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Summary: Current research on child poverty in rich cowggris most quantitative in nature and
mainly concentrated on determining its extent amdire outcomes. Notwithstanding the valuable
results this kind of research has yielded, litHekhown about what poverty is experienced in the
‘world of children’, i.e., in their daily lives. Taonsider poverty from a child’s perspective idl sti
rare (e.g. Ridge 2002). The current study of cbkitdgrowing up poor in an affluent Netherlands is an
initial effort and adds to the focus on the chitdseperspectives and their coping mechanisms. This
way, it enables us to see children’s agency irr iheh environment.

The study seeks also to promote children’s vigibdind their voices within the scope of research on
child poverty in rich countries through both a tretiwal and empirical exploration. It discusses how
recent sociological approaches to the study ofdbbibd can further advance attempts to consider
poverty from the perspective of the child. Additdig, to further understand children’s own
responses to growing up in poverty, current literaton coping mechanisms among children is also
considered. Subsequently, this study seeks todafilldren’s perspectives, on the basis of qualitativ
in-depth interviews conducted in the Netherland®rmgnsix-to-sixteen-year-old children (and their
parents) of 65 families living at the national mmim benefit level.

First analyses show that poverty may affect chiltdrdives in various ways (materially, socially as
well as emotionally), but also that they develogittown solutions to deal with it: children are not
just passive victims of the situation they growinpClear individual differences emerge among the
children interviewed: both to the extent they actually confronted with poverty and to the degree
they succeed in coping with it. It seems that pduldren are not equally affected by poverty. It is
therefore important not to consider poor childrenashomogeneous group, but rather to emphasise
the individual differences within the group of pamildren and to identify the mediating factorsttha
may aggravate or diminish the adverse impact ofeggvon children’s everyday lives. Further
clarifying the mediating factors and subsequentissifying protective and risk factors may give
some clear underpinnings for policy makers: factthiat prove to be protective should be
strengthened, whereas factors that seem to exaeesbaegative influence of poverty on children
should be addressed. Listening to children alseaksvthe issues that they consider important and
identifies the areas in which they experience gngwilp in poverty to be most severely. Such an
insight helps to develop policy interventions thdend to their own need and that make a difference
to the daily lives of poor children

Keywords: child poverty, children’s perspectives, copinggies, the Netherlands.
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INTRODUCTION

Policy attention to and research on child povertyich countries is clearly on the increase.
Yet little is known about what poverty might meanthe ‘world of children’, i.e., in their
daily lives. Most research on child poverty in richuntries is quantitative in nature and
concentrated on determining its extent or futurécames. Hence, although the child
evidently has come into view, the perspective imarily directed upon the child, whereas
little notice is taken of the perspective of thdd:Ht tends to result in children being depicted
as playing only a passive role in the situationythee in. They are presented as if the
situation of poverty just overtakes them, as ifytld® not reflect and act on that situation
themselves. Consequently, children’s personal ésmpess and own ways of dealing with it
remain largely unexplored.

Inattention to children’s perspectives on their csunrent situation is not restricted to
child-poverty research. Studies within the fieldtbé ‘new sociology of childhood’ have
recently illuminated the ways in which traditioregdproaches (dominated by developmental
psychology and socialization theories) generalhdteo consider children merely in terms of
their future status as adults: as ‘human becomiimgéead of ‘human beings’, thereby placing
them into a primarily inactive position. As definedCorsaro’s The Sociology of Childhood:

Adults most often view children in a forward-looginvay, that is, with an eye to what they
will become — future adults. Rarely are they vievieé way that appreciates what they are —
children with ongoing lives, needs and desires. §&hs] children are active, creative social
agents who produce their own unique children’suret while simultaneously contributing to
the production of adult societies. (Corsaro 19%):4-

The above quotation makes explicit how a mere facuthe future, on what children
will become, obstructs us from focussing on thesené-day experiences and actions of
children living in the social world ‘as a child’ghes et al. 1998, Corsaro 1997). The main
objective of this study therefore is to consideitccpoverty from the perspective of children
living in poverty and, to capture their persongbesences and ways of dealing with it. More
in general, this study aims to promote children&hbility and their voices within the scope of
research on child poverty in rich countries.

To that end, this study first starts to outlinereat research on child poverty in rich
countries, in order to consider its relevance toghesent analysis. Next it discusses how the
current approaches of the sociological study ofdblsiod may deepen our understanding of
child poverty and further advance attempts to btmdjght poor children’s perspectives on
their own situation. The two main components of tiesv sociology of childhood are the
recognition of the child as an integrated strudtfoam in society (instead of a perspective on
childhood as just a temporary phase in individuewedopment) and of children as social
actors (instead of passive subjects). Moreovercdiceptualizing the child as ‘being’ (as
opposed to ‘becoming’) and focus on the presentdwvoir children (rather than their future
status as adults), the new sociology of childhofidre® a useful conceptual framework for
studying the personal experiences and actionsitifreh. Equally important, the new social

! At the EU Council in March 2000, member states werplested to set ‘adequate targets’ for the remtuct
poverty, in addition to which it was for the firicommended that children should be one of theifspgcoups
singled out for concern. Moreover, in particuldre thnocenti Research Centre’s Report Cards haveght
about more international concern with child povéhiypughout the industrialized world.
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study of childhood brings useful methodological siderations to the field of child-poverty
research, especially pertaining to consideringdeceil as ‘participants in’ instead of ‘subjects
of’ research. This implies that they should beterdaas ‘knowledgeable’ and that it ought be
respected. Furthermore, it is encouraged to stoelghild in his/her own right. It is this shift
towards studying ‘real children’ and ‘the experiesf being a child’ that represents the
essential break from traditional approaches.

Additionally, to further understand children’s owesponses (or ‘coping strategies’)
to growing up in poverty, this study also considewsrent literature on coping processes
among children. It evaluates whether the theoreticacepts provide a useful framework for
studying the particular coping strategies of cleitdin poverty. Despite the fact that literature
on children’s coping is highly concerned with chdd’s outcomes, several of its concepts
seem relevant to research on poverty from a chijggsspective. These include the
acknowledgement that not all children show problgmautcomes in the presence of
stressful situations, and the efforts that havenbmade to comprehend this variability in
children’s outcomes. The latter has led to the cdedor so-called ‘risk’ and ‘protective’
factors, i.e., factors that either increase or el the probability of negative outcomes from
stressful situations. Understanding what enablesesohildren to do well in the face of
stressful situations, while other children showialeemotional or behavioural problems,
provides essential information on the mechanismsutih which stressful situations affect
children.

After these theoretical considerations, this stiedeks to give poor children’s
perspectives on the basis of the results of quiaktaresearch on child poverty in the
Netherlands. The main objective has been to exptbiklren’s personal experiences and
coping strategies in response to growing up intéohfinancial circumstances while living in
a rich country, such as the Netherlands. Theretpralitative in-depth interviews have been
conducted among six-to-sixteen-year-old childrethinNetherlands who grow up in families
with an income at the national minimum benefit leMa addition, their parents were
interviewed to more fully understand children’s \aass against the background of the
specific family financial circumstances. Interviewmgere conducted among children and
parents of 65 families from different ethnic baakgnds in various larger and smaller Dutch
cities. Figures are employed to demonstrate thersiity within the research group and to
portray the many-sided impact of poverty on chiidselives and are not intended to be
statistically representative.

The empirical part first seeks to illuminate whetttee Dutch minimum benefit level
at least assures that children’s most basic liftessties are met. It shows that in a quarter of
all families interviewed children do not receivehat meal on a daily basis due to lack of
money. Daily fresh vegetables and fruit appeareieeben less common and for one third of
the families are considered to be too expensival&ily consumption. Within almost half of
families interviewed, parents feel unable to sigfitly clothe their children. Finally, within
fifteen of the 65 families, parents claim that thehildren’s access to medical care has been
limited due to lack of money: not all medical ceaécompletely) covered by the basic health
service package, and own contributions or suppléamgninsurance cannot always be
afforded. Next, the interviews with children maldear that it is especially through social
contacts with peers that the limited financial eirstances they live in acquire significance in
their lives. Through comparison with other childrdrey may feel materially and socially
deprived. In addition, children may be pressuredotenally by the difficult financial



situation of the family they grow up in; in moreathhalf of the families interviewed, parental
worries about money were confided to children.

The present study also shows that it is not withilhfamilies interviewed that
children’s basic needs are unmet or that theirsscte social activities is limited in a similar
sense; neither are all children interviewed ematiignburdened with financial family
problems. Initial analysis of the interview matériows that different mediating factors
emerge that may be responsible for the existingetyain children’s personal experiences
with poverty: the family’s actual free space of emgiture, parental coping and creativity,
parent-child communication, the family’'s social pag network, children’s age and
communication with peers.

Subsequently, this study turns to the questionaf kthildren, who are confronted
with challenging experiences related to povertytdrdeal or ‘cope’ with these experiences.
Living in poverty elicits a wide range of copingagegies from children which vary across the
various situations they encounter. It seems thateeting their own needs, children may feel
they possess some personal control to activelyamgtheir situation. Although they cannot
change the fact that they grow up in a poor fantiigy may attempt to satisfy their needs by
means of a spare time job, saving up pocket moneyositive reappraisal of the situation
they live in. However, as regards experiencesitivative direct confrontations or discussions
with peers and parents, it appears that avoidarieated coping is more often employed.
Children may try avoid situations in which theylfegcluded or different from their peers. Or
they try to avoid money-related discussions wittirtparents as much as possible. They keep
their wishes to themselves because they already kinat the answer or because they do not
want to make it any harder on their parents.

In some cases, children just express their emotielzded to the experiences they
have been facing due to poverty, without reporéing further actions on them. They may feel
overwhelmed by the poverty situation they are iitheut being able to offer an adequate
answer to it. They relate to feelings of shamelojgsy or exclusion when their friends or
classmates can have and do so much more thanhbeselves can or report to become sad
or angry when the things they would like to haversah are refused over and over again by
their parents. Some children are worried aboutr tfenily’s financial situation, which is
mostly a reaction to the financial problems and nesrtheir parents have entrusted them
with. They seem to adopt these worries. Seeingtligaliterature on children’s coping shows
that the more passive and avoidance-oriented cogliregegies are the least effective and
related to higher mental health problems in chitdtbose who principally employ strategies
as such should be of our greatest concern.

1. CURRENT RESEARCH ON CHILD POVERTY IN RICH
COUNTRIES

1.1  Child poverty from a comparative cross-national perspective

The aforementioned rising receptiveness to childepy especially finds expression in the
fact that children are made much more visible withoth national and international poverty
statistics; by making children the unit of obseimat— as opposed to the more customary
practice to subsume them to the family unit — nesgeatial information on children’s
conditions is emerging. This section briefly outknthe main results arising from these
‘child-sensitive’ poverty statistics, as they hdaeen worked out in recent studies within the



scope of comparative child poverty research, aeange of research that aims to display the
extent of child poverty across rich countries asllves to analyse the trends and

characteristics that can be derived from theserdiguln these comparative studies,

calculations on the extent of child poverty are mmxsmmonly based on a relative poverty

line that is fixed at 50 per cent of the medianioral income, i.e., the resulting figures

demonstrating the percentage of children livindgi@useholds with an income below 50 per
cent of the median national income.

In comparing relative child-poverty rates throughthe industrialized world, it is the
wide cross-country variation that is generally ¢desed to be its most striking characteristic
(Bradbury and Jantti 2001/1999, Vieminckx and Srimree2001, UNICEF-IRC 2000, Cornia
and Danziger 1997). Most recently, the InnocenppdeCard Child Poverty in Rich Nations
2005 (UNICEF IRC), for instance, shows how everhimithe former European Union (EU-
15), relative child-poverty rates vary from belowrde to over fifteen percent. The
Netherlands takes an average position with a velatild-poverty rate of 9.8 per cent.

Table 1.1: Relative child-poverty rates*, as offereé by offered by the Innocenti Report
Card Child Poverty in Rich Nations 2005, confined to EU-15 countries

Country  Year %  Rank
Denmark 2000 2.4 1
Finland 2000 2.8 2
Sweden 2000 4.2 3
France 2001 7.5 4
Belgium 1997 7.7 5
Luxembourg 2000 9.1 6
Netherlands 1999 9.8 7
Germany 2001 10.2 8
Austria 1997 10.2 8
Greece 1999 124 9
Spain 1995 13.3 10
United 1999 15.4 11
Kingdom
Portugal 2000 15.6 12
Ireland 2000 15.7 13
Italy 2000 16.6 14

Note:Poverty line: 50 per cent of median national income

Being able to establish and illustrate the widessroountry variation in child-poverty
rates is one achievement, capturing why is a fudtep, as it might offer valuable keystones
to reduce child-poverty rates. In attempts alreaglyertaken to explain the wide variation in
child-poverty rates, the following factors are mosftten considered: labour-marked
conditions (unemployment rates and low-end wagésjnographic changes (rise of one-
parent families) and public policy (social expeundis and structure of welfare state
institutions). However, although all these areasralevant from the literature, as it has been
stated that there remain many unresolved questonserning the relative importance and



interaction of these areas, further research ishnrmgeded (Bradbury and Jantti 2001/1999,
UNICEF IRC 2000, Cornia and Danziger 1997).

Another significant finding is an increase in relatchild-poverty rates in several rich
countries (Bradbury and Jantti 2001/ 1999, Vleminekd Smeeding 2001, Micklewright
and Stewart 2000, Bradshaw 1999, Cornia and Danz@@7). In 1999, Bradbury and Jantti
already state that across rich nations, ‘the dontitr@nd is one of increasing relative child
poverty’. In 2005, the Innocenti Report Card, agaalls attention to the fact that the
proportion of children living in poverty has riseém a majority of the world’s developed
countries since early 1990s. As regards the Nethdsl, the report shows that it belongs to
the 17 out of 24 OECD-countries in which child pdyeates have grown.

Besides the observed increase in child-povertysratevarious rich countries, it
appears that, in the 1990s, child-poverty rates tad to exceed general poverty rates (i.e.,
poverty rates across all age groups) in severalateintries (Oxley et al. 2001, Bradbury and
Jantti 1999). This means that in those countriessiclered all age groups, children run the
highest risk of living in poverty. Whereas, oppedib this tendency, in the mid- to late 1980s
child-poverty rates appeared to be still lower tloaerall poverty rates (Oxley et al. 2001).
The ‘changing composition of the poor’ is referedin various cross-national studies on
child poverty and generally further explained byomparison with trends in poverty rates for
the elderly. For the elderly, another traditionallynerable age group, poverty rates appear to
have been improved in many countries (Bradbury #dti 1999, Bradshaw 1999, Cornia
1997, Cornia and Danziger 1997). The latter has belated to the ‘ageing society’ —i.e., the
share of children in the total population contintesdecline, while, at the same time, the
share of the elderly is increasing — and combingd the fact that children have no political
power to stand up for themselves: after all, theyret allowed to vote.

Discussion

To summarise, when comparing relative child-povestys across rich countries it appears
that the following characteristics and trends namshmonly come to the fore: relative child-
poverty rates (1) vary widely across rich countri&y have increased in a number of rich
countries; and (3) exceed general poverty rateseueral rich countries. Hence, by making
children the unit of observation within povertytstcs, an important step forward has been
made in illuminating their position. For such ‘chilsensitive’ poverty statistics yield
information that tends to get lost if children art#ordinated to the family collective in such a
way that they disappear as individuals, thus obstrg the social visibility of children as a
separate entity (Qvortrup et al. 1994).

The identification of children in poverty statisiseems to fit together with the more
general trend to treat the individual as the basit: “Legal rights and responsibilities,
taxation, and the allocation of social welfare geare, to an increasing extent, applied to
the individual, not the household (...) to ensuret tt@eryone has the same rights and
obligations and to make control and support mofieient” (Franes 1994:147). The United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child imigidered to be a clear example of this
‘individualization process’, since in this Convemtipredominates the idea of the child as a
separate individual with rights of her/his own. Hauer, it should be noted that stressing the
importance of children’s individual rights, is ntte same as saying that children operate
individually. They operate within their families gmther social contexts by which they are
influenced and bounded. One of the benefits of esiging children’s individual rights is to
loosen the strict linkages between parents’ sibmatind children’s conditions, which may



lead to increased equality for children and a des#edn the influence of class boundaries on
children (Nasman 1994).

The identification of children in poverty statistiand the information this has yielded
on children’s conditions, has brought about morigipal concern with child poverty in rich
countries and has laid a solid foundation for theelmneeded further research on this matter.
At the same time, notwithstanding the valuable Itesihat have been yielded through the
‘child-sensitive’ poverty statistics, they still dmt speak of the experiences and actions of the
‘real’ children behind the statistics. Hence, warfea great deal about the extent, trends and
characteristics of child poverty in rich countriesit we learn relatively little about its impact
on children’s daily lives.

It is widely questioned that relative income poyerteasures should be the only way
to capture child poverty and that they should bmmglemented by measurements of material
and social deprivation. One can observe a growisgatisfaction with the reduction of the
broad definition of relative poverty to ‘relativendome poverty’. The European Union
employs a definition of relative poverty, in whithe ‘poor’ are defined as those whose
‘resources (material, cultural and social) areisitéd as to exclude them from the minimum
acceptable way of life in the member states in wiiey live’. This definition includes social
and cultural domains, domains that disappear whementy is reduced to income poverty.
Hence, it is increasingly recognised that matedaburces, or rather the lack of it, reflect just
one, albeit very important dimension of povertygWiinckx and Smeeding 2001).

Moreover, it is suggested that the use of houseincloimes to measure child poverty
has its limitations as regards to the identificatid poor children. For the assumption that the
household should be treated as a single unit inchvinesources are shared equally, is
increasingly challenged. Therefore, it is suggestedto stop at the level of the household,
but rather to consider direct child specific outeomeasures of children’s well-being. In this
respect, the following domains are relevant from litkerature: (1) material well-being; (2)
health and survival; (3) education and personalkligment; and (4) social inclusion or
participation. However, as yet, “there is no comsssnabout the best set of indicators to use in
an international comparison of child well-beingtire industrialised world” (Micklewright
and Stewart 2000:6, cf.: Bradbury and Jantti 1999hile insisting that relative income
should be a key indicator of poverty, the latestolrenti Report Card (UNICEF 2005) also
stresses the need for additional measures to eaptiner aspects of child poverty. The
present study adds to this discussion by bringingpior children’s worlds of experience.

1.2  Child poverty from a perspective of children’s outcomes

It is noteworthy that beside the recent attentmohild poverty in a comparative perspective,
the United States is known for an already extensaaition of child-poverty research, whose
central focus has been on poor children’s ‘outcomes, on determining the effects of
childhood poverty. This section summarises its mfamlings and discusses its recent
developments

Studies within this tradition of child-poverty reseh were principally concerned with
the cognitive ability and school performance of pathildren. Afterwards, attention
broadened to their socio-emotional development @dL1998, Huston, McLoyd and Garcia
Coll 1994). Researchers have shown that povertseletes with lower scores on tests of
cognitive functioning, lower levels of school acleenent and a higher prevalence of socio-
emotional problems such as depression, social vethal, low self-esteem and behavioural
problems at home and school, i.e., in comparisonotgpoor children (e.g.: McLoyd 1998,
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McLeod and Edwards 1995, Felner et al. 1995, DunBamoks-Gunn and Klebanov 1994,
Huston et al. 1994, McLeod and Shanahan 1993, BuBbial. 1992, McLoyd 1990). It

should be noted that poverty has been considered pmaverful in accounting for differences
in children’s cognitive ability and school perfornta than for differences in socio-emotional
development (Duncan et al. 1998, McLoyd 1998, Duararad Brooks-Gunn 1997).

More recently, the centre of attention has shiftech descriptions to analyses of the
processes by which the above-mentioned effect®wény on children come about (McLoyd
1998, Huston et al. 1994). Processes within theilyjaoontext have received particular
attention in the literature. In the analytical misddeveloped to examine these processes,
‘parenting behaviour’ is identified as a key factor the assumptions that (a) poverty causes
psychological distress in parents; (b) this distriesrelated to marital conflict and a decrease
in the capacity for skilful parenting; and (c) digted parenting has adverse consequences for
child development (e.g. McLoyd 1990, McLoyd et 94, Conger et al. 1994). Hence, it is
assumed that rather than affecting children diyegibverty influences children indirectly
through its impact on parents’ behaviour towarddeken. In the main, such analytical models
resemble the following:

Marital
conflict

Parenting

behaviour Child

development

Connected with the shift away from descriptionesrshers have become aware that
the impact of poverty on children may vary: theyddound individual differences in poor
children’s outcomes (Huston et al. 1994). Reseaschave started to consider which could
be the issues that may diminish or worsen the negantpact on children. In this context,
particularly the influence of ‘social support’ arduration of poverty’ have been offered
further attention. Social support can have a “buifg effect” on the negative consequences
of poverty for children: directly as well as inditly. DuBois et al. (1994), for example, have
found that when children received direct suppastrfrschool personnel, this was associated
with a variety of positive academic and socio-eommmi outcomes. In addition, McLoyd
(1998) has stated that nonparental adults mighéfassilience in poor children by providing
support directly to children. When social suppsrgiven to parents, poor children may be
indirectly protected through its tempering effent marent’'s psychological distress, which in
turn lessens harsh parenting behaviour (McLoyd 1B@8hima and Amato 1994, McLoyd et
al. 1994): “Family members and extra-familial aduiving outside the home may indirectly
contribute to resilience in poor children by pramg emotional and parenting support (...).
Because parental depression is a risk factor fificdlties in parenting, factors that protect
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against depression (e.g., companionship, avaitglofi a confident, and assistance in child
rearing) are likely to enhance parenting, facéitpbsitive parent-child relations, and in turn
foster adaptive resilience in the children” (McLay@98: p.197).

As to duration of poverty, recent research consibteeports that persistent poverty
has stronger negative effects on children thantdived poverty, with children experiencing
both types of poverty generally doing less wellnth@ever-poor children (McLoyd 1998,
McLeod and Shanahan 1996, Korenman et al. 1995¢&ueat al. 1994, Huston et al. 1994,
Conger et al. 1994). McLeod and Shanahan (1996pagse that, here again, parenting
behaviour may play a crucial intervening role ie thccurrence of such results. Parents who
face persistent poverty are under greater stressttiose who face temporary poverty and it
may be exactly this continual stress that leadsatsh parenting practices.

Hence, when the possible influence of social supgd duration of poverty is taken
into account, the previously demonstrated analytieadel is usually elaborated as follows:

Social
support

development

Marital
conflict

Duration of
poverty

Additionally, Conger and colleagues have considé¢nedpossible influence of gender
(again within the family context). In their studfy1©92 among 205 seventh-grade boys aged
twelve to fourteen, no direct association was fobativeen parents’ depressed mood and the
boys’ development (they only found an indirect tielaship through parenting behaviour). In
their 1993-study among 220 seventh-grade girls, évew they expected that parental
depression might have direct as well as indirdetces for girls:

For example, Hops, Sherman, and Biglan (1990) fahad maternal depression was directly
related to the problematic development of earlylestent girls but not boys. Moreover,
compared with adolescent boys, adolescent girleapip be more sensitive and empathetic to
the emotional states of those around them, anddtseyare more likely to provide emotional
support in such situations (Belle, 1990). Becaus¢hese previous gender differences, we
expected that the girls in the present investigatiight be at greater risk for adjustment
problems as a result of parental negative mood tharseventh-grade boys in the previous
analyses. (Conger et al. 1993: p.208)

They indeed found support for these hypothesethelin study both parents’ depressed
mood and disrupted parenting directly effected diezelopment of girls. Moreover, they
found that mothers’ depressed mood in particulgreaped to be disruptive to the social
development of their daughters.



In analyzing the processes by which the effectgaserty on children occur, several
studies have gone beyond the family to consideh sumtextual influences as school and
neighbourhood. Neighbourhood Poverty: context aodsequences for children (Brooks-
Gunn, Duncan and Aber (eds.) 1997), for exampléerefa comprehensive collection of
surveys regarding the question whether neighbouttpmverty affects children’s well being
and development. On the basis of this volume, im&ntained that “residence in less
economically advantaged neighbourhoods (...) indepethy predicts lower scores on tests
of intelligence and cognitive functioning, lowewrdds of school achievement, and increased
levels of socio-emotional problems” (McLoyd 1998319

Discussion

In contrast with the study of child poverty in angmarative cross-national perspective —
which is focused on the extent, trends and chaiatits of child-poverty rates (see section
1.1) — a focus on poor children’s outcomes cenyashieds more light on the impact poverty
may have on children’s daily lives. Studies withims tradition have shown that poverty
correlates with lower scores on tests of cognitfuactioning, lower levels of school
achievement and higher prevalence of socio-emdtiprablems such as depression, social
withdrawal, low self-esteem and behavioural proldeinhome and school.

Furthermore, efforts have been made to illuminh&egdrocesses through which such
outcomes occur. Unfortunately, the analytical med®lolved to examine these processes
appear to be rather static depicting children a&sipa participants; as if they themselves do
not reflect and act on the situation they live@hildren’s perspectives on their own poverty
are not considered, although it may be argued tthetway in which children personally
experience and act on their situation influencedtpact it has on their lives.

Nonetheless, relevant to the present study isttugther with the attention-shift to
underlying processes of poor children’s outcomesearchers have become aware that the
impact of poverty on children varies and have ethto consider factors that may mitigate or
accentuate the impact of poverty on children, idclg ‘parenting behaviour’, ‘social
support’, ‘duration of poverty’, ‘gender’ and ‘néigourhood’. It is also relevant to consider
whether these factors also have an influence omwthe poverty is experienced and coped
with by children and whether they may play a paramy differences in their experiences and
coping strategies.

1.3  Child poverty from a child’s perspective: limit ed though rising attention

Within the scope of current research on child ptyvar rich countries, up until now, little
attention has been paid to the question what ppvarght mean to children themselves.
Children’s perspectives on their own poverty — itke subject matter of the present study —
have been largely disregarded. Still, one can thcehserve a growing interest in addressing
child poverty from a child’s perspective, withirsearch but also within politics.

Growing political attention to take account of drgn’s perspectives

The rising political attention to children’s perspees on their own poverty revealed itself,
for instance, in the Eurorfetonference at the European Parliament in Januaf2:2

‘Including children? Developing a coherent appro&elchild poverty and social exclusion
across Europe’. At this conference, Euronet lauddtesynonymously titled report, written
by Ruxton and Bennet (2002) and financed with tingpsert of the European Commission

2The European Children’s Network



(DG Employment and Social Affairs). This report Expd how to change our perspective on
child poverty and social exclusion by looking thgbwchildren’s eyes.

The conference promoted the importance of childreparticipation and self-
expression about poverty and social exclusion irogeL Acknowledged as a disadvantage of
the traditional view to poverty was the fact theaddresses poverty solely through the eyes of
adults, whereas the impact of poverty on childfesugd also be seen through children’s eyes.
It was also stressed that children are excludeah fother children, not just from general or
adult society. Hence, it was recognised that ireotd identify the indicators that adequately
represent and are important to children, they ghpalticipate in the development of policy.
Accordingly, it was stated that children’s perspext should be included in the National
Action Plans (NAPs) against poverty and social @sion that EU member states are
committed to prepare.

In the closing session of the conference an appes made to “broaden our
perspective of listening” and to hear children’sces regarding poverty and social exclusion
and to include children and their ideas within pplnaking, in order to combat their poverty
and social exclusion. This already has had a ctadmlow-up by the launching of the
European Children’s Debate on the Euronet websiter.europeanchildrensnetwork.org), a
digital discussion forum where children can exprdssir ideas and opinions on several
topics, including poverty, with the objective thhaeir views will influence discussions on the
future of Europe. The project is part of Euronegsnpaign ‘Children are citizens too’, which
is aimed at the recognition of children as Europstirens.

Growing research attention to address child povémbyn a child’s perspective

In a recent study, ‘Childhood Poverty and Sociatlgsion: From a Child’s Perspective’
(2002) Ridge observes that although we know aneasing amount about the degree to
which children experience poverty and about thesibpbes consequences for them of
experiencing poverty in their childhood, we know fass about how the experience of
poverty and social exclusion impacts on childreaisn perceptions of their lives. She
therefore places children at the centre of theimycand presents empirical findings from in-
depth interviews with forty children living in posg in the United Kingdom (UK). The
children’s own accounts provide us with an oppdtyuto understand some of the issues and
concerns that poor children themselves identifyrggrtant.

In the UK, the issue of childhood poverty has mofredh the margin to the centre of
the policy agenda, following Tony Blair's 1999 ammcement of the government’'s
commitment to eradicate child poverty by the ye@?® Ridge notes that without a deeper
understanding of the lives and experiences of ddmldin poverty, policies targeted at
eradicating child poverty may fail:

Despite the much needed and welcome increase iaypattention and additional resources,
ensuring that the needs and concerns of low inadritdren themselves are acknowledged and
addressed presents a significant challenge focyaliakers and professionals working with
children. (...) An important facet of that process sinilbe an acknowledgement and
understanding of the issues that concern childvéithout and informed awareness of the
economic and social pressures that disadvantagédterh experience in the immediacy of
their everyday lives, policies directed towards #ikeviation of child poverty and social
exclusion run the risk of failing to respond adedglyato those children’s needs (Ridge
2002:2).
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She continues by stating that developing a mordld@entred approach’ to
understand the experience of poverty and socidusxm in childhood will entail ‘a radical
rethink about the conceptual frameworks with whidverty has been traditionally analysed
and understood’ (Ridge 2002:6). Similarly to thecdission that took place at the above-
mentioned Euronet conference on ‘Including Childr&idge points out that much of our
analysis of poverty has been framed within an adigtourse and that the defining of
characteristics have always been predominantiyt aeulric. Yet children experience poverty
and social exclusion within the immediacy of chddd, among their peers: “social exclusion
for children could signify much more than exclusioom society as conceived by adults, it
may also mean exclusion from the norms and custdrokildren’s society” (Ridge op. cit.).
She therefore states that any conceptual framewaankerning poverty and social exclusion
in childhood, must be contextualised within theesta childhood itself.

As she further notes, in the main, only three piigee childhood-poverty studies in
the UK employed such a child-centred approach, ikaffortunes’ by Middleton and
colleagues (1994) and two studies by the Childré®dxiety: ‘Same Scenery, Different
Lifestyle’ (Davis and Ridge 1997) and ‘Worth Morédn This’ (Roker 1998). In our view,
the work by Middleton and colleagues clearly illagts how parents’ perceptions of their
children may differ from the views of the childrehemselves, which underlines the
importance of studying children’s own narratives:

“Poorer parents attempt to teach their childrenuaibioe limitations of the family budget from
an early age. They believe that their childrenreaot to ask for things and, because of this,
that they genuinely understand and accept thatdhegot have and do the same things as their
wealthier peers. However, this is clearly half loé¢ tstory. Children say that, while they limit
their demands on parents when they know moneyrigcpkarly tight, they continue to want
the same things, whatever the financial circum&araf their families. (...) What is clear is
that many poorer children experience daily frustratof their economic aspirations
(Middleton et al. 1994:150).

Furthermore, ‘Family Fortunes’ provides an insigib the pressures experienced by
poor children to conform to peer group norms comogy the things they should have and do
in order to avoid social exclusion, and it showsvlpmor children therefore experience being
‘different’ from an early age (Middleton et al. )9 These issues are further elaborated on in
‘Same Scenery, Different Lifestyle and Worth Moreaih This’ (Ridge 2002). The empirical
findings presented in the work by Ridge (2002) theffer a valuable and further view into
poor children’s everyday experiences and the isgshes concern them. The in-depth
interviews with children in poverty explore thekperiences at school, at home and among
their peers, and focus on their economic and natersources, their social relationships and
their own perceptions of the impact of poverty bait lives.

Listening to children, for example, reveals how kgicmoney is considered a vital
resource, as it enables them to sustain sociahirtien with friends and share in the everyday
culture of their peers. Children without pocket rapmighlight how the lack of it is a severe
disadvantage in their social lives. For these caiidpaid work appears to be experienced as a
necessary objective, playing and essential rol@roviding a measure of autonomy and
security. Ridge shows how the money earned is graglto “participate with other children,
to share in social events and to save and purdhgsertant signifiers of childhood social
status, such as clothes” (Ridge 2002:57).

Regarding children’s social relationships and tlapacity to ‘fit in’ with their peers,
Ridge recognises bullying as a significant issuetlie children interviewed as is being able
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to wear ‘the right clothes’: “Their accounts revaahigh sensitivity to the nuances of fashion
and the implications of being seen as not confogm current fashion. Wearing the right
clothes gave them the capability to sustain themseWithin the clothing expectations of
their peers and to avoid stigma, bullying and esidin that could follow from ‘inappropriate’
clothing. However, the cost of getting the righbtbes was prohibitive, and children’s
accounts reveal some of the pressures they expeden their endeavours to ensure that they
were socially included” (Ridge 2002:84). Furthermazhildren’s accounts reveal school life
to be experienced as a source of anxiety, fraugtt woblems of bullying, material
disadvantage and structural exclusion from shaoethkactivities through financial hardship
(Ridge 2002).

Moreover, it appears that one of the most importargas where children feel
vulnerable from poverty is in relation to theirefnids and their opportunities to participate in
the same things as their friends. The latter eaflgaieveals itself in relation to holidays.
Many of the children interviewed had not had admfifor some time and in some cases the
children had never had a holiday away with themifees. “For them the impact was felt not
just in the lack of a holiday itself, but also byc&l comparison with their peers, who were
able to go away during school holidays. This engendeelings of difference and of being
left behind” (Ridge 2002:109). In general, fearshs social repercussions of being seen as
different, or in any way standing out, appear tevpil.

Ridge concludes by stating that these findings kholuallenge us to explore how we
should respond to children’s concerns and how weerssure that welfare targeted at poor
children reaches them and addresses their needs:

Child-centred, non-stigmatising welfare provisiohigh is targeted directly at children, and
informed by their own perceptions of need, may haw@luable role in facilitating children’s
social inclusion and integration with their peeRédge 2002:146).

Discussion

On the whole, the work by Ridge offers an invaleainisight into poor children’s everyday
experiences and the issues that concern them;asutfendship, school inclusion and shared
peer group participation. However, less elaboratedchildren’s own strategies to deal with
poverty (their ‘coping strategies’). In this wayildren’s strength and own agency is easily
overlooked, whereas their own actions may wellug@fice the way in which they experience
poverty to have an impact on their lives. At thmedime, she emphasises that in spite of the
fact that she acknowledges that it is importanaddress children as reflexive social agents
who construct and make sense of their lives anénpces, we cannot and should not deny
that their childhoods are also organised by thesttamts of poverty. The present study adds
to the focus on the everyday experiences of childinepoverty, but supplements it with an
analysis of poor children’s coping strategies piggboor children’s agency in the context of
their restricted social, material and structuraliemment.
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2. COMPLEMENTARY APPROACHES THE STUDY OF
CHILD POVERTY

2.1  Child poverty and the new sociology of childhoo d

As has been described, within the scope of curemgarch on child poverty in rich countries,
until now, children’s perspectives on their own edy have been mainly disregarded. We
now examine how the currently emerging approacHi¢beosociological study of childhood
may deepen our understanding of child poverty anithér advance attempts to consider child
poverty from the perspective of the children thelnese

Former blind spots and novel viewpoints

Studies within the field of the so-called ‘new swogy of childhood’ (James et al. 1998,
Corsaro 1997, James and Prout 1997, Qvortrup €1984) lay bare the blind spots and
pitfalls of traditional views of children and chiidod, and subsequently, they offer alternative
directions to the sociological study of childhoddhey state that the study of childhood, in
general, has been dominated by developmental-pwghtheories, which focus on children
as individuals and are highly concerned with theépant of development (as is also reflected
in the United States’ tradition of child-povertysearch). The early sociological study of
childhood has been strongly influenced by develagaiepsychology as well. Up to the
present, socialization theories have been predornimathe sociological understanding of
childhood; they are concerned with defining proessthrough which children learn to
conform to social norms and internalise social @aluSocialization theories appear to find
close parallels in developmental psychology, infdsus on the socially developing child
(who is to be shaped and guided by external foncesrder to become a fully integrated
member of society) and its primary concern witheéhepoint of individual development, i.e.,
adulthood (James et al. 1998, Corsaro 1997, JanteBraut 1997, Qvortrup et al. 1994).

Among the consequences of this concentration oldreim's future status as adults
have been that childhood has long been viewedysateh period of preparation for entry into
society, and that children have been commonly deghias ‘not-yet adults’, as ‘becoming’
instead of ‘being’. This perspective places chitdeand childhood apart from society, into a
passive position ‘at the mercy of external stimwlihile the everyday world of children, their
present-day experiences, actions and skills ateuledttended. It is therefore argued that
socialization theories overlook the point that dteh already are part of society from birth, as
childhood is part of society and, furthermore, ttlatdren do not just internalize the society
they are born into, as they act on and can brirmytabhanges in society (James et al. 1998,
Corsaro 1997, James and Prout 1997, Qvortrup £984).

Hence, the two main components for a new sociotifgyhildhood are considered to
be the recognition of childhood as a full part ofisty and of children as social actors. Even
if children themselves change continuously, chitmthoitself never disappears but is
interrelated with other structural forms in societyd they are mutually influencing each
other. Viewing children as social actors acknowksdghat children are not only future
members of society or outcomes of social proceskeg;are also necessarily participating in
it. Therefore, it is argued that children must bersas actively involved in the construction of
their own social lives, the lives of those arouineinh and the society in which they live:
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Such view of how structure and agency complemenh esther seems to be an essential
component in any new sociology of childhood. ltingortant to recover children as social
actors (and their activity as a source of sociange). We need also, however, to grasp
childhood as a social institution that exists beldme activity of any particular child or adult.
There must be theoretical space for both the coctsdin of childhood as an institution and the
activity of children within and upon the constrairind possibilities that the institutional level
creates (James and Prout 1997:27)

Conceptualizing childhood as an integrated strattéwrm and children as social
actors extends into research. First, in order ¢oeimse children’s visibility, childhood should
be the unit of analysis and children the unit ofetvation (James and Prout 1997, Saporiti
1994, Qvortrup 1994). Second, children ought tedmesidered as ‘participants in’ instead of
‘subjects of’ research (James and Prout 1997).d@il are to be treated as ‘knowledgeable’
and that their knowledge ought to be respectedn@ial994). Finally, as the new discourses
of childhood understand the child as ‘being’ indte& ‘becoming’, it is encouraged to study
the child in his/her own right. According to Janmaasl colleagues (1998), this shift toward
studying ‘real children’ and ‘the experiences oinigea child’ represents the essential break
from traditional to new approaches of childhoodidieg to a focus on the present-day
experiences and actions of children actually livimghe social world ‘as a child’ (James et al.
1998).

Discussion

The theory and methods of the new sociology ofdttuibd further advance the attempts to
reinforce children’s visibility and their voicesthin the scope of research on child poverty in
rich countries. Conceptualizing of the child asifigé instead of ‘becoming’ enables us to
open our eyes to the personal experiences and otiong of children actually living in
poverty. Moreover, child-poverty research can sssftdly integrate the new sociology of
childhood’s call for studies which highlight chi&r's agency, in order to understand how
they deal with their circumstances (Hoek, van d¥5).

2.2 Child poverty and the literature on children’s coping

This section briefly outlines current literature @yping processes among children, in order to
evaluate whether its theoretical concepts mightigea useful framework for studying the
particular coping strategies of children in poverty

Children’s resilience

When exploring the literature on children’s copiagstriking notion that persists to emerge is
the ‘variability in children’s outcomes’: not alhiddren show problematic outcomes in the
presence of stressful situations. Interest has mgriowwhat has been labelled as ‘children’s
resilience’ — “as shown by the young people whonadl, in spite of having experienced a
form of stress which in the population as a whel&nown to carry a substantial risk of an
adverse outcome” (Rutter 1988:2; cf.: Lindstrom R20ODuthar et al. 2000). An increasing
body of research has been devoted to the critizgabtipn “why some children ‘sink’ and
others ‘swim’ when faced with stressors” (WolchikdaSandler 1997:xi, cf.: Griffith et al.
2000, Cowan et al. 1996, Hetherington and Blechrh@96, Mellins et al. 1996, Rutter
1993/1988, Garmezy 1988, Compas et al. 1988).
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Children’s personal perceptions and choice of cgsirategies

The abovementioned research reveals that at leastquestions should be taken into
consideration when studying children in stressiwiagions. Firstly, when the children under
study are confronted with a particular stressftuaion, do they themselves truly appraise
this situation as stressful? The same outwardijlerhging situations may not be equally

distressing to the individuals who are confrontgdith Hence, the literature on coping

highlights the importance of paying attention tddien’s personal interpretation of stressful
events (Shaw-Sorensen 1993, cf.: Lazarus 2000,|&agtdal. 1997, Rutter 1988, Folkman et
al. 1986). Secondly, when children appraise a @ddi situation as stressful, what coping
strategies do they employ? For it has become ewittlahcoping may operate in a positive as
well as a negative manner: “some coping stratemiag serve protective functions, whereas
others may exacerbate the effects of stress” (&elirenke and Klessinger 2000: 618, cf.:
Compas et al. 1988, Rutter 1988). Sandler andamlies (1997) state:

There is consistent evidence that dimensions dfexcbping that include problem solving and
positive cognition about a stressful situation @lated to lower mental health problems [and]
that use of avoidance coping strategies (e.gnhdrpiot to think about or avoiding dealing with
a stressful event) is related to higher mental theptoblems in children (Sandler et al.,
1997:13).

Well adjusted or well protected?

There appears to be a further question that shoeifthken into account when attempting to
understand the variability in children’s outcomeé¥e the children under study really
confronted with the stressful experiences that tenlge associated with a particular stressful
situation? For Richters and Weintraub (1990 in: @owt al. 1996:15) note that “researchers
can define a risk group, but individuals in a rislkegory may not have experienced many of
the stressful experiences that tend to be assdcwitd the risk”. It may be the case that
children who show no negative outcomes in the presef a particular stressful situation are
well shielded against it (by means of effective tpetion mechanisms) instead of well
adjusted to it.

Mediating factors in children’s coping

In trying not only to comprehend how but also wiyidren’s coping processes may differ,
efforts have been made to identify the factors thaght influence these processes. This has
led to the search for so-called ‘risk’ and ‘proteet factors, i.e., factors that either increase or
decrease the probability of negative outcomes i@ finesence of stressful situations
(Lindstrom 2001, Slap 2001, Luthar et al. 2000, 02000, Sandler et al. 1997, Cowan et al.
1996, Rutter 1993/1988, Garmezy 1988). Early edfarére primarily focussed on children’s
personal characteristics (e.g.: age, gender andcét). However, researchers increasingly
acknowledged that the variety in children’s outcemeght also derive from factors external
to the child, i.e., factors operating in its soa@ahtext (Luthar et al. 2000). Accordingly, the
family context has been examined most closelyt @scommonly understood to be of central
importance to children’s coping. Nevertheless,as lalso been recognised that the child’s
wider social environments (such as peer group, ddlife and neighbourhood) may affect
children’s coping as well. Hence, the question tisaattempted to answer is: “What is it
about some children, their families or their largavironments that allows them to maintain
a positive developmental trajectory when many efrtpeers in similar circumstances are not
able to do so?” (Roosa, 2000:568).
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Age
Age is considered important to allow for ‘childrerébility to understand certain stressful
events’ (Greca et al., 1992). As Maccoby (1988hesgy

We cannot be upset by events whose power to harahowet understand. So young children

are buffered against many phenomena that wouldugeodistress in older people. The onset of
being able to perceive certain kinds of threat tmayart of a very specific development. [With

increasing of age] children become more and mo@e@wf possible risks, with the result that

many older children experience increasing anxietesut events which they can now foresee
(Maccoby 1988:219 and 229).

This implies that older children might be more \arhible to stress than younger ones.
At the same time there also appears to be conbidesgreement on the assumption that,
compared to younger children, older children gdheexhibit a larger repertoire of coping
strategies and have the ability to view dilemmanfrenultiple perspectives. Thus older
children may actually favoured over the youngerspriee., being the case that maturing
children become increasingly aware that there mayabrange of solutions to a certain
problem (Griffith et al. 2000, Copeland and Hes35)9

Gender

Some authors have drawn attention to evidencegiHatare more likely than boys to provide
active support to their parents to cope with sfrgégamily circumstances and, consequently,
that they might become more vulnerable to thesaugistances (Klimes-Dougan and Bolger
1998, Shaw-Sorensen 1993). In their study on damldr coping with maternal depression,
Klimes-Dougan and Bolger (1998) for instance reguairt

Relative to males, females were more likely to oespto maternal depression by providing
active support to their mothers. Females' activgpsut may have been motivated by
heightened feelings of responsibility for their mets depression. Often providing active
support was combined with other strategies and fabspuently involved some role reversal
(e.g., “Try to leave her alone and then comfort give her a hug”; “Sometimes | try to avoid

her so she doesn’t get angry at me. Other timeffet ¢o help her, like making dinner or

something.”). While perhaps adaptive within therent context, care-taking may have long-
term costs (Klimes-Dougan and Bolger 1998:11-12).

Ethnicity

Copeland and Hess (1995:205) cite various studielécating that ethnicity affects an
individual’'s perception of stress and choice ofinggstrategies. Some authors have reported
ethnic differences in children’s tendency to emp$mgeial support to cope with problems
(Chapman and Mullis 2000, Copeland and Hess 1988 &t al. 1994). Yet it is also
observed that despite some slight differences,allyero significant differences are found in
the way children of different ethnic groups copehwstress: most often, they employ the
same coping strategies (Copeland and Hess 1998 ef@d. 1994). Furthermore, it has been
suggested that some ethnic-minority children ass heulnerable to psychological distress
because of ethnic-specific coping mechanisms traegt them from the negative effects of
stress (Chapman and Mullis 2000, Jose et al. 1B8harin 1993). In their work on Stress
and coping in an ethnic minority context, Gonzalad Kim (1997) note many references to
protective factors for ethnic minority children,rppeularly the stress-buffering qualities of
ethnic minority families (e.g.; strong family bondad support of extended kin networks).
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However, they also observe that there is as y& Bmpirical evidence that these variables
actually operate as moderators of stress for ntinohildren.

Family context

It is commonly stated that family members (espéci@rents) affect children’s perception of
stressful circumstances. Children’s perceptionstssful events are influenced by the way
their parents view the world and, subsequently, ey communicate it to them (Hardy et
al. 1993). This implies that parental perceptioreyrfunction as a protective as well a risk
factor. If parents are able to put stressful fansilgumstances in a somewhat less negative
light, children, in turn, may appraise these cirstances as less hard. On the contrary, if
parents are overwhelmed by the stressful circurnstaand express their feelings of anxiety
to their children, they may adopt such feelings ,andnsequently, develop negative
perceptions on the present circumstances. It imdothat the coping strategies children
employ are modelled on the coping strategies tieaemployed by their parents (Lohman and
Jarvis 2000, Klimes-Dougan and Bolger 1998, Saretlai. 1997, Compas et al. 1992).

Situational characteristics

Some authors claim that the demands of a certagss$tl situation influence the use of
specific coping strategies (Griffith et al. 2008judies indeed have shown that children vary
their coping strategies across various situatidbsffith et al. 2000, Mellins et al. 1996,
Brotman-Band and Weisz 1988). For example, familessors appear to elicit more
avoidance than approach strategies and schookstseappear to elicit more approach than
avoidance strategies (Griffith et al. 2000). Giiiffiand colleagues (2000:200) attempt to
explain these results by arguing that “perhaps umzaf inherent power differential between
parents and children, family stressors may be perdeas less responsive to active coping
efforts”.

Discussion

Despite the fact that literature on children’s ogpagain is highly concerned with children’s
outcomes, several of its concepts are relevarggearch on child poverty. These include the
acknowledgement that not all children show probkienautcomes in the presence of
stressful situations, and the efforts that havenlmeade to comprehend this variability in their
outcomes. Understanding what enables some chiltiretio well in the face of stressful
situations, while others show social-emotional ahdwioural problems, may provide
essential information on the mechanisms througtchvbtressful situations, such as growing
up in poverty, affect children.

2.3 Implications for research

As has been stated in section 2.1, the two ceotratepts for a new sociology of childhood
are the recognition of childhood as an integratiedctural form in society (instead of a
perspective on childhood as just a temporary phasmdividual development) and of
children as social actors (instead of passive stg)jeMoreover, by its conceptualizing of the
child as ‘being’ (as opposed to ‘becoming’) andfdsus on the present world of children
(rather than their future status as adults), the seciology of childhood offers a useful
conceptual framework for studying the personal éepees and actions of children living in
poverty. Equally important, the new approach bringgme useful methodological
considerations to the field of child-poverty resdarChildhood should be the unit of analysis
and children the unit of observation. Children dbobe considered as ‘participants in’
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instead of ‘subjects of’ research, which implieattthey should be treated as ‘knowledgeable’
and that their knowledge should be respected. @mmitant step has already been taken
toward illuminating the position of children in penty. By making children the unit of
observation in poverty statistics — as opposedh&rhore customary practice to subsume
them within the family unit — new essential infoina on their conditions is emerging.
Nevertheless, the ‘child-sensitive’ poverty statsbffer yet little information on the personal
experiences and own actions of real children. Tehe step should therefore be to do research
with instead of about children in poverty, to reMéir perspectives on their own poverty.

The literature on children’s coping acknowledgesttmot all children show
problematic outcomes in the presence of stresgfidtons and has examined what enables
some children to do well whereas others show proate outcomes when faced with a
particular stressful situation. This perspectiveelgvant to the study of child poverty in rich
countries, for a further understanding on the \mlitst in children’s outcomes (as put forward
in the United States’ tradition of child-povertysearch) provides essential information on the
mechanisms through which stressful situations, siclkyrowing up in poverty, affect them.
From the literature on children’s coping, we caenify five specifically relevant questions:
(1) What stressful experiences are associatedgaativing up in poverty?; (2) To what extent
are the children under study confronted with thetsessful experiences?; (3) When children
are confronted with such experiences, do they tbhbrmes appraise these experiences as
stressful?; (4) When the experiences are apprasetressful, what kind of coping strategies
do children employ (effective or ineffective stgits)?; and (5) What mediating factors
affect these processes?. Moreover, from both tieeature on children’s coping and the
United States’ tradition of child-poverty researete can identify the following relevant
mediating factors:

Personal characteristics of the child
Age
Gender
Ethnicity

Factors within the family context
Parenting behaviour
Family’s social support network
Duration of poverty
Parents’ perceptions on poverty
Parent — child communication on poverty
Parents’ ways of coping with poverty

Factors within the broader social context
School
Peers
Neighbourhood
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3. PUTTING IT TO PRACTICE: HEARING CHILDREN’S VOICE S

3.1 Method’s issues

Child poverty in The Netherlands

In 1997, the Dutch ‘Annual Report on Poverty andi8lcExclusion’ (Engbersen et al. 1997)
called attention to the fact that 250,000 childvegre living in poverty in the Netherlands,
according to a politically defined poverty line B®5 per cent of the minimum benefit level
that is prevailing in the Netherlands. This statetrfeas caused more political and research
concern with the issue of child poverty in The Nethnds and has also been the reason for
selecting The Netherlands for analysis in the preseidy.

Main objective of the present study

The main objective of the present study has beaxpiore children’s personal experiences
and coping strategies that follow upon the factt ttreey grow up in limited financial
circumstances while living in a rich country, suahthe Netherlands. Therefore, qualitative
in-depth interviews have been conducted among cssixteen-year-old children in the
Netherlands who grow up in families with an incoatghe national minimum benefit level.
In addition, children’s parents have been inter@dwo be able to more fully understand
children’s answers against the background of tleeiip family financial circumstances they
grow up in. Altogether, interviews have been comdd@mong children and parents of 65
families from different ethnic backgrounds in solarger and smaller Dutch cities.

Strengths and limitations

Generally, qualitative research is not so much eored with statistical representativeness,
but rather to understand the diversity and compfexfia certain phenomenon. Hence, figures
that are mentioned as resulting from the reseamghamncern the present research group and
cannot be generalised to Dutch society. Thesedgyare only employed to demonstrate the
diversity within the research group and to porttag many-sided impact of poverty on
children’s lives.

Individual interviews have been favoured above dikih’'s group interviews.
Although group interviews certainly hold the adway# that the power relationship evoked
between an adult researcher and a child informamtbe reduced — as the ‘social mismatch’
between adult interviewer and child interviewee rhaylessened when children have support
from their peers (James et al. 1998) — the sepsstilject of the present study does not easily
lend itself to group interviews. Individual inteevis make it easier to ensure confidentiality
and privacy and provide a safer and more intimate&enment for disclosure and exploration
of sensitive issues related to poverty. Thesesaees that, as Ridge (2002:9) claims, “could
be obscured or leave a child painfully exposed ha shared environment of a group
interview”.

The children’s parents have been interviewed toenfally understand children’s
answers against the background of the family cantéawever, the question how the wider
social environment (e.g. school-life, peer groug aaighbourhood) might be of influence on
the way in which children experience poverty hasrbeorked out less well in the present
study. Although the children have been asked abmit experiences at school, with their
peers and in their neighbourhood, they have nat lbéserved in these specific contexts nor
have certain key persons (such as school teachessc@l workers in community centres)
been consulted.
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Ethical considerations

Research on children inevitably involves a disaussin ethics and methods. James and
colleagues (1998) discuss some of the dilemmashmmay be faced in any research with
children. For, as they claim, notwithstanding tmef@ssional codes of conduct to which any
researcher should adhere, researching children rdéss a number of particular issues, e.g.,
issues of power and control, of gaining accessitilren, and of the contradictory need both
to protect and involve children in research proessghese issues have implications for
gaining access to children to participate in redgamwhich normally requires gaining
permission from adult’'s “gate-keepers” such as marand teachers. This is a challenging
procedure both due to the fact that adults havepthneer to refuse the permission even when
children wish to participate, and that it can bedhé&r children to withdraw from an
arrangement made by key adults who have powereim lives, which may lead to rational
obedience through the fear of sanction (Ridge 20@es et al. 1998). Hence, permission for
children to participate in research must be sofrgiht the children as well as their caretakers.

Enlisting of families

It is difficult to find children and parents whoeawilling to talk about financial family
circumstances and its consequences in daily tif@elans an effort has to be made in earning
these families’ confidence. They have been appexhdly means of intermediaries whom
they already trusted (such as social workers). &uently, parents have been asked
permission to be interviewed themselves as welbmas of their children. Next, before
actually starting the children’s interview, theentiewer had to require a reconfirmation of
willingness to participate in the research fromahgd.

To participate, first of all, at the time of intéaw, families had to live on an income
of no more than 105 per cent of the Dutch minimwendiit level. Only families living on a
social assistance benefit were included as wefthadlies with other sources of income (i.e.,
other benefit forms or paid labour) which at theghedoes not surpass the national minimum
benefit level. Second, in these families had te &t least one child between the age of six
and sixteen. Moreover, it has been strived foraiodeict interviews among approximately as
many of the younger as the older children and asyrbays as girls. Third, as poverty in The
Netherlands is highly concentrated among non-westmic minorities, this study has aimed
to include both native-Dutch and non-western fasiin the study.
Altogether, interviews have been conducted amorilgreim and parents of 65 families from
different ethnic backgrounds in various larger anuhller Dutch cities. In 60 families both
one parent and one child have been interviewedase of five families, it appeared that, in
the end, it was not possible to interview one ef ¢hildren. In four out of these five cases, it
was due to the fact that the interviewer did not tipe necessary reconfirmation of the
willingness to participate in the research from ¢théd itself. And in one case both parent
and interviewer were of the opinion that the intenwwould be to burdensome to the child
concerned, due to specific family circumstancesthree other cases, two children per
families have been interviewed. All in all, 63 chigén and 65 parents have been interviewed.

The children’s interviews

The children’s interviews began with the explanatibat the interview was not a test that
they could pass or fail, but that the interviewesvsincerely interested in how they thought
about certain topics. Next, they were ensured ttheit names were not going to be used in
any written account of the interview, that the mtewer would not talk about it with their
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parents or others without their consent and they there free to stop the interview at any
time and/or not to answer specific questions. B dhd, most children became enthusiastic
informants, feeling proud of the attention and eatat was attached to their words.

The age of the children ranged from six to sixtegrars old, therefore the
guestionnaires were designed to correspond togi®f&the child that was being interviewed.
The children interviewed had to be able to keepith the length of the interview and to
comprehend the words utilised. Therefore, tesrvidge/s were carried out, which resulted in
the decision to employ three levels of questioregione for the children aged six to nine;
one for the children aged ten to twelve; and omeHe children aged twelve to sixteen (i.e.,
the children in secondary school). All three questaires contained the same topics, but they
differed in length (i.e., respectively 20, 30 artdmMinutes) and choice of terms.

The children’s interviews were part-structured atarted with relatively easy and
straightforward (structured) questions about tfreie time: what do they like best in their free
time and are they satisfied with the things theyalle to do. More specifically, are they able
to have a hobby of their own, to do sports, to@ehe cinema, on vacation etc. Next, more
personal and sensitive questions were asked abouthey liked their family life, school life
and social contacts with their peers (e.g., abbetatmosphere at home and whether they
experienced to fit in or be excluded from schd@ &ind peer group activities).

Many questions functioned as ‘side-paths’ to undeis the impact of poverty on
children's lives. Children were also asked in a endirect manner about the financial
situation of their family unit. Still, they were ver asked if they thought they were ‘poor’ or
‘living in poverty'. It was important that they carup with such words themselves. First of
all, because one cannot rule out the possibiligt tthildren may not be aware of their
family’s financial hardship and it is not be theeirviewer’s place or intention to tell them
and, subsequently, let them start thinking and ywogr about it. Hence, this concerns an
ethical consideration. Second, the methodologiaativation for this is that the interviewer
should not want to put such words into the childremouths, since this study is about
children’s personal perspectives. Neverthelessintieeviewer did ask the children questions
such as: Do your parents ever talk to you aboutaydand, if yes, in what way)? Do you
ever feel that your father and/or mother has lessay than other parents you know (and, if
yes, how do you notice this)? If the children wardeed aware of their parents’ financial
hardship, often many personal stories came ugsapdint

The parents’ interviews

The children’s parents were interviewed in orderb® able to more fully understand
children’s answers against the background of tleeiip family financial circumstances they
grow up in. Hence, their parents were first askedatail about their financial situation and,
subsequently, they were are asked about theirlsoetaork, their ways of dealing with the
current financial circumstances and how they thérese thought their financial
circumstances affected the daily lives of theirldien. In order to obtain such diverse
information, the parents’ interviews — similar tobetchildren’s interviews — were part-
structured as well: containing both closed questiio obtain structured information) and
open questions (to obtain parents’ personal opg)ion

3.2 Main characteristics of the children and their families interviewed

This section offers some background informationtio@ study group of 65 families with
children with some main characteristics of the difeih interviewed and the families they
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grow up in, and compares these characteristicehergl statistics on poor families in the
Netherlands.

The children’s characteristics

As shown in the table below, the children’s grooguded 28 younger children (i.e., from six
through eleven years old) and 35 older childrem,(from twelve through sixteen years old)
and consisted of approximately as many boys (iotall30) and girls (totalling 33).
Furthermore, interviews were conducted among apmrately as many children attending
primary school (totalling 33) and secondary scitaihlling 30).

Table 3.1: Main characteristics of the 63 childrennterviewed

N =63 %
Age
6-11 28 45%
12-16 35 55%
Gender
Boy 30 48%
Girl 33 52%
Ethnicity
Native-Dutch children % 222;0
Migrant children, including/from: 10 EB%
Morocco 5 8%
Antilles 6 9%
. 5 8%
Surinam
Cape Verde
Currently attended education level
Primary school, including 33 52%
Secondary school, including 30 48%
Denominational education 8 13%
L tional educati 8 13%
ower vocational education 10 16%
Medium vocational/General secondary education 4 6%

Other

The families’ characteristics

Income

The majority of families interviewed lived on thecgal assistance benefit. However, in case
of fourteen families the main source of income wagl labour, implying that their wages
were too low to rise above the minimum benefit Idtiee so-called ‘working poor’). Other
income sources were disability pension, unemploymanefit and widow(er)/orphans
pension. Furthermore, within a minority of familiegerviewed, parents gained additional
income through informal, non-registered labour. a&a income sources appeared to be
diverse and ranged from cleaning and baby-sittingutting other people’s hair and repairing
cars. The additional income arising out of the$es jgaries from 10 to 100 euros per month.
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Debts

44 out of 65, i.e., 68 per cent of families intewed had debts. The percentage is high
compared to general Dutch statistics on povertyichvishows that the percentage of poor
families with debts has varied between seven anddeyears. It mostly involved formal
debts at banks, shops, mail-order businesseshtalepcompanies, housing associations and
electricity companies. In several cases, howeberetwere informally negotiated debts with
relatives or friends. The size of debts varied frbB® euros to about 10,000 euros, with an
average of 2,500. The amount of related paymemniedsérom zero to 180 euros per month,
with an average of 60. This implies that those fasiwho monthly pay off a considerable
amount of money live in fact below the minimum bigrievel.

Feeling able to make ends meet?

The majority of parents interviewed (62%) said tttaty found it (very) difficult to make
ends meet, especially among families with debtsandng migrant families. Compared to
general Dutch statistics — showing that, in 200 p2r cent of low-income families in The
Netherlands found it (very) difficult to make enaheet — the percentage is high within the
present research group.

Ethnicity

The aim was to include both native-Dutch and nostem families in the research group.
Eventually, interviews were conducted among 37vealutch and 28 non-western families.
Most parents in the ethnic minority families beldonghe "first-generation” migrants and are

(former) migrant workers. Most of their childreredsecond-generation’ migrants, i.e., they
were either born in the Netherlands or arrivechin¢ountry before the age of six.

Family type

Most families involved are one-parent families (aQ of 65), mainly single-mother families,
except for two single-father families. The reseayabup contains twelve two-parent families,
which are to be found especially among the Morodeemilies. This picture coheres with

general Dutch statistics on poverty, which showestyvas far more prevailing among one-
parent families.

Number of children

The average number of children per family intenaevwas 2.5. Among the 37 native-Dutch
families the number of children was below the rege@roup’s average (i.e., 2 children per
family), whereas among the 28 migrant families thamber of children was above this
average (i.e., 3 children per family). Among therbtwan families interviewed, the number
of children per family was most high (i.e., 3.6).

Education level of parents

Dutch statistics show that it is especially theslegell educated who have low income.
Consistent with these statistics, the educatioelle¥ the parents in the study was low: 37
parents completed no more than lower vocationaca&iibn and only three parents have
higher education. Moreover, the education leveingjrant parents appeared to be generally
lower compared to native-Dutch parents and wasocedfelow among the participating
Moroccan families.

Hence, the present research group deviated fromnergeDutch statistics on poor
families as far as the high percentages of famiigh debts and of families who find
difficulty in making end meet were concerned.
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Table 3.2: Main characteristics of the 65 familiesnvolved in the present research

N = 65 %
Main source of family income
Social security 43 66%
14 22%
Paid job, including: 7 11%
subsidised jobs 5 8%
Disability pension 2 3%
Unemployment benefit 1 1%
Widow(er)/Orphans pension
Informal family income
Yes 12 18%
50 77%
No . 3 5%
Non information
Debts
Yes 44 68%
No 19 29%
No information 2 3%
Parents feeling able to make ends meet?
| can make ends meet (very) well 13 20%
Sometimes | can, sometime | cannot 12 18%
| find it (very) difficult to make ends meet 40 62%
Ethnicity
Native-Dutch families 37 57%
Migrant families, includingfrom 28 43%
Morocco 12 19%
Antilles 6 9%
Surinam 6 9%
Cape Verde 4 6%
Family type
One-parent families 50 77%
Two-parent families 12 18%
Other types of families 3 5%
Number of resident children (aged below 21) per family
1 15 23%
2 22 34%
3 13 20%
>3 15 23%
Parents’ level of education
None 7 11%
Primary education 13 20%
Lower vocational education 17 26%
Medium vocational/General secondary education 24 3;’;’
0

Higher vocational/University education
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4. POOR CHILDREN’'S EVERYDAY EXPERIENCES

4.1  Family poverty and children’s conditions

As discussed earlier, the majority of parents imgdlin the present research found it (very)
difficult to make ends meet. What does this meath&conditions of their children? This

section seeks to illuminate whether the Dutch mimimbenefit level at least assures that
children’s most basic life necessities are met. petents interviewed were asked whether
they were able to provide their children a hot mesad fresh vegetables or fruit on a daily
basis, whether they were able to obtain for thieiildeen sufficient clothing and whether they

were able to acquire medical help for their childwehenever needed.

Healthy nourishment

Against what might have been expected in a ricaselstate, the present study shows that in
a quarter of all families interviewed children didt receive a hot meal on a daily basis due to
lack of money in the household.

“No, we don't have a hot meal every day. Saturdagseat bread and often Wednesdays as
well. And sometimes it's bread once more. Becausevé to pay my bills. So | have to choose.
But | try to [prepare a hot meal] as much as pdssibhe thing is, when there isn’t a hot meal,
then we may eat pancakes or bread and soup. Sejways only just bread.” (Dutch single
mother, one child)

“Well, no, not always. Sometimes we have to eaathré ook, really, | always try to manage it,
but like the last couple of days... For example, Msinday, | didn’'t have bread to give along
with my children. So | had to arrange that durifg tday and bring it to school in the
afternoon. Well, at a day like that, | can’t reals hot meal either.” (Dutch single father, three
children)

Daily fresh vegetables and fruit appeared to b& éees common. For one third of all
families interviewed, these were considered todmeaxpensive for daily consumption. For
these families, fruit was obtained only very rarahd vegetables were bought mainly in cans
or jars.

“It's mostly from the freezer or jars. A cauliflowés four guilders at the moment. So, | just
walk past that one. Although they [her childrenfwenuch love it. And chicory, they are

lovers of that too. But that | also have to paghirik we've fresh vegetables once a week. At
least, that's what | try to do, when it's prisetia reasonably.” (Dutch single mother, two

children)

“Well, not always, you know. Because there're pasio. Okay, now [during spring] it's not so
bad. Vegetables are a bit cheaper now. But thepgreods that they’re more expensive and
that you can’t buy them. | really try to as muchpassible, but it's not always working out.
And I'm not ashamed to say so. Sometimes | justtdoanage.” (Surinamese single mother,
three children.

Sufficient clothing

Almost half of the parents stated that they wereatte to obtain sufficient clothing for their
children. This means these children had to weathe® and/or shoes that were either too
small or worn-out, since there was no money to idliately replace these items.
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“My son, he got a coat from his nephew. And, wk#,s a bit grown out of it now and the
pockets are in holes and the zipper is broken. Hoerthink, actually he needs a new coat, but
it has to do for another while. So often he hasvéit.” (Dutch mother, lat-relationship, one
child)

“Actually, no, they don’t have enough. Last week say said to me ‘mom, | need new cloths’.
| said ‘I have no money, no money at all’. The lsayd, ‘mom | have to’. | said ‘yes, | know

you have to, but | can’'t do anything about it'. Kisoes are totally worn-out. | bought those
shoes only last year, but now he needs new sho@s.afnd a new pair of trousers. His

trousers are all too small. Children grow up. Hassers don't fit any more.” (Moroccan single
mother, four children).

Adequate housing

All interviewed families were able to rent a houSéll, on their own accord, various parents
interviewed pointed out that their children sufféfeom an insufficiently heated house and/or
an inadequate place to sleep.

“No, actually we don't have sufficient heating. V8kep in the living room for the whole
winter, since there our only heater burns. Upstaéisles hang on the blankets. | used to have
an electric heater, but then | had to pay so mudhaeon my energy bill.” (Dutch single
mother, one child)

“Two of my children now sleep with their mattress the ground, my twelve-year-old boy and
my daughter of seventeen. Their beds have gonetesq They were that old. I've no money
to buy new beds. And my little girl of five, shéllstleeps in a childbed, while actually it's too
small for her. She can't lie straight in it any mdr(Moroccan single mother, five children).

Access to medical care

Finally, although all families interviewed were iled to National Health Service (NHS)
benefits, fifteen of the 65 families claim that ithehildren’s access to medical care were
limited due to lack of money. The limited accessvebd itself when needed medical care was
not (completely) covered by the basic NHS packaggain medicines or medical treatments
require own contributions or supplementary insueamc are excluded from the NHS
altogether and therefore unaffordable.

“My daughter needs new glasses. But it's been argfort while ago that she’s had new ones.
Last year. But her eyes have declined so much atfe@hshe needs new glasses again. And |
don’t have to apply to the municipality again, hesmit's once in every two years that you can
get new glasses. But she needs those glasses ndwaS8e to get the money from somewhere
somehow. So I've decided that I'm going to usehbkday pay for it. So she has to wait for a
little while until the holiday pay comes in.” (Duttsingle mother, two children)

“Nowadays it has improved somewhat, but my childieme always needed a lot of medicines
and special diets, because of diabetes and asBorguite some medicines have been pumped
into them. But not all medicines they needed arthéNational Health Service and my purse
really felt that. So, honestly, every now and thidmppened that I'd to halve the dosage, so as
to make it just to the end of the week, when thess money again. Otherwise | couldn’t give
them their medicines at all for about two or thosgys.” (Dutch mother, two-parent family,
three children).
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Table 4.1: Children’s access to satisfying basic eds: parents’ responses

N =65 %

Often  Sometimes Never | Often Sometimes Never
applies  applies applies| applies applies applies

Due to lack of money...

1) ...my child does not receive a hot 6 11 48 9% 17% 74%
meal on a daily basis

2) ...my child does not obtain fresh 12 10 43 19% 15% 66%
vegetables or fruit on an daily basis

3) ...my child does not possess 11 17 37 17% 26% 57%
sufficient clothing

4) ...my child does not receive medical 2 13 46 3% 20% 71%

care at any time needed

Children’s narratives on meeting their basic needs

Although children may not express themselves imsef ‘healthy’ food or ‘sufficient’
clothing, the children’s interviews made clear tthety may come to realise that buying food
and clothes is somehow problematic. Some, for el@nsfaimed to know that money ran out
at the end of the month, for they noticed thatt'jugad or soup’ was eaten these days or that
‘the refrigerator is empty’. Others related to thet that they mostly ‘have to wait’ for new
clothes or obtain them only second-hand.

“To us, it's a celebration when money comes in. Blogame in today. So now at least our
refrigerator is full. Or well, full... Anyway, we'vaormal food again and we don't have to pay
attention so much and go easy on it. About a wexrb a month’'s money comes in, then it
starts. We've to go easy on everything. | can’adgthing then and there’s only what'’s strictly
needed, bread and something to eat in the eveSmgetimes it's just soup. Or we borrow
money to have a hot meal.” (15-year-old Dutch girl)

“If we want something mom mostly says ‘it's not pidde’. If your shoes are worn out and
there’s no money, you've to wait. Food always coffirs$ with our mom.” (15-year-old Dutch

girl)

“I would like to have new clothes. | don’t thinkvé had any new clothes this year. Only
through other people. | think it's been a long tithat I've had truly new clothes.” (10-year-old
Dutch girl).

4.2  Associating with peers

Children, however, do not only act and functionhwittheir own family. They go to school,
play in the street and visit their friends’ homeke interviews with children made clear that
it was especially through social contacts with peat the limited financial circumstances
they lived in acquire significance (something tigain line with the study by Ridge (2002);
see section 1.3). By comparing themselves with rottieldren they might notice they
possessed fewer (and in their eyes often lessctitlea material goods or did not have the
latest toys and other products that are ‘in’. Pesisg clothes with certain brands or clothes
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that are in fashion were not possible. Becausehaf, tsome of the children interviewed
experienced bullying by other children.

“Those other families have very modern, new thimgsheir houses. And we don’'t. Our TV
broke down. Now we’ve one of someone else. Or f@mgple our couch. That too is second-
hand.” (13-year-old Dutch girl)

“They always have more expensive bikes. Some gays b mobile phone and all.” (13-year-
old Dutch boy)

“I don't think | have nice clothes. | want thosettles that are in fashion. At school there is
often said something about it: ‘you dress out shfan’ and ‘you look stupid’. It's not nice to
hear such things.” (13-year-old Dutch girl))

Besides these material characteristics of povéistyyg in poverty often encompasses less
access to social activities as well. This is laskisocial exclusion’, which means that due to
lack of money it is not possible to participatetie ordinary social life of society. For the
children interviewed, this might imply that theyddnot have the possibility to become a
member of a sports club, that they could not alwegkebrate their birthday party or
participate in school excursions or that they cowdtigo on holidays every year or even never
had been on holiday.

Table 4.2: Children’s access to social activitiegarents’ responses

N =65 %

Often  Sometimes Never Often  Sometimes Never
applies applies applies | applies applies applies

Due to lack of money...

1) ... my child cannot go on holidays 24 27 10 37% 42% 15%

2) ... my child is not able to become 19 11 35 29% 17% 54%
member of a (sports) club

3) ... my child cannot celebrate a 12 18 35 18% 28% 54%
birthday party

4) ... my child does not participate in 2 7 56 3% 11% 86%

school excursions

In the experience of children, the absence of hgidappeared to be perceived as a
special problem. Here again, it is in particulaiotlgh comparisons with peers, that children
felt excluded.

“I've never been on holidays. My whole live, nevAt.school, they talk about Spain, France.
I've never been there. Truly, | don't like thattolo would like to go abroad once. Even if it is
only once.” (15-year-old Dutch girl).

4.3  Emotional pressure

Children may be pressured emotionally by the diffi¢inancial situation of the family they
grow up in. It appears that, in more than halfte families interviewed, parental worries
about money were confided to children. Parentse@ally, share with their children those
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financial worries that were related to unexpectegeaditures, such as unexpected bills. It
seems that, already hard-pressed, parents coulktbnogal their disappointment over sudden
extra expenditures and worries that went along witBiscussions as such might vary from
sometimes making a remark to very frequent andétaileéd conversation.

“Do your parents ever talk to you when they areitted about something? Mostly they talk to
each other, but sometimes I'm involved in it tooh&Vis it about then? About all kind of
things, but mostly about money. About our cookerdwample, when it suddenly broke down.

Then my mother said: ‘We have to buy a new codbet,I'm not made of money'.” (15-year-
old Moroccan boy)

“Does your mother ever talk to you about money? thesdoes. Pretty often actually. About
something she needs. Or she says ‘actually | nemteynfor this or that’ or ‘I can’t pay that
pay that bill.” (14-year-old Dutch boy)

“Does your mother ever talk to you about money?y@$, just over breakfast. For example,

that time with Social Services. She said she woalde herself dragged away by the police.
And she said that she’d wanted to throw a planighotheir windows, but that it was screwed

down. So your mom was really mad with Social Seasit Yes, because she had to pay for
something and Social Services promised to pay aek m two days, but two months later she

still didn’t get that money. She really hates liatt she always has to go to Social Services.”
(11-year-old Dutch girl)

In addition, several parents borrowed money froeirtbhildren, thus a rather direct
manner, facing their children with the fact thagytthad problems making ends meet. Hence,
for example, children might be asked to lend mofmegn their birthday, pocket money or
money they earned with a sideline job.

“Does your mother ever talk to you about money?, $emetimes. That we haven’t got it. That

the housing association is giving her a hard tifet she didn’t have the money to pay for my
schoolbooks. That sort of things. The money forséhechoolbooks, | had to advance. She
borrowed that money from me, but | will get it badid 6-year-old Dutch girl)

“Does your mother ever talk to you about money?,Yesnetimes she says we haven't got
enough. Or she may still owe me some money andshertells me that she can't pay me back
yet. But really, |1 don’t mind. | do get it back. thbugh it may take some time. Like now, I've
lend a 100 guilders to her. Well, that takes a vbigéfore | get that back again. Do you know
why she needs it then? Groceries, mostly.” (15-pddDutch boy

Finally, if there were worries and tensions overneo within the family, children
might also notice these themselves. They said dbidd be observed from the way their
parents behave (i.e., their non-verbal communiogtio

“Sometimes, when Social Services don’t pay in tisfee’s in a bad mood.” (11-year-old Dutch
girl))

4.4  Variability in children’s experiences

Notwithstanding the aforementioned difficult circstances which poor children in the

Netherlands may encounter, it should be noteditghugds as shown in the Tables 4.1 and 4.2
also elucidate the fact that it is not within ahfilies interviewed that children’s basic needs
were not met or that their access to social a@witvas limited in a similar sense; neither
were all children interviewed emotionally burdenedth financial family problems. It

29



appeared that children were not equally affecte@dmerty. Initial analysis shows that when
the experiences of children are considered withieirt broader social context, different
factors emerge that may influence the diversitghitdren’s experiences with poverty.

Actual free space of expenditure

Though all of the children interviewed were living families living at the minimum
subsistence level, the actual free space of experdappeared to diverge significantly. For
example, although quite a few families were weigtedn by debts, there were also families
that did not have debts. Moreover, in some famiégga informal income was generated,
while in other families there was no such additlaneome (see also section 3.2). Therefore,
understandably, differences arose in the actualuamof money that could be spent on
children.

Parental creativity and the family’s material anddncial social support network

A number of parents appeared to be very creativenuenting effective solutions or
inexpensive but satisfying alternatives for théilldren, whereas other parents succeed in this
much less. Moreover, several families were suppdbte others (e.g., friends, relatives, ex-
partners, neighbours, acquaintances) in a matan@linancial way, while other families did
not receive this support. For example, in termmegting the children’s basic needs, quite a
few of the supported parents relied on their sauédivork, especially as far as a hot meal and
clothing were concerned. In some cases the exgrastiil made a contribution toward his
children’s needs. Other parents related that tleydcalways go and dine with relatives for a
hot meal for their children. Other parents clairtieat their children could only be sufficiently
dressed because they received second-hand clotimdrfends and acquaintances. Children,
too, reported when their parents thought of sohstiand successful alternatives or when they
received support from others. For example, thegteel to inexpensive but still successful
holidays or talked about the times that they waken out by a friend’s parents, went to the
cinema with their older brother or received presdram their father living away from home.
For these children, the sharpest consequencesveftgseemed to be diminished to some
extent.

Parental coping and the family’s emotional sociappgort network

The way in which poverty has left its mark on tlaniflies interviewed was not only a

financial matter, but was also influenced by theywawhich parents handled the poverty
situation, which in turn might be influenced by tmotional social support parents receive.
The interviews with parents showed that poverty was equally constraining: not every

parent worried about this situation and not evemept who did worry discussed it with their

children. A number of parents reported that thégnapted not to discuss their worries with
their children, because they wanted ‘their childierbe able to be a child’ and they did not
want to burden them with their own financial probke They tried to keep their worries to

themselves or seek emotional support from friendsetatives. In this way, the emotional

support network of parents provided protectiondoitdren: if parents are able to share their
worries with others, fewer burdens are laid onc¢hid’s shoulders. In fact, in the opposite
case, further analysis shows that parents, who digeatisfied with their social network, all

shared their worries with their children.
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Age

Age seemed to have an influence as well. It appeiduat below the age of nine, none of the
children interviewed had experienced their parshexing their financial worries with them.
Apparently, parents considered them too young. \@é4eethe 15 and 16-year-old children of
the sample were all entrusted with parental finrgingorries.

Communication with peers

As we have seen in section 4.2, it is especialtgubh social contacts with peers that the
limited financial family circumstances acquire sfgance in children’s lives. However, it
appears that in the daily contacts and communicatioh these peers, the poverty situation
can be of major or minor importance. As has beentiomeed, some children, for example,
are bullied by other children, because of their-jmced clothes. In this way, these children
are again reminded that their parents do not hauehnmoney. Nonetheless, there were
children who report that they ‘actually never tallkout money-related matters’ with peers;
that it was ‘not so much an issue'.

Summary

Initial analysis of the interview material showstldifferent mediating factors emerge that
may be responsible for the existing variety in @f@h’s personal experiences with poverty:
the family’s actual free space of expenditure ,(itke actual amount of money that can be
spent on children), parental coping (i.e., the neanin which parents handle the poverty
situation), parental creativity (i.e., parents’l@pito invent effective solutions or inexpensive
but satisfying alternatives for their children)r@at-child communication (i.e., the extent to
which parents and children communicate about ppydite family’s social support network
(i.e., the amount of financial, material and/or ¢&owal social support that is received by the
family), children’s age and communication with meére., the importance of money-related
matters in the interaction with peers). Some ofé¢hfactors clearly resemble the mediating
factors that have also been identified within th8 literature on child poverty and the
literature on children’s coping processes (seetehawo, section 2.3).

5. POOR CHILDREN’'S COPING STRATEGIES

5.1  Problem solving and positive reappraisal

The description of poor children’s everyday expeces foreshadows the question of how
children, who are confronted with the various airadling experiences related to poverty, try
to deal or ‘cope’ with these experiences. It appedmat the majority of the children
interviewed demonstrated reactions that involveatd/asteps with the intention to change the
difficult situation. Hence, these children cleantgre not just passive victims of the poverty
situation they grow up in. Quite the contrary, tlaeyively try to do something about it. Many
of the younger children, for example, reported thaty bought their own toys by saving up
their pocket or birthday money. They also trieceton additional money by means of little
jobs like washing cars or doing chores around thesd. Among the older children, several
earned additional money through spare time jobstigna newspaper round. Moreover, some
children searched for very creative solutions ideorto fulfil their wishes. As one ten-year-
old boy, who had set his hopes on a televisionarage and one fifteen-year-old girl, who
has arranged her own dance club:
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“I'm gonna write to ‘The Chance of Your Life’. lifthave to go to my aunt and there I'll type
everything on a note. This I'll send to Ron Braedstr [the ringmaster of the programme] and
then, maybe, I'll get into ‘The Chance of Your Lind receive everything | want.” (10-year-
old Dutch boy)

“My hobbies are street-dance and dancing. | lilke hlot. Mostly, me and other children make
up a club of our own and then we ho play and d&mece at the market square. My father, then,
takes care of the music. But I'm not a member ¢bféicial] club, only my own club.” (12-
year-old Dutch girl)

Within the literature on children’s coping such abmentioned active responses have
been labelled as ‘problem-focused’ or ‘approacked’ coping (see chapter two, section
2.2). However, despite these active solutions pbddren appear to develop, they often are
not in a position to change their situation in dstantial way: they cannot change the fact
that they grow up in a poor family. Nevertheless,stéated in the literature on children’s
coping, children may approach such a challengihgason in a more cognitive manner as
well, i.e., by means of ‘positive reappraisal’ (qesge 24). It appears that several children
interviewed indeed did develop coping strategies émabled them to appraise their situation
in a more positive light. They actively tried to miyaulate or reframe their perception of the
situation, by providing it with a positive labeln Ithis context, children might express
themselves in a rather grown-up manner and madarksmsuch as: ‘at least we have a house
and ‘other things are more important’. Or, as aveh-year-old boy said:

“Sometimes | think: well, it's better to have fotithn a Play Station, cause you can't eat a Play
Station.” (11-year-old Dutch boy)

5.2  Problem avoidance and resignation

The children interviewed did not always react iclsypositive ways to the experiences they
encountered due to poverty. Sometimes they simm@y to distance themselves from it. In
the literature on children’s coping have been lglebs ‘avoidance-oriented’ coping (see
section 2.2). For example, several children regont@wv they just tried not to think too much
about their situation. They seemed to resign theveseto the situation and made rather
fatalistic remarks such as ‘I'm already used tooit’ ‘there isn’t any thing to do about it

anyway'.

“l used to think it was actually a bit mean. Nowhink... | can live with it now. I've accepted
it. I can hardly go whining every night, like ‘I kado nothing, never can | do anything'. It is
like it is.” (13-year-old Dutch girl)

“For example, school activities. Other kids do madtehem. | think that is... Maybe it has
become sort of normal. I've become used to it.4-ygar-old Surinamese girl)

“I want to do more, but | also know that it isn'dgsible. So than it isn't possible. That just
isn't that complicated. | resign myself to thattkdugh | would rather not to, resigning myself
to it.” (15-year-old Dutch girl)

Other children explained how they tried to avoidtigalar confrontations with their
peers, e.g., by avoiding to invite other childrertheir homes, by running away from school
in order to avoid being bullied or by concealingvés their birthday in order to avoid having
to admit that there were no money to have a bisthdaty.
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“When I'm here at home with someone, | could offieat one something to drink, but only
apple juice. Never a coke or such a thing. | féeel | look a fool then. So | just don’t ask. I try
to go to someone else as soon as possible, ntaytovih us.” (15-year-old Dutch girl)

“I could invite my friends, but, well, | don't fedike receiving them in this house. | don't think
it's real tidy here. | want to do something abdubut when | want to throw something away,
she [his mother] says ‘no, you cant’. And then abain buys stuff that really costs nothing. |
just think it's a mess. | think all looks poor amalihere.” (15-year-old Dutch boy)

“I don’t like going to school when | don’t have eiclothes. Then | don’'t want to go. They
bully me because of my clothes. They say things ldid you get them from the dustbin

again?’ Last year | was bullied a lot. | couldn&dp up with it. Then | ran away from school a
lot and | went to the shopping-centre to think akbor | went home. Then my father used to
send me back and went talking to the headmasti2-Yy¢ar-old Dutch girl)

“When it's my birthday, | keep quiet. At schoolfdll nobody that it's my birthday. I'm not
going excited like ‘it's my birthday, it's my birttay’. Because, well, then they're going to say
‘are you going to invite me, are you going to ievihe’, and then | have to keep saying ‘no
man, | can’t invite you'.” (10-year-old Surinamesay)

Moreover, various children interviewed tried to mvmoney-related discussions with
their parents as much as possible, by keeping thisines to themselves. This was either
because they already knew the answer or becaugdith@ot want to make it any harder on
their parents. It appeared that as much as sonmeafganight try to protect their children from
their financial worries (as discussed in sectict),4children try to protect their parents well.
Here we touch upon the phenomenon of ‘role reversal, children who, to some extent,
feel they have to take care of their parents.

5.3 Role-reversal: children protecting their parent s

In this context, several children explained howytlid their utmost to conceal their
disappointment or not to complain about the thithgy could not have or do, as they did not
want to burden their parents with additional water money.

“When | know | can’t have it, | don’t ask. Becauben she [her mother] starts thinking, ‘my
children want this and that, but | can’t give itkeem’.” (12-year-old Cape Verdant girl)

“Mostly, when | want something and | already kndwattl won't get it, | just don’t talk about
it. Could you explain why you don't talk about W2ell, I just know that | won't get it and then
still asking and asking for it... Suppose she fhigther] goes spending money on it and that
next month she, for example, really hasn’t got emoney left for food, just because | had to
have that thing so bad.” (15-year-old Dutch boy)

One eleven-year-old boy attempted to stop his nndtieen worrying altogether. As
became clear from his mother’s interview, he ttedeassure her by telling her there was no
need to worry.

“When I'm short of money, | want to stay to myselfittle. And he notices. He says: ‘Mommy,
do you have problems with your sister?’ | say: ‘Neave me alone’. ‘Mommy, do you have
problems with uncle...?’ ‘No’. ‘Then why you're mdy?’ | say: ‘Well, | think about money. |
have to buy something.” And then he says: ‘We Hawel, you don't have think'. Yes, he’s a
sweet boy.” (Cape Verdant single mother, talkinguther 11-year-old son)
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Moreover, some other children tried to relieve thearents’ financial worries by

offering them their own money. Either they actualffered a considerable amount of money
to their parents (i.e., their saved-up pocket momeynoney they earned with a spare time
job), or in their wish to solve their parents’ pleins and stop them from worrying, they just
wanted to make a gesture toward their parentsgevithithe end they did not have the required
financial means.

“Does your mother ever talk to you about money?,Yaedot. That she’s having financial
problems. That she’s having a hard time. She jits tme. Do you ever worry about your
mother’s financial problems? | do give her some eyofor her birthday that she can use to buy
or do something big. It still makes a contributidiat | give away then. That isn’t that little
then too.” (15-year-old Dutch girl)

“Do you ever share your financial difficulties witfour children? Yes, I've had plenty of
threatening letters [from bailiffs]; that they wdutome to sell my household goods. Really.
And then, sometimes, | talk about it with my chédr For then my son says: ‘Mommy, why
are you sad?’ And then | say: ‘They want to comeé s&ll this or sell that, because | haven't
got the money for it and | really don’t know whdreget it from’. And he is so sweet you
know, because then he says: ‘Well, why don’t yast pake it from my account?’ He doesn’t
have any money on his account. But that’s his ttea, like, well, I'll help you.” (Surinamese
single mother, talking about her 9-year-old son)

5.4 Emotional distress

Some children expressed their emotions relatetigécekperiences they had been facing due

to poverty, without reporting any further actions them. They related to feelings of shame,
jealousy or exclusion when their friends or clagema&ould have and do so much more than
they themselves could or reported to become satgny when the things they would like to
have so much were refused over and over againdiygarents.

“I'm jealous at my best friend. She does horsebédikg, karate and street dance. So I'm very
jealous at that.” (12-year-old Dutch girl)

“Sometimes | think, ‘why not me for once’.” (13-yeald Dutch boy)

“You feel so unalike. Everyone has nice clothes hddn’t. And, still, there you are, in the
middle of them.” (13-year-old Dutch girl)

Moreover, some children reported to be really veatrabout their family’s financial
situation, which mostly was a reaction to the ficiahproblems and worries their parents had
entrusted them with (see section 4.3). They sedmadopt these worries.

“Sometimes | worry. At times that we still havepay this and that and then we haven't got so
much money and than everything is out of the omginghat’'s quite difficult sometimes. A few
years ago, when she [her mother] told me somethingself got a stomach-ache out of it.”
(16-year-old Dutch girl)

“I worry sometimes, because sometimes she [his enp#ays that money is too little and that
half of it goes straight to the rent. Then she drdg left a few hundred guilders and she has to
do with that for a month. But she’s finished withini two, three weeks. She hasn’t got more.
Then all she has left is a tenner, for a whole weelsomething like that.” (13-year-old Dutch

boy)
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5.5  Variation in children’s coping strategies

The preceding sections make clear that living iwvepty elicits a wide range of coping
strategies from children. Further analysis showas titie variety in children’s coping strategies
especially arises from the variety in the challeggexperiences children are faced with due to
poverty. As presented in section four, childrenehtovdeal with poverty at home, school and
in their daily contacts with their peers. Henceaatordance with the literature on children’s
coping (see section 2.2), children seemed to vhaeyr tcoping strategies across various
situations.

With regard to meeting their own needs, childrerghhifeel they possess some
personal control to actively improve their situatid\lthough they could not change the fact
that they grow up in a poor family — after all, yhveere not in control of their parents’ income
— still, they might attempt to satisfy their neduas means of a spare time job, saving up
pocket money or positive reappraisal of the sitrathey live in (see section 5.1).

However, as regards experiences that involve da@afrontations or discussions with
peers and parents, it appears that avoidance-edierping is more often employed. Hence,
children might try to avoid situations in which yhé&el excluded or different from their
peers. Moreover, various children interviewed triedavoid money-related discussions with
their parents as much as possible. They kept thishies to themselves, either because they
already knew that the answer or, what was moreausecthey did not want to make it any
harder on their parents and therefore tried toggtotheir parents from extra worries over
money (see sections 5.2 and 5.3).

Furthermore, as had been stated in section 58hnre cases, children just expressed
their emotions related to the experiences they Ibeeh facing due to poverty, without
reporting any further actions on them. They migtal foverwhelmed by the poverty situation
they were in, without being able to offer an adeguaswer to it.

Seeing that the literature on children’s copingvehdhat the more passive and
avoidance-oriented coping strategies are the &dfesitive and related to higher mental health
problems in children (see section 2.2), the childsbho principally employ strategies as such
should be of our greatest concern.

6. CONCLUSION

Attention to child poverty in rich countries is aléy on the increase. This rising receptiveness
especially finds expression in the fact that cleifdare being made much more visible within
national and international poverty statistics; bgking children the unit of observation — as
opposed to the more customary practice to subshera to the family unit — new essential
information on children’s conditions is emergingowever, one of the barely touched areas
within today’s mainstream child-poverty researchhis life world of ‘real’ children that lies
concealed behind statistical numbers. Hence, alintioe child evidently has come into view,
the perspective is primarily directed upon the &hiwhereas yet little notice is taken of a
perspective from the child. It results in the dépit of children as playing only a passive role
in the situation they live in. Consequently, chéld's personal experiences and own actions
remain largely unnoticed. The main objective oktformative study has therefore been to
deepen our understanding of child poverty and tesicter child poverty from the perspective
of children actually living in poverty and to captitheir personal experiences and own ways
of dealing with it. This study has aimed to promoteldren’s visibility and their voices
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within the scope of research on child poverty ahrtountries, both through a theoretical and
empirical exploration.

Child poverty through children’s eyes, what haveleant?

How may children’s perspectives contribute to theowledge on child poverty in rich
countries? First of all, children’s perspectivetenfa view on what growing up in poverty
means in the everyday life of a child. It is esplgithrough their interaction with peers that
the limited financial circumstances they live imaite significance: by means of their social
contacts with friends and classmates, the existifigrences between themselves and others
become apparent. Thus, they are frequently corddbwith situations in which they may feel
materially and socially deprived. In addition, thegpy also be pressured emotionally by the
difficult financial situation of their family, i.e.when their parents confide in them.
Nevertheless, it also became clear that childreveldp various strategies to deal with
poverty. It is striking that many of the childrenteérviewed demonstrated reactions that
involved active steps with the intention of champgithe difficult situation. Hence, these
children clearly were not just passive victimsiwé poverty situation they grew up in.

At the same time, it should be noted that whendckil’'s experiences and coping
strategies are examined at the individual levedacHifferences emerge within the group of
children labelled as poor (children whose familgame falls below a certain threshold). That
is, not every child is materially or socially defad in a similar sense, not every child is
emotionally burdened with family financial problerasd not every child copes effectively
with the situation of poverty. It is therefore imsnt not to consider poor children as a
homogeneous group, but rather to emphasise theidindl differences within the group of
poor children and to identify the mediating factahst may aggravate or diminish the
negative impact of poverty on children’s daily bve

Hence, the empirical part of this initial study hiast presented the diversity of
experiences that follow growing up in poverty asabsequently, has brought to light various
of the mediating factors that influence the extentvhich children are confronted with the
challenging experiences that tend to be relatgubt@rty, i.e.: the family’s actual free space
expenditure, parental coping, parental creatiigrent-child communication, the family’s
social support network, children’s age and commatioa with peers. Next, it is shown that
living in poverty elicits a wide range of copingagegies from children and that they seem to
vary them across the various situations they erteouthue to poverty. In turn, the way
children cope with poverty, influences the way poyés experienced. Hence, the combined
action of mediating factors, personal experiencesaping strategies determines the impact
of poverty on children’s lives. Schematically, tbsuld be depicted as follows:
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Children’s
experiences

Children’s
Mediating coping
factors strategies

Translation into complementary policy directions

Child-poverty research that is focused on detemmgirits extent, trends and characteristics
across rich countries, elicits policy measures #iait to reduce child-poverty rates. Studying
child poverty from the child’s perspective enahleshe development of policy interventions
that make a difference to the lives of children wdgrow up in poverty at the present, as
children’s voices offer valuable keystones to folael policy measures that are targeted
directly at improving their life conditions. For stance, further clarification of the
aforementioned mediating factors and subsequetulysifying protective and risk factors
may give some clear underpinnings for policy makéastors that prove to be protective
should be strengthened, whereas factors that seeexacerbate the negative impact of
poverty on children should be tackled.

Moreover, listening to children reveals the isstiedt children themselves consider
important in their lives and identifies the areaswhich they experience growing up in
poverty to be most severe. Such an insight helpewelop policy interventions that attend to
their own needs. In addition, especially sinces iincreasingly challenged that the household
can be treated as a single unit in which resouacesshared equally, it also enables us to
formulate certain child-specific policies over aaldove family policies (e.g., measures that
guarantee that certain social activities of childrsuch as a (sports)club and school
excursions, are accessible to children from poaonilfes), in order to open up chances for
children in poor families and to loosen the sttinkages between parents’ situation and
children’s conditions.

Giving voice to children enables us to compleméet policies directed at reducing
the quantity of child poverty, with policies diredt at improving the quality of the lives of
poor children. Accordingly, if we mean to improvieeir life conditions while living in
affluent societies, we must reinforce children’sces within the scope of research on child
poverty and strengthen the initiatives for repartsystems in which children can be heard
themselves.
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