19-related job loss reported higher levels of anxiety and

uncooperativeness in their young children.30

Latino parents who are experiencing high rates of job loss are worried about their children falling

behind in school.31

Adolescents are increasingly stressed by the pandemic. The more stress they feel, the more depressive

symptoms they report.32

COVID-19-related job loss is associated with parents’ psychological maltreatment of preschool and

elementary schoolaged children.33



Renewal and reinstatement of economic supports will reduce the stress of economic uncertainty, help

financially stabilize families, and enhance parents’ capacity to support their children’s development.

Federal Income Supports Temporarily Eased the Economic Stresses of COVID-19 for Families with

Children

The federal income support policies implemented at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, including

expanded UI and one-time direct cash payments, offered an important short-term income boost for recipient

families.34 These temporary small income enhancements improved disposable income,35 allowed families

to pay for expenses such as food,36, 37 and reduced poverty in the short-term.38, 39 Research shows reentry

into employment was not interrupted by these expanded income supports.40

Enhanced food and housing supports have also shown benefits to child well-being. The pandemic EBT

program (P-EBT), which provided families with vouchers to replace free or subsidized school meals, has led

to a 20% reduction in food insecurity in households with children, lifting an estimated 2.7–3.9 million

children out of hunger.41 Rent moratoriums implemented as part of the federal CARES Act paused evictions

temporarily through August 2020 for up to 20 million renter households, which helped to stabilize children’s

housing.42

Distribution of Federal Supports Has Been Uneven and Inequitable

Because the U.S. lacks universal eligibility and delivery systems for government supports, not everyone

eligible for COVID-19 income support benefits has received them.43 Nearly 9 million eligible people did not

receive the CARES Act stimulus check, with fewer Black and Hispanic families reporting any or on-time

receipt.44 In a sample of service workers who had lost their jobs during the pandemic, only 54% had received

UI, despite expanded eligibility.34 In the same sample, two out of three eligible families with schoolaged

children reported they had not yet received P-EBT by the end of June 2020.34 Efforts to increase access, such

as creating a streamlined access portal that is not contingent on prior tax filings and incorporating local and

grassroots outreach efforts, can be cost efficient ways to increase universal access and achieve the goal of

equitably protecting families.45, 46



Continued Income Supports Are Necessary to Support Children’s Well-Being During COVID’s

Unprecedented Economic Disruption

COVID-19 has driven unprecedented increases in economic loss and instability, particularly among low-

income families and families of color. This economic instability has already produced measurable harm to

children’s development. The U.S. lacks a rapid response system to reach all families and children, and initial

expanded supports have expired, exacerbating the economic needs of millions of families and their children.

Supports that Congress put into place early in the pandemic temporarily met goals of reducing further harm

to children. Renewal and reinstatement of economic supports will reduce the stress of economic

uncertainty, help financially stabilize families, and enhance parents’ capacity to support their children’s

development. Further, efforts to increase accessibility will ensure more efficient and equitable distribution of

economic supports.
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