The deﬁnition of child poverty:
a discussion of concepts and
measurements
ALBERTO MINUJIN, ENRIQUE DELAMONICA,
ALEJANDRA DAVIDZIUK and EDWARD D GONZALEZ

Alberto Minujin is a
mathematician with
postgraduate qualifications
in Applied Statistics and
Demography. He is a
Professor at the Graduate
Programme in International
Affairs (GPIA), The New
School University, New
York, specializing in
children, human rights and
poverty, and monitoring
and social research
methods. Previously, he
was a Senior Programme
Officer in the Division of
Policy and Planning at
UNICEF Headquarters, New
York; a former Regional
Advisor for Social Policy,
Monitoring and Evaluation
for Latin America and the
Caribbean; Programme
Coordinator for UNICEF,
Argentina; Deputy Director
of the National Statistical
Office of Argentina; and
researcher at the
Universidad Nacional
Autónoma de México. He
has published widely,
including books and
articles in journals.
Address: Graduate
Programme in International
Affairs (GPIA), The New
School University, 66 West
12th Street, New York, NY
1001; e-mail: aminujin@
gmail.com.
Enrique Delamonica is a
policy analyst in the
Division of Policy and
Planning at UNICEF

A B S T R A C T This paper presents and discusses different concepts of child
poverty, alternative definitions of children living in poverty, and measurement
efforts in this regard. It addresses such questions as: who are the children living in
poverty? Is the issue of children living in poverty recognized by and incorporated
into anti-poverty strategies? Have governments, civil society organizations and
international organizations identified and adopted policies to reduce child
poverty? And is the situation of girls living in poverty taken into account? Several
organizations have recently adopted human rights-based approaches to defining
children living in poverty, and these definitions are included here. In general,
however, the assessment finds that there is a lack of consideration of children’s
issues in the debate on poverty. The lack of visibility has negative implications for
anti-poverty strategies, which seldom consider that children and their rights are
central to their design and implementation. In this paper, we argue that the lack
of conceptualization and debate on the specificities of child poverty has enormous
consequences for policy and, vice versa, that the income generation and sectoral
focus of poverty reduction policies discourages a holistic response to children and
families.
KEYWORDS

child policies / child poverty / child rights / human rights / poverty

reduction

I. INTRODUCTION(1)
The world is falling short of its promise and commitment to ensure that
every child enjoys a safe and nurturing childhood. The Convention on
the Rights of the Child, which came into force in 1989, provides children
– in both rich and poor countries – with the right to a childhood in which
they can learn, play, enjoy full health and develop to their potential.
However, 15 years after the adoption of the Convention, and after more
than 15 years of market-led economic growth, governments and the international community are still far from fulfilling children’s rights and
creating a world fit for children.
According to UNICEF, over half of the children in the developing
world live in poverty.(2) This level of child deprivation is not taken into
account in the growing dialogue on anti-poverty policies or in the current
debate on the definition of poverty. The widely accepted monetary
approach to identifying and measuring poverty is being challenged by
other multi-disciplinary approaches; for instance, the human rights-based

Environment & Urbanization Copyright © 2006 International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED).
Vol 18(2): 481–500. DOI: 10.1177/0956247806069627
www.sagepublications.com

481

E N V I R O N M E N T & U R B A N I Z AT I O N

approach, the basic needs approach and the capability approach.
However, this debate does not differentiate the concept of child poverty,
or focus on the different needs and vulnerabilities of children living in
poverty. Not only has child poverty been excluded from the debate but
it has also been invisible in the efforts to measure and tackle poverty. The
lack of conceptualization and debate on the specificities of child poverty
has enormous consequences on policy and, vice versa, the income generation and sectoral focus of poverty reduction policies discourages a
holistic vision of children and families. While other debates regarding
poverty have significant implications for children living in poverty, this
paper focuses on issues related to an explicit recognition of child
poverty.(3)
This paper provides an overview of this issue. We discuss how
organizations – academic, public, private, domestic, local and international – are at present defining and measuring child poverty, and what
their proposals are for addressing the special needs of children and for
reducing the impact of poverty on children. The underlying objective of
the paper is to influence the debate on poverty so as to give to the issue
of children living in poverty the centrality and specificity that it deserves.
This is not only a moral and ethical issue but also a crucial step in the
path to eliminating poverty.
The paper has three substantive sections after this introduction.
Section II presents a summary of different definitions of child poverty,
and conceptual frameworks that shape child poverty action plans. The
assessment finds that not many organizations give particular consideration to the issue of children and poverty. However, the few that define
child poverty identify it as a multi-dimensional phenomenon that
requires direct policy intervention. The research also finds that in these
cases, human rights principles are important factors in shaping child
poverty definitions and action plans.
Section III presents two approaches to measuring child poverty. The
first is the deprivation approach, which establishes a set of basic services
and capabilities and then measures the number of children who do not
have access to this same “basket” of services and capabilities. The second
is the monetary approach, which uses an income-based poverty line to
identify poverty.(4) Given the evidence presented, we discuss the need for
and viability of conceptualizing and measuring child poverty, the
relevance of making it visible and the importance of linking it with policy
design and implementation. As the examples presented suggest, the definition and measurement of children living in poverty that should be
adopted must follow a rights-based approach.
Section IV introduces a discussion on the links between concepts and
measures and policies. An inclusion of the measurement and monitoring
of child poverty in the larger debate would have an impact on policy, as
evidence from several sources shows. This last section stresses the urgent
need to introduce the concept and multi-dimensional measure of child
poverty in the current policy debate, and to re-direct programmes for
poverty reduction to ensure that family and children are given the
priority they deserve. The conclusion emphasizes the need for action and
implementation of child poverty measures and policies.
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Context, Local Solutions?”
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Graduate Programme in
International Affairs, New
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2005, New York. We would like
to thank Liz Gibbons, Gaspar
Fajth, Sita Haldipur and Sherry
Bartlett for their support and
comments. The usual
disclaimer applies.
2. UNICEF (2005b), The State of
the World of the Children 2005
– Childhood under Threat,
UNICEF, New York.
3. There are several terms
used to describe the hardships
of child poverty, including
“child poverty”, “childhood
poverty” and “children living in
poverty”. These expressions
aim to refine the discourse on
poverty and children. While it is
recognized that they have
different working definitions,
and that probably the most
accurate wording would be
“children living in poverty”, for
purposes of style, these terms
are used interchangeably
throughout this paper.
4. On the various approaches
to poverty in general, see,
among others, Wratten, E
(1995), “Conceptualizing urban
poverty”, Environment &
Urbanization Vol 7, No 1, April,
pages 11–36; also Boltvinik,

II. DEFINING CHILD POVERTY
a. Limits of the traditional approach
Child poverty is usually conceived as the poverty experienced by children
and young people. It differs from adult poverty in that it can have different causes. It can also have different effects and these effects may have a
permanent impact on children.(5) Even short periods of deprivation can
affect children’s long-term growth and development. As UNICEF
describes it:
“Children experience poverty as an environment that is damaging to
their mental, physical, emotional and spiritual development. Therefore, expanding the definition of child poverty beyond traditional
conceptualizations, such as low household income or low levels of
consumption, is particularly important. And yet, child poverty is
rarely differentiated from poverty in general and its special dimensions are seldom recognized.”(6)
There is no uniform approach to defining, identifying or measuring
poverty. The debate over poverty is concerned with different potential
causes of poverty and ways in which poverty can be measured and
compared nationally and internationally. The monetary approach, which
is the most widely used approach to identifying and measuring poverty,
focuses poverty reduction strategies on increasing individuals’ incomes.(7)
Notwithstanding the widespread use of the monetary approach, several
development organizations see poverty as a phenomenon that cannot be
defined only in monetary terms.(8) They recognize that poverty is multifaceted and cannot be measured and resolved only through monetary
means. In particular, organizations that work on child poverty issues view
poverty as a multi-faceted problem that requires comprehensive strategies
to address its many features.
There are many reasons why the monetary approach is not appropriate to measuring child poverty. For example, it gives little consideration
to household structure, gender and age. It ignores the fact that children’s
needs are different from those of adults.(9) The standard monetary
solution of increasing the individual income level ignores the fact that
some household members are discriminated against and may not be given
a proportional share of household income.(10) For instance, when
children work, a family’s income often rises above the poverty line. These
children are deprived, yet according to the traditional income approach,
they would not be considered poor. Also, numerous studies have shown
that within households, “. . . the burden of poverty [is] being unequally
heaped in accordance with age and gender biases that adversely affect women
and children in particular.”(11)
Furthermore, the monetary approach neglects to note that children’s
well-being also depends on non-market-based goods. Access to basic
services and a safe environment for play is generally more dependent on
the level of local provision than on household income. Thus, individuals
cannot purchase these goods even if they have sufficient income. Not
only do these non-monetary aspects affect children’s well-being but
they also tend to have a disproportionate effect on children. Children
under five, for instance, experience more than 80 per cent of the
diarrhoeal diseases related to the inadequate provision of water and
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sanitation – diseases that remain a major cause of both death and illness
for all age groups. Over 70 per cent of the health burden from helminth
(worm) infections, also related to poor provision, is carried by children
aged 5–14. Because of their drive for play, children are also disproportionately affected by the adverse health conditions created by poor drainage
and waste collection. Play in hazardous environments also results in
much higher rates of preventable injury for children, and especially for
children in poverty. Overcrowded living conditions, stressful for all age
groups, have been particularly related to poor cognitive development,
behavioural problems, lower motivation and delayed psychomotor
development for children. The impact on children of a range of environmental deprivations (as well as deprivation in nutrition and health care)
is especially critical because of the long-term developmental implications.(12)
Because of the disproportionate effects on children of environments
that are related to inadequate provision, the monetary approach is clearly
inappropriate for identifying and measuring child poverty. However, as
in the debate over the exact definition of poverty, there is no set definition of child poverty, hence this paper attempts to summarize different
characterizations of child poverty used by organizations working directly
on children’s issues. As mentioned above, these definitions are based on
a combination of concepts of the deprivation approach to identifying and
measuring child poverty and human rights principles.

b. The human rights framework and the definition of poverty
The human rights-based approach to poverty endeavours to integrate
human rights concepts, analysis, values and language into the poverty
reduction dialogue. The approach holds that the objectives of antipoverty strategies should be guided by international human rights laws
and values.(13) Because international human rights laws have been
formally recognized by almost all countries, and are reinforced by legal
obligations, the human rights-based approach provides a compelling and
explicit normative framework to guide national and international
policies’ anti-poverty programmes.(14)
One aspect of the human rights-based approach to poverty is the
empowerment of the poor. The concept of rights gives the poor the
opportunity, as rights holders, to claim from their governments the
policies that will improve their lives. “Poverty reduction then becomes more
than charity, more than a moral obligation – it becomes a legal obligation.”(15)
This has important implications for the politics of policy and the implementation of programmes (with regard, for instance, to such issues as
universality, avoidance of clientelism, etc.) and budget allocations
without which the laws are merely dead letters on a piece of paper.(16)
As a contribution to the empowerment of the poor, the human
rights-based approach includes several salient features: an emphasis on
accountability, the principles of non-discrimination and equality, and the
principle of participatory decision-making processes. These features aim
to ensure that anti-poverty strategies are more than window dressing, that
marginalized groups are not excluded, and that the poor are included in
the formulation, implementation and monitoring of poverty reduction
strategies. This is a holistic approach. When their civil and political rights
are ensured, the poor will have a better chance (alone or through
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D et al. (1996), The
Environment for Children,
Earthscan, London.
13. OHCHR (2002), Draft
Guidelines: A Human Rights
Approach to Poverty Reduction
Strategies, UN, New York.
14. See reference 13.
15. See reference 13.
16. There is also an important
rhetorical effect. Even if the
poor cannot take the
government to court in order
to implement specific policies
or programmes (i.e. the
problem of justiciability of
some social or economic
rights), the recognition of these
rights allows for political
pressure to be built up in order
to set up or change policies
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political alliances) to influence their governments to adopt anti-poverty
strategies that will help them live decent and independent lives. Thus,
these rights are considered “instrumental” rights, i.e. rights that help in
the fight against poverty, although their absence does not define or
constitute poverty.
As for identifying the poor, that is, for measurement and analysis, the
human rights-based approach looks at constitutive rights – those rights,
in other words, without which a person is considered poor.(17) The list of
these rights may differ from one country to another, but based on empirical observation, the Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights
(OHCHR) developed a common set of rights that apply to most countries:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

being adequately nourished;
being able to avoid preventable morbidity and premature mortality;
being adequately sheltered;
having basic education;
being able to appear in public without shame;
being able to earn a livelihood; and
taking part in the life of a community.

This list can be used to identify the poor, to learn more about their
exact needs, and to evaluate the success of poverty reduction strategies.
Moreover, implicit in the definition of poverty based on the nonfulfillment of rights is the assumption that governments have the legal
responsibility to fulfill these rights, as the ultimate duty bearers.(18)

c. In search of a definition of children living in poverty
UNICEF, based on the human rights approach and the Convention on
the Rights of the Child, defines child poverty as the deprivation of a range
of both material and social supports and services that it considers to be
essential to ensure children’s well-being. UNICEF’s working definition of
child poverty, presented in The State of the World’s Children, is:
“Children living in poverty [are those who] experience deprivation
of the material, spiritual and emotional resources needed to survive,
develop and thrive, leaving them unable to enjoy their rights, achieve
their full potential or participate as full and equal members of
society.”(19)
According to UNICEF, “. . . this definition suggests that the poverty children
experience with their hands, minds and hearts is interrelated.” For example,
material poverty leads to malnutrition, which in turn affects health and
education, which in turn may impact a child’s long-term development.
Furthermore, to address the lack of financial resources, children from poor
households may be engaged in child labour, which may negatively impact
a child’s cognitive and physical development by depriving the child of
school. In essence, UNICEF’s definition stresses the multi-dimensional
and interrelated nature of child poverty.
UNICEF’s definition also suggests that economic security is only one
of the many components in addressing child poverty. “Other aspects of
material deprivation, like access to basic services, as well as issues related
to discrimination and exclusion that affect self-esteem and psychological
development, among others, are also central to the definition of child
poverty.”(20)
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Acting on this definition, UNICEF adopts and promotes measures and
policies that address the different components of child poverty. Furthermore, as mentioned above, UNICEF is also an advocate of a human rightsbased approach to defining child poverty, which holds that eliminating
child poverty will help in the realization of children’s rights.
The Christian Children’s Fund (CCF) has also endeavoured to
define child poverty in concrete terms that can guide policies to reduce
child poverty. In 2002, it commissioned a study on the experience and
impact of poverty on children.(21) As part of this effort, CCF consulted
with children and their families to learn directly from them how children
experienced poverty.
CCF found that the generally accepted definition of poverty – “The
state of one who lacks a usual or socially acceptable amount of money or
material possession”(22) – gives rise to two concepts that are important to
rethinking the definition and measurement of child poverty. First, that
poverty is relative across time and societies; and second, “. . . that poverty
is conceived in terms of the ability to purchase goods and services [money] or
their ownership [material possessions].”(23) These concepts led to the widely
accepted practice of identifying and measuring poverty through a
monetary poverty line that, as mentioned above and echoed by the CCF
report, is inadequate for measuring child poverty. Children lack access to
and control over income, and to gauge a child’s well-being by consumption at the household level is wrong because it neglects the fact that
children do not necessarily benefit proportionately from a household’s
income or consumption. Furthermore, monetary solutions focus on
physical aspects, and neglect such intangible aspects of poverty as the
feeling of insecurity, lack of freedom from harassment and abuse, and
social exclusion.(24) Thus, CCF sees child poverty as a multi-dimensional
phenomenon that is made up of both tangible and intangible
components.
CCF has found that poverty is a deeply relational and relative
dynamic, and a multi-dimensional experience for children. In developing a conceptual framework for understanding how poverty affects
children and how to improve actions towards alleviating their situation,
CCF defines three different but interrelated domains that provide an
holistic and comprehensive understanding of ways in which poverty
affects children. One relevant domain is that of access to adequate basic
social services and satisfactory material conditions for a life of dignity.
This domain is the one usually covered under the concept of deprivation.
CCF’s study also showed that children are strongly affected by the experience of discrimination in everyday life, and feel excluded on the basis of
their age, gender, class, caste, etc. Exclusion is the second domain
considered by CCF. Finally, it is well known that children are a most
vulnerable group in the face of a crisis. From natural disasters and
conflicts to economic shocks, crises tend to affect children (and women)
disproportionately. They are vulnerable to the increasing array of threats
in their environments that can result from any of these conditions. CCF,
therefore, views child poverty as embracing these three interrelated
domains:
•
•
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recognizes that governments,
especially in Less Developed
Countries (LDCs), have limited
resources, and it allows for the
progressive, staged realization
of a poverty reduction strategy.
However, it does stress that
governments must commit to
a poverty reduction strategy
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rights to which the poor are
entitled.
19. See reference 2.
20. See reference 9, Minujin
(2005).
21. See reference 11.
22. Kanbur, R and L Squire
(1999), “The evolution of
thinking about poverty:
exploring the interactions”,
World Bank Paper cited in
Feeny and Boyden (2003), see
reference 11.
23. See reference 11.
24. See reference 11.
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•
25. CCF (2004), “Understanding
how children experience and
respond to poverty”, Christian
Children Fund presentation at
UNICEF, New York; also, see
reference 9, Minujin (2005).

26. See reference 5, CHIP
(2004).

CCF’s definition of child poverty leads to its commitment to support
comprehensive poverty reduction strategies that recognize the unique
nature of child poverty and also encourage a participatory approach that
includes children’s voices.
The Childhood Poverty Research and Policy Centre (CHIP) is a
joint project between Save the Children UK and the Chronic Poverty
Research Centre (CPRC). In its document, “Children and poverty – some
questions answered”, CHIP offers the following definition of child
poverty:
“Childhood poverty means children and young people growing up
without access to different types of resources that are vital for their
well-being and for them to fulfill their potential. By resources we
mean economic, social, cultural, physical, environmental and
political resources.”(26)
More specifically, this definition implies that growing up in the absence
of any of the factors listed below constitutes childhood poverty:
•

•

•

•

27. CIDA (2004a), “Child
protection”, Canada
International Development
Agency, Quebec, accessed 21
February 2005 at http://www.
acdi-cida.gc.ca/childprotection.
28. See reference 27.

dignity, voice and rights are denied, or their existence threatened;
and
vulnerability: an inability of society to cope with existing or
probable threats to children in their environment.(25)

an adequate livelihood – the financial and nutritional resources
needed for survival and development (economic, physical and
environmental resources);
opportunities for human development – including access to quality
education and life skills, health and water/sanitation (social, cultural
and physical resources);
family and community structures that nurture and protect them
– parents/guardians with time (or ability/desire) to care for them; an
extended family/community that can cope if parents and guardians
are not able (or not there); or a community that cares for and protects
its younger generation (social and cultural resources); and
opportunities for voice – powerlessness and lack of voice (political
resources) often underpin other aspects of poverty (this also applies
to adults).

As in the case of UNICEF, CHIP’s child poverty definition is multifaceted, and stresses that the different aspects of child poverty are interrelated; and like UNICEF, CHIP supports comprehensive anti-poverty
strategies that address the different aspects of child poverty.
The Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) is another
organization that uses a human rights-based approach in its child poverty
action plan. “This approach is based on the Convention on the Rights of the
Child, which views girls and boys as fully fledged persons who are active, able
and necessary participants in their own development and that of their
communities.”(27)
Furthermore, CIDA sees human rights violations as resulting from
child poverty: “Poverty prevents children from reaching their full potential. It denies them human rights – like those related to education, health
and nutrition, participation in decisions that affect their lives, and
freedom from abuse, exploitation and discrimination”.(28) CIDA, like
many development agencies, relies on the monetary approach to identify
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and measure children living in poverty. It cites a UN study that claims
that 40 per cent of all children in the least developed countries are
struggling to survive on less than US$ 1 per day.(29)
Even though it relies on a monetary approach to measure child
poverty, CIDA supports a human rights-based approach as an effective
poverty reduction strategy. “Realizing children’s rights is essential to reducing
poverty in a sustainable way. And protecting the most vulnerable children – who
are often neglected by traditional interventions in health, education and nutrition – is key to realizing children’s rights.”(30)
Save the Children Sweden also makes a strong connection between
child poverty and human rights. It argues that fighting child poverty is
much more than a development concern; it is a human rights concern.
Furthermore, like CIDA, Save the Children uses a monetary approach to
identify children living in poverty, and proposes a human rights approach
to design anti-poverty polices that address child poverty. Because there is
a link between child poverty and human rights, anti-poverty strategies
should be “. . . based explicitly on the norms and values set out in international
human rights law.”(31)
Save the Children’s human rights-based approach is anchored on the
“A World Fit for Children” resolution adopted by the General Assembly
during the UN’s 2002 Special Session on Children.(32) This clearly indicates Save the Children’s view that child poverty is a multi-dimensional
phenomenon that needs to be grounded in a comprehensive human
rights-based approach.
The Institute for Democracy in South Africa (IDASA) is a national
NGO that has examined the relationship between children’s rights, state
budgets and poverty reduction. In a 2000 study,(33) IDASA defined child
poverty in terms of four categories of suffering/deprivation. These are:
•

•

•

•

insufficient income and income-earning opportunities: the study
refers here to children suffering because the low level of household
income affects their access to necessities and limits their consumption and opportunities;
lack of human development opportunities: the reference here is to
children lacking access to social and basic services such as health,
education, sanitation services and recreational facilities, and to the
impact of this lack of access;
feelings of economic and physical insecurity: economic insecurity
refers to children’s concerns about fluctuations in household income
(unemployment) and access to public services. Physical insecurity is
related to abuse, child labour, the vulnerability experienced by
orphans, and so on; and
feelings of powerlessness: the reference here is to children feeling
oppressed within the family unit and feeling excluded from, or
scorned by, the community.

DASA developed its broad definition of child poverty through a
participatory effort in which it first consulted with some of South Africa’s
children on what it means to be poor, incorporating their voices. Second,
IDASA considered the definitions used by international poverty
researchers, and lastly, it “. . . drew upon the definition of poverty implicit in
the Convention on the Rights of the Child.”(34)
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d. Assessment
Not many organizations have dealt directly with the issue of defining
child poverty. Only a few have been mentioned here precisely because
there are only a few. Rather than being seen as a representative sample,
the definitions discussed here should be considered a description of the
“state of the art”.
All these definitions share some common elements (voice, participation, multi-dimensionality). In other words, they implicitly or explicitly
incorporate human rights precepts and notions. Moreover, although
gender is not mentioned explicitly, this framework does recognize that
powerlessness and discrimination affect girls and boys differently, and this
could and should be taken into account when measuring child poverty.
However, it is possible that these definitions are too broad and expansive. In the attempt to incorporate various dimensions in the definition
of poverty, there is a risk of diluting the core meaning of poverty (associated with material deprivation). While lack of voice, physical abuse,
family break-up and other problems are serious impediments to the
healthy enjoyment of childhood and to the full development of children,
they do not necessarily constitute poverty nor are they associated with
lack of income or basic needs.

III. CHILD POVERTY MEASUREMENTS AND FINDINGS

35. Sen, A (1999), Development
as Freedom, Random House,
New York.

Poverty is not easily measurable. The multi-dimensional nature of poverty
includes quantifiable variables (such as income, consumption and access
to basic services), but it also includes capabilities variables that may not
be so easily measurable – such as the capability to participate in society
without facing discrimination.(35) Because of these complexities, most
development agencies rely on the monetary approach to measure poverty
(the poverty line), which is a very partial and, in many ways, a counterproductive approach to measuring poverty. This is because:
•
•
•

•
•

it ignores the multi-dimensional nature of poverty;
it uses a single income-based poverty line to identify the poor,
neglecting the different characteristics of households;
it overlooks the different needs of people – for instance, a disabled
person may need more resources than a person without disabilities
to accomplish the same tasks;
it disregards the importance of public services and public goods, such
as education, health care, water, sanitation and so on; and
it concentrates anti-poverty strategies on increasing an individual’s
income level rather than on investing in public services.

This section will present a summary of the methodologies and results
of some international and national efforts to measure child poverty.

a. Child poverty as child rights violations – Bristol study

36. See reference 2.

The deprivation approach to measuring poverty looks at a set of observable and demonstrable disadvantages. According to UNICEF: “The notion
of deprivation focuses attention on the circumstances that surround children,
casting poverty as an attribute of the environment they live and grow in.”(36)
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A team of researchers from the University of Bristol and the London
School of Economics were commissioned by UNICEF to conduct an
empirical study on how children fare with respect to seven measures of
severe deprivation. This study is “. . . the first ever scientific measurement of
the extent and depth of child poverty in all the developing regions of the
world.”(37) The measures of deprivation are based on child rights and
definitions of poverty internationally agreed at the 1995 World Summit
for Social Development. The indicators and their thresholds are:
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

severe food deprivation: children whose height and weight for their
age were more than three standard deviations below the median of
the international reference population, that is, severe anthropometric failure;
severe water deprivation: children who only had access to surface
water (for example, rivers) for drinking, or who lived in households
where the nearest source of water was more than15 minutes away
(indicators of severe deprivation of water quality or quantity);
severe deprivation of sanitation facilities: children who had no
access to a toilet of any kind in the vicinity of their dwelling, that is,
no private or communal toilets or latrines;
severe health deprivation: children who had not been immunized
against any diseases, or young children who had recently suffered
from an illness involving diarrhoea and had not received any medical
advice or treatment;
severe shelter deprivation: children in dwellings with more than
five people per room (severe overcrowding) or with no flooring
material (for example, a mud floor);
severe educational deprivation: children aged 7–18 who had never
been to school and were not currently attending school (no
professional education of any kind); and
severe information deprivation: children aged 3–18 with no access
to radio, television, telephone or newspapers at home.

The study found that 56 per cent of children in low- and middleincome countries – just over one billion children – suffered from one or
more forms of severe deprivation. South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa had
severe deprivation rates of more than 80 per cent. More poignantly, rural
children in these two regions had severe deprivation rates of more than
90 per cent. In a population of more than 1.8 billion children in low- and
middle-income countries, some of the most salient results are as follows
(by deprivation indicator):
•
•

•
•
•
•
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severe food deprivation: 15 per cent of children aged under five in
low- and middle-income countries are severely food deprived;
severe water deprivation: nearly 376 million children, 20 per cent,
do not have access to safe water sources, or have more than a 15minute walk to water;
severe deprivation of sanitation facilities: more than half a billion
children, 31 per cent, suffer from sanitation deprivation;
severe health deprivation: 265 million children, 15 per cent, suffer
from health deprivation;
severe shelter deprivation: more than 500 million children, 34 per
cent, suffer from shelter deprivation;
severe educational deprivation: 134 million children aged 7–18, 13
per cent, have never been to school; and
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severe information deprivation: almost half a billion children, 25
per cent, suffer from information deprivation.

These results indicate that the majority of children in developing
countries are suffering from some form of severe deprivation that will
adversely impact their development.
More localized deprivation studies can be effective tools for policy
makers. Results can provide clear indications of the exact needs of
children living in poverty. “Localized” need not be interpreted purely in
regional terms; it can also mean an analysis in terms of issues or gender.
For instance, Figure 1 shows the different conditions of girls and boys in
terms of various deprivations.
Finally, it can be mentioned that the one of the great virtues of the
evidence gathered by the Bristol team is that it can be contrasted with
other measurements of poverty. For example, Figure 2 shows that not
only is there no relation between the number of people struggling to
survive on less than $US 1 a day and the percentage of severely deprived
children, but also that the latter is consistently greater than the former.
Out of nearly 40 countries for which comparable data were available, in
only two cases are the dots (representing the percentage of severely
deprived children) below the 45-degree line. This means that in almost
all cases, the estimator of child deprivation is considerably higher than
that for income poverty. In other words, the “dollar a day” measure that,
among other problems, does not distinguish children from adults, seriously underestimates child poverty. A similar conclusion applies to the
national poverty lines, although the underestimation is less
pronounced.(38)
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FIGURE 1
Percentage of girls and boys severely deprived
SOURCE: Gordon, D, S Nandy, C Pantazis, S Pemberton and P Townsend (2003),
Child Poverty in the Developing World, The Policy Press, Bristol, accessed 21
February 2005 at http://aa.ecn.cz/img_upload/65636e2e7a707261766f64616a
737476/Child_poverty.pdf.
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FIGURE 2
Low correlation of the percentage of severely deprived children
and the percentage of total population struggling to survive on
less than US$ 1 a day
Note: The dots in this figure indicate the percentage of severely deprived
children in each of 40 countries relative to the percentage of people struggling
to survive on less than US$ 1 a day. The dotted line shows the points where
these percentages would be equal. The solid line shows the “best fit” between
the two indicators.
SOURCE: Minujin Alberto, Enrique Delamonica and Phoebe Wong (2006),
“Exploring the properties of child poverty indicators in various socioeconomic
contexts”, UNICEF–DPP Working Paper Series, New York.

b. Child poverty as child rights violations – Young Lives
project
The Young Lives project is a UK Department for International Development (DFID)-funded international collaborative study to investigate the
changing nature of child poverty. Like the Bristol study, the Young Lives
project seeks to “. . . improve our understanding of the causes and consequences of childhood poverty.”(39) However, whereas the Bristol study aimed
to provide a “snapshot” measure of child poverty today, the Young Lives
project aims to address the lack of information on changes in children’s
well-being over time. It is a long-term project that aims to follow nearly
12,000 children and their families over 15 years in four countries
(Ethiopia, Peru, Vietnam and India).(40)
The project tries to examine all aspects of children’s lives, including:
•
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access to basic services: access to electricity, safe drinking water and
toilet facilities;

39. Woldehanna, T, C Lanata
and T Tuan (2004), “Stunted
lives: child poverty in Ethiopia,
Peru and Vietnam”, In Focus,
an on-line bulletin of the
UNDP–International Poverty
Centre (IPC), September, New
York, accessed 21 February
2005 at http://www.undp.org/
povertycentre/newsletters/
infocus4sep04eng.pdf.
40. See reference 39.
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February 2005 at http://www.
mrc.ac.za/mrcnews/oct2001/
younglives.htm.

•

42. See reference 39.

Every three years, the project sends enumerators to visit the selected
children and collect data on the deprivation indicators.(41) The first round
of data collection found that in all four countries, children experienced
high levels of deprivation. In Ethiopia, for example, “. . . infant mortality
in 2001 was 116 deaths per 1,000 live births compared with a regional average
of 107. Only 34 per cent of children aged 7–12 were enrolled in primary school
in 2000.”(42)
The results of the Young Lives project are similar to those of the
Bristol study. Poor children are suffering from a deprivation of basic needs
such as clean water, quality education, electricity, proper dwellings, etc.
Rural children and girls, in particular, are vulnerable to suffering due to
deprivation.(43) These results, like those above, point to the need to
develop targeted anti-poverty strategies that address the deprivations
from which poor children suffer.

43. Young Lives (2004), “India:
development trends and the
questions they raise for the
Young Lives project”, accessed
24 February 2005 at http:
//www.younglives.org.uk/data/
focus/index.htm; also see
reference 39; see reference 2;
and see reference 41.
44. On the conceptual
limitations and practical
problems in the use of the
“US$ 1 a day” measure as a
poverty line, see Reddy, S and
T Pogge (2003), “Unknown: the
extent, distribution and trend
of global income poverty”,
Mimeo, available at
www.socialanalysis.org.
45. See reference 7.
46. Deaton, Angus and
Christina Paxson (1997),
“Poverty among children and
the elderly in developing
countries”, Princeton
University Paper, accessed 25
February 2005 at http://www.
wws.princeton.edu/%7Erpds/
downloads/deaton_paxson_
poverty_children_paper.pdf.
47. In Taiwan and Ukraine, the
study looked at the poorest
quintile.
48. See reference 46.
49. UNICEF–IRC (2005), Child
Poverty in Rich Countries 2005,
UNICEF, Innocenti Research
Centre, Florence. This report
updates and continues the
work that has been carried out
by UNICEF on this issue for
more than a decade. See,
among others, Cornia, G A and
S Danziger (editors) (1997),
Child Poverty and Deprivation
in Industrialized Countries,

•
•
•
•
•

access to primary healthcare and children’s health: vaccination,
prevalence of childhood diseases, distance to medical care;
child care and child rearing;
child malnutrition;
literacy and numeracy;
child work; and
social capital among community.

c. Child poverty and the monetary approach
The monetary approach has two methodologies for measuring poverty:
absolute poverty and relative poverty. The former establishes a poverty
line and counts people as poor when their income is below the poverty
line. The international poverty line used by many development agencies
(for example the World Bank, IMF) is US$ 1 a day.(44) In 1998, the number
of income poor in developing countries was estimated at 1.2 billion, with
at least half of these being children.(45)
In a 1997 study of poverty in South Africa, Deaton and Paxson used
a poverty line that roughly corresponded to the international US$ 1 a day
poverty line. They studied the composition of people living below the
poverty line and found that young adults made up the smallest fraction,
“. . . followed by the elderly [who receive a monthly cash payment from the
government], then older and younger children.”(46) They also studied poverty
in Ghana, Pakistan, Taiwan, Thailand and Ukraine, following a similar
methodology to that used in South Africa, i.e. an absolute poverty line
equivalent to US$ 1 a day.(47) Their study accounted for different family
sizes and structures. It found that children made up a higher percentage
of the income poor than either adults or the elderly.(48) It is important to
note that in their study, Deaton and Paxson assumed that household
resources were shared equally among all members, an approach that
generally allots more resources to children than is actually the case. This
assumption is hard to defend, and the Deaton and Paxson monetary
study is probably undercounting the number of children living in
poverty.
The United States also favours an absolute monetary approach to
measuring child poverty, and defines the poverty line as the amount of
money needed “. . . to purchase a defined quantity of goods and services.”(49)
In the US, “. . . the current official poverty measure, originally adopted in the
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1960s, consists of a set of thresholds for families of different sizes and composition that are compared to a family resource measure to determine a family’s
poverty status.”(50)
Using this absolute poverty line methodology for the US, the census
bureau estimated that by the late 1990s (when the poverty rates for adults
and the elderly were around 10 per cent) the percentage of children living
below the poverty line was slightly less than 20 per cent for the first time
since the early 1980s.(51) In 1997, “. . . children constituted about 40 per cent
of the poverty population, though only about a quarter of the total population.”(52) According to these findings, children in the US make up a
disproportionately large portion of people living in poverty.
Unlike the absolute poverty line approach, relative poverty measures
have poverty lines that are adjusted as total income in a given country
changes. Most OECD members, including those in the European Union,
have leant towards relative poverty lines drawn at a given percentage of
median national income.(53) For example, Bradshaw(54) used a relative
poverty line to study child poverty in the UK. He looked at children living
in households with incomes below 50 per cent of the national mean
household income and found that, in Britain, the proportion of children
living in poor households “. . . increased more than three-fold between 1979
and 1999–00.”(55) Overall, he found that Britain’s level of child poverty
was by far the highest in the EU. Similarly, he notes that in a study of
child poverty in 25, mostly rich, countries, children made up the largest
percentage of people living in poverty.
UNICEF’s Innocenti Research Centre’s 2005 report on child poverty
in rich countries also uses a relative poverty line to identify and measure
child poverty in OECD countries. “The principal measure of child poverty
. . . is a poverty line drawn at 50 per cent of current median income for the
country concerned.”(56) The report argues that by using a relative poverty
line, child poverty rates can only fall if children living in low-income
families benefit disproportionately more from the benefits of economic
progress than those in better-off households.
Table 1 shows the findings of the Innocenti report. It shows that in
OECD countries such as the UK, Italy, the USA and Mexico, a significant
percentage of children are living in poverty. Moreover, out of the 14
countries with sufficient information, only five experienced a drop in the
number of children living in poverty during the 1990s. Child poverty in
the other countries actually worsened.
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d. Assessment
It has to be acknowledged that child rights are wide in scope and extend
beyond the measurements presented in this section. This means that
most measurements of children living in poverty focus on the list of
constitutive rights (see Section II b), as they should. However, this is not
a measure of all child rights violations.
Nevertheless, the few internationally comparable studies of child
poverty indicate that the number of children living in poverty is higher
than a traditional, monetary-based headcount would indicate. This is
particularly the case when an approach does not distinguish the living
conditions and needs of adults from those of children. Lack of information and little visibility for children affect the policies that will be
proposed and implemented.
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TABLE 1
Percentage of children living below 50 per cent of the median
national income
Country

Percentage

Percentage change in child
poverty in the 1990s

Finland
Norway
Sweden
Belgium
Hungary
Luxembourg
Netherlands
Germany
Austria
Poland
Canada
UK
Italy
USA
Mexico

2.8
3.4
4.2
7.7
8.8
9.1
9.8
10.2
10.2
12.7
14.9
15.4
16.6
21.9
27.7

0.8
–3.2
–0.2
0.2
13.5
0.1
0.3
1.2
–
4.7
–1.3
–10.8
4.1
–7.3
8.4

SOURCE: UNICEF–IRC (2005), Child Poverty in Rich Countries 2005, UNICEF,
Innocenti Research Centre, Florence.

IV. ON THE NEED AND FEASIBILITY OF MAKING CHILD
POVERTY VISIBLE

57. See reference 9, Minujin
(2005).

58. See reference 9, Minujin
(2005).

For a long time, poverty reduction strategies neglected, or simply did not
prioritize, the special needs of children living in poverty and the need to
adopt direct policies to deal with child poverty. This is paradoxical given
the fact that all over the world, in the developing and developed
countries, children are over-represented among the poor. In low- and
middle-income countries, the majority of children are poor, and also the
majority of the poor are children.
One of the important aspects of defining child poverty is that it has
a potential impact on poverty reduction strategies as well as on the
development of indicators for tracking the success of poverty reduction
strategies. All the definitions of child poverty reviewed above go beyond
the simple one-dimensional monetary approach. The definitions above
considered “. . . material deprivation [including basic social services], as well
as additional essential factors that enable a child to survive, develop and participate in society.”(57) The existence of child poverty definitions encourages
policy makers and organizations to directly address the special needs of
children.
Any definition of child poverty has practical implications for policy
advocacy and programmes. The following are a few of the possible direct
applications:(58)
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•

•

•

influence the nature of policy dialogue on poverty reduction – for
instance, poverty reduction policies would need to be based on a
broader definition of poverty and to account for children’s experience of it;
influence policy debates on social sector spending – for example,
dialogue on social and economic policy issues would need to consider
the effect of liberalization, privatization, globalization etc. on the
well-being of children and families; and
influence the design of indicators – the socioeconomic and demographic indicators that capture information on children would need
to be informed by the alternative definition.

At present, strategies for poverty reduction seldom take children into
consideration in an holistic way. For example, Heidel indicates that:
“. . . almost two-thirds of all Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers [do]
not contribute to the implementation of the rights of the child
simply because they practically ignore the living and working
conditions of the majority of children and youth. Based on this fact
alone, by no means should all donor assistance be carried out within
the PRSP(59) process. Instead, it is the essential and urgent task of
development work to qualify the PRSP process so that it contributes
to a sustainable reduction of poverty and strengthens the rights of
the child.(60) Only then can they be announced as the [full] framework of development cooperation.”(61)
According to a desk study by Marcus and Wilkinson of six full and 17
interim PRSPs, Albania’s I–PRSP was the only one to declare that data on
children living in poverty were inadequate. It stated that: “The government
will be undertaking a Multi-Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) on child health and
nutrition, as well as compiling broader indicators necessary for assessing
progress in social development.”(62)
A recent study, carried out by UNICEF in collaboration with the
School of International Affairs (Columbia University) and the Graduate
Programme in International Affairs (The New School) in Bolivia,
Nicaragua and Tanzania presents evidence that children have not fared
significantly better after the introduction of PRSPs in those countries.(63)
While the reasons may vary, and are sometimes outside the bounds of the
PRSPs, the fact still remains that progress in actual measurable child
outcomes was almost nil.(64)
However, the relevance and effectiveness of applying an holistic
approach is widely recognized. UNICEF notes that: “The positive synergy
between actions in different social dimensions, such as shelter, health or
education, is very well documented.”(65) Policy makers need to recognize
and leverage the link that policies in different social dimensions have. As
CHIP points out:
“. . . such an holistic consideration of children’s issues allows the
exploitation of synergies and complementarities in the basic
elements that constitute strategies to reduce poverty, such as interventions on education, health, nutrition, and water and sanitation.
It is very important to explicitly integrate all dimensions that poverty
presents and all their interaction effects among the policies and
programmes that influence child poverty.”(66)
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64. Nevertheless, the inclusion
of the reduction of poverty in
the public agenda of these
countries is indeed a positive
step.

In addition, as noted by Vandermoortele:
“. . . the provision of basic social services of good quality to all
children is one of the most direct and least expensive ways of
reducing poverty. Providing basic social services of good quality to
all children is key to building their basic capabilities to live in dignity.
Ensuring universal access to an integrated package of basic social
services is one of the most efficient and cost effective contributions
to poverty reduction.”(67)

65. UNICEF (2002), The State of
the World’s Children 2002,
UNICEF, New York.
66. CHIP (2002), “Country
overviews”, Childhood Poverty
Research and Policy Centre
(CHIP), London, accessed 21
February 2005 at
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rg/index.php?action=countryo.

An integrated comprehensive approach is what is needed.(68) According
to ICC:
“Integration of services is essential because of the interdependence of
the many facets of poverty . . . Lack of safe water and sanitation
increase the incidence of disease episodes, exacerbate malnutrition,
which in turn can compromise brain development and the capacity
of learning . . . [Thus] sectoral approaches run the risk of failing to
capitalize on these kinds of connections.”(69)

67. See reference 7.
68. Anguita, Eduardo and
Alberto Minujjin (2005), El
Futuro. El mundo que
enfrentaremos los Argentinos,
EDHASA Ed, Buenos Aires.
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children in Latin America and
the Caribbean”, Discussion
Paper at the Technical
Workshop of the Fifth
Ministerial Meeting on Children
and Social Policy in the
Americas, 9–13 October 2000,
Kingston, Jamaica.

70. See reference 37.

V. CONCLUSIONS
This paper has reviewed the available literature that addresses some of the
issues related to the definition and measurement of child poverty. It
presents different concepts regarding child poverty, different definitions
of children living in poverty and different efforts to measure child
poverty. Although several organizations have recently adopted a human
rights-based approach to defining children living in poverty, the paper
notes a general lack of consideration of children’s issues in the poverty
literature. The lack of visibility has negative implications for anti-poverty
strategies, as they seldom consider children and their rights in their
design and implementation.
Child poverty is not only a violation of children’s rights, it also leads
to adult poverty. In order to realize children’s rights and to tackle poverty,
poverty reduction strategies cannot ignore the special needs of children.
Over one billion children have been found to suffer from severe deprivation.(70) These findings indicate that children are growing up in a context
where their rights are violated and without the resources or services to
develop into healthy and productive adults who will be able to realize
their full potential in life.
Given the impact that child poverty definitions could have on policy
design and implementation we strongly argue that:
•

•

The issue of children living in poverty must be developed independently and cannot be derived from an income poverty definition and
measure. Child poverty must be recognized as a unique phenomenon
that requires direct intervention. Indirect solutions have failed to
address the special needs of children.
The poverty debate should become comprehensive, including family,
women and children in an holistic conceptual and practical
approach. The prevalent “economic” or “market” bias disregards
specific but relevant needs of children that are not addressed by the
market. Discrimination, lack of family and social care, lack of access
to quality basic services require interventions that go far beyond
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•

•

•
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income or economic growth issues. Only the consideration of all
these aspects could provide the path for promoting inclusive
societies. Children are not only over-represented among the poor but
they could provide the opportunity for breaking the poverty circle.
The possibility of the realization of their capabilities is also the possibility of building an inclusive society.
The definition and measurement approach for child poverty must be
multi-dimensional. Focusing on one dimension of child poverty at
the expense of another will result in sub-optimal results. The experiences presented in this paper show that it is possible to measure child
poverty in a direct and multi-dimensional way using the available
information.
The participation and “voice of children” should be integrated as part
of any child poverty approach and poverty reduction strategy (which
is different from including them in the definition of poverty).
It is necessary to promote and strengthen the link between human
rights and poverty, which will make policies and programmes more
sustainable and efficient. However, this paper also highlights the
importance, when dealing with the many dimensions of poverty, of
not conflating child poverty with all the problems and rights
violations children suffer. To do so would render the meaning of
poverty as a distinct category completely empty.
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