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Financial scarcity, or not having enough money and resources to meet basic needs, can be stressful. 
Moreover, that stress may lead to difficulties in cognitive processing. To explore how these factors 
scientifically relate, 249 adult, predominantly White, females answered online survey questions about 
their self-reported stress, behaviors and challenges tied to executive function, current financial 
scarcity, and childhood poverty. Advanced statistical analyses revealed that current financial scarcity 
contributes to chronic stress, which in turn predicts lower executive function measured in multiple 
ways. Additionally, the associations between increased stress and poorer behavioral regulation and 
emotional regulation were stronger among females who reported childhood poverty before age six.   

 
BACKGROUND 

In 2017, 11.7% of American homes did 
not have enough financial resources to meet 
basic households needs, such as paying bills 
or buying food (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). 
In light of the 2019 COVID pandemic, this 
percentage is expected to increase.  

Chronic stress from financial scarcity 
may impede people’s thinking and decision-
making, namely the set of higher-order 
cognitive processes called executive 
function (EF). Moreover, different types of 
EF may be affected differently depending on 
one’s history of childhood poverty. Thus, 
researchers are seeking to disentangle the 
effects of financial scarcity on three types  
of EF, which may in turn interfere with 
multiple areas of life success.  

 
THE STUDY 

The goals of the study were (1) to explore if 
current financial scarcity operates through chronic 
stress to contribute to lower EF measured 3 ways, 
and (2) to examine if poverty experienced in 
childhood changes the relationship between 
current financial scarcity, chronic stress, and EF.  

Participants included 249 adult (ages 19-72 
years) females who worked for Amazon 
Mechanical Turk, an online survey database. 
Participants were also enrolled in a larger study 
that explored eating behaviors in adult females, 
thus males and those who had any conditions or 
behaviors known to influence eating were 
excluded from participating. Notably, the majority 
of the sample were White (70.68%) and had a 
bachelor’s degree or higher (53.82%). 

Each participant was asked to self-report by 
answering questions on five measures: financial 
scarcity within the last three months, 
developmental poverty, current stress, current EF, 
and personal background (education level, 
income, and race and ethnicity). Financial scarcity 
and childhood poverty were each assessed using 
modified versions of a questionnaire from 
Butterworth et al. (2009, 2012). 

Current stress was assessed with Cohen’s 

Executive Function (EF) 
A set of complex cognitive processes underlying 
skills such as focusing on a task, shifting attention 
between tasks, making decisions, and exercising 
self-control.  

Financial Scarcity 
Not having enough financial resources to meet 
basic needs (e.g., utilities, shelter, food). 
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4-item Perceived Stress Scale, and EF was 
assessed with the Behavior Rating Inventory 
of Executive Functioning (BRIEF) for adults. 
The BRIEF is comprised of three composite 
scores for three types of EF: emotional 
regulation, behavioral regulation, and 
metacognition.  
 
FINDINGS 
 Women who reported more financial 
scarcity within the past 3 months also reported 
more stress. These same women who 
reported more stress also reported poorer EF  
on all three subscales of emotional regulation,  

behavioral regulation, and metacognition. A 
path analysis revealed that more financial 
scarcity contributed to greater stress, which 

then predicted worse EF.  
 Among women who reported childhood 
poverty before age six, stress was even more 
strongly related to problems with emotional 
regulation and behavioral regulation than for 
women who did not report early poverty.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 Previous research has shown mixed or even 
contradictory results about the relationship between 
stress and EF. While some studies show that stress 
can hinder EF processes because individuals must 
use limited cognitive resources for their most 
pressing needs, other studies suggest that certain 
types of stress allow people to use EF for one 
specific focus, thus actually enhancing EF.  

Our explanation of this dissonance is that 
stress can occur in two forms: acute stress about an 
isolated event, vs. chronic stress that accumulates 
from ongoing daily pressures. Whereas acute stress 
allows individuals to focus on the problem space and 
enhances certain types of EF; studies of chronic 
stress are best aligned with our current results: 
namely, that chronic stress depletes a person’s EF 
by constantly draining cognitive energy because of 
concern for one’s financial survival.  
 We recommend that future researchers 
include a more diverse sample and also utilize 
biological measures of stress (e.g., cortisol levels, 
heart rate variability) along with self-report. We also  
advocate for fundamental changes in financial 
policies to alleviate financial scarcity and reduce 
income inequality in our society. Given our findings 
where developmental poverty has implications for 
both EF and for how stress contributes to EF in 
adulthood, income justice efforts may be most 
important for families with young children. 
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Emotional Regulation: A type of EF that 
includes controlling emotions and switching 
between thoughts, behaviors, or tasks. 
 
Behavioral Regulation: A type of EF that 
includes inhibiting impulsivity and monitoring 
one’s own thoughts, reactions, and behaviors.  
 
Metacognition: A type of EF that includes 
beginning tasks, organizing and executing 
plans, keeping information in mind, and 
monitoring tasks through completion.  
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