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Dear Readers of Families International, 

The successful and comprehensive achievement of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) set for 2030, will surely need a concerted effort by the United Nations and its various agencies, 

the commitment of governments of member states of the United Nations, the input of academics and 

academic institutions, as well as a bottom-up approach by Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) world-wide.  

This 104th issue of Families International hence focuses, on two texts emanating from a United Nations 

Expert Group Meeting (EGM) on ‘Family Policies and the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda.’ One 

text is by Prof. Zitha Mokomane, from the University of Pretoria and the other by Annemie Drieskens, 

President, & Liz Gosme, Director of COFACE (The Confederation of Family Organisations in the European 

Union).  

Both the importance and need for families-oriented policies in developing countries in order to achieve 

e.g. poverty and hunger reduction, as well as the role of CSOs in achieving the SDGs, in general, are 

reflected on. COFACE is also a member of the online network www.civilsocietynetworks.org of 143 CSOs, 

set up and maintained by the Vienna NGO Committee on the Family, and open to join, cost free, to fami-

lies-oriented CSOs world-wide. 

Further included in this issue No. 104 are texts from Member Organisations of the Committee, as well as 

a list of recent and upcoming events.  

Sincerely,  

Peter Crowley Ph.D.  

Editor 
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http://www.10yearsiyf.org/
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From the United Nations 

 

 

 

 

Family-oriented policies for poverty and hunger reduction in developing countries 

and indicators of progress1 
Zitha Mokomane 

University of Pretoria, South Africa  
 

Introduction 
When the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

were adopted in 1990, 35% of the world's popula-

tion on less than US$1.90 a day which is an indica-

tor of extreme poverty or the severe deprivation of 

not only income but also of basic human needs in-

cluding food, safe drinking water, sanitation facili-

ties, health, shelter, education and information 

(United Nations, 1995). It was largely against this 

background and the recognition of the strong link 

between poverty, unemployment, and hunger 

(Shah, 2010) that the first MDG which aimed to 

eradicate extreme poverty and hunger by 2015 had 

the following three targets: (i) to halve, between 

1990 and 2015, the proportion of people living in 

extreme poverty; (ii) to achieve full and productive 

employment and decent work for all; and (iii) to 

halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of 

people who suffer from hunger.  

 

To achieve these targets many developing coun-

tries designed and implemented a number of pov-

erty reduction strategies including social protection 

programmes. Described as “policies and pro-

grammes that protect people against risk and vul-

nerability, mitigate the impact of shocks, and sup-

port people from chronic incapacities to secure 

basic livelihoods” (Adato & Hoddinott, 2008), so-

cial protection programmes have been shown to 

have wide-ranging benefits that include: promoting 

economic growth as well as access to nutrition, 

health services and education (Asian Development 

Bank, 2011). Largely as a result of these 

progarmmes extreme poverty was significantly re-

duced over the following two decades and MGD 1’s 

target of halving the 1990 poverty rate was 

achieved in 2010, five years ahead of schedule. In 

the same vein, developing countries saw a 42% re-

duction in the prevalence of undernourishment be-

tween 1990-1992 and 2012-14 (FAO, 2015).  

 

Despite this progress, poverty remains a key chal-

lenge in much of the developing world. The most 

recent statistics from the World Bank shows that 

while the proportion of people living in extreme pov-

erty have decreased in all major world regions the 

absolute numbers still represent 766 million peo-

ple (Figure 1). The figure also shows that sub-Sa-

haran Africa and South Asia continue to the world’s 

poorest regions with 41% and 15% of their popula-

tions classified as extremely poor in 2013. Indeed 

it has been argued that while these two regions are 

home to less than half (45%) of the total population 

of develoepng countries, they account for almost 

70% of the various manifestations of poverty in 

these countries (Sustainable Development Solu-

tions Network, 2012), 

 

 

                                                 
1 This is a revised version of a paper presented at the United Nations Expert Group Meeting on “Family policies and the 

2030 Sustainable Development Agenda” held on 12-13 May 2016, New York  
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Figure 1: Extreme poverty in major world regions, 1990 and 2013 

Source: World Bank (2017). SDG Atlas 2017. http://datatopics.worldbank.org/sdgatlas  

 

This persistence of poverty and hunger in de-

veloping countries has seen the international 

pursuit to reduce poverty remaining on the 

post-2015 development agenda with the first 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG 1) aiming 

to “end poverty in all its forms everywhere’ by 

2030. This concerted focus on poverty eradica-

tion can be attributed to the fact that poverty 

goes beyond income and material deprivation; 

it is multidimensional and has various manifes-

tations, including: 

 

 

 

 … lack of income and productive re-

sources sufficient to ensure sustainable liveli-

hoods; hunger and malnutrition; ill health; limited 

or lack of access to education and other basic 

services; increased morbidity and mortality from 

illness; homelessness and inadequate housing; 

unsafe environments; and social discrimination 

and exclusion. It is also characterised by a lack of 

participation in decision-making, and in civil, so-

cial and cultural life” (United Nations, 1995: par-

agraph 19). 
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Impact of poverty on families 

In addition to its direct impact on individual family 

members (see Mokomane 2011), poverty endan-

gers and disrupts family functioning. The latter  is 

conceptualised as a multi-dimensional construct 

that is reflected in the effectiveness or ineffective-

ness of family activities and interactions such as 

cognitive engagement and development character-

istics, physical health habits, intra-familial relation-

ships and social connectedness, inter alia (Pezzullo 

et al, 2010; Banovcinova et al, 2014). In essence 

conditions required for families to be successful 

such as stability, security, emotionally positive time 

together, access to basic resources, and a strong 

shared belief system are often lacking in the envi-

ronment of poverty. To this end family relationships 

typically suffer when individuals live in poverty. For 

example, parents living in long-term poverty have 

been found to have a higher risk of domestic vio-

lence and to have higher likelihood of developing 

various addictions and criminal behaviour. Poverty 

is also linked to less effective parenting character-

ised by children receiving, among other things, in-

sufficient parental attention; lack of warmth and 

support; frequent coercive, punitive and incon-

sistent parenting; and less vocal and emotional 

stimulation (Kaiser and Delaney, 1996, Ahmed, 

2005; Banovcinova et al, 2014). To this end chil-

dren growing up in poor households often experi-

ence social and health conditions that place them 

at risk for later academic, employment, and behav-

ioural problems (Ahmed, 2005; Shanks & Danziger, 

2011). 

In an effort to meet the economic needs of all fam-

ily members, parents in low-income families are 

also more likely to experience work family conflict, 

“a form of inter-role conflict in which the roles pres-

sures from work and family domains are mutually 

incompatible in some respect” (Greenhaus & Beu-

tell, 1985:77). Among other things this conflict has  

                                                 
2 http://www.viennafamilycommittee.org/new/anniver-
sary.htm  

 

been shown to perpetuate poverty and the societal 

inequities through, for instance, reducing the num-

ber of adults who can participate in paid work; re-

stricting the range of jobs that people are able to 

take up; and making it difficult to participate in lei-

sure and social activities—which can limit social 

networks, opportunities and quality of life (Interna-

tional Labour Organisation, 2004; Cassier & Ad-

dati, 2007).  

 

Factors underlying family poverty in developing 

countries  

Despite the impact of poverty on family functioning 

poverty reduction initiatives in many countries 

rarely focus on the family as a unit. Rather, such 

initiatives often target individual family members, 

particularly women and children separately. Fur-

thermore, family-oriented policies have not been 

the subject of much research or documentation, 

particularly in developing countries2. It is largely 

against this background that in the post-2015 de-

velopment agenda underscored the need to family-

centred interventions to be part of an “integrated 

comprehensive approach to development”. But 

why are such interventions important, particularly 

in developing countries? The answer may lie in the 

fact that, unlike in developed countries where pov-

erty is associated more with certain family charac-

teristics such as single parenthood, urban resi-

dence, migration status, and parents’ educational 

level (Richardson & Bradshaw, 2011), in develop-

ing countries poverty is, to a large extent, explained 

by structural factors that can be broadly catego-

rised into: risk and vulnerability; low capabilities; in-

equality and exclusion; and limited livelihoods op-

portunities (Handley, Higgins & Bhavna, 2009) as 

well as weakened extended family system, and in-

creased demand for care.   

 

 

http://www.viennafamilycommittee.org/new/anniversary.htm
http://www.viennafamilycommittee.org/new/anniversary.htm
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Risk and vulnerability.  

The populations of many developing countries es-

pecially in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia are 

generally at risk of, and vulnerable to poverty be-

cause of violent and/or armed conflict that can 

lead to displacement of families, destruction of 

household assets and livelihood (Handley et al, 

2009). Poverty risk and vulnerability in these re-

gions is also particularly high among families and 

households living in rural areas and depending on 

agriculture, as well as those living in tropical ecol-

ogy (Handley et al, 2009). In essence because in 

rural areas income and food production strongly 

overlap, common harvest failures not only affect 

crop-dependent households but can also lead to 

market failure and food price volatility that increase 

the cost of the basket of basic goods and prices of 

staples. The resultant food insecurity tends to play 

a major role in keeping poor people poor and also 

creates “a critical barrier to agricultural and non-

agricultural growth as it provides a strong disincen-

tive to diversification into more remunerative cash 

crops and non-farm activities and ties up produc-

tive resources in often inefficient, low-productivity 

subsistence production” (Dorward et al, 2006:17).   

Poor health, particularly when it is sudden or pro-

longed is another factor that increases the risk of 

poverty among households and their members in 

developing countries. Overall, poor health often 

leads to a downward spiral of asset loss and impov-

erishment as people are forced to abandon produc-

tive activities ether due to being sick themselves or 

having to take care of sick family members (Alam & 

Mahal, 2014). In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, 

at its peak the HIV and AIDS pandemic increased 

household vulnerability in several ways including 

through the weakening or loss of working adults, 

eroding household labour capacity and increasing 

dependency ratios (Mokomane, 2012) and “by con-

verting ‘workers’ into ‘dependents’ and ‘producers’ 

into ‘consumers’ of household resources - when 

‘workers’ and ‘producers’ are already scarce in  

 

poor households where labour is one of the few as-

sets” (Dorward, et al 2006:11). 

 

For many women in developing countries, vulnera-

bility to poverty is aggravated by statutory and cus-

tomary laws that restrict their access to economic 

resources and inheritance rights and essentially 

make many women economically dependent on 

their male spouses. Thus, in the event of non-mar-

riage and marital dissolution when there is no man 

to contribute to the household income, or when 

women’s own income is non-existent or too low to 

support the entire family, many of the households 

headed by women are left relatively poorer and vul-

nerable than those headed by men (Taylor, 2008). 

This is particularly relevant given the prevailing 

changes in marriage patterns – such an increasing 

trend in the timing of first marriages, decrease in 

marriage prevalence, and an increase in the pro-

portion of unions dissolved through separation and 

divorce – in much of the developing world.  

 

Another structural factor that presents poverty 

risks in developing countries is the weakened pro-

tective mechanisms of the traditional extended 

family. Through its culture of collective orientation 

this system ensured that family members provided 

socio-economic support and assistance to each 

other.  

 

Low capabilities.  

The core characteristics of the capability approach 

(Sen, 1999) are its focus on what people are effec-

tively able to do and to be, including the capability 

to be free from hunger, to become educated and to 

lead a decent living (Maaarman, 2009; Mokomane, 

2011??). From a capability perspective therefore, 

poverty is viewed as the deprivation of certain basic 

capabilities (Hick, 2012) and, as Handley et al 

(2009: 4) point out, people living in poverty tend to 

experience multiple and concurrent “capability 

deprivations in a range of dimensions” that include  
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poor or no access to education, land, health ser-

vices, justice, livelihood and income generating op-

portunities; credit and other productive resources, 

and a voice in institutions, among other things 

(Quesada, 2001:1). 

 

In many developing countries low capabilities can 

be attributed to the high level of informality. Ac-

cording to the ILO (2016) more than 70% of 

workers in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa 

are in vulnerable employment, which includes 

categories of work that are highly precarious due to 

low-productivity, low and highly volatile earnings, 

and inadequate social protection. For example, be-

tween 2004 and 2010, the proportion of South 

Asian women in non-agricultural employment who 

worked in the informal sector was 83% while for 

men it was 82%. In sub-Saharan Africa the corre-

sponding proportions were 74% for women and 

61% of men (ILO, 2016). By the same token, in 

2015, over 60% of all labour active women in South 

Asia and sub-Saharan Africa were engaged in the 

time and labour intensive, and poorly remunerated 

agricultural sector (ILO, 2016).  

 

It is well-established that informal sector workers 

have little or no access to formal risk-coping mech-

anisms such as insurance, pensions and social se-

curity arrangements to meet contingencies and 

eventualities such as ill health, accidents, death, 

and old age. Despite this, formal social security ar-

rangements in developing countries were, for a 

long time, premised on the traditional ILO definition 

of social security provision, which presumed that 

the majority of the citizens had already attained a 

satisfactory living standard in a modern economy 

which social security was designed to protect (Tos-

tensen, 2008). These systems, which are typically 

contributory in nature, were also individual-cen-

tred, concentrating on protecting the individual 

from insecurity that may affect him or her, and ig-

noring the common collective risks which normally  

 

befall informal sector workers in developing coun-

tries such as war, crop failure and natural disasters 

(Olivier et al, 2008:5).  

 

Inequality and exclusion 

Inequality is positively related to poor access to 

amenities such as clean water, proper sanitation, 

and basic health care as well as to insecure prop-

erty rights, low school enrolments, low life expec-

tancy, high fertility, macroeconomic instability, cor-

ruption, among other deprivations (Neckerman & 

Torche 2007; Handley et al, 2009:5). Thus, like 

poverty, inequality is multidimensional with “ine-

quality traps” that have two salient characteristics. 

Firstly, they are generated by the interplay of differ-

ences across distributions of income, social loca-

tion, and access to political resources.  (ESCAP, 

2015:12). Across South Asia, for example, families 

and individuals face social exclusion and inequita-

ble access to social services on the basis of their 

ascribed identities and the circumstances of their 

birth including their gender, ethnicity, caste, lan-

guage, ability, place of residence political alliance 

and other factors (Dunford 2007; Kohler et al, 

2009:3). Secondly inequality traps tend to repro-

duce themselves over time such that disad-

vantages becomes intergenerational as seen in ed-

ucation asymmetries, land ownership and patriar-

chal structures (ESCAP, 2015).  

 

Limited livelihoods opportunities 

The following observation in Sub-Saharan Africa by 

Handley et al (2009:6) succinctly summarises the 

situation in relation to livelihoods in most develop-

ing countries:  

 

“People remain poor because they haven’t sufficient 

productive and profitable work to do. This is especially 

true in rural areas.  A range of factors contribute to lim-

ited livelihood opportunities in rural areas including dis-

tance from markets, poor agro-ecology and sub-mar-

ginal land, low levs of public investments in service de-

livery and infrastructure, and conflict”  
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Livelihoods in developing countries are further-

more hampered by the sizes of agricultural land 

and informal economies. In consequence, signifi-

cant numbers of people in these countries are un-

der underemployed and the working poor consti-

tute a significant proportion of the population in 

these countries. The high level of informality dis-

cussed earlier aggravates the situation.  

 

Increased demand for care  

Other structural factors – women’s increased la-

bour force participation, declining fertility rates, in-

creased migratory flows, and in some regions the 

HIV and AIDS crisis (Mokomane, 2012) – have cre-

ated a growing demand for care not only for chil-

dren, but also for older persons. To the extent that 

social norms continue to ascribe the traditional role 

of family caregiver to women – despite their in-

creased participation in the labour market – this 

demand for care has particular implications for 

women’s poverty. Mothers of young children, for ex-

ample often pay high a “motherhood pay penalty” 

where they earn less than their childless counter-

parts partly due to employer discrimination and 

partly due to choosing “mother-friendly jobs”, which 

in developing countries, are typically in the informal 

sector. Jobs in this sector however provides inferior 

wage and social security conditions in comparison 

to jobs led by men and women in formal sector 

work (Cameron, 2014; Samman et al, 2016).  

 

Need for family-oriented policies in developing 

countries  

All in all therefore, it can be argued that structural 

factors underlying poverty and hunger in develop-

ing countries call “for a pro-poor approach that 

links informality, social protection and empower-

ment” (Lund, 2009:74). Within the context of the 

SDG 1 targets, this implies delinking social security 

benefits from labour market status and extending 

coverage to poor families that have previously been  

 

 

excluded. This will be in line with the ILO’s reorien-

tation of its own definition of social security from  

 

purely individual notions of risk to include more col-

lective and structural causes. This was done 

through Recommendation 202 on national social 

protection floors explicitly recognising that “social 

security is an important tool to prevent and reduce 

poverty, inequality, social exclusion and social inse-

curity” (ILO, 2012).  

 

Taking cognisance of the high levels of informality, 

the absence or inadequacy of formal social security 

systems, and the formal employment basis of the 

present (formal) social security systems in many 

developing countries, there has also been emerg-

ing calls to give more attention to the role and po-

tential of traditional informal social security sys-

tems in providing a protective cushion to many fam-

ilies in developing countries (Triegaard, 2006; Oliv-

ier et al, 2008). As Iliffe (1987:3) asserts, in many 

developing societies:  

 

“There were no poor and rich; the haves 

helped those who were in want. No man 

starved because he had no food; no child 

cried for milk because its parents did not 

have milk cows; no orphan and old person 

starved because there was no body to look 

after them” 

 

With a focus on Southern Africa, Olivier and col-

leagues identified other limitations of current social 

security and social protection schemes imple-

mented in developing countries as the limited con-

cepts of “family” and “work” that are not reflective 

of the true concepts in these countries (see box be-

low). To this end Triegaard (2006:10) argues that 

more inclusive social security and social protection 

policies which focus “on engaging the poor with re-

gard to informal, non-traditional and alternate 

forms of social security will begin to provide a more 

comprehensive safety net”. 
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 Restricted family concept: The notion of ‘fam-

ily’, as used in formal social security schemes, 

is by and large based on the nuclear western 

family concept, i.e. a couple in a monogamous 

union, both in formal employment, one or two 

children, and so forth. This is not, however, in-

dicative of ‘family’ in developing countries, 

where extended families and, in some areas, 

polygamous marriages are common, espe-

cially among the rural and urban poor. 

 Limited concept of work: In their day-to-day ex-

istence, people in developing countries are 

joined together by what may be termed ‘tradi-

tional values.’ It is on account of these values 

(which are all about solidarity, collective re-

sponsibility, compassion, equality, unity, self-

determination, human respect and human dig-

nity) that individuals subsist as families and 

that families become closely interlaced com-

munities which form a large society. These tra-

ditional values are discernable in social, politi-

cal and economic activities in developing coun-

tries. 

Adapted from Olivier et al (2008:3) 

 
Given the growing demand for care, it is imperative 

for developing countries to enhance work-family 

balance by promoting an integrated, multi-genera-

tion approach to social protection that is sensitive 

to care responsibilities (Samman et al, 2016). This 

family-focused approach would recognise that in 

addition to income to cover the cost of childcare, 

children need developmentally-stimulating environ-

ments to thrive. Thus it is imperative to have a 

strong and clear linkage between social protection 

programmes and early childhood care and educa-

tion (ECCE). The childcare programme of 

SOCFINAF, an export coffee producer in Kenya, is a 

relevant example. Permanent workers –both male 

and female-can enrol their children aged 3 months 

to 6.5 years in the company’s childcare centres for 

free. The children are provided with a range of ser-

vices including two daily meals; health checks and 

medical treatment in SOCFINAF dispensary and dis-

trict hospitals; custodial care, early child develop-

ment and pre-primary education. Evaluations have 

revealed that workers appreciate better health and 

nutrition of children; report that they work without  

 

interference of childcare problems and thus can do 

more work and earn more; and the programme en-

ables spouses of male workers to look for work 

(Hein & Cassier, 2010). 

 

Another plausible policy regime that developing 

countries can adopt to enable parents – including 

those in the informal sector -- to effectively combine 

work and care responsibilities, reduce the ‘mother-

hood pay penalty’, and foster pay parity is the adop-

tion of care-related labour market policies. Exam-

ples include breastfeeding and crèche provision-

ing. India’s Self Employed Women’s Association 

(SEWA) is one successful and widely-cited example 

in this regard. According to the SEWA’s 2013 An-

nual report, “When SEWA organized child care for 

members' children on their request, women were 

much relieved. They said that they could now go out 

to work with peace of mind, earning double of what 

they did earlier, hence bringing more and better 

food into the home” (SEWA, 2013: 7).  

 

To empower and build the resilience of the poor 

and those in vulnerable situations, there is need for 

poverty and hunger reduction policies in developing 

countries to have the encouragement of family cap-

ital and family resilience as integral components. 

These two components emphasise the importance 

of non-material resources which, while not easily 

measurable, have a significant effect on the fam-

ily’s ability to shape the future and empowerment 

of its members. The concept of family capital, for 

example, borrows from the literature on social cap-

ital: “those social relationships that allow individu-

als access to resources possessed by their associ-

ates, and to the amount and quality of those re-

sources upon which people depend for social, eco-

nomic and emotional support” (Belsey, 2005:17). 

Social capital has also been described as “re-

sources embedded within a person’s social net-

work that influence decisions and outcomes by 

shaping a personal identity while delineating oppor-

tunities and obstacles within a person’s social 

world” (Belcher et al, 2011:69). To this end family 

capital provides enabling resources and strength-

ens the capacity of individual family members to  



Quarterly Bulletin of the NGO Committee on the Family  
December 2017, No.104 

 
 
 

   10 
 

 

function and attain their current and future goals 

and objectives.  

 

Family resilience, on the other hand, refers to the 

ability of families “to withstand and rebound from 

disruptive life challenges” (Walsh, 2003:1) and is 

especially critical for the most vulnerable individu-

als and families. In terms of family functioning, the 

vulnerable include those families that have a 

higher likelihood of breaking up as a consequence 

of external economic, social and/or political fac-

tors; families that are unable to meet the basic 

needs of their members in  areas such as shelter, 

nutrition, physical and emotional care; families in 

which there is physical and psychological exploita-

tion, discrimination as well as abuse of individual 

members; and families characterised by injustice in 

the distribution of rights and responsibilities of fam-

ily members (Belsey, 2005:20). According to Silli-

man (undated:3), families and their members 

demonstrate resiliency when they build caring sup-

port systems and solve problems creatively. Their 

resilient behaviour can be reflected in the mainte-

nance of normal development of optimism, re-

sourcefulness and determination despite adversity 

(Silliman, undated; Belsey, 2005). These strengths 

and resources can enable individuals to respond 

successfully to crises and challenges, to recover 

and grow from those experiences, and to generally 

attain social and economic empowerment (Walsh, 

2003).   

 

Social empowerment refers to the capacity of indi-

viduals and groups to foster the relationships and 

institutional interactions necessary for their well-

being and productivity (DESA, 2012; Voipio, 2012). 

It is closely related to social integration and poverty 

eradication, and is strongly influenced by individual 

assets (e.g. housing, livestock, savings) as well as 

human e.g. (good health and education), social, 

(e.g. social belonging, sense of identity, leadership 

relations), and psychological (e.g. self-esteem, self-

confidence, aspirations for a better future) capabil-

ities (GSDRC, 2012). On the other hand, economic 

empowerment through which people have the  

 

“ability to make choices in what productive activi-

ties to engage in and an incest it, to decide how and 

when to engage in markets and to influence the 

terms on which they do so” (Voipio, 2012:5) facili-

tates poverty reduction and social integration by 

improving participation in economic activity and 

promoting productive employment and decent 

work. Economically empowered people are able to 

think beyond immediate daily survival and they as-

sert greater control over their resources and life 

choices (GSDRC, 2012). 

 

Summary 

In sum, to achieve the poverty-reduction goal of the 

post-2015 developmental agenda, family-oriented 

policies for poverty and hunger reduction in devel-

oping countries and their indicators of progress re-

quire recognising the structural factors that under-

lie poverty and hunger and must aim to adopt a 

“pro-poor approach that links informality, social 

protection and empowerment”. This essentially en-

tails: 

 

 delinking social security benefits from la-

bour market status and extending coverage 

to poor families that have previously been 

excluded. 

 giving more attention to the role and poten-

tial of traditional  informal social security 

systems. 

 promoting an integrated, multi-generation 

approach to social protection that is sensi-

tive to care responsibilities 

 adoption of care-related labour market pol-

icies to enable parents – including those in 

the informal sector -- to effectively combine 

work and care 

 Ensuring that poverty and hunger reduction 

policies in developing countries have the 

concepts  of family capital and family resili-

ence as integral components.
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I. COFACE: A movement. A Vision. A Set of Value. A Network. 
 

COFACE Families Europe is a European network 

of family organizations. The Administrative 

Council and Executive Buro of COFACE, sup-

ported by its Brussels secretariat, advocates for 

families on three main levels (levels which are 

representative of the multi-level governance of 

the European Union). Firstly, the national mem-

bers of COFACE (a diverse range of family organ-

izations spanning 23 EU countries) provide ser-

vices in their respective countries and push for 

quality family-friendly national/regional policies. 

Secondly, the secretariat  

of COFACE in Brussels (consisting of 6 staff) rep-

resents the interests of its members in the EU 

political arena, and aims to build European fam-

ily-friendly policies, working in partnership with 

the European Commission, European Parlia-

ment and other key institutions in Brussels. 

Thirdly, we reconcile both EU and national levels 

by promoting transnational exchanges and inno-

vation across EU countries through various tools 

(seminars, trainings, common projects, aware-

ness-raising campaigns, and more). 

 

Working on 3 Levels: 

 

 National 

 European 

 Transnational 

 

 

 

A Movement. 
COFACE represents more than 25 million fam-
ilies in Europe, and hundreds of thousands of 
people from across Europe who collectively 
form a movement. This movement is rooted in 
a set of core values that shape our vision and 
guide our work. 
 
A Set of Values.  
Non-discrimination. Equal opportunities. Re-
spect of human rights. Empowerment. Solidar-
ity. Social inclusion. Pluralism. 
 
A Vision.  
COFACE works towards a family friendly envi-
ronment, enabling families and their members 
to benefit from sufficient financial resources, 
available quality services and adequate time 
arrangements in order to live and enjoy their 
family life in dignity and harmony. 
 
A network.  
COFACE, with its combination of European 
and national alliances of advocacy organiza-
tions, links to EU/ national/sub-national govern-
ments, partnerships with  
research institutions, and online presence 
through various social media platforms, is well 
placed to build an international Community of 
Practice to help make the SDGs a reality by 
2030. 
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II. Reflection on the Role of Civil Society Organizations in Family Policy and Achieving the 

SDGs 
 

In our two previous written statements to the UN 

Economic and Social Council (in May and Decem-

ber 2015), we  emphasized the importance and the 

cross-cutting impact of family policies on the econ-

omy, on poverty reduction, employment promotion, 

gender equality, education and health. In this sec-

tion, we briefly look at:  

1. The role of civil society organizations in the fam-

ily policy cycle.  

2. The links between the SDGs and European fam-

ily organizations like COFACE. 

 

 

The role of civil society organizations in the family 

policy cycle Karen Bogenschneider (University of 

Wisconsin) refers to a number of roles that family 

professionals can play in the policy arena, from 

generating research to developing and implement-

ing policies to engaging citizens in family policy-

making (see her article “How Policymaking Affects 

Families, and What Professionals Can Do” in “Fam-

ily Policy Matters”, 2014). COFACE’s experience 

confirms this theory - we are currently engaged in 

the five general traditional stages of the family pol-

icy cycle (both at national and European level): 
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Problem definition:  

This entails assessment of the real needs of fami-

lies, around which evidence-based policies can be 

built, and in order to create a baseline against 

which policy progress is measured. While research-

ers generally are called upon to scientifically define 

the policy challenge(s), civil society organizations 

can also fill any research gaps (either through data 

collected on theusers of their services or through 

qualitative surveys linked to the families they rep-

resent or work with). COFACE and its members are 

regularly called upon to join various research pro-

jects in order to provide this civil society perspec-

tive. 
 

 

 

 

 

Agenda-setting: 

This phase is important in terms of defining the pol-

icy priorities to address. National family policies 

across Europe tend to prioritize areas such as fi-

nancial support in the form of benefits and allow-

ances, appropriate leave policies, and appropriate 

services to support family members (childcare, el-

der-care, disability care, etc). From a European per-

spective COFACE can confirm that there are three 

main areas which must absolutely drive family pol-

icy agendas:  

R for Resources (adequate income and allow-

ances), S for Services (quality and affordable care 

services), and T for Time (flexible working time ar-

rangements to allow families to care for children 

and vulnerable family members, to reconcile work 

and family life). 
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Policy development:  

The policy development process and the policy ob-

jectives will depend on the welfare structures in 

place in different countries, on the presence of a 

political vision or not for families, on the needs of 

families, on the exact target group of the policy 

(children, parents, youth, grandparents, carers, 

etc). The policy objectives will depend on the ap-

proach taken to reach out to families (family or in-

dividual units, parent/child well-being, relation-

ships to siblings, etc), and the approach will deter-

mine the soft or hard outcome indicators used to 

measure policy progress. In some cases, civil soci-

ety organizations are considered genuine partners 

in policy development since they serve as watch-

dogs of emerging trends, they represent families or 

represent services working closely with families - 

and therefore have a valuable contribution to make 

in the policy development process.  

 

Policy implementation:  

Family organizations might wish to function outside 

of the policy arena, or they might wish to function 

within a clear policy framework. In some contexts, 

they are seen as part of family policy (as service 

providers to families, such as parental support, 

babysitting and more), or as a way to complement 

existing family policies by helping to build family  

 

 

 

support networks, provide psychological support 

and training, provide respite to family carers, pro-

vide a voice for different groups of family members 

(e.g. grandparents associations, families of people 

with disabilities and more). Civil society organiza-

tions with a firm foot in local communities will be 

perceived as a resource to harness in order to con-

tribute to successful policy implementation. 

 

Policy evaluation:  

Indicators are theoretically defined from the outset 

of a policy (see policy development) and therefore 

serve as the basic evaluation framework of a given 

family policy, as well as scientific evaluations (e.g. 

through randomized control trials) and cost-effec-

tiveness evaluations (does the policy reduce costs 

to society?). But there are also other ways of com-

plementing such indicators, namely through family 

impact assessments, qualitative surveys and focus 

group sessions with families which civil society or-

ganizations can contribute to or indeed lead on. 

Key evaluation questions to be considered are: 

does the policy support the social and economic in-

tegration of families? Does the policy successfully 

manage family support needs? Civil society organi-

zations can intervene ex-ante, mid-term or indeed 

at the end of a policy cycle in order to help define 

new problems to be addressed in a next policy 

phase. 
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The Links between the SDGs and European Family Organisations like COFACE 

 
All SDGs are relevant for families and family poli-

cies, but 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 are especially relevant in 

our eyes. Let us take a closer look at how COFACE 

is already contributing to the achievement of some 

of these SDGs in Europe. 

 

SDG 1: NO POVERTY 
 

Families in Europe are increasingly vulnerable to 

poverty in these difficult economic times (trig-

gered back in 2009). Combinations of unemploy-

ment, financial stress and cutbacks in social wel-

fare benefits are placing pressure on families. In 

2015, COFACE focused on families in vulnerable 

situations, and hosted three key events. 

 

• Through the conference on financial in-

clusion held in Madrid in May 2015, CO-

FACE explored various ways to support vul-

nerable families financially either by secur-

ing access to quality/affordable financial 

services or by providing direct services to 

families such as independent financial 

guidance, solidarity loans or social mort-

gages.  

 

• In September 2015, COFACE stimulated 

European debate on the idea of developing 

more two-generation Early-Childhood Edu-

cation and Care programmes which target 

families in need of support, providing coor-

dinated integrated services to both children 

and parents. These are perceived as im-

portant programmes for poverty preven-

tion. 

 

• COFACE organized a «Families Beyond 

Borders” event in Sofia, Bulgaria on 5-6 No-

vember 2015. The event, focused on trans-

national families, aimed at exploring chal-

lenges and consequences of what it means 

to move to a different country for better 

economic prospects, but leaving ageing  

parents and sometimes young children in 

their countries of origin. 

 

SDG 2: ZERO HUNGER 

 
Even if economic growth and employment are 

slowly picking up again, evidence in some coun-

tries shows that European households are increas-

ingly using food banks for basic food assistance. 

COFACE will take part in the launch (on 2 June 

2016) of a European stakeholder platform under 

the new Fund for European Aid to the Most De-

prived adopted in 2014 by the European Union, 

bringing its vision of how to use emergency food 

distribution to address the needs of poor families 

in a sustainable and long-lasting way.  

 

SDG 3: GOOD HEALTH AND WELL-BEING  

 
COFACE continues to closely monitor EU health and 

food policies, both of which have an impact on fam-

ilies. Helping  

a person with care needs demands considerable 

energy, and can be both physically and psychologi-

cally draining. The family carer is confronted with a 

fourfold emotional, psychological, physical and fi-

nancial strain. COFACE Disability adopted the Euro-

pean Charter for Family Carers designed as a refer-

ence tool that can be used by many organizations 

representing persons with disabilities and /or com-

plex support needs and their families (more here). 

The family is a key learning environment, and early 

childhood is when habits are learned that are apt 

to become entrenched. It is essential to provide 

children with culinary education within the family. 

We also develop practical tools for awareness-rais-

ing of families, such as the Nutri-Medias tool which 

highlights the links between advertising and chil-

dren’s food choices and family relationships - a tool 

developed in the context of the European Platform 

for Action on Diet, Physical Activity and Health (Eu-

ropean Commission – DG SANTE).

SDG 4: QUALITY EDUCATION 
 

COFACE member organizations provide a range of 

services aimed at complementing childhood edu-

cation, focusing on issues such as cyberbullying, in-

clusive education, parental support, creating a 

safer internet, preventing early school leavers. A 

concrete example is the #DeleteCyberbullying ap-

plication which we developed with the financial 

support of the European Commission. This app 

aims to take users through a quiz which will either 

redirect them to appropriate resources to address 

cyber bullying, or test their knowledge about cyber-

bullying. 
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SDG 5: GENDER EQUALITY  

 
Families in Europe are striving to reconcile work 

and family life. COFACE believes that gender equal-

ity is key to achieving reconciliation between work  

 

 

and family life, with an equal sharing of family care 

responsibilities between men and women, whereby 

men embrace more their caring roles as fathers 

and women embrace more their role and potential 

as active workers. For this reason, we decided to 

kick-start a European discussion on the role of fam-

ily policies to address SDG 5 (see below). 

  

 

III. COFACE Kick-Starts Discussion on the SDGs and Family Policy in Europe: First Conclu-

sions
 
As COFACE, we decided to take a closer look at the 

potential of Europe to achieve the SDG targets, and 

more specifically SDG5 : Gender equality. We have 

so much data now stating that when girls and 

women can make choices for themselves person-

ally and professionally, it is good for their health, 

their families’ health, and their countries’ econ-

omy. Empowering girls and women is essential to 

building strong economies, to establish more sta-

ble and just societies, and to improve quality of life 

for women, men, families and communities. 

Thanks to the efforts worldwide and in the EU to 

reduce the gender pay gap and the gender pension 

gap, we have made progress but we still have a 

long way to go. As European Commissioner Frans 

Timmermans declared: « It is unacceptable that my 

daughters still have less opportunities than my 

sons to build a career, to reach the top ». We de-

cided to host a conference in Amsterdam on 19-20 

April 2016, to gather experts from across Europe to 

discuss the role of family policies in reaching SDG5 

(Gender equality), with a focus on the gender care 

gap. Approximately 100 participants attended. We 

had a variety of perspectives on the programme. 

During our 1,5 day event we looked at: 

 

1. The origins of the SDGs in a critical perspective; 

2. The way SDGs are intrinsically linked to family 

policies; 

3. Some recent research findings; 

 

 

4. Policy pointers - time to rethink policies and 

adopt a more holistic approach; 

5. Inspiring practices from civil society organiza-

tions; 

6. The role of the European Union in achieving SDG  

 

THE ORIGINS OF THE SDGS IN A CRITICAL PER-

SPECTIVE 
 

Jan Vandemoortele, independent researcher and 

formerly with the UNDP and UNICEF, made the link 

between the former 8 Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) and the 17 Sustainable Develop-

ment Goals (SDGs). In his opinion, the targets un-

der the MDGs and SDGs are as much about the 

“striving as the achieving”, hence highlighting that 

whereas none of the MDG targets had been met 

statistically, they had still contributed to making 

significant progress in some areas. He believes 

huge progress was made in reducing poverty and 

hunger, reducing child mortality, improving mater-

nal health, and reducing some illnesses (HIV, Ma-

laria, TB). Some progress was made in relation to 

basic education and gender equality – for instance, 

virtually as many girls as boys now attend primary 

school in the world. Less progress was made how-

ever in addressing the environmental targets, 

which explains why the follow-up to the MDGs 

starts with the word “Sustainable”. Whereas the 

MDGs were a concise list of priorities, the SDGs are 

from the outset
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a conceptual framework to set a global agenda for 

development. This attempt to be holistic and com-

prehensive is to be commended, but still has inher-

ent flaws according to him. From his critical per-

spective, he asked himself just how sustainable 

are these SDGs. He drew attention to the following 

challenges: 

• The fact that just like the MDGs, the SDGs do not 

take enough into account the problem of inequality 

across the globe, and are likely to help the better 

off section of the population while leaving the 

poorer 20-30% behind. Many books have been 

published on the problematic impact of such ine-

qualities on our societies (see for instance Piketty,  

Stiglitz and other authors). 

• The fact that the targets under each of the SDGs 

are not sufficient or ambitious enough. A scientific 

review of the targets conducted in the US showed 

that only 29% of the SDG targets were adequate, 

while 54% of the targets need reworking. 

• The fact that the SDGs are intended to be univer-

sal, while in reality different geographical areas of 

the globe need to focus on priorities linked to their 

region. For instance, under SDG 2 No hunger, mal-

nutrition is not equally a priority across continents 

(especially not in North America and Western Eu-

rope). 

• The fact that some key challenges are not ad-

dressed in the SDGs, such as obesity and diabetes. 

The current development agenda ignores these 

major issues of public health, while a WHO report  

 

 

 

published this year confirms the prevalence of dia-

betes has doubled, and the number of people living 

with diabetes has quadrupled. 

 

• The fact that there are no big champions across 

the world actually demonstrating how to achieve 

the SDG targets. The European Union (EU) is not 

placing any pressure on its Member States to show 

what indicators they intend to use; for instance, in 

accordance with the implementation of SDG 1 (No 

poverty) the EU is not collecting national definitions 

of poverty to be used as a benchmark for measur-

ing progress in 2030. 

 

THE WAY SDGS ARE INTRINSICALLY LINKED TO 

FAMILY POLICIES 

 
Renata Kaczmarska, Social Affairs Officer in the UN 

Focal Point on the Family, analyzed the SDG from a 

family policy perspective. Family policies generally-

speaking have an essential role in achieving long-

term solutions to a wide range of challenges. Fam-

ily policy outcomes should include: building more 

resilient families, healthy children, access to de-

cent work, work/family balance, gender equality, 

and stronger intergenerational bonds. These ele-

ments are all part of the current sustainable devel-

opment agenda. She highlighted the contribution 

of family policies in relation to the following SDGs: 

• SDG 1: No Poverty. This is not just about income 

poverty (although clearly family and child allow-

ances help prevent reduce vulnerability to poverty). 

Poverty is considered multi-dimensional, and 

hence these different dimensions need to be ad-

dressed not least through adequate social protec-

tion systems. She made parallels between such  
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systems and family structures, which can be con-

sidered as “natural” social protection systems. 

• SDG 2: No Hunger. The aim here is to empower 

parents to meet the nutritional needs of children, 

for instance through promoting access to decent 

work and income. This is very linked to SDG 3. 

• SDG 3: Health and well-being. Health education 

is influenced by family behavior. Research shows 

that family leave policies lead to better nutrition 

and better survival of children. Policies which con-

tribute to better work-life balance are also consid-

ered fundamental to achieving this goal. 

• SDG 4: Quality education. In this regard, there 

are several areas of family policy which can help, 

not least programs promoting positive parenting, 

boosting school success and life-long learning. 

• SDG 5: Gender equality. Reference was made 

here to the important contribution of policies which  

 

 

 

address and prevent violence in families, as well as 

policies which push for recognition of unpaid care 

and domestic work. 

• SDG 10: Reducing inequalities.This is linked to 

intergenerational transfer of poverty, and linked to 

family structures which are not conducive to good 

child development (e.g. unstable family relations). 

• SDG 16: Peace, justice and strong institutions. 

There is a real need to promote and enforce non-

discriminatory laws and policies. For instance, 

there are some countries where women are not 

able to pass on their nationality to their children. 

National family law should comply with interna-

tional standards and ensure justice for all family 

members – also upholding the right of children and 

women.In conclusion: the design, development, im-

plementation and monitoring of family-oriented 

policies are considered essential to achieve sev-

eral of the 2030 SDG targets. 

   

 

SOME RECENT RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 
Some recent data presented at the conference 

demonstrates various new trends in family struc-

tures, sharing of care responsibilities, the way poli-

cies and legislation can actually shape the behav-

ior and choices of families in sharing childcare re-

sponsibilities (e.g. the introduction of the daddy 

quota in the Scandinavian countries, with a «use it 

or lose it» policy and significant income replace-

ment). Pearl Dijkstra from the Erasmus University 

of Rotterdam presented some outcomes of her 

“Lifecourse” research (the life-course perspective 

is increasingly used in policy-making namely in the 

health sphere, where it is acknowledged that what 

happens early in life influences how people’s 

health develops over time). Emerging family inter-

dependence and intergenerational solidarity 

across European countries is consistent with de-

mographic realities where we find increasing num-

bers of three- and four-generation families 

(whereby children have more grand-parents and 

even great-grandparents, which creates opportuni-

ties for interdependence). The life-course perspec-

tive acknowledges these trends, and also allows for 

a holistic approach to family needs which concern 

not only parents with young children, but also 

adults with ageing parents. There is evidence of 

similarities in needs.Data was also presented by 

Irena Kotowska (Centre for Demography, Warsaw 

School of Economics, Poland) on the impact of the 

economic and employment context on the so-

called ‘sandwich generation’ (people who care for 

both their ageing parents while supporting their 

own children). The sandwich generation is ex-

pected to work longer as a result of pension reform.
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GRAPH: Predicted probability of caring for a grandchild of a working daughter 

by level of effective leave and services 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
All the while, the demand for care is increasing with 

the agiing population, and in many countries the fam-

ily is expected to step in as an important source of 

support. Adult children respond to parents’ needs for 

support according to different factors (their employ-

ment status, normative expectations, and the coun-

try-specific care regime). These and other trends were 

flagged as areas requiring policy discussions to pre-

pare for the future. 

 

Greet Vermeylen from the European Foundation for 

the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions 

(Eurofound) in Dublin, Ireland presented some re-

cent findings from the European Working Condi-

tions Survey and qualitative research outcomes on 

themes such as company practices for workers 

with care responsibilities and different leaves (ma-

ternity, paternity, parental). The life-course ap-

proach used in their analytical framework for meas-

uring sustainability of work for women and men 

provides data on trends from the beginning to the 

end of working careers. Some of the European data 

shows that men and women have different working 

time patterns: men tend to work more than women, 

but when unpaid care is taken into account women 

work longer hours men. They engage differently in 

unpaid work (domestic work and care work) over 

the life-course: there is limited engagement in un-

paid work at the beginning of the life-course, and 

this increases with age; and when parenting starts, 

women tend to reduce their working hours but they 

increase their unpaid work. The same goes for 

men, but to a lesser ex.
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POLICY POINTERS – TIME TO RETHINK POLI-

CIES AND ADOPT A MORE HOLISTIC APPROACH 

 
Special attention was dedicated to the issue of un-

paid care and shared responsibilities within the 

household, in line with SDG target 5.4: “Recognize 

and value unpaid care and domestic work through 

the provision of public services, infrastructure and 

social protection policies and the promotion of 

shared responsibility within the household and the 

family as nationally appropriate.”Speakers high-

lighted examples of policy needs in countries like 

The Netherlands, namely through the recommen-

dations of Antia Wiersma and Eelco Wierda from 

the Atria Institute on Gender Equality and Women’s 

History e.g. highlighting that the gender pay gap is 

an issue in the country, but not in the case of 

women aged between 25 and 30 who actually earn 

more than men of the same age group. How then 

to avoid to the so-called “motherhood penalty”? 

Dutch Minister of Education, Culture and Science, 

Jet Bussemaker, confirmed that investing in 

women means investing in families – she provided 

inspiring examples linked to the “Kracht on Tour” 

campaign she organized (Dutch Empowerment 

Tour).  

The Scandinavian countries were highlighted by 

Gerda Neyer from Stockholm University (Sweden) 

as models of sustainable gender-equal societies 

with high female labor force occupation, and with 

policies which aim inter alia for gender transfor-

mation, namely striving to change the traditional 

gender roles by encouraging men to take up caring 

roles and women to take up their worker roles. 

The contradiction between policies and societal at-

titudes/structural realities was examined through 

the example of family policy-making in Estonia (by 

Hanna Vseviov from the Ministry of Social Affairs), 

where already innovative leave policies exist (e.g. 

allowing other family members to take parental 

leave). Yet the introduction of further new ele-

ments, such as greater rights for fathers to take 

leave for their family life, can be faced with attitu-

dinal and technical barriers. The generally low in-

come levels in Estonia (compared to other EU coun-

tries) mean that even if part-time work is widely ac-

cepted as a way to reconcile work and family life, it 

is simply not a popular and realistic option for work-

ing parents. 

While maintaining high-quality family policies, it 

was clear from the discussions with the confer-

ence participants that there is a need to develop 

more holistic policies which provide a mix of 

measures from paid leaves (parental, maternity, 

paternity, family, carer), to affordable childcare 

with highly qualified staff, rethinking school sys-

tems, and supporting women into employment. 

Taking family time into account in the organiza-

tion of working time increasingly seems to be the 

prerequisite for successful implementation of 

the gender equality principle. For that to happen, 

however, the concept of reconciling work and 

family life needs to be rethought in universal 

terms i.e., in terms that embrace both men’s and 

women’s wants and needs, not just those of 

women, as has too often been the case so far. 

These universal terms can only come about from 

balancing men’s and women’s needs and wants 

in terms of time for family life. 

The European Reconciliation Package (referred 

to in the conference opening speech of COFACE 

President, Annemie Drieskens, and highlighted 

by COFACE senior policy officer Paola Panzeri) is 

a unique policy document, as it covers the entire 

European Union and applies a systemic ap-

proach to the complex issue of work-life balance, 

to both its related challenges and possible solu-

tions. It is the main policy outcome of the 2014 

Year of Reconciling Work and Family Life in Eu-

rope. Over the past years COFACE observed an 

increased preoccupation of European families 

with the challenges of balancing their family life 

and work responsibilities. Increased childcare 

costs, limited places, long commutes, hectic 

schedules coupled with job-insecurities mean 

that working parents and carers are finding it in-

creasingly difficult to find long-term solutions 

that serve the interest of all family members. CO-

FACE spent the past years cataloguing the prob-

lems faced by families, and analyzing and collect-

ing inspiring practices and legal instruments at 

regional, national and EU level, as well as work-

place solutions that work for all – not only work-

ing parents with small Children. 
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The European Reconciliation Package analyses 

four main areas: 

1. Reconciling for Carers 

2. Women at Work  

3. Reconciling at the Workplace 

4. Childcare, Education and Parenting. 

 

COFACE calls on the European Commission to 

mainstream the recommendations of this Euro-

pean package through a mix of benchmarks, policy 

guidance and indicators for implementation of the 

reconciliation approach. 

 

INSPIRING PRACTICES FROM CIVIL SOCIETY 

ORGANIZATIONS 
Various services and programs to families were 

presented, as a sample of some of the innovations 

which exist in Europe: 

• Online platforms to help men express their emo-

tions better («Men’s school of love» presented by 

Anna Rotkirch of the organization Väestöliitto in 

Finland), 

• Services to support teenage mothers and fight 

discrimination through preventive campaigns in 

schools (through the eyes of Silvija Stanic from the 

organization Step by Step in Croatia), 

• Services to empower women to turn their life 

round (introduced by James-Stuart Duffin from-

Women for Women in The Czech Republic), 

• Services to help fathers embrace their family 

roles (by Marion Macleod from Children of Scotland 

in The UK), 

• Training for companies on how to develop recon-

ciliation policies in the workplace (presented by 

Asunción Iglesias of UNAF in Spain), 

• Parenting and life skills programs via companies 

(by Joyce Knappe of ProParents in The Nether-

lands). 

 

These are all services/programs provided by civil 

society organizations to complement traditional 

family polices in Europe (which usually consist of a 

mix of financial allowances and various forms of 

leave - maternity, paternity, parental, carer). Ser-

vices which are dynamic and close to citizens, to 

families. Services which test innovative ways of re-

sponding to emerging family needs. 

 

 

 

 

 

THE ROLE OF THE EUROPEAN UNION IN 

ACHIEVING SDG 5 

 
The European Union has a strong influence on the 

well-being of families living in Europe: the Euro-

pean Institutions must therefore give proper con-

sideration to the SDGs, making sure they underpin 

all EU policy and law-making in a holistic way. Ma-

nuela Geleng, representative of the European Com-

mission, highlighted the following EU policies to 

consider as an important contribution to achieving 

SDG5: 

 

European Semester 

An annual process monitoring the economies of 

the different EU countries, by issuing guidelines 

and country-specific recommendations. Including 

employment guidelines for actions to promote 

equal pay, reconciliation between work and family 

life, access to affordable quality early childhood ed-

ucation, and more. Countries report  

yearly on their intentions to implement these guide-

lines. 

 

EU funds 

European Social Fund and European Regional De-

velopment Fund - Under the European Social Fund, 

approximately 1.5 billion euros are being allocated 

under the investment priority ‘equality between 

women and men’ for programs supporting work-life 

balance, combating wage disparities between 

women and men, and promoting female entrepre-

neurship. Under the European Regional Develop-

ment Fund, funding is available to develop child-

care infrastructure. 

 

New start initiative for WorkLife balance  

This initiative will replace the proposal for a Euro-

pean Maternity Leave directive. The objective of 

this initiative  

(to be launched in 2017) is to address the obsta-

cles to women’s labor market participation 

through:  

1. Better reconciliation of work and family respon-

sibilities  

2. A more equitable use of work-life balance ar-

rangements between women and men.  

The initiative will take a broad approach, consider-

ing a complementary mix of different policies 

needed for greater work-life balance and female la-

bor market participation. 
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EU Pillar of Social Rights 

In March 2016, the European Commission put for-

ward a first, preliminary outline of what should be-

come the European Pillar of Social Rights. Once es-

tablished, the Pillar should become the reference 

framework to screen the employment and social 

performance of participating Member States, to 

drive reforms at national level and, more specifi-

cally, to serve as a compass for the renewed pro-

cess of convergence within the Euro area. The pre-

liminary outline proposed by the European Com-

mission includes “Principle 5 on gender equality 

and worklife balance”. 

Paola Panzeri, senior policy officer of COFACE, re-

sponsible for following employment and gender 

equality policies at EU level, also noted the exist-

ence of the European Commission Strategic en-

gagement (not a strategy) for Gender Equality 

2016-2019, which includes a first area of work on 

employment and work-life balance. She empha-

sized the important role of the EU in supporting 

transnational exchanges between civil society fam-

ily organisations as a way to drive innovation in a 

number of fields related to the SDGs, namely 

through support to European civil society organisa-

tions like COFACE under the EASI programme 

2014-2020. But also as a way to progressively 

build consensus between different stakeholders 

and a common European language between 28 dif-

ferent cultures/perspectives in order to enact ef-

fective and sustainable change in the EU. 

Sacha Gabizon, Executive Director of Women in Eu-

rope for a Common Future, took part in the writing 

of the SDGs. She insisted on the important next 

steps for 2016 and beyond being the development 

of indicators and methodologies, and the need for 

the EU to take the lead on monitoring and imple-

mentation of the SDG targets e.g. by testing indica-

tors on unpaid domestic and care work. Most of the 

indicators have not been defined yet, so that now 

is a good time to step up, trigger discussions and 

fund concrete projects. SDG Watch Europe brings 

together a broad coalition of stakeholders which is 

pushing the EU to include the SDGs in its Develop-

ment Agenda 2030 - it includes organisations like 

COFACE and Women in Europe for a Common Fu-

ture. However, progress is slow within this coalition. 

She believes greater leadership must come from 

the EU institutions to ensure Europe can genuinely 

contribute to the achievement of the SDG.

 

CONTACT US 

 
Join us. If you would like to join or sup-  
port our European movement, now is  
the time. Brussels welcomes you with  
open arms!         COFACE Families Europe 

 
Rue de Londres 17, 1050 Brussels  
Tel: +322.511.41.79  
Email: secretariat@coface-eu.org  
Website: coface-eu.org  
Facebook /COFACE.EU  
Twitter @COFACE_EU 
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Growing Inequality and Unequal Opportunities in Rich 
Countries 
 

Emilia Toczydlowska and Zlata Bruckauf 
Social and Economic Policy Unit, UNICEF Office of Research-Innocenti 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Inequality can have wide-ranging effects on communi-

ties, families and children. Income inequality (meas-

ured through the Gini index) was found to have an as-

sociation with higher levels of peer violence in 35 

countries (Elgar et al. 2009) and to influence the use of 

alcohol and drunkenness among 11- and 13-year olds 

(Elgar et al. 2005). On a macro level, countries with 

greater income inequality among children have 

lower levels of child well-being and higher levels of 

child poverty (Toczydlowska et al. 2016). More worry-

ing still is that growing inequality reinforces the im-

pact of socio-economic status (SES) on children’s 

outcomes, limiting social mobility. 

Concern about growing inequality features 

prominently on the current international develop-

ment agenda. Goal 10 of the Sustainable Develop-

ment Goals (SDGs) calls specifically to reduce ine-

quality within and among countries, while the con-

cept of ‘leaving no one behind’ reflects the spirit of 

greater fairness in society. But with a myriad of 

measures and definitions of inequality used in liter-

ature, the focus on children is often diluted. 

This brief contributes to this debate by presenting 

child-relevant distributional measures that reflect 

inequality of outcomes as well as opportunity for 

children in society, over time. 
 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

Three indicators are selected to examine the 

child-centred income inequality and the impact of 

family background on child outcomes: 

The first indicator, the Palma ratio – a standard 

indicator of income inequality – was adapted to 

reflect a focus on children. It measures the in-

come share of the richest 10 per cent and the 

bottom 40 per cent of the population in an in-

come distribution. To make it child-specific, the 

shares are based on the equivalized disposable 

household income of children. 

The second indicator measures the bottom-end 

relative income gap among children.The measure 

represents a gap between household income of a 

child at the median and that of a child at the 10th 

percentile – reported as a percentage of the me-

dian. It represents an overview of how well the 

world’s developed nations are living up to the 

ideal of ‘no child being left behind’. The data for 

these two indicators comes from various waves 

of European Union Statistics on Income and Liv-

ing Conditions (EU-SILC) for European Union 

countries and Iceland, Norway and Switzerland, 

and various household surveys for the remain-

ing countries1. 

The third indicator represents the impact of fam-

ily background or SES on students’ achievement 

in maths, reading and science literacy.  
 
 
 
 
1   See Appendix  1 for data sources for non EU-SILC countries 
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It is measured through the composite index of 

economic, cultural and social status (ESCS) de-

veloped by the Programme for International Stu-

dent Assessment (PISA). It includes a number of 

PISA-constructed indices such as family wealth 

or parents’ educational and occupational status2. 

The ESCS index is built on a continuous scale 

which is standardized across the OECD countries 

to have a mean of zero and a standard deviation 

of one (OECD, 2014). The results presented in 

this brief across 39 countries are based on the 

average score-point difference across students’ 

achievement in all three subjects, associated with 

a one-unit increase in the ESCS index. A higher 

value indicates a higher level of impact of socio- 

economic background on students’ perfor-

mance. 
 

 

RESULTS 

Children in the rich countries live in a world of grow-

ing inequality.The trend on both income inequality 

indicators (relative income gap and Palma ratio), 

shows a widening economic divide between chil-

dren across the whole income distribution. Since 

2008, the most disadvantaged children in the bot-

tom 10 per cent of income distribution have fallen 

further behind the median, in 23 countries3. The 

starkest increase in relative income gap between 

the poorest and the ‘average’ child (at the median) 

was registered in Estonia, Slovenia and Spain, as 

well as in Hungary and Portugal. Moreover, the 

share of income held by the richest 10 per cent in-

creased in two thirds of rich world. (see Figure 1). 

 
2   For more information see OECD, 2015 
3 The increase of more than 0.2 percentage points took place in 23 countries with 

available data. In Denmark the increase is equal to 0.1 percentage points, which is 

not seen as statistically significant.

Figure 1 - Change in relative income gap and Palma ratio among children between 2008 and 2014 
 

■ Change in Relative Income Gap  – Change in Palma Ratio 
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Note: The changes illustrate  percentage point difference between 2008 and 2014 in relative income gap and Palma ratio among children between 2008 and 2014. 

Missing countries: Chile, Croatia, Korea and Turkey. 

Source: EU-SILC various waves, and various household  surveys.
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The poorest children fall further be-

hind if the richest accumulate more 

income 

The countries where the richest top 10 per cent accu-

mulate more income than bottom 40 per cent are 

also those that allow the poorest children to fall fur-

ther behind the‘average’ child (see Figure 2). 

We find that the countries with high relative 

income gap such as Bulgaria, Israel and Mexico are 

also the ones with a high Palma ratio i.e. share of in-

come distributed unequally within society. 

In Bulgaria, the poorest children at the 10th percentile 
have around 30 per cent of the income of the ‘aver-
age’ child, while the richest 

group holds a bigger share than that of nearly half 

of all children combined. In Chile and Mexico, the 

share of income accumulated at the ‘top’ is more 

than twice the size of the share of the poorest 

40 per cent of children. In Nordic countries, income 

distribution is more equitable with income differ-

ences being much smaller among children.

 
Figure 2 - Palma ratio and relative income gap among children in 2014 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: The Palma ratio is the ratio of the income share of the top 10 per cent and the bottom 40 per cent of the population in an income 

distribution. A value of 1.0 indicates that the income of the top 10 per cent is the same as that of the bottom 40 per cent. Values above 

1.0 show that the share of the top 10 per cent is bigger, and values below 1.0 indicate that it is smaller. Values below 1.0 therefore 

suggest lower levels of inequality. 

Source: EU-SILC 2014 and various household  surveys.
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The school system can mitigate the impact of 
socio-economic background, but can equally 
exacerbate it 

Unequal accumulation and distribution of income 

can translate into a greater degree of inequality 
of opportunities. This can happen either through 

the education system or through differentiated 

ability of parents to invest in their children’s skills, 

knowledge, health and social support network. The 

family’s socio-economic background is a significant 

predictor of 15-year-old students’ achievement 

across three subjects (reading, mathematics, and 

science) in all 39 industrialized countries studied 

(Richardson et al. 2017). 
On average across OECD countries, the difference 

in academic performance explained by students’ 

socio-economic background is around 38 score 

points, which is equivalent to about one-year’s 

schooling. 

Progress over time has been mixed (see Figure 3). In 

nine education systems, the average change in the 

effect of socio-economic background measured us-

ing the PISA ESCS index weakened by more 

than two score points between 2006 and 2015. 

The educational system of the United States 

of America has made significant improvements in 

mitigating the impact of SES across the three sub-

jects between 2009 and 2015. Conversely, in twelve 

education systems, the effect of SES on school 

achievement across core subjects increased be-

tween 2006 and 2016. The highest increases in aver-

age differences in performance between students 

with different socio-economic statuses (above 5 

score points) were observed in Finland, France, the 

Republic of Korea and Sweden – the countries with 

traditionally strong academic performance, as re-

ported through PISA. 
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Figure 3 - The score-point difference in reading, mathematics and science associated with a one-unit increase in the 
ESCS index 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note: All values are statistically significant. US 2006 data are not available, as there are no data on reading. Data for Mexico are excluded due to low rates of 

enrolment. At the time of the PISA 2015 survey more than one in four Mexican students between the ages of 15-17 were out of school (26.7 per cent); children 

from the lowest income quintile make up almost half (45 per cent) of non-attendees in this age group, see UNICEF (2016). ‘Niños y niñas fuera de la Escuela en  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

The results show a consistent picture: Income ine-

quality among children is growing in rich countries. 

The more the income share is accumulated at the 

top, the more likely the poorest children are to fall 

behind, compared to ‘average’ child. The education 

systems of OECD member countries show mixed 

results in mitigating the impact of family socio-eco-

nomic background on 

students’ achievement. Tackling socio-economic 

inequalities may require a long-term political 

vision and coherent policy effort across distribution 

policies or education sector modalities. But it is 

high time that rich countries make it their policy 

priority. The SDG agenda on reducing inequality 

provides countries with an aspiration but at the 

same time makes them accountable for achieving 

a common vision of a more equal society. 
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APPENDIX 1 
Data Sources for non-EU-SILC countries: 

Australia: Household, Income and Labour Dynamics 

(HILDA). 

Canada: Canadian Income Survey (CIS). 

Chile: La Encuesta de Caracterización Socioeconómica 

Nacional (CASEN). 

Israel: Household Expenditure Survey (from Luxembourg 

Income Study). 

Japan: Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare’s 

Comprehensive Survey of Living Conditions. 

Mexico: El Módulo de Condiciones Socioeconómicas de la 

Encuesta Nacional de Ingresos y Gastos de los Hogares 

(MCS-ENIGH). 

New Zealand: Household Economic Survey for 

New Zealand (estimates taken from Perry, B (2016). 

‘Household Incomes in New Zealand: Trends in indicators 

of inequality and hardship, 1982 to 2015’. Ministry of Social 

Development, Wellington). 

Turkey: Income and Living Conditions Survey. 

USA: Current Population  Survey 2013, Annual Social and 

Economic Supplement (from Luxembourg Income Study). 

Reported 2014 data for Australia, Chile and Republic of Korea 

refer to 2015; for USA and New Zealand refer to 2013; 

and for Israel and Japan refers to 2012. Reported 2008 data 

for Canada, Israel and USA refer to 2007. Income estimates 

for Chile are based on equivalized total household income 

and are not directly comparable. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is widespread globally, with 

an estimated one-third of women aged 15 years and over ex-

periencing physical and/or sexual violence at the hands of an 

intimate partner during their lifetimes.(1)  Economic empower-

ment, or the financial standing of women, is often thought 

to protect against IPV, signalling sufficient economic auton-

omy to leave abusive situations or to prevent abuse.(2) Asset 

ownership is one measure of economic empowerment, and 

can convey substantial agency as a wealth store, especially 

for large productive assets, such as agricultural land(3) or 

home ownership.(4) 

However, women’s increased economic empowerment may 

increase the risk of IPV, if men use violence to obtain re-

sources from women, or in settings in which women’s finan-

cial autonomy may be seen to challenge customary norms, 

whereby men may use IPV to assert dominance.(5)
 

Despite the important implications of IPV reduction for pol-

icy and programming, evidence of this relationship is 

scarce. In a recent global multi-level analysis, structural 

factors such as laws and practices that promote women’s 

property ownership at the country level, protected against 

IPV.(6) Yet the association between women’s asset owner-

ship and IPV at the micro-level (i.e. at the individual 

woman/couple level) remains unclear, as findings to date 

come from geographically limited, cross-sectional studies 

with small sample sizes, which makes it hard to draw con-

clusions or to generalize findings to other settings. 

 
What do we know from studies linking women’s 
asset ownership to IPV at the micro-leve 
Panda and Agarwal (2005) were the first to show how 
women’s house and land ownership protect women  
 

 
from physical and psychological IPV in Kerala, India.(7) 

More recent studies have found similar protective asso-
ciations for at least some IPV measures and different 
types of assets: Northern India (house; physical IPV), 
Nicaragua and Tanzania (land; physical and psychologi-

cal IPV), Ecuador (financial and physical assets; physical 
IPV) and Ghana (financial and physical assets; emotional 
IPV).(8 -10) 
To learn more about this relationship, in a recent study, we 

used nationally representative data from 28 countries to ex-

plore women’s house and/or land ownership and reported 

experience of IPV in the past 12 months. To our knowledge, 

this is the first study that provides comparative results on 

this relationship across several countries. One of the study’s 

strengths is its use of population-based data, which allows 

for greater generalization of the findings. In addition, we used 

quasi-experimental methods, which go beyond estimating 

simple correlations and instead attempt to account for inher-

ent bias in the estimated relationship in an effort to 

strengthen conclusions regarding causality of the observed 

relationships. 
 

STUDY DESIGN 
Data for this analysis came from nationally representative De-
mographic and Health Surveys (DHSs), collected between 
2010 and 2014. All selected surveys included information on 
women’s experiences of IPV and asset ownership, taken from 
a new module implemented as of 2010. The sample included 
164,986 women aged 15 to 49 years from 28 countries – two 
countries from East Asia and the Pacific, one country from 
Europe and Central Asia, two countries from the Middle East 
and North Africa, three countries from Latin American and the 
Caribbean, two countries from South and Southeast Asia, and 
18 countries from Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). 
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We used 12-month measures for experience of IPV, in the 

forms of 1) physical and/or sexual violence, and 2) emotional 

violence, perpetrated by the current or last husband or part-

ner. We used indicators of individual land and house owner-

ship (combined and disaggregated) reported by each 

woman and tested associations with IPV for sole owner-

ship, joint ownership (in conjunction with anotherhousehold 

member) and combined measures. We ran multivariate pro-

bit regression models for each country, and controlled for 

demographic characteristics, including age, schooling, mari-

tal status, household size, urban residence, and region. Be-

cause women’s asset ownership is likely to be correlated 

with household wealth, we used a matching method (coars-

ened exact matching) to create weights to account for the 

confounding relationship with household wealth in the esti-

mated relationship between asset ownership and IPV 

risk.(11) 

 

RESULTS 

Prevalence of IPV and asset ownership  
Approximately 20% of women reported experiencing physi-

cal and/or sexual IPV in the past 12 months (ranging from 5% 

in Comoros to 44% in Rwanda). On average, 50% of women 

owned assets either solely or jointly (ranging from 6% in  

 

Egypt to 86% in Rwanda), and 21% owned assets solely 

only (ranging from 3% in Egypt to 67% in Comoros). On 

average across countries, more women reported owning 

houses than land. 
 
Associations between IPV and any asset 
ownership 
Figure 1 shows the overall results from associations be-

tween physical and/or sexual IPV in the prior 12 months 

and women’s asset ownership from the weighted probit 

regression models. The blue triangles denote marginal 

effects (and standard errors in bars) for any asset owner-

ship (house and/or land combined); red circles denote 

marginal effects (and standard errors) for sole asset own-

ership; and a solid fill denotes statistical significance at 

the p<0.10 or higher. Overall and by region, we did not 

find specific patterns of women’s asset ownership and 

experience of IPV. At the country level, however, women 

who owned assets (whether solely or jointly) in three 

countries (Democratic Republic of the Congo, Honduras 

and Pakistan) were less likely to report 12-month IPV 

compared to women who did not own assets in these 

countries. In contrast, those who

 

Figure 1: Percentage Point Changes in Physical or Sexual Intimate Partner Violence (or Both) in the Previous 

12 Months Associated with Women’s Asset Ownership from Weighted Probit Regressions from 28 

Demographic and Health Surveys: 2010–2014 
  
 
   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Note. DRC = Democratic Republic of the Congo. Value of marginal effect denoted by circle or triangle (with SE bounds). Solid point estimates represent 

statistical significance (at the P < .10 level). Unfilled point estimates represent insignificant relationships. Data from ever-partnered women aged 15–49 years 

from nationally representative Demographic and Health Surveys. All models adjusted for background characteristics (see Peterman et al. 2017, for further 

details). 
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owned assets in five countries (Burkina Faso, Egypt, 

Jordan, Mali and Nepal) were more likely to report ex-

perience of 12-month IPV. 

 
Sensitivity analysis 
We conducted a number of sensitivity analyses to attempt 

to unpack these initial, disparate results. However, when 

we disaggregated by asset type, examining land and 

house ownership separately, the findings showed similar 

inconclusive patterns: for example, women who owned 

land were less likely to report experience of IPV in five 

countries (Cambodia, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Tanzania and 

Zambia), but more likely to report IPV in four countries 

(Cote d’Ivoire, Dominican Republic, Egypt and the Kyrgyz 

Republic). In addition, we examined rural-only samples (as 

productive assets including land are likely to be more rele-

vant in agricultural households), samples of younger 

women (aged 15 to 24), who may have brought assets into 

marriage, and thus face different initial dynamics in part-

nerships, and samples of women who lived in communi-

ties with higher than 50% incidence of women’s asset 

ownership (who are less likely to directly challenge gen-

dered-norms around women’s property ownership, com-

pared to communities where fewer than 50% of women 

report any asset ownership). In no case did we find more 

conclusive patterns across countries. 
 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Our results suggest that the relationship between asset 

ownership and experience of IPV varies by asset type and 

setting. One conclusion is that programmes and policies 

may need to be tailored to specific contexts. Another con-

clusion is that better data and methodologies are needed 

to account for confounding factors in the observed rela-

tionship between women’s asset ownership and IPV risk. 

We recommend that future research focus on identifying 

causality in the relationship between women’s assets and 

IPV through longitudinal study designs, rather than contin-

uing to rely on cross-sectional estimates. Rigorous evalu-

ations of asset transfer programmes and panel data to 

track changes in ownership of diverse assets, asset val-

ues and gendered asset gaps, are needed to understand if 

women’s assets protect against IPV. Women’s empower-

ment has potential to play a key role in progress towards 

reducing IPV and meeting the Sustainable Development 

Goal 5.2. We hope this research will advance our global 

understanding of this potential. 
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Youth are more than four times as likely to be 

out of school as children and more than twice as 

likely to be out of school as adolescents. The 

high out-of-school rates for older cohorts can 

be explained by poverty and a variety of other 

reasons: many youth never had a chance to en- 

ter school when they were younger, upper sec- 

ondary education is often not compulsory, and 

youth have a right to employment in most 
countries [1]. The decline in out-of-school rates 
and numbers between 2000 and 2015 was ac- 
companied by a reduction in gender disparity at 
the global level. The male and female out-of- 
school rates for the lower secondary- and upper 
secondary-age populations are now nearly iden- 
tical, while the gender gap among primary-age 
children dropped from more than five percent- 
age points to less than two. 

 
 

 

A new adjusted gender parity index (GPIA) 

showed a primary          out-of-school drop from 1.31 in 2000 to a low 
of 1.11 in 2011 meaning that girls of primary 
age are still more likely to be out of school 
than boys. For the lower secondary and upper 
secondary out-of-school a change from 0.97 
and 1.03 was recorded, meaning a shared 
probability of being out of school. Neverthe-
less, while global averages show progress, 
they also mask disparities at the regional and 
country levels where girls of all ages face con-
siderable barriers to education. 
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The number of children, adolescents and 
youth who are excluded from education 
fell steadily in the decade following 2000, 
but UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) 
data show that this progress essentially 
stopped in recent years. 

 
The total number of out-of-school chil- 
dren, adolescents and youth has re- 
mained nearly the same at around 264 
million for the past three years (See fig- 
ure 1). 

 
Some 61 million, or 23% of the total, 
are children of primary school age 
(about 6 to 11 years), 62 million, or 23% 
of the total, are adolescents of lower 
secondary school age (about 12 to 14 
years), and 141 million, or 53% of the 
total, are youth of upper secondary 
school age (about 15 to 17 years) 
(herein children, adolescents and youth,  
respectively). 

 
 
 

Extracted from UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
(UIS) Policy Paper 32 / Fact Sheet 44. 
Available at: http://bit.ly/2rCOZao.

http://bit.ly/2rCOZao
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Figure 1. Out-of-school children, adolescents and youth: global status 
and trends 
[Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics database] 

 

Regional and national out-of-school figures 
 
The global out-of-school figures hide large regional differ-
ences. As in previous years, sub-Saharan Africa remains the 
region with the highest out-of-school rates for all age 
groups. Of the 61 million out-of- school children, 33 million, 
or more than half, live in sub-Saharan Africa and 11 million 
live in Central and Southern Asia. Three regions are home to 
nine out of ten out-of-school adolescents: sub-Saharan Af-
rica (26 million), Central and Southern Asia (20 million) and 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia (8.5 million). Sub-Saharan 
Africa is also the region with the highest rate of out-of-
school adolescents (36%), followed by Central and Southern 
Asia (18%), and Western and Northern Africa (15%). In all re-
gions, out-of-school rates and numbers are far higher among 
youth of upper secondary age than among younger cohorts. 
In total, 141 million youth were not in school in 2015. The 
largest proportion lives in Central and Southern Asia (69 mil-
lion), followed by sub-Saharan Africa (34 million), and East-
ern and South-eastern Asia (18 million). More than 

half of all youth are out of school in sub-Saharan Africa 
(57%), and nearly half of all youth in Central Asia and South-
ern Asia (49%). 
 
Turning to national data, more than one out of five children 
of primary age are out of school in several countries of sub-
Saharan Africa, Western and Southern Asia. The countries 
with the highest out-of-school rates include South Sudan 
(69%), Liberia (62%), Eritrea (61%), Sudan (45%), Equatorial 
Guinea (43%), and Djibouti (43%). The United States is one 
of the rare countries in Northern America and Europe with a 
relatively high rate of out-of-school children (5.5%), but the 

majority of these children are being home- schooled (Redford et 
al., 2017). 
 
There are six countries with very large out-of-school population: 
Nigeria (8.7 million), Pakistan (5.6 million), India (2.9 million), 
Sudan (2.7 million), Indonesia (2.6 million) and Ethiopia (2.2 mil-
lion). But, it is important to keep in mind that not all out-of-
school children are permanently excluded from education. Glob-
ally, 28%, or 17 million, of all out-of-school children have never 
attended school and will probably never start. About 38% of all 
out-of-school children attended school in the past but did not 
continue their education, and 34% are likely to enter school late 
and will be over-age for their grade (UIS). One out of three out-
of-school children in sub-Saharan Africa, Western Asia and 
Northern Africa and one out of four in Central and Southern Asia 
will probably never receive any formal education. In Oceania, 
Latin America and the Caribbean, most out-of-school children 
will start school late. In Central and Southern Asia more than 
one in every two out-of-school children started primary school 
but did not make it to the last grade. 

 
Implementing a family perspective in legislation is important 
due to the classification of out-of-school children by past and 
possible future school attendance. To be effective, policies 
must be tailored to address the different situations facing out-
of-school children and their families. If the majority of out-of-
school children in a country attended but left school, interven- 
tions should focus on reducing the dropout rate by developing 
preventive measures with parents and care- givers at home. 
For children who are likely to attend in the future, the goal is 
to ensure earlier entry into the education system that is mainly 
ensured by their families. The most challenging group of out-
of-school children are those who are unlikely ever to attend 
school, often because of a perpetuating cycle of lack of educa-
tion and poverty that their families share. 
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Poverty and education 
 
Various studies have shown a strong link at the country 
and individual level between poverty and education re-
garding both school attendance and learningoutcomes. 
The World Bank assigns countries to four groups accord-
ing to their gross national income (GNI) per capita [2]. In 
low-income countries, out-of-school rates are systemat-
ically higher than in lower-middle- income, upper-mid-
dle-income and high-income countries (see Figure 2). As 
a group, low-income countries combined have higher 
out-of-school rates than all individual SDG regions, ex-
cept for sub-Saharan Africa, which has a marginally 
higher primary out-of-school rate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Out-of-school rate by income level and age group, 2015 
[Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics database] 

 

 
Low-income and upper-middle countries are home to a 
disproportionately large share of the global out-of- 
school population such as Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, 
Nigeria and Pakistan along with Brazil and China. Low-
income countries (including Afghanistan, Burkina Faso, 

Ethiopia, Mali, Mozambique, Niger and the United Re-

public of Tanzania) account for a disproportionately 
large share of the global number of out- of-school chil-
dren, adolescents and youth. They are home to 13% of 
the world’s school-age population but 24% of the global 
population out of school. By contrast, high-income 
countries account for 11% of the global school-age pop-
ulation and only 2% of the global number of out-of-
school children, adolescents and youth. The correlation 
between national income and out-of-school rates can 
also be observed at the level of individual countries. 
 

 
Education policy and poverty reduction 

 
Education is key to the development of individuals, families, 

communities and societies. However, there are about 264 
million children, adolescents and youth out-of-school in the 
world, with those in low-income countries far less likely to 
enroll than those in middle- and high-income ones. Comple-
tion rates are even lower than enrolment rates. For example, 
in low-income countries, while 62% of adolescents were en- 
rolled in 2015, only 27% of them finished lower secondary ed-
ucation in the period 2008–2014 [3]. 

 
Several studies have demonstrated that low levels of edu-
cation and poor skill acquisition hamper economic growth, 
which in turn slows down poverty reduction. Poverty is de-
fined in two ways. First, it is increasingly recognized as a 
multi-dimensional concept, and the lack of education is it-
self a dimension of poverty. Second, it is defined tradition-
ally with reference to the monetary dimension, i.e. income 
or consumption. 

 
New evidence, based on the average effects of education 
on growth and poverty reduction over the period 1965–
2010 in developing countries, suggests that increasing the 
years of schooling among adults (15 years old and over) 
by two years would help to lift nearly 60 million people out 
of poverty. Achieving universal primary and secondary at-
tainment in the adult population would help to lift more 
than 420 million out of poverty (See Figure 12). The ef- 
fects would be particularly large in sub-Saharan Africa and 
Southern Asia, where almost two-thirds of the reduction 
are expected. 

 
Three distinct channels link growth, inequality and poverty. 

First, economic growth is a major determinant of poverty 
reduction, although the same rate of growth can have dif-

ferent poverty impacts [4]. Households increase their likeli-

hood of escaping poverty when growth increases their in-

come through employment, transfers and the returns on 
their assets. Of those, employment creation has proven to 
be the most effective in pro-poor growth [5]. Second, in the 
short term, a more equal distribution of income means that 
the same growth rate will have a stronger impact on poverty 
reduction. The income of the poor will grow faster if there 
are complementary policies that redistribute income to re- 
duce inequality [6]. 

 
Third, in the long term, there is the mutual interaction be-
tween growth and inequality. Historically, there was a per-
ception that growth increases inequality at the early stages 
of development but then reduces inequality later on.  
What has been gaining more ground is the belief that a 
more equal distribution of income will lead to faster eco-
nomic growth [7]. This includes the establishment of fair 
and robust institutions, which protect the rights of the 
poor. Education contributes to these growth, equality and  
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poverty reduction interactions in two main ways: edu-
cation provides people with knowledge and skills and, 
if it expands along an equitable path, reduces income 
inequalities. 

 

Effect on growth, inequality and poverty 

 
Different policy levers targeting access and inclusion as di-
mensions of education quality have distinct effects on the 
effectiveness of the channels linking education with 
growth, inequality and poverty. The extent to which edu-
cation policies reach and integrate poor people is key for 
leveraging poverty reduction through economic growth. 

 
Figure 3. Estimated effect of universal secondary education com-
pletion on poverty headcount 
[Source: Global Education Monitoring Report team estimates 
(2017)] 

 

 
It is mainly the poor who miss out on schooling. Estimates 
from the World Inequality Database on Education suggest 
that, in lower-middle-income countries, children from the 
poorest 20% are eight times as likely to be out of school as 
children from the richest 20% [8]. The direct costs of educa-
tion to families are crucial in this respect and need to be 
eliminated. In South Africa, fees were abolished in the poor-
est 40% of schools. An evaluation found that this increased 
enrolment in grades 8 to 10 by more than three percentage 
points in the poorest 20% of schools, despite the fact that 
the fees amounted to only about 1.5% of household income 

[9]. Examples such as, Andhra Pradesh (India) with the 
Midday Meals Scheme contribute to reduce the effects of 
severe drought on height and weight loss while increasing  
 
 
 
 

 
 
learning achievement in mathematics and reading by 9% and 
18%, respectively [10]. 

 
Reducing the indirect cost of education to families is also criti-
cal, including through cash transfers to families, scholarships 
and incentives to students. A meta-analysis of 42 impact eval-
uation studies for 19 conditional cash transfer programmes in 
15 countries showed that attendance increased by 2.5% in pri-
mary schools and by 8% in secondary schools. These pro- 
grammes have a stronger impact when they are combined 
with grants, infrastructure or other resources for schools, as in 
the ‘Oportunidades’ programme in Mexico or ‘Bono de Desar-
rollo Humano’ programme in Ecuador [11]. 

 
Some complementary health interventions are also necessary 
to ensure children do not lose school time due to illness. The na-
tional school-based deworming programme in Kenya, which 
began in 2008, not only increased school attendance at the 
time of its implementation but, 10 years after the treatment, 
women are still 25% more likely to have attended secondary 
school, halving the gender gap [12]. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Far too many children, adolescents and youth are still out of 
school for multiple reasons relating to their living conditions, fi-
nancial constraints, family situation and social adversities. Edu-
cation can play a transformative role to help them escape pov-
erty, but education policies need to do far more to improve ac-
cess and inclusion. 

 
While it is very challenging to bring out-of-school youth back 
into education, there is also a disquieting slowdown in the pace 
at which the world’s children and adolescents are being inte-
grated into national education systems. The global primary out-
of-school rate has remained stubbornly at 9% for eight years in 
a row. As education and poverty are dynamic phenomena with 
strong inter-generational effects, failure to act now jeopardizes 
the future of several generations. Global poverty could be more 
than halved almost within a generation if all adults completed 
secondary school. 
 
It may be the time to focus on a better environment for chil-
dren, adolescents and youth educational process. There is a 
need to address these challenges from a family perspective 
while developing policies. A family perspective not only fosters 
scholarization but also promotes a completition of studies. Fo-
cusing on families and especially in the parents and their educa-
tion, the children, adolescents and youth are raised in a sup-
portive environment to increase their capacity and confidence 
[13]. 
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MMM ACTIVITIES TO PROMOTE  
  MOTHERS’ RIGHTS 
 
 

MMM submits two oral statements at 36th 

Session of UN Human Rights Council 

 

Every child has the right to thrive, and every 

mother has the right to see her child thrive 

In September, the MMM delegation at the UN in Ge-

neva drew attention on the particular importance of 

supporting pregnant women and mothers of very 

young children in the contexts of the refugee crisis 

and migration. Refugees experience severe stress 

usually or most often linked to poverty, violence, 

discrimination, insecurity, anxiety and cultural 

shock. The challenges are even bigger for pregnant 

women who must face giving birth in a refugee 

camp, and for mothers with infants or very young 

children.  

 

It is well established that such stress can have par-

ticularly detrimental effects during pregnancy and 

early childhood when the developing brain of a 

child is very sensitive to environmental influences. 

 

MMM called on States and policy makers to pay spe-

cial attention to migrant and refugee mothers, 

mainly  

 to ensure safe and community spaces for them 

and their children, with access to adequate 

healthcare, and 

 to support them in their parenting role through 

targeted interventions, and facilitate the 

healthy physical, emotional and cognitive de-

velopment of their children.  

 

Read the MMM Oral Statement Right to Thrive: 

HRC36. 

 

In another oral statement complementing the re-

port of the Special Rapporteur on toxic waste, Make 

Mothers Matter underscored the intergenerational 

dimension of exposure to toxic substances, which 

severely jeopardize a child’s development to their 

full potential, their education and their ability to 

contribute to society later in life. In addition to  

 

 

health costs, this translates into future social and 

economic costs, not only for them but also for fam-

ilies and society as a whole.  

 

MMM emphasized the need to consider the role of 

mothers and other caregivers as key actors in pre-

vention and mitigation strategies, and called on 

Member States  

 to adopt a human rights-based approach in the 

enactment and enforcement of laws and poli-

cies to regulate toxic substances, prioritizing 

the protection of mothers and children, and  

 to inform and educate mothers and other care-

givers on how a polluted environment can af-

fect their children, even in the womb already, 

and how to mitigate the effects of exposure to 

toxic substances.  

Joint Statement on the International Day on the 

Elimination of Violence against Women  

On 25th November, La Goccia Magica, CiaoLapo, 

the Italian Obstetric Violence Observatory, and 

Make Mothers Matter made a joint statement spot-

lighting the need to promote respectful maternity 

care in full compliance with the WHO statement. 

MMM urged Governments to eliminate all forms of 

obstetric violence, institutional and against 

women, according to article 12 of the CEDAW Con-

vention. 

 

Many women across the globe still experience dis-

respectful, abusive or neglectful treatment during 

pregnancy, childbirth and postpartum care. Women 

in vulnerable situations are particularly likely to ex-

perience disrespectful and abusive treatments. 

Although, in some countries (Venezuela, Argentina, 

Mexico, Chile, Brazil) laws are in place to eliminate 

obstetric violence, in the rest of the world the phe-

https://www.mouvement-mondial-des-meres.org/ficdoc/1709_HRC36_Oral_Statement.pdf
https://www.mouvement-mondial-des-meres.org/ficdoc/1709_HRC36_Oral_Statement.pdf
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nomenon is not even acknowledged. It is almost im-

possible for women to report it, as it is considered 

“normal”, both in medical as well as in legal con-

texts. 

The first Italian survey conducted by the Doxa Insti-

tute in September 2017 and commissioned by na-

tional civil society associations of mothers, found 

that one in three Italian women felt excluded from 

fundamental choices related to her childbirth. 

 

Finally, MMM launched a 16-day campaign until In-

ternational Human Rights Day on 10th December 

2017 to end obstetric violence around the world 

using hashtags: #obstetricviolence and #orangeth-

eworld.  

 

Because every woman has the right to the highest 

attainable standard of health, including the right to 

dignified, respectful health care throughout preg-

nancy and childbirth, as well as the right to be free 

from violence and discrimination. 

 

Access the full statement here: Joint Statement 

against Obstetric Violence 25 November 2017. 

MMM Statement on Universal Children’s Day: 

Over 30,000 stateless children in Daesh deserve 

a future 

On 20th November, MMM and the mothers it rep-

resents all over the world urged the governments 

of 25 countries where mothers cannot pass their 

nationality to their children to change their legisla-

tion. It is time to end child statelessness by regis-

tering all births to ensure equal rights to all chil-

dren. 

 

31,000 women who were pregnant under Daesh 

are now mothers to children who find themselves 

without valid documents and on the brink of state-

lessness. UNHCR reports that already 130,000 

persons are stateless in Iraq, specifying that the 

most vulnerable are the children of Iraqi mothers 

and non-national fathers. 

 

Therefore, in accordance with Article 7 of the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child on birth reg-

istration, MMM urged the Iraqi government to reg-

ister the births of this new generation of stateless 

children in order to eliminate the institutional vio-

lence and discrimination. 

Access the full statement: MMM Stateless Decla-

ration 20 November 2017.pdf. 

MMM delegation at UN High-level Forum on the 

Culture of Peace in New York 

On 7 September 2017, the MMM delegation at 

the UN in New York attended the High-level Forum 

on the Culture of Peace at the UN General Assem-

bly, which emphasized the importance of educa-

tion and early childhood development in building a 

culture of peace, and of investing in inclusion and 

cohesion, so that diversity is seen as a benefit and 

not as a threat. 

 

Various statements reflect the key role mothers al-

ready play as the principal providers of early child-

hood care and education, being at the forefront of 

transmitting the essential values and skills of a cul-

ture of peace to the next generation.  

From the perspective of Make Mothers Matter, in-

formal peace education mothers deliver in the 

household needs further formal recognition and 

support.  

Mothers: Pillars of Social Entrepreneurship and 

Peace-Builders 

On 22nd November, Pauline Ambrogi representa-

tive of MMM to UNESCO, was invited as a speaker 

at an international conference organized by ASO-

DAMAS from Colombia (Association of First Ladies), 

a new member of MMM. The meeting was dedi-

cated to social management, entrepreneurship 

and peace and brought together decision makers, 

civil society and companies to discuss how female 

entrepreneurship was key to building sustainable 

peace in Colombia.  

 

In its presentation “Mothers: Pillars of Social Entre-

preneurship and Peace-builders”, MMM high-

lighted the ways in which mothers already act as 

social entrepreneurs playing an essential role as 

economic pillars of their families and societies, as 

well as agents of change promoting peace, security 

and reconciliation. 

 

Several examples of successful local initiatives 

across the world illustrated how both social entre-

preneurship and peace-building activities were 

helping mothers gain economic autonomy as well 

as self-confidence, credibility and recognition as 

leaders within their communities and benefit fami-

lies, communities and societies.  

 

http://www.mmmeurope.org/ficdoc/Statement__Obstetric_Violence_25_November.pdf
http://www.mmmeurope.org/ficdoc/Statement__Obstetric_Violence_25_November.pdf
http://www.mmmeurope.org/ficdoc/MMM_stateless_declaration_20_nov_2017.pdf
http://www.mmmeurope.org/ficdoc/MMM_stateless_declaration_20_nov_2017.pdf
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The presentation also underlined how increased 

engagement and support of fathers in the family 

was essential to share unpaid family care work by 

freeing up more time to engage in income-generat-

ing activities, among others, but also reduced vio-

lence in the family, and supported a more balanced 

emotional family life and upbringing of the children 

overall.  

 

MMM concluded its presentation with a number of 

recommendations that would promote mothers’ 

empowerment as agents of sustainable economic 

development and peace-building in society: 

 

1. Accessible and affordable infrastructures 

and public services  

2. The right of mothers to social security, edu-

cation and pension based on providing un-

paid family care work 

3. Recognition and evaluation of unpaid fam-

ily care work as a percentage of countries’ 

GDP 

4. The recognition and validation of compe-

tencies acquired by mothers to facilitate 

their return to the workplace 

5. Measures encouraging a balanced distribu-

tion of unpaid family care work between 

men and women 

MMM invited as speaker at #ECOG17 Annual 

Congress to discuss child obesity  

On 15th November, the European Childhood Obe-

sity Group (ECOG) opened its 27th annual con-

gress. More than 200 experts from over 30 coun-

tries and the most renowned research centres in 

the world gathered for three days in Rome to dis-

cuss how to prevent and treat overweight and 

obese children. Olalla Michelena, Secretary Gen-

eral of the EU Delegation of Make Mothers Matter, 

was invited as a speaker. 

 

At the congress, ECOG and MMM presented the 

project to conduct a European survey aiming at an-

alysing and understanding attitudes and behav-

iours of European mothers and families that face 

the issues of obesity and overweight on a daily ba-

sis. 

 

Mr Fabio Lavarone from the ECOG also presented 

their successful mothers’ peer-to-peer program in a 

low socio-economic status school setting in South-

ern Italy. It consists on training mothers at the 

school of their children who then mentor other 

mothers in tackling overweight and child obesity. In 

the Southern Regions, there is prevalence of 40% 

of child obesity. 

 

Obesity is a phenomenon that has reached epi-

demic proportions. According to WHO, globally 18% 

of children and adolescents (aged between 5 and 

19) are overweight or obese. It is a complex phe-

nomenon that requires a multidisciplinary ap-

proach for the definition of prevention and treat-

ment programs that are adequate and efficient. 

About Make Mother Matter – MMM 

Make Mothers Matter (MMM) is an international 

NGO created in 1947 to raise the awareness of pol-

icy makers and public opinion on the contribution of 

mothers to social, cultural and economic develop-

ment. MMM has no political or religious affiliations, 

and thus transparently voices the concerns of moth-

ers at international level with permanent MMM rep-

resentatives at the United Nations (General Consul-

tative Status), UNESCO and the European Union. 

MMM federates a network of about 40 grass-root or-

ganisations working across the world to advance the 

rights of women and children. 

 

 

Compiled by Irina Pálffy-Daun-Seiler, MMM Repre-

sentative to the United Nations in Vienna, with in-

put from Marie-Liesse Mandula, MMM Secretary 

General, and Olalla Michelena, Secretary General 

of the European Delegation of MMM.

 

 

 

Make Mothers Matter – MMM : 5 rue de l’Université 75007 Paris – Tel/Fax: +33-1-42 88 27 28  

E-mail: mmmi@makemothersmatter.org – www.makemothersmatter.org 

 

 

 

http://www.makemothersmatter.org/
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Recent and Forthcoming events 

 

 

 

 

2018 

 

January 

 14-20: Big Sandy Family Week (Big Sandy, TX, USA) 

https://familyconferences.org 

 

 February/March 

 28-02: 19th Biennial Helping Familes Change Conference (Santa Rosa, Sonoma County, CA, 

USA) 

https://helpingfamilieschange.org/ 

 

June 

 13-16: FCEI 2018 (Bad Ischl, Austria) 

http://www.fcei.at 

 

 22-24: AHCF Family Meeting (Iselin, New Jersey, USA) 

http://ahckids.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://familyconferences.org/
https://helpingfamilieschange.org/
http://www.fcei.at/
http://ahckids.org/
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