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1. Introduction

The first phase (2000-2003) of Young Lives was supported by the UK Department for
International Development (DFID) with the purpose 'to measure and find out about what happens
to children born into poverty in the millennium’. This purpose is to be satisfied through meeting
four objectives:

e Develop methodologies and instruments for conducting panel surveys of children and poverty
which can be replicated in a range of developing country situations;

e Collect, analyse, report, archive and maintain the results of these surveys;
e Strengthen capacity for such research in selected developing country institutions; and

e Disseminate and publicise the research and its results to a wide range of audiences, including
making raw data available as appropriate.

This paper sets out the conceptual framework that underpins the project and was developed
prior to the design of the data collection instruments in Phase 1.1 As Young Lives is a 15 year
project, the conceptual framework will be reviewed periodically.

Section 2 gives a brief overview of approaches to conceptualising childhood and the concept of
childhood adopted by Young Lives. Section 3 considers what is meant by childhood poverty, and
the reasons why it should be a focus of study in its own right. Section 4 outlines the framework
for analysing the causes and consequences of childhood poverty and the reasoning behind it.

2. Conceptualising Childhood

A key issue raised in the literature on childhood is that of cross-cultural similarity and
variability in the meanings and experiences of childhood (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998).
Theoretical analysis can set up a mutually exclusive relationship between the global and the local
(i.e. the global versus the local). This suggests that researchers must somehow chose between a
global model of childhood that fails to account for any socio-cultural differences, or a local
model of childhood that denies any universal commonalities. However, for those engaged in
large-scale cross-cultural studies, such as Young Lives, the challenge is more one of finding ways
to encompass the universal aspects of childhood, whilst allowing for socio-cultural difference
where it is significant.

Young Lives is not the first study to take a holistic approach to childhood and make comparisons
across countries and cultures. Whilst Young Lives looks specifically at childhood poverty, the
European project 'Childhood as a Social Phenomenon' looked at general sociological aspects of
childhood, (such as children's use of time and space, institutional attitudes towards children and
gender differences) across 16 countries. In response to those critics who claimed that the
project should refer to 'childhoods’ and thus better capture the complex, plural realities of

! 'Practical Guidelines and Lessons Learned from Young Lives' discusses the process of developing the
conceptual framework at some length and Document 9 has examples of the flow charts that were used. The
Young Lives Guidelines and Technical Documents package are available on the website www.younglives.org.uk
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children's worlds, the project director, Qvortrup explains the risk of allowing acknowledgement
of differences to blind us to global aspects of childhood,
Who can possibly claim there to be only one childhood when it is so obvious that children
lead their life under a variety of conditions, depending not least on the socio-economic
background of their parental home? On the other hand this view would, if followed to the

end, constitute an insurmountable obstacle to any generalised insight, because it indicates
the preponderance of what is unique over what is common. (1994, p.5)

In a similar vein, rather than allow cultural difference to become an 'insurmountable obstacle' to
drawing any general conclusions about the causes and consequences of childhood poverty in
developing countries, Young Lives focuses on those universal aspects of childhood well-being and
development that have been shown to be suitable for meaningful comparison across cultures.

In approaching childhood as a predominantly global phenomenon, Young Lives draws on the
concept of a global child promoted by human rights. The 1989 United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC) has created a universal system of rights that apply to all children
under the themes of survival, protection, development and participation. A series of rights that
apply to all children regardless of space and time suggests points of commonality in all
childhoods.

Linked to the four key CRC themes, it is possible to identify universal spaces of childhood,
namely home, school and community (and in some contexts, work) that have an impact upon a
child's life and can shape the focus of a comparative study. The meanings and organisation of
these spaces will differ not only from country to country, but also from community to community
within a country and even for different individuals within the same social space, for example, a
child's gender, ethnicity, and religion will shape his or her experiences. The nature of home for a
child living on the street will be very different to that of a child living in an extended family.
Similarly, what constitutes 'school’ for a child living in a remote rural community will be very
different to the experience of a middle-class child in an urban area. However, whilst the
contextualised nature of children’s individual experiences needs to be acknowledged, meaningful
patterns of common experiences, outcomes and motivations can still be identified. The World
Bank 'Voices of the Poor' study (Narayan, 2001) illustrates how common views and experiences
can be found amongst poor adults and children living in very different conditions.

In turn, common spaces can be linked to common experiences. For example, although there are
wide cultural variations across societies in approaches to parenting, all societies have processes
of socialisation. Levine (1998) points out that it is possible o identify key elements in cultural
models of childcare practices, regardless of where they take place - 1) moral direction 2)
pragmatic desigh and 3) set of conventional scripts for action - which can be used to focus
cross-cultural work on parenting. Therefore, accepting the importance of culture in shaping the
meaning and experience of childhood does not necessarily lead one to the extreme position
where all childhoods are irrevocably unique and infinitely variable. It is possible o identify
common frameworks of inputs through which individual childhoods are shaped.

From a biological and psychological perspective, all societies recognise something equivalent to
infancy and childhood as stages within the human lifecourse, and there are quantifiable inputs
and indicators of child well-being that can be meaningfully compared across cultures. The five
quantitative child well-being outcomes discussed in Section 4, draw on these indicators.
Childhood is the period of human growth and development divided into universal and quantifiable
stages. Each stage can be identified by biological and behavioural characteristics that relate to
measurable phases in body growth, brain development, dentition, and reproductive development
(Bogin,1998) A shared biological process of maturation across cultures has led to the
development of a series of demographic and anthropometric indicators of child well-being that
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can be meaningfully compared globally. (Panter-Brick,1998). Our understanding of cognitive
maturation during childhood has also developed to the point where there are sets of cognitive,
communicative, emotional and social capacities associated with each stage in childhood (Panter-
Brick, 1998). There has been some criticism of a universal process of human development that
fails to account for cultural difference. It is argued that the gold standards against which a
child's development can be compared are drawn from a limited, often Western understanding of
childhood (Burman, 1994). However, rather than use this as a reason for not using gold
standards, an alternative approach is to ensure that findings are not simply interpreted with
reference to the gold standard but are also interpreted with reference to the local context.
Also, any research should allow for locally significant aspects and values of childhood to be
incorporated into the study wherever possible/necessary.

It is inevitable that in an international study that wishes to make meaningful comparisons across
a wide range of issues and to generate findings to inform policy, some of the local complexity of
childhood experiences will be lost in favour of highlighting commonality. Therefore, whilst Young
Lives recognises that responsibilities, characteristics and meanings attached to childhood will
differ from culture to culture, local cultural aspects of childhood will only be examined in so far
as global comparisons need to be contextualised in order to be fully understood. The research
methods used reflect this approach to conceptualising childhood. Core questionnaires for global
use are adapted to the local environment through the addition of country-specific questions and
modules. Results are interpreted with reference to the country- and community- contexts and
more focused thematic studies will allow a greater exploration of the importance of cultural
values in determining child well-being wherever appropriate.

3. The Importance of Looking at Poverty in Childhood

By following the lives of 8000 children over 15 years, the key aim of Young Lives is to deepen our
understanding of the causes and consequences of childhood poverty. Before discussing the
project's approach to analysing the dynamics of childhood poverty, it is necessary to outline why
it is important to focus on children’'s experiences of poverty.

What is Childhood Poverty?

Young Lives understands poverty to be a multi-dimensional phenomenon. Poverty cannot be
understood in purely material tferms as lack of income, expenditure or consumption, but
encompasses a broader range of both quantitative and qualitative deprivations. Drawing on the
DFID livelihoods framework (www.livelihoods.org) Young Lives assesses poverty based on access
to the five types of capital defined in the framework:

e The adequacy of income, assets and other forms of financial capital to sustain the
household

e Levels of health, education, skills

¢ The quality of one's environment (e.g. housing, infrastructure, access to services,
personal safety)

e Social connectedness both at a household level and within the wider community
e Access to natural resources (mainly rural and peri-urban areas)

When households are deficient within any of these areas, they are likely to encounter reduced
livelihood options, which in turn reduces the household's capital assets further in a cycle of
poverty.
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Based on this framework, childhood poverty means growing up without access to sufficient
financial and natural resources, health services, education, supportive family and community
structures, and safe environments to ensure survival, development and quality of life.

This definition raises the question of what, if anything, is different between poverty
experienced by children and poverty experienced by adults? Surely, all people, regardless of age
need access to these types of assets in order to avoid poverty? A key difference is the nature
of access. As explained in Section 2, childhood begins with a state of complete dependency
followed by a process of development and growth that is accompanied by increasing
independence from the family unit. Therefore, a child's access to resources is mediated by the
household, especially in early and middle childhood when dependency is greater. Whilst access
to the five types of capital in the livelihoods framework is considered positive because in theory
it leads to access to sustainable livelihoods for those of working age, positive outcomes for a
child living in that household will clearly not be indicated by his/her access to livelihoods or
direct access to financial resources. Therefore, we need to include some measurements of well-
being related to children’s lives to ensure that a livelihoods framework is sufficiently sensitive
to poverty as experienced by children.

Young Lives draws on the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which identifies the
key areas of rights as follows;

e Survival (adequate living conditions and health care)

e Protection (freedom from exploitation, corruption and abuse and access to the justice
system: perceptions of security and safety of living environment)

e Development (Education, play and leisure)

e Participation (Freedom to express opinions, the extent to which children feel their
opinions are taken into account, extent to which they feel they have control over their
lives and active role in society)

As discussed in Section 2, what sets childhood apart from adulthood is the process of growth
and development, vulnerability and the related state of dependence, and the status of being
'incomplete adults’ or ‘invisible citizens'. By comparing the elements of the livelihoods framework
and the CRC, it becomes clear that is it these differences between adulthood and childhood that
distinguish childhood poverty from poverty experienced by adults. Therefore, what sets
childhood poverty apart from poverty in general is a focus on access to spaces that facilitate
development i.e. education, play and leisure, a focus on protection in the various spaces children
inhabit to limit their vulnerability, and a focus on the importance of recognising children as
citizens in their own right as they are very often conceptualised as passive, 'incomplete’ adults
without agency.

Why Study Childhood Poverty?

The sheer number of children living in poverty identifies childhood poverty as a phenomenon
worthy of greater analysis. UNICEF (2000) estimates that 600 million children are growing up
in poverty, and people under the age of 15 constitute between one third and a half of developing
country populations. For example, in Ethiopia, 49 per cent of the population is aged below 15, in
Peru, 35 per cent and in Vietnam, 40 per cent. Therefore, addressing childhood poverty should
be central to any poverty reduction strategy.

Childhood and children are socially constructed as a group apart from adults, yet assumptions
regarding children do not always reflect the reality of children’s lives. Children's experiences of
poverty are different to reasons discussed above, and, therefore, policy makers that wish to
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target the needs of children effectively, should base policy interventions on empirical evidence
of children’s experiences of poverty rather than assumptions. The need to conduct research
into poverty that focuses on children's specific needs is evident.

One of the most cited reasons for focusing on children living in poverty is an understanding that
deprivation in childhood has long-term consequences for mental, emotional and physical health in
later life. Therefore, childhood is seen as a transitional phase when investment in development
can reap benefits for society in the future by creating productive adults. There are a couple of
problems with this justification for focusing on childhood poverty.

Firstly, such an approach reduces children to nascent human capital where investment now leads
to economic gains later. With this perspective on childhood poverty, there is a fendency to only
focus on those inputs that are directly related to producing healthy adults capable of
contributing to a country's development i.e. health, nutrition and education. Childhood is not just
a precursor to adulthood and somehow a lesser experience. As childhood is a 'lived' experience,
child welfare should be seen as an end in itself, and research and anti-poverty measures should
take into account things that matter directly to children.

Young Lives recognises the agency of children and will incorporate methods at later stages that
allow the study of childhood agency at a local level and give children a voice in the research
process. The importance of ethnographic work in deepening our understanding of the role
children's agency plays in children’'s experiences of poverty can be seen in Iverson's (2002) work,
which illustrates how children make independent decisions regarding migration and work rather
than simply following adults

Secondly, although there is empirical evidence that supports the assertion that deprivation in
childhood has an impact upon capacities and access to adequate resources in adulthood, such
linkages run the risk of being overly deterministic. Yaqub (2002, p.1088) argues that there are
... developmental sensitive periods, when certain types of damage to functionings can - but not
always- result from childhood poverty, and some - but not all - may be permanent.” Yaqub
concludes that damage from childhood poverty can be resisted or reversed both during
childhood and in adulthood, and as the individual gets closer to biological maturity, behavioural as
opposed to biological mechanisms play a greater role in altering developmental trajectories.
Therefore, children are not simply passive recipients of developmental inputs and socialising
processes that permit them to grow and be moulded into adults. What this means for a study
that looks at the causes and consequences of poverty throughout childhood, is that children's
agency in responses to poverty must be accounted for.

The tendency to overlook children as individuals in their own right and see them more as lesser
members of a household has led to a lack of detailed information about the reality of children's
lives. As mentioned earlier, well-being in early childhood is a sensitive indicator of poor
environments, and therefore, there has been a lot of work that focuses on children between the
ages of 0 and 1 (infants) and 1-5 (young children). However, there has been relatively little
work in comparison on children from ages 5 015 (Panter-Brick, 1998).

Qvortrup (1994) highlights the fact that there is a lack of coherent statistical information on
children, as information regarding children is usually extrapolated from household data.
Therefore, children's access to resources and levels of consumption are defined through the
household's resources and adult levels of consumption. There are both quantitative and
qualitative limitations with this approach. White and Masset (2002) show that calculating child
consumption as a proportion of that of an adult male fails to capture patterns of intra-household
allocation and can lead to the miscalculation of the numbers of children living in poverty. Using
the household as the unit through which to analyse childhood poverty also runs the risk of
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assuming that all households consider child welfare of equal importance and therefore, that all
children will benefit in the same way. Research that has looked at women's experiences within
the household has shown that there are often gender disparities amongst adults, with women
often eating least, having less control over household resources and being less likely to spend
money for their own benefit (see, for example, Mehta and Shah, 2003, p. 503). Households can
be spaces of abuse and exploitation for children and household data cannot capture this
adequately. As with gender and age?2 disparities in adults’ access to household resources, not all
children will necessarily benefit equally within a single household; certain children may be
disadvantaged due to certain characteristics. Therefore, girl children may be less likely to be
enrolled into post-primary education than their brothers or may be more likely to be engaged in
household chores in some communities. Children with disabilities may be excluded from family
social activities. Stepchildren may be at greater risk of abuse. The other key limitation of
extrapolating information about children from general household data is that children are
perceived as passive consumers of resources rather than individuals who actively contribute to
the household in a number of ways as they get older e.g. making a financial contribution through
work in and outside the household, caring for younger siblings, and doing domestic work.

% For a discussion of the relationship between poverty and old-age, see Barrientos et al. (2003)
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4. The Young Lives Framework for Studying Childhood
Poverty

Having explained the concept of childhood adopted by Young Lives and the reasons why a study
of childhood poverty is important, this section discusses the conceptual framework that
underpins the Young Lives approach to studying the causes and consequences of childhood
poverty over fime.

The starting point for developing the framework is to identify the output variables Young Lives
is interested in, namely, how child welfare is being measured. This is discussed in 3.1. Then, in
3.2, in order to explain variations in these welfare outcomes, the framework defines a range of
factors at micro-, meso- and macro- levels that potentially influence child welfare outcomes.

4.1 Young Lives Child Welfare Outcomes

The starting point for developing the framework is the output variables that are indicative of
the welfare status of the child. Young Lives understands childhood poverty to be related to, but
different from adult poverty, which has implications for the type of data collected. Therefore,
it is important that child welfare measures include things that matter directly to children and
do not simply reproduce adult poverty indicators. The outcomes are related to the four themes
identified under the CRC: survival, development, protection and participation.

Young Lives will gather information on six child-specific outcomes:

e Outcome 1: Nutritional status

Outcome 2: Physical morbidity

e Outcome 3: Mental morbidity

e Outcome 4: Life skills (literacy, numeracy, work skills etc)
e Outcome 5: Developmental stage for age

e Outcome 6: Perceptions of well-being and life chances

Outcomes 1 and 2 (nutritional status and physical morbidity) relate to the child rights area of
survival. Health indicators, such as nutrition and physical morbidity are commonly recognised
indicators of child welfare. For example, of the 16 UK child-poverty indicators two relate
directly to the health of the child (see Appendix 1, Table A.1.). Health indicators are well
developed: Living Standards Measurement-type surveys ask questions on illness and treatment in
the previous two weeks3 and Demographic and Health surveys ask about diarrhoea and other
ilinesses.

Mental health, outcome 3, is an important indicator of child welfare and an important part of any
multi-dimensional child specific poverty measure. However, little work has been done comparing
child mental health across a range of developing countries. The prevalence of child psychiatric
disorders in the developed world is 10-20%, but in the developing word the prevalence may be
higher. Little is known about the extent to which risk factors identified in the developed world
apply in developing countries (Hackett and Hackett 1999). There is no consistent definition of
mental health and therefore no gold standard way of measuring it.

¥ See, for example, the Vietnam Living Standards Survey
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Outcomes 4 and 5 (life skills and developmental stage for age) relate to the child rights area of
development. Education, like health, is a commonly recognised indicator of child welfare.
Questions on educational attainment and attendance (and reasons for non-attendance) are
common. Measures of cognitive development are less common in developing countries, although
there are exceptions. For example, cognitive tests are used alongside the Ghana Living
Standards Survey. There are well-developed scoring systems for the various aspects of child
development. This is not quite the same as recording developmental milestones, which is viewed
as too 'jagged' an approach because it ignores the stages leading up to reaching the milestones
and the consolidation of these achievements. However, as discussed in Section 1, such systems
are often based on a Western model of childhood and therefore their use in a developing-
country setting needs to be done with some sensitivity. Also, the use of such measures may not
be feasible in a survey setting with limited time available.

Outcome 6 relates to children's perceptions of well-being and life chances. If we accept that
children experience poverty and well-being in different ways to adults, and if we also recognise
that children have a right to be heard through greater participation (CRC,1989), it is essential
that any research project looking at the lives of children must gather data on the experiences
and opinions of children. With this in mind, Young Lives will gather information on children’'s
perceptions of their own well-being and their future life chances. This will clearly be a child-
centric, subjective measure, and, as such, this qualitative information will complement the other
more quantitative child-specific outcomes being measured. Subjective indicators have been
used successfully in some developed countries to measure child welfare. For example, the
Canadian National Longitudinal Survey of Children asked 10-11 year olds about their perceptions
of key aspects of their life; friends and family, school, themselves, feelings and behaviours and
the quality of their relationship with their parents (See Appendix 1, Table A.2.).

Indicators for perceptions of well-being are both age- and context-specific. As children grow
up, the scope of their living environment inevitably extends, and therefore, a greater range of
institutions and individuals come to influence their perception of well-being. For an 8-year-old,
their key social environments are likely to be the family, the school and the immediate
environment, whilst, for a 15-year-old, the workplace and peer-group activities away from adult
supervision may have greater prominence. Perceptions of well-being cut across all the four areas
of child rights. Children's qualitative assessments of their experiences of health care, education
and family and community life can all provide a deeper understanding of the dynamics of
childhood poverty. Such assessments can also reveal the role of children's agency within their
own development and welfare.

One dimension of poverty that routinely appears when discussing adults’ experiences of poverty
is that of dignity and autonomy (e.g. Baulch, 1996). Dignity and autonomy as experienced by
children could be seen to relate more to those issues listed under the right of participation i.e.
freedom to express opinions, the extent fo which children feel their opinions are taken into
account, and extent to which they feel they have control over their lives and active role in
society. Just as dignity and autonomy as an adult experience have not proved very amenable to
quantitative data collection, the collection of qualitative data on children's perceptions of well-
being could also include children's perceptions of being listened to or of being in control of their
lives.

In the area of protection, although community and household indicators may suggest a safe living
environment, children's perceptions of their environment may reveal something different.

Within the community environment, adults may believe children are unaffected by environmental
degradation or the incidence of crime. However, consultations with children have shown that
children are aware of the limitations of their physical environments and do feel threatened
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and/or 'depressed’ by their environments. Abuse such as bullying may go unnoticed by adults in
the child's life. Children's perceptions are also important in order that findings are not
misinterpreted. Whilst some cultures may consider all forms of child work exploitative, children
may consider the work they do as enjoyable and a key indicator of their increasing status within
their community. Needless to say, gathering information on sensitive issues such as corruption,
abuse and exploitation is problematic and a survey-approach is rarely appropriate.

4.2 Influencing Child Welfare Outcomes

Young Lives has developed a humber of flow diagrams that suggest the different ways in which
various factors can influence child welfare outcomes (See Document 9 in the Technical
Documents). Determinants of child welfare outcomes can be collected at the level of the child,
the household (family), the community and the country and beyond. For example, Luthar's (1999)
review of poverty and child development in the US identifies determinants at the level of the
child, the family and the community (see Table 1).

Table 1. Classification of poverty influence on child development in US

Category Factors
Child attributes Gender
Age

Personality (including intelligence)

Family attributes Teenage mothers
Family structure (e.g. single parent)
Ethnicity

Parental behaviour

Community (exosystemic) influences  Support networks
Physical environment
Neighbourhoods

Violence

Source: Luthar (1999)

Of course, 'determinants’ does not imply certain consequences only probable ones; hence we may
prefer to speak of 'risk factors’ rather than determinants. For econometric analysis of the
data, only the micro-level determinants (child, household and community) can really be used.

In conceptualising the relationship between the various determinants (or risk factors) and child
welfare outcomes, Young Lives draws on three key frameworks; Mosley-Chen (1984), Garcia Coll
and Magnuson (1999) and Brookes-Gunn et al (1997). The first two look at a series of variables
in relation to single welfare outcomes in children, whilst the latter considers the relationship
between a range of variables and a range of individual outcomes.

The Mosely-Chen framework (see Appendix 1, Figure A.1.) essentially identifies the conditions
for successful strategies for the production of healthy, well-nourished children. Key assets for
such strategies are the time and skills of the parent/carer (in relation to existing siblings), the
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physical environment, and assets that can be deployed for the production or purchase of food,
medicines and clothes. Key policies and institutions include access to, cost and quality of health
care for the household and the carer. Health, development and nutritional status of a child at a
particular age also depend on past history. The key shocks that may affect the strategy include
illness or death of a parent and drought. The insight of this approach is that underlying socio-
economic status manifests itself in (measurable) proximate determinants.

Garcia Coll and Magnuson's (1999) framework (see Appendix 1, Figure A.2.) for the mental
development of infants, identifies exogenous variables such as family socio-economic status and
mother's age and education, intervening variables like stress and a measure of child mental
development as the outcome. In the Brookes-Gunn et al. (1997) framework (Appendix 1, Figure
A.3) for analysing a range of individual outcomes, exogenous factors of macro structures and
processes are mediated through neighbourhood and family responses.

Additional ferminology from the study of child development may also prove useful. The first
distinction is between factors which contribute to resilience or vulnerability to risk. The second
is between mediators (those things which affect risk, such as teenage mother or being in a low-
income family) and moderators (variables which affect the impact of mediators - for example
evidence from the US suggests that young girls are less likely than young boys to be adversely
affected by a dysfunctional home environment) of development outcomes (see Luthar,1999). The
idea of moderators emphasises the fact that the different factors do not operate in isolation,
but may reinforce or offset one another. The methodology needs to be able to capture this
interaction.4

Combining these considerations suggests the general framework shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Basis of Conceptual Framework

Economic Socio- Proximate Moderators Outcomes
political and — economic determinants

social status

context (SES)

The conceptual framework needs to identify critical socio-economic forces for the 6 Young Lives
child welfare outcomes and the proximate determinants that affect the outcomes.

A number of studies were reviewed and typical determinants at the three levels of Young Lives
data collection - child, household and community - are discussed below.

Child Attributes

Certain determinants at the level of the child influence welfare outcomes. These include
variables such as sex and gender, age, birth rank, ethnicity and personality.

For example, evidence from the US suggests that young girls are less likely than youn