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HOW FINANCIALLY PREPARED 
ARE HOUSEHOLDS TO WEATHER 

PANDEMIC?

• 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances

• Nationally representative, cross-sectional survey of household 
wealth just before onset of pandemic 

• Detailed, quantitative data on household balance sheets, incomes

• How financially prepared are families to deal with income 
shortfalls associated with COVID-19?

• Who could maintain their normal expenses (for how long) 
using liquid savings + cash assistance from CARES Act

• Hypothetical total loss of income, a household “stress test”

• Update of Bhutta, Blair, Dettling and Moore (2020) “COVID-19, 
the CARES Act and Families’ Financial Security” National Tax 
Journal
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COVID-19 AND FAMILIES’ 
FINANCIAL SECURITY

• Can families cover their normal, recurring expenses?

• Mortgage, rent, car loans/leases, unsecured debt payments, food, etc.

• Does not include discretionary or durables spending

• ~2/3 of total consumption, lines up well with CEX

• Focus on working families (either head or spouse works) 

• Non-working families income sources unlikely to be disrupted (e.g., Social 
Security and other transfers)

• Who has sufficient liquid savings to cover monthly expenses?

• Checking, savings, directly held equities, mutual funds, cash, prepaid cards, 
currently received DC pensions
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CASH ASSISTANCE IN THE 
CARES ACT

• If a family loses their job(s), can expected unemployment 
insurance benefits cover expenses? 

• Use state-level benefit formulas to estimate potential UI benefit

• CARES Act expands UI benefit levels dramatically

• Adds $600/week to standard benefits (expired July 31)

• Plus $300/week for 5 weeks Aug-Sept.

• Increases eligibility (e.g., self-employed)

• Recovery payments

• One-time payment based on income and family size

• $1200/adult and $500/child

• Phase-out above AGI $75k ($150k joint)
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REPLACEMENT RATES BY 
INCOME GROUP
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EXPENSE COVERAGE 
WITHOUT CARES BENEFITS
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~25% of low income families have 
sufficient savings + fiscal support to 

keep covering expenses if still 
unemployed at end of October



CARES ERASES EXPENSE COVERAGE 
GAPS EARLY ON, AND FOR A FEW 

MONTHS AFTER
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RENTERS ONLY
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BROADER CONTEXT

• CARES Act dramatically improved families’ financial security

• Without CARES, 70 percent of low income renters would not have been 
able to  “get by” through July if they lost their job

• We predicted most families should be able to get by through at least 
September, despite $600 UI benefit expiration

• Depended on families saving excess benefits, which is starting to be borne 
out in new data

• About 94% of families still paying rent at end of October (NMHC)

• But we find the share that can “get by” starts to decline more steeply 
starting in October.

10



IF SPENDING IS HIGHER
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HOW MUCH COULD FAMILIES HAVE 
SAVED?

12



HOW MUCH COULD FAMILIES HAVE 
SAVED?
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