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ABSTRACT
Yesim Yasa, Growing Up in Chronic Poverty:

A Qualitative Look at Its Impacts on Children

The study aimed to explore the distress and happiness areas and coping
strategies of children growing up in chronic poverty through their own voices in
order to have a more complete understanding of the effects of poverty on children.
Ten qualitative in-depth interviews were realized with 11-to-12-year-old children,
whose families involuntarily migrated to Istanbul after 1990s, and were living in
Tarlabasi, one of the inner city slums of Istanbul. The data was analyzed using
Grounded Theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).

The results indicated that while several aspects of family relationships,
friendships, schools and neighborhoods were sources of troubling areas in the
children’s lives; other aspects of the same themes were the sources of happiness as
well as support in helping to diminish the impact of disadvantage on their well-being.
In response to varied adversities in their lives, the children were found to more often
use emotion-focused coping strategies. Some of the children in the study also
employed problem-focused strategies. The children who more often used problem-
focused strategies had more supportive relations in their lives and who did not suffer
from severe familial problems.

The emergent themes revealed that there were variations in children’s
experiences of social and material deprivations, problems and coping ways. This
suggested that the way the children experienced the context they were growing up

was influenced by several mediating factors mainly such as parent-child

il



communication, the family’s social support network, extended family and
communication with peers. Hence, the interaction of mediating factors, personal
experiences and coping strategies seems to determine the impact of poverty on

children’s lives.
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OZET
Yesim Yasa, Kronik Yoksulluk Altinda Biiytimek:

Cocuklar Uzerindeki Etkilerine Niteliksel Bir Bakis

Bu arastirmanin amaci kent yoksullugu altinda biiyiiyen ¢ocuklarin
hayatlarinda karsilastiklar1 problemleri, mutluluk alanlarini ve karsilastiklari
sorunlarla bas etme stratejilerini incelemekti. Cocuklarin kendi seslerine kulak
vererek kronik yoksullugun ¢ocuklar tizerindeki etkilerine daha genis bir pencereden
bakmak hedeflendi.

Bu amagla 11-12 yaslari arasi, ailesi 199011 yillardan sonra zorunlu olarak
Istanbul’a gd¢ etmis, Tarlabasi’nda yasayan on Kiirt ¢ocukla derinlemesine
miilakatlar gerceklestirildi. Sonuglar, aile iligkileri, arkadaglik iliskileri, okul ve
mabhallenin bazi unsurlariin ¢ocuklar i¢in problem yaratirken; ayni temalarin farkl
unsurlarinin da ¢ocuklarin hayatinda mutluluk yarattigini ve karsilagtiklar
zorluklarla bas etmelerinde destek sagladigini ortaya koydu.

Cocuklarin daha ¢ok duygusal odakli bag etme stratejileri kullandiklar
goriildii. Baz1 ¢ocuklarin ise daha ¢ok problem odakli bas etme stratejilerini daha
yogun olarak kullandiklart bulundu. Daha ¢ok problemi ¢6zme odakli bas etme
stratejilerini kullanan ¢ocuklarin hayatlarinin degisik alanlarinda destekleyici
iligkilere daha ¢ok sahip olan ve ev hayatlarinda daha az sorun yasayan ¢ocuklar
oldugu gozlendi.

Ortaya ¢ikan temalar ¢ocuklarin yoksullugu ayni derecede algilamadigi,
yasadiklar1 ekonomik ve sosyal yoksunluklarda, problemlerde ve bas etme

mekanizmalarinda farkliliklar oldugunu isaret etti. Sonuglar, ¢ocuklarin iginde



bulunduklar1 yoksulluk ortamini deneyimlemelerinin, ebeveyn-cocuk arasindaki
iliski ve iletisim, ailenin sosyal destek agi, genis aile ile iligkiler, ve arkadaslik
iliskileri ve arkadaslar arasi iletisim gibi bir cok mediyatérden etkilendigini
gostermektedir. Dolayisiyla, bu mediyatorler arasindaki etkilesim, kisisel
deneyimlerin ve bag etme stratejilerinin yoksullugun ¢ocuklar {izerindeki etkileri

belirledigi soylenebilir.
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INTRODUCTION

Identification of the Problem

The issue of child poverty, which policy-makers and scientists have been
increasingly concerned with since the early 1980s, is a major outcome of today’s
reality worldwide that represents political, social, economic and consequently
familial changes in the society. Until quite recently, the problem of poverty in
Turkey has been alleviated through the informal support mechanisms of friends,
relatives or neighbors offering support in the form of hard cash or in-kind donations
of food and clothing. However, this traditionally strong sense of social responsibility
has been weakened by factors such as economic crises, unplanned urbanization and
fragmented family structures along with new urban poverty associated with forced
migration. In this respect, the number of urban children who are growing up in
chronic poverty in Turkey has risen dramatically in recent years.

Most research on child poverty both in developed and developing countries is
quantitative in nature and concentrated on determining its extent or future outcomes.
Hence, although the child evidently has come into view, publications in both the
academic and welfare literature has emphasized their large numbers, the fast growth
of child poverty, sought to explain the root causes of this phenomenon, documented
the negative consequences of poverty for children’s health and development, and
suggested possible interventions. They are presented as if the situation of poverty just
overtakes them, and as if they do not reflect and act on that situation themselves. As
a result, children’s personal experiences and own ways of dealing with it remain

largely unexplored.



The acknowledgement that not all children show problematic outcomes in the
presence of stressful situations lay the foundation for the search for so-called ‘risk’
and ‘protective’ factors, which either increase or decrease the probability of negative
outcomes from stressful situations. The notion of risk used in resilience research
stems from epidemiological research, identifying expected probabilities of
maladjustment (Cicchetti and Garmezy, 1993; Rutter, 1987). Fundamental to the idea
of risk is the predictability of life chances from earlier circumstances. Understanding
what enables some children to do well in the face of stressful situations, while other
children show social-emotional or behavioral problems, provides essential
information on the mediators through which stressful situations affect children.

In that sense, what we know far less about is how the experience of poverty
and social exclusion impacts on children’s own perceptions of their lives. We also
have little understanding of how children interpret their experiences of poverty and
exclusion, and how those experiences may be mediated through their differences. In
opposition to the stigmatizing tendency of emphasizing their roles as either villains
or victims, the main objective of this present study therefore was to shift attention
from the adverse outcomes of poverty as the primary focus of concern to the children
themselves, and to capture the experience of growing up chronic poverty along with
everyday struggles and coping ways through the eyes of children. By understanding
children’s thoughts, feelings, and expectations, a more effective program to intervene
in the lives of children might be developed. It is possible to assume that popular
interventions do not work partly because they fail to understand the voices of the
individuals they are proposing to help and instead rely on positivist and

developmental theories of how children should think and feel.



To that end, this study first starts to outline current research on child poverty
in developed countries, in order to consider its relevance to the present analysis.
Then the following parts provided a review of the literature of the existing
knowledge on risk and protection among children, and on children’s coping
strategies processes. After these theoretical considerations, this study sought to give
poor children’s perspectives on the basis of the results of qualitative research on
child poverty in Turkey.

Qualitative in-depth interviews were realized with eleven-to-twelve-year-old
children in Istanbul who have been growing up in a changing sociological context
associated with forced migration and urban poverty. In addition to the normative
stress of exposure to poverty, poverty represents an additional layer of risk in the
complex context of immigration, discrimination, and acculturative stresses and of
growing up in an urban environment. Inner-city life was characterized by violence
and drugs in the local neighborhood, residential insatiability, underperforming
schools, poor nutrition, and crowded housing presents real and daily obstacles for
children (Spencer et al., 1997). The overlap of influences in the unique context of
urban poverty requires children focus on daily survival strategies in the environment

of normal developmental challenges.

Current Research on Child Poverty in International Context

Poverty and New Poverty

Poverty figures tended to be measured from the framework of ‘absolute line of

poverty’, which is the first official measure of poverty that was operationalized by



the World Bank as the expenditure necessary to buy a minimum standard of
nutrition. This definition has been reworked by ILO and defined as the lack of a
specific level of income necessary to purchase a basic basket of goods and services
allowing for a minimally decent level of existence (National Research Council, 1995;
cited in Rank, 2001). Giving poverty a new definition ‘Basic Needs Approach’, this
approach view poverty as a lack of income, expenditure or consumption, and money-
metric (the least amount of income needed for a family to purchase a minimally
adequate basket of goods such as food, clothing, and shelter) and has remained intact
to this day and has represented the most common measure of poverty in
governmental reporting and academic research which allows to compare poverty
levels internationally (Senses, 2003).

Income is vitally important, but a broader definition of poverty goes well
beyond the economic to also account for social assets and security. Therefore, in
recent years attitudes viewing poverty not just an issue of income and material or
physiological deprivation; but as a constellation of issues, including lack of health
insurance, inadequate education, and political rights has been pronounced. Poverty
has been reframed in a more holistic sense, based at least in part on the increased
credibility given to the views of the poor themselves (Hulme & Shephard, 2003;
Rank, 2001). On this basis, as Sen (1981, 1999; cited in Hulme & Shephard, 2003)
has indicated a broader definition of poverty which implies deprivation in terms of a
range of capabilities in addition to income is needed. That is, the notion of what
constitutes ‘basic needs’ has expanded to encompass access to not only food, water,
shelter and clothing, but also other assets such as education, health, credit,

participation in political process, security and dignity.



Therefore, a new concept, namely ‘new poverty’ has supplanted the
traditional forms of poverty. ‘The new urban poor’ has come to be used to refer to
those disadvantaged people who lack any opportunity for social mobility. In that
sense new poverty is the advanced stage of poverty that is severe and persistent
where it is extremely hard to change the poor economic conditions one is in due to
the consequences of migration, the advances in economy and technology that
hindered new employment opportunities and subsequent lack of channels that enable
the poor to develop their capabilities to struggle against poverty (Erman, 2003). This
new form of poverty is characterized by a set of factors. First of all, the defining
feature of new poverty is its extended duration (Hulme, 2003). With globalization
and neo-liberal policies in the last twenty years, the possibility of improving their
livelihoods and their prospects for getting out of poverty for any significant period of
time are severely diminished (Reading, 1997). The new poor, who are to suffer from
chronic poverty, experience several forms of significant deprivations at the same
time for a period of five years or more, and these combinations of disadvantages
keep them in poverty and creates a no-way out situation (Erman, 2003; Rank, 2001).

Second, since in addition to the material deprivation, the recent research looks
at poverty from social deprivation point of view, it is suggested that for the new poor
poverty functioned as a factor of social exclusion, which has come to mean both
material disadvantage and marginalization (Bugra & Keyder, 2003; Hulme, 2003;
Hulme, Moore & Shephard, 2001). As de Haan (1999; cited in Hulme, Moore &
Shephard, 2001) discusses, the concept of ‘new poverty’ has been usefully extended
to encompass the multi-dimensional and relational aspects of deprivation. Regardless
of how much income people make, when their access to power is shut down and

when they are rendered invisible in the city due to their lack of status of jobs, they



are excluded from the rest of the society in terms of not only from publicly provided
services but also a broad range of social, political and economic institutions, and as a
result experience lack of capabilities and entitlements (Ozgen, 2001; cited in Erman,
2003). Therefore, they face the risk of discrimination, puts especially children at an

unfair disadvantage for future opportunities.

Poverty as a risk factor for child health and development

It is noteworthy that beside the recent attention to child poverty worldwide,
the United States is known for an already extensive tradition of child-poverty
research. The unique nature of childhood as a specific period of physical, mental,
emotional, and social growth and development makes children particularly
susceptible to the impacts of poverty. So far, the literature suggests that the impact of
family income, particularly for younger children, appears to be stronger for
children’s cognitive and academic outcomes than for their mental health and
behavioral outcomes (Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Luthar, 1999). However, the
consensus is that income poverty is harmful for the developing child across all
domains of development. This section reviewed how poverty can become a risk for
children.

The first bulk of research in the literature has generally documented the
adverse consequences of poverty for children. However, following these studies it
has been displayed that poverty, by itself, is a poor indicator of early adversity.
Rather it is a powerful correlate of multiple risk factors that act jointly to prevent
development. A cumulative risk model asserts that multiple risk factors across

several levels of influence contribute significant explanatory power to child



outcomes (Rutter, 1979; Sameroft, 2000; Seifer and Sameroff, 1987; cited in Yates,
Egeland and Sroufe, 2003).

Relevant to the present study is that together with the attention shift to
underlying processes of poor children’s outcomes, researchers have become aware
that the impact of poverty on children varies, and the second bulk of the literature
have started to move beyond descriptive studies of poverty and child functioning and
have focused on the impact of childhood poverty from the perspective of a
“pathway” of “mediator”, a mechanism through which poverty or income can
influence a child outcome, mitigating or heightening the impact of poverty on
children (Luthar, 1999; Mistry, Biesanz, Taylor, Burchinal and Cox, 2004). From
this perspective, poverty is a distal risk factor whose effects are mediated by
proximal risk factors such as parenting behaviors, family structure, neighborhood
and the broader social networks within which the child and his or her family are
embedded (Yates, Egeland and Sroufe, 2003).

These factors are also important in the sense that they may have an influence
on the way poverty is experienced and coped with by children and they may play a
part in any differences in their experiences and coping strategies. Therefore, in this
section the cognitive, school achievement, emotional and behavioral consequences of
growing up poor will be evaluated through the five potential mediating risk factors:
(1) nutrition and health, (2) home environment, (3) parental interactions with

children, (4) parental mental health, and (5) neighborhood conditions.

Nutrition and health

Although health is itself an outcome, it can also be viewed as a pathway by

which poverty influences other child outcomes, such as cognitive ability and school



achievement. It has been shown that when compared with nonpoor children, poor
children experience increased rates of low birth weight and elevated blood lead
levels due to old housing, especially in inner-city areas (Hatun, 2002; Brooks-Gunn
and Duncan, 1997). These conditions have, in turn, been associated with reduced 1Q
and other measures of cognitive functioning in young children (greatly increasing a
child’s risk for learning disabilities and mental retardation) and, in the case of low
birth weight, with increased rates of grade retention, and school dropout in older
children and youths (Hatun, 2002; Weinreb et al., 2002). Goldstein (1990) pointed
that the poverty-related health factors contributed to the differential in IQ scores
between poor and nonpoor children (cited in Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997).

Additionally, Valenzuela (1997) offers evidence that chronic undernutrition
can deplete the energy resources of both parent and child, making the child more
lethargic and less able to elicit attention from the parent and the parent less sensitive
and supportive of the child. The result is not only compromised growth but altered
interpersonal dynamics between parent and child, which can then have consequences
for other negative psychosocial outcomes such as insecure attachment, negative

affect, and limited mastery motivation.

Home environment

Another mechanism through which poverty affects development is the quality
of a child’s home environment. With regard to cognitive outcomes, the physical
condition of the home and especially opportunities for cognitively stimulating
materials and resources such as toys and reading materials are generally reported to

account for a substantial portion of the effects of family income on cognitive



outcomes in young children (Bradley et al., 1994; Duncan, Brooks-Gunn and
Klebanov, 1994; Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 2000; McLoyd, 1998; NICHD, 1997).

Several other studies have found that differences in the home environment of
higher and lower-income children, as measured by the Caldwell and Bradley’s
(1984) Home Observation for Measurement of the Environment Scale (HOME),
account for up to half of the effect of income on the cognitive development of
children, and between one-quarter and one-third of the effect of income on the
achievement scores of elementary school children (Klebanov, Brooks-Gunn,
McCarton and McCormick, 1998; Smith, Brooks-Gunn and Klebanov, 1997).
Similarly, Korenman, Miller and Sjaastad (1995) found that the amount of cognitive
stimulation in children’s home environment account for one third to one half of the
disadvantages in verbal, reading, and math skills among persistently poor children.

Research also indicates that absence of cognitively stimulating materials and
experiences, which not only limits their cognitive growth but reduces their chances
of benefiting from school. For example, children from poor families have less access
to a wide variety of different recreational and learning materials from infancy
through adolescence. They are less likely to go on trips, visit a library or museum,
attend a theatrical performance, or be given lessons directed at enhancing their skills
(Bradley and Crowyn, 2002). However, at the same time, learning activities inside
the home are more likely to mediate the link between income and child achievement
than are activities outside the home (Klebanov et al., 1998).

Although the connection between poverty, stimulating experiences and
children’s cognitive functioning is well established, the connection between poverty,
access to stimulating experiences and behavior problems has been less intensively

investigated. A study by Bradley and Corwyn (2001) found that access to stimulating



materials and experiences mediated the relation between poverty and children’s
behavior problems. This may result from the fact that learning materials and
experiences also afford for social exchanges and thereby, engage social arousal
mechanisms in a generally productive way. With the absence of such opportunities,
children may become bored and frustrated, leading them to engage in behavior that
arouses negative responses from parents and peers. These behaviors may contribute
to the kind of coercive styles of parenting that have been hypothesized to increase

later behavioral maladjustment (Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 2000).

Parent-child interactions

A number of studies have attempted to go beyond documentation of activities
and materials in the home to capture the effects of parent-child interactions on child
outcomes. In that sense socialization theories posit two models, the investment
theory and the good-parent theory, about the way parents’ income affects children’s
life chances (Mayer, 1997). The former holds that income has a direct effect on
outcomes; the second maintains that is has an indirect effect.

The investment theory emphasizes that the relationship between parents’ and
children’s economic success is the result of endowments that parents pass on to their
children combined with what parents invest in their children (Becker 1991; Becker
and Tomes 1986; cited in Mayer, 1997). Parents invest both time and money in their
children’s “human capital” not only by investing in their education but also by
purchasing health services, food, housing, and other goods, and other services that
improve children's future well-being (Jenkins and Schluter, 2002). That is, income
also provides a range of nonmaterial resources including quality schools, safe and

supportive neighborhoods and community resources. How much parents invest in
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their children is determined by their own values and norms, their ability to finance
investments which is influenced by their income and their access to capital, and by
the availability of alternative sources of investment, such as government programs
(Huston, 1991). The investment theory holds that children raised in affluent families
succeed more often than those who were raised in poor families because rich parents
both pass on superior endowments and can invest more in their children (Mayer,
1997). Thus if parents’ income increases, children’s outcomes will improve, at least
if other major influences stay more or less the same.

In contrast to the investment theory, the good-parent theory implies that
poverty hurts children, not because poor parents have less money to invest in their
children but because poverty decreases the quality of parents’ nonmonetary
investments, such as their interactions with their children, which in turn hurts chil-
dren’s chances for success. Thus, this model proposes that the main pathway
implicated in the socioemotional health of children living in poverty is via the parent-
child relationship (McLoyd and Wilson, 1991). There are at least two versions of the

good-parent theory: the parental stress version and the role-model version.

Suggesting a pathway through which income has an impact on children’s
outcomes is through parenting practices, the parental stress version holds that
poverty is stressful and that stress diminishes parents’ ability to be supportive,
consistent, and involved with their children (Elder 1974; Elder, Liker, and Cross
1984; Elder, Van Nguyen, and Caspi 1985; cited in Conger et al. 1992; McLoyd
1998; Huston et al. 1994). Empirically-supported conceptual models of this
mechanism seem to follow a similar chain of events: parents living in poverty are
more likely to go through stress due to financial insecurity, demonstrate mental

health problems such as depression and anxiety, and experience heightened marital
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conflict. All of these factors, in turn, adversely affect the quality of parenting and
subsequently, the parent-child relationship. This, in turn, hurts the social and
emotional development of children, which limits their educational and social
opportunities (Luthar, 1999). For example, research results suggest that owing to
chronic stress of poverty, parental responsiveness, warmth and supervision is
reduced and parents are more likely to discipline children in a punitive and
inconsistent manner such as shouting, yelling and slapping, and to ignore children’s
dependency needs behaviors (Conger and Elder, 1994; McLoyd, 1997, 1998 cited in
NICHD SECCYD, 2005; Conger et al., 1994, Hanson, McLanahan and Thomson,
1997). This is especially true when poor parents themselves feel they receive little
social support, either financially or emotionally (Aber et al, 1997). Indeed, when
economic hardship is accompanied by social isolation, parents can become more
neglectful and/or abusive (Garrett, Ng’andu and Ferron, 1994). Miller and Davies
(1997; cited in Evans, 2004) indicated that the longer the duration of poverty, the

stronger the link between poverty and harsher, less responsive parenting.

Subsequently, there is mounting evidence that conflict with parents is also
important mediators of the influence of economic hardship on children’s emotional
and social development (Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz and Simons, 1994; Conger, Ge,
Elder, Lorenz, Simons and Whitbeck, 1992; Conger, Conger an Elder, 1997). For
example, among adolescents, family economic pressure may lead to conflict with
parents, resulting in lower school grades, reduced emotional health, and impaired
social relationships (Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 2000). Other work also suggests that
it may be economic uncertainty due to unemployment, underemployment, and

unstable work conditions, rather than poverty or low income per se, that is a source
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for conflict between parents and teens leading to emotional and school problems

(Elder, 1974; cited in Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 2000; McLoyd, 1990).

Similarly, the hypothesis is also consistent with recent research suggesting
that economic stress has negative consequences for children’s self-esteem. For
example, Whitbeck et al. (1991; cited in Axinn, Duncan and Thornton, 1997) found
that family economic hardship, as reported by parents, affected self-esteem indirectly
by decreasing parental support and involvement. They found, however, that reported
economic hardship had only weak direct effects on children’s self-esteem, which
appears consistent with the work of other researchers, who have found parental
behavior toward children to be an important determinant of children’s self-esteem
(i.e. Raschke, 1987; Demo and Acock, 1988; cited in Axinn, Duncan and Thornton,

1997).

High levels of family conflict, anxiety and concerns over the family financial
situation decrease marital satisfaction and general life happiness. This negatively
influences quality of parenting behavior; therefore, an indirect negative impact is
exerted on child development. For example, McLeod and Shanahan (1993) found
that the direct effects of current poverty on internalizing symptoms or externalizing
symptoms are not significant, while the indirect effects (through harsh and

unresponsive parenting behaviors) are significant and positive.

Lower income has been found to increase levels of parental conflict over
money, with detrimental consequences for sons and daughters (Conger, Conger and
Elder, 1997). Boys appear to be particularly susceptible to a reduced sense of self-
esteem and personal control when parents have disagreements about money. As
Cummings, Davies and Simpson (1994) have noted, boys are probably less shielded

from such conflicts than girls are and are more likely to become overtly angry and
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hostile themselves, increasing the risk that they wil