
Linking Cash Aid and Children’s Brain Development

The Alliance for Patient Access (allianceforpatientaccess.org), 
founded in 2006, is a national network of physicians dedicated 
to ensuring patient access to approved therapies and appropri-
ate clinical care. AfPA accomplishes this mission by recruiting, 
training and mobilizing policy-minded physicians to be effective 
advocates for patient access. AfPA is organized as a non-profit 
501(c)(4) corporation and headed by an independent board of di-
rectors. Its physician leadership is supported by policy advocacy 
management and public affairs consultants. In 2012, AfPA es-
tablished the Institute for Patient Access (IfPA), a related 501(c)
(3) non-profit corporation. In keeping with its mission to promote 
a better understanding of the benefits of the physician-patient 
relationship in the provision of quality healthcare, IfPA sponsors 
policy research and educational programming.

Peer Reviewed

103NEONATOLOGY TODAYtwww.NeonatologyToday.nettFebruary 2022

Michelle Winokur, DrPH, and the AfPA Governmental Affairs 
Team, Alliance for Patient Access (AfPA) 

Can a cash subsidy to parents improve their babies’ brain devel-
opment? Possibly so, according to new research. (1)

More Money, More Brain Activity

Babies of low-income mothers who received a large, unrestricted 
cash gift each month had more brain activity than babies of moth-
ers who received a nominal payment, so reports the Baby’s First 
Years study. 

It remains to be seen whether the brain activity patterns of the 
first group of babies will lead to stronger cognitive skills like prob-
lem-solving, thinking, and planning. However, other studies have 
shown them to be associated. Conversely, poverty in early child-

hood has been linked with lower school achievement and educa-
tional attainment, as well as poor health outcomes and reduced 
earnings as an adult. 

“If I was a policymaker,” noted one consultant to the study, “I’d pay 
attention to this.” 

Reviving the Expanded Child Tax Credit

News of this study and the potential benefit of an unrestricted cash 
payment has already made its way to Capitol Hill. There, White 
House officials and members of Congress continue to debate the 
Build Back Better Act, (2) which includes several provisions aimed 
at improving infant and maternal health. (3) President Joe Biden 
is also pushing to revive the temporarily expanded child tax credit, 
which expired December 15, 2021.

Under the more robust program, child tax credits that previously 
had been distributed as part of the annual tax refund process were 
converted to monthly payments. Eligibility was also expanded, 
and the maximum benefit was increased. Families could receive 
up to $3,600 annually per child younger than age six and up to 
$3,000 annually per child six and older. 

Safety Net Policies and Children’s Health

Additional research is necessary, but the suggestion that an in-
creased family income could improve long-term outcomes across 
children’s lifespan is worth considering. However, it may not be a 
reason to jump at extending near-universal subsidies for children. 
The total investment for the expanded child tax credit was more 
than $100 billion for one year.

The payments in the Baby’s First Years study will continue until 
the children reach age 4, and researchers plan to continue testing 
the effects of the additional income. They also plan to look more 
closely at how parents spend the unrestricted money.

The debate over poverty and policy solutions isn’t going away, but 
these data are intriguing to the conversation.
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“The payments in the Baby’s First Years 
study will continue until the children 
reach age 4, and researchers plan 
to continue testing the effects of the 
additional income. They also plan to look 
more closely at how parents spend the 
unrestricted money.”

“Babies of low-income mothers who 
received a large, unrestricted cash gift 
each month had more brain activity 
than babies of mothers who received a 
nominal payment, so reports the Baby’s 
First Years study.”
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Still a Preemie? 

Jaundice Feeding issues Respiratory 
problems

Born between 
34 and 36 weeks' 
gestation?

Just like preemies born much earlier, 
these “late preterm” infants can face: 

Born preterm
at a “normal” 
weight?

And their parents, like all parents 
of preemies, are at risk for 
postpartum depression and PTSD. 

www.infanthealth.org

Some preemies are born months early, at extremely low 
birthweights.They fight for each breath and face nearly 

insurmountable health obstacles. 

But that’s not every preemie’s story.

Though these babies look healthy, 
they can still have complications 
and require NICU care.

Born preterm 
but not admitted 
to the NICU?

But because some health plans 
determine coverage based on a 
preemie's weight, families of 
babies that weigh more may 
face access barriers and 
unmanageable medical bills.

Some Preemies All Preemies
Will spend weeks 
in the hospital

Will have lifelong 
health problems

Are disadvantaged 
from birth

Face health 
risks

Deserve appropriate 
health coverage

Need access to 
proper health care

Even if preterm babies 
don't require NICU care, 
they can still face health challenges.
Those challenges can extend through 
childhood, adolescence and even 
into adulthood.
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