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Abstract By 2015, 80% of the population in South America was living in urban areas.
Although children in urban areas, on average, enjoy better conditions than children in
rural areas, millions of urban children struggle to overcome poverty. There is no Burban
advantage^ in terms of Quality of Life for them. In this context, understanding the
inequalities affecting urban children is imperative. Although there is a large body of
quantitative analysis on urban-rural disparities, inequities within cities are under-ex-
plored. This knowledge is crucial for promoting and designing policies to promote
Quality of Life among children and adolescents in the region. This article describes
evidence on intra-urban inequalities affecting children’s and adolescents’ Quality of
Life and the full realization of their rights in South America. These results stem from
Household Surveys covering the last 10 years. Based on housing characteristics,
income level and parents’ educational status, households were classified in three
groups: experiencing highly deprived, moderately deprived or non-deprived living
conditions. Relative and absolute gaps for several indicators were analyzed to compare
children living in highly deprived and non-deprived households. In most countries,
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intra-urban disparities are larger than urban-rural ones. Also, urban children in highly
deprived living conditions fare worse than the average rural child. Thus, it is important
to focus on highly deprived urban children. Local/municipal governments have plenty
of authority to design and implement policies specifically addressing urban children
and their Quality of Life.

Keywords Children .Quality of life . SouthAmerica . Inequality. Intra-urban inequality

Introduction

The objective of this paper is to analyze, based on the most recent available
quantitative information1, intra-urban inequities and inequalities that affect
children’s rights and Quality of Life in South America2. The first section sets
out the framework, briefly mentioning some related research and the issues
discussed in this paper. The second section explains the methodology used to
analyze the information available from households surveys. Thirdly, the paper
presents some empirical findings. Finally, a few considerations close the
paper.

Background

The urban population in South America reaches about 80% of the total popu-
lation. In addition, the high urbanization rates are long-standing. South America
crossed the 50% threshold in the early 1960s, while at the global level, this
took place in 2008 (UN Habitat 2011). Urban areas present idiosyncratic
challenges3, in particular for children.

For instance, between the first month and four years of life, the two major causes of
child mortality in Lain America are respiratory infections and diarrhea (PAHO 2009).
In both cases urban policies like regulating the location of landfills, regulation/
provision of water and sanitation, and inspection of construction sites could drastically
reduce urban child mortality. Among 5–14 years old the major cause or mortality is
traffic accidents (PAHO 2009). The role of urban planning is even more salient for this
problem: traffic restrictions (e.g. in certain residential zones during weekends), provid-
ing safe public transportation, school buses, installing traffic lights and speed bumps,
etc. A low cost and practical example can be found in a city in Indonesiawhere familieswho
cannotaffordhelmets forchildren(becauseas theygrowthehelmetsneedtobediscarded), the
city Blends^ helmets which are returned when the children grow up and a new (larger
one) is lent to the families.

1 Household surveys from the last 10 years were analyzed. For some countries, when available, several
surveys were used.
2 All Countries (except Venezuela) are reviewed.
3 Which explains why SDG 11 is about sustainable cities and that the United Nations adopted the New Urban
Agenda in 2016 which unequivocally emphasizes the importance of equity for livable cities.
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Besides facing specific challenges, South American cities and towns are highly
unequal (which is not surprising given the overall inequalities in the region, ECLAC
2010). Although it is accurate to state that children4 living in urban areas are, on
average, better off than their rural peers, it is also true that millions of children in urban
areas struggle with poverty and have no access to the Burban advantage^ (Satterthwaite
and Bartlett 2002, Bartlett 2008, Montgomey 2009). Quality of Life indicators among
urban children are far from equitable, which is particularly distressing as they live
amidst the opportunities that cities provide which they cannot access. This situation has
negative implications for the effective realization of child rights and the Sustainable
Development Goals.

Over the last few years, the number of studies focusing on urban disparities5 has
significantly increased, often including topics related to children and comparisons
between countries and among regions (SITEAL 2009, 2010; UNDP 2010; UN
Habitat 2011). International studies on urban issues generally emphasize how the living
conditions in slums- especially related to infrastructure and access to services- must be
prioritized, as they constitute a determining factor in urban poverty, and has a direct
impact on the well-being of individuals (Cohen and Debowicz 2001; UN Habitat 2003,
2011; Cohen 2011). Another topic frequently analyzed is related to urban segregation
(Veiga and Rivoir 2001; Veiga 2007; Villaça 2011) aiming to understand the links
between society and urban space, or more precisely, determining the different ways in
which people live depending on socio-economic status (De Pablos and Susino 2010).

These approaches have highlighted the fact that differences in living conditions
among children and adolescents are a result of several factors (Inputs and Throughputs
in the systems theory structure of Quality of Life causes and consequences presented by
Hagerty et al. 2001). These include economic inequality, lack of public policies,
indifference, discrimination and lack of long and medium term strategic political vision.
There are also several studies on children in urban settings, limited in scope, focusing
on issues such as child labor (Mendonça Guimarães and Rodrigues Fróes Asmusm
2010), crime, and violence (Alvarez de la Torre et al. 2005; Waiselfisz 2008; Rizzini
2009). Some of these mostly qualitative studies provide a general overview of the
situation under discussion but do not evaluate the factors behind intra-urban inequity.

In spite of the growing concerns related to the analyses on Quality of Life in Latin
America (Rojas 2008, 2016, Watkins Fassler 2014, Tonon 2016), quantitative infor-
mation about children is scarce. Although some studies do present information on the
differences between urban and rural child poverty and disparities (ECLAC and
UNICEF 2010; SITEAL 2010), there is still much to learn about intra-urban inequal-
ities in the region6. Thus, in this paper we analyze socio-economic intra-urban dispar-
ities among children and adolescents in South American countries. This analysis is

4 Following the Convention of the Rights of the Child, children are defined up to 18 years of age. When
needed, for instance depending on the indicators being discussed we differentiate children from adolescents.
5 Inequalities, which like disparities refer to quantitative differences, should be distinguished from inequities,
which refer to value judgements about the differences being unfair and avoidable. From a social justice
perspective, we deem all the quantitative differences described in this paper as inequities. Nevertheless, as we
concentrate on their measurement we will refer to them (interchangeably, in order to avoid repetition) as
inequalities and disparities.
6 Very good exceptions are the studies by Martinez (2016) and Linares et al. (2016), albeit they focus only on
one and two cities respectively.
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centered on Quality of Life indicators for different stages of the life cycle. For all these
indicators, not only are intra-urban disparities described for each country (and com-
pared across countries) but also the most salient ones are highlighted. Additionally,
municipal level policies to address these issues are proposed.

Methods

In this section we present the way we analyze intra-urban inequalities affecting various
domains of children’s Quality of Life. The quantitative description focuses on indica-
tors related to the children’s and adolescents’ health, education, engagement in life
among peers, and exposure to risks7, based on all recently available and comparable
household surveys carried out in the last ten years. The findings show not only the
extent of inequality within and among countries, but also the domains with highest
levels of inequalities.

Classifying Households According to their Living Conditions

In this paper we classify children and adolescents in urban areas according to their
living conditions (defined in relation to housing characteristics, availability of current
income and parents’ education) an approach similar to the one used by Montgomey
(2009), Mugisha (2005), and UN Habitat (2011, 2012). Based on this classification,
intra-urban disparities among groups of children and adolescents with good or bad
(deprived) living conditions are analyzed through indicators accounting for several
domains of children’s Quality of Life. For this purpose, national household surveys,
Multiple Indicators Cluster Surveys (MICS), and Demographic and Health Surveys
(DHS) were used8.

The classification of urban households is based on three aspects describing their
living conditions (Table 1).

The first aspect is related to housing conditions, considering the quality of housing
materials, overcrowding and access to water. If the household experiences two or three
of these deprivations (e.g., overcrowding and lack of access to water), the household is
classified as highly deprived. If there is only one deficiency or deprivation, the
household is considered as moderately deprived9.

7 These are not subjective measures but they do include external components of Quality of Life (Diener 2006).
8 National household surveys (homogenized by SITEAL): Argentina (2010), Bolivia (2007), Brazil (2009),
Colombia (2010), Chile (2009), Ecuador (2009), Paraguay (2009), Peru (2009), and Uruguay (2009). With the
exception of Argentina, this study uses databases homogenized provided by SITEAL.
Demographic and Health Survey (DHS): Bolivia (2008), Colombia (2010), Peru (2008).
Multiple Indicators Cluster Surveys (MICS): Guyana (2006–2007) and Suriname (2006). Results for these two

countries are included in all the totals but sometimes are not shown separately due to the small sample size.
9 This paper uses UN Habitat operational definitions for housing deficiency. Some variations have
been incorporated due to data limitations. For example, information on sanitation and tenure has
not been included. The information on access to water is measured by access to public water supply, while
UN Habitat considers access to nearby drinking water at a low cost. These indicators, albeit with some
exceptions are also used to measure multi-dimensional child poverty (Gordon et al. 2003, Minujin et al.
2006, and CONEVAL 2010, 2011).
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The second one relates to monetary poverty. Determining whether or not a house-
hold is poor depends on the criteria used in the original source of the data. Official
household surveys, for example, use a monetary poverty line, which is the one we
applied. For countries with MICS and DHS, we used the Wealth Index as a proxy
(Rutstein and Johnson 2004). In these cases, households were ranked according to the
value of the wealth index. There is information on the incidence of urban poverty
(either multi-dimensional child poverty or monetary poverty) for these countries. For
each country the incidence of monetary poverty was used as the threshold to classify
households as poor in order to use the wealth index proxy. This threshold can be
expressed as a percentile (e.g. if the incidence of urban poverty is 30%, the threshold is
the 30th percentile). All households below this country-specific percentile according to
the distribution of the wealth index are considered poor (Minujin and Bang 2002).

The third aspect analyzes the parents’ educational level. If the average number of
years of schooling is below six, the parents’ education is considered low. If this average
is above 6 the parents’ education is considered not deprived. For the purpose of this
paper we do not distinguish between average or high levels of education.10

Based on these indicators, households are classified in three groups. These groups
comprise households which experience highly deprived, moderately deprived, or non-
deprived living conditions (Table 2).

Households are classified as non-deprived in terms of living conditions when they
do not register any housing deficiencies, where parents have an average or high
education, and where families are not monetary poor.

Households are considered moderately deprived when they suffer only one defi-
ciency (and for housing it is only a moderate one). The possible cases are: i) there is
moderate housing deficiency (with no monetary poverty and with a parents’ education
level either high or average), ii) there is monetary poverty (with average or high
educational level of the parents and without housing deficiencies), or iii) if the parents’

10 Nor do we distinguish among non-poor and rich for households earning income above the poverty line.
This is done for simplicity and ease of exposition.

Table 1 Variables for the classification of children and adolescents according to their living conditions

Variable Description Categories

Housing conditions Three possible deficiencies: Severe deprivation

2 or three deficiencies

1. Inadequate housing materials Moderate deprivation

2. Limited access to water One deficiency

2.Overcrowding (more than three
persons per room

No deprivation

No deficiencies

Parents’ Education Average years of schooling Low: < 6 years

Average/High > = 6 years

Monetary poverty Comparison between family income
and the poverty line (or a wealth
index proxy – see text)

Poor: family income below the poverty line

Non Poor: family income above the poverty line
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education level is low (but there is no housing deficiency and no monetary poverty).
Any other combination of factors would result in the household being classified as
highly deprived in terms of living conditions11.

Local and municipal governments have a very important role to play in
improving the living conditions of urban dwellers. Their responsilities usually
range from provision of water and sanitation (or their regulation) to housing
subsidies (or public housing). These policies may very well be national plans
with strong articulation (in particular in terms of implementation) between
national and local authorities.

What Quality of Life Domains and Indicators?

The next section analyzes the disparities for a set of indicators relative to
different domains of children’s Quality of Life. We use Input and Throughput
indicators (Hagerty et al. 2001) dealing mainly with health (and nutrition) as
well as education and participation in social life (or, rather its absence in the
form of NEETs – adolescents who are not in education, employment or
training). There are also indicators on safety and family relationships cap-
tured through knowledge of HIV/AIDS and early pregnancy. The household
surveys which allow this range of coverage do not capture other important
aspects of Quality of Life such as emotional well-being, social cohesion,
culture/recreation, or community involvement/participation which are impor-
tant components of Quality of Life and can be found in other surveys (Helliwell 2008;
Sirgy et al. 2006).12

11 For Ecuador, the database did not include information on housing conditions. Therefore, only poverty and
level of education were used (and poverty was further divided using a threshold of half of the poverty line to
approximate high deprivation).
12 Birth registration is also included. Although it is not usually considered an Output indicator, it is a
fundamental child right. Also, it is a Bgate-keeper^ – as it helps to determine age, it allows access to school,
family/child subsidies, juvenile justice system, etc. Moreover, it would be difficult to place it either as an Input
or Throughput. However, it could be considered loosely related to the Strength of the Local Community. In
addition, Johansson (2002) also mentions housing and amenities which we have used to classify the type of
households so we cannot use them as dependent variables.

Table 2 Outline for the classification of households according to their living conditions

Monetary poverty Poor Non-poor

Low Average/High Low Average/high

Housing
conditions

Severe
deficiency

HIGH deprivation HIGH deprivation HIGH deprivation HIGH deprivation

Moderate
deficiency

HIGH deprivation HIGH deprivation HIGH deprivation MODERATE
deprivation

No deficiency HIGH deprivation MODERATE
deprivation

MODERATE
deprivation

NO deprivation
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We avoid the problem of defining Quality of Life on the basis of what is possible to
measure or relying on indicators which are easily available (Rojas 2014). One way in
which we avoid this problem is by refraining from measuring overall Quality of Life13.
We only concentrate on analyzing some of its components. These components are
widely accepted (Johansson 2002), in particular for children. Moreover, the other way
we avoid the pitfall is that we do not construct an index. We analyze them separately.
This is the appropriate way to analyze the different elements because they apply to
different children (given we study different indicators along the life cycle form birth to
adolescence). In addition, this also precludes any issues arising from weighting the
various indicators.

It is also worth mentioning that the all these countries share a common history and
culture. They have similar institution too. This, renders the comparison and aggregation
of Quality of Life across countries acceptable, in particular in the absence of an index
(Veenhoven 1996, 2005).

Analytical Metric

The analysis of intra-urban disparities among children will focus on comparing the
incidence of several child well-being indicators according to the living conditions of the
households. In order to provide summary information, priority is given to comparisons
of relative gaps between children living in highly deprived households and those in
non-deprived households in terms of living conditions. For example, if 20% of urban
adolescents in highly deprived households do not attend school and 5% of urban
adolescents living in non-deprived households do not attend school, the relative gap
indicates that it is four times more likely that an adolescent living in highly deprived
households will not attend school compared to an adolescent living in a non-deprived
household. In this example, the absolute gap reaches 15 percentage points.

We also summarize the various disparities across domains in each country in order to
compare them to other measures of inequality like the Gini coefficient. Countries were
classified as Bprimary unequal^, Bprimarily neutral^, and Bprimarily equal^. First, the
countries where ranked according to their relative intra-urban relative gap. Then the
median, mean, first quartile, third quartile, and standard deviation were calculated.
Then the standard deviation was added to the highest value of the mean and the median.
Similarly, it was deducted from the lowest of these two values. Thus two cut off points
were found: the one determined by the quartiles and the one determined by adding
(subtracting) to (from) a Bmiddle value^. Thus, two upper and lower boundaries were
found to establish which countries were in the middle of the distribution of the relative
gap for that individual indicator (the Bneutral^ countries) and which ones were Bfar
from the middle^, either above the relative gap (Bunequal^) or below (Bequal^). By
counting how many times countries fall in each category across the indicators
we can see which countries have a tendency to be Bprimarily^ equitable or not
(in terms of the relative gap of the intra-urban disparities which otherwise
cannot be added or averaged).

13 Thus, we do not need to define it. We also avoid the issue of choosing between hedonistic, objectivistic, or
other types of lists (Brey 2012).

South American Children’s Quality of Life: Intra-Urban Disparities...

Author's personal copy



As we estimated two upper and two lower bounds, we explored the distribution
when countries surpassed both or just the least stringent of the thresholds. In the former
case most of the countries seemed equitable so only the latter is reported in the Results
section.

Results

After a summary description of the distribution of households in which children and
adolescent live, indicators pertaining to different domains of Quality of Life are
presented. The order in which the indicators are discussed in this section is associated
with stages in the lifecycle. We first review indicators of early childhood, followed by
those of adolescence. Besides region-wide results, the most salient inequalities or
country results are highlighted.

Basic Distribution of Children among Households with Different Living
Conditions

As seen in Table 3 and Fig. 1, about one in four urban children and adoles-
cents in South America live in highly deprived households (26.5% - about 25
million, almost 4 million more children than in rural areas). About another
quarter (28.4%) reside in households with moderately deprived living condi-
tions. Almost half of all urban children and adolescents live in non-deprived
households (45.2%)14. There are differences among countries. In the Southern
Cone (where urbanization rates are around 90%) less than 20% of children and
adolescents live in highly deprived households. A second group of six countries
(including Brazil, Colombia, and Peru - among the most populated ones in the
region, with urbanization rates around 75–85%) registers intermediate figures
(between a fifth and a third) of children and adolescents residing in households
with highly deprived living conditions. Finally, in Bolivia and Paraguay (where
urbanization rates are under 60%) the incidence of children and adolescents
living in highly deprived households is above 40%.

It is worth highlighting that although the rural population is worse off than
the urban one in terms of incidence, the number of children who are worse off
is larger in urban areas. The point is not to categorically determine which group
is worse off but to recognize the different social dynamics and diverse situa-
tions in order to design differentiated, thus more effective and efficient, policies
and interventions15.

14 Calculations were based on the aggregate number of individuals in each of the independent variables
categories. These were considered for each of the countries with available data.
In countries with DHS and MICS calculations were based on the original weights (not expanding the total

population) using the population data from the year in which the survey was conducted.
There are no available data for rural areas of Argentina. In this case, urban data were used for both the total

results at the national level as well as for the results within urban areas.
15 Also, due to the sample size, it is not possible to reliably disaggregate the rural population to measure intra-
rural disparities. Nevertheless, this is an area worth exploring.
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Antenatal Care (Half of the Countries) 16

The lack of professional antenatal care affects 4.8% of women who had a child in the
5 years previous to the survey in these countries. In rural households, this proportion is
four times higher than in urban ones (9.6% and 2.3%), similar to the disparity within
urban households living in highly deprived (4.2%) and not deprived (1.3%) conditions.
The intra-urban gap is greater than the rural/urban in Colombia, while in Peru and
Bolivia the contrary occurs.

Bolivia displays the highest percentages of lack of antenatal care in urban households,
but while in Colombia intra-urban inequality reaches one of the highest in the region, in
Bolivia the levels of inequality are slightly below the average of all countries considered.

Early Childhood: Birth Registration (Half of the Countries)

Almost 7% of children under the age of 5 do not have a birth certificate. In rural
households, 8.7% of children have not been registered, while in urban ones the rate is
of 5.6%. The gap between children living in highly deprived urban households and
non-deprived ones is of 2.5. However, the rural/urban gap is of 1.7.

In non-deprived urban households, 3.1% of children have not been registered, while
7.9% of children have not been registered in highly deprived urban household. This is
slightly below the rural average.

16 When we indicate BHalf of the countries^, we are referring to those with data from MICS and DHS
(because the other surveys did not include these indicators): Bolivia, Colombia, Guyana, Peru, and Suriname.
Otherwise, information for all the countries (except Venezuela) is available.

Table 3 Percentage of children and adolescents by area of residence and distribution in urban areas according
to the level of deprivation, by country

Area of residence Type of deprivation (urban areas)

Rural Urban High Medium None

Argentina 8.0 92.0 17.3 25.7 57.0

Bolivia 34.0 66.0 61.7 18.4 19.9

Brazil 14.0 86.0 26.0 29.0 45.0

Chile 12.0 88.0 7.6 21.7 70.7

Colombia 26.0 74.0 32.1 32.0 35.8

Ecuador 34.0 66.0 27.0 25.1 48.0

Guyana and Suriname * 58.3 41.7 29.4 30.7 39.9

Paraguay 40.0 60.0 41.6 33.0 25.4

Peru 29.0 71.0 23.2 30.1 46.7

Uruguay 8.0 92.0 10.1 23.4 66.5

Total 18.4 81.6 26.5 28.4 45.2

Source: Own calculations based on household surveys

*Analyzed together due to small sample size
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Bolivia registers the highest incidence of children without birth registration in urban
households. In many countries, municipalities and cities have the duty (or the prerog-
ative) to set up programs contributing to the regional goal of 100% free, on-time, and
accessible birth registration.

Early Childhood: Immunization against Measles (Half of the Countries)

Almost one in ten children between one and four years old living in all the countries of
the region with a recent DHS or MICS surveys are not vaccinated against measles. In
all countries, immunization is slightly lower in rural than urban households. Peru
displays the lowest immunization rate against measles.

Differences within urban households are also registered. Lack of immunization
affects 11.3% of children who live in highly deprived households, whereas it is 7.9%
among of those who live in non-deprived households. In other words, the relative gap is
1.4. Bolivia registers the highest levels of intra-urban disparity. Colombia displays a
low intra-urban gap. The likelihood that an infant of a rural household is vaccinated
against measles is greater than if it comes from a highly deprived urban home.

Thus, coverage of health services for the population in highly deprived areas needs
to improve. This could be done by (among other initiatives) setting up free clinics in
marginal neighborhoods with appropriate level of funding and personnel. Also, national
and state/provincial-level governments should assist the funding of such health facili-
ties in towns which are too small to finance it themselves.

Early Childhood: Nutrition (Half of the Countries)

In this set of countries, 17% of children younger than five years of age suffer from
nutritional deficits (two standard deviations below the international benchmark in at
least one of the anthropometric indicators17). In rural households the rate of

17 For lack of space we do not address deficiency of micronutrients, nor obesity which is a growing problem in
the region (Rivera et al. 2013, Caballero et al. 2017, Corvalán et al. 2017)
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Fig. 1 Percentage of rural
children and urban children by
type of household, South America.
Source: Own calculations based on
household surveys
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malnutrition is of 25%, while nutritional deficits reach 11.3% in urban households and
18.3% in highly deprived urban households. As 6.4% of children from households not
deprived in terms of living conditions are malnourished, the relative gap is 2.9.

The greatest disparity between highly deprived and non-deprived urban households
is registered in Peru where nutritional deficits reach 22.9% among children in highly
deprived urban households and 6.1% in non -deprived households. Thus, the relative
gap is 3.7.

Although nutrition plans tend to be national, there are interventions in the regulation
of markets and food distribution (e.g. cleanliness, availability, location, etc.) that could
help families in highly deprived urban households more easily and cheaply access food.

Adolescents: Secondary School Attendance

One in ten (8.1%) adolescents of high school age does not attend school. In rural
households, this proportion is one out of eight adolescents (12%), while in urban
households it reaches slightly more than half of the rural level (6.9%). However, urban
adolescents living in highly deprived conditions not attending school (11%) triple those
in non-deprived households (4%).

Bolivia and Paraguay are the only countries where the relative rural/urban gap is
superior to the intra-urban divide. Paraguay exhibits the lowest intra-urban inequality,
with a proportion of adolescents not attending school twice the regional average.
Bolivia, Colombia, and Brazil are countries where, in relation to the total in the region,
there is a low incidence of this indicator and low intra-urban disparity. Chile and Peru
registered the lowest percentages of adolescents from urban households who are not
attending school, and in both the intra-urban gap is slightly above average.

In most countries in South America, education, in particular the secondary level, is
not the responsibility of local authorities. In those cases where local or city govern-
ments are responsible, they can decide the geographical distribution of the schools and
staffing (both teachers and non-teachers) of schools. Consequently, they have the power
to improve the opportunity of children from highly deprived households to access
secondary education. In addition, they can facilitate physical access (e.g. transporta-
tion18) and safety. In some countries in the Global North, for instance in Spain, there is
a special policeperson who works with and engages the school and the community to
prevent conflicts, substance abuse by students, and intra-family or intra-student vio-
lence (UNICEF and CAI 2013).

Adolescents: Overage/Delayed Schooling and Incomplete Secondary Education

In the region, 24% of adolescents of secondary school age attend school with an
education lag of two or more years from the year of study at which they should be
(based on their age and national standards). In rural households, this overage/delayed
school rate came to 35% and in urban households it reached 21%, thus resulting in a
rural/urban gap of 1.8 times.

18 Physical Access for students with disabilities is more of a school design issue (ECLAC and UNICEF 2013)
but in many cases providing transportation for students with certain disabilities should be the competency of
municipal governments.
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On the other hand, the intra-urban gap is of 2.7 times since the overage/delayed
schooling rate for highly deprived urban households is of 34.5% (similar to that of rural
households) and of 13.2% for not deprived urban households.

Moreover, 40% of adolescents do not complete secondary schooling. About two
thirds of the rural ones and one third of the urban ones.

Bolivia and Colombia suffer from the worst rural-urban relative gaps (2.15 and 2.5
respectively) and intra-urban relative gaps (5.6 and 5.3 respectively). Even in the best
performing countries, the intra-urban relative gap is almost 2 (Ecuador at 1.75 and
Uruguay at 1.8). Region-wide, the rural-urban relative gaps is 2.1 and the intra-urban
almost doubles is (at 3.8).

Adolescents: Neither Attending School nor Economically Active

In the region, 6% of adolescents are neither in school nor economically active19. The
proportion of adolescents who are in this situation in rural households (7.6%) is lower
than among those in highly deprived urban households (10%). The relative intra-urban
gap, 3.1, is substantially greater than the rural/urban one, 1.4.

Among urban households that are highly deprived, the proportion of adolescents
who are neither in school nor actively employed is nearly twice the average of urban
households (5.8%). However, urban adolescents from highly deprived households in
this situation triple the proportion recorded among adolescents from non-deprived
households (3.5%). This situation, with varying intensity, is replicated in almost all
countries, except Paraguay and, to a lesser extent, Colombia.

A large group of countries shows values above the regional average, especially two of
the countries with lower levels of children living in highly deprived conditions: Chile
and Argentina. Paraguay and Bolivia, two of the poorest countries in the region,
combine low percentages of adolescents in this situation with low intra-urban inequality.

Among those adolescents who are not classified as NEETs, there are some who are
working. The work of adolescents is most salient in rural households and in countries
with high rates of households suffering from highly deprived living conditions. There-
fore, the higher intra-urban disparity observed in Southern Cone countries and the
relatively low prevalence of adolescents neither in school nor economically active (in
countries such as Bolivia, Paraguay and Peru) are explained by the differential involve-
ment of adolescents in the labor market20.

Educational as well as other activities geared towards adolescents needs should and
could be offered by cities. These range from more attractive and relevant study plans, to
flexible hours and from linking schools to employment and volunteer opportunities
to promoting and providing spaces where adolescents can meet and study safely21.

19 Although this estimate is lower than other existing ones (e.g. Espejo and Espindola 2015, Minujín et al.
2016), the distribution (e.g. across countries or in terms of urban-rural differences), which is the concern of this
paper, is similar.
20 However, it is important to unpack the difference between adolescent girls and boys within the NEETs.
When the type of labor participation of many adolescent boys and the household chores carried out by
adolescent girls (at home of for other families) are taken into account, a very strong element of gender
discrimination is found (Minujín et al. 2016).
21 In addition, providing early child care could also free up time of adolescent girls (who usually have to look
after their younger siblings) to study and participate in activities with their peers.
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These initiatives would not only help students but also adolescents who may not be
studying at the time by providing a peer role model. Adolescents can and must
participate in designing these spaces, initiatives, and activities therein. While many of
these centers would be enclosed and indoors, some of them could be or could include
green (whichwould be also be good for the environment in the cities) and sporting areas,
which should be equitable distributed through the geography of the city22.

Adolescents: Knowledge of HIV / AIDS among Adolescent Women (Half
of the Countries)

Among adolescent girls between 15 to 19 years of age, 28% have not heard of HIV /
AIDS or identify condom use as a way to prevent infection. In rural households, this
percentage is 39%, while in urban areas it is 24%.

The rural/urban relative gap (1.6 times) is much greater than that observed within
urban households (1.1 times) between adolescents living in highly deprived (25.3%)
and not deprived (23.2%) households. In all countries considered, the rural/urban gap is
higher than the intra-urban. Perhaps population density makes it easier/cheaper to
disseminate information (e.g. by radio, billboards, etc).

As there has not been a significant reduction of HIV/AIDS among adolescents
during the last 20 years in South America, partly due to failing in prevention, larger
cohorts of adolescents live with AIDS now than two decades ago. This situation is
exacerbated by health systems which are overstretched and fail to reach youngsters and
adolescents. Thus, adolescents are Blost^ and their cases are not properly
followed up, including young pregnant women. The larger the city, the risk
of not following up these cases increases. Some of these issues can be partly
remedied by simple interventions such as free distribution of condoms (which
would also reduce teen pregnancies).

Adolescents: Early Pregnancy (Half of the Countries)

Early pregnancy, measured by adolescent girls of 15 to 19 years of age who had at least
one child or were pregnant at the time of being surveyed affected nearly one in six
(14.6%) adolescent girls. Among urban girls the rate is slightly lower (12.5%).
However, it reaches 20% among rural girls. The relative gap between rural and urban
households is, then, 1.6.

The percentage of urban female adolescents living in highly deprived households
who had children or are pregnant (20%) is similar to the average value of rural
households. Among urban girls in non-deprived households in terms of living condi-
tions the rate was 8.2%. The intra-urban gap was 2.4 which is higher than the rural-
urban gap. The intra-urban relative gap, with slight variations, is similar across
countries.

However, in Bolivia, where the urban adolescent pregnancy rate is slightly above
average, the smallest intra-urban differences are found. Thus, both the urban-rural and
the intra-urban relative gaps are about 1.7.

22 Child and adolescent participation, important elements for Quality of Life, are among the central elements
of Child Friendly Cities and Urban Planning for Children promoted by UNICEF (UNICEF 2012).
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Local governments can promote Bpeer-to-peer^ support spaces, participation, infor-
mation campaigns and other activities contributing to the reduction of teen pregnancy.
Some of these, in particular in large cities, could be self-standing while other ones (in
smaller cities) cold be part of national campaigns. Health clinics and schools could
provide reproductive health workshops and free (male and female) contraception
methods.

Summary of Results

Table 4 summarizes the major gaps described throughout the article. As mentioned
above most often than not the situation or children in highly deprived urban households
is similar to the ones in rural ones.

When analyzing the relative gaps across all the indicators, only Bolivia and Para-
guay show more than one case where the rural-urban relative gap is higher than the
intra-urban one (except for knowledge of HIV/AIDS, as discussed above, for which
there are almost no intra-urban disparities). For Bolivia, probably as a result of the large
share of poor, rural population, this is the case for ante-natal care, adolescent pregnancy,
and adolescents not in school. For Paraguay this is the case for adolescents not in
school and adolescents who neither study nor work. A few other countries show just
one occurrence of rural-urban disparities being larger than intra-urban ones: Colombia
(adolescents who neither study nor work), Ecuador (adolescents who do not complete
secondary education), and Peru (antenatal care). For all the other indicators and
countries, the intra-urban relative gaps are higher than (or statistically not different
from) rural-urban relative gaps.

As described in the Methods section, we summarize across indicators to find out if
countries are Bprimarily unequal^, Bequal^, or Bneutral^. This is done by counting how
many times the country is above or below the middle range of disparities for each
specific indicator. Thus, there are two ways in which a country could be considered

Table 4 Summary of absolute and relative rural-urban and intra-urban gaps

Absolute gap Relative gap

Urban-Rural Intra-urban Urban-Rural Intra-urban

Antenatal care 7.3 2.9 4.6 3.6

Birth registration 3.1 4.8 1.7 2.5

Malnutrition 13.6 11.9 2.1 2.9

Immunization 0.0 3.4 1.0 1.4

No secondary schooling 5.1 6.9 1.8 2.7

Delayed/Overage secondary schooling 14.7 21.3 1.7 2.8

Incomplete secondary schooling 32.8 52.4 2.1 3.8

Neither working nor in school 2.0 6.5 1.4 3.1

Knowledge of HIV/AIDS 15.1 2.0 1.6 1.1

Adolescent pregnancy 7.9 11.0 1.6 2.4

Source: own elaboration based on household surveys
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Bprimarily neutral^. In one case it is in the middle range in all or most indicators (as
there were only 4 indicators only countries were in the middle range 4 or 3 times were
classified in this group). The other way is if there is tie in terms of appearing the same
amount of times above or below the cut off thresholds (if it is exactly the same amount
of times, we label them Bsuper-tie^). These two groups are separated in Table 5.

Table 5 also report the countries which are Bprimarily unequal^ and Bprimarily
equal^. To fall in these categories, countries must have a majority of observations either
above or below the thresholds (how many appear above or below are indicated between
brackets in the table). The letters T, M, and B next to the countries mean that the
countries in the Top, Middle, or Bottom (respectively) of the ranking of countries
according to their Gini Coefficients.

It should be noted that whether countries are Bprimarily equal^ or Bprimarily
unequal^ does not seem to correspond to their levels of Gini Coefficients. For example,
along the second and third columns it can be observed that Bprimarily neutral^
countries (ties and super-ties) include countries with medium and high levels of income
inequality. Among the Bprimarily unequal^ countries (last column), the ones with the
lowest Gini Coefficients can be found23. None of this should be a surprise. Although
whether households’ income (or consumption) is above the poverty line is one of the
indicators of household deprivation as described in the methodological section, the
other indicators (in particular the level of education of the adults in the household
separated in high and low) need not be so closely related to income distribution as
education is mostly funded and provided publicly in the majority of South American
countries. As the disparities in terms of intra-urban relative gaps are not associated to
income distribution, improvements in the latter need not result in improvements in the
former24. Thus, as mentioned above, specific urban policies are required to deal with
these issues, macroeconomic or income distribution policies (important as they are on
their own terms at the national level) would not do the job to address equity in Quality
of Life within cities. While undoubtedly additional income would be beneficial, more is
needed. Additional income is mediated through availability of public services (e.g. the
geographic distribution of clinics, recreational areas, and schools throughout the city) as
well as knowledge, acceptability, entrenched behavior, and capacity to make decisions
(both by the households as a group and children, in particular adolescents, individually)
about the determinants (and impact) of their life circumstances and ways to navigate
urban cleavages.

Final Considerations

About four out of every five children and adolescents in South America live in urban
areas. According to the classification in this study, almost three out of every ten urban
children and adolescents live in highly deprived households. In absolute terms, around
25 million children and adolescents live under these conditions. Therefore, the number
of urban children living in highly deprived households is slightly higher than the 21.5

23 For all indicators with estimates from more than half of the countries, the correlation between intra-urban
relative gaps and Gini Coefficients hovers only around 0.55.
24 This results is similar to Binswanger’s (2006) but in terms of inequalities instead of levels of income.
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million children living in rural areas. Thus, it is imperative to analyze inequalities
within urban areas, as well as their effect on the Quality of Life of children and
adolescents. This information is, in turn, a necessary input to take into account for
the design and implementation of policies that seek to fulfill child rights, realize the
New Urban Agenda25 and fulfill SDG 11 (about sustainable cities – combined with
SDG 10 about reducing inequalities).

A substantial proportion of children and adolescents are excluded from the
Burban advantage.^ The Quality of Life indicators along children’s life-cycle
analyzed in this paper show great variation for specific topics as well as among
countries.

Nevertheless, throughout the region, the urban-rural gap shows differences that
benefit urban areas, while the intra-urban gaps are often higher than the urban-rural
gaps. These relationships are repeated across most countries and most issues.

In many cases the situation of urban children in highly deprived living conditions is
similar to the one among rural children. Whether they are a bit higher or lower is not the
main point (i.e. it is not a Bcompetition^ about who is worse off). The issue is the high
level of deprivation in certain urban areas which is often invisible given the relatively
good urban averages.

Also, these levels of deprivation are inadmissible given the rest of the urban context.
It is precisely the fact that their neighbors, i.e. children in not deprived households, are
doing so well that the intra-urban disparities are so high. Given the size of the urban
population and that many local/municipal governments have plenty of authority to
design and implement policies, these results show the importance of focusing on highly
deprived urban children.

It is also evident that social inequality is the result of several factors and that
overcoming inequality faces several complex obstacles. These causes and obstacles
are different in rural and urban area. As the political and social dynamics in these areas

25 The New Urban Agenda establishes a Bvision of cities for all, referring to the equal use and enjoyment of
cities…without discrimination of any kind…where all persons are able to enjoy equal rights and
opportunities^ (United Nations 2017).

Table 5 Classification of countries as Bprimarily unequal^, Bprimarily neutral^, and Bprimarily equal^

BPrimarily neutral^
(middle range)

BPrimarily neutral^
(ties)

BPrimarily neutral^
(super-ties)

BPrimarily equal^ BPrimarily
unequal^

Uruguay B (43.9) Bolivia (1–2) M (49.0) Brazil (1–1) T (53.1) Ecuador (0–2)
M (48.4)

Argentina (2–0)
B (44.3)

Chile (2–1) M (47.9) Colombia (2–2)
T (54.2)

Peru (2–0)
B (46.4)

Paraguay (1–2) T (50.4)

The numbers in parentheses indicate the cases in which the country has a relative gap that is above the average
relative gap for that particular indicator (the first number) or below the average (the second number). The
letters T, M, and B next to the countries mean that the countries are in the Top, Middle, or Bottom
(respectively) of the ranking of countries according to their Gini Coefficients (the average value of the
available Gini Coefficients for the period 2007–2016 are included in parentheses)

Source: Own calculation based on household surveys and World Development Indicators (World Bank 2017)
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are different from rural areas, specific policies are needed. Consequently, they require
different interventions in order to overcome them.

Although not an exhaustive list, the following could be highlighted as they have
been mentioned through the article:

& Water and Sanitation regulation
& Reduction of overcrowding through improvement and expansion of housing
& Housing subsidies and plans
& Restricting and/or redirecting traffic near schools and in residential areas
& Traffic control, including bumps and traffic lights
& Public transportation, safe (in particular for girls) and clean school buses
& BLending^ helmets for infants and children
& Equitable geographic distribution of health posts and clinics throughout the city
& Regulation, control and location of garbage dumps and land
& Sanitary control of markets and food/beverage outlets
& Location, maintenance, and staffing of schools in marginal neighborhoods
& Promote and provide green and sporting spaces and areas
& Equitable geographic distribution of parks
& Promote and provide safe places where adolescents can meet and study
& Child and adolescent participation in the design of places where they meet for study

or recreation

This paper has shown the wide (albeit heterogeneous) inequities suffered by urban
children and adolescents in terms of important Quality of Life domains along their life-
cycle in South America. Although additional analysis may be needed to explore urban
disparities in other Quality of Life domains, the imperative to place these issues in the
public agenda and to implement policies like the ones just listed is unquestionable. This
work should be complemented with further assessments of the impact of these policies
on the Quality of Life of children and adolescents, in particular those living in the worst
conditions.
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