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THREE TOPICS

1. How government pandemic policies relevant to young children and families coincided with rates 
of material hardship on a national survey

2. Associations between material hardship and
parenting
parent wellbeing 
child development & well-being

3. How what we know might inform policy, and how culture change research might inform and 
increase the impact of our efforts

















https://rapidsurveyproject.com



OVERVIEW OF RAPID NATIONAL SURVEYS

RAPID
cycle

0-5
focus

Ongoing, monthly survey. Households with at least one 
child under age 6. Began April 6, 2020

Added parallel national child care provider/ECE survey in 
2021

15-minute paid questionnaires completed via computer 
or smartphone in English or Spanish

Quantitative and open-ended questions

National sample in terms of geography, income and 
race/ethnicity

16,000+ households and 3,200+ providers in all 50 states

Over 100 surveys launched to date



RAPID SURVEY CORE CONTENT 



MATERIAL HARDSHIP

• Increasingly used as an alternative or supplemental 
measure to income and FPL

• Material hardship measures families’ ability to meet 
basic needs

• Income measures may lack reliability (especially in 
lower income, more occupationally volatile contexts) 

• Income measures don’t take into account wealth, 
debt, ability to obtain credit (all of which are 
associated with structural racial inequalities)

• Changes in income are not always associated with 
changes in hardship

https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/measures-material-hardship



MATERIAL HARDSHIP

https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/measures-material-hardship

• RAPID asks about families’ difficulties
paying for basic needs in the prior month 
within the following domains :
Food
Utilities
Housing (Rent/Mortgage)
Child Care
Healthcare
Other basic needs





PERSISTENT EVIDENCE OF STRUCTURAL RACIAL/ETHNIC 
INEQUALITIES IN EXPERIENCES OF MATERIAL HARDSHIP



DISPARITIES IN HARDSHIP ALSO BASED ON PRE-PANDEMIC INCOME 
LEVELS



ALIGNING 
RAPID 
TREND DATA 
AND POLICY 
TIMELINES*

*Disclaimer: VISUALIZATION ⍯ CAUSATION









CONCLUSION #1

Among households with young children, onset and offset of pandemic-
related government policies appear to coincide with rates of material 
hardship:
• Some pandemic-related unemployment and child & family-based 

assistance policies coincided with reduced overall material hardship rates
• Some housing policies (especially those involving financial assistance) 

coincided with reduced housing hardship rates
• Some food assistance benefits coincided with reduced hunger and food 

insecurity



MOREOVER, OVER THE LONG TERM…



AND YET…

RAPID data show that many 
of the observed impacts of 
pandemic related economic 
policies on families with 
young children were 
subsequently mitigated as 
expanded CTC ended and by 
other economic forces (esp. 
steep rise in cost of 
consumer goods) beginning 
in fall/winter  2021

And…



WHY SHOULD WE BE CONCERNED WITH RATES OF MATERIAL 
HARDSHIP IN FAMILIES WITH YOUNG CHILDREN?



WHY SHOULD WE BE CONCERNED ABOUT 
MATERIAL HARDSHIP RATES AMONG FAMILIES 
WITH YOUNG CHILDREN



Two pre-registered studies to test whether experiencing financial scarcity can suppress caregivers’ speech to 
their children. 

Study 1 suggests that higher-SES caregivers who are prompted to reflect on scarcity—particularly those who 
reflect on financial scarcity—speak less to their 3-year-olds in a subsequent play session, relative to a control 
group. 

Study 2 suggests that mid- to higher-SES caregivers engage in fewer back-and-forth exchanges with their 
children at the end of the month—when they are more likely to be experiencing financial hardship—than the 
rest of the month. These studies provide preliminary evidence that—above and beyond caregivers’ individual 
characteristics—structural constraints may affect how much parents speak to their children.





WHY ELSE SHOULD WE BE CONCERNED ABOUT 
MATERIAL HARDSHIP RATES AMONG FAMILIES 
WITH YOUNG CHILDREN



MORE HARDSHIP = MORE DISTRESS



A CHAIN REACTION OF HARDSHIP



MATERIAL HARDSHIP AND FINANCIAL INSTABILITY HAVE ADDITIVE 
EFFECTS ON BOTH ADULT AND CHILD DISTRESS





CONCLUSION #2

We should be concerned about high rates of material hardship among families with young children 
because…

• Bad for parents’ well-being
• Bad for kids’ well-being (via impact on parents)
• Strong prior evidence from developmental science that environmental factors that disrupt 

parental social buffering of child stress exposure in the early years impacts brain and 
biological development, with lifelong implications for health and social emotional 
development

Unpredictability of material resources further exacerbates things

*Related conclusion, hardship may be a mechanism underlying the word gap observed in lower 
income households (i.e., interventions targeting language may not be sufficient)



WHAT CAN WE 
LEARN FROM 
THESE DATA TO 
INFORM FUTURE 
POLICY?



• Universal basic income
• Targeted programs
• Conditional cash 

transfers
• Programs to promote 

work and earnings



Recommendations based on evidence from other countries:

• Increase SNAP and EITC benefits 
•Establish additional benefits to support low-income families with young 

children
•Implement a universal child allowance
•Follow the examples of other high-income countries and increase US 

investments in families with children, particularly low-income families, 
including SNAP as well as support for tax credits, housing, and education.



CASH PLUS…?

Use and extend 
RAPID as a child and 
family centered co-
design tool

1
Use systems minded 
approaches to 
develop solutions

2
Focus on place-based 
(community-level) 
solutions

3
Pre-RCT use rapid-
cycle evaluation to 
determine whether 
targeted mechanisms 
are being impacted

4
Identify moderators 
and use adaptive 
designs to develop 
precision approachs

5



AN ADDITIONAL OPPORTUNITY: 
FRAMEWORKS’ RESEARCH ON CULTURAL 
MINDSETS



CULTURAL MINDSETS ON SPECIFIC ISSUES (INCLUDING CHILD 
AND FAMILY WELL-BEING) VARY ALONG THESE DIMENSIONS









High Urgency

Low Urgency 

High EfficacyLow Efficacy

How we communicate  about issues can impact 
cultural mindsets

Baseline

Low Motivation

Fatalism MAGIC



Culture IS volatile and changing

Changes present space to think in new ways about solutions 

How we communicate about issues like early childhood poverty has potential to 
impact cultural mindsets for better or worse

But, taken together, understanding how to evidence-based family economic 
policies plus new approaches to designing and evaluating other supports 
together show great promise for impacting population-level outcomes 

CONCLUSION #3



RAPID NATIONAL ADVISORY COUNCIL



FUNDERS & PARTNERS
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