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Abstract
 The combined supply and demand shocks of the COVID-19 pandemic have created the largest consumer behavior shift 
in recent history, while exposing millions of households to material hardships like food insecurity and housing instability. 
In this study, we draw on national surveys conducted early in the pandemic to investigate the pandemic’s effects on self-
reported consumer spending behaviors and experiences of hardship for households in the US and Israel; two countries that 
are similar in terms of their development but have had divergent experiences with and responses to the pandemic. We also 
examine the extent to which racial/ethnic/religious minority status and pre-pandemic employment characteristics predict 
these outcomes. Using descriptive and logistic regression approaches, we find that housing expenditures were fairly stable 
in the U.S. and Israel, while food and credit card payment expenditures were relatively volatile. We also find that skipped 
utility bill payments were much higher in the US than Israel, while rates of skipping housing payments and food insecurity 
were similar between the two countries. Generally speaking, racial/ethnic/religious minorities in both countries were more 
likely to experience spending volatility, while Black and Hispanic (in the US) and Arab (in Israel) households were more 
likely to experience hardships. Employment and financial characteristics also appeared much more predictive of hardship 
in the US than in Israel.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has created the largest shift in 
consumer behavior in recent history (Brinca et al., 2020; 
Triggs & Kharas, 2020). On the demand side, widespread 
and sudden income declines from job loss or reduced 
work hours have led to expenditure declines for many 
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non-essential purchases and forced many families to forgo 
basic needs like food or housing payments. Additionally, 
greater reliance on unemployment insurance benefits or 
one-time economic support payments have changed how 
and when households decide to spend their income. Con-
sumer spending preferences have also changed dramatically, 
shifting away from activities that may expose individuals 
to greater health risks—such as going to the gym or dining 
out—toward activities with limited risks such as dining or 
exercising at home.

On the supply side, government decisions have directly 
influenced consumer behaviors by restricting activities that 
may lead to greater viral spread. For example, restrictions 
that mandate business closures, hour restrictions, or occu-
pancy have changed how consumers shop and spend. Simi-
larly, lockdowns and changes in work environments mean 
that many transitioned to spending both their work and lei-
sure hours at home.

The effects of all these factors operating simultaneously 
on consumer behavior are ambiguous. It is unclear whether, 
and to what extent, the supply- and demand-side shifts have 
affected consumer spending on essential needs like food, 
rent, and bills, as there are many competing pressures on 
these spending behaviors. For example, job losses and evic-
tion moratoria may decrease spending on rent, but social 
distancing may compel households to seek separate living 
arrangements. Similarly, food spending may have decreased 
due to limitations on dining out or it may have increased 
because parents had to provide meals their children would 
have received at school. Moreover, these effects are likely 
not uniformly distributed in the population, and instead may 
be influenced by differences in household income, employ-
ment stability, and other economic security measures. While 
the aggregate effects of these shifts in consumption may 
be ambiguous, the overall toll of the pandemic on many 
indicators of household financial security is not, as many 
households face higher risks of unemployment, impoverish-
ment, and hardship (Despard et al., 2020; Egger et al., 2021; 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
[OECD], 2020a, b, c).

In this study, we investigate the pandemic’s effects on 
self-reported consumer spending behaviors and experiences 
of hardship for households in two countries that have had 
divergent experiences with, and responses to, the pandemic: 
the US and Israel. Though the two nations differ in popu-
lation size, they are both OECD countries with advanced 
economies and similar rates of economic inequality and pov-
erty (OECD, 2021a, b). They also generally exhibited very 
similar per capita COVID-19 infection rates through much of 
2020 (Ritchie et al., 2021), as well as similar GDP declines 
relative to the same quarter in 2019, which were smaller 
than the declines in many other advanced economies (Hasell, 
2020). Despite these similarities, the US experienced a 

dramatically sharper increase in unemployment in the early 
months of the pandemic, compared to Israel OECD, 2021c), 
and the countries also differed substantially in their policy 
responses to the pandemic’s economic effects. It is within 
the context of these similarities and differences that we situ-
ate this comparative analysis.

A growing body of research documents the impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on consumer spending behaviors and 
hardship indicators at the macro-level (OECD, 2020b), in 
the U.S. and more broadly. However, there has been limited 
research on changes in consumer spending and hardships 
during the pandemic at the household level, and how these 
changes differ across countries. To fill this gap, we leverage 
two unique national surveys administered in the U.S. and 
Israel to investigate households’ reported changes in spend-
ing behaviors and their experience of material hardships 
during the pandemic’s early months. These surveys were 
developed through a partnership between US and Israeli 
researchers as part of an effort to identify differences and 
similarities in the socio-economic impacts of the pandemic 
across the two countries, and were administered over simi-
lar time periods and used similar sampling strategies and 
survey modalities, which facilitate cross-country compari-
son. Using a combination of descriptive approaches, binary 
logistic regression, and multinomial logistic regression, we 
examine the following research questions:

•	 To what extent did households in the US and Israel report 
shifting expenditures during the early months of the 
COVID-19 pandemic?

•	 What was the experience of material hardships during the 
early months of the COVID-19 pandemic in the US and 
Israel?

•	 How do key household characteristics, such as racial/
ethnic/religious minority status, income, employment 
status, and the experience of COVID-19-related job loss, 
relate to consumer spending patterns and the experience 
of hardship in each country?

By investigating both spending behavior and the experi-
ence of hardships during the early months of the COVID-
19 pandemic, our analysis contributes to the literatures on 
economic analysis and consumer financial decision making 
in the context of large-scale economic shocks. Moreover, 
drawing on surveys capturing household experiences around 
the time that unemployment claims peaked in both countries 
allows us to chronicle the consumer impacts of the pandemic 
when they were likely most severe. Lastly, the comparative 
nature of work, which examines consumer behaviors during 
COVID-19 in both the US and Israel, allows us to explore 
how the experience of the pandemic differed between two 
OECD countries with different experiences of COVID-19. 
Exploring commonalities and differences between countries 
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allows us to document how national contexts can influence 
households’ resilience to large-scale shocks like the COVID-
19 pandemic, which is important in preparing for future 
shocks and identifying avenues through which policymakers 
can help households recover from the current crisis.

Background

COVID‑19 and Policy Responses in the U.S. and Israel

United States

On January 21, 2020, the first confirmed case of COVID-19 
appeared in the US, and 10 days later the federal government 
declared a public health emergency.1 Throughout March and 
April, as U.S. states began imposing stay-at-home orders 
and other measures meant to curb the spread of the virus, 
the unemployment rate rose to record levels, peaking at 
14.8% in April, 2020. Initial unemployment claims during 
the pandemic remained extraordinarily high over the ensu-
ing months and, despite some stabilization by the summer 
of 2020, remained elevated throughout 2020 and early 2021.

The U.S. policy response to COVID-19 has included 
several major pieces of federal legislation and actions by 
the executive branch, supplemented by local and state pol-
icy actions. We highlight the major federal responses that 
occurred during the onset of the pandemic, during roughly 
the same timeframe as our study, and which may have had 
implications for the consumption behaviors and hardships 
that are the focus of this study. The first major federal legis-
lative response was the Families First Coronavirus Response 
Act, enacted on March 18, 2020. In addition to providing 
funds to cover testing and other public health needs, this 
bill provided additional funds for food support programs as 
well as the unemployment insurance system, and expanded 
the definition of paid sick leave to encompass COVID-
19-related illnesses or related issues (e.g., being subject to 
quarantine) (Moss et al., 2020). The second major COVID-
19-relief bill—the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security Act (the CARES Act)—was passed shortly there-
after and included: (1) direct assistance for U.S. households 
through Economic Impact Payments, which offered up to 
$1200 per adult and $600 per child in a household; (2) loans 
and grants to businesses under the Paycheck Protection Pro-
gram, as well as other incentives for businesses to retain 
workers; (3) the Emergency Rental Assistance program to 
help households unable to pay their rent and utilities during 

the pandemic; and (4) additional unemployment payments 
of $600 per week for households receiving unemployment 
benefits (Treasury Department, 2021). In addition to these 
supports, the CARES Act also imposed a federal eviction 
moratorium intended to keep families in their homes and 
stop the potential spread of COVID-19 that may accompany 
a family being evicted. This moratorium ran from late March 
to late July of 2020, and was later extended by an eviction 
moratorium from the Centers for Disease Control (Congres-
sional Research Service, 2021). The federal eviction morato-
ria were complemented by an array of state-based moratoria 
on utility disconnections due to non-payment of bills, which 
had a similar aim of keeping families in their homes during 
the pandemic (National Association of Regulatory Utility 
Commissioners, 2021).

Though the federal government provided guidance 
on social distancing restrictions, the decision to formally 
restrict different individual and business activities was left 
up to the states. As such, the restrictions on consumer behav-
iors imposed by individual states ranged from the relatively 
minimal (e.g., South Dakota) to the relatively strict (e.g., 
California, New York). In general, states tended to impose 
restrictions on recreational- or entertainment-oriented busi-
nesses such as gyms and movie theaters, and non-essential 
activities where social distancing was unlikely, such as din-
ing-in at restaurants or going to bars.

Israel

Similar to the US, Israel imposed a number of restrictions in 
conjunction with relief programs that may have impacted the 
consumption behaviors and household hardships. Following 
the first confirmed case of COVID-19 on February 21, 2020, 
the Israeli government enforced aggressive social distanc-
ing measures, tightening existing restrictions and declaring 
a national state of emergency at the end of March. Israel 
pursued a national strategy to curb the spread of the virus 
by placing limitations on employment and business activi-
ties and restricting consumer behaviors. For example, the 
movement of residents was limited to no more than 100 m 
from their place of residence, the number of employees in 
a workplace and public gatherings was restricted, residents 
were required to wear face coverings in public, and many 
businesses, with the exception of essential services, were 
shut down (Ministry of Health, 2020a, b; OECD, 2020c).

As a result of these restrictions, businesses and entities 
across a wide spectrum of sectors in Israel experienced a 
severe slowdown during March and April, 2020. Approxi-
mately a third of the economy was shut down at the height 
of the lockdown (OECD, 2020c). In April, 39% of employed 
individuals were not able to work due to COVID-19, which 
decreased to 24.4% in May (Central Bureau of Statistics, 
2020a). Following the continued rise in the COVID-19 

1  The timeline of the events and policy responses in this section 
are drawn from the St. Louis Federal Reserve’s FRASER (Federal 
Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2021), unless otherwise noted.
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cases, further restrictions and measures were put into effect 
in July, 2020.

During the early months of the pandemic, Israeli policy-
makers developed multiple policies and financial assistance 
programs to consumers to alleviate the negative impacts of 
COVID-19. First, in the wake of the pandemic, the Israeli 
government considerably expanded the unemployment 
insurance (UI) program to mitigate the financial burden of 
the pandemic on households by, for example, extending eli-
gibility for unemployment benefits to June, 2021, shortening 
the benefit qualification period, and offering unemployment 
support to elderly workers and qualifying self-employed 
workers (National Insurance Institute [NII], 2020). Second, 
the government has implemented several financial assistance 
programs. For example, additional financial support via sev-
eral funding rounds to qualifying self-employed workers 
who experienced a severe reduction in their self-employ-
ment activities and whose incomes did not exceed a certain 
threshold. Similarly, the government offered compensation 
to employers for the workers’ time in quarantine and pro-
vided a work injury grant to workers who were exposed to 
COVID-19 at their workplace (NII, 2020). Third, in April, 
2020, the government provided a one-time small cash pay-
ment of NIS 5002 (USD 142) per person to eligible families 
with children, the elderly, and other vulnerable household 
members. Other economic relief measures to help consum-
ers mitigate the consequences of the pandemic included 
assistance with electricity bills, bans on foreclosures, and 
deferrals and payment reorganization of mortgage and loan 
payments (KPMG, 2020).

Overall, the adopted measures—which were relatively 
similar to the responses implemented in the US (though 
they differed in their intensity and scope)—were expected 
to mitigate the adverse effects of the pandemic on financial 
outcomes and consumer behaviors.

The Consumer Impact of the COVID‑19 Pandemic 
in the U.S. and Israel

United States

Similar to other large-scale economic crises, the ongoing 
crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic is characterized 
by high unemployment levels. At the same time, the current 
crisis is differentiated from others by its concurrent supply 
and demand contractions (Brinca et al., 2020); concentrated 
impacts on certain populations including women, racial/
ethnic minorities, and frontline workers (Hardy & Logan, 
2020; Long et al., 2020; Tomer & Kane, 2020); government 

mandates to restrict business and consumer activities; and a 
broad-based, global shift in consumer spending preferences 
(McKinsey & Company, 2020).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, personal consumption 
expenditures (PCE)—an indicator of consumer spending 
based on the value of goods and services purchased by U.S. 
residents—dropped by 9.6% in the second quarter of 2020 as 
unemployment spiked, but rebounded with an 8.9% increase 
in the third quarter. Spending on durable and non-durable 
goods was 6.7% and 4.0% higher in the third quarter of 2020 
compared to the fourth quarter of 2019, respectively, while 
spending on services was 7.7% lower. The decline in spend-
ing on services has been sharp for services involving public 
gatherings and face-to-face contact, such as food services, 
accommodations, recreation, and transportation. Conversely, 
spending on non-contact services such as financial services 
remained steady (Bachman et al., 2020), while spending for 
store purchases of food and beverages increased (Dunn et al., 
2020).

Mounting evidence documents the adverse effects of the 
pandemic on financial security of U.S. households. High 
percentages of households reported struggling to pay their 
bills, relying on their savings to make ends meet, and receiv-
ing food assistance (Parker et al., 2020). With the unem-
ployment rate almost quadrupling in the span of 2 months 
(Kochhar, 2020), households who lost their jobs due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic were two to three times more likely to 
experience hardships including skipped housing payments, 
skipped medical care, and food insecurity (Despard et al., 
2020). Though the pandemic’s impacts on U.S. consum-
ers have been broad-based, they were acutely felt in more 
economically vulnerable populations and among racial/eth-
nic minority groups. Households with low pre-pandemic 
incomes were more likely to experience COVID-19-related 
job or income losses (Despard et al., 2020) and report an 
array of housing hardships (e.g., eviction and housing/utility 
payment delinquencies) as a result of the pandemic (Chun 
et al., 2020). Those with low levels of liquid assets prior to 
the pandemic were also much more likely to report expe-
riencing financial hardships or using high-cost financial 
resources (e.g., payday loans) after facing a COVID-19-re-
lated income shock, compared to households with relatively 
high levels of pre-pandemic liquid assets (Roll & Despard, 
2020). Finally, the consumer impact of COVID-19 intersects 
with racial and ethnic inequality. Employment has dropped 
the most in low-wage occupations—which are dispropor-
tionately held by Black and Hispanic workers—compared 
to middle- and high-wage occupations. Correspondingly, 
racial/ethnic minority households were more likely to expe-
rience hardships during the pandemic including food inse-
curity (Morales et al., 2020) and housing instability (Chun 
et al., 2020).2  NIS = Israeli New Shekel. Exchange rates correspond to June 1, 

2020 (USD 1 = NIS 3.51).
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Israel

Similar to the US, the pandemic has shifted consumer behav-
iors in Israel. Private consumption expenditures by Israeli 
households dropped over the first two quarters of 2020 
before rebounding in the third quarter (Central Bureau of 
Statistics [CBS], 2020b). Changes in economic activities and 
consumer preferences were heterogeneous across different 
spending categories. The hardest hit sectors were those most 
affected by social distancing measures, such as the service 
industry, tourism, transportation, and entertainment (Dun 
& Bradstreet, 2020). In addition, credit card spending data 
shows that while household spending on travel, apparel, and 
leisure dropped precipitously during the initial lockdown, 
spending on food, electronics, and insurance increased 
(Dovrat-Meseritz, 2020).

Evidence shows that strict social distancing measures 
and social isolation may have had a profound impact on 
financial security of households. For example, households 
experienced heightened rates of household hardship during 
the pandemic in Israel. Specifically, the share of households 
living in poverty increased from 20.1 to 29.3% over the year 
(Latet, 2020) and the majority of households surveyed by 
CBS in July, 2020 said that they were worried about not 
being able to meet their monthly expenses (CBS, 2020c). 
Furthermore, food insecurity has increased (CBS, 2020c; 
Laufer et al., 2020) with rates jumping from 17.8 before 
the pandemic to 22.6% during the pandemic, and the num-
ber of households reporting financial hardship rising from 
24.1 to 38.6% (Latet, 2020). The majority of respondents 
surveyed in August, 2020 reported income declines during 
the pandemic, with almost a quarter of respondents report-
ing significant income reductions (Laufer et al., 2020). Cor-
respondingly, most respondents also said that they had to 
cut their expenses due to the pandemic and their ability to 
meet monthly expenses has decreased, with nearly a quarter 
reporting that the expense cuts have affected their lifestyles 
to a greater degree (Laufer et al., 2020).

Hardship and adverse experiences were disproportion-
ately felt in more economically vulnerable populations. 
Religious/ethnic minorities were more likely to report that 
they could not afford adequate food and skipped bill pay-
ments as a result of the pandemic (Kondratjeva et al., 2021), 
reported lower access to liquidity and higher rates of denial 
of government benefits (Social Policy Institute, 2020). Fur-
thermore, the reductions in income and expenses were more 
pronounced among households with lower pre-COVID-19 
incomes and single-headed households (Laufer et al., 2020).

While the adverse effects on consumption behaviors and 
financial security are well-documented, much less is known 
about how government support was used to help households 
overcome the adversities of the pandemic. Some descriptive 
evidence shows that households receiving unemployment 

benefits also experienced higher incidence of hardship, 
although the rates of hardship between those receiving and 
not receiving financial support by differed based on house-
hold income (Kondratjeva et al., 2021). That is, the reported 
incidence of hardship between unemployment benefits recip-
ients and non-recipients was not significantly different for 
the lowest income households, though rates differed for the 
middle-income group. Another study documenting the use 
of a one-time cash payment disbursed in August, 2020 sug-
gests that the most frequent uses of small grants were debt 
repayment (45% of survey takers), spending (25%), saving 
(16%), and donating or providing assistance to friends and 
families (14%) (Feldman & Heffetz, 2021).

Financial Shocks, Consumer Spending, 
and Household Hardship

A large literature describes how the most recent example 
of a large-scale, global economic shock—the Great Reces-
sion of 2007 to 2009—changed consumer behaviors. This 
evidence shows that consumer spending in the US dropped 
in all categories during the recession and remained below 
pre-recession levels for a longer period of time than in prior 
recessions (Petev & Pistaferri, 2012). As a whole, OECD 
countries experienced a drop in private consumption, and 
most countries saw similar changes in expenditures over 
time (Lequiller & Blades, 2014).

Overall, household consumption responses to economic 
crises may vary based on household financial characteristics 
and distress. For example, lower consumer spending during 
the Great Recession was associated with greater household 
debt (Dynan & Edelberg, 2013; Dynan et al., 2012; Mian 
et al., 2013). Krueger et al. (2016) found that households in 
the bottom two-fifths of the wealth distribution experienced 
a larger dip in aggregate consumer spending than higher-
wealth households.

Evidence from the Great Recession further shows that 
the financial crisis led to steep declines in economic out-
put and substantial increases in unemployment around the 
world (United Nations Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, 2011). The crisis subsequently resulted in higher 
poverty rates and, commensurately, increased rates of food 
insecurity (Coleman-Jensen, 2012), indicators of housing 
instability (Hurd et al., 2010), and rates of skipping bills and 
utility shutoffs (Pilkauskas et al., 2012).

In addition to research on the impact of large-scale finan-
cial shocks, a large body of literature focuses on the relation-
ship between household-level financial shocks—i.e., large 
and unanticipated income declines or expense increases 
experienced by households (Chase et  al., 2011)—and 
household hardship. Research in the US demonstrates that 
financial shocks are common, with over 60% of households 
experiencing at least one shock in a given year (Abbi, 2012), 
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and costly, with the average cost of a financial emergency 
estimated to be between $1500 and $2000 (Collins & Gjert-
son, 2013; Searle & Köppe, 2014). These shocks generally 
expose households to higher risks of hardships, including 
food insecurity, falling behind on utility bills or housing pay-
ments, and skipping essential medical care (e.g., Despard 
et al., 2018; Heflin, 2016). Beyond these short-term issues, 
hardships expose households to a wide array of long-term 
adverse outcomes, including physical and mental health 
issues (Heflin & Iceland, 2009; Whittle et al., 2015), housing 
instability (Desmond & Kimbro, 2015), and child develop-
mental problems (Rauh et al., 2004).

The aforementioned research on the impact of economic 
shocks tends to focus purely on economic phenomena. That 
is, it investigates the income, expense, and balance sheet 
impacts of economic shocks, and how these translate into 
household experiences of hardship in the short- and long-
term. However, the COVID-19 pandemic is fairly unique 
in that it combined a large-scale economic shock with the 
high levels of psychological stress, fear, and uncertainty 
that accompany natural disasters and other similar events. 
Researchers have become increasingly interested in the 
impact of these events on consumer behavior, which often 
results in consumers engaging in “panic buying” of various 
products. In a systematic review of research on panic buying, 
Yuen et al. (2020) identified four major causes of panic buy-
ing: perceptions of threat or scarcity, fear of the unknown, 
coping behaviors, and social psychological factors like social 
influence and social trust. Some of these motivations can be 
seen as individually rational. For example, panic buying or 
hoarding behavior can have self-protective effects and can 
help minimize risk (Sheu & Kuo, 2020) or maintain a sense 
of freedom (Gupta & Gentry, 2016). However, it may also be 
a response to social, psychological, or emotional factors like 
anxiety (Kemp et al., 2014), a feeling of lost control (Sneath 
et al., 2008), or a fear of missing out on some essential pur-
chase a person may need in the future (Kang et al., 2020). 
Each of these factors may have led to increased volatility in 
spending on both essential and non-essential goods during 
the pandemic, as households responded to increasingly vola-
tile economic, social, and public health conditions.

Much as unexpected job and income losses are associated 
with the experience of material hardship and other nega-
tive effects on household well-being, volatility in expendi-
tures can also have well-being implications for households. 
For example, one study found that after a large increase in 
expenses, an individual’s liquid assets remained low for 
1 year following the expense while their debt remained 
elevated (Farrell & Greig, 2017), and large and unexpected 
expenses have been linked with both household and child 
food insecurity (Bartfeld & Collins, 2017). More generally, 
expense volatility has been linked to modest declines in a 

household’s subjective sense of financial well-being (Bufe 
et al., 2021).

Contribution of the Current Study

Prior research identifies the effects of large-scale macro-
economic shocks on households, drawing most recently 
on experiences during the Great Recession of 2007–2009. 
The COVID-19 pandemic, with its simultaneous demand 
and supply side economic shocks, acting in concert with 
a large-scale global public health crisis that caused a high 
degree of fear and uncertainty, presents new challenges fac-
ing households. As such, research on the consumer impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on households is growing. Our 
study contributes to this body of knowledge in unique ways. 
First, we simultaneously examine changes in household 
expenditures and households’ experiences of material hard-
ship whereas most studies only examine hardship preva-
lence. To examine this relationship, we use retrospective 
questions covering the period just before the beginning of 
the pandemic through the early months of the pandemic 
when unemployment was highest. We also employ a robust 
set of controls in addition to demographic characteristics 
and income, including credit card and bank account owner-
ship, health insurance, assets, and a range of employment 
situations including job loss, traditional employment, self-
employment, and gig work. Second, we compare household 
experiences in two OECD countries that experienced the 
same global event using very similar sampling strategies 
and research methods. We compare the degree to which 
household characteristics account for variation in economic 
impacts in each country, including impacts on racial/eth-
nic/religious minority groups to assess disparities. In these 
respects, we dig deeper into data to more comprehensively 
understand the economic impacts of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on households.

Data

The empirical analysis in this study is based on the Socio-
Economic Impacts of COVID-19 Survey (Roll et al., 2021), 
which was administered to adult respondents in both the US 
and Israel through a partnership between research institu-
tions in both countries. Through a large online survey plat-
form,3 the Social Policy Institute at Washington University 
in St. Louis administered the survey from April 27, 2020, 

3  Research has demonstrated that online, non-probability samples 
using Qualtrics panels, the online panel used in this study, generate 
samples that closely approximate those of the General Social Survey, 
which is considered the gold standard in survey administration (Zack 
et al., 2019).
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to May 12, 2020, in the U.S. and from June 4, 2020, to July 
1, 2020, in Israel. The gap in survey administration peri-
ods was due to fact that the Jewish holiday season in Israel 
began in April of 2020, and the researchers elected to field 
the Israeli survey immediately after the end of this season 
in order to ensure representation of large religious groups 
such as Ultra-Orthodox Jews in the survey.4 Both the U.S. 
and Israeli surveys collected information on demographic 
characteristics, employment, debt and assets, experience of 
material and medical hardships, health status, government 
benefits, and attitudes towards the COVID-19 pandemic.

Each survey sample was developed using targeted quota 
sampling techniques to ensure that the sample represented 
each country's demographic characteristics. In the US, the 
sampling quotas were constructed to approximate U.S. Cen-
sus estimates (based on the 2019 American Community Sur-
vey) of national population distributions in terms of gender, 
age, race/ethnicity, and income. In Israel, Jewish respond-
ents were sampled using four demographic quotas (gender, 
age, income, and religiosity) so that our sample reflected the 
Jewish adult population (based on CBS data). Arab Israeli 
respondents were selected without applying sampling crite-
ria, because generational and gender differences in access 
to technology in Arab communities may complicate the use 
of targeted sampling in an online survey of Arab Israelis. In 
the U.S., the survey response rate was 10.8%. In Israel, the 
survey response rate was 16.4%.5 After the screening and 
cleaning process,6 the final analytical sample is 4,684 and 
1,889 in the U.S. and Israel data, respectively.

Methods

Measures

This study explores the changes in household expenditures 
and material hardship experiences during the first months 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. We measure the changes in 
household expenditures during the pandemic with respect 
to essential needs including housing (rent or mortgage pay-
ment), utilities, and food, as well as their credit card debt 
payments. With respect to each of the essential needs, 
respondents were asked “how does your household spend-
ing over the last month compare to your household's spend-
ing 3 months ago?” Per each essential need, respondents 
chose one of four possible answers (“spending increased,” 
“no change in spending,” “spending decreased,” “not appli-
cable”). Per credit card debt payments, respondents were 
asked “How would you say your household's credit card debt 
has changed compared to 3 months ago?”, and they could 
select one of five categories (“greatly increased,” “somewhat 
increased,” “no change,” “somewhat decreased,” “greatly 
decreased”). For the sake of comparability, we recoded each 
expenditure variable into three categories: (1) spending/debt 
amount increased; (2) no change in spending/debt amount; 
(3) spending/debt amount decreased. Respondents who 
selected “not applicable” for any of the expenditure catego-
ries, or who did not own a credit card, were excluded from 
the analyses of that respective outcome measure.

To assess the experience of material hardships, we 
include three measures: skipped rent/mortgage payment, 
skipped utility payment, and food insecurity. For the first 
two hardship measures, both surveys in the US and Israel 
asked if the respondent's household had skipped a rent/mort-
gage or utility payment in the past 3 months. To construct 
a food insecurity measure in the US, we utilized three food 
security-related questions from the USDA’s food insecurity 
scale asking if the household (1) didn't have money to get 
food, (2) couldn't afford to eat balanced meals, or (3) cut the 
size of meals or skipped meals in the past 3 months because 
they did not have enough money for food (USDA Economic 
Research Service, 2012). We coded the food insecurity vari-
able as ‘1’ if a respondent answered positively for any of the 
three questions—otherwise, the variable was coded as a ‘0’. 
In Israel, the survey included a single question on food inse-
curity asking if the respondent’s household could not afford 
the type or amount of food they needed in the past 3 months.

Notably, these material hardship measures were not spe-
cific to the COVID-19-pandemic. That is, we asked about 
the general experience of hardships rather than hardships 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. However, for each 
of these categories of hardships, we did ask an equivalent 
question capturing the extent to which a given hardship was 

4  The fact that the time periods of the surveys do not overlap per-
fectly may raise concerns about the comparability of the studies. 
However, we do not anticipate this being a major concern because all 
of the relevant outcome measures in this study are retrospective and 
thus cover the acute periods of the economic crisis in both countries. 
Nevertheless, the fact that the Israel survey was implemented a month 
after the U.S. survey represents a limitation of this study.
5  Survey response rates were calculated using the American Asso-
ciation for Public Opinion Research’s RR2 measure, which includes 
respondents who took part in the survey but were later excluded due 
to quota requirements (American Association for Public Opinion 
Research, 2016).
6  In total, 16,200 respondents entered the U.S. survey and 3,084 
entered the Israel survey. The survey excluded respondents who failed 
to meet quota requirements to ensure national representativeness on 
the established sampling criteria and/or quality checks embedded in 
the survey. In addition to the survey screening, we excluded those 
who did not provide a response to the items used in this analysis 
using listwise deletion.
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attributable to the pandemic (e.g., “When your household 
did not pay the full amount of the rent or mortgage, was this 
due to financial issues caused by the COVID-19 pandemic?” 
in the U.S. survey—see Table A1 in the Appendix for a sum-
mary of all questions). We include the results of the models 
using these COVID-19-specific variables as a supplemental 
analysis.

To investigate the relationship between these expenditure 
and hardship measures and key household characteristics in 
the US and Israel, we draw on an array of survey questions 
capturing households’ composition, finances, demograph-
ics, and experiences both before and during the pandemic. 
While the U.S. and Israeli surveys are highly similar and 
were administered in similar timeframes, some questions 
were adjusted to fit the local context of each country. An 
emblematic difference concerns the questions on race/eth-
nicity and religion in the two countries. In the US, we cat-
egorized the sample into five groups—non-Hispanic White 
(hereafter White), non-Hispanic Black (hereafter Black), 
non-Hispanic Asian (hereafter Asian), Hispanic, and others. 
In Israel, the demographic characteristics of the population 
are commonly described not by race and ethnicity, but by 
religion/religiosity and ethnicity; hence we categorized the 
sample into four groups—non-Ultra-Orthodox Jews, Ultra-
Orthodox Jews, Arab Israelis, and others.

In addition to the measures of race/ethnicity and religion/
ethnicity, our empirical models take into account demo-
graphic characteristics (gender, age, living arrangement, 
educational attainment, and the number of dependents), 
employment (respondent’s and spouse/partner’s employ-
ment status, having side or gig jobs, COVID-19-related job/
income loss), income and assets (monthly family income in 
2019,7 having access to financial resources in the event of 
an emergency, having credit cards, having a bank account, 
and having health insurance). Though the wording of some 
survey questions and response categories vary somewhat 
between the U.S. and Israeli surveys, all the questions and 
possible answers in both surveys are comparable to each 
other (see Table A1 in the Appendix).

Finally, while each of the outcome measures in this study 
captures experiences during the early months of the COVID-
19 pandemic, many of the questions we use to measure key 
household characteristics are explicitly framed to identify a 

household’s situation before the pandemic. For example, our 
income measure asks about pre-pandemic household income 
and our employment measures ask about the respondent’s 
employment status 3 months prior (i.e., before the start of 
the pandemic). At the same time, some questions, such as 
the experience of job/income loss as a result of the pan-
demic, are intentionally framed in a way to capture a house-
hold’s situation during the pandemic.

Empirical Model

This paper explores the associations between household 
characteristics, expenditure patterns, and hardship experi-
ences during the early months of the pandemic. As the four 
expenditure variables allow three outcomes—expenditures 
increased/decreased/not changed—we employ a multinomial 
logit (MNL) model of the following general form:

where Pr(⋅) is the logistic probability function. XDemo is 
a vector including gender, age, living arrangement, edu-
cational attainment, and the number of dependents; XEmp 
encompasses employment characteristics during the pan-
demic, such as respondent’s and spouse/partner’s employ-
ment status, having gig or side jobs, and COVID-19-related 
job/income loss; and XFin includes financial characteristics, 
such as pre-pandemic monthly household income, asset 
liquidity for an emergency before the pandemic, and owning 
credit cards, a bank account, or health insurance (in the U.S. 
only). The coefficients report the odds ratios of the increase 
or decrease in each expenditure category relative to the 
baseline outcome (no changes in an expenditure category) 
during the pandemic. We estimate the model via maximum 
likelihood.

We employ a logistic regression model to explore the 
relationships between binary material hardship experiences 
and the key independent variables listed above. Our binary 
logistic model can be expressed formally as:

here the coefficients estimate the odds ratios of a given mate-
rial hardship experience relative to the baseline outcome of 
no hardship experience.

In the main analysis, we only present coefficient estimates 
for variables that capture respondents’ race/ethnicity and 
religion, pre-pandemic household income, and pre-pandemic 
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7  In the U.S., pre-pandemic monthly income was asked as a contin-
uous variable, while in Israel it was asked as a categorical variable 
with categories of NIS 0–8000, NIS 8001–17,000, and NIS 17,001 + . 
To make the incomes comparable between the two countries, we cre-
ated low/middle/high-income categories for the U.S with distribu-
tions that roughly correspond to the distributions of the Israel cate-
gories (see Table A2 in the Appendix). Our U.S. definitions of low, 
middle, and high-income in the U.S. are $0–3000, $3001–8000, and 
$8001 + , respectively.



269Journal of Family and Economic Issues (2022) 43:261–281	

1 3

employment characteristics, as these indicators have been 
identified as potentially significant predictors of exposure 
to COVID-19-related financial issues (Despard et al., 2020; 
Hardy & Logan, 2020). The results of all coefficient esti-
mates are presented in the Appendix.

Results

Sample Description

Table A2 in the Appendix presents the summary statistics 
for households in both the U.S. and Israeli survey samples. 
In general, the samples well-approximated the populations 
of their respective countries in terms of gender, age, income, 
and race/ethnicity in the US or religion/ethnicity in Israel, 
as compared to the 2019 American Community Survey by 
the U.S. Census Bureau (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021) or 
Israeli population data compiled from several sources (Cen-
tral Bureau of Statistics, 2019; Feldman & Heffetz, 2021; 
Organization for Economic Cooperation & Development, 
2015; World Bank, 2019).8 However, there are some key 
differences we highlight here. The U.S. survey sample is 
more educated than the U.S. population as a whole, as 58.4% 
of the survey sample reported holding a bachelor’s degree 
or higher while only 33.1% of the U.S. population had this 
level of educational attainment. Israeli respondents were 
somewhat more likely to identify as Jewish and less likely 
to identify as some other ethnicity/religion, somewhat less 
likely to identify as male, somewhat more likely to come 
from the Haifa region and less likely to come from the Tel 
Aviv region. Everyone in the Israeli sample is considered to 
have health insurance as they have a national public health 
insurance program, while 5.5% of the U.S. sample did not 
report any type of health insurance.

Comparing Expenditure Changes During 
the Pandemic

This section examines the extent to which respondents 
reported household expenditure changes for basic needs 
during the pandemic, comparing the shifts in these expendi-
tures between U.S. and Israeli households. Table 1 presents 
the results of our analysis. In terms of housing payments, 
reported expenditures were very stable in both Israel and 
the US. Roughly 85–90% of respondents in both countries 
reported that their household expenditures had not changed, 
while 6–9% reported that expenditures had increased and 
6–7% reported that expenditures had decreased. Utility bill 

payments, by contrast, were very stable in the US (81% 
reporting no change) and relatively unstable in Israel (56% 
reporting no change); a difference largely driven by higher 
proportions of Israelis reporting utility bill increases than 
Americans (40% vs 11%). Food expenditures and credit 
card payments were also relatively unstable in both coun-
tries, with majorities or near majorities reporting that their 
expenses in these categories had changed, and in both cases 
Israeli respondents were more likely to report household 
expense increases than those in the US.

Comparing Hardship Experiences During 
the Pandemic

In this section we address our second research question, 
concerning the experience of material hardships during the 
pandemic and how these experiences differed between the 
US and Israel. Table 1 shows that, in both the US and Israel, 
skipping housing payments was the least common material 

Table 1   Household expenditure changes and material hardship expe-
riences during the pandemic, by country

a Only for those who pay rent or mortgage
b Those who only have a credit card

US Israel
% %

Expenditure changes
Rent/mortgagea

 Increased 5.7% 8.6%
 Not changed 88.1% 84.9%
 Decreased 6.3% 6.5%

Utilities
 Increased 11.4% 40.1%
 Not changed 81.1% 55.6%
 Decreased 7.6% 4.3%

Food
 Increased 36.3% 46.3%
 Not changed 44.8% 32.3%
 Decreased 18.9% 21.4%

Credit card debt paymentsb

 Increased 20.2% 31.3%
 Not changed 59.8% 39.6%
 Decreased 20.0% 29.1%

Material hardships
Rent/mortgage
 Skipped rent/mortgage 8.1% 10.3%

Utilities
 Skipped utility bill 11.2% 17.8%

Food
 Food insecurity 23.9% 21.4%

Observations 4684 1889

8  See Tables A8 and A9 in the Appendix for comparisons between 
our analytic sample and key population indicators for both countries.
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hardship (8.1% in the U.S. and 10.3% in Israel), followed by 
skipping utility bill payments (11.2% in the US and 17.8% 
in Israel) and food insecurity (23.9% in the US and 21.4% 
in Israel). Notably, the rate of skipped utility payments is 
roughly 60% higher in Israel than the US, while the rates of 
skipped housing payments and food insecurity are similar 
between the two countries.

Examining the Relationships Between Expenditures 
and Hardships

Table 2 examines the polychoric correlations (Olsson, 1979) 
between these outcome measures in the US (Panel A) and 
Israel (Panel B). Overall, we find that a given expenditure 
change tends to positively correlate with other expenditure 
changes and a given hardship tends to positively correlate 
with other hardships, but that hardships and expenditure 
changes are negatively correlated. This pattern indicates 
that households in both countries do not appear to be sub-
stituting one expense for another. For example, they do not 
appear to substituting housing or utility payments for food 
payments, on average, nor do they appear to be skipping 
one type of expense to cover another type of expense. An 
interesting exception to this in both countries is the relation-
ship between food expenditures and food insecurity, as food 
expenditures have a very slight positive correlation with 

food insecurity. This stands in contrast to the negative cor-
relations between housing expenditures and skipped housing 
payments, or utility expenditures and skipped bills, poten-
tially indicating that food insecurity in both countries stems 
in part from increasing food expenses during the pandemic 
(e.g., parents needing to provide more food while their chil-
dren are at home).

The Relationship Between Expenditure Changes, 
Hardships, and Household Characteristics in the U.S. 
and Israel

In this section, we explore our final research question con-
cerning the relationship between household characteristics, 
expenditure changes, and hardship. Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4 
present the results of multinomial logistic regression analy-
ses estimating the relationship between household character-
istics and expenditure changes during the pandemic, while 
Figs. 5, 6 and 7 present the results of binary logistic regres-
sion models estimating the relationship between household 
characteristics and the experience of hardship during the 
pandemic. In each set of results, we present coefficient plots 
for key household characteristics including race/ethnicity 
or religion/ethnicity, pre-pandemic household income, and 
employment, though we also control for other household 
characteristics as described above and in Table A1.

Table 2   Polychoric correlations of outcome variables, by country

Panel A: United States (N = 4684)

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Expenditure changes
 (1) Rent/mortgage 1.000
 (2) Utilities 0.295 1.000
 (3) Food 0.206 0.359 1.000
 (4) Credit card debt payments 0.126 0.049 0.108 1.000

Hardships
 (5) Skipped rent/mortgage − 0.089 − 0.042 0.046 − 0.392 1.000
 (6) Skipped bills − 0.056 − 0.065 − 0.025 − 0.339 0.771 1.000
 (7) Food insecurity − 0.110 − 0.049 0.027 − 0.363 0.647 0.735 1.000

Panel BL Israel (N = 1889)

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Expenditure changes
 (1) Rent/mortgage 1.000
 (2) Utilities 0.295 1.000
 (3) Food 0.366 0.560 1.000
 (4) Credit card debt payments 0.360 0.236 0.412 1.000

Hardships
 (5) Skipped rent/mortgage − 0.161 0.019 − 0.049 − 0.194 1.000
 (6) Skipped bills − 0.178 − 0.197 − 0.134 − 0.255 0.772 1.000
 (7) Food Insecurity − 0.248 − 0.143 0.036 − 0.202 0.680 0.746 1.000
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Fig. 1   Housing expenditures during COVID-19, by country. This 
figure presents the results of two multinomial logistic regressions 
estimating the relationship between race/ethnicity (or religion/ethnic-
ity), employment, and income indicators on changes in rent/mortgage 
spending in the US and Israel. The reference spending category is 

no change in spending. The reference categories for the independent 
variables are in parentheses. Models also control for an array of other 
demographic and financial indicators, outlined in Table  A1 in the 
Appendix. N(US) = 3789. N(Israel) = 1396

Fig. 2   Utility bill expenditures during COVID-19, by country. This 
figure presents the results of two multinomial logistic regressions 
estimating the relationship between race/ethnicity, employment, and 
income indicators on changes in utility spending in the US and Israel. 
The reference spending category is no change in spending. The ref-

erence categories for the independent variables are in parentheses. 
Models also control for an array of other demographic and financial 
indicators, outlined in Table  A1 in the Appendix. N(U.S.) = 4592. 
N(Israel) = 1858
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Fig. 3   Food expenditures during COVID-19, by country. This fig-
ure presents the results of two multinomial logistic regressions esti-
mating the relationship between race/ethnicity, employment, and 
income indicators on changes in food spending in the US and Israel. 
The reference spending category is no change in spending. The ref-

erence categories for the independent variables are in parentheses. 
Models also control for an array of other demographic and finan-
cial indicators, outlined in Table A1 in the appendix. N(US) = 4615. 
N(Israel) = 1858

Fig. 4   Credit card debts during COVID-19, by country. This figure 
presents the results of two multinomial logistic regressions estimat-
ing the relationship between race/ethnicity, employment, and income 
indicators on changes in credit card debt in the US and Israel. The 
reference spending category is no change in spending. The refer-

ence categories for the independent variables are in parentheses. 
Models also control for an array of other demographic and financial 
indicators, outlined in Table  A1 in the Appendix. N(US) = 4236. 
N(Israel) = 1787
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Fig. 5   Food insecurity during COVID-19, by country. This figure 
presents the results of two binary logistic regressions estimating the 
relationship between race/ethnicity, employment, and income indica-
tors on food insecurity in the US and Israel. The reference categories 

for the independent variables are in parentheses. Models also control 
for an array of other demographic and financial indicators, outlined in 
Table A1 in the Appendix. N(US) = 4684. N(Israel) = 1889

Fig. 6   Skipped housing payments during COVID-19, by country. 
This figure presents the results of two binary logistic regressions 
estimating the relationship between race/ethnicity, employment, 
and income indicators on skipped housing payments in the US and 

Israel. The reference categories for the independent variables are in 
parentheses. Models also control for an array of other demographic 
and financial indicators, outlined in Table  A1 in the Appendix. 
N(US) = 4684. N(Israel) = 1889



274	 Journal of Family and Economic Issues (2022) 43:261–281

1 3

We begin by examining the predictors of changes in hous-
ing expenditures in Fig. 1. Racial/ethnic and religious/eth-
nic minorities in both countries were more likely to report 
spending shifts on housing payments. Relative to White 
respondents, Black respondents in the US were more likely 
to report spending increases on housing payments and 
Hispanic respondents were more likely to report spending 
decreases. In Israel, Arab Israeli respondents were much 
more likely to report increased spending on housing rela-
tive to non-Ultra-Orthodox Jews. Full-time self-employed 
respondents in the US reported substantial changes in their 
housing expenditures, as did respondents who were out of 
the labor market (e.g., retired or disabled); these patterns 
were not observed in Israel. Gig/side job workers in the US 
were much more likely to report increased and decreased 
housing expenditures, while Israeli gig/side job workers 
were directionally more likely to report spending decreases. 
Similarly, households with COVID-19-related job or income 
losses in both the US and Israel were more likely to report 
housing expenditure increases and decreases, though the 
estimates for Israelis are imprecise. Relative to low-income 
households, middle- and high-income households in the 
US and Israel were less likely to report housing expendi-
ture increases and, in the US, high-income households were 
somewhat less likely to report expenditure decreases.

Turning to utility payment expenditure changes in Fig. 2, 
we see that Black and Hispanic respondents in the US also 
reported utility bill expenditure increases, though minority 
respondents in Israel did not. In general, employment status 
was not correlated with utility bill expenditure changes in 
either country. Similar to the pattern in housing payments, 
workers with gig or side employment and those reporting 
lost jobs/incomes due to COVID-19 in the US were more 
likely to report both increases and decreases in utility bill 
payments. In Israel, this was only true for those who had 
COVID-19-related job/income loss. Unlike the pattern in 
housing payment expenditures, the relationships between 
income and utility payment expenditure shifts were rela-
tively weak.

In Fig. 3, we examine shifts in food expenditures. Black 
and Hispanic respondents in the US were more likely to 
report increased food expenditures, while Ultra-Orthodox 
Jews in Israel were more likely to report no change in expen-
ditures. Respondents in both countries who lost a job/income 
due to COVID-19 were more likely to report both increased 
and decreased expenditures on food, while workers with gig 
or side jobs in both countries were more likely to report 
spending decreases on food. The relationship between 
employment and income variables and food expenditures in 
both countries was relatively weak.

Fig. 7   Skipped bill payments during COVID-19, by country. This 
figure presents the results of two binary logistic regressions estimat-
ing the relationship between race/ethnicity, employment, and income 
indicators on skipped utility bill payments in the US and Israel. The 

reference categories for the independent variables are in parentheses. 
Models also control for an array of other demographic and financial 
indicators, outlined in Table  A1 in the Appendix. N(US) = 4864. 
N(Israel) = 1889
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The final expenditure category we examine concerns 
credit card debt, shown in Fig. 4. Black, Hispanic, and Other 
race/ethnicity respondents in the US were more likely to 
report increased credit card debt, with Black respondents 
also more likely to report credit card debt decreases. In 
Israel, Arab Israeli respondents were much more likely to 
report credit card debt increases, while Ultra-Orthodox Jews 
were less likely to report debt decreases. Relative to full-time 
wage/salary employees, full-time self-employed respond-
ents in the US were much more likely to report increased 
credit card debt, while part-time wage/salary workers were 
less likely to report decreases in credit card debt. In Israel, 
employment status was not significantly related to changes in 
credit card debt. Similar to other spending outcomes, house-
holds in both countries with gig or side jobs and those who 
lost a job or income due to COVID-19 report high levels 
of volatility in their credit card debt amounts, though the 
estimates on gig/side jobs in Israel are imprecise.

Finally, in Figs. 5, 6 and 7 we examine the relationship 
between household characteristics and the experience of 
hardship in the two countries. Generally speaking, the rela-
tionships between household characteristics and hardships—
which include food insecurity, skipped housing payments, 
and skipped utility payments—appear much stronger in the 
US than in Israel. Black respondents in the US were more 
likely to report all measured hardships relative to White 
respondents, while Hispanic and Other race respondents 
were more likely to report food insecurity. In Israel, only 
Arab Israelis were more likely to report hardships, relative to 
non-Ultra-Orthodox Jews. Relative to full-time wage/salary 
employees, self-employed respondents in the US were much 
more likely to report all measured hardships, while part-time 
workers (both self-employed and wage/salary employees) 
appeared to be at less risk of many hardships. In Israel, the 
relationship between employment status and hardship was 
much weaker, though respondents who were unemployed 
prior to the pandemic were more likely to experience all 
measured hardships. In both countries, reporting gig or 
side work in the household was associated with increases in 
all hardships, though hardship coefficients in the US were 
higher than those in Israel. The association between COVID-
19-related job or income loss and all modeled hardships was 
significant (and similar) in both countries. In the US, both 
middle- and high-income households were less likely to 
report all hardships than low-income households, while in 
Israel the experience of low- and middle-income households 
was similar.

While the outcomes used in this analysis capture hard-
ships that occurred during the early phase of the pandemic, 
they are not necessarily hardships that occurred because of 
the pandemic. For example, an individual may have skipped 
their utility payments because they had medical expenses 
from a non-COVID-19 illness, or because they had an 

expensive car repair. As a supplemental analysis, we re-esti-
mated our hardship models using measures that specifically 
ask if a given hardship was due to financial issues caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic (see Table A1 in the Appendix). 
In every case, the majority of households experiencing a 
given hardship attributed that hardship to the COVID-19 
pandemic and, as shown in Figures A1–A3 in the Appendix, 
models using these COVID-19-specific hardships produced 
very similar estimates to those using the more general hard-
ship measures.

Discussion

This study examined the self-reported spending behav-
iors and hardships of households during the COVID-19 
pandemic in the US and Israel, and how these outcomes 
intersected with measures of employment, income, and 
race/ethnicity/religion. Using two similar national surveys 
that used similar surveying and sampling methods and 
were administered across similar time periods, we found 
that self-reported spending on housing was mostly stable, 
with around 85% of respondents in both countries report-
ing unchanged housing expenditures. However, spending on 
food and credit card debts was more volatile. For example, 
36% of U.S. respondents and 46% of Israeli respondents 
reported increased food expenditures, and a respective 20% 
and 31% reported increased credit card debt. While utility 
payments were roughly stable in the US, Israeli households 
were almost four times as likely to report utility payment 
increases as U.S. households. Hardship was common dur-
ing the early months of the pandemic and, while rates of 
skipping housing payments or food insecurity were similar 
between the two countries, the rate of skipped utility bills in 
Israel was almost 60% higher than in the US.

Though volatility and hardship were common in both 
countries, early research indicates that the impacts of the 
pandemic were felt disproportionately by low-income and 
racial/ethnic or religious/ethnic minority households, as well 
as households with precarious work arrangements (Despard 
et al., 2020; Hardy & Logan, 2020; Tomer & Kane, 2020). 
Our analysis validates and extends these early findings. 
Racial/ethnic/religious minorities in both countries (Black 
and Hispanic respondents in the US and Ultra-Orthodox 
Jewish and Arab respondents in Israel) were more likely 
than White and non-Ultra-Orthodox Jewish respondents in 
the US and Israel, respectively, to report spending changes 
in a variety of categories. Black and Hispanic respondents 
in the US were also more likely to report experiencing hard-
ships during the pandemic, though only Arab respondents in 
Israel appeared at increased risk of hardship.

Pre-pandemic employment and income indicators, by 
contrast, appeared more predictive of spending volatility and 
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hardship outcomes in the US than in Israel. As some exam-
ples of this dynamic, full-time self-employed respondents 
and those reporting gig or side work in the US were signifi-
cantly more likely to experience volatility in almost every 
category and every modeled hardship, while these relation-
ships were much weaker in Israel; part-time employees in 
the US appeared less vulnerable to hardship; and being 
unemployed pre-COVID was much more predictive of 
hardship in Israel than in the US. Additionally, low-income 
households in both countries were more vulnerable to spend-
ing shifts and hardship than high-income households, but 
middle-income households in the US also appeared more 
vulnerable than their Israeli counterparts.

Some degree of expenditure volatility is to be expected 
during a period in which both countries’ unemployment 
rates spiked. Indeed, we observed that changes in expendi-
tures were positively correlated with each other, as were dif-
ferent hardships, which is consistent with an interpretation 
that shifts in household consumption behavior were driven 
by broad shifts in their economic circumstances rather 
than by households substituting one category of expenses 
for another. Despite this, we still observed significant 
expenditure volatility for households even after controlling 
for COVID-19-related job/income loss and pre-pandemic 
employment status, which reflect exposure to the economic 
effects of the pandemic. Prior theoretical and empirical work 
provides potential explanations for these patterns. High 
expenditure volatility, particularly in terms of increased food 
expenditures, may reflect households’ desire to satisfy their 
fundamental needs while also potentially showing patterns 
of panic-buying, which is associated with stress, fear of the 
unknown (Yuen et al., 2020), and anxiety (Tsao et al., 2019), 
especially among vulnerable social groups and during times 
of crisis (Loxton et al., 2020).

Drawing upon psychological reactance and Hierarchy 
of Needs theories, the increase and decrease in households' 
spending may also be explained by frequently changing 
needs (or the changing perception of needs) during the early 
stages of the pandemic. Households likely adapted their pat-
terns of spending in response to the disruption caused by the 
pandemic (Clee & Wicklund, 1980). This disruption and the 
associated stress may have pushed households to prioritize 
their spending on basic needs in order to buffer themselves 
against the threat of the pandemic. These changes may have 
been individually rational, such as increasing food expendi-
tures in response to continual lockdown or supply shortages, 
but they may also serve as psychological coping behaviors in 
the face of the uncertainty created by the pandemic (Arafat 
et al., 2020). In the case of vulnerable populations, such 
as racial/ethnic/religious minorities and households with 
low incomes, high volatility of consumption of non-durable 
necessities may reflect their focus on juggling expenditures 
on an array of basic needs in the face of increased financial 

constraints and economic uncertainty. Indeed, prior empiri-
cal work on the Great Recession shows that households with 
large debt burdens or minimal wealth to draw on were more 
likely to experience spending volatility (Dynan & Edelberg, 
2013; Dynan et al., 2012; Krueger et al., 2016; Mian et al., 
2013). Given this, it is perhaps unsurprising that the minor-
ity and low-income groups in our study, who often have rela-
tively high debt burdens and low assets (Bhutta et al., 2020; 
Employer Benefits Research Institute, 2021), experienced 
higher degrees of expenditure volatility.

Many of the dynamics in expenditures and hardships 
observed in both countries are also likely attributable to the 
rapidly changing policy and economic environments of both 
countries during the pandemic. A precise accounting of the 
influence these factors had in driving these differences is 
beyond the scope of this paper. Israel and the US had differ-
ent social safety net arrangements prior to the pandemic, dif-
ferent policy responses to the pandemic, and different expe-
riences with the virus itself. For example, our study found 
that 36% of U.S. respondents reported increased food expen-
ditures relative to 3 months prior while only 19% reported 
decreased food expenditures, yet we also observed that 24% 
of U.S. households reported food insecurity. There are an 
array of policy-related factors that may be driving this pat-
tern. For example, the Families First Coronavirus Response 
Act increased eligibility and funding for the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and created a new 
program (Pandemic-EBT) that aimed to help parents pay for 
children’s meals that might otherwise be provided for free by 
schools (Center on Budget & Policy Priorities, 2021). These 
policies may have had the effect of boosting food expendi-
tures for the most economically vulnerable (indeed, Fig. 3 
shows that losing income due to COVID-19 is the single 
largest predictor of increased food expenditures), yet may 
have been insufficient to reduce the risk of food insecurity in 
these households (COVID-19-related income loss was also 
among the largest predictors of food insecurity).

The effects of U.S. federal and state policies on the 
housing and utility expenditure and hardship dynamics 
we observe in this study are also ambiguous. Though U.S. 
households facing a lost job or income due to COVID-19 
were more likely to report volatility in their housing/util-
ity expenditures and skipped housing/bill payments, policy 
actions that imposed eviction and utility shutoff moratoria 
may have changed how households prioritize these expen-
ditures. If cash-strapped individuals faced a lower likeli-
hood of eviction or having their power shut off during the 
pandemic, they may have chosen to prioritize expenses that 
put food on their table rather than expenses that kept them 
current on their bills.

Similarly, in Israel, a range of factors could explain our 
findings. We observed that a high proportion of Israeli 
respondents reported increases in their food and utility 
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expenditures relative to the prior 3 months (46% and 40%, 
respectively), while at the same time, 21% of respondents 
reported food insecurity and 18% said they skipped a bill 
payment within the past 3 months. We cannot directly attrib-
ute these results to the receipt of various government sup-
ports. However, it is highly likely that, given the reported 
increases in food and utility expenditures, the increase in 
household hardship may have been much greater in the 
absence of rigorous and timely pandemic-related financial 
assistance to a wide range of households. With respect to 
housing hardship, it is perhaps not surprising that a combina-
tion of factors—including unchanged housing expenditures 
for 85% of respondents, financial (e.g., unemployment ben-
efits) and non-financial (e.g., deferment on loan payments) 
assistance, and the severity of consequences of late hous-
ing payments—determined that it was the least experienced 
household hardship. At the same time, considering that the 
most socially and economically vulnerable households, such 
as Arab Israelis and households experiencing job losses, 
tended to experience higher rates of material hardship, the 
government support provided during and beyond the pan-
demic may not have been enough to ensure the financial 
stability of more vulnerable households. Considering that 
economically and socially disadvantaged households fared 
worse before the pandemic and may have been affected by 
the pandemic to the greater extent, more equitable policies 
may be needed to address the differences in hardship experi-
ences in Israel.

Each of these factors, in addition to other macroeconomic 
and socio-economic differences between the countries, may 
be contributing to the differences in spending behaviors and 
hardships we observe in this study. Yet despite these differ-
ences, we found that both countries were somewhat unable 
to insulate financially vulnerable or economically marginal-
ized groups from disproportionately experiencing hardships 
and spending volatility during the pandemic. Similarly, poli-
cies enacted prior to and during the pandemic seem insuffi-
cient to insulate certain types of workers from the economic 
effects of the pandemic, including gig/side job workers or 
those who experienced COVID-19-related job/income loss.

Some of these disparities are almost certainly due to pre-
existing differences in the economic security of these popu-
lations. Black and Hispanic respondents in the US, as well as 
Arab Israeli and Ultra-Orthodox Jews in Israel, face a com-
bination of high poverty rates and low wealth that likely left 
them vulnerable to the economic effects of the pandemic. 
The large hardship increases we observed among certain 
types of workers also indicates that the large economic relief 
packages in both countries were insufficient. This may be 
due to issues concerning the overall scope of the relief pack-
ages, such as the fact that the CARES Act stimulus pay-
ments in the US excluded certain individuals (e.g., adult 
dependents), or issues concerning the implementation of 

the programs, such as large and well-documented delays in 
U.S. households accessing unemployment benefits (Roll & 
Grinstein-Weiss, 2020).

There are several limitations to this study. Foremost, this 
study is descriptive in nature and does not explore the causal 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on household spend-
ing and hardship experiences. Similarly, this study does 
not examine what specific policy remedies led to different 
outcomes in the US and Israel—a subject future research 
should address. Another limitation is that, while targeted 
sampling ensures that the characteristics of our samples 
reflect the US and Israeli adult populations, online surveys 
impose technology requirements that may exclude certain 
segments of the population, thus limiting external validity. 
Though our sample was constructed to be reflective of the 
U.S. and Israeli respondents on key financial and demo-
graphic characteristics, we do see some differences between 
our samples and their respective populations—the U.S. sam-
ple was more educated than the U.S. population as a whole, 
while the Israeli sample had a somewhat different ethnic/
religious identification and geographical dispersion as the 
Israeli population. These differences may limit our ability 
to generalize these findings, even as we control for an array 
of factors in our multiple regression models. Additionally, 
all the variables used in this study come from self-reported 
survey responses to questions that ask respondents to recall 
specifics about their spending and economic circumstances 
(e.g., skipping a bill in the last 3 months, or how their spend-
ing now compares to 3 months prior). While the timeframe 
covered through these questions is only 3 months, it is pos-
sible that answers to these questions suffer from imperfect 
recall. Finally, our ability to compare the experience of these 
two countries is limited by the sample size differences of 
the two surveys, as the U.S. sample has substantially more 
respondents than the Israeli sample. While this difference is 
understandable given the overall population differences of 
the countries, some differences (or similarities) observed in 
this study may be a function of the different levels of preci-
sion in our estimates for the two countries.

Future research in this area should continue to build 
evidence around the differential consumer experience of 
COVID-19 across different countries. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has resulted in countries engaging in a diverse and 
largely unprecedented array of policy innovations to manage 
both the public health and economic impacts of the pan-
demic, and once the pandemic has subsided there will be a 
unique opportunity for countries to learn from each other in 
preparation for the next crisis. In particular, research should 
identify how different key groups within populations in dif-
ferent countries (e.g., women, households with low incomes 
and/or low educational attainment, etc.) recovered or stag-
nated following the economic impacts of the pandemic. 
Comparative work is essential to facilitating this learning, 
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and our work represents a first step toward building this 
knowledge base in the context of COVID-19.
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