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Abstract

Despite the increasing policy and academic attention given to child poverty in recent years, little is
known about children’s perspectives and their experiences of risk, coping and resilience in the
context of poverty. The existing child poverty literature is dominated by studies from economics
and developmental psychology, which for the most part overlook not only the perspectives of
children in poverty but also their use of coping strategies and experiences of resilience. Much can
be inferred, however, from studies of the lives of children in developing countries in terms of the
active role poor children play in their lives and their families' lives. Additionaly, a small but
growing number of qualitative child poverty studies in Europe and North America (e.g. Ridge,
2002) have highlighted the resourcefulness and optimism of many children living in poverty. They
have shown the merit of prioritizing children’s perspectives and experiences or minimally setting
them alongside the perspectives of adults in order to understand their lives and concerns fully. This
thesis builds on these studies by exploring the lives of children living in poverty that go beyond
their material disadvantage or survival. It highlights the priorities, concerns and responses of
children living in a context different from the one covered by most of these studies. It aso explores
the theoretical concepts of coping and resilience to establish whether these constructs can be
reliably applied in asociety that is very different from the one in which they were devel oped.

The study focuses on Ethiopia, one of the poorest countries in the world. It addresses the
perspectives and experiences of twenty-six children (11 girls and 15 boys) between the ages of 11
and 14 in Kolfe area, one of the poorest neighbourhoods in Addis Ababa. It employs qualitative
research methods such as semi-structured individual interviews, daily diaries, drawings and
timelines with the children. The key finding of the study is that the majority of these children
perceive that relationships that are characterized by conflict are more damaging than material
poverty. This suggests that research and interventions focusing on poverty not only undermine
children’s positive experiences and agency but also obscure their real priorities and concerns. The
children’s accounts further suggest that the theoretical concepts of “coping” and “resilience” are
applicable to Ethiopian children, athough as in other contexts how the children understand and

experience them isinfluenced by the culture and environment in which they live.

Keywords: Child poverty, children’s perspectives, risk, coping, resilience, Ethiopia, Addis Ababa

viii



AIDS
BA
CYRM
EC
ESRC
HICES
HIV
ILO

| PA
IRP

1Q

MA
NGO
ovcC
PhD

SC UK
SDPRP
SES
UN
UNICEF
UNCRC
UNFPA
WeD
WMS

List of abbreviations

Acquired immune deficiency syndrome

Bachelor of Arts

The Child and Y outh Resilience Measure

Ethiopian Calendar

Economic and Social Research Council

Household Income and Consumption Expenditure Survey
Human Immunodeficiency Virus

International Labour Organization

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
International Resilience Project

Intelligence Quotient

Master of Arts

Non-Governmental Organization

Orphan and Vulnerable Children

Doctor of Philosophy

Save the Children United Kingdom

Sustainable Development and Poverty Reduction Program
Socio Economic Status

United Nations

United Nations Children’s Fund

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
United Nations Population Fund

Wellbeing in Developing Countries

Welfare Monitoring Survey



Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1. Research Problem

The last UNICEF “ State of the World’s Children” report to focus on poverty estimated that
1 billion children or every second child livesin poverty (UNICEF, 2005). However, despite
the increasing policy and academic attention given to child poverty in recent years, we still
know very little about children’s perspectives and their experiences of risk, coping and
resilience in the context of poverty. Through an exploration of the theoretical concepts of
coping and resilience and a focus on poor children’s perspectives and experiences, my
study aims to contribute to knowledge about the lives of children in poverty in three
important ways. Firstly, it aims to contribute to knowledge by building on existing
qualitative child poverty studies to include the lives of poor children that go beyond their
material disadvantage or survival. Secondly, by bringing to light the priorities, concerns
and responses of poor children who live in a context different from the one covered by most
of the qualitative studies i.e. Western context. Thirdly, by establishing if the constructs of
coping and resilience can be reliably applied in a society that is very different from the one
in which they were developed. | focus on Ethiopia, one of the poorest countries in the
world. By foregrounding my analysis on the perspective and experiences of Ethiopian
children, | hope to contribute to understanding of the theoretical concepts of coping and
resilience in a non-western context.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), which was
ratified by 191 countries', promised every child a healthy and protected childhood. While
the UNCRC has been widely criticized, among other things, for its promotion of a de-
contextualized childhood (see, for instance, Nieuwenhuys, 1998; Reynolds et al, 2006), it
has played arole in increasing the attention given to the deprivations of children around the
world (Boyden and Mann, 2005). Following its ratification in the 1990s, many countries,
especialy those in Europe such as the United Kingdom, set a target for the reduction of
child poverty. For this reason, a large number of studies funded by both government and
non-governmental agencies have focused on investigating the prevalence, causes and

consequences of child poverty (e.g. Gordon et a, 2001, 2003).



Nevertheless, little is known about poor children’s perspectives and their experiences of
risk, coping and resilience and this gap in the literature occurs because of three related
omissions. Firstly, in the majority of the child poverty literature poverty is taken as an
automatic risk to poor children’s wellbeing (see also Boyden and Mann, 2005; Enenajor
and Lee, 2008). Hence, the possibility that the children themselves do not perceive poverty
as a risk to their wellbeing or they view other risks as more damaging to their wellbeing
than poverty is not considered. Nevertheless, it is increasingly clear that the way children
interpret risk matters to a full understanding of their development and wellbeing, not |east
because the meaning they attach to their experience is an important moderator of its effect
on their wellbeing (Boyden and Cooper, 2007). What people perceive as a threat to their
wellbeing is also shaped by the culture and context they live in (Ungar, 2005; Boyden and
Mann, 2005). Following Ungar and his colleagues (2007: 291) | understood ‘culture’ as
“the customs and traditions, languages and social interactions that provide identity
conclusions for individuals and groups’ and ‘context’ as “the social, tempora and
geographic location in which culture is manifested”.

Secondly, the majority of the child poverty literature focuses on the things children have
‘lost’, the things that are ‘damaged’ or ‘destroyed’ because of their poverty, overlooking
their potentially positive experiences, coping and resilience (Feeny and Boyden, 2004).
This is problematic because it tells only half of the story (i.e. the children’s vulnerability).
For example, a good number of anthropological studies (e.g. De Berry, 2004) on children
living in other forms of adverse circumstances (such as children affected by war and
displacement) have shown that in the face of adversity not all children become
overwhelmed, some adjust to or overcome adversity. Some studies even argued that some
children could benefit socially and psychologically from exposure to difficult
circumstances (Boyden and Mann, 2005 citing Dawes, 1992; Ekblad, 1993; Garmezy,
1983; Zwi, Macrae, and Ugalde, 1992). The few qualitative studies on the perspectives and
experiences of children in poverty (see Redmond, 2008, for a review) have also highlighted
the resourcefulness and optimism of many children living in poverty.

Thirdly, the bulk of the child poverty literature marginalizes or ignores children’s
perspectives. This is potentially misleading. For example, a number of qualitative child
poverty studies (e.g. Backett-Milburn et al, 2003) that incorporated the views of both

children and significant adults (such as parents and teachers) have shown that the concerns



and views of children on health and wellbeing are not necessarily similar to that of adults'.

This omission also reinforces the pervasive view of children asrelatively passive.

1.2. Originsof Research

When | started my PhD in October 2005, | felt that the child poverty literature is limited in
its conceptualization of both “children” and “poverty”. It homogenizes not only children
who live in poverty but also the situations of poverty in which they find themselves. These
oversights, | believe, have hindered our full understanding of how different groups of
children perceive their situation and how differently they strive to cope with that situation.
My previous work among commercial sex workers® (a category who are homogenized
partly by being described as victims) aso suggested to me that there are many parallels
with how poor children are conceptualized in the literature. | sensed that the perspective
that portrays children in poverty as victims, as with the situation of commercial sex
workers, is not sufficiently mindful of their agency. Although in Ethiopia children
constitute ailmost 50% of the total population, until very recently, they have attracted little
academic research attention (see annotated bibliography by Poluha, 2007). The fact that |
was born and brought up in Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia and | have worked as a
research officer for the Ethiopian component of the Wellbeing in Developing Countries
(WeD?) research program also contributed to my decision to focus on Ethiopia.

After a further review of the literature, | redized that how poor children are
conceptualized in the child poverty literature is more complex than | thought at first. |
came to understand that the literature could be categorized into three types based on how
the situation of children in poverty is approached. The first group of studiesis economically
oriented child poverty studies that focus on the cause and prevalence of child poverty
within and across countries. These studies congtitute the bulk of the child poverty literature
and primarily focus on quantifiable aspects of child poverty (such as income, consumption,
and access to basic services) (e.g. Cornia, 1990; Bradshaw, 1990). The second group of
studies is developmentally oriented child poverty studies, which are concerned with the
harmful consequences of income poverty on children’s development and wellbeing (e.g.
Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997). The third group of studiesis a small but growing number
of qualitative studies that explore the perspectives and experiences of poor children on
living in poverty (e.g. Roker, 1998; Willow, 2002). (I will discuss in detail the issues that
each of these studies brought to light and their limitations in the literature review chapter).
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In the majority of these studies, children are homogenized in one of two ways. First,
they are homogenized by the fact of their being children, which entails their representation
as incompetent (e.g. they are unable to give information about themselves or those around
them), passive and victims. Second, they are homogenized by the fact of their being poor,
which is assumed to define all or most aspects of their lives. The first form of
homogenization occurs in the majority of economically and developmentally oriented child
poverty studies. Economically oriented child poverty studies typically employ random
sample household surveys and mainly rely on adult's perspectives (usually the male
household head) to study children’s lives. Because these studies often measure a narrow
range of outcomes (such as income and access to basic services), they also tend to
emphasize the negative experiences of children living in poverty at the expense of the
children’ s positive experiences (such as their aspirations) (Feeny and Boyden, 2003, 2004).
Likewise, developmentally oriented child poverty studies rarely include children's
perspectives as they mainly focus on very young children (children aged 0-3 or 0-5). What
is more, because most of these studies are driven by the theoretical assumption that
stressful experience (including poverty) experienced in early childhood has negative effects
on children’s later development, they appear to take poor outcomes (such as school failure)
as inevitable for al children living in poverty and, thus, ignore children’s resilience.
Nonetheless, a number of studies (e.g. Werner and Smith, 1982) have shown that not all
children exposed to stressful experience/risk develop problems later on. Schaffer (1996:47
guoted in Boyden and Mann: 2005:6), therefore, argues: “whatever stresses an individual
may have encountered in early years, he or she need not forever more be at the mercy of the
past...children’ s resilience must be acknowledged every bit as much as their vulnerability”.

The second form of homogenisation (i.e. defining poor children’s lives by their poverty)
occurs in al of the three groups of studies. However, unlike economicaly and
developmentally oriented studies, the few qualitative studies on children in poverty (e.g.
Ridge, 2002; Van der Hoek, 2005) have brought to centre stage the perspectives and
experiences of the children themselves. They have emphasised the agency and
heterogeneity of children in poverty, for example, in terms of the type and extent of poverty
they experience, the effects of poverty on their lives, and their ways of responding to their
circumstances. They have also shown the merit of prioritizing children’s perspectives and

experiences over or alongside those of adults in order to understand their lives and
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concerns. Nevertheless, because most of these studies focus on exploring the perspectives
of poor children on their experiences of living in poverty, in some respects, they do not take
into account what Gough, McGregor and Camfield (2007: 3) calls their “fully rounded
humanity”, i.e. those aspects of children’s lives that go beyond their poverty or survival.
Almost al these studies were also conducted in rich, industrialized countries (such as the
UK and Netherlands), and their findings are not necessarily transferable to children from
other cultures and economic backgrounds, not least because many aspects of childhood
vulnerability, coping and resilience are culturally and contextually constructed (see Ungar,
2004; Boyden and Mann, 2005).

In relation to risk, coping and resilience, then, we know very little about the perspectives
and experiences of children in non-western* cultures and contexts (Ungar, 2008). This is
not only because little resilience-rel ated research has been done in non-western contexts but
also because the few existing studies assume a typical western middle-class family
experience of childhood (that is, childhood as atime of play and no responsibility) which is
not necessarily true for children in other parts of the world (Boyden and Mann, 2005;
Ungar, 2005). Ungar and his colleagues (2007) also note that in resilience research the
focus on outcomes valued in Western contexts has resulted in a narrow set of indicators
being associated with resilience such as self-esteem and school performance.

In the rest of this chapter, first | briefly explore key themes and debates in the
interdisciplinary approach taken by the “new social studies of childhood” before | explain
how my research is informed by some aspects of this approach. Second, | present my
objective and give an overview of the key concept (wellbeing) that guided my study and the
methodology. Third, | discuss my research questions. Fourth, | present the significance of
the study, define the parameters within which the study was undertaken and delineate its
scope and limitations. Finally, | outline the plan of the rest of the thesis.

1.3. The New Social Studies of Childhood

In the last two decades or so, two major and related developments have brought about
change in the way children and childhood are conceptualized and researched. The first
development is related to international agreements and declarations. The second
development is related to changes in the conceptualization of children and childhood across
different disciplines. In relation to the first development, perhaps the most influential
landmark was the adoption of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1989, as
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discussed previously. The convention contributed to the recognition of children as ‘experts
on their own lives as it emphasises the importance of enabling children to express their
opinions on important matters and decisions affecting themselves (see, for example, Article
12 of the convention).

When we come to the second development, in the 1980s° an increasing number of social
scientists such as psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists and geographers began to
question the way in which their disciplines approach children and childhood (e.g. Jenks
1982; Qvortrup et al. 1994; James and Prout 1997). These scholars identified several
shortcomings of the ‘old’ approaches to childhood such as the tendency to neglect the
social and historical context of childhood in psychology, and the relative lack of research
on children and childhood in sociology and anthropology. In sociology, the pervasive and
influential theory of socialization, developed in the 1960s, has been criticized for seeing
children as ‘incomplete’ or as ‘adults in-training’ rather than as full members of society. It
has been argued that by focusing on the future outcome of children as adults (as ‘human
becomings') the socialization perspective gives little attention to the current experiences,
actions and role of children (as ‘human beings') (Qvortrup, 1994). This perspective also
depicts children as passive products of socialization and overlooks their active participation
and agency in social life (James et al, 1998; James and Prout, 1997; Qvortrup et al, 1994).

In psychology, the developmental paradigm has dominated the study of children for the
last century (Woodhead, 1999a), and has been criticized by academics within and outside
the discipline (e.g. Burman, 1994; Woodhead and Faulkner, 2008). It has been argued that
because in this paradigm childhood is seen as a natural and universal phenomenon, the role
of social and cultural forcesin shaping childhood is neglected, and that all children are seen
as the same regardless of social and geographical context. Challenging the concept of a
universal, ‘context-free’ child, James and Prout (1997: 7) argued that, “the immaturity of
children isabiological fact of life but the ways in which this immaturity is understood and
made meaningful is a fact of culture’. The child development paradigm has also been
criticized for focusing on the individual child and for neglecting the social and cultural
context in which the process of ‘growing up’ occurs. What is more, this paradigm tends to
characterise adults as rational and independent while children are seen as progressing from

“an immature child to mature adult, from simple to complex, from irrational to rational



behaviour, and from dependent childhood to autonomous adulthood” (Boyden and Levison,
2000: 24).
Scholars in what have come to be known as the “new social studies of childhood” have
offered an alternative perspective based on the following key premises:
1. Childhood is socially constructed;
2. Childhood is a variable of social analysis which cannot be entirely divorced from
other social variables, e.g. gender, class and ethnicity;
3. Children’s social relationships and cultures are worthy of study in their own right;
4. Children are actively involved in the construction of their own social lives;
5. Ethnography is a particularly useful methodology for the study of childhood,;
6. The emergence of a new paradigm is a contribution to the process of reconstructing
childhood in society.
Source: Prout and James (1997: 8)
Scholars have taken up these ideas in different ways, giving rise to different ways of
studying children. For example, James, Jenks and Prout (1998) identify four models of
childhood in contemporary sociological research: the ‘socialy constructed child’, the
‘social structural child’, the *minority group child’ and the *tribal child'.

More recently, academics within and outside the ‘new’ paradigm have proposed further
development of some of the key premises listed above. Prout (2005), for example, has
argued that seeing childhood as a social phenomenon is problematic since it reproduces the
culture/nature opposition, rather than questioning it:

‘Only by understanding the ways in which childhood is constructed by the
heterogeneous elements of culture and nature, which in any case cannot be
easily separated, will it be possible to take the field forward’ (p. 44).
The children as ‘becomings and children as ‘beings dichotomy formulated by Qvortrup
(1994) has also been criticized for not taking into account the fact that both adults and
children are in the process of changing and that both can been seen as ‘becomings'.
Referring to Nick Lee (2001) Prout (2005: 67) writes, “both children and adults should be
seen through a multiplicity of becomings in which all are incomplete and dependent”.

What is of interest to me in this study is the argument that children are not only part of

the world from bir