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Abstract

Children in poverty are at significantly greater risk of experiencing child maltreatment. Family 

economic security policies, such as minimum wage laws, offer a promising prevention strategy 

to support low-income families. This study utilized data from the Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing Study, a longitudinal birth cohort study, to examine the effect of changes in state-

specific minimum wage laws on maternal self-reported child maltreatment and material hardship 

as it varies by developmental age of the child. A series of fixed effects models with an interaction 

between the minimum wage and the age of the focal child were used to estimate if there 

was variation by developmental period of the impact of minimum wage laws on the following 

outcome variables: all domains of child maltreatment, maternal work-related stress, reported 

material hardship, aggravation in parenting, and maternal depression. Results revealed significant 

effects of increased minimum wage on maternal self-reported child neglect and material hardship 

when children are 3 years of age, and this relationship became non-significant as children aged. 

No effect was observed by age for other forms of child maltreatment nor any other outcome 

variables. Study findings suggest minimum wage laws may have differential effects on child 

neglect depending on the developmental period in which they are received.
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Introduction

Child maltreatment, including experiences of child neglect, physical abuse, or sexual abuse, 

has harmful consequences for children’s health and wellbeing throughout their life course 

(Cicchetti & Toth, 2005). In 2019, 3.476 million children in the United States received a 

child protective service (CPS) response investigation (U.S. Department of Health & Human 

Services et al., 2021). Infants and young children in their first few years of life are most 

at-risk for child maltreatment (Kim & Drake, 2019; Kim et al., 2017; Sabol et al., 2004; 
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Wildeman et al., 2014). In 2019, the number of child abuse and neglect victims under the 

age of one was 25.7 per 1,000 children, which is over double the total rate of victimization 

for children in the United States (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services et al., 

2021). Effective policies to reduce child maltreatment, especially for younger children who 

are most at-risk, are critically needed.

A large body of research has found that family income is strongly associated with risk for 

child maltreatment (Berger, 2004; Conrad-Hiebner & Byram, 2020; Eckenrode et al., 2014; 

Stith et al., 2009). Previous research finds that children of lower socioeconomic status are 

five times more likely to be abused or neglected (Sedlak et al., 2010). These findings are 

consistent with the Family Stress Model, which posits that parental psychological stress 

and related disrupted parenting mediates the relationship between economic hardship and 

child and adolescent adjustment problems (Conger & Donnellan, 2007; Masarik & Conger, 

2017). There is a large body of research that supports the Family Stress Model’s theory 

that economic hardships are associated with disrupted parenting as well as interparental 

relationship problems, which in turn influence child development and adjustment (Masarik 

& Conger, 2017). Child maltreatment has been shown to partially mediate the relationship 

between financial stress and child internalizing behavior (Liu & Merritt, 2018). Furthermore, 

the impact of financial stress on later child and adult outcomes has been found to be 

particularly harmful among those who experience poverty early in life (Duncan et al., 2012; 

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine et al., 2019).

Consistent with the Family Stress Model, family economic policies and programs to reduce 

poverty have been shown to improve health and wellbeing outcomes among children 

(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine et al., 2019; Spencer & 

Komro, 2017). For example, increases in the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), a federal 

tax credit for low-income working people, have been associated with improved school 

performance and likelihood of attending college (Dahl & Lochner, 2012; Manoli & Turner, 

2018; Raj Chetty et al., 2011). It appears that the impacts of some economic programs 

and policies, however, depend on the developmental age of the child. For instance, welfare-

to-work programs are associated with better educational outcomes among younger children 

(ages 2–5); however, no effect was observed among adolescents (Gennetian et al., 2004). 

Similarly, a study examined the educational impacts of providing housing vouchers for 

families to move out of high-poverty neighborhoods; they found that younger children (less 

than 13 years of age) whose family received a voucher had increased college attendance 

and later earnings. In contrast, no effect was observed among adolescents (Chetty, Hendren, 

et al., 2016). Together, these data suggest the timing of programs and policies to reduce 

poverty may be an important factor when considering long-term benefits for children.

The effects of family economic policies, including the EITC, Temporary Assistance for 

Needy Families (TANF), and minimum wage laws, on rates of child maltreatment by age 

is an important area that warrants further research. A prior study found that increases in 

minimum wage lead to decreases in CPS-reported cases of child maltreatment, where a 

$1 increase in minimum wage was associated with a 9.6% drop in neglect cases (Raissian 

& Bullinger, 2017). This effect was most pronounced in children less than 5 years old, 

where a $1 increase in minimum wage was associated with a 10.8% drop in neglect reports. 
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In contrast, no effect was observed between minimum wage and neglect reports among 

adolescents aged 13 to 17 years old (Raissian & Bullinger, 2017).

The present study aims to build on this area of research by examining the effect of changes 

in state-specific minimum wage laws on maternal self-reported child maltreatment and as 

it varies by developmental age of the child. Unlike the study by Raissian and Bullinger 

that studied formal CPS reports of neglect, this study will utilize maternal self-reported 

accounts of maltreatment measured from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 

(FFCWS), which contains a birth cohort of nearly 5,000 children. Prior research has found 

there is often a lack of concordance between CPS records and self-reported accounts 

of maltreatment (Kobulsky et al., 2018; Tabone, 2019), where self-report measures are 

associated with higher prevalence of maltreatment (Smith et al. 2008). This study will also 

examine the impact of minimum wage on material hardship (e.g., ability to meet basic 

needs), maternal work-related stress, aggravation in parenting, and maternal depression. 

The additional outcome variables were selected to be indicators of economic pressure 

and parental psychological distress, which are both constructs expected to mediate the 

relationship between economic hardship and disrupted parenting in the Family Stress 

Model (Masarik & Conger, 2017). As such, the current study will complement prior work 

by assessing if the impact of changes in minimum wage laws on maternal self-reported 

maltreatment varies by developmental age of the child; based on prior empirical literature, 

the study hypothesis is that the effect of increased minimum wage on maternal self-reported 

child maltreatment and material hardship will be most pronounced among younger aged 

children.

Methods

Sample

All family data were taken from the FFCWS. The FFCWS follows a cohort of 4,898 

children born between 1998 and 2000. The majority of participating parents were unmarried 

at initiation of the FFCWS, and are at higher risk of experiencing poverty and low 

educational attainment when compared to the general population (McLanahan et al., n.d.). 

Families were followed over six waves corresponding to when the child was born as well as 

ages 1, 3, 5, 9, and 15 years old. At the 3, 5, and 9 years old waves (2001–2010), FFCWS 

primary caregivers of the focal child were invited to take part in a supplemental in-home 

study focusing on parental resources. As part of the in-home study, maternal self-reported, 

behaviorally approximated acts of child maltreatment were measured. The analysis sample 

was constructed by first restricting to any families participating in the in-home study at 

age 3; this restriction is necessary as the outcomes of interest were only measured as part 

of the in-home study starting at age 3. The sample was then further restricted to mothers 

who reported being single at the time of the age 3 survey (n = 916) to focus on the group 

for whom minimum wage effects are most likely to be salient, minimizing potential bias. 

Single mothers are particularly sensitive to changes in the minimum wage as they are 

overrepresented among workers at or near the minimum wage compared to other women 

(Belman et al., 2015). Of note, prior research has shown that changes in laws governing the 
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minimum wage impact those not just at the prior minimum, but up to approximately 1.5 

times the prior wage as the labor market adjusts to the new minimum (Neumark et al., 2004).

Families were sampled from 20 cities across 15 states (CA, FL, IL, IN, MA, MD, MI, 

NJ, NY, OH, PA, TN, TX, VA, and WI), allowing for variation in exposure to state 

minimum wage laws. From 2001 to 2010, there were 30 legal changes in state minimum 

wage (independent of federal changes) in FFCWS states. Four states maintained the federal 

minimum wage throughout the study period. Of the 11 states with minimum wages above 

the federal, the average number of legal changes was 2.7 per state and ranged from 1 

to 5 changes. For state-years in which the state minimum wage differed from the federal 

standard, the difference averaged $1.49 (SD = 0.66) and ranged from $0.05 to $2.75.

Measures

Outcomes

Child maltreatment.: To assess child maltreatment, the Parent–Child Conflict Tactics 

Scale (CTSPC) was used as self-reported by the mother in the FFCWS (Straus et al., 

1998). The CTSPC includes subscales measuring behaviorally approximated domains of 

child maltreatment: child neglect (five items), physical assault (five items), and severe 

psychological aggression (three items). Severe psychological aggression was preferred over 

the larger set of psychological aggression items due to it being a clearer indicator of abuse 

(Black et al., 2001; Straus & Field, 2003; Straus et al., 1998). Each domain inquired about 

the frequency of each item within the past 12 months. For example, on the neglect subscale, 

participants rate frequency that they: “Had to leave their child home alone, even when they 

thought some adult should be with him/her.” Domain-specific counts of maltreatment in 

the past year were created by summing the number of reported incidents of maltreatment 

reported across each individual item within each domain. Where the response indicated a 

range for the number of incidents, the midpoint was assigned (Geller et al., 2017).

Work-related stress.: The work-related stress scale measures the mother’s stress 

particularly as it relates to the balancing of child care responsibilities and employment. 

Mothers are asked three Likert items corresponding to how often: “my shift/schedule causes 

extra stress for me and my child,” “child care problems are difficult to deal with at my job,” 

and “my schedule is flexible to handle family problems.” Mothers can respond with always, 

often, sometimes, or never. These responses were recoded from 1 to 4 so that higher values 

consistently correspond with an increase in stress. The scale was then created by summing 

these Likert responses.

Material hardship.: Mothers were asked about their experience of specific material 

hardship events based on items originally developed in the 1999 New York City Social 

Indicators Survey. Nine of these items were consistently asked across the sample waves and 

include: not being able to pay the full rent or mortgage, being unable to pay a full utility bill, 

having their telephone disconnected, not seeking medical care due to cost, moving in with 

other people due to financial problems, staying in a shelter or car, and needing to borrow 

money from family or friends. These items were dichotomized and summed into an index of 

the number of material hardship events experienced.
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Aggravation in parenting.: The aggravation in parenting scale measures stress specific 

to parenting, and uses four items developed for the Child Development Supplement of 

the Panel Study of Income Dynamics. A 4-point Likert scale was used for responses to 

the items: being a parent is harder than I thought it would be, I feel trapped by my 

responsibilities as a parent, taking care of my child is more work than pleasure, and I often 

feel tired or worn out from raising a family. These items were recoded and summed so that 

an increase in the scale reflects an increase in parenting aggravation.

Maternal depression.: The FFCWS provides two alternatives for defining a likely case 

of maternal depression referred to as a liberal and conservative definition of likely 

depression based on the Mental Health Depression section of the Composite International 

Diagnostic Interview—Short Form (CIDI-SF) scale. Based on the FFCWS documentation, 

the conservative definition includes adjustments advocated for by the original designers 

of the CIDI-SF depression measure, and so is used here (Geller et al. 2017). Under this 

definition, a participant is classified as having a probable case of major depression if they 

respond positively to having feelings of dysphoria (depression) or anhedonia (inability to 

enjoy what is usually pleasurable) in the past year that lasted for 2 weeks or more. And if 

yes, whether the symptoms lasted most of the day and occurred every day of the 2-week 

period.

Minimum Wage Exposure—State-specific minimum wage was adjusted for inflation by 

expressing all minimum wage variables in terms of 2020 dollars. All minimum wage data 

were collected in collaboration with legal coding scholars and housed on the Law Atlas 

website (Kaufman et al., 2020; Komro et al., 2016).

Moderators—The focal child’s age was the primary moderator of interest and was 

reported in months.

Individual Level Covariates—Mother’s age was self-reported in years. Mother’s 

education at wave 3 was self-reported and categorized as less than high school education, 

high school education or equivalent, some college or technical school, or college graduate. 

Mother’s race-ethnicity was self-reported and categorized as non-Hispanic White, non-

Hispanic Black, Hispanic, or other. Mother’s household income (total income in the house 

where mother resides) was reported in dollars. Mother’s household income was measured 

at each study wave. Whether the child received regular care from someone other than the 

mother was included as an additional indicator of economic support; it was coded as a 

binary indicator.

Economic Covariates—Additional economic covariates were obtained from the 

University of Kentucky Center for Poverty Research (University of Kentucky Center for 

Poverty Research, 2021). Economic covariates included the state unemployment rate, state 

poverty rate, gross state product, rate of uninsured low-income residents, number of TANF 

recipients, and state EITC rate.
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Analytic Methods

The demographic distributions, mean number of reported maltreatment events by domain, 

and maternal outcomes were first estimated. The mother’s study survey weights were 

utilized, and accounted for other features of the complex survey design using PROC 

SURVEYFREQ and PROC SURVEYMEANS in SAS 9.4.

To estimate whether the relationship between outcomes and minimum wage varied across 

the developmental periods, a series of state fixed effects models with an interaction between 

the minimum wage and the age of the focal child were estimated. The use of state fixed 

effects is a common way to account for state-specific confounding that does not vary over 

time when evaluating policy effects at the state level. Separate models were estimated 

for each domain of child maltreatment, mother’s work-related stress, reported material 

hardship, aggravation in parenting, and maternal depression. All estimated models were of 

the following general form:

Y ist = β0 + β1MWst + β2CAgeist + β3MWstCAgeist + Xist + Zst + States

Y  is the outcome for person “i” in state “s” at time t. MW is the state-specific minimum 

wage at time t. CAge is the age of the focal child at time t, X is the series of previously 

described individual level covariates, Z is a vector of state-specific and time-varying 

economic policies and covariates. State is a series of state fixed effects. The state fixed 

effects control for time invariant differences between states. The coefficient β3 estimates 

the extent to which the association between minimum wage and the outcome varies by 

age of the focal child. From these models, a test of significance for the moderating effects 

of the focal child’s age as well as an estimate of the minimum wage effect for children 

at the ages of 36, 60, and 108 months old (the target age of children at each survey 

wave) was conducted. For any models where the interaction between a child’s age and the 

minimum wage was not statistically significant, the interaction was dropped and the model 

re-estimated to estimate the overall effect of minimum wage on outcomes were there was no 

evidence of differential effects by age. This approach in which non-significant interactions 

are dropped is common in secondary data analyses where explicit assignment within an 

experimental design is not made (see Muller & Fetterman, 2003).

To account for the complex survey design of the FFCWS, all models were estimated using 

PROC SURVEYREG in SAS v9.4. These models account for geographic clustering in the 

estimation of the standard errors. The city weights for the primary caregiver study provided 

by FFCWS were used for all analyses and provide representative estimates for the originally 

sampled cities. As part of the FFCW weighting process, these city weights are additionally 

adjusted to account for loss to follow up, and efficiently account for attrition in the study 

sample (Fragile Families & Child Wellbeing Study: A Brief Guide to Using the Weights for 

Waves 1–6, 2008). Relative to the 916 participants at wave 3, 697 were present at wave 4 

and 773 were present at wave 5. A linear probability model was used when estimating the 

relationship between minimum wage and the binary measure of maternal depression due to 

the known problem of statistically inconsistent estimates when using a large number of fixed 

effects in logistic regression (Charbonneau, 2017). However, given that linear models have 
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known limitations for binary data, an equivalent logistic regression model was estimated as 

a sensitivity analysis. Results from the logistic regression models were similar to the linear 

probability model, and are not discussed further.

Results

At baseline, the population of single mothers from the FFCWS cities had an estimated mean 

age of 27.5 years and had an average income of $19,544 per year. Sixty-three percent of the 

population reported a high school education or less. Sixty-one percent of the population was 

non-Hispanic Black, 15% was non-Hispanic White, and 21% Hispanic. As shown in Table 

1, physical assault was the most common form of reported maltreatment (14 incidents per 

caregiver in the past year), followed by severe psychological aggression (two incidents per 

caregiver in the past year), and neglect (less than one reported per caregiver in the past year).

Study models found a statistically significant difference in the effect of minimum wage by 

child age for both maternal self-reported child neglect (F = 7.28, p = .01) and material 

hardship (F = 5.67, p = .02). A $1 increase in the state-specific minimum wage was 

associated with a 0.39 decrease of maternal self-reported child neglect events for children 

aged 36 months (B = −0.39, 95% CI [−0.68, −0.11]) per family per year. Subsequent 

estimates as the children aged attenuated and were not statistically significant. A similar 

pattern was seen in the association between minimum wage and material hardship with 

minimum wage being protective when the child was younger and attenuating as the child 

aged. See Table 2. Re-analysis of outcomes where there was no significant interaction 

between minimum wage and the child’s age found no significant association between 

minimum wage and physical assault (B = 0.64, 95% CI [−1.24, 2.53]), severe psychological 

aggression (B = 0.76, 95% CI: [−0.06, 1.59]), work-related stress (B = 0.00, 95% CI [−0.38, 

0.39]), aggravation in parenting (B = 0.28, 95% CI [−0.32, 0.88]), or maternal depression 

(B = 0.44, 95% CI [−4.77, 5.66]). Associations from other modeled predictors are treated 

as nuisance variables and not interpreted to avoid the “Table 2” fallacy (Westreich & 

Greenland, 2013).

Discussion

This study examined if there is variation in the effect of minimum wage on child 

maltreatment and material hardship by children’s developmental age. Consistent with study 

hypotheses, results indicate that the impact of increased minimum wage on child neglect is 

most protective among younger aged children (age 3), where a $1 increase in state-specific 

minimum wage was associated with a 0.39 decrease of maternal self-reported child neglect 

events. As children aged, however, we found no statistically significant effects of increased 

minimum wage on child neglect. A similar relationship was observed when estimating the 

impact of minimum wage on material hardship, where increased state-specific minimum 

wage was associated with reduced material hardship among children at age 3; there were 

no statistically significant effects among children at ages 5 and 9. These findings contribute 

to the literature indicating that economic policies may be most beneficial for families with 

younger children.
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Comparable to prior research (Raissian & Bullinger, 2017), the only type of maltreatment 

that had statistically significant effects of minimum wage by age was neglect; no statistically 

significant effects by age with respect to other domains of child maltreatment including 

physical assault or psychological aggression were detected. In addition, no statistically 

significant associations between minimum wage were observed in main effects models for 

physical assault, psychological aggression, work-related stress, aggravation in parenting, or 

maternal depression. The age-related findings of this study are consistent with another study 

that found the effect of minimum wage on CPS reports of neglect was most concentrated 

among children 0 to 5 years old and becomes non-significant by adolescence (Raissian 

& Bullinger, 2017). Similar age-related patterns have been observed when assessing the 

relationship between child maltreatment and other types of economic policies and programs, 

including welfare-to-work programs and housing voucher programs (Chetty, Hendren, et 

al., 2016). The mechanisms by which these programs and policies appear to offer greater 

benefit to younger children is not fully understood. Given that there is substantial evidence 

that risk for child maltreatment is greatest in the first 3 years of life (Kim & Drake, 

2019; Kim et al., 2017; Sabol et al., 2004; Wildeman et al., 2014), reducing financial 

stress and increasing financial resources may be most helpful during these times. There 

is additional evidence that parental stress is most prevalent when children are in early 

childhood compared with later development (Crnic & Low, 2002; Williford et al., 2007). 

Parenting infants and young children requires intensive caretaking responsibilities that can 

induce additional stress; for instance, parents in the first month post-partum report increased 

fatigue and sleep disturbances (Gay et al., 2004). In contrast, as children age they become 

better adept at self-regulating and as a result the type of parental caretaking responsibilities 

can shift (Montroy et al., 2016). It has been shown that mothers’ perceptions of their own 

parenting involvement decrease over time as children transition to being school-aged (Wood 

& Repetti, 2004). Not only does school attendance likely lessen parental burdens related 

to child care, but schools may also provide additional material resources for low-income 

families including free or reduced meals. As such, given the variety of caregiving and 

financial demands that parents of infants and young children face, it is perhaps unsurprising 

that this study found that increases in minimum wage appear to have the strongest protective 

effect against child neglect and experiences of material hardship.

It is well established that experiences of child maltreatment are associated with deleterious 

health consequences later in life, including increased risk for mental health disorders 

(Norman et al., 2012), substance abuse (Halpern et al., 2018), and financial security in 

adulthood (Henry et al., 2018). There is also increasing evidence that the timing of child 

maltreatment may impact later outcomes, where children who experience maltreatment 

earlier in life fare worse for many outcomes (Bell et al., 2018; Dunn et al., 2013; Lupien et 

al., 2009; Rossen et al., 2019). For example, one study found that children who experience 

substantiated or unsubstantiated cases of child neglect prior to kindergarten have worse 

academic outcomes than children who experience their first incident of child neglect after 

kindergarten (Fantuzzo et al., 2011). Given that younger children are most at-risk for 

child maltreatment and the consequences of maltreatment appear to be most harmful when 

maltreatment occurs earlier in a child’s life, it is critical to implement intervention strategies 

that specifically target children aged 0 to 3. The current study findings indicate that increases 
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to minimum wage laws present a viable policy strategy to reduce neglect among children 

during this developmental period.

This study is subject to several strengths and limitations. Maternal self-reported cases 

of child maltreatment and material hardship were utilized as our outcomes of interest. 

Due to social desirability biases, maternal self-reported accounts of maltreatment likely 

underestimate prevalence of actual maltreatment-related behaviors. For instance, child 

neglect is often considered the most prevalent form of maltreatment (Bullinger et al., 2020); 

however, in this study it was found to be the least common. That being said, there is not 

reason to expect that under-reporting of any form of maltreatment would be associated 

with changes in state-specific minimum wage laws. And while self-report measures of 

maltreatment likely under-report actual maltreatment behavior, alternative measurement 

approaches, like CPS reports, are similarly subject to bias and under-reporting (Smith et 

al., 2008). This study is strengthened by our use of longitudinal data allowing to efficiently 

control for time invariant selection factors that may be associated with the state minimum 

wage at multiple levels of influence, as well as time-varying state-level economic covariates 

that may confound the association between state minimum wage and child maltreatment. 

The use of state level fixed effects, efficiently controls for baseline differences in state level 

factors that may be associated with child maltreatment while the use of individual level 

covariates adjusts for confounding effects that may vary within the individual over time.

In conclusion, this study finds significant effects of increased minimum wage on maternal 

self-reported child neglect and material hardship when children are 3 years of age; and this 

relationship was not significant for older children at ages 5 and 9. Study findings highlight 

that economic interventions can impact incidence of child maltreatment; however, we see 

diminishing returns as children age. Future research should investigate the mechanisms 

by which minimum wage laws and other economic policies have differential effects on 

child neglect depending on the developmental age of the child. Furthermore, the results of 

this study indicate that economic policies as they currently exist are not sufficient means 

of intervening on child maltreatment, particularly in the context of material hardship; 

interventions utilizing a wider safety net will be important to protect children of varying 

developmental ages.
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Table 1.

Sample Descriptives at Baseline (n = 916).

Variable Estimate (95% CI)

Neglect events 0.78 (0.54, 1.02)

Severe psychological aggression events 2.1 (1.4, 2.8)

Physical assault events 14.4 (12.7, 16.0)

Material hardship events 1.3 (1.1, 1.4)

Work-related stress scale 5.0 (4.7, 5.2)

Aggravation in parenting scale 9.0 (8.7, 9.2)

Maternal depression (%) 16.4 (13.5, 19.4)

Child’s age (months) 35.4 (35.1, 35.7)

Mother’s age (years) 27.5 (27.0, 28.1)

Household income ($) 19,544 (17,408, 21,700)

Child receives regular care from someone other than the mother 64.3 (60.3, 68.3)

Maternal race/ethnicity (%)

 Non-Hispanic white 15.1 (10.6, 19.5)

 Non-Hispanic Black 61.3 (53.9, 68.6)

 Hispanic 21.4 (15.4, 27.4)

 Other 2.3 (0.9, 3.7)

Maternal education (%)

 Less than high school 29.5 (25.4, 33.6)

 Highschool or equivalent 33.6 (30.1, 37.1)

 Some college/technical school 32.3 (28.2, 36.3)

 College 4.7 (2.9, 6.5)
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Table 2.

The Effect of MW Across the Focal Child’s Age*.

Estimate (95% CI) p-Value for interaction

Neglect .0095

 At age 3 −0.39 (−0.68, −0.11)

 At age 5 −0.23 (−0.49, 0.03)

 At age 9 0.10 (−0.26, 0.47)

Material hardship .0221

 At age 3 −0.38 (−0.76, 0.00)

 At age 5 −0.23 (−0.53, 0.07)

 At age 9 0.07 (−0.20, 0.34)

*
Estimates are provided for outcomes where the interaction between child’s age and minimum wage was p < .05.
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