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Abstract 
 
The COVID-19 crisis and its reverberations resulted in levels of economic distress 
unprecedented since the 1930s. But COVID was a seismic social shock even for families that lost 
no income, due at least in part to abrupt school closures and the widespread threat of illness and 
death. The COVID-19 crisis will not affect all families equally, but may cause particular harm to 
children of low-income and less-educated parents and for preschool age children, who are 
especially sensitive to developmental inputs. We surveyed 572 low income families with 
preschool-age children in Chicago to understand family dynamics following the economic and 
social restrictions imposed by the pandemic. We separately examine the associations between 
economic hardship, exposure to the virus, and pandemic-induced increases in childcare time on 
parental mental health and stress, parent-child interaction, and children’s adjustment. We find 
both positive and negative effects: Parental job and income losses are strongly associated with 
parents’ depressive symptoms, stress, diminished sense of hope, and negative interactions with 
children. However, these ill effects do not occur for parents who lose jobs but do not experience 
concomitant income losses. In fact, job losses without income losses are associated with more 
positive parent-child interactions. Parents’ exposure to COVID-19 is associated with less 
positive parent-child interactions and more child behavior problems. In contrast, parents who 
report spending substantially more time in childcare as a consequence of the pandemic report 
more positive parent-child interaction. We discuss the implications of these results for policy and 
practice. 
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Introduction 

The coronavirus pandemic represents the biggest shock to the American economy since 

the Great Depression. Following the imposition of stay at home orders across the country, the 

U.S. labor market collapsed over roughly two weeks in late March and early April. But COVID-

19 was a seismic social shock even for families that lost no income, due at least in part to abrupt 

school closures and the widespread threat of illness and death. In many instances, the school 

closures substantially increased the time that parents, especially mothers, spend with their 

children (Baxter et al., 2020; Calarco et al., 2020; Sevilla & Smith, 2020). For schoolchildren, 

school closures and learning interruptions could threaten children’s learning and adjustment 

(Kuhfeld et al., 2020) but the effects will depend on the quantity and quality of parent-child 

interaction at home. Low income children may be at greater risk for learning losses and 

behavioral stress than high income children given average pre-pandemic differences in parent 

engagement in children’s learning (Kalil et al., 2012). 

The novel coronavirus has been more prevalent among low income families resulting in 

much more anxiety in these families about threats to their health and well-being. The changes 

arising from the novel coronavirus can also have a direct effect on the level of distress parents 

and children experience arising from social isolation due to stay at home orders, including 

physical and social distance from their friends and schools and changes to their usual daily 

routines. Parental and child well-being may be diminished by concerns about their own and their 

family’s health as a consequence of exposure to the virus itself. 

The COVID-19 crisis will not affect all families equally, but may cause particular harm to 

children of low-income and less-educated parents, who tend to have lower academic and socio-

emotional skills compared to higher income or more educated parents already (Attanasio et al., 
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2020) and for preschool age children, who are especially sensitive to developmental inputs that 

shape lifelong attainment and achievement (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011). 

In this paper we compare the relative importance of pandemic-induced economic 

hardships (i.e job and income loss and inability to make ends meet) versus pandemic-induced 

social conditions (i.e., exposure to the virus and pandemic-induced increases in child care time) 

as they relate to parental mental health and stress, parent-child interactions, and children’s 

behavioral adjustment.  

Background 

The economic and social shifts arising from COVID-19 represent key forces capable of 

shaping the future life courses of American children. The associations between parental 

economic stress, parent mental health and behavior, and children’s socio-emotional adjustment 

in the short and long term are well documented (Del Boca et al., 2014; Fiorini & Keane, 2014; 

Hsin & Felfe, 2014; Jackson et al., 2000; Kalil & Ryan, 2020). Existing research on the 

relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and family life has largely focused on its 

economic and mental health impacts (Calarco et al., 2020; Gassman-Pines et al., 2020). The 

COVID-19 pandemic and the policy response to it – including stay-at-home orders, new 

regulations for essential workers, and school closures – may create a stressful environment for 

families through many channels: worries about health; pressures related to going to work, 

working from home or the potential of job loss and consequently income loss; the need to home-

school children, and other possible consequences of living through this pandemic. These stresses 

could diminish the quality of parent-child interactions (Kalil, 2013), which may in turn amplify 

socio-emotional or behavioral problems in children.  
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On the other hand, the effects of the pandemic need not be uniformly negative (note, 

however, that we consider the potential effects of exposure to the virus itself to be uniformly 

negative). One unique feature of the economic policy response was the federal stimulus funds 

targeting lower income households and delivered to families in the late spring. Unemployment 

insurance was expanded in unprecedented ways during the current COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, 

large numbers of families experiencing job losses actually enjoyed higher incomes during their 

period of unemployment as compared to the pre-pandemic time during which they were 

employed (Ganong et al., 2020). Thus, for some families, this period was tantamount to a paid 

family leave. The rapid and generous early federal response to supporting the unemployed are a 

unique feature of the COVID-19 pandemic, distinguishing it from prior periods of high job loss 

such as the Great Recession of 2008. 

Parent time (especially mothers’ time) in childcare has increased in the wake of school 

closings and stay at home orders (Baxter et al., 2020; Calarco et al., 2020; Sevilla & Smith, 

2020). The effects of an increase in time with children are uncertain. On one hand, caring for 

young children while isolated at home and potentially also juggling employment may be stressful 

for at least some mothers. However, nationally-representative data show that the time that 

parents spend in child care provides the most feelings of positive affect and meaning compared 

to the time that parents spend engaged in any other activity and that this is especially true for 

low-income parents (Kalil et al., 2019). Calarco and colleagues (2020) surveyed 139 mothers 

from a range of income levels during the spring of 2020, finding that on average mothers who 

have greatly increased the time they spend caring for their children during the pandemic have 

disproportionately experienced substantial increases in stress, anxiety, and frustrations with their 

children. However, this was true primarily for mothers who held themselves to a high standard of 
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“intensive parenting.” Other mothers in their sample did not experience increased time with their 

children as a substantial source of stress and indeed even characterized the increased parenting 

time as a source of joy in otherwise difficult times.    

The drivers of family dynamics and children’s adjustment in economically vulnerable 

families during the novel coronavirus pandemic are not yet fully understood. The present paper 

examines how economic and social features of the pandemic may be associated with key aspects 

of parental mental health and family dynamics. The family dynamics we focus on as outcomes 

capture three types of interactions between parents and children known to be central in the 

development of young children’s socio-emotional adjustment and anticipated to play a role in 

amplifying or mitigating the response to the novel coronavirus (Landry et al., 2006; Linver et al., 

2002; Moroni et al., 2019). These characteristics include parental mental health and stress, 

parents’ time investments in children’s development, and the quality of parent-child interactions. 

We also examine parents’ reports of children’s behavioral adjustment.  

Parental mental health and stress: Parental mental health problems, such as loneliness, 

hopelessness, depressive symptoms, and parenting stress are risk factors for a more stressful 

home environment (Conger et al., 2002). Unfortunately, low income parents in the US are 

already at risk for higher levels of mental health problems even absent the pandemic (Jackson et 

al., 2000). To the extent that the stresses of the COVID-19 crisis worsen parental mental health 

and increase stress this may increase children’s behavioral and socioemotional problems.  

Time investments. The time that parents spend with their children on developmentally 

stimulating or educational activities are important determinants of childhood development 

(Attanasio et al., 2020; Kalil & Ryan, 2020; Price & Kalil, 2019). Changes in parental 

employment induced by the COVID-19 pandemic may have increased the time that parents have 
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available to be with their children but may also have changed the organization and patterns of 

family life, including how parents spend their time at home and with their children. 

Consequently, we do not know whether the changes in time distribution helped or hindered child 

development. The children in economically disadvantaged households receive less time 

investment even absent the pandemic (Kalil & Ryan, 2020; Kalil et al., 2012). It is possible that 

unemployed parents might increase time caring for children or other types of home production in 

response to reduced work in the marketplace. However, parents may spend less time in home 

production or with their children during the pandemic, perhaps because they do not know how to 

productively invest the time they do have in their children or because they or a family member is 

sick. 

Quality of parent-child interaction. Researchers have considered parenting style – such as 

how warm, strict, or communicative a parent is – as an important determinant of a child’s skills 

(Doepke & Zilibotti, 2019; Gershoff et al., 2012). During a period when schools are closed, 

parents may have more opportunities to spend time with children and this may produce more 

positive parent-child interactions. However, the disruptions caused by changes in routines and 

economic changes or the threat of illness may produce more negative interactions. Harsh 

parenting – including shouting at young children may exacerbate children’s behavioral and 

emotional problems (Pinderhughes et al., 2000; Straus & Stewart, 1999). Even absent the 

pandemic, children in low income homes experience harsh parenting more often than do children 

in higher-income homes (Ryan et al., 2016).  

Developmental Timing 

Our study focuses on families with preschool age children; early childhood is 

hypothesized to be a particularly sensitive period for exposure to economic and social stress. 
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Both human and animal studies highlight the critical importance of early childhood for brain 

development and for establishing the neural functions and structures that will shape future 

cognitive, social, emotional and health outcomes (Sapolsky, 2004; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).  

Research in other fields also highlights the developmental sensitivity of the early childhood 

period. Cunha and colleagues (2006) propose an economic model of development in which 

preschool cognitive and socio-emotional capacities are key ingredients for human capital 

acquisition during the school years. In their model, early capacities can affect the likelihood that 

later school- age human capital investments will be successful and productive. This model 

predicts that economic deprivation, such as that which may arise from job or income losses, in 

early childhood creates disparities in school readiness and early academic success that widen 

over the course of childhood. Duncan and colleagues (2010) presented evidence showing the 

developmental sensitivity of the early childhood period to the effects of low income on later life 

outcomes.  

Method 

Survey Methodology 

We surveyed low-income parents of preschool-age children in the Chicago area about the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Survey data collection began May 3 and ended July 20, 

2020. Participants are those who are currently or were recently participating in other research 

studies conducted by the Behavioral Insights and Parenting Lab at the University of Chicago. 

These families were originally recruited from preschools in Chicago offering subsidized care to 

low income families. We had telephone numbers for these families and so were able to rapidly 

contact them. There was a total of 1,128 parents in the two previous studies. Of these 784 still 
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had valid phone numbers in spring of 2020 and of these we were able to complete surveys with 

572 parents, representing a 73% response rate.  

All participants received an initial text message with a unique survey code and link to 

complete the survey online. Participants who did not opt out by replying they were not interested 

in completing the survey received two more text message reminders to complete the survey. The 

second reminder notified participants that our team would be calling them the following week to 

help them complete the survey over the phone. Thirty parents refused to take the survey, and the 

other parents who were not surveyed either ignored our calls or continued to reschedule when we 

called. For participants who did not answer or schedule a follow-up call, we called an average of 

10 times before assuming that the person did not want to participate. Of the 572 surveys 59% 

were completed by phone, and 41% were completed online. The average duration of the phone 

survey was 21 minutes. The survey was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the 

University of Chicago.  

Measures 

 The independent variables include job and income loss, perceived inability to make ends 

meet, own or householder’s possible exposure to COVID-19; and pandemic-induced increase in 

childcare time. The dependent variables broadly fall into three categories: parental mental health, 

parent-child interaction, and children’s adjustment. Each of these variables is described in detail 

below.  

 Job and Income Loss. Participants were asked both about changes in employment and 

income as a consequence of the pandemic. The question on job loss asked “How has your 

employment changed due to the current crisis?” The response options included: “I lost my job 

and am now unemployed,” “I lost my job and am now in a different job,” “I did not lose my 
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job,” “I was not working before and am now in a new job” and “I was not working before and 

am still not working.” We consider it a “job loss” if the participants chose “I lost my job and am 

now unemployed.” This measure thus captures job losses and unemployment that the participants 

attribute to the pandemic.  

The question on income loss is: “How has your total household income changed since the 

start of the current crisis?” The response options were “It has gone down a lot,” “It has gone 

down a little,” “It has stayed about the same,” “It has gone up a little,” and “It has gone up a lot.” 

We consider a participant as having “income loss” if they reported that their income “has gone 

down a lot.”  

We then split the participants into four mutually exclusive groups: those with both job 

and income loss, those with only job loss, those with only income loss, and those with neither job 

nor income loss. In order to represent this categorical variable in a regression, we created 3 

dummy variables: “Job and income loss (15% of the sample),” “Only job loss (9% of the 

sample),” and “Only Income Loss (21% of the sample).”  

It is important to underscore that job loss is at the individual level whereas household 

income loss is at the household level. This is how it is possible for a parent to report that he or 

she did not lose his or her job but the household income nonetheless declined due to another 

householder’s job loss. Or the parent might not have lost his or her job but work hours may have 

declined, leading to an income loss. Conversely, as we noted previously, the unique feature of 

the pandemic is that public policy intervention meant that those who experienced job loss did not 

necessarily also experience an income decline. For these reasons it is important to distinguish job 

and income losses that occur jointly in the COVID-19 pandemic from those in which families 

experience only one of these events.. 
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 Struggle to Make Ends Meet. Participants were asked “Think about (last month): 

Which of these best describes how much money you will have left over at the end of (that 

month)? The response options included “Some money left over,” “Just enough money to make 

ends meet,” and “Not enough money to make ends meet.” We create a “struggle to make ends 

meet” dummy variable, where those who replied “not enough money to make ends meet” were 

assigned a value of 1, and those who said just enough to make ends meet or some money left 

over were given a 0. Twenty percent of the sample struggled to make ends meet.   

 COVID Exposure. This is a dummy variable with a value of 1 if participants said they or 

someone in their household was sick with symptoms of COVID and a 0 otherwise. 10% of 

participants reported COVID exposure. 

 More Time on Childcare. This is a dummy variable with a value of 1 if participants said 

they spend a “lot more time” taking care of household children since school closings, and a 0 if 

they said “a little more,” “same,” or “less time.” 74% of participants in the sample reported 

spending a lot more time on childcare.  

Depressive Symptoms Scale. Participants were asked two questions relating to 

depressive symptoms they might have experienced in the past two weeks: one on “how often 

have you had little pleasure in doing things?” and another on “how often have you felt down, 

depressed or hopeless.” Participants were first assigned 0 for “Not at all,” 1 for “Several days,” 2 

for “More than half the days,” and 3 for “Nearly every day” for each of two questions. The 

depressive symptoms score is the sum of these values across both questions, thus ranging from 0 

to 6. The average score on the scale was 0.99, indicating a relatively low level of depressive 

symptoms. 
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Life Stress. Participants were asked “How stressful do you find your life right now?” and 

were asked to choose a number between 0 and 10, where 0 means not at all stressful and 10 

means extremely stressful. The average life stress score in the sample was 4.43.  

Parenting Stress. Parents responded to the statement, “I feel overwhelmed by the 

responsibility of being a parent.” Answers were coded 1 if parents responded with “Agree” or 

“Strongly Agree” and a 0 otherwise. 18% of parents reported being overwhelmed by parenting 

responsibilities. 

Hopeful about Future. Parents were asked how hopeful they were about the future, and 

their responses are coded as follows: 0 if “Not at all hopeful”, 1 if “A little bit hopeful, 2 if 

“Mostly hopeful”, and 3 if “Very hopeful.” The hopeful variable is thus a scale from 0 to 3. The 

average score on this scale was 1.99 indicating a relatively high degree of hopefulness about the 

future.  

Regular Reading with Child. This is a dummy variable, coded 1 if the parent reports 

currently reading with the child 5 or more days per week using either a physical book, phone, or 

tablet, and a 0 otherwise. 28% of the participants in the sample engaged in regular reading. 

Positive Interactions. This is a scale created from two survey items, namely time spent 

“hugging or cuddling” and time spent “playing a game or doing something just for fun.” 

Participants were asked whether they did less than usual, the same, or more than the usual 

amount of these activities relative to before the pandemic. For each of the two variables, we 

assigned a value of -1 if they did less of the activity, 0 for the same amount, and 1 for more of 

that activity. The sum of these values across the two variables therefore produces a scale ranging 

from -2 to 2, and measures whether the parent engaged in relatively more or fewer of these 

“positive interactions” during the time they were interviewed during the pandemic. The average 
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score on this scale was 1.29, suggesting that on average there were relatively more positive 

interactions than usual during the pandemic period. 

Child Enjoys Time with Caregiver. Participants were asked how much their child 

enjoys time with the parent or other caregiver at the time of the survey relative to before the 

pandemic. We assigned a value of -1 if they said less than usual, 0 for the same amount, and 1 

for more than usual, thus providing a variable that ranges from -1 to 1. The average score was 

0.54, indicating more increased enjoyment than reduced enjoyment during the pandemic.  

Parental Yelling or Losing Temper. Participants were asked how often they found 

themselves yelling at or losing their temper with their child at the time of the survey. We recode 

responses to this measure to a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if they said “Often” or “All the 

time”, and 0 otherwise (never or sometimes). Nine percent of participants in the sample yelled 

often or all the time. 

Children’s Behavioral Non-Compliance. This is a scale comprised of two variables: 

how much the child “cooperates” and how much the child “argues or is disobedient.” 

Participants were asked to think about a change in their child’s behavior since the start of the 

pandemic and whether their child displayed these behaviors less than usual, the same, or more 

than usual. For each of the two variables, we assigned a value of -1 if they displayed less of the 

behavior, 0 for the same amount, and 1 for more of that behavior. In order to treat “cooperating” 

inversely, we multiplied this by negative 1 (so that 1 indicates less cooperation) and added this 

with “argues or is disobedient” variable to produce a behavior scale ranging from -2 to 2. This 

measures whether the child is engaged in more or fewer of these “noncompliant” interactions 

during June. The average score on this scale was 0.18, indicating on average no change in the 

child’s behavioral compliance.  
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 Covariates. We employ demographic variables as controls throughout our analysis: 

caregiver sex, race, and education. 92% of the caregivers in our sample were female, and 39% 

had some education beyond high school (coded 1 if the parent report “some college or higher,” 

zero otherwise). For race, we include three dummy variables (black, Hispanic, and a dummy for 

missing data) and the comparison group is white parents. The criteria for selecting control 

variables include that they be exogenous to the predictor variables but theoretically plausibly 

correlated with the predictor and outcome measures. 

Missing Data 

 Each survey question included an option for “I don’t know” and one for “Prefer not to 

answer.” We count either of these responses from a participant as missing data. The majority of 

missing data values were “Prefer not to answer”. In order to focus our empirical analysis on the 

same group of individuals for all regressions, we dropped participants who had a missing value 

for any of the nine outcome variables. This reduces the total sample size from 572 to 474.  

 There were also some missing values for independent variables. In order to preserve 

sample size for these variables we entered an arbitrary value (-1) where the data was missing and 

created a dummy indicator for whether that independent variable had a missing value. Every 

regression presented here thus includes the missing value dummy for each independent variable 

that had any missing data, though we do not present these coefficients in the tables. 

Analytic Plan 

 We use ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions to examine how pandemic induced 

experiences are associated with parent mental health, parent-child interaction outcomes, and 

children’s behavior. For each of the nine outcome variables, we estimate four regressions: one 

with the three job and income loss dummies (the omitted group being those with neither job nor 
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income loss), a second with struggling to make ends meet measure, a third with COVID 

exposure, and a fourth with the measure of increased child care time.  

Results 

Correlations among all study variables are presented in Table S1. Frequencies and 

descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1. The results from the regressions are shown in 

Tables 2 through 10. All analyses presented in Tables 1-10 are conducted on the analytic sample 

of 474 parents. Table 2 shows that parents who lost both their job and income are significantly 

more likely to report depressive symptoms relative to the comparison group. This effect is very 

large – more than 40% of a standard deviation. In contrast the effect of job loss with no loss of 

household income was not statistically significant (at p <. 05) nor was it substantively important. 

Table 3 shows that the group who experienced both job and income loss also experienced 

an increase in life stress (an effect size of 46% of a standard deviation). Parents who experience 

household income losses alone or who struggle to make ends meet also experienced an increase 

in life stress of about one third of a standard deviation each. Parents who spend more time on 

childcare during the pandemic also report modestly higher levels of life stress (an effect size of 

19% of a standard deviation). Parents’ exposure to COVID is correlated with an increase in life 

stress with an effect size of 17% but that is not statistically significant (at p <. 05). 

Table 4 shows that none of our measures of COVID experiences is significantly related to 

parenting stress. The results in Table 5 however illustrate the adverse effects of economic 

hardship on feeling hopeful: Those with both job and income loss report feeling less hopeful 

about the future (an effect size of 24% of a standard deviation) as do those who struggle to make 

ends meet (a very substantial effect size of 58% of a standard deviation). We also see that 

parents’ exposure to COVID itself is correlated with a decrease in feeling hopeful with an effect 
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size of 17% but that is not statistically significant (at p <. 05). 

Turning now to our measures of parent-child interaction, Table 6 shows that parents who 

have job and income loss are more likely to be regular readers with their children. The effect 

here represents an increase of 11 percentage points (the sample average is 28 percent). Thus, this 

is a substantively important effect though it is only significant at p < .10. Table 7 shows that 

parents who lose just their jobs but not household income are more likely to engage in positive 

interactions with their child. Although this effect is only significant at p < .10, the effect size is 

about one third of a standard deviation. Parents who report spending more childcare time during 

the pandemic also report much higher levels of positive interaction – with an effect size of about 

50% of a standard deviation. In contrast parents who have experienced COVID exposure report 

much lower levels of positive interactions with their children (with an effect size of 43 percent).  

Table 8 looks at negative interactions between parents and children. Parents who 

experience a job and income loss, as well as those with just income loss, are more likely to lose 

their temper or yell at their child. Given that the sample mean on this outcome is only nine 

percent, these effects are quite large at 11% and eight percent respectively. In contrast though the 

sign of the coefficient on “job loss only” is positive, the effect is very small (1.5%) and not 

statistically significant.  

Finally, we turn to our measures of parents’ reports of their child’s emotional adjustment. 

Table 9 shows that parents who lose just their job (but do not experience a household income 

decline) are more likely to say their child enjoys time with them. Although this effect is 

significant only at p < .10 its effect size is about one third of a standard deviation. Parents who 

report an increase in childcare time also report a significant increase in the child enjoying time 

with them, with an effect size of 21%. In contrast, parents who struggle to make ends meet are 
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far less likely to report that the child enjoys spending time with them (an effect size of about one 

third of a standard deviation). Table 10 examines parental reports of children’s behavioral non-

compliance. Parents with COVID exposure are more likely to report an increase in their child’s 

noncompliant behavior. The effect size is 44% of a standard deviation. 

Discussion  

While we hope the pandemic will come to a close soon, the results from our analysis can 

help us understand the broader impact of economic and social shocks on family dynamics. Our 

research provides new insights that can help policy makers and practitioners support low income 

families who are struggling with these shocks now and in the future. First, our data show high 

levels of job loss, income declines, and perceived inability to make ends meet. Overall 45% of 

our sample experienced either a job loss or a substantial household income loss due to the 

pandemic. But it is the combination of job and income loss that seems to create stress and hurt 

child development. While this pandemic will one day come to a close, job loss will be with us 

forever and these results suggest that government efforts to stem the income loss associated with 

job loss could greatly contribute to family stability and child success. Moreover, the economic 

stresses of the COVID-19 crisis have worsened mothers’ mental health and stress, diminished 

their sense of hope for the future, and substantially increased the amount that parents yell and 

lose their temper with their young children. This calls for interventions aimed at supporting 

mothers’ mental health (see e.g. McFarlane et al., 2017). 

Nonetheless, adverse effects are never apparent among the families in our sample who 

report a pandemic-induced job loss but not a concomitant household income loss. We do not 

know how these families avoided a household income loss but there are several possibilities. 

Unemployment compensation plus federal stimulus money to families may have prevented 
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income loss. Other household members may have experienced an income gain from working 

more hours, for example as essential workers. Moreover, we find that this group of families who 

lost their jobs (and were unemployed at the time of the survey) but maintained their income 

sometimes reports better family interactions – they report more positive interactions with their 

child and they report that their child more often enjoys the time with them. This highlights the 

importance of time to parenting. For parents having both income and time to spend with their 

children is important. If they can have more time with no loss income, their interactions will 

improve. This may suggest generous paid family leave is a promising way to improve child 

outcomes.  

Although parents experiencing job and income losses and those reporting an inability to 

make ends meet are much more likely to report diminished mental health, they are no more 

likely to report being overwhelmed by their responsibilities as parents nor do these experiences 

detract from the quality of the parent-child interactions. An exception here is the degree to which 

parents report yelling at their child, which is strongly correlated with job and income loss, 

income loss alone, and struggling to make ends meet (but, again, not job loss alone). Parents’ 

reports of their own economic stress are also not correlated with their reports of their children’s 

behavioral adjustment. This suggests that many parents in our sample were able to shield their 

children to some extent from their own personal stress arising from household economic 

struggles. It will be important for future research to understand how long parents are able to 

remain resilient in this way, and the factors that shape the ability to do so. It is certainly possible 

that if economic hardship wears on its ill effects could spill over into parent-child interactions.  

Parents’ exposure to COVID-19 itself is associated with substantially lower levels of 

positive parent-child interaction and substantially higher levels of parents’ reports of children’s 
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behavioral non-compliance. There is also a strong suggestion in the data that exposure to 

COVID-19 is associated with higher levels of parental life stress and a diminished sense of hope. 

In fact, exposure to COVID was the only one of our predictor variables that was correlated with 

children’s behavioral adjustment. We do not know of other studies that have established this 

finding but it is certainly worrisome to the extent that cases continue to rise in various locations 

around the U.S.  

Finally, we identify one dimension of low income families’ pandemic experience that 

seems consistently positive – an increase in the amount of time that parents are spending with 

their pre-school age children in the wake of school closings. Seventy-five percent of the parents 

in our study reported that they were spending much more pandemic-induced time caring for their 

young children. Although this experience was modestly stressful on average for parents in our 

study, it was also a significant positive predictor of the parents’ perception that the child enjoyed 

the time with the parent and the parents’ report of more positive interactions with the child. 

These results are consistent with prior work showing that the time parents spend with their 

children is characterized by very high levels of positive affect and meaning (Kalil et al., 2020). 

In sum, these results make clear that the complete story of economic and social shocks on 

family dynamics and children’s adjustment remains to be told. COVID-19 will eventually end, 

but the economic and social forces shaping family life will remain with us and may take new 

shapes in the future. Understanding these phenomena, and crafting the appropriate policy 

response to mitigating these shocks on parents and children, should be a top priority for scholars 

and policy makers alike. 
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Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics of COVID-19 Survey Study Variables 

 Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Sample Characteristics     
     Female Caregiver 0.92 0.27 0.00 1.00 
     At least Some College 0.39 0.49 0.00 1.00 
     White 0.14 0.35 0.00 1.00 
     Black 0.24 0.43 0.00 1.00 
     Hispanic 0.33 0.47 0.00 1.00 
     Unknown Race 0.29 0.46 0.00 1.00 
     
 Predictors 
     Job and Income Loss 

 
0.15 

 
0.36 

 
0.00 

 
1.00 

     Only Job Loss 0.09 0.28 0.00 1.00 
     Only Income Loss 0.21 0.41 0.00 1.00 
     Struggle to Make Ends Meet 0.20 0.40 0.00 1.00 
     Sick with COVID symptoms 0.10 0.30 0.00 1.00 
     More Time Childrearing 0.74 0.44 0.00 1.00 
     
Outcomes     
     Depressive Symptoms Scale 0.99 1.28 0.00 6.00 
     Life Stress  4.43 2.88 0.00 10.00 
     Parenting Stress 0.18 0.39 0.00 1.00 
     Hopeful for Future 1.99 0.93 0.00 3.00 
     Regular Reading 0.28 0.45 0.00 1.00 
     Positive Interaction Scale 1.29 0.97 -2.00 2.00 
     Yelling or Losing Temper 0.09 0.28 0.00 1.00 
     Child Enjoys Time 0.54 0.56 -1.00 1.00 
     Child Non-compliance Scale 0.18 1.08 -2.00 2.00 
N 474    

Note. The mean for dummy variables represents the proportion with a value of 1.  
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Table 2 
OLS Regression Results, COVID-19 Experiences as Predictors of Depressive Symptoms    

Variable         (1)   (2)   (3)   (4) 
     Depressive 

Symptoms 
Depressive 
Symptoms 

Depressive 
Symptoms 

Depressive 
Symptoms 

 Job and Income Loss .545***    
   (.177) 

 
   

 Only Job Loss -.154    
   (.223) 

 
   

 Only Income Loss .076    
   (.156) 

 
   

 Struggle to Meet Ends  .216   
    (.152) 

 
  

 Sick with COVID   -.134  
     (.201) 

 
 

 More Childcare Time    .055 
      (.135) 
 Observations 474 474 474 474 
Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions control for parent/caregiver’s 
gender, race, and education level. All regressions also control for a missing value 
dummy for the independent variable(s) in the regression. 
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1  

 
Table 3 
OLS Regression Results, COVID-19 Experiences as Predictors of Life Stress    

Variable      (1)   (2)   (3)   (4) 
       Stress    Stress    Stress    Stress 

 Job and Income Loss 1.317***    
   (.391) 

 
   

 Only Job Loss -.146    
   (.493) 

 
   

 Only Income Loss .95***    
   (.344) 

 
   

 Struggle to Meet Ends  .944***   
    (.337) 

 
  

 Sick with COVID   .479  
     (.448)  

 
 More Childcare Time    .539* 
      (.3) 
 Observations 474 474 474 474 
Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions control for parent/caregiver’s 
gender, race, and education level. All regressions also control for a missing value 
dummy for the independent variable(s) in the regression.  
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1  
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Table 4 
OLS Regression Results, COVID-19 Experiences as Predictors of Parenting Stress     

Variable         (1)   (2)   (3)   (4) 
    Overwhelmed Overwhelmed Overwhelmed Overwhelmed 

 Job and Income Loss .003    
   (.054) 

 
   

 Only Job Loss -.013    
   (.068)  

 
  

 Only Income Loss -.024    
   (.048) 

 
   

 Struggle to Meet Ends  .043   
    (.046) 

 
  

 Sick with COVID   .03  
     (.061) 

 
 

 More Childcare Time    -.003 
      (.041) 
 Observations 474 474 474 474 
Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions control for parent/caregiver’s 
gender, race, and education level. All regressions also control for a missing value dummy 
for the independent variable(s) in the regression. 
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1  

 
 
Table 5 
OLS Regression Results, COVID-19 Experiences as Predictors of Being Hopeful    

      (1)   (2)   (3)   (4) 
Variable          Hopeful Hopeful Hopeful Hopeful 

 Job and Income Loss -.225*    
   (.128)  

 
  

 Only Job Loss -.085    
   (.161)  

 
  

 Only Income Loss .005    
   (.112)  

 
  

 Struggle to Meet Ends  -.45***   
    (.107)  

 
 

 Sick with COVID   -.161  
     (.144)  

 
 More Childcare Time    -.062 
      (.096) 
 Observations 474 474 474 474 
Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions control for parent/caregiver’s 
gender, race, and education level. All regressions also control for a missing value 
dummy for the independent variable(s) in the regression.  
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1  
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Table 6 
OLS Regression Results, COVID-19 Experiences as Predictors of Regular Reading   

Variable         (1)   (2)   (3)   (4) 
    Reading Reading Reading Reading 

 Job and Income Loss .114*    
   (.061) 

 
   

 Only Job Loss -.01    
   (.077) 

 
   

 Only Income Loss -.065    
   (.054) 

 
   

 Struggle to Meet Ends  -.013   
    (.052) 

 
  

 Sick with COVID   -.063  
     (.069) 

 
 

 More Childcare Time    .076 
      (.046) 
 Observations 474 474 474 474 
Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions control for parent/caregiver’s 
gender, race, and education level. All regressions also control for a missing value 
dummy for the independent variable(s) in the regression. 
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1  

 
Table 7 
OLS Regression Results, COVID-19 Experiences as Predictors of Positive Interactions 

      (1)   (2)   (3)   (4) 
Variable       Positive 

Interactions 
Positive 

Interactions 
Positive 

Interactions 
Positive 

Interactions 
 Job and Income Loss .22    
   (.133) 

 
   

 Only Job Loss .325*    
   (.168) 

 
   

 Only Income Loss .026    
   (.117) 

 
   

 Struggle to Meet Ends  -.03   
    (.114) 

 
  

 Sick with COVID   -.419***  
     (.15) 

 
 

 More Childcare Time    .476*** 
      (.099) 
 Observations 474 474 474 474 
Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions control for parent/caregiver’s 
gender, race, and education level. All regressions also control for a missing value 
dummy for the independent variable(s) in the regression. 
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1  
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Table 8 
OLS Regression Results, COVID-19 Experiences as Predictors of Yelling/Losing Temper    

   Variable      (1)   (2)   (3)   (4) 
       Yelling    Yelling    Yelling    Yelling 

 Job and Income Loss .107***    
   (.039) 

 
   

 Only Job Loss .015    
   (.049) 

 
   

 Only Income Loss .077**    
   (.034) 

 
   

 Struggle to Meet Ends  .026   
    (.034) 

 
  

 Sick with COVID   .007  
     (.045) 

 
 

 More Childcare Time    .028 
      (.03) 
 Observations 474 474 474 474 
Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions control for parent/caregiver’s 
gender, race, and education level. All regressions also control for a missing value 
dummy for the independent variable(s) in the regression.  
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1  

 
Table 9 
OLS Regression Results, COVID-19 Experiences as Predictors of Child Enjoying Time 

   Variable      (1)   (2)   (3)   (4) 
    Enjoys Time Enjoys Time Enjoys Time Enjoys Time 

 Job and Income Loss .086    
   (.078) 

 
   

 Only Job Loss .19*    
   (.098) 

 
   

 Only Income Loss -.06    
   (.068) 

 
   

 Struggle to Meet Ends  -.189***   
    (.066) 

 
  

 Sick with COVID   -.006  
     (.088) 

 
 

 More Childcare Time    .12** 
      (.059) 
 Observations 474 474 474 474 
Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions control for parent/caregiver’s 
gender, race, and education level. All regressions also control for a missing value 
dummy for the independent variable(s) in the regression.  
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1  
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Table 10 
OLS Regression Results, COVID-19 Experiences as Predictors of Child Non-Compliance    

  Variable      (1)   (2)   (3)   (4) 
    Non-Compliant Non-Compliant Non-Compliant Non-Compliant 

 Job and Income Loss .056    
   (.149) 

 
   

 Only Job Loss .067    
   (.188) 

 
   

 Only Income Loss -.027    
   (.131) 

 
   

 Struggle to Meet Ends  .113   
    (.127) 

 
  

 Sick with COVID   .467***  
     (.167) 

 
 

 More Childcare Time    .005 
      (.113) 
 Observations 474 474 474 474 
Note. Standard errors are in parentheses. All regressions control for parent/caregiver’s gender, race, 
and education level. All regressions also control for a missing value dummy for the independent 
variable(s) in the regression.  
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1  

 


