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Family
Stability—

A Foundation
for Healthy
Children

Children thrive when families thrive.
Parents love their children and

desire the best for them, but in

today’s economy, more families

are vulnerable than ever before.
Families are struggling and

many fundamental supports for
children’s health and well-being

may be sacrificed—stable and

safe housing, sufficient food

every day, access to health care, safe
outdoor spaces for play, high-quality
child care. If children are expected to
be born healthy, and arrive at school
healthy and ready to learn, their
families must be financially stable.
Simply put, they must have a sufficient
amount of money in order to achieve a
modest standard of living without
assistance from public programs.

The high cost of living in the Bay Area
is well known. It is expensive to live
here, and yet many of our families try
to make ends meet while earning well
below the regional cost of living.
Despite working long hours to provide
for their children, many families are at
the threshold of hardship—one step
away from job loss, health crises,
homelessness—and their children are
suffering as a result.
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T]'.[RE-E.' brief, with funding provided by
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While headlines scream bail-outs,
bankers, and trillion-dollar budget
deficits, families are falling off the cliff
of economic security. First-time claims
for unemployment insurance are at the
highest rate in 17 years,' and there are
now over 120,000 homeless children
under age six in California.”

Families struggle to make ends meet.
The current economic situation in
California means that new families are
asking for assistance, while families
already supported by the public
services safety net may need help for a
longer period of time. Many families in
California do not have savings to see
them through hard times, and
increasing unemployment levels will
make it more difficult for working
families to improve their financial
security.

This brief outlines the key economic
challenges facing families of young
children, and strategies to strengthen
family economic stability.

WHAT WE KNOW

In most places in the Bay Area, a
family of four needs to earn over
$60,000 annually to cover the basic
costs of housing, food, transportation,
health care, child care and taxes.

Median Household Income
(2005 dollars):®

United States $46,326
California $51,755
Bay Area $71,3334

Nearly half of families receiving public
assistance in California have at least
one full time worker. Their wages do
not bring enough family income to
support the family’s needs.>®

Average Annual Cost
of Licensed Child Care:’”
Preschooler:

Licensed family
child care home  $6,504

Licensed center  $7,477

Infant/toddler:

Licensed family
child care home  $7,069

Licensed center  $10,745









Help Families Manage and
Protect Their Resources

Many low-income working families
can benefit from learning how to
manage their money more effectively.
Establishing a household budget,
understanding the costs of short-term
borrowing and credit card use, and
creating an emergency reserve fund
can help families establish a toe-hold
on economic security. Regulating the
practices of pay-day lenders and other
short term lenders will also protect
low-income families from spending
their limited resources on loan interest
and fees.

Policy Recommendations
to Help Families Protect
Their Resources:

« Reduce predatory lending practices
by imposing controls on pay-day
lenders,* refund anticipation loans
and short-term lending; provide
alternatives to families who now rely
on predatory lending practices.

o Provide financial management
education—budgeting, how to
manage a bank account, setting up a
savings program, etc., especially for
parents.

Conclusion

Supporting the economic stability
of families bolsters the financial
well-being of the parents as well as
the healthy development of their
children. Parents of young
children who are worried about
the next paycheck, a child getting
sick, making rent payments, or
buying groceries are not able to
focus on their most important
role: providing for the safe and
loving development of their
children. As challenging as it is to
fund these investments in a tight
economy, creating a strong safety
net now is an investment in the
future success of our children and
families.

Parents love their
children and desire
the best for them, but
in today’s economy,
more families are
vulnerable than

ever before.

Public-Private Partnerships
Help Families Protect
Financial Resources

In San Francisco, the Family Economic
Success Workgroup developed a tip
sheet for how Family Service
Providers can help families in tough
economic times, and through
SFkids.org created a series of ideas
for having fun and finding resources
without spending a lot of money.
Member organizations of the San
Francisco Family Economic Success
Workgroup include the Department
of Children, Youth & Their Families,
EARN, First 5 San Francisco, Human
Services Agency, Mayor’s Office of
Community Investment, Office of the
Treasurer, San Francisco Family
Support Network, SF Works, Single
Stop, TaxAid, and the United Way of
the Bay Area.

“Earn It, Keep It, Save It” programs in
the Bay Area promote financial
stability for low and moderate income
working families. For example, the
Children’s Network of Solano County
leads the Earn It! Keep It! Save It!
coalition for the county, which
implements free tax assistance sites
and advances financial stability
programs around the county. The
Children’s Network has worked

to establish use of the Self-Sufficiency
Calculator throughout the county’s
family resource centers (the Self-
Sufficiency Calculator allows users

to learn about eligibility for state

and federal public benefits).




Family Economic Stability
Matters to Children’s
Success in School

Early experiences provide the
foundation for lifelong learning and
development. Parents are the “active
ingredients” in health and early
childhood development; they create
the condition for optimal development
to unfold. Babies’ earliest relationships
with their parents provide emotional
security and support their first
explorations of the outside world.
Caring adults and consistent family
routines are important to young
children. When parents work multiple
jobs and long hours, as is the case in
many low-income working families in
California, crucial early experiences
such as developing a devoted, stable
relationship—“attachment”—with a
small number of caring adults may be
missed as the baby passes among a
variety of child care situations. In the
extreme, low-income families who
cannot afford housing may share
crowded spaces, move frequently or
even face homelessness, seriously
disrupting the child’s security and
routines.'> !¢

Research clearly demonstrates that
improving a family’s economic status
has positive payoffs for their children
in the short and long term. The New
Hope program in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin provided income
supplements to raise family income
above poverty level. Participants were
also offered subsidized health
insurance and subsidized child care,
on a sliding scale. Children in these
families showed better school success
during the first years of school than
children whose families did not
receive these supports.’”

Studies have found that home
ownership is positively related to
children successfully completing high
school with better grades and fewer
discipline problems. Research
demonstrates that children living in
family-owned homes were less likely
to have behavior problems as described
by their parents and teachers during
the early school years.'

Low-income working parents are less
likely to have many of the supports
that help middle-income families care
for their children: paid and/or legally
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protected family leave, regular work
hours and flexible work schedules,
paid sick time including time to care
for sick children. Parents in welfare-
to-work programs are under pressure
to work full time during their baby’s
first year, even when they cannot find
acceptable and affordable child care.”

Poverty is associated with depression,
stress, and in extreme cases, family
violence. Because of the pressures they
face, low-income parents may not be
able to spend time with their infants
and toddlers, and may be less
emotionally available as well. Allowing
parents to care for their infants without
the pressure to meet work requirements
supports the early development of
their babies. In addition, research
shows that when parents are engaged
with and involved in their child’s

child care and preschool, the child

has greater success in school. Healthy,
responsive relationships between
parents and their children buffer
against mild and intermittent stress,
and these relationships are established

in the very first weeks and months
of the child’s life.?>*

Policy Recommendations to
Improve Family Stability and
Support Child Development:

o Put needs of young children first—
allow parents to have time with their
newborn infants before returning
to work. Exempt parents of infants
up to one year of age from work
requirements such as those in
CalWORKS regulations and allow
part time work until their children
are over three years old.”>** Allow
parents time off to meet with child
care providers and preschool
teachers.

Help families find and retain
affordable housing by offering
graduated, regionally adjusted
housing subsidies based on income
and family size.

Require developers to meet their
obligations to set aside a portion
of new development for affordable
housing.



About This Brief

This brief is the second in a series
produced periodically by the Bay Area
First 5 Commissions. First 5 Bay Area
is a collaborative of the First 5
Children and Family Commissions

in twelve counties: Alameda, Contra
Costa, Marin, Monterey, Napa,

San Benito, San Mateo, Santa Cruz,
Santa Clara, San Francisco, Solano
and Sonoma. For more information,
or to download this brief, visit
www.first5kids.org/bay.
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