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EARLY CHILDHOOD RESEARCH BRIEF:
A National Survey of Low-Income Parents of Young Kids

BACKGROUND

Early childhood is a critical period of growth and development. Access to adequate food and nutrition in early
childhood is essential and can have long-lasting implications on health and well-being. Share Our Strength partnered
with APCO Insight to conduct a national survey among low-income families less than 185% of the poverty income
ratio who have children five years old and younger (pre-K). Between December 2016 and January 2017, a total of
1,000 parents and caregivers participated in the survey.! The survey asked parents and caregivers about their
experiences caring for and feeding their young children, as well as sources of support. This brief summarizes the
survey’s key findings on experiences with hunger, participation in programs and key supports, food preparation and

shopping practices, and child care arrangements and preferences.

KEY FINDINGS

e Food and nutrition is a top concern for parents with young children. Parents face serious challenges in
feeding their families.

e Parents turn to a variety of programs to help them care for their young children. SNAP, WIC, and Medicaid
are the most valued programs and provide a first line of defense for families.

o Doctors are important sources of support, advice and information for parents with young children.

e Parents engage in positive meal preparation and grocery shopping practices but still face barriers to healthy
eating such as time, cost, and fear of food waste.

e Parents are not relying on formal child care arrangements for their children and many prefer to care for

children at home. However, a substantial share would prefer formal child care if cost were not a barrier.

Families with Young Kids Face Food Concerns and Vulnerability

For low-income families with young children, concerns about basic needs are central to everyday life. A large
majority report worrying about food and nutrition, health care, child care, housing and transportation, in that order.
Food and nutrition is a top concern for more than eight in ten low-income families surveyed.
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When it comes to raising your young child or children, how much do you worry about each of
the following?

Food & nutrition

Health care
Child care
Housing 49% 15%
Transportation 41% 13%
m\ery much m Somewhat m Mot very much mNot at all

When asked about specific incidents in the past twelve months, low-income parents with young children
acknowledged facing serious food challenges.

e More than two in three (68%) worried their food would run out before they got money to buy more. More
than half (56%) did not have the money to buy more food before running out of food.

e An alarming number of parents report food challenges involving their children, including 42 percent who
were not able to feed their child a balanced meal. Nearly one in three (29%) even said their child was not
eating enough.

In the last 12 months, would you say each of the following statements was often, sometimes
or never true for your household?*

We worried whether our food would run out before we got

money to buy more 28% 32%
The food we bought just didn't last and we didn't have money 219% 449
to get more - -
We couldn't feed our child or children a balanced meal, 14% 580%
because we couldn't afford it - -
Qur child or children were not eating enough because we just 119% 71%
couldn't afford enough food - -
mOften true u Sometimes true u Never true

Based on the food challenge scenarios, families were categorized as food vulnerable or stable. More than half of
families (58%) were food vulnerable, facing more than one food challenge in the past year. Nearly half (46%) indicate

children were vulnerable as well, experiencing at least one food challenge specific to children.
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Food Stability Child Food Stability

Extremely
vulnerable
25%

Very stable
26%

Children's

b Children's
46% meals are
stable
54%

58% are
food
vulnerable

46% say child
meals are
vulnerable

Parents Rely on a Variety of Programs to Support Their Families’ Nutrition and Health

To help make ends meet, families with young children surveyed cobble together support from programs. Ninety-
five percent have current or past experience with at least one program. Most continue to use programs today—82
percent currently participate in at least one or more program. Medicaid, WIC and SNAP are the most widely-used
programs—81 percent have current or previous experience with WIC; 78 percent have experience with Medicaid;

and 73 percent have experience with SNAP.

Awareness of & Participation in Social Support Programs

wic 17%

Medicaid 61%
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SNAP 47% 24%

Food banks 15%

Head Start 14%

SCHIP or CHIP 18% 37%
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CACFP 16% 46%

TANF 10% 56%
Subsidized child care 9% 52%

Home visiting 8% 42%

Nutrition literacy 8% 32%

Financial literacy LS 33%

m Current m Former Aware, but never used = Unaware

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
Parents consider SNAP to be the most valuable program in helping care for young children. Still, six in ten SNAP

participants feel it does not provide enough benefits to cover food costs. To help cover their basic needs, one in
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five current SNAP participants also turn to food banks. Four in five current SNAP participants use Medicaid to help
cover health expenses that might otherwise eat into their food budgets.

Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC)
Families also considered WIC to be among the most valuable nutrition programs. WIC parents rate all program
services as helpful, with food vouchers at the top of the list.

For you and your family, how helpful are/were each of these services?

m Very helpful m Somewhat helpful Mot very helpful mNot at all helpful mDon't know

Parents were asked about WIC features that would make the program experience even better. Parents felt that
streamlined clinic visits, easier identification of WIC foods, and the ability to complete the program requirements
online or via text would optimize the WIC experience. Many state and local agencies are using apps and other
technology to improve the WIC shopping experience, some agencies allow participants to complete program
requirements online, and others are making progress towards this goal.

If you could create your dream WIC experience, what features would be most important to you?
Select up to three.

Getting infout of the clinic in @ reasonable amoUNt of time /FEE———— 1%

Easily finding WIC foods at the store —27% 43%

Waiting for appts in a clean room w/ things for kids to do _239,:/“
Handing in required forms by text or email  ECG_—_——— O 1%
Scheduling or rescheduling appts by text or online  EE————————————————t——— 25%

Participating in WIC without being judged — 24%

Scheduling appts during lunch, weekends or evenings E— 180"0%

Flexible staff that allow you fo reschedule your appt I 1&1/:/“

Info on nutrition, health & parenting to make your job easier G—_————— 16%

Getting to the WIC clinic easily by car or some other way I 13"{"5%

Better/different food choices/ healthier choices M ‘zf:,/n

Card/cash rather than a coupon/check M ]gﬁ

o u Current participants (n=432)
Some other feature M 16 -
o Former participants (n=378)

None of these. You are not interested in wic. 1% 6%
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Unlike SNAP or Medicaid, a nearly equal share of parents say they currently participate in WIC versus those who
formerly participated (43% versus 38%, respectively). The most common reason that parents stop participating in
WIC (or never participate at all) is a belief they don’t qualify, even though they reported a current income that would
have at least met the federal WIC income eligibility requirements. Across the country, WIC staff and advocates are
working to ensure that all eligible women, infants, and children who would benefit from the program are participating.
For example, the National WIC Awareness and Retention Campaign is using advertising, branding, and messaging to
increase WIC enroliment, improve perceptions of WIC, and retain moms and children in the program longer.

What are the main reasons you stopped participating or have not participated in WIC?
Select all that apply.

Don't qualify o 37%
Don't need formula B 20%
Don't need the food —7% 18%
Clinic was hard to work with | EEGCG—-—_—_————— 7%
Other people need it more T 6%
Hard to get to the clinic EEG———— 10%
No time for program requirements  EEG———————— 15%0

Feel like you would be judged n'a 11%

Food choices dont work for family ———rp— 12%

Feltjudged when shopping e e — 1%

Got the food/sives from other prgms ~ EEGEEG——————— 0% .,

Doesn't provide enough food IEG—_————"G%

26%

Hard to find WIC foods at the store FSe— 7%
Felt judged at the clinic |FERSE———— 7% = Former participant (n=378)
Hard to get to WIC-approved stores F 4% Aware, but haven't participated (n=175)

Some other reason S 3%

More than one in two parents (58%) would be interested in receiving information about WIC services from their
family’s doctors, which could assist with efforts to promote the program.

At which, if any, of the following places would it be helpful for you to get information about WIC
or services from WIC? Select all that apply.
Your or your child[ren]'s doctor's office [N 58%
Shopping centers or stores |GG 5%

Your child[ren]'s school [ NNNNEEEIEG -4
Chiid care |G 31%

Food banks or pantries [ NNNEEGEGGG 1%

Library NN -2%
Church or other place of worship [ NN 20%

Phamacy | 7%
Your work _ 12%

Intemet/online/email | 1%

Somewhere else I 1%

None ofthese [N 11%
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Parents Turn to Family and Doctors for Advice
Doctors are a go-to source for advice about raising children, although parents most often say they turn to their own
family for advice about raising their kids.

Where or to whom do you typically turn for advice about raising your young child or children?

Family/parents I (2%
Pediatrician I 51%
Other parents I 20%
Your doctor IEEEEGNGNGNNN 19%
Intemet search engines NG 13%
Parenting books, sites or blogs I 18%
Social support programs I 13%
Church I 10%
School N 7%
Social media I 7%
Child care I 7%
Other B 1%

In recent years, there has been increasing acknowledgment that doctors have an important role to play in
addressing social determinants that impact health, including hunger. Recognizing this, in 2015, the American
Academy of Pediatrics released a policy statement recommending that all pediatricians screen for food insecurity.

Our survey found that doctors are asking families about hunger and sharing information about nutrition support
programs. Many parents say their doctors provide guidance on food and nutrition, share information on programs,
and ask them whether they are eating enough. Still, between 10 and 17 percent would like this information, but are
not currently getting it.

Food Preparation and Shopping

Parents reported practicing behaviors to help provide healthy and budget-friendly meals for their families. The
evidence suggests that those who regularly engage in positive behaviors are also more likely to be very confident
their children are getting enough healthy food.

Even with a majority practicing positive behaviors, there is room for improvement, as more than a third (35%) of
parents report they do not regularly plan their meals before shopping. Moreover, 28 percent regularly rely on boxed
or frozen meals and nearly one in five (17%) do not regularly include vegetables in meals.
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How often do you...?

Prepare meals that include

vegetables 15%

Make homemade meals from
scratch

P

Use a grocery list 17% 5%
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Plan meals ahead of time 31% 25% P94

Plan meals before shopping

Prepare meals that include
frozen or canned vegetables

[¥%)
(43}
=
£
£
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17%

Prepare frozen or boxed meals 10% 41% 7%

mAlways mOften Sometimes w Rarely mNever

While many make homemade meals, families still face obstacles to cooking from scratch. Time is the biggest
constraint, followed by cost and fear of food waste.

Here are some reasons people have given for not always making homemade meals from scratch.
Which of these apply to you? Select all that apply.

You dontt have time - [ 50%
It costs too much | 33%
Wasting food chid won't ezt [ NN :1o
Fresh food going bad [N :0%
Child doesn't like the food you cock [N 2%
Don't have equipmenttools you need _ 14%

You don't know how _ 13%

You dont like to cook [N 10%

Don't feel like cooking/tired I 1%

Some other reason I 1%

None/always cook - 3%

Young Kids Primarily in the Care of Parents and Other Family Members

The most common child care arrangement for three in four parents is staying at home with their children. Nearly
half of stay-at-home parents say it is their only form of child care, but a substantial number do so in combination
with another arrangement, usually leaving their child with a family member. Even parents working full-time are
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most likely to use at-home child care, but leave their children with another family member when they are unable to
be at home themselves.

Current Child Care Arrangement

Other combos
(all 2% or less)
15%

In total, nine in ten families use informal child care arrangements, such as children staying at home with them, with
another family member, or with a friend/neighbor.

Few families, just over one in four, are using formal child care arrangements such as preschool, day care centers
or group day care in a home. If cost weren’t a factor, fewer parents would choose staying at home and more would
be interested in preschool and day care centers. One in two parents who don’t currently use any formal care
options say they would like to do so. Still, staying at home remains the most popular child care arrangement.

Current Child Care vs. Dream Child Care

7%

A N 57

15%
In preschool/pre-k 38%

12%
I O e OO N 32

30%

With someone else in your family _ 2904

Group day care in a home -5?"%
Current child care

N - 0y
With a fnend or neighbor [ 6.;:/“ mDream child care
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CONCLUSIONS

Hunger is a serious issue among low-income families with young children. Many parents say feeding their families
over the last year has been challenging. Families cobble together support from various programs to help make
ends meet. By and large, SNAP, WIC, and Medicaid are the most valued and widely used support programs. It is
critical to protect and strengthen these programs, which serve as the first line of defense for families. Strengthening
these programs includes increasing SNAP benefits, protecting and supporting programs that provide nutrition
education to low-income families, and ensuring that eligible women, infants, and children participate in WIC and
stay in the program longer. There are also opportunities to improve data systems at the state level to ensure
children and families are enrolled in all of the important programs for which they are eligible.

Parents turn to doctors and pediatricians for care, advice, and information. Doctors can be further engaged in
educating parents on important nutrition topics and providing information on support programs. Moreover, family
members also have an important role in influencing the well-being of young children.

Parents engage in positive meal preparation and grocery shopping practices but still face barriers to healthy eating.
Food skills education can teach families how to make low-cost, time-efficient meals that minimize food waste.
Awareness and availability of food skills education could be increased by leveraging programs like Medicaid, WIC
and SNAP or other established systems that serve low-income parents.

Young children are primarily staying in informal care, at home with their parents or with family members. To best
support these children, it is important to provide nutrition assistance that will improve the home food environment,
through programs like SNAP, WIC and food skills education programs that show parents and caregivers how to
stretch food budgets to provide healthy at-home meals. While many parents want to stay at home with their
children, it is also important to increase access to affordable preschool and day care centers for parents who are

interested in formal care but can’t afford it.

1600 online and 400 by telephone




