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 Drawing on a wide range of data sources, this book constructs and analyses different 

indicators of child well-being across the OECD.  

 These indicators cover six key areas: material well being; housing and environment; 

education; health and safety; risk behaviours; and quality of school life. They show that 

no one OECD country performs well in all areas and that every OECD country can do 

more to improve children’s lives. 

 How much countries are spending on children and when is also closely considered, the 

first time such a comparative exercise has been undertaken across the OECD. Additional 

chapters offer detailed examinations of countries’ policies for children under age three, 

the impact of single parenthood on children and the effect of inequalities across 

generations. The publication concludes with broad policy recommendations for improving 

child well-being. 
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 Introduction 

This publication addresses how to make children’s current and 

future lives better. It considers child well-being outcomes, compares 

public spending and policies for children, and investigates the social 

environments in which children grow across the OECD. Broad policy 

recommendations for enhancing child well-being in the OECD are 

derived. 

Countries need to pay better attention to the lives of their children 

for the sake of their economies and their societies. Child well-being is 

of considerable public interest in many OECD countries and has 

attracted much policy discussion. While each country’s child policy 

discussion has its own distinct national flavour, there is a shared 

international dimension, which makes a general consideration of child 

well-being and policies to improve it across the OECD a timely 

undertaking. 

Children have a right to well-being as children. As with other 

citizens, their current quality of life is an important end in itself. But 

because children are at the beginning of their life cycle, policy to 

enhance their well-being must have a strong future focus too. 

Governments undertake significant policy interventions, including 

spending considerable sums of money directly and indirectly on behalf 

of children. But what do they achieve? What are the appropriate 

government policies to enhance the lives of children? Answering these 

questions is the aim of this report. 

Summary  

Chapter 2 compares policy-relevant measures of child well-being 

in OECD countries across six dimensions: material well-being; housing 

and environment; education; health and safety; risk behaviours; and 

quality of school life.  

Chapter 2 finds that no one country always does well across all six 

dimensions. Turkey and Mexico rank low on all dimensions where they 

can be compared. All child well-being indicators show a good deal of 

variation between OECD countries. The greatest variation is in the 

health and safety dimension, the least is seen in risk behaviours. Where 

indicators can be compared by sex and migrant status, boys typically 

have worse outcomes than girls and non-native children have worse 

outcomes than native children. Differences in outcomes by age are 

mixed. Children smoke and drink more and exercise less with age, but 
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rates of bullying decline. 

How do interventions which aim to enhance child well-being 

compare across OECD countries? Chapter 3 explores 

how OECD countries distribute government social spending and 

transfers across the child’s life cycle. The composition of government 

spending and transfers is also examined. 

Chapter 3 shows that more is typically spent on older children than 

young children. On average across the OECD in 2003, about 

USD 126 000 is spent on average on children up to age 18. 

USD 30 000 (24%) occurs during the first third of childhood (0-

5 years), rising to USD 45 000 (36%) during the middle third (6-

11 years) and rising again to USD 51 000 (41%) during the last third 

(12-17 years inclusive). Most of the variation in spending between 

countries occurs during early childhood. This variation reflects the 

markedly different country approaches to parental leave and early 

childhood education.  

When year-by-year patterns are considered, for most countries the 

broad pattern is an “inverted U”. Social spending on children is 

comparatively low during early childhood. Spending rises to a peak in 

the early to mid-teens, and thereafter tails off. This pattern is 

particularly pronounced in the Anglophone countries. In a few 

countries, such as Finland, Iceland and Hungary, there is a more 

monotonic decline with age, with a stronger weight towards the 

younger years. This latter pattern is on account of greater spending on 

parental leave and child care. There is also low pre-natal spending on 

children in all countries. At the older end of the child life cycle, 

spending on children tails off more rapidly in some countries than 

others. Some “child” payments last well into a person’s twenties in 

Austria, Australia, Belgium, the Czech Republic, France, Germany, 

Greece, Hungary, Japan, Luxembourg, Portugal and the 

Slovak Republic. 

The ways that income transfers are distributed to the family across 

the child’s life cycle are of considerable interest. Chapter 3 also 

examines tax-benefit policies across the child life cycle for 

eight OECD countries – Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, 

Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States – and how responses 

differ according to family risk factors. Three risk dimensions are 

examined – family earned income, family structure and family size. The 

analysis reveals substantial variation in the way that these 

eight countries respond to these risk dimensions across the child life 

cycle. 

What are the different policy approaches taken by OECD countries 

to enhance child well-being during the very earliest part of the life 

cycle? Chapter 4 explores in more detail the earliest policy 

interventions for children from the pre-natal period up until about age 3, 

outlining interventions with a child well-being focus that take place for 
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mothers and children in the pre-natal, birth and post-natal periods of a 

child’s life.  

Chapter 4 demonstrates that governments implement a wide variety 

of interventions for this age group. Typically these include 

comprehensive pre- and post-natal health and development programmes 

for pregnant women and infants. In some cases, there are also more 

intensive services for higher risk situations. There are a wide range of 

welfare transfers provided during this period, including pre- and post-

natal maternal benefits and “baby bonuses”. One theme emerging from 

Chapter 4 is the need to see early life cycle interventions as a package, 

co-ordinated and integrated with other services. 

Chapter 4 finds that many OECD countries provide excessive 

amounts of universal pre-natal care. There is an argument for a greater 

evidence-based focus on services for those at-risk during pre-natal care. 

There is little evidence that expensive post-natal hospital stays in many 

OECD countries for normal births (on average, four days for more in a 

third of OECD countries) benefit children. Spending these resources 

elsewhere may do more good for children. Over-investment may also 

occur in universal post-natal care. Resources could be more focussed on 

young children at higher risk at this point of the life cycle. The evidence 

for vaccinations and other early interventions suggests that conditional 

cash transfers may have an important role to play by increasing take-up 

of universal services by those at-risk. 

Does being raised in a single-parent family cause lower child well-

being? Chapter 5 assesses whether and how the rise in single 

parenthood across the OECD is affecting child well-being. To identify 

the potential size of the impact of growing up in a single-parent family, 

a meta-analysis of a large number of studies is undertaken looking at 

different dimensions of child well-being in different countries. Results 

are compared to United States research. 

Chapter 5 shows that the cross-OECD meta-analysis suggests that 

the maximum effect of growing up in a single-parent family on 

children’s well-being is small. The highest maximum negative effects 

are found in Nordic countries, similar in size to effects shown in 

previous United States research. In most other OECD countries, the 

single-parent effect is slightly smaller on average than in the United 

States. 

A review of techniques for identifying whether observed small 

effects are in fact the result of cause-and-effect from single parenthood 

to child well-being delivers a mixed picture. The more sophisticated 

methodologies typically give a lower or no effect on child outcomes of 

being brought up by a single parent. 

Are parent’s outcomes and children’s outcomes when they become 

adults related? There is considerable current interest in the strength of 

the relationship between the well-being of parents and the well-being of 

their children when they become adults. Childhood is the time when 
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family and government investments most influence the extent to which 

the future adult earnings trajectories of children mirror those of their 

parents. Chapter 6 assesses this inter-generational inequality in terms 

of earnings and education. 

Chapter 6 focuses on the rapidly growing literature on the strength 

of the relationship between parents’ income and children’s income 

(when adults), or inter-generational inequality, from a policy 

perspective. Inter-generational inequality originates to a considerable 

extent in the family and during the earlier part of childhood. This 

literature is stronger on describing the extent of inequality than it is on 

examining the processes that cause inequality, or on indicating whether 

inequality is too high, too low or about right, which limits policy 

applicability. Nevertheless, this literature has yielded a number of 

unexpected conclusions that are at odds with the previous received 

wisdom.  

Different OECD countries have different degrees of inter-

generational inequality. Intergenerational earnings inequality is low in 

the Nordic countries, Australia and Canada. On the other hand, it is 

high in Italy, the United States and the United Kingdom where each 

new generation is more likely to find themselves in the same position in 

the earnings distribution as their parents. Within countries, if parents 

are at the top or at the bottom, mobility of their children as adults is less 

than for children whose parents find themselves in the middle of the 

earnings distribution. There is little evidence that the level of inter-

generational inequality has changed over recent years, indicating to 

policy makers if there is a problem it does not appear to be worsening. 

What are the appropriate policies to improve child well-being? The 

final chapter, Chapter 7, addresses this question by offering a range of 

policy recommendations. It synthesises the results of the previous 

chapters as well as a range of other academic and OECD work to 

address recommendations for public policy. A range of evidence-based 

recommendations to enhance child well-being are made, including 

investing early and in at-risk children, and reinforcing this investment 

throughout childhood. The report underlines the importance of 

experimenting with different interventions, of evaluating whether these 

work for children, and of trying something different if they do not. 

Chapter 7 argues that early investment in children is vital. 

Investment needs to rise during in the “Dora the Explorer” years of 

early childhood relative to the “Facebook” years of later childhood. For 

fairness and effectiveness, this investment also needs to concentrate on 

improving the lot of vulnerable children. Success generated by early 

policies for such children should not be allowed to wither on the vine. 

Investment in the vulnerable early years needs to be reinforced through 

later parts of childhood. Concentrating investment early and on the 

vulnerable is also most likely to be effective in breaking the 

dependence of children’s outcomes on those of their parents –

 inter-generational inequality – which is a widely held concern in many 
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countries.  

Interventions for children should be designed to reinforce positive 

development across the child’s life cycle and across a range of well-

being outcomes. Policy should coherently support the present and 

future well-being of children across a range of dimensions of 

well-being. 

Additionally, targets for child well-being outcomes should be 

established. Targets create positive incentives for politicians and policy 

makers to meet their stated goals. Targets need to be clear, achievable 

through policy change and attainable within the specified time period. 

Well-being targets should be well aligned with the information to be 

collected for monitoring child well-being. Children are too often 

statistically invisible. Countries need to regularly collect more high-

quality information on children’s well-being that is nationally and 

internationally comparable. As well as the set and check targets, such 

information is urgently required to regularly and independently monitor 

child well-being over time at all stages of the child life cycle. 

Governments should continuously experiment with policies and 

programmes for children, rigorously evaluate them to see whether they 

enhance child well-being, and reallocate money from programmes that 

don’t work to those that do. This evidence-driven approach ensures that 

resources allocated to children progressively enhance child well-being. 
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