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Summary

Many children, especially those from lower-income families, face considerable instability
early in their lives. This may include changes in family structure, irregular family routines,
frequent moves, fluctuating daycare arrangements, and noisy, crowded, or generally chaotic
environments. Moreover, instability and chaos affect young children’s development both
directly and, via their parents’ and other caregivers’” exposure to it, indirectly.

Unstable, chaotic environments make it more difficult for children to acquire self-regulatory
skills, including self-control and planning, that help them manage their emotions and behaviors,
write Stacey Doan and Gary Evans. And when caregivers themselves confront unpredictable
events and unreliable circumstances that strain their own adaptive capacities, their ability to
provide sensitive, nurturing care may be compromised.

In this article, Doan and Evans show us how social and physical chaos can influence early
child development. They focus not only on micro-level factors in families and their immediate
surroundings, but also on macro-level processes such as public policy. For example, social
safety net programs that are designed to help families from disadvantaged backgrounds can
sometimes inadvertently increase the instability and chaos in children’s lives. The authors
suggest how such programs could be redesigned to decrease rather than exacerbate instability.
They also review promising interventions such as parenting programs that may help to reduce
instability in children’s home lives.
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n characterizing environmental
impacts on children’s development,
researchers distinguish between
harshness and predictability.’
Harshness refers to insufficient
resources or threat, whereas predictability
and instability refer to variation and
consistency in experiences. Many
researchers have focused on harshness in
children’s environments, but fewer have
examined instability and unpredictability.
Unpredictability operates at many levels of
development, from everyday interactions with
a primary caregiver to labor market instability
that directly affects parents and communities.
Moreover, in addition to its direct effects,
instability can indirectly influence children’s
outcomes by compromising caregivers’
ability to provide sensitive, nurturing care.
To understand the role of unpredictability,
researchers examine various types of social
instability, including changes in marital status,
residential changes, and the predictability
and consistency of caregiving. They also
look at chaotic environments characterized
by noise, crowding, disorganization, and
instability. In this article, we detail how
unpredictability at different levels affects
children’s development. The examples
we've chosen aren’t exhaustive, but they
do illustrate the varied ways in which
unpredictability shapes children’s lives. (We
don’t include income instability, despite
its great importance, because Christopher
Wimer and Sharon Wolf cover that topic

elsewhere in this issue.)
Theoretical Background

Chaos and instability influence early

child development, both directly and
indirectly. Being able to accurately predict
the environment is fundamental to
comprehending cause and consequence, and
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to developing self-efficacy or mastery—the
belief that you can shape your surroundings
to meet your needs. An environment that’s
consistent and predictable is needed to
acquire self-regulatory skills, including
self-control and planning, that help you
manage your emotions and behaviors.
Developmentally effective exchanges

of energy between children and their
surroundings require progressively more
complex, reciprocal interactions. Routines
and structure are a fundamental platform
for circadian rhythm and adequate sleep.

Indirectly, when caregivers must
themselves confront unreliable events and
circumstances that strain their own adaptive
capacities, their ability to sustain responsive
and nurturing care of children is challenged.
By definition, chaos and instability make

it hard to depend on the resources

required for personal equanimity and

daily functioning. For children from birth
to three, parenting behaviors and parent
predictability may be some of the most

crucial factors for healthy development.
Parenting Behaviors

Primary caregivers exert an inordinate
amount of influence on children from

birth to age three. Unpredictability in
parenting behaviors can be described

at the level of basic social interactions.
Infants expect their mothers’ responses to
be predictable and sensitive to their own
behavior. When maternal behavior is erratic
or unpredictable, children tend to suffer.

In one study, researchers examined the
extent to which parental behavior is regular,
systematic, and organized in moment-
to-moment interactions. Unpredictable
maternal behaviors when children were one
year old was associated with worse cognitive



outcomes.? The study with humans was
correlational rather than experimental, but
when the authors conducted an analogous
experiment with rats, they found impaired
memory performance among rats that were
exposed to higher levels of unpredictable
maternal behavior (manipulated by limiting
bedding and nesting material).

Predictability of maternal behavior also
influences mother-child relationships. The
quality of the relationship between infant
and primary caregiver is often characterized
in terms of attachment styles, with children
who are securely attached having the best
outcomes.” Unpredictable maternal behavior
appears to disrupt the development of this
bond.? Because attachment style develops in
early childhood and is crucial to a wide range
of outcomes—including physical health,
social functioning, and coping mechanisms—
this disruption is particularly problematic.®

Parents’ predictability also affects children’s
behavior. For example, one experiment found
that toddlers whose mothers disciplined them
inconsistently—by both reprimanding them
and providing positive attention for the same
behavior—were most likely to misbehave

and have higher levels of negative affect.” In
another experimental study, schoolchildren
hit one another less often when this behavior
was met with consistent disapproval.®* These
experiments suggest that when parental
discipline is inconsistent or variable, children
are more likely to act out.

Finally, when parents’ interactions in semi-
structured play with their two-year-olds
were more coordinated—for example, using
familiar play routines such as taking turns
or relying on familiar scripts such as reading
at bedtime—children had better language
skills both at the time and a year later, at
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36 months.” This result was independent

of the amount of mothers’ speech or their
sensitivity. It’s likely that when children know
what to expect, they can focus better and
direct their attention to new information.
Consistent routines and rituals lead to
familiarity, which in turn leads to better
learning outcomes in children.

Another way to think about parent
predictability is whether children can expect
adults to be reliable. In one experiment,
researchers manipulated the reliability of
the social context before engaging three-
year-olds in the classic delayed gratification
marshmallow task.' The children were given
an art project for which they could either
use materials that were merely adequate or
wait a short time while the experimenter
retrieved nicer materials. Half the children
randomly then received the better option,
and half were told that the experimenter had
made a mistake and the other art supplies
weren't available. The children were then
instructed to go ahead and work on the art
project. Subsequently, the children whose
experimenter had been reliable waited four
times longer when given the marshmallow
task than did those who had the unreliable
experimenter.

In addition to variability in behavior,
variability in caregivers’ mood influences
early development. One study examined
the link between predictability of mothers’
mood during the prenatal period and

its associations with children’s negative
affectivity over time. Higher entropy with
regard to prenatal maternal mood was
associated with a higher level of child
negative affectivity at one, two, and seven
years of age. These effects remained after
controlling for pre- and postnatal mood
levels, socioeconomic status, gestational age
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at birth, and cohabitation with the child’s
father.!!

Family Routines

Regular routines (such as consistent

meal- and bedtimes) lead to positive
developmental outcomes. But most research
on this subject has been conducted with
older children and, to the best of our
knowledge, there are no experimental
studies.'? Family routines are thought to
benefit children by providing organization
and predictability and by reducing chaos.
Regular routines and schedules likely help
organize infants’ daily biological rhythms,
which in turn lay the foundation for higher-
level learning.

Having basic physiological needs met is
fundamental to children’s development, and
sleep is especially important both for physical
health and growth and for psychological
wellbeing.”® For example, among 12-month-
old boys, regular naptimes were positively
correlated to mastery-oriented behaviors
during a standard toy task." Family routines
appear to be crucial for children’s sleep.
Research suggests that such routines are
inversely linked to nighttime wakening
among two- to 13-month-old infants."?
Adherence to bedtime routines has also been
associated with more nighttime sleep at 36
and 42 months; the effect was particularly
strong when parents’ discipline practices
were consistent during the day.'®

Moreover, a lack of sleep routines at age
three is associated with greater body fat

both at the time and eight years later.'” On
the other hand, a lack of mealtime routines,
namely distraction (noise, people coming to
and leaving the table, or the presence of toys
or books), can alter parents’ healthy dietary
practices. Such practices may include serving
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healthy foods at the dinner table as well

as maternal feeding responsiveness during
meals (for example, encouraging children to
eat healthy food)."® Taken together, then, the
research suggests that family routines are
important for behavioral development and
physical health, perhaps because they add

stability to children’s lives.
Changes in Family Structure

The structure of American families has
changed in the past few decades, with
divorce and cohabitation becoming more
common." Though most children still live
with two biological parents at any given
time, more than half will experience an
alternative family structure by the time
they’re 18 years old.** In general, research
suggests that major transitional events
like divorce play a pivotal, causal role in
children’s behavior, particularly regarding
such outcomes as high school graduation,
social-emotional adjustment, and mental

health as adults.*!

Though most children still
live with two biological
parents at any given

time, more than half will
experience an alternative
family structure by the time
they’re 18 years old.

The nature, frequency, and timing of
changes in family structure all interact to
impact children’s development more than
the actual family structure itself. When
biological fathers leave the family, they most
commonly do so when a child is in the first



year of life; when they join the family, they
typically do so in the child’s first three years.*
Exits and entrances of nonbiological fathers
are associated with increases in antisocial
behavior among children, while entrances of
biological fathers reduce antisocial behavior
among boys. And national birth cohort data
suggest that when nine- to 24-month-olds

in single-parent households gain either
grandparents or a biological parent in the
household, their cognitive abilities improve
over time.” These findings suggest that the
type of transition matters more than the
transition itself.

In addition to the type of changes, timing
matters. One study examined children who
experienced instability at different points

in their lives: between birth and the end of
kindergarten (early childhood only), between
first grade and the end of fourth grade
(middle childhood only), and in both early
and middle childhood. The study compared
these children with others who experienced
no instability (serving as the reference
group).?* Family instability in early childhood
consistently predicted adverse outcomes,
including greater loneliness, lower social
competence, less popularity with peers, and
more acting out. In contrast, family instability
during middle childhood, or instability that
occurred during both early and middle
childhood, had little effect.

A study that examined cumulative family
transitions during three development
stages—early childhood, middle childhood,
and early adolescence—found that instability
in early childhood and in adolescence

was associated with adolescent marijuana
use. Children who experienced parental
relationship instability before age five were
more likely at 16 years of age to report having
had sexual partnerships or an episode of
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major depression during adolescence.?® Other
researchers used national data to examine
family structural changes at ages zero to
three years, four to six, six to eight, and

nine to 12. They found that family structure
changes in the first three years of life were
more consistently related to children’s
behavior problems than were changes that
occurred later.>”

In sum, though some evidence suggests

that instability in family structure can have
negative outcomes for young children, the
findings depend on a complex variety of
factors, including the type of change and
the timing. It’s likely that the effects of these
changes depend on the extent to which

they compromise or promote the primary
caregiver’s ability to provide quality care for

the child.

Changes in family structure can also lead

to a host of other alterations in children’s
lives, including but not limited to residential
instability.

Residential Instability

While moving isn’t uncommon among US
families, frequent changes in residence
create instability that’s associated with
detrimental outcomes in children.?
Residential instability can lead to other
sources of instability, including changes in
caregivers, schools, and neighborhoods,
thus increasing the overall chaotic nature
of children’s primary environments. Like
many risk factors, higher rates of mobility
are more likely to affect families from
disadvantaged backgrounds, due to forced
displacement.” The effects of residential
moves on children’s development stem
from a range of factors, including disrupted
routines, loss of social support networks,
disrupted school experiences, and increased
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parenting stress accompanied by diminished
parenting quality.®

There’s little research on how residential
instability affects children in their earliest
years, but the data we do have suggest
negative effects. Moving during the first
trimester of pregnancy appears to be a risk
factor for adverse birth outcomes, including
low birth weight, preterm birth, and being
small for gestational age.* Children who
experience more than three moves before
age four tend to have a higher body mass
index (BMI), an indicator of body fat, than
do children who experience no moves, even
after controlling for a variety of potential
confounding factors such as mothers’
education, family income, parity, and
mother’s BMI before pregnancy.® The effects
of residential mobility are likely moderated
by individual personality characteristics: the
effects are worse for children with high levels
of emotionality, and for girls.?® Family-level
variables such as social support can also play
a moderating role.*

Daycare Instability

Data suggest that 61 percent of US children
under five are placed in some type of out-
of-home childcare arrangement; nearly a
quarter of preschoolers are cared for in
organized facilities.” It’s particularly relevant
here that 39 percent of children under five,
or over six million, experience irregular
childcare arrangements (see the article in
this issue by Ajay Chaudry and Heather
Sandstrom).

In general, erratic childcare arrangements
harm children’s social-emotional
development. Variability in childcare is
linked to less-secure attachment behaviors
with the mother, while staying with the same
childcare provider is positively associated
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with attachment security to the caregiver.*
Instability in childcare arrangements is

also associated with greater problematic
behavior at age four and in first grade, and
negatively associated with social adjustment
in prekindergarten.’” Independently of a host
of statistical controls, the number of different
daycare arrangements beginning at four
months predicts noncompliant behaviors at
24 months (though not at 36 months).* In

a national sample of Canadian infants and
toddlers (aged three and under) cared for
outside the home, those with one or more
changes in daycare in the previous year were
33 percent more likely to be categorized as
having a difficult temperament. However,
motoric and social developmental risks were
unrelated to daycare changes.* In another
sample, the number of childcare settings
experienced by children between eight and
36 months was negatively associated with
social adjustment in prekindergarten.*’
Multiple childcare arrangements in the first
year of life predicted acting out in third

and fourth grade and peer nominations

for aggressive behaviors.* Though these
studies weren't experimental, each was able
to control for a range of factors that can
influence the results, such as socioeconomic
status.

Quasi-experimental studies, which compare
groups of children, support the observational
findings. Daycare stability between two and
a half and four years of age was positively
related to school readiness among low-
income children, independently of a host of
statistical controls.** In one study, researchers
observed distress and problem behaviors

for three to four weeks before and after
infants were moved from one daycare

center classroom to a new one with a new
caregiver.” The transition increased such
behaviors, unrelated to other factors such as



pre-move outcomes, socioeconomic status,
or gender. Another study, using a national

data set, found that changes in the number of

concurrent, nonparental caregivers predicted
both increased problem behaviors and fewer
prosocial actions.* In a different form of
daycare instability, fluctuations in the peer
groups and childcare providers of six- to
30-month-olds were associated with teacher
ratings of stress and apprehension, though
this relation had dissipated 18 months later.*>

As Chaudry and Sandstrom note elsewhere
in this issue, multiple childcare arrangements
are common, particularly among
disadvantaged families, and many childcare
providers themselves are working poor who
are experiencing great financial pressure.
Daycare providers’ capacity to give children
optimal care is often compromised by stress
and anxiety related to their own financial
instability.

Noise, Crowding, and Chaos

In addition to instability in social contexts,
unpredictable environmental factors such
as noise, crowding, and chaos are also
associated with adverse child development.

Sleep disturbance from
chronic noise exposure

is well documented, with
both behavioral and
psychophysiological effects.

Noise

Background noise is everywhere, and
noise—defined as unwanted or unattended

sound, often at loud volumes—is common
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4 Noise

in young children’s environments.
can have many effects, such as impairing
learning and perception as well as health.*”
Both cross-sectional and longitudinal

data indicate that noise exposure can

have negative consequences for children’s
cognitive development as early as six months
through 42 months of age; some evidence
suggests that the correlation is stronger

in boys and in infants and toddlers with
difficult temperaments.* In a study of
children with a mean age of 28.2 months
attending home daycare settings, noise
levels were negatively associated with
wellbeing—as assessed by experimenter
ratings of children’s flexibility, confidence,
vitality, and pleasure—independent of
setting quality, teacher competence, or
multiple sociodemographic factors.* In a
second study, this one of children in center
daycare with a mean age of 34.5 months,
using similar statistical controls, noise was
again significantly related to ratings of
wellbeing.™

Sleep disturbance from chronic noise
exposure is well documented, with both
behavioral and psychophysiological effects.”
Community noise effects on sleep resemble
those produced in laboratory studies. In a
series of studies in Japan, researchers found
that the majority of babies living in an area
where noise levels were above a certain
threshold had abnormal brain activity,
suggesting disturbed sleep.”® Similarly, in
most epidemiological studies, low birth
weight is associated with mothers” exposure
to occupational and environmental noise,
though the quality of research is poor.*®
Experimental work with animals, however,
finds adverse noise impacts on birth
outcomes along with evidence of stress-
related neuroendocrine disruptions caused
by noise exposure.*
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One experimental study examined the role

of noise when children from 12 to 36 months
old played with toys. Each child was observed
with the toys for 30 minutes with a television
on (at typical listening volume) and off.*® The
investigators found significant television-
related reduction in both length of play
episodes and focused attention.

Another aspect of noise exposure that’s
relevant to early child development is how
caregivers adapt to noisy environments.

Not surprisingly, teachers and parents in
noisier settings are more annoyed, more
irritated, and less patient; they report higher
levels of fatigue, and teachers report less
job satisfaction.” Two studies found that
parents in noisier home environments

were less responsive to one-year-olds; in

a different sample of one-year-olds, boys
(but not girls) exposed to noise showed less
mastery-oriented behavior in a standard
play protocol.”” In an experiment where
background noise was manipulated by having
a television on or off, parents interacted

less with their children (both verbally and
nonverbally) and were less responsive to
them when the television was on.>

Given that language acquisition depends

on speech perception, young children who
spend a lot of time in noisy settings may

be at risk for deficits in reading skills. In
comparing two cohorts of children in a
daycare center (median age 55 months)
before and after extensive sound attenuation
in the facility, researchers found that in the
second year, after the sound attenuation
work, children scored higher on phoneme
recognition, an underlying cognitive skill for
reading acquisition, and on teacher-rated
language skills.®® Similar improvements in
reading acquisition have been documented
in primary school children on the noisy side
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of a school adjacent to a train track following
extensive sound attenuation; reading scores
remained the same for pupils on the quiet
side of the building.*” And in an experiment,
novel word learning among 22- to 30-month-
olds was impeded by exposure to background
noise, although older toddlers (32 to 36
months) were relatively unaffected.®

Crowding

Crowding, typically measured by the number
of people per room, can occur either in the
home or in school. The evidence suggests
that crowding has both direct and indirect
effects, and is negatively associated with a
range of social and cognitive factors. Like
noise, crowding can diminish a parent’s
ability to provide sensitive care. It’s
essentially another source of stress, shown to
lead to higher levels of the stress hormone
cortisol. In one study, more-crowded
daycare centers, less space per child, and

an unexpectedly large number of caregivers
were all associated with greater increases

in cortisol among 18- to 40-month-olds.®
Like any source of stress, crowding can
harm social functioning as well as cognitive
development.

Crowding influences the social interactions
of children and parents alike. Children in
crowded nursery schools and those living in
more-crowded homes exhibit more social
withdrawal at school and are less likely to
have formed a playmate bond there.® Both
in laboratory studies and in manipulations of
density in nursery schools, researchers found
more social withdrawal in preschoolers who
experienced crowding.% Among parents of
toddlers, responsiveness is diminished in
homes that are more crowded.® In turn, less-
responsive parenting in crowded homes leads
to less parent language diversity.* In two



large samples of three-year-olds in the United
States and the United Kingdom, residential
crowding was associated with less maternal
responsiveness, which diminished children’s
basic cognitive skills.’” Both of these field
studies incorporated extensive statistical
controls. These observational findings have
been replicated in several laboratory studies

and quasi-experimental field studies with
older children.®

In addition to social withdrawal and poor-
quality interactions, crowding also seems

to increase disruptive behaviors. In a
quasi-experimental analysis of a national
sample of children from three to 12 years
old, increases in residential density were
related to increases in acting out and other
conduct problems.*” In a cross-sectional
analysis of a different sample (three to

17 years) old with greater variability in
residential density, the behavioral problems
and overall health effects were replicated.™
Both analyses included extensive controls for
sociodemographic factors. However, another
study found that home and daycare crowding
in and of itself didn’t lead to behavior
problems; the researchers saw higher levels
of behavioral problems only when crowding
was evident at both home and daycare.™

Several observational studies reveal negative
correlations between residential crowding
during infancy and cognitive development.™
A small number of studies with older
children also reveal cognitive deficits caused
by crowding. For instance, a time series study
that experimentally altered room size among
kindergarten children revealed that on-task
behavior occurred for 88 percent of the time
under low density periods and for 60 percent
of the time under high density periods, in the
same classrooms with the same students and
teachers.™
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Research also suggests that crowding is
associated with aggression, but findings
are mixed. Unexpectedly, in one study
boys seemed slightly less aggressive when
crowded.™ But in another they were

more aggressive when crowded.™ Girls
didn’t display higher levels of aggression
as a function of crowding in either study.
Crowding is often associated with resources
or, in the context of childcare, play and
educational materials. Crowding seems to
be associated with the greatest aggression
when density levels are very high and
when children have less access to play and

educational materials.™

Chaos and Instability

As an aspect of the environment, chaos
captures many factors—not just noise

and density, but also cleanliness, clutter,
and instability. Children’s development

of competency depends, in part, on

having their basic physiological needs

met (for example, sleep) and on having

a predictable, reliable environment

that fosters their understanding of the
contingency between their own actions and
environmental responses. Both of these are
undoubtedly harder to come by in chaotic
social and physical contexts. Indeed, for
preschool children chaos can interfere with
sleep, which in turn predicts outcomes such
as helplessness.” Evidence also suggests
that chaos affects the stress response
system: among Head Start children,
elevations in chaos from the beginning

of the school year to the end have been
found to be associated with higher levels of

cortisol.™

Long-term exposure to chaos is
likely a source of chronic stress that disrupts

the development of basic self-control in

children.
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Though we lack experimental studies

with infants, several studies that followed
children over time provide evidence

of a detrimental relation between

chaos and children’s development. One
study of a predominantly low-income
sample measured chaos as a composite

of residential density, noise exposure,
cleanliness and clutter, and the household’s
level of preparation for the research team’s
home visit, recorded when children were
two, six, 15, 24, and 36 months old.™

This index negatively predicted language
acquisition at age 36 months and at five
years, after controlling for a large number
of other factors. Other studies have found
that household chaos in the first years of life
leads to lower behavioral control in children
measured at three to five years of age.® A
dose-response relationship is apparent: one
destabilizing event has no effect, but high
levels of instability are associated with health
problems and depression in caregivers

and with attention/impulsivity problems in
children.® These findings dovetail with the
research showing that regular routines are
beneficial for children.

Instability is another composite index

that typically includes changes in family
composition, residential location, childcare
arrangements, and parents’ work schedules.
The cumulative effect of these changes

is likely more detrimental than any single
factor alone. Increased instability is
negatively associated with a wide range of
indicators, including academic, emotional,
and behavioral functioning, and the impact
is greater among children from more
disadvantaged backgrounds.®* Conversely,
children who experienced decreased
instability over a two-year period showed
improvements in behavior.*> Moreover,
greater instability during childhood appears
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to influence interpersonal functioning during
adolescence and adulthood.**

Policies and Interventions

Upstream policies and programs can

play a pivotal role in the degree of chaos

and instability in young children’s lives.
Unfortunately, interventions that specifically
target predictability are rare—most programs
are designed to promote healthy family
functioning, or to improve living conditions
for children broadly. Furthermore, the design
and implementation of policies and programs
may themselves influence the degree of
chaos and instability in families’ lives. Social
safety net programs that are designed to help
families from disadvantaged backgrounds
generally focus on providing resources,

but they rarely if ever consider how the
programs’ stipulations can inadvertently
increase instability and chaos in children’s
lives. For example, to receive government
benefits, families typically must be certified
and recertified, with eligibility often tied

to employment. These factors, along with
administrative burdens, can lead to churn,
resulting in unstable processes of enrolling
and disenrolling, and unpredictable gaps

in services. Administrative roadblocks to
meeting and maintaining eligibility can
shorten the length of time that families
receive benefits, increase unpredictability,
and heighten financial pressure. As another
illustration, 58 percent of American women
experience a change in health insurance
coverage during their pregnancy, and 36
percent must contend with a change in
coverage within six months after their child
is born.® Moreover, as Christopher Wimer
and Sharon Wolf document elsewhere in

this issue, poverty is often accompanied

by income instability, which has multiple
adverse effects on young children. In table 1,
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Table 1. How Programs and Policies Contribute to Family Instability

Programs/Policies Contributions to Instability

Health insurance Health insurance in the United States is often tied to a job, and it may be gained or
lost for a variety of reasons, including employment, eligibility, or financial status.
Insurance for prenatal and pediatric care is often sporadic; people enroll and disenroll
as a result of fluctuating eligibility, as well as for procedural reasons common among
disadvantaged families. Insurance instability reduces the use of preventative care for

children as well as continuity of care.

Residential assistance Programs such as Section 8 focus on providing housing for families via rental vouchers
that families can use in any neighborhood. But if landlords can’t be compelled to
accept Section 8, finding stable housing with willing landlords can be a challenge and

can lead to more moves.

Nutrition assistance Nutrition assistance programs provide supplementary income to meet a family’s

food needs. The Supplemental Nutrition Assistant Program (SNAP), the largest
program in the United States, serves about 45 million Americans. Unfortunately, it’s
often insufficient; families often run out of SNAP before receiving their next benefit.
Moreover, preference for immediate usage can lead to elevated food insecurity at the

end of the month, affecting children’s development.

Work scheduling Erratic work schedules affect about 10 percent of the workforce, mostly low-income
families. Schedules that change with little notice can undermine economic security,
upset family routines, wreak havoc on daycare provision, and generally make it hard

to plan and schedule activities.

Source: Sean M. Orzol, Lauren Hula, and Mary Harrington, “Program Churning and Transfers between Medicaid and
CHIP,” Academic Pediatrics 15 (2015): S56—63, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2015.02.006; Thomas Buchmueller,
Sean M. Orzol, and Lara Shore-Sheppard, “Stability of Children’s Insurance Coverage and Implications for Access
to Care: Evidence from the Survey of Income and Program Participation,” International Journal of Health Care
Finance and Economics 14 (2014): 109-26, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10754-014-9141-1; Ruth A. Lindberg et al.,
“Housing Interventions at the Neighborhood Level and Health: A Review of the Evidence,” Journal of Public
Health Management and Practice 16 (2010): S44-52, https://doi.org/10.1097/PHH.0b013e3181dfbb72; Susan M.
Levin, Neal D. Barnard, and Rose E. Saltalamacchia, “A Proposal for Improvements in the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program,” American Journal of Preventive Medicine 52 (2017): S186-92, https://doi.org/10.1016/].
amepre.2016.07.016; Chad Cotti, John Gordanier, and Orgul Ozturk, “When Does It Count? The Timing of Food
Stamp Receipt and Educational Performance,” Economics of Education Review 66 (2018): 40-50, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2018.06.007; Lonnie Golden, “Irregular Work Scheduling and Its Consequences,”
briefing paper, Economic Policy Institute, Washington, DC, April 9, 2015, https://www.epi.org/publication/
irregular-work-scheduling-and-its-consequences/.

we provide examples of policies and
programs that may inadvertently affect family
stability.

Yet policies and interventions can improve
families stability if they're redesigned to
consider predictability and stability more
explicitly. For example, parenting-based
interventions aim—through training, support,
and education—to enhance or change parent
behaviors through video or live modeling of
skills, practicing such skills, and feedback.*®

Meta-analyses, where researchers combine

results from a host of different studies,
suggest that parenting-based interventions
are generally effective at improving both
parenting behaviors and children’s outcomes,
including social-emotional development and
attachment.®” While parenting programs
don’t specifically address unpredictability,

a core component of most of them is to
foster warmth and contingent responses to
children’s signals (which is closely related to
predictability). A good example is Playing
and Learning Strategies (PALS), an infant
intervention program that focuses on
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improving mothers’ ability to be warm and
supportive, to limit negative affect, and (of
particular relevance here) to respond to
children contingently.® In a randomized
controlled trial, the PALS intervention
improved mothers’ responsiveness
compared to that of a control group; in turn,
this improved responsiveness predicted
greater growth in infants” emotional and
cognitive competency.

In one intervention specific to family
routines, parents of Early Head Start (EHS)
children were randomly selected to receive
information and support to encourage
regular bedtimes; a control group of EHS
families didn’t receive this information. The
intervention increased routine bedtimes
among two-year-olds by about 10 percent,
though it wasn’t successful for three-year-
olds.* A similar experimental intervention
reduced the frequency and duration of
nighttime awakening among infants and
toddlers and, not surprisingly, elevated
mothers’ mood.®

Several programs that focused on
cultivating healthy marriages have
demonstrated positive outcomes that

may affect family stability. Bringing Baby
Home, a psycho-educational program for
couples transitioning to parenthood, aims
to strengthen coping skills to prepare for
the stress of a new baby. It offers support
groups, education on marital satisfaction,
and training for parent-child interactions,
and it focuses on keeping fathers involved.
Programs like this are particularly important
because the transition to parenthood is

a period of substantial stress associated
with deterioration in relationships.®!
Randomized evaluations of Bringing Baby
Home have found that compared to parents
in a control group, both husbands and wives
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report higher rates of marital satisfaction
and lower levels of depression and hostile
affect.” Similarly, the Becoming a Family
Project intervention study found that
men who participated in a couples group
reported more psychological involvement
than men who didn’t. Moreover, in
contrast to the drop in marital satisfaction
typically seen after a child is born, marital
satisfaction levels remained stable. Perhaps
most important, by the time the children
reached 18 months of age, 12.5 percent
of control group couples had separated
or divorced, while all couples in the
intervention group remained intact.”
Overall, 72 couples participated, with 24
in the intervention group and the others
serving as controls.

Despite higher rates of family instability
among low-income families, few couple
and relationship education programs

have been designed to serve these

groups. But several studies show that
these interventions can improve marital
satisfaction and foster relationship skills
that may mitigate risk for divorce or
separation. Data from the Supporting
Healthy Marriage Project—a randomized,
controlled trial of relationship education
of 1,034 low-income couples—found that
the intervention was associated with higher
levels of relationship satisfaction and
improved communication 30 months after
the intervention ended.”* However, the
effects were generally small. Interestingly,
Hispanic couples (the largest ethnic
minority group in the sample) had larger
and more consistent positive impacts than
did non-Hispanic couples.”

Environmental design can also foster more
predictability and routine in children’s
lives. Above we noted examples where



noise attenuation caused improvements
in early reading skills. In the same way,
architectural configuration of residential
layouts can mitigate some of the negative
impacts of crowding on psychological
health caused by social withdrawal.?

Conclusions

The evidence generally suggests that
young children have more adjustment
problems when they face unpredictable
and unstable environments. At the

same time, however, we must take into
account the specific characteristics of
the particular environmental instability
or unpredictability, along with children’s
characteristics and family resources. It’s
also important to emphasize that the bulk
of the evidence is correlational, although
the quasi-experimental or experimental
evidence that’s available converges well
with the observational results.

We've described specific dimensions of

the social and physical environment and
examined how the temporal predictability
of these factors is associated with child
outcomes. We've also delineated different
types of instability in order to describe
their nature and potential impacts more
clearly. Still, these various sources of
instability tend to cluster together. For
example, family structural instability often
accompanies higher levels of residential
mobility, and instability in parents’ work
schedules undoubtedly creates challenges
for childcare arrangements.*” Instability
also clusters with other factors: for example,
families who often move are also more
likely to be moving from one disadvantaged
neighborhood to another. Moreover,
environmental instability interacts with

other early developmental risk factors,
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accentuating their harmful impacts. For
instance, high residential density amplifies
the negative consequences of prematurity
and low birth weight on both social-
emotional and cognitive development
among three-year-olds.”

The types of chaos and instability as

well as their effects are likely impacted

by children’s age. Unpredictability and
instability in primary caregivers are most
detrimental for infants and toddlers,

who rely heavily on those caregivers

for all their needs. On the other hand,
primary caregivers who continue to
provide sensitive and nurturing care can
likely buffer the effects of other forms of
instability, such as moving. Thus caregivers’
responses to chaos and unpredictability
may be a critical pathway for adverse
impacts on children aged three and under.
It’s worth mentioning that a decades-long
research program on chaotic environments
among rodents and primates reveals
adverse impacts on maternal behaviors
among both types of animal—impacts that
in turn influence their offspring’s behavior
and stress biomarkers.” Residential
instability is linked to school instability

and diminished peer relationships, which
may affect school-aged children and young
adolescents more than infants and toddlers.
We need more research, however, to better
understand how developmental periods
interact with chaos and instability to
influence children’s development.

Finally, instability isn’t necessarily

bad. Divorce from an abusive spouse,

for example, is better for children in

the long run. Children in families that
move to better neighborhoods early in
their childhood are likely to have better
outcomes. And some degree of adversity is
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necessary to learn how to manage emotions
and behaviors. But when the challenges are
highly variable, children’s ability to acquire
self-regulatory skills is likely compromised.
Thus understanding the nature of change—
voluntary or involuntary, planned or
unplanned—will be important for future
research. The current evidence suggests
that instability, chaos, and unpredictable
circumstances are stressful for parents and
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children early in life and produce a wide
range of negative outcomes. Moreover,
disadvantaged families who are also exposed
to many other risks are precisely the families
most likely to lack stable, predictable, and
well-structured environmental conditions.!®
Policies and interventions that aim to help
at-risk families need to account for the ways
that chaos and instability influence early

child development.
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