
CCF.GEORGETOWN.EDU HEALTHY PARENTS AND CAREGIVERS  1December 2016

Since 2014, millions of parents and other adults have been able to access health insurance for the first 
time either through the Medicaid expansion (10 million) or the new marketplaces (11.5 million) created 
under the Affordable Care Act (ACA).1 The rate of uninsured adults under age 65 declined significantly in 
2014, the first year of full ACA implementation (See chart below). Health care coverage for adults is not 
only important for their own health, it influences the healthy development of young children. 

Fewer Uninsured Parents and Other Adults Thanks to ACA and Medicaid (Under Age 65)

Source: Urban Institute tabulations of 2008-2015 National Health Interview Survey data

Notes: Parents are defined as adults ages 19 to 64 living with a biological child, adoptive child, or stepchild age 18 or under. 
Uninsured is at time of survey. All other adults age 19 to 64 are classified as childless
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Healthy Parents and Caregivers are 
Essential to Children’s Healthy 
Development
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Children’s relationships and interactions with 
adults in their lives influence their brain structure 
and function and, in turn, their ability to thrive.

Children’s exposure to major, frequent, and prolonged 

adversity in childhood—such as caregiver substance 

abuse or mental illness, exposure to violence, or economic 

hardship—can cause toxic stress, which increases the risk of 

poor health across the lifespan. Poor adult health associated 

with adverse childhood experiences cost the U.S. nearly 

$100 billion annually in expenses for cardiovascular care 

and more than $85 billion in mental health disorders.2 Brain 

development science tells us that children’s resilience, ability 

to cope with stress and overcome adversity, and capacity 

to learn and thrive depend on adult-child interactions and 

supportive environments.3 Throughout childhood, positive 

relationships with parents and caregivers can mitigate the 

negative effects of trauma or adverse childhood experiences, 

including poverty. Children who are able to demonstrate 

resilience—or the ability to overcome adversity—have “had 

at least one stable and responsive relationship with a parent, 

caregiver, or other adult.”4

Positive outcomes for children rely on the overall 
health of their parents and caregivers.

Children face unnecessary obstacles to their own 

development when their parents’ health gets in the way of 

their ability to be the best possible caregivers. Even before 

birth, access to prenatal care is critical to children’s early 

brain development.5 Maternal depression has been shown 

to negatively impact young children’s cognitive and social-

emotional development, as well as their educational and 

employment opportunities later on.6 More than half of poor 

infants have a mother who is experiencing some depressive 

symptoms, yet low-income mothers of young children 

have high rates of untreated depression due to barriers to 

successful treatment - including cost of care and lack of 

insurance.7 

Health coverage for parents and other adults is 
a necessary step toward ensuring their health 
and the healthy development of children they 
support.

While not the only necessary ingredient, health coverage 

gets parents and other adults better access to the health 

care they need to support children in their lives. Coverage 

can also reduce economic burden of paying for health care 

and provide peace of mind – both of which can reduce 

stress on families and positively influence children’s overall 

development. 
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