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Years ago, while traveling through Europe with our then two-year-old son Paul, my wife and
I were impressed by the ways in which different European cultures dealt with children. In
German Switzerland, Paul was politely ignored, whereas in Italian Switzerland, he was the
center of discussion and warmly embraced.

I start with this anecdote because when I read the title of this book, The Well-Being of
America’s Children: Developing and Improving the Child and Youth Well-Being Index, it
brought that memory vividly to mind. Children are treated differently in different cultures,
and that treatment is not necessarily either bad or good: simply different. In a society like
ours, with so many diverse cultures and religions, how does one assess the well-being of its
children without bias?

That question, it turns out, is perhaps one of the least difficult ones that the
investigators who have undertaken this task had to confront. The project had two points of
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origin. The first was the centennial celebration of the Foundation for Child Development
(FCD). As part of that occasion, it was decided to initiate a program that would assess how
American children have been faring over time. To pursue the goal, the FCD gave Kenneth
Land a grant to explore the possibility of creating an index that could assess the well-being
of American children.

The second impetus for the project was FCD’s growing concern for the impact on
children and youths of a decline in federal support for this age group. The decrease in
funding has the effect that state and local policies now play the major role in the health,
education, and welfare of young people. In effect, this means that “child well-being depends
on the state where a child is born and the neighborhood where a child lives, directly
challenging American ideals of equality of opportunity and fairness” (p. v). My initial
concerns about cultural differences were dwarfed by these socioeconomic considerations.

The task of measurement was enormous. The first hurdle was definition:

Different research approaches have led to the conclusion that the well-being of children

and youth can be defined in terms of the two traditions that have come to dominate

subjective well-being studies of adults—those based on feelings, especially happiness, and

those based on life satisfaction assessments. (p. 4)

With the definition resolved, the next task was to arrive at some measurements that
could be used over time and that could be combined with data that have already been
collected. Once the assessment tools were arrived at, the investigators undertook a study
involving a national sampling of children, youths, and their families.

The Well-Being of America’s Children: Developing and Improving the Child and
Youth Well-Being Index is a detailed account of this study and its findings. After the
introductory chapter describing the history of the project, the remaining 10 chapters are
devoted to describing the construction, testing, and use of the instruments; reporting the
decades-long results; and discussing how the results could, or should, be used to remedy
some of the state and local discrepancies in the well-being of children.

It is not necessary to review the process of instrument construction and reliability and
validity testing other than to say that it was done with thoughtfulness and rigor. In addition
to their own instruments, the authors made use of other research to arrive at comparisons
over several decades. Although it is not possible to review all of the interesting and
important results, a sampling of the findings given in this review will help to convey the
kind of materials it provides.

One finding was that from 1976 to 2007, the index of children’s health remained the
same as long as measures of obesity were not included. When obesity measures were
included in the index, however, age differences appeared. Although the index for
preschoolers and adolescents improved++, that for elementary school children, ages six to
11, declined. Presumably this was due to the increase in obesity of this age group.
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As might be expected, some of the indices such as that for family economic well-being
moved in accord with the economic conditions of the time. The safety/risky behaviors index
also fluctuated over the same time period, as did the spiritual and emotional indexes. The
good news is that, with the exception of a peak in 1993, both violent crime victimization and
offender rates for children and youth have declined over the years from 1975–2007.

The results given above are only a small sampling of the important findings reported
in this book, including those for different racial and cultural groups. It was a massive
undertaking and was thorough and was exceedingly well done. The results are cautiously
presented with due regard to all of the possible errors of measurement. The book will be of
particular value to policy makers but will also be of interest to those who wish to have a
better understanding of the overall well-being of children and youths in this country.

My only complaint with the book is the graphics. The authors use line graphs with
icons that are hard to distinguish and to follow. Although the results are presented verbally
as well, it would have made the reader’s task much easier had the graphs been more user-
friendly.
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