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Children’s surroundings have a huge impact on their 
well-being. A healthy, safe home is essential for a 
child to grow, learn and explore. A problematic home 
environment, by contrast, can have detrimental 
effects on a child’s intellectual, social and emotional 
development. Research has shown that a negative 
home environment during the early years of life can 
lead to impaired development, including 

• poor language skills
• behavioral problems
• deficits in school readiness1–3

 

A child’s early home environment has also been 
linked to longer-term outcomes, including 

• high school graduation
• teen parenthood 
• adult employment and earnings4–6

 
Brain imaging studies suggest that growing up in a 
disadvantaged or stressful environment can cause 
the brain to develop differently. Studies of young 
children have identified distinct patterns of brain 
activity associated with family income and other socio-
economic factors that relate to social and emotional 
development, cognitive ability, and 
learning and memory.7–9 

A positive home environment 
is the foundation for healthy 
brain development.



Family poverty puts children at a disadvantage.

Each year, around 14,000 babies are born in Shelby County and more 
than half are born into families with incomes below the poverty line. 
Poverty can have a profound effect on a child’s development and later 
life outcomes. 

Low-income children have fewer enriching experiences and learning 
resources than higher-income children. While parents with stable and 
sufficient incomes are able to provide their children with plenty of books, 
enriching activities and high-quality childcare, low-income parents find 
it more difficult to provide their children with experiences that support 
optimal brain development.10 

But lack of money is only part of the story. The stress that often 
accompanies economic hardship means that low-income parents often 
have fewer social and emotional resources as well. For instance, poor and 
low-income mothers are more likely to be affected by stress, anxiety and 
depression, which can undermine positive parenting.11,12 Young children 
in low-income families typically hear fewer spoken words than their 
middle-income peers, and they also hear a higher proportion of negative 
statements.13

FIGURE 1 shows the poverty status of families with children living in Shelby 
County. Poverty is not evenly distributed across Shelby County: 32 percent 
of Memphis families with children are below the poverty line, compared to 
only 7 percent of suburban Shelby County families with children. 

FIGURE 1 shows that families 
with children in Memphis are 
more likely to live in poverty 
than suburban Shelby County 
families with children.
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FIGURE 1: 

Percent & Number of Families 
With Children by Poverty Status, 
Memphis & Suburban Shelby 
County, 2011
Source: US Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey, 2007–2011, B17010
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Better-educated parents tend to create 
more positive home environments.

Parents’ educational attainment has an important influence on the 
environments they create for their children, and it is a predictor of 
cognitive and behavioral outcomes.14 

Studies have linked higher levels of maternal education with

• more parental warmth and responsiveness14

• more learning materials in the home15 
• increased school readiness15 
• improved educational and employment outcomes throughout life16

 
Education influences parenting knowledge and beliefs, which, in turn, 
affect parenting practices and the quality of home environments.15,17 

FIGURE 2 shows educational attainment for Shelby County families. 
16 percent of Memphis families are headed by an adult with less than a 
high school education, compared to 5 percent of suburban Shelby County 
families. 24 percent of Memphis families are headed by an adult with a 
Bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 46 percent of suburban Shelby 
County families.
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FIGURE 2: 

Percent & Number of Families 
by Educational Attainment 
of Householder, Memphis & 
Suburban Shelby County, 2011
Source: US Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey, 2007–2011, B17018

FIGURE 2 shows that Memphis 
families are more likely than 
suburban Shelby County 
families to be headed by an 
adult with less than a high 
school education. 
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Maternal depression is a threat to 
early childhood development.

Maternal postpartum depression is the most common medical 
complication of childbearing. While most women experience some 
symptoms of depression in the first week or two after giving birth, 
10 to 15 percent of new mothers develop major depression—often 
lasting 6 months or longer.18–20 

Common symptoms of postnatal depression include sleep disturbances, 
feelings of guilt and loss of interest in daily activities. Together, these 
symptoms often make it impossible for new mothers to provide positive 
experiences that encourage healthy brain development. This can lead 
to negative behavioral outcomes, including withdrawal, passivity and 
problems with self-regulation.21,22 

Early exposure to disengaged or unresponsive parenting is also predictive 
of poorer academic outcomes later in childhood. A longitudinal study 
showed lower IQ scores, more attention problems, and more learning 
difficulties in children whose mothers suffered from depression at three 
months postpartum.23

The Conditions Affecting Neurocognitive Development and Learning in 
Early Childhood (CANDLE) is an ongoing study of approximately 1,500 
Shelby County women and their young children. Mothers enroll in their 
second trimester and participate until their child is three years old. 

Mothers in the CANDLE study complete a brief assessment to screen for 
possible depression at 4 weeks after birth and again at 12 months. While 
not an actual diagnosis, an “At Risk” score indicates that a mother is likely 
to be suffering from post partum depression and that further assessment is 
recommended. 

FIGURE 3 indicates that at four weeks postpartum, more than 11 percent 
of mothers scored “At Risk.” At 12 months postpartum, almost 10 percent 
scored “At Risk.” 
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FIGURE 3: 
Percent of CANDLE Mothers 
“At Risk” for Depression, 
Shelby County, 2012
Source: Tylavsky, F., Atkins, J. K., Atkins, R., Bush, 
A., et al. (2013). Conditions Affecting Nuerocognitive 
Development and Learning in Early Childhood. 
Unpublished

Figure 3 indicates that around 
10 percent of mothers in the 
CANDLE study were at risk 
for maternal depression. 
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Home ownership affects child and adolescent 
outcomes.
Home ownership is beneficial to families and to the communities in which 
they live. Recent studies show that it is also specifically associated with 
child well-being. There is a growing literature that suggests family home 
ownership improves early cognitive and behavioral development. 

For example, a recent study shows that living in a home-owning family 
is associated with higher educational attainment at age 7.17 Others show 
that the benefits of home ownership continue into adolescence and young 
adulthood. Children who grow up in owner-occupied homes are less likely 
to drop out of high school and less likely to become a teen parent.5,6

FIGURE 4 shows the distribution of home ownership among Shelby County 
families. 59 percent of Memphis families own their homes, compared to 85 
percent of suburban Shelby County families. 
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FIGURE 4: 
Percent & Number of Families 
by Tenure, Memphis & 
Suburban Shelby County, 2011
Source: US Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey, 2007–2011, B11012

As shown in FIGURE 4, Memphis 
has a lower proportion of home-
owning families than suburban 
Shelby County.
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Crowded living conditions can interfere 
with healthy development. 

Overcrowding is a risk factor in children’s development. Crowding 
tends to reduce the quality of the caregiving environment, and it can 
affect children even during infancy.24

Residential density (number of people per room) has been linked with 
cognitive and behavioral outcomes as well as physical health.25 

Crowding is also associated with parenting behaviors, even after 
accounting for income and education. In families living in crowded 
conditions, parents tend to be less sensitive, less verbally responsive, 
and more punitive.26

Overcrowding is defined as more than one person per room.27  

According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau, crowding does not 
appear to be widespread in Shelby County.

Still, there are significant differences in risk based on family 
characteristics:

• Black families are three times more likely than white families to live 
in crowded conditions (3.7 percent vs. 1.2 percent).

• Almost 15 percent of Hispanic families live in overcrowded conditions.

FIGURE 5 shows that only 1.2 percent of white homes are overcrowded, 
compared to 3.7 percent of black homes and 14.5 percent of Hispanic 
homes. 
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FIGURE 5: 
Percent & Number of 
Households by Overcrowding 
by Race, Shelby County, 2011
Source: US Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey, 2007–2011, B25014

FIGURE 5 shows that only 
1.2 percent of white homes 
are overcrowded, compared to 
3.7 percent of black homes and 
14.5 percent of Hispanic homes. 
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Grandparent-headed families may need extra 
support to ensure positive child outcomes.

Across the U.S. the number of children living with their grandparents has 
increased significantly in the past several years. This phenomenon is a 
significant concern because family structure has been shown to have a 
profound impact on child well-being—most significantly on physical and 
mental health.28 

Grandparent-headed households often emerge due to negative life events. 
For example, children who receive primary care from their grandparents 
are more likely to have a teenage parent, a parent with substance abuse 
issues, an incarcerated parent, or a parent with health problems.29 Because 
of these risk factors, children from grandparent-headed households are 
more likely to experience emotional and behavioral difficulties than 
children living in a traditional home with their biological parents.30

Despite these risks, grandparent-headed families can be a positive 
alternative to foster care or an unstable parental home. Grandparents have 
been shown to provide a more caring and stable environment than foster 
care or other alternatives.31 However, because of the adverse circumstances 
from which these families often emerge, extra support services can help 
prepare grandparents for caregiving responsibilities and ensure improved 
outcomes for their grandchildren.

FIGURE 6 shows the distribution of households with a grandparent 
responsible for grandchildren under 18 in Memphis and suburban Shelby 
County. Two percent of suburban Shelby County homes are headed by 
grandparents, compared to 4.5 percent of Memphis homes.
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FIGURE 6: 
Number & Percent of 
Households with Grandparent(s) 
Responsible for Children Under 
18 Years, Memphis & Suburban 
Shelby County, 2011
Source: US Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey, 2007–2011, B10063

FIGURE 6 shows that Memphis 
has a higher proportion of 
grandparent-headed families 
than suburban Shelby County.
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Research has linked child well-being to family type. 

Research over the past several decades has shown that family structure 
is a strong predictor of child outcomes. Specifically, growing up with only 
one parent has been associated with a number of negative outcomes. 

Compared to children living with their married parents, children in 
single-parent families are at a greater risk of 

• behavioral issues32

• poor health33

• low self-esteem34

• alcohol and substance abuse35

• risky sexual behavior36

• high school dropout37

 
An enriching and stimulating home environment fosters healthy growth 
and brain development by providing a child with love, emotional support, 
and opportunities for learning and exploration. In families where only one 
parent is present, there are often fewer economic and emotional resources. 
Competing demands at work and at home can hinder a parent’s ability to 
provide an environment conducive to learning and development.38

FIGURE 7 compares family structure in Memphis and suburban Shelby 
County. In Memphis, married families make up about 40 percent of 
families with children. In suburban Shelby County, 77.5 percent of 
families with children have married parents. 
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FIGURE 7:

Percent & Number of Families 
by Presence of Children by 
Family Type, Memphis & 
Suburban Shelby County, 2011
Source: US Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey, 2007–2011, B09002

As shown by FIGURE 7, 
Memphis has a lower 
percentage of families with 
married parents compared 
to suburban Shelby County. 
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