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Why subjective indicators? 
Why data provided by children? 

•  Ratio status 
•  Statistics = Data for decision-making      social indicators 
•  During the 1960s and 70s, of the last century, quality-of-

life researchers started to collect subjective data on 
adult populations, because these subjective data were 
useful in understanding social dynamics and for informed 
political decision-making.  

•  A similar interest has again appeared in the international 
arena only very recently –about 10 years ago-, now in 
relation to subjective data provided by children and 
adolescents.  

•  As scientific researchers we must acknowledge that we 
do not yet know very much about children’s perceptions, 
evaluations and aspirations in our societies, because we 
have yet to collect a great deal of subjective indicators 
from large samples of children. 



Macro-social “subjective” data from 
children and adolescents? 

•  May (subjective) information given by children 
and adolescents have any relevance at a macro-
social level? 

•  Are subjective data from children and 
adolescents valid and reliable? 

•  Should we systematically collect some kinds of 
self-reported information from children and 
adolescents to better understand some social 
dynamics and some social changes involving them? 

•  Could such data from children and adolescents be 
useful for political decision-making?  

•  What kind of subjective indicators based on data 
provided by children and adolescents would be of 
most interest? 



Macro-social “subjective” data from 
children and adolescents? 

•  May (subjective) information given by adults 
have any relevance at a macro-social level? 

•  Are subjective data from adults valid and 
reliable? 

•  Should we systematically collect some kinds of 
self-reported information from adults to better 
understand some social dynamics and some 
social changes involving them? 

•  Could such data from adults be useful for 
political decision-making?  

•  What kind of subjective indicators based on 
data provided by adults would be of most 
interest? 



These questions referring to adults…. 

•  … were the starting point for the birth of the “social 
indicators movement” on the 1960s (just delete “children and 
adolescents” in the previous slide…) (Casas, 1989). 

•  Subjective well-being, defined as perceptions, evaluations 
and aspirations of people regarding their lives (Campbell, 
Converse and Rodgers, 1976) was agreed to be relevant to 
understand and measure quality of life. 

•  The point of view of all social agents involved is very 
important in understanding complex social realities and 
assessing the well-being of populations in concrete social and 
cultural contexts. 

•  Are children and adolescents important social agents in 
terms of social dynamics? 

•  Should we be asking them for their perceptions, evaluations 
and aspirations, referring to some social dynamics and social 
changes (as we ask adults), so to understand them better? 



Unexpected results 
•  As soon as we began to accumulate data from large 

samples of children in different countries, we faced a 
challenge: The results are often unexpected. What 
we adults believed to be the opinions or evaluations of 
younger people about their own lives were wrong.  

•  This presentation includes some unexpected results 
from children regarding the following: their preferred 
activities; the qualities they aspire to be appreciated 
for by other people in the future; their overall life 
satisfaction; and the relationship between parents’ and 
their own child’s subjective well-being.  

•  The situation is very simple: we had never before 
asked such questions to large samples of children as 
experts in their own lives. Adults’ attributions and 
beliefs regarding children’s cultures and children’s 
views of their own lives may suffer from important 
adult biases.  



Unexpected results and challenges 
(I) 

•  Is watching television one of their preferred 
activities? 

•  Is being with family members, including 
parents, one of the preferred activities of 12 
to 16 y.o. adolescents? 



Preferred activities of 7 to 16-year-
old children.  

Spanish national sample 

Being with friends 32,2% 
Sports practicing 25,5% 
Playing 21,4% 
Watching television 6,7% 

 
Source: C.I.S., October 2000  



Preferred activities according 12 to 
16 years old adolescents 

Ø  Being with friends    8.77 
Ø  Practicing hobbies    8.08 
Ø  Listening to music    7.97 
Ø  Surfing the Internet    7.73 
Ø  Using a computer    7.66 
Ø  Playing sports     7.43 
Ø  Being with their mother   7.09 
Ø  Watching television        7.03 
 

0 to 10 scale.  
Source: ERIDIQV. April 2006 

Catalan sample (N = 4,945) 



Unexpected results and challenges 
(II) 

•  When 12 to 16-year-old adolescents in 
European countries think about being 21-year-
old, what qualities they most like to be 
appreciated for by other people? 

•  What qualities would parents like their child 
to have at 21? 

 
N = 1184 adolescents 12 to 16-year-olds 

N = 468 of their own parents. 21 qualities.  
Catalonia. Spain. December 2003. 

Scores from 0 to 10 



Boy Girl Boy’s parent Girl’s parent 

Kindness (8.03) Kindness (8.62) Joie de vivre (9.25) Joie de vivre (9.03) 

Niceness (7.92) Niceness (8.60) Good manners (9.03) Personality (8.91) 

Personality (7.87) Personality (8.60) Responsibility (8.99) Responsibility (8.82) 

Joie de vivre (7.69) Joie de vivre (8.45) Solidarity (8.99) Kindness (8.77) 

Family (7.64) Sensitivity (8.08) Personality (8.95) Solidarity (8.76) 

Profession (7.55) Family (8.03) Kindness (8.90) Work capacity (8.62) 

……………………… ……………………………. ………………………………. ……………………………. 

Religious faith or 
spirituality (5.62) 

Religious faith or 
spirituality (5.59) 

Religious faith or 
spirituality (6.87) 

Religious faith or 
spirituality (6.38) 

Money (5.61) Money (4.53) Power (4.74) Power (4.83) 

Power (5.53) Power (4.51) Money (4.70) Money (4.75) 



Unexpected results and challenges 
(III) 

• Why does satisfaction with life and 
with most life domains continuously 
decrease during adolescence in 
most countries? 

12 to 16-year-old adolescents. Scores from 0 to 10. 
Catalonia. Spain: 2003 (N = 2,715). 2005 (N = 5,140).  

2007 (N= 1,392). 2008 (N = 2,841).  
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Unexpected results and challenges (IV) 

•  Why is the correlation between parents and 
their own child’s satisfaction with life so low? 

•  Why is it lower among boys than among girls? 
 
 

N = 1250 paired 12 to 16-year-old adolescents and their parents. 
Parent gender was not found to make a significant difference.  

Catalonia. Spain, 2009. 



 Boys Girls 

OLS .049* .113 

HOL .094 .160 

Fordyce .073* .194 

CAS happy .150 .141 

CAS satisfied .119 .165 

Item 6 BMSLSS .049*  .185 

 

Zero order Pearson Correlations between 
a parent and own child for the 6 single-
item scales, depending on child gender  

* =  non 
significant 
correlation 



Zero order 
Pearson 

correlations 
between a 

parent and own 
child for items 

on the 3 
multiple-item 

scales 

 Boys Girls 

health .062* .112 

standard living .117 .241 

achievements .098 .103 

safety .050* .142 

groups I belong to .068* .019* 

future security .019* .080 

 

 

 

 

PWI 

relations people .071* .055* 

1. Life close to ideal .090 .117 

2. Excellent life conditions .110 .256 

3. Satisfied with life .091 .200 

4. Got important things .090 .073* 

 

 

 

SWLS 

5. I’d change a lot in my life .020* .154 

family .169 .206 

friends -.005* .062* 

school experience 

(Parents: sat. profess exp) -.036* .091 

myself .071* .125 

 

 

 

BMSLSS 

place I live in .124 .144 

 

Boys:  
8 significant, 9 
non-significant. 
 
Girls:  
13 significant,  
4 non-significant. 

* =  non 
significant 
correlation 



Well-being indicators and  
children’s rights 

Ø  Indicators of material conditions of living (“objective” indicators): 
very important for assessing Provision, Protection and Prevention. 
§  Child poverty 
§  Child deaths by injury 
§  Teenage births 
§  Child abuse deaths 
§  Etc.. 
§  (How can we evaluate the “friendliness” of a city for children?) 

Ø  Psychosocial indicators (“subjective” indicators): very important for 
assessing Participation and Promotion. 
§  Children’s own perceptions, evaluations and aspirations (opinions; 

understanding of their own rights; children’s satisfaction with life 
domains, with their city, with services, etc.; values they aspire to; 
etc.)  

§  Adults’ perceptions and evaluations regarding children 
§  (How can we evaluate the attitudes of adult citizens towards 

children?) 



Articulating “objective” and “subjective” 
indicators of children’s and adolescents’ well-

being (I) 
Ø  Material well-being 

§  Relative income poverty (% of children) 
§  Households without jobs (% of children) 
§  Reported deprivation (% low family affluence; % few educational 

resources; %fewer than 10 books in the home) 
Ø  Health and safety 

§  Health at age 0-1 (per 1000 dying before 1; % low birth weight) 
§  Preventative health services (% immunized measles, DPT, polio) 
§  Safety (deaths from accidents per 100.000 aged 0-19). 

Ø  Educational well-being 
§  School achievement at age 15 (reading literacy, mathematical 

literacy, science literacy)  
§  Beyond basics (% 15-19 remaining in education) 
§  The transition to employment (% 15-19 not in education, training or 

employment; % of 15 expecting low-skilled work) 
 

Adamson, P. (2007). Child Poverty in perspective: An overview of child well-being in rich 
countries. Report Card 7. Innocenti Research Centre. UNICEF. 



Articulating “objective” and “subjective” 
indicators of children’s and adolescents’ well-

being (II) 
Ø  Young people’s relationships 

§  Family structure (% with single-parent; % in stepfamilies) 
§  Family relationships (% eating main meal with parents once a week; 

% with parents spending time “just talking” to them) 
§  Peer relationships (% report peer “kind and helpful”) 

Ø  Behaviours and risks 
§  Health behaviours (% who eat breakfast; % eat fruit daily; % 

physically active; % overweight) 
§  Risk behaviours (% smoking; % drunk + twice; % using cannabis; % 

having sex by 15; % use condoms; teenage fertility rate) 
§  Experience of violence (% involved in fighting; % reporting being 

bullied). 
Ø  Subjective well-being 

§  Health (% rating health “fair” or “poor”)  
§  School life (% “liking school a lot”) 
§  Personal well-being (% above midpoint on life satisfaction; % 

reporting negative personal well-being) 
 

Adamson, P. (2007). Child Poverty in perspective: An overview of child well-being in rich 
countries. Report Card 7. Innocenti Research Centre. UNICEF. 



•  Why does satisfaction with life and with 
most life domains continuously decrease 
during adolescence in most countries? 

•  Are adults or our adults’ societies somehow 
responsible for this phenomenon? 

•  Has it always been like this? 
•  Can this tendency be changed? 

Some topics for discussion (I) 



Some topics for discussion (II) 
Ø The most common research on children’s well-

being has addressed adults’ (experts’ or 
parents’) attribution of needs, or perceptions 
of quality, regarding children.  

Ø This is a misuse of the concept "quality of 
life", because it betrays the basic definition 
of the concept: people’s own perceptions, 
evaluations, and aspirations. Therefore, in 
practice, what is referred to as research on 
children's quality of life, is sometimes not 
actually on the quality of their lives but on 
other's perceptions or opinions regarding 
their lives. 



Some topics for discussion (III) 
Ø Disagreements between children’s or adolescents’ 

perspectives regarding their own lives and adult’s 
perspectives regarding children’s lives are an 
important dimension of social living. 
§  It is well-known that adolescents and young people 

in general are much greater "risk-takers" than 
adults; having new, enjoyable experiences, testing 
their limits, is very important to them. 

§  For adults, "security" is much more important. 
§  For young people, security measures imposed by 

adults may be considered simple limitations on 
their freedoms and not to be taken into account; 
and so on. 

Ø We can learn from these discrepancies. 



Some topics for discussion (IV) 

Ø As is the case with adults, interpersonal 
relationships are very important contributors 
to well-being for children and adolescents. 
However, children’s cultures are much more 
influenced than adults’ by peers and new 
relationships created using the “new” 
audiovisual media (information and 
communication technologies – ICTs). 



Some topics for discussion (V) 

Ø The influence of different social and cultural 
contexts on children’s and adolescents’ well-
being is not yet well understood. It is often 
doubtful that such influences function in the 
same way as with adults. 

Ø We need data provided by children in order to 
know about and better understand their daily 
lives in different socio-cultural contexts, from 
their own points of view. We need subjective 
indicators based on children’s evaluations and 
aspirations for cross-cultural research. 
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