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Introduction

At the start of Shelter in Place (SIP) in Spring and Summer of 2020, First 5 Contra Costa partnered 

with Applied Survey Research (ASR) to administer its first COVID-19 Impact Survey to parents and 

families with young children (N = 412). At the time, the county was in a period of great uncertainty 

around the COVID-19 pandemic, its prevalence, and its long-term impact. However, the pandemic 

soon developed into over a year of childcare, school, and business closings, with families of young 

children caught in the middle and stretched thin. Findings from that first survey can be found at: 

http://www.first5coco.org/covid-19-impact-survey/ .

In the hope of bringing attention to the specific and prolonged challenges families of young 

children have faced since SIP, in Spring 2021 (March-May) First 5 Contra Costa invited First 5 

families, First 5 partner families, and a survey panel of families (created by Applied Survey 

Research, or ASR) to participate in a second COVID-19 survey, and 533 families responded. First 5 

and First 5 partner families who completed the survey received $15 Safeway and Target gift cards.

The 2021 survey assessed changes in the stability of parents’ employment and income, demand for 

childcare, family concerns, supports, and resource needs, as well as parents’ thinking and actions 

around COVID-19 vaccination. We also investigated structural disparities in outcomes, focusing on 

differences in adverse outcomes of the pandemic by income and by race/ethnicity. The learnings 

of this survey are intended to inform comprehensive, cross-sector solutions that are responsive to 

the complex, profound challenges of families of young children, and promote equitable solutions 

that address the pronounced needs of systemically under-resourced, low-income families and 

families of color.

http://www.first5coco.org/covid-19-impact-survey/
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Introduction

Analysis

We analyzed survey responses to understand changes in the stability of parents’ employment and 

income, get parents' current take on the demand for childcare, family concerns, supports, and 

resource needs, as well as parents’ thinking and actions around COVID-19 vaccination.

Change over time. To assess changes in parents’ employment and income as a result of the 

pandemic, we used Contra Costa County’s March 2020 Shelter-In-Place (SIP) order as a reference 

point. Accordingly, questions for income and employment have a “pre-SIP” and “spring 2021” set of 

responses from parents. Notably, comparisons between the 2020 and 2021 COVID-19 surveys are 

not presented here, as each survey reflects a different sample and should be treated as two 

different point in time surveys.

Subgroup analyses. We also investigated structural disparities in outcomes, focusing on 

differences in adverse outcomes of the pandemic by income and by race/ethnicity. Subgroup 

differences are reported as proportions. When looking at variation in outcomes based on income 

level, income level is defined as income level pre-SIP, or prior to Shelter in Place.

Additional notes. All percentages presented have been rounded up to the nearest whole number, 

so percentages may add up to more or less than 100%. Lastly, First 5 Partner family survey 

respondents received a separate survey in order to generate a unique survey link for families to 

access. For a subset of the sample, in the middle of survey administration, response options 

indicating that no other options applied ("none, "no concerns") were added only to the First 5 

Partner family survey to check all that apply questions in response to community feedback. 

Therefore, percent response frequencies are not shown in the main bar graphs for check all that 

apply questions, and they have been indicated in the notes.
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* In our race/ethnicity question, parents selected the race/ethnicity with which they 
most identified. In the census, participants select their race and whether they are of 
Hispanic/Latino origin, resulting in overlap between other racial/ethnic categories and 
the Hispanic/Latino category.
† “Other” included self-descriptions such as “Mixed Race” and “Middle Eastern.”

Parents are racially and ethnically 
diverse.

23%

47%

12%

13%

6%

2019 County Demographics* 2021 COVID-19 Impact Survey

N = 488

White Hispanic/Latino Asian Origin Black or African American Other† Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander

Native American or Native 
Alaskan

Top 3 Languages Spoken:
English, Spanish, Other

67% of the sample were 
parents with at least one 

child 5 or younger.

65%
26%

18%

10% 1% 0.06

%

.2%

45%

30%

11%

9%

4% 1%

2020 COVID-19 Impact Survey

N = 411

Parent survey respondents were highly diverse across race/ethnicity. When comparing the 

2021 COVID-19 Impact Survey racial/ethnic demographics to the 2019 Census Demographics 

and the 2020 COVID-19 Impact Survey demographics, the 2021 survey respondents are even 

more representative of the county, particularly with regard to Hispanic/Latino, Black/African 

American, and White parents*. Other demographics of note are that parents primarily 

reported speaking English, Spanish, or Other languages at home. With regard to age range of 

children, nearly three quarters (67%) of parents reported having at least one child age 5 or 

younger, with the remainder of the sample either having older children or no children.

*From this point forward, we refer to survey respondents as parents, a descriptor which applies to the majority 

of the sample, in order to share implications of survey findings for parents and families.



2021 COVID-19 Impact Survey  | 66

Contextualizing Race/Ethnicity 
Data and Disparities
At various points in this report, we share data disaggregated by race/ethnicity that indicate 

disparities between different groups. These disparities, such as those we see by income, are 

rooted in structural factors, i.e., policies, cultures, and systems that have limited where and 

how members of Black and brown communities can learn, earn, and live over generations.

One of the key disparities we see as a result is that disproportionately more families of color have 

lower household incomes, compared to their white peers, a product of many structural factors 

including legacies of redlining that excluded families of color from accumulating wealth. The 

parents in our sample generally track with this trend; however, as with most samples, most 

racial/ethnic groups had representation across incomes, a reminder that racial and ethnic groups 

are not a monolith.

17%

24%

32%

15%

30%

12%

100%

67%

19%

27%

15%

25%

10%

17%

10%

27%

28%

30%

23%

43%

7%

19%

12%

38%

5%

7%

24%

4%

18%

Proportion of parents’ household income
after SIP within race/ethnicity groups

White (n=217)

Hispanic/Latino (n=145)

Asian Origin (n=54)

Black or African 
American (n=44)

Other (n=21)

Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander (n=6)

American Indian or Alaska 
Native (n=1)

Under $25,000 $25,000 -
$49,999

$50,000 -

$99,000

$100,000 –
$199,999

$200,000 or 
more
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Housing, Employment, 
and Income

In this section:

• When asked about their current living situation, over one third of parents report renting.

• More parents with low incomes have even less income since COVID-19 hit

• More parents work part-time or are unemployed since the SIP order.

• Almost half of parents (40%) lost employment after the SIP order.

• Returning to the workforce has been slow for many parents, such that parents experience 

reduced work hours or loss of employment for extended periods of time.
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54%

36%

8%

2%

0.4%

Over one third of 
parents are renters.
While over half own their homes, a small but not insignificant proportion—about 1 in 12—are 

housing insecure, i.e., in a shelter or staying with family or friends.

Importantly, there appeared to be differences in the living situations that parents reported based 

on their income level. A much higher proportion of parents with low incomes (less than $50,000 

annually) rent (61%), compared with parents with high incomes who rent (25%).

I own

I rent

I am staying with 
family or friends

Other

I am in a shelter

Percentage of parents reporting types of living situations

n=472
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More parents with low incomes 
have even less income since 
COVID-19 hit.

Comparison of household income

(before SIP vs Spring 2021)

N = 488

Before SIP Spring 2021

13%

18%

30%
27%

13%

Under 

$25,000

$25,000-
$49,999

$50,000-
$99,999

$100,000-
$199,999

$200,000+

20%
18%

25% 25%

13%

Over a quarter of 
households made less
than $50K before SIP 

31%
Over one third of 

households make less
than $50K in Spring 2021

37%

Under 

$25,000

$25,000-
$49,999

$50,000-
$99,999

$100,000-
$199,999

$200,000+

When comparing household income before SIP to that of Spring 2021, we find that the percentage 

of households with incomes of less than $50K increases by 6% from pre-SIP to Spring 2021.
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13% 12%

60%

9%
4%

2%

Unemployed Part-time Full-time Self-employed Other Retired

20%
17%

50%

7% 5%
2%

Unemployed Part-time Full-time Self-employed Other Retired

We see similar patterns for unemployment rates as we do income, such that the percentage of 

parents reported being unemployed increases by 7% from pre-SIP to Spring 2021. 

More parents work part-time
or are unemployed since the
SIP order

of parents were 
unemployed pre-SIP 

13%
of parents were 
unemployed by

Spring 2021

20%

Comparison of employment status

(before SIP vs Spring 2021)

N = 488

Before SIP Spring 2021



2021 COVID-19 Impact Survey  | 1111

White
n=206

Asian origin
n=50

Black/African
American

n=42

Hispanic/Latino
n=134

Native Hawaiian/ 
Pacific Islander

n=6

Other
n=21

* The sole respondent who identified as Native American/Native 
Alaskan did not report loss of employment

Almost half of parents (40%) lost 
employment after the SIP order.

Black/African American, Hispanic/Latino, and Native 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander parents and

households with low incomes were disproportionately 
affected by loss of employment.

32% 30%

55% 54% 50%
33%

58%

33%

Parents with household 
incomes less than 

$50,000
n=134

Parents with household 
incomes more than 

$50,000
n=326

Proportion of parents who lost 
employment, by household 

income pre-SIP

Proportion of parents who lost 
employment, by race/ethnicity*

Though families overall were heavily impacted by loss of employment after SIP and the progression 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, communities of color and households with lower incomes were harder 

hit by loss of employment, as noted in the highlighted bars in the figure below.
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4%

6%

11%

9%

5%

10%

55%

Returning to the workforce has been 
slow for many parents.
Many families have not been able to bounce back quickly from a loss of employment. Of parents 

who experienced a decrease in work hours or are no longer working, over half (55%) experienced 

this for over 6 months.

1 month

2 months

3 months

4 months

5 months

6 months

Over 6 

months

Percentage of parents reporting reduced hours/loss 
of employment by months of reduced work 

hours/loss of employment

n=161
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Childcare

In this section:

• Parents' needs and perspectives on childcare are largely tied with their income and 

employment status.

• Of parents who reported not working or having reduced hours, over one third (39%) cited 

caring for children not in school or daycare as the reason.

• When parents have the opportunity to describe challenges they are experiencing during the 

pandemic, we see the intersection of childcare, employment, and income, in which there is 

a push and pull between having childcare to work and having a sufficiently paying job for 

childcare.

• Over one third of parents need childcare now or very soon.
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Of parents who reported not working or 
having reduced hours, over one third 
(39%) cited caring for children not in 
school or daycare as the reason. 

A similar proportion (34%) lost access to childcare since the SIP order. Together, these statistics 

suggest that parents are leaving the workforce out of a need or a desire to provide their own 

childcare.
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Parent perspective on major challenges:

When asked in an open-ended question to describe 

challenges they were experiencing in the pandemic that 

could not be captured in the survey, one parent described 

her complex challenges seeking childcare:

In this parent quote, we see the intersection of childcare, 

employment, and income, in which there is a push and pull 

between having childcare to work and having a sufficiently 

paying job for childcare.

“[It was a challenge] finding a job that paid what 

my job did prior to the pandemic, that does not 

require more college and degrees. Childcare 

continues to be a struggle because I need 

childcare to work more, however we don’t feel it’s 

completely safe to put our child in care right now 

and therefore don’t really want to. Also the 

affordability factor, as childcare can cost upwards 

of a mortgage payment, and would cost more 

money monthly than I would even make from 

working, so ultimately would not even be worth it 

in the end.”
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Over one third of parents need 
childcare now or very soon.

Cost

Increased risk of getting 
COVID-19

Availability of childcare 
facilities

Child's difficulty adjusting
to class environment

Working with a new 
provider/center

Child's loss of 
stimulation/education

Other 

Concerns about childcare for parents 
who need it now or soon

n=182*

57%

54%

46%

34%

24%

23%

7%

Percentage of parents reporting childcare needs

N=451

Reasons parents cite for not 
needing childcare

n=234*

50%

25%

18%

16%

13%

5%

2%

I can provide the
childcare that I need

Family or friends provide 
the childcare I need

Child will start
school in the Fall

Concerns about
COVID-19

Other†

I can no longer
afford childcare

My childcare 
provider/center has closed

* Parents could select multiple responses, so categories will add up to more than 100%

Notes. “Other” reasons parents cited for not needing childcare included already having childcare, having no children, or having older children. 

In the survey for First 5 Partner families, 1% of parents selected “None” when option was added.

Yes, I need it 
right now or will 

need it soon

42%
No, I don’t need it

58%
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Family Concerns,
Supports, and Needs

In this section:

• When given an array of options, parents’ concerns (for themselves and their children), needs, 

and requests for support were fairly evenly distributed across options, indicating the 

multifaceted challenges families are facing and the need to take a holistic approach in 

supporting them.

• Parents’ greatest concerns for their children are increased screen time

and social isolation.

• Families’ greatest concerns for themselves are parenting stress, social isolation, and 

household expenses.

• Almost half of parents report feeling symptoms of anxiety (45%) or depression (43%) for at 

least several days in the last two weeks.

• Parenting support and unconditional cash were among parents’ top-ranked needs.

• Half of families see cash assistance or stimulus checks as an action the County could take to 

support them.
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56% 54%
49% 47%

44%
41%

28% 27% 25%

12% 10%
5%

Parents’ top concerns for children*

N = 429

Increase in 
screen time

Social
isolation

Progress in 
education

Impact of 
distance 
learning

Anxiety/stress Behavioral 
concerns

Language
& speech 

development 

Physical 
Health

Change in 
sleeping or 

eating habits

Nutrition Dental care Other

Top concerns—increase in screen time, social isolation, progress in education, and impact of 

distance learning—have their roots in the remote learning environments many families have had to 

endure throughout the pandemic.

Parents’ greatest concerns for their 
children are increased screen time 
and social isolation.

* Parents could select multiple responses, so categories will add up to more than 100%

Notes. In the survey for First 5 Partner families, 3% selected “No concerns” when option was added.
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67%
59%

51%

35%

28%

16% 15% 14%

6% 5% 3%

Parents' greatest concerns for 
themselves are parenting stress, 
social isolation, and household 
expenses.

Parents’ top concerns for themselves*

N = 378

Stress associated 
with parenting

Social
isolation

Increased 
household 
expenses

Stress associated
with a family 

member being an 
essential worker

Poor internet 
connection or 
other barrier
to distance 
learning for 

children

Inability to pay 
rent/mortgage

Inability to pay for 
utilities

Loss of life or 
illness due to 

COVID-19

Not enough food Personal or 
community 

violence

Loss of
housing

* Parents could select multiple responses, so categories will add up to more than 100%

In the isolation of quarantine and remote 

learning, parents have not had the access to 

the community, supportive relationships, and 

many other supports that buffer against the 

stress of parenting. This stress has been 

further compounded by 1) the additional 

roles they have had to take on and 2) the 

rising pressures of financial hardship dues to 

loss of employment and reduced work hours.

“[I have] developed severe

depression and anxiety and 

agoraphobia. Also I’m

struggling so much financially.”

Parent perspective on 
major challenges:



2021 COVID-19 Impact Survey  | 2020

Almost half of parents report feeling 
symptoms of anxiety (45%) or depression 
(43%) for at least several days in the last 
two weeks.

We still do not know the full mental health implications of this pandemic for parents and children, 

but the data from this survey points to a pressing need for providers from across the care 

spectrum to be equipped with trauma-informed practices that address the mental and emotional 

toll of the pandemic.
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Parenting support and 
unconditional cash were among 
parents’ top-ranked needs.

34% 33%

25% 25% 24%
18%

14% 12% 10% 10%
7% 7% 6% 5% 3%

Percentage of parents ranking certain supports 
or resources first, second, or third

N = 393

Parenting 
support

Cash for any 
expenses

Support with 
distance
learning

Assistance with 
rent, mortgage, 

bills

Wellness,
spirituality, 
counseling

Job assistance Access to health 
care or 

insurance

Baby supplies Access 
to food

Internet access, 
WIFI, or Hotspot

Knowing my 
rights and legal 

help

Other How to advocate 
with electeds

Transportation Domestic 
violence
or anger 

management 
resources

• Similarly to parents’ concerns, when we asked parents about their most pressing needs, 

responses had a somewhat even distribution across the answer options, once again indicating 

the need for a comprehensive approach to recovery as we emerge from the pandemic.

• The need for parenting support tracks with the parents’ reporting high stress associated with 

parenting. That there is also a need for unconditional funds (“cash for any expenses”) speaks to 

parents’ concern around rising household expenses.

* Parents could select multiple responses, so categories will add up to more than 100%

Notes. In the survey for First 5 Partner families, 15% selected “No resource needs” first, second, or third when option was added
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50%

36%

29%
25% 25% 23% 22% 23%

16% 17% 16% 14% 15%
10%

Cash assistance
or stimulus 

checks

Debt forgiveness Free or 
affordable
childcare

Education or 
training 

programs

Access to COVID-
19 vaccine

Housing or rental 
assistance

Health care 
access for all

Free or 
affordable 

counseling & 
support

Job placement 
assistance

Food assistance Widespread 
COVID-19 testing

Protective gear, 
supplies and 
protocols for

workplace

Safe, affordable 
housing

Other

* Parents ranked supports as first, second, third, or fourth, meaning totals across categories will add up to more than 100%.

Percentage of parents ranking certain County 
actions as one of their four choices 

N = 380

Half of families see cash assistance 
or stimulus checks as an action the 
County could take to support them.
• We asked a question about concrete actions county agencies could take to support parents in 

order to inform First 5’s own strategy moving forward, while also eliciting data that other county 

agencies and community-based organizations could use to inform their actions (given some of 

these actions are not within First 5’s agency mandate).

• Parents’ citing “cash assistance” as a top action a county agency could take triangulates data we 

see elsewhere in the survey about parents’ loss of income and concerns about increasing 

household expenses. Given the rising cost of living in Contra Costa County, eligibility gaps, 

particularly for two-income households, remain a challenge for many families in getting the 

additional support they need to make ends meet.
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Parent perspective on major challenges:

These parent quotes surface areas where families may fall 

through the cracks, either due to eligibility thresholds that are 

too low or a lack of flexibility in financial assistance.

“[I need] help with my huge past debt that I

couldn’t afford after paying past rent and

utilities with my stimulus checks. My kids needed 

a home and I couldn’t pay for a driving ticket (debt).”

“Families where both parents work and live in the 

same household do not qualify because they 

make (barely) over the qualifying amount for 

assistance. More help should be provided for 

families with TWO working parents.”
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COVID-19 Vaccine

In this section:

• Most parents (79%) either plan on getting the COVID-19 vaccine or already got at least one 

dose.

• Generally, fewer parents of color have at least one dose of the COVID-19 vaccine, compared to 

white parents.

• Different race/ethnicity groups have different intentions around getting the vaccine.

• For those not planning to get the vaccine, over one third (40%) say they do not trust the 

vaccine’s safety.
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Most parents 
(79%) either plan 
on getting the 
COVID-19 vaccine 
or already got at 
least one dose.

I got at least 

one dose

43%

I plan on 

getting the 

vaccine

36%

I don't plan 

on getting 

the vaccine

21%

Parents’ Vaccine Status
N = 373
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A higher proportion of White parents have received at least one dose of the COVID-19 vaccine, 

compared to other race/ethnicity groups.

White
n=171

Asian 
origin
n=40

Hispanic/ 
Latino
n=102

Black/African 
American

n=40

Other
n=15

Native Hawaiian/ 
Pacific Islander

n=5

53%
40% 39%

28% 27%
0%

Proportion of families who received one dose of the 
COVID-19 vaccine, by race/ethnicity*

*  The sole respondent who identified as Native American/Native Alaskan did not respond to questions 
related to the COVID-19 vaccine.

Generally, fewer parents of color have at 
least one dose of the COVID-19 vaccine, 
compared to white parents.
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Asian origin
n=24

Hispanic/ 
Latino
n=62

Native 
Hawaiian/ 

Pacific 
Islander

n=5

Other
n=11

White
n=80

Black/ 
African

American
n=29

*  The sole respondent who identified as Native American/Native Alaskan did not respond to questions 
related to the COVID-19 vaccine.

88%
79%

60% 55% 51% 48%

Of parents who have not received at least one 
dose of the COVID-19 vaccine, proportion of 
those who plan to get one, by race/ethnicity*

When we took a closer look at those respondents who had not gotten a vaccine to see if they 

intended to do so, we saw some differences by race and ethnicity.

Of those who have not received the vaccine, higher proportions of Hispanic/Latino, parents of 

Asian origin, and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander parents plan on getting the vaccine. In contrast, 

of Black/African American parents and White parents who haven’t received at least one dose, they 

plan on doing so at lower rates, compared to other groups.

Different race/ethnicity groups have 
different intentions around getting 
the vaccine.
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40%

20%

13%

10%

7%

7%

3%

1%

I do not trust that
the vaccine is safe

I still need more information
about the vaccine

I do not think that I
need the vaccine

Other

I am not sure which vaccine
option is best

I am worried about getting the 
vaccine due to a health condition

I am not sure about the process 
of getting a vaccine

I am unable to get to
a site offering vaccines

Percentage of parents citing reasons for 
not getting the vaccine

n=77

We dug even deeper into the group who did not intend to get the vaccine to better understand 

why, with safety concerns ranking high for many respondents. 

These findings are intended to serve both our and our colleagues’ efforts at getting all of Contra 

Costa County vaccinated. This data indicates that different strategies for vaccine uptake may be 

more effective depending on the population. For those who have not gotten the vaccine but intend 

to, the issue may be about accessing the vaccine. For those who have not gotten a vaccine and do 

not intend to, better communicating the safety via trusted messengers, combined with increasing 

accessibility, may be necessary in the short-term, with ongoing trust-building in the long-term.

For those not planning to get the 
vaccine, over one third (40%) say they 
do not trust the vaccine’s safety.
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Key takeaways from our findings include:

• Financial pressures leading to tough choices: Parents are experiencing intersecting challenges 

around loss of employment due to the pandemic, requisite loss of income, and loss of childcare. For 

families of color and low-income families, the adversity of loss of employment and income is only 

more pronounced. At the same time, parents are negotiating the financial tradeoffs of rejoining the 

workforce. Many parents lost childcare during the pandemic and are now facing difficult choices 

around whether they can get a job that pays enough to cover childcare they would then need.

• Prolonged and compounding stress: Parents' and children's mental health is also of great concern. 

Parents reported stress, anxiety, and depression as primary concerns for themselves, while also citing 

social isolation as a chief concern for their children.

• Concrete policy actions County agencies can take: Cash assistance, debt forgiveness, and free or 

affordable childcare ranked high for parents; however, responses were fairly well distributed across 

the options, indicating many opportunities for the County to be responsive to the particular needs 

and asks of parents with young children.

Conclusion
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We at First 5 Contra Costa invite our public agency and community-based organization colleagues to 

leverage this data as they determine priority responses to supporting young children and families in the 

wake of this pandemic. Based on this data, those responses could include:

• A responsive, trauma-informed, and agile system of mental health supports for families with young 

children

• Viable, affordable childcare and early childhood education as parents and caregivers return to work

• Community hubs such as family resource centers where parents can find support, connection, and 

resource navigation

• Living wages and financial supports for hard-working families

• Long-term solutions for safe, secure, and affordable housing for low-income residents

• Community-driven recommendations that address root causes of the disproportionate impact of the 

pandemic on Black and Brown communities

Conclusion


