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Childhood poverty and deprivation
at the starting gate in France
Examples using Elfe survey
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Marion Leturcq* *Institut national d’études démographiques.
Lidia Panico*

Poverty is not uncommon among children growing up in
developed countries. In France, in 2014, 19,8% of children
lived in households below the poverty line (HCFEA,
2018). Childhood poverty has been a long-standing
concern for researchers and policymakers (as for example
shown by recent policies introduced in France to reduce
childhood poverty and inequalities), largely because of
its impact on children’s outcomes (Dahl and Lochner,
2012) and its long-term consequences for adult well-
being (Duncan et al., 2012). While recent reports for
France have provided a picture of childhood poverty
for children of all ages (HCFEA, 2018; OIC, 2018), the
literature focusing on early childhood remains limited.
Yet this period of life is increasingly recognized as a crucial
time to understand individual trajectories and population-
level inequalities (Irwin et al., 2007). Starting in early
2011, the French Longitudinal Study from Childhood
(the Étude Longitudinale française depuis l’enfance, Elfe)
provides a unique opportunity to address a number of
questions on the living conditions of children at the start
of their lives, using a nationally representative sample of
births in mainland France.

An interdisciplinary study such as Elfe is also able to explore
childhood poverty as a multi-dimensional concept. In-
creasingly, researchers argue that financial poverty is not,
on its own, a good indicator of the experience of depri-
vation, particularly for children (Fusco et al., 2011). As a
result, multi-dimensional deprivation measures have been
suggested as a tool to understand how economic well-
being impacts individuals (Stiglitz et al., 2009), although
these concepts have been applied less to children (Unicef,
2013), and in particular very young children. In this paper,
we therefore propose to present a picture of poverty and
multi-dimensional deprivation of children in France,
around the time of their birth and during their first year

of life, using an income poverty measure combined with
a multiple deprivation approach. To do so, we adapt an
approach used for adults to apply it to young children;
this adaptation allows us to take account of children’s
specific needs. We then use regression techniques to
highlight which population groups are most vulnerable
to monetary poverty and to deprivation across several
domains.

Literature review
The importance of experiencing poverty
in childhood
A vast body of research has shown that the experience of
child poverty has a clear impact on children’s health and
development, as well as long term consequences: poverty
in childhood is linked to, for example, lower educational
attainment, higher risk of unemployment, and continued to
experience poverty in adulthood (Duncan and Magnuson,
2013; Duncan et al., 2012). Growing up in poverty has
been shown to be associated with higher rates of mortality
in adulthood (Case et al., 2005), as well as adult health
outcomes such as asthma, diabetes, heart disease (Johnson
and Shoeni, 2011), and obesity (Dong et al., 2004). 

Why does experiencing poverty and deprivation matter
for current and subsequent well-being? Arguably, in
countries with strong safety nets and free or subsidised
education and healthcare, poverty and deprivation should
be moderated by access to modern welfare services and
therefore have only a minor impact on children. Yet the
link between poverty or deprivation and a range of child
outcomes has been consistently established across
countries, even those with strong welfare safety nets
(Ermisch et al., 2012; Gallo et al., 2012). Mechanisms to
explain the association between poverty and poor child
and adult outcomes have included disadvantaged material
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conditions, poorer housing, negative impacts on parenting
and parents’ own mental health (Conger et al., 2010;
Esping-Andersen, 2008), as well as difficulties in accessing
key services such as schooling and education. Furthermore,
low incomes may have a direct impact on families’ abilities
to meet children’s basic needs. For example, while in
most developed countries the majority of households are
able to buy enough food to sustain themselves, the quality
of this food may decline when families experience financial
constraints. In the European countries most affected by
the current recession, daily nutritional intake and the
consumption of nutritious food, such as fish and vegetables,
has declined (Unicef, 2014). These debates have never
been more salient than in the current context of economic
instability. Children are widely acknowledged to be the
group that suffers most from the current economic crisis,
and more than other vulnerable populations such as the
elderly (ibid.). The recession has impacted children
through a steady deterioration in the situation of their
families, mostly due to job loss, under employment and
public services cuts. It is therefore unsurprising that the
2014 Unicef Innocenti Report Card concluded that the
Great Recession has been linked to a decline in children’s
well-being in developed countries (ibid.).

How can we measure poverty in children?
There are a number of ways to conceptualise and measure
“poverty” in childhood. Many studies look at the proportion
of children living in monetary poor households (usually
defined as households whose incomes are less than 50%
or 60% of the median income). This indicator captures
financial constraints. However, just looking at family
income does not always reflect living conditions and
well-being, especially for children (Unicef, 2013). This
is both because income is not a reliable indicator of the
resources available to the household (and, in particular,
of resources distributed towards children), but also because,
as shown by sociologists like Peter Townsend (1979) and
economists like Amartya Sen (1999), poverty is about more
than simply being unable to feed oneself, and non-financial
dimensions of deprivation (such as social integration, partic -
ipation in socially normative activities etc.) also matter.

The concepts of deprivation and in particular multi-domain
deprivation have emerged to account for these criticisms.
It is argued that these broad concepts better capture
children’s lived experience of poverty. For example, the
Unicef childhood deprivation indicator considers children

to be deprived when the household in which they live
cannot afford at least four of nine items (i.e. being able to:
pay rent, mortgage or utilities; keep the home adequately
warm; face unexpected expenses; eat meat or protein
regularly; take holidays; own a television; a washing ma-
chine; a car; a telephone). After years of improvements
for most European countries, the proportion of materially
deprived children remained constant at 7% to 8% between
2008 and 2012. It is also important to note that measure-
ments of financial poverty and deprivation do not always
capture the same children: children can live in monetary
poor households but not be deprived because, for example,
parents prioritize resources towards them, or thanks to
support from extended families, communities or national
programmes. Inversely, deprived children can live in
non-poor households if parents are unable to manage
resources or channel them towards their needs, or if, for
example, the cost of acquiring goods and services is too
high and not moderated by government programmes.

What do we know about childhood poverty
in France?
The issue of childhood poverty is currently at the forefront
of national policies in France. In October 2017, the gov -
ernment launched a national strategy to combat poverty
and social exclusion, with a focus on early childhood.
This led to a number of recent reports describing the living
conditions of children in France today. These reports
highlight that childhood poverty (i.e. households earning
60% or less of the median equivalised income) in conti-
nental France is higher than the poverty rate for the overall
population (19,8% versus 14% – HCFEA, 2018). In fact,
while France compares relatively favourably with the rest
of Europe in terms of overall monetary poverty (only the
Netherlands has lower overall poverty rates), when we
look at child poverty, the comparison with its neighbours
is much less favourable ( ibid.). In 2017, Eurostat statistics
show that 16% of all adults (16 years and over) and
21,7% of children (under 16) are classed as income-poor
in France, while in the European Union, 22,2% of adults
and 24% of children are poor(1). In particular, children
living with a single parent and households with a large
number children are especially at risk. For these two
groups, poverty rates in 2014 reached 40% (for single
parent households with at least one dependent child; and
for households with four co-residing children, at least one
of whom is a dependent minor); these rates have been
deteriorating since 2008 (ibid.).

(1) From https://www.strategie.gouv.fr/sites/strategie.gouv.fr/files/atoms/files/hcfea-note_synthese_-_pauvrete_et_familles_-5_juin.pdf.
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Two important gaps in the current data available for
France include figures on deprivation, rather than just
income, and data specific to young children, rather than
aggregating children of all ages. In respect to the first
point, data from EU-SILC paints a picture of material
deprivation for children of all ages. They show that in
2016, about 12% of children living in France could be
classed as deprived (see the above description of the Unicef
indicator for details of the items used for these analyses),
rising to nearly a third for children living with a single
parent. However, these data are based on deprivation at
the household level only and do not include child-specific
items, leading to un-nuanced observations such as
“children are poor because their parents are poor” (OIC,
2018). On the second point, to our knowledge no study
focused specifically on the experience of poverty and
deprivation in early childhood in France. This is problem -
atic, as early childhood is increasingly recognised as a
crucial period to understand individual trajectories and
population-level inequalities (Irwin et al., 2007). At this
important time, children’s early experience of adverse living
conditions and poverty can affect their health and devel -
opment, not only when they are young (Dickerson and Popli,
2015; Pearce et al., 2013), but also in adulthood. The French
literature focusing on early childhood remains limited, and
often takes a cognitive and clinical perspective. However,
starting in early 2011, the French Longitudinal Study from
Childhood (Elfe) provides a unique opportunity to address
a number of questions on the living conditions of French
children at the start of their lives, using a recent and nationally
representative sample of births in mainland France. In this
paper, we propose a multi-domain deprivation approach
to describe the living conditions of infants from birth and
during their first year of life, as well as looking at standard
indicators of financial poverty. We then use regression
techniques to highlight which population groups are most
at risk of which type of deprivation. The large, nationally
representative sample and the rich nature of the study,
tapping into different dimensions of children’s lives, allows
us to describe relatively nuanced situations for an age
group that has to date received little attention in France.

The Étude longitudinale française
depuis l’enfance
Elfe (Étude longitudinale française depuis l’enfance) is
France’s first multidisciplinary, large scale longitudinal
cohort study based on a population sample (Charles et al.,
2011). It aims to follow over 18,000 children born in

France in 2011 from birth to adulthood. The study explores
how socio-economic, environmental and family environ-
ments in early life affect children’s health, development
and socialization, and, ultimately, their subsequent adult
situation. The Elfe sampling structure is based on two
simul taneous levels, with an independent selection of a
representative sample of hospitals featuring a maternity
ward in continental France (stratified according to size),
and a selection of four periods of the year to cover the
four seasons (twenty five days in total: four days in April,
six in June/July, seven in September/October, eight in
November/December). In 2011, all babies born at a 
selected maternity unit during one of the chosen inclusion
periods were eligible to participate in the study (Juillard,
2016). Three hundred forty-nine maternity wards (both
public and private) represent the five hundred and
forty-four hospitals with a maternity ward on the French
mainland territory (excluding overseas territories).
18 329 infants were included in the initial sample. Eligi-
ble mothers had to satisfy the following inclusion charac-
teristics: their babies were born at or after thirty-three
weeks’ gestation(2), both parents were at least 18 years old
at the time of the birth, and only singleton and twin births
were included.

The first wave of data collection took place in the mater-
nity ward, and was carried out by trained midwives
shortly after birth. This survey includes data extracted
from the mother’s medical records, the collection of bio-
logical samples, as well as face-to-face questionnaires
with the mother, and includes 18,329 newborns. An
in-depth telephone interview was conducted two months
later: 15,536 mothers and 12,504 fathers responded to the
full interview, collecting in-depth data on socio-economic
status, family living arrangements, nutrition, and the envi -
ronment that the children were growing up in. A new wave
of interviews was carried out around the children’s first
birthday, with interviews of both parents (n=13,141 mothers
and 11,294 fathers), and including a similar, in-depth
questionnaire to the previous wave. Follow-up waves
took place at about two years, three and a half years and
five and a half years after birth. We focus here on the two-
month wave (which we will refer to as wave 1) and the
one-year data collection (wave 2).

Our analytical sample is made up of all households present
at each wave studied that do not have missing information
on the items used in the multiple deprivation indicators.

(2) This is to avoid overlap with a concurrent survey of very premature births.
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This gives a sample of 12,020 households for wave 1, and
12,895 for wave 2. Had we selected one sample to cover
both waves (i.e. households with no missing information at
either wave), we would have obtained a small sample that
was not nationally representative of either wave. Therefore,
we chose two different samples, one per wave. This means
that while we cannot directly compare analyses at wave
1 and wave 2, our analyses are nationally representative
for children of those ages. Sample weights are applied to
all analyses, this allows us to take account of the sampling
design and attrition to ensure representative results.

Methodology
Measuring deprivation
To construct our measures of child deprivation, we draw on
existing definitions and methodologies of multidimensional
poverty (Bourguignon and Chakravarty, 2003; Alkire and
Foster, 2011; Neubourg et al., 2013; Dickerson and Popli,
2015). The construction of the index relies on the identifi-
cation of different dimensions of childhood deprivation that
are important for young children. Unlike methods used
for adults, we attempt to take into account all dimensions
that matter in children’s daily lives, not restricted to material
deprivation. Notably, we include indicators relating to the
parenting received by the child. Each dimension is com-
posed of items identifying the lack of a specific good or
activity, which we allow to vary over time to remain age-
relevant, especially for parenting activities, which change
significantly over the first year of life. Our strategy to iden-
tify potential items and dimensions is described in the
next section. Due to data availability, we were not able
to replicate all deprivation dimensions at both waves.

The living conditions of a child can be defined by varia-
bles liaj that describe the attainment of the child i at age a
for the item j. The higher liaj , the more severe the depri-
vation. Items are dimension-specific and age-specific.
For each item liaj, we define a threshold Zaj and a binary
variable giaj indicating that the child is considered as de-
prived on this item if liaj < Zaj . Then, we define a score Ciad
for each dimension d counting the number of items from
the child is considered to be deprived. For each dimen-
sion d, we define a threshold Zad and a binary vari able  ida
indicating that the child is considered as deprived in the
dimension d if Ciad > Zad.

The identification of deprived children is based on a
counting approach: we count the number of items of
deprivation in each dimension. This approach imposes a
dual cut-off methodology, in order to define: (1) deprivation

for each item, and (2) deprivation for each dimension.
This methodology is adapted from Marion Leturcq and
Lidia Panico (2019), although unlike that paper, we do
not construct an index of overall deprivation as we focus
in this paper on the determinants of different dimensions
of deprivation rather than an overall measure of deprivation.
This methodology and the resulting indicators do not
aim at comprehensively describing childhood deprivation
in France in a representative manner, but at providing
the best indicators for our research questions, given the
available data.

A description of the domains 
of childhood multi-domain deprivation
The different items and dimensions of deprivation are
presented in table 1. They include:

• material deprivation, which can be measured at
wave 1 only, and aims at capturing the living conditions
of the household. Items included describe whether the
household cannot afford to: buy two pairs of shoes for
each adult in the household, buy new clothes (not
second hand), eat meat or fish every other day, pay bills
on time, keep the home warm, replace furniture, go on
holiday for at least one week a year, invite friends or
family to the home at least once a month, and offer gifts
at least once a year;

• housing deprivation, mostly includes housing-quality
variables such as whether the home is damp, whether
there is mould in the house, whether it is noisy, difficulty
to heat, and overcrowded;

• extremely deprived living conditions indicates the lack
of at least one key amenity in the child’s home: e.g. no
hot water, bathroom or toilets in the house;

• low parenting involvement: when the child is two
months old, this dimension includes: rarely singing to the
child, rarely talking to the child, having no skin-to-skin
contact with the child, breastfeeding for less than one
month. At the one-year wave, it includes mostly free
activities such as singing to the child, playing with the
child, reading books to the child, drawing with the child,
but also parent ing styles such as keeping calm when
talking to the child, and having body contact in play
with the child.

To select items and identify dimensions of deprivation,
some normative choices have to be made. We first
identify potential items that may measure the child’s
environment and child-centred deprivation. Variable

~

~ δ
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selection is guided by data availability and the relevant
literature. For material deprivation, we choose indicators
that demonstrate a household’s ability to afford key items
that a majority of households in our sample possess
(new clothes, shoes, at least two meals per day, enough
heating – about 4% of households cannot afford each
item); as well as normative social events and activities
(inviting friends and family to the home, gifts), which most

households carry out. About 4% of households cannot
afford each of these activities; 16% to 19% of households
cannot afford more expensive items such as at least one
week of holidays a year, or being able to replace furniture.
Not being able to afford several of these items or activities
suggests deprived living conditions. Information for these
items is available at wave 1 only (when the child is two
months old).

Table 1 – List of indicators and definitions by dimensions of deprivation

Source: ELFE, waves 2 months and 1 year.
Scope: Children born in continental France in 2011.
Interpretation: at wave 1, when the child is two months old, 4,6% of respondants declare they could not afford new clothes. At wave 1, when the child
is two months old, 17,5% of children are deprived on at least two items in the material dimension.

Indicators 2 Months (W1) 1 Year (W2) Definition and Cut-off

Material deprivation Affordability of new clothes 4,6% - Cannot afford it

Affordability of 2 pairs of shoes per adult in the hh 4,6% - Cannot afford it

Affordability of meat and fish every two days 4,4% - Cannot afford it

Skipping at least one meal per day 2,4% - Yes

Being able to pay bills on time 8,6% - Cannot afford it

Being able to keep home warm 3,9% - Cannot afford it

Affordability of replacing furniture 16,6% - Cannot afford it

Affordability of one week’s holidays 19,1% - Cannot afford it

Inviting friends and family at home 4,2% - Cannot afford it

Affordability of gifts at least once a year 4,7% - Cannot afford it

Total 17,5% - At last two items deprived

Housing deprivation Overcrowded housing 18,8% 19% 1st quintile mpp didtribution

Difficult to heat the house (parents-reported) 19,4% 19,5% yes

Damp in the house (parents-reported) 8,2% 8,3% yes

Mould in the house (parents-reported) 6,7% 6,4% yes

Noisy (parents-reported) 11,7% 11,5% yes

Total 15,8% 15,8% At least two items deprived

Extreme living conditions Hot water in the house 1,1% 1,0% no

Bathroom in the house 0,4% 0,3% no

Toilets in the house 0,5% 0,54% no

Total 1,6% 1,6% At least one item deprived

Parenting deprivation Parents sing songs to the child 8,3% 5,9% Rarely

Parents talk to the child 0,0% - Rarely

Parents keep calm while talking to the child - 2,8% Rarely
Parent have skin to skin contact 
with child sometimes 36,4% - no

Parents have body contact to play with the child - 1,2% Rarely

Child breastfed less than 1 month 49,3% - yes

Parents play with the child - 1,6% Rarely

Parents read book to the child - 22,1% Rarely

Parents draw with the child - 64,7% Rarely

Total 23,7% 20,9% At least two items deprived

Monetary poverty Household considered disposable income poor 12.8% 15,9%
50% of the median of the

disposable income
distribution

Total numbers of OBs 12 020 12 895
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For housing deprivation, we aimed at capturing housing
quality (damp and mould in the house, noisy environment,
difficulty to heat, overcrowding) – depending on the item,
7% to 19% of households are affected. We distinguish
this dimension from extremely deprived housing conditions:
we include here not having access within the dwelling to
hot water, a bathroom, and toilets – for each these items,
only 0,5% to 1% of households report not having access to
these amenities. For parenting involvement, we chose vari -
ables describing activities and contact between the mother
and the child (singing songs, skin-to-skin contact, etc.).

Second, we included these variables in a Multiple Compo -
nent Analysis to explore which clusters of variables emerged
and which items drove different axes. We carried out these
analyses separately at each wave as we hypothesize that
different clusters might emerge at different ages, and that
the relative importance of each variable in driving axes might
also differ according to child age. At this stage, we excluded
variables that did not seem to drive any axis. Third, taking
all retained items in the previous step, we identified discrete
dimensions of deprivation, based on our own selection and
the Multiple Component analyses; item composition at
each age might vary. Different dimensions appeared at
different ages: at wave 1, the items clustered into a material
deprivation dimension, which did not appear at wave 2.
Finally, a dimension of parental involvement, grouping
variables relating to parental activities and attachment,
appeared. For each dimension, we define a cut-off indi-
cating the number of items a child does not have above
which that child is considered as deprived for that dimen-
sion. For each dimension (except for extreme living
conditions), we consider that a child is deprived if the
household does not have at least two items in this dimension.
Therefore, as suggested by the literature, being deprived
is defined by an accumulation of missing items: choosing
one missing item only as a cut-off would not reflect the
idea of accumulation of deprivation. On the contrary,
choosing a higher cut-off of three missing items would
mean only capturing a group of highly deprived house-
holds. For extreme living conditions, we choose a cut-off of
one missing item as reasonable, as the items included in
this dimension capture basic amenities, and therefore it
can be argued that missing only one of these item already
captures severe deprivation.

The monetary poverty indicator we propose is in line with
previous literature. We consider equivalised disposable
income as an indicator of the financial means available
to the household. Disposable income corresponds to total

household revenues net of housing costs, which allow us
to control for heterogeneous housing costs across regions.
In order to account for household composition, we use
the OECD equivalence scales. Then, we consider as poor
households whose equivalised income is 50% below
the equivalent median disposable income in our survey
population. It is therefore a measure of poverty relative
to households with a child born in 2011, and not for all
households in France.

Because Elfe is a household-based survey, we mostly
focus on children’s deprivation in the home (although the
inclu sion of parenting variables means that our measures
are not just household deprivation indicators), and do not
measure the deprivation they could experience within
their neighbourhoods, or any other dimension not directly
related to their home. While these are important dimensions
of deprivation, as depicted by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1986)
ecological systems theory, they are not fully explorable
in our dataset.

Regression approach
Once our indicators are constructed, we use regression
techniques to highlight which population groups are most
vulnerable to monetary poverty and deprivation across
several dimensions. Specifically, we assume the probability
that a child will be deprived in a dimension d at age a can
be written as:

where yiad is a binary variable indicating whether the child
i is considered deprived in dimension d at age a. xia is a
vector of characteristics of the child at age a (or charac -
teristics of the child’s family). is the cumulative distri-
bution function of a logistic function. The coefficients β
are age-specific and dimension-specific, so that we 
identify which groups are most vulnerable for each 
dimension d  at a given age a, allowing these groups to 
differ across ages and dimensions.

Results
What proportion of children 
are classed as deprived?
Table 1 presents the proportion of children deprived in
each dimension and at each age. It shows that the propor -
tion of children deprived in different dimensions does not
change significantly between waves, even though each
dimension is not always based on the same items nor on the
same number of items. We identify 17,5% of households as
materially deprived when the child is two months old. For

Pr(yiad|xia)=
V( 0ad + 1ad x1a + …+ kad xka) 

V 
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housing conditions, we identify 15,8% of the households as
deprived for each wave. For extreme housing conditions,
1,6% of households are identified as deprived at each
wave. We identify 23,7% of children as deprived on the
parenting dimension two months after birth, and 20,9%
at one year old. On the other hand, we classify 12,8% of

households observed at wave 1 and 15,9% of households
observed at wave 2 as monetary poor. Table 2 presents the
cumulative aspect of deprivation. It shows that, at wave
1, when children are 2 months old, 55% of children are
not deprived in any dimension, 33% are deprived in one
dimension only, and 10% are deprived in two dimensions.
Approximatively 2% of children are classed as deprived
in three or more dimensions of deprivation. At wave 2,
when children are 1 year old, 67% are not deprived in
any dimension. 28% are considered as deprived in one
dimension only, and approximatively 5% are deprived in
two dimensions or more. It is important to note that cumu -
lating all dimensions of deprivation is very uncommon in
the population of observed children, at both waves.

Table 3 provides more insight into the cumulative aspect of
deprivation by showing for children deprived in at least two
dimensions of deprivation, the most common combinations
of dimensions of deprivation. At wave 1, 39% of children
cumulating two or more dimensions of deprivation were
deprived in both the housing and parenting dimensions.
20% of them were deprived in both the material and
parenting dimensions and 19% of them were deprived in
the housing and extreme material dimensions. 13% were
deprived in parenting, material and extreme material
dimensions at the same time. At wave 2, 83% of children
deprived in two dimensions or more were deprived in
housing and parenting dimensions. Other combinations
include: housing and extreme material deprivation (7% of
children cumulated at least two forms of deprivation), and
deprivation on extreme material and parenting dimensions
(6%). Other combinations were less common.

Income poverty and deprivation: 
two distinct measures of living conditions
Table 4 explores the relationship between different dimen -
sions of deprivation, and income poverty. Each cell in the

Table 4 – Overlap between income poverty and dimensions of deprivation

Source: ELFE, waves 2 months and 1 year.
Scope: Children born in continental France in 2011.
Interpretation: among children observed at two months, 82,8% are neither monetary poor nor materially deprived; 8,2% are materially deprived but
not monetary poor; 4,8% are monetary poor but not materially deprived; and 4,2% are both monetary poor and materially deprived.

Table 3 – Dimensions of cumulative deprivation,
among children deprived on 2 dimensions or more

Source: ELFE, waves 2 months and 1 year.
Scope: Children deprived on at least of two dimensions, born in continental
France in 2011.
Interpretation: among children observed at two months and deprived on
two dimensions or more, 39% are deprived on the housing dimension
and on the parenting dimension.

Dimensions of deprivation 2 months 1 year

Housing and Parenting 39% 83%

Parenting and Material 20% .

Housing and Extreme 19% 7%

Extreme, Parenting and Material 13% .

Housing, Extreme and Material 3% .

Extreme and Parenting 2% 6%

Housing, Extreme and Parenting . 4%

Other combinations 4% .

Total 100% 100%

Monetary deprivation Material Deprivation Housing deprivation Extreme material
deprivation Parenting deprivation

2 months No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes

No 82,8% 8,2% 81,4% 9,6% 90,1% 0,9% 69,5% 21,5%

Yes 4,8% 4,2% 6,2% 2,7% 8,8% 0,2% 7,0% 2,0%

1 year

No Could not be 81,9% 8,7% 89,7% 0,9% 73,4% 17,2%

Yes calculated at 1 year 6,9% 2,5% 9,2% 0,2% 7,3% 2,1%

Table 2 – Number of dimensions of deprivation

No deprivation

2 months 1 year

55%

Disposable
income poor

67%

Disposable
income poor

No Yes No Yes

94% 6% 88% 12%

1 dimension deprived 33% 85% 15% 28% 79% 21%

2 dimensions deprived 10% 65% 35% 5% 62% 38%

3 dimensions deprived 2% 58% 42% < 0,5% . .

4 dimensions deprived < 0,5% . . . . .

Total 100% 87% 13% 100% 84% 16%

Source: ELFE, waves 2 months and 1 year.
Scope: Children born in continental France in 2011.
Interpretation: at two months, 55% of children are not classed as depri-
ved. Among children deprived in 0 dimension, 94% are not income poor
while 6% are classed as income poor.
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table cross-tabulates children classed as income poor
with each dimension of deprivation. At two months old,
the largest overlap of income poverty is with material
deprivation (4,2% of children are both income poor and
materially deprived). At both waves, the overlap between
income poverty and other dimensions of deprivation is
only slight: 2,7% of children are both income poor and
housing deprived, and 2% of children are both income
poor and receive low parenting involvement. Income
poverty does not always overlap with deprivation. For
example, when they are two months old, about 4,8% of
income-poor children are not materially deprived.
Conversely, about 8,2% of children are materially deprived
but not income poor. For housing, 6,2% of two-month-old
children (and 6,9% of one-year-olds) who are income poor
are not deprived in the housing dimension, while 9,6% of
two-month-olds are considered as housing deprived but
not income poor (8,7% for one-year-olds). At both waves,
0,2% of children suffer both income poverty and extreme
material deprivation, however 0,9% of children identified
as deprived on the extreme material dimension are not
classed as income poor. Deprivation on the parenting
dimension shows an even smaller overlap: 21,5% of two-
month old children (17,2% of one-year-olds) are both
income poor and parenting deprived, and, for both waves,
roughly 7% are income poor but not parenting deprived.
Therefore, our measures of deprivation tend to capture
different phenomena, distinct from income poverty.

Table 2 also provides some insights into the overlap between
the different dimensions of deprivation and income poverty.
Although the correlation between income poverty and
the cumulative aspects of deprivation is clear, income
poverty does not necessarily overlap with severe depri-
vation. At wave 1, 94% of infants who are not classed as
deprived on any dimension of deprivation belong to a
non-poor household, and 6% of them belong to an income
poor household. Among children who are deprived in
three dimensions or more, 58% are not considered as
income poor, while 42% are considered as income poor.
At wave 2,88% of children who are not deprived in any
dimension belong to a non-poor household and 12% belong
to an income-poor household. Among children who are
considered as deprived in two dimensions or more, 62%
would not normally be considered as income poor, while
38% would be.

In this analysis, we consider a household to be income
poor if its disposable income is below a threshold set as
50% of the median income. The literature commonly uses

a threshold of either 50% or 60% of the median income.
Using a 50% of the median value threshold means that
our poverty line is lower than one based on a 60% of the
median income, which implies that we identify a smaller
proportion of households as income poor. This choice is
only likely to bias our results if the density of households
between the 50% threshold and the 60% threshold is high,
which is very unlikely, and if households belonging to this
margin are very different in terms of their deprivation profile
from households identified as poor using the 50% median
threshold. This is very unlikely, given that in our sample
deprivation and monetary poverty do not necessarily
overlap.

Who is deprived?
For each wave and each dimension of deprivation, table 5
shows the characteristics of children classed as deprived
in the different dimensions as compared to children who
are not classed as deprived, as well as those classed as
income poor compared to those not classed as income
poor. Starting with the standard measure of poverty, our
descriptive results show that, at wave 1, households with
no working parent, a parent from a migrant background,
headed by a single parent, and low levels of parental edu-
cation have higher income poverty rates. At the two
months wave, families with a large number of co-resident
children also appear to have high poverty rates, however
we find smaller differences in the next wave.

Turning to deprivation, at wave 1 children classed as
deprived in the housing or extreme living conditions
dimensions are more likely to have: a parent who is not
employed (around 51% of deprived children in these dimen-
sions have a non-working mother, compared to 31,1% of
mothers in the total sample; 21,5% of housing deprived
children have a non-working father compared to 10,7%
of fathers in the total sample), a parent with a migrant
background (20% to 30% of children who are deprived
in the housing, material or extreme housing conditions
dimensions have a parent with a migrant background,
whereas 10% to 11% of children have at least one migrant
parent in the total sample): or a parent with lower educa-
tional qualifications (for roughly 50% of children classified
as deprived in the housing, material or extreme housing
conditions the highest level of parental education is high
school or lower, against 32,5% for all children). Housing
deprived children are also more likely to live with their
mother only (9,2% against 5,5% for all children), and to
have at least two siblings co-residing with them. This
trend is reflected for the material deprivation dimension,



Source: ELFE, waves 2 months and 1 year.
Scope: children born in continental France in 2011.
Interpretation: for children observed at two months, among those who are not housing deprived, 27,3% have a non working mother, while among those who are  housing deprived,
51,7% have a non working mother.
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Table 5 – Characteristics of children, according to deprivation status

2 months
Housing Deprivation Extreme Living Parenting Deprivation Material Deprivation Monetary Poverty Total

No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes % N
Mother's employment status

Not working 27,3% 51,7% 30,8% 50,5% 31,0% 31,5% 26,0% 56,6% 25,4% 70,1% 31,1% 3738
Working 72,7% 48,3% 69,2% 49,5% 69,0% 68,5% 74,0% 43,4% 74,6% 29,9% 68,9% 8282

Father's employment status
Not working 8,7% 21,5% 10,6% 16,6% 11,1% 9,7% 7,6% 26,2% 7,2% 34,6% 10,7% 1288

Working 89,7% 74,7% 87,4% 82,3% 87,0% 88,4% 91,4% 67,0% 91,9% 56,5% 87,3% 10498
Missing 1,6% 3,7% 2,0% 1,2% 1,9% 1,9% 1,0% 6,8% 0,9% 8,9% 1,9% 234

Migrant mother No 91,5% 76,3% 89,4% 70,4% 87,4% 94,6% 91,1% 79,5% 90,8% 77,7% 89,1% 10714
Yes 8,5% 23,7% 10,6% 29,6% 12,6% 5,4% 8,9% 20,5% 9,2% 22,3% 10,9% 1306

Migrant father No 90,6% 71,5% 87,8% 71,6% 86,3% 91,6% 90,6% 72,4% 90,4% 68,2% 87,6% 10528
Yes 8,5% 26,1% 11,0% 28,4% 12,6% 6,9% 8,7% 23,7% 9,1% 25,9% 11,3% 1352

Missing 0,9% 2,3% 1,2% 0,0% 1,1% 1,5% 0,6% 3,9% 0,5% 5,9% 1,2% 140
Highest educational level in the household

Low 29,6% 47,9% 32,1% 53,4% 30,5% 38,6% 28,2% 53,4% 29,7% 51,2% 32,5% 3900
Intermidiate 22,0% 14,4% 20,9% 14,4% 20,0% 23,3% 22,5% 12,6% 22,4% 10,3% 20,8% 2503

High 44,3% 29,4% 42,2% 28,6% 44,6% 33,6% 46,9% 17,3% 45,9% 15,1% 42,0% 5044
Missing 4,1% 8,3% 4,8% 3,5% 4,8% 4,5% 2,4% 16,7% 2,0% 23,5% 4,8% 573

Family structure
Single mother 4,8% 9,2% 5,5% 5,2% 5,6% 4,9% 2,5% 20,0% 2,1% 28,7% 5,5% 656

Two coresident parents 93,3% 89,4% 92,6% 93,5% 92,5% 93,2% 95,5% 78,7% 96,0% 70,2% 92,7% 11138
Missing 2,0% 1,3% 1,9% 1,2% 1,9% 2,0% 2,0% 1,4% 2,0% 1,1% 1,9% 226

Child parity 1 44,0% 35,3% 42,7% 39,5% 44,2% 37,6% 44,0% 35,9% 42,5% 43,6% 42,7% 5127
2 36,0% 33,1% 35,5% 36,5% 34,2% 39,9% 36,3% 31,8% 36,5% 29,0% 35,5% 4271
3 13,3% 17,5% 13,9% 16,2% 13,9% 14,3% 13,2% 18,0% 13,9% 14,4% 14,0% 1681

4 or more 5,1% 12,1% 6,2% 4,8% 6,1% 6,4% 4,8% 12,9% 5,6% 10,3% 6,2% 741
Missing 1,6% 1,9% 1,6% 2,9% 1,6% 1,8% 1,7% 1,5% 1,5% 2,7% 1,7% 200

Sample size 12 020

1 year
Housing Deprivation Extreme Living Parenting Deprivation Material Deprivation Monetary Poverty Total

No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes % N
Mother's employment status

Not working 28,0% 55,0% 31,9% 56,0% 31,4% 35,8% – – 25,0% 70,7% 32,3% 4161
Working 72,0% 45,0% 68,1% 44,0% 68,6% 64,2% – – 75,0% 29,3% 67,7% 8734

Father's employment status
Not working 8,1% 18,3% 9,7% 10,2% 9,2% 11,5% – – 6,5% 26,7% 9,7% 1251

Working 85,3% 68,7% 82,8% 73,8% 82,9% 81,8% – – 90,3% 42,1% 82,7% 10660
Missing 6,6% 13,0% 7,5% 16,0% 7,9% 6,7% – – 3,2% 31,3% 7,6% 984

Migrant mother No 88,8% 64,9% 85,2% 70,7% 86,3% 80,0% – – 88,0% 69,0% 85,0% 10962
Yes 11,2% 35,1% 14,8% 29,3% 13,7% 20,0% – – 12,0% 31,0% 15,0% 1933

Migrant father No 87,7% 59,9% 83,5% 71,4% 84,3% 79,6% – – 87,4% 61,5% 83,3% 10741
Yes 11,0% 37,9% 15,0% 27,6% 14,2% 19,2% – – 11,9% 32,6% 15,2% 1962

Missing 1,4% 2,2% 1,5% 1,0% 1,6% 1,2% – – 0,7% 5,9% 1,5% 192
Highest educational level in the household

Low 25,6% 34,9% 26,8% 43,7% 25,9% 31,8% – – 25,0% 38,2% 27,1% 3494
Intermidiate 18,3% 11,0% 17,3% 8,7% 17,3% 16,8% – – 18,8% 8,5% 17,2% 2214

High 39,2% 21,9% 36,7% 20,6% 37,7% 31,6% – – 41,0% 12,3% 36,5% 4701
Missing 16,9% 32,2% 19,2% 27,0% 19,1% 19,8% – – 15,2% 40,9% 19,3% 1486

Family structure
Single mother 4,8% 11,2% 5,8% 9,8% 5,9% 5,7% – – 2,2% 25,3% 5,8% 751

Two coresident parents 89,9% 79,7% 88,4% 79,6% 88,5% 87,3% – – 92,1% 67,7% 88,3% 11380
Missing 5,3% 9,1% 5,8% 10,6% 5,7% 7,0% – – 5,7% 7,0% 5,9% 764

Child parity 1 44,8% 34,2% 43,0% 48,1% 45,3% 34,7% – – 43,0% 43,8% 43,1% 5560
2 35,5% 31,4% 35,0% 26,2% 34,2% 37,2% – – 35,7% 30,1% 34,8% 4492
3 12,9% 18,0% 13,8% 8,7% 12,8% 17,2% – – 13,7% 13,7% 13,7% 1766

4 or more 5,2% 14,1% 6,5% 9,1% 5,8% 9,5% – – 6,1% 9,3% 6,6% 847
Missing 1,7% 2,4% 1,7% 7,8% 1,9% 1,4% – – 1,5% 3,0% 1,8% 230

Sample size 12 895



here we note that this dimension is particularly correlated
with single parenthood (20% of materially deprived chil-
dren live with their mother only), much more so than for
housing-related dimensions.

Being classed as deprived on the parenting dimension at
two months old is not correlated to parental employment
or single parenthood, however children have a higher risk
of being classed as deprived in this dimension when their
parents have lower educational qualifications (38,6% of
children deprived in the parenting dimension live in a
household in which the highest level of education is high
school or lower, against 32,5% in the whole sample). The
association with migrant background is the opposite to
that found with the previous deprivation dimensions:
children whose parents did not have a migrant background
are not more likely to be classed as deprived in the par -
enting sphere (5,4% of children deprived in the parenting
dimension have a migrant mother, 6,9% of them have a
migrant father, whereas roughly 11% of children in our
sample have a migrant parent). Finally, first-born children
are less likely to be classed as deprived in this dimension.

Associations are very similar when we look at the one-year
data. The only notable differences include a correlation
between extremely deprived living conditions and single
parenthood (which was not significant at the two-month
wave), and a reversal of the association between parent -
ing and migrant status: at one year, it is now children
whose parents have a migrant background that are more
likely to be deprived in this dimension, although this associ -
ation is only slight. The association between parenting
and education is still evident in the one-year-old data, but
appears to be less strong than at the previous wave.

To confirm, which population groups are more likely to
be classed as deprived,all things being equal, we use a
logistic regression as described supra. Table 6 presents
the odds-ratio from a logit regression estimating who is
classed as income poor or deprived in each dimension,
for each wave. The results largely confirm the analysis of
the descriptive statistics, and allow us to understand better
which characteristics drive the deprivation status. Notably,
at wave 1, we find that higher parental educational attain -
ment decreases the risk of being deprived, even as we
control for other socio-demographic factors. While the
impact is large for the risk of income poverty and material
deprivation, it appears to be smaller for housing and
extreme living conditions deprivation. Employment status
of the parents has a particularly strong impact on monetary

poverty. It has a smaller (but still significant) relationship
with material and housing deprivation, but none with
extreme living conditions or parenting, when all other
socio-demographic factors are controlled for. As seen
in the descriptive analyses, at two months old, parental
migration status is linked to a higher risk of monetary, mate-
rial, housing and extreme deprivation, but to a lower risk
of parenting deprivation. Family structure has an extremely
high correlation with monetary poverty (indicating a low
variability in this group, i.e. most households classed as
single-parent households are also classed as income
poor). Unsurprisingly, this appears to translate into a very
strong correlation with material deprivation. However,
once all socio-demographic factors are controlled for, this
group exhibits an increased risk of housing and extreme
housing deprivation, as suggested by the descriptive
analyses. We do not find an increased risk of parenting
deprivation for this group.

Finally, child parity has no correlation with monetary
poverty. However, the risk of housing deprivation increases
with child parity. While first-born children are at lower
risk of parenting and material deprivation, there is no further
correlation between subsequent parities and these two
dimensions of deprivation. At one year old, associations
are largely similar. Notably differences with the two
month data include the reversal of the association between
migrant status and parenting (as already noted in descriptive
statistics), and between family structure and parenting.
Furthermore, the association between child parity and
housing deprivation is now significant, while a more
linear relationship with parenting is evident: when all
other socio-demographic factors are controlled for, the
higher the parity of the child, the higher the risk of being
classed as deprived in this dimension.

Conclusions
Child poverty is an important item in many countries’
political agendas, and rightly so: a vast body of work has
shown the deleterious effects of experiencing poverty in
childhood with a range of outcomes, both in childhood
and later on in adulthood. In this paper, we make use of
new, nationally representative data for children born in
France in 2011 to draw a picture of who experiences
poverty at birth and in the first year of life. This age group
has been less considered in France, yet we know that the
early years are important for understanding both future
individual trajectories and the construction of population-
level inequalities. Our rich data and multi-dimensional
methods allow us to go further than simply using monetary

Revue des politiques sociales et familiales   n° 131-132 - 2nd et 3rd quarters 2019

                                                                                                                             184     Understanding children’s well-being: A political issue



Revue des politiques sociales et familiales   n° 131-132 – 2nd et 3rd quarters 20199

                                                                                                                             185     Understanding children’s well-being: A political issue

poverty to capture children living in disadvantaged condi-
tions. We construct four indicators of deprivation, and
show that the overlap with monetary poverty exists but is
not perfect: children can live in households not classed
as income poor and still experience deprivation, and

vice versa. These results call for a nuanced approach to
childhood disadvantage, even in the early years, and
highlight the need for policies that do not identify children
living in deprived conditions based solely on household
income.

Table 6 – Logit estimation, odds ratio of deprivation/poverty

Source: ELFE, waves 2 months and 1 year. Scope: children born in continental France in 2011.
HD: Housing deprivation; ED: Extreme living conditions; PD: Parenting deprivation; MD: Material deprivation; MP: Monetary poverty.*** refers to
1% significance. Control variables: mother’s age, child sex, period of birth.

Variables

2 months 1 year

HD ED PD MD MD HD ED PD MP

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (1) (2) (3) (4)

Highest education level in the household

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1Low

Intermidiate 0,56*** 0,56*** 0,9** 0,42*** 0,49*** 0,63*** 0,46*** 0,84*** 0,58***

(0,04) (0,09) (0,04) (0,02) (0,04) (0,05) (0,09) (0,04) (0,04)

High 0,55*** 0,52*** 0,62*** 0,26*** 0,34*** 0,57*** 0,49*** 0,71*** 0,37***

(0,03) (0,08) (0,02) (0,01) (0,02) (0,02) (0,07) (0,03) (0,02)

Missing 1,16 0,36* 1,15 0,93 0,73 1,10* 0,72** 0,78*** 0,89*

(0,19) (0,2) (0,2) (0,15) (0,16) (0,06) (0,1) (0,04) (0,05)

Household’s employment status

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1Employed parents

At least one unemployed parent 2,05*** 1,28 0,95 2,47*** 4,37*** 2,02*** 1,77*** 1,02 5,6***

(0,093) (0,21) (0,3) (0,11) (0,22) (0,08) (0,21) (0,03) (0,27)

Missing - - - - -

- - - - -

Household’s migrant status

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1Rest of population

At least one migrant parent 2,7*** 2,55*** 0,46*** 2,33*** 3,11*** 3,35*** 1,68*** 1,38*** 2,62***

(0,12) (0,28) (0,02) (0,13) (0,19) (0,15) (0,19) (0,06) (0,15)

Missing - - - - -

- - - - -

Family structure

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1Two coresident parents

Single mother 0,94 1,08 0,68** 4,69*** 15,06*** 1,36*** 1,04 0,94 11,93***

(0,16) (0,44) (0,11) (0,70) (3,25) (0,12) (0,19) (0,09) (1,28)

Missing 0,83 0,69 1,04 0,94 0,77** 1,02 1,57** 1,20** 0,79**

(0,13) (0,22) (0,09) (0,14) (0,09) (0,08) (0,33) (0,09) (0,07)

Child parity

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 11

2 1,3*** 1,23 1,4*** 1,25*** 1,05 1,32*** 0,78* 1,41*** 1,11*

(0,06) (0,2) (0,05) (0,07) (0,06) (0,12) (0,10) (0,05) (0,06)

3 1,49*** 1,13 1,29*** 1,43*** 1,01 1,59*** 0,55 1,64*** 0,87

(0,09) (0,2) (0,08) (0,1) (0,08) (0,11) (0,09) (0,09) (0,08)

≥ 4 2,15*** 0,74 1,39*** 1,96*** 1,25 2,51*** 0,92 1,97*** 0,85

(0,2) (0,22) (0,12) (0,18) (0,23) (0,18) (0,21) (0,14) (0,08)

Missing 1,14*** 0,20*** 1,45*** 0,99 2,11*** 1,83*** 4,09*** 0,94 1,95***

(0,15) (0,07) (0,2) (0,19) (0,59) (0,20) (0,97) (0,10) (0,38)

Controls YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES

N 12 020 12 020 12 020 12 020 12 020 12 895 12 895 12 895 12 895
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Our results highlight a number of population groups
that might be most at risk of experiencing poverty and
deprivation from birth. As our dimensions of deprivation
capture different aspects of children’s lives, it is normal
that the characteristics of children at risk of being deprived
vary across dimensions. The risk of being monetary poor
is highly correlated to the family status and employment
status of parents, while parental deprivation is mostly related
to the rank of the child, but not to family status or parental
employment. Housing deprivation and monetary depri-
vation are driven by almost the same characteristics, but
education, family structure, and parental employment are
much more strongly correlated to monetary poverty than
housing deprivation. This perhaps suggests a role of social
policies in moderating some of the negative impacts of
income poverty on living conditions, but not for all
groups: housing deprivation was more strongly correlated
to parental migrant status and child parity, suggesting that
migrant households and large families struggle to access
quality housing. While some of these results are expected,
considering a number of population characteristics as well
as several domains of deprivation allowed us to provide
a more nuanced picture of who experiences deprivation
and how. For example, single motherhood has opposite
effects on different dimensions of deprivation. It is not related
to housing deprivation (perhaps due to housing policies
that help single parents access relatively good quality
social housing), but is very strongly correlated to material
deprivation and monetary poverty. This group has a lower
risk of deprivation in the parenting dimension two months
after birth, but that risk is reversed by the child’s first
birthday. Anoth er interesting group is that of large families,
who are more deprived on a number of indicators such
as housing and parenting, even after we control for other

socio-demographic factors. Their deprivation is therefore
not due to their migrant or educational background.
These analyses therefore suggest that “deprived” groups
are not homogeneous, and different groups will need
different types of policies to best support them.

While our analyses have a number of strengths, they
should be interpreted within their limits. First, these
measures, as commonly acknowledged in the literature,
are based on data availability and on country-specific
norms of what is considered as a “basic” need for children.
Therefore, these measures are not easily comparable to
those based on other datasets or other countries and do
not lend themselves well to international comparisons.
Second, because of data availability, we are not able to
construct dimensions of poverty that are fully comparable
across time. Therefore, these measures do not lend them-
selves well to longitudinal analyses such as studying
changes in poverty and deprivation among individuals
[Panico and Leturcq, (2019), for possible methods with
similar data].

To conclude, using recent, national-representative data
for France, we have described the living conditions of
children around birth and in the first year of life. Using
both a classic approach (measuring financial poverty) and
a multi-domain deprivation framework, we show that
poverty and disadvantaged conditions are not uncommon
at the starting gate for infants living in France. Altogether,
our results suggest that poverty and deprivation at birth
are multi-faceted concepts that do not affect all population
groups in the same manner, calling for public policies
that do not take a “one size fits all” approach to combat
childhood poverty.
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