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How Meeting Basic Needs Protects Wellbeing

Meeting basic needs such as food security is a foundational need. Not meeting these needs
brings immense mental stress as families make impossible choices between food, housing, or
medical care. This reality affects millions of people across the United States. According to the
USDA, in 2023 more than 33 million adults and 13.8 million children lived in households that
struggled to afford enough food; and 1 and 8 households are food insecure'.

The impacts can be especially damaging for children. Studies show that children who grow
up in food-insecure homes are 1.79 times more likely to experience depression and anxiety
than their counterparts in food secure homes'. These challenges persist across developmental
stages, for families living with food insecurity, youth ages 14-25 were 2.3 times more likely to
have symptoms of depression and suicidal ideation.

This tie between poverty, unmet basic needs, and mental health challenges is an avoidable
public health issue. Evidence shows that cash assistance reduces both food insecurity and
mental distress”. The expanded Child Tax Credit (CTC) under the 2021 American Rescue Plan
- boosted annual benefits from $1,000 per child to $3,000-$3,600 per child and distributed
funds monthly. This policy shift created the opportunity to study the impact of cash transfers
on food security and changes in mental health. A review of the CTC found that the majority of
the funds were spent by families on food and that food insufficiency dropped by 24% after
the first payment.

Mental health improvements were also tied to reductions in financial stress and food
insecurity. One analysis, The Effects of an Unconditional Cash Transfer on Mental Health in the
United States, used data from the CDC’s long-running Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance
System (BRFSS), which asks respondents how many days in the past month they experienced
“stress, depression, and problems with emotions."” The study found that the increase in cash
transfer from the 2021 policy change reduced the number of poor mental health days*".
The positive effects were noted a few months after the first transfer; however, after the policy
changed and CTC benefits were reduced the reported improvements declined.

These findings reinforce that mental health and food security are deeply interconnected.
Providers supporting forcibly displaced families experiencing financial strain can help by
advocating for stronger anti-poverty policy and integrating resource referrals for basic needs,
especially food, directly into mental health care. For additional resources, see CARRE
guidance on Food Insecurity.
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