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POLICIES FOR CHILDREN IN TRANSITION COUNTRIES

A FRAMEWORK FOR ASSESSING THE IMPACTS OF POLICIES ON CHILD WELL-BEING

1. Introduction

Children do not automatically benefit from economic growth. A recent assessment of more than hundred middle and low income countries showed no clear impact of economic growth on infant and under 5 mortality rates (Brady et al. 2007). The economic recovery across the CEE/CIS region in recent years even goes along with reversals in child outcomes, as can be seen in a higher than average poverty risk for children (UNICEF 2006), high and growing numbers of children in public care (TransMONEE) and declining quality of education (as shown by PISA 2006 data).
Experiences in the European Union, where child poverty reduction has become a priority issue in recent years, show the need for understanding policies for children within a larger economic and social context and for developing integrated, comprehensive strategies that cut across different sectors.

For the middle and low income countries of the CEE/CIS region this means a shift in perspective – bringing together the macro level of the broader policy environment and policy sectors with the micro level of community development. It also means shifting attention from adults to children.

This conceptual framework offers a model for understanding how policies impact on the well-being of children. It helps to assess to what extend countries offer children a protective environment for their development and to identify priorities for strategic support to improve policies for children.

Since we have developed this concept in the context of transition countries, there is a strong focus on system reform. Nevertheless, it has wider applicability and may be adjusted to specific regional and national situations. 
This conceptual framework is an input into the discussion on UNICEF’s work on child poverty and broader engagement in economic and social policy. We are looking forward to comments and suggestions how to develop this concept further.
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2. Child well-being – a paradigm shift
Monitoring child outcomes in middle and low income countries broadly follows the MDG indicators. These indicators have drawn attention to fundamental child outcomes in a number of areas, particularly health, education and HIV/AIDS prevention. They have become the main framework for monitoring child outcomes across middle and low income countries. However, these indicators were designed to set global minimum standards and do not sufficiently capture social changes in transition countries. 

In addition, different sectors may report on additional indicators, e.g. on children in institutions, but these are not mainstreamed into a general reporting on the well-being of children and young people. Overall, reporting on children and child outcomes tends to be adult-driven rather than child-centred.
Shifting the focus towards monitoring child well-being from a child rights perspective brings the multi-dimensionality and interconnectedness of child well-being and children’s agency to the fore. The question is what matters to children and supports their development. There is a broad literature on the importance of the quality of family and peer relations, environmental factors, subjective well-being and the engagement in healthy or risky behaviour for the development of children and young people – all dimensions that so far have rarely been included in the monitoring of child well-being (for an overview see Bradshaw et al. 2006). The assessment of child outcomes therefore needs to go beyond the standard indicators of health outcomes, enrolment in education, income poverty and access to water and sanitation. It needs to embrace indicators that capture the quality of children’s lives and give space to their own perceptions. Child-specific indicators in general household surveys, administrative data and in particular child and youth surveys can provide information on standardised outcome indicators that can be monitored regularly. 
Even if all conditions were in place to ensure the realisation of children’s rights this would not guarantee the well-being of all children because children play an active role in creating their own well-being. Well-being is the result of a dynamic process of interacting protective and risk factors in the personal situation of the child, his or her family, friends, situation at school and the wider community. Children create their well-being actively by interacting with their environment and mediating these different factors. An assessment of these dynamic processes is more challenging and requires participatory approaches that use qualitative methods of research and involve children, young people, parents and other stakeholders in the community.
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3. Recognising multi-dimensionality leads to the need for integrated policy responses
PRSPs and other National Development Plans focus on policies in sectors such as employment, energy, trade, agriculture, health, education, social protection, and justice. Though being summarised under the umbrella of a poverty reduction or economic development strategy, targets and subsequently policies often remain sectoral. Impacts on children and families and particularly on poor or vulnerable groups of the population often are not clear and possible unintended effects of policies in different sectors may be hidden.
Sectoral policies, whether or not specifically targeted to children and families, impact on different dimensions of children’s lives. Health and education policies have direct impacts on children by determining access to and quality of services, while policies in other sectors such as agriculture or employment may impact on children by affecting the economic situation of families, the quality of family relationships, educational and vocational opportunities, school drop-out and child labour, families’ migration decisions and so on. 
Against this background it is important not only to understand the interplay of policies, their effectiveness in reducing child poverty and broader impacts on the well-being of children but to move towards comprehensive, integrated strategies that are coordinated across relevant sectors. Coordination requires clear mechanisms that still have to be developed in many transition countries.
The potential of integrated strategies to make a decisive impact on the lives of children and their family however also depends on a broader enabling policy environment. This conceptual framework therefore highlights the importance of assessing the macroeconomic environment and fiscal space. Economic growth across the CEE/CIS region has led to considerable increases in fiscal space, raising questions of how to allocate additional resources but also of absorption capacity. The general management of the economy, fiscal and trade policies determine the fiscal space while political leadership and legal frameworks are decisive in what share of the overall budget is spent on public expenditure and more specifically expenditures benefiting children and their families. 
The policy environment is vulnerable to external and internal shocks – e.g. international financial crises, conflict and natural disasters, government changes, political developments in neighbouring countries – but also longer term developments within the country such as changes in fertility rates, migration, or environmental degradation. Particularly developments in Russia can have strong impacts on countries across the CEE/CIS region, because of the dependency of many countries on Russian oil and gas but also the high number of labour migrants in Russia and a move towards more restrictive migration policies.
4. The impact of decentralisation

All transition countries are in the process of decentralisation. Decentralisation of public functions can be administrative, fiscal, political or a mixture of all these. Coming from a centralised system, many transition countries continue to struggle with the low governance capacities at local level and weak civil society. Nevertheless, decentralisation remains a global challenge. The OECD has assessed the linkages between decentralisation and poverty reduction in an effort to identify the determinants of pro-poor decentralisation (Jütting et al. 2005). Their review of the experiences in 19 countries shows positive impacts on poverty reduction in only a third of them. Lessons learned point to a number of determinants for pro-poor decentralisation. Authorities at the central level need to be able and willing to carry out reforms, implying the transfer of substantial and stable resources to local governments, investments in local capacity building and having coherent policies at national level. On the administrative level there needs to be a clear division of functions between different actors, recognising that local and regional governments need time for capacity building. In terms of budgets, a secure flow of resources to local governments is crucial, combining resources from central government and local taxes. Decentralisation does not mean a full withdrawal from central government. While local governments establish pro-poor policies, central government’s role is to implement measures to monitor the performance at local level (e.g. service delivery, tracking of public expenditures) (ibid.) 

The effectiveness of decentralisation affects children and families directly through service delivery, the administration of social benefits or the size of local budgets. Participatory approaches are particularly useful to make the voices of poor children and young people heard and to develop services that meet the needs of the target group. Municipalities are also key actors in working towards the social inclusion of vulnerable and marginalised groups. Civil registration campaigns with Roma in Kosovo for instance revealed both clearly discriminatory and supportive practices by local authorities (OSCE and UNMIK 2007).
Civil society plays an important role for children and young people’s civic participation, in advocacy for policy change, community development and social services. In many transition countries civil society is still weak though and effort is needed to support the development and networking of civil society organisations.
5. Policies for children in a context of system reforms

Public policies across the CEE/CIS region have to be understood against the background of transition and an on-going reform process. Countries’ transition paths differ substantially depending on GDP per capita and available resources but also on how far they have proceeded in reforming systems, their institutional capacities as well as on demographic and social dynamics. Overall the focus so far has mainly been on economic reforms, while progress on social reforms remains uneven and often fragmented. The state has retreated in a number of areas, leaving gaps in service provision and creating vulnerabilities for poor families and children. Funding for some public sectors, e.g. health, has declined or stagnates on low levels. 
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Reforms in the social sector have to overcome the legacy of the old state system with vertical, top-down approaches to management leaving little space for innovation and collaboration within and across sectors. Budgets are mainly spent on staff and the maintenance of institutions, regardless of changing needs and declining populations in many transition countries. This leads to inefficiency and declining quality of services. Under-funding and low salaries have given rise to informal payments and corruption, making services less accessible for poor and marginalised groups of the population.
But legacies of the old system are also reflected in mindsets and lack of capacities to adapt to changing environments and to develop services and policies that meet the needs of the population, including poor and marginalised groups. This goes along with lack of political will and commitment to carry through on reforms as well as with resistance from those who benefit from the status quo (cf. Balabanova 2007).
Making reforms work for children and their families requires a clear recognition of the need to address child poverty and social exclusion and clear commitment to developing and following through strategies with clear objectives and quantified targets to improve the living conditions of children and families. Reform also needs linkages within and across sectors as fragmentary reforms may lead to blockages because of disconnected institutional and legal frameworks, budgets and capacities. Finally, a key challenge in transition countries remains an opening towards new ways of thinking about social problems. For instance, the consistently high number of children in public care cannot only explained by the lack of alternative family support options but also by a prevailing belief that children with disabilities or children in difficult family circumstances receive better care in institutions. Processes of peer review, mutual learning and sharing of good practice are effective ways of exposing policy makers to experiences in other countries and support innovative approaches to social problems. 
6. Assessing the impacts of policies on child well-being
The assessment of the impacts of policies on the well-being of children requires different tools on different government levels. It is important to understand both the policies in place and their impact e.g. on poverty rates as well as what is happening on community level and in how far policies and services reach the poorest children and families.

The first step is a mapping of policies and services for children and families that are currently in place. These then can be assessed on the one hand for their effectiveness in reducing poverty (e.g. poverty rates before and after transfers) and ensuring access to services for vulnerable groups of children (children from ethnic minorities, children with disabilities etc.). 
The overall set of policies should also be assessed against a checklist of principles of good practice that could include questions such as:

· Is there an integrated, coordinated strategy? Are there any cross-sectoral approaches?
· Do policies follow clear objectives and quantified targets? Are monitoring and reporting systems in place?
· Is there a balanced approach that includes short- and long-term measures, prevention and alleviation, universal and targeted approaches?
The policy impact assessment should be accompanied by a public expenditure analysis across different sectors against the background of the wider fiscal space and resource flows. Such an analysis provides insights not only into the adequacy of funding and resource needs but also point to areas where resources need to be re-directed as they fund infrastructure rather than quality of services.
On community level the impact assessment of policies needs to be participatory, involving children and young people, parents and other stakeholders in the community, including those representing poor and disadvantaged groups. A mapping of the policies, benefits and services that actually reach poor children and their families and an assessment of how well they meet the needs of the population point to policy gaps, problems in the translation of national policies to the local level and generally in the decentralisation process but also to examples of good practice in community development. 
7. Measuring child outcomes
Outcomes for children are the key benchmark for the success and failure of policies. Measuring child well-being across different dimensions, including those that capture children’s relationships, their behaviours and subjective well-being makes it possible to capture changes in the social cohesion of communities and the quality of services for children and families. A shift towards such child-focused reporting requires a different approach to analysing existing data as well as to gathering new data.
While there is no recent comprehensive child and youth-survey that covers the whole CEE/CIS region, a number of child and youth surveys that started in the EU and OECD are spreading into transition countries. These include PISA, HBSC and ESPAD which all give important insights into children and young people’s life situations. Other surveys such as TIMSS and PIRLS always had a broader international scope and cover a broader range of middle and low income countries. Often these surveys remain underutilised. The educational surveys PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS, for instance, make headline news with the ranking of countries on educational outcomes. However, they all include important but rarely reported information on children’s relationships at school and at home, their attitudes, as well as experiences of violence at school. 
While information coming from children and young people themselves is crucial, household surveys also contribute important information. MICS offers unique information on the well-being particularly of younger children. General household surveys (LSMS, HBS) on the other hand provide information on poverty, deprivation and the receipt of benefits and cash transfers. Some also include modules on migration or other issues that are relevant to children, though these are generally not designed to capture children’s life situations. Children do not feature much in HBS and LSMS reports – a shift from reporting on households with children towards including reporting on child headcount would make both surveys more child-centred without major changes in survey design.
Administrative data finally can provide a wealth of information on decentralised level, albeit there are issues regarding the quality and reliability of data and since data is often handled within different sectors or on different regional levels there is often no overview of what indicators are actually available.
One way of organising and reporting data on child well-being is in the form of indices ranking countries or regions according to their performance across the different dimensions of child well-being. Cross-national indices have been developed for OECD and EU countries (UNICEF 2007; Bradshaw et al. 2007) and will soon be available for the CEE/CIS region. A number of countries are adapting this approach for reporting sub-nationally on the well-being of children. The child well-being index uses already existing data to identify those indicators that best represent a multi-dimensional, rights-based understanding of child well-being. Indicators are summarised into different components which make up the different dimensions that allow a comparison of child outcomes across or within countries. While cross-national indices draw on comparative data sources, sub-national indices tend to rely more heavily on administrative data as surveys tend to be representative only on the national level.
8. What to do with this?

This conceptual framework is useful both for researchers and policy makers to analyse the processes through which policies impact on the well-being of children. 
The starting point for this concept is the global study on child poverty. The proposed policy templates provided guidelines for the mapping of policies but not for an in-depth policy gap analysis and impact assessment. The framework proposed here promotes an integrated, multi-dimensional approach to policy analysis by taking a comprehensive look at the broader policy environment and different sectors on the one hand and child outcomes across different dimensions of well-being on the other hand. By bringing together the macro- and micro perspective it highlights the interrelationship of both and focuses on processes through which policies affect children and their families. The shift in perspective from an adult-driven to a child-centred analysis points to where UNICEF can add value: the analysis of poverty and public policies from a children’s perspective and with children and young people’s participation makes it possible not only to capture how the well-being of children s affected by policies but to understand what would make a difference in the lives of children and young people.
The usefulness for policy makers on the other hand lies in overcoming sectoral approaches. Mapping the different factors that influence the development of policies as well as their impacts on children can help to broaden the perspective and recognise linkages with other sectors. The framework offers a tool to think through the possible implications of different policy options and to identify strengths, weaknesses and gaps in the policy process. With its strong focus not only on child outcomes but on the conditions in the family and wider community that promote the well-being of children and young people it highlights the importance of the participation of children and other stakeholders in the development and impact assessment of policies. Finally, the concept can be adapted to address the needs of different vulnerable groups of the population, as it does not only apply to children and young people but could also be applied to people with disabilities, immigrants, ethnic minorities, elderly people etc.
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