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Child Trends

Â Conducts research to improve childrenôs lives

Â Private, nonprofit, non -partisan

Â Founded in 1979 to monitor the well -being of 
children

Â Uses a holistic, ecological, and developmental 
framework

Â Has 65 Interdisciplinary staff working on:
Â Early Childhood

Â Education

Â Youth Development

Â Child Welfare

Â Fertility and Family Formation

Â Parenting and Fatherhood



History of Indicators of 
Child Well -Being

Â From social indicator movement in 60s
Â From national to international and state and local
Â From objective to subjective data> childrenôs 

perception and participation in data collection
Â From ecological framework including context to 

separating context from well -being
Â Well-becoming to well-being 
Â From negative ñsurvivalò indicators to indicators of 

positive development
Â From outcomes to predictors that are harder to 

measure
Â From indicators to indices



How Can Indicators be Used    

to Describe Child Well -being

Â Description

Â Monitoring

Â Setting goals

Â Increasing accountability

Â Informing practice



Types of Indicators

Â Population: measure changes in well-being of 
aggregate groups of children 

Â Program: measure the outcomes for program 
participants

Â Performance: how is the system or program doing 
in meeting its goals

Â Structural: focus on infrastructure

Â Individual assessments are not well-suited for 
indicators of trends among groups of children



Criteria for Indicators

Â Easy to understand

Â Based on research connecting it to child well-
being 

Â Based on reliable data that allow periodic 
measurement

Â Valid cross-culturally or cross-nationally

Â Age-appropriate

Â Parsimonious 

Â Malleable to policy or program interventions



Questions to Ask in 
Developing Indictor Systems

Â What do we care about now?
Â What will we care about in 10 years?  20 years?
Â What do we want to tell public about youth contribution?
Â Are stake holders involved in developing indicators?
Â Are indicators of context (such as poverty) separated from 

those of child well-being to optimize policy relevance?
Â In what populations will we look for change in this indicator?
Â What is current status of our target population on this 

indicator?
Â How will we measure progress on this indicator? How often?
Â Will goals be set?  If so, are they reasonable?
Â Envision youth contributing fully, then assess what needs to 

be monitored to get there



Evaluating Indicators

Â Is indicator at the right unit of analysis and level 
of aggregation to measure change?

Â Are trends moving in expected direction given 
program implementation or policies?

Â Are disparities among groups closing? 

Â How does it compare to other data sources?

Â Are geographic comparisons reasonable?

Â Is change due to changing demographics?

Â Can it be used to formulate policy or 
interventions?



Policy considerations

Â Be careful about setting targets: if too high, leads 
to discouragement

Â What is the public framework?  Programs donôt 
work? Youth are lazy?  

Â Our public perception study: people ignore data to 
fit their frame

Â Advantage to strength-based monitoring: positive 
trends can change perceptions, increase attendance 
and support for programs

Â Short is sweet and will get more attention



Child Trends Positive 
Indicator Development

Â Developing positive indicators for John Templeton 
Foundation for surveys and programs

Â UNICEF paper for OECD meeting on the state of the 
art of positive indicator development

Â Start with research driven conceptual framework 
Â Generate indicators from that framework
Â Identify data sources
Â Adapt extant measures or create new ones
Â Test validity and reliability of measures
Â Cognitive test among youth
Â Conduct pilot test
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Social Development & Behavior

Age-appropriate concern and motivation regarding 
community, social or public issues, civic knowledge, 
civic self - image and self -efficacy and connectedness

Civic awareness, 
motivation

Knowledge, positive behaviorsEnvironmental 
awareness and behavior

Cross -cultural competenceCultural intelligence

Communication, cooperation, conflict -resolution 
skills, trust, intimacy

Social intelligence

Caring, empathy for othersProsocial values

Ethical behavior, integrityMoral character



Relationships: Community

Hours spent and content of media interactionsPositive digital/ 
electronic relationships

Hours workedConstructive and non -
taxing employment

Intentions regarding future political and civic 
participation as adults (e.g. voting, campaigning, 
volunteer work)

Current or past participation with organizations 
such as human -rights groups, religions associations 
or youth clubs

Civic engagement

Participates in activities at community 
organizations/institutions

Sense of belonging in 
community

Participates in organized recreation activitiesEngagement in 
community institutions

Advice, support, communicationPositive relations with 
non -family adults





Measures in What Do Children 
Need to Flourish? Include...

Â Positive formation of self: Character, attitudes, 
spirituality, and identity

Â Healthy habits, positive behaviors, and time use

Â Positive relationships with parents and siblings

Â Positive attitudes and behaviors toward learning and 
school environments

Â Enacting positive values and behaviors in 
communities: civic engagement, pro-social 
orientation, frugality, and generosity



Methodological Issues for 
Positive Indicators

1) Defining What is a Positive Indicator
2) Involving Children and Youth
3) Cross-Cultural and Cross-National Validity
4) Micro versus Macro Data
5) Survey versus Administrative Data
6) Reporters of Information
7) Periodicity
8) Longitudinal Data
9) Items versus Scales
10) Relative versus Absolute Measures
11) Validity, both Concurrent and Predictive
12) Sub-Populations with Special Needs or Perspectives
13) Cut Points



Measurement Issues with 
Strengths -Based Indicators

Â Strengths are more prevalent than deficits

Â Cut-points on positive indicators can be arbitrary, 
since everyone has some

Â Need consensus and research on how much is 
enough to tip outcome

Â Upward bias in reporting of positive behaviors

Â Indices can focus public attention, but mask 
trends in component indicators and domains, 
which is where policy is focused



Â Input of children and youth 
needed to identify areas in 
which they contribute and 
how

Â More research projects 
involve children and youth in 
conceptualizing indicators and 
conducting research

Â Capacity varies by age

Involving Children and Youth



Example: Teensô Views on 
Flourishing from Interviews:  
First Round

Â Relationships: stable and supportive relationships 
with parents, friends, siblings, teachers, 
counselors

Â Behaviors: staying in school; maintaining good 
health through nutrition and exercise; avoiding 
alcohol, smoking, and sex; extracurricular 
activities; controlling anger; speaking English 
correctly, contributing financially to family

Â Attitudes: religion or faith ; being respectful and 
responsible



http://www.funkydragon.org/



Text

http://www.funkydragon.org/



Cross -Cultural and 
Cross -National Validity

Â Does the value placed 
on certain positive 
indicators vary by 
group?

Â Is it necessary for 
positive indicators to 
be endorsed by all or 
most groups to be 
used within a country 
or across countries?



Sub-Populations with Special 
Needs or Perspectives

Â Goal to provide metric for 
assessment of outcomes over 
time and across groups

Â Also need to have measures for 
critical sub-populations

Â Incorporate groups into process 
of developing and testing 
indicators

Â Measures that are biased against 
groups should be avoided



Examples of Indicators of Youth 
Contribution we Contributed:

ÂAmericaôs Children

Â Child Trends Data Bank

Â Indicators of Child, Family, and 
Community Connections

ÂAmericaôs Promise




