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1. Original query  
 
Dear Colleagues 
 
As you may know Egypt is one of the 40+ countries that are part of the Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparities. 
Egypt has virtually completed the statistical template and is making progress on the policy template. While I really 
appreciate the set up of the study to try and make the link between statistics and policies, this may still not allow 
children and care givers to voice their perceptions and experiences. 
 
The Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparities Guide does encourage countries to do some qualitative research as 
part of the study. In Egypt we have been thinking of doing this. Even if it would only give a taste of what children and 
their caregivers have to say about child poverty, I strongly believe it would have a strong value added to the final report. 
 
But then, we are not quite sure how to do this and what the scope of such qualitative research should be.  As I 
understand, other country teams are considering incorporating this type of research into their analysis. 
 
Should it be an in-depth study, which includes field work involving individual interviews with children that could be 
claimed to be a qualitative approach to studying poverty? Or would it suffice to organize Focus Group Discussions, and 
key informants interviews, including with care givers? Or do we go for something in between by doing more intensive 
(group or individual) workshops with children and/or their care givers on their perceptions of child poverty, like was done 
for the Macedonia child poverty study? 



 
In light of the Global Study, should we focus the questions on general perceptions and coping mechanisms related to 
child poverty and disparities? Or should we be more specifically guided by some of the highlight/lowlights of the analysis 
based on the statistical and policy templates? 
 
Our country team would appreciate your experience and expertise in the following four areas:  

� What should the scope of the qualitative research be?  
� What type of research questions should be asked?  
� Which relevant methodologies exist, and would best be used for this analysis?  
� What experience have other countries had in this regard?  What were some of the interesting findings? 

 
We look forward to hearing about your own experience and research that you may have undertaken. 
 
Cheers, 
 
Dennis Arends 
UNICEF Egypt  
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
 
2. Summary of responses  
 
When debating whether to include qualitative research as part of the Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparities, the 
principles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child are brought to mind, notably the right of children to participate 
and to have their views heard. Many times reports focus on analyzing statistics that one forgets that poverty is not only 
about rates, income and expenditures but also a perception, a feeling, an emotion. Qualitative studies can provide 
strong advocacy messages that can go far in shaping the views for action on child rights and provide children with a 
voice on the issue of poverty. Quantitative methods can provide a breadth of data on child poverty that qualitative 
research can rarely achieve however while quantitative approaches have been dominant, especially in policy-making 
circles, the use of qualitative approaches has been increasing.  Qualitative research can reach greater depths of 
understanding by capturing, for example, children�s feelings, attitudes and perspectives on various aspects of their lives 
and the political-economic contexts that shape their experiences of poverty.  
 
The purpose of the qualitative research can be seen as three fold:  

1. It gives a deeper understanding to the data and policy analysis;  
2. It supplements information in areas where data is absent or incomplete  
3. It ensures child participation in the research, which is about children and for children.  

 
1. What would the scope of the qualitative research be?  
 
The purpose of the research determines the methodology, sampling approach and data management decisions. To 
establish the scope of qualitative research the key questions to ask are:  

� What do you want to find out? - e.g. the ratio of female to male schooling  
� What do you need to know to set this information in context? � e.g. historical trends in schooling, quality 

and quantity of local schools, government policy and patterns of expenditure  
� What do you need to understand to make sense of this information? � e.g. why the ratio of female to male 

schooling is high in region x and low in region y  
� Which specific policy recommendation can be provided using qualitative research? � e.g. why are children 

not going to school, is it lack of schools?  
 
Pragmatically, the scope of a qualitative study links to what one is able to or motivated to spend on this component of 
the research, and the staff and expertise you have available to carry it out. It also raises a broader question of whether 
one wants the research to be with children or about them. The answer to this will shape the research questions to 
pursue, the methods to use, and even the way the research is disseminated.  
 
The Morocco Global Study country team recognizes that if they are to carry out qualitative research it is imperative that 
the research goes in tandem with the statistical analysis findings and not regarded as a separate piece of research. 
Once the statistical template is finalized then issues that need further exploration and depth could form the basis for the 
qualitative part of the study, and the research questions can be extracted from there with a focus on those issues. Key 
success factors of qualitative research include a strong research design, as well as qualified researchers with relevant 
experience and knowledge of the in-country situation, who will read the statistical findings of the child poverty study 
carefully and make proposals on gaps in understanding child poverty.  



 
For their qualitative study the Yemen Global Study country team decided to focus on children and caregivers as the 
target populations and the scope of their study is mapping young people's experiences of growing up in family poverty, 
exploring manifestations, causes and consequences of poverty as well as coping strategies adopted to deal with the 
situation. They may also look into the impact of increased food prices and the impact this has had on children and 
households and responses to the changed circumstances, if any. For the research team that was tasked with gathering 
children�s views to be included in the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) and National Plan of Action for Children 
in Bangladesh, their emphasis was on ensuring participation of children from different socio-economic backgrounds 
and from different regions.  
 
2. What type of research questions should be asked?  
The type of research questions to be asked are determined by the scope/objective of the study.  
 
The Yemen Global Study country team developed questions that address the nature of poverty, how it is defined, 
perceived, such as: What do children & caregivers understand by poverty, what are its manifestations? What hardships 
and disadvantages do poor children face? etc. Additionally, they developed questions on coping strategies, such as: 
How do caregivers and children respond to inadequate income and other deprivations? What cultural values, practices 
and resources help deal with living in poverty? etc.  
 
UNICEF Zambia conducted qualitative research to enrich their Situation Analysis and developed questions that address 
the following dimensions:  
Well-being: What do children and women understand by well-being, and to what extent are they attaining their 
aspirations for well-being?  Is well-being chiefly about individuals, families, communities or society as a whole? etc. 
Harm and suffering: What do children and women perceive to be the greatest sources of harm and suffering?  What do 
they understand to be the causes and drivers that perpetuate these sources? etc. Coping: What do children and women 
do in response to their current situation?  What do they do to cope materially, psychologically, socially, culturally?  etc. 
Time : Do children and women think that things will change over time?  etc. Relationships to others: How do children 
and women perceive themselves with regard to others in their families, communities, cultural groups, gender and age 
groups, Zambian citizenry and Zambian leadership?  etc.  
 
The Young Lives project benefited from asking similar questions to a range of actors using both quantitative and 
qualitative methods, including children, their caregivers and various community members. For example, children are 
asked about their aspirations and expectations for the future, while their caregivers are asked what they expect and 
aspire for their children. The Young Lives project adopts a �wellbeing approach� which is less narrowly focused on 
children�s material deprivations, or what they lack, but also captures what children believe are the indicators of a �good 
life� or �bad life� in their communities (Camfield et al 2008). This approach has yielded insights into the relationship 
between wellbeing and poverty, without asking children about what it means to be poor.  
 
3. Which relevant methodologies exist, and would be used for this analysis?  
Different methods can be applied when developing qualitative research, ranging from focus groups to tracking life 
histories. Qualitative methodologies include:  



Method  Advantages  Disadvantages  
Direct Observation  Provides direct information about behavior of individuals 

and groups;  
Permits researcher to understand situation and context;  
Provides an opportunity to identify unanticipated outcomes; 
Exists in natural, unstructured and flexible setting  

Can be expensive and time consuming;  
Needs well-qualified and well-trained experts;  
May affect the behavior of participants;  
Selective perception of observer may distort data;  
Investigator has little control over the situation;  
Behavior of observed person or groups may be atypical  

In-depth interviews  Usually yields richest data, details and insights;  
Permits face-to-face contact with respondents;  
Provides the opportunity to assess the parts of the policy 
that have affected stakeholders and those that have 
changed their perceptions;  
Allows the researcher to explain or clarify questions, 
increasing the likelihood of useful responses  

Expensive and time consuming;  
Needs well-trained and qualified interviewers;  
Interviewee may distort information through recall error, 
selective perception and desire to please interviewer;  
Flexibility can result in inconsistencies across interviews;  
Volume of information gleaned may be too large  

Focus group 
discussions  

Help to understand interactions between respondents, as 
well as conflicting opinions;  
Relatively low cost, with the potential to cover a large 
number of respondents especially if they are likely to have 
similar responses;  
A good technique if it�s desirable for stakeholders to hear 
what participants have to say  

Needs well-trained and qualified interviewers;  
Group interaction can be limited or may dampen the 
responses from certain people  
Peer pressure can inhibit responses;  
Subject matter may be too sensitive;  
Not useful if a large number of issues have to be covered;  
Participants may not be geographically co-located  

Other qualitative 
methods, such as 
document studies, 
key informants, 
performance 
assessments, case 
studies  

Often easily doable, inexpensive and available locally;  
Grounded in the setting and language in which they occur;  
Relatively unobtrusive and useful for determining values, 
positions, attitudes and sequence of events;  
Talking to key informants can strengthen the relationship 
between researchers, clients, participants and other 
stakeholders  

May be inaccurate;  
May not be authentic;  
Locating these sources of information may prove to be long 
and arduous � access may be difficult;  
Informants/researchers may inject their own bias 

 
Source: United Nations Development Programme (2007) Measuring Human Development: A Primer (Adapted from the National Science Foundation 
2002)  
Young Lives  qualitative research is longitudinal in design and is tracking approximately 200 case-study children over 
the period of research (from 2001 through to 2016).  It is informed by a holistic understanding of the multiple dimensions 
of poverty and how they affect children, and they take a mixed methods approach to research. They have developed an 
approach that builds on the principles of participation, namely the fundamental belief that productive research 
relationships with children, young people and others are based on mutual respect.  Their research methodology put 
children at the centre of the research and their views are complemented by other perspectives from family members, 
peers, and important figures such as teachers. They are studied within the contexts of their daily lives (e.g. family, 
school, neighbourhood, friendships, etc.). Individual interviews with case-study children and their caregivers are 
preceded by group activities to get to know the children, understand their context, and help them feel relaxed with the 
researchers. Their approach is decidedly actor-oriented, where they are trying to understand how people exist and see 
themselves as social actors, and how in different ways they are able to participate, shape and respond to local and 
larger structural conditions. Young Lives research draws on a toolkit of multiple qualitative methods which involve 
drawing activities (e.g. �body maps�, �life course timelines�, �community maps� and �wellbeing drawings�) and in Peru, 
children were provided disposal cameras to take pictures of the things in their community that are important to them.    
 
In their qualitative research the Kosovo Global Study country team used a mix of methodologies, amongst them in-
depth interviews,  focus group discussions and a Thematic Apperception Test (TAT). TAT is a projective test and a 
widely used psychological tests. Its premise is that a person�s pattern of thoughts, attitudes, observational capacity, and 
emotional responses will be reflected in the stories they tell to an ambiguous set of pictures that portray human figures 
in a variety of settings and situations.    
UNICEF Zambia's experience in conducting qualitative research showed that methodology design is a lengthy process 
that requires experienced team leaders, although even experienced field researchers may be used to less open-ended 
research, and may well need training and orientation. In Zambia the study team developed standardized core methods 
and in all selected districts the team members went through the same procedure, for example of collecting information 
from district officials, generating a resource/vulnerability map for the district, locating two communities identified as 
vulnerable by district analysis and consensus and so forth. Additionally, they conducted some interviews with high-
income segments of the population powerful people because they were interested in analysing whether the perceptions 
that poor children and women have of themselves are similiar to what the elite think of them.  The research team 
compiled a substantial report for each community. This was informed by key infomant interviews, case studies, focus 
group discussions, and a range of PRA methods including: Transect walk reports; Village time lines ; Social maps ; 
Resource maps ; Venn diagrams ; Wealth ranking and well being ranking ; Matrices of harm and suffering ;  and 
Reflections on these with participants, asking for comparisons with neighboring villages and 'people in other parts of 
Zambia'.  
As part of their research on Young People in Changing Societies in Central and Eastern Europe and the 
Commonwealth of Independents States, UNICEF Innocenti Research Center gathered the views of young people 



through focus group discussions and individual interviews in six transition countries. Please click here for the discussion 
guidelines for their focus group discussions.  
In preparation for their qualitative research the Pacific Global Study country team placed emphasis on following 
UNICEF guidelines on ethics and the Bhutan Global Study country team stress that qualitative research with children 
should follow a child oriented approach. Images (in questionnaires), drawings, pictures is a good way of expression 
which children could feel comfortable with, and hence better express their views. In addition to meeting the objectives of 
the qualitative research, the research should also be a positive experience for children.  
4. What experience have other countries had in this regard?  What were some of the interesting findings?    
In 2003, the Christian Children�s Fund conducted child poverty studies in five countries (Kenya, Bolivia, Sierra 
Leone, India and Belarus) with a strong emphasis on qualitative research.  Not only did the study debunk a number of 
widely held myths and misconceptions about child poverty, it also greatly increased the depth of their own 
understanding of what poverty means to children. The results showed that children experience poverty not simply 
through a lack of goods and resources, but also through the interplay of social, cultural, and political factors such as 
stigmatization, humiliation, and insecurity.    
At the heart of the Kosovo country team findings is children�s clear recognition that poverty is damaging, both 
personally and socially. In one fashion or another, all of their informants�children, parents, and a variety of 
stakeholders�recognized that growing up in poverty is a strong predictor of disadvantage in educational performance 
and the creation of life goals. Persistent poverty in childhood can undermine children�s hopes and desires for a better 
future, and lead them to maintain low expectations for fear of higher ones not being fulfilled.  There was also an acute 
awareness that some minority children have experiences that dramatically contrast with those of other children. From 
the study results they have extracted few very strong quotes and are using those quotes for communication and 
advocacy purposes. The Kosovo qualitative study reaffirmed the belief that if one creates an atmosphere of trust and 
concern, children prove to be effective respondents concerning their life experiences. Further more, if one demonstrates 
that one really cares about what they have to say, children will put aside their fear and shyness and share how they feel, 
what they do, and their hopes for the future.  
The Young Lives research has shown that across all the research contexts, having strong relationships, particularly 
family relationships, is core to experiencing wellbeing or illbeing. Furthermore, children often described material 
indicators of deprivation such as irregular meals as resulting from or reflecting weak family relationships.  
 
 
 
It is important to bear in mind that quantitative and qualitative research can be complementary, a combination of the two 
often yields richer insights into child poverty. Qualitative information can help to sharpen the researcher's insights about 
findings and which results need to be emphasized. Additionally, advocacy campaigns are often more effective if they 
couple powerful statistics with human interest stories and case studies, that appeal especially to the media and the 
general public.  
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
4. Responses in Full  
 
Etona Ekole, UNICEF Yemen  
Dear Dennis  
 
The Yemen Global Study team (comprised of UNICEF staff and national partners) decided to carry out qualitative 
research to obtain children's perceptions and those of caregivers on childhood poverty. For the Yemen team it seemed 
rational that the population group, for which the study is being conducted, should also have their views included on what 
living in poverty means to them.  We, as UNICEF, should involve participating populations in all aspects of 
programming, including assessment and analysis for better quality and greater success.   Obviously, principles from the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) should also be highlighted; notably the right of the children to participate 
and to have their views heard.  In addition, we would be able to corroborate with more depth that which is presented in 
the policy and statistical templates.  I would imagine these among others would motivate the wish to include qualitative 
research in the child poverty study.  
 
To address your questions, please find below advice based on the experience of the Yemen team:  
 
1. What would the scope of the qualitative research be?  
 
The scope of the qualitative research would depend on whose perceptions are sought - Would these include children, 
their caregivers and/or service providers?  Looking at households can provide interesting material on the dynamics of 
poverty within households/families and how it impacts different individuals.  However, there are also children who are 
not to be found in conventional household settings (street children, children in institutions etc..) who may also be 
affected and need to have their voices heard.  



 
In Yemen, we decided to focus on children and caregivers as the target populations. The scope of work for Yemen 
essentially looks at:  

� Young people's experiences of growing up in family poverty, exploring manifestations, causes and 
consequences of poverty as well as coping strategies adopted to deal with the situation.  

� Obtaining understanding of current knowledge of children and caregivers of available resources, institutions and 
measures at family, local and national levels to support improvements to education, health, protection and well-
being status and in addressing vulnerability and poverty.  

� Within the context of increased food prices, it may be worth looking at what impact this has had on children and 
households and responses to the changed circumstances, if any. 

 
2. What type of research questions should be asked?  
 
Examples of research questions - could include the following:  
       
Questions that address the nature of poverty - how it is defined, perceived and felt.  

� What do children & caregivers understand by poverty, what are its manifestations?  
� What hardships and disadvantages do poor children face?  
� Can one identify who is poor and who is not in the community?  
� What particular feelings does being poor evoke?  
� How are resources distributed within households? Are there age and gender differentials in allocating 

resources?  
� Are there seasonal variations with being poor? 

 
Questions on coping strategies  

� How do caregivers and children respond to inadequate income and other deprivations?  
� What cultural values, practices and resources help deal with living in poverty?  
� What community initiatives, services and institutions exist to support people experiencing poverty?  
� Is there understanding of existing laws, policies and regulations to children them from different forms of 

deprivation? 
 
3.  Which relevant methodologies exist, and would be used for this analysis?  
Whereas the methodologies to be used here appear pretty straightforward, I would underscore the importance of taking 
time to determine the study sample. This will make all the difference with regards to credibility and potential use of the 
conclusions and findings of the study. Certainly, within the scope of the child poverty study, one is not looking for an 
exhaustive nor a representative study. Nonetheless, the challenge is to provide credible information from which policy 
and programmatic inferences can be made. In my view, being specific on the criteria adopted for selection and justifying 
this, will go a long way to supporting analysis and eventually use of study findings.  
 
Although we were sure from early on in the Yemen study that we would be using a combination of in-depth interviews 
and Focus Group Discussions with the target groups, a big challenge is the sample selection for the study. This was 
helped by examining existing documentation and fixing on some criteria and a couple of indicators to determine the 
study sites. One issue that we intend to ensure as data collection progresses is the possibility to analyze at the same 
time, in order to ensure the depth of responses.  
 
We are currently in the difficult process of identifying national consultants who have experience in interviewing children. 
Sampling methods will be decided upon once the consultants are on board, but it will take into consideration the 
geographical divide of the country, as well as urban/rural settings. We will be looking at poverty rates to select eligible 
households, and regions with higher proportion of households living in poverty will receive priority. Additionally, 
education indicators and child labour/trafficking statistics will serve to identify the sample sites and population.  
 
4. What experience have other countries had in this regard?  What were some of the interesting findings?  
I think there is now quite interesting work being done with children and populations to assess poverty, though much of 
what has been done so far has been on income poverty with the World Bank supported poverty assessments. The 
Young Lives project provides interesting experiences from around the world. I am sure different countries have 
particular issues to share on how such assessments with children were carried out and findings from these on childhood 
poverty.  
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Lulzim CELA, UNICEF Kosovo office  



 
Dear Dennis  
 
I am definitely in favor of involving qualitative research methods in understanding the real face of poverty, particularly in 
the context of carrying out the Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparities. Many times we get so involved in 
analyzing statistics that we forget that poverty is not only about rates, income and expenditure but also a perception, a 
feeling, an emotion. The Kosovo child poverty study team carried out qualitative research in collaboration with Save the 
Children in Kosovo. The objectives of the qualitative study were two-fold, the first was to examine how poverty is viewed 
and experienced by children 6 to 18 years of age, while the second was to explore the survival strategies and forms of 
resilience that are used by children and youth in coping with poverty.  
 
Below is some advice based on our experience:  
 
- What should be the scope of qualitative research?  

� Poverty aspects awareness, associated with the child�s age  
� The effects of poverty in life plans and dreams of the child  
� External influences on the welfare of the child  
� Relationships within family due to lack of money/lack of parental employment 

 
- Following is a list of some of our research questions:  

� How do girls and boys perceive poverty?  
� What do children see as the causes of poverty?    
� How does poverty affect their education, health and survival; their access to services?  
� To what extent do access poor children family care, recreation and leisure time?  
� To what extent are children aware of household income decisions/trade offs?  
� What are their personal and social resources that help them to cope with difficult life situations?  
� How do children�s perceptions of poverty/material deprivation differ from adults?  
� What effect, if any, do children and parents perceive the size of the household to have on poverty/material 

welfare?  
� Do children see a link between education, unemployment and poverty?  
� What effect does poverty have on risky behaviors?  
� Are children and parents aware of the long-term impact of Poverty and its multi-generational aspects?  

   
- Methodology  
The study methodology was designed and managed by Dr. Leslie Y. Rabkin, a US psychologist and a team of two PhD 
students.  The methodology chosen was focus group discussions and a Thematic Apperception Test  (TAT) which is a 
projective test, and is one of the most widely used psychological tests. Its premise is that a person�s pattern of thoughts, 
attitudes, observational capacity, and emotional responses will be reflected in the stories they tell to an ambiguous set 
of pictures that portray human figures in a variety of settings and situations.    
 
We identified target populations of children grouped in ages from 6-9, 10-13, and 14-18 in each of four Kosovan 
municipalities. These subjects, it was hoped, were to include Albanian, Serbian, and minority communities. Finally, there 
was one group of parents or family members who are substitute parents representing different age groups from each 
municipality.  
 
In total, there were 88 respondents, 55 children and 33 adults who participated in the study. We interviewed as many 
children as could be identified by community liaisons in a short period of time (October-November, 2007). Stakeholders, 
including parents, NGO representatives, school personnel and government officials were also interviewed for their point 
of view. About 5% of the children included might be considered �better-off� economically because they had shoes and 
clothes to wear to school and talked about other children as needy. This was to have some view of how �better-off� 
children see the issue through their eyes and experience at school.  
 
- Findings and how to use them  
Findings of the TAT test were extremely interesting, an example of a TAT test we used was a picture that shows a little 
boy sitting on the doorstep of a log cabin, and the interviewer asked the children: I want you to tell a story about this 
picture, a story with a beginning, middle and an end; what you think is happening, what happened before and how it is 
going to end; what the person is thinking, feeling and doing? One response was the following:  
  
�The boy is thinking about going to school. He is thinking to go or not. Someone should buy him books. He feels good 
about going to school, but there is no one to buy him shoes. He�s thinking how to go to school without a bag, 
barefooted�how to go to school without proper clothes. He wants to go to school, but he doesn�t have the right things.� 



The respondent, a 10 year old girl, had recently left school, and was asked about how she felt about this. She said it 
was 4 or 5 days since she left school because her mother was ill with a headache, and that her older sister was doing 
the work at home and there was no one else to help her. �I stopped going to school so I could look after my younger 
brothers and sister; four brothers and 1 little sister. I will go back to school because my teacher told me to.�  
At the heart of our findings about the issue of poverty held by children in various areas of Kosovo is their clear 
recognition that poverty is damaging, both personally and socially. In one fashion or another, all of our informants�
children, parents, and a variety of stakeholders�recognized that growing up in poverty is a strong predictor of 
disadvantage in educational performance and the creation of life goals. Persistent poverty in childhood can undermine 
children�s hopes and desires for a better future, and lead them to maintain low expectations for fear of higher ones not 
being fulfilled.  There is also an acute awareness that some minority children have experiences that dramatically 
contrast with those of other children. Some minority children are more likely to experience a lack of control over their 
learning because of such matters as school requirements of expensive textbooks and the wearing of appropriate 
clothing.  
From the study results we have extracted few very strong quotes, and we at UNICEF Kosovo are using those quotes for 
communication and advocacy purposes, amongst the quotes is:  
Sometimes poor children don�t know how to write while the rich ones know how to write. Children who don�t know how 
to write are yelled at by the teacher. The teacher beats them with a stick. There are cases when the teacher throws 
pupils out of class when they did not know how to write, and tells them not to come back without their parents (9 year 
old Ashkali boy).  
 
This study reaffirmed our belief that if one creates an atmosphere of trust and concern, children prove to be first-class 
reporters concerning their life experiences. Further more, if you demonstrate that you really care about what they have 
to say, children will put aside fear and shyness and share with you how they feel, what they do, and their hopes for the 
future.  
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Jo Boyden, Young Lives  
 
Dear Dennis  
 
Thanks for this stimulating post, which is a great way to start the Child Poverty online community. Please find below our 
reflections on your questions.  
 
With best wishes, Jo  
 
Jo Boyden, Director, Young Lives  
 
Should it be an in-depth study, which includes field work involving individual interviews with children, or would it suffice 
to organize Focus Group Discussions, and key informants interviews, including with care givers?  
 
The initial question on the scope of the proposed qualitative study relates so closely to what you want to know and from 
whom that it�s perhaps better to return to it at the end of this post. More pragmatically, it links to what you are able to or 
motivated to spend on this component of the research, and the staff and expertise you have available to carry it out. It 
also raises a broader question of whether you want your research to be with children or about them. The answer to this 
will shape the research questions you pursue, the methods you use, and even the way the research is disseminated, as 
we explain below, drawing on own experience in Young Lives (www.younglives.org.uk).  
 
Like the Young Lives survey research (n=12,000 children, across four countries), Young Lives qualitative research is 
longitudinal in design and is tracking approximately 200 case-study children over the period of research (through to 
2016).  It is informed by a holistic understanding of the multiple dimensions of poverty and how they affect children, and 
we therefore take a mixed methods approach to research (e.g., Boyden and Ennew 1997; Johnston 2008; Crivello et al 
2009). The qualitative research draws on a toolkit of multiple qualitative methods that complement each other and relate 
to our broad research questions.  With the age groups of children we worked with in the first round of qualitative 
fieldwork (aged 6/7 and 12/13) various creative methods were successful in encouraging children�s participation and 
discussion.  These involved drawing activities (e.g. �body maps�, �life course timelines�, �community maps� and �wellbeing 
drawings�) and in Peru, children were provided disposal cameras to take pictures of the things in their community that 
are important to them.  Any visual outputs in the form of photos, drawings, and maps were focal points for conversations 
with children about the research themes. These conversations were often audio-recorded and detailed notes taken to 
aid in transcription, recognising that respecting diversity requires that different opinions and contestation between 
children and within groups be documented as fully as possible.  
 
To respond to your specific questions in turn:    



 
What should the scope of the qualitative research be?  
This depends on whether your purpose is primarily data collection or also disseminating and validating your findings, for 
example, through participatory fora where parents, children, local officials and other stakeholders discuss your results in 
terms of their own experiences and highlight potential interventions.  
You�ll need to ask yourselves whether the evidence from this research is for planning interventions or doing a situation 
analysis, and how important it is that the findings are seen to arise from 'credible� research.  These kinds of issues will 
affect methodology, methods, sampling approach and data management decisions. Interview-based methods may yield 
rich data, but also require a lot of time for transcription, coding and analysis which should be factored in to project 
timelines. PRA-type methods, on the other hand, generate more limited amounts of data but can be much quicker to 
analyze, especially when this is done on the spot with research participants.  
The key questions to ask are:  

• What do you want to find out - e.g. the ratio of female to male schooling  
• What do you need to know to set this information in context � e.g. historical trends in schooling, quality and 

quantity of local schools, govt. policy and patterns of expenditure  
 
And, finally (and this is where qualitative research can really help):  

• What do you need to understand to make sense of this information � e.g. why the ratio of female to male 
schooling is high in region x and low in region y;  

• Why it differs within regions according to, for example, socio-economic status;  
• What girls and boys expect and experience from school attendance and how this relates to their caregivers� 

expectations and experiences; and  
• How processes at the household level operate to determine who is able to attend  

 
At this stage you will presumably have patterns identified in the statistical tables that you would like to explore in depth, 
or questions raised by the subsequent statistical analyses, that would benefit from in-depth qualitative research or a 
sub-study using mixed methods (for example, exploring what lies behind persistent disparities at the individual or 
community levels). As your previous analyses have illustrated, survey methods can provide a breadth of data on child 
poverty that qualitative research can rarely achieve.  But qualitative research can reach greater depths of understanding 
by capturing, for example, children�s feelings, attitudes and perspectives on various aspects of their lives and the 
political-economic contexts that shape their experiences of poverty.    
 
What type of research questions should be asked?  
 
Judging by the ToR, your initial aim is to establish the extent and nature of family poverty in Egypt and map its effects 
on children�s health, education, and security, which can be done by reviewing national datasets and more specific 
studies. A panel dataset such as Young Lives would be helpful to look at differential experiences of deprivation over 
time, but failing that some additional work can be done using qualitative methods such as timelines and life histories to 
incorporate a temporal dimension.  
 
Whether you are using quant, qual or mixed methods, research questions need to be as specific as possible and 
answerable with the data and methods you have available. For example, if you are exploring how people understand a 
particular experience such as going to the clinic and trying to get a sense of the factors that might discourage them from 
going in the future, open-ended, collective and activity-based qualitative methods work well. If you just want to know 
how many people go to the clinic and what they are being prescribed, then a survey or even access to clinic records 
may suffice. The initial data review and statistical analysis will have enabled you to narrow the focus of your questions 
(e.g. from �What other factors might be at work behind deterioration or improvement in outcomes?� (Seminar, March 
2008) to �What are the factors behind deterioration or improvement in x outcome for x group in x community, and how 
do these interact to produce these effects?) It may also have thrown up some entirely new ones.  
Which relevant methodologies exist and would best be used for this analysis?  
 
There are several complementary research approaches that could be developed for studying child poverty.  Young 
Lives firmly believes that the participation of children and young people in research about their lives is essential.  This 
can take the form of participatory research where children and young people can be involved in all stages of planning, 
data collection, analysis and dissemination. Long-term ethnographic research in children�s communities can also yield 
rich and detailed information about their contexts and the diversity of childhood in contexts of poverty.  However, few 
projects have the amount of time and resources required for this degree of field work, and both ethnographic and 
participatory research (in the sense described above) require specific (often costly) skills.    
 
Despite these limitations, Young Lives have developed an approach that builds on the principles of participation, namely 
the fundamental belief that productive research relationships with children, young people and others are based on 



mutual respect.  This involved lead researchers across the countries and in Oxford collectively agreeing a common 
methodology and toolkit of methods; these were subsequently adapted country teams for use in local contexts. To 
ensure parity across the country teams we use semi-structured protocols to guide group work discussions and activities. 
However, we also emphasise less-formal methods for capturing children�s daily lives and experiences of poverty.  This 
includes field notes based on participant-observation and using the methods flexibly to fit into participant�s schedules, 
interests and capacities.  
 
We describe Young Lives qualitative research as:  

� Child-focused and participatory  
� Longitudinal  
� Multi-actor  
� Mixed and multi-method  
� Sensitive to difference, context, agency and interdependencies  
� Flexible and reflexive  
� Ethically sound 

 
Children are at the centre of the research and their views are complemented by other perspectives from family 
members, peers, and important figures such as teachers. They are studied within the contexts of their daily lives (e.g. 
family, school, neighbourhood, friendships, etc.).  Individual interviews with case-study children and their caregivers are 
preceded by group activities to get to know the children, understand their context, and help them feel relaxed with the 
researchers.  
 
The research benefits from asking similar questions to a range of actors using both quantitative and qualitative 
methods, including children, their caregivers and various community members.  For example, children are asked about 
their aspirations and expectations for the future, while their caregivers are asked what they expect and aspire for their 
children.  This intergenerational perspective may be especially important in resource-poor communities where family 
interdependencies may be stronger and where decisions about children�s lives (e.g. about school or work) are rarely 
made in isolation.  We recognize that adults� and children�s opinions may differ and that the former can rarely speak on 
behalf of the latter.    
 
We also acknowledge the potential ethical difficulties in researching poverty with �poor� children.  From initial stages of 
planning the qualitative research we committed to using a wellbeing/illbeing lens as an entry point to understanding 
children�s experiences of poverty. A �wellbeing approach� is less narrowly focused on children�s material deprivations, or 
what they lack, and also captures what children believe are the indicators of a �good life� or �bad life� in their communities 
(Camfield et al 2008). This approach has yielded insights into the relationship between wellbeing and poverty, without 
asking children about what it means to be poor. Across all the research contexts, having strong relationships, 
particularly family relationships, is core to experiencing wellbeing or illbeing. Furthermore, children often described 
material indicators of deprivation such as irregular meals as resulting from or reflecting weak family relationships. 
Taking a more open-ended approach enabled us to challenge widespread assumptions about the reasons why poor 
families �send� children to work, and understand how frequently children take the initiative (for example, to buy school 
materials) and value the work they do because it contributes to family welfare and makes them proud.    
 
What experience have other countries had in this regard? What were some of the interesting findings?  
 
Local research contexts are shaped by specific gender and age hierarchies which may inform the selection of 
appropriate methods for studying child poverty and how they are implemented. For example, are children frequently 
asked for their opinions by strangers? Have they ever filled out a survey, drawn their home or family, or used a camera?  
Is it appropriate to ask a 45 year old Ethiopian fieldworker to physically �get at the same level with children� to show 
them they are his �equal�, when everyone knows they are not?  Information is not �collected� in a vacuum; it is generated 
with the cooperation of real people who live and are positioned within specific contexts that shape the research 
experience.  Given the diversity of childhoods across and within countries, the mixed toolkit used by Young Lives 
worked well and we would be happy to provide support and guidance on its use in other contexts.  Please contact Gina 
Crivello (gina.crivello@qeh.ox.ac.uk) or Laura Camfield (laura.camfield@qeh.ox.ac.uk) for further information.  
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Charlotte Harland, UNICEF Zambia  
 
Dear all  
 
The question of qualitative research in the analysis of child poverty is interesting.  In Zambia, we have recently 
supported a significant qualitative research study as one of the six components of our 2008 Situation Analysis (SitAn). 



Although we are still at the stage of ploughing through draft reports, looking for an overall analysis, it is clear that the 
insights from the qualitative research component will provide an important tool in the interpretation of the findings of the 
other component reports.  
 
What should the scope of the qualitative research be?  
Our starting point in developing this part of our SitAn was our fear that voices and perceptions of children and women 
are often regimented through closed-ended or sectorally compartmentalised research methods � qualitative as well as 
quantitative.  As a result, we were concerned about the extent to which we often get the answers that we are looking for, 
or at least we remain within a distinct set of boundaries.  We wanted to get out of our usual parameters, and to 
understand better how people see their own lives. At this early point, we realised that we were looking at a piece of 
open-ended, qualitative research.  
 
However, even open ended research needs a purpose, and we eventually agreed it would serve as an assessment of 
how family, community, society and culture have shaped, responded to and addressed the current situation of children 
and women, particularly those who have experienced the vulnerability and marginalisation that both drive and result 
from poverty, deprivation and multiple rights failures.  What is more, we wanted to avoid narrowing the analysis to 
record specific decisions or household deployment of assets in specific circumstances.  Rather, our approach was 
decidedly actor-oriented, trying to understand how people exist and see themselves as social actors, and how in 
different ways they are able to participate, shape and respond to local and larger structural conditions.  
 
We were very keen to achieve a deeper understanding of how extended families, community values and social 
structures shape the experiences and understandings of Zambian children, women, families and communities.  We 
have a strong tendency to generalise and to simplify ('the extended family is breaking down'), in circumstances were 
there are multiple and complex causes that result in rights failures.  However, by simplifying our analysis, we tend to 
also simplify our responses.  One good example is a weak / unspecific understanding of the generation and 
reproduction of gender inequality, or of the social and institutionalised norms that drive it.  Ultimately, this undermines 
real human rights programming, as our interventions can be 'girl-friendly', but will not address the underlying causes and 
drivers of inequality.  
 
What type of research questions should be asked?  
The problem with digging deep is that the questions get harder... We started with a list of big questions, and the 
challenge was to develop a research method that would be able to explore them in a meaningful manner. These are the 
questions, and the method is discussed below....  
 
Well-being: What do children and women understand by well-being, and to what extent are they attaining their 
aspirations for well-being?  Is well-being chiefly about individuals, families, communities or society as a whole?  Can 
men, women and children in one household or community have different levels and expectations of well-being? What do 
they see as the major constraints and hazards in maximising well-being?   How can well-being be increased?  
 
Harm and suffering: What do children and women perceive to be the greatest sources of harm and suffering?  What do 
they understand to be the causes and drivers that perpetuate these sources?  Are harm and suffering perpetuated 
within households and communities, or through social expectations and practices?  How could harm and suffering be 
reduced, and who would be key actors in this?  
 
Coping: What do children and women do in response to their current situation?  What do they do to cope materially, 
psychologically, socially, culturally?  Do current social and cultural norms help children or women to cope with their 
situation?  
 
Time : Do children and women think that things will change over time?  For better or for worse? Is there anything that 
people do now that will affect the scale and direction of change in future? What would increase the chances of positive 
change in future?  
 
Relationships to others: How do children and women perceive themselves with regard to others in their families, 
communities, cultural groups, gender and age groups, Zambian citizenry and Zambian leadership?  Which units of 
Zambian society do they feel part of, and which do they feel apart from? Does a sense of inclusion or exclusion affect 
well-being?  Enable or undermine coping?  Affect how they see future change?  
 
Which relevant methodologies exist, and would best be used for this analysis?    
Designing and implementing appropriate methods is of course a big challenge.  It is really not possible to provide a full 
insight in this e-mail, but I would be happy to share further if anyone wants more information.  
 



Inter-alia we learned that (1) you have to get a really experienced team leader for this; (2) it takes time to develop the 
methods; (3) even experienced field researchers may be used to less open-ended research, and may very well need 
training and orientation.  Also take note of national and UNICEF guidelines on ethics.  
 
A key challenge in qualitative research is to generate observations in a manner that is systematic and comparable 
between research sites, BUT which allows the researchers to be flexible, responding to constraints and opportunities.  
As a result, the study team developed standardized core methods and approaches, and discussed possible deviations 
at some length.  
 
In each of 17 districts visited, the team members went through the same procedure:  

� Collecting information from district officials  
� Generating a resource/vulnerability map for the district  
� Preparing a district profile and narrative report  
� Locating two communities identified as vulnerable by district analysis and consensus.  One should be close to 

the BOMA, and one should be very remote from the BOMA.  If possible, one should have NGO presence, and 
the other should not.  

� Preparing a community profile and narrative report for each of the communities visited. 
 
Within each community, the research team compiled a substantial report. This was informed by key infomant interviews, 
case studies, focus group discussions, and a range of PRA methods including:  

� Transect walk reports,  
� Village time line  
� Social map  
� Resource map  
� Venn diagram  
� Wealth ranking and well being ranking  
� Matrix of harm and suffering  
� Reflection on these with participants, asking for comparisons with neighbouring villages and 'people in other 

parts of Zambia' 
 
There was then a substantial period of triangulation, comparison between research sites and reflection on the 
contrasting experiences in the team. We also conducted some interviews with rich, urban, powerful people, as a small 
add-on, because we were interested in whether the perceptions that poor children and women have of themselves is 
anything like what the elite think of them.  The gaps are significant.  
 
What experience have other countries had in this regard?  What were some of the interesting findings?  
After all that - the findings are really worth having!  The following are the top ten areas of analysis that people 
understand to be affecting their lives and well being.  There are considerable degrees of insight and a lot of challenges 
in the findings, and we are still in the process of trying to articulate them in a concise manner...  
 
Externalities and Structural Conditions  

� Lack of Access to Essential Public Services and Resources  
� Lack of Access to Roads and Markets  
� Impact of Isolation and Marginalization  
� Weak Protective Legal and Judicial Environment 

 
Social and Economic Impact on Children and Women  

� High Degree of Gender Inequity  
� Use of Children and Women as Coping Mechanisms  
� Reliance on Adverse Livelihood Strategies 

 
Impact on Society, Culture, and Relationships  

� High Degree of Violence and Sexual Abuse  
� Lack of a Strong Sense of Agency  
� Communities are Exhibiting Behavior Related to Severe and Prolonged Stress 

 
We will shortly be publishing this as a study, and also it will inform our SitAn.  I would be happy to note any requests for 
sharing, and to send copies when they are ready.  
 



Lastly, here is a quote from David Hulme, University of Manchester, which our team found useful in explaining what they 
were doing.....  
 
Ultimately, it is individual people who experience the deprivations of poverty, not countries or regions.  Understanding 
what happens �on average� can be an erroneous basis for working out what to do in any specific country, as can 
understanding what happens to the �average� poor person or poor household�It is not only multilateral agencies, 
governments, formal businesses and NGOs that may strategise to reduce poverty:   poor people and their relatives and 
neighbors are key agents in the processes that reduce (and sometimes create) human deprivation.  We desperately 
need to continue thinking big about poverty, but this must not mask the counter-balancing need to �think small�.  
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Alexandru Nartea, UNICEF Bhutan  
 
Dear Dennis,  
 
Thank you for raising this interesting query. We experience similar issues in Bhutan and I am glad to be reading from 
colleagues around the world. Although we are in the midst of the data aspect of the study, I would like to share my 
views on some of the issues regarding qualitative research:  
 
I find the purpose of the qualitative research three fold: a) It gives a deeper understanding to the data and policy 
analysis, b) It supplements information in areas where data is absent or incomplete, c) It ensures child participation in 
the research, which is about children and for children. These three aspects, depending on the context in Egypt, may 
help you in shaping up the scope of the qualitative research.  
 
I think the approach used in the Macedonian child poverty 
studyhttp://www.ceecis.org/mics/countries/macedonia_childpoverty.pdf_http://ceecis.org/mics/countries/mace
donia_childpoverty.pdf_ and particularly the drawings and interpretation is commendable. I read with interest the 
drawing of the family by the "two sisters and a brother", which made me think that these are also strong advocacy 
messages that could go far in shaping the views for action on child rights.  
 
Since the scope of the study is to analyze as much as possible existing data/information, in Bhutan, we are planning to 
enrich the Study with qualitative information from parallel activities. For example, the Youth Volunteer Group is presently 
carrying out a  rapid assessment on the state of child happiness and related factors with various groups of children 
(including child-monks) based on individual interviews. Although the prime objective is to give a snap shot of child 
happiness in Bhutan for a Conference presentation, we think it would be interesting to analyze the general state of child 
happiness and more specific related factors against the multi-dimensional wellbeing findings and exclusion factors. 
Another technique we are thinking about is "A Day in the Life of the Child" based on the photographs taken by the 
children themselves during a day and follow-up conversation on the meaning of the pictures taken. Although this 
primarily has an advocacy and behaviour communication purpose, we shall be able to derive useful information on the 
children life, their practices and interaction with the environment.  
 
As we know, the purpose of a qualitative research is the richness of the information obtained. Hence, it goes beyond 
numbers, and considers inclusiveness and depth. As such, we should make sure that children of various social 
backgrounds are included and details explored.  
 
Additionally, I think the qualitative research with children should have a child approach. Images (in questionnaires), 
drawings, pictures is a good way of expression which children could feel comfortable with, and hence better express 
their views. Apart from meeting the purpose of the study, the research should also be a happy experience for children.  
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Will Parks, UNICEF Pacific  
 
Dear Dennis, Etona and all  
 
I agree with Etona's perspectives and thanks for sharing your experiences. While UNICEF Pacific is just in the early 
design phase of a Pacific child poverty/hardship study, it is our intention to work closely with the likes of Save the 
Children and others to ensure engagement of children in the design and subsequent data collection and analysis. 
Noting the early stage of our work, I am pleased to be able to share the workplan and draft ethics protocols just 
produced by our academic partner - the Social Policy Research Centre at University of New South Wales in Australia. 
SPRC was commissioned earlier this year by three governments (Kiribati, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu) and ourselves 
to design a threefold study: (a) child poverty analysis; (b) policy impact analysis; and (c) policy formulation analysis. You 



will find in these two documents some pointers as to the qualitative aspects of the research to be designed, the types of 
questions that have been drafted (for testing first), the methodological mix, but no findings at this stage (coming first half 
of 2009.  
 
Click here for the Workplan and Ethics form of the study.  
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Hicham Ait Mansour, UNICEF Morocco  
 
Dear Dennis,  
 
It�s my turn to thank you and NY Colleagues for giving the kickoff to child poverty network by initiating this interesting 
debate on the qualitative research. In Morocco we haven't yet decided to undertake qualitative research until the 
statistical and policy analysis is finished but here are some "quick & dirty" thoughts:  
 
Personally I believe that any qualitative research on child poverty should go in tandem with the statistical analysis 
findings and not a separate piece of research. If you've finalized the statistical template then issues that need further 
exploration and depth could form the basis for the qualitative part of the study, and you can draw your research 
questions from there with a focus on those issues. However, unlike quantitative research, the main challenge I found in 
qualitative is about criteria for a finding to be significant, this is important if the study is to be used as evidence to inform 
policy making.  
 
One of the key success factors of qualitative research is a strong research design, I think you need to select well 
qualified researchers with relevant experience and knowledge of the in-country situation, who will read carefully the 
statistical findings of the child poverty study and make a proposal that would fill gaps in understanding child poverty in 
Egypt. The proposal should also be informed by existing research. We could all provide well formulated questions for a 
qualitative research on child poverty from our experiences and knowledge but this might not always be relevant for 
Egypt context�that�s why I suggest the following:  

� If we decide to undertake qualitative research to complete the statistical and policy analysis we should build on 
the findings of both templates to make sure unclear aspects of data collected and analysed in both templates is 
addressed in the qualitative part of the study;  

� Draft separate ToRs for qualitative research basing on the early findings of statistical and policy templates, to 
make sure your research is focused and data that will be collected is meaningful for the study purpose and of 
interest to UNICEF perspective on child poverty (Analysis & Advocacy)  

� Get ToRs reviewed using a peer review mechanism within the �Network community�  
� Get the proposals also reviewed for quality before contracting researchers. 

 
This way we�ll make sure the qualitative part adds value and is most relevant to the study.  
 
All the very best wishes and looking forward to learning from you all and your country experiences  
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Charles Owusu, Christian Children's Fund  
 
Dear Dennis,  
 
We at the Christian Children�s Fund (CCF) have some relevant learning to offer relating to qualitative studies. In 2003, 
CCF conducted a Child Poverty study in five countries (Kenya, Bolivia, Sierra Leone, India and Belarus) with a similar 
focus in mind. Not only did the study debunk a number of widely held myths and misconceptions about child poverty, it 
also greatly increased the depth of our own understanding of what poverty means to children.  For example, as an 
overarching finding, the study showed that children prioritize the psychological and social experience of poverty as 
being more significant than any material deprivation.  
 
It is against this backdrop that we believe that your proposed qualitative research could benefit from our own research 
findings in a number of ways.  
 
Please click here for:  

� My summary of the key findings of CCF's Child Poverty study;  
� Details of the research methodology/process used as defined by the TOR for the study; and  
� Five country specific reports 



 
We look forward to hearing from you and engaging in a mutually beneficial learning process.  
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Johannes John-Langba, UNICEF - Eastern & Southern Africa Regional Office  
 
Dear Colleagues:  
 
Please click here for an article titled �Combined methods in poverty analysis: Experiences from Namibia�  that i thought 
may be a useful contribution to our current methodological discussion. It is from the most recent issue of the peer-
reviewed International Journal of Multiple Research Approaches. It is an output from the ongoing work analyzing 
poverty and inequality in Namibia that involved some participatory poverty assessments.  
 
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Nawshad Ahmed, UNICEF Sudan  
 
Dear Dennis,  
 
I am happy to know you are planning to undertake some qualitative research as part of the study on child poverty.  I�m 
not sure how much time you can devote on this since the option of getting information on child perceptions will depend 
on the time and thereby intensiveness of your research.  
 
I�d think, a quantitative survey, such as opinion polling would be a good option.  I�ve experience of coordinating such a 
survey in Bangladesh twice but not squarely on child poverty issues directly.  Please click here for the questionnaire for 
the survey as well as the summary report.  
 
For qualitative research it is of importance that the researchers have experience in interviewing children.  Concerning 
age separation, it is recommended that you divide the children into two groups � for example one group of 9-12 year old 
and another group of 13-18 years and analyze data for the two groups separately.    
 
Generally, the questions should be on general perceptions and coping mechanisms related to child poverty and 
disparities, focusing on the most prominent issues.To ensure that it is human rights based, you may select several 
rights from the CRC, then relate them with the Medium Term Strategic Plan (MTSP) indicators if possible (since MTSP 
has so many standard indicators that you can select from).  
 
Another option is to hold series of discussion sessions with children around issues of poverty, which I have done several 
times.  For this it is important to ensure participation of children from different socio-economic backgrounds and from 
different regions. This was done in Bangladesh, to gather children�s views to be included in the Poverty Reduction 
Strategic Paper (PRSP) and National Plan of Action for Children in Bangladesh.  In these discussion sessions small 
groups dealt with sub-issues and made plenary presentations. These were then collected, summarized and used for the 
PRSP and National Plan of Action.  
 


