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Introduction 

 
This paper challenges the global community to advance the commitment to fulfilling child rights as an 

essential step toward the progress of societies. It demonstrates how the policies of UNICEF are 

committed to measuring and fostering progress through a proven approach to child rights-based 

measurement and programming.  This paper presents ideas and best practices to promote progress based 

on evidence. 

 

The true measure of a nation’s standing is how well it attends to its children – their health and 

safety, their material security, their education and socialization, and their sense of being loved, 

valued, and included in the families and societies into which they are born.
1
 

1. Child Rights and Statistics 

Measuring progress requires reliable statistics.  This section of the paper explains UNICEF‟s innovations 

and investment in capturing, analyzing and disseminating statistics on children. Key facts on children are 

presented in ground-breaking visualizations which demonstrate the progress being made in fulfilling child 

rights and the challenges that lie ahead. 

1.1 UNICEF Leadership in Data Collection through MICS 

UNICEF places a high priority on the availability of recent and reliable information with which to 

monitor the situation of children and women.  Statistically sound and internationally comparable data are 

essential for developing evidence-based policies and programmes, 

as well as for monitoring countries‟ progress toward national goals 

and global commitments to children. Today, there is even greater 

need for up-to-date, high quality data to reflect the scaling-up of 

key maternal, newborn and child survival and health interventions 

and the related MDG indicators as we approach 2015. MICS is an 

international household survey programme developed by 

UNICEF. MICS data are collected during face-to-face interviews 

in nationally representative samples of households, generating one 

of the world‟s largest sources of statistical information on children 

and women.  Since the mid-1990s, MICS has enabled around 100 

countries to produce statistically sound and internationally 

                                                      

1 UNICEF Child poverty in perspective: An overview of child well-being in rich countries, Innocenti Report Card 7, 2007 

Figure 1    MICS data are collected for developing 
evidence-based policies and programmes for children 
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comparable estimates of a range of indicators in the areas of health, education, child protection and 

HIV/AIDS. MICS provides data at the national level which can also be disaggregated by various 

geographical, social and demographic characteristics. 

 

As part of the global effort to increase the availability of high quality data, UNICEF is committed to work 

with countries to increase the frequency of data collection through MICS from every five years to every 

three years, with the fourth round of surveys scheduled to take place in 2009-2010.  

1.2 UNICEF Leadership in Data Analysis  

UNICEF maintains a series of global databases for tracking the situation of children and women globally. 

The databases include only statistically sound and nationally representative data from household surveys 

and other sources. They are updated annually through a process that draws on the wealth of data 

maintained by UNICEF‟s wide network of 140 field offices. The databases are available on 

www.childinfo.org.  UNICEF leads or plays an active role in a series of inter-agency monitoring groups 

that are responsible for developing new methodologies, indicators and monitoring tools; building 

statistical capacity at country level, developing joint estimates, and harmonizing monitoring work across 

partners.  UNICEF works actively with 

partners through several topic-related inter-

agency monitoring groups.  UNICEF has led 

the development of new methodologies for 

tracking estimates in a number of areas, 

including education, child mortality, 

maternal mortality, water and sanitation, low 

birth weight, antenatal care, pneumonia, 

malaria, iodine deficiency disorder, female 

genital cutting, vitamin A deficiency and 

many other priority issues. 

1.3 UNICEF Leadership in Data 

Dissemination through DevInfo 

DevInfo is a database system for monitoring 

human development. It is a tool for organizing, storing and presenting data in a uniform way to facilitate 

data sharing at the country, regional and global levels across government departments, United Nations 

(UN) organizations, civil society organizations and development partners. DevInfo has features that 

produce tables, graphs and maps for inclusion in reports, presentations and advocacy materials. The 

software supports both standard indicators, including indicators for the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) and user-defined indicators. 

DevInfo can operate both as a desktop and a 

web-based application. 

 

DevInfo originated in ChildInfo, a database 

system for monitoring child survival, growth 

and development managed by UNICEF. In 

2004, the Executive Director of UNICEF 

offered to share UNICEF‟s experiences with 

using ChildInfo to collect data and report on 

indicators with other UN organizations. 

DevInfo is currently a global programme 

endorsed by the United Nations and managed 

by UNICEF.  

 

The objectives of the DevInfo initiative are: 
Figure 3  DevInfo is being used in more than 130 countries to monitor human 

development.  Visit www.devinfo.org for more information. 

Figure 2  Visit www.childinfo.org  for data analysis methodologies, indicators 

and monitoring tools 

http://www.childinfo.org/
http://www.devinfo.org/
http://www.childinfo.org/
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to anchor DevInfo implementation in a wider national effort to collect, analyze and disseminate 

information on human development to ensure long-term sustainability and usage of the database system; 

to strengthen the capacity of governments to adapt DevInfo to their national monitoring strategies and 

thereby effectively use DevInfo technology to monitor progress in human development; and to strengthen 

the capacity of UN country teams and national partners to effectively use DevInfo in monitoring progress 

on national and international priorities, such as the MDGs. 

 

As of June 2009, more than 130 countries were using DevInfo with nationally owned adaptations of the 

system. There is evidence that these databases are being used to improve the capacity of results-based 

planning and monitoring of national development priorities. This database system highlights the 

importance of the dissemination and use of data disaggregated by sub-national administrative units and by 

sex, location, wealth index and other socio-economic dimensions.  DevInfo contributes to the 

standardization of statistical data that are indispensable for sound policy and decision making related to 

human development within and among countries.  

 

The value of DevInfo value is anchored in the normative and analytical mandates of the UN system, and 

this represents its comparative advantage in an environment of rapidly evolving innovations in 

information technology.  

1.4 What is happening to children who live at the bottom of the pyramid?  

Four billion people, about two-thirds of the world‟s 

population, live at the bottom of the economic 

pyramid (BOP).  These are people surviving with 

incomes below USD 3000 per year in local purchasing 

power.  Every day more than 25,000 children die from 

these conditions of poverty.  Hundreds of millions 

more suffer from malnutrition and lack of access to 

basic health care and education.  Most of the meagre 

income of these families is spent on food and other 

basic needs to survive, while many of the rights of the 

children of these families are not yet fulfilled.    

 

Spending on health by BOP households, especially in 

the lower income groups, 

tends to be as a last resort to survival when a health crisis erupts.  In these 

conditions, where access to health services may be limited, children tend to 

receive essential health care services only after BOP households are able to meet 

the costs of other basic survival needs.  This situation spirals downward when, 

after spending most of their resources on food, shelter and health, BOP 

households have little or nothing left for education, water and sanitation.  This 

has resulted in more than a billion people without access to clean drinking water 

today.  Children are the most vulnerable in these conditions where they often fall 

sick and die.  

 

As Amartya Sen, the Nobel Prize winning economist, states: “The deprived 

people tend to come to terms with their deprivation because of the sheer 

necessity of survival, and they may, as a result, lack the courage to demand any 

radical change, and may even adjust their desires and expectations to what they 

unambitiously see as feasible. … Social and economic factors such as basic 

education, elementary health care, and secure employment are important not only in their own right, but 

also for the role they can play in giving people opportunity to approach the world with courage and 

freedom.” 

Figure 4   Four billion people form the base of the economic 

pyramid 

Figure 5  BOP spending on health with each 

square representing approximately USD 500 
million 
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1.5 How can we measure child well-being? 

There is no international standard yet for measuring child 

well-being.  The emerging methods have identified key 

aspects of children‟s lives anchored in the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United 

Nations, 1989). In partnership with many organizations, 

UNICEF and OECD are working on the use of a 

multidimensional child well-being framework with 

measurable dimensions such as: material well-being, 

housing and the environment, education, health, risk 

behaviors, and quality of school life.  To apply the 

framework, each of the dimensions of child well-being 

must be populated with indicators. A child-centered 

approach is taken in the selection of these indicators with 

an aim to select 20-25 indicators from standardized data 

sources which collect comparable cross-country data.  

These types of frameworks aim to assist countries in 

measuring and meeting the standards set for all children 

by the Convention.  However, in practice, these emerging 

frameworks are not yet in broad use due to limited data to 

measure each dimension and no agreed international rationale for aggregating across dimensions and 

across regions.  Furthermore, studies on the application of these frameworks have, for the most part, 

focused thus far on children in developed countries and have not yet been applied to the large number of 

needy children in developing countries.  

1.6 What can a framework like this tell us about the well-being of children?  

Here is an example of applying this type of monitoring 

framework assessment to the well-being of children in 

Africa.  In this example, 17 indicators were analyzed on 

material well-being, housing and the environment, 

education, health and risk behaviors.  The data were taken 

from one data source:  UNICEF‟s The State of the World’s 

Children 2009 Report.   The values of each of the indicators 

were classified in three color-coded categories of 

vulnerability:  low (green), medium (yellow) and high (red).  

An overall vulnerability index was calculated from the 

categorization of the underlying 17 indicators.  While this 

type of analysis is limited in many ways, especially by data 

gaps, it shows the promise of this type of technology for 

measuring the well-being of children if we were to have 

better data some day in the near future. 

1.7 How do averages hide the 

most vulnerable children? 

On average, most children living in 

poverty are in South Asia and Africa. 

However, a key determinant to 

improved development policies and 

planning is to be able to drill down 

through the regional and national 

estimates to uncover the disaggregated 

sub-national distribution of key 

Figure 6  OECD multidimensional framework on child well-being 

Figure 7 An example of applying a monitoring framework to 

create a vulnerability index for Africa 

Figure 8  An example of using the DevInfo mapping tool adapted for the Malawi Socio-

Economic Database (MASEDA), to drill down for data on poverty 
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indicators, such as poverty.  This type of sub-national data empowers national partners to advocate for 

policy changes based on evidence.  As advances are made in data collection and visualization, it is vital to 

be able to show disaggregated data by geographic sub-national boundaries and by sex, location 

(urban/rural) and by other disparities.  

 

A series of UNICEF Innocenti 

Report Cards were designed to 

monitor and compare the 

performance of the OECD 

countries in securing the rights 

of their children.  Three 

indicators were used for Report 

Card 7 to assess material well-

being:  relative income poverty, 

households with-out jobs and 

reported deprivation.
2
 It was 

found that there is no obvious 

relationship between levels of 

child well-being and GDP per 

capita. The Czech Republic, for 

example, achieves a higher 

overall rank for child well-

being than several much 

wealthier countries including 

the United States and the 

United Kingdom. 

2. Child Rights and 

Knowledge 

This section assesses how 

statistics are transformed into knowledge to change the lives and well-being of children and young people 

around the world.  It highlights the vital role of monitoring, comparison and discussion of child rights in 

the development of polices to improve children‟s lives.   

 

This analysis goes beyond the use of income poverty as a proxy measure for child well-being to study 

disparities in a broader range of dimensions relevant to children‟s lives and their rights:  health, 

education, security and family relationships. 

2.1 Transforming statistics to knowledge about child mortality  

                                                      

2 Definitions: relative income poverty – percentage of children living in homes with equivalent incomes below 50% of the 
national median; households without jobs – percentage of children in families without an employed adult; reported 
deprivation – percentage of children reporting low family affluence – percentage of children reporting few educational 
resources – percentage of children reporting fewer than 10 books in the home 

Figure 9 An overview of the material well-being of children in the “UNICEF Innocenti Report 

Card 7" with Sweden, Norway and Finland ranked the highest. 
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The child mortality rate of a country is a standard indicator of child health and reflects a basic provision 

of the Convention on the Rights of the Child which calls on all countries „to ensure the child‟s enjoyment 

of the highest attainable standard of health, including by diminishing infant and child mortality‟. In the 

developing world, in particular, the IMR reflects the extent to which children‟s rights are met in such 

fundamental areas as adequate nutrition, clean water, safe sanitation, and the availability and take-up of 

basic preventative health services. In 2004, the Inter-agency Group for Child Mortality Estimation 

(IGME)
3
 was established to advance the work on monitoring progress made in the reduction of infant and 

child mortality.  The primary objective of the group is to produce and disseminate global, regional and 

country estimates of levels and trends of mortality in childhood, including age-specific mortality 

estimates.  Another important objective is to enhance the capacity of countries to produce timely and 

properly assessed estimates of child mortality.  In 2008 IGME launched the CME Info database, powered 

by DevInfo database technology, to provide online access to child mortality estimates.  This web-based 

data analysis tool provides methods for uploading data, generating child mortality estimates (with 

thorough background documentation) and visualizing the results. 

2.2 Transforming statistics to knowledge about child poverty and disparities 

A 

2007-

2009 

UNICEF Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparities is studying data from more than 40 countries and 

seven regions.  The study looks in detail at how public policies could more effectively reduce child 

deprivations by providing better services and protection for all children, including measures that promote 

gender equality. When disadvantaged populations such as women and resource-deprived families with 

children are left out of development efforts, the unequal opportunities children experience persist or 

escalate. In the countries participating in the study, evidence and insights gathered are expected to result 

in a comprehensive strategy for making development strategies more responsive to the poverty and 

disparities to which children and their care givers are exposed– fulfilling the rights of all children. 

2.3 Transforming statistics to knowledge on the child-friendliness of cities 

                                                      

3 IGME Membership:  UNICEF, WHO, The World Bank and United Nations Population Division 

Figure 10  The CME Info database is free and open to the public at www.childmortality.org  

Figure 11  The Global Study on Child Poverty and Disparities transforms statistics to 

knowledge on girls‟ education in South Asia 

http://www.childmortality.org/
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The Child Friendly Cities Initiative emerged in recognition of several 

important trends: the rapid transformation and urbanization of global 

societies; the growing responsibilities of municipal and community for 

their populations in the context of decentralization; and consequently, the 

increasing importance of cities and towns within national political and 

economic systems. The Initiative promotes the implementation of the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child at the level where it has the greatest 

direct impact on children‟s lives. It is a strategy for promoting the highest quality of life for all citizens. A 

Child Friendly City is committed to the fullest implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child. 

 

Since 2007 Moscow City Government and 

UNICEF have agreed to work to implement joint 

programmes in the interests of children of 

Moscow being guided by the principles of the 

UNICEF global “Child-Friendly Cities” initiative.  

Under this agreement, the needs, priorities and 

rights of children are an integral part of the city‟s 

social policies, programmes and decisions; the 

municipal budget reflects efforts to address these 

priorities; efforts are being made to ensure that 

rights and needs of every child are being 

addressed in the broadest possible perspective; 

and children and young people are being 

encouraged to actively become involved in 

decision-making processes that affect themselves. 

3. Child Rights and Policy 

Over the long-term, the measurement of child statistics serves as the basis on which policy on childhood 

is formed.  This section describes key focus areas where efforts are on track toward child development 

goals and points to early warning signals of stagnation or potential collapse in other policy areas.  It 

shows how measurement can help sharpen accountability, allocate resources more effectively and 

advance a multi-dimensional approach to improving the state of childhood in the world. 

3.1 How can we advocate for fulfilling child rights to well-being? 

An important aspect to fulfilling child rights to well-being is the vital process of putting relevant 

information into the hands of decision-makers in a format that will convince them to take timely action 

based on evidence.  So often opportunities to advocate for change are not effective because the data 

provided are out-dated, too complicated or of poor quality.  An effective method of dissemination of data 

for decision-makers is through simple, yet powerful, country profiles.  The fundamental principle in the 

design of a county profile is 

to clearly depict and that 

show where decision makers 

can take critical action.   

 
The Countdown to 2015 

Initiative tracks coverage 

levels for health interventions 

proven to reduce maternal, 

newborn and child mortality.  

It calls on governments and 

development partners to be 

Figure 12 The Moscow City Government has agreed to guide its city 

policy by the principles of Child-Friend Cities 

Figure 13 An example of a Countdown to 2015 country profile 
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accountable, identifies knowledge gaps and proposes new actions to reach Millennium Development 

Goals 4 and 5, to reduce child mortality and improve maternal health. The Countdown Initiative is a 

supra-institutional collaborative effort of concerned individuals and partner organizations, including 

UNICEF.
4
 The 2008 country profiles present the most recent available information on selected 

demographic measures of maternal, newborn and child survival and nutritional status, coverage rates for 

priority interventions, and selected indicators of equity, policy support, human resources and financial 

flows. The information visualized in these profiles is intended to help policy-makers and their partners 

assess progress and prioritize actions in the effort to reduce maternal, newborn and child mortality. 

 

 

3.2 How can child statistics change policy?  

Under-five mortality has decreased 

steadily over the past two decades. The 

rate of the decline has increased since the 

1990s. The average rate of decline from 

2000 to 2008 is 2.3 per cent, compared to 

a 1.4 per cent average decline from 1990 

to 2000.   Impressive gains have been 

made in countries such as Niger which has 

reduced under-five mortality by more than 

100 per 1000 live births since 1990.  A 

few countries with large populations bear 

a disproportionate burden of under-five 

deaths, with forty per cent of the world‟s 

under-five deaths occurring in just three 

countries: India, Nigeria, and the 

Democratic Republic of Congo.  Progress 

can be accelerated even in the poorest 

environments through education for young 

men and women.   

 

Through tools, such as di Visualizer, 

policymakers can study the trends in key 

indicators to make informed choices 

regarding child policy.  In this example, 

trends are shown from 1970 to 2008 for 

under-five mortality rate v. literacy rate of 

15-24 year olds.  The size of the symbol 

represents total population size. 

 

 

                                                      

4 Partners:  Aga Khan University, AusAID, Basic Support for Institutionalizing Child Survival, Bellagio Child Survival Group, 
The Lancet, Department for International Development, UK (DFID), Family Care International, International Paediatric 
Association, Johns Hopkins University, London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, NORAD, Save the Children, 
Saving Newborn Lives Initiative, The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, The Lancet, The Partnership for Maternal, Newborn 
and Child Health, The World Bank, UCL Centre for International Health and Development, UNFPA, UNICEF, Universidade 
Federal de Pelotas, University of Aberdeen, Department of Public Health, USAID, World Health Organization.  (See 
www.countdown2015mnch.org/ for more.) 

Figure 14  di Visualizer displays trends of key development indicators over time 

http://www.countdown2015mnch.org/
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3.3 How can youth advocate for changes in policies that affect themselves? 

The rapid expansion of information and 

communications technologies (ICT) is fueling 

the increase in demand by youth to “be 

connected”.  Millions of children are using 

mobile phones and the internet each day to 

discover information and exchange ideas in 

ways that were not possible just a decade ago.   

Advances in ICT are enabling governments to 

fulfill the rights of all citizens to information on 

policies and decisions that affect our well-being.  

 

Many development initiatives are learning how 

to harness this new technology to help youth 

advocate for changes in policies that interest them.  For example, the DevInfo initiative has launched a 

new website where anyone can join in the new social network supported by the site and contribute to the 

DevInfo community of users. Users can browse for data on di Online, share ideas and post suggestions on 

di Forum, learn more about country adaptations on di Wiki, and find users online on di Worldwide.  

 

di Gameworks brings wide-ranging information on the condition of humanity to young people in an 

engaging, social way through a software gaming engine that supports the creation, exchange and play of 

games based on development data from around the world.  These games are based on a simple principle: 

you might learn something from playing a game, but you will definitely learn something from creating a 

game. By giving learners a platform for creating and sharing games along with free access to rich sets of 

data, these games put learners in the position of game creators.  di Gameworks also encourages users to 

create games that can be supported by social networking features – allowing players to share games with 

friends, chat while they play, and suggest improvements to the games of others.  

   

Conclusion 
The policies of UNICEF are committed to measuring and fostering progress through a proven approach to 

child rights-based measurement and programming.  UNICEF demonstrates global leadership in capturing, 

analyzing and disseminating statistics on children.  UNICEF and its partners are pioneering innovative 

data visualizations to advocate for policies which will ensure that societies fulfill child rights.  UNICEF is 

transforming child statistics into knowledge to change the lives and well-being of children and young 

people around the world.   
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