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Foreword
ALLISON JAMES

Globalization seems to be the word on everyone’s lips, with politicians as much as
academics extolling its benefits as well as its contradictions. For some, globaliza-
tion means, in practice, that whether in Bangkok or Boston, in London or Rio, as
travelers from wealthy countries they can be sure to find the beer, the pizzas, and
the jeans that they can at home; they can be both at home and away simultane-
ously. For others, though, globalization has had rather different, often less benefi-
cial, consequences. In their everyday lives people have come to find themselves
tied in, albeit in often unseen ways, into larger economic and political systems
over which they have no control; yet these systems cause radical changes—often
for the worse rather than the better—in the pattern of their daily lives. And it is
those who have least voice whose lives are usually affected the most.

In this book attention is drawn systematically—really for the first time—to
a consideration of how processes of globalization variously impact upon the
lives of children. Such an approach is not only most welcome in the field of
childhood studies, but also long overdue. It will, at last, enable us to begin to
contextualize in a broader framework some of the many issues to do with chil-
dren’s rights and participation which have long been discussed as separate and
discrete issues within childhood studies.

For example, debates around child work and labor have been central
within childhood studies and are frequently discussed alongside the difficulties
involved in implementing, on a global stage, the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child (1989). The debate centers around the extent to which particular
forms of child work might be held to contravene human rights or what might
be the effect of a ban on forms of child labor in any particular local context. And
yet often such economic/rights-based discussions are not extended beyond
these arenas of debate and linked to considerations of children’s broader polit-
ical participation as citizens in an increasingly global world. In this book, at
last, we find this lack being addressed in a comprehensive and meaningful way.

At the heart of this book, then, lies first the question of what a globalized
world looks like and how is it experienced by children globally. Second, it asks
how might children be encouraged to be participants in this globalized world,
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rather than simply passive pawns at the mercy of the march of the globaliza-
tion process. These are significant and important questions raised at a time
when, although questions of citizenship are very much to the fore in terms of
raising public awareness about children’s rights, children’s everyday lives are,
at the same time, at risk of being increasingly controlled and constrained under
the banner of “children’s best interests.” Central to the discussion which this
book pushes forward then is how those interests are being defined, by whom
and for whom on a global scale. If childhood studies have now come of age
then this book will help bring a greater maturity to this important and exciting
area of research.

xiv Foreword



Preface
PER MILJETEIG

This book is one result of a global trend that is not so much in the forefront
when “globalization” is being discussed: the movement for children’s rights.
Its roots date back almost a century, when the British pioneer Eglantyne Jebb
in the early 1920s started the Save the Children movement. She also convinced
the League of Nations that children’s rights should be on the agenda for inter-
national cooperation and spelled out in legal terms. This seed lay dormant for
many decades, and sprang to full bloom with the International Year of the
Child in 1979 and the drafting of the new Convention on the Rights of the
Child (CRC). The prospect of a new international human rights treaty address-
ing children’s human rights was controversial among governments, but it set in
motion an engagement among non-governmental organizations (NGOs) world-
wide. News about the negotiations in UN conference rooms spread quickly to
interested groups around the world, and more importantly, these groups scru-
tinized the drafts and gave their feedback to the drafters. Some governments,
such as the Brazilian, started drafting their own national legislation inspired by
the budding CRC.

In the years since the CRC was adopted, we have seen an unprecedented
early entry into force of this treaty. If skeptical in the outset, governments finally
realized its importance, NGOs, both at local and international levels, started
using it as guidance for their own work. At the same time they advocated
strongly vis-à-vis governments to adhere to its principles, and vis-à-vis the pub-
lic to make it widely known. Other groups were then inspired to take an interest
in children’s rights. One such group consists of academics and researchers, par-
ticularly from the social, medical, and legal sciences. They observed that CRC
posed two main challenges to them: (1) To help interpret the spirit and princi-
ples of CRC—both in general and in relation to specific local settings, and thus
help the implementation of it; (2) To develop a research approach whose results
could benefit children. They meant research for children, rather than just
research on children. This research approach required an inter-disciplinary
approach not commonly seen before. It also was very conducive to international
collaboration. The establishment of Childwatch International Research Network
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and the Scientific Committee on the Sociology of Childhood of the International
Sociological Association are two examples of initiatives that are at the same time
both the result of and contributors to this development.

Despite the very global nature of this new research approach, it was not
very concerned with the effects of global trends on children and their daily
lives. It has focused on certain issues of world-wide concern, such as child
labor, street children, abuse and neglect, and children's participation to men-
tion a few. Only in the last few years have we seen initiatives to gain under-
standing of how children are affected by global developments in general. What
do the often dramatic changes in political and economic structures mean for
children? How do they impact their lives and their understanding of their own
situation? How do the less dramatic but quite influential developments in com-
munication structures, such as e-mail and Internet, change the world for chil-
dren and their access to information? Against this backdrop, a series of
workshops was organized by Childwatch International and some of its member
institutions. Scholars from various parts of the world were invited to share
their views and discuss papers they were asked to prepare. This process also
included people from disciplines previously not commonly associated with
child research, such as political science and economics. They were invited to
help introduce the necessary macro perspective and thus help expand our own
perspectives. The organizers also had a “hidden agenda” which was to chal-
lenge people from these disciplines to take an interest in children’s issues.

It is to be hoped that this book is just the beginning of a long series of efforts
to look into global trends as they influence the lives of children, and seen from
their perspectives. By being one of the first of its type, I also hope that it could
help set the agenda for expanded international research collaboration.

xvi Preface
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CHAPTER  1

The Impact of Global
Economic, Political, and

Social Transformations on
the Lives of Children

A Framework for Analysis

NATALIE HEVENER KAUFMAN, IRENE RIZZINI,
KATHLEEN WILSON AND MALCOLM BUSH

INTRODUCTION

Massive social, economic, and cultural changes, whenever they occur, are bound
to affect the lives of children. Those changes might well affect children directly
as in the case of war, migration, or rapid urbanization, or indirectly as their par-
ents cope with new economic realities.

Although globalization today seems quantitatively different in scope from
changing relationships between communities and countries in the past, the
phenomenon of waves of settlement, conquest, or trade opening up a culture
to other cultures is as old as the history of human settlements.1   The contem-
porary patterns of interaction between countries are called globalization, partly
because some phenomena affect so many countries and partly as a convenient
short hand. There are many definitions of globalization because of the huge
variety of types of contacts between societies.

The root “global” suggests change promoted by forces outside a particular
society. For some observers, the growing influence of outside forces is the key

1 Massively changing relationships between societies in the past were probably experienced as
being as dramatic for the participants as any changes occurring today. Conquest, being sold into
slavery, or emigrating to a new continent, affected the individuals involved as much as contem-
porary changes.
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to the phenomenon. National governments and non-governmental local elites
have less power or ability to exercise control over a full range of activities
within nation states—economic activity, the flow of information, group forma-
tion and action, values transmission, and even the use of force. Rosenau (1997)
has proposed that globalization includes “any development that facilitates
the expansion of authority, policies and interests beyond existing socially
constructed territorial boundaries” (pp. 360–361).

The effects of globalization can, of course, be as varied as are its con-
stituent characteristics. Rapid industrialization may steadily increase living
standards for many or few. In some countries rising gross domestic product
(GDP) has brought better health care and education for children. Mortality rates
have increased in some countries. New demands for increased job skills have
made it harder for youth to connect to job markets (Sen, 1999). Speedy inter-
national communications via the Internet have mushroomed and can expose
children with access to a computer literally to the world. This exposure brings
new information and opportunities. At the same time these new influences
might well undermine traditional values and ways of life. The transparency of
a world covered by CNN can spotlight harms inflicted locally on children that
might earlier have escaped attention. It can change the course of major events
for good or ill.

Despite many legitimately different definitions of globalization we can
construct a working definition that allows us to focus on some major impacts
of global change on children. Globalization is a process that opens nation states
to many influences that originate beyond their borders. These changes are
likely to decrease the primacy of national economic, political, and social insti-
tutions, thereby affecting the everyday context in which children grow up and
interact with the rest of society. Some of the impacts of globalization on chil-
dren are therefore normative. Efforts to assess the effects on groups of children
must be culturally sensitive. Research about the effects on children (and chil-
dren’s active and passive responses) is urgently needed if policies and pro-
grams that respond to children’s needs locally, nationally, and internationally,
are to be designed and implemented in a manner most likely to foster chil-
dren’s well being. Such policies are likely to be more effective if children par-
ticipate in the debate about the nature of the challenges and opportunities
facing them.

It should be apparent from the preceding paragraphs that global change can
have positive or negative effects on children. But there is a concern that global-
ization has created significant inequalities. While the expansion of world trade
has raised GDP in many countries and the absolute number of children living
below the poverty line may have decreased, there is growing income inequality
both within many countries and between northern and southern tier countries.
The price of entry into some internationally competitive industries is beyond
many countries. When young people are not able to enter competitive indus-
tries, there are enormous consequences for the work and wage opportunities.
The development of global communications gives a competitive cultural
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advantage to those few countries with highly developed communications
industries and hence heavily affects the influences to which children will be
exposed. At its most stark, this phenomenon has been described as giving per-
manent competitive advantage to a few wealthy countries (Amir, 2000).

We have chosen to discuss global transformations along three dimensions:
economic, political, and social. We are well aware that the processes of change
and transformation are interactive so that some striking events may have local
as well as international roots. In selecting some examples of change among a
large number of trends, we focused on those that are likely to have a significant
impact on the everyday lives of children.

ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL TRANSFORMATION

The Major Forces of Transformation

Changes in national and international economies can be summarized in a
variety of ways reflecting very different schools of thought. A progressive cri-
tique of the key changes sees the key overall change as a shift from the value of
collective well-being and achievement to the value of individual opportunity
(Teune, 1998). The major elements of this shift are: (a) liberating free enterprise
or private enterprise from government regulation; (b) promoting international
trade and investment; (c) reducing wages by de-unionizing workers and
eliminating or reducing workers’ rights; (d) eliminating price controls; (e) allowing
the free movement of capital, goods and services; (f) reducing public expen-
ditures on social and other public services by “privatization”; and (g) selling
state-owned enterprises and goods and services to private investors.

Neo-liberals are likely to reply that the main purpose of these changes is to
increase trade and production and that those increases will eventually redound
to everyone’s advantage—that a rising tide will lift all boats.

What is certain is that the scale of global trade and financial activity is
immense. Foreign exchange trading exceeds a trillion dollars a day, though
much of that total is speculative trading (Held, 1997). Multinational corpora-
tions (MNCs) are growing in size and influence. “MNCs account for a quarter
to a third of world output, 70% of world trade, and 80% of direct international
investment” (Held, 1997, p. 256). In 1990 there were over 35,000 multinational
corporations with 150,000 foreign subsidiaries (Scholte, 1993).

The impacts of these changes are hotly debated. Some analyses suggest
that average workers in the U.S. have lost out as a direct result of trade treaties.
The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), for example, between
the United States, Mexico, and Canada has been said to largely fail working
families in each of the three countries. One analysis suggests that NAFTA has
destroyed 800,000 actual and potential factory jobs in the United States,
putting downward pressure on wages as workers move into the lower-paying
service sector (Scott, 2001). This analyst continues, “Mexico has fared even
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worse. Imports have continued to outpace exports, leading to a global trade
deficit in Mexico. The effect on workers has been stark—skyrocketing poverty,
sinking real wages, fewer salaried jobs, and as in Canada, growing income
inequality” (p. 1).

While many mainstream economists might reply that long-term, increased
trade will produce higher living standards for everyone, that is little comfort to
families facing massive short-term declines in living standards. Furthermore,
some mainstream economists are pointing to disturbing short-term effects of a
standard tool of development in southern tier countries. Some analyses suggest
that the policy of the IMF (backed by the U.S. Treasury Department) of encour-
aging developing economies to open their capital markets to free flows of short-
term foreign investments in the early 1990s led to the currency crises that
dominated the rest of the decade (Blecher, 1999). The opening up of formerly
closed economies led to massive private investment in export industries
accompanied by freer trade and fewer restrictions on capital flows. Because
these investments are built on foreign debt, the projects are very susceptible to
currency crises. If a country is forced to devalue its currency, the foreign debt
of the domestic firms will increase, and as more firms get into trouble, capital
will flow from the country increasing both private and public sector crises.
Such crises hit Thailand, South Korea, Malaysia, and Indonesia in 1997, and
while South Korea and Malaysia recovered rapidly, the recovery in Thailand
was slower, and Indonesia is still feeling massive political, economic, and social
repercussions (Krugman, 2000).

Another vehicle for opening up the economies of southern countries has
been loans from international agencies. New democracies that borrow from the
International Monetary Fund or the World Bank can lose significant power
over their national budgets. Sometimes conditions attached to loans have a
direct impact on children. Loans from the IMF have sometimes led to cutbacks
in health and education programs as countries struggle to meet debt repayment
schedules. Debt repayment can account for a large share of domestic spending.
For example, in Nigeria, where life expectancy is only 47 years, the govern-
ment spent more on debt payment than on health and education combined in
1997. Under heavy pressure from non-profits and religious groups in 1999 the
G7 group of countries dramatically expanded the Heavily Indebted Poor
Countries (HIPC) initiative, and at the end of his term in office, U.S. President
Bill Clinton signed legislation that provided $453 million in debt relief. While
Oxfam, among other groups, argues that the HIPC countries will receive much
less relief than the headlines suggest, the relief represents real progress. But
some measure of debt relief is merely the first step in helping poorer countries
(“Can Debt,” 2000).

The complexities of current economic trends can be seen in the debate
about child labor. By the standards of North America and Europe, child labor
in some southern-tier countries is a massive problem. (It should be noted that
there is evidence that child labor has been steadily declining for about a cen-
tury, though it is rising in some countries.) According to the International
Labor Organization (ILO), there are 250 million child laborers in the world,
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30 million of whom live in Latin America and the Caribbean. Some research
shows that labor has a negative effect on children’s development as a whole. In
Guatemala, for example, approximately one fourth of the children who belong
to the economically active population do not attend school, and work is their
main reason for dropping out of school when they reach the sixth grade. In some
countries child labor takes extremely destructive forms. For example, again in
Latin America, there is trafficking in children, which takes such forms as illegal
adoptions, abduction of babies, forcing children and adolescents into prostitu-
tion networks, and trafficking of children by the military (Rizzini, Rizzini, &
Borges, 1998). In its last meeting, the Working Group on Contemporary Forms
of Slavery recommended urging states to strengthen the monitoring, prosecu-
tion, and punishment of police and government officials who are responsible for
complicity in trafficking and prostitution.

In the case of child labor, the complexities of cause and effect come under
two headings. The first is whether, in the light of the general decline of child
labor, globalization has encouraged it in some countries; and the second is
whether the response of the global community has done more harm than good.
In this introductory chapter we will sketch out some of the arguments about
the second question.

Just as the growth of international trade and international corporations
create new global connections, so too does the growth of public and non-profit
international organizations. We take up this subject in more detail in the sec-
tion on political transformations. The topic of child labor has long been a focus
of the ILO.

Some analyses of the impact of ILO Recommendations and other interna-
tional standards about child labor argue that initially international standards
did more harm than good because they did not recognize important cultural
and economic differences among countries (Myers, 2001; Boyden & Myers,
1995). These analyses argue that Northern views of child labor, arising in part
from nineteenth century British legislation, sought to ban child labor com-
pletely for children under a certain age. In Southern countries child labor can
be seen as an important part of children’s learning and development particu-
larly when it is valued as such by parents and the community. However,
because Northern views of children and work dominated international debate,
international standards tended to reflect Northern views. Moreover, the imple-
mentation of inflexible standards could actually harm children. Boyden (1997)
cites a well documented case in which thousands of children working in a
Bangladesh garment factory were summarily dismissed from those jobs when
the U.S. Congress considered legislation prohibiting the importation of prod-
ucts made with the involvement of workers under 15. The fired child workers
ended up not going back to school but to more dangerous jobs.

More recent international discussions have recognized these issues and
have tended to lay down principles rather than precise standards. The UN
Convention on the Rights of Children (1989) gets around the problems caused
by specific age limits with more general statements of objectives and princi-
ples. The newer standards are, however, sometimes specific about the worst
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harms caused by child labor. The ILO in its Worst Forms of Child Labor
Convention (No. 182) produced Recommendation 190. Adopted in 1999,
Recommendation 190 commits all ratifying members to “take immediate and
effective measures to secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst forms
of child labor as a matter of urgency” (Myers, 2001, p. 51).

The recognition of the value of children’s work in some cultures does
not, however, solve the problem that children who work to the exclusion of
going to school will generally be condemned to the lowest paying sectors of their
countries’ economies for the rest of their lives. Not only do children need to
be protected as they work, but also they need to attend school at the same time.
We should also recognize that children who do not work may be harmed by
the demands changing economies make on their parents. Non-working children
may suffer from the effects of relocation as their parents move from rural to
urban areas. They may be geographically separated from extended family and
separated from their parents for much of the day as family members work longer
hours or additional jobs to meet basic economic needs. Even in the urban cen-
ters of highly developed countries, children may have relatively little contact
with parents who are working long hours outside the home.

A similarly balanced solution can be proposed in the debate about sweat-
shops that employ children’s parents as well as children themselves. Many econ-
omists argue that the sweatshops of developing countries can be an improvement
over the absolute poverty of the villages that new urban dwellers came from, and
that those sweatshops are a route into a cash economy. Others argue that it
is possible to keep the economic benefits of the new factories and press for
greater safeguards. William Greider, a progressive economic journalist in the
U.S., lists such safeguards as: (a) insisting that international corporations pro-
vide basic data about safety, hours, and wages to first world buyers; (b) setting
standards first voluntarily and then incorporating them into trade agreements;
and (c) attempting to exploit the laws in developed countries that apply to the
host corporations to sue in their courts on behalf of workers who are mal-
treated in developing countries (Greider, 2000).

No introduction to the economic effects of global change can ignore the
stark reality of growing inequality and its effects on children. Globalization
is probably widening income inequality around the world (Zakaria, 2001).
The degree of that inequality depends on how inequality is measured, but it
seems that inequality is increasing, for example, between the top ten richest
and lowest ten poorest nations. While poverty is falling, inequality is still
rising. Thus, the poor are getting richer but the rich are getting richer at a
faster rate.

The effects of poverty can be seen on gross measures of children’s and par-
ents’ well-being. The World Bank reports a number of striking examples. Life
expectancy in Sub-Saharan Africa is 50 years, and in Japan it
is almost 80. Mortality among children under five in South Asia exceeds 170
deaths per thousand, while in Sweden it is below 10 per thousand. Over
110 million children in low-wealth nations lack access to primary education,
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while almost universal enrollment is the norm in industrialized countries
(World Bank, 1990). Poverty in many countries is replacing or joining race and
ethnicity as leading segregating stigma for children, and economic segregation
clearly has political, psychological, and social repercussions. Gender interacts
with poverty to cause particular harms to young girls. Among poorer countries
or parts of poorer countries, the population ratios of women to men vary
substantially. In the Indian state of Kerala, for example, there is a high ratio
of women to men, whereas in China the ratio is low. The main reason seems to
be the comparative neglect of female health and nutrition especially, but not
exclusively, during childhood, and selective abortion is increasing in China
(Sen, 1999). Gender also plays a role in reducing educational and social oppor-
tunities for young girls. They are frequently responsible for all the house-
work and care of younger siblings while their parents are working long hours
(Rizzini, Rizzini, & Borges, 1998).

While it may seem obvious that income inequality is directly related to
other important inequalities, a recent book suggests that income is often a
flawed measure of general development (Sen, 1999). Poverty relief, Sen argues,
is not a sufficient condition for permitting people full lives. If the goal of
promoting development is for poor children and their families to achieve
basic human freedoms, then we should concentrate on that central objective
and not just the usual proxies for successful development, such as increases in
gross national product or per capita income. (For a review of Sen, see Bush,
2001.) Both can, in fact, be inadequate and indeed misleading proxies for
other indicators of well-being. “For example, the citizens of Gabon, or South
Africa or Namibia or Brazil may be much richer in terms of per capita income
than the citizens of Sri Lanka or China or the state of Kerala in India, but
the latter have very substantially higher life expectancies than do the former”
(Sen, 1999, pp. 5–6). The well-being of children depends on direct invest-
ments in their health and education as well as increases in their families’
incomes.

The East Asian success stories, financial crises apart, point to the promise
of modernizing economies. The big question is whether and how countries
with less developed economies can take the same route. Is there a limit to the
number of countries that can follow the export-driven model before an over-
production of goods and services results in a massive deflationary cycle at least
in the short term as William Greider argues in his book One World Ready or
Not (Greider, 1999)? Another problem is whether some countries lag so far
behind in the resources needed to compete internationally that they cannot get
to the starting line. One argument suggests that the economically powerful
countries have crucial monopolies over, for example, technology, financial
control of world markets, and access to natural resources to a degree that
industries in the developing economies will be condemned to the role of sub-
contractors (Amir, 2000).

If it is true that some countries can no longer get to the starting line, children
in those countries face the choice of migration or permanent impoverishment.
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POLITICAL TRANSFORMATIONS

One of the most significant political transformations of the last several
decades is the increase in the number of countries with at least nominally dem-
ocratic forms of government. There has been a very significant drop in the
number of authoritarian states: from two-thirds of all states in the mid-1970s to
less than one-third by 1997. “Democracy has become the fundamental standard
of political legitimacy in the current era” (Held, 1997, p. 251). By the early
1990s, 110 states had constitutional provisions that were “legally committed
to open, multiparty, secret-ballot elections with a universal franchise” (Franck,
1992, pp. 47–48).

One extensive study of democratization describes the world as experiencing
a fourth wave of democratization which began in Portugal in 1974 (Schmitter,
1996). This wave is distinctive in being more global, having a stronger regional
impact, and less frequently interrupted with regressions to autocracy.

Latin America provides an important regional example. In 1975, only two
countries in South America had elected presidents, while in Central America
only Costa Rica had an elected government. Today there are elected govern-
ments throughout Latin America. These changes do not mean that full demo-
cratic rule has been consolidated throughout the region, but that democracy
has been launched nearly universally (Dominguez & Lowenthal, 1996).

The relationship between democratization and globalization is not straight-
forward, but in some cases one of the conditions for new economic opportuni-
ties is some measure of democratic transformation. The price of entry into the
European Community includes democratization, and the recent decision to
provide international economic aid to what is left of Yugoslavia was clearly tied
to that government’s surrender of Slobodan Milosovic to the International
Court of Justice at The Hague.

In theory, the growth of democratic regimes should improve the condition
of children if only because a free press and free elections permit new debates
about how to improve the condition of children. In practice, this improvement
often occurs. Sen (1999) musters a number of reasons why democracy should
be seen as a condition of development rather than a prize to be claimed after a
country’s economy has improved. There is no evidence, he argues, that free-
dom is inimicable to economic improvement, and many elements of that
improvement, e.g. land reform, would seem to be helped by a population with
basic freedoms. Famines, he insists, have never occurred in a country that is
independent, that goes to the polls regularly, and that has opposition parties
and independent newspapers. The reason is that famines very often have less
to do with an absolute shortage of food than a mal-distribution of food and the
poverty of a sub-population that makes food too expensive to buy in crisis sit-
uations. Lastly, he suggests that the public discussion that is permitted in a
democracy is one key tool in reducing the high rates of fertility in developing
economies.

During the transition to democracy, however, or in an imperfect democ-
racy, children’s concerns can still be ignored or the consequences of prior
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events can still exert harmful effect on children. In a country with docile oppo-
sition parties, widespread illiteracy and child malnourishment can still flourish
(Sen, 1999). In Brazil, after the restoration of democracy in 1985, children and
youth were still gunned down on the streets by the police or with the con-
nivance of the police in Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. In South Africa after the
end of Apartheid, the newly elected democratic government was faced with the
enormous problem of educating a generation of young people who had spent
their formative years, not in school, but fighting against the white supremacist
government. These young people were ill-equipped either to join the regular
economy or catch up with their schooling.

The co-existence of democracy and economic change is not inevitable.
One counter-example is Singapore where over the last 30 years economic trans-
formation has been accompanied by the tightening control of an authoritarian
“granny” state. China, with one-sixth of the world’s population has pushed
economic change while maintaining authoritarian control.

Paradoxically, even as more countries are adopting democratic rule, with
citizens claiming more power to govern themselves, there are signs of decline
in the power of national states. National decision making is challenged by the
decisions of multinational corporations, the economic policies of the most
powerful states and regional and global organizations. National boundaries
become more porous to new ideas, people, and products, and to the problems
of disease and pollution.

But as national governments lose some control over their social and polit-
ical agendas, groups are organizing transnationally to take on the same issues.
The organizations are varied: public and private, governmental and non-
governmental, profit and non-profit, regional and global, addressing interests
in many areas of society. These organizations create new forms of political
participation that can affect even the strongest countries. Cathryn Thorpe has
observed:

Increasingly, this transformation of civic participation is redefining the terms of gov-
ernance in North America, not only in the commercial arena but also on issues such
as the environment, human rights, and immigration. Nongovernmental organizations,
particularly grassroots groups, located throughout these societies are playing a grow-
ing role in setting the parameters of the North American agenda, limiting the ability
of public officials to manage their relationships on strict government-to-government
basis, and setting the stage for a much more complex process of interaction.
(as quoted in Rosenau, 1995, p. 30)

Some of the new international civic activity has focused on the lives of
children. The United Nations has fostered the development of international
policy and law on topics not previously afforded serious international consid-
eration, for example, the Cairo Conference on Population Control and the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). The International Labor Organi-
zation has played an important role in advancing understanding and pro-
moting action on child labor. The Defense of Children International has also
played an active role. Research networks, such as the International Education
Association, Childwatch International, and Save the Children contribute to
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improving the implementation of children’s rights and providing the research
needed to develop strong programs and the national and international moni-
toring of children’s well-being.

Just as local activity can provide for an international debate, so interna-
tional action can enliven local efforts. One good example comes from the work
of UNICEF, which has direct connections with national governments and also
influences policy through networks with local organizations. Non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) have been involved in interpreting the everyday mean-
ing of the rights expounded in the CRC. Governments are required to report
to the Committee on the Rights of the Child, established by CRC, the ways in
which they are implementing the treaty’s provisions. In many countries, grass
roots organizations have worked with international NGOs to produce “shadow”
reports that sometimes contradict official reports and point to further reforms in
policies and programs.

Brazil provides a good example of the interaction of local, national and
international forces promoting the concern for the rights and well-being of low-
income children. Brazil’s Children’s Act (1990) was born out of a national
movement of NGOs, university based researchers, child advocates, and grass-
roots movements, including some linked to the Catholic Church. One of the
results of this advocacy and social mobilization movement on behalf of poor
children was a sub-debate about children in the context of the broader debate
during the writing of the Federal Constitution, approved in 1988. This rewrit-
ing of the federal constitution included for the first time in Brazilian history,
an article specifically pertaining to children’s rights. Inspired in part by the
CRC, the Statute of the Child and the Adolescent went through numerous
revisions during the 1980s. With constant organization, advocacy, and public
debate by broad segments of Brazilian society, it eventually became law in its
current form in 1990. This statute, in terms of the level and detail, the scope
of its protection and promotion of children’s rights and participation, and the
decentralized method of implementation, is considered one of the most pro-
gressive laws about children in the region (Rizzini, Barker, & Cassaniga, 2000).

Regional governmental organizations have developed their own policies
supportive of children. The European Union, with its expanding programs,
policies, and membership is an example of the potential growth and influence
of regional organizations. The European Convention on Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms, and the Court created under its jurisdiction, are affect-
ing national law and political debate on such children’s issues as corporal
punishment, child custody, and adoption, among others.

The growth of national and international organizations about children and
the resulting international, regional and domestic conventions and laws have
certainly changed the language of the debate about children’s conditions. The
question remains about the particular impact on the actual condition of chil-
dren and the possibilities for implementing provisions that remain unenforced.
Another question that remains is the role children and young people should or
could have in defining their condition and solutions to their problems and act-
ing upon those solutions. In China, young people were at the center of the
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democracy movement that climaxed in 1989 in the forceful repression in
Tianamen Square. Young people were part of the long and successful struggle
for democracy in South Africa, though at great cost to themselves. Certainly the
increase in global communication gives children the potential to have their
voices heard in different ways. The national movement of street boys and girls
in Brazil played an important part in including children’s rights in the
Brazilian Constitution. And at the global level, youth have participated at
international conferences presenting their own perspectives
on child labor, not as victims but as workers, and emphasizing the need for
improving health and working conditions rather than abolishing child labor
(Miljeteig, 2000).

SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION

The rapid social transformations of the twentieth century are as dramatic
as in any century. Some are directly global in the sense that they involve dif-
ferent relationships between the inhabitants of different countries. Others, like
rapid urbanization, are responses to domestic and international opportunities.
We will briefly sketch just two examples and raise some questions about their
impact on children. The first example is about the movement of people among
countries (migration) and the second the huge increase in ideas and infor-
mation within and between countries through electronic and other forms of
communication.

Since the formation of human societies, there have been periods of massive
migration, local and international. The second half of the twentieth century has
been one such period. Some of those migrations have been voluntary but still
dramatic. The U.S. 2000 Census, for example, shows some metropolitan areas
gaining population for the first time in thirty years mainly because of immi-
gration. As the gap between rich and poor countries continues to grow, mobil-
ity has become a major solution to the prospect of long-term poverty. People
have always seen temporary or permanent migration as one way to improve
their lives, and in late twentieth century, technology has made knowledge of
attractive work options and the means of traveling to them more accessible.
Families sometimes move their children within and across national borders to
spend time, often on a regular, though temporary, basis with extended family
members. These trips may be planned to reinstall bonds of language and cul-
ture, as well as familial relationships.

Some migrations are responses to harsher circumstances than poor eco-
nomic opportunity and stem from natural disasters, and civil and international
conflicts. The latter also create staggering numbers of refugees. A major organ-
ized response to a series of refugee crises was the establishment at the United
Nations of the Office of the High Commissioner on Refugees. In 1997, 27.4 mil-
lion people depended on that office for assistance and protection including
refugees, returnees, internally displaced persons, and the victims of continu-
ing conflicts.
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Migrations bring different opportunities for different family members. It is
a commonplace that older family members find adjustment to a new language
and culture most difficult, but children can experience migration in different
ways. Some adopt easily and cope with the tensions between parental values
and the values of the new society by finding a path that acknowledges both. In
some migrations, for example immigration to the U.S. from Mexico, families
maintain close ties with both cultures, and children can gain from the richness
of that dual experience. A study of inner city Los Angeles reveals that a large
number of immigrant families are transnational, with children moving back
and forth between their homes in the United States and the cities and towns of
their parents’ home country. That pattern suggests a mobility that could enlarge
a child’s life, but sometimes the effect is the opposite as fears about public
life in the new country lead parents and children themselves to restrict their
movement outside the home (Thorne, 1998). In the Dominican Republic poor
families often send children to extended family members for care, frequently to
distant locations within the country or to the United States, so that both parents
can work.

The experience of migration can, of course, be mixed for any individual
child. A reporter on a recent psychotherapy conference in London on “Lost
Childhood and the Language of Exile” pointed out that the participants, all
exiles themselves, did not see themselves as victims but as “lucky survivors of
unlucky circumstances [who had] after all,... overcome some of their pain and
had transformed it to succeed in what we call the real world.... We even spoke
of the advantages one gains when multilingual, of the expanded understanding
that comes instinctively when crossing from one language to another. As chil-
dren we could not know that, and felt only the hurts, the humiliations and
embarrassments, experienced as outsiders” (Kurzweil, 2001, p. 481).

This quotation points to perhaps a universal feature of migration for chil-
dren who leave home after acquiring their native language and a sense of their
original culture. However, the particular circumstances of migration and arrival
will create different experiences for children. What difference does it make, for
example, when an immigrant family settles in a community with few other
immigrants, compared to the experience of a child attending a Chicago public
school where English as a Foreign Language is taught to children in over 50
different languages?

Migration physically moves a child to vastly new experiences. The explo-
sion in electronic communication brings those experiences to children whose
families stay in their home countries. Technical advancement in, and the
global spread of, communications have caused a profound set of social trans-
formations. These changes have made the world smaller by allowing instanta-
neous connection with geographically distant people and places. Computer
technology including the Internet, satellite broadcasting, and telephone serv-
ices contribute to the concept of the global village. Media conglomerates like
Murdoch, Disney, and Time Warner are creating webs of global power for the
transmission of news, opinions, and culture. These electronic connections pro-
mote and reinforce increased physical connections. Cheaper and more widely
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available travel, especially by air, has contributed to massive increases in
tourism. In 1960 there were 70 million international tourists; a number that
grew to 500 million by 1995 (Held, 1997).

As multi-national corporations threaten the economic autonomy of the
nation state, these communication networks challenge the control of informa-
tion by the state. In spite of efforts to restrict access to various media sources,
national boundaries are becoming increasingly porous to international com-
munications. Autocracies might still be able to control the physical movement
of items and people, but they seem to have lost their capacity to control the
flow of information across their borders. Satellite television, free radio, video
cameras, computer networks, facsimile and Xerox machines, and cellular tele-
phones all seem to have ways of getting around national (or imperial) barriers
(Schmitter, 1996).

Some have suggested that the internationalization of technology may
result in an equalization of the influence or cultural power between core and
periphery states. Klak (1998) on the other hand, has argued that media influ-
ences are more unidirectional and are becoming increasingly so. The dominant
role of U.S. corporate media interests is reflected, for example, in the media of
St. Lucia in the Caribbean, where 95% of the television programming comes
from the United States, and where the most widely read newspaper is the
Miami Herald. On the other hand, the U.S. has seen a huge increase in Spanish
and Chinese language television programming to serve those immigrant
populations.

Technological changes have an important impact on children now that
Internet communications are part of their world and an important instrument
of socialization. In wealthy countries, children have computers in their own
homes. In some southern countries, such as India, young people, even in
remote villages, explore the Internet and participate in chat rooms in cyber
cafes. The Gates Foundation in the United States announced in January 2001
that the Crownpoint Chapter of the Navajo Nation had become the 51st chap-
ter to receive a new, public computing station through the Foundation. Four
new computers were installed in the chapter house to give all 34,000 residents
access to the Internet.

This example exemplifies the uneven distribution of access to global com-
munications. A large disparity exists even in wealthy countries. The Gates
Foundation quoted a National Telecommunications Information Administration
report from 1998 that in rural areas, only 9% of American Indians had Internet
access at home, compared to 18% for rural Caucasian homes. A more recent
study conducted by the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard found
that 57% of whites under the age of 60 had Internet or email access at home
compared with 38% of black families. For households with annual incomes
less than $30,000 a year those figures by race were 34% and 19%, respectively
(New York Times, 2000).

Some people argue that the disparities in access are not solely a function
of income. One academic commentator said, “The big question is why African
Americans [in the United States] are not adopting this technology. It is not just
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price, because they are buying cable and satellite systems in large numbers.
So we have to look deeper to cultural and social factors. I think there is still a
question of ‘what’s in it for me?’ ” (Hoffman, 1999).

The vital question about access aside, some scholars debate the impact
of computer and television use on children’s development. Healy (1998) has
suggested that the rush to technology by parents and schools might actually
constitute a disservice to children. Healy cites work by David Elkind that sug-
gests that school readiness, for example, has more to do with the ability to
listen and express oneself, to complete a task, and to work with other children,
than with skill on computers. Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Joseph
Weizenbaum concurred; he expressed the view that children’s interaction with
human beings and the natural world are preferable to intensive time with
technology. As with television, the greatest argument for limiting children’s
use of computers may be the question of time use and the diminishing of the
time children, at least in wealthy countries, spend with adults and with their
peers in a wide variety of activities. (See Chapter Eight below.)

CONCLUSIONS

This brief survey of the effects of the current wave of globalization on chil-
dren shows just how large are the transformations in so many critical parts of
ordinary life. On the other hand, it is possible to overstate the importance of
these trends on a particular family in a particular place and to underestimate
the strength of local culture that must adapt to but may also transform global
trends in a local way. “Localizing dynamics derive from people’s need for psy-
chic comforts of close-at-hand, reliable support—for the family and neighbor-
hood, for local cultural practices, for a sense of ‘us’ that is distinguished from
‘them’ ” (Rosenau, 1997, p. 363). Those of us who are concerned about the
well-being of children are very aware that many of their primary needs and
concerns, like those of adults, are found close to home.

The entanglements of local, national, and international phenomena, how-
ever, suggest that the slogan of the environmental movement “think globally,
act locally” is at best an incomplete strategy for the problems facing children,
particularly in poorer countries. When the conditions under which a child
works are determined not just by a factory owner but also regional and inter-
national trade treaties and conventions, local action on its own may well be
insufficient to improve conditions. By the same token, no international con-
vention will have an effect without a link to local action and power.

The differences in local reaction to international trends should not blind
us to the broad facts of growing economic inequality. The fact that those
inequalities are manifest to the poorest inhabitants of the poorest village via
the Internet exacerbates their impact. There are also inequalities of other con-
ditions that result, for example, from war, famine, natural disasters, and the
worst child labor practices that are a challenge to all of us who say we are
concerned about the condition of children.



Impact of Global Transformations on Lives of Children 17

The complexity of unraveling the impact on children of so many powerful
changes in so many different circumstances is a challenge to our collective
imagination and skills. But we should not embark on that task without the help
of children themselves. Children are, after all, the prime actors who determine
how they will respond to rapid changes, and many times they adapt much
more readily than their parents and other elders. They are also the best inform-
ants about how they are reacting, not unbiased or all-seeing, but the actors with
the “inside” information on how they experience the changing world (Bush &
Gordon, 1982). The data collected from children can also be verified. “Clients’
accounts of events are authentic, revisable and subject to empirical criticism
just like other accounts” (Harre & Secord, 1972). Children also transform the
world as they experience it, sometimes dramatically as in Tianamen Square,
and sometimes more quietly as they chose among what is offered to them on
the Internet. In so doing, they may help to shape markets, guide local political
choices, and contribute to cultural change. Our efforts will be richer for their
insights and help.
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CHAPTER 2

Globalization in Cross-Cultural
Perspective

VIRGINIA MURPHY-BERMAN AND NATALIE HEVENER KAUFMAN

INTRODUCTION

Globalization is defined in different ways by different disciplines but generally
focuses on the decreasing importance of national borders in social, political,
economic, and cultural processes and institutions (McLuhan, 1989). As a result
of globalization, powerful new types of linkages among people and nations
will be facilitated through the marketplace, the media, law, and technology.
Movement of commodities, capital, information, and images across national
and local boundaries will also be increased.

Although many potentially positive influences of globalization have been
discussed, such as the opportunities it brings with it for increased flow of
resources and knowledge around the world, these opportunities may not
always come without significant costs. For instance, globalization processes
have contributed to increasing income gaps between rich and poor nations, to
the displacement of people and communities, and to loss of cultural identity
among some nations and ethnic groups (Crafts, 2000; Schiller, 1996).

Scholars and the popular media in the West have tended to spend less time
discussing the social influences of globalization and concentrated more on its
economic implications. In this chapter we describe a cultural framework for con-
sidering the potential impact of globalization on the everyday lives of children
and their families. We suggest that such a framework is helpful for facilitating the
design of research that will assist policy makers operating in an ever connected
world to enhance the well-being of children, their families, and communities.

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN FAMILY VALUES AND ROLES

Many definitions have been used to define the term “culture” (Shweder &
LeVine, 1984; Smith & Bond, 1999). For example, culture has been conceptualized
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as a common way of construing or bringing meaning to events or a shared way
of looking at the world (D’Andrade, 1987). It can also be identified as a system
of perceived restraints that impose limits on the behavioral repertoire available
for cultural group members (Poortinga, 1992). Culture can further be examined
in terms of concrete behavior and shared values and behavioral assumptions
(Stewart, Danielian, & Foster, 1998). Values in this sense define commonly
endorsed cultural “oughts” or normative prescriptions for behavior. Assump-
tions, conversely, define shared beliefs about the nature of the world or an
understanding of “what is”.

Considerable differences exist across cultures in behaviors, values, and
assumptions that pertain to children and families. For example, cultural varia-
tions exist in: (1) how authority within the family is viewed; (2) what is seen as
the proper scope and timeframe for different types of commitments to family
members; and (3) how loyalties and obligations to the self, the family, and the
community are defined and balanced (Kagitcibasi, 1989). The settings in which
children live and the types of connections individuals have with each other also
show great cultural variability as well as customs and practices of behavior,
societal “ethnotheories” about the nature of childhood, beliefs about the needs
of children, and ideas about what constitutes effective child rearing (LeVine,
1974; Quinn & Holland, 1987; Miller & Goodnow, 1995; Whiting, 1980; Super &
Harkness, 1997). An important question is how these cultural variations regard-
ing the role, value, and function of children and families in society will medi-
ate and/or be influenced by globalization forces.

INFLUENCE OF GLOBALIZATION ON CULTURAL
VARIATIONS IN THE FAMILY

Some suggest that cultural variations in the family will become reduced
and traditional collectivist structures will be replaced by more individualistic
forms as the global marketplace enlarges. Some assume that this reduction will
occur because individualistic patterns are seen as being more compatible with
so-called “modernity” and the forces of economic capitalism (see Inkeles &
Smith, 1974; Hofstede, 1980; Triandis, 1989; Giddens, 1990). In this view, fam-
ilies across the world are expected to become increasingly autonomous and
smaller with less emphasis placed on large extended interdependent networks.
Convergence to Western individualist forms, according to some, will also be
hastened by the social and media dominance of Western cultures (Moghaddam,
1997). For instance, the global influence of CNN, Disney, and IBM cannot be
denied.

Another view suggests that globalization and the breakdown of communi-
cation barriers may lead not to increased homogeneity, but rather to greater
diversity in cultural values and beliefs (Jones, 1997; Canclini, 1995). Pieterse
(1995) writes of cultural hybridization occurring through the formation of new
global subcultures and the transformation of existing cultural practices into
increasingly divergent forms. In this view, the impact of globalization will
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result not in a one-way flow from West to East, but rather will consist of mul-
tidirectional influences. Pieterse gives examples of a boy of Asian heritage in
London playing football and a child of Native American background adding
his or her own special flavor to a Mardi Gras celebration in New Orleans.
Increased contact through telecommunications may also lead to formation of
communities not tied to geographic boundaries but rather linked by common-
alities of interest or experience. Thus, the very meaning of the word community
and culture may undergo change.

Fukuyama (1992) presents a third view. He asserts that the push via glob-
alization towards convergence and divergence may not be incompatible, and
that we may see increased convergence at some levels and increased divergence
at others. Fukuyama suggests that greater convergence may occur across nations
in basic economic and political ideologies, with trends accelerating toward
increased economic capitalism and democratization. However, he states that
this type of convergence may take place within a framework that affirms cul-
tural distinctiveness. For example, in Chinese culture very hierarchical and
multi-generational extended family structures are valued. While China has
shown increased use of capitalistic economic systems, they have at the same
time maintained traditional values by utilizing more family-centric models of
business operations. Thus, core values may be maintained at some levels while
change occurs at others.

CULTURE AND CHANGE

Globalization influences may well hasten cultural change at multiple levels.
New linkages among nations offer opportunities for people to explore cultural
identities in previously uncharted ways. Through increased communication and
contact, individuals may be nudged out of unreflective and automatic thinking
about their cultural traditions and moved toward constructing alternative ways
of viewing the world. Culture will provide a context from which change via
globalization will be mediated and framed.

One cultural context dimension that has been much studied is so-called
individualism/collectivism (see Kim, 1994 for discussion of individualism/
collectivism). In stereotypic conceptions of individualism/collectivism, very
different ideas concerning the socialization of children by parents and others
to become productive members of society are also posited. Within these differ-
ent conceptions, however, we see increasing examples of patterns in which
seemingly disparate cultural values and assumptions have been combined.
Furthermore, economic capitalistic influences have also been assimilated into
individualistic and collectivistic societies in an interesting variety of ways.

Several examples of assimilative patterns are presented below to highlight
the range of challenges that are present for the growth and development of fami-
lies and children within different types of cultural contexts. These examples are
also given to illustrate how globalization might work to facilitate the emergence
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of new cultural forms in which old dichotomies between the collectivistic and
individualistic structures are less meaningful.

THE CHALLENGES OF INDIVIDUALISM:
A DIVERSITY OF PATTERNS

Economic capitalism, as stated, has often been assumed to be most com-
patible with individualistic, small nuclear family structures. In the stereotypic
view of individualistic cultures, or what Kagitcibasi (1989) labels cultures of
separation, a launching type model of parenting is endorsed. Here a main goal
of child rearing is to prepare children for an adulthood in which they will
leave the family and live self-sufficiently in a competitive, consumer-driven
society (Smith & Bond, 1999). In this model, traits such as independence and
assertiveness, which facilitate children’s ability to ultimately separate from the
family and function well on their own, are valued. The adult child’s decisions
concerning choice of career, decisions about when and whom to marry and
selection of a community in which to live are preferably guided by personal
goals, not the expectations of others (Triandis, 1989). Thus, another function of
childhood socialization is to raise children in such a way that they develop a
clearly articulated sense of themselves and their own values, beliefs, and inter-
ests. In-group boundaries are rather loose and permeable and the child and the
eventual adult are expected to be able to easily form relationships with a broad
range of individuals over the course of her or his life. This flexibility also
allows individuals to move easily with changing market and employment
needs. Caring obligations in individualistic cultures tend to be fairly restricted
(e.g., the parent is obligated to care for the child, but adult children are not
strictly obligated to care for their parents or for others in their extended fam-
ily) and guided by personal choices, not imposed duty (Miller, Bersoff, &
Harwood, 1990). Emphasis is on freedom and rights expression and develop-
ment of one’s own “voice” (Tyler, 1989). The family unit is separated from the
broader extended family both functionally and emotionally.

In these so-called cultures of separation, too much stress on freedom and
independence without balancing emphasis on responsibility and duty has
been criticized as leading to loneliness, alienation, narcissism and the break-
down of the social order and commitment to others (Sampson, 1977; Bellah,
Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985). Such cultures also express con-
cern that rights may be overemphasized without concomitant consideration
of the importance of societal obligations and cooperation. These concerns
become especially urgent if one assumes that this independent type structure
will be increasingly imposed on other cultures via pressures stemming from
global capitalization. Some, for example, Greenfield (1994), suggest that there
may not just be one type of independent family structure, and that through
globalization compatible with economic capitalism, a range of forms may
emerge. The work of Schwartz and Bilsky (1990) provides interesting data on
how autonomy and social cooperation and commitment can be balanced in
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different ways among different types of individualistic societies. Schwartz and
Bilsky have conducted major studies of the value patterns of a large variety of
cultures and have identified several key dimensions on which these cultures
appear to reliably vary. Three of these dimensions (mastery, intellectual auton-
omy, and affective autonomy) have often been associated with cultural indi-
vidualism. Their findings suggest that these various elements of individualism
may be quite different and may not always covary. For instance, according
to Schwartz, the United States is a culture which is high on mastery and affec-
tive autonomy, but not particularly high on intellectual autonomy. Thus, in
the United States culture, values that emphasize self-assertion, having control
over one’s environment, being competitive, and getting ahead of others and
acting on the basis of personal desires and interests to achieve happiness are
stressed more than values that relate to independence of thought and flexibility.
The United States was also not as high as some other Western cultural groups
on what Schwartz labeled egalitarian or voluntary social commitment to the
welfare of others.

In contrast, Schwartz identified a Western European pattern in which empha-
sis on intellectual autonomy is combined with priority given to a sense of egali-
tarian sharing of resources with others. Additionally, in the Nordic cultures, a
somewhat similar pattern of what might be called cooperative self-reliance
was revealed in which value is placed both on the promotion of individual self-
sufficiency and commitment to the welfare of others in society. Thus, children
are socialized both to assert their own individuality and to connect to the larger
community.

These alternative patterns of individualism suggest that the promotion of
economic market capitalism may be facilitated in a variety of ways. Further,
developing a sense of autonomy in children may not necessarily be incompat-
ible with facilitating a sense of social cooperation and civic commitment.

THE CHALLENGES OF RELATEDNESS: DIFFERENT IDEAS OF
ACHIEVEMENT AND COMPETENCE

In so-called cultures of relatedness, different challenges are present for
adapting to social and economic changes presented by an increasingly inter-
connected world and global economic structures. In such cultures, children ide-
ally should be raised so they will remain loyal and connected to the family over
their lifetime (Kagitcibasi, 1994; Triandis, 1989). It is expected that during this
period, interdependences among family members will shift with the parents
caring for the child when the child is young and the adult child caring for the
parents when the parents are old. These caring duties are firm obligations, not
personal choices. Thus, childrearing traits that facilitate the development of
loyalty such as obedience and ability to be self-sacrificing are strongly
endorsed. Ideally, the adult child’s choices concerning whom to marry, where
to live, and what career to pursue are at least partially governed by family
expectations, as opposed to personal desires. Emphasis in child development is
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on cooperation and responsibility rather than self-assertion and independence.
In-group boundaries are rather rigid and tight, and one is expected to form only
a few intense relationships with a fairly small range of individuals over one’s
lifetime. The ideal family unit is the interconnected extended family.

There has been concern that too much emphasis on collectivist values may
be seen as being stifling to children and as hampering the child’s potential for
inventiveness, individual achievement, and opportunity for creative participa-
tion in society. Heavy emphasis on in-group loyalties has also been believed by
some to diminish individuals’ commitment to the larger community and to the
broader social good (see Triandis, 1995). The homogenization view would sug-
gest that these potential costs of collectivist type values will be lessened as
more interdependent cultural structures are replaced by more independent
Western value frameworks. Those more in support of a diversity model, such
as Marsella and Choi (1994) see modernization leading not to the obliteration
of collectivist values, but to the emergence of new forms that are compatible
both with economic growth and traditional values of relatedness. Marsella and
Choi discuss, for instance, what they label Easternization effects to provide
some examples of how collectivist values at the local family level can be suc-
cessfully integrated with international development and opportunities for
individual growth and achievement. Easternization refers to a process of social
and economic development that involves alternative pathways and value sys-
tems than those that characterize Western societies. Although Eastern value
structures are diverse, common characteristics across many Asian cultural
groups involve emphasis on: (a) family reputation and social stability over
personal achievement; (b) collective identification, particularly the belief that
the family not the individual is the basic social unit; and (c) obedience, filial
piety, and hierarchical power structures. Combined with this interdependent
orientation is an emphasis on competitive achievement, although the form of
achievement that is endorsed is quite different from the more individualistic
Western model.

Similarly, Yang (1981) discussed the concept of social achievement orien-
tation. This type of achievement motivation can be described as the tendency
to strive toward standards of excellence that are externally determined and
socially chosen. Achievement here is not seen as an individual experience, but
rather as a means of bringing honor and glory to one’s group. Children here are
taught to realize the “self” through achieving and contributing to the goals of
their family and extended in-group, not through independent accomplishment.

This emphasis on different patterns of autonomy and relatedness in child-
hood socialization practices has been echoed in work done by Kagitcibasi
(1989; 1994) in Turkey. Kagitcibasi has identified the emergence of what she
labels the autonomous relational self. In this pattern, unlike either the indi-
vidualistic model of separation or the traditional collectivistic model of
embeddedness, relatedness and autonomy are combined. Specifically, material
independence of adult children from parents is combined with emphasis on
lifelong emotional interdependence of families. Thus, separation is empha-
sized only in the economic sphere and continued emotional connectedness



Globalization in Cross-Cultural Perspective 25

and embeddedness among family members is not negatively sanctioned but
rather is promoted.

These examples suggest that children can be raised in ways that both sup-
port the development of autonomy and encourage a strong sense of relatedness
with others. Emphasis on achieving and fulfilling one’s duty may also not be
incompatible and may be combined in a variety of ways that do not conform to
the typical Western pattern. Through globalization influences these new types
of collectivist structures may continue to emerge.

THE INFLUENCE OF LAW

Another vehicle through which new cultural forms may be reified is
through international law. To the extent that globalization has contributed to
the emergence of globally shared values, including universal principles of
human rights and social justice, these values and principles are most clearly
explicated in the international legal agreements which have been drafted and
ratified since the end of World War II. Examination of many of these legal doc-
uments reveals similar tensions as have been discussed between the need to
protect and assert the rights of the individual and the need to support and
strengthen the bonds of the community.

Law and Values

Law reflects shared values and also functions to socialize citizens about
desired and appropriate behavior. This socialization process is one formal
means of maintaining and promoting cultural values (Melton & Saks, 1985). In
a globalizing world, international law would play a formal role in the devel-
opment of globally shared norms and values. Although there are some benefits
to shared norms and values such as ease of economic exchange and ease of
communication, there are as well dangers to universalizing norms and values,
especially to the extent that the process is not consensual but dominated by a
particular culture.

As we have seen, there are a variety of cultural perspectives and strategies
for adapting to the changes which a globalizing world implies. No one of these
perspectives or strategies need be considered universally superior or even ideal.
International law, like constitutional law, rarely attempts to lay out rigidly
defined detailed rules of behavior. Rather it reflects general principles and guide-
lines and describes constraints on allowable variations in the process of inter-
pretation which is inevitably required in order for any law to be implemented.

International Human Rights Laws

One political reality of the late twentieth century is that the preponder-
ance of control over economic, military, and communication resources lies
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with the West. The resultant power to influence the construction of global
norms and values is undeniable. If we look carefully at international human
rights law as one reflection of global norms, we find a preponderance of
Western political, social, and economic values. Clearly, the approach taken to
children reflected in international agreements places an emphasis on the indi-
vidual as the holder of rights, a Western concept that goes hand in hand with
economic individualism. What is crucial to be cautious about in the process of
developing global norms is that we not allow a single world view to become
dominant. We are arguing here that it is essential that the process of norm
development continues to be one which recognizes, legitimizes, and encour-
ages a full range of cultural strategies for achieving agreed upon goals. The
daunting task facing the international community is to forge, in the most cre-
ative manner possible, a set of universal standards reflecting global respect for
human dignity and the value of individual lives, as well as the value of group
identity, while simultaneously supporting local interpretations and local
strategies of implementation. This task will engage us all in a series of chal-
lenges—developing informed and sensitive ways to deal with the tensions and
conflicts which arise from personal power struggles, on the one hand, and sin-
cerely held value differences on the other. Such struggles are inevitable with any
attempt to implement global agreements within diverse frameworks.

FACILITATION OF DIVERGENT MODELS OF
CHILD DEVELOPMENT

International legal agreements and the systems of monitoring they have
established allow for culturally diverse models of child development. This
diverse development will occur, however, only if such agreements remain
open to broad participation and interpretation, and remain sensitive to the
desirability of culturally relevant strategies of implementation. Participation
by groups who have previously been excluded from political power is essen-
tial if meaningful development, interpretation and implementation of globally
shared norms is to occur. Tradition alone should not be a basis for setting aside
widely accepted human rights norms. Often those who are the primary victims
of human rights abuses have by these same traditions been without voice or
power. To use a painful example from the southern part of the United States,
many slave owners claimed that slavery was an important “southern tradi-
tion”; the application of “outside” legal and moral standards were necessary to
challenge the “tradition” on behalf of the slaves who were allowed no voice.
Infant betrothal, infanticide, rape and other ritualized mistreatment of children
should not be removed from the application of international standards on the
grounds that they are traditional.

In stark contrast, however, to traditional and exploitative practices which
violate the very notion that children are human beings who are entitled to
dignity, traditions and practices exist that promote the welfare of children and
recognize their dignity, but do so in a manner that diverges from Western norms
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and expectations. As with all law, international agreements must be inter-
preted and applied in order to be endowed with social and cultural meaning.
Even universal principles take on meaning only in local contexts.

THE INTERFACE OF LAW AND CULTURE:
A NEED FOR RESEARCH

The interface of law and cultural values should be examined further. The
cultural analysis outlined in this paper provides one framework for helping to
generate types of research questions that could be looked at in such an exami-
nation. For instance, research conducted in the West suggests that children
need experience with participation in decisions that affect them if they are to
feel the world is fair and to feel efficacious (Tyler, 1989). Building on this idea,
many international children’s rights documents encourage attention to devel-
oping children’s capacities for participation in their environments. Questions
that cross-cultural researchers might examine include how the idea of efficacy is
defined in various types of contexts and to what extent participation in decision-
making increases feelings of efficacy across cultures. In individualistic cultures,
for instance, attainment of one’s unique “voice” seems to facilitate development
of a positive sense of self. Western values also promote learning as an active
process, requiring multiple opportunities for direct participation and perform-
ance by the learner (Bennett, 1988). In some less individualistic cultures, by
contrast, optimal learning is assumed to be a more passive process, and status
hierarchies more firmly dictate decision-making participatory opportunities.
Optimal participation in such cultures, then, would be more restrained and
more bound by role norms (Triandis, 1989). Different definitions also exist of
what it means to achieve, to be competent as a child or an adult, to be commit-
ted to one’s family, and to fulfill one’s obligation to one’s community. These
differences need to be more fully investigated and understood if we are to
develop culturally sensitive family policies.

We also need to more fully examine areas of apparent consensus brought
about by the forces of globalization. For instance, trends toward democratiza-
tion may facilitate increased concern with basic requirements for human dig-
nity world-wide. An important question is the extent to which the elements of
dignity are universal across cultures. For instance, in the West, dignity may be
enhanced by achievement of personal fulfillment and individual recognition
(see Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Within less Western contexts, by contrast,
dignity may be more tied to adherence to cultural normative guidelines and
fulfillments of obligations.

New cultural mixes have already emerged and will continue to do so
through globalization influences. These mixes offer unique opportunities to
reexamine old dichotomies and to revisit assumptions about what is in the
“best interest” of the child. Cross-cultural research can be used to more fully
explicate how change through both formal and informal means can be most
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positively structured across a variety of contexts to enhance the lives of chil-
dren and families.
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CHAPTER 3

The Status of Children in
International Law

NATALIE HEVENER KAUFMAN

INTRODUCTION

One of the purposes of International law is to lay out the common ground of
understanding between two or more states and formulate that understanding
into an agreement. Over time such agreements have come to be treated as cre-
ating binding obligations. Readers who are only familiar with international law
through instances like the dramatic treaty breaking of Hitler’s forces or the
Iranian government’s approval of the taking of the United States embassy mis-
takenly associate international law with pie in the sky idealism or paper prom-
ises cast into a void.

But the fact remains that the representatives of sovereign states take inter-
national law seriously. They are very reluctant to enter into internationally
binding agreements; they meticulously and painstakingly peruse each word
and comma, struggling to limit the nature and extent of the serious obligations
they are accepting on a paper which they know all too well they cannot cast
aside without painful consequences. That some state leaders do, in fact, act
contrary to the obligations they have voluntarily accepted in no way changes
the seriousness of their obligation or the relative ease with which the rest of the
world can then identify that the state has indeed committed a violation of law.

The fact that human rights treaties have been drafted and ratified in sub-
stantial numbers and with substantive content in an age when sovereignty and
nationalism are thriving, is itself a phenomenon worth investigating. Not only
do the treaties define serious substantive obligations, but most lay out as well,
a system of monitoring and implementation and some form of dispute resolu-
tion. We are surprised by this international legal development because human
rights have until the second half of the twentieth century been, for the most
part, a subject of purely national consideration. Human rights issues appeared
to the drafters of the United Nations Charter, towards the close of the first half
of the century, to be perfect examples of the need for Article 2 paragraph 7,

31



32 Natalie Hevener Kaufman

which retained to the member states the right to cite national law in order to
limit the international organization’s jurisdiction.

The Charter and Judgement at Nuremberg and the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights signaled a fundamental change in the conceptualization of
the legal status of the individual, but the seriousness with which states have
enlarged and expanded the domain of human rights has also signaled a funda-
mental change in the conceptualization of the state. To take internationally
defined human rights seriously is to acknowledge that the idea of national bor-
ders as sacrosanct delimiters of solely domestic jurisdiction is an anachronism.

This conceptual change suggests that a new set of global norms is emerging,
the very existence of which challenges our thinking about national/international
dichotomies. If a state cannot claim exclusive jurisdiction over its own citizens
within its own borders, to what extent is the concept of sovereignty usefully
descriptive? This very question constitutes one of the only valid challenges
which the right wing within the United States has made to the international
human rights movement. They are absolutely correct in their claims that ratify-
ing human rights treaties will subject the United States to international scrutiny
and lay groundwork which could in the future be used to criticize in legal terms
the actions of the United States government against its own people. Even with-
out ratification, some human rights treaties have been so widely ratified, so
frequently cited in international conferences and in UN resolutions, and so gen-
erally included in unilateral and international statements of government
officials, it can be reasonably argued that the United States is bound by their
provisions on the basis of customary international law (Kaufman, 1990).

HOW GLOBAL IS INTERNATIONAL LAW?

If we consider the large number of human rights treaties and the extensive
ratification of these treaties with relatively few limiting attachments or condi-
tions, it is impossible to deny that the formal apparatus of the state system has
embraced a set of fairly consistent obligations which represents a new level of
consensus on moral and ethical norms. Along with these treaties, we find an
even larger number of declarations from international conferences, United
Nations resolutions, regional international organization resolutions, unilateral,
supportive statements by official representatives of governments, and individ-
ual state constitutional and statutory action which testify to the global govern-
mental acknowledgment of the obligatory nature of international human rights
norms.

Even when representatives of states publicly agree to statements of norms
which they may not intend to implement fully or speedily, they are giving
added force to the legitimation of the norms they adopt. And although the
International Court of Justice stands symbolically as the ultimate arbiter of
international law, it is in the national courts, national legislatures, national
administrations, and national public policy debates that the impact of these
norms will be most strongly felt. Government officials, members of legislatures,
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and national judges often find themselves caught up in rhetoric about human
rights standards; although initially accepted with a view to applying them to
foreign strangers they have been forced to see their application to familiar
constituents.

Some have argued (Kaufman, 1995) that since the validity of international
law partially depends on overt or tacit consent to the obligations set forth in
the law, a process of law making or ratification which excludes significant
groups may not be globally valid. For example, women’s voices are rarely
included in the formal governmental delegations that draft international law
and may be absent, as well, from the governmental level ratification process.
Children, or those who can claim to speak on behalf of children, will also gen-
erally fall into this category. An important exception to the normal process,
however, was the very active involvement of non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) in the drafting of the children’s convention, including the most impor-
tant child advocacy groups. Hopefully this example and the involvement of
these groups, as well, in the monitoring process, augurs well for future inter-
national law codification. In addition to the participation of particular organi-
zations, since women and children are not monolithic groups, it is especially
important to seek diverse input into the interpretation and implementation of
human rights treaties if they are to achieve the level of consent that would give
them maximum validity.

Human rights treaties have also been challenged on the grounds that they
often reflect western law and values and neglect the rich legal and cultural tra-
ditions of non-western societies. Although there is some merit in this accusa-
tion, it is important to note that multilateral human rights treaties were drafted
by representatives of all the governments of the world and large numbers of
non-governmental organizations. The normal drafting process allows as well
for numerous opportunities for input from those not in attendance at the draft-
ing conferences. Following adoption of the treaty there is, of course, a national
process of ratification, which is in the minds of each delegation during the
drafting process. Finally, most countries have a process of national legislation,
which they use to incorporate the treaty provisions into their domestic consti-
tutional system. Thus, a careful analysis of the drafting process of most human
rights treaties reveals a very thoughtful and necessarily slow deliberation about
each word and phrase primarily because the drafters aim for universality with
respect for flexibility within maximally perceived allowable limits.

THE STATUS OF CHILDREN

What are the obligations vis à vis the child that states have taken on in the
major domains of globalization?

The global recognition of human rights is one of the most significant
dimensions of an emerging system of globally shared values. The extension of
human rights regimes to encompass the least powerful citizens—ethnic, racial,
and religious minorities, women and children—means that even the most
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vulnerable are now entitled to equal protection of the law. The creation of
a High Commissioner for Human Rights is a more recent development which
highlights the importance nations are attaching to the monitoring and imple-
mentation in this one area of global values consensus.

The underlying assumption of most law on human rights is the dignity of
the individual. Individuals are posited to have rights because they are human
aside from their membership in any particular national group. When we speak
of inalienable rights, we are acknowledging an understanding that rights are
not coterminous with nationality. One indication that this belief is funda-
mental is that when governments historically have deprived whole groups of
people of their rights, they first deny their humanity and next deny them citi-
zenship in the state. (For example, Jews in Germany under the Third Reich and
African slaves in the United States prior to 1860.)

Thus, one of the hurdles for the group we call children is the presumption
in many cultures that children are less than fully human; children can be
denied fundamental rights until they reach an age of maturity. The rejection of
the notion that children lack human rights has been developing throughout the
century most notably since the Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1924.
The 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) lays aside any lingering
idea that children are not entitled to human rights. (The Convention was pre-
ceded by the non-binding United Nations Declaration on the Rights of the
Child, 1959.) The CRC covers the largest scope of any single human rights
treaty and states take on extensive obligations for the survival, development,
protection, and participation of children. The language includes all children
and is in the form of binding obligations. “States shall respect and ensure the
rights set forth in the present Convention to each child within their jurisdic-
tion without discrimination of any kind, irrespective of the child’s or his or
her parent’s or legal guardian’s race, colour, sex, language, religion, political
or other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth
or other status” (Article 2, paragraph 1).

There are a number of regional rights documents that reinforce the inter-
national claim that children have legal rights. The European Convention on
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (1950) uses “everyone” in Article 5
(liberty and security of person) and Article 8 (respect for privacy, family life,
home and correspondence) so one might presume that children are included.
The European Social Charter (1961) most specifically in Article 7 (protection
of children and young people at work), Article 10 (right to vocational educa-
tion), and Article 17 (social and economic protection for mothers and children)
specifically include children as those having rights.

In the American Convention on Human Rights (1969) Article 16 is devoted
entirely to the “Rights of children,” which protects children’s status as minors,
states their right to be with their parents, and their right to free education. And
under Article 19 the child is entitled to protection by the family, society and
the state. The child’s education rights are elaborated in Article 13 of a protocol
to this convention focusing on economic, social and cultural rights (1988).
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Africa is the only region that has a separate regional agreement on chil-
dren’s rights, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (1990)
(ACRWC). This document covers the same rights domains as the CRC and has
specific articles devoted to regional concerns such as Article 26 on protection
against apartheid and discrimination and Article 30 on children of imprisoned
mothers. The Charter also sets up a regional committee to monitor the rights of
the child as set forth in the treaty.

There are numerous other international legal agreements with one or more
references to children’s rights. Some will be discussed below as relevant to the
domain of globalization.

To exemplify the globalization of human rights norms for children, we can
look briefly at the concept of the dignity of the person which is essential to the
very definition of what it means to have rights, and finds a central place in the
CRC. One example of a norm that has been newly developed in the second half
of this century is that of the right of the child to protection from abuse. Here is
an issue which is still controversial within states, basically in tension with the
right of the family to privacy, and in line with longstanding attitudes that the
child is the property of the parents. As Van Bueren (1995) has pointed out,
the lack of reservations to the CRC articles on abuse and neglect are a positive
sign that states are willing to entertain the idea that children have the right to
live in families without being subject to emotional or physical abuse (Article 19,
paragraph 1).

Also related to respect for the dignity of the child is the even more con-
troversial emergent norm prohibiting corporal punishment as degrading
and humiliating. The Riyadh Guidelines aimed at the prevention of juvenile
delinquency, for example, recommend “the avoidance of harsh disciplinary
measures, particularly corporal punishment” (Section IV, paragraph 21 (h)). An
example of this changing norm is an effort in Scandinavia to prohibit parental
corporal punishment. The European Commission on Human Rights upheld
a Swedish law prohibiting parental corporal punishment when it was chal-
lenged by Swedish parents, on the grounds of the vulnerability of children.
The decision means that states that have ratified the European Convention are
not required to abolish parental corporal punishment, but that if they choose
to do so, they are not violating the rights of parents. One may hope that as
research on the damage of corporal punishment and its conflict with the dig-
nity of the child is more widely promulgated, a potential limitation on parental
abuse may gain international status.

Although the CRC does not specifically prohibit parental corporal punish-
ment, it is increasingly difficult to reconcile such practice with the convention’s
emphasis on the dignity of the child. The convention does provide a basis for
eliminating corporal punishment in schools in one of the articles on education.
Article 28, paragraph 2 requires states to “ensure that school discipline is
administered in a manner consistent with the child’s human dignity....” For
children in the juvenile justice system, an especially vulnerable population, the
United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile
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Justice (The Beijing Rules) (1985) clearly states that “juveniles shall not be sub-
ject to corporal punishment” (Article 17.3).

GLOBAL DEMOCRATIZATION

Among the globally shared values are the prohibition on colonization, a
structural pillar of nineteenth century European foreign and economic policy,
and the right of self-determination. The international legal instruments which
affirm these values link the implementation of human rights to democratic
rule. Those who drafted the post World War II human rights treaties believed
that human rights were essential to democracy and that the international
protection of human rights was a method of preventing any future fascist
war making. Human rights are integral to our current understanding of what
democratization means.

With the increase in the number of democratic states has come a con-
comitant drop in the number of authoritarian states: from two-thirds of all
states in the mid-70’s to less than one third by 1997. By the early 1990’s 110
states had constitutional provisions that they were “legally committed to open
multiparty, secret-ballot elections with a universal franchise” (Franck, 1992,
pp. 47–48).

Although we are not yet entirely clear on the link between globalization
and democratization, there appears to be substantial analysis suggesting that
democracy is “contagious.”

... [S]tudents of democratization have tended to concentrate on the internal dynamics
of institution-building and mutual accommodation, regarding the international com-
ponent of the generation of consent as generally secondary in importance …. Although
there will always be some purely domestic and some exclusively international factors
involved, most of the analysis will contain a tangle of both elements. In the contem-
porary world there is no such thing as democratization in one country, and perhaps
there never was. (Whitehead, 1996, pp. 23–24. Also see Klak)

These observations are not meant to indicate that democratic rule with all its
full ramifications has been consolidated or that it is inevitable, but that in an
impressive number of previously authoritarian states, democracy has been
launched. It is difficult to imagine a definition of democracy that does not rest
on fundamental civil and political rights. The CRC guarantees rights to free-
dom of speech (Article 12, ACRWC Article 7), assembly and association (Article
15, ACRWC Article 11). Also, children have the right to privacy and the right to
be protected by law from any interference with their privacy (Articles 16, 40,
ACRWC Article 10). The legal system spells out basic legal protections for chil-
dren. These protections include the presumption of innocence, the right to be
informed of charges, to not be forced to testify against oneself, to legal assis-
tance, to an interpreter, and to a hearing by an independent and impartial
authority (Article 40; ACRWC Article 40).

The Beijing Rules also provide extensive protections including “presump-
tion of innocence, the right to be notified of the charges, the rights to remain



The Status of Children in International Law 37

silent, the right to counsel, ... the right to confront and cross-examine witnesses
and the right to appeal to a higher authority shall be guaranteed at all stages of
proceedings” (Article 7, paragraph 1). Yet the most crucial link between human
rights and democracy is the prevention of unjust exercises of authority by par-
ticipation in the life of one’s society.

GLOBALIZATION OF PARTICIPATION IN CIVIC LIFE

The nature of civic life is changing in the late twentieth century. With
increased democratization, more people than ever before are eligible to partic-
ipate in the public life of their countries. Also, as barriers to participation such
as gender, minority group membership, property ownership, and age, among
others, are eliminated, formerly disenfranchised groups not only have access
to voting and holding public office, but also to more active participation
throughout public life, in their communities, and in national policy debates.

Some have argued that the strength of a democracy is best measured by
how well it treats its weakest members. Children’s awareness of democratic
processes and their participation in them are required on the basis of the dig-
nity of the child and the experience of childhood as a stage in itself. But it is,
of course, also necessary for the growth of a healthy democratic future for the
society. Therefore, we are not surprised that human rights instruments place a
heavy emphasis on the participation of the child in decision making, not only
in public life, but also in private life.

The CRC lays down strong bases for the child’s participation in public life.
First, children have the right to the knowledge about the system and informa-
tion for decision making that are the prerequisites to meaningful participation.
In defining the right to education, the CRC emphasizes the development of the
child’s personality, respect for human rights, and the preparation of the child
for “responsible life in a free society” (Article 29). Similar language appears
in the ACRWC in Article 11 and in the Additional Protocol to the American
Convention on Human Rights in the area of Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (1988) in Article 13.

As important, research indicates that children need the experience with
participation in decisions affecting them if they are to feel efficacious as
participants during their childhood and also as adults. In fact, in some ways,
children’s rights documents present a model for participation that might be
instructional for enhancing adult participation. The CRC encourages attention
to the child’s environment in promoting the child’s developing capacities for
participation.

A good example of this approach is found in the United Nations Standard
Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile Justice (The Beijing Rules).
In setting forth the “Fundamental perspectives,” Article 1.2 calls upon states to
“endeavor to develop conditions that will ensure for the juvenile a meaningful
life in the community, which during that period in life when she or he is most
susceptible to deviant behavior, will foster a process of personal development
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and education that is as free from crime and delinquency as possible.” And
Article 1.3 asks that states focus on positive measures that mobilize family,
community groups, and schools to promote the young person’s well-being.

Creating an environment conducive to the child’s well being would
require increasing opportunities and incentives for child participation. For
example, the environmental approach to participation is clearly elaborated in
the UNESCO Recommendation on Education (1974), which devotes an entire
section (V) to civic education. These provisions call for civic education which
appeals to children’s “creative imagination” in helping them to learn about
their rights and how to actively exercise their rights and freedoms (paragraph 12).
Furthermore, the recommendation promotes “active civic training” aimed at
helping young people to learn about how public institutions operate, and pro-
grams that “increasingly link education and action to solve problems at the
local, national, and international levels” (paragraph 13).

The Riyadh Guidelines (1990) recommend a similar approach, emphasiz-
ing the importance of developing active rather than passive roles for children.
One of the Fundamental Principles in the Guidelines is that “young people
should have an active role and partnership within society and should not be
considered as mere objects of socialization or control” (1.3).

GLOBALIZATION OF WAR AND CIVIL CONFLICT

Children are heavily involved in armed conflicts as participants as well as
victims—fighting and supplying forces in and out of uniform. Protocol No. 1 to
the 1949 Geneva Conventions for the first time makes illegal the participation
of children in hostilities (Article 77, paragraph 2). The CRC limits children’s
participation to those above the age of 15. (Article 38, paragraph 2) Also after
much debate and pressure from NGOs (to raise the age), the drafters of the CRC
also set the age of recruitment at 15 adding an admonition to select the oldest
first. The African Charter, by not setting any lower age, effectively raises the
age of soldiering to 18 since it obligates states “to ensure that no child shall
take a direct part in hostilities and refrain in particular, from recruiting any
child” (Article 22, paragraph 2).

Larger and larger numbers of war casualties are civilians and a large per-
centage of these are children. Since 1949 there is clear international law pro-
tecting children who are civilians in wartime (Geneva Convention No. 4 Relative
to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War, 1949). Intergovernmental
organizations have established zones of peace during conflict, which allow chil-
dren to be brought out and immunized as well as given special medical care.

Regionally, the ACRWC requires states to apply the protective humanitar-
ian law of armed conflicts to all children (Article 22). But the African Charter
and the CRC do not maintain the standard set by the Geneva Conventions
Protocol. Both treaties use the much weaker “all feasible measures” when
referring to the level of help required for civilian children in time of hostilities,
although during the drafting “all necessary measures” was suggested (CRC
Article 38, paragraph 4; African Charter Article 22, paragraph 3). None the less,
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taken as a whole, the current international law, although not nearly strong
enough, does point to a high level of protection for non combatant children. In
addition, the United Nations in 1993 established a Special Rapporteur on the
Protection of Children in Armed Conflict (UNDoc A/Res/48/157 Dec. 20, 1993).

GLOBAL MIGRATION

The twentieth century has seen large scale movements of people across
national borders for a variety of reasons. Some are voluntary, people in search
of better jobs or living conditions; others are involuntary, most often resulting
from internal and external conflicts. The Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees in 1997 oversaw the welfare of 27.4 million people:
14.4 million refugees; 4 million returnees; 5.4 million internally displaced per-
sons; 3.5 million victims of continuing conflicts. One half of these refugees are
children (UNHCR Guidelines). The Guidelines on Refugee Children (1988)
promulgated by the UNHCR is a statement of emergent customary law norms,
in some instances, codified in provisions of the CRC.

The CRC in Article 22 provides for the rights of the child refugee. Such
children are entitled, when traveling with or without their parents, to all
“appropriate” protection and humanitarian assistance, including all the rights
in the Convention as well as rights covered in other humanitarian agreements.
States also take on the obligation to work with the UN, other intergovernmen-
tal and non-governmental organizations to help refugee children to be reunited
with their families. The African Charter reiterates almost the same language in
the provision on refugee children (Article 23) and adds that the provisions
apply “to internally displaced children whether through natural disaster, inter-
nal armed conflicts, civil strife, breakdown of economic and social order or
howsoever caused” (paragraph 4).

GLOBAL COOPERATION

Just as global transportation and communication has made it easier for
individuals and groups to commit violations of national and international law,
so too, these advances have made it easier to bring about cooperative ventures
to collectively address these violations. There are many treaties aimed at clos-
ing gaps between and among national systems in both law and implementation
that are exploited by violators of children’s rights. One example is traffic in
children.

Governments for over a century have joined together to address the inter-
national dimensions of slavery. One dimension of the problem is that of traffic
in children. Although there have for decades been agreements outlawing traf-
fic in women, and later children, the CRC contains the most universally rati-
fied and broadly defined treaty provision outlawing this crime. States have
accepted an obligation to “take all appropriate national, bilateral and multilat-
eral measures to prevent the abduction of, the sale of or traffic in children for
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any purpose or in any form” (Article 35). Clearly in matters of this kind it is
essential to maximize the number of cooperating states, since national laws are
ineffective for preventing and punishing criminals if violators are free to move
without penalty across state borders.

The African Children’s Charter also prohibits traffic in children (Article 29)
and prohibits, as well, the use of children in begging. And the Committee on
the Rights of the Child has plans for a protocol to the CRC focused on traffic in
children.

Unfortunately, individuals also take children across state borders when
they are unhappy with custody arrangements. Again, multilateral agreements
are necessary to provide for prevention as well as effective and safe return of
children. States are obligated under the CRC to help prevent the illegal removal
of children from the state and to enter into agreements including already exist-
ing ones aimed at ending such activity (Article 11). The Convention on the
Civil Aspects of International Child Abduction (1980) states as its purpose
ensuring “that right of custody and of access under the law of one Contracting
States are effectively respected in the other Contracting States” (Article 1).

Several regional treaties were specifically drafted for the purpose of pro-
moting international cooperation for the return of children illegally taken across
national borders. The European Convention on Recognition and Enforcement of
Decisions Concerning Custody of Children and on Restoration of Custody of
Children (1980) lays out legal and technical arrangements aimed at uniformly
and systematically applying one another’s custody agreements within Europe.
And the Inter-American Convention on the International Return of Children
(1989) makes similar arrangements for the Americas.

Another subject which is the focus of a series of international legal arrange-
ments is that of international adoption and foster care. The seriousness and scope
of this attention is apparent from the documents, including the: Convention
Concerning the Powers of Authorities and the Law Applicable in Respect of the
Protection of Infants, 1961; Convention on Jurisdiction, Applicable Law and
Recognition of Decrees Relating to Adoptions, 1965; European Charter on the
Adoption of Children, 1967; Resolution on Placement of Children, 1977 (of the
Council of Europe); Recommendation of the Committee of Ministers to Member
States on Foster Families, 1987 (Council of Europe); Inter-American Convention
on Conflict of Laws Concerning the Adoption of Minors, 1984; Declaration on
Social and Legal Principles relating to the Protection and Welfare of Children,
with Special Reference to Foster Placement and Adoption Nationally and
Internationally, 1986 (UN General Assembly resolution). There are also relevant
provisions in the CRC (Article 21) and the ACRWC (Article 24).

GLOBAL TECHNOLOGIES AND COMMUNICATIONS
TRANSFORMATIONS

New communications technologies challenge the monopoly of information
by the state. In spite of efforts to restrict access to various media sources,
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transnational and national group efforts as well as foreign governmental activ-
ity make such restrictions increasingly ineffective. Schmitter (1996) links these
developments directly to democratization. “Autocracies might still be able to
control the physical movement of items and people, but they seem to have lost
the capacity to control the flow of information across their borders. Satellite
television, free radio, video cameras, computer networks, facsimile and Xerox
machines, and cellular telephones all seem to have ways of getting around
national (or imperial) barriers” (p. 34). One might add that anti-democratic
groups outside of government with agendas of control face similar problems.

Some have suggested that the internationalization of technology has
resulted in an equalization of the influence or cultural power between core and
periphery states. Klak (1998), on the other hand, persuasively argues that the
media influences, at least, are more unidirectional and are becoming increas-
ingly so. He provides the example of St. Lucia in the Caribbean where 95% of
the television programming comes from the United States and where although
there are numerous small newspapers, the most widely read is The Miami
Herald. “The mass media presents Caribbean people with more information
about the United States than about their own societies, and what is shown about
the Caribbean itself is often filtered through the priority system of the corporate-
controlled U.S. mass media” (pp. 10–11).

The impact of these transformations on children is legion. Controversies
rage over whether and to what extent computer technology is beneficial or
damaging to young children and debates continue over the philosophical or
commercial potential of children’s television programming. The CRC drafters
devoted an entire article to mass media, indicating their awareness of the
actual and potential significance of media in the lives of children. States are
obligated to “ensure that the child has access to information and material from
a diversity of national and international sources, especially those aimed at his
or her social, spiritual and moral well-being and physical and mental health”
(Article 17). The article contains provisions referring, among others, to the
cultural and linguistic needs of the child, especially those in minorities, the
importance of children’s books, and the need for guidelines to protect children
from damaging effects of various media.

The Riyadh Guidelines also outline specific provisions related to the mass
media, based on the assumption that the media has social responsibilities
vis à vis children. For example, the mass media “should be encouraged to por-
tray the positive contributions of young people to society” (Article 41). The
Guidelines are specific: “The mass media generally, and the television and film
media in particular, should be encouraged to minimize the level of pornogra-
phy, drugs and violence portrayed and to display violence and exploitation
disfavourably, as well as to avoid demeaning and degrading presentations,
especially of children, women and interpersonal relations, and to promote
egalitarian principles and roles” (Article 43). The American Convention on
Human Rights, with a nod towards the potential damage the media can do chil-
dren, allows for the state to engage in censorship “for the sole purpose of reg-
ulating access to [public entertainments] for the moral protection of childhood
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and adolescence” (Article 13, paragraph 4). The European states have pro-
duced resolutions and treaty provisions focused on the potential damage of
advertising, on and off television, aimed at and employing children.

ECONOMIC GLOBALIZATION

For some observers, globalization is focused on economics. They point to
a number of economic transformations which indicate the decreasing impor-
tance of national borders in the international economic system. Even without
government spending, trade as a part of national economic activity has been
expanding. Although trade is concentrated within the regions of Europe, North
America, and Pacific Asia, trade between regions has been growing as well.
More states are involved in bilateral trading and larger populations are affected
by new multilateral arrangements.

World financial expansion has been even more dramatic. Foreign
exchange turnover is more than a trillion dollars a day. For every $55 traded in
foreign exchange, there is $1 in real trade (Held, 1997). A very large part of the
foreign exchange market is speculative, fluctuating widely over time. The
liberalization of the market since the early 1980’s has produced a more inte-
grated international financial system. The resulting financial system means
that national markets are very sensitive to changes elsewhere in the world and
independent national monetary policies are hard to plan and implement.

In addition, multinational corporations (MNCs) are growing in size and
influence. “MNCs account for a quarter to a third of world output, 70 per cent
of world trade, and 80 per cent of direct international investment” (Held, 1997,
p. 256). In 1990 there were over 35,000 transnational corporations with
150,000 foreign subsidiaries. (Scholte, 1993). MNCs frequently have economic
resources, and concomitant political influence, greater than the national gov-
ernments of the states in which they operate.

All these trends have important political consequences for national eco-
nomies, for national governments, and for democratic governance. One group
of scholars who fears the substitution of market forces for formerly govern-
mental and political forces argues that important social and distributive
justice problems will be exacerbated. Rather than applaud the diminishing
power of the state, they rue this trend, arguing that the state, in the absence of
global government, holds responsibility for overseeing the needs of the politi-
cally powerless and the economically disadvantaged. If poverty is, in fact, even
in part a result of the adoption of the capitalist free market economic model,
then conditions for the poor can only deteriorate in the face of the globaliza-
tion of such a model. (For well articulated, more fully developed presentations
of this argument, see: Judt relevant to Europe and Kothari for a perspective on
the developing world.)

The CRC reveals the drafters’ serious concern about child labor and
exploitation. There is proactive language that states recognize the child’s right
to “rest and leisure,” to time for play and recreation (Article 31, paragraph 1).
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There is also prohibition on the economic exploitation of the child and affir-
mation of a prohibition on children performing work which is hazardous to the
child’s health, would interfere with the child’s education, or be harmful to the
child’s “physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development” (Article 32,
paragraph 1). Provision is made for minimum age for employment, regulation
of hours and working conditions, and enforcement sanctions for child labor
matters (Article 32, paragraph 2).

The regional treaties also address issues of child labor and exploitation.
The ACRWC covers the same ground as the CRC (Article 15). The drafters
of the European Social Charter devoted an article to “The right of children and
young persons to protection,” which covers, among other concerns: a mini-
mum age for work, with special attention to the potential hazards to the young
person in setting the age; the need to ensure that work not interfere with edu-
cation; the number of working hours; and the right to fair wages and fair ben-
efits (Article 9). The International Labour Organization has also overseen the
development of a number of treaties on child labor, including the Conven-
tion Concerning Minimum Age for Admission to Employment, 1973; Medical
Examination of Young Persons (Industry) Convention, 1946; and a treaty that
supplements the slave trade convention and bans practices in which children
are bound over for labor when they reach maturity.

Treaty provisions may also reflect an understanding of the impact of the
economics of the family environment on the child. The CRC obligates states to
assist families in providing a standard of living adequate for the physical, men-
tal, spiritual, moral and social development of the child, thus linking economic
conditions to child development (Article 27). Awareness also exists of the
potential negative impact instability and unpredictability of family economic
situations may have on children’s lives. The Riyadh Guidelines, in discussing
Socialization Processes (Section IV), draw attention to the need for special
attention to “children of families affected by problems brought about by rapid
and uneven economic, social and cultural change” (Article 15).

OVERVIEW: WHITHER GLOBALIZATION

It is easy to overstate the importance of globalization by positing the disap-
pearance of the nation state system; the eclipse of nationalism and ethnic, reli-
gious, racial, and cultural attachments; the decline of the distinction between
core and periphery; or the insignificance of local organizations, family life, or
personal action.

To do so is to undervalue countervailing forces of fragmentation and local-
ization. As discussed in Chapter One, there are always some interests, needs
and concerns that will most likely always be best addressed close to home. Of
course, the combination of local and global forces can, in fact, be accommo-
dated. The reasons lie primarily in the reality of multiple loyalties and multi-
ple interests. Not only will these loyalties and interests emerge and change with
internal and external change, but also since no single group will be monolithic
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or dominant, the groups will balance one another. Rosenau (1997) suggests that
the single “highest” loyalty concept so long identified with the nation state is
itself an outmoded concept. But since states can no longer perform many of the
functions they were previously believed to perform, especially the guarantee of
security, and if territoriality itself is on the wane, then multiple loyalties will
become the norm. “For the reality is that human affairs are organized at all
these levels for good reasons; people have needs that can only be filled by
close-at-hand organizations and other needs that are best served by distant
entities at the national or transnational level” (p. 364). Perhaps these “close-at-
hand” needs are most apparent when contemplating the every day lives of chil-
dren since we expect that they will have many needs met by parents, extended
family, guardians, friends, teachers, health care workers, and a myriad of others
who are very close by. Even as we consider these people we are immediately
conscious of the many ways in which they and the children to whom they are
close are receivers of and participants in the globalization process.

As with any contemplation of globalization, considering the impact on the
lives of children can lead to totally unsatisfying generalizations—“there’s some
good, some bad.” Complex phenomenon and competing opinions of experts
can result in generalizations which appear to be the very truisms one would
have constructed without the benefit of research. Can we construct globally
valid observations that could guide our research, to better understand and
improve the well being of children where they live?

Certainly, for the most part, globalization forces, to whatever extent they
are under the control of human decision makers, are being planned and imple-
mented with little attention to the everyday lives and even futures of children.
That does not mean that there are not significant and even powerful groups
attempting to introduce into these deliberations some attention to childhood
and children’s lives. Similarly, children and child advocates are themselves
part of the process of globalization even in ways not captured in the notion of
human control. Probably most of us, at least some of the time, feel like children
in the sense of wonder and helplessness that the world is changing in ways
that seriously affect us but offer us minimal opportunities for participation.
These are times in which thinking globally and acting locally invites personal
strategizing for ourselves and with “our” children. The international legal
arrangements which have been forged by representatives of governmental and
non-governmental organizations offer a child-centered philosophy, practical
steps for action, legitimacy for our undertakings, and reason to hope that we
may even succeed.
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CHAPTER 4

Democratization and
Children’s Lives

GARY B. MELTON

We live in a peculiar time.

even in the most advanced democracies (Dahl, 1998).3

1 The sine qua non of democracy is political equality: equal opportunities for (a) participation in
political debate, (b) voting, (c) learning about policy alternatives and their consequences, (d) con-
trol of the agenda, and, at least for adults, (e) inclusion in the class of people owed full rights (Dahl,
1998).
2 According to the 1999 Freedom House survey (Karatnycky, 2000), only one of the 41 countries
with a Muslim majority (Mali) is free, 14 are partly free, and 26 are not free. In 1999, however, two
large Islamic countries (Indonesia and Nigeria) became electoral democracies; eight Islamic coun-
tries (none of them in the Arab world) are now so classified. Moreover, when one takes into
account the Muslims living in countries in Europe, the Americas, and South Asia where they are
in the minority, the majority of the world’s Muslims live in electoral democracies. Furthermore,
even in Iran, democratic movements have recently had some impact.
3 Only New Zealand extended the vote in national elections to women before 1900 (Dahl, 1998).
Belgium, France, and Switzerland did not do so until after World War II. Of course, the U.S. did
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On the one hand, democracy1 appears to be at an unprecedented point of
acceptance in nearly every region of the globe (Karatnycky, 2000; Potter,
Goldblatt, Kiloh, & Lewis, 1997). The dramatic disintegration of the Soviet
empire and the long-awaited fall of apartheid in southern Africa have been
paralleled by other significant changes that have achieved less media attention
in the West. Where military dictatorships were prevalent a generation ago,
democracies now predominate in Latin America and the Caribbean. Electoral
democracies now are also the mode in sub-Saharan Africa and the Asia-Pacific
region. Even in the Islamic world, where there has been greatest resistance to
democratization, there are signs of democratic stirrings, with free elections
having been held in 1999 in Indonesia and Nigeria.2 Altogether, approximately
100 new multiparty democracies have been established in the past 20 years—
a simply extraordinary level of political change (Olson, 2000). The global trend
is especially remarkable when one considers that universal suffrage was not
achieved until the 20th century—in some cases, well into the 20th century—
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Of course, democracy still is not universal. With 37% of the world’s
governments classified by Freedom House as “not free” (i.e., lacking electoral
democracy and respect for basic civil liberties), counterexamples are not diffi-
cult to find (Karatnycky, 2000). Most notably, the democratic aspirations of the
substantial proportion of the world’s population living in China continue to be
largely unfulfilled. Restrictive theocracies and monarchies rule in much of the
Persian Gulf region. Bloody civil wars in Liberia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone
tragically illustrate the fragility of democracy in Africa. Less dramatically but
more extensively, the domination of governments in the developing world
by the Washington Group4 of lenders and donors illustrates the still minimal
control that poor people have over their own fate in much of the world, even
if the rudiments of democratic government are present (see, for example,
Pantin, 1994, with regard to the situation in the Caribbean nations).

At least in the short term, the economic restructuring encouraged by the
Washington Group may have undermined government-based economic and
social supports for disadvantaged populations. For example, just two years
after the first democratic elections in South Africa, the government rejected
the long-standing social-democratic platform of the majority African National
Congress party in favor of the Growth, Employment, and Redistribution (GEAR)
macroeconomic strategy, which focuses on national debt reduction and relies
primarily on private-sector growth (Lever & Krafchik, 1998). Reporting on the
effects of similar developments in neighboring Zimbabwe, Sanders (1999) pro-
vided convincing evidence that economic structural adjustment increased
income inequality and adversely affected nutrition, obstetric care, and primary
and secondary school enrollment.

In large part, however, these instances are remarkable precisely because of
their deviation from the prevailing trend. Democracy may rapidly be approach-
ing the point that it is not only the gold standard but also the only form of
government that the global community regards as legitimate (Franck, 1992).
Although democracy remains far from universal, there is no longer a plausible
competing ideology in world affairs. Indeed, even those who reject democratic
principles feel the need to market their program as “democratic.” It was com-
mon during the period of Communism’s greatest strength to label decidedly
undemocratic regimes as “Democratic Republic of...,” illustrating the nearly
universal appeal of democratic systems. Even in the last Communist holdouts,
limits on civil and political rights may slowly be loosening as governments
lacking a Soviet protector recognize the economic advantages—perhaps even

(cont.)
not meaningfully and consistently provide for suffrage for African Americans in some states until
the enactment of the Voting Rights Act of 1965.
4 The Washington Group refers to several international development organizations that are based
in Washington, D.C., and that have pursued a policy of promoting free-market economic reforms
in recipient nations. Key organizations usually considered to be a part of the Washington Group
include the World bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the U.S. Agency for International
Development.
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the necessity—of support for at least a limited free market and thus for liberal-
ization of choices available to the citizenry.

On the other hand, the strongest counter-trend to democracy’s apparent
triumph may rest in the established democracies themselves, not in the nations
that have yet to embrace democratic tenets fully. Two recent treatises by
Harvard political scientist Robert Putnam and his colleagues brilliantly illus-
trate this disturbing point. In the first of these volumes (Pharr & Putnam,
2000a; see also Pharr & Putnam, 2000b, and Pharr, Putnam, & Dalton, 2000), the
contributors present evidence for a dramatic decline since 1970 in public
confidence in political parties, government institutions, and political leaders
across the established democracies of North America, Europe, and Japan. At
the same time, however, public support for democratic values has continued
or increased. In short, citizens in diverse cultures remain committed to democ-
racy in concept, but they no longer trust governments and politicians to pro-
tect the interests of common people.5 This cynicism is also present among
South African (Finchilescu & Dawes, 1998) and Eastern European (Macek,
Flanagan, Gallay, Kostron, Botcheva, & Csapo, 1998; Oswald, 1999; Patzeva,
1994; Samsonova, 1998) adolescents.

Similar findings have been observed in surveys of young people in the
advanced democracies. Hahn (1998) summarized the low trust in government
indicated in her study of secondary school students in Denmark, England,
Germany, the Netherlands, and the United States: “ ‘Politics,’ ‘politicians,’ and
‘government’ seem to be dirty words for many youth....” (pp. 31). Hahn also
found declining and, in most cases, low levels of interest in political matters
among the youth whom she surveyed.

Indeed, U.S. data suggest that citizens’ sense of alienation, distrust of gov-
ernment and neighbors, and isolation from civic and political life are most pro-
nounced among young people (Bennett, 1998; Putnam, 2000; Rahn & Transue,
1998). For example, the annual national survey of entering college freshmen
(Sax, Astin, Korn, & Mahoney, 1999) shows marked and persistent trends
toward increasing boredom, sense of being overwhelmed, oversleeping, and
preoccupation with “being very well-off financially.” At the same time, each
cohort of new freshmen reports less political and religious interest, less moti-
vation to make a difference in society, and less involvement in student organ-
izations, studying, productive work in the home and community, and serious

5 Analogous results have been obtained in newly emerging democracies. Initial euphoria about the
establishment of democratic institutions has typically been followed by widespread disappoint-
ment in the performance of the new governments but continued confidence in democracy per se.
For example, within two years after South Africa’s first national elections, the proportion of the
adult population indicating that their country is “heading in the right direction” dropped from
80% to 64% among Blacks, 73% to 49% among Coloreds (people of mixed race), 77% to 44%
among Asians, and 70% to 31% among Whites (Harris, 1997). Increasingly smaller minorities have
indicated satisfaction with “the way democracy works in South Africa,” obtaining and discussing
political news has sharply declined, and two thirds of adults polled have indicated their belief that
the current government is at least as corrupt as the former apartheid regime (Mattes, Thiel, &
Taylor, 1998).
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conversations with teachers and peers. Strikingly, only 15% of entering fresh-
men plan to join any organization during their time in college.

When one considers that the sample is relatively privileged and successful
and, therefore, probably more optimistic, trusting, and engaged than their more
disadvantaged peers (Putnam, 2000), the findings of the survey of college fresh-
men are even more alarming. Disturbingly, analogous results have been found
in time-sampling studies of junior and senior high students (Larson, 2000).
Alienation—reflected in frequent boredom and low investment in productive
activity—appears to be the modal experience for America’s young people.

As these data indicate in regard to adolescents and young adults, the pub-
lic malaise about democracy as a system of government has been paralleled by
a sharp decline in the well-being of democracy as a way of life. Putnam (2000)
persuasively demonstrates this point in his other recent book, an encyclopedic
defense of an argument that he first made in an article (Putnam, 1995) that he
published in a rather obscure academic journal five years earlier. That article
attracted unusual attention from newspaper columnists as well as academicians.

In these works, Putnam presents vast data from diverse sources to make
the point that, since about 1970, Americans have been increasingly “bowling
alone.” Not only have Americans been bowling alone more often (and markedly
less often in bowling leagues), but they also have been increasingly absent from
the voting booth, the newspaper stand, the civic club, the political campaign,
the fraternal organization, the union hall, the church or synagogue, the volun-
teer project, the bridge club, the Softball park, the picnic grounds, and the
neighborhood tavern. These changes, which have been dramatic in their mag-
nitude, add up to a marked and continuing decline in social capital, defined by
Putnam (2000) as the “connections among individuals—social networks and
the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (p. 19).6

This decline has personal consequences. It means that there are fewer ven-
ues in which people will notice when one has cause for celebration or despair.
Increasingly, “natural” helping must be constructed if it is to occur (for exam-
ples, see Melton, Limber, & Teague, 1999; U.S. Advisory Board on Child Abuse
and Neglect, 1993). People are increasingly alone when meeting life’s chal-
lenges, both big and small, which may account in large part for the widespread
perception that life is harried and that there is not enough time for family life
(Mellman, Lazarus, & Rivlin, 1990). Few would debate the point that the qual-
ity of life is poorer when television viewing is up and interpersonal trust and
almost every form of social interaction are down.

The decline in social capital also has social and political significance.
Comparative research (for example, Putnam, 1993) shows that the strength of
democratic institutions is directly related to the level of social capital in a soci-
ety. By its nature, democracy requires (and stimulates) citizen participation.
Voluntary associations make the exchange of information and ideas easier. By
so doing, civic organizations also provide practice in exercising tolerance of

6 A comprehensive presentation of research and theory on social capital can be found at
http://www.worldbank.org/poverty/scapital/index.htm.
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diverse points of view and identifying and considering the interests of a broader
group, perhaps even the community as a whole. Furthermore, they offer oppor-
tunities for the kinds of experiences that convince people that, by their actions
and words, they can make a difference. By joining together, people can increase
the volume of their voices to a point that they are more likely to be heard. Social
capital provides the fuel for collective action.

Such experiences build trust in government as well as one’s neighbors.
Indeed, it is likely that the declining confidence in government reflects the
concurrent decline in social capital:

Citizenries made up of people who are civically engaged are more likely to ask for and
get good government—and the reverse is also true. Thus, breakdowns in civic engage-
ment can translate into poor governmental performance. All citizens are adversely
affected, inciting them to give their government low marks. (Pharr & Putnam, 2000b)

This phenomenon can be seen across the industrialized, democratic world.
Its significance is especially grave for the United States, however, because it has
historically been the outlier among nations in level of social capital. Indeed, the
reliance on voluntary associations has been so great in our history that such
activity may be a defining characteristic of American culture.

Early in the 19th century, Toqueville (1835/2000) found Americans’ par-
ticipation in community life to be without a parallel elsewhere:

Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all minds constantly unite together. Not
only do they have commercial and industrial associations in which all take part, but
they also have a thousand other types: religious, moral, solemn, frivolous, very gen-
eral and very particular, immense and very small. The Americans form associations
in order to hold holiday celebrations, found seminaries, build hostels, erect churches,
disseminate books, and send missionaries to the ends of the earth; in this manner
they create hospitals, prisons, and schools. Finally, if it is a question of bringing a
truth to light or developing a sentiment with the aid of a great example, they form
associations ….

I have come across types of associations in America that I confess I did not even
conceive of, and I have often admired the infinite art with which the inhabitants of
the United States succeed in establishing a common goal for a great number of men
and in making them march toward it voluntarily. (p. 211)

America would clearly suffer a great loss if we continued to experience a
marked decline in social capital. Because of their monumental significance for
both the nation and the world, the trends that Putnam and his colleagues iden-
tify need careful examination.

Putting the trends together shows that there is nearly universal support for
democracy in concept, but that sustaining democracy is increasingly difficult.
In that regard, the problem stems not so much from preserving the rudiments
of democracy as a form of government as from maintaining democracy as a
way of life. In Dewey’s (1916/1997) terms, democracy “is primarily a mode
of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience” (p. 87). To use
Toqueville’s (1835/2000) more literary phrasing, the strength of a democracy is
found in the “habits of the heart” (p. 128) of its people.
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By its nature, democracy requires that citizens tolerate expression of
opposing even outrageous views and that they can and do participate in their
own governance (Sullivan & Transue, 1999). The equality that is definitive of
democracy demands that citizens make an honest effort to understand one
another. Democracy thus brings expectations of personal openness, interper-
sonal trust, and expression of these values through engagement in civic life—
matters that should be of great interest to behavioral scientists.

CHILD DEVELOPMENT IN DEMOCRACIES

An obvious critical need exists to better understand the paradox that
global support for democracy is markedly increasing at the same time that faith
in democratic institutions and participation in civic life appears to be rapidly
declining. As a normative matter, democracy is fundamental to responsive
governance. Through the provision of structures and norms for free expression
and self-governance, democratic governments communicate respect for the
humanity of all the citizens within them—a respect that should be expressed
in societal transformations in everyday life. Thus, the growing disparity in
many countries, including the United States, between the form and the expe-
rience of democracy is a matter of great concern.

So far I have focused, at least implicitly, on the intrinsic value of societal
organization in a manner that consistently communicates personal respect and
that, therefore, consistently creates self-respect. As a practical matter, a society
that embraces democratic ideals is far along the way toward making the Golden
Rule a norm for everyday social interaction.

In the remainder of this article, however, I take a more utilitarian
approach. My principal thesis is that the strength of democratic institutions
relates directly and causally to the well-being of children, in terms of both their
current quality of life and their future capacity and motivation to participate
in, and contribute to, society (see Qvortrup (1994, 1997) arguing for attention
to children as human beings as well as human becomings and, therefore, for
use of indicators of their current well-being as well as predictors of their future
productivity). Therefore, for the sake of children and ultimately the society as
a whole, we must recognize and respond not only to the opportunities posed
by the growth of democracy but also the risks engendered by its increasing
fragility (see Melton, 1993).

In what he regards as his most sweeping and controversial claim about the
benefits of democracy, Robert Dahl, perhaps the most distinguished contem-
porary scholar on the subject, has posited that “[d]emocracy fosters human
development more fully than any feasible alternative” (Dahl, 1998, p. 55, ital-
ics omitted). In essence, Dahl argues, only governments that secure their power
by consent of the governed are likely to be sufficiently concerned about their
citizens’ well-being to keep those interests in the forefront:

All other regimes reduce, often drastically, the scope within which adults can act to
protect their own interests, consider the interests of others, take responsibility for
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important decisions, and engage freely with others in a search for the best decision.
A democratic government is not enough to insure that people develop these qualities,
but it is essential. (p. 56)

Democracy (compared with other systems of government and political cul-
ture) benefits children in at least four broad ways. First, it provides the foun-
dation for a community of social networks supportive of child development
and family life. Specifically, democratic experiences bolster parents’ confi-
dence in themselves and their neighbors so that all are more likely to invest in
their communities (U.S. Advisory Board on Child Abuse and Neglect, 1993).
Adults outside the immediate family then share sufficient collective efficacy
and become available as additional sources of information, models, emotional
support, direct assistance (for example, emergency child care), and informal
social control (see Cochran & Brassard, 1979; Sampson, Raundenbush, & Earls,
1997; Thompson, 1995). Children need a supportive environment as they begin
to explore beyond the boundaries of the family (Earls & Carlson, 1993).
Therefore, social capital, as defined by affiliation with a religious organization,
perceived social support, and support within the neighborhood, affects chil-
dren’s well-being even in the preschool years (Runyan, Hunter, Socolar, Amaya-
Jackson, English, Landsverk, Dubowitz, Browne, Bangdiwala, & Mathew, 1998).
Across childhood and adolescence, neighborhoods in which families are con-
nected to one another—in which, for example, adults know the names of the
children in the home next door—have greater school readiness, educational
achievement, and child mental health, and less adolescent sexual activity, juve-
nile delinquency, and child maltreatment (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000).

When citizens have the power to govern themselves as equals, they must
take each other seriously if they are to be effective. Therefore, “[o]nly a demo-
cratic government can provide a maximum opportunity for exercising moral
responsibility” (Dahl, 1998, p. 55, italics omitted). A democratic community at
its best is one in which people care about each other; the result is collective
responsibility for the well-being of children.

Second, democracy promotes cohesion and warmth in family relation-
ships. More than 150 years ago, Toqueville (1835/2000) observed that family
relationships in democratic societies were warmer and more spontaneous and
egalitarian than in societies with aristocratic or authoritarian social and polit-
ical systems. Building from a similar view, the United Nations acted in the first
months after the end of the Cold War to proclaim an International Year of the
Family (held in 1994) focused on the theme of protecting “the smallest democ-
racy at the heart of society.”

Family relationships built on mutual respect rather than authority and role
obligations do not only offer greater warmth—in effect, a more pleasant envi-
ronment—for family members. Even for college students, perceptions of pro-
cedural fairness in family decision making—in effect, permitting everyone a
say—affect young people’s willingness to accept parental decisions, their judg-
ments about the legitimacy of those decisions, and their trust of their parents
(Tyler & Degogey, 1995).
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Moreover, such experiences of shared personal control in the context of
supportive relationships enable young people to become more competent and
engaged. The substantial body of research on the relative merits of democratic
and authoritarian child rearing shows that, when children are encouraged to
participate in decisions, and rules are enforced flexibly, they are generally
“more outgoing, spontaneous, and creative while children reared in authori-
tarian family environments are timid, conforming, and less curious” (Earls &
Carlson, 1993, p. 101; see also Dekoviö & Janssens, 1992). Children in demo-
cratic families are more likely to develop the civic virtues of “friendliness,
loyalty, responsibility, honesty, and moral courage” (Earls & Carlson, 1993,
p. 102). The family sense of social responsibility ultimately translates into
youth civic engagement, such as community volunteer work (Flanagan, Bowes,
Jonsson, Csapo, & Sheblanova, 1998).

Third, democracy facilitates the economic security necessary for expectable
conditions of childhood and thus for basic security, happiness, and develop-
ment of personal competence (Hartmann, 1939/1958). The United Nations
Development Program has concluded that human rights and human develop-
ment, including national economic and social development, are inextricably
linked in a two-way causal relationship (Olson, 2000). As Nobel Laureate
Amartya Sen (2000) has framed the relationship, freedom is both the means to
and the endpoint of economic development.

Democracy builds on economic strength and the resulting need for edu-
cated workers. In an analysis of 75 countries during the second half of the 20th
century, Feng and Zak (1999) found that transitions to democracy could be pre-
dicted from per capita income, the equality of distribution of wealth, educa-
tional level, and strength of democratic history. Similar analysis of Latin
American history shows national democratization to be very highly correlated

with two variables, the per capita daily newspaper circulation and
the number of tractors per hectare (Kelly, 1998). Stated differently, democracy
tends to prosper when the political economy improves to a point that there is
a free marketplace of ideas and a movement from feudal relationships in
authority over, and use of, the land.

At the same time, democracy enables further economic development.
Business is able to grow when there is predictability emerging from legal
protection of property rights and enforcement of contracts and information
needed for market assessment and product development flows freely (Dahl,
1998). Additionally, openness to ideas enables the development of an educated
workforce.

This phenomenon has direct effects on child well-being. In particular, with
provision for the education of girls, democratic nations at all income levels
have much higher contraception rates, much smaller family sizes, and much
lower infant mortality rates than do dictatorships (Bellamy, 1999; Zweifel &
Navia, 2000).

Perhaps most important for child development, democracy consistently
prevents economic and social catastrophes. Sen (2000) has pointed out that
“no substantial famine has ever occurred in a democratic country—no matter
how poor” (p. 51). With the motivation to keep electors reasonably satisfied,
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democratic leaders observe and act on dangerous conditions before famines
and other preventable disasters occur.

Accordingly, democratic governments ensure that basic social and eco-
nomic needs come before military aspirations in the allocation of societal
resources (J. Grant, 1992, 1993). This phenomenon is based not only in the
desire to please the electorate but also the diminished fear that accompanies
free trade. In the same vein, modern representative governments never wage
war against one another (Dahl, 1998). International trade requires a level of
trustworthiness that avoids the catastrophe of armed conflict.

However, the relationship between a free market and a democratic society
is not a simple one. “Because market capitalism inevitably creates inequalities,
it limits the democratic potential of polyarchal democracy by generating
inequalities in the distribution of political resources” (Dahl, 1998, p. 176, italics
omitted). Fortunately, strong democratic institutions ensure that governments
must attend to popular concern with such inequities. “In no democratic country
does a market-capitalist economy exist (nor in all likelihood can it exist for long)
without extensive government regulation and intervention to alter its harmful
effects” (Dahl, 1998, p. 176). Moreover, sustained commercial exchanges require
the development of codes of ethical conduct that mitigate the excesses of
capitalism (Sen, 200).7

Fourth, democracy facilitates children’s personal development as individ-
uals in society and, by so doing, facilitates societal development. Not acciden-
tally, the nearly universal recognition in international law (Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC), 1989) of the obligation to respect the dignity of chil-
dren came after the end of the Cold War and the full ascendancy of democracy
with its concern for the rights of all people. Such recognition logically results
in a mandate to prepare children to be “fully prepared to live an individual life
in society” (CRC, 1989, preamble).

Thus, the international community commits itself to enable every child to
grow in personality. In the sense that international human rights law uses the
term,8 the meaning of personality is probably closer to personhood than the
colloquial or psychological definition. The child’s right to registration of his
or her birth (CRC, 1989, Article 7) might be argued to be the most fundamental
element of the right to development of the personality. Ultimately, however,
to enable self-expression, the latter right is operationalized in a duty of the
state to ensure the provision of education and foster other basic resources and
tools for personal development. With a commitment to citizen involvement in

7 The distortions of the market that have occurred in some countries formerly in the Soviet bloc,
particularly Russia, can be traced to the absence or weakness of such institutions (Sen, 2000; Soros,
1997).
8 The term personality is found in several key human rights instruments. Most broadly, the CRC
(1989) states a principle, repeated in the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
(1990, preamble; as reprinted in Van Bueren, 1993), that “the child, for the full and harmonious
development of his or her personality, should grow up in a family environment, in an atmosphere
of happiness, love, and understanding.”
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governance, democracies are most likely to take these steps (Dahl, 1998). The
need for development of the personality is emphasized particularly in regard
to governments’ responsibility for education. For example, the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) provides that “edu-
cation shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and
the sense of its dignity” (Article 13, § 1). The Basic Principles for the Treatment
of Prisoners echoes this language (1990, § 6); see also the Convention Against
Discrimination in Education (1960, Article 5, § l(a); as reprinted in Van Bueren,
1993), providing for education “directed to the full development of the human
personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and funda-
mental freedoms....” Similarly, the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1989) requires that “education...shall be directed to the development of the
child’s personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest
potential” (Article 29, § l(a))—language that also appears in the African Charter
on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (1990, Article 11, § 2(a); as reprinted in
Van Bueren, 1993) and the Riyadh Guidelines (United Nations Guidelines for
the Prevention of Juvenile Delinquency, 1990, § 21(b)).

Democracy also creates conditions that promote children’s social develop-
ment. With values on equality and free expression, democracy stimulates
diversity in peer relations and thus greater opportunities for moral, social, and
cognitive development (Frønes, 1995). Further, the experience of civic engage-
ment builds interpersonal trust (Brehm & Rahn, 1997).

Of course, not only do children gain from democracy, but democratic soci-
eties are dependent on the healthy growth and development of their children.
Bross (1991) argues that children’s rights are necessary for national develop-
ment.9 Recognition of such status enables the development of human capital
and facilitates the basic trusting relationships needed for a democratic society.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE

Support Capacity Building in Transitional Societies

The broad literature on the relationship between democracy and child devel-
opment indicates the critical importance of support for democratic institutions.

9 The Plan of Action for Implementing the World Declaration on the Survival, Protection, and
Development of Children (1990, § 3; reprinted in Van Bueren, 1993) recognized the significance of
child development in national development:

Progress for children should be a key goal of overall national development ….
As today’s children are the citizens of tomorrow’s world, their survival, protection and
development is the prerequisite for the future development of humanity. Empowerment
of the younger generation with knowledge and resources to meet their basic human
needs and to grow to their full potential should be a primary goal of national develop-
ment. As their individual development and social contribution will shape the future of
the world, investment in children’s health, nutrition and education is the foundation
for national development.
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Although democracy has emerged in many countries in recent years, it is often
still fragile. Therefore, the established democracies have a duty to assist in
the development and stabilization of the elements important in sustaining the
changes that have occurred. (As the widespread disapproval of government
and alienation of citizens demonstrates, a parallel, although less severe, need
exists in the West.)

To a large extent, the task is to change the habits of the heart (Samsonova,
1998). In an address less than a month after assuming the presidency of the newly
democratic Czech government in 1990, Vaclev Havel (as cited in Challenger,
1998) eloquently stated the challenge:

The worst thing is that we live in a contaminated moral environment. We fell morally
ill because we became used to saying something different from what we thought. We
learned not to believe in anything, to ignore one another, to care only about ourselves.
Concepts such as love, friendship, compassion, humility, or forgiveness lost their
depth and dimension.... Let us not be mistaken: the best government in the world,
the best parliament and the best president, cannot achieve much on their own. And
it would be wrong to expect a general remedy from them alone. Freedom and democ-
racy include participation and therefore responsibility from us all. (p. 53)

Unsurprisingly, civic engagement is especially weak in many transitional
societies (see, for example, Mondak & Gearing, 1998, in regard to Romania). For
example, political discussion is not yet a part of everyday life, and mass media
have not developed as pluralistic forums for public debate. Even if there is
superficial agreement about the importance of democracy, differences between
East and West persist in work orientation and goals (Watts, 1994).

The former system had many lacunae that weakened family and commu-
nity life and, that now present special challenges for social and political devel-
opment. Most obviously, the historical use of informers and the value placed
on passive acceptance of social mores and political values diminished identifi-
cation with the community (Moodie, Marková, Farr, & Plichtová, 1997). When
people are afraid to express themselves, their public reticence ultimately
translates into private behavior that is cold and unresponsive, a powerful
impediment to strong community and family ties.

Challenges also remain from more subtle influences of the former
Communist regimes on child development and family life. For example, transi-
tions to adolescence and adulthood occurred substantially earlier in the former
German Democratic Republic (and other Central and Eastern European coun-
tries), relative to the Federal Republic of Germany (and other Western European
nations), a difference that persists, although to a lesser degree (Silbereisen,
Schwarz, & Rinker, 1995; Walper, 1995). This phenomenon apparently resulted
in large part from housing policies of the former regimes. Specifically, given the
housing shortage, the ticket to obtaining one’s own apartment was having chil-
dren. Therefore, although fertility rates in Eastern and Western Europe were
comparable, the average age of first childbearing was much younger in the East
(Melton, 1993, and citations therein; see also Kovaõík, 1998).

In several instances, formerly Communist regimes engaged in ethnic relo-
cation policies designed to undermine national aspirations (see, for example,
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Heidmets, 2000, in re the Russian minority in Estonia) or weaken minorities (see,
for example, Mondak & Gearing, 1998, in re the Hungarian minority in Romania).
These politically motivated and often forced migrations are at the root of many
of the ethnic conflicts that have tragically emerged in post-Communist Central
and Eastern Europe, with some disastrous results. Interestingly, however, chil-
dren and youth are leading the way in resolving at least some of these disputes.
For example, home and school exchanges are the principal bridges between
Estonian- and Russian-speaking communities in Estonia (Heidmets, 2000).

Perhaps most generally, parents, teachers, and adult leaders of youth organ-
izations are facing new problems in their attempts to guide young people in for-
merly Communist societies. In that regard, we must remind ourselves of the
problems faced by the explosion of consumer choices in the West. As one com-
mentator states, “what once felt like freedom now feels like a multiple-choice
quiz that never ends” (Pitts, 1999, p. A11; see also Brinson, 1999). Surely this
experience is heightened many times over in the former Soviet bloc. For exam-
ple, parents who had very few choices to make when they were adolescents
now have to develop strategies for monitoring and regulating the decisions that
their teenaged children make. Thus, societal dilemmas become expressed at a
micro-level in families’ everyday lives.

Given all of these challenges, the need in emerging democracies for assis-
tance in building civic institutions is obvious. Successfully meeting this need
may also provide clues about effective strategies in reducing youth alienation
and isolation in the West.

Improve and Increase Civic Education

There also are pronounced needs for education of young people in democ-
racy in the West. Remarkably most countries give little systematic attention to
education of young people in their roles as citizens (Hahn, 1998; Torney-Purta,
Schwille, & Amadeo, 1999). Even in the United States, which emphasizes civic
education more than most countries do (Frazer, 2000; Hahn, 1998; Torney-
Purta et al., 1999), civics courses generally focus on the structure of govern-
ment (for example, how a bill becomes law) rather than the process of citizen
involvement or the principles of democracy (Niemi & Junn, 1998). Moreover,
civics education in the United States typically does not follow a developmen-
tal sequence, and the modal point at which formal civics education occurs is
12th grade (Niemi & Junn, 1998).

This practice contrasts starkly with developmental knowledge about the
nature and timing of political socialization. In particular, research is clear that
fundamental ideologies typically are well established by middle childhood,
that core concepts (e.g., freedom of expression) are substantially understood
by that age, and that adults’ level of political participation is highly predict-
able from their analogous behavior in early adolescence, such as wearing cam-
paign buttons and running for student offices (see, for example, Helwig, 1997;
Melton & Limber, 1992; Ruck, Abramovitch, & Keating, 1998).
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Just as the content of civics education needs to be reformed to focus on
how citizens can become involved in the political process and why they
should, greater attention should be given to the political socialization that
occurs through the hidden curriculum of everyday life in schools and other
institutions of childhood (Tapp & Melton, 1983). UNICEF director Carol
Bellamy (1999) made this point in her annual report on the state of the world’s
children:

Article 12 [of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)]..., which assures
children the right to express their own views freely in matters that affect them [see
Melton, 1999], requires major policy changes in the many schools that currently deny
children the opportunity to question decisions or influence school policy.

But the rewards are vast: Schools that encourage critical thinking and democratic
participation contribute to fostering an understanding of the essence of human rights.
And this, in turn, can make education an enabling force not just for individuals, but
for society as a whole, bringing to life the entire range of human rights. (p. 11)

Overcoming both the relative inattention to civic education and the increas-
ing disengagement of young people will be no mean feat. Nonetheless, it is an
achievable goal. Movement in this direction does not require vast curricular
changes, particularly in educational systems (like those in the United States)
that are already relatively egalitarian. For example, simply promoting discus-
sion about events of the day would be a step in the right direction: “School will
never allow students to get a taste of the vitality of everyday conversation and
the yeasty give and take of civic deliberation in the larger world until they enjoy
frequent opportunities to talk to each other and their teachers” (Preskill, 1997,
p. 317). Heavy reliance on discussion as a mode of instruction would promote
democratic socialization by fostering an appreciation of diverse points of view,
providing practice in collective deliberation, and instilling norms of civility and
mutual respect in group discourse (R. Grant, 1996; Yankelovitch, 1999).

Research on civic education gives additional reason for optimism. Even
though current efforts are typically neither systematic nor grounded in devel-
opmental research, exposure to conventional civic education does positively
affect students’ knowledge and attitudes (Niemi & Junn, 1998). Better planned
approaches are likely to be even more effective. For example, a natural experi-
ment in post-Communist Poland showed that 14- and 15-year-old students who
participated in active “democratic games” and “market simulations” were more
likely than students in traditional civics classes to adopt moderate views about
political and economic system—in effect, to cast a critical eye at competing
models and to incorporate diverse points of view (Slomczynski & Shabad, 1998).

Build a Norm of Child Participation

As implied in the preceding section, democratic socialization is most likely
to occur when there are opportunities for children to engage in democratic
processes. In some measure, democracy comes naturally when children are
respected as people. By its focus on the child’s right to be heard in “all matters
affecting the child,” the CRC (1989, Article 12) makes clear that respect for the
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dignity of children implies a norm of participation by children in the various
settings of their everyday lives (Lücker-Babel, 1995).

Although participation is a natural result of respect for children’s rights, it
does not follow that such respect itself is “natural,” Public policy should be
reformed so that the various settings of which children are a part “demand” (in
an environmental-psychological sense) their participation (Melton, 1999). For
example, the standard of care for pediatric health professionals should be
expanded to require that they have a conversation with their child patients
about treatment alternatives, even if children do not have authority to make the
resulting decisions on their own. Similarly, use of a learner’s-permit model
combined with a preference for shared decision making would enable children
and youth to assume ever greater levels of autonomy and, in the process, to
practice skills in negotiation and consideration of diverse perspectives.

Support the Development of Youth Organizations

In the same vein, policymakers and helping professionals who work with
children need to support the development of structures to enable children’s
and adolescents’ participation in the community. As Putnam’s (1995, 2000)
work makes clear, experience in voluntary associations is at the root of demo-
cratic life. Significantly, the one time when adolescents consistently report that
they are both concentrating and intrinsically motivated is when they are par-
ticipating in youth-led organizations (Larson, 2000).

For such engagement to occur, however, involvement must not be rote.
The seeming anomaly in the anomic trends shown on the annual national sur-
vey of college freshmen is the increasing frequency with which the respon-
dents report having been a community volunteer while in high school (Sax,
Astin, Korn, & Mahoney, 1999). This finding is unsurprising, however, when
one considers the large increase in the United States in school requirements for
community service as a condition of passing a course or even of graduating.
This kind of “volunteer” activity does not promote civic engagement. In fact, it
trivializes citizen contributions, especially when the activity (e.g., picking up
trash in a vacant lot) is neither self-initiated nor interactive. As a result, vol-
unteering and social trust are negatively (although nonsignificantly) correlated
among high school students in the past generation (Rahn & Transue, 1998).

Build a Norm of Parent Participation

Development of tolerance for others’ views and of trust in political insti-
tutions is most likely to occur when democracy is a family matter. When chil-
dren see meaningful participation by their parents in community affairs,
especially those most salient to children themselves, there are opportunities
for parents to model such involvement. Additionally, parents’ involvement
may increase opportunities for children’s own participation.
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Thus, an important step toward restoring faith in public institutions may
be to build parent participation in the schools, which is currently minimal. On
average, teachers do little to encourage parent participation (Eccles & Harold,
1996; Norman & Smith, 1997). When participation is sought, such requests
are often perceived as punitive (Mannan & Blackwell, 1992) or meaningless
(Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997), and parents accordingly feel unwelcome
(Norman & Smith, 1997).

The good news, though, is that an increase in parent participation is rela-
tively easy to accomplish. Contrary to conventional wisdom, parent participa-
tion is only weakly related to parent characteristics (Eccles & Harold, 1996).
Instead, the attitudes of school staff are most important (Epstein, 1982; Epstein &
Dauber, 1991). When teachers believe that parents have an important role to
play in their children’s education, regardless of the parents’ education or
wealth, then the school staff provides parents with opportunities for participa-
tion, and parents usually follow through.

Such activities are also consistent with recent public-private initiatives for
community renewal (Johnson, 1995). As central institutions in neighborhood
life, active efforts to make schools welcoming for parents are likely to increase
their sense of collective efficacy. Schools potentially offer a venue around
which to organize networks of reciprocal family support (Melton, Limber, &
Teague, 1999). In short, schools are reservoirs of social capital waiting to be
created.

Provide Settings Small Enough to “Demand” Participation

As such programs are developed, we must remember that small is better (at
least if the goal is increased civic engagement). As research on schools (Gump,
1965/1978) and churches (Wicker, 1978) has long shown, the size of a setting is
negatively related to the proportion of active participants, the frequency of par-
ticipation, and the participants’ sense of responsibility, competence and belong-
ing (Melton, 1983). Ironically, bigger means less social diversity for the average
student, because there are fewer opportunities for meaningful interaction with
other students (Garbarino, 1980).

Study the Requisites for Meaningful Child Participation

As research on the relationship between setting size and the rate and mean-
ingfulness of participation illustrates, careful pursuit of a relevant research
program will facilitate the development of programs to build social capital and
to strengthen children’s democratic socialization. Arguing that participation
in civil society should be an organizing construct for applied developmental
science, Lerner and his colleagues (Lerner, Fisher, & Weinberg, 2000) contend
that evaluation research should begin to focus on the five Cs (competence; con-
nection, character, confidence, caring) and the clusters of attributes that they
signify: “intellectual ability and social and behavioral skills; positive bonds
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with people and institutions; integrity and moral centeredness; positive self-
regard, a sense of self-efficacy, and courage; and humane values, empathy, and
a sense of social justice, respectively” (p. 17). Lerner et al. believe that these
traits are illustrative of the ingredients required if children are to grow into
active participants in their communities.

More generally, we need to learn about the factors affecting the percep-
tions of children of different ages and backgrounds about the nature of their
place in political life. In particular, researchers should strive to increase our
understanding of the circumstances under which children and youth regard
their participation in various settings as meaningful (Melton, 1999). In both
established and emerging democracies, such studies would illuminate the
ways that programs and policies can be designed to build and sustain chil-
dren’s civic engagement and sense of collective efficacy.

LOOKING AHEAD

The most obvious message of the evidence discussed in this article is that,
while democracy is attractive to peoples around the world, facilitative of chil-
dren’s development, and perhaps even morally required (Franck, 1992), its full
implementation requires concerted, sustained effort. We have known for a long
time that building respect for democratic values is difficult, even in established
democracies. Strong support for tolerance of political and social minorities’
full participation in civic life is found largely among elites who have the
privilege of working in the marketplace of ideas (McCloskey & Brill, 1983;
Melton & Saks, 1985).

The events of the past decade have dramatically illustrated the principle
that democracy does not just happen. Democracy may represent a universal
striving for personal respect, but it is not an accidental creation. Noting, for
example, the system of “robber capitalism” that has emerged in post-Communist
Russia, international philanthropist George Soros (1997) has concluded with
some chagrin:

If there is any lesson to be learned, it is that the collapse of a repressive regime does
not automatically lead to the establishment of an open society. An open society is not
merely the absence of government intervention and oppression. It is a complicated,
sophisticated structure, and deliberate effort is required to bring it into existence ….

...Even if the concept of the open society were universally accepted, that would
not be sufficient to ensure that freedom and prosperity would prevail. The open soci-
ety merely provides a framework within which different views about social and polit-
ical issues can be reconciled; it does not offer a firm view on social goals. If it did, it
would not be an open society.... Only in a closed society does the concept of the open
society provide a sufficient basis for political action.... (pp. 53, 58)

Thus, we have a need to fill in the content of democratic socialization. To
build the necessary confidence that ordinary people can make a difference, an
element that must be added is a political commitment to children’s rights cou-
pled with careful establishment of neighborhood institutions that invite and
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demand that all children become full participants in their communities—in
effect, that no child is left on the outside. For our children and ourselves, we
must resolve to end the age of alienation among our young people before
we descend into a society without community, a society in which relationships
no longer matter very much. Such a goal is formidable, but it is achievable.
There are historical precedents for changes of such magnitude in social norms.
Consider, for example, the change in racial attitudes that occurred in the south-
ern United States. Between 1963 and 1966, there was a startling 37-point drop
in the proportion of White Southerners who objected to racial integration of the
public schools (Reed, 1986). In 1942, almost all White Southerners objected; by
1980, only 5% did. To use a more recent example, participation in the resist-
ance to the attempted coup in the waning days of the Soviet Union was linked to
commitment to democratic values, including political tolerance, and to recruit-
ment by another person (Gibson, 1997). When the power of ideas is matched by
even modest social support, individuals really can change the world. When such
a change happens in the interest of children and youth, even on a small scale, the
ingredients are present for sustainable inculcation of democratic norms.10
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CHAPTER 5

Children and Family Life
ARLENE BOWERS ANDREWS

In support of the International Year of the Family (IYF) (1994), the United
Nations issued publications that observed:

The family is universally recognized as the basic unit of society; All over the world,
families are as different and diversified as they are alike;

The family must be viewed as a living, evolving institution; In recent years, the
ever-increasing concern for the fundamental rights and well-being of individuals has
led to recognition of families as forming a crucial social net for individual well-being;
A renewed interest in family has accelerated in different parts of the world as the
result of harsh economic realities and sweeping socio-political changes and shifts in
traditional values;

The family faces what may be the most difficult challenge in the history of the
human species; many societies are changing so rapidly that the speed of change alone
is a major factor in family stress;

The family has responded to these changes in ways ranging from adaptation to
total breakdown;

In most countries, as families have rapidly evolved; policies have lagged behind
the changes, leading to failure to adequately support families in society;

The struggle of families to respond successfully to change has been significant
and deserves careful study.

(United Nations, 1992)

What is most predictable about a child’s family life today is that is it
unpredictable. For the sake of brevity with regard to an enormous topic, this
chapter will focus on the rapid pace and complexity of change as one of the
most significant trends affecting families with children. Historically, political,
economic, and social transitions were likely to occur over generations, perhaps
decades. Recently, they are more likely to occur within years, perhaps weeks,
even overnight. Historically, change from a child’s perspective involved occa-
sional innovations and crises within their own and neighboring communities.
Recently, innovations are frequent and numerous, affected by the increasing
connections among masses of people from distant and different places.

While the pace and complexity of life have accelerated, the fundamental
requirements for human development in the earliest years have changed little.
Families matter throughout life, but the early years are most crucial to human
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development. Throughout the world, children rely on families for healthy
physical, mental, social, moral, and spiritual development. A strong family
provides stability, affection, order, and essential economic and social resources
(Bronfenbrenner, 1990). Families rely on their communities and states for sup-
port as they nurture their young. Reciprocally, healthy families socialize chil-
dren to support society. The IYF motto, “Building the smallest democracy at
the heart of society,” recognizes that society sits on a foundation of common
values, beliefs, and behavior that are learned in the family.

During the twentieth century, recognition of the value of family stimulated
intentional efforts to strengthen and support families. For many children, these
efforts are fruitful. Large numbers of children throughout the world are health-
ier, better educated, more liberated, and wealthier than ever before. In all socio-
economic groups, many parents and other family caregivers have carefully
attended to optimal child development, positive family relations, and generous
affection. Technological and political advances have enabled these changes.

Unfortunately, the gap between the enriched family life of these children
and that of children with deprived family lives is growing. Children are increas-
ingly likely to be abandoned or neglected; to live in households with instability,
conflict, and violence; to be disconnected from their family members, particu-
larly their fathers or grandparents; or to have parents with minimal social or
community supports.

Children from enriched and deprived families and those in between have
been exposed to comparable demographic trends in family, but the effects have
been different. A key difference in the family’s adaptation is in its ability to
organize and mobilize resources essential for development.

FRAMEWORK

Association of Family and Household Characteristics
with Child Well-Being

International trends in family life can best be interpreted through a frame-
work that incorporates core factors that influence the association of family and
household characteristics with child well-being. The factors in a child’s imme-
diate social environment include: (1) household: the domestic unit, or the peo-
ple who live together in the same residence(s) (they may or may not be related);
(2) family: people to whom the child is related by blood, marriage, legal con-
nection, or social recognition (these persons may or may not live together in
a household); and (3) social network: people familiar with any household or
family member, adult or child (e.g. parent’s intimate partner, friends, neigh-
bors, teachers, schoolmates, congregation members, co-workers).

The child’s household, family, and social network are nested in a broader
social environment; together, they constitute the family environment of the
child. The child’s household, family, and social networks vary according to:
(1) the structure/composition: e.g., the number of people in the group, their
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relation to one another, age, gender, race, and other structural characteristics;
(2) the organization/processes: the way the group functions; e.g., communica-
tion, frequency and duration of interaction (time together), stability of rela-
tionships over time (commitment), norms and expectations regarding roles and
responsibilities of members, caregiving style, degree of order and discipline,
degree of conflict or chaos, typical activities (e.g. work, leisure, home manage-
ment), cooperation, degree of sharing, crisis management; and (3) the resources:
social, economic, and political assets available to the group; e.g., tangible
resources such as money, housing, transportation; personal resources such as
adults’ educational level, caregiver time, physical and mental health of mem-
bers; situational factors such as life stressors, coping resources, and opportu-
nities to mobilize community resources.

The broad variability of these factors that affect and comprise the family
environment account for the diversity in family composition and styles. A nur-
turing family environment for a child must be composed of adequate numbers
and types of people who are organized for supporting child development
and able to access necessary resources within their cultural environment. This
family environment varies substantially from one culture to another and from
one political/economic situation to another as the structure, organization, and
resources undergo transition. When the structure is too small, composed of pow-
erless people, or unbalanced relative to society (e.g. absent males), the processes
are disorganized or conflicted, the resources inadequate, and the child suffers.

TRENDS IN FAMILY LIFE

The increasing pace and complexity of political and economic transfor-
mations have coincided with social transformations of direct relevance to
family environments. Families are growing smaller, in part due to declining
fertility rates (UN, 1997), smaller sibling groups and extended kin networks, and
the increase in single parent families (Burns & Scott, 1994). They are also less
socially stable, because parents are less likely to stay together after conception
or stay committed to one another. Births to mothers without committed partners
or husbands are increasing (Burns & Scott, 1994), and marriage is declining (due
to postponement, never getting married, or cohabitation). Divorce, remarriage,
and redivorce rates are high, and given high remarriage rates, children are more
likely to be in blended family networks. Additionally, for a variety of reasons
(e.g. abuse, no extended family caregivers, incarceration, war, and parental ill-
ness), children may be residing with neither biological parent.

Family environments are less geographically stable for many reasons, includ-
ing an increase in migration (Lalonde & Topel, 1997; Parfit, 1998). Forced migra-
tion occurs due to war, civil conflict, and disasters (Parfit, 1998). Additionally,
mobility often occurs as parents divorce or connect with new partners (Acock &
Demo, 1994). Employment opportunities increasingly require family mobility,
and migratory distances are increasing.
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There is less cohesion within family environments due to age segregation,
which keeps family members apart. Family members spend time in the com-
munity with agemates (e.g. parents at work sites, children at child care or
schools for increasing extended periods, and grandparents living independ-
ently). Family members are also divided by their individual activities, which
keep them disconnected (Galinsky, Bond, & Friedman, n.d.; Savord, 1995). For
example, Women as well as men are likely to work outside the home, leaving
no one to tend the nest. Work pulls parents away from home, and balancing
work and home is becoming more stressful. Leisure time choices also pull fam-
ily members into independent activities or peer groups rather than adult/child
family interaction. Family members are increasingly unlikely to be familiar
with one another’s peers (i.e., with urbanization and increased rural mobility,
the community is larger and less cohesive), and children are increasingly likely
to care for themselves and siblings with few, if any, adults nearby.

We are also seeing more diverse family environments. Many communities
show increasing support or tolerance for “nontraditional” families, such as those
with gay and lesbian parents, single male parents, or grandparents raising their
grandchildren without the child’s parent. Families are more likely to include
members blended by race, religion, or ethnicity. Due to technology, increasingly,
families are able to care for members with severe disabilities or illnesses at
home; people with disabilities are able to live longer and enjoy a higher quality
of life if they have adequate family caregiving.

We also see much greater female influence in families. Although the divi-
sion of labor varies, most cultures expect males and females to assume some
responsibility for families. Increasingly, among vulnerable populations, women
are assuming most family responsibilities (United Nations, 1997b). Historically,
female-headed families were due to death of father or distance by migration. In
just one generation, the rate of absent fathers by choice (their own, their part-
ner’s, or both) has increased dramatically across the world. When these fathers
leave, unlike their ancestors who sent money and advice back home, the men
tend to keep their resources for themselves (Burns & Scott, 1994). Mothers
change partners, and children typically stay with their mothers. This phenom-
enon is beginning to extend across generations, so children thus have mothers
and grandmothers as the most stable influences in their lives.

In spite of dramatic changes, extended families are more emotionally
interdependent. Throughout history, in rural agrarian cultures, interdepend-
ence among generations has prevailed, with children being valued for their
ability to contribute to the family economy and provide security to family
members in old age (Kagitcibasi, 1996). As material interdependence across
age has decreased (due to urbanization and education), emotional interdepen-
dencies have not changed. In nonwestern cultures, children are valued for
their psychological contributions; thus, even in highly developed nonwestern
countries (e.g. Japan) the interdependent model of extended family strength
has persisted.

The western culture of individualism has promoted the value of the nuclear
family, relatively separate from extended family members and separated by
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generation. Parenting tends to be more permissive to promote self-reliance of
the child. While independence is highly valued, high levels of interaction
between parent and child occur and the main reason for planned childbearing
is emotional.

The structure and organization of families varies dramatically across cul-
tures and within cultures. Yet these patterns of smaller size, shifting members
of the family network, geographic mobility, separation of family members in
daily life, increasing diversity, female influence, and emotional interdepend-
ence are emerging throughout the world.

INFLUENCE OF THE BROADER SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

Forces in the broader social environment affect the trends in family life.
These forces tend to occur around the world, manifesting in remarkably simi-
lar ways across cultures. They include gender issues, developmental expecta-
tions related to age, migration, war and civil conflict, and economic factors at
the family level.

Gender Issues

The social status of a child’s male and female relatives and caregivers can
vary dramatically. Issues of violence, gender roles, and discrimination are
directly relevant to child well-being. An unacceptable number of children start
life in the context of violence; they are conceived through sexual assault and
exploitation. These children are the result of predatory or seductive relation-
ships involving higher status males and lower status females, such as: adult-
child, master-slave, boss-employee, homeowner-domestic worker, and rich-poor
(Males & Chewsky, 1996; Ooms, 1995). Far more children are exposed to brutal-
ity against their female caregivers (Carter, Weithorn, & Behrman, 1999). Sexual
assault of female children begins at an early age. In developed and developing
countries, over half of all murders occur in the family with most of the victims
being women and female children (Weinhold & Weinhold, 1993).

Slowly but surely, gender roles are changing as women acquire political
power by gaining suffrage, holding political office, and acquiring independent
wealth (Sivard, 1995). Women are resisting the historic domination that men
have exerted. For many, relations between men and women are fragile or
conflicted (as evidenced by low relational commitment rates and high
divorce). For others, caregiving and income-producing activities are becoming
more balanced among men and women.

Discrimination based on gender continues. Women and girls are gaining
educationally, but they still are less likely than males to be enrolled in school, to
be literate, or to attain a high level of education (Sivard, 1995). The 1997 United
Nations Human Development Report revealed that no society treats its women
as well as its men, although the gender gap is broadest in the developing
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countries (United Nations, 1997b). With more children raised by single moth-
ers, the chances of a mother getting an adequate education are challenged.
Even though women are more able to get jobs and are increasingly likely to be
the main source of family financial support, they earn substantially less than
men for comparable jobs. The good news is that in the past two decades, their
rate of pay relative to men’s is increasing (Sivard, 1995; UN, 1997a).

Many children have limited exposure to adult males. Males die or become
seriously disabled at younger ages than women, primarily because of exposure
to war, dangerous jobs, community violence, and risky situations. Males are
more likely than women to be imprisoned or to live away from their house-
holds due to military service, job search, or job requirements.

Age and Development

Societies have changed in ways that affect the expectations of people in
different age groups, particularly those making the transition from childhood
to adulthood. Improved health has dramatically improved life expectancies.
These factors have powerfully affected family life.

In developed areas, improved health and the need for prolonged adoles-
cence to prepare for entry into complex jobs have created conflicting forces that
affect family formation and maintenance. Children are becoming sexually
mature at earlier ages but are less able to financially and socially support a fam-
ily until older ages than in the past (for U.S. data, see Alan Guttmacher Institute,
1994). Thus childbirth often precedes committed mating relationships. Most
often, in these cases, the child is raised in the mother’s family of origin.

Globally, men and women can expect to live longer than in the past (U.S.
National Institute on Aging, 1996). As they continue to develop, their attach-
ments may change, they separate and find new partners, and the family structure
evolves. Also, as life expectancy increases, families include more generations.
Intergenerational transfers are changing in complex ways; within the family,
they continue to be bi-directional, with old supports to young and young to old
as circumstances change.

Migration

People are increasingly migrating within and across countries. Typically
they move voluntarily to pursue better paying jobs or healthier environments.
Internal migration is common in developed countries. In 1981, over 17% of the
population in Australia and the U.S. changed residence. The average number
of lifetime moves per person for a 1970 cohort was 12.9 moves in the U.S. and
7.35 moves in Japan (Greenwood, 1997). Migration is most common for young
adults, including parents of young children. Migration peaks slightly again at
about retirement age.
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In developing countries, internal rural to urban migration has been well
documented, but rural to rural migration, where data is available, seems to be
even more common (Lucas, 1997). Young adults are most likely to migrate.
Data on temporary compared with permanent migration is difficult to find.
International voluntary migration is also primarily for reasons of employment.
For example, in 1980, 21.8% of the Australian population was foreign-born;
6.8% of the U.S. population; and 1.2% of Spain’s population. Average educa-
tional levels for immigrants to developed countries are quite high (Lalonde &
Topel, 1997).

War and Civil Conflict

Political violence continues to kill many men and women of parenting age
(Apfel & Simon, 1996). Each year thousands of children lose their homes,
neighborhoods, and other property due to intentional destruction. Millions of
children live in refugee status due to forced migration or displacement, and
hundreds of thousands are unaccompanied by adult family members.

Family Economics

The world economy exerts influence on the local economy, which directly
affects a child’s family economic status. At the outset of the 21st century, chil-
dren in certain areas of the world are living in the midst of economic prosper-
ity never before experienced by such large numbers of families while others are
faced with persistent poverty. In 1999 the United Nations concluded that “in
a majority of countries, growth for the foreseeable future will fall far short
of what is necessary to affect a substantial improvement in living standards
and a reduction in the number of people living in poverty” (1999b, p. 3). Even
among families that are financial stable, employment problems and work stress
affect child well-being.

Malnutrition and nutritional diseases affecting mothers and their children
continue to be the greatest threats to child development. Female-headed fami-
lies are most likely to get stuck in poverty. Most of the world’s poor children
live in rural areas, in large families within agricultural economies (UN, 1997).

While many people are thriving in the new opportunities created by polit-
ical and economic transformations, relatively uneducated or semi-skilled
workers have been displaced from jobs by technology. This displacement has
affected women and men, but psychologically seems to affect the man’s tradi-
tional view of self as provider for the family. By being unable to provide, the
man is more likely to pull away from family responsibilities (Wilson, 1996).

Unemployment rates have disproportionately affected young people
(those under age 25), who are also the age group with young children (UN,
1997). Real income has declined in many areas; parents may work extraordi-
narily long hours or multiple jobs, leaving less time for childrearing. Labor
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unions have declined; people are more likely to be employed by corporations
based in distant places rather than by people known to them within their com-
munities or states. Thus, workers feel relatively less empowered.

Parents who are happy at work and feel a sense of personal control over
their jobs tend to interact more with their children (National Research Council,
1994; Galinsky, Bond & Friedman, n.d.). Increasingly, people are creating their
own jobs or demanding work environments that support their family lives.
Unfortunately, many parents cannot influence their job situations. They must
tolerate the conditions or starve. In particular, parents in transitional economies
who have experienced job shifts are more likely to suffer health problems
related to stress (UN, 1997).

Race/Ethnicity

Children in oppressed groups learn in their families to survive and cope
with the prejudice and discrimination they face in the larger society. The fam-
ily serves as a buffer against hostile societal forces. While some political
reforms have created greater opportunities for historically oppressed groups,
many political transformations and conflicts have exacerbated persistent dis-
criminatory patterns against oppressed populations, such as the recent atroci-
ties in Rwanda and Bosnia-Herzgovina. Political, socio-economic, and cultural
discrimination against minorities is prevalent in many areas.

Conversely, children also learn hatred and intolerance in the family. As
mobility brings increasingly diverse groups together, children are exposed to
more people who are different from them. Increasing communication and mobil-
ity among various regions of the world have increased direct contact among
people of diverse racial, ethnic, and religious backgrounds. Several countries
have recently recognized multiple religious and linguistic groups within their
borders and have begun to provide culturally relevant support.

Consumer Values

In a global economy marked by promotion of excessive use of consumer
goods, children are taught values that place individual gratification and mate-
rial possessions over social responsibility and spiritual values. Families are at
risk of neglecting the promotion of child development in favor of immediate
material gratification.

Technology

Mastery of technology begins at home. The technological revolution has
created extraordinary opportunities for families but has also aggravated the
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disparities between rich and poor, generating what has become known as the
“digital divide” (United Nations, 1999a). Technology has enabled children and
adult family members with disabilities to live at home and manage life activi-
ties. Children have access to enhanced educational opportunities and techno-
logical advances offer their caregivers increased flexibility and freedom. On
the other hand, compulsive attention to the Internet, television, or video games
can erode family communication and/or increase family stress. Rapid techno-
logical change eliminates certain jobs while creating others (usually fewer) that
require higher skill and education, contributing to the dislocation of many
unskilled and semi-skilled workers. This dislocation causes higher unemploy-
ment or family disruption as parents migrate away from their families in search
of work (United Nations, 1997a).

CONCLUSION

Many of the world’s children have increased opportunities and more
diverse support as a result of smaller, stronger family systems in more pros-
perous conditions. These children may benefit from the stimulation related to
changing social networks and physical environments. The trends in family life
and contextual societal forces pose risks, though, such that unless family care-
givers and communities exert intentional effort to assure supports for children,
a child is increasingly likely to be isolated, insecure about the future (due to
transient relationships), and deprived of essential resources for development.
Research is needed to better understand the implications for child develop-
ment of rapid and complex changes in family life.

Across the world, states and communities are organizing to strengthen the
social environments that surround children and their families. Policies and
programs generally fall into these categories: (1) improved transfers from
the state to strengthen family resources (economic and material support);
(2) improved support from communities, particularly in strengthening woman-
to-woman and man-to-man support in family processes (e.g. connections,
stress relief, conflict management) and provision of child development
resources (e.g. home visiting, preschool and after-school child care); and
(3) education and support to promote resilience and healthy coping as family
transitions occur (e.g. divorce, relocation, and family member illness).

The child of the twenty-first century is quite likely to grow up with dif-
ferent sets of adult caregivers at different stages; a constellation of siblings
and cousins who include full, half, step, and foster or adoptive relations; and
residences and family networks at several locations. The structure may change,
but the need for consistent, nurturing processes and sufficient resources
will remain the same. How families organize themselves and mobilize
resources, with state and community support, will substantially affect child
well-being.
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CHAPTER 6

Civic Participation by
Children and Youth

SUSAN P. LIMBER AND NATALIE HEVENER KAUFMAN

Over the last generation, research has documented a disturbing trend toward
increasing disengagement of Americans from civic life, whether in political
involvement (e.g., voting), membership in voluntary associations, or a sense of
collective efficacy (i.e., the belief that ordinary citizens can make a difference)
(Putnam, 1995). Since the 1970s, membership has dropped significantly in civic,
political, religious, educational, fraternal, and humanitarian organizations. As
Melton and colleagues (Melton, Limber, & Teague, 1999) note, “whether the
venue is the voting booth, the union hall, or the Parent-Teacher Association
meeting, many fewer Americans are present than were in attendance a genera-
tion ago” (p. 180).

This disconnection and alienation appears to be particularly pronounced
among youth. For example, data from an annual survey of 250,000 freshmen
entering U.S. colleges and universities (Sax, Astin, Korn, & Mahoney, 1999)
reveal a decline in students’commitment to civic engagement over the last
10-15 years. For example, although 75% of the 1999 freshman class reported
that they had performed volunteer work during their last year in high school
(a record high for the 34-year history of the survey), declining numbers of stu-
dents reported an interest in leading or even participating in civic life. Such
patterns do not appear to be unique to the United States. As Torney-Purta and
colleagues (Torney-Purta, Schwille, & Amadeo, 1999b) observed,

The absence of a sense of social cohesion or a sense of belonging to the civic culture
has been noticed in many societies. The personal commitment by individuals to
shared identities that transcend ethnic, linguistic or other group affiliations and
which contribute to social cohesion has weakened in many areas of the world.
Countries find themselves with increasing numbers of adolescents who are disen-
gaged from the political system. (p. 14)

These trends point to a need to better understand the participation of
youth in a civil society. Critical to this understanding is an analysis of key
indicators of participation by children and youth in civic life.

81
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INDICATORS OF YOUTH PARTICIPATION

Recent efforts to define and measure youth participation have identified
several key indicators of youth participation in civic life (Ben-Arieh, Kaufman,
Andrews, Goerge, Lee, & Aber (2001), including (a) civic and community
awareness, (b) civic and community values, (c) civic and community activities,
and (d) opportunities for civic and community activities. Each of these indica-
tors will be explored briefly and relevant data from several recent studies will
be reviewed.

Civic Awareness

In order to be an effective participant in civic affairs, a child must know
about the questions of public importance and the mechanisms for expressing
views and influencing decisions. Measures of civic awareness include youths’
knowledge of democratic institutions and principles, youths’ knowledge of
current events and opportunities for civic involvement, their understanding of
democratic processes, and their self-reports of concern for social problems.

To date, the most comprehensive cross-cultural examination of civic
knowledge or awareness is the IEA (International Education Association) Civic
Education Study, a study of nearly 90,000 14-year-olds in 28 countries who
were surveyed on topics ranging from their knowledge of democratic princi-
ples, to their attitudes toward government, to their participation in civic activ-
ities (Torney-Purta et al., 2000). Results from the study suggest that 14-year-olds
in most countries have an understanding of fundamental democratic institu-
tions and values, but frequently this understanding is superficial. In nearly all
countries, students who display more civic knowledge come from homes that
have more books (a measure of the educational level of parents) and aspire to
higher levels of education themselves. Moreover, schools that model demo-
cratic practices in classrooms (i.e., have an open climate for discussing issues)
are the most effective in the promotion of civic knowledge among students.

Civic and Community Values

Democracy is premised on a citizenry that not only is educated about civic
matters but that also is motivated to participate in civic affairs, both formally
and informally. This motivation, in turn, requires that individuals perceive
that participation of citizens is important and effective. Thus, measures of civic
values among children and youth include beliefs in the importance of con-
tributing to the community and society (e.g., community service, voting), and
tolerance for expression of minority viewpoints.

As noted previously, the annual surveys of American college freshmen
(Sax et al., 1999, 2001) provide one glimpse into the motivation of students
to participate in community. Results from recent surveys reveal declining
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numbers of students who report an interest in taking part in civic activities.
For example, in the 1999 survey (Sax et al., 1999) the percentage of freshmen
who felt that it was very important or essential for them to “influence social
values” fell to 36%, the lowest point in 13 years. Similarly, students’ desires to
“participate in community action programs” (21%), “help clean up the envi-
ronment” (18%), and “help others who are in difficulty” all fell to their lowest
points in a decade. The most recent survey of American freshmen (Sax,
Lindholm, Astin, Korn, & Mahoney, 2001) revealed even higher rates of past
volunteerism (78% had performed volunteer work in the last year, and 28%
reported that their high schools had required community service for gradua-
tion), but students exhibited only marginally greater commitment to civic val-
ues or interest in participating in civic life than in the previous couple of years.
For example, fewer than one-quarter felt that the chances were very good that
they would participate in volunteer or community service work in the future,
and only 23% believed it was very important to participate in community
action programs (compared with 78% who felt that it was very important to be
very well-off financially).

The IEA Civic Education Study (Torney-Purta et al., 2000) gives insight into
the motivation of somewhat younger students to participate in their community.
Findings suggest that with the exception of voting, 14-year-olds are unlikely to
believe that conventional political participation is particularly important. For
example, four of five students in all countries indicated that they do not plan to
take part in conventional political activities as adults (i.e., join a political party,
write letters to newspapers about social and political concerns, or be a candidate
for a local or city office). However, 14-year-olds placed somewhat greater impor-
tance in non-conventional forms of civic and political engagement. For exam-
ple, 59% reported that they expected to collect money for a social cause as an
adult, 45% indicated that they would collect signatures for a petition, and 44%
noted that they likely would participate in a non-violent protest. Respondents
also were very likely to endorse the following activities as ways of demonstrat-
ing good citizenship: taking part in activities to promote human rights, activities
to protect the environment, or activities to benefit people in the community.
Finally, 14-year-olds displayed generally positive attitudes toward political
and economic rights of women and immigrants, although boys exhibited less
positive attitudes than did girls. For example, more than 55% of respondents
strongly agreed (and an additional 30–35% agreed) that women should have the
same rights as men and are entitled to equal pay for the same job. Ninety per-
cent agreed that immigrants should have the right to equal educational oppor-
tunities, and more than three-quarters agreed that immigrants should have the
right to retain their customs and their language and have the right to vote.

Civic and Community Activities

Another indicator of civic participation is the active participation by
children and youth in the public lives of their communities and beyond.
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Measures include the membership of youth in organizations (e.g., political
organizations, community service organizations) within the school and other
community settings, volunteering in community service activities, and politi-
cal activity (e.g., wearing a political button, participating in a campaign).

Students in the IEA Civic Education Study (Torney-Purta et al., 2000) were
asked to indicate whether they had participated in various civic-related organ-
izations. Overall, a minority of students reported that they had participated in
a student council or parliament (28%), a charity collecting money for a social
cause (28%), volunteer activities to help the community (18%), an environ-
mental organization (15%), a human rights organization (6%), or a youth organ-
ization affiliated with a political party or union (5%). There was considerable
variability in students’ responses by country, however. For example, 50% of
American youth reported that they had volunteered in their communities, and
40% had participated in a charity collecting money for a social cause. By con-
trast, the percentage of peers in Poland who participated in these activities was
5% and 9% respectively.

Opportunities for Civic and Community Activities

In addition to examining the civic awareness, values, and activities of chil-
dren and youth, it is critical to analyze the opportunities that communities and
larger societies offer children to participate (Ben-Arieh et al., 2001). Measures
of such participation include adults’ and children’s perceptions of opportuni-
ties for children’s involvement in decision making in various contexts (e.g.,
their homes, schools, communities) and children’s perceptions of adults’
responsiveness to their participation in various contexts. For example, several
questions from the IEA Civic Education Study (Torney-Purta et al., 2000)
probed the openness of the classroom environment to active decision-making
and participation by students. Results suggest that although an open and par-
liamentary classroom climate promotes civic knowledge and engagement, this
approach is not the norm in most countries. For example, whereas 39% of par-
ticipants reported that students often feel free to express opinions in class and
38% reported that students are often encouraged to make up their own minds
about issues at school, nearly one-quarter felt that these occurrences happened
rarely or never.

Several other studies have examined children and youths’ beliefs about
the responsiveness of adults to their participation within the community.
A consistent theme that emerges is that youth frequently do not believe that they
are taken seriously by adults (Ekman, 1999; Green, 1999; Hazenkamp, 1992;
Riepl, 1999). For example, in a survey of 269 Austrian youths who had taken
part in two municipal projects, a majority of youths expressed satisfaction with
the results of the projects, but 56% indicated that their views were not taken
seriously by adults, and 25% perceived at least partial misuse of the participa-
tion project by adults (Riepl, 1999).

At one level it would not be surprising if these perceptions of youth were
indeed well founded. The very notion that children are entitled to rights
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is relatively new. In most societies, including the most developed Western
industrialized nations, children and youth were formerly seen primarily as pre-
adults, without rights and essentially the property of their parents, certainly
lacking any public political significance. The mutually reinforcing social forces
that began to change these attitudes include the increase in child development
research, legislation aimed at education and protection of children, and the
development of internationally defined human rights. Throughout the twentieth
century there were efforts to increasingly legitimize rights for children and these
efforts culminated in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which
today has been ratified by all but two states, the United States and Somalia (and
the U.S. has signed the treaty).

This widespread acceptance of the CRC means that the treaty provides
a useful statement of the global consensus on the nature and extent of partici-
pation rights of children and youth. These include the right to freely express
opinions and to have one’s opinions taken into account in any matter or pro-
cedure affecting the child (Articles 12, 13). The Convention also provides for
the right of freedom of association (Article 15) and of thought, conscience and
religion (Article 14). The Convention provides for children and youth to have
the right to participation in activities of society and to take part in decision-
making, in the family, in school, and in their communities. The governments
of the world, on behalf of their states, have taken on the responsibility of pro-
viding the conditions necessary for children and youth to exercise participa-
tion rights, and the expression of these rights expands with the increasing
maturity of the child.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PARTICIPATION BY
CHILDREN AND YOUTH

Participation by youth is important for youth themselves, for their
community, and for democratic societies at large.

Significance for Children

First, participation has significance for children's own lives. Encouraging
children to express their opinions and feelings about their own lives and
events in their world and to participate actively in the world around them sig-
nals a respect for children as human beings (Weithorn, 1998). Communicating
this respect to children will help them to develop a positive sense of self and
self-respect. As Weithorn (1998) notes, “to enable children to stand up for
themselves, for others, and to those who will try to influence them, we must
help them develop their dignity and self worth” (p. 7). Participation also
plays an important role in other aspects of children’s social and personality
development. Through participation, children learn ideas and values that are
not easily understood if they are merely passive learners. For example, active
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participation can give children valuable experience in making difficult deci-
sions and working effectively within a group toward a common goal. For exam-
ple, in a study of 13 to 17-year-old Austrian youth who participated in
municipal projects, three-quarters reported an enhancement of personal skills,
such as the ability to work in teams, 85% reported an improvement in their
abilities to adopt realistic perspectives and cope with problems, and 83%
reported that the projects fostered an attitude of solidarity (Riepl, 1999).

Participation can also help to promote a sense of mastery and control among
children and youth (Flanagan & Gallay, 1995; Weithorn, 1998). As Weithorn
(1998) suggests, “in general, age-appropriate participation in decisions that affect
children is likely to help them feel that they can positively influence their own
lives and those of their families and communities” (p. 7).

In an extreme example of the effects of political participation on youths’
sense of mastery and control, Barber (1999) found that those youth who par-
ticipated in the Palestinian Intifada reported having grown in maturity, self-
confidence, and effectiveness.

Meaningful political participation by children and youth also may support
their developing sensitivity to the problems and needs of others (Damon, 1998;
Flanagan & Gallay, 1995; Green, 1999; Youniss et al., 1997). For example, in
their study of 5,600 12–19 year-olds in 7 countries, Flanagan and colleagues
(1999) observed that children who volunteered in their communities attached
a greater importance to working to improve their communities, helping the less
fortunate, and helping their country and society, than did non volunteers.
Although these findings are correlational and must be interpreted cautiously,
it is plausible that the voluntary activity helped to instill in children and youth
a sensitivity to the needs of individuals within their communities and society.
This increased sensitivity is likely to benefit community members as well as
the child him/herself. For example, helping children to develop senses of
themselves as altruistic may enhance their self-esteem, as they come to see
themselves as helpful and giving individuals (Weithorn, 1998).

Another potential benefit of civic and political participation by children
and youth is that it may increase their political understanding and reasoning,
their democratic beliefs, and their political and civic behavior (Flanagan &
Gallay, 1995; Green, 1999; Riepl, 1999; Youniss, Su, & Yates, 1999). As Torney
and colleagues (Torney, Oppenheim, & Farnen, 1975) recognized 25 years ago,
children do not acquire civic knowledge or democratic beliefs through rote
memorization, flag salutes, patriotic rituals, or other such forms of passive
learning. Rather, it is through meaningful participation in the political realm
that such abilities and beliefs develop most readily. For example, 85% of the
children and youth in Riepl’s (1999) study of Austrian youth reported that their
democratic consciousness was strengthened as a result of having taken part in
one of two municipal participation projects. Similarly, in their study of high
school seniors in the United States, Younis and colleagues (1999) found that
the frequency of community service was positively related to a variety of “con-
ventional” political behaviors (e.g., had they or were they likely to vote, work
on a political campaign, or contribute money to a political candidate) as well
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as “unconventional” political behaviors (e.g., had they or would they in the
future boycott an organization or participate in a public demonstration for
a cause).

Significance for Future Civic Engagement

Participation by children and youth in civic activities also may set in
motion a lifetime pattern of engagement in political and civic activity. For exam-
ple, in a nationally representative, longitudinal study of high school seniors in
the United States, Glanville (1999) found that participation in instrumental
extra-curricular activities (such as the school newspaper, student, government or
political clubs, and youth organizations in the community) during high school
was related to high rates of increased early adult political participation (includ-
ing voting, working for a political campaign, attending political rallies, or
contributing money to a political campaign, net of potential selection factors.
Participation in expressive activities (e.g., athletic teams, chorus, band, and hon-
orary clubs), on the other hand, was unrelated to political participation as adults.

Similarly, a retrospective study of adults who had been members of 4-H
as youth revealed that former 4-Hers, compared with former nonmembers,
were more likely to be members of various groups within their communities
as adults (Ladewig & Thomas, 1987, cited in Yates & Youniss, 1998). Former
4-Hers were nearly four times as likely to be a member of a political group and
two times as likely to be part of a civic group or other community group. They
were also more likely to be officers of such groups. Similar benefits were
observed for participation in other types of groups such as scouts and YMCA
for participation in civic (two times as likely), community (nearly two times as
likely), and political groups (nearly four times as likely).

According to Youniss (1997), participation in organized groups during
adolescence has a lasting impact because such participation introduces youth
to the basic roles and processes required for civic involvement and helps youth
incorporate civic involvement into their identity during an opportune moment
in its formative stages. As Flanagan et al. (1997) observed, organized groups
that provide youth with experience in service to the community connect them
“to the broader polity and, in that process [help them] develop an understand-
ing of themselves as civic actors” (p. 3).

An alternate interpretation, however, might be that the youth who parti-
cipate in such groups and activities already possess fundamentally different
attitudes and motivations than non-participants. Thus, it may be that the
participation experience itself is less important than individual personality
characteristics in fostering adult participation. At least one study (McAdam,
1988), however, which made use of a carefully selected comparison sample of
nonparticipants, clearly illustrates the powerful and long-lasting experience
of political participation on youth.

McAdam (1988) conducted a retrospective study of participants in the
1964 Freedom Summer project in the United States. In this initiative, college
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students primarily from colleges in the Northeastern U.S. spent a summer in
Mississippi registering Black voters and educating Black school children.
Twenty-five years later, participants were distinguishable from nonparticipants
(who had been selected to participate but were unable to do so) in political out-
looks, political behavior, voluntary joining of civic groups, and career choices.
Participants held more liberal views, were more active in conventional and
unconventional political behaviors, belonged to more voluntary groups, and
had more frequently chosen careers in the education and service.

Significance for Communities and Democratic Society

Youth participation has significant benefits not only for the youth him/
herself, but also for the communities in which they participate. As Weithorn
(1998) notes,

Adults may be surprised by how much they can learn from young people. Free from
many of the concerns that often constrict adults’ thinking and creativity, children and
adolescents may bring fresh perspectives to situations...The partnerships between
young people and adults forged to solve problems of mutual concern can promote
closeness and enrich the relationships between adults and young people. (p. 8)

Moreover, children’s participation in a civil society also has long-term sig-
nificance for their community, nation, and world because of the need to social-
ize the knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes that are fundamental to sustaining
a democracy (Flekkoy & Kaufman, 1997; Melton, 1998; Weithorn, 1998).

CONCLUSION

Few would question the idea that a healthy democracy requires citizens
who are attentive, know how to participate in all levels of society, and actively
engage in their communities. By these standards, many countries, including
the United States, have reason to be concerned about the health of their democ-
racies. Civic awareness among youth includes knowledge about the system but
often only superficial understanding of how it works. In the area of civic and
community values, majorities of students report respect for the rights of others,
in a variety of settings, but students do not indicate an interest in participating
in conventional political activities when they become adults. With regard to
active community participation among youth (a good indicator of participation
as an adult) most students do not report community engagement, and in some
countries the percentage of youth who participate is at extremely low levels.
Finally, in the area of opportunities for civic engagement, again students fre-
quently report limited opportunities, and even those who do actively engage in
community projects report feeling that they were not taken seriously and/or
that their work was not valued by adults.

We need much further study of all the issues raised by the extension
of participation rights to the younger members of our societies. To meet
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the obligations undertaken in acceptance of the CRC, we need to understand
how to create conditions which will genuinely provide young people with the
interest, motivation, and necessary information to productively participate in
their societies. The work is necessary not only to fulfill our legal obligations
but also to advance the vitality of our democracies. It is now clear that partic-
ipation by youth is important for young people themselves, for their commu-
nities, and also for the larger democracies in which they live.
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CHAPTER 7

The Effects of Political and
Economic Transformations on

Children
The Environment

LOUISE CHAWLA

THE IMPACT OF CHANGES IN THE GLOBAL
ENVIRONMENT ON CHILDREN’S LIVES

Since the beginning of the contemporary environmental movement in the
1970’s, environmental reports have registered rising human populations, rising
levels of consumption, and corresponding declines in ecosystem stability and
biodiversity. World Resources 2000/2001, a report on a recent initiative to mon-
itor global ecosystems by the United Nations Environment Programme, United
Nations Development Programme, World Bank and World Resources Institute,
revealed a perilous lack of knowledge about the thresholds that separate sus-
tainable use from ecosystem collapse, even as it documented deteriorating pro-
ductivity in the world’s major forest, grassland, farmland, marine and freshwater
ecosystems. When natural systems are degraded or destroyed, the poor, who are
most likely to depend on local resources for their subsistence, suffer the most
immediate effects.

Part of the problem is growing populations. According to estimates of the
United Nations Population Division, the world’s population crossed 6 billion
in the year 2000, up from 1.7 billion in 1900, with a projected population
between 8 to 11 billion by 2050. Nearly all of this growth—an estimated 98%—
is occurring in the developing world (Swerdlow, 1998). These figures indicate
that children and their families in the developing world will face increasingly
severe competition for basic needs like food, fuel, fresh water, land, and shel-
ter. Without a commitment to the responsible management of ecosystems, from
local to national levels, the result is often a “PPE spiral” of interdependent
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poverty, population growth, and environmental stress, which threatens chil-
dren’s health and diminishes their life chances (UNICEF 1994).

The main cause of the assault on the natural environment has been
increased consumption in the industrialized world. Between 1980 and 1997,
the money spent on private consumption worldwide nearly tripled, with con-
sumers in high-income countries, who represent about 16% of the world’s pop-
ulation, accounting for 80% of the 1997 spending (World Bank 1999, cited in
UNDP et al., 2000). The United States, the country with the highest per capita
rate of consumption, transmits images of its lifestyle around the world by
movies, videos, Internet, and satellite television, as the standard to which
much of the world aspires. The latest statistics, however, show ever-widening
gaps between rich and poor. Human Development Report 1997, which focuses
on poverty reduction, shows that the poorest 20% of the world’s people cur-
rently earn 1.1% of global income, down from 1.4% in 1991 and 2.3% in 1960,
while the ratio of the income of the richest 20% to that of the poorest 20% has
risen from 30 to 1 in 1960 to 78 to 1 in 1994 (UNDP 1997). Poor children grow
up in a world of rising expectations and diminishing means of fulfillment.
A new political will is imperative in order to reverse these trends through
programs that simultaneously address environmental protection and poverty
eradication. In this process, it is critical to learn how to incorporate children
into these programs in ways that nurture their sense of hope and their skills for
constructing a more viable world.

For rural children, the implication of these figures is that their families are
more likely to be engaged in agricultural production or natural resource extrac-
tion for export to the global consumer market, rather than earning a subsistence
living through small farms or fishing enterprises. As the geographer Cindi
Katz (1986) has documented in the Sudan, with the introduction of rational-
ized agricultural development schemes for commodity production, children
are likely to face a number of dilemmas. They are less likely to learn the more
sustainable land use practices of their parents’ or grandparents’ generations;
yet if they acquire traditional experience, they may never have land on which
to apply it. Pressures for them to add to their family’s cash economy may pre-
vent their attending school; yet if they manage to go to school, they may be
prepared for an industrial economy that will deliver few jobs. As children are
incorporated into industrial agriculture, they lose the freedom to play as they
work, as they could often do during traditional activities like herding, foraging,
or trapping. Considering the importance of play as a way of assimilating expe-
rience and acquiring social and physical skills, these changing patterns of
work, play, and learning deserve attention. Educational schemes to develop a
viable agricultural economy or preserve sustainable systems of resource extrac-
tion need to be identified and evaluated as an alternative to these changes, and
the best models need to be promoted (Espinosa, 1994; Horst, Morna, & Jonah,
1995; Nabhan, 1998).

As subsistence agriculture and fishing economies collapse, a related global
environmental trend is urbanization. Although rates of urbanization vary in
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different parts of the world, families around the world continue to move away
from the countryside into cities large and small (Satterthwaite, 1996). The
United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (1996) estimates that within the
opening two decades of the twenty-first century, more than half of humanity
will come to live in urban areas. Within urban areas, some children may be
involved in small-scale agriculture (Mlozi, 1995); but ultimately this transition
signifies that most families no longer have any direct connection with the
land that sustains them. Instead, children’s experience is often restricted by
fears of traffic, crime, and other hazards (Bartlett, de la Barra, Hart, Missair, &
Sattherthwaite, 1999). The implication of this change on children’s environ-
mental learning and attitudes is poorly understood. Research indicates that
environmental sensitivity, defined as an interest in the natural environment
and disposition to act responsibly to protect it, is associated with positive
childhood experiences of the natural world and adult role models of environ-
mental interest and care. Therefore, different means need to be assessed to
make areas of “nearby nature” accessible to urban children and their families
in ways that promote positive environmental attitudes (Chawla, 1998).

In both urban and rural areas, children are often at severe risk from envi-
ronmental hazards. Satterthwaite, Hart, Levy, Mitlin, Ross, Smit, and Stephens
(1996) estimate that more than half of the world’s children face risks to their
health and often their lives within their homes, surroundings, and places of
work and play; yet reports on global environmental degradation rarely draw
links to consequences in the form of child mortality, malnutrition, and stunted
development. Advocates for children and for the environment need to make
these links and find common cause.

The most recent reports of growing environmental damage and growing
gaps between rich and poor demonstrate that the world’s leaders have not yet
committed themselves to a new course of sustainable development that meets
human needs within ecosystem limits. If international agreements on the envi-
ronment win effective commitment, then the role of children will be central.
The concept of sustainable development implies an investment in children as
our bridge to the future. In the most widely quoted definition, sustainability
requires that the present generation manage the environment in such a way
that it meets its needs without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their needs (WCED 1987). In Agenda 21, the Programme of Action
agreed upon by most of the world’s nations at the United Nations Conference
on Environment and Development, children and youth are identified as major
actors whose interests must be “taken fully into account in the participatory
process for sustainable development and environmental improvement”
(United Nations 1992, Section 25.13b). This principle is reemphasized in the
Programme of Action from the Second United Nations Summit on Human
Settlements. As the Preamble to The Habitat Agenda states:

The needs of children and youth, particularly with regard to their living environment,
have to be taken fully into account. Special attention needs to be paid to the partici-
patory processes dealing with the shaping of cities, towns, and neighborhoods;
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this is in order to secure the living conditions of children and of youth and to make
use of their insight, creativity and thoughts on the environment. (UNCHS 1996,
paragraph 13)

This principle of child and youth participation is expected to be reaffirmed
at the “Rio+10” Conference to be held in Johannesburg in September 2002. If
implemented, it will require a profound transformation in development poli-
cies and in the operations of child-oriented organizations. Despite this growing
international rhetoric about participation, there has been little systematic
research to evaluate different forms of participatory practices and their effects
on children, families, communities, and institutions (Chawla, 2001).

VARIATIONS BY AGE, CLASS, AND GENDER

The preceding changes represent a broad overview of global environmen-
tal trends. How are these changes manifested on regional and local levels, and
how do they affect children according to age, class, and gender, as these char-
acteristics are mediated by culture? Drawing on existing, though limited,
research, some areas for attention can be suggested.

Statistics that indicate growing income gaps between rich and poor sug-
gest radically different environments for children of different classes. Well-
to-do parents can often purchase residences at a distance from “hot spots” for
pollution, crime, drugs, crowding, noise, ugly surroundings, and disease. In
some countries, including the United States, this physical separation amounts
to a form of “geographic apartheid” in which rich and poor no longer inhabit
the same spatial worlds (Massey & Denton, 1994). At the least, children of the
better off are protected from homelessness and the stresses of insecure tenure
and housing. At the most privileged, children of well-to-do families enjoy
opportunities for travel and integration into the global culture of entertainment
and communication. In the former Soviet Union, the egalitarian principles
of communism involved state housing for all in “classless” neighborhoods, but
as post-Communist states are integrated into the market economy, economic
and geographic division are reemerging (UNICEF 1997).

Children of all classes, however, are vulnerable to what have been termed
“new deprivations”: a diminishing fabric of social support within the family
and community; decreasing opportunities for socialization; lack of opportuni-
ties to demonstrate self-worth in the broader sphere; a sense of marginalization
and uncertainty about the future (Blanc, 1994). Although these deprivations
may be social, they are partly manifested through a lack of safe, accessible
meeting places, community open spaces, and other places for work and play.
As Stephens (1995) notes, concomitant with these changes exists a widespread
discussion about “the disappearance of childhood” that applies to diverse cul-
tures and classes. Although documenting the multiple risks which children of
the poor face remains important, it is also vital to show that changes in the
structure of everyday life, and their underlying social, economic, and political
causes affect children of all classes.
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Research results of the Growing Up in Cities Project (Chawla, 2002) indicate
that social integration is a core element of children’s own assessments of com-
munity quality. In this eight-nation study, children expressed the most positive
attachment to where they lived in a slum on the periphery of Bangalore, in one
of the poorest districts of Buenos Aires, and in old working-class and mixed
income neighborhoods of Trondheim and Warsaw. They expressed high levels
of alienation in a Johannesburg squatter camp, a suburb of Melbourne, an inner-
city area of Northampton, and an immigrant community of Oakland, California.
What distinguished positive and negative environments, in the children’s
assessments, were closely linked physical and social factors. Places where chil-
dren wanted to continue to live were characterized by friendly inhabitants who
welcomed and valued young people, safety and consequent freedom of move-
ment, peer gathering places, a variety of activity settings to observe or join, a
cohesive community identify, and a local tradition of self-help (which required
general security of tenure). Children disliked areas where they felt unwelcome,
harassed and stigmatized, and where there was violence, high rates of crime,
heavy traffic, uncollected trash and litter, a lack of gathering places and inter-
esting activity settings, a lack of provision for basic needs, and a general sense
of political powerlessness.

In this study’s most extreme case of social and geographic barriers, low-
income immigrant children in Oakland showed almost no knowledge of their
city beyond their immediate housing site and school, where they stayed con-
fined by psychological fences constructed of fear and crime (Salvadori, 2002).
Similarly, Buss (1995), studying 9 to 11 year olds in five areas of Los Angeles,
found that commercial shops and malls were among the few places where
they felt safe. The consequences of this constriction and commercialization of
the geography of children’s lives in the industrialized world, and the extent to
which similar trends are shaping the developing world, need to be better
understood. How do these changes relate, for example, to the skills that chil-
dren learn, or don’t learn, and to their sense of identity and sense of public life
and responsibility? How can development policies protect supportive commu-
nities where they already exist for children?

All of these changes in children’s lives need to be disaggregated by age, gen-
der, and culture. The environment is a critical arena for developing competence,
but the skills that children need to master vary with age, and are variously
constructed according to gender and culture. Studies in a number of cultures
show that in general boys have more privileges to roam and explore than girls,
whereas girls have smaller ranges that confine them closer to home. Recent
research in the industrialized world, however, shows that parents are reacting
to rising fears of crime by becoming as protective of their boys as they have
traditionally been with their girls (Valentine, 1997).

Not coincidentally, the children in the Growing Up in Cities Project,
who ranged from age 10 to 15, stressed their desire for safe, friendly, multi-
generational public places and places where they could gather with friends,
and showed keen awareness of whether or not their neighborhoods were stig-
matized by their larger societies. As pre-adolescents and young adolescents,
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they were at an age when they were expected to be engaged in defining new
identities in the world beyond the family. At younger ages, the environment’s
provision of opportunities to develop other forms of physical and social skills
may take priority, such as opportunities for wayfinding, cooperative and imag-
inative social games, games of physical dexterity, cultural creativity, and
knowledge about built and natural environments (Chawla, 1992).

These results from the Growing Up in Cities Project point to the need to
create quality of life indicators from children’s own perspectives, and suggest
that the current emphasis on quantitative physical indicators such as mortality
rates, cash income, provision of water and sewer systems, and school atten-
dance needs to be balanced by including social and even spiritual dimensions
of children’s environmental experience as well, such as those that relate to
children’s sense of social integration, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and relation-
ship to the built environment of their culture and the natural environment
that sustains them. These complementary life quality indicators will require
participatory research in which children play an active role in defining the
necessary questions and methods. In child research—as well as in the sphere
of sustainable development—new processes need to be explored and promoted
in which children will play a collaborative part in identifying their own con-
cerns and priorities for improving their lives, and in putting good ideas into
practice.
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CHAPTER 8

Children and the Media
BRIAN WILCOX

Describing the role of media in the lives of children around the globe is
a daunting task. First, media diversity is increasing rapidly. The most recent
entry is the personal computer and the Internet, but other media are appearing
or changing shape as well. Access to the various media, mass and otherwise,
also varies substantially from country to country and region to region.

Despite the proliferation of media, this analysis of media trends affecting
the lives of children will focus almost exclusively of television. The reason
should be obvious: television as a truly mass media reaches more children and,
according to research, has a greater impact on the lives of these children and
their families and communities than any other medium. It is also the most
intensively studied medium, although significant gaps in our knowledge
concerning the social effects of exposure to certain types of television content
still exist. Other media have been scrutinized by researchers, including music
(Christenson & Roberts, 1998) and video games (Federman, Carbone, Chen, &
Munn, 1996), but these bodies of work remain fragmented and somewhat
inconclusive.

Unfortunately, few studies exist in which the entirety of children’s media
“diet” is studied. One recent exception is an analysis of children’s media use
conducted in the United States by Roberts, Foehr, Rideout, and Brodie (1999),
which included television, movies, videos, video games, books, magazines,
computer games, internet chat rooms and web sites, and music. This nationally
representative survey of American youth found that children and adolescents
in the United States are immersed in media. They live in homes that are replete
with media devices—on average, three television sets, two VCRs, two CD play-
ers, three radios, three tape players, a computer, and a video game system.
Average media exposure for young children (ages 2–4) is quite high—over four
hours per day, and media exposure increases to just over 8 hours per day for
12–13 year-olds before dropping off somewhat during the teen years.
Television remains the dominant media for most children, although listening
to music becomes an important activity for teens. One of the more startling
findings from this study concerns the degree to which children’s media use
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occurs in contexts where adults are absent. Even television viewing, which
is more likely to take place in the presence of adults than other media use,
often occurs in private: “Almost 15% of the youngest and a full third of the
oldest youngsters watch television ‘mainlyalone’”(Robertset al., 1999, pp. 81).
Surprisingly, a majority of American youth has a television in their bedroom,
and over a quarter of 2 to 4-year-olds have television sets in their bedrooms.
This “privatization” of media use, in which much media exposure takes place
outside of adult presence or supervision, should receive greater attention by
researchers and child advocates.

In this brief analysis, I will attempt to address three issues. First, I will
describe the television landscape confronting children around the world. This
section will look at the penetration of television and related technologies
around the globe and examine trends in television programming for children
in a variety of countries and regions. Second, I will briefly describe the major
concerns arising from children’s television viewing, with particular attention
to the issue of media violence. Finally, I will look at some approaches being
taken in an attempt to address some of these concerns.

THE TELEVISION LANDSCAPE

Television is increasingly ubiquitous. A recent study supported by
UNICEF found that seven out of ten households around the world have televi-
sions (Lamb, 1997). While television’s penetration into the homes and lives of
children is widespread, it is also variable. Table 1 (based on Lamb, 1997) pro-
vides data on the number of television sets, the number of broadcast channels,
and the number of satellite/cable/pay television channels in a sample of coun-
tries. Given the rapid developments taking place in the telecommunications
field, especially in the satellite television arena, these numbers significantly
underestimate the global reach of television in 2001.

While it is clear that many children around the world do not currently
have access to television, with the exception of the poorest and most remote
villages in Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, and Asia, most of the popula-
tion in the developing world should have some access to television within
a decade or two. Television ownership is being spurred in part by rapid global
growth in the cable and satellite television industry along with national efforts
to develop satellite and cable communications infrastructure. Already, over
20% of the world’s households have cable or satellite connections.

Numerous studies indicate that children spend a good deal of time watch-
ing television. Studies in the U.S. find that television viewing occupies much
of a child’s free time, averaging over 3 hours per day (Huston, Donnerstein,
Fairchild, Feshbach, Katz, Murray, Rubenstein, Wilcox, & Zuckerman, 1992;
Roberts et al., 1999). Viewing increases from the early childhood years through
middle childhood, and then drops somewhat during adolescence. A recent
UNESCO study finds television viewing by children to be commonplace and
extensive in countries throughout Asia, Latin America, Europe, and Africa
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(Groebel, 1998). Clearly, television is an important presence in the lives of
many children.

The spread of television around the globe has raised many concerns, some
of particular relevance to children and youth, but one common concern relates
to the threat to national cultures raised by the perceived preponderance of
foreign programming aired around the globe. In particular, many are worried
about the export of U.S. culture via U.S. television programming, given the
enormous amount of programming produced in the United States. The most
interesting television trend in recent years, however, seems to run counter to
this fear. Local or regional programming in national languages is growing
extremely rapidly. Despite the extended reach of programming from the United
States, the United Kingdom, Canada, France, and Australia sent out via cable
and satellite, in most countries, national broadcasters account for the greatest
share of the television audience. In South Africa, for example, the three
national channels account for over 80% of the viewers.

At the same time, when one looks at animated programming—the category
that accounts for the largest amount of programming specifically intended for
children—this general concern is borne out. Indeed, the five aforementioned
countries are responsible for the majority of children’s programming around
the world, especially for animated programs. And children are watching
foreign-produced programs. In South Africa, American sitcoms and music
programs are the programs most frequently viewed by youth (Bulbulia, 1998).
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This same viewing pattern holds for many of the Asian countries, with Thailand
and a few othersbeing the major exceptions (Goonasekera, 1998). Unfortunately,
there are few studies available which give any details on the television viewing
preferences and practices of children outside of a handful of western industri-
alized nations.

The technology by which television is delivered to children is changing
rapidly around the world. Cable and satellite delivery of programming is grow-
ing at a very rapid pace, and the competition provided by these sources is
changing the type of programming provided by traditional broadcast stations.
Digital television is just beginning to appear, and while it may be decades before
this new technology is widely adopted beyond the borders of the wealthiest
countries, it has the potential to radically transform this medium. Additionally,
the mid-1990s saw a wave of mergers among media giants, and forecasters pre-
dict that these mergers will influence what is seen on television around the
globe (Baker & Dessart, 1998). Predicting the future in this industry is nearly
impossible, given the rate of change in both technology and commerce.

CHILDREN’S PROGRAMMING: THE PERVASIVE
THREAT OF VIOLENCE

Three issues tend to dominate policy discussions related to children’s
television programming: the need for educational programming, the threat of
over-commercialization of children’s television, and the potential harmful
effects of violent programming and sexually explicit content (Kunkel & Wilcox,
2001; Wilcox & Kunkel, 1996). Of all the issues related to children’s television,
none has drawn more public or scholarly attention than the issue of violence.
Concern over children’s exposure to violence in television programming dates
to the origins of televisions, and has been expressed in virtually every nation
(Groebel, 2001).

While researchers do not unanimously support the contention that televi-
sion violence represents a threat to the development and well-being of chil-
dren, the vast majority of scholars do contend that exposure to media violence
has the potential to harm children in several ways. Recent reviews of the media
violence research have concluded that there are three primary types of effects
of viewing violent television programming (Donnerstein, Slaby, & Eron, 1994;
Wilson, Kunkel, Linz, Potter, Donnerstein, Smith, Blumenthal, & Berry, 1997).
First, ample evidence supports the contention that children can and do learn
aggressive behaviors and attitudes from viewing violence on television. Heavy
viewers of television violence are more likely to see violence as a reasonable
means for settling disputes, for example. Second, those who view relatively
high levels of televised violence develop an increased and exaggerated fear of
becoming a victim of violence. Gerbner has called this the “mean world” effect.
Finally, viewers of television violence have shown a tendency to become
desensitized to violence.
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It is important to recognize that not all violent content leads to negative
effects on viewer’s attitudes, affect, and behaviors. Wilson and her colleagues
at the University of California at Santa Barbara have summarized eleven con-
textual factors which influence the type of effect any particular portrayal of
violence will have on viewers in relationship to the three primary types of
effects described above. A review of each of these factors is beyond the scope
of this analysis, but a summary of these relationships is depicted in Table 2.

Based on their review of this research, the Santa Barbara researchers
created a composite index describing the characteristics of programs placing
young viewers at greatest risk from the harmful effects of media violence. This
composite includes five factors: “(1) whether the perpetrator is attractive,
(2) whether the violence is justified, (3) whether the violence is rewarded or
punished immediately after it occurs, (4) whether harm and pain is shown,
and (5) whether the portrayal is likely to be perceived as realistic” (Wilson
et al., 1998, p. 129). Using this composite index, the researchers assessed the
extent to which high-risk programs—those containing all five of these factors—
appeared in an extensive random sample of programming drawn from U.S.
broadcast and cable sources. They found that of all television programs con-
taining any violence, nearly 20 % were classified as high-risk programs. More
importantly, fully half of these high-risk portrayals appeared in programs tar-
geted to young children, and nearly all of these (92%) appeared in animated
programs intended for children. Cartoons designed for young children, it
appears, frequently contain portrayals of violence in which an attractive per-
petrator—often the hero—engages in violence that is portrayed as justified, is
rarely punished, and results in minimal harmful consequences for the victim.
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It is not uncommon to hear critics dismiss concerns about cartoon violence.
Adult viewers are able to distinguish fantasy violence from real violence, but
young children are frequently incapable of making this distinction. Unlike
adults and older children, young children, especially those under seven years of
age, are frequently incapable of “discounting” cartoon violence in their minds.

While this research reported on violence in programming in the U.S., it
has broader ramifications due to the wide distribution of animated children’s
programming produced in the U.S. Some nations have regulatory structures
that require that programs likely to be viewed by children be edited to remove
much violent content, but other countries exert little control over television
content, relying on voluntary efforts and parental oversight to protect the inter-
ests of children. In the U.S. at least, industry self-regulation with respect to tel-
evision violence has shown little promise as an effective strategy in reducing
exposure to violent programming (Kunkel, Farinola, Cope, Donnerstein, Biely, &
Zwarun, 1998).

RESPONDING TO THE CHALLENGE

For the most part, individual nations have attempted to address the issue
of media violence, along with concerns about sexual content, the paucity of
educational programming, and over-commercialization, in their own ways.
The “solutions” undertaken reflect the unique legal and regulatory structures
in each country, the organization of the television industry (public ownership,
private ownership, mixed ownership), and the manner in which the problems
have been defined by the public. Countries in which the government has strong
regulatory authority and total or partial ownership of the broadcasting infra-
structure (e.g., Australia, Denmark, Thailand) tend to have greater restrictions
in place with respect to content that is deemed harmful to children than coun-
tries where private ownership and non-regulatory philosophies prevail (e.g.,
Brazil, Germany, United States).

The changing nature of the television medium, both in terms of ownership
and delivery technology, is challenging existing regulatory methods. One
response to the challenges raised by the globalization of the television indus-
try was made at the World Summit on Television and Children, held in March
of 1995 in Melbourne. The head of children’s programming for the BBC pro-
posed a “Children’s Television Charter” which could be adopted by organiza-
tions around the world and used as a set of principles to guide efforts to
improve the quality of children’s television. The Children’s Television Charter
has since been used as a template by organizers in Africa and Asia to develop
regional resolutions, and also served as the focal point for discussions at the
Second World Congress on Television and Children held in London in March
of 1998. While the charter and the documents based on it address several of
the concerns related to children’s television, national and regional efforts
stemming from the enactment of these documents have focused primarily on
violence (Lisosky, 1998).
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The economic forces allied against a global children’s television policy are
formidable. The industry grows larger and its power more concentrated every
year. Yet change is possible. Several nations, including the U.S., have passed
policies intended to respond to the needs of children vis à vis television. As
nations grapple with the problems created by the rapid changes in information
technology and associated industries, it is essential that advocates work to
assure that the concerns of children remain on the political agenda. Decades of
research tell us that media, generally, and television, specifically, play a very
significant role in the lives of young people. All television is educational
television; we would do well to attend more carefully to what it teaches our
children.
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CHAPTER 9

Developmental–Ecological
Considerations

ROSS THOMPSON

As the chapters of this volume describe, global political, economic, and
cultural transformations can affect the everyday lives of children in many
ways. Economic transitions may increase or decrease unemployment, affecting
family well-being and youth entry into the labor market. Children’s access to
transnational communications systems (such as the Internet, satellite and cable
broadcasting, and even fax technology) can alter how they regard themselves
and their communities within a worldwide context. Democratic reform can
influence civics education in the schools, and the new literary, numerical,
technological, and linguistic requirements for success in the new world order
can further affect education. The national economic restructuring sometimes
required by international lending institutions can affect health care, education,
and social welfare programs. For some children and families, residential relo-
cation is one of the significant consequences of the transitions provoked by
globalization, with implications for the networks of social support upon which
they commonly rely. Perhaps most significantly, periods of political and eco-
nomic transition influence children’s hopes for the future, their expectations
for success in the adult world, and their estimates of what skills are required
to live well as adults.

Understanding how these transitions affect children’s everyday experience
is a challenge to developmental scientists for several reasons. First, the term
“children” denotes a very heterogeneous population, ranging in age from
infancy to adolescence. Within this population, children vary significantly with
age in: (a) how they are affected by changes in their social ecologies, (b) their
understanding of these changes, and (c) their capacities to respond adaptively.
Each of these developmentally variable characteristics mediates the impact of
political and economic changes on children’s development. For example, eco-
nomic transitions can affect young children because of the family stress and
child care conditions associated with parental unemployment, but for an ado-
lescent they can have profoundly different implications, such as educational
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attainment and entry into the adult world of work. Thus, discussing the impact
of globalization on “children” is unduly generalized without greater specificity
of the ages of the children. The impact of globalization depends on children’s
developmental capacities.

Another challenge to developmental scientists is that socioeconomic
and community conditions of children’s everyday lives mediate the impact
of political and economic transitions (Cochran, Lamer, Riley, Gunnarsson, &
Henderson, 1990; Thompson, 1995). Globalization differently affects children
and youth to the extent that they have access to the Internet and cable broad-
casting, live in families vulnerable to fluctuations in the economy, attend
high-quality schools, and can participate in the consumer culture. Children’s
religious and ethnic status also mediates the effects of globalization, especially
when political regimes in transition permit previously suppressed ethnic con-
flict to re-emerge, or find new ways of constructively addressing religious and
ethnic differences. The socioeconomic and demographic influences that affect
children’s everyday lives mediate the effects of globalization; thus, these
effects are not homogeneous.

Finally, understanding how political and economic transformations affect
children’s everyday lives is challenging not only because this understanding
requires new ways of conceptualizing the effect of social change on children
and youth (see Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983; Elder, 1974), but also because
the political, economic, and cultural changes of globalization are multifaceted
and multilayered. These changes originate in international economic, commu-
nications, and political systems, for example, but are interpreted in light of
indigenous cultural beliefs, history, and traditions. Global changes have direct
effects on the proximal social systems in which children participate—family,
school, neighborhood, religious community—but are also indirectly influential
through the national treaty obligations, economic restructuring, and popular
culture that transcend but infuse these local ecologies. Global change can influ-
ence virtually all levels of the social ecology, from the microsystems of child
care centers to the macrosystems of national juvenile justice policies, but chil-
dren and youths’ understanding and response to these cultural transformations
also significantly influence the impact they have. Conceiving the impact of
global change on children’s everyday experience stretches simple, conven-
tional portrayals of the social processes affecting human development.

Understanding the impact of political and economic changes on the every-
day lives of children is thus easy in theory, but difficult in practice. To com-
prehend this impact, this task must be approached from multiple perspectives,
each with different conceptual and empirical implications for understanding
the effect of social change on children and youth (see Thompson & Melton,
2000). Each perspective alone offers a valuable but limited view of the influ-
ence of globalization on children, but taken together, they can provide a more
provocative and inclusive portrayal. This essay briefly considers three per-
spectives which aid in understanding the effect of these changes on children
and youth (see Thompson & Melton, 2000). The first considers the impact on
children of changes in their immediate social ecologies resulting from political
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or economic transitions. The second examines the cultural values concerning
children, their mediation of changes associated with globalization, and the
effect of these changes on cultural values. Finally, the third perspective focuses
on children’s interpretations of their everyday life experience in a changing
world.

CHANGES IN CHILDREN’S SOCIAL ECOLOGIES

Developmental scientists commonly portray a child’s social world as
a series of concentric circles, with each circle representing a progressively
broader level of the social ecology enveloping the child (for two examples, see
Bronfenbrenner, 1979 and Lerner, 1991). The most immediate circle surround-
ing the child represents, of course, the family. The family ecology is complex
(it can incorporate the parents’ marital relationship, sibling relationships,
and/or extended family support), and is important because it is the child’s most
important social setting and because it often mediates the impact of broader
ecological influences. Especially when children are young, for example, the
influences of the economy, community, and popular culture are developmen-
tally influential primarily as they influence the family.

Broader social ecologies (represented by wider concentric circles) include
(a) the neighborhood and community, encompassing schools, child care cen-
ters, religious organizations, workplace settings, health care agencies, volun-
tary community organizations, and other local agencies that affect children
and families, (b) societal institutions, including print and electronic media,
financial institutions, the justice system, policies of government agencies, and
other institutions whose practices can directly or indirectly affect children,
and (c) cultural values, beliefs, traditions, and history (including beliefs about
children, as well as values related to modernism and nationalism) that consti-
tute an interpretive framework of understanding for members of society. In
addition, some ecological theorists describe the formal or informal connections
that exist between different levels of the social ecology, such as events that
bring families and schools together (e.g., parent–teacher conferences) or that
mediate between families and workplace practices (e.g., after-school care agen-
cies) (see Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

These developmental–ecological topography models offer a valuable
avenue to understanding the effects of globalization on child development
by focusing on the direct or indirect effect of global changes on children’s
immediate social ecologies. From this perspective, therefore, one might pose
questions like the following (see also Larson, in press). Are the social benefits
typically provided by government agencies to families with children, such
as health care and education, significantly affected by changes in national
economies? How are economic transitions affecting family life, especially
through their impact on parental employment, youth job opportunities, or the
need for cheap (child) labor? Have there been legal reforms in juvenile justice
owing to international political agreements, such as the values articulated in
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the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (see Andrews & Kaufman, 1999)?
To what extent are Western humanistic and scientific values becoming incor-
porated into local educational reform? Are traditional values and beliefs becom-
ing diminished in perceived importance as a result? How do broader economic
and political changes affect neighborhood quality, especially the perceived
safety of neighborhoods as settings for child development?

Such questions emphasize the opportunities and risks to children and
youth arising from the changes in their social ecologies arising from globaliza-
tion. Such questions can be empirically studied in several ways, each of which
might be considered a “child impact analysis” of the effects of globalization
on development (Thompson & Melton, 2000). These methods include demo-
graphic data concerning changes in school enrollment, family income and
poverty (especially child poverty rates), health care statistics (including immu-
nizations and child hospitalizations), and public expenditures on children
that indicate the performance of social ecologies and institutions that affect
children in the context of social change. Relevant data also include child
social indicators (e.g., educational attainment, youth criminality, adolescent
pregnancy, child literacy) that offer descriptions of the effect of these changes
in social ecologies on children and youth.

However, a cautious interpretation of these large-scale survey data is
important for several reasons. Social indicators can offer, at best, only a very
indirect glimpse into the conditions affecting children’s well-being and must
be supplemented by other sources of information, such as those described
below, that offer more incisive portrayals of children’s everyday experience.
Moreover, the reliability of these large-scale statistics can be questionable,
especially for societies in transition, and they provide only lagging indicators
that track, often at considerable delay, the changes that occur in children’s
social ecologies. Finally, because they are general indicators of social change,
data such as these poorly document the mediational influences (e.g., of child
age, ethnicity) that may be important for understanding the effects of global-
ization on children. For these reasons, additional conceptual and empirical
perspectives are necessary.

CULTURAL APPROPRIATION OF GLOBAL INFLUENCES

Cultures, like children, are not passive recipients of outside stimulation.
Although “globalization” is often discussed as if transnational economic, polit-
ical, and cultural trends impose uniform demands on specific societies, each
culture interprets and appropriates worldwide influences in unique ways,
based on indigenous traditions, values, and social history. This interpretation
and appropriation explains why, for example, some nations welcome the grow-
ing influence of multinational corporations as an avenue to economic prosper-
ity, while other nations reject this influence because of nationalistic or
fundamentalist reaction. Likewise, the influence of globalization on child and
youth development depends on indigenous beliefs about children, the nature
of their growth, and the roles of parents and others in their development.
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Such a view is consistent with sociocultural developmental theory (see
Rogoff, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978, 1987; Wertsch, 1985). To sociocultural theorists,
psychological growth is based not on the maturation of universally acquired
capabilities, but on the appropriation of culturally-specific knowledge and tools
as children interact with older cultural members. The shared activity of younger
with older people is the crucial context for knowledge acquisition, and although
this activity may occur in s

jointly counting or measuring recipe ingredients, seeds, or the dimensions of

ettings of formal instruction, more often it occurs as
children are guided participants in the everyday tasks of older partners, such as

a virtual house. This “apprenticeship in thinking” (Rogoff, 1990) also enables
children to master the cultural tools of understanding, whether they consist of
an abacus, a written language, or computer literacy. Development is, in short,
a cultural construction.

Sociocultural developmental theory provokes new questions, therefore,
about the impact of globalization on the everyday lives of children and youth
that focus on cultures’ appropriation of global influences, and the effect of these
influences on development. Are broader political and economic transitions
altering the kinds of knowledge and skills valued by specific societies, and are
these skills increasingly required of children and youth? If so, how do these
changes influence formal education, such as in curricular reforms intended
to foster greater literacy, numerical skills, technological competence (e.g.,
computer literacy), linguistic skills (with English as the “lingua franca” of the
new world order), and other capabilities? Are traditional practical knowledge
and skills (e.g., of agriculture and craftsmanship) eclipsed as a result? Do the
values underscored in international treaty agreements concerning children,
such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, affect society’s view of
children? How are children’s “rights” culturally interpreted? Do these national
obligations influence the treatment of children at home, in schools (such as in
student governments), in child welfare or juvenile justice systems, and in other
contexts? How are traditional or indigenous belief systems viewed in light
of the growing influence of Western popular culture? Do children—or their
parents—experience conflict between traditional belief systems and values of
the global popular culture to which they are increasingly exposed? How is
globalization influencing the kinds of activities that children share with older
partners? Is an “apprenticeship in thinking” conducted through cyberspace as
meaningful as face-to-face interaction?

These questions address the intersection of individual development and
cultural change in relation to globalization. Studying these issues requires
much different research strategies than those earlier described. Instead, quali-
tative and quasi-ethnographic strategies are necessary to elucidate how national
and local social institutions that affect children and their families uniquely
appropriate global, political, and cultural transitions (Arnett, 2000). This eluci-
dation might involve examining, for example, changes in educational curricula
or instructional methods over time, or reform in the legal status of children
reflected in changes in statutory law or procedural justice, or changes in family
access to health care or social services. Survey figures concerning public beliefs
about many issues, such as children’s rights and welfare, or attitudes toward
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Western popular culture, are also relevant to understanding the cultural appro-
priation of global influences and their effects on children and youth.

In exploring these issues, developmental scientists should attend espe-
cially to two concerns. First, educational and technological access likely strat-
ify the effects of cultural changes associated with globalization on children.
Indeed, in many respects the question of whether children and youth benefit
or are undermined by global economic and political transitions is related to
the quality of their education, their access to computers and the Internet, and
the socioeconomic differences associated with educational and technological
access. In this respect, the gains and losses for children associated with glob-
alization may overlap other forms of socioeconomic inequality.

Second, the impact of globalization on intergenerational relations also mer-
its serious study. As sociocultural theory underscores, the shared activity of
children with older partners contributes to knowledge and skill development;
and changes in the economy, culture, and politics can alter the occurrence of
this activity by changing employment patterns, educational requirements,
neighborhood conditions, and other features of family life. Moreover, children
with technological capabilities and access to knowledge that adults lack can
alter the contexts, and content, of the “apprenticeship in thinking” that occurs.
Indeed, in some traditional societies the difference between the enduring
knowledge and practices that an older partner would like to transmit to the
younger, and the younger’s interest in Western popular culture and emergent
knowledge systems of the computer age, may constitute a potentially serious
generational conflict.

CHILDREN’S CONSTRUCTION OF THEIR LIFE EXPERIENCE

A third perspective to understanding the effects of global political and eco-
nomic changes on children is to focus on children’s comprehension of their
everyday experience. Societal transitions pose significant challenges to the devel-
opment of self-awareness, understanding of social roles and institutions, and
expectations for the future of children and youth (see Schlegel, 2000). Children
and youth may view cultural and political transitions (such as Westernizing
influences on popular culture) much differently than do adults (Diversi, 2000).
By studying children and youths’ interpretation and internalization of these
changes, the ways that their impact is mediated by age-related changes in under-
standing become more apparent.

The kinds of questions that might be posed include the following. How
does their enhanced awareness of other cultures (fostered by access to transna-
tional communication media, new educational curricula, and/or popular cul-
ture) affect children’s views of their own life conditions? What do children
expect for the future, and how is it influenced by their awareness of the polit-
ical, economic, and cultural changes they observe around them? What do they
regard as the capabilities needed for adult success; do they expect that they
can acquire those capabilities and, if so, how do they plan to do so? How do



Developmental–Ecological Considerations 113

children and youth compare the characteristics of global popular culture with
the more indigenous or traditional elements of their own culture? How do the
steps toward democratic reform evident worldwide affect how children and
adolescents think about their own current and future roles as citizens?

Children’s constructions of the social changes they experience can be stud-
ied in several ways. Interviews, focus group discussions, and peer-report meth-
ods can be useful depending on the age of the child. Often interview methods
are most useful when they are supplemented by other approaches. The neigh-
borhood walk strategy, pioneered by Bryant (1985), uses a shared stroll around
the child’s neighborhood as the structure for an interview about the child’s
everyday experiences, using familiar locations and landmarks as the basis for
inquiries about events of significance to the child. Time-use studies can also be
a useful supplement to interviews, with the interview questions scaffolded
around the child’s (or a parent’s) previously collected account of the activities,
events, and partners that characterized the child’s daily activities for a week.
Photographs and pictures, hypothetical stories, and actual news accounts can
also be useful supplements to interviews to elicit the child’s awareness of local
and national events associated with global change. Finally, interviews with
parents and other caregivers can be useful sources of information about chil-
dren’s constructions of their life experiences, especially when children are
young and may have difficulty articulating aspects of their everyday responses
to events. In these cases, carefully structured interview questions can take
advantage of an adult’s intimate, longstanding understanding of the child.

CONCLUSION

A developmental–ecological orientation to studying the impact of global-
ization on the everyday lives of children is essential. A developmental approach
orients inquiry to the different influences of political, cultural, and economic
transitions on children of different ages, these children’s different capacities
for understanding the changes they experience, and their different capabilities
of responding constructively to them. An ecological approach orients inquiry
of the direct and indirect effects various ecological systems have on children
and youth, cultural beliefs’ mediation of the social impact of global forces on
children, and significant human development as a social construction. Taken
together, a developmental–ecological orientation underscores the complex
ways that children and youth are affected by social change.

Such a view is consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) portrayal of the
chronosystem, which he defined as the dynamic interaction between develop-
mental changes in the individual and changes (and continuities) over time in
the social ecology. As Bronfenbrenner described it, the chronosystem illus-
trates the mutual influence of changes in individuals and changes in their con-
texts (e.g., transitions in child-care arrangements, schools, or neighborhoods).
One implication of his analysis is that periods of rapid social change make the
outcome of developmental transitions less certain and predictable. During
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these periods, economic upheaval, political changes, technological advances,
or other societal transitions alter the social processes traditionally supporting
predictable transitions in child and youth development (e.g., educational
preparation of children for citizenship; entry level avenues to adolescent work-
force participation), which means that the current era of globalization offers
developmental scientists a unique opportunity to explore the shaping and
reshaping of development by broader global currents. This opportunity is well
worth seizing.
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CHAPTER 10

The Transition to “Democracy”
in Latin America

Challenges and Implications

ELAINE C. LACY

In discussions with residents of Mexico City just before the presidential elections
of summer 2000 (which resulted in the end of the Partido Revolucionario Insti-
tucional’s (PRI) roughly seventy-year monopoly on power), I was struck by the
recurrence of two themes: a lack of confidence in the ability of any political party
to provide true democratic government, and the higher priority given to a
need for economic over political reform. Today virtually all of Latin America’s
thirty-three countries are governed by democratically elected officials. However,
citizens throughout the region have voiced sentiments similar to those of the
Mexicans with whom I spoke, raising questions regarding the ability of these
regimes, many of which are new, to adequately respond to the needs of their citi-
zenry, and the future of those regimes that are not able to do so. This chapter will
examine the nature of “democracy” in Latin America and the challenges these new
governments face, and will assess the implications of the new political and
economic reality on the region’s residents. Given the number and diversity of
countries in Latin America, I will attempt only to identify and discuss broad pat-
terns and trends.

Most Latin American nations became independent republics in the early
nineteenth century, and since that time the majority has endured swings in the
political pendulum between autocratic rule and more “democratic” forms of
government. During the latest round of authoritarian rule, which occurred dur-
ing the height of the Cold War, elected civilians ruled only four mainland coun-
tries. However, for a variety of reasons, the situation has been reversed.1 The
regional tendency was rule by middle-class military leaders and technocrats
who engaged in repressive tactics and governed in the interests of the upper
classes. These dictators usually presented their forced intervention into

1 The countries included Mexico, Costa Rica, Venezuela, and Colombia.
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politics as necessary in order to halt Leftist (or “communist”) activities in the
country, to bring about economic recovery, or to restore law and order. Virtually
all declared the return to democracy as their goal, once political and/or eco-
nomic problems had been solved. Rather than restoring economic well-being,
however, the policies adopted by the military regimes led to worsening condi-
tions, and their massive external borrowing resulted in a foreign debt crisis by
the early 1980s when Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, and other Latin American
countries were forced to reschedule their debt.

Between 1978 and 1990, fifteen Latin American countries moved toward
elected civilian rule. The transition occurred in an episodic fashion as result of
massive demonstrations against political and economic conditions, economic
crises, labor strikes, war losses, and/or international pressure. Furthermore,
with the end of the Cold War the United States no longer felt compelled to
prop up authoritarian regimes because of their anti-communist stance. Few of
these new governments had democratic traditions to fall back on, and some,
including El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Bolivia, had virtually no history of
democracy. Many observers hoped that a return to democratic rule in the
region would result in more equitable distribution of resources, more effective
and responsive political institutions, and improvement in human and civil
rights. Unfortunately, these changes have not occurred. Inequity and poverty
rates increased in the 1980s and 1990s, mainly as result of the neoliberal eco-
nomic policies adopted first by a number of the military governments, and
later, by the new democratic leaders. The process through which neoliberal
reform programs were adopted underscores the vulnerability of regional
economies to global economic forces.

In the 1930s, most Latin American countries moved away from the export-
led growth model that had been in place since before independence and
adopted an inward-oriented economic paradigm, relying on import substitution
industrialization (ISI) and broad governmental protections to reduce a growing
economic disparity with the industrialized world. However, largely because of
structural weaknesses in the ISI paradigm, regional economies grew increas-
ingly dependent on international investment and loans, which after the 1970s
became much more mobile and accessible. This dependence on foreign capital
exacerbated the vulnerability of Latin American economies, and when the debt
crises of the early 1980s struck, international financial institutions, including
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, made adoption of
structural adjustment programs a requirement for international loans. Govern-
ments throughout the region had little choice but to adopt “neoliberal” eco-
nomic reform programs, which include the removal of barriers to international
trade, privatization of industries, relatively unhindered foreign investment, an
end to government subsidies, and curtailment of social spending (on education,
health care, and other services), in an attempt to end the immediate crises and
to generate long-term economic growth.

The dramatic economic restructuring associated with neoliberal forms has
resulted in greater access to international capital, lower inflation, increased
exports, and a somewhat higher growth rate (3% per year for the region in the
1990s, as opposed to 1.9% in the 1980s). Still, the growth rate does not
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approach the 6% regional rate of the 1960s and 1970s, nor does it meet the
3.4% that the World Bank deems the minimum for reducing poverty (Hakim,
1999/2000). Additionally, practices such as the lowering of tariffs, closing or
modernizing of industrial plants, reduction of benefits for workers, privatizing
of state-owned firms, restructuring of labor markets, reduction of the minimum
wage, decreasing of social spending, and curtailment of government subsidies
have resulted in business failures, rampant unemployment, a weakened labor
force, and increased poverty. Leaders refer to such economic and social dis-
locations as temporary, but the fact is that neoliberal programs emphasize
economic reforms only, generally ignoring social needs or political reform.

Neoliberal reforms have further exacerbated economic inequities: some
countries in the region have the highest income disparity in the world (Inter-
American Development Bank (IDE)). In 1995 the wealthiest one percent of the
region’s population earned 417 times more than the poorest one percent, while
in 1970 it had earned 363 times more. In Chile, the one country in the region
that has implemented a variety of social programs to address economic
disparity, national wealth is still controlled by the upper 20% of the popula-
tion. In the first half of the 1990s, the number in extreme poverty increased by
1.5 million and those deemed moderately poor grew by 5 million people (Karl,
2000). At the same time, the number of people in the “informal economy” grew
dramatically. Furthermore, the volatility of international capital has con-
tributed to an overall economic downturn in Latin America in the 1990s, wors-
ening the plight of the majority. According to the World Bank, the number of
people living on less than US$1 per day increased from 63.7 million in 1987
to 78.2 million in 1998 (World Development Report 2000/2001, Table 1.1). As
conditions deteriorate in the region, concerns increase that, in adopting free
market programs, leaders lose the ability to devise policies that would benefit
lower socioeconomic groups. As one analyst put it, neoliberal policies in Latin
America have “ripped the heart out of democratization, turning what could
have been a flowering of political and social participation into a brand of
‘low-intensity democracy’” (Green, 1995, p. 164).

Another characteristic of Latin America’s new democracies is their failure
to provide effective and responsive political institutions, leading some to label
them “authoritarian democracies” or “elite democracies”. The nature of the
current crop of “democratic” regimes has generated a debate regarding the def-
inition of democracy. There is general agreement, at least in regards to Latin
America, that the “minimalist” definition proposed by Robert Dahl (1961,
1971) applies: a democracy will include broad participation in regularly sched-
uled, competitive elections, and citizens are protected by civil and political
liberties. The degree of adherence to these requirements varies greatly in the
region, however. Most observers recognize that while it may occur in the future,
“liberal” democracy, which incorporates a broad range of egalitarian princi-
ples, is generally absent in Latin America today.2 The majority of states in the

2 Unless otherwise noted, generalizations regarding the nature and status of democracy in Latin
America were drawn from sources listed in the attached bibliography. The number of publications
on the topic has mushroomed since the early 1990s and is too extensive for mention in the text.
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region transitioned from dictatorships to civilian rule without changing some
of their authoritarian and oligarchic underpinnings and behaviors. While some
have described the “illiberal” nature of the new democracies as a legacy of
former military dictatorships (see Petras, 1997; Zakaria, 1997), a broader his-
torical perspective demonstrates that the pattern is far more longstanding. In
the transition to democracy, few countries have undertaken constitutional
reform or improved basic governmental institutions, which would facilitate
effective democratic rule. Presidentialism, or strong-man rule, is widespread in
the region, and dilutes democracy in part because these “new caudillos”, like
the military leaders before them, weaken and discredit basic democratic institu-
tions including judicial systems, legislatures, and political parties.

Even though most of the region’s constitutions deny consecutive presiden-
tial terms, Carlos Menem in Argentina, Alberto Fujimori in Peru, Fernando
Henrique Cardoso in Brazil, Perez Balladares in Panama, and Hugo Chavez in
Venezuela have circumvented this stipulation to win consecutive terms, or have
attempted to do so. Fujimori and Chavez have shut down Congress, rewritten
constitutions to enhance their own power, and used the military rather than
democratic institutions to govern. Fujimori agreed not to complete his third
term in office in September 2000 only after his security chief, Vladimiro
Montesinos Torres, was videotaped bribing an opposition congressman to sup-
port Fujimori in the disputed election.3 The strongman behavior of Fujimori
and Chavez led one analyst to comment in mid-2000, “These two countries are
leading the way to hybrid regimes that are formally democratic but where wide
powers are progressively concentrated in one authoritarian and neopopulist
leader” (Petrash in LaFranchi, May 2000). Bolivia’s Hugo Banzer, elected in
December 1999, earlier ruled the country as dictator. Guatemala’s Alvaro Arz,
known for controlling the country’s press, reportedly models his government
after that of Mexico’s PRI, which monopolized Mexican politics throughout
much of the twentieth century.

Among the reasons these strongmen are elected and re-elected is their pop-
ulist posturing. They promise to reverse the ill effects of neoliberal reforms and
to take a hard line against terrorism, corruption, rising crime rates, drug traf-
ficking, and other social and economic problems, which have become pan-
demic. Some of the region’s new leaders have also presented themselves as
nationalists, ready to rescue national identity in the face of increasing global-
ization. Chavez, who has presented himself as the new Simón Bolívar—South
America’s liberator—was apparently re-elected in 2000 by the lower classes
(which make up a majority of the population), based to a large extent on his
promise to focus on jobs, personal safety, and an end to political corruption.

The failure of democratic regimes to modify old institutional structures has
also impeded democratic reform and has often meant little change from past
repression, corruption, and a resulting lack of trust in government. Institutional

3 In September 2000 Fujimori, bowing to pressure, announced that new elections would be held
in spring 2001. He indicated, however, that he hopes to be a presidential candidate again in the
future.
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weakness is particularly evident in Venezuela, Colombia, Argentina, Peru, and
virtually all of Central America. A paucity of responsive and responsible polit-
ical parties, poorly designed electoral systems, corrupt and/or ineffective judi-
ciaries, failure of the rule of law, brutal police and security forces and continued
autonomy of the armed forces exemplify this failure. An early 2000 IDB report
says that only Africa ranks lower than Latin America in failure of rule of law
and increased corruption. The same report states that the number of murders in
the region, which were the highest in the world in the 1970s, have risen, now
approaching rates roughly 40 times that of the developed world. Some of
this behavior is tied to longstanding cultural practices, as is seen in the case
of Brazil: with the transition to democracy in the late 1980s, the country’s
new political openness led to a return to the traditional political practices of
favoritism, bribery, and clientelism both at the regional and national levels. The
political parties that emerged in this milieu are corrupt, parochial, and person-
alistic (See Kingstone & Power, 2000). The failure of the new regimes in this
regard is seen by some as a threat to their longevity. In an early 2000 opinion
poll of 17 countries in the region, only 37% of respondents expressed satisfac-
tion with the way democracy worked in their countries, a number similar to a
1997 poll. As was true in 1997, satisfaction was higher in countries enjoying
relative peace and prosperity, such as Uruguay and Costa Rica. One in four
Brazilians indicated that they might prefer authoritarian government to the
current regime (“Yours Discontently”, 2000).

The formal democracies have also failed to address human and civil rights
abuses in Latin America. Amnesty International reports that in 1999, the armed
forces were involved in atrocities against the civilian population in Colombia,
Ecuador and Mexico. In the Mexican state of Chiapas, Catholic Church officials
issued a report to the United Nations High Commissioner on Human Rights
accusing the Mexican military of atrocities in its six-year-old war against the
mostly indigenous Zapatistas (America, 1999). Reports of torture, killings, dis-
proportionate use of force, and arbitrary detentions by police and security
forces in 1999 came from 23 countries in the region, including Ecuador,
Jamaica, Brazil, El Salvador, Venezuela, Bolivia, Haiti, and Nicaragua. The
most common victims include indigenous groups, peasants, journalists,
human rights and land reform activists, prisoners, members of trade unions,
and even minors. Arbitrary arrests and detention without due process were
reported in eight countries (Amnesty International Report, 2000).

While the involvement of some of the region’s armed forces in human rights
violations is a concern to human rights activists, their high political profile in a
number of countries has raised fears that the armed forces would politically
intervene once again, given the volatility of regional economic conditions. In the
late 1980s and early 1990s, military revolts against constitutional governments
occurred in Argentina, Ecuador, Guatemala, Panama, and Venezuela. A high
level of military involvement in politics is evident today in Chile, Guatemala,
Ecuador, Paraguay, Venezuela, and Peru. In 1999, Ecuadorian military officers
(like Chavez in Venezuela) evoked the name of Simón Bolívar as they forcibly
replaced one President with another. In May of 2000 army officers attempted
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a coup in Paraguay, and some observers also fear a military revolt in Venezuela
because of Chavez’ populist tactics and anti-military posturing. Those who led
the Ecuadorian coup are in prison, but have vowed to take power through fair
elections upon release (again, as did Venezuela’s Chavez) (LaFranchi, 2000).

An active civil society is generally considered crucial to guaranteeing
human and civil rights and to democratic reform in general.4 In Latin America,
contrary to expectations, a strong civil society did not accompany the return of
democratic rule. Among the reasons: the negotiated nature of the transition to
more democratic rule; a legacy of fear and mistrust of government; the “top-
down nature of the democratization process”; and the impact of neoliberal

The number of regional non-government organizations (NGOs)
declined after democratization (although foreign NGOs are increasingly active
in the region, as described below) in part because many were “captured by the
state during the democratic transition” (Gwynne, 2000, p. 25). With the end of
authoritarian rule, social activism became less political and often proved too
weak to oppose elite democracies (Grugel, 2000). Neoliberalism has also
altered the nature of social activism, since by exacerbating social and economic
inequality it has limited the areas of common concern (Roberts, 1997). As a
result, civil society is more fragmented and thus weakened. Levels of social
and political activism also vary within the region depending on degrees of
literacy, local political culture (for example, the extent of disillusionment with
democracy) and the local social and political context. In the 1990s civil soci-
ety was more inclusive and active in countries with higher literacy rates, such
as Chile, Argentina, Costa Rica, and Uruguay.

Elsewhere, this fragmentation has been evident. Indigenous and peasant
groups, rural women’s organizations, Black communities, religious organiza-
tions and other groups agitate separately, for the most part, for land reform,
improved social and economic benefits, bilingual education, an end to genoci-
dal violence, political representation, an end to corruption, and other causes.
Some alliances have occurred, however. In Mexico, Brazil, Bolivia, Colombia,
and Paraguay, what were once peasant movements increasingly include edu-
cated citizens who have knowledge of issues both national and international,
and who know that they must work together with urban groups. Such alliances
resulted in general strikes in Ecuador, Brazil and Bolivia in 1996 and 1997, and
have meant that the Zapatista rebellion in Mexico has found support through-
out the country. In addition, the majority of these groups’ leaders are young,
between twenty and thirty years of age (Petras, 1998).

Some observers pin their hopes for a more active civil society on religious
groups. Protestant organizations are making inroads among the lower and

4 This statement rests on the notion of civil society as reflecting notions of inclusion, the impor-
tance of local pressure or interest groups for development and democratization, and the concept of
social mobilization and activism whereby “‘ordinary’ people make demands on the state and man-
age to resist state pressures” (Grugel, 2000, pp. 88).
5 Patricio Silva (2000) argues that “the increasing impact of the process of globalization in the
national economic and political agendas has ... discouraged many people about the real possibili-
ties they have to influence decision-making in their countries” (see pp. 51–61).

reforms.5
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middle classes, and are beginning to seek access to political power (Bastian,
1998). One scholar argues that Protestant activism in Latin America will play
a role in building democratic infrastructures similar to the role Alexis de
Tocqueville assigned Protestants in the nineteenth century United States
(Ireland, 1999). In Mexico, the Catholic Church supports civic culture, and has
consistently voiced opposition to neoliberal policies and corruption (Camp,
1999). In Brazil, an activist group established by the Brazilian Bishops’
Conference was among the backers of country-wide public demonstrations
against poverty and exclusion in September 2000. The primary target of these
anti-poverty demonstrators was the IMF (Latinnews, 2000).

CONCLUSION

In the mid-1990s, the primary concern of analysts examining the transition
to democratic governance in Latin America was whether the new regimes
would endure. Five years later most are relatively certain that, having weath-
ered severe crises in recent years, most governments in the region will con-
tinue to act as formal if not liberal democracies, at least for the time being. The
question now is whether regional leaders can or will address the myriad
of social, political and economic problems that have resulted from their failure
to restructure political institutions and their reliance on neoliberalism, and
whether democracy will be broadened to include people of all socioeconomic
sectors. The structure of the global economy and the regional economies’ con-
tinued dependence on foreign capital and markets mean that neoliberal eco-
nomic policies are here to stay, at least for the foreseeable future. Furthermore,
just as was the case in the early twentieth century, Latin America is currently
subject to neocolonialism, which results in limited autonomy for the state.
Regional governments are subject to international forces and their responses
are limited.

Not all countries in the region have reached the same stage of democrati-
zation, and to date most have not achieved a state of real democracy at all.
Social and economic inequality, continued repression, authoritarian-style
leadership, failure of the judiciary and rule of law, and continuing military pre-
rogatives indicate that what has happened in many countries is no more than
a transition from military to civilian rule. The shift to neoliberal economic
policies has limited the ability of the civilian regimes to address economic and
social ills created by the free market reforms. As stipulated by the rules of
the new global order, leaders must respond to the needs of the international
community before they respond to the needs of their own citizenry.

To date, democratic regimes have reacted in different ways to the chal-
lenge. Many have declared the social and economic results of neoliberal poli-
cies temporary, and promise to carry out needed reforms of social and political
institutions when macroeconomic conditions improve. Some, like Chile, have
initiated limited social programs such as broadened education and job training
(Gwynne, 2000). Others, eager to advance economic development at any cost,
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have promoted the idea that consumerism is synonymous with liberty. As
Larraín (2000) has noted, “the former values of equality, state-sponsored wel-
fare, fairness and general austerity ... are now replaced by individual success,
conspicuous consumption and privatized welfare. The point now is no longer
justice, full employment or industrial development but rather to become win-
ner nations comparable to the Asian tigers” (p. 196).

The search for alternatives to regional problems has required paradigmatic
shifts. A number of Leftist parties in the region are engaged in revising their
ideological and political positions and are proposing solutions to the economic
problems associated with neoliberalism similar to those adopted in parts of
Europe. Most of these proposals are variations on the social democratic theme,
and involve a greater role for the state in distribution of economic benefits
while maintaining free market competition (Roberts, 1997). As LaFranchi
(1999) recently observed, such programs are called “cambio lite” in Argentina
and “socialismo descafeinado” in Chile. These socialists and social democratic
programs have been presented as a “third way”.

Still, while the shortcomings of Latin American democracies are obvious,
none of the countries has returned to strict authoritarian rule, in part because
of new regional and international economic and political constraints. Trading
blocs such as Mercosur and NAFTA, the IMF, the IDB, and other organizations
have stipulated democratic government as a prerequisite for membership or
loans. Some observers have expressed faith in the efforts of international agen-
cies to build democracy in the region. A determination to “shore up the region’s
fragile democracies” emerged from the Summit of the Americas in April 1998,
resulting in agreements among regional leaders to set up a training center for
the region’s judges and prosecutors and endorsement of the Inter-American
Human Rights Commission’s efforts to monitor individual freedoms.6 The U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID) became the primary funding
agency for support of democracy in Latin America after the Summit of the
Americas in 1994. A cooperative effort was launched that year to address the
most pressing needs in the region, including democratic governance. USAID
works with the OAS, the IDB, the World Bank, and the Working Group on
Democracy in Latin America in democratization efforts, which include not only
providing development assistance but strengthening judicial systems, encour-
aging civil society, and providing training and support for new local officials
(USAID Congressional Presentation, 1998). European Union countries supply
over half of all aid flowing into Latin America, and increasingly this aid is
channeled through European NGOs to encourage democracy in the region. Up
until the 1990s, European NGOs concentrated on economic and developmen-
tal issues, but since that time they have shifted their focus to include the objec-
tives of developing citizenship and civil society to promote democratization
(Grugel, 2000).

6 The IDB and World Bank offered loans totaling US$8.2 billion for such education between 1998
and 2001 (The Economist, 1998).
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Will “democracy”, in whatever form, last in Latin America? Yes, at least in
the foreseeable future. Current economic policies benefit the wealthy and
international sectors, and despite efforts on the part of the Left and civil soci-
ety in general, the corporate culture of those groups portends their willingness
to maintain the status quo as long as their demands are occasionally met
(Weyland, 1998). Still, some analysts view ongoing inequality as the most seri-
ous threat to democratic reform, in that it reduces aspirations and undermines
rules and institutions. As Tocqueville put it, the real threat to democracy is not
sudden authoritarian takeover but a gradual decline in its quality. As long as a
majority of people in the region rank improved economic conditions above
democratic reform, as did those Mexicans in summer 2000, real democracy
will remain elusive.
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CHAPTER 11

Promises Kept,
Promises Broken

Recent Political and Economic Trends
Affecting Children and Youth in Brazil1

IRENE RIZZINI AND GARY BARKER

INTRODUCTION

The irresistible global changes described in Chapter One are the broader con-
text for countries that are experiencing change in their own specific way. The
global changes might provide new challenges as varied as setting a higher bar
for young people’s search for a decent paying job or for meeting new standards
for the treatment of children. The global changes may provide new opportuni-
ties or may provide new problems for a country experiencing more than its fair
share of domestic problems.

The interconnections between national and international changes in Brazil
are quite varied. The common factor is the sheer rate of change at both levels.
Sometimes international change has had a direct bearing on local changes as
in Brazil’s willingness to use international standards on children’s rights to
develop a new legislative framework for national protections for children,
including child labor eradication. Sometimes globalization simply exacerbates
national challenges. Brazil’s struggle to increase the educational level of young
people, only half of whom enter high school, becomes more critical as freer
international trade increases the rewards to countries with a highly trained

1 We wish to thank the following organizations and individuals for information and data supplied
for this paper: Save the Children, Recife, Brazil, Per Miljeteig (Childwatch International Research
Network, Oslo), Jussara de Goias (Instituto Nacional de Estudos Socio-Economicos, Brasilia), Jorge
Barros (Childhope, Rio de Janeiro), Comissao Nacional da Marcha Global pela Erradicao do
Trabalho Infantil (Sao Paolo), Adelaide Consoni (IPA-International Play Association, Sao Paolo),
and Carlos Eduardo Sartor, for his guidance and the document elaborated by him for CESPI/USU.
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work force. And sometimes international patterns find a parallel in national
trends as in the increasing or continuing inequality of income.

Perhaps the most salient consequence of global changes for Brazil is that
the country has to face up to the consequences of globalization at the same time
that it is facing huge domestic challenges, many of which have a dramatic
impact on children. This chapter describes some of those challenges that par-
ticularly affect children. Overall, as we will argue in this chapter, some unde-
niable advances and improvements have been made at the policy level on
behalf of low-income children in Brazil. At other levels, however, actions have
not followed the promises.

BRAZIL IN TRANSITION

In the last 50 years, Brazil has experienced impressive economic growth
and major structural transformation; however, this economic growth has for
the most part exacerbated rather than improved social inequities, and con-
tributed to increased concentration of wealth and land ownership in the hands
of a relatively small number of people. Brazil currently has the dubious dis-
tinction of having one of the world’s worst income distributions.

After rapid economic growth in the 1960s and 1970s, the 1980’s were
marked by recession, widespread economic instability, high external debt, high
unemployment, and staggering inflation, which in 1989–1990 reached more
than a hundred per cent per month. This hyperinflation further increased
income inequalities in Brazil and made life harder for most people. The mid-
dle and upper classes had their income indexed for inflation, but low-income
families saw their real income fall.

These economic trends have to be understood in the context of the politi-
cal situation. Brazil was run by a military dictatorship that assumed power in
1964 and ruled for more than 20 years. This authoritarian regime killed,
repressed or simply “disappeared” many members of the opposition, includ-
ing student activists, members of civil society, and academics.

During the period of the military dictatorship, the social and economic prob-
lems in Brazil—particularly land and income distribution—worsened rather
than improved, contrary to the so-called “Brazilian economic miracle” that was
widely promoted (Schilling, 1994). The country also underwent rapid urbaniza-
tion. The lack of effective land reform created a situation of abandonment and
increasing poverty in rural areas, and brought thousands of low-income families
to marginalized areas of Brazil’s cities—families with few prospects for mean-
ingful employment. The lack of social support for these families resulted in
homeless or street families, or people ended up working in marginalized and
unsafe conditions, such as garbage dumps or waste recycling. Others got
involved in drug trafficking groups as a way to guarantee their survival.

By the early 1980s, it became increasingly difficult for the military gov-
ernment to control the political and economic situation in the country. After
significant social mobilization, the government finally agreed to hand over rule
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to a civilian president elected by Congress in 1985. Direct presidential elec-
tions resumed in 1989. Even after this return to democratic rule, however,
political upheaval continued. Brazil’s first directly elected president following
military rule was impeached and resigned over corruption charges in 1992.

Brazil’s current president, Fernando Henrique Cardoso, was re-elected
(and originally came to power) for his role in stabilizing Brazil’s hyperinflation.
In 1994, under Cardoso’s leadership, the Brazilian government adopted an eco-
nomic and monetary policy that has until recently succeeded in controlling
inflation, but has caused some prices to stabilize at a level beyond the reach
of much of the population. Various events at the international level have
led to financial instability and slower economic growth, particularly in 2000
and 2001.

After a number of years of rising expectations in the 1990s, Brazilians in
general do not have much reason to celebrate; in fact most Brazilian families feel
the results of the neoliberal economic policies in their daily lives. According to
a recent analysis of structural adjustment policies in Latin America in the 1990s,
such policies are not working and economic stability has not been achieved.
Indeed, instead of stability, real wages have fallen: “in some countries, the
minimum wage lost up to 75% of its purchasing power” (“Neoliberalismo criti-
cado,” 1999). In addition, the Brazilian currency, the real, lost approximately
half of its value against the U.S. dollar between 1998–2001. Recently, the real
has been unstable against the U.S. dollar, varying between R$2.5 to US$1 up to
R$2.8 to US$1.

According to Celso Furtado, renowned Brazilian economist and former
planning minister, what the Brazilian government proposed to do—that is
carry out structural adjustment and promote development—is an impossible
task. For him, “Brazil is on a path to rising social tension” due to unemploy-
ment, the failure of the state, and threats to democracy (“Furtado alerta,” 1999).

During the last few years, a period of intense economic turmoil, the
Brazilian government demonstrated rhetorical commitment to the poor, but in
practice the models of development adopted in the country have done rela-
tively little to address income inequalities and social exclusion. According to
World Bank data, Brazil has the worst income distribution among more than 60
countries for which data is available. As of 1989, the richest 10% of the popu-
lation controlled 51.3% of total income, while the poorest 20% of the popula-
tion had access to just 2.1% of total income (World Bank, 1997). Recent figures
show that “while 9% of the Brazilians live with less than US$1 a day, 46.7%
of the national income are in the hands of 10% of the population” (“Brasileiro
elege,” 2001). Indeed, recent macroeconomic analyses of the Brazil economy
suggest that skewed income distribution continues to be one of, if not the,
major impediment to social development in Brazil.

As a region, Latin America has the worst income distribution in the world.
While Latin America has experienced significant modernization and econo-
mic growth in the past two decades, this growth has not—contrary to many
neoliberal economic theories—led to more equitable income distribution
(“Distribuicao de renda,” 1998).
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Despite its immense natural wealth and capital development, which
places it among the world's ten largest economies, Brazil is still considered a
developing country. However, this tremendous wealth sharply contrasts with
the level of poverty experienced by the majority of its population of approxi-
mately 160 million. Recent figures suggest that over 40% of the entire popula-
tion lives in a situation of extreme poverty.

It is difficult to evaluate completely the situation of poverty of Brazil;
figures presented by the government and other sources are sometimes incom-
plete, distorted, and exaggerated. Nonetheless, census data probably gives the
clearest idea of the level of poverty faced by a large portion of the population.
Census data from 1995 found that 23.6% of the population has a monthly fam-
ily income of less than one half of the minimum wage (which in 1999 repre-
sented about US$70), and 19% of the population has a monthly family income
between US$70 and US$140 (Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics
(IBGE)/UNICEF,1997).

Demographically, Brazil is a young country with 38.8% of its population
under age 18. Unfortunately, poverty in Brazil falls disproportionately on its
children and youth: about half of its young people live in poverty. According to
official figures, approximately 75% of children ages 0 to 14 live in families with
a monthly per capita income of up to two minimum salaries (Table 1). While
somewhat imprecise, this data reflects the situation of poverty and income
inequality that affects all regions of Brazil (Ribeiro & Sabóia, 1994; IBGE/UNICEF,
1997; Bercovich, Dellasoppa, & Arriaga, 1998; IBGE, 2001).

The size of Brazil’s child and adolescent population, and the number of
poor children and youth, present tremendous challenges for the social services
sector, the most important being the public education system. Nearly 50% of
Brazil’s population is under the age of 25. The public education system in
Brazil can best be represented as a bottleneck, with nearly universal enroll-
ment at the primary level decreasing to dramatically reduced enrollment at the
secondary and tertiary level. The school enrollment rate in Brazil falls sharply
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from 95.7% at ages 7–14 (the primary level, and the level at which education
is compulsory) to 78.5% at ages 15–17 (the secondary level) (IBGE, 2001).

One of the main reasons for high rates of school drop-out and retention in
Brazil, in addition to the lack of adequate education infrastructure, is the need
for children and youth to work. Household survey data from 1990 find that
50% of youth ages 15–17 and 17.2% of 10–14 year-olds were working. In urban
and rural areas in Brazil many low-income children are frequently compelled
to forgo school attendance to support themselves and their families. Data from
National Research per Household Sample (IBGE/PNAD, 1995) indicated that
3.6% of children aged 5 to 9 were working an average of 16.2 hours a week.

It should also be mentioned, however, that the number of working children
in Brazil is decreasing, albeit slowly. Household survey (PNAD) data showed
that in 1998 7.7 million children ages 5–17 worked, down from 9.7 million in
1992, a 20% reduction. The total percentage of children ages 5–17 working
decreased from 22 to 17 in this period. At least part of this decrease is proba-
bly due to governmental actions in the last ten years related to child labor erad-
ication, including wage supports to families with working children, income
supports to low-income families in general, and modest but real increases in
school enrollment in Brazil.

Within the issue of low -income children and youth in Brazil, the common
image and focus of considerable attention has been that of street children. In
the late 1980s, UNICEF and some international advocacy organizations esti-
mated that as many as 7 million children and youth spent most of their time
and/or slept on the streets in Brazil, a number that is now recognized as an
overstatement (Barker & Knaul, 1991). In the past few years, however, a num-
ber of censuses and studies in some Brazilian cities have provided what seems
to be a more reasonable estimate of the number of children and youth in this
situation. A study in Sao Paulo found that 4,520 children and youth circulated
in the streets during the day, but only 895 slept on the streets at night
(“Pesquisa muda,” 1995). In Salvador, Bahia, a study found 15,743 children
and youth working in the streets and 468 living in the streets (“Projeto Axe,”
1993). In Fortaleza, research found 184 children and youth living in the streets
out of 5,962 children and youth working in the street (Secretaria de Ação
Social, 1994). The consensus that is now emerging is that the number of chil-
dren and youth living in the streets is not nearly as large as once estimated, and
is the “tip of the iceberg” of low-income children, the majority of whom con-
tinue to live with their families but often in difficult situations that compro-
mise their development (Rizzini, Barker, & Cassaniga, 1998).

In sum, while it is impossible to adequately describe the complexities of
Brazil’s recent social, economic, and political history in a few pages, it is
important to highlight that Brazil represents a country of extremes and dispar-
ities, with income and technological and social advances unequally distributed
by social class and by geographic region. For example, Brazil’s northeast region
continues to be the poorest area of the country, and the region where birthrates
remain high. The rest of the country has experienced declines in birthrates,
with fertility rates nearly on par with industrialized regions. Finally, the
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country’s historical disparity of income distribution is likely only to worsen
given the current global economic crisis—a situation with direct implications
for children’s well-being.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF CHILDREN’S POLICY IN BRAZIL,
THE RETURN TO DEMOCRACY, AND A NEW FRAMEWORK

FOR CHILDREN’S RIGHTS

Before discussing in detail the current state of children in Brazil, it is
important to present a brief historical overview of child policy. A review of the
history of social policies in Brazil focusing on children in poor families finds
that since the beginning of the century, children wandering and/or working on
the streets were systematically placed in large, closed-door institutions, many
of which followed a prison-like model, with the justification that it was for
their own protection in the case of young children and for re-education in the
case of teenagers. For most of the twentieth century, the government’s attitude
toward poor children has been ambivalent: the policies adopted voiced a
concern with protecting children and youth while at the same time seeking to
protect society from the potential danger of so-called antisocial children and
youth. There were few major policy initiatives that sought to promote eco-
nomic development that would allow low income families to support their
children with dignity. Instead, the tendency has been to implement compen-
satory, remedial, or dependence-creating policies and programs that often
separate children and adolescents from their families and communities.

While the practice of housing children in large institutions has become less
common in recent years, up until the 1980s thousands of Brazilian children
passed their childhoods in closed institutions which were often distant from
urban areas. The majority of these children were neither orphaned nor aban-
doned. Instead they nearly always came from low-income families who thought
that their children could be better cared for in state institutions. Other families
sought to relieve the burden of caring for one more child, in the absence of other
forms of support from the state. After being interned, children generally lost
contact with their families and communities of origin; as time passed such ties
were gradually lost. Thus, it is appropriate that such children came to be called
children of the state (Rizzini, 1997). Until recently, generations of children
passed their infancies in such situations, sometimes with irreversible damage
to their development. They were frequently labeled as abandoned minors or
delinquents in spite of the fact that they generally had families and most had
never committed any infraction of the law.

In addition, from the beginning of the century until 1989, the Minors’
Codes adopted in Brazil offered little variation in the way that the children of
the poor were treated, particularly those who were found on the streets and
were seen as a threat to society. Violence and maltreatment on the part of police
and the institutions (where they where placed without a hearing) and a general
disregard for their rights were the general rule. The state could summarily
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withdraw guardianship without either proper notification or participation of
children or their families. Furthermore, criteria for withdrawal of guardianship
were often subjective and discretionary. Poor children who were on the streets
or without the immediate protection of a guardian were considered delin-
quents unless proven otherwise.

In the 1970s and 1980s, with tremendous migration from the poorest areas
of the Northeast to the major cities in the Southeast, and an increase in urban
poor, the number of children found wandering, working and, in some cases,
living on the streets became more visible. The social mobilization that resulted
from this phenomenon led to accusations against the government, for failing to
develop adequate public policies to address poverty in the country.

Starting in the mid-1980s, a number of non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), university-based researchers, advocates, and grassroots movements,
including some that were linked to the Catholic Church, together with some
progressive factions within the government, began collaborating to improve
children’s policies and programs. Media reports on the often abysmal condi-
tions in existing children’s institutions and the treatment of homeless children
by police, plus advocacy efforts by NGOs, resulted in a considerable national
outcry on behalf of the “street children” and low-income children in general.

Brazil’s Children’s Act (known officially as the Statute on the Child and
the Adolescent) was born out of this national movement. One of the results of
this advocacy and social mobilization movement on behalf of poor children
was a debate within the context of the Federal Constitution, approved in 1988,
which contained for the first time in Brazilian history an article specifically
pertaining to children’s rights. Article 227 incorporates and extends the basic
content of the International Convention on the Rights of the Child:

It is the duty of the family, the society, and the State to guarantee to the child and ado-
lescent, with absolute priority, the right to life, health, nutrition, education, leisure,
professional training, culture, dignity, respect, liberty, and community and family
living, as well as protecting them from discrimination, exploitation, cruelty, and
oppression.

Inspired in part by the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC),
the Statute went through numerous revisions during the 1980s, and with con-
stant organization, advocacy, and public pronouncements by broad sectors of
Brazilian society, eventually became law in its current form in October 1990.
The statute, in terms of its level of detail and scope in the protection and pro-
motion of children’s rights and participation, and its decentralized nature, is
considered a model for Latin America.

Following the general tenor of the CRC, the new act guarantees children
and adolescents a number of basic rights: immunity from criminal prosecution
for children under age 18; freedom of movement and expression; and the right
to participate in family and community life; among others. Perhaps more
important in the Brazil context, however, is that the Statute called for a funda-
mental re-ordering of the way society viewed children, Until then, the concept
of childhood was not associated with rights. The Statute introduced the notion
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that children were entitled to all human rights and, furthermore, entitled to
additional rights and protection because of their special stage in development.

For implementation, the Statute stipulates the formation of two specific
bodies which constitute democratic tools to defend children’s rights. The
Children’s Rights Councils, established at the municipal, state, and federal lev-
els, are responsible for coordinating and setting policies for children and for
coordinating governmental and non-governmental efforts on behalf of children.
Guardianship Councils are municipal-level councils responsible for responding
to individual cases of children in conditions of need or risk and for ensuring
that children receive the best possible assistance.

The Statute soon became well known as progressive; yet real implementa-
tion has been very slow in coming. The institutional infrastructure itself is
far from complete. By 1997, only about 55% of Brazil’s approximately 5500
municipalities had created a Municipal Children’s Rights Council, and many
of these are only partially implemented. Guardianship Councils, the direct
links to children and youth, have even further to go; in 1997, there were only
about 2050 initiated (Brazilian Institute for Municipal Administration (IBAM),
1998). Moreover, even when these newer institutions are established, they face
inertia already mentioned: while new policies are in place at the local level, it
is frequently the same actors who are responsible for children’s policy, actors
who often continue to operate with a “business-as-usual” attitude (Klees,
Rizzini, & Dewees, 1999).

The implementation of the Statute has been uneven, reflecting the vast
regional differences in public administration and levels of public resources.
Given the relative lack of experience in the kind of local policymaking and par-
ticipation set forth in the Statute, it has become clear that it requires changes
in local culture as much as it does changes in policy. Furthermore, it is impor-
tant to keep in mind that the Children’s Act and the social movements associ-
ated with it imply changes in a sector—children’s policy and the juvenile court
system—that have historically been among the most conservative in Brazil.
Finally, it is important to highlight that the Children’s Act was only possible
within the context of redemocratization of the country. The social activism and
participation of civil society in pressuring the military dictatorship to relin-
quish power created the same broad social movement that led to the statute.

RECENT TRENDS AND TRANSFORMATIONS AFFECTING
CHILDREN AND YOUTH

The following themes represent a combination of general macro-level
social trends related to children in Brazil, as well as areas in which emerging
research is providing new information on the situation of children.

As pointed out previously, Brazil has seen important social movements on
behalf of children in the last 20 years. Nevertheless, there are still many chal-
lenges to be faced so that all children benefit from equal opportunities as stated
in national and international legislation.
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The Paradigm Shift in Children’s Rights and
Societal Attitudes Toward Children

The Children’s Act and the related social movement have led to a real
change in societal perceptions of children and general and widespread recog-
nition of children as subjects of rights. There is a greater awareness of the
needs of low-income children in Brazil, and more services and protection
available to them than before the Statute. In only a few years, the term “minor”
and its negative implications have effectively been eliminated from the juve-
nile justice system.

There has also been greater concern and attention on the part of broad
sectors of society in terms of children in situations of risk, including children
and youth living on the streets, and those exploited through prostitution and
involved in illegal activities, such as drug trafficking. Rather than seeing
children as the cause of these problems, there has been a marked awareness that
children are the victims in such activities, and that children’s participation in
such activities is largely a form of survival.

It is also clear that there has been a significant change in attitudes—on the
part of families of working children, national and local policymakers, unions,
and employers—toward child labor. In less than ten years, Brazil has moved
from fairly widespread acceptance of child labor to nearly universal condem-
nation of child labor. Until the early 1990s, some governmental programs for
children in Brazil advocated work as a way to educate low-income children
with the general belief that working was better than being on the streets.
National and local efforts to eradicate child labor represent one of the most
impressive social mobilization efforts in recent years.

Decentralization of Policymaking and the
Important Role of Civil Society

The end of military rule in the 1980s and the new constitution have led to
a greater allocation or delegation of policymaking to states and municipalities.
Decentralization has allowed some municipalities and states to develop some
innovative policies and programs on behalf of children, although other states
and municipalities have lacked resources, political will or policy expertise to
develop such initiatives.

Since the return to democratic rule in 1985, civil society has had a stronger
role both in policymaking and service delivery. NGOs are more involved in
social service delivery of all kinds, in particular services for low-income chil-
dren and youth. New, community-based programs for children have arisen,
some representing private-public partnerships. These new programs have
sought to provide developmentally appropriate services and activities—
including tutoring, cultural and recreational activities, and vocational training—
to all children and youth in the community. In Ceará, for example, these
programs have been targeting low-income communities that research found
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were pushing large numbers of children to the street (Rizzini, Barker, &
Cassaniga,1998).

In addition, NGOs working on behalf of children continue to serve as vocal
advocates on behalf of children. While some of these NGOs have adversarial
relationships with policymakers, evidence exists of increasing collaboration
between governmental bodies and NGOs, including governmental funding of
services via NGOs. NGOs have also promoted a growing awareness of the
importance of preparing children and youth to be current and future citizens.
For the most part, the increasing role of civil society and the decentralization
of policymaking have had a positive impact on children in Brazil.

Another trend and change related to civil society that should be men-
tioned is the growth in corporate donations to NGOs. In the last ten years, pri-
vate sector funding to NGOs, many of those assisting children, has grown
dramatically. With the decline in international funding to NGOs and social
projects in Brazil, the private sector is becoming an even more important part-
ner to NGOs working with children.

Continuing and Increasing Social Segregation and
a New Focus on Racial Inequalities

Reviewing trends in recent years, one could reasonably argue that in spite
of the Statute and a return to democratic rule, the worlds and realities of poor
children and their middle and upper class counterparts are further apart than
ever before. Children from various social classes in Brazil rarely meet. A com-
mon feature of Brazil’s major cities is strictly segregated and divided cities with
separate residential areas, recreational areas, and commercial areas for the
middle class and wealthy and for low-income groups. Even when (or particu-
larly when) low-income urban areas (favelas) are geographically next to
wealthier areas, there is considerable segregation between wealthy and middle
class children and poor ones. In terms of children’s everyday lives, they sim-
ply do not have the chance to meet and interact with children from other social
classes.

Rio de Janeiro represents a good example of this division. In the wealthi-
est part of the city, families live in gated condominiums in which mini-cities
are built. Residents of these complexes for all practical purposes do not need
to leave their complex to obtain goods and services they need. In this situation,
children live in supposed safe “paradises” with all the facilities they need.
They often socialize only with peers from the same social class who share their
same worldview.

Recently, one of Brazil’s national television networks presented a special
segment on children living in such complexes. Two children living in these
buildings, ages 14 and 15, were filmed on what was their first visit to downtown
Rio de Janeiro—a distance just 30 kilometers from their homes. For the first
time in their lives, they used public transportation. The interviews focused on
the children’s first contact with an unknown universe. They were shocked to
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see street children, who until then they had only seen on television. In strik-
ing contrast, the children who had never been to downtown Rio had traveled
to Disneyland in the U.S. twice.

The consequences of this trend have not yet been identified, but they are
visible in terms of hostility between children of different social classes, and a
large scale flight of the middle and upper classes from services and spaces
where low-income children may also be present. For example, most middle
and upper class children and their families are afraid to use public transporta-
tion or visit many public spaces in Brazil’s cities because of the perceived
threat of violence from “delinquent” youth and adults. While attitudes have
changed at the policy level, many middle and upper income families continue
to believe that low-income children are dangerous and they seek to keep their
children apart.

The trend toward privatization of the health and education sectors has also
meant increasing social segregation. Middle income families have sought to
opt out of the public health and education systems in large numbers, seeking
private schools and private health plans for their children. This desertion of
the public health and education systems has led to poorer quality services for
low-income children in public schools and public health facilities. This trend
has direct implications for child labor; low-income children have access to a
precarious education system that has little to attract their interest, thus making
work seem even more attractive for them and their families.

Within the issue of social segregation, we also find racial inequality. Racial
inequality is not a new phenomenon in Brazil, but it is gaining increasing
attention. Brazil’s history is characterized both by considerable racial mixing
and intermarriage, and by the subjugation and exploitation of indigenous pop-
ulations and of African slaves transported to Brazil during the colonial era
to serve the plantation economy. More recently (starting at the beginning of
the twentieth century), Brazil experienced various waves of migration from
Eastern Europe, Italy, Lebanon, Japan, and elsewhere—ranging from middle
class, educated immigrants to working class and low-income immigrants
(Ribeiro, 1995). While poverty is slightly less segregated by race in Brazil than
in the U.S., involuntary African immigrants and enslaved or exploited indige-
nous populations have fared much worse on various social indicators than
have immigrants of European and Asian descent.

Recent data found that among young people ages 15–24 in Brazil, 51.9%
classified themselves as white and 47.6% classified themselves as black or
mixed race (which includes any possible combination of indigenous, European
and/or African descent). However, a few statistics on educational enrollment
and infant mortality serve to demonstrate the extent of racial inequality. Fifty-
five percent of enrolled students ages 15–24 are white, while only 44.2% are
black or mixed race. Among students who are classified as low-income, how-
ever, 69.2% are black or mixed raced, compared to 30.6% who are white. As of
1995, 14.3% of white youth ages 15–24 were enrolled in higher education,
compared to only 3.1% of black or mixed race youth (Sabóia, 1998). In addi-
tion, the under-five infant mortality rates of black and mixed race infants in
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Brazil are two-thirds higher than the rates for white children of the same age
(Folha de Sao Paulo, 1998).

In recent years, increasing numbers of NGOs and researchers have been
examining race in Brazil. Particularly among Brazilians of African descent, a
number of NGOs, including some working with children and youth, have
looked for ways to call attention to the role of African culture in Brazil and its
importance in the lives of children and youth. For the most part, though, race
and ethnicity are issues that deserve greater attention.

Recent Trends in Education and Schooling

Current statistics on educational attainment demonstrate the challenges
facing low-income youth. In recent years, particularly during the Cardoso
Administration, the Brazilian government has made improvements in educa-
tional enrollment at both the primary and secondary levels through a combi-
nation of educational reforms: greater local control over education, educational
infrastructure, teacher training, scholarships for low-income families to send
their children to school (with the idea that the scholarship would offset the
loss in income from the child’s work), and increases in teacher salaries.
Nonetheless, for the most part, the resulting improvements have been in quan-
tity of children enrolled rather than in quality of education.

Public education continues to poorly prepare children and youth to take
on the increasingly complicated tasks associated with the modernizing econ-
omy. With the return to democracy—and the provisions of the Children’s Act
calling for children’s active participation in their own learning—the public
education system does not for the most part prepare children to be citizens in
a modern democracy. Public education generally follows traditional, authori-
tarian, and rote learning methodologies which teach children to memorize
rather than to think independently and creatively.

In addition, in recent years a number of researchers have started calling
attention to gender differences in education in Brazil, where girls are faring
better than boys. Figures from 1995 found that 95.3% of young women ages
15–24 were literate compared to 90.6% of boys, and that 42.8% of girls in this
age range were enrolled in school compared to 38.9% of boys. Boys are also
more likely to have repeated a grade and to be behind in school, although rep-
etition and low school attainment and enrollment are major problems for both
girls and boys (Saboia, 1998). The most frequent explanation given in Brazil for
boys’ lower school enrollment and achievement is that boys, particularly low-
income boys, more frequently begin working outside the home at earlier ages.
Saboia (1998) suggests that it is relatively easier for girls to combine their
household chores with school, as compared to boys whose work outside the
home may interfere with school. Few researchers or policymakers, however,
have examined this trend.

A challenge to greater educational enrollment at the secondary level is the
need for children from many low-income families to work. Statistics on youth
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employment demonstrate the double bind that many low-income youth in
Brazil face: their families expect them to begin working when young; usually
the work available to youth is low-paying and unstable, with few rights guar-
anteed, if any work is available at all. As of 1995, 65.2% of all 15–24 year
olds in Brazil worked (Arias, 1998). In spite of the relatively large number
of adolescents working, it is important to point out that during the years of
1992—1995—which were characterized by relative economic stability and
growth in Brazil—only 31% of working youth ages 15–24 worked in jobs that
would be considered stable and had their full rights guaranteed (they had their
carteira assinada, or official work card signed, meaning that they were eligible
for benefits and had their rights guaranteed according to Brazilian labor laws).

One of the main consequences of the high drop-out rates of is the tremen-
dous discrepancy between age and formal education. For example, when chil-
dren reach the age of 14, almost 73% of them are already behind (see Table 2
for more discrepancies).

Recent Trends in Child Labor

The factors that lead children to work are diverse, and include social, psy-
chological, and cultural factors. However, family income and poverty deserve
special attention. According to official data, 3.9 million children aged 5 to 14
work (IBGE/PNAD, 1995). In 1999, 2.4% of children ages 5 to 9 worked, mostly
in traditional, family agricultural occupations (IBGE, 2001).

In the age range of 10–16, the percentage of children working rises to 19.7,
representing approximately 5 million children, with the average work load being
over 26 hours per week. The main occupation remains in agricultural/livestock
farming, followed by commerce, industry and services. Many working children
are involved in street vending or itinerant work, including washing clothes or
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guarding/washing cars. Many working children receive no fixed wage; 56.6%
live on tips or commission. Among those child laborers with a salary, 88.8%
earn minimum wage or less.

The Brazilian constitution of 1988 stipulated that children had to be at
least 14 to be able to work, with children ages 12–14 eligible to work as appren-
tices. In 1999, the minimum working age was raised to 16 (Brasil, 1988). Thus,
Brazil has laws on the books that prohibit children from working. Nonetheless,
the realities of the lives of millions of low-income children and adolescents
attest to wholesale violations of children’s rights. A study commissioned by
UNICEF in Brazil concluded that:

An analysis of data from the first half of the 1990s shows that large numbers of chil-
dren and adolescents continue to participate in the work place. In other words, the
relevant legislation on child work continues to be ignored, leaving the country far
from complying with Convention 138 and recommendation 146 of the ILO, and
Brazil’s own Children’s Act. (Saboia, 1996, p. 17)

As previously mentioned, the Brazilian government—with considerable
UNICEF and ILO support—has enacted a number of policy and program initia-
tives that are slowly reducing child labor in the country. Intense social mobi-
lization with the participation of different groups on municipal, state, and
national levels has placed eradication of child labor into the political agenda.
Most notably, the federal government has initiated relatively low cost interven-
tions that have the potential to reach large numbers of children and families, as
in case of the Bolsa-Escola (an income support program for low income families)
program, which is expected to reach 866,000 children nationally by the year
2002. The future, however, is uncertain given the changes in state and national
leadership.

Recent Trends in Family Life

There has been a marked increase in the proportion and number of women-
headed households, and in the number of children living in these households,
according to the 1990 census. Women-headed households represented 20% of
all households in Brazil, with higher percentages in low-income, urban areas
(Bruce, Lloyd, Leonard, Engle, & Duffy, 1995). Between 1980 and 1991, the
number of children and adolescents ages 0–17 living in women-headed house-
holds increased from 4.8 million to 7.8 million (IBGE, 1994). Women-headed
households are more likely to face poverty, with 60% of female-headed house-
holds having a monthly income of one-half or less of the monthly minimum
wage in 1989 (Ribeiro & Sabóia, 1994). Currently, 26% of the households are
headed by women (IBGE, 2001).

Instability of employment—for women and men—and the lack of viable
employment in the industrial sector for many working class and low-income
men, have no doubt contributed to stress in male-female relations and to the
growing rate of marital dissolution. Many low income men have abandoned
their families, become abusive, or turned to alcohol when they have been
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unable to fulfill the role of provider in Brazil’s unstable economy. For many
low-income adolescent males and boys, the absence of fathers and other posi-
tive male role models in the home or in the extended kinship network has
apparently led to stress for some young men—an issue that has gained recent
attention (Barker & Loewenstein, 1997).

While systematic data is limited, the conclusion that emerges is that a
growing number of families are women-headed and that a growing number
of children have limited or no contact with their fathers and little financial
or emotional support from them. One study from southern Brazil found that
father participation and fathers’ residence with the mother and child was
related to a father’s income. Barros (cited in Engle, 1994) concluded that men
with higher and more stable incomes were more likely to be involved with
their children than men with lower and less stable incomes. This conclusion
is similar to research studying low-income fathers elsewhere in the Americas,
suggesting that when fathers are unable to fulfill the role of provider they are
less likely to be involved in other ways in their children’s lives (and/or that
mothers are less likely to facilitate or encourage this involvement). However,
little research to date has focused on the impact on children of this apparent
decreasing contact and support from their fathers.

While more research is needed to document trends in Brazilian families,
increased rates of work outside the home by women and relatively limited
involvement by fathers results in children having less interaction and perhaps
less guidance from parents. These trends seem to be similar to those found in
other parts of the world, and seem to affect children of all social classes,
although the situation is exacerbated by poverty.

Middle class families are often able to pay for alternative child care
arrangement—day care centers, nannies, etc.—while low-income families may
rely on extended kinship network or have no alternative care arrangements.
The tendency seems to be that the children of the poor continue to be expected
to care for themselves—and even to contribute to the family income—while
middle class children may be left alone within the relatively protected spaces
of homes and gated apartment complexes.

A recent study by CESPI and PROMUNDO in two low income communities
in Rio de Janeiro concluded that informal child care arrangements or children
simply being left alone were much more common than children having access
to structured and organized day care or early child education programs. Several
recent studies have suggested that early childhood education programs reach
only a minority of low-income children in Brazil (Rizzini, Barker et al., 2001).

Increasing Urban Violence

There has been growing attention to the issue of violence as a social prob-
lem facing low-income children. Increased violence in urban areas has brought
attention to youth violence, but scholars have identified the historical context of
a “culture of violence” in Brazil, rooted in the country’s colonial history of
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subjugation and slavery and the deep social divisions mentioned previously
(Rizzini, 1994). Violence is no doubt deeply connected to the enduring class
structure. There is a culture of impunity and collusion for extrajudicial uses of
violence by the state and by members of the privileged classes, while at the same
time there is a widespread practice of imprisoning low-income alleged criminals
without due process (Bercovich, Dellasoppa, & Arriaga, 1998). Partly as a
result of its historical class structure and partly as a result of twenty years of
authoritarian military rule, Brazil also lacks widespread, credible, functioning
structures for the resolution of conflicts and for criminal justice. Popular or
extrajudicial justice continues to be commonplace, both among low-income
populations who exact vengeance or carry out extrajudicial justice in their com-
munities, or through vigilante justice and “extermination” groups who represent
the ruling class and use extrajudicial violence against low income individuals.

Homicides and other forms of violence increased substantially in the past
decade. Brazil currently has the second highest homicide rate in the world
after Colombia, with homicides increasing from a rate of 11.2 per 100,000 in
1980 to 23.8 per 100,000 in 1995 (Bercovich, Dellasoppa, & Arriaga, 1998).
Research also confirms that these homicides are not randomly distributed
among the population but are concentrated by geographic area, gender, age and
social class. Low-income, young men ages 15–24 are the most common victims
of homicides in Brazil. From 1980–91, the death rate for all age ranges declined
in Brazil, with the exception of adolescent males 15–19 and young men ages
20–34, for whom death rates increased during the period (Yunes & Rajs, 1994).

Currently there are about 13,500 deaths from external causes including
accidents and suicides, per year in Brazil among adolescent males ages 15–19;
of these, about one fourth (3,200) are homicides by firearm (Szwarcwald &
Leal, 1998). These deaths are concentrated in low-income urban areas in the
Southeast regions of the country (Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo states), with Rio
de Janeiro responsible for 30% of all deaths by firearms among the age range
15–24 (while it represents only about 5% of the total population of Brazil). In
Rio de Janeiro in 1995, there were an alarming 183.6 deaths per 10,000 popu-
lation among adolescent males ages 15–19. While some of these young men are
involved in commandos (armed, drug trafficking groups) or other forms of vio-
lence, and are killed by other young men, it would be grossly unfair to portray
this situation as simply being intra-group violence. Many of these young men
are victims of violence by police, vigilante groups or hired security personnel.
Between 1988 and 1990, Brazil’s Federal Police confirmed that 4,611 youth
and children were murdered, mainly at the hands of police and vigilante
groups (CEAP, 1993).

A few studies on other forms of violence have found high rates of victim-
ization of various forms of violence by adolescents. A survey with 1,034 ado-
lescents (average age 15.6) in low income areas in Rio de Janeiro, found that
63% said they had been victims of assault or robbery, 30% had been involved
in street fights, and 3% had been imprisoned by police without clear cause
(Ruzany et al., 1996). Additional data from Rio de Janeiro finds that the num-
ber of children and youth who are victims of homicide is increasing. In the first
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semester of 1998, 247 children and youth were killed. From 1991 to 1998, 2996
youth ages 15–17 were killed by firearms, a rate that makes juvenile homicide
higher in Rio de Janeiro than in New York City and Colombia.

Few researchers or policymakers have considered how a culture of violence
shapes the way that children and youth view their world. Brazil currently has
a generation of low-income, urban-based children who have witnessed violence
in alarming numbers, and middle class children whose families construct pro-
tective barriers around them in response to violence (which middle class fami-
lies tend to blame on low-income youth).

In terms of its implications for child labor, the rates of violence in low-
income urban areas (including the participation of youth in drug trafficking
groups) has led some families to believe that working is a “safe” or at least “safer”
activity than playing. Many low-income, urban families believe that if they keep
their children occupied (including in the workplace), they are less likely to
become involved in delinquency.

Violence also occurs in the home. Limited research in various settings in
Rio de Janeiro finds that an alarming percentage of children and adolescents
suffer violence in their homes. In a recent survey of adolescents ages 13–18 car-
ried out by CESPI and PROMUNDO in one low income setting in Western Rio
de Janeiro, 21% of young people reported being victims of violence in their
homes at least once (Rizzini, Barker et al., 2001).

Conclusions: Promises Kept, Promises Broken

With so many children and adolescents living in situations of poverty
in Brazil, what can realistically be done to improve their life conditions and
enhance their opportunities in an age of globalization? In recent years, much
of the attention has focused on universal public education. In recent years,
the government has made improvements in educational enrollment at both the
primary and secondary levels through a combination of educational reforms.
As a result, primary education enrollment rates have increased. However, what
happens after primary school? As of 1999, Brazil had over 31 million people
between the ages of 15–24. Combining the age range of adolescents and youth
(ages 10–24), this cohort totals, numerically and proportionally, the largest
youth population in the country’s history and the largest “youth boom” that
Brazil may ever face. The public secondary education infrastructure has not
been able to offer spaces to the youth cohort. The primary education system
has been able to offer nearly full coverage to the younger age cohort, in part
because it is smaller. This current “youth boom” also represents a tremendous
challenge for labor policy with unprecedented numbers of young people in the
job market when employment in the formal sector has been decreasing.

But simply enrolling children in school, particularly in overcrowded
classrooms with poorly paid and poorly trained teachers, is clearly insuffi-
cient. The public education system does not for the most part prepare children
and youth to be citizens in a modern democracy. Some studies have also found
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that for many low-income children, while school continues to be valued, it is
seen as irrelevant for their immediate needs and realities (CESPI/USU, 1998).

What alternatives then, are available? The technical solutions tried by the
government, while important, have largely been limited in impact. The cor-
nerstone of the government’s child labor eradication program has been schol-
arships to low-income families, in the form of a monthly subsidy so that their
children stay in school. In rural areas, public-private partnerships have started
rural boarding schools providing schooling as well as skills in agro-business
and agricultural production.

Thousands of governmental and non-governmental initiatives also seek to
offer activities and vocational training for children and youth outside of
school. A 1997 review of several major governmental youth initiatives found
the following numbers of youth participating in these initiatives: 32,000 youth
being reached in school-based substance abuse education; 160,000 youth par-
ticipating in “official” technical training schools; 9,150 youth participating in
governmental-sponsored literacy campaigns; 23,800 youth in 17 states partici-
pating in new government-sponsored vocational training programs; and 78,000
youth participating in government-funded community-based sports activities
(Berquó, Camarano, Cannon, Castro, & Correa, 1997).

These initiatives have been important in assisting some low-income chil-
dren, and in preparing some of them for an increasingly technologically-based
labor market. However, these policies and programs do not address the under-
lying income inequalities in the country. The social organization of the econ-
omy and of households in Brazil is based on the widespread availability of
cheap, unskilled labor, particularly low-paid domestic and service labor. While
middle class families are able to support their children for years as they pre-
pare themselves for a modernizing economy, the children of the poor continue
to work at early ages with little questioning of this reality. Indeed, most mid-
dle class households depend on this low-paid labor to maintain their lifestyles.
Until there is greater questioning of social inequities in Brazil, governmental
solutions will only touch the surface of the problem.

The trends examined in this paper affect low-income children and youth
and middle-income children and youth in very different ways. As Brazil’s econ-
omy has stagnated in the last few years, and already precarious government
services have been, the gap between poor and middle/upper class children has
widened. Children and youth are also affected by the increasing participation
of women in the workforce; the longer work day; and the heightened role of tel-
evision and peers as socializing agents. And while violence disproportionately
affects low-income children and youth in Brazil, the presence and fear of vio-
lence is often the chief worry of parents of all income groups in Brazil.

While we have often emphasized the problems and challenges that face
Brazilian families, no progress has been made. In particular, the Children’s Act
has been a watershed of societal and judicial change, making children and
youth subjects of rights rather than simply wards or dependents of the state.
While much remains to be done to fully implement the statute, it provides an
important tool for policymakers, researchers, and advocates. Furthermore, the
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civic and social groups that spearheaded the Children’s Act continue to be
powerful advocates for policies, legislation, local advocacy, and program
development in favor of children.

The efforts to remove children from hazardous work and work in general
in Brazil has been cited by UNICEF and the ILO as exemplary. Investments in
the social area by the private sector, and the professionalization of a philan-
thropic sector, are also positive trends. The current administration has demon-
strated concern for child well-being, through school reform measures,
minimum wage programs for low-income families, and serious commitments
and budgetary allocations in the area of child labor. A national initiative in the
area of early childhood development is another positive sign of concern and
incorporation at the national policy level of children’s rights issues.

But if these trends are positive, much remains to be done. Income inequal-
ities, school enrollment rates that are lower than many of its neighboring (and
poorer) countries, and alarming levels of violence against children and youth
(both in and outside the home) are jarring examples of promises unkept.

Other trends cited here represent major social transformations connected
to global changes but with specific local manifestations. The impact of these
changes on children and youth is still unclear, but previous systems of support
for children (particularly the family and extended kinship networks) are under
stress, and that traditional supports are changing. What will this mean in the
long run for the daily lives of children and youth and for their futures? These
fundamental questions remain for research, policy and program development.
We need additional insights from families, children and youth themselves on
what these trends mean for their lives and how they are coping now.

More research is needed in Brazil on a number of social issues—violence,
racial segregation, education, social segregation—and their impact on genera-
tions of low-income children and youth. Very little attention is being paid to
the apparently widening social division between middle and upper class chil-
dren and those in the lower class. There is also a need for additional research
on how families are coping with economic instability, and how they are find-
ing ways to care for their children. There is also a need to integrate diverse
research, disseminate research conclusions, and integrate research policy and
program development.

There is also tremendous need to raise public awareness about globaliza-
tion. The government as well as NGOs need to promote greater involvement
and participation in improving the situation of families. They also need to
work towards the creation of educated and empowered citizens who can make
Brazil a truly modern democracy capable of enhancing the potential within the
globalization challenge.
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CHAPTER 12

The Effects of Structural
Adjustment Programs on the
Lives of Children in Jamaica

SIAN WILLIAMS

Children are amongst those who have been structurally adjusted. The losers were
clear. They were seen in the increased numbers of homeless and mentally ill search-
ing routinely through the garbage containers, they were absorbed among the numbers
of youth recruited into criminal posses, they were included among the fixed income
pensioners whose private poverty could not be relieved by food stamps, and they
were numbered among those who stood grimly in visa lines. (Anderson & Witter,
1991)

The Jamaican government secured “structural adjustment” loans (SALs I-III)
from the World Bank between 1982 and 1985. However, the term structural
adjustment came to be used to refer to the set of policy conditions imposed by
lending agencies (The International Money Fund (IMF), World Bank, U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID)) as conditions for balance of
payment support from 1977 onwards, and to their consequences until 1995,
when Jamaica withdrew from the IMF. Whether the SAL enterprise was con-
ceptualized as a continuation of colonial/imperialistic goals pursued by coun-
tries to extract resources from Jamaica and retain control or as a necessary
process which unfortunately had negative side effects for vulnerable groups,
isolating the impact of SALs from the effects of government policies and other
internal factors, or from the world recession which started in the mid 1970s
after the oil crisis has been very difficult (Williams, 1994).

During the 1980s, government expenditure on social welfare declined and
no safety net was or has been established for the very poor. By 1999, public
finance had become severely constrained as debt servicing accounted for over
60% of total public expenditure.

Jamaica is a country of 2.6 million people. The wealthiest fifth of its
citizens consume seven times as much as its poorest (Government of Jamaica/
UNICEF, 1995a). Twenty percent of households across the country, or one
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family in five, fall below the poverty line. Urbanization and emigration have
had profound effects on families. Half of the country’s resident population
lives in the metropolitan Kingston area, but at least twice the total resident
population live in foreign states. Longstanding networks of rural extended fam-
ily supports have been drastically stretched, stressed, or broken. “Barrel chil-
dren” (children dependent on income from one or both parents abroad) have
become a new constituency of children in need (Brown, 1997).

Thirty-seven percent of the population are estimated to be children under the
age of 18 and 50% are under 25 years old (Planning Institute of Jamaica, 1996).
This chapter explores the transformation in their living conditions and outlooks.

LOSS OF FAMILY INCOME, LOSS IN PROVISION OF
PUBLIC SOCIAL SERVICES

To the living standards of those whose only income is labour income, the devastation
of public social services was probably as detrimental as the decline in real wages. The
recovery and maintenance of those services are the single most important short run
measure to ameliorate their living standard. (King, 1993)

Jamaica is accumulating a huge social debt to the people affected by over
twenty years of SALs related policy, debt measured by the amount of resources
that would now be required to overcome poverty and the unequal impact of
adjustment. This debt is owed to “the lower income groups who have borne the
brunt of the adjustment through informalisation of work, the increase in unem-
ployment and underemployment, the development and expansion of criminal
underground economy, the spread of poverty” (Henry, 1993). Recent escalation
of economic crisis, in the financial sector in particular, has provoked the private
sector to denounce the government’s macro economic policies which have hith-
erto protected them. This criticism has elicited a sharp response from the
Minister for Finance, asking the private sector to carry their share. The fostering
of private sector growth in bauxite, tourism, manufacturing, and in service
industries negatively affected the very poor, working poor, and small businesses.
These trends increase the harm: (1) the development of growth “enclaves” which
demanded skills not present in the urban working class; (2) the acceleration of
rural urban drift; and (3) the reduction in education spending and the introduc-
tion of “cost sharing” with parents of children in secondary education, making
it difficult for parents to keep their children enrolled in schools, colleges,
or vocational training for their periods of entitlement.

The crisis that affects education starkly reflects the loss of a public service
to the poor (World Bank, 1999). Because of the past legacy of an elitist educa-
tion system, public resources have not been allocated equitably. There are
higher levels of spending in secondary high schools attended by high achiev-
ing students (the great majority of whom are in the upper consumption quin-
tiles of the population), a relatively limited supply of places in Grades 10 and
11 which restricts access of the poor to upper secondary education, and a high
level of public spending on tertiary education (relative to its low enrollment
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and low participation by the poor in tertiary education). In a context of dwin-
dling resources to the education sector as a whole, a marked disparity exists in
the resource levels of the secondary high school and the all age schools for the
poor—seven times the per capita grant. Moving quality education, not only
beyond the reach of the poor but also of those who are in a position to pay for
it, reflects a growing crisis in education. For the rich, the developing private
sector provision of “extra lessons” lengthens the school day for students at
both primary and secondary levels, and goes some way to providing coverage
of the curriculum; but for the poor, the short school day (less than 5 hours of
teaching contact time) and the short school year disadvantage children from
the outset. Total household expenditure on education accounted for 6% of GDP
in 1998, an extremely high level of spending in comparison with other coun-
tries in the region (between 2% and 3% on average elsewhere). However, for the
poorest quintile of the population, total household expenditure on education
accounted for 17%. Undeniably, the private cost of education (lunch, books,
transportation, uniforms, shoes) falls disproportionately on the poor. These fig-
ures for both richest and poorest quintiles in the population also reflect the
very high value Jamaicans attach to education, and the willingness to pay for
quality improvements if they could save on paying for extra lessons. The
inability of the poor to pay the direct cost of schooling has been cited as
a major reason for the higher non-attendance and dropout rates, as well as
lower educational attainment among the poor.

INTERGENERATIONAL POVERTY, IMPACT ON CHILDREN

Since 1977, Jamaica has failed to sustain priority attention to break the
intergenerational reproduction of poverty and social dislocation, passed down
from parents to children. The efforts to create children’s policy in Jamaica have
provided a framework for sustaining priority attention; however, policy is
developed separate from the critical understanding needed of the difficult rela-
tionship between the necessary conditions for the productive transformation of
Jamaica, and the necessary conditions for human development.

Many of the social problems in Jamaica are preventable and rooted in the neglect of
children, starting during the earliest years of their life. The causes of poverty can be
traced back to a mix of sociological, economic and political factors operating at the
macro level which impact negatively on children’s development, but it is the dynam-
ics of these disruptive processes and how they handicap children and their families
which need to be analysed and understood, for effective planning and action for
human development. (Newman, Williams, & Sabatini, 1995)

In 1995, UNICEF developed a global model (adapted from “Adjustment
with a Human Face” UNICEF, 1987) encompassing the more recently advanced
principles of “Development with a Human Face”. The model distinguishes
between the social “flow variables” which respond quickly to changes in eco-
nomic conditions (household cash income, government policies affecting
expenditure and distribution and relative prices of goods, parents’ time for
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childcare and child education) and the social “stock variables” which respond
very slowly (household assets, values, attitudes and practices at community
and household level, parenting skill and parents’ education).

This capital stock can actually cushion the effect of short-term recessions, but it does
respond to prolonged economic crises, and has tremendous long-lasting implications
for social and economic development. Social outcome indicators are evident in
Jamaica: functional illiteracy, lack of socialisation and self esteem, lack of life skills
and productive skills in youth, migration and brain drain. The ultimate manifestation
of the damages done by persistent economic crises is the observed deterioration of the
social capital, as shown by the disintegration of solidarity within society, disruption
of social cohesion and general insecurity. The consequence is a reduced financial,
physical and human capital available for economic growth. (Newman, Williams, &
Sabatini, 1995)

Among the population as a whole, fewer children failed to thrive (using
indicators of nutrition and health status); for the poorest children, rates of mal-
nutrition, low weight, stunting and abuse have doubled. The UNICEF/ Govern-
ment of Jamaica (GOJ) Country Programme (1997–2001) found that four out
of every ten children under the age of 14 years living in extreme poverty in
a population where 40% are under 14 years of age.

Performance and attainment at pre primary, primary, and secondary levels,
and in access to training, vocational and micro enterprise possibilities reflect
the economic fragility of the lives of the very poor in Jamaica. Despite wide-
spread pre schooling (85% of children 3–6 years), about 20% of children in the
first (poorest) quintile, and 14% in the second quintile do not have access com-
pared to only 9% in the fifth (richest) quintile (World Bank, 1999). Quality of
provisions in the community based basic schools is generally poor, and benefits
of attendance appear to be greater in social rather than in emotional or cogni-
tive development (Adams, 1994). At the primary level, despite high enrollment,
attendance rates are estimated at 70% and are lowest in all age schools (for the
least advantaged in the population), among those in the two poorest quintiles,
among boys, and in rural areas. One third of students throughout the primary
cycle need help with reading; the assumption appears to be that children on
entry to primary schooling can make a smooth transition from patois to stan-
dard English. However, without special attention to listening and reading com-
prehension at early childhood and primary levels, standard English remains
broadly inaccessible (Miller & Evans, 1997b). In the all age schools, 48% of stu-
dents in grade 6 were revealed as functionally illiterate (defined as not reading
with comprehension at a fourth grade level) and by grade 9, half of those attend-
ing still had not acquired functional literacy or numeracy. Half the children in
the first quintile drop out after grade 9 in comparison with 71% of children in
the fifth quintile who go on to complete grade 11 (World Bank, 1994). Indicators
on educational attainment and quality clearly show that educational opportu-
nity is not equal for the rich and for the poor. As education imparts productivity-
enhancing skills and has a positive relationship with future lifetime earnings,
the lower level of educational attainment and achievement among the poor is
putting then in a seriously disadvantaged position for life.
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Jamaica has had relative success in meeting survival goals, but sustaining
these goals and addressing the problems in relation to protecting and promot-
ing the interests of children remain a real challenge. UNICEF has identified the
need to target geographic areas for poverty reduction and to provide support to
communities which have a convergence of high rates of malnutrition, high
infant mortality, poor water supply and sanitation, poor educational opportu-
nities, and a large proportion of households below the poverty line.

FAMILY LIFE, GENDER ROLES, AND SURVIVAL STRATEGIES

Family structure in Jamaica is distinguished by the practice of mating out-
side conjugal unions, so children are born into a variety of family types and
domestic situations. Children may move through several living arrangements,
including resident-mother and visiting-father, common law union or a legal
marriage, or find his or her situation “redefined to that of step-child in a house-
hold where the mother or father has a new resident partner. In other cases, the
children of earlier unions may be shifted to live with grandmothers or other
relatives” (GOJ/UNICEF, 1995a). However, the potentially disruptive effects of
these changes can be counterbalanced by close association with a wider kin
network, which can provide community for the child and assists with identity
development and sense of self. However, this network can also open the door
to exploitative relationships.

Child shifting is a particular phenomenon of poor families; children are
often shifted to live with a grandmother or other relatives in order to avoid the
stresses of a new step parenting relationship, to reduce the burdens of child
care for single mothers, to facilitate migration, or to provide companionship or
household labor for an older relative. As a child grows older the possibility of
separation from both natural parents increases considerably. Fewer than 10%
of children under three years live away from both natural parents, whereas
almost one quarter of children 12–14 years fall into this category (GOJ/UNICEF,
1995b).

Research into gender socialization in low income communities in Jamaica
reveals a growing pattern of female headed households (48% of households),
and a growing number of children who make their living on the streets. These
patterns differ from those in the wider region: female headship accounts for
approximately 30% of households in North America and 15% in Latin
America (20% in Brazil); at 48%, Jamaica has one of the highest incidences
in the world. Children from female headed households are of policy concern
in Jamaica because of the high incidence and the perceived vulnerability
of households headed by women. However, research has shown that these chil-
dren are no worse off than their counterparts in male headed households, both
because of the expenditure behaviour of female headed households and
because of the differential use of health care inputs (Handa, 1995). Children
who work (approximately 4.6% of children between the ages of 6 and 16) are
not typically abandoned or homeless. Unlike the pattern in Latin American, in
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Jamaica, the children work to increase family income, the school system hav-
ing failed to provide them with outcomes or routes which would improve their
earning possibilities were they to complete the course of their educational
entitlement.

Child participation in paid work is visibly on the rise. The informal sector is cur-
rently the fastest growing area of child labour. This is largely because of the rapid
growth of the informal sector which has spawned a number of enterprises that are
unregistered and unfettered by regulations that govern working conditions in the for-
mal sector. Children who work as household servants might be the most exploited
children of all and the most difficult to protect. (Handa, 1995)

Traditional patterns of gender distinctions central to child rearing have
been affected by forces in the wider economic and social spheres (Brown &
Chevannes, 1995). These traditional patterns include preferences at birth, divi-
sion of domestic chores, types of sanctioned leisure activities, preferred social
values and skills, discipline practices and the exhibition of affection, emotion,
and preparation for sexuality. The patterns are revealed in the protection of
daughters for as long as possible from early sexuality and resulting pregnancy
and the encouragement of boys to become independent and to acquire skills for
economic survival. In the face of increased hardships and survival imperatives,
these patterns have led to double standards for boys and girls: boys leave
school younger and learn to survive on the street, bringing home what they can
(and however they can) in terms of goods and income. Girls are expected to
stay in or near home, learning survival skills under the supervision of women
in their yard, and continue to go to school as an extension of the yard, as their
education is seen as assisting later independence and delaying childbearing for
as long as possible.

Greater economic marginalization is now shaping gender expectations:
boys start out in grade one behind girls, and by secondary school, they are out-
numbered by girls as formal education abandons those who are poor and pro-
vides no guarantee of upward mobility. This trend is less a result of intrinsic
male demoralization and demotivation and more a result of the greater (or
only) earning opportunities in informal and illicit sectors and the seeming
potential for faster upward mobility. However, young males have become
a high risk group in the society, facing high prospects of social immobility and
poverty in the immediate future (Planning Institute of Jamaica, 1997).

Such contradictions and confusions are shaping children’s lives. The tra-
ditional patterns have been undermined by economic forces in society and by
parents’ helplessness in face of the erosion of their authority. In a study of
urban poverty and violence (Masser & Holland, 1995), Jamaica’s murder rate
was the highest in the region over the last two years. Members of warring com-
munities prioritised community based activities with a particular emphasis on
youth activities as the route to peace. Safe centers in which families could seek
help to reduce violence and build interpersonal communication were identi-
fied as important initiatives. Of particular concern was the physical abuse of
children, perceived to be widespread and a part of everyday life. The second
priority was the provision of work and training opportunities. The survival
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strategies identified revealed a priority for the kind of projects, initiatives, and
programs which build, or rather rebuild, social capital as an essential first step
towards economic regeneration.

ALTERNATIVE SOCIETIES, CULTURAL NEEDS

Urban communities, in particular the politically controlled “garrison”
communities, are moving beyond the reach of government policies, programs
and initiatives, and children inevitably have become members of an alternative
society in which the “Don” provides support for school fees and books, and
welfare assistance to those greatest in need. Dons are perceived as providing
strong leadership within communities, ensuring stability and paternalistically
distributing jobs and money, as well as providing protection. Some are politi-
cal party activists, others have created their own wealth and patronage base,
often with drugs, working for politicians during election periods.

The failure of the government to articulate the interests of the poor, and to
shape pro poor investment strategies to make them accessible to community
groups, is resulting increasingly in marooned communities in urban garrisons
and rural outposts. The impact of economic harshness on the culture can be
felt in the music, the lifestyles, the “otherness” of values, attitudes, and social
expectations that are developing away from the mainstream of society. For all
community members including children, mobility has become restricted; child
to child interactions are frequently constrained within the cramped conditions
of the yard while overcrowding, with its early exposure of children to adult
sex, can increase the incidence of teenage pregnancy.

In many areas dance halls, youth clubs, and sports facilities no longer
function because of the levels of violence. Youth clubs are perceived as places
in which peace and harmony can be built through learning self expression,
meeting and socialising without arguments, staying off the streets, getting help
with school work and developing an alternative vision. By comparison, the
lack of youth facilities is perceived as depriving youth of developing a vision
of how their lives might be, keeping them on the streets and exposed to trou-
ble, encouraging them to carry weapons because of the likelihood of trouble
and of meeting other youth “in war.”

GLOBALIZATION AND THE DRAW OF NORTH AMERICA

Jamaica is now flooded with North American television, partly through
cable and partly through the purchase of U.S. programs by the two local tele-
vision stations. Tastes, fashions, and lifestyles from North America are given
little resistance by the local media. Passion for basketball is replacing cricket
and becoming, next to football, the sport for young, poor males; Kobe Bryant
and Tim Duncan are more their idols than Courtney Walsh and Jimmy Adams.
The look of a sophisticated African American takes precedence over images
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of black independence, resilience and self determination in Africa. The look
is MTV and BET, not Nelson Mandela. Migration to England and low level
employment was once the escape route from poverty; that access gone, the visa
lines for the U.S. continue to grow.

EMERGENCE OF A CHILD RIGHTS AGENDA

In October 1996 Jamaica and sixteen other countries in the Caribbean
region signed the Commitment to Action to improve national capacities to
meet obligations to children, an outcome of the Caribbean Conference on the
Rights of the Child. Six months later, the Kingston Accord committed govern-
ments across the region to specific strategies for implementation, and the
Bridgetown Accord committed them specifically to the Plan of Action for Early
Childhood Education, Care and Development in the Caribbean.

These initiatives were supported by UNICEF and were underpinned by
CARICOM that secured timescales for implementation as part of a six year
Human Resource Development Strategy, 1997–2003. The English speaking
Caribbean countries share legislative and political characteristics, and while
moves towards federation had a difficult and turbulent history, moves towards
greater cooperation in trade and human resource development have been more
successful. The development of children’s policy and the political structures
which have been established for implementation reflect UNICEF’s priorities
within Jamaica, within the wider Caribbean, and within the Latin American
region as a whole.

The Belize CRC Conference recognized that national legislative reform is
both a lengthy and costly exercise, and therefore recommended regional col-
laboration (Williams, 1997) in areas of research and drafting of legislation (all
participating countries having evolved Westminster style democracies).
Increasing regional collaboration would also involve learning from current
national activities that could inform other countries’ initiatives. A few such
examples include: (1) defining child legal status (Montserrat, Dominica,
Guyana, Turks, and Caicos); (2) licensing and standards for child care facilities
(St. Lucia, Jamaica, Trinidad, and Tobago); (3) defining parent and state respon-
sibilities for children (Trinidad and Tobago); and (4) developing national policy
development/advocacy groups with all social partners (Jamaica, Belize,
Trinidad and Tobago, Montserrat).

Ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child in Jamaica, and
submission of both governmental (1993) and non governmental (1994) reports,
have paved the way for the National Policy on Children: “We must care and
guide them.” The subtitle illustrates the emphasis on survival and protection.
The Policy envisages a strengthening of partnerships with a well established
church and NGO presence in services for the protection of children within
a framework for continuing collaboration. Programmes for Children and Youth
at Risk, and Decentralised Community Development for Children, are trying
to make specific linkages with poverty alleviation programs in selected
geographical areas of the country.
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In the last twelve months, the ratification of Convention 182 concerning
the prohibition and immediate action for the elimination of the worst forms of
child labor (International Labour Organisation, 1999) has strengthened the pro-
tection agenda. By far the greatest impetus to the re-formulation of “care” and
“protection” into a rights agenda was provided by the publication of the dev-
astating second report of Human Rights Watch into the conditions in which
children are held in police lock ups in spite of Jamaican laws which forbid
such treatment. Some of the children (numbering just over 100 in total) had not
been detained on suspicion of criminal activity but because they were deemed
to be “in need of care and protection.” Children are not let out of cells, have no
education or exercise periods, no access to medical care or legal advice, and
are at risk of adult victimisation. Reports of beatings, rapes and stabbings by
older prisoners, and in one case rape by a police officer, were documented in
full. No real progress had been made by the Jamaican government to improve
conditions between the first report in 1994 and the second in 1999. The report
on the incidence of sexual exploitation of children, and particularly commer-
cial sexual exploitation, published later in the year and followed by a national
consultation process in February 2000, served to increase the urgency for gov-
ernment direction in policy and legislation (Human Rights Watch, 1999).

In recent consultations in May 2000 on the draft Child Care and Protection
Bill (1999), agencies involved in child protection and the promotion of child
well being were united in their insistence that the proposed legislation should
specifically address the CRC not only in the preamble to the draft Act but also
in the way in which each section of the Act is drafted.

In order to strengthen national capacity in planning for children, the gov-
ernment has reorganised Children’s Services into an executive agency, more
able to function effectively and promptly on matters of child protection. The
government is also undertaking a strategic review of the management of early
childhood services to develop a regulatory system for what is primarily a pri-
vate sector, community based activity. These are encouraging indications that
policy and services for children are to be given higher profile. The organiza-
tional improvements will strengthen the capacity to make links between chil-
dren’s interests and those of the government’s general policies and provisions,
such as health care, maternity leave provisions, employment policies for
fathers and mothers, housing development policies, Education for All, trans-
portation policy and provision, poverty eradication/job creation programmes,
environmental safety and sanitation requirements. Quality provisions, particu-
larly in contexts of poverty, cannot be sustained without these policies of
convergence aimed at strengthening whole communities.
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Conclusions
NATALIE HEVENER KAUFMAN AND IRENE RIZZINI

As we begin this new century we are aware of political, social, and economic
transformations that affect children’s present and future, but the complexity and
speed of these changes often elude our full comprehension. While many chil-
dren benefit tremendously from technological and material progress, others
suffer from increasing social and economic inequality.

On the positive side we have seen an increase in democratization, and at
least initial steps, in many countries towards acceptance of the values of equal-
ity and basic human dignity. At the global level, a large number of treaties, UN
resolutions, and declarations from international conferences reflect an emerg-
ing consensus on shared norms of human rights and specifically children’s
rights. The increased level of global consensus on children’s rights, as reflected
in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), has great potential for sup-
porting the work of child advocates, including children and youth themselves.
The CRC lays out clear state and local responsibilities for respecting the rights
of the child and advancing child well-being. The Committee on the Rights of
the Child, especially through its monitoring of state efforts to implement the
CRC, can play an important role in stimulating domestic debate and fostering
domestic as well as international work on behalf of children and youth.

Also on the positive side, technological and economic changes have led to
the possibility of raising standards of living throughout the world. Yet as the
economic condition of many families improves, the gap between the poor and
well-off continues to grow both within and among countries. Economic changes
often have complex effects. Transformations in global trade and financial activ-
ity have created, for example, a large new middle class in parts of India giving
many more children, as they grow up, the chance for middle class jobs. Yet the
majority of children in India face lives of poverty and in some countries very
few families have access to the most rewarding parts of the global economy. It
is hard to imagine how some countries, for example those in sub-Saharan
Africa, will even begin the process of developing advanced economies. Rural–
urban migrations continue apace in many countries, and while migration gives
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some parents new economic opportunities, it often places their children in mas-
sive slums where their basic health and safety are at daily risk.

While we see that many changes hold the potential for improving chil-
dren’s lives, we are often confounded by the obstacles preventing the fulfill-
ment of that potential. In this volume we have raised questions about how
these rapid global transformations affect children and what might be done to
increase the likelihood that such changes will enhance their lives.

Of particular concern to the authors is the absence of children from the
discussion of these issues. Children have not been included in descriptions of
the effects of globalization, and children do not participate in the debates over
preferred options for the future.

We want to bring children to our discussions not as passive victims, or
simply as future adults, although understandings from these perspectives are
necessary. We want to describe children primarily in their everyday lives, and
to include in those descriptions children’s view of their experiences. We also
want to honor the diversity of children’s experiences and to respect the wide
variety of cultural values that affect how children are raised and how they
experience their world. The rapid sharing of information across national bor-
ders and among divergent cultures may promote increased understanding and
respect, but we need to remain sensitive to justifiable concerns about cultural
imperialism.

We have learned that the transformations we have been studying massively
affect children in key areas of their lives. The changes affect their parents’ eco-
nomic status and will affect the children’s chances in job markets that demand
new skills even for some low-paying jobs. The changes create fresh waves of
migration sometimes of whole families, sometimes of fathers or mothers sepa-
rately, as they seek employment far away from their children. While some
migrations are by choice, some are forced by war and violence, leaving chil-
dren not in a new country with new opportunities but in refugee camps or as
nomads in dangerous war zones. In the cultural sphere, even children who stay
at home are exposed via the Internet to influences from all over the world.
These influences confront them with both the opportunities and the challenges
of new ways of thinking about many aspects of themselves and the world they
inhabit. In the political sphere, some countries are experiencing a greater
transparency that includes more information about the condition of children,
a change that may result in either cosmetic or substantive improvements in
children’s well-being.

As researchers who want both to describe the conditions of children and
who wish to wrestle with ways to improve children’s lives, we have been con-
fronted with some basic questions that will continue to shape our work. How
do we capture the changing complexity of the lives of different children in dif-
ferent places? How wide is the gap that separates good intentions as exempli-
fied in national and international codes on children’s safety, health, education,
and basic economic condition and the reality of the lives children actually
experience? How do these good intentions get translated into real change?
How can the most vulnerable children get minimal protections in the face of
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political instability and violence? How can more children who grow up on “the
wrong side of the tracks,” especially in the vast urban slums of the world’s
largest cities be helped to participate in the economic mainstream? And finally,
how in the light of the answers to these questions and the triumph in many peo-
ple’s minds of unregulated capitalism, can “the democratic will... be asserted
over business and private power” (Giddens & Hutton, 2000, p. 50) to provide
children with the childhoods that will prepare them for decent futures?

We conclude by restating our conviction about the importance of bringing
children into these debates. It is easy to ignore those who are without power
and legitimized voice. Yet when we do so we risk much. Thinking about how
children are affected by massive changes in their societies focuses our atten-
tion on a key part of the human reality of those changes and gives us indica-
tions of how those changes will shape the rising generation. Those insights
should be informed by the views of children and their parents. Listening to our
children and respecting their views, considering their well being in the devel-
opment of our policies and programs, is part of the obligation we accept in rec-
ognizing the dignity of the child. These essays present a new direction for the
investigation of the enormous social, political, and economic changes that
are taking place globally and locally, and offer researchers and policy makers
possibilities for enhancing the potential for positive change in children’s
everyday lives.
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