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ABSTRACT 

Poverty researchers focus on whether interventions relieve material hardships and the stresses of financial insecurity. Although 
these are essential outcomes, a narrow focus on them can limit the evaluation of policy effectiveness. Further, the predominant 
focus in the field on individual outcomes may miss how policy matters for family relationships. The present study takes a relational 
perspective and attends to positive policy outcomes such as joy. It uses the case of unconditional cash transfers to show the joys of 
mothering and the role of such policy interventions in these experiences. From the Baby’s First Years study, we analyze interviews 
with 80 women, who were living below the poverty line at their child’s birth; 65% identified as Black. We highlight how mothers use 
the cash transfer money to create opportunities for joy and bonding in their mutually rewarding relationships with their children. 
We show how financial resources serve purposes beyond meeting material needs and as human-capital investments. Financial 
resources are also conduits for relationship building and family flourishing, including through joy. To holistically assess policy 
impacts requires a comprehensive picture that allows scholars and policymakers to understand how government programs can 
help families not just survive but thrive. 
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overty researchers mostly focus on what parents with low
ncomes lack materially and how efficacious policies are at
ddressing these needs. These studies emphasize parents’ stresses
s they care for their children and the negative repercussions for
hildren when their mothers experience vulnerabilities such as
overty (e.g., Burton 1992 ; McLoyd 1990 ; Norcross et al. 2020 ;
harlin and Shamai 2000 ). Although it is incredibly important
o address social problems when considering policy change, such
n approach risks ignoring the complexity and reality of mothers’
aily experiences (for discussion of challenges, see Arditti et al.
010 ; Arendell 2000 ; Mendenhall et al. 2020 ). When policy
esponses are spurred by a stress-focused perspective, the goal
s to alleviate suffering—eliminating negative outcomes—rather
han also promoting positive outcomes. A multifaceted approach,
ike the one for which the present study argues, substantially
xpands the possible goals of policy and intervention programs
his is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which perm
ited. 
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and the metrics against which we can evaluate their success.
Therefore, when assessing the efficacy of policy interventions, we
must also include a focus on mothers’ and families’ strengths,
such as positive emotional and relational experiences, to gain a
more holistic understanding of how interventions work and for
whom (Pattillo 2021 ). 

The mainstream policy and poverty studies fields are committed
to evidence-based policymaking (Haskins 2017 ), but evidence-
based policymaking is only as effective as the evidence we seek.
If we systematically do not ask certain questions or take holistic
perspectives, we will not know how policy affects emotional and
relational realms—which are relevant for flourishing—nor how
those realms may affect more traditional policy outcomes like
human capital development (Elazar 1984 ; Robert and Zeckhauser
2011 ). In the present study, we move beyond the focus on life
its use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly 

n behalf of Association for Public Policy and Management. 
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atisfaction and related measures that have received primary
ttention in previous work considering subjective well-being in
olicy analysis (e.g., Maccagnan et al. 2019 ; Meynhardt et al. 2024 ;
acek et al. 2019 ; Takahashi et al. 2021 ). We draw on the concept
f joy, a distinct component of well-being that is fundamentally
motional and relational (Watkins et al. 2018 ), as an example of
he type of positive emotional and relational outcome that could
lso receive attention in policy research. 

n the present study, we assert the importance of policy analysts
ttending to (1) positive, eudemonic outcomes, including joy,
nd (2) the way policy interventions work through shaping rela-
ionships, rather than just impacting individuals. Even in areas
here positive outcomes may be more likely to be considered,
uch as child care or early-life experiences, the perspective is
ften individualistic (see, e.g., Currie and Rossin-Slater 2015 ;
erbst 2023 ). A few studies have shown vital policy insights
hat can come from including more holistic perspectives that
nclude consideration of positive and relational experiences (see,
.g., Barnes et al. 2023 ; Barnes and Nolan 2019 ; Halpern-Meekin
019 ; Randles 2014 ; Small 2006 ). Guided by the insights of this
revious holistic work, we use the case of monthly unconditional
ash transfers to learn how mothers discuss the relational and
motional meaning of their time with and use of resources on
heir children. What do we learn if we center relationality and
ttend to the presence of joy? What if we move beyond the more
ypical investments-in-human-capital perspective in seeking to
nderstand an income-based intervention? 

sing the case of cash transfers to ask these questions aligns
ith current poverty interventions. Recent years have seen
rowth in unconditional cash transfer programs and basic income
nterventions—such as the Magnolia Mother’s Trust, the Stock-
on Economic Empowerment Demonstration, and a proliferation
f sites in the Mayors for a Guaranteed Income network—
longside burgeoning policy interest in a monthly cash benefit
or families in the United States (e.g., the briefly expanded
hild Tax Credit in 2021). Although some previous research on
ash transfers has considered their impact on subjective well-
eing (Gennetian et al. 2024 ; Hanna et al. 2025 ; Kilburn et al.
018 ; McGuire et al. 2022 ; Natali et al. 2018 ), these studies have
nly been done in developing country contexts and using a
uantitative approach, which does not tell us what participants
hemselves see as meaningful emotional experiences. In addition,
hese conceptions of subjective well-being have often focused on
ummative statements of individual well-being (e.g., happiness,
ife satisfaction). Such conceptions of individual well-being are
istinct from eudemonic well-being—like joy—as eudemonia
as to do with a sense of meaning, purpose, autonomy, and
onnection in life, and it plays a distinct functional role in well-
eing from happiness and satisfaction (for discussion, see Clark
t al. 2008 ). Therefore, the present study encourages researchers
nterested in assessing subjective well-being to consider a wider
rray of outcomes. 

urther, when scholars have considered relational outcomes in
heir research on cash transfers, the focus has been restricted
o intimate partner violence and romantic relationship quality
Baranov et al. 2021 ; Pilkauskas et al. 2023 ). The present study
ddresses these scope limitations by drawing on qualitative data
rom a cash transfer study in the United States to understand
of 16
what participants themselves find joyful in the context of their
relationships with their children, learning how they use financial
resources to cultivate relational joys. To do so, we follow Emmons’
conception of joy: “first, as a singular event or transient state,
punctuating our quotidian condition with hints of larger pur-
poses; second, as a more durable condition or disposition that
humans can pursue” ( 2020 , 1; also see Bonilla-Silva 2019 ). 

Taking a relational and positive emotional perspective also
resonates with racial and economic justice. Work by Zora Neale
Hurston ( 1990 ) and more recent scholars highlight the radical
importance of centering joy, not just suffering, in stories about
and research with marginalized groups. The goal is to recognize
but not define groups by their experiences with oppression and
to represent them in the fullness of their humanity (for work on
joy, see Baker 2021 ; Curington 2024 ; Lu and Steele 2019 ; Pattillo
2021 ; Stewart 2021 ). This means not just looking at marginalized
groups’ resilience after negative experiences (McLoyd 1990 ), but
understanding how they cultivate positive experiences that allow
them to flourish, even during difficult times (e.g., in conditions
of racism, sexism, poverty, etc.). As curator Elaine Nichols ( 2024 )
put it, “Black Joy is finding the positive nourishment within self
and others that is a safe and healing place. . . . It is a well-spring
of power that is uplifting and life-affirming.”

We examine joy in the context of parenting. Often, the intersec-
tional nature of the parenting experiences of women of color
has been ignored (for exceptions, see, e.g., Dow 2015 , 2019 ).
Economic and family spheres were traditionally experienced as
separate or gender-specialized in White, middle-class families.
These distinctions are reflected in research divisions, which often
examine economic and relational outcomes separately. However,
economic and family spheres have been more intertwined in the
lives of women who are marginalized (Collins 1987 , 1994 ; Dow
2016 ); our approach centers this intersection. 

In the present study, we examine the joys of parenthood as
described by mothers who have low incomes and are predomi-
nantly women of color. We do so using in-depth, semi-structured
interviews because, as Pugh ( 2013 , 42) notes, “interpretive inter-
viewing allows researchers access to an emotional landscape that
brings a broader, social dimension to individual motivation”. We
explore the role of economic resources in the joyful emotional
and relational experiences of motherhood. Evaluations of cash
transfer programs and related policies must skillfully capture the
potential impacts of resources on these multiple and complex
facets of the emotional and relational experience of parenting to
fully assess such interventions’ consequences for families. 

1 Background 

1.1 The Emotional Experience of Parenting 

When studying parenting, scholars tends to focus far more on
negative emotions, such as stressors, than positive ones (for
discussion, see Nomaguchi and Milkie 2020 ). Researchers have
detailed the risks of depression, anxiety, and burnout among
mothers, finding that parents with lower incomes are in cir-
cumstances that heighten their risk of experiencing negative
emotions, and that these have adverse repercussions for their
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026
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hildren (Mikolajczak et al. 2018 ; Norcross et al. 2020 ). Parents’
xposure to stressors is structured, in part, by systemic factors,
ncluding racism and sexism. Structural oppression significantly
aises the risk of stress exposure for Black mothers and other
arents of color (Bonilla-Silva 2019 ; Paradies et al. 2015 ). Such
isks are heightened for women due to the heavily gendered
ultural norms of what “good parenting” is supposed to look
ike for women (Hays 1996 ; Lareau 2011 ) and by their children’s
evelopmental stages (e.g., what it is like to parent an infant
ersus a teen; Luthar and Ciciolla 2016 ). 

 smaller body of research focuses on positive emotions in parent-
ng. In time-use data, parents report more positive emotions when
hey are with their children than apart from them (Meier et al.
018 ; Musick et al. 2016 ), with no differences by maternal educa-
ion (Kalil et al. 2025 ). Using ecological momentary assessment
echniques, Kerr et al. ( 2021 ) find that, when they are actively
aring for children, parents report more intense positive emotions
nd a diverse array of positive (e.g., content and joyful) and
egative emotions (e.g., frustrated and worried; see also Negraia
nd Augustine 2020 ). 

lthough joy has received attention from psychologists and
heologists, among others, they have not landed on a singular
nd simple definition. Across sources, we see joy involving feeling
rapped up in a positive moment, having a feeling of meaning
r purpose in life, and feeling connected to others or something
arger than oneself (for discussion, see Johnson 2020 ; Watkins
t al. 2018 ). People derive joy from the meaning and value they
lace on their social roles (Krumrei-Mancuso 2020 ) and in the
onnections they feel with others (Watkins 2020 ). We can hear
his relational theme of connection come through regarding Black
oy in particular, as Sobande and Amponsah ( 2025 ) write, “It is
he comfort of kinships, the beauty of enduring love, the sharing
f ancestral knowledge, and the heartening feeling of home(s)”
p. 403). Some have emphasized the power of Black joy for
esilience or resistance (Neville 2024 ; Waheed 2018 ). However,
thers have noted these elements need not be present—Black joy
an be apolitical, about healing, or embedded in “moments of
undanity and everydayness in the lives of Black people” (Brock
020 ; Sobande and Amponsah 2025 , 408). 

n the basis of these definitions, joy is central to human flourish-
ng, and particularly so in the context of stressful and oppressive
ituations. Generally, joy stands apart from some other positive
motions, like happiness, in being more inherently relational
nd connected to a larger sense of purpose (Emmons 2020 ). A
ocus on joy, therefore, aligns with understanding individuals as
mbedded in networks of relationships. 

n the present study, we highlight the joyful emotions that women
escribe from interacting with their children and in their roles
s mothers. As individuals are embedded in family systems,
ositive emotional impacts on one member ripple through others
n the family system and vice versa (Bowen 1993 ). Previous work
inds that positive family relationships can promote resilience
or mothers experiencing provider role strain (Mendenhall et al.
013 ). These family dynamics provide us with a more compre-
ensive understanding of the relational nature of intervention
mpacts. Further, because Stifter et al. ( 2020 ) propose that positive
motions emerge early in life and develop in the context of the
ournal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026
relationship between child and caregiver, resource distribution
interventions that support positive and relational experiences
for parents and children could manifest in long-term emotional
benefits for them, potential policy outcomes of interest. 

Social scientists have recently called for scholarly attention to
positive experiences, such as joy, as part of an overhaul of domi-
nant epistemological approaches that treat negative outcomes as
the primary focus of legitimate study (Bonilla-Silva 2019 ; Pattillo
2021 ; Shuster and Westbrook 2022 ). In responding to that call, we
center positive emotions to provide insight into the complexity of
resources that individuals use to improve their families’ ability
to not just survive but to flourish. This approach also helps to
ascertain the benefits and costs of policy interventions more
holistically. 

1.2 Subjective Well-Being and Policy Analysis 

Largely outside of the pages of the Journal of Policy Analysis
and Management so far, some scholars have advocated for and
explored the inclusion of measures of subjective well-being in
policy analysis; this work has especially focused on measures of
life satisfaction and happiness (see, e.g., Gedikli et al. 2023 ; Kim
and Kim 2012 ; Maccagnan et al. 2019 ; Meynhardt et al. 2024 ;
Oishi and Diener 2014 ; Pacek et al. 2019 ; Takahashi et al. 2021 ;
Weijers and Jarden 2013 ). This scholarship aims to expand the
types of outcomes on which policy evaluation is based beyond the
more typical economic and human capital measures. Although
these perspectives have pushed the policy field forward, they have
largely taken an individual approach (as opposed to a relational
perspective), been based on researcher-driven indicators of the
subjective well-being measures, and focused on hedonic well-
being (e.g., life satisfaction, happiness), rather than eudemonic
well-being (e.g., joy; for discussion of joy as an expression of
eudemonic well-being, see King and Defoy 2020 ; Neville 2024 ).1 
In contrast to hedonic well-being, eudemonic emotions—such
as joy—are marked by purpose, meaning, connection in life,
engagement, and autonomy. Therefore, to only focus on hedonic
well-being is to “neglect important aspects of positive psycho-
logical functioning” (Ryff 1989 , 1070). Some research shows that
eudemonic well-being, but not hedonic well-being, is linked
to longevity (Steptoe et al. 2015 ). Therefore, to draw a more
comprehensive picture of intervention impacts, we need to take
a relational approach, understand the emotional experiences that
policy targets themselves raise as highly meaningful, and attend
to aspects of eudemonic well-being. In the present study, we
explore mothers’ joy in their parenting—as an expression of
eudemonic well-being—and how they may use unconditional
cash transfers as a means to create joy. 

1.3 Parental Allocations of Economic Resources 

A large body of research examines the negative consequences
of parenting in a context of cumulative disadvantage (Cooper
and Stewart 2021 ; Duncan et al. 2017 ). Financial resources are
expected to benefit children directly, as well as operating indi-
rectly to benefit children by affecting their parents’ emotions—
alleviating parents’ stressors, thereby resulting in more beneficial
parenting (Duncan et al. 2017 ; Shaefer et al. 2018 ). Research in
3 of 16
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ambia and Kenya indicates cash transfers increased happiness
mong mothers of young children (Natali et al. 2018 ) and recip-
ents’ psychological well-being but without a decline in stress
Haushofer and Shapiro 2016 ). Existing studies of unconditional
ash transfers in the United States have tended to ask whether
hese transfers alleviate negative and individual outcomes. The
arger randomized controlled study from which the present study
raws its data, Baby’s First Years (BFY), has shown that, among
others in poverty, unconditional cash transfers did not alleviate
heir stress nor increase their feelings of happiness or agency
Gennetian et al. 2024 ; Magnuson et al. 2024 ). However, beyond
his one-item measure of happiness2 and the scale rating of
others’ sense of agency,3 BFY is limited in what it can tell
s about mothers’ relational and positive emotions (especially
udemonic well-being). The present study explores how BFY
others themselves discuss their positive emotions in the context
f their parenting, as we see qualities in these narratives that
ay not be well captured by a general question about happiness,
or example. As an unconditional cash transfer experiment, BFY
ives us an opportunity to examine the role of cash resources
enerally and a cash transfer intervention specifically in these
motional experiences. 

ounter to a view of money as an asocial or utilitarian medium
f exchange, Zelizer ( 1994 , 2012 ) emphasizes that money is
nherently social and relational, used to build and maintain
elationships, and given unique meanings depending on its
ontext. Parents use money to shape their relationships with their
hildren and construct their sense of self, what Zelizer calls “rela-
ional work” (see also Bandelj and Gibson 2019 ). Opportunities
or experiencing parenting joys, therefore, meaningfully occur
hrough financial exchanges and events. For example, we can
iew a mother’s purchase of a coffee shop cake-pop for a child as
 food allocation, or we can see it as relational work—a financial
llocation that can shape and build family relationships. When
e view this as food consumption, we miss the feelings of family
onding and the creation of enduring family memories in such
n outing. To integrate this perspective when evaluating income-
ased interventions helps to ground policy research in a relational
erspective (Bogenschneider et al. 2012 ). 

arents’ desires to provide for children in line with dominant
ultural standards often shape spending and the earmarking of
dditional resources for children (Mendenhall et al. 2012 ; see
lso Hays 1996 ). In addition to spending on basic needs, parents
ffirm their relationships with their children by spending on
tems or experiences that bring joy (Mistry et al. 2008 ; Sykes
t al. 2015 ). Especially for parents with constrained resources,
symbolic indulgence”—buying small, occasional treats that
hildren request—can be important (Pugh 2009 ). In the present
tudy, we examine how consumption practices are tied up in the
oys of parenting that mothers articulate, in connection with their
onthly cash gift. 

 Data and Methods 

e take a symbolic interactionist approach in this study of the
motional and relational experiences of motherhood (Blumer
986 ; Carter and Fuller 2016 ); this approach attends to how people
ssign meaning to the subjects, objects, and interactions in their
of 16
lives. We examine how mothers make meaning of, and there-
fore experience, their relationships and interactions with their
children, including their purchases for and with their children.
Our analytic strategy combines aspects of flexible coding for large
samples in qualitative data (Deterding and Waters 2021 ) with the
dimensionalization step of dimensional analysis (to understand
the variation in how the core concepts presented themselves),
which is rooted in the symbolic interactionist perspective (Kools
et al. 1996 ). 

We use data from Baby’s First Years: Mothers’ Voices (BFY: MV).
BFY: MV is the qualitative companion to BFY, a randomized
controlled trial examining how monthly, unconditional cash gifts
impact child development (Gennetian et al. 2023 ; Noble et al.
2021 ). Recruited in New Orleans, Omaha, the Twin Cities, and
New York City, 1000 mothers living at or below the federal poverty
line consented to participate in BFY after giving birth and prior to
being randomly assigned to receive a monthly cash gift of either
$333 or $20. Distributed via debit card, mothers receive the cash
gifts for their child’s first 76 months (6.3 years) of life. 

2.1 BFY: MV Sample 

The data for the present study come from interviews with 80
randomly selected mothers from BFY in New Orleans and the
Twin Cities to whom we extended invitations to participate in
semi-structured interviews. We stratified our sample to reflect
BFY’s proportion of mothers from those metro areas, to equally
balance the representation of both BFY: MV gift groups in each
site, and to ensure adequate inclusion of first-time mothers.
For logistical and financial reasons and to ensure we included
an adequate number of participants from both gift groups in
each site, we focused this phase of the qualitative study on
two of the four sites, which offered a contrast in terms of their
population demographics and policy environment; we conducted
a separate wave of data collection in the other two sites. We invited
mothers to participate in ongoing, semi-structured interviews in
either English or Spanish. To protect the identities of mothers,
we use pseudonyms here. The current study draws on data
collected in the first wave of interviews when the focal children
were around 1 year old. Although child age provides context
related to parenting, this study is about mothers’ emotional
experiences of the interchanges with their children as opposed to
observing the reactions of children to their parents, so mothers’
experiences with all their children, regardless of age, are relevant
(Table 1 ). 

The mothers in BFY: MV are predominantly women of color, with
Black mothers making up 65% of the sample. Fifteen percent of
mothers have multiple racial identities, 11% are White, and 9%
identify with another race, including Asian and American Indian.
Eight percent of mothers are Hispanic. At the time of the first
interview, mothers ranged in age from 19 to 42, with a median
age of 27, whereas the focal children were between 10 and 21
months, with a median age of 13 months. At Wave 1, a little over
half of mothers reported having a romantic partner, the majority
of whom were co-residential. About two out of every five mothers
were formally employed. Most mothers received SNAP benefits
(74%), WIC (64%) benefits, or both; very few received cash welfare
benefits (TANF) (9%) or formal child support (9%). 
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026
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TABLE 1 Demographic characteristics of BFY: MV mothers at Wave 1 ( N = 80). 

N Percent Median Min Max 

Gift amount 
High 40 50 
Low 40 50 
Site 
New Orleans 50 63 
Twin Cities 30 38 
Age 
Mother (in years) 80 27 19 42 
Focal child (in months) 80 13 10 21 
Ethnicity 
Hispanic 8 10 
Non-Hispanic 72 90 
Race 
Black 52 65 
Multiple 12 15 
Other 7 9 
White 9 11 
Motherhood experiences 
Mother’s number of children 80 2 1 6 
Focal child is mother’s first child 23 29 
Romantic partner status 
Has romantic partner 45 56 
Co-resides with romantic partner 32 40 
Romantic partner is focal child’s father 37 46 
Household size 
Full-time residents only 80 4 2 12 
Full-time and part-time residents 80 5 2 12 
Lives with member of an older generation 25 31 
Employment status 
Formally employed 30 38 
Program and benefit receipt 
SNAP 57 71 
WIC 51 64 
TANF 7 9 
Child support 7 9 

Note: We provide these tabulations for context. Data regarding formal employment are missing for one mother. Percentages are all calculated using the full sample 
size of 80 mothers as the denominator. Source: Authors’ tabulations. 
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e center the experiences of Black and brown mothers in
his article, as they compose the majority of our sample. The
motional experiences we study are systemically shaped by
ntersecting forms of oppression—not just individually derived
Collins 1987 , 1994 ; Dow 2016 ). All women in the study are
arenting in a racialized system, which weighs far more heavily
n women of color (Bonilla-Silva 2023 ; Williams and Baker 2021 )
ut can also adversely affect White women whose socioeconomic
ournal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026

i

circumstances place them in a marginalized social position
(McGhee 2022 ). 

2.2 Data Collection 

Four locally based interviewers spoke with mothers at Wave 1.
Three identified as women, three as people of color and one as
5 of 16
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hite, and one as a mother. All had a college degree or more.
he first wave of interviews began in July 2019, occurring in
erson (68%) until March 2020 when we transitioned to phone
nterviews (32%) in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. We
ompleted Wave 1 interviews in September 2020. The onset of
he pandemic significantly shifted the context in which mothers
arented, from the demands of social distancing that increased
he time spent at home to the disruption of early care and
ducation, school, employment, and income. Because most BFY:
V mothers were not formally employed prior to the pandemic’s
nset, employment loss was less of a risk for them than for other
omen their age who had not recently had a child. Research
uggests the pandemic placed immense stressors on parents but
lso presented opportunities for joyful time together as a family
Milkie 2020 ). The Wave 1 interviews were also in progress at the
ime of George Floyd’s murder on May 25, 2020, in Minneapolis,
ne of the BFY: MV sites, and the widespread protests against
olice violence that ensued; police brutality has long affected
otherhood for Black mothers, including mothers in BFY: MV,
hough it gained heightened salience at that time, especially for
he mothers in that community. 

asting on average 1.5 h, the semi-structured interviews spanned
opics of family life, parenting, work, and money. Relevant to
he present study, we explicitly asked mothers about what they
xperienced as the stressful parts of motherhood and about some
f their favorite aspects of motherhood: “What are some of your
avorite parts of being a mother?” “What are some of your least
avorite or most stressful parts of being a mother?” In addition,
ecause these were semi-structured interviews, emotional expe-
iences related to parenting could arise throughout the interview,
ot just in response to these specific questions. 

e attended to the role of interviewer race as the interviews
ccurred. Given cultural norms that often push a “strong” image
f Black mothers (Dow 2015 ; Elliott and Reid 2016 ), we were
ttentive to whether mothers would feel comfortable being
ulnerable in the interviews, revealing weaknesses or challenges,
ven to someone from a different racial or ethnic group. We did
ften see vulnerable revelations. We believe that the mothers’
ulnerability is a testament to the work the interviewers did to
uild rapport, which could require greater effort to build trust
etween people of different races. The mothers’ vulnerability may
lso reflect their desire to have their voices and lived experiences
e heard. 

.3 Data Analysis 

ur research team includes four co-authors with research expe-
ience across varied methodological approaches; we all identify
s women and have graduate degrees, and two of us are mothers.
he first author identifies as White and has engaged in an array
f qualitative interview research projects, most commonly with
arents who have limited incomes. The second author, who iden-
ifies as White, is a doctoral student with prior experience in early
hildhood policy and practice and conducted interviews for this
tudy. The third author is an African American faculty member
ho has engaged in extensive community-based participatory
ction research with mothers living in predominantly African
merican communities. The fourth author has done research
of 16

i

on the social meaning of money for parents. Our team drew on
our personal and professional experiences in reflecting on the
interviews throughout the data collection, coding, and analysis
process. 

Our analysis involved three main steps. First, we used the
qualitative data software, Dedoose 9.0 , to index the transcripts—
primarily made up of deductive coding in which codes are derived
from the content of the interview guide and existing literature.
In their flexible coding approach, Deterding and Waters ( 2021 )
prescribe this initial step when working with large qualitative
datasets as a means to organize and become familiar with the
data. For the remainder of the analysis, we focused on excerpts
from two index codes—Stressful parts of motherhood and Best
parts of motherhood—to explore mothers’ emotional experiences
of parenting. 

Next, to analyze mothers’ emotional experiences, we undertook
a process of dimensionalizing that “entails the designation or
naming of data bits and the expansion of those data into their
various attributes” (Kools et al. 1996 , 316). For every mother
in our sample, we analyzed all identified excerpts and then
developed a set of subcodes delineating both negative and positive
emotional experiences mothers portrayed. Three members of the
research team reviewed excerpts together for consistency in the
conceptualization and application of these subcodes. Examples
include managing daily family life, receiving love and affection,
and children growing and succeeding. As mothers related specific
instances and stories, we analyzed what these experiences and
interactions with their children symbolized to mothers. We note
that just because a mother did not mention a particular stress
or joy did not mean it was not an emotion she experienced, but
rather it may not have been top of mind for her in recounting
her experiences as a mother. Furthermore, there is an array of
contextual factors that may play a role in mothers’ experiences
of stressors and joys, such as their employment situations or rela-
tionships with their child’s other parent, which we incorporate in
our discussion below. 

To identify dimensions within mothers’ narratives, we took an
abductive approach to coding, refining our set of subcodes—
consolidating or redef ining as appropriate—and examining rela-
tionships between them, working iteratively as a team to arrive
at consensus. It was during this stage of analysis that we labeled
these positive experiences mothers described as examples of
joy because they commonly included its core emotional and
relational elements—such as feelings of connection and purpose
in life through mothering, elation, and being together as a family.
We then overlaid mothers’ experiences of joy with elements of
eudemonic well-being—meaning and purpose, engagement and
connection, and autonomy—elucidating how joy serves as an
expression of eudemonia. We note that although the present study
is focused on mothers’ joys, we examine this emotion without
disregarding their stresses. 

Our coding approach allowed us to reveal themes we may not
have anticipated or known to look for. Our research team worked
together to discuss the coding and development of findings
to try to ensure that we uncovered potential blind spots or
misinterpretations. For example, in discussing the challenges
some mothers noted in getting out the door in the morning, we
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026
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iscussed the additional layer of stress that racism and threats of
olice brutality could overlay on the mundanities of the morning
ush to get out the door on time. There were specific discussions
bout being Black, from an insider perspective, and the role
t may have played in certain responses from mothers. Most
undamentally, throughout this article, we strive to center the
erspectives of the mothers in BFY: MV, as aspects of their
arenting experiences may differ from our own. 

n presenting the findings, we first create a baseline understand-
ng of the joys women raised in their narratives about being
others. We next show how mothers discussed the BFY money
n connection with creating joys when raising and mothering
hildren. Throughout, we discuss how the data we present are
eflective of the core elements of a joyful sense of eudemonic
ell-being—purpose, meaning, connection, engagement, and
utonomy; we attend to whether particular elements arise in
others’ financial allocation decisions. These findings make the
ase for the importance of including positive emotional and
elational outcomes tied to eudemonic well-being in studying
ncome-based interventions. 

 Findings 

.1 Joys of Mothering and Eudemonic 
ell-Being 

e enumerate the ways women reported experiencing joy in
otherhood in Table 2 . We use these to establish the experi-
nces that undergird the emotions mothers described, including
hrough their financial allocations, which we analyze below.
any of the joys mothers described emerged within family-
uilding activities similar to those of Tubbs et al. ( 2005 ) detail in
heir study of mothers with lower incomes. In their study, moth-
rs viewed activities, such as talking together, eating together,
laying together, and sharing treats as opportunities to build
trong family connections and relationships during regular family
ife. 

ach of the three most common joys of motherhood was
escribed by more than a third of the women: spending time
ith children (38%), children growing and succeeding (35%), and
eceiving love and affection (34%). These findings underscore the
ultifaceted nature of the joys of parenting and how various
xperiences with their children may hold related but distinct
eanings for mothers. The first of these kinds of joys emerges
rom investing time in the mother–child relationship. The second
f these joys comes from witnessing and, perhaps, facilitating
hildren’s development. The third centers mothers’ joy from
ow their children treat them. As Table 2 illustrates, there are
any other experiences in which women also find joy in their
othering. 

ayla, a Black mother of one in New Orleans, speaks to the joys
f quality time and celebrating children’s growth. She enjoys
escribing the changes in her daughter’s personality, recalling,
When she was a baby, she was chill and very playful like
he still is now . . . . And now she’s even more active, and
he talks a lot for most 18-month-olds. . . . She surprises us
ournal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026
every day with a new word.” Jayla says her favorite parts of
being a mother are: “Watching her learn new things. And, just
playing and interacting with her.” Aligned with the definitions
of Black joy we discuss above, Jayla articulates how feelings of
connection with her daughter, getting to spend quality time with
her daughter, and feeling a daily sense of wonder at her daughter’s
accomplishments are joyous parts of motherhood for her. These
feelings also clearly speak to elements of eudemonia, displaying
the sense of connection, engagement, meaning, and purpose Jayla
derives from mothering. 

Houa, an Asian American mother of six in the Twin Cities,
reports relishing every stage of motherhood: being pregnant,
breastfeeding, and now, “just watching them growing up, that’s
what I enjoy. . . . They were just babies with little tiny feet . . . . Time
passes, and it’s just like, wow, they’re so big now.” At this point in
building her relationship with her youngest, Houa describes the
challenges and joys of his developing personality. “He’s very sweet
and also very demanding. He has a sense of humor about him. . . .
If he wants something, he’ll say it . . . . He’ll signal it or just starts
crying because he doesn’t even know how to speak in complete
sentences yet, but if he starts screaming and pointing at it then I
know that he wants something like that.” While laughing, Houa
recounts how her youngest is determined to do what he wants.
“He’s very persistent of being naughty. . . . He knows the word
‘no,’ so I’m like, ‘No.’ But he likes it because it’s fun . . . .” Parenting
a toddler can be difficult, but Houa also experiences joy in seeing
his personality come through in their interactions. From Houa,
we hear her awe in witnessing all the stages and the fine details of
her babies learning and growing from infancy through childhood.
Houa’s positive emotions about motherhood arise from the role
itself and the mix of her children being “demanding,” “sweet,”
and “fun.” We hear about her eudemonic joy—her sense of
purpose, meaning, and engagement—from her interactions with
her children. 

Patrice, a Black mother of five from New Orleans, expresses a
profound sense of well-being from receiving love and affection
from her children. When we ask Patrice about her favorite parts of
being a mother, she tells us, “The love you get, the unconditional
love. A little person that love you. Unconditionally too. That’s my
favorite part. And when I can make them smile.” Here, Patrice
describes how “unconditional love” from her children satisfies
a key human need (Baumeister and Leary 2017 ) and speaks
to the sense of existential recognition Neville ( 2024 ) articulates
as a component of Black joy. Patrice describes experiencing a
deep sense of fulfillment from feeling loved by her children and
creating moments of joy in their lives; for her, mothering can
create eudemonic well-being by inducing feelings of purpose,
connection, and engagement. 

3.2 Joys Across Groups 

Although some of the joys of parenting that mothers described
required resources, such as time to spend with their children or
money to materially provide for them, the presence of financial
struggles did not make for the absence of joys. To ensure that
we were not just seeing joys reported by mothers without any
substantial stressors, we also coded and tallied the stressors of
7 of 16
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TABLE 2 Joys of motherhood ( N = 79). 

n Percent Illustrative quote 

Spending time with 
children 

30 38 I mean everything about being a mom is fun to me. We have family night. It’s 
either movie, UNO, or Go Fish. . . . They’re mine and I have fun with them. 

Children growing or 
succeeding 

28 35 The moments that you get to watch them learn and see them just develop as a 
human being it’s really quite amazing to watch. 

Receiving love and affection 27 34 Being there for them when they hurt their self, building their self-esteem, having 
someone who loved you unconditionally that don’t see no wrong in what you do 
just love you like automatically, and having the love for another human being, 
other human being more than you could describe. I love being a mom. 

Making children happy or 
seeing them smile 

21 26 Really, waking up in the morning . . . . The first thing they do is smile at me. . . . All 
the, you know, fun we have letting her walk around the house getting into stuff. 

Children transforming 
mother 

18 23 [I]t was unexpected when I had my first baby, but I feel like he changed me like as 
a woman, like you know. Like I had somebody to really be responsible for 24/7. I 
had somebody who really loved me unconditionally for me. 

Children’s unique 
personalities 

18 23 She’s funny. Like I never had a baby like her before. She really, really funny. Like 
and then I be telling like, an old lady is trapped inside her. Because she do stuff 
that make you just, you’re open your mouth and say wow. 

Providing for and taking 
care of children 

17 21 I like that part like how my kids hold me accountable, you know? And just the 
responsibility of being a mother. Yeah okay, I have to do this and this and this for 
my kids because my kids need this and this. 

Contributing to children’s 
growth and development 

15 19 I mean, just being able to watch my children grow and being able to teach them 

things and to show them, you know, how to love and how to express themselves. 
It’s just everything. I mean, I don’t even know how to sum it up into words. But I 
love being a mom. 

Children regulating 
mother’s emotions 

14 18 I would say the best part is for me, which is just having them. You know, they’re 
my happiness when things are like crumbling. 

Being there for children 13 16 When they’re upset, I like to give them one, pat them on the back, or be the one to 
tell them it’s going to be OK. Like I love it. And I love the fact that they can come to 
me, ‘Momma, what about this?’ and ‘What you think about this?’ And I love it. I 
just like to see my children happy. Because I wasn’t – I didn’t get to have it. 

Children’s interactions with 
one another 

9 11 When the kids saw him and held him, that melted my heart, because they just fell 
in love like I did. I saw it in their faces, you know. I was like, ‘I know, right?’ And it 
was like, yeah, and they’re such a great help with him. 

The accomplishment of 
being a good parent 

7 9 But they’re all happy kids, they’re always happy. . . . [N]ow, since I’m a single mom 

doing it all on her own, I love that I’ve done all of this for them by myself. 
Relationships with children 
offer protection from social 
poverty 

6 8 The favorite part is that – well, most of it is I don’t feel alone. That I have my kids 
and I’m able to – you know, that’s what makes me move on. That I’m there for 
them. And they’re there for me. 

Breastfeeding 4 5 My favorite part of being a mother is breastfeeding, definitely the bonding. 
Children’s excitement about 
and enthusiasm for the 
world 

2 3 I try to let my children enjoy life as much as possible, like even though we don’t 
have much, even if we go outside, I put a blanket out, oranges and sandwiches, 
and we, the smallest little things excite them. And that’s what makes me feel like 
I’m doing a good job. 

Other people recognizing 
what great parents they are 

2 3 I educate her the way she talks and the stuff that she knows, [so] a lot of my 
friends say that they’re going to send kids to me because I teach [my daughter], 
like I teach her a lot. 

Miscellaneous 9 11 It was more exciting with [my younger daughter] just because I think it was just 
like, we already had a family, just we were growing the family. . . 

No joys 1 1 I don’t really know. I guess like just – I don’t know. 

Note: One mother was not asked about the joys of motherhood during the interview, which accounts for the difference in sample size between stresses and joys. 
Source: Authors’ tabulations and compilations. 
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arenting that mothers described, like we did for joys (see Table
 ). Using these counts, we saw that, for example, among the
1 mothers who describe provider role strain (getting by on a
ow-wage job or limited income) as one of the stressful parts of
otherhood, eight (26% of these mothers) tell us about the joy
hey find in spending time with their kids, eight (26%) explain
ow their children help regulate their emotions, 10 (32%) describe
he love and affection they experience with their children, and 13
42%) talk about the uplift they feel from seeing their children
row and succeed. This illustrates the ways in which joys and
tressors can coexist and are not mutually exclusive, suggesting
hat an intervention could conceivably affect one but not the other
e.g., could increase joys without easing stresses). 

e see mothers from both the large- and small-cash-gift groups
ichly discussing the joys of motherhood.4 Because we do not
ssess the frequency or intensity of mothers’ joys, we cannot
ay whether those in the large gift group experience joy more
ften or more strongly than their counterparts in the small-
ift group. What we focus on in our analyses below, therefore,
s how mothers’ narratives of their joys help us understand
heir financial allocation decisions within the context of a cash
ransfer intervention. In doing so, we see how, even though
others often described parenting joys regardless of gift group
tatus, it was mothers with the larger BFY cash gift who more
ommonly described spending those particular dollars in pursuit
f parenting joys. 

.3 Joys and the BFY Cash Gift 

e see that mothers deploy the BFY money—especially the
arger gift amount—to shape the joys of motherhood, though
here is considerable variation among BFY: MV mothers. Most
otably, we see how the eudemonic element of autonomy arises
ore commonly in mothers’ discussions of joys in their financial
llocations, compared to the joyful family experiences mothers
escribed above. In their narratives, we could hear the joy that
ome mothers experienced when using the BFY money to provide
he basics as well as extras for their children. Nina, a 26-year-old,
lack mother of four from New Orleans, describes spending the
irst $333 she received right after her youngest was born. “We got
ood, a lot of food. . . . I even went and got the kids a gift. That’s
ow happy I was. . . . So, I even got them a toy at the store. I
ot some cleaning supplies to make sure it was really sanitary
or when I brought [my newborn] home.” Nina’s attention
o providing the basics—food, cleaning supplies—doesn’t push
side her glee at being able to do something special for her
lder children. The first BFY payment came at a time of crisis
or Nina and so felt transformative because home is a place of
est and resistance in Black culture and Black joy (hooks 2009 ).
urchasing items for their children allowed mothers like Nina
o take care of their children in the way they desired, bringing
hem joy. The investments in joys mothers described making with
FY were often relational, and we hear how Nina feels like she is
ulfilling her purpose as a mother as she deploys the money to
are for her children in multiple ways. In Nina’s description, we
ear the eudemonic elements of purpose and autonomy as she
ecounts her joy making these spending decisions. 
ournal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026
Patrice, who we met above, gestures around the room during the
interview, pointing out how she has used the $333 in monthly
BFY money for baby Demyah, including a bassinette, swing, and
walker. Except, she says, both resigned and loving, “She don’t
like none of it. . . . She likes for me to hold her.” The money
offered Patrice an opportunity to equip her infant daughter with
a sleeping space and other tools, even if it is her mother’s
arms that Demyah most wants. We see how resources play a
role in Patrice’s emotional experience of motherhood, with her
allocating BFY dollars to provide her daughter with what she sees
as the furnishings of a good childhood; her spending, therefore,
is an act of mothering. In her narrative about her allocation
decisions, we hear about the eudemonic elements of connection,
engagement, and autonomy. 

Some mothers use the BFY money to shape experiences for or
with their children. Nina finds joy in her children’s enthusiasm
for the world and uses the BFY money to create experiences that
draw out their excitement. “It’s small things that excite them. . . .
And they’re even like, you know, ‘Mama, can we get popcorns
so we can have movie night?’” This little treat is exciting for
her kids. Faith, a 31-year-old Black mother of five, occasionally
treats her children to dinner with the BFY money. We hear about
her eudemonic sense of purpose, connection, engagement, and
autonomy in these joyful outings, as she says, “I check my email
and it says loaded. ‘Oh, okay. I have some money. Y’all, let’s go
eat.’ They’re like, ‘For real Mom, we’re going out to eat?’ ‘Yeah,
we’re going out to eat.’” She tells her children to choose foods
that’ll be interesting, beyond their beloved macaroni and cheese,
and different from what she can cook at home. We see here
the relationship building that Nina and Faith are doing with the
BFY money, aligned with the focus on kinship in the literature
on Black joy. From the perspective of scarcity alleviation, we
might see spending on food as possibly reducing food insecurity.
However, these mothers’ narratives reveal how they are using
the money on food to build stronger bonds and memories with
their children, with Nina’s family curled up together for movie
night and Faith’s kids sharing the experience of broadening their
culinary horizons during a family outing. 

Victoria, a 30-year-old mother of four from the Twin Cities who
identifies as Black and American Indian, was in disbelief when
she found out she would receive $333 each month when her
son, Micah, was born. After buying special items for Micah
when he was a newborn and then using it for some household
bills, Victoria developed a monthly family ritual in using the
BFY money with her children, taking them all to the store;
this seems to create joy and reinforce the eudemonic elements
of engagement and autonomy for her. “I’m like, ‘Well, let’s
go get [Micah] some stuff.’ . . . [T]hen I was like, ‘Well, how
about everybody gets something too?’” Victoria engaged her
older children and treated them to something special while also
spending the cash gift primarily on Micah. She says when the
BFY money comes on the designated day, “[The children], like,
all are ready. Like, we go to the store and they, like, get stuff.”
In her narrative, we hear the emphasis on how—over and above
the items purchased—the BFY money created opportunities for
her to build relationships in her family in ways that she views
as valuable—developing a meaningful ritual around the family
spending time together each month. 
9 of 16
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or some mothers, the BFY money plays an important role in
heir budgets that can directly and indirectly facilitate the joys
hat mothers describe experiencing. When Houa, who we met
bove, found out she was pregnant with her youngest, she was
oncerned because “I was not financially stable.” When she
ecounts her first experience with BFY, she shares, “First it was
oo good to be true, but when the money actually showed up,
Oh, my gosh. It showed. They’re actually doing it for real.’ I
as so happy . . . . I get to buy clothes for [the baby]. The money
elped out a lot because at the time I didn’t have a job.” Now,
 year later, Houa is working full-time. She describes how she
urrently allocates her income and uses the monthly $333 BFY
ift: “I usually save that money because I already have enough.
nd I have another paycheck that covers the bills. So, that money
oes into a savings for the baby to use if he needs a new car
eat, if he needs a stroller, if he needs diapers, wipes, clothes.” In
omparing how Houa first experienced and used the BFY money
o how she does now, we can see how it was enormously useful
o her when she was experiencing the stress of a financial crisis.
ow, Houa feels good about being able to comfortably meet her
aby’s needs with the BFY money. We see how, even with Houa’s
volving financial situation, she continues to enact her view of
ood motherhood by earmarking BFY money for savings for her
aby’s future needs and how such spending facilitates her joyful
udemonic feelings of autonomy and purpose. 

eja is a 23-year-old Black mother of one in New Orleans. Among
he many joys she experiences in motherhood, she delights in
aving time with her son, Lucas, and in the accomplishment
f being a good parent. To her, part of being a good parent is
roviding materially for her son, and in her descriptions, we hear
bout the sense of purpose, meaning, and autonomy that she
erives from mothering. She shares that “I just feel like I’m letting
y baby down if I wasn’t able to buy him something that he
eally wants.” To feel accomplished as a parent, it’s important to
eja to be able to meet both her son’s needs and wants. Deja says
er current retail job would not allow her to do that, so it is the
FY money that makes it possible. “So, it really helped me to not
o get a second job. To stay at home more with my child.” For
eja, the BFY money means that she does not face a trade-off
etween physically being with and providing for her son in the
ay she wants. Rather, Deja has more time with Lucas and can
eel accomplished in her parenting because she can provide for
im without spending long hours away at a second job, which
rings her joy. Her descriptions of her feelings of bonding with her
hild and self-determination align with the conceptions of Black
oy we review above. 

n the BFY randomized controlled trial, mothers in the large-
ift group spent significantly more on child-focused expenditures
Gennetian et al. 2024 ). Although stories of how the BFY money
acilitated mothering joys were common and impactful among
he mothers in the large-gift group, mothers in the small-gift
roup also sought these opportunities. For example, Jayla, who
e met above, uses the BFY money to buy things her daughter
eeds (like toys and learning games), for toddler snacks, or for
little knickknacks,” treats Jayla knows her daughter will enjoy.
lthough she only gets $20 a month from BFY, she still uses this
oney in a relational way, to add enjoyable items and experiences
o her daughter’s life. Such purposes provide Jayla with feelings
f meaning and autonomy. 
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From the experiences of women in BFY: MV, we observe several
ways in which money enables joy in motherhood. As the stories
above illustrate, money can be used to access opportunities for
delight, fulfillment, and bonding, though the specific allocation
decisions mothers made to evoke these emotions varied across
families. It is important to note that the unique meaning mothers
ascribed to the BFY dollars—“the baby’s money”—likely shaped
the kinds of allocations and, therefore, joys they experienced.
That is, BFY did not totally meet families’ financial needs and
therefore enable the pursuit of these special kinds of spending;
rather, because mothers mentally earmarked this money as being
for their children (Halpern-Meekin et al. 2024 ; Sykes et al. 2015 ;
Zelizer 2012 ), they spent a portion of it in child-focused ways that
seemed to bring parenting joys. 

In this analysis, we see that stresses and joys are not just two
sides of the same coin. Camille, a 26-year-old Black mother of
two from New Orleans, used the BFY money to get her electricity
turned back on. She expressed relief, not joy, when recounting
this event, in contrast with the experiences of mothers like Nina
at family movie night or Deja letting her baby pick out a toy at
the store—they share their elation, not their eased hardship. We
can observe the ways in which money affects stresses and joys
distinctly; we cannot infer the types of joys mothers experience
from the stressors they say are relieved by the BFY money.
Furthermore, situations that bring about joy for mothers may
still give rise to stress. Family dinners out like those that Faith
told us about and shopping excursions like those Victoria and
her children take part in are meaningful sources of joy but are
not necessarily stress-free. Spending on these types of activities
presented the possibility of common stresses mothers reported
as part of parenting for them—getting everyone ready and out
the door or managing sibling arguments about where to go or
what to get. Although stresses can arise when using cash transfers
in these ways, mothers do not sacrifice the joy their families
derived in order to avoid stresses. Thus, we must attend to positive
and negative emotions distinctly in evaluating policy impact to
understand how they might be shaped by material resources and
related interventions. 

The relationship between parent and child is reciprocal for many,
often centered on the time they spend together and the joys
this time together can bring. Parenting can be stressful, and not
having enough resources is a source of stress, but this does not
mean that the relationships parents have with their children
are a source of stress. Instead, we hear about the deep and
meaningful connections that mothers experience such as feelings
of unconditional love and caring intensely for someone—both
emotionally and physically—and fostering their growth; that is,
we hear multifaceted presentations of the joyful elements of
eudemonic well-being coming through in mothers’ narratives.
The relational spending mothers do with their BFY dollars flows
from this context; to fully understand such an intervention,
therefore, requires attention to relational impacts. 

4 Discussion 

In this study, we show what kinds of joys women find in
mothering and how they deploy financial resources in relational
ways to invest in experiences that offer joy. We present a
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ultifaceted understanding of mothering for women with limited
esources and from marginalized groups. This makes the case
hat to fully understand the impact of interventions, such as cash
ransfers, our assessments must include whether they elevate
ood outcomes (e.g., joy), not just diminish negative ones (e.g.,
tress); the latter has often been the focus of research on parents
ith lower incomes (McLoyd 1990 ; Norcross et al. 2020 ; Sharlin
nd Shamai 2000 ). This approach is in line with recent work
hat centers joy in research with people from marginalized
roups (Baker 2021 ; Lu and Steele 2019 ; Shuster and Westbrook
022 ; Stewart 2021 ) and advocates for a relational perspective
n policymaking (Bogenschneider et al. 2012 ). Particularly when
he pressures of mothering (Hays 1996 ) come layered on top
f managing structural oppression, the importance of finding
oy should not be undervalued (Bonilla-Silva 2019 ; Collins 1987 ).
uilding on research advocating for the inclusion of subjective
ell-being in policy analysis (Dolan and Metcalfe 2012 ; Hicks
t al. 2013 ; Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2009 ), we additionally show
he value of attending to eudemonic and relational experiences,
uch as joy, and learning about the shape and texture of these
motional experiences from policy targets themselves. As cash
ransfer programs grow, these lessons should be incorporated
nto evaluations of them. With this in mind, we draw out three
mplications of our findings. 

irst, we find that the aspects of motherhood in which women
ake joy are varied and multi-faceted. This suggests that the
ypes of simple measures often used to assess the presence
f positive outcomes in poverty interventions (e.g., single-item
ife satisfaction or happiness scales; for summary, see McGuire
t al. 2022 ) may be inadequate to capture the nuanced nature of
eople’s positive experiences in these programs. Even measures
hat use a wider range of items are often individualistic, not
elational, in the aspects of quality of life they assess (e.g., health,
ersonal future prospects, locus of control; Kilburn et al. 2018 ).
he RCT arm of the Baby’s First Years study includes a set of
ositive measures—general feelings of happiness, agency, and
arenting competence (Gennetian et al. 2024 ; Magnuson et al.
022 ); these are distinct from the relational joys that emerge in
he qualitative narratives. Although the RCT showed no impacts
n these outcomes of happiness, agency, and competence, the
oys mothers experienced from some of the ways they deployed
heir cash gifts with and for their children came through strongly
n their qualitative narratives. In recent work from the Rx Kids
nconditional cash transfer to pregnant and postpartum people in
lint, Michigan, researchers included five items assessing moth-
rs’ feeling loved, having hope, feeling respected, feeling valued,
nd feeling empowered (Hanna et al. 2025 ). Those receiving
he cash transfers reported statistically significantly higher levels
f these emotions in a difference-in-difference analysis. This is
uggestive of the insights that could come from including an array
f positive emotional outcomes in evaluation research. 

eyond cash transfer studies, when we look at the data infrastruc-
ure poverty scholars often depend on to conduct their research,
e see a heavy slant toward measuring negative outcomes in
ata sets like the Panel Study of Income Dynamics and the
ational Longitudinal Survey of Youth. As the present study
hows, relationships with children are an immense source of
oy for mothers; not tapping into this relational context means
isking an incomplete picture of their emotional experiences
ournal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026
and, therefore, policy impacts. In both policy-specific studies
and in building future data infrastructure, therefore, more robust
attention to positive and relational outcomes would be useful.
This shift in approaches suggests the benefits that could come to
the policy analysis field of starting to ask questions about a more
extensive set of potential outcomes. Considering an expanded
set of outcomes could lead to the use of methods from other
fields that allow us to ask and answer new policy questions.
(For example, physiological measures of serotonin or oxytocin
to assess positive emotions; ecological momentary assessment
[Shiffman et al. 2008 ] to track well-being and emotional expe-
riences over time and by situation—for example, do emotions
and relationships fluctuate depending on the timing of SNAP
receipt, which varies in its distribution schedule across states?) As
a starting place, psychology researchers have developed measures
of joy that policy researchers could explore (e.g., Watkins et al.
2018 ). 

Second, we learn how mothers deploy financial resources in
ways that align with the aspects of parenting that bring joy for
them and their children. Therefore, even if cash transfers are
not adequate to alleviate stresses (Haushofer and Shapiro 2016 ;
Magnuson et al. 2024 ), the present study raises the possibility
that they could still facilitate families creating joy. We hear from
Patrice about furnishing her daughter’s infancy with a baby bed
and swing and from Houa about buying clothes for her newborn.
In these examples, we show the relational opportunities that
having the BFY money created, in which women can enact
motherhood, or experience success in the provider role, in line
with their parenting values and self-definition (Bandelj and
Gibson 2019 ; Mendenhall et al. 2013 ; Zelizer 2005 ). This can
enable features of eudemonic joy, such as connection, purpose,
meaning, engagement, and autonomy. Other forms of resources,
like in-kind benefits, may not similarly spur or even allow such
child-focused spending and, therefore, the parenting joys mothers
told us about from their monthly cash gifts. In particular, the
feature of feelings of joy from autonomy may be more likely
with unconditional cash transfers than in-kind benefits, as it
allows the policy targets themselves to make allocation decisions
(Halpern-Meekin et al. 2024 ). 

Third, many of the joys of mothering that women describe
are embedded in their relationships with their children—loving
each other, witnessing and facilitating children’s development,
and bonding through shared experiences. This aligns with
eudemonic understandings of joy in general and with Black
joy in particular, which emphasize the connective, relational,
and purpose-filled nature of these experiences. We see mothers’
experiences of joy as important in their own right; additionally,
their joy may influence their parenting, as well as their children’s
development. Following the broaden-and-build theory of positive
emotions (Conway et al. 2013 ; Fredrickson 2001 ), the experience
of joy in motherhood may shape mothers’ cognitive processes,
widening the scope of their attention, encouraging flexibility
in their thinking, and promoting creativity in their problem-
solving. Mothers could mobilize this shift in cognitive processes
to serve them in their parenting. Further, mothers’ sharing joy
with their young children plants the seeds for such positive
emotions in their children as they grow up (Stifter et al. 2020 ).
By financially investing as they do in shared positive experiences,
such as family movie night or a special family meal, mothers
11 of 16
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re creating “co-experienced positive affect,” which Brown and
rederickson ( 2021 , 58) maintain create “the origins of social
kills, social bonds, and caring, healthy communities” by building
elationships and contributing to socioemotional development.
here may be long-term payoffs as parents build these relational
onds and resources for themselves and their children, even
s they navigate intersecting forms of oppression (Collins 1987 ,
994 ; Dow 2016 ). Further, scholars have found that outings and
ime spent together contribute to sustained family bonds and
ositive family memories, which are associated with families’
uality of life, including family cohesion and adaptability (for
iscussion, see Agate et al. 2009 ; Hornberger et al. 2010 ; Shaw
t al. 2008 ; Wang 2008 ; Zabriskie and McCormick 2001 ). Future
olicy analysis research could draw on measures from other fields
o quantitatively assess impacts in these areas (e.g., family life
uality, Rettig and Leichtentritt 1999 ; family environment scale,
anford et al. 1999 ; family adaptability and cohesion evaluation
cale, Olson et al. 1983 ). 

s with all research, our study has its limitations. The aim of
ur qualitative study is to broaden our understanding of a cash
ransfer intervention as an example of incorporating attention
o positive, relational outcomes in policy analysis. The nature
f our sample means we cannot say whether the joys parents
f other genders, socioeconomic positions, or regions of the US
xperience would be similar to those we see here. Our sample size
nd data collection method also limit our ability to deeply explore
nd detect many patterns in joys between subgroups. Further,
e only focus on those joys of motherhood that women raised,
s opposed to providing a complete accounting of all possible
ources of joy women might endorse from a comprehensive list
f responding to a survey. Like child–parent relationships, joys
ay change across the life course of the mother and the child;
hat we observe here is not what a mother might report at a
ifferent point in time, such as when her children are teenagers
Luthar and Ciciolla 2016 ). There are also other purposes to
others’ spending, beyond cultivating joy as we examine here,
uch as developing children’s human capital (Lareau 2011 ) or
ocialization into a racialized world (Dow 2019 ). More broadly,
e have not explored perspectives that criticize consumer culture
r the commercialization of childhood (for discussion, see Pugh
009 ) or that examine racial differences in access to consumption
pportunities (Charron-Chénier et al. 2017 ), as they are outside
he bounds of the present study, though nonetheless important.
inally, we are using one policy lever—cash transfers—to make
 broader case for shifting our orientation to studying policy
mpacts; in select other areas of policy, it may make less sense to
ttend to positive emotional or relational outcomes (e.g., banking
egulations). 

he present study advances our understanding of the moments
others experience as joyful, how those moments appear in their
ay-to-day lives, and the abundance of joy we see in the lives of the
orts of mothers whose deficits often receive the bulk of research
ttention. The study also highlights the ways that Black joy is
resent in mothers’ self-determination in their spending and par-
nting decisions (Neville 2024 ) and in the dailiness of their efforts
o build the family life they desire for their children (Brock 2020 ;
obande and Amponsah 2025 ). This is a particularly important
ndertaking with the women in our study because Krumrei-
ancuso ( 2020 , 59) cautions that “theories and measures of joy
2 of 16
may lack sensitivity among populations and individuals who have
less privilege, opportunities, education, freedom, or resources.”
Future research among those who study joy could attend to the
role social structures, and policy in particular, play in shaping
individuals’ emotional experiences; the present study suggests
the importance of a relational perspective, not an individualistic
approach, to understanding joy. 

Research in policy areas such as WIC, government-funded
relationship education, after-school programs, and child care pro-
grams have found that attending to the ways interventions shape
relationships among participants, between participants and staff,
and with participants and others in their lives reveal aspects of
program implementation, function, and impact that scholarship
focused on individual outcomes misses (Barnes et al. 2023 ; Barnes
and Nolan 2019 ; Halpern-Meekin 2019 ; Randles 2014 ; Small
2006 ). Programmatic, individual, and familial resources can be
invested in building and maintaining relationships. In the present
study, we see how this includes money enabling parents and
children to spend time together and parents to purchase items
and access settings for family activities. A thorough accounting of
policy implications must include these relational investments and
their attendant emotions (including both hedonic and eudemonic
feelings). 

For cash transfer studies, if the approach taken is only to consider
whether the unconditional cash transfer eases emotional and
financial stresses and not whether it helps mothers lay foun-
dations of joy—like a child feeling seen and special with the
purchase of a dollar store toy (see Pugh 2009 )—then the study
may be at risk of underestimating the effect the money could
have on parents and children (Natali et al. 2018 ). Joy is not the
absence of stress, and so we cannot assess the impact of an
intervention on joy by just ascertaining whether parents report
an alleviation of stressors. Thus, moving forward, cash transfer
studies could measure and explore whether mothers receiving
higher gift amounts are more likely to report joyful parenting
experiences (including variation in their intensity and frequency)
or feelings of family cohesion. 

As cash transfer studies inform policy debates (e.g., a monthly
Child Tax Credit in the United States), it is essential to have
nuanced and well-developed ways of assessing their impacts
on parents’ emotions and family lives. As the broaden-and-
build theory suggests, there could be long-term payoffs, both
for individuals and their children, to bolstering positive emo-
tions in the present (Conway et al. 2013 ; Fredrickson 2001 ;
Stifter et al. 2020 ). Further, investing in opportunities for family
bonding and building family memories may strengthen families’
quality of life, including cohesion and adaptability, over the
long term (Hornberger et al. 2010 ; Zabriskie and McCormick
2001 ). Observing the ways in which women derive joy from
motherhood helps to capture the multifaceted nature of their
parenting experiences. Often, mothers with limited resources or
from marginalized groups are discussed from a deficit perspective
in comparison to White and more resourced mothers. A fuller
treatment of mothers’ experiences recognizes their individual
and contextual challenges but does not treat these challenges as
erasing their autonomy and potential for experiencing personal
and familial joy. We suggest this perspective can contribute to
more comprehensive scholarship and informed policymaking. As
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026
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olicies and programs invest in fostering families’ survival, we
rgue that program success can also be evaluated by whether they
oster families’ abilities to flourish. 
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ndnotes 
1 Eudemonic well-being does receive mention in summative discussions
of this field (as opposed to empirical work); see, for example, Dolan and
Metcalfe ( 2012 ), Hicks et al. ( 2013 ), Stiglitz et al. ( 2009 ). 

2 “Taken all together, how would you say things are these days, would you
say that you are very happy, pretty happy or not too happy?”

3 Example item: “In general, I meet the goals that I set for myself.”
4 Looking across location, racial and ethnic groups, first-time mothers
versus others, and those we talked to before versus after the onset
of the pandemic, we do not see strong patterns across groups in the
joys mothers described. This suggests the joys of mothering were not
restricted to any one group. 
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and R. Žukauskienė, 57–89. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351153
683 . 

Blumer, H. 1986. Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method . Facsim.
ed. University of California Press. 

Bogenschneider, K., O. M. Little, T. Ooms, S. Benning, K. Cadigan, and
T. Corbett. 2012. “The Family Impact Lens: A Family-Focused, Evidence-
Informed Approach to Policy and Practice.” Family Relations 61, no. 3:
514–531. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2012.00704.x. 

Bonilla-Silva, E. 2019. “Feeling Race: Theorizing the Racial Economy of
Emotions.” American Sociological Review 84, no. 1: 1–25. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0003122418816958 . 

Bonilla-Silva, E. 2023. “It’s Not the Rotten Apples! Why Family Schol-
ars Should Adopt a Structural Perspective on Racism.” Journal of
Family Theory & Review 15, no. 2: 192–205. https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12
503 . 

Bowen, M. 1993. Family Therapy in Clinical Practice . Jason Aronson. 

Brock, J. 2020. Distributed Blackness: African American Cybercultures .
New York University Press. 

Brown, C. L., and B. L. Fredrickson. 2021. “Characteristics and Conse-
quences of Co-Experienced Positive Affect: Understanding the Origins of
Social Skills, Social Bonds, and Caring, Healthy Communities.” Current
Opinion in Behavioral Sciences 39: 58–63. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.
2021.02.002 . 

Burton, L. M. 1992. “Black Grandparents Rearing Children of Drug-
Addicted Parents: Stressors, Outcomes, and Social Service Needs.”
Gerontologist 32, no. 6: 744–751. https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/32.6.744 . 

Carter, M. J., and C. Fuller. 2016. “Symbols, Meaning, and Action: The
Past, Present, and Future of Symbolic Interactionism.” Current Sociology
64, no. 6: 931–961. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392116638396 . 

Charron-Chénier, R., J. J. Fink, and L. A. Keister. 2017. “Race and
Consumption: Black and White Disparities in Household Spending.”
Sociology of Race and Ethnicity 3, no. 1: 50–67. https://doi.org/10.1177/
2332649216647748 . 

Clark, A. E., P. Frijters, and M. A. Shields. 2008. “Relative Income,
Happiness, and Utility: An Explanation for the Easterlin Paradox and
Other Puzzles.” Journal of Economic Literature 46, no. 1: 95–144. https://
doi.org/10.1257/jel.46.1.95 . 

Collins, P. H. 1987. “The Meaning of Motherhood in Black Culture and
Black Mother/Daughter Relationships.” Sage 4, no. 2: 3–10. 

Collins, P. H. 1994. “Shifting the Center: Race, Class, and Feminist
Theorizing About Motherhood.” In Representations of Motherhood , edited
by D. Bassin M. Honey, and M. M. Kaplan, 56–74. Yale University
Press. 

Conway, A. M., M. M. Tugade, L. I. Catalino, and B. L. Fredrickson. 2013.
“The Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions: Form, Function,
and Mechanisms.” In The Oxford Handbook of Happiness , edited by S.
David, I. Boniwell, and A. C. Ayers, 18–34. Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199557257.013.0003 . 
Cooper, K., and K. Stewart. 2021. “Does Household Income Affect
Children’s Outcomes? A Systematic Review of the Evidence.” Child
Indicators Research 14, no. 3: 981–1005. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187- 
020-09782-0 . 
Curington, C. V. 2024. “Daring to Feel Joy.” Contexts 23, no. 4: 20–25.
https://doi.org/10.1177/15365042241293430 . 
Currie, J., and M. Rossin-Slater. 2015. “Early-Life Origins of Life-Cycle
Well-Being: Research and Policy Implications: Early-Life Origins of Life-
Cycle Well-Being.” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 34, no. 1:
208–242. https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21805 . 
13 of 16

ve C
om

m
ons L

icense

http://www.babysfirstyears.com
https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2009.11950166
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2010.01315.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2000.01192.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/07491409.2021.1987813
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220388.2020.1762859
https://doi.org/10.1086/723365
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2019.01.004
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351153683
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2012.00704.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122418816958
https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12503
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2021.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/32.6.744
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392116638396
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649216647748
https://doi.org/10.1257/jel.46.1.95
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199557257.013.0003
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-020-09782-0
https://doi.org/10.1177/15365042241293430
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21805


D  

I  

&  

3

D  

R
J  

S

D  

B

D  

o  

h

D  

M

D  

C  

o  

0

E  

H

E  

1

E  

o  

1

F  

P  

1

G  

“  

M  

a  

1

G  

U  

A  

1

G  

F  

F  

A  

D

H  

S

H  

2  

E  

t  

d

H  

a  

U  

a  

H

H  

W  

h

H  

t
Q  

1

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1

 15206688, 2026, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/pam

.70103 by C
olum

bia U
niversity L

ibraries, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [30/04/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
eterding, N. M., and M. C. Waters. 2021. “Flexible Coding of In-Depth
nterviews: A Twenty-First-Century Approach.” Sociological Methods
 Research 50, no. 2: 708–739. https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124118799
77 . 

olan, P., and R. Metcalfe. 2012. “Measuring Subjective Wellbeing:
ecommendations on Measures for Use by National Governments.”
ournal of Social Policy 41, no. 2: 409–427. https://doi.org/10.1017/
0047279411000833 . 

ow, D. M. 2015. “Negotiating “The Welfare Queen” and “The Strong
lack Woman”.” Sociological Perspectives 58, no. 1: 36–55. 

ow, D. M. 2016. “Integrated Motherhood: Beyond Hegemonic Ideologies
f Motherhood.” Journal of Marriage and Family 78, no. 1: 180–196.
ttps://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12264 . 

ow, D. M. 2019. Mothering While Black: Boundaries and Burdens of
iddle-Class Parenthood . University of California Press. 

uncan, G. J., K. Magnuson, and E. Votruba-Drzal. 2017. “Moving Beyond
orrelations in Assessing the Consequences of Poverty.” Annual Review
f Psychology 68, no. 1: 413–434. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-
10416-044224 . 

lazar, D. J. 1984. American Federalism: A View From the States . 3rd ed.
arper & Row. 

lliott, S., and M. Reid. 2016. “The Superstrong Black Mother.” Contexts
5, no. 1: 48–53. https://doi.org/10.1177/1536504216628840 . 

mmons, R. A. 2020. “Joy: An Introduction to This Special Issue.” Journal
f Positive Psychology 15, no. 1: 1–4. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.
685580 . 

redrickson, B. L. 2001. “The Role of Positive Emotions in Positive
sychology.” American Psychologist 56, no. 3: 218–226. https://doi.org/10.
037//0003-066x.56.3.218 . 

edikli, C., M. Miraglia, S. Connolly, M. Bryan, and D. Watson. 2023.
The Relationship Between Unemployment and Wellbeing: An Updated
eta-Analysis of Longitudinal Evidence.” European Journal of Work
nd Organizational Psychology 32, no. 1: 128–144. https://doi.org/10.1080/
359432X.2022.2106855 . 

ennetian, L. A., G. J. Duncan, N. A. Fox, et al. 2024. “Effects of a Monthly
nconditional Cash Transfer Starting at Birth on Family Investments
mong US Families With Low Income.” Nature Human Behaviour 8:
514–1529. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-024-01915-7 . 

ennetian, L. A., S. Halpern-Meekin, L. Meyer, et al. 2023. “Cash to U.S.
amilies at Scale: Behavioral Insights on Implementation From the Baby’s
irst Years Study.” In Using Cash Transfers to Build an Inclusive Society:
 Behaviorally Informed Approach , edited by D. Soman, J. Zhao, and S.
atta, 193–216. University of Toronto Press. 

alpern-Meekin, S. 2019. Social Poverty: Low-Income Parents and the
truggle for Family and Community Ties . New York University Press. 

alpern-Meekin, S., L. A. Gennetian, J. Hoiting, L. Stilwell, and L. Meyer.
024. “Monthly Unconditional Income Supplements Starting at Birth:
xperiences Among Mothers of Young Children With Low Incomes in
he U.S.” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 43: 871–898. https://
oi.org/10.1002/pam.22571 . 

anna, M., H. L. Shaefer, E. Finegood, S. Agarwal, Y. Zamani-Hank,
nd J. LaChance. 2025. “Hardship and Hope: The Relationship Between
nconditional Prenatal and Infant Cash Transfers, Economic Stability,
nd Maternal Mental Health and Well-Being.”American Journal of Public
ealth 115: 2020–2029. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2025.308244 . 

askins, R. 2017. “Presidential Address: Making Federal Social Programs
ork.” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 36, no. 2: 276–302.
ttps://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21983 . 

aushofer, J., and J. Shapiro. 2016. “The Short-Term Impact of Uncondi-
ional Cash Transfers to the Poor: Experimental Evidence From Kenya.”
uarterly Journal of Economics 131, no. 4: 1973–2042. https://doi.org/10.
093/qje/qjw025 . 
4 of 16
Hays, S. 1996. The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood . Yale University
Press. 

Herbst, C. M. 2023. “Child Care in the United States: Markets, Policy, and
Evidence.” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 42, no. 1: 255–304.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22436 . 

Hicks, S., L. Tinkler, and P. Allin. 2013. “Measuring Subjective Well-Being
and Its Potential Role in Policy: Perspectives From the UK Office for
National Statistics.” Social Indicators Research 114, no. 1: 73–86. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s11205-013-0384-x. 

hooks, B. 2009. Belonging: A Culture of Place . Routledge. 

Hornberger, L. B., R. B. Zabriskie, and P. Freeman. 2010. “Contribu-
tions of Family Leisure to Family Functioning Among Single-Parent
Families.” Leisure Sciences 32, no. 2: 143–161. https://doi.org/10.1080/
01490400903547153 . 

Hurston, Z. N. 1990. Their Eyes Were Watching God . HarperCollins
Publishers. 

Johnson, M. K. 2020. “Joy: A Review of the Literature and Suggestions for
Future Directions.” Journal of Positive Psychology 15, no. 1: 5–24. https://
doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1685581 . 

Kalil, A., S. E. Mayer, W. Delgado, and L. A. Gennetian. 2025. “Education
Gradients in Parental Time Investment and Subjective Well-Being.”
Review of Economics of the Household 23, no. 2: 661–706. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s11150-024-09734-5 . 

Kerr, M. L., H. F. Rasmussen, K. V. Buttitta, P. A. Smiley, and J. L. Borelli.
2021. “Exploring the Complexity of Mothers’ Real-Time Emotions While
Caregiving.” Emotion (Washington, D.C.) 21, no. 3: 545–556. https://doi.
org/10.1037/emo0000719 . 

Kilburn, K., S. Handa, G. Angeles, M. Tsoka, and P. Mvula. 2018.
“Paying for Happiness: Experimental Results From a Large Cash Transfer
Program in Malawi.” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 37, no.
2: 331–356. https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22044 . 

Kim, S., and D. Kim. 2012. “Does Government Make People Happy?:
Exploring New Research Directions for Government’s Roles in Happi-
ness.” Journal of Happiness Studies 13, no. 5: 875–899. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s10902- 011- 9296- 0 . 

King, P. E., and F. Defoy. 2020. “Joy as a Virtue: The Means and Ends of
Joy.” Journal of Psychology and Theology 48, no. 4: 308–331. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0091647120907994 . 

Kools, S., M. McCarthy, R. Durham, and L. Robrecht. 1996. “Dimensional
Analysis: Broadening the Conception of Grounded Theory.” Qualitative
Health Research 6, no. 3: 312–330. 

Krumrei-Mancuso, E. J. 2020. “Reflections on the Science of Joy: Current
Challenges and Future Directions.” Journal of Positive Psychology 15, no.
1: 58–62. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1685574 . 

Lareau, A. 2011. Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life . 2nd ed.
University of California Press. 

Lu, J. H., and C. K. Steele. 2019. “‘Joy Is Resistance’: Cross-Platform
Resilience and (Re)invention of Black Oral Culture Online.” Information,
Communication & Society 22, no. 6: 823–837. https://doi.org/10.1080/
1369118X.2019.1575449 . 

Luthar, S. S., and L. Ciciolla. 2016. “What it Feels Like to be a Mother: Vari-
ations by Children’s Developmental Stages.”Developmental Psychology 52,
no. 1: 143–154. https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000062 . 

Maccagnan, A., S. Wren-Lewis, H. Brown, and T. Taylor. 2019. “Wellbeing
and Society: Towards Quantification of the Co-Benefits of Wellbeing.”
Social Indicators Research 141, no. 1: 217–243. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11205- 017- 1826- 7 . 

Magnuson, K., G. Duncan, H. Yoshikawa, et al. 2024. Can Cash Transfers
Improve Maternal Well-Being and Family Processes Among Families
With Young Children? An Experimental Analysis. SSRN. https://doi.org/
10.2139/ssrn.4955765 . 
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124118799377
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279411000833
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12264
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010416-044224
https://doi.org/10.1177/1536504216628840
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1685580
https://doi.org/10.1037//0003-066x.56.3.218
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2022.2106855
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-024-01915-7
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22571
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2025.308244
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21983
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjw025
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22436
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-013-0384-x
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400903547153
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1685581
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11150-024-09734-5
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000719
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22044
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-011-9296-0
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091647120907994
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1685574
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2019.1575449
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000062
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-017-1826-7
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4955765


M  

t  

A  

s

M  

W  

M  

R  

W
N  

s

M  

a  

D

M  

W  

o  

1

M  

R  

A  

7

M  

I  

S

M  

S  

G  

S  

o

M  

A  

B  

J

M  

“  

a  

j

M  

a  

1  

R

M  

t  

A  

o

M  

a  

i  

0

N  

“  

T  

1

N  

B  

S  

d

N  

s  

h

N  

N  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

J

 15206688, 2026, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/pam

.70103 by C
olum

bia U
niversity L

ibraries, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [30/04/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
r

agnuson, K. A., P. Y. Yoo, G. J. Duncan, et al. 2022. Can a Poverty Reduc-
ion Intervention Reduce Family Stress and Improve Stress-Related Processes
mong Families With Infants?, An Experimental Analysis . https://papers.
srn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4188131 . 

cGhee, H. C. 2022. The Sum of Us: What Racism Costs Everyone and How
e Can Prosper Together . One World Trade Paperback edition. One World.

cGuire, J., C. Kaiser, and A. M. Bach-Mortensen. 2022. “A Systematic
eview and Meta-Analysis of the Impact of Cash Transfers on Subjective
ell-Being and Mental Health in Low- and Middle-Income Countries.”
ature Human Behaviour 6, no. 3: 359–370. https://doi.org/10.1038/
41562-021-01252-z . 

cLoyd, V. C. 1990. “The Impact of Economic Hardship on Black Families
nd Children: Psychological Distress, Parenting, and Socioemotional
evelopment.” Child Development 61, no. 2: 311–346. 

eier, A., K. Musick, J. Fischer, and S. Flood. 2018. “Mothers’ and Fathers’
ell-Being in Parenting Across the Arch of Child Development.” Journal
f Marriage and Family 80, no. 4: 992–1004. https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.
2491 . 

endenhall, R., P. J. Bowman, and L. Zhang. 2013. “Single Black Mothers’
ole Strain and Adaptation Across the Life Course.” Journal of African
merican Studies 17, no. 1: 74–98. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12111- 012- 9220-
 . 

endenhall, R., K. Edin, S. Crowley, et al. 2012. “The Role of Earned
ncome Tax Credit in the Budgets of Low-Income Households.” Social
ervice Review 86, no. 3: 367–400. https://doi.org/10.1086/667972 . 

endenhall, R., L. Henderson, B. Scott, et al. 2020. “Involving Urban
ingle Low-Income African American Mothers in Genomic Research:
iving Voice to How Place Matters in Health Disparities and Prevention
trategies.” Family Medicine and Primary Care 4, no. 2: 148. https://doi.
rg/10.29011/2688-7460.100048 . 

eynhardt, T., P. Strathoff, J. Bardeli, and S. Brieger. 2024. “Public
dministration Contributes to Happiness: A Study on the Relationship
etween Public Value and Happiness in Switzerland.” International
ournal of Public Sector Management 37, no. 4: 504–530. 

ikolajczak, M., M. E. Brianda, H. Avalosse, and I. Roskam. 2018.
Consequences of Par ental Burnout: Its Specific Effect on Child N eglect
nd Violence.” Child Abuse & Neglect 80: 134–145. https://doi.org/10.1016/
.chiabu.2018.03.025 . 

ilkie, M. A. 2020. “Changing Times: New Sources of Parenting Stress
nd the Shifting Meanings of Time With and for Children.” In COVID-
9 Social Consequences and Cultural Adaptations , 1st ed. edited by J. M.
yan, 152–164. Routledge. 

istry, R. S., E. D. Lowe, A. D. Benner, and N. Chien. 2008. “Expanding
he Family Economic Stress Model: Insights From a Mixed-Methods
pproach.” Journal of Marriage and Family 70, no. 1: 196–209. https://doi.
rg/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00471.x. 

usick, K., A. Meier, and S. Flood. 2016. “How Parents Fare: Mothers’
nd Fathers’ Subjective Well-Being in Time With Children.” Amer-
can Sociological Review 81, no. 5: 1069–1095. https://doi.org/10.1177/
003122416663917 . 

atali, L., S. Handa, A. Peterman, D. Seidenfeld, and G. Tembo. 2018.
Does Money Buy Happiness? Evidence From an Unconditional Cash
ransfer in Zambia.” SSM—Population Health 4: 225–235. https://doi.org/
0.1016/j.ssmph.2018.02.002 . 

egraia, D. V., and J. M. Augustine. 2020. “Unpacking the Parenting Well-
eing Gap: The Role of Dynamic Features of Daily Life Across Broader
ocial Contexts.” Social Psychology Quarterly 83, no. 3: 207–228. https://
oi.org/10.1177/0190272520902453 . 

eville, H. A. 2024. “Justice & Joy: Transforming Healing Praxis in Coun-
eling Psychology and Beyond.” Counseling Psychologist 52: 1372–1396.
ttps://doi.org/10.1177/00110000241298715 . 

ichols, E. 2024. Black Joy: Resistance, Resilience and Reclamation .
ational Museum of African American History and Culture.
ournal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/stories/black- joy- resistance- resilience- 
and-reclamation . 

Noble, K. G., K. Magnuson, L. A. Gennetian, et al. 2021. “Baby’s First
Years: Design of a Randomized Controlled Trial of Poverty Reduction in
the United States.” Pediatrics 148, no. 4: 1–8. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.
2020-049702 . 

Nomaguchi, K. M., and M. A. Milkie. 2020. “Parenthood and Well-Being:
A Decade in Review.” Journal of Marriage and Family 82, no. 1: 198–223.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12646 . 

Norcross, P. L., L. G. Bailes, and E. Leerkes. 2020. “Effects of Maternal
Depressive Symptoms on Sensitivity to Infant Distress and Non-Distress:
Role of SES and Race.” Infant Behavior and Development 61: 101498.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infbeh.2020.101498 . 

Oishi, S., and E. Diener. 2014. “Can and Should Happiness Be a Policy
Goal?” Policy Insights From the Behavioral and Brain Sciences 1, no. 1: 195–
203. https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732214548427 . 

Olson, D. H., J. Portner, and R. Bell. 1983. “Family Adaptability and
Cohesion Evaluation Scales.” In Family and Marriage Assessment: A
Sourcebook for Family Therapy . SAGE Publications. 

Pacek, A., B. Radcliff, and M. Brockway. 2019. “Well-Being and the
Democratic State: How the Public Sector Promotes Human Happiness.”
Social Indicators Research 143, no. 3: 1147–1159. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11205- 018- 2017- x. 

Paradies, Y., J. Ben, N. Denson, et al. 2015. “Racism as a Determinant of
Health: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis.” PLoS ONE 10, no. 9:
e0138511. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0138511 . 

Pattillo, M. 2021. “Black Advantage Vision: Flipping the Script on Racial
Inequality Research.” Issues in Race & Society 10, no. 1: 5–39. 

Pilkauskas, N. V., B. A. Jacob, E. Rhodes, K. Richard, and H. L.
Shaefer. 2023. “The COVID Cash Transfer Study: The Impacts of a
One-Time Unconditional Cash Transfer on the Well-Being of Fam-
ilies Receiving SNAP in Twelve States.” Journal of Policy Analysis
and Management 42, no. 3: 771–795. https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.224
64 . 

Pugh, A. J. 2009. Longing and Belonging: Parents, Children, and Consumer
Culture . University of California Press. 

Pugh, A. J. 2013. “What Good are Interviews for Thinking About Cul-
ture? Demystifying Interpretive Analysis.” American Journal of Cultural
Sociology 1, no. 1: 42–68. https://doi.org/10.1057/ajcs.2012.4 . 

Randles, J. M. 2014. “Partnering and Parenting in Poverty: A Qualitative
Analysis of a Relationship Skills Program for Low-Income, Unmarried
Families: Special Symposium on Qualitative and Mixed-Methods for
Policy Analysis.” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 33, no. 2:
385–412. https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21742 . 

Rettig, K. D., and R. D. Leichtentritt. 1999. “A General Theory for
Perceptual Indicators of Family Life Quality.” Social Indicators Research
47: 307–342. 

Robert, C., and R. Zeckhauser. 2011. “The Methodology of Normative
Policy Analysis.” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 30, no. 3:
613–643. https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.20578 . 

Ryff, C. D. 1989. “Happiness Is Everything, or Is It? Explorations on the
Meaning of Psychological Well-Being.” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 57, no. 6: 1069–1081. 

Sanford, K., C. R. Bingham, and R. A. Zucker. 1999. “Validity Issues With
the Family Environment Scale: Psychometric Resolution and Research
Application With Alcoholic Families.” Psychological Assessment 11, no. 3:
315–325. 

Shaefer, H. L., S. Collyer, G. Duncan, et al. 2018. “A Universal Child
Allowance: A Plan to Reduce Poverty and Income Instability Among
Children in the United States.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal
of the Social Sciences 4, no. 2: 22–42. https://doi.org/10.7758/rsf.2018.4.
2.02 . 
15 of 16

eative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4188131
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01252-z
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12491
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12111-012-9220-7
https://doi.org/10.1086/667972
https://doi.org/10.29011/2688-7460.100048
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.03.025
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00471.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122416663917
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2018.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0190272520902453
https://doi.org/10.1177/00110000241298715
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/stories/black-joy-resistance-resilience-and-reclamation
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2020-049702
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12646
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infbeh.2020.101498
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732214548427
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-018-2017-x
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0138511
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.22464
https://doi.org/10.1057/ajcs.2012.4
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21742
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.20578
https://doi.org/10.7758/rsf.2018.4.2.02


S  

U  

P

S  

i  

C  

1

S  

t  

h

S  

S  

h

S  

C  

t  

2

S  

o  

2

S  

H  

1

S  

A

S  

E  

B  

h

S  

o  

E  

8

S  

D  

I  

h

T  

W  

a  

3

T  

i  

h

W

W
M  

0

W  

n

W  

i  

t  

5

W  

c  

2

W  

S  

o

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1

 15206688, 2026, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/pam

.70103 by C
olum

bia U
niversity L

ibraries, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [30/04/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the appli
harlin, S., and M. Shamai. 2000. Therapeutic Intervention with Poor,
norganized Families: From Distress to Hope . Haworth Clinical Practice
ress. 

haw, S. M., M. E. Havitz, and F. M. Delemere. 2008. ““I Decided to Invest
n My Kids’ Memories”: Family Vacations, Memories, and the Social
onstruction of the Family.” Tourism Culture & Communication 8, no. 1:
3–26. https://doi.org/10.3727/109830408783900361 . 

hiffman, S., A. A. Stone, and M. R. Hufford. 2008. “Ecological Momen-
ary Assessment.” Annual Review of Clinical Psychology 4, no. 1: 1–32.
ttps://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.clinpsy.3.022806.091415 . 

huster, S. M., and L. Westbrook. 2022. “Reducing the Joy Deficit in
ociology: A Study of Transgender Joy.” Social Problems 71: spac034.
ttps://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spac034 . 

mall, M. L. 2006. “Neighborhood Institutions as Resource Brokers:
hildcare Centers, Interorganizational Ties, and Resource Access Among
he Poor.” Social Problems 53, no. 2: 274–292. https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.
006.53.2.274 . 

obande, F., and E.-L. Amponsah. 2025. “Demands, Displays, and Dreams
f “Black Joy” During Times of Crisis.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 48, no.
: 400–421. https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2024.2362461 . 

teptoe, A., A. Deaton, and A. A. Stone. 2015. “Subjective Wellbeing,
ealth, and Ageing.” Lancet 385, no. 9968: 640–648. https://doi.org/10.
016/S0140-6736(13)61489-0 . 

tewart, L. 2021. The Politics of Black Joy: Zora Neale Hurston and Neo-
bolitionism . Northwestern University Press. 

tifter, C., M. Augustine, and J. Dollar. 2020. “The Role of Positive
motions in Child Development: A Developmental Treatment of the
roaden and Build Theory.” Journal of Positive Psychology 15, no. 1: 89–94.
ttps://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1695877 . 

tiglitz, J. E., A. Sen, and J.-P. Fitoussi. 2009. Report by the Commission
n the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress.
uropean Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/
131721/8131772/Stiglitz- Sen- Fitoussi- Commission- report.pdf. 

ykes, J., K. Križ, K. Edin, and S. Halpern-Meekin. 2015. “Dignity and
reams: What the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) Means to Low-
ncome Families.” American Sociological Review 80, no. 2: 243–267.
ttps://doi.org/10.1177/0003122414551552 . 

akahashi, T., Y. Uchida, H. Ishibashi, and N. Okuda. 2021. “Subjective
ell-Being as a Potential Policy Indicator in the Context of Urbanization
nd Forest Restoration.” Sustainability 13, no. 6: 3211. https://doi.org/10.
390/su13063211 . 

ubbs, C. Y., K. M. Roy, and L. M. Burton. 2005. “Family Ties: Construct-
ng Family Time in Low-Income Families.” Family Process 44, no. 1: 77–91.
ttps://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2005.00043.x. 

aheed, A. 2018. Black Joy and Resistance . Waheedpix LLC. 

ang, Q. 2008. “On the Cultural Constitution of Collective Memory.”
emory (Hove, England) 16, no. 3: 305–317. https://doi.org/10.1080/
9658210701801467 . 

atkins, P. C. 2020. “Appraising Joy.” Journal of Positive Psychology 15,
o. 1: 25–29. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1685570 . 

atkins, P. C., R. A. Emmons, M. R. Greaves, and J. Bell. 2018. “Joy
s a Distinct Positive Emotion: Assessment of Joy and Relationship
o Gratitude and Well-Being.” Journal of Positive Psychology 13, no. 5:
22–539. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2017.1414298 . 

eijers, D., and A. Jarden. 2013. “The Science of Happiness for Poli-
ymakers: An Overview.” Journal of Social Research & Policy 4, no. 2:
1–40. 

illiams, D. T., and R. S. Baker. 2021. “Family Structure, Risks, and Racial
tratification in Poverty.” Social Problems 68, no. 4: 964–985. https://doi.
rg/10.1093/socpro/spab018 . 
6 of 16
Zabriskie, R. B., and B. P. McCormick. 2001. “The Influences of Family
Leisure Patterns on Perceptions of Family Functioning.” Family Relations
50, no. 3: 281–289. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2001.00281.x. 

Zelizer, V. A. 1994. The Social Meaning of Money: Pin Money, Paychecks,
Poor Relief, and Other Currencies . Princeton University Press. 

Zelizer, V. A. 2005. “The Priceless Child Revisited.” In Studies in Modern
Childhood: Society, Agency, Culture , edited by J. Qvortrup, 184–200.
Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230504929_11 . 

Zelizer, V. A. 2012. “How I Became a Relational Economic Sociologist and
What Does That Mean?” Politics & Society 40, no. 2: 145–174. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0032329212441591 . 

Supporting Information 

Additional supporting information can be found online in the Supporting
Information section. 
Supplementary information : Table A: Stresses of motherhood (N = 80) . 
Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2026

cable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://doi.org/10.3727/109830408783900361
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.clinpsy.3.022806.091415
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spac034
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2006.53.2.274
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2024.2362461
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(13)61489-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1695877
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/8131721/8131772/Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi-Commission-report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122414551552
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13063211
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2005.00043.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/09658210701801467
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1685570
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2017.1414298
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spab018
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2001.00281.x
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230504929_11
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032329212441591

	“When I Can Make Them Smile”: Cash Transfers and the Joys of Mothering in the Context of Poverty
	1 | Background
	1.1 | The Emotional Experience of Parenting
	1.2 | Subjective Well-Being and Policy Analysis
	1.3 | Parental Allocations of Economic Resources

	2 | Data and Methods
	2.1 | BFY: MV Sample
	2.2 | Data Collection
	2.3 | Data Analysis

	3 | Findings
	3.1 | Joys of Mothering and Eudemonic Well-Being
	3.2 | Joys Across Groups
	3.3 | Joys and the BFY Cash Gift

	4 | Discussion
	Acknowledgments
	Data Availability Statement
	Endnotes
	References
	Supporting Information


