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Children’s Behavior and Well-Being

Findings from the National Survey of America’s Families

Clearly, the behaviors, resources, and well-
being of adult family members help shape each child’s environment. In turn, the family
environment may ultimately affect performance in school, social and emotional adjust-
ment, health, and other dimensions of child well-being (Child Trends 1999). Between
1997 and 1999, none of the indicators of well-being examined here changed for children
in the United States as a whole, but interesting patterns emerged among children in
different income groups. The changes tended to be positive for low-income children
and negative for higher-income children, but a large gap between the well-being of low-
and higher-income children persisted at the national level, with low-income children faring
significantly worse on all measures.

This Snapshot presents findings on several parent-reported measures of child well-being
from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families (NSAF) and compares these findings
with data reported from the 1997 NSAF. These data are available for representative
samples of the United States as well as for 13 states. Findings are discussed separately
for adolescents and for younger children. In addition, this Snapshot compares the status
of low-income children—those living in families with incomes below 200 percent of
poverty in 1998 —with that of higher-income children, whose family incomes exceeded
200 percent of poverty.

Ideally, child well-being should be measured using a broad array of indicators (Moore
1997). Although it was not possible to conduct individual assessments or personal
interviews with children themselves, the NSAF incorporated a limited but carefully selected
set of measures to provide a picture of child well-being during this period of policy devo-
lution. Based on questions that parents answered about their children, the following
measures were constructed:

® Engagement in school* (ages 6 to 17)

® Participation in at least one extracurricular activity in the past year? (ages 6 to 17)
¢ Levels of behavioral and emotional problems?® (ages 6 to 17)

e Skipping school once or more in the past year (ages 12 to 17 only)

® Expulsion or suspension from school in the past year (ages 12 to 17 only)

® Fair or poor child health* (ages 0 to 17)

B At the national level only small changes were found in measures of children’s well-
being between 1997 and 1999. Where there were changes, they tended to be negative
for children in higher-income families and positive for children in lower-income families.

B School engagement declined among higher-income children, but increased among
lower-income children.

B A significant gap in well-being persists between children of different income levels,
with low-income children experiencing disadvantages on all child outcome measures
in 1999.



These measures tap crucial aspects of child well-being.® For example, high engagement in school is
associated with better school performance and postponed pregnancy (Connell, Spencer, and Aber 1994;
Manlove 1998). Participation in extracurricular activities has been linked to improved academic perfor-
mance, reduced rates of early dropout and criminal arrest, and lower risk of school-age motherhood
(Eccles and Barber 1999; Mahoney 2000; Moore et al. 1998). Behavioral and emotional problems have
been associated with lower literacy scores, persistent behavior problems, and maladjustment in later
development (Ferdinand et al. 1999; Baydar, Brooks-Gunn, and Furstenburg 1993).

Different measures of well-being are appropriate for children of different ages. Accordingly, children
ages 6 to 11 and adolescents ages 12 to 17 are discussed separately below.

Figure 1: Children Ages 6 to 11 Experiencing Children Ages 6 to 11

Various Child Outcomes, by Family Income, 1999
School Engagement. According to NSAF data, 42 percent of 6- to 11-
m Below 200% of Poverty

Above 200% of Poverty year-olds in the United States were highly engaged in school in 1999. School
100 engagement differed by income: 39 percent of low-income children were
highly engaged in school in 1999, compared with 44 percent of their higher-
income peers (figure 1). This gap persisted from 1997 to 1999 despite a 4
80 percentage point drop among higher-income children during the two-year
period (figure 2).

67
60 . Extracurricular Activities. Eighty-one percent of all 6- to 11-year-olds
surveyed in 1999 had engaged in one or more extracurricular activities in the

Percentage

0 past year. Activity involvement, like school engagement, differed by income:
91 percent of higher-income children—and only 67 percent of low-income
children—had participated in at least one activity (figure 1). This gap

20 widened significantly between 1997 and 1999, as low-income children’s
activity participation dropped by 4 percentage points (figure 2). While this

2 decline may reflect behavioral changes, it may also reflect reduced access

High Extracurricular  Behavioral Fair o to sports, music, and arts programs for low-income children.

Engagement Activities and Emotional  Poor Health
in School Problems Behavioral and Emotional Problems. In 1999, only 6 percent

Source: Child Trends and Urban Institute of 6- to 11-year-olds exhibited high levels of behavioral and emotional
problems, the same proportion as in 1997. These problems were more
common to low-income children (9 percent) than to higher-income children (4 percent), as shown in
figure 1, and the percentages for each group were similar in 1997 and 1999 (figure 2).

Fair or Poor Health. Most 6- to 11-year-olds were relatively healthy in 1999; just 4 percent were
described as being in fair or poor health. Low-income children, however, were more than three times
as likely to be in fair or poor health than were higher-income children of the same age (7 and 2 percent,
respectively; figure 1). A similar income differential exists for children under age 6 (6 and 2 percent for
low-income and higher-income children, respectively). The reported prevalence of fair or poor health
was similar for both income groups between 1997 and 1999 and for both age groups.

Well-Being of 6- to 11-Year-Old Children in 13 States in 1999. The well-being of

6- to 11-year-olds varied across the 13 NSAF states. In general, state levels differed from the national
average by fewer than 5 percentage points on any given measure (table 1 on page 4). Among all

6- to 11-year-olds, the measure that varied most across states was participation in extracurricular activities,
which ranged from 74 percent in Texas to 91 percent in Minnesota, with a national average of 81 percent.

2 Children’s Behavior and Well-Being



Among children of all income levels combined, two states performed as well Figure 2: Improvements and Deteriorations

as or better than the national average on all indicators. Besides surpassing in Behavior and Well-Being among Children

the national average on extracurricular activities, Minnesota outperformed the Ages 6 to 11, by Family Income, 1997-1999
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problems. New Jersey did better than the national average on three measures:
engagement in school, extracurricular activities, and behavioral and emotional A 5
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. 3
national average on any measure. °
()]
c 2
©
e
o 3 I
£ 0.3 o1
Adolescents Ages 12 to 17 S5 ) 0 -
()
School Engagement. Thirty-eight percent of all 12- to 17-year-olds were 8 -1
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highly engaged in school in 1999. There was a gap between low- and higher- § 2
income adolescents: 34 percent of low-income adolescents and 41 percent of e
their higher-income peers were highly engaged in school (figure 3 on page 4). -3
Yet, this gap narrowed between 1997 and 1999, as school engagement % -4
improved by 4 percentage points among low-income adolescents and deterio- % 5
rated by 3 percentage points among higher-income adolescents (figure 4 High Extracurticular  Behavioral Faif or
on page 5). This decline occurred primarily among adolescents with family Engagement Activities  and Emotional  Poor Health
in School Problems

incomes over 300 percent of the federal poverty level in 1998 (not shown).
Source: Child Trends and Urban Institute

Extracurricular Activities. In 1999, 83 percent of all 12- to 17-year-olds had participated in

at least one extracurricular activity during the past year. Nationwide, there was no change in activity
participation between 1997 and 1999 for either income group or for 12- to 17-year-olds overall. In 1999,
as in 1997, low-income adolescents were less likely to engage in extracurricular activities (73 percent)
than higher-income adolescents (89 percent), as shown in figure 3 on page 4.

Behavioral and Emotional Problems. Only 7 percent of 12- to 17-year-olds exhibited high
levels of behavioral and emotional problems in 1999. Low-income adolescents, however, were more likely
to have such problems than their higher-income peers (10 versus 6 percent; figure 3 on page 4). This gap
narrowed significantly between 1997 and 1999, as the prevalence of such problems among low-income
adolescents declined by 5 percentage points (figure 4 on page 5).

SKipping School and Expulsions or Suspensions. In 1999, 15 percent of all adolescents
had skipped school one or more times in the past year and 14 percent had been expelled or suspended,
proportions that had not changed from 1997. There was a large gap between low-income and higher-
income adolescents; 20 percent of low-income and 13 percent of higher-income adolescents had
skipped school (figure 3 on page 4). Low-income adolescents were also two-and-a-half times as likely

as higher-income adolescents to have been expelled or suspended from school in the previous year

(22 and 9 percent, respectively; figure 4 on page 5). Nationwide, these indicators remained the same

in 1997 and 1999 for both income groups of 12- to 17-year-olds.
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Fair or Poor Health. Finally, as with younger children, 12- to 17-year-olds were generally healthy in

1999, as reported by their parents. But low-income adolescents were more than three times as likely as

higher-income adolescents to be in fair or poor health (10 and 3 percent, respectively; figure 3). This gap

persisted between 1997 and 1999, although the relatively small proportion of higher-income adolescents

in fair or poor health doubled during this time.

Figure 3: Children Ages 12 to 17 Experiencing
Various Child Outcomes, by Family Income, 1999
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Source: Child Trends and Urban Institute

TABLE 1| indicators of Children’s Behavior and Well-Being, by State

Adolescent Well-Being in 13 States

in 1999. Most of the 13 NSAF states diverged
from the national average on one or more indicators
of well-being among 12- to 17-year-olds. With a few
exceptions, state levels differed from the national
average by less than 5 percentage points for any
given outcome among adolescents of all incomes
(table 1). The widest state variation was in the
percentage of adolescents who skipped school—
ranging from 9 percent in Alabama to 25 percent

in Colorado, with a national average of 15 percent.

Among adolescents of all income levels combined,
two states performed as well as or better than the
national average on all indicators: Adolescents in
Alabama did better than the national average on
parent-reported measures of health and skipping
school, while Michigan adolescents outperformed
the national average on measures of extracurricular
activities and health. In contrast, skipping school
was more common among adolescents in
California than in the nation as a whole, while

New York adolescents fared worse than the national
average on health. Neither state outperformed the
national average on any measure.
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Children (%) Ages 6 to 17 Highly Engaged in School, by Family Income and Age, 1997-1999

Below 200% of poverty level
Age 6-11

Age 12-17

Age 6-17

Above 200% of poverty level
Age 6-11

Age 12-17

Age 6-17

All incomes

Age 6-11

Age 12-17

Age 6-17

28.4
26.8
271.7

445
44.6
44.6

36.3
37.1
36.7

34.3
34.2
34.3

51.4
44.2
475
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30.7
31.7
311

43.8
41.9
429

37.3
37.5
37.4

35.8
373
36.5

39.2
42.2
40.6

37.8
40.2
38.9

37.9
27.9
335

39.7
33.0
36.4

39.1
31.4
35.4

335
28.3
313

41.5
38.6
40.0

38.8
35.9
37.4

33.1
30.2
317

45.9
40.3
43.2

39.8
35.5
37.7

34.7 29.4 357 383 369 38.4 46.2
32.9 33.6 25.8 288 282 320 34.0
33.9 314 312 339 332 355 40.9
49.6 41.3 489 426 46.0 428 458
40.6 45.2 434 37.2 46.2 40.6 36.6
45.0 432 46.2 39.8 46.1 416 408
42.5 376 45.1 411 427 414 459
37.5 41.7 38.7 347 410 38.4 36.0
40.1 39.6 421 378 419 39.9 40.8



Discussion Figure 4: Improvements and Deteriorations in Behavior
and Well-Being among Children Ages 12 to 17,

by Family Income, 1997-1999

H Below 200% of Poverty
Above 200% of Poverty

However, it may take longer than two years for
the measures examined here to show changes. It is also possible

that positive changes for some children were offset by negative
changes for other children, producing no net change. Moreover,
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as shown in this Snapshot, levels of and changes in well-being
vary from state to state. These state-level changes may reflect
individual state policies as well as the social and economic

0.3 03 04

circumstances of each state.

Percentage Point Change
o
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Despite the lack of significant changes in child outcomes for the
nation as a whole, several indicators did change for children in -2
different income groups. At the national level, the only two -3
improvements—in the prevalence of high school engagement 2 4
and behavioral and emotional problems—occurred among g

. . . v -5
low-income adolescents. These improvements contrast with the High  Extracurricular Behavioral

negative effects that some feared welfare reform would have on Engagement  Activiies and Emotional
. . . in School Problems

low-income children. However, the pattern is less clear for younger

children, since low-income 6- to 11-year-olds’ participation in

extracurricular activities declined. At the same time, higher-income

children and adolescents experienced a handful of relatively small changes for the worse on specific

measures, including a decline in school engagement among all children and health status among adolescents.

Despite the observed changes, a significant and sizable gap persists between low- and higher-income
children, with low-income children continuing to fare worse on every indicator of child well-being. Further
monitoring of trends in child outcomes over time will be needed to disentangle the effects of complex
influences on child well-being.

MS NJ NY X WA wi us
97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99
324 352 398 35.1 369 413 39.1 375 35.6 40.0 38.6 424 38.1 389
265 35.6 26.1 36.5 333 2738 370 34.2 266 278 33.0 349 29.6  34.0
296 354 33.6 357 353 353 38.1 36.0 317 342 36.0 389 343  36.7
47.7 46.0 49.8 49.9 46.7 411 395 49.2 50.3 365 446 43.6 473 437
35.7 43.6 41.8 42.6 434 410 473 403 417 40.2 414 39.6 43.7 40.7
411 447 46.1 46.4 451 410 433 449 46.0 38.4 429 414 455 421
385 3938 47.0 45.6 424 412 393 434 450 37.6 42.6 432 433 417
30.8 39.8 375 41.0 394 3538 426 374 372 36.7 39.0 384 384 383
346 3938 426 435 410 386 409 40.6 412 371 40.7 40.7 409 401

Skipped Expelled or Fair or
School Suspended  Poor Health

Source: Child Trends and Urban Institute
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TABLE !|indicators of Children’s Behavior and Well-Being, by State (continued)

AL CA Co FL MA

97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99 97 99

97

Children (%) Ages 6 to 17 Participating in Extracurricular Activities, by Family Income and Age, 1997-1999

Below 200% of poverty level

Age 6-11 67.9 654 69.5 67.9 69.6 77.8 714 644 728 728
Age 12-17 68.6 738 751 68.1 704 82.0 711 70.8 741 748
Age 6-17 68.2 69.1 720 68.0 70.0 79.6 713 67.3 734 737
Above 200% of poverty level

Age 6-11 884 87.8 91.0 86.7 924 929 89.1 87.1 943 92.1
Age 12-17 89.1 89.2 915 859 88.3 89.8 85.9 85.7 91.7 86.4
Age 6-17 88.7 88.6 91.3 86.3 904 91.2 875 86.4 93.0 89.3
All incomes

Age 6-11 779 762 80.2 789 84.4 87.7 80.7 76.3 87.7 86.6
Age 12-17 80.5 828 843 788 82.6 87.7 788 79.7 86.4 83.4
Age 6-17 792 795 822 789 835 87.7 79.8 78.0 87.0 851

70.4
74.7
72.4

86.2
88.9
87.6

80.5
84.6
82.6

Mi
99

70.5
717

91.6
91.8
91.7

83.9
86.3
85.1

97

85.9
86.4
86.2

Children (%) Ages 6 to 17 with High Levels of Behavioral and Emotional Problems, by Family Income and Age, 1997-1999

Below 200% of poverty level

Age 6-11 127 126 8.0 8.1 72 75 83 105 135 10.8
Age 12-17 12.7 9.4 10.6 8.2 9.8 128 9.3 145 10.8 11.8
Above 200% of poverty level

Age 6-11 2.1 5.1 3.2 5.0 52 54 76 37 6.7 4.9
Age 12-17 73 6.1 6.1 5.6 58 6.4 84 6.2 58 4.2
All incomes

Age 6-11 7.6 9.0 5.6 6.3 59 6.1 79 6.9 88 6.6
Age 12-17 9.5 7.5 8.0 6.6 71 81 88 95 73 6.2

7.1
7.6

Children (%) Ages 12 to 17 Who Were Expelled or Suspended from School, by Family Income, 1997-1999

Below 200% of poverty level 290 189 136 245 148 10.9 170 203 209 209
Above 200% of poverty level 13.2 9.2 10.3 5% 13.7 119 11.0 118 6.4 7.7
All incomes 198 133 118 133 141 117 139 153 108 11.1

Children (%) Ages 12 to 17 Who Skipped School One or More Times, by Family Income, 1997-1999

Below 200% of poverty level 15.4 7.4 270 265 265 30.0 212 195 226 276
Above 200% of poverty level 10.7 9.7 17.7 156 241 235 158 12.6 89 133
All incomes 12.6 8.7 21.7 201 249 252 184 154 131 171
Children (%) Ages 0 to 17 in Fair or Poor Health, by Family Income and Age, 1997-1999°

Below 200% of poverty level

Age 0-5 6.4 6.0 11.8 9.0 78 6.7 55 6.3 76 55
Age 6-11 114 9.6 111 9.8 77 98 78 51 6.6 5.7
Age 12-17 7.2 6.2 141 135 134 81 71 130 6.2 10.8
Age 0-17 84 713 122 106 94 82 68 7.9 6.8 7.2
Above 200% of poverty level

Age 0-5 12 1.6 14 25 12 28 06 28 12 17
Age 6-11 4.9 1.6 1.5 1.9 08 15 28 23 07 21
Age 12-17 19 1.9 4.2 4.6 26 20 39 36 14 24
Age 0-17 2.6 1.7 24 3.0 15 21 24 29 11 21
All incomes

Age 0-5 3.9 3.8 7.2 5.4 3.7 43 31 44 31 29
Age 6-11 8.2 5.8 6.4 5.2 32 44 52 3.6 25 31
Age 12-17 4.1 3.7 8.6 8.3 6.0 3.6 54 74 28 46
Age 0-17 5.4 4.4 7.3 6.2 43 41 46 51 28 35
Note: Figures in color represent values that are statistically significantly different from the 1999 national average at the 0.10 confidence level.

The symbols “.a.” and “#  represent statistically significantly increases and decreases, respectively, between 1997 and 1999 at the 0.10 confidence level.
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This Snapshot presents findings
from the 1997 and 1999 rounds of
the National Survey of America’s
Families (NSAF). Information on more
than 100,000 people was gathered

in each round from more than 42,000
households with and without tele-
phones that are representative of the
nation as a whole and of 13 selected
states. As in all surveys, the data are
subject to sampling variability and
other sources of error. Additional
information on NSAF methods can
be obtained at http://newfederalism.
urban.org/nsaf/ methodology.html.

Copyright © October 2000. Urban
Institute. Permission is granted to
reproduce this document with attribu-
tion to the Urban Institute. The views
expressed are those of the authors
and do not necessarily reflect those of
the Urban Institute, its board, its spon-
sors, or other authors in the series.
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Endnotes

1 A general measure of school engagement, based on work by James Connell and Lisa Bridges, was derived from
four questions in which parents were asked about the extent to which their children did schoolwork only when forced
to, did just enough schoolwork to get by, always did homework, and cared about doing well in school (Ehrle and
Moore 1999).

2 Participation in extracurricular activities was assessed on the basis of parents’ responses to questions about
children’s involvement in lessons, clubs, sports, or other activities (Ehrle and Moore 1999).

3 A measure of behavioral and emotional problems was derived from a series of questions in which all parents
were asked to report the extent to which, in the past month, their children did not get along with other kids, could
not concentrate or pay attention for long, or were unhappy, sad, or depressed. Parents of 6- to 11-year-olds were
also asked how often during the past month their children felt worthless or inferior; were nervous, high-strung, or
tense; or acted too young for their age. Likewise, parents of 12- to 17-year-olds were additionally asked how often
during the past month their children had trouble sleeping, lied or cheated, or did poorly at schoolwork (Ehrle and
Moore 1999).

4 Parents were asked to classify their children as generally being in excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor health.

5 Psychometric and validity analyses (Ehrle and Moore 1999) indicate that these scales have moderate to
high internal consistency, and measures relate as expected to child and family characteristics.

6 The estimates for fair and poor health presented in this Snapshot are for children ages 0 to 17 and therefore
differ from those presented in Kenney, Dubay, and Haley (2000).
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