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Introduction

25 million children in the European Union (EU) are at risk of poverty or social exclusion – that 
is one child in every four. Most of these children grow up in poor families, who are increas-
ingly struggling to provide them with a decent life. This is a social crime in an EU that prides 
itself on its social model, an attack on fundamental rights and a failure to invest in people and 
in our future. Can the EU afford the price?

This Explainer on child poverty is jointly produced by EAPN and Eurochild in order to:

yy Raise public awareness about what child poverty means in a European context, its causes, and how it 
impacts on the lives of children and their families. 

yy Highlight effective solutions that can help to fight child poverty and promote the well-being of all chil-
dren and families, particularly in times of austerity and public spending cuts. 

We hope it will help to mobilize widespread public and political support for intensified 
action to reduce child poverty and to promote children’s well-being, at a timely mo-
ment to support the implementation of the European Commission’s Recommendation 
against child poverty.1

EAPN has already issued a series of 3 explainers on Poverty and Inequality in the EU (2009), on 
Adequacy of Minimum Income in the EU (2010) and on Wealth, Inequality and Social Polarisa-
tion in the EU (2011).

1. EC Recommendation (20 Feb 2013): Investing in children: breaking the cycle of disadvantage.
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WHAT IS CHILD POVERTY  
AND WHY IT MATTERS?

Child Poverty in a European 
context

Fighting child poverty in Europe is 
an integral part of global solidarity

Child poverty is most commonly associ-
ated with developing countries and with 
the consequences of famine and war such 
as starvation, malnutrition, disease and 
premature death. However, child poverty, 
and sometimes extreme poverty, also ex-
ists today in the EU. This is the focus of this 
Explainer. Of course this does not detract 
from the seriousness of poverty elsewhere. 
Nonetheless, how we treat children closer to 
home is inextricably linked with our position 
as a global player in development and hu-
manitarian aid. We cannot preach what we 
don’t practice. The treatment of children in 
our own countries must be a priority for our 
own development but also as our contribu-
tion to a global vision of solidarity and more 
equitable distribution of resources.

Poverty is much more than living on 
low income

Child poverty is above all about children 
growing up in families experiencing poverty 
– that is without an income that is sufficient 
to prevent material deprivation and to ensure 
a decent life. However, it is about more than 
just not having enough money. It is also about 
not living in decent housing or having access 
to good-quality education and health care. It 
is about not having the same opportunities 
to develop and participate as equals in their 
own country. It is about children not having 
their voices heard. It is also about families 
struggling to provide a decent environment 
for their children against all the odds.

The lack of income combined with poor ac-
cess to facilities and services also means that 
child poverty is about not being able to partic-
ipate in everyday activities: such as going on 
school trips; taking swimming lessons; inviting 
friends over; attending birthday parties and 
other special occasions; or going on holiday.

1	 Defining child poverty

For the purpose of this Explainer on child poverty, the EAPN and Eurochild Task Force agreed 
the following definition:

Children are living in poverty if the income and resources available for their upbringing are so 
inadequate as to preclude them from having a standard of living which is considered acceptable in 
the society in which they live and which is sufficient to ensure their social, emotional and physical 
well-being and development. Because of growing up in poverty they and their families may expe-
rience multiple disadvantages through low income, poor housing and environment, inadequate 
health care and barriers to education. They are often excluded and marginalised from social, 
sporting, recreational and cultural activities that are the norm for other children. Their access to 
their fundamental rights may be restricted, they may experience discrimination and stigmatisa-
tion and their voices may not be heard. 
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2	 Defining Child Well-being

The Learning for Well Being Consortium of Foundations in Europe has defined child well-
being as “realising one’s unique potential through physical, emotional, mental and spiritual 
development ... in relation to self, others and the environment.” It is based on a view of society 
in which all people can develop capacities to realise their potential by growing up and living 
in environments that cultivate those capacities and allow the uniqueness of each individual 
to unfold. This is a commitment that requires all parts of society contribute towards chil-
dren’s well-being and consider children’s well-being as an important measure of its progress 
(see Kickbush et al., 2012). One of the key components of the Consortium’s work has been 
the development of measurement, monitoring and evaluation approaches and indicators 
around children’s capacities as well as the support provided by their environments. (www.
learningforwellbeing.org)

UNICEF has identified six different aspects of child well-being which are important. These are: 
material well-being, health and safety, educational well-being, family and peer relationships, 
behaviours and risks, and subjective well-being (i.e. how children feel about themselves) (see 
UNICEF, 2010).

Nonetheless, the relation between income 
poverty and well-being is complex. Not all 
children who are living on a low income 
necessarily have low well-being, particularly 
if they live in a loving and safe family envi-
ronment and if they have access to the same 
services and opportunities as other children. 
Likewise, it is possible for a child whose fam-
ily is income rich to have their well-being 
threatened by living in an uncaring or un-
safe family environment or being excluded 
from opportunities. However, it is much 
more likely that children living in families on 
a low income will find it harder to achieve 
well-being.

Children’s rights require a different 
approach to tackling child poverty

Poverty denies children’s access to their 
rights as defined in the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC). The UNCRC spells out the basic 
human rights that children everywhere have: 
the right to survival; to develop to the fullest; 

to protection from harmful influences, abuse 
and exploitation; and to participate fully 
in family, cultural and social life. The four 
core principles of the Convention are non-
discrimination; devotion to the best interests 
of the child; the right to life, survival and 
development; and respect for the views of 
the child. Application of the UNCRC requires 
a shift in perception of children away from 
seeing them as passive recipients of support 
to active agents who have a powerful influ-
ence on their environment and relationships. 

All Member States are signatories to the UN-
CRC which is a legally binding international 
instrument. Consequently they are com-
mitted to upholding children’s rights. The 
UNCRC provides an extremely useful and 
dynamic tool for promoting and protecting 
children’s rights and well-being, both for 
central governments and for groups and 
individuals working with and for children at 
all levels. 

Poverty in Europe is primarily a 
relative concept

In general, child poverty in developed Euro-
pean countries is understood as a relative 
concept. It is when children’s way of life is 
so much worse than the general standard of 
living in the country or region in which they 
live, that they struggle to live a normal life 
and to participate in ordinary economic, so-
cial and cultural activities. What this means 
and how severe the impact is vary signifi-
cantly from country to country, depending 
on the standard of living enjoyed by the 
majority. While not as extreme as absolute 
poverty, relative poverty is still very serious 
and harmful. (see EAPN, 2009). 

But absolute poverty still exists 
across Europe

There are still some children in Europe who 
experience severe deprivation. This is usu-
ally called absolute or extreme poverty. 
This occurs when they lack basic necessi-
ties such as regular, healthy food, heating, 
decent housing, clean water, sufficient 
clothing or medicines and health 
care and when life is a day 
to day struggle to sur-
vive. Of course this is 
more common in 
developing coun-
tries. But this 
is an increas-
ing reality for 
some children 
in the EU, for 
instance Roma/
Traveller chil-
dren, an increas-
ing number of 
homeless children, 

unaccompanied migrant children, children 
of undocumented migrants and children 
in very poor regions and neighbourhoods. 
As a result they have a much higher risk of 
bad health and dying young. Extreme pov-
erty can be found in all Member States, but 
is more common in poorer Member States. 
Also, in some Member States decent schools, 
access to basic health services or sporting, 
recreational and cultural activities is much 
more limited. Increasing the basic level of 
provision for all children and families re-
mains an urgent challenge. 

Child well-being is more than 
tackling child poverty

Achieving well-being is a much broader 
concept than tackling child poverty alone. It 
involves taking a “whole child perspective” 
which considers the multi-dimensional na-
ture of children’s lives and the importance of 
their relationships. In other words, it encom-
passes health, education, family support, 
protection from harm, and children’s abil-
ity to fully participate in decisions affecting 
them. An adequate standard of living is a 

prerequisite for children to real-
ise their full physical, spir-

itual, moral and social 
development.
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The reality of child poverty

What does growing up in poverty really mean for children and for their 
families? 

Formal definitions and descriptions do not adequately capture the harsh day-to-day realities 
for children and how much poverty affects their lives. They do not show the difficulties that 
ordinary families face when living in poverty and the constant struggle to provide a decent 
home and life for their children, often against enormous odds and in the face of continuous 
criticism and stigmatisation. The multi-dimensional aspect of child poverty means that it can 
affect children in many different ways.

For a child, living in poverty can mean: 

yy not having enough to eat or a healthy diet;

yy not being able to afford new clothes or decent 
shoes; 

yy not having the equipment that other children 
take for granted in their country such as books 
and equipment for school or leisure equipment 
such as a bicycle or skateboard;

yy living in poor or overcrowded housing: sharing 
rooms and living in a cramped space;

yy living with inadequate heating and in a home 
suffering from damp;

yy lacking a quiet place with enough room and 
light to do homework;

yy not being able to afford proper health care or 
high-quality child care or to go to a good school 
or to get help when needed;

yy having little chance to play in decent non-van-
dalised playgrounds, to take part in sports and 
creative/cultural activities;

yy having little say in the decisions that affect  
daily life.

Not all children in poverty necessarily experience all these disadvantages. In most countries, 
the majority of children living in poverty do not live in derelict and unsafe neighbourhoods, 
but in some countries or neighbourhoods they do. To understand the reality better, we 
must therefore listen to the voices of children growing up in poverty and of their par-
ents themselves, as the following testimonies confirm: 

3	 7 Advantages of a rights approach to tackling child poverty & promoting 
well-being

1.	 It is key to the prevention of child pov-
erty. If all children’s rights are respected 
and enabled then children are unlikely to 
live in poverty; 

2.	It puts the needs of the child at the centre 
of policy-making. Addressing children’s 
needs becomes a core political obligation 
and not just a possible policy choice; 

3.	 It puts the focus on addressing the spe-
cific needs of the child here and now, 
as well as improving the position of their 
families and the communities in which 
they live; 

4.	It provides a useful framework for devel-
oping a comprehensive strategy to pre-
vent and reduce child poverty. This is very 
evident in countries like Sweden which 
have a very strong emphasis on children’s 
rights and consequently have been very 
successful in preventing child poverty and 
social exclusion;

5.	 It links the well-being of children with 
the well-being of parents and fami-
lies and puts support for families at the 
heart of policies to tackle child poverty. 
For instance the UNCRC recognises 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;

6.	It puts a focus on the importance of adopt-
ing and enforcing strong anti-discrimi-
nation legislation as an essential element 
in preventing and reducing poverty and 
social exclusion; 

7.	 It emphasises the right of the children to 
be heard and to participate in the deci-
sions that affect them.
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What is the impact on 
children, families and society?

Putting children at risk 

Early childhood is the most critical phase in 
a person’s development. There is now sub-
stantial and indisputable research evidence 
demonstrating that this early period of life is 
when children’s cognitive, physical and emo-
tional capacity develops most rapidly. These 
early experiences have profound influence 
on lifelong health and well-being. 

Poverty in this age can damage children 
physically, emotionally and psychologically 
and impact negatively on their well-being 
now and in the future. It undermines brain 
development and thus affects cognitive and 
linguistic abilities. 

The longer children are living in poverty, 
the worse that damage is likely to become 
and the greater the likelihood of increased 
deprivation as adults, unless strategies are 
in place to counter this. Longitudinal studies 
indicate that, in most countries, the poorest 
children have fallen well behind the most 
advantaged in health and development at as 
young an age as two years. 

Of course, with the efforts and support of 
their parents, some children growing up in 
poverty do achieve good outcomes. Thus 
childhood poverty, while greatly increasing 
the risk, does not necessarily lead to pessi-
mistic adult outcomes. 

However, poverty always increases the stress 
on children and families while they are grow-
ing up and diminishes the quality of their 
lives in the present. There are many ways in 
which growing up on a low income, in poor 
living conditions, with poor access to ser-
vices and opportunities and missing out on 
normal childhood activities can have nega-
tive impacts on children’s lives. Research (see 
for instance Hoelscher, 2004) has shown that 
it can:

yy increase the risk of poor physical and mental 
health: children who grow up in poverty are 
likely to experience more illness during their 
lifetimes and die younger than their financially 
better-off peers; they have a higher risk of dying 
at birth or in infancy and are more likely to suf-
fer chronic illness during childhood or to have a 
disability;

yy endanger the right to a secure and nurtur-
ing family life: the day-to-day pressure of 
coping with poverty and social exclusion can 
become unbearable for parents and relatives 
and can lead to increasing isolation and 
stigmatisation. This undermines family well-
being, putting at risk the quality of family life 
and increasing the risk of family breakdown – 
whereas most parents do everything they can 
to protect their children from the worst effects 
of poverty and to lessen its impact;

yy impact on social life as it affects children’s 
friendships and social networks, prevents them 
from participating in activities with other chil-
dren, increases their chances of being bullied 
and their fears of being different, leading to 
stigma, exclusion and isolation; 

yy limit and undermine opportunities for children’s 
emotional, social and intellectual devel-
opment: the impact on health and cognitive 

4	What does poverty mean –  
to children?1

“I close the window every evening, the smell 
of cooking from other flats makes me more 
hungry.” - Andra, Estonia

“My clothes are clean but old and others are 
laughing at me.” – Kaisa, Hungary

“I hate my birthday, because I never get 
presents like all the others.” – Olev, Sweden

“You may be a bit shy to invite your friends 
over because when they come in they’ll 
be freezing and they might want to leave 
early.” – Megan, UK

“If I look at my mother, how much she is 
working, she has 3 jobs, I never want to 
grow up and become an adult, it is too 
bad.”  – Jerzy, Poland

“I do not want to go to a school trip  
because I do not want to be a burden  
on my parents.” – Demetra, Greece

“Loneliness and the feeling of being 
unwanted is the most terrible poverty.”  
– Elisabet, Estonia

“There’s no point in dreaming because 
things don’t come true anyway.”  
– Dylan, UK

1. Quotes from children which are used in the Explainer come 
from: Estonian children and young people engaged in local 
projects; The Speak Up! project run by Eurochild and eight 
partner organisations from across Europe: Greece, Poland, 
Hungary, Bulgaria, Sweden, the Netherlands, the UK and Ire-
land; from a consultation project Children in Wales did on fuel 
poverty in 2010; and a presentation at Eurochild’s 2011 Annual 
Conference in Wales. To preserve anonymity the names of chil-
dren have been changed.

5	What does poverty mean –  
to families?2

“As an unemployed parent, I always feel 
the accusing eyes of others that do work. I 
want to take part in society. I want to send 
my children to school. I want to fill in the 
necessary forms. But I don’t like to see my-
self as someone without a function in soci-
ety. They don’t have to blame me that there 
are barriers that prevent people going into 
training or finding a job.”  – John, UK

“As a single parent, it is really difficult to 
work and to raise your children. Additional 
difficulties, included a very limited labour 
market, or the crèche that closes early, this 
can be a reason why single parents stop 
working.” – Ingrid, Norway

“I come from a Roma family with several 
problems. Roma are stereotyped and 
discriminated against. I have 5 children 
and they risk staying in the poverty trap. A 
better use of funds could help to solve the 
situation.” – Maria, Slovakia

“If you are a mother, the mother has to work 
more and more to earn an income and sees 
less and less of her children. When my con-
tract ends in June I will have no income and 
may have to leave my home, and may lose 
my children… A decent income is essential. 
It is absurd. Children now inherit the debts 
of their parents.” – Kasia, Poland

“I cannot let my kids participate in leisure 
activities because I have to pay for them.”  
– Grete, Estonia

2. Quotes from parents which are used in the Explainer come 
from the reports of the 9th EU Meeting of People Experiencing 
Poverty in 2010 (Starting Point for a New Deal) and the 10th EU 
Meeting of People Experiencing Poverty in 2011 (Employment, 
Work and Jobs), coordinated by EAPN. To preserve anonymity, 
the names of parents have been changed.
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yy thirdly, society loses because economic 
productivity is reduced. As children grow-
ing up in poverty often do not reach their full 
potential, they tend to gain less skills and 
this undermines their future chances of get-
ting decent jobs, leading active and creative 
lives and contributing positively to economic 
development as well as to their local com-
munities. This also means lower revenues 
from taxes and thus less to invest in social 
and economic development.

Thus society, as well as children and their 
families, bears very high long-term costs if 
investments are not made in tackling and 
preventing child poverty (see also Griggs and 
Walker, 2008 and Action for Children, 2009). 

development is greater the younger children 
are;

yy result in children falling behind at all stages of 
education and risks leading to greater edu-
cational disadvantage and dropping out of 
school early; 

yy isolate children from their peers, stigmatise 
them and put them and their families under 
increasing stress;

yy have a long-term effect on their future well-be-
ing and on their future employment prospects:

yy reduce children’s expectations for their own 
lives. As a result, children can become demo-
tivated and lose any aspirations, hopes and 
dreams for a better life. 

These different dimensions of poverty and 
social exclusion tend to be interrelated and 
interdependent. Children growing up in fam-
ilies on a very low income are more likely to 
be living in overcrowded accommodation in 
a poor neighbourhood. This may contribute 
to poor health, low educational attainment 
and undermine their life chances, increasing 
the risk of non-intentional accidents and in-
juries. Of course children do not have to suf-
fer all these deprivations to be experiencing 
poverty.

Driving families to breaking point

Most poor children grow up in poor fami-
lies. Parents living in poverty face the daily 
struggle for survival for their families and 
are forced to make sacrifices to protect their 
children from the worst effects of poverty. 
For instance, they often prioritise food and 
clothing for their children, desperately try-
ing to find solutions for themselves and their 
children. Yet parents are often blamed and 
stigmatised for not caring enough for their 
children in spite of doing the best they can 
in the difficult circumstances they find them-
selves. Parents are usually responsible for the 
welfare of their children. They are targeted 

as the cause of the problem, and are often 
the subject of the main policy actions – i.e. 
narrow activation approaches, but are rarely 
provided with adequate means, consulted 
or accompanied in finding positive solutions 
for themselves and their children. It is also a 
key factor in indebtedness of families as par-
ents struggle to meet the costs of key events 
such as going back to school, religious fes-
tivals and birthdays, or increasingly to cover 
basic needs with declining income and rising 
costs of basic goods. Parents are part of the 
solution and need active support. 

Counting the costs for society

Child poverty also has a negative impact on the 
whole society. Society loses for three reasons:

yy first, child poverty undermines social soli-
darity and social cohesion. More than this 
it is a betrayal of the promises of a European 
social model that will defend the rights of its 
most vulnerable citizens. It is difficult to see 
how Europe can hold its head up high to the 
world when, as a relatively rich region, it de-
nies its own children the means to flourish;

yy secondly, child poverty results in increased 
social costs. Child poverty is inextricably 
linked to poorer health, leading to long-term 
health problems. Economically this leads 
to considerably higher demands and costs 
for public services such as health and social 
welfare. Making appropriate investments to 
prevent child poverty today reduces health-
care and social protection costs in the future, 
while also increasing social equity. As the New 
Economics Foundation has shown, preven-
tion is better than cure and it is usually less 
expensive. The costs associated with family 
breakdown / poor mental or physical health, 
are much greater than early intervention and 
prevention (see Coote, 2012);

6	The Cost of Child Poverty

A 2008 study in Scotland highlighted that, in 
the longer term, about £13 billion (about €16 
billion) might be gained yearly from ending 
child poverty, through economies linked to 
the direct costs of services to remedy the 
consequences of childhood deprivation 
such as poor health, low educational at-
tainment, crime and anti-social behaviour 
(Hirsch, 2008). 

There are thus very strong economic as well 
as rights arguments in favour of reducing or 
eliminating poverty and vulnerability of chil-
dren. Authors devoted to development the-
ories, such as Prebisch, Sen and Solow, have 
pointed out the importance of investing in 
education and health to help the economy 
to grow and develop. The cost of giving poor 
adults a second chance is much higher than 
the costs of appropriate and timely interven-
tions for children. Those with adequate and 
quality nutrition, immunization, safe water, 
sanitation and teaching opportunities will 
be better prepared to benefit from educa-
tion and social services they receive later, 
becoming adults with more chances to be 
healthy and happy, and lead productive and 
participative lives. 
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WHAT ARE THE CAUSES  
OF CHILD POVERTY?

If we are to do something about child pover-
ty we first must understand its main causes 
so that we can stop children becoming poor 
in the first place. 

The causes of child poverty are closely 
linked to the causes of poverty more gener-
ally. Most children who live in poverty live 
in families which are poor and many live in 
regions and neighbourhoods where poverty 
is widespread. 

The different levels of child poverty and 
well-being in different countries reflect both 
the differing levels of income and wealth in 
different Member States but also the different 
ways societies are organised and resources 
and opportunities are distributed. 

Recognizing the structural 
causes

Inequality in the distribution of 
resources is the major factor in the 
creation of child poverty

Overall, Member States with the lowest lev-
els of child poverty such as Sweden and Den-
mark tend to be those with the lowest levels 
of general poverty and inequality. This is be-
cause they back redistributive policies which 
ensure that parents have an adequate in-
come, either through accessing decent jobs 
or through adequate income support. They 
also redistribute wealth more fairly through 
effective tax and social protection systems, 
which ensure access to good-quality services 
and opportunities to the majority of children 

and their families3 (see for example Euro-
child, 2010). 

Reducing child poverty depends on 
policy choices 

High levels of child poverty and low levels 
of child well-being are often the result of a 
political failure to address these structural in-
equalities in society. They are also the result 
of a failure of policy makers to sufficiently 
recognise children’s rights and to prioritise 
the development of policies to support 
families and children. These policy choices 
are often linked to an overreliance on the 
market and economic growth to solve all 
social problems (trickle-down theory) and 
also a tendency to adopt short-term policy 
interventions at the expense of investing in 
long-term strategic solutions, particularly at 
a time of economic austerity.

It is easy to blame child poverty on the fail-
ure of families or parents to care responsibly 
for their children. In reality, singling out poor 
parenting as a cause of child poverty is to 
ignore deep-seated structural causes of pov-
erty and social exclusion. A culture of blam-
ing parents will also entrench social divisions 
and the marginalisation of the most vulner-
able, to the detriment of children’s lives.

3.However, even in these countries undocumented migrant 
children are excluded from social security and therefore risk 
extreme deprivation and exclusion. Even access to basic health 
care services are extremely problematic. e.g. UNICEF (2012) 
“Access to Civil, Economic and Social Rights for Children in 
the Context of Irregular Migration”, Submission to the UN 
CRC Day of General Discussion on “The rights of all children 
in the context of international migration”, 28 September 2012, 
p.22-23(available online:  www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/
docs/discussion2012/SubmissionsDGDMigration/UNICEF_1.
doc)
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ÎÎ coming from an ethnic minority and/or 
migrant background

Children (and their parents) coming from an 
ethnic minority (especially Roma and Travel-
ler children) or migrants are more likely to 
experience discrimination and racism and 
to be at higher risk of experiencing poverty. 
They also may have difficulties getting equal 
access to services and facilities because their 
social and cultural needs are not sufficiently 
take into account; or due to practical and 
administrative barriers or legal and struc-
tural discrimination on the basis of residence 
status.

ÎÎ having a disability

Children with a disability or whose parents 
have a disability have a particularly high risk 
of growing up in poverty because of ob-
stacles to accessing decent work and inad-
equate income support when they are faced 
with higher costs.

ÎÎ being detached from their family and 
support networks

There are many young people living in pov-
erty who do not live with their families and 
are not able to do so. For some young people 
who have fled due to violence and/or abuse, 
the family home is an unsafe environment. 
The alternative for some is a childhood of 
poverty, homelessness and insecurity;

ÎÎ loss of income in the early years

Child poverty is particularly acute in chil-
dren’s earliest years which are vital to their 

development. Many families suffer at least 
a temporary reduction in income due to the 
loss of maternal income, particularly lone 
parents; for families depending on welfare 
benefits the costs of purchasing equipment 
needed to ensure that a baby has a safe and 
nurturing start in life can be prohibitive. 
When mothers return to work, the absence 
of affordable childcare in many countries 
means that maternal income can be largely 
consumed by childcare costs; many coun-
tries provide free pre-school education but 
this is rarely available for children under 
three making childcare costs for the young-
est children also the most expensive. 

Passing on poverty from one 
generation to the next 

The link between family and parental poverty 
and child poverty means that poverty often 
recurs from one generation to the next. This 
is reinforced by the low and declining level of 
social mobility in some countries. As we have 
seen, children born in poor households often 
face specific disadvantages to achieve their po-
tential level of human capital and are also more 
likely to remain in poverty in their adult lives, un-
less concrete targeted actions are taken to level 
their life chances.. This can be characterised as 
a pattern which is called the “intergenerational 
transmission of poverty and inequality”.

Other risk factors

Key factors that increase the risk of 
poverty for children include:

ÎÎ parents being unemployed or  
employed in “poor” jobs

If one or both parents are unemployed or 
are in low paid, insecure and often part-time 
employment then the risk of child poverty 
increases. In 2010, 9% of children in the EU 
lived in households with very low work in-
tensity. In 2010, 10.7% of the working popu-
lation, living in a household with dependent 
children, had an income below the national 
poverty risk threshold as against 8.5% of the 
overall working population. In the EU‐27, 
lone parents have the highest in‐work at‐
risk‐of‐poverty rates (21.6 % in 2010) (see 
Social Protection Committee, 2012). These 
risks can be further exacerbated by the lim-
ited availability or high cost of child care and 
other care services and by the lack of family-
friendly working environments.

ÎÎ  inadequate income support systems

Social transfers play a key role in reducing 
child poverty levels in the EU but whereas 
in some Member States they reduce child 
poverty levels by around 60% (e.g. Austria, 
Finland, Ireland, Sweden and UK) in others 
(e.g. Bulgaria, Greece, Romania and Spain) 
they are much less effective and do so by 
around 20% or less (see Social Protection 
Committee, 2012).

ÎÎ poor access to essential services

Where health and social services are une-
venly developed and affordable access is not 
guaranteed to all children, where early child-
hood care and education is underdeveloped 
or expensive, where good quality schools 

are inaccessible and not evenly spread, 
where schools do not sufficiently take into 
account the social and cultural background 
of children living in poverty, where services 
are delivered in a fragmented, bureaucratic 
or stigmatising fashion, then the develop-
ment and well-being of children is put at risk.

ÎÎ lack of good-quality and affordable 
social and other housing 

The limited availability of affordable and 
good-quality housing and in particular social 
(public) housing and inadequate regulation 
of private housing can force families on low 
incomes into poor-quality housing and into 
ghetto situations. 

ÎÎ lack of play, recreation, sporting and 
cultural facilities 

Where there is inadequate provision of good-
quality play, recreation, sporting and cultural 
facilities or where access is expensive then 
children and their families from low-income 
backgrounds are likely to be excluded from 
opportunities to participate.

ÎÎ  living in poor areas or districts

Children growing up in areas with very high 
concentrations of poverty and disadvantage, 
such as decaying areas of industrial cities or 
isolated rural communities, are likely to have 
poorer access to services and facilities and 
may be more at risk of violence and abuse.
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WHO ARE THE CHILDREN  
AFFECTED BY POVERTY AND  

HOW MANY ARE THEY? 4

4. The exact numbers of children at risk of poverty and social exclusion in the EU vary somewhat from year to year. 
To find the most up-to-date figures go to the Eurostat web site at:  epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/
income_social_inclusion_living_conditions/introduction 

in recent years. In the past, there was a ten-
dency to focus mainly on income measures. 
However, it is increasingly recognised by 
policy makers that, to capture the multi-di-
mensional and complex nature of child pov-
erty and child well-being, it is vital to develop 
a broad range of indicators.5 

5. Much work has been done by academics and research institutes as well as the Indicators Sub-Group of the EU Social Protection 
Committee and other key international institutions such as UNICEF and the OECD to develop a much more comprehensive and 
child specific set of indicators. (see last chapter for references).

How are child poverty and 
well-being measured?
Who are the children living in poverty? How 
best can we measure their numbers and assess 
their well-being? 

Agreeing on appropriate indicators and en-
suring that suitable data are collected regu-
larly is vital to understanding which children 
are affected by poverty and how many of 
them there are. Measuring the extent and 
depth of child poverty and well-being has 
been the source of much study and debate 

7	Europe 2020 Poverty and Social Exclusion Indicators

As part of the Europe 2020 Strategy, agreed by the EU’s Heads of State and Government in 
June 2010, an “at risk of poverty or social exclusion” (AROPE) indicator has been adopted for 
measuring progress on poverty and social exclusion across the EU. This is a combination of 
three indicators:

•	 the standard EU “at-risk-of-poverty” indicator, i.e. a relative measure of low income: 
people at risk of poverty are people living in a household whose total equivalised income 
was below 60 % of the median national equivalised household income during the in-
come reference period (i.e. generally the calendar year prior to the survey);

•	 an indicator of “severe material deprivation”: people are severely deprived if they live 
in a household experiencing at least four out of a list of nine deprivations; 

•	 an indicator of “very low household work intensity”: people in very low household 
work intensity are people aged 0-59 living in jobless or quasi-jobless households – i.e. in 
households in which, on average, adult members aged 18-59 worked less than 20% of 
their total work potential during the income reference period.
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2009 and UNICEF 2012), or children from an 
ethnic minority background such as Roma or 
Traveller children). Specific additional stud-
ies are urgently needed to capture and 
monitor the situations of these children. 
Making better use of administrative data can 
be helpful in this regard. Both statistical and 
qualitative data is also important to develop 
a comprehensive picture. 

Finally, as it is important to make sure that 
the indicators are really capturing the key is-
sues, poor families and children must be part 
of the process. This means developing more 
participative methodologies which engage 
with children as well as parents on what fac-
tors should be considered when developing 

indicators, as well as reviewing together the 
effectiveness of the indicators and data in 
capturing their reality. One area that needs 
to be further developed in most countries is 
capturing the views of children experiencing 
poverty and not just to depend on the views 
of parents.

The Europe 2020 indicator for measuring 
poverty and social exclusion can be broken 
down to show the overall number of chil-
dren at risk of poverty or social exclusion. 
However, while this is a useful way of giv-
ing an overall indication of the scale of the 
child poverty and social exclusion, it is not 
sufficient to capture all the dimensions of 
child poverty and social exclusion and of 
child well-being. A wider range of indicators 
is necessary, reflecting the different aspects 
of child well-being6 and including a focus on 
children’s healthy development and learn-
ing, as well as breakdowns by age of children 
and household status. It is also important to 
capture the depth and intensity of poverty, 
changes over time and the extent to which 
children are long-term or persistently poor. 
Much of this information is now available 
and the 2012 SPC Advisory Report to the 
European Commission on tackling and pre-
venting child poverty, promoting child well-
being (Social Protection Committee, 2012) 
provides a useful synthesis of the indicators 
that can be used to monitor child poverty 
and well-being across the EU.

The major EU statistical data source for meas-
uring and monitoring children’s poverty and 
well-being is the EU Statistics on income 
and living conditions (EU-SILC) which, in 
most countries, is a 4-year rotational longi-
tudinal survey (i.e. persons are followed over 
time for a period of four years). An important 
problem with EU-SILC data is their poor time-
liness, even if major efforts are being made in 
the European Statistical System to improve 
the situation. Another problem is the lack 
of information in EU-SILC that specifically 
addresses the living conditions of children. 
A module on child material deprivation was 
included in the 2009 wave of EU-SILC, which 

6. For instance, extent and depth of relative income 
poverty, employment status of parents, extent of 
deprivation (i.e. lack of necessities), housing situation, 
access to child care, health status, educational status, 
participation in sporting, recreational and cultural ac-
tivities, etc.

collected such information. This module 
proved extremely useful and it is essential 
that such child-specific questions be regu-
larly added to future waves of EU-SILC. 

Important data have also been available 
from other surveys in areas such as health 
and education. However, if children’s well-
being is to be taken seriously what is really 
needed is an EU-wide survey monitoring 
the poverty and social exclusion of chil-
dren and child well-being every year or 
second year. A longitudinal survey of chil-
dren (i.e. a survey following children over 
time) could be particularly useful in helping 
to capture the dynamics of child poverty and 
well-being. Already such surveys (birth or 
child cohorts) are undertaken in a number of 
Member States, for example Ireland. EU-SILC 
already provides useful (4-year) longitudi-
nal information on the situation of children 
even if the questions address the situation 
of households (including households with 
children) and of adults, and not the spe-
cific situation of children. In 2005, a thematic 
module on the intergenerational dimension 
of poverty was included in EU-SILC and also 
provides7 useful information. Even if the in-
formation available is limited, this makes it 
possible to explore some dynamic aspects of 
child poverty.

Improving the overall collection of survey 
data on children’s well-being at national and 
EU levels is important but, on its own, is not 
sufficient. It will not capture the situation of 
some groups of children who are experi-
encing severe poverty and social exclu-
sion but who are largely “hidden” or in-
visible in data collection (such as children 
in difficult family situations, homeless and 
street children, children living in or leaving 
institutions, children of undocumented mi-
grants or undocumented themselves (PICUM 

7. These indicators are for 2011, except for the child dep-
rivation indicator which is based on a thematic module 
on material deprivation collected in 2009.
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How many children are living in poverty?

How serious is the problem of child poverty really? How does the situation of 
children compare with that of adults? Are some groups of children at particular risk? 

Poverty, and child poverty in particular, have for long been a very serious problem in the EU 
and, in many countries, they are becoming more widespread and severe with the current 
economic and financial crisis. 

Some key facts
yy currently around 25 million children, i.e. over 1 in 4 children, are at risk of 
poverty and/or social exclusion (AROPE – see Box 7);

yy AROPE rates are much higher in some countries than others (17% or less in 
Denmark, Finland, Slovenia and Sweden compared to 40% or more in Hun-
gary, Latvia, Romania and Bulgaria); 

yy in some countries, children living in poverty are mainly from particular 
groups of children at high risk such as children from a migrant background, 
while in others, child poverty is much more widespread amongst children 
generally;

yy children are more at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion than adults in most 
(19) Member States (on average, across the EU, the gap is around 3 percent-
age points); 

yy the severity of child poverty and social exclusion and the extent of child dep-
rivation vary greatly between Member States. For instance, one study has 
shown that countries such as Sweden, Denmark, Netherlands, Finland and 
Luxembourg have deprivation rates of under 10%, whereas Portugal, Latvia, 
Hungary, Bulgaria and Romania have rates ranging from 40% to nearly 80% 
(see Guio, Gordon and Marlier, 2012).8 

8. It is important to note that these wide differences in levels of deprivation are, in part, because deprivation aims 
at measuring the differences in actual standard of living on the basis of an EU standard whereas income poverty is 
a relative measure using a national threshold.

Are some children at  
greater risk?

Children facing the highest risk of poverty 
are those growing up with a lone parent 
or in a large household consisting of two 
adults and at least three dependent children 
(see Social Protection Committee, 2012). 

The majority of lone parents at risk of poverty 
are women. This does not mean that being a 
single parent or large family is in itself a prob-
lem but it highlights the reality that many 
such families have more difficulties in acquir-
ing sufficient income through work and/or 
benefits to cover their household costs. 

The above overall figures for child poverty only give part of the picture as there are often 
additional factors that make some children even more at risk, as mentioned in the first part 
of this chapter. 

Then, there are particular groups of “hidden” children who experience particularly severe 
poverty and social exclusion and who are invisible. This is because either they do not live in 
private households covered by general living conditions surveys or their numbers in such 
surveys are too small for reliable analysis. 

These include: 

ÎÎ children in difficult family situations such as 
those subject to maltreatment, neglect, sexual 
abuse, drugs and alcohol abuse, and mental 
health problems; 

ÎÎ those who are at risk from crime, violence or 
trafficking; 

ÎÎ those not living in families such as: 

yy unaccompanied children;

yy children in alternative care settings such as 
institutions and young people leaving care 
arrangements;

yy children living in temporary accommodation;

yy children with parents working abroad; 

yy children of undocumented migrants;

yy homeless and street children; 

yy and children living in bad housing (homes 
with cramped and overcrowded conditions, 
homes that are affected by damp and/or 
condensation);

ÎÎ children who lose their home due to their 
family being evicted; 

ÎÎ and those living in areas with a high concen-
tration of poverty and social exclusion such 
as:

yy urban areas with high levels of deprivation;

yy isolated rural communities. 

7	

At-risk-of-poverty rates

Children growing up with a lone parent: 

40,2%

Children living in a large household 

consisting of two adults and at least 

three dependent children: 26,5%

Children in households with two adults 

and two children: 14,5%
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systems, including specific cuts to child-
income support, and a drop in disposable 
income coupled with rising prices of basic 
food, energy and services. Cut-backs in es-
sential services, provided by the public sec-
tor and NGOs, particularly hit families on low 
incomes. A symptom of the impact of the 
crisis is the increasing demands for food 
aid and other emergency services. 

What is the impact of 
recession and austerity?

The economic recession and the introduc-
tion of austerity measures are worsening 
child poverty and social exclusion in many 
Member States (see for instance Ruxton, 
2012). Between 2008 and 2011 the at-risk-of-
poverty or social exclusion (AROPE) rate for 
children increased in 17 Member States and 
went down in just 4. There is a rise in children 
becoming homeless either because their 
family has been left homeless or because of 
a breakdown of family relationships due to 
the strain resulting from the crisis (see Fond-
eville and Ward, 2011). As the economic crisis 
lasts, youth homelessness is also increasing 
in many EU member states. This rise is gen-
erally underestimated as many homeless 
young people spend months or years sofa 
surfing with friends or relatives, or living in 
overcrowded or unfit housing. The most sig-
nificant increase in youth homelessness was 
in Denmark where 1,002 homeless people 
were aged between 18 and 24 in 20119. This 
represents an increase of 58% compared to 
2009 (FEANTSA, 2012). Family homelessness 
is also increasing in several EU contexts. In 
2012, 6 out of 21 Member States reported an 
increase in family homelessness in the past 4 
years (Czech Republic, Finland, France, Ger-
many, Greece, Slovenia). This partly reflects 
societal changes such as the rising rates 
of divorce and family breakup. However, 

9. The Danish National Centre for Social Research Home-
lessness in Denmark 2011.

increasing vulnerability of families with 
children to evictions and repossessions 
in the context of the crisis is also a factor 
(FEANTSA, 2013). 

In many poorer regions, parents are forced 
to leave their countries in search of work, 
sometimes leaving their children behind 
with grandparents or other family members, 
or in institutions where they have don’t have 
enough money to provide for them in the 
worst cases.

The crisis is sucking new families into 
poverty – often those who have never 
been at risk before. The shock of suddenly 
becoming poor can have a strong emotion-
al impact on these children who can find it 
hard to adjust to their new situation and the 
changes it brings to their daily lives. Second-
ly, austerity is deepening the severity and 
depth of poverty, particularly for groups 
already at high risk such as children from an 
ethnic minority or migrant background, and 
particularly children of undocumented mi-
grants. In part the worsening situation arises 
from increasing unemployment, especially 
long-term unemployment, and worsening 
employment conditions, with cuts in wage 
levels or reductions in hours. However, it is 
also linked to restrictions in income-support 
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Myth Buster:  

Challenging the 
stereotypes!

This ‘Myth Buster’ sets out to provide some answers to 
challenge typical myths and stereotypes about  

child poverty in Europe today.

Myth 1 There is no child poverty in affluent Europe; 
real poverty only exists in Africa 

ÎÎ While there is more extreme poverty in Af-
rica and other developing countries with 
more children dying from hunger, bad 
health and violence, there are still many 
children in every nation in Europe living in 
poverty who experience hunger and food 
insecurity, poor health outcomes and re-
duced life expectancy, who live in bad hous-
ing and dangerous environments, who suf-
fer from educational disadvantage, who ex-
perience discrimination, stigmatisation 
and exclusion, and who miss out on things 
other children take for granted. Over 1 in 
4 children across the EU are at risk of 
poverty and/or social exclusion. 1 in 5 
(21%) are materially deprived (see 
Guio, Gordon and Marlier, 2012).

“Last night I was very sad, my little sister 
was very sick, but mother had no money 
to buy medicine. There are still 3 days un-
til the child benefit payment, I am really 

worried.” - Anu, Estonia

“They could lower the price (of fuel) be-
cause if people can’t afford it they could 
die of coldness and then that would be 
because of the people who set the prices.” 

– Gareth, UK

8	Case study on the growth in food banks in Wales

The Office of National Statistics figures from 2009/10 to 2010/11 say average UK weekly in-
come fell from £373 to £359, with average household income in Wales 12% lower than the 
country as a whole. At the same time over the past year, the number given food parcels in 
Wales has reached a record 23,000. 

New food banks have been opening to help people in poverty, says a charity. The Trussell 
Trust, which runs some food banks, says nearly one in four of the families it assists have some 
money coming in, but not enough. Flintshire Food Bank, which opened in Mold in May , has 
already helped 400 people, giving them three meals a day on three days a week. Food banks 
are now opening in Wrexham, Denbigh, Caernarfon and Pwllheli, while in south Wales three 
have recently opened in Abergavenny, Chepstow and the Vale of Glamorgan.
There are now 23 in total across Wales.

Source: Report for BBC Wales by Sarah Dickins, BBC Wales economics correspondent, 2nd October 2012. 
www.bbc.co.uk/uk-wales-19785134
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Myth 3  Children can’t be poor when they have all 
the latest gadgets and material goods

ÎÎ Children living in poverty usually do 
not have the equipment and gadgets that 
are “normal” for other children. However, 
some do. 

ÎÎ This depends a lot on what is considered 
“normal” in a particular country or region. 
This is not because parents are ir-
responsible but rather they may feel 
that their children will feel different 
or left out or be bullied or excluded 
if they don’t have the same things as their 
peers. 

ÎÎ Having access to a computer at home 
may not be considered a basic need but 

will have an impact on how children 
can participate in school & in social 
media. 

ÎÎ New clothes, access to leisure, sports, 
cultural activities and equipment are not 
a question of survival, but they are fun-
damental to children’s development 
and self-confidence. 

ÎÎ There is enormous social pressure on 
families to be able to provide the necessary 
material goods for their children – birthday 
parties, school equipment, new clothes – so 
their kids will feel included. To be able to 
do this parents often will cut back on or go 
without essentials like heating or food or 
may borrow money and get into debt.  

“Poverty is when I do not have any money 
for toys.” – Joaquin, Spain

“Does Santa know that we are poor?”  
– Anton, Estonia

“I have been criticised by some neigh-
bours who consider they know better 
what my priorities should be, for buying 
my children the same toys as their school 
friends have. It’s really tough, but I much 
prefer that to seeing my kids excluded 
by their friends at school, if not bullied. 
Who doesn’t want to make one’s children 

happy?” – Alain, France

Myth 2 Irresponsible parents are the main cause of child 
poverty. It’s the family’s own fault that they are poor

ÎÎ It is too easy to blame children’s parents 
and families for their situation. No one 
wants to be poor and it is not a lifestyle any-
one chooses. 

ÎÎ Poverty has multiple root causes, and 
very often parents experiencing poverty 
themselves grew up in deprived situations 
which inhibited their chances of full devel-
opment during childhood.

ÎÎ Stigmatising and judging struggling 
families only serves to further exclude 
them and expand the social divide. 

ÎÎ Most parents who are poor do their 
very best to protect their children from 
poverty and struggle to find a way out. 
They often sacrifice themselves to provide 
for their children. For instance they often 
skip meals to ensure that there is enough 
food on the table for their children. Their 

poverty is primarily the result of structural 
factors such as unequal access to rights, 
resources and services – for example to 
adequate income, decent employment, es-
sential services or decent housing. 

ÎÎ All parents have some behaviour pat-
terns that impact negatively on their 
children.  Parents who are struggling to 
make ends meet, or who are coping with 
their own painful childhood experiences 
may be less emotionally available to pro-
vide necessary support for their children. 

ÎÎ A small minority may resort to sub-
stance abuse, placing their children at 
risk of abuse or neglect.

ÎÎ The best way to support the children 
in these families is not to punish the 
parents but to ensure the family has all 
the necessary material support as well as 
appropriate social interventions that enable 
parents to fully embrace their responsibili-
ties towards their children.

“Services have to be accessible, not just 
childcare, but also wider such as health 
services, so that people can work.”  

– Rosalia, Spain

“If you are a Roma women once you have 
children, it is impossible to find work.’’ 

– Mara, Hungary
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Myth 5 Increasing the employment of parents 
is the solution to child poverty

ÎÎ Increasing access to employment of parents 
is a very important means of lifting families 
out of poverty. However, it is only part of 
the solution and, indeed, is not always a 
solution. 

ÎÎ Not all jobs provide an adequate income 
and are family friendly (see Myth 4). 

ÎÎ Poor quality jobs do not lift families out 
of poverty. Often not enough quality jobs 
exist to meet the needs of parents, particu-
larly in the local area where they live. 

ÎÎ More importantly, not all parents are 
able to work, perhaps due to disability or 
illness, or lack of training/skills or because 
of their caring responsibilities. 

ÎÎ The lack of affordable quality child-
care nearby is often a major barrier. 

ÎÎ So is the lack of affordable and ef-
ficient public transport. Parents may 
lack the financial means to travel to jobs or 
travel options may not be available. 

ÎÎ The best way to prevent child poverty and 
exclusion is to guarantee access to 
rights, resources and quality servic-
es for the child and family. 

ÎÎ Ensuring adequate minimum income 
for families who cannot work or find a de-
cent job which covers the real cost of living 
is vital along with child income support, 
social assistance for families with children 
and a tax system that is supportive of 
families with children. 

ÎÎ Children’s well-being also depends on ac-
cess to good-quality services and if 
these are not available and accessible 
their well-being is endangered even if 
their parents are working.

“In Austria, if a child becomes sick a par-
ent has a right to 10 days paid leave, but 
the number of days is the same even if 
there are five children. Employers do not 
want to recruit these women because of 

this…” – Monika, Austria

“Work, work, work, you hear nothing 
else….. “This will solve your problems” 
the minister says, in the Netherlands. 
For single parents this is not so evi-
dent. The hours that your children go 
to school are not adapted to working 
hours. If your child is sick, you feel 
guilty and you feel judged. Everything 
is put on your shoulders when you start 
working. People aren’t aware of this.”  

- Marieke, Netherlands

Myth 4 Most poor parents are lazy and  
don’t want to work

ÎÎ For most parents the opposite is the 
case. Most parents want to work. In most 
countries many children in low income 
households have at least one parent in work. 

ÎÎ The in-work at-risk-of-poverty rate for 
households with dependent children in the 
EU is nearly 11% compared to just over 7% 
for households without dependent children. 
For single parents with dependent children 
it rises to 19.5% on average and in some 
countries (Latvia, Lithuania, Sweden, Ro-
mania and Luxembourg) to over 24%. 

ÎÎ The problem is not one of laziness but 
of low wages and job insecurity, some-
times enforced part-time work and the lack 
of available well-paid jobs which would lift 
them and their families out of poverty. 

ÎÎ In fact many parents are juggling 
several low-paid jobs just to make ends 
meet which leaves no time for any family 
activities and supporting their children to 
thrive and develop. 

ÎÎ For many other parents who want to 
work the lack of decent jobs means that un-
employment is a real problem. 

ÎÎ Additional factors, such as lack of afford-
able quality childcare support for 
families, lack of family-friendly work 
arrangements that allow parents to 
spend quality time with their children and 
lack of affordable transport between 
home and work, make the situation 
worse.

“In Slovenia, about 300 people we know 
have lost their jobs in my city and all the 
families are affected. The children can 
see that their parents can’t afford things. 
People are too ashamed to go to seek 
social assistance which involve signing 
lots of forms. According to the legisla-
tion, if people receive social assistance 
they have to sign their houses over to the 
state. Instead of doing this many people 
continue to accumulate debts and pass 
these onto their children. My children can 
see they have not got what other children 
have. Parents cannot afford the expense 
of their children as students.. when you 
see an official they say – what can I do 
for you? – and you say – I do not have 
enough money to survive.’’ - Martina, 

Slovenia

“In the Netherlands, our self-organized 
single parents’ organization lobbied hard 
for a law that gives single parents the op-
portunity to work only for 25 hours, but 
receive a full salary. The law is adopted, 
but the politicians didn’t implement it.” – 

Lisa, Netherlands
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Myth 6 Living on benefits is a lifestyle choice: 
benefits are too generous

ÎÎ If benefits are so generous then why are 
so many people so poor? 

ÎÎ In most EU Member States, the level 
of benefits falls well below what is 
necessary to live with dignity and in 
some countries far below (see Frazer and 
Marlier, 2009). Work on budget standards 
in many countries (e.g. UK and Ireland) has 
highlighted the gap between benefit levels 
and real family costs (see MacMahon et al, 
2012). 

ÎÎ Living on benefits is no panacea. It is a con-
stant struggle to make ends meet on 
very low amounts. Families have to manage 
their funds very carefully, prioritizing the 
essentials such as clothing, fuel and rent – 
there is little or nothing left for anything 
else or for any crisis situation. As a result, 
debt is a real problem for many families. 

ÎÎ Parents depend on benefits because 
they have no other choice and because, 
for a whole range of reasons, they cannot 

access adequately paid and flexible 
employment that will both give them suf-
ficient income to lift them out of poverty 
and allow them to fulfil their caring respon-
sibilities for their children. 

ÎÎ Also, many households move in and 
out of the benefit system and access 
benefits for a short time. However, the 
longer that families depend on benefits, 
particularly when they are very low, the 
more persistent and deeper their level of 
poverty is likely to become. 

ÎÎ Paying decent benefit levels is not a dis-
incentive to work – quite the contrary. 
Countries that pay the best benefit levels also 
have the highest activity and employment 
rates. Decent benefit levels provide a firm 
foundation for parents to plan their lives, look 
for work and continue to keep their children 
out of poverty, and they prevent the increas-
ing social, economic and health costs of deep-
ening poverty. 

“My room, the roofs damp and then, if I 
just look right from the bed the whole en-
tire walls covered in damp, and I’m there 

in bed freezing cold.” – Gwen, UK

“I was working in construction but lost 
my job, now my unemployment benefit 
has run out and I don’t know how I’m go-
ing to support my family. I just feel des-

perate.” - Juan, Spain

Myth 7 Education is the only way out  
of poverty

ÎÎ Good quality education is one of the 
keys to breaking the intergenerational 
recurrence of poverty. In particular, early 
learning is critical to children’s cognitive 
development and thus to their educational 
attainment. 

ÎÎ However, reducing educational dis-
advantage is not just a question of 
improving access to schools or kin-
dergartens.  Education systems need to 
focus on the full development of the child’s 
personality (see UNCRC article 28 on 
education). Soft skills such as empathy and 
communication are as important in today’s 
society as knowledge.  Schools and profes-
sionals need to respond to learning differ-
ences and promote diversity.  Efforts to 
eradicate discrimination, racism and bul-
lying in all education settings are urgently 
needed.  

ÎÎ But even with good schools, other things 
are important for educational success.  
Education needs to be free.  Many poor 
parents struggle to meet the extra costs as-
sociated with their child’s education. 

ÎÎ Informal and non-formal education, 

provided by the community and local or-
ganisations such as through youth groups, 
provide an important complement to for-
mal education systems. 

ÎÎ To do well at school, children need 
to have a safe and warm home with 
enough space to study and sufficient access 
to books and learning materials. 

ÎÎ They also need to have a decent diet and 
appropriate clothing. 

ÎÎ Parents need to have sufficient time 
and resources to provide crucial back 
up and help. 

ÎÎ The provision of free or low-cost nutri-
tious school meals, is often a vital 
support in poorer regions.

ÎÎ Also, at the present time, education is 
no guarantee of a decent income. With 
many graduates becoming unemployed and 
falling into poverty, even a good education 
does not prevent some families with chil-
dren being in poverty.

‘’Young people need support which will 
get them off the street and which will help 
them to work out what they want to do. 
Their talents are lost for all to society. We 
need to support young people who fail at 
school as early as possible, to give them 
an early change’’ (…) ‘’ Support for schools 
entails not only free access to meals, school 
trips, libraries, holidays, music, theatre, 
school and training but also culture, to 
help people make their vocational choice.’’ 

 – Stefan, Austria
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Myth 8 Providing universal services is throwing money 
away to children and parents who don’t need them

ÎÎ Not true. Providing universal access to key 
services of good quality such as child care, 
education, health and social services and to 
recreational, sporting and cultural activi-
ties is the best and most efficient way of 
promoting the well-being of all chil-
dren, preventing poverty and avoid-
ing stigmatisation and exclusion of 
some children. Better-off parents already 
pay more for such services through the tax 
system and this entitles them to benefit 
from such services. This ensures commit-
ment to quality services for all. 

ÎÎ It is also the best way of preventing chil-
dren from poor backgrounds falling 
into poverty and social exclusion. 

ÎÎ Universal provision sends out the mes-
sage that the State values all children 
and supports parents in their role of 
bringing up children. 

ÎÎ It is also an acceptance and symbol of the 
State’s responsibility to guarantee 
that all children can access their fun-
damental rights. 

ÎÎ Finally it is a way of promoting greater 
social solidarity and cohesion.

“I have a daughter with disabilities – and 
she is now finishing basic education, but 
she doesn’t have any chance to be in-
cluded. I have to adapt my life completely 
to her needs. When she’s 10 she will get 
disability benefit. But she’s locked up at 
home – we don’t have enough money – we 
can’t afford to go out, to cafes.. We want 
our daughter to be integrated, but it just 

seems impossible.” – Zuzana, Slovakia

Myth 9 There is plenty of help available for  
families and children

ÎÎ This is not true in all Member States. 
The level of services and supports for 
children and families varies widely across 
the EU and indeed from region to region 
or district to district. For example, some 
countries offer minimal public services, 
leaving reliance on under-funded voluntary 
or NGO services. 

ÎÎ In many countries where services 
do exist they are overstretched and 
unevenly spread and, with the impact 
of austerity, many services are being cut 
severely. 

ÎÎ Also, some services are only available 
for certain sections of the “poor” and 
some groups such as children with a dis-
ability and children from a migrant back-
ground may not have access, thus reinforc-
ing the deserving and undeserving divide. 

ÎÎ Benefit systems are often limited, 
overcomplicated and people do not al-
ways get or know what they are entitled to 
and some groups, such as migrants, may 
not be entitled to access any State benefits. 

ÎÎ In addition, many families are reluc-
tant to seek help, for fear of stigma. 

ÎÎ Also, many people are trapped in poor 
and overcrowded housing.

ÎÎ One example of the wide variation in the 
availability of services is early childhood 
education and care. At the 2002 Barcelona 
European Council, Member States agreed 
by 2010 to provide full-day places in formal 
childcare arrangements to at least 90% 
of children aged between three and com-
pulsory school age, and to at least 33% of 
children under three. Progress has been 
uneven. For 0-3 year olds, five countries 
have exceeded the 33% target, and five oth-
ers are approaching it, but the majority is 
falling behind, with eight achieving only 
10% or less. For the over 3-year olds, eight 
countries have exceeded the 90% target and 
three others are approaching it, but cover-
age is below 70% in close to one third of the 
Member States (see European Commission, 
2011).

“One woman was told to put her children 
into an orphanage, because she did not 
have enough money to look after them. 
It’s absurd. She had four children. It 
would have been much more expensive 
to have the children looked after in an 

orphanage.” – Pavel, Czech Republic
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Preventing and tackling child poverty is too 
expensive. We can’t afford to tackle poverty at 
present: once the economy is grown all will be well

ÎÎ The number of children experiencing pov-
erty or social exclusion was already a 
major problem in the EU in the boom 
years, with high employment, before 
the current recession and auster-
ity programmes began. In 2007, it was 
26.3% and in 2011 it is 26.9%. So just wait-
ing for renewed economic growth is not a 
solution. 

ÎÎ What is important is putting in place the 
right policies to prevent as well as to 
reduce child poverty and to enhance 
children’s well-being. The fact that some 
Member States (e.g. Sweden, Denmark, 
Finland and Slovenia) have been much 
more successful than others in achieving 
low levels of child poverty or social exclu-
sion shows that policies do make a differ-
ence and progress is possible. 

ÎÎ Indeed, the real argument is that not pre-
venting and tackling child poverty is too 
expensive. Investing in the well-being 
of children, as well as being impor-
tant in the present, is an investment 

in their well-becoming in the future. 
Children who grow up in poverty do less 
well as adults, are likely to contribute less to 
future economic growth and development 
and cost the State more to support. 

ÎÎ Given the ageing European population, it 
is more vital than ever that all young 
people are enabled to reach their full 
potential and contribute fully in the 
future. To cut investment in children and 
especially in tackling child poverty at a time 
of austerity is a short-term action which has 
long-term negative costs and consequences. 
The very high costs for individuals, soci-
ety and the economy that result from child 
poverty and the positive outcomes that 
come from investing in children highlight 
that societies cannot afford not to invest in 
preventing and tackling child poverty (see 
Griggs and Walker, 2008 and Action for 
Children, 2009).

“All children need a warm bed, a roof and 
to eat healthily to be well.” – Maria, Spain

“Children are considered to be half per-
sons, not citizens (they don’t vote), but 
they are our future!” – Balazs, Hungary

“Children, as children, and as tomorrow’s 
adults, need to be a key focus of social 
policies. If you meet the needs of children, 
you meet the needs of all human beings. 
Child well-being and the social inclusion 
of children need to be considered in all its 
multidimensionality.’’ – Dirk, Germany

Myth 10
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WHAT ARE  
THE SOLUTIONS?

Some countries and some regions are much 
more successful in fighting child poverty 
and social exclusion, as well as promoting 
well-being. This proves that putting in place 
the right policy matters. It is vital to draw 
on these positive examples to identify what 
needs to be done.

Prerequisites for effective action
yy Evidence from across the EU shows that there 

are number of things that need to be in place 
if effective policies and programmes are to be 
developed and sustained over time, (see Devlin 
and Frazer, 2011). In particular:

yy governments need to make a strong political 
commitment to promoting the well-being of 
all children, to preventing and tackling child 
poverty and social exclusion and to fostering 
children’s rights. This can be reinforced by ap-
pointing a Minister and/or a cabinet committee 
for child well-being and children’s rights;

yy a commitment to ensuring a fair distribution of 
income and resources and low levels of inequal-
ity through a progressive taxation system is im-
portant to prevent poverty and social exclusion 
arising and promote well-being across society;

yy a comprehensive, multidimensional and inte-
grated approach or strategy needs to be devel-
oped for preventing and tackling child poverty 
and promoting child well-being which address-
es all the different aspects of child well-being 
in a holistic and coordinated manner across a 
range of policy areas. In other words, a multi-
level and multi-sectoral approach is necessary; 

yy a commitment to prevention and the provi-
sion of universal services which are available 
to all children and their families is important 
to ensure all children’s well-being from the out-
set and thus reduce the chances of falling into 
poverty;

yy as part of a strategic approach clear objectives 
and quantified targets and timetables for action 
need to be established for reducing child pov-
erty and social exclusion and promoting child 
well-being;

yy to ensure a comprehensive approach, formal 
institutional arrangements need to be put in 
place for mainstreaming a concern for children 
into all areas of policy making and for coordi-
nating the planning and delivery of policies 
both horizontally (i.e. across different govern-
ment departments) and vertically (i.e. between 
different levels of government) so that they are 
mutually reinforcing;

yy tackling child poverty and social exclusion 
needs to be part of a broader national strategy 
to prevent and tackle poverty and social exclu-
sion and inequality;

yy effective policies must be put in place to support 
families, but family support alone will not be 
enough to promote child well-being;

yy policies to tackle child poverty need to be set in 
the broader context of policies to promote child 
well-being (see box 9). There is a need to com-
bine both universal policies and actions aimed 
at promoting the well-being of all children and 
preventing poverty with targeted policies aimed 
at alleviating poverty and social exclusion;
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9	Key issue: Why put tackling child poverty into the broader context of child 
well-being?

There are four main reasons why tackling child poverty and social exclusion should be set in 
the broader context of promoting child well-being: 

First, to achieve progress in the long-term it is important to focus on prevention as well as on 
alleviation of child poverty and social exclusion. This means putting in place the policies and 
programmes that will, as far as possible, promote the well-being of all children and prevent 
them and their families from falling into poverty and social exclusion in the first place. It thus 
also puts the focus on early intervention to prevent problems arising.

Secondly, a focus on well-being puts children’s rights and needs at the centre of policy mak-
ing. It recognises that children are rights’ holders in their own right and that protecting and 
ensuring children’s rights is the best way of ensuring children’s well-being and thus prevent-
ing child poverty. It also ensures that policies are developed whose first priority is to meet the 
needs of children here and now as well as ensuring their future well-becoming. 

Thirdly, an emphasis on well-being ensures a holistic approach which recognises that pre-
venting and tackling child poverty and social exclusion is much more than just a question 
of income but also must cover areas such as education, health, housing and environment, 
recreation, sport and culture. 

Fourthly, a focus on well-being ensures that any strategy remains firmly child-centred and 
leads to a focus on the development of the child and thus to an emphasis on the participation 
and empowerment of children.

yy a whole-sector or partnership approach should 
be fostered which combines the efforts of na-
tional, regional and local governments with 
those of parents and children, local communi-
ties, NGOs and employers. For instance employ-
ers, through adopting a living wage, have a key 
role to play as does the private/profit-making 
sector in terms of their corporate responsibility 
to the community. NGOs play a critical role in 
supporting parents and children and providing 
many essential services and in working with 
local communities and public authorities to 
develop integrated solutions;

yy the key role played by NGOs in supporting chil-
dren at risk and in safeguarding their rights, 
as well as their crucial advocacy role, needs to 

be recognised, supported and resourced. They 
need to be fully involved in the development 
and implementation of integrated strategies at 
national, regional and local levels; 

yy arrangements should be in place for involving 
and listening to ALL children, including those 
experiencing poverty in a non-stigmatising 
way, and their parents in the development, 
implementation and monitoring of policies and 
services that affect them;

yy the development of policies should be evidence 
based, thus arrangements need to be in place to 
ensure the availability of good data and analy-
sis and regular monitoring and reporting on the 
impact of policies.

10	What needs to be done – the views of parents

“Children are a vulnerable, unprotected group in our society. They cannot do anything 
to break out of poverty. It’s important to detect problems early. Education is an urgent 
matter – in Estonia, many students drop out of school. We should detect very early the 
children who need help. There are sensitive periods in every child’s development. No 
talent should be overlooked, nor any child left behind!” - Laura, Estonia

“In the rural areas, schools are closing because the population is leaving – so it’s really 
usual to have, at primary school, single classes with children between 6 and 10 alto-
gether. The private schools are increasing and the public school is without means. We 
urgently need an education at a good level for everybody.” – Andreea, Romania

“Many people leave their sons, daughters or whole families alone to find work in West-
ern Europe. These children live with this big loss and grow up alone without the right 
support. This also causes mental problems. The EU has to support families, because 
family poverty is driving child poverty.” – Andrius, Lithuania

“For single-parent families, there are not enough kindergartens and for 
those with older children, the mothers find it difficult if schools can-
not look after the children in the afternoon. Looking for a job 
becomes even more difficult.” – Lisa, Austria
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u Access to adequate resources

It is unacceptable that children should have 
to grow up in families who have too low an 
income to live life with dignity and have to 
spend all their time and energy trying to 
survive. There are two key aspects to ensur-
ing an adequate income: adequate income 
support systems and access to employ-
ment for parents and families. 

Ensuring adequate income support to 
families with children implies a coherent and 
efficient combination of benefits whilst main-
taining an appropriate balance between cash 
benefits (including tax reliefs or credit as well 
as social assistance) and in-kind benefits in 
key areas including health, education, hous-
ing and childcare as well as between univer-
sal and targeted benefits. Social transfers (ex-
cluding pensions) play a vital role in reducing 
child-poverty levels in most Member States. 

Reducing or making benefits to parents 
more restrictive and conditional can be 
counter-productive, especially where suit-
able jobs are not available, as it can increase 
child poverty and impact directly on their 
well-being. The existence of universal child 
benefits is also an important acknowledge-
ment of the extra costs that all families with 
children face and is also recognition that chil-
dren are wanted and welcomed by the State.

Increasing access of parents with children 
to the labour market and ensuring that 
income from work is sufficient to lift families 
out of poverty involves first and foremost en-
suring that good-quality jobs are available. 
However, it also involves, amongst other 
things: 

yy developing employment support and activa-
tion policies which help parents to acquire the 
skills to access good-quality jobs; 

yy designing and integrating tax and benefit sys-
tems and developing minimum-wage policies 
which help to ease the transition from unem-
ployment into work, which ensure that work 
provides an adequate income and which do not 
force parents into inadequately paid jobs; 

yy enhancing access to high-quality, affordable 
childcare and after-school care for all families; 

yy ensuring that the distance-to-work and travel-
to-work costs are not a barrier to taking up 
employment;

yy promoting policies to better reconcile work and 
family life such as enabling flexible working ar-
rangements and reducing working hours.

A three-pillar approach

Work on the issue of child poverty and social exclusion and child well-being in the European 
Union has increasingly emphasised the need for a three-pillar approach: ensuring access to 
adequate resources; access to quality services; and promoting participation of children and of 
their parents (see, for instance, Belgium Presidency of the European Union, 2010 and EC Recom-
mendation: Investing in children: breaking the cycle of disadvantage, 2013). 

Access to 
adequate 
resources

Access to 
quality 
services

Child well-being

Fostering 
participation 

of children 
and families

1 2 3
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11	Key issue: Achieving a Balance between Universal and Targeted Policies

A key issue is the extent to which Member 
States should develop universal policies to 
promote the well-being of all children or 
should target scarce resources on the most 
disadvantaged families and children. In 
practice, most countries seem to combine 
both universal policies aimed at promoting 
the well-being of all children and preventing 
child poverty and social exclusion arising, 
with more targeted policies aimed at alle-
viating poverty and social exclusion. While 
the balance between the two approaches 
depends on the situation and tradition in 
different countries, the most successful 
Member States in reducing poverty seem 
to be those that adopt a predominantly 
universal approach, based on a strong be-
lief that it is more efficient and effective to 
prevent problems arising and to ensure 
equal opportunities for all children. Within 
this broader universal approach, they target 
those children facing particular difficulties 
and provide additional help to enable them 
to overcome barriers to accessing main-
stream services and opportunities – a sort of 
tailored universalism. 

While universal services, which provide fa-
cilities and/or opportunities for all children 
and young people, should be prioritized, an 
element of targeted support for those who 
are most vulnerable will always be required. 
However, the key issue in targeted provision 
is to ensure that it is delivered in a non-stig-
matising way which ensures that take-up is 
maximized and that children and their fami-
lies feel supported and integrated and not 
further differentiated and cut off from their 
peers. Targeting, which is aimed at whole re-
gions or particular age groups, tends to avoid 
problems of labelling and stigmatisation. 
However, too often, means-tested provision 
(e.g. of school meals) is wholly inadequate, as 
it often misses out many families in poverty 
andleads to labelling and stigmatisation and 

can result in low take-up or contribute to 
trapping children and families in poverty.

Means-testing can also only relieve pov-
erty after the event. In other words, to claim 
means-tested provision, it is necessary to 
fall into poverty first, to lodge a claim on the 
basis of one’s needs and means, and then to 
prove one’s poverty to the satisfaction of the 
relevant authorities, before payment can be 
made. Universal provision can prevent pov-
erty before it strikes. It has the advantage 
of making families feel secure and gives a 
message of social solidarity, that families and 
children are wanted and have an equal right 
to a better life.

Particularly at a time of austerity, there is a 
growing tendency for many Member States 
to focus more on alleviation and target-
ing, and to cut back on more universal ap-
proaches. This is a short-term solution which 
has negative long-term impacts. Because of 
their structural nature,  child poverty and so-
cial exclusion should be combatted urgently, 
under a more preventative approach as well, 
essential to avoid long-term costs. 

Thus, if, during a period of crisis, it is neces-
sary for the wealthier to make a greater con-
tribution to bearing the burden of balancing 
budgets, then it is fairer and makes more 
sense in the long-term to apply this to all 
those with higher incomes (for instance by 
increasing taxes), rather than limiting the 
burden to wealthier people with children 
by cutting back access to universal services 
for children and for those who happen to 
be responsible for bringing them up.  In 
this way services can be preserved and the 
burden shared across the entire wealthier 
population.

12	Balanced universal and targeted services and benefits for children 

Ireland’s Universal Free Pre-school Year 

A programme of early childhood care and 
education also known as the Free Pre-
School Year (FPSY) was introduced in 2010. 
Over 60,000 children take part, at a cost of 
€166m per year. In general, all children are 
eligible for the FPSY scheme if they are aged 
between 3 years 2 months and 4 years 7 
months on 1 September of the year that they 
will be starting. The provision amounts to 3 
hours per day, 5 days a week over a 38-week 
year for children enrolled in participating 
playschools. Children enrolled in childcare 
services receive 2 hours and 15 minutes per 
day over a 50-week period. In addition some 
more targeted initiatives are in place: 

yy The Early Start pre-school project, in 40 primary 
schools in designated areas of urban disad-
vantage involves an educational programme 
to enhance overall development, help prevent 
school failure and offset the effects of social 
disadvantage;

yy The Rutland Street project is a pre-school at-
tached to the Rutland Street primary school in 
Dublin. Although not part of Early Start, it was 
used to pilot many of the approaches later in-
corporated in the Early Start project; 

yy The Community Childcare Subvention supports 
providers who care for children from certain 
targeted low-income families.

(Find out more at: www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/
media/housesoftheoireachtas/libraryresearch/
spotlights/spotEarlyEd180412.pdf) 

Netherlands Centres of Youth and Family

Local authorities provide universal, com-
prehensive and free family and parenting 
support. The centres are called Centres of 
Youth and Family, and provide the following 
services: child and youth healthcare, 

parenting support (information and guid-
ance, identification of problems, guidance to 
help, minor pedagogical help, coordination 
of care), a link to the Youth Care Agency and 
a link to School Care and Advice Teams. The 
Centres for Youth and Family will provide 
universal services and will refer families to 
specialized, targeted services. 

(Find out more at:  www.eurochild.org/fileadmin/
ThematicPriorities/FPS/Eurochild/COMPACT_FPS_
Round_Table_report_2011_-_The_role_of_lo-
cal_authorities_in_parenting_support.pdf)

Belgium’s Flemish Community’s Parenting 
Shops 

They offer the following services free of 
charge and for everybody interested: in-
formation, instrumental and emotional 
support, advice or counseling, competence 
training, enhancing social contacts and stim-
ulating self-reliance, early detection and re-
ferral. The staff refers families needing more 
targeted support to other service-providers. 

(Find out more at:  www.eurochild.org/fileadmin/
Communications/09_Policy%20Papers/policy%20
positions/EurochildCompendiumFPS.pdf)
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v Access to quality services

Developing access to high-quality and inclusive services is very important for all children’s 
well-being. Universal early childhood, health, education and housing services need to 
be developed and delivered in ways which make them easy to access, non-bureaucratic, 
flexible, respectful of their clients’ different cultural, social and religious backgrounds, 
and able to tap into a wider network of family and services. Services should promote 
personal development and empowerment of children and support resilience in crisis situa-
tions. They should also be delivered in ways that are sensitive to the needs of children and 
families experiencing poverty with staff that is adequately trained to listen to and put the 
needs of children and their parents at the centre of everything they do. Key areas include:

yy ensuring that all children, whether or not their parents are in work, have access to high-quality early 
childhood education and care services. This is crucial for the development of the child and his/her 
successful future in the education system. It is widely recognised as a means of compensating for eco-
nomic disadvantage and effectively paving the way for a child’s future successful development;

yy developing effective early-childhood intervention and support services which can ensure early 
identification of children and families facing problems and can help them to support families and 
remove obstacles which hamper a child’s future development. Very often, early intervention has a posi-
tive impact on the rest of a child’s life. Such services can include the development of family centres in 
disadvantaged communities or ensuring pre- and post-natal visits by nurses and/or social workers to 
all mothers;

13	Early-childhood and family support in Belgium and Spain

Families in Poverty Programmes (Spanish Red Cross and Caritas)

Red Cross and Caritas helped more than 500.000 children living in poverty in 2011 in Spain. 
Both participate actively in the Spanish Children’s Rights Coalition (www.plataformadeinfan-
cia.org)

Spanish Red Cross: helped 325,181 families in poverty and social exclusion with 207,403 
children as part of the ‘fight against poverty’ programme. 87% of the families have children, 
with 27% in large families with 3 children or more. 71% of the parents or guardians are un-
employed, 7% are homeless and 83% are migrants – mostly from Morocco, Romania, Bolivia, 
Ecuador, Colombia and Bulgaria. The main projects are integrated support through: food aid, 
social support, prevention of school exclusion, monetary allowances to cover basic needs, 
family counseling, social emergency mobile units and emergency social services including 
homeless day shelters/day centres, and integrated social inclusion projects in deprived areas. 
The “Children in Social Difficulties’’ programme helped 67,878 children at social risk through 
child protection, leisure and social animation for hospitalized children, specific support for 
immigrant children (including unaccompanied minors) and community work with young 
offenders.

Spanish Caritas – supports 30,452 children in poverty as part of the Caritas child programme 
providing comprehensive actions coordinated with other social programmes for families, 
women and migrants – key activities include: educational and social support by teams of 

social workers and counselors, acting as liaison with authorities as intercultural mediators 
with migrant/Roma children, training work teams in children’s rights and approaches; out-
reach for children who do not attend school, day centres, and nursery schools and child care, 
accompaniment of young offenders, specific activities to assist children in special situations 
of exclusion, defense of unaccompanied minors rights, etc.

La Maison Ouverte [The Open House], (Marchienne-au-Pont, Belgium) 

This is a reception centre for young children, addressing families with a special attention to 
families experiencing poverty. It focuses on parents’ relationship to work, supporting them 
and involving parents in the children’s activities, arranging group-exchanges, and working 
to create trust between different services and the child and parents, with the aim of improv-
ing the family’s well-being. The project was awarded the Belgian federal prize for fighting 
poverty in 2009.

The childcare project (0-3 years): Mic-Ados (Marche-en-Famenne, Belgium) offers valued 
support to families experiencing poverty 

Mic-Ados, a service for young people (0-18 years) (Aide en milieu ouvert, AMO) mainly centred 
on adolescents, opened a childcare service in response to an unmet need in this rural area. 
They aimed to help parents experiencing poverty to find low-cost baby sitters so that they 
can go to work, to an appointment or simply have a break, without making a long-term com-
mitment or going through a complicated administrative procedure. Despite being in high de-
mand, the project was unable to continue due to the lack of public funding. The Department of 
Youth Work of the Walloon-Brussels Federation authorised the project, and the public authori-
ties praised its work, but no subsidies were offered, as each body claimed it “fell outside their 
competences” as the project relates to both the labour and child sectors. On the other hand, 
the service was increasingly in demand for people in poverty and working, obliged to take 
precarious work (shift work, part-time work, work-suspension & night-work). The project has 
struggled to meet demand, due to a lack of financing which also meant a reliance on students 
and retired people as providers of child care. The project coordinators have tried to encourage 
engagement of people on unemployment benefit or on minimum income, arguing that this 
is an important means of social and professional training and integration, public authorities 
however never responded to it. The whole project raises not only the problem of access to flex-
ible services, but also the impact of precarious work on family life. Web-site: www.micados.be  

yy developing high-quality and inclusive education policies which prevent and overcome educational 
disadvantage, offer equal educational opportunities for all children regardless of their background 
and ensure no child is left behind. This also includes: 

�� reducing financial barriers to ensure that poor children are able to participate fully in the education 
system;

�� helping children with difficulties to integrate into schools and developing policies to reduce early 
school drop-outs – “no child left behind” approaches;

�� integrating minorities, particularly children with disabilities, and those from an ethnic minority (e.g. 
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Roma/Traveller) or migrant background, into 
mainstream schools;

�� ensuring that school learning environments 
are welcoming and inclusive and take into ac-
count the individuality of children;

�� avoiding segregation and discrimination, 
ensuring the same quality of education for all;

�� developing effective active policies to counter 
bullying, exclusion and stigmatisation;

�� ensuring that children don’t start school 
hungry and are thus unable to concentrate by 
providing free school meals during the learn-
ing cycle;

Some schools in Estonia have started with 
morning porridge, every child who wants, can 
have it – no stigmatisation and it’s good for all

�� developing better integration of schools into 
neighbourhoods;

�� involving parents, especially from disadvan-
taged backgrounds, in the education of their 
children, providing parental support and link-
ing children’s learning to that of their parents.

yy recognising and strengthening the key role 
played by non-formal and informal educa-
tion in children and young people’s develop-
ment: children are different and need to be 
supported in different ways. Formal education 
is not the only support mechanism – non-
formal and informal support is also crucial, 
and provides other ways of building children’s 
confidence, and supporting development. Non-
formal and informal learning, reflecting the life-
long learning process, significantly contributes 
to a child’s development overall, including their 
social inclusion;

yy developing inclusive policies that ensure that 
children from disadvantaged backgrounds 
have the same opportunities to play, relax and 
participate in a wide range of leisure, sport-
ing, recreational, cultural and civic ac-
tivities as their peers and receive the necessary 
support and encouragement to help them to do 
so. This is an essential part of ensuring their per-
sonal development and their active inclusion in 
society. It helps children to build their skills and 

self-confidence, enhance their self-esteem and 
identity, promote respect for cultural diversity 
and counter discrimination;

yy improving access of all children to high-quality 
health care (including mental-health sup-
port). In particular, as children born into 
low-income families are more likely to have 
poorer access to health services and may suf-
fer unhealthy lifestyles, it is essential to develop 
policies and outreach services which aim to 
overcome health inequalities and remove barri-
ers to access through addressing obstacles such 
as cost or lack of information;

yy ensuring all families with children have access 
to decent and affordable housing and living 
environment. Among other things this involves:

�� preventing and tackling concentrations of 
poverty in particular areas;

�� ensuring an adequate provision of public (so-
cial) housing;

�� developing measures to prevent the eviction 
of children from their homes; 

�� ensuring adequate regulation of rents and 
housing standards in rented housing;

�� reducing the number of families with children 
in temporary accommodation but also pro-
viding temporary shelters for families with 
children who have lost their homes;

yy developing high-quality social services and 
child-protection services. These should:

�� do everything possible to support and value 
parents and to keep families together as the 
quality of family relationships, together with 
friendships and safe neighbourhoods, is a key 
factor in mitigating the impact of disadvan-
tage on children’s well-being and ensuring 
emotional development;

�� ensure high levels of social protection for 
vulnerable children based on the child’s best 
interest;

�� when care outside the family is necessary, 
foster, as far as is possible, care in the commu-
nity and in family settings with good access to 
mainstream services;

�� develop programmes for reducing the num-
ber of children in institutions and provide 
coordinated and integrated support and ac-
cess to services for children and young people 
when they leave institutions;

yy developing integrated support services for 
parents. As most poor children live in poor 
families, the family needs to be a principle fo-
cus of action - not to add to the difficulties, but 
helping parents to provide a good standard of 
living and quality of life for all their children and 
to support their children’s development and 
well-being. This means having a focus on wrap 
around and integrated parent support – help-
ing them to access adequate resources, quality 
jobs, get access to decent childcare, housing, so-
cial and health services but also to understand 
better their role as parents and how they can 
provide positive support to their children, even 
in very difficult circumstances.

As this summary has shown, there are a 
wide range of services of importance to the 
well-being of children and their families. 
However, children’s and parents’ needs do 
not fit into neat boxes. They are complex 
and interconnected. The delivery of services 
needs to respect this. As far as possible, ser-
vices should be delivered in a holistic, coor-
dinated, flexible, accessible and timely way 
at a local level. They also must be delivered 
in ways that are responsive to each child’s 
and parent’s needs. 

w Fostering participation of 
children and parents

Empowering children

First, children have a right to be heard and 
to participate in decisions which affect 
them, both as individuals and as a collective, 
and it is essential to develop pro-active poli-
cies and programmes that will foster their 
participation. 

14	The right of children to be heard

Article 12 of the UNCRC highlights the role of 
the child as an active participant in the promo-
tion, protection and monitoring of his or her 
rights. This means that all States who are sig-
natories to the UNCRC (i.e. all Member States) 
are obliged to promote the right of children to 
be heard and have their views taken seriously 
in all matters affecting them, whether in the 
family, at school, or in the wider community. 
Importantly, public policy and legislation are 
not excluded.

Children living in poverty know best what the 
reality is like for them and what would make a 
real difference to their well-being. This knowl-
edge is vital if policies are to be improved and 
if services are to be delivered in better ways. 
Thirdly, participation is key to building a child’s 
self confidence and self-esteem and thus to 
their overall development.

Although there are barriers to participation for 
all children, these are multiplied for children 
who are disadvantaged (and especially for 
those in the younger age groups). They often 
feel stigmatised and discriminated against, 
and it is likely that traditional approaches to 
consultation will fail to engage with them. 

Nevertheless, children from marginalized 
groups (e.g. migrants, Roma children, street 
children, disabled children) have important 
views and experiences to contribute. They are 
well-placed to identify many of the barriers 
and challenges they face. They will also come 
forward with many good solutions, some of 
which adults may not like or necessary agree 
with. Thus it is important the children and 
young people have opportunities to be part of 
the debate and their views are actively sought 
in an appropriate and non-stigmatizing way. 
There is now much good practice available on 
involving children in ways that are appropriate 
to their age and situation (see Eurochild, 2010).
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15	Child and Youth Participation

Cypriot Children’s Parliament, Cyprus

The Cypriot Children’s Parliament was created 
to promote children’s rights in Cyprus. The 
themes discussed by the Children’s Parliament 
come out of plenary discussions, from current 
issues at stake in Cyprus, or specific events. For 
instance, as a result of a marathon organized 
to raise awareness on the rights of disabled 
people, the Children’s Parliament organized a 
special session on disabled children, focusing 
among other things on the rights of disabled 
children at school. 

The Cypriot Children’s Parliament is divided 
into five districts, in the same way as the 
national adult parliament. Each district is 
presented with a topic agreed on in a plenary 
session. The Children’s Parliament meets once 
every two months, and the districts meet once 
or twice per month. The children members 
are elected every two years, and the majority 
of them are elected in schools. There are 56 
Cypriot members, and three ethnic minor-
ity representatives. There are also substitute 
members to replace permanent ones if they 
are unable to attend. 

Children gather the relevant information on 
the subject they want to discuss, and they 
can contact the Government, universities or 
NGOs, or use surveys. Each district has two 
youth workers to facilitate the meetings and 
support the children. The resolutions adopted 
by the children go to the national Parliament, 
and the most important ones go to the agen-
da. The children have had some important 
successes: creating a children ombudsperson, 
provoking a change in the Cypriot policy to-
wards punishment in schools, etc. 

Children have a say in staff recruitment and 
selection, Action for Children, UK

Action for Children, UK, routinely involves 

children and young people in the recruitment 
and selection process. The degree of par-
ticipation will depend on the type of vacancy, 
the nature of the project that is recruiting, and 
the interest, ability and understanding of the 
children and young people involved. Young 
people take part in “adult” interview panels, 
there are parallel children’s interview panels, 
meet and greet sessions and group discus-
sions. Children with learning disabilities also 
participate in the process of selecting the staff 
persons that are going to be directly involved 
with them with the help of their supporting 
staff. The tools used to enable children to 
share their opinion on the selection are al-
ways adapted to the age, ability and interest 
of the children and young people.

Source: Valuing children’s potential: how children’s 
participation contributes to fighting poverty and 
social exclusion (Eurochild, 2010).

Promoting Children’s participation and 
voice – Spanish Red Cross

Spanish Red Cross has a specific line of work 
promoting child participation, self expression 
and child rights advocacy, including public 
awareness and civil dialogue with policy mak-
ers. (www.cruzroja.es)

Website En Ligne Directe [online direct], 
Belgium

This is a copyright-free digital collection of 
debates, testimonials, reports, meetings and 
photographs, made by the Department of 
Children’s rights of the Walloon-Brussels Fed-
eration. The content is put online by associa-
tions, public authorities and individuals (most-
ly young people). The site aims at diffusing 
the contents as widely as possible, stimulating 
debates, and offers tools to question and pro-
mote the situation of children in direct relation 
to children’s rights. (www.enlignedirecte.be)

Supporting the participation of parents

Children’s participation is crucial, but so is involving their parents. Only by talking to parents 
living in poverty can the real obstacles and challenges on how to improve living conditions be 
understood and more effective solutions be developed. Parents should be involved directly in 
the decisions that are made over their lives and in developing their own solutions – through 
personalized, tailored support approaches and integrated services, but also as a collective in 
shaping the principal policy solutions. There is now much experience and good examples of 
how best to ensure participation of those experiencing poverty in the design, implementation 
and monitoring of policies and programmes (see European Anti-Poverty network, 2012). 

17	Key issue: Tackling child poverty cannot be reduced to family poverty alone

Children have the right to grow up in a secure and nurturing family environment. As most poor 
children grow up in poor families, policies to support families are a vital pre-requisite to pre-
venting and tackling child poverty and in ensuring child well-being. However, child poverty 
cannot be reduced to family poverty alone. Children are independent rights bearers. It is the 
duty of States to ensure that they are able to access their rights (e.g. to health, education, hous-
ing, sport and recreation) whatever their family or individual situation.

16	Key issue: Tackling child poverty cannot be reduced to family poverty alone
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ing, sport and recreation) whatever their family or individual situation.
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What the EU can do

There is much to build on at EU level. Between 
2001 and 2010, a consensus has been built 
over the importance of child poverty and 
social exclusion in the EU’s efforts to tack-
le poverty and social exclusion (see Frazer, 
Marlier and Nicaise, 2010). Many important 
policy statements, reports and studies were 
produced on the issue as part of the Social 
Open Method of Coordination. 

2007 was declared a special thematic year on 
child poverty and well-being. 

In their 2008-2010 National Strategy Reports 
for Social Protection and Social Inclusion 19 
out of 27 Member States identified tackling 
child poverty and social exclusion as one of 
their key priorities. The issue was also high-
lighted during the 2010 European Year for 
Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion. 

In 2010, the Spanish and Belgian Presiden-
cies of the EU and then the Hungarian EU 
Presidency in the first part of 2011 made it 
a key issue. At the close of a conference or-
ganised by the Belgium Presidency, the EU 
Presidency “Trio” (i.e., Spain, Belgium and 
Hungary) signed a joint declaration calling on 
Member States and the European Council, in 
close collaboration with the Commission, to 
make the reduction of child poverty and the 
promotion of child well-being a central part 
of the Europe 2020 strategy efforts to reduce 
poverty by at least 20 million by 2020 (see 
Frazer, 2010).

Since 2008, the EU has a strong legal basis 
for playing a much more active role in the 
struggle against poverty and social exclusion 
generally and child poverty in particular. The 
Lisbon Treaty made combating social exclu-
sion and discrimination, the promotion of so-
cial justice and protection, equality between 
men and women, solidarity between genera-
tions and protection of the rights of the child, 

core objectives of the Union (Article 3.3. of 
the Consolidated Version of the Treaty on 
European Union). Furthermore, a “Horizontal 
Social Clause” (Article 9 of the Consolidated 
Version of the Treaty on the Functioning of 
the European Union) was also added which 
requires that “In defining and implement-
ing its policies and activities, the Union shall 
take into account requirements linked to the 
promotion of a high level of employment, 
the guarantee of adequate social protection, 
the fight against social exclusion, and a high 
level of education, training and protection of 
human health.” Thus, while responsibility for 
preventing and tackling child poverty and 
social exclusion primarily rests with national 
and sub-national governments, there is no 
excuse for the EU failing to play an active and 
vital role. It must mainstream the well-being 
of children and their families at the heart of 
its entire policy making. 

The new decisions being taken as part of 
the EU’s economic governance frame (Fis-
cal Compact, Six Pack and Two Pack) also 
increasingly justify intervention by the EU in 
Member States’ social budgets, in particular 
social protection and assistance systems. This 
raises the issue of how far subsidiarity only on 
social issues remains feasible or desirable.

Some positive first steps have been taken by 
the EU with the adoption of the EU Agenda 
for the Rights of the Child in 2011 and the 
issuing of the EC Recommendation on Child 
Poverty in 2013: Investing in Children: Break-
ing the cycle of disadvantage (20 Feb 2013). 

The Heads of State and Government of the 
EU have also made strong statements on the 
importance of the fight against child poverty 
in successive European Council meetings and 
this has also been reflected in the work of the 
Employment, Social Policy, Health and Con-
sumer Affairs Council (EPSCO) and the Social 
Protection Committee and in a succession of 
EU reports. 

But more needs to be done

All this is only a start and much more needs 
to be done by the EU. For instance it can:

yy provide stronger political leadership by 
ensuring that progress on child poverty and 
child well-being is regularly reported on and 
discussed at meetings of the European Council 
of Heads of State and Government and at meet-
ings of the Employment, Social Policy, Health 
and Consumer Affairs Council (EPSCO);

yy ensure that child poverty and well-being is 
made a central issue in the Europe 2020 Strat-
egy. In particular it can ensure that it: 

�� is built into the implementation of the Strat-
egy, especially into Member States’ National 
Reform Programmes (NRP) and National So-
cial Reports (NSR);

�� becomes a rigorous and robust part of the 
monitoring of the implementation of the 
Strategy and that this is reflected in Country 
Specific Recommendations to Member States 
that are failing to make sufficient progress;

yy agree overall quantified sub-target(s) for the 
reduction of child poverty and social exclusion 
and ensure that national targets are ambitious 
and sufficient to achieve the agreed overall EU 
targets;

yy mainstream the issue of child poverty and well-
being into the development of all EU policies;

yy deepen work on child well-being and main-
stream as part of discussions on indicators to 
better express progress in a way which goes 
beyond GDP;

yy ensure that the issue of child poverty and well-
being is put at the heart of austerity policies and 
bail out packages and that ex-ante social im-
pact assessments are used when developing 
and implementing relevant policies (including 
economic policies) so that children are protect-
ed from the worst effects;

yy actively promote and monitor the involve-
ment of children, their parents and the 

organisations that work with them in the de-
velopment, implementation and monitoring of 
policies and programmes to achieve Europe’s 
poverty and social exclusion target at EU and 
national levels (including NRPs and NSRs);

yy increase the resources available from EU Struc-
tural Funds to support Member States’ efforts 
to tackle child poverty and promote child well-
being, by ensuring 25% of Structural Funds 
is spent on person-focused projects through 
European Social Fund (ESF) and that 20% of ESF 
resources are used to tackle poverty and social 
exclusion; 

yy provide resources and support for improved 
and more timely data collection and analy-
sis, development of agreed indicators so as to 
ensure consistent approach to measurement 
across the EU and help to build statistical capac-
ity in Member States;

yy facilitate enhanced exchange of learning and 
good practice on tackling child poverty and pro-
moting child well-being and in doing so ensure 
the participation of children and their families;

yy strengthen its approach to promoting chil-
dren’s rights so that more attention is given 
to the issue of poverty and well-being and pro-
mote the idea of agreeing minimum standards 
in key areas affecting children’s well-being (e.g. 
in relation to adequate income, access to child 
care, access to health and other services);

yy ensure that its on-going efforts to counter dis-
crimination and racism and to promote greater 
gender equality give particular attention to the 
situation of children and their families;

yy agree guidelines for stakeholder participa-
tion in EU policy development, particularly in 
the NRPs and NSRs, ensuring the meaningful en-
gagement of social NGOs, parents and children.

The basis for EU action is there. The challenge 
now is to make it happen.
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What national governments 
can do

Governments have a clear responsibility to 
put in place the structures and mechanisms 
(see 6.1), to develop the appropriate policy 
frameworks (see 6.2) to implement the 3-pil-
lar approach and to provide the necessary 
resources to prevent child poverty arising 
and to address it when it already exists. This 
requires mainstreaming a concern for chil-
dren’s well-being at the heart of the policy-
making process, setting clear objectives for 
the reduction of child poverty and social 
exclusion and monitoring and reporting reg-
ularly on progress towards these objectives. 
In the context of setting a national poverty-
reduction target as a contribution to achiev-
ing the overall Europe-2020 target, Member 
States should first set ambitious overall 
poverty targets and a national anti-poverty 
strategy backed by adequate budgets, 
which effectively contribute to achieving the 
EU target and then set specific sub-targets 
for the reduction of child poverty and social 
exclusion.

What regional and local 
authorities can do

Developing the right policies and pro-
grammes at national level is one thing: deliv-
ering and resourcing them effectively on the 
ground is another. The gap between policies 
and delivery is often too big. Effective ar-
rangements need to be put in place at local 
level to ensure the effective and coordinated 
delivery of services and the early identifica-
tion of and support for children and families 
facing particular difficulties. Regional and 
local governments have a key role to play 
in this regard. They should:

yy ensure vertical coordination which effectively 

links central and sub-national levels of govern-
ment: this is greatly helped by involving local 
(and regional) governments in the preparation, 
implementation and monitoring of national 
plans and policies from the outset. It is also im-
portant to define the roles and responsibilities 
of the different levels of governance clearly and 
ensure that they are mutually reinforcing and to 
ensure that sufficient resources are allocated for 
delivery at local level;

yy develop a coordinated and integrated ap-
proach at local level: this means developing 
local partnerships which bring together actors 
across a range of sectors and combine the ef-
forts of government services with those of NGOs 
and the for-profit sector in a coordinated way. 
This helps in better identifying problems, ensur-
ing early intervention and developing holistic 
responses;

yy ensure flexible and tailored responses: ser-
vices need to be delivered in ways that respond 
to the needs of each child and his or her family. 
Thus they need to be flexible and delivered in 
a way that is tailored to meet their particular 
needs. This can only be done at local level;

yy foster a community-development approach: 
this means promoting the participation and 
empowerment of children and families and sup-
porting and resourcing the resilience of children, 
parents and local communities who are finding 
their own survival strategies and who are not 
just passive victims. A community development 
approach to services for children and their fami-
lies means developing services based on respect 
and dignity which are delivered in ways which 
empower people and avoid stigmatising them. 
Children and their families should be actively 
involved in the development and delivery of 
services;

yy put in place regular reporting and monitor-
ing of the local situation: it is vital that the well-
being of children is regularly monitored at local 
level and that local services report on and are 
held accountable for meeting the needs of all 
children. 

What everybody can do 

CALL TO ACTION

Governments have the responsibility to choose the right policies, as well as find-
ing adequate financing. Local and regional authorities have to ensure that those 
policies are delivered on the ground. But ultimately everybody in society carries 
some responsibility to build more inclusive societies where all children are able to 
realise their full potential.

It is essential to respect and listen to parents and children who are experiencing 
poverty. They know what their needs are and, given the right support, they are an 
important part of the solution. At local level it is important to work together, and 
to hold local decision-makers to account to ensure public funding is being spent 
effectively. Increasing public pressure for results depends on building alliances 
in local communities for example by working with sympathetic employers, trade 
unions as well as civil society and research organisations. 

TOGETHER, IT IS POSSIBLE TO 
 MAKE A DIFFERENCE!

✔✔ Use this book to raise awareness about the reality of child poverty and the urgent need 
for action and to back integrated, multidimensional strategies that work.

✔✔ Work in partnership with your local communities and authorities to develop innovative 
approaches which integrate the 3 pillar approach.

✔✔ Press to participate in the decision-making process as active partners – in finding and 
delivering the right policy solutions and helping to monitor the results.

✔✔ Work in alliances to campaign for political commitment for 
change – to build more equal, prosperous and sustainable 
societies where the right to a decent life is ensured.
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KEY SOURCES OF  
INFORMATION AND DATA

Outlined below are some of the key docu-
ments where further information can be 
found on the main issues raised in this ex-
plainer. These are just a starting point and 
many of the documents listed contain much 
more detailed bibliographies. Also listed are 
key websites where the latest data on child 
poverty and child well-being can be found 
and where information and comments on 
the developments in the EU’s efforts to 
tackle child poverty and promote child well-
being are available. 

Background texts on child 
poverty and well-being in the 
European Union

Belgian Presidency of the European Union, 
in collaboration with UNICEF, Eurochild and 
the European Commission (2010), Call for 
an EU Recommendation on Child Poverty 
and Child Well-Being, A background paper 
to the EU Presidency Conference: Child 
Poverty and Child Well-Being, Brussels: 
Belgian Public Planning Service on Social 
Integration. Available at:  www.eurochild.
org/fileadmin/Events/2010/09%20BE%20
Presidency%20Child%20Poverty/Back-
ground%20Paper%20to%20the%20EU%20
Presidency%20Conference_EN.pdf 

Council of the European Union (2011), Opin-
ion of the Social Protection Committee on re-
invigorating the Social OMC in the context of 
the Europe 2020 Strategy, Opinion endorsed 
by the Council on 17 June 2011, Brussels: 
Council of the European Union. Available 
at:  register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/11/
st10/st10405.en11.pdf. 

Council of the European Union (2012), Pre-
venting and tackling child poverty and 
social exclusion and promoting children’s 
well-being, Council conclusions 12368/1/12 
(adopted on 4 October 2012), Brussels: Coun-
cil of the European Union.

Devlin, M. and Frazer, H. (2011), Lessons from 
the EU Social Inclusion Process, in “An Assess-
ment of Ireland’s Approach to Combating 
Poverty and Social Exclusion among Chil-
dren from European and Local Perspectives”, 
Dublin: Combat Poverty Agency. Available 
at:  combatpoverty.ie/publications/working-
papers.htm.

European Commission, Recommendation 
against child poverty: Investing in children: 
breaking the cycle of disadvantage (2013). 
Available at  ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet
?docId=9762&langId=en. 

Frazer, H. (2010), Who cares? Roadmap for 
a Recommendation to fight child poverty, 
Report on the Belgian EU Presidency Confer-
ence 2-3 September 2010, Brussels: Belgian 
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