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Global poverty is declining across the globe, but children remain disproportionally affected

The Millennium Development Goal of halving the proportion of people living in extreme poverty, measured
internationally as living on less than $1.25 a day, was achieved in 2010 – five years ahead of schedule. Between
1990 and 2015, over a billion people have left the ranks of extreme poverty. Although extreme poverty has declined
in every region, South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa account for more than half of the world’s people living in extreme
poverty (see Figure 1).1

The World Bank's definition of "extreme poverty" has been revised to living on less than $1.90 per day from $1.25 per
day, reflecting the latest updates in the cost of living across countries.2 Poverty data using the updated international
poverty line confirms the world’s progress in reducing global poverty, a process that is likely to be accompanied by
reductions in the number of children living in extreme poverty. Under current projections, global poverty is forecast to
fall in 2015 to 702.1 million, a poverty rate of 9.6 percent, the first time the share people living in extreme poverty
would be in the single digits.3

Figure 1. Global poverty is declining across the globe
Percentage of people living on less than $1.25 a day by World Bank region

Note: Figures for 2015 are poverty forecasts published by the Development Research Group of the World Bank based on
PovcalNet.

Source: World Bank/PovcalNet. Published in UNICEF (2015), ‘Progress for Children Beyond Averages: Learning from the MDGs
(No. 11)’, New York, June 2015.
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Figure 2. Children make up nearly half of the people living in extreme poverty
Percentage of people living on less than $1.25 a day by age, 2010

Source: World Bank staff estimates based on I2D2. Obtained from Olinto et al. (2013), ‘The State of the Poor: Where are the poor,
where is extreme poverty harder to end, and what is the current profile of the world’s poor?, World Bank – Economic Premise, issue
no. 125, October 2013. October 2013.

Despite unprecedented global prosperity and progress in reducing poverty throughout the Millennium Development
Goals era, children remain disproportionately affected by extreme poverty. A staggering 47% of the world’s extremely
poor people are aged 18 or younger, while 33% of the non-poor are aged 18 or younger (see Figure 2).4 The number
of poor children from extreme poor households is particularly pronounced in low income countries, where more than
half of children under the age of 12 currently live in extreme poverty.5 Across many countries, children are also
disproportionally affected by poverty, measured using the national poverty line.

As important as it is, income is just one dimension against which to monitor progress. Children experience poverty in
the form of multiple and overlapping deprivations that affect very real aspects of their lives – including their chances
of attending school, being well nourished and having access to health care, safe drinking water and sanitation.
Multidimensional measures such as the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI)6 or UNICEF’s Multidimensional
Overlapping Deprivation Analysis (MODA)7 provide an alternative yardstick to measure poverty based on key
deprivations. According to the MPI, there are 1.6 billion people in multidimensional poverty in 20158, and UNICEF
finds that about two thirds of children in Sub-Saharan Africa experienced two or more deprivations of their rights.9

Poverty among children is a high concern in richer countries as well. About 76.5 million children are now living in
relative poverty in the developed world, demonstrating that child poverty is a global challenge that requires a global
response. Furthermore, the latest data shows that child poverty has been increasing in many of these countries in
recent years as a consequence of the economic crisis.10

The disproportionate concentration of poverty among children across countries remains a reason for concern.
Children, as the future generation, are key to ending poverty. Despite this, children have generally received little
attention in poverty reduction efforts until now. This is starting to change with the ratification of the new Sustainable
Development Goals, and UNICEF will continue to leverage its leadership role with others to ensure children are
considered a central part of poverty eradication debates and strategies.

Poverty deprives children of their rights and pushes children into work, with long-term consequences for
children and societies
Living in poverty violates children’s rights to an adequate standard of living, to attend school, be well nourished, be
protected and have access to health care, safe drinking water and sanitation. It is clear when reviewed in this light,
that measuring child poverty requires a multidimensional approach, encompassing both monetary measures
alongside multidimensional measures to provide a comprehensive picture of children’s lives.11

Ending poverty requires paying special attention to children’s unique development needs. Childhood is a time of
unique opportunity and vulnerability, and experiencing poverty in its various dimensions can be particularly damaging
to a child’s development. Certain deprivations – such as lack of nutritious food, health care, sanitation or leaving
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school early for work – often lead to deficits that can be difficult or even impossible to overcome later in life. As such,
child poverty threatens not only the individual child, but is likely to be passed on to future generations, entrenching
and even exacerbating inequality in society.

Meanwhile, millions of children around the world remain trapped in child labour, depriving them of their childhood,
their health and education, and condemning them to a life of poverty and want. Worldwide, about 168 million children
aged 5 to 17 are engaged in child labour, accounting for almost 11 per cent of children.12 The largest absolute
number of child labourers is found in the Asia and the Pacific region, but Sub-Saharan Africa continues to be the
region with the highest incidence of child labour – with more than one in five children in child labour (see Figure 3).13

Whilst data show a decline in the number of child labourers since 2000, the continuing persistence of child labour
poses a threat to national economies and has severe negative short and long term consequences for the fulfillment of
children’s rights guaranteed by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Figure 3. Key figures on child labour

(a) Number of children in child labour and hazardous
work, 2000-2020

(b) Percentage of children in child labour by region, 5-17
years old, 2012

Note: Actual data for 2000-2012 and levels for 2016-2020
assuming pace of progress during 2008-2012

Source: ILO (2013), Marking progress against child labour: Global estimates and trends 2000-2012, Geneva: International Labour
Office.

Poverty remains a key driver of child labour across countries, pushing children into work and exposing them to
violence and other risks. Child labour is more pervasive in poorer countries, and within countries among children from
the poorest households14. Indeed, children from the lowest income quintiles are far more vulnerable to falling victim to
child labour than children in the higher quintiles15. Poor households are less able to afford basic costs of food and
housing and more likely to need any additional income that can be earned by their children16. Poor families also lack
access to basic services, productive assets and employment opportunities. As such, they are more likely to resort to
extreme coping strategies, such as child labour, to cope with multiple shocks.17

Child labour exacerbates multidimensional child poverty by depriving children of their right to go to school18,
jeopardizing their immediate health and safety, as well as their health status later in life19. As such, child labour
reinforces intergenerational cycles of poverty20, undermines national economies and impedes progress against many
national and global development goals21.

While children themselves suffer the impacts of their poverty and child labour most severely and immediately, the
harmful consequences for societies, economies and future generations can be felt nationally, regionally and even
globally.22 Unless further efforts are taken to address the barriers that prevent children from the poorest backgrounds
access the basic services and opportunities they need to survive and thrive free from poverty, deprivation and
exploitation, meeting the SDG goals to end poverty and eradicate the worst forms of child exploitation such as
exploitative labour will be hard to achieve.

UNICEF Progress on reducing child poverty and child labour

UNICEF has long recognized the significance of multidimensional poverty, the compounded deprivations of health,
education, nutrition, water and sanitation, and income poverty that violate a child’s rights today and stymie her
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chances for a better future.23 Child poverty is one of the biggest barriers to children’s rights and development, as well
as countries social and economic transformation. Addressing multidimensional poverty is a core part of UNICEF’s
work under the Strategic Plan (2014-17), including monetary child poverty, which is closely aligned with the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of eradicating extreme poverty (Target 1.1), and halving child poverty in all
its dimensions according to national definitions (Target 1.2).

UNICEF advocates for child poverty to be recognized as a global and national priority issue that is acted upon by
providing new evidence, improving the availability of crucial data on child poverty in all its dimensions, and
collaborating with partners to stimulate dialogue and action to address child poverty in all its dimensions. Recognizing
that poverty reduction is the product of shared action, UNICEF’s goal is for national governments in all countries to
measure, prioritize and respond to child poverty – to recognize it as a national policy priority and develop and
implement plans of action to protect children from poverty and its most devastating consequences.

Social protection is essential to respond to child poverty in all its dimensions and fulfilling the rights of the poorest and
most disadvantaged children. Social protection is globally recognized as an integral component of national
development, inclusive growth and poverty reduction efforts as demonstrated by Target 1.3 of the SDGs. UNICEF’s
focus is to expand the number of children and families reached by social protection, and to ensure these programmes
maximize positive impacts for children.

UNICEF supports the 2010 Roadmap for achieving the elimination of the worst forms of child labour by 2016 and its
follow-up Brasilia Declaration on Child Labour (2013) which provide guidance for an integrated response to child
labour. New urgency has been added by SDG target 8.7, which provides that States take “immediate and effective
measures to (…) secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst forms of child labour, including recruitment and
use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour in all its forms.” In order to reach this ambitious goal, the current
rate of reduction of the worst forms of child labour must be maintained and the rate of reduction for the 83 million
children under the minimum working age must be significantly increased.

Since child labour is largely driven by vulnerabilities caused by poverty and deprivation, progress to prevent and
eliminate child labour is closely linked to reducing these vulnerabilities, mitigating economic shocks and providing
families with social protection. Social protection programmes can positively influence child labour in a number of
ways, including through increased income, enhanced access to schooling and health services, and improved
reallocation of household labour and time. Evidence from a range of countries shows the positive impacts of cash
transfer programs in improved child outcomes and reducing child labour, especially when carefully designed to avoid
unintended impacts, and linked with other types of social protection programmes and child protection systems.24

I. Supporting an enabling environment to address child poverty

Realizing the rights of every child, especially the most disadvantaged, requires improving the policy environment for
children, guided by knowledge and data, strong partnerships and support. UNICEF continues to provide leadership in
making child poverty a global and national priority, and works with others to ensure it is recognized in global policy
frameworks and debates. At the global level, UNICEF supported member states, the UN Statistical Commission and
others through the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators to develop and refine
the monitoring framework for the post-2015 development agenda on poverty. As a result the global monitoring
framework agreed now includes three headline poverty indicators of direct relevance to children in poverty including
the international poverty line, national poverty lines and multidimensional measures.

The renewed focus on eradicating extreme poverty and reducing poverty among children in all its dimensions as part
of the SDGs points towards an ever increasing demand for data on children living in poverty using a range of
indicators. UNICEF is already working with a range of partners, including the World Bank, UNDP and others, to
increase the availability of global and national data on child poverty in all its dimensions using a range of indicators to
fill these data gaps – which will lead to updated data to monitor progress towards these goals.

UNICEF also engaged with a range of partners from civil society, academia and others to make child poverty a rising
global priority, and coordinate approaches and activities. In 2015, UNICEF played a key role in coordinating the
activities of the new Global Coalition to End Child Poverty with a broad range of partners. The new Coalition
published new briefs on indicators to measure child poverty as part of the SDGs, and released a Joint Statement
‘Towards the End of Child Poverty’25 outlining a common vision for ending child poverty over the coming years.

II. Improve the availability of child poverty data

Child poverty data constitutes the basis for addressing child poverty and deprivation, by making the issue visible to
policy makers, and providing the crucial data to help inform and design national programmes to address it. Despite
the importance of child poverty data for this purposes, the availability and regularity of child poverty estimates at the
country level remains limited. A recent survey of UNICEF’s country offices found that over a third of the countries
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surveyed do not have official measurement of child poverty, and around a half that are measuring are not doing so
routinely.26

UNICEF provides technical support to national statistical offices in the collection, analysis and publication of child
poverty data using both monetary and multidimensional approaches. In 2014, 51 country offices reported that
monetary child poverty rates were being calculated according to national poverty lines, and 48 national governments
were regularly monitoring and reporting on child poverty, with some variation across regions

UNICEF’s child poverty reports contribute yearly to improve the availability of data on child poverty. In 2015, UNICEF
undertook child poverty studies or reports in 35 countries across all regions27, providing new data on child poverty
using income and multidimensional measures. All of the studies were authored in a partnership with partners. In most
cases these included national governments, but also academic institutions and civil society organizations. In five
studies, children and youth actively participated in the research process. For example, in Zimbabwe, the youth
council and junior parliament participated in a consultative workshop to express their concerns and direct views on
child poverty.

III. Child poverty advocacy and policy engagement

UNICEF regularly draw attention to the poorest children and promotes discussions on key policies to address child
poverty in all its dimensions by convening partners and engaging in policy discussions with the government, civil
society, the United Nations agencies, and children and young people themselves.

In 2015, 75 countries were using child poverty in policy discussions with governments. UNICEF made direct
contributions to this progress through child poverty measurement, advocacy and policy engagement: since 2011,
UNICEF contributed to advocacy efforts in 85 countries and through research with or to support governments in 50
countries. For example, UNICEF Country Offices released new child poverty studies in collaboration with national
ministries in Iraq, Mozambique, Turkey, Vietnam and Sudan, bring new attention on child poverty in the national
context and the policy solutions to address it.

Importantly, UNICEF country offices are increasingly able to document concrete change for children as a result of
these efforts.  In Georgia, these inputs contributed directly to the establishment of a child grant within the social
protection system. In Kyrgyzstan, the social transfer programme was amended to expand the coverage and to
increase benefit levels as a result of UNCIEF’s advocacy on child poverty. In Uganda, the government has committed
to increase the budget from 2 billion to 7 billion Ugandan Schillings per annum on a pilot social protection programme
to address child poverty and deprivation, analyzed in their child poverty study. Further, in nine countries, the work on
child poverty influenced the highest framework for national development or poverty reduction, such as the national
development plans or poverty reduction plan.

IV. Expanding social protection systems to address child poverty and close equity gaps

UNICEF’s widespread country presence in social protection allows the organization to work closely with national
partners to strengthening capacities for effective social protection delivery. In 2015, UNICEF continued progress
towards its 2017 strategic plan targets in expanding social protection coverage among children and families, and
supporting the capacity of governments and partners to strengthen social protection systems to reduce child poverty
and improve children’s well-being.

A leading international agency in the sector, UNICEF works towards these goals in over 100 countries. Through
measures such as cash transfers, school fee abolition, health insurance and social support services, social protection
is a crucial response to child poverty in all its dimensions. A key component of our work is supporting national
governments and partners during the design and implementation of cash transfer programmes, strengthening social
protection systems, and taking pilot programmes to scale.

Increasing the numbers of children and families covered by social protection and improving the effectiveness of social
protection systems is a challenging task for many national governments, and a key priority issue. UNICEF Country
Offices worked not only to ensure that more children could access social protection programmes, but also to increase
the reach of these programmes to those groups of children who had been most likely to be excluded. Developing
national social protection policies and anchoring social protection in legislation has been important in many countries
to its establishment as a sector and to setting national directions. UNICEF has supported development of national
policies and strategies in 89 countries; countries where these were finalized and approved in 2015 include Albania,
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Chad, Ghana, and Uganda.

In order to maximize impacts for children and their families, increasing coordinated delivery of social protection
programmes and linking with other social services is critical. Children face multiple vulnerabilities to poverty and
deprivation, and integrated social protection systems help to deliver a more comprehensive response to children’s
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needs. In Indonesia, Kenya, Kyrgyzstan, and Malawi, among others, UNICEF offices have supported creating closer
links between cash transfers and other types of social protection programmes and services such as health insurance
or social support services, and with other social services such as health care, education and nutrition.

The year saw the fruition of significant investments across the organization in producing evidence on the impacts of
social protection on children and their families. In 2015, UNICEF undertook a major evaluation of its work on social
protection and cash transfers, which highlights the contribution of such programmes in reducing childhood poverty
and deprivation across a range of outcomes, contributing to promote crucial progress towards equity goals, including
in the poorest countries.28 Meanwhile, UNICEF continued to promote South-South learning, for example through
facilitating with the World Bank the Africa Community of Practice on Cash Transfers which strengthens capacity
through learning and exchange of practice across over 35 African governments. UNICEF also significantly expanded
its work on social protection in fragile and humanitarian contexts in 2015, part of an ongoing work to protect children
affected in humanitarian settings

V. Supporting policy change and national action plans

The end goal of UNICEF’s work on child poverty is to mobilize action, and influence policies and programmes that
reduces child poverty and deprivation. To do this, UNICEF country offices help mainstream child poverty into local
and national policy discussions and legislation to ensure social and economic policies and programmes become
more child-centered and equitable.

As of 2015, a significant number of countries (19) explicitly address child poverty in national development plans or
legislation, and four had a child poverty target, which represent a small proportion of countries but represents steady
increases from the previous years. UNICEF driven child poverty reports, advocacy and policy engagements had
impact making child poverty visible and resulted in influencing the policy and programmes to address child poverty, or
to feature child poverty in the national development plans. In 2015, UNICEF played a key role in placing children at
the heart of national frameworks. For example, in Botswana child poverty has now been recognized as a priority
issue and target in key frameworks including the National Development Plan II, Botswana Poverty Eradication
Strategy and Vision 2036. In El Salvador, new analysis of multidimensional poverty with the contribution of UNICEF
supported the design of the new Strategy for Eradication of Extreme Poverty

VI. Addressing child labour through child protection

UNICEF supports communities in changing their cultural acceptance of child labour, while supporting strategies and
programming to provide alternative income to families, access to nurseries, quality education, and protective
services. UNICEF works with governments to strengthen the application of national laws and regulate the working
conditions of children old enough to work. At the policy level, UNICEF assists governments to provide support to child
workers; promote decent youth employment; include child labour concerns in national education plans; and make
social protection systems ‘child-sensitive’.

In various countries and regions, UNICEF and partners have strengthened child protection systems, which have led
to a comprehensive response to children’s issues.  In turn, this has resulted in decreased child labour and an overall
improvement of children’s well-being. In 2015, over 50 country offices directly supported a combination of
interventions to combat child labour, through policy and legislation reform, advocacy and awareness raising, capacity
building, service delivery and research – reaching some 5.6 million children. For example, in In Burkina Faso, 5000
children were withdrawn from informal gold mining, bringing the total number of withdrawn children to over 25,000
children, who were enrolled in primary schools, received vocation training and professional integration support, while
parents were supported through income generation and trained on the protection of children from child labour.

UNICEF initiatives and activities aim to protect children in emergencies by preventing child labour among refugee
children, among others. In Jordan, child protection and education programmes focused on expanding education
opportunities to underserved refugees and vulnerable Jordanians in host communities. The humanitarian child cash
assistance programme was expanded to address the urgent needs of 55,000 vulnerable children, and preventing
refugee families living in Jordanian hosting communities resorting to negative coping mechanisms such as dropping
children out of school, forcing them to work, or marrying off their children.

UNICEF also works with employers and the private sector to assess and address the impact of their supply chain and
business practices upon children, and promote programmes that contribute to the elimination of child labour through
sustainable solutions to address its root causes. In India, UNICEF continued its IKEA-supported investment in
programmes to reduce child labour, achieving impressive results. The programme reached more than 8,000 villages
and reduced child labour in these 11 districts from 15% to 0.8% in Gujarat, 7.9% to 0.5% in Maharashtra and 7% to
3% in Rajasthan.
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Moving towards the Sustainable Development Goals

The agreement of the new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in September 2015 opens a new era of
development efforts to end poverty in all its forms, for everyone, everywhere. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development provide an ambitious and universal plan of action to end poverty in all its forms, and advance the rights
and well-being of the poorest and most vulnerable children.

The agreed goals include an explicit commitment to eradicate extreme poverty and reduce poverty among children,
which is particularly relevant in light of current trends. SDG Target 1.2 aims to: “by 2030, at least half the proportion of
men, women and children living in poverty in all its dimensions according to national definitions”.29 Furthermore, this
target also addresses poverty in all its dimensions, a particular concern for children burdened by multiple and
complex forms of deprivation.

The SDG commitment to ending poverty can only be achieved if concerted efforts are made to protect children from
poverty and its most damaging consequences, leaving them vulnerable to a lifelong trajectory of deprivation,
vulnerability and want. To ensure that children benefit from the new agenda to end poverty and are not left behind,
requires regular child poverty data and targets to measure progress towards SDG Targets 1.1 and 1.2.30, with
countries monitoring and reporting child poverty using the international poverty line, national poverty lines, and
multidimensional measures, whist recognizing the varying national circumstances and capacity of national statistical
offices.

Investing in children, through social protection, providing quality services and other crucial investments can make a
substantial difference in accelerating progress towards reducing child poverty. Ending child poverty will require
substantial investments in expanding coverage of national social protection systems and measures to all, and
achieve substantial coverage of the poor and vulnerable, especially among children (Target 1.3). Facilitating equal
access to basic services (Target 1.4) and ensuring adequate financing and resources to end poverty in all its
dimensions (Target 1.a) can also play a crucial role.

Child labour is not inevitable, but accelerating progress is required to achieve the SDG target of eliminating child
labour by 2025. It is therefore critical not only to capitalize on progress to date but to also apply a mix of proven
identify appropriate strategies to achieve the required accelerated pace to meet the 2025 deadline. Given the strong
links between poverty and child labour, making progress against child labour requires paying special attention to
protecting children from poverty and deprivation in all its dimensions, and the range of vulnerability that poor
households face. Broader efforts and more targeted measures should aim to improve the coordination of poverty
reduction, social welfare and social protection, justice, labour, and education programmes and policies, as well as
broad partnerships to facilitate a holistic approach to prevent and reduce child labour.

Recognizing that poverty in its various dimensions is interrelated with other development goals, addressing child
poverty and deprivation will require further efforts to accelerate progress across other crucial goals, including
disaggregated data and multi-sectoral approaches to reduce child malnutrition and child labour, and provide
healthcare, education and other essential services to ensure the poorest and most disadvantaged children are
reached and not left behind.

Recognizing that poverty reduction is the product of collective action, achieving the 2030 goals on poverty will require
strong and focused partnerships between national governments, international organizations, academia, the private
sector and civil society.

UNICEF is committed to doing all it can to achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development including those
under Goal 1 to “end poverty in all its forms everywhere”. As countries move towards the implementation of the
SDGs, UNICEF will continue to contribute to global and national efforts to end poverty, with a specific focus on the
poorest and most vulnerable children, by:

1 Advocating with and supporting national and international efforts to improve the availability of crucial data on
child poverty in all its dimensions, including both monetary and multidimensional indicators;

2 Expanding coverage, commitment and support for nationally owned social protection systems and programs
that support the poorest and most vulnerable children.

3 Expanding universal access to quality services through sectoral work;
4 Broadening our collaboration and partnerships with national governments, civil society, academia, the World

Bank and the United Nations, and children and young people to help accelerate progress and foster global
and national action to address child poverty.

5 Supporting countries to accelerate child labour reduction to meet SDG target 8.7 by mainstreaming child
labour concerns into national development programmes and schemes.
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