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Research on the Potential Impact of Economic Climate on Child Development 

 

The children who were kindergarteners in academic year 2013-14 generally had birthdays 

between September 30, 2006 and October 1, 2007.  This cohort is the one born closest to 

the start of the Great Recession, which is held by economists to have occurred from 

December 2007 to mid-2009.  Research indicates that poor economic growth, including 

wage stagnation and high unemployment, has plagued the U.S. at least through the end of 

2010 and arguably into early 2014 (Mishel et al. 2012, CBPP 2014).   

 

Prior research shows that children whose families experience economic hardship in the 

form of job losses, high debt levels, and/or low income during the child’s early years (i.e., 

when children are ages 0-4) face worse immediate and long-term educational outcomes 

than children whose families do not experience such economic hardship.  The outcomes for 

these children include being less ready for school, having lower levels of academic success 

in school, and dropping out of secondary school (Cunha et al. 2006; Conger & Donnellan 

2007; Kertesi & Kezdi 2007; Duncan, Ziol-Guest & Kalil 2010). 

 

Recent research on the impact of the Great Recession, and its slow recovery, on children 

and child development suggests that the poor economic climate may have had a broader 

effect than expected.  A study of families living in the Detroit area during 2009-2012 found 

that the children affected were not just from families who actually experienced individual-

level economic hardship, but also from families who were worried about the economic 

climate without having experienced actual hardship (Kalil & Leininger 2012; Kalil 2013).   

 

This Detroit-area study, conducted by researchers at the University of Chicago, was an 

extension of the University of Michigan-led Michigan Recession and Recovery Study.  While 

the sample size was moderate (N=303), the findings were significant.  Researchers 

measured the outcome variable, children’s problem behavior, via responses of primary 

caregivers of children ages 4-17 to a portion of the Achenbach Behavior Checklist known as 

the Behavior Problems Index.  Also measured as part of the study were parents’ 

perceptions of economic strain on the family, caregivers’ psychosocial well-being, and 

child/caregiver/family demographics, along with objective measures of a family’s 

economic hardship such as unemployment, food insecurity, net worth, and residential 

instability (household moves).   

 

Among white Detroit-area children, internalized problem behavior (e.g., child anxiety, 

trouble getting along with others, being withdrawn) had a large and significant association 

with parental perceptions of economic strain, even after controlling for demographics, 

caregiver psychosocial well-being, and objective measures of economic hardship.  Note that 

this effect was not seen for black children once these other variables were controlled.  The 

key variable associated with problem behavior for black Detroit-area children was a 
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measure of poverty (income-to-need ratio), suggesting that longer-term economic 

deprivation rather than shorter-term parental perceptions of economic strain is affecting 

behavior among these children (Kalil & Leininger 2012:20). 

 

While further research is necessary to show a causal link between parental perceptions of 

economic strain and child problem behavior, particularly among more diverse populations, 

the above findings imply that part of the reason for entering kindergarteners’ lower self-

regulation scores in Fall 2013 compared to earlier cohorts may possibly be due to the 

impact of the overall economic climate in the preceding years on the Fall 2013 cohort’s 

families.  In addition to the increased likelihood of problem behavior among children 

whose families did experience substantial economic hardship in the prior years, the 

research suggests that there is also a greater likelihood of problem behavior among 

children in families who did not experience actual economic hardship, but who did feel 

substantial anxiety about the economic climate, compared to children whose families did 

not suffer either economic hardship or substantial anxiety about the economic climate. 
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