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Moving Canada’s kids to the front of the pack
A message from President and CEO, David Morley

The well-being of our children and youth is an indication of our priorities as a society and we want our children to be 

safe, healthy, educated and hopeful for their futures. 

UNICEF Canada’s report: Fairness for Children: Canada’s Challenge provides fresh insight and an urgent call to 

improve the lives of Canada’s children and youth – something we must all be invested in for our shared future.

Three years ago UNICEF measured the overall well-being of children living in wealthy countries and Canada ranked in 

the middle (17 out of 29). This was alarming because, since we live in one of the world’s wealthiest countries, the 

well-being of our children should be much higher.

To focus on how to do better for our kids, we’ve done a deeper dive and found that it is the inequality gaps in health, 

education, income and life satisfaction that shape child well-being in rich countries. 

Instead of looking at the gap between Canada’s wealthiest and poorest children or between those doing best and 

those at the bottom, we looked at the gap between those in the middle and those at the very bottom in different 

aspects of their lives. We wanted to know how the children trailing farthest behind fared against the majority in the 

middle – the usual conditions we expect for growing up. Using this perspective, we looked at how Canada stacks up 

against other rich countries.

We have work to do. Canada’s children are near the back of the pack, ranking in the bottom third (26 out of 35) when 

measured against other rich nations – with particular concern for health inequality and life satisfaction.

Wealthy nations with wider inequality gaps at the bottom tend to have lower overall child well-being, meaning fewer 

children are doing as well as they could. The extent of inequality has a direct relationship to the level of child 

well-being in a country. This gap is where we find the most powerful opportunity to improve the lives of all of 

Canada’s children. If we can close the gaps, we should be able to improve the well-being of all of Canada’s children.  

Fairness for Children: Canada’s Challenge distils the Canadian data from UNICEF Report Card 13 and points to where 

we can invest to turn the tide for all of Canada’s children.  

We look forward to engaging further with Canadians, with all levels of government and with the private sector to give 

Canadian children the services, supports and environment they need to move from the back to the front of the pack.

Sincerely,

David Morley

President and CEO

UNICEF Canada

Part 1: How unequal are Canada’s children?
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Every child, in every society, has 
the right to a fair start in life… 
To the degree that any society is 
blind to this issue, it also fails to 
see its future self-interest. Because 
these disparities create lasting 
divisions – economic divisions and 
social divisions – that are not easily 
overcome. They can reverberate 
through generations, at great cost  
to us all. 

Tony Lake, UNICEF Executive Director

Inequality has a child’s face

1 By 2009, the poorest 10 percent of families earned $21,000 and the wealthiest $246,000 (Save the Children Fund 2012).
2 UNICEF Canada relies on the definition of ’children’ as children and adolescents from birth to age 18, consistent with article 1 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child.

The income gap has widened over the past three decades 
in most high-income countries, including Canada 1. 
Inequality – in income, health and other aspects of the lives 
of Canadians – has become a defining characteristic of our 
society. A question that should be asked is, “how unequal 
are Canada’s children 2?” UNICEF’s Report Card 13 shows 
that by some measures they are more unequal that we 
would expect given Canada’s level of income inequality. 

This ’Canadian Companion’ to the Report Card 
focuses on Canada’s performance: How far behind 
does Canada allow some children to fall? What 
does this mean for our progress as a nation? What 
will it take to close the gaps? In UNICEF Report 
Card 13, we put children in the inequality 
debates and ask Canadians to consider 
these questions.

Canada’s rank in the Index of Child Inequality helps 
explain Canada’s performance in the Index of Child 
Well-being: wider inequality limits overall well-being. 
The best predictor of country rankings on the 
Index of Child Well-being is not the differences 
in wealth between countries, but rather 
differences between children within countries.

Overall Child Well-being 
(Report Card 11)

Overall Child Inequality 
(Report Card 13)

UNICEF INDEX OF:

1 Netherlands
2 Norway
3 Iceland
4 Finland
5 Sweden
6 Germany
7 Luxembourg
8 Switzerland
9 Belgium
10 Ireland
11 Denmark
12 Slovenia
13 France
14 Czech Republic
15 Portugal
16 United Kingdom
17 Canada
18 Austria
19 Spain
20 Hungary
21 Poland
22 Italy
23 Estonia
23 Slovakia
25 Greece
26 United States
27 Lithuania
28 Latvia
29 Romania

1 Denmark
2 Finland
2 Norway
2 Switzerland
5 Austria
6 Netherlands
7 Ireland
8 Estonia
9 Slovenia
10 Latvia
11 Czech Republic
12 Croatia
13 Australia
14 Germany
14 Greece
14 Hungary
14 United Kingdom
18 United States
19 Portugal
20 Iceland
21 Romania
22 Spain
23 Sweden
24 Malta
25 Lithuania
26 Canada
27 Poland
28 France
29 Belgium
29 Luxembourg
31 Slovakia
32 Italy
33 Bulgaria
34 Turkey
35 Israel

Rank    Country Rank    Country

UNICEF Report Card 13, Fairness for Children: A league 
table of inequality in child well-being in rich countries, 
measures the depths of inequality in children’s family 
income, health, education and sense of well-being with the 
latest international data. It explores how wide inequality can 
limit the potential of children broadly – not only those who 
fall farthest behind. 
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In 2013, Canada ranked in the middle of UNICEF’s Index of 
Child Well-being at 17 of 29 rich countries (UNICEF Office 
of Research 2013). The Index is a composite of national 
averages of key indicators including child poverty, health 
and education. Many of the 26 indicators had improved on 
average in Canada over the previous decade, but not at the 
pace of other rich countries. When children reported their 
own sense of well-being, Canada’s rank fell to 24 of 29 
countries, a significant decline over the previous decade. 

In Report Card 13, the focus shifts from national averages 
to the gaps between children at the bottom and children 
in the middle of our society, with the complementary 
UNICEF Index of Child Inequality. Canada ranks in the 
bottom third, at 26 of 35 nations 3. Canada is one of the 
more unequal societies for children; the gaps between 
Canada’s children in many aspects of their lives are wider 
than in many rich countries and wider than our moderate 
level of income inequality would predict. However, in some 
of the indicators we measure, the gaps are not much 
wider than higher ranking nations because the differences 
between nations are small. In some, Canada’s children 
achieve better absolute outcomes than higher-ranking, 
more equal nations. But the point is, wide gaps within rich 
countries are unnecessary and they come with a variety of 
unwelcome impacts. 

Of equal concern is the general lack of progress to close 
the gaps. While income inequality may have levelled 
off over the past decade in Canada, some of the gaps 
between children have continued to widen. Canada is one 
of a handful of countries (including France, Iceland and 

3 41 countries of the European Union (EU) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
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BOX 1: DIFFERENT KINDS OF INEQUALITY
With public debate often focusing on income inequality, particularly the concentration of wealth in the top 1 percent, relatively 
little attention has been given to the gap between the bottom and the middle, referred to as ’bottom-end inequality’. UNICEF 
Report Card 13 measures the gaps between the children falling farthest behind (at the 10th percentile) and the children in 
the middle (at the median), in nine dimensions of child well-being. The gaps are based on the distribution within indicators 
independent of income. However, the bottom-end inequality gaps and rankings need to be interpreted with the understanding 
that they do not measure absolute achievement (where Canada  is higher than many peers in education, physical activity and 
healthy eating). Some countries do better in the league table rankings because the gaps between the middle and the bottom 
are small – but the scores at one or both points may be lower than in Canada (e.g., Chile in the education rankings). The rankings 
do not explicitly measure overall inequality (from top to bottom), which is wider in some countries than in Canada. Bottom-
end inequality is important to measure because it reveals a situation where a group of children are at a higher risk of exclusion 
from the prevalent standards of well-being in their country. Children experience the society in which they live in relative terms 
compared to their peers, and the data suggests that wider bottom-end inequality affects their well-being. 

10 50 100UNICEF INEQUALITY GAP

Sweden) where inequality among children has increased 
markedly in recent years. This suggests that children’s 
experience of inequality is magnified and we are failing 
to shield children from its effects. In the international 
’Olympics’ of child well-being, there isn’t much to celebrate 
– but the podium isn’t out of reach.
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Comparing inequality across rich countries

League Table 1 in UNICEF Report Card 13 ranks rich 
countries on the size of their ‘relative income gap’. 

This measures how far the poorest children (the poorest 
10 percent) fall behind the ‘average’ child (at the 50th 
percentile) based on their families’ incomes. In Canada, the 
poorest children have family incomes 53 percent lower 
than the average child. In other words, they have roughly 
half the family income as the average child. The average 
gap among rich nations is 51 percent. Canada ranks in 
the middle, at 24 of 41 countries. In Norway, the top 
performer, the gap is only 37 percent. 

Relative income gaps (between those at the bottom and 
the middle) and levels of income poverty (the number of 
poor people below 50 percent of the middle income) often 
go hand-in-hand. Canada is in the unfortunate club of 
countries with both the highest rate of child poverty 
(at 17 percent, ranking 29) and a wide bottom-end 
income gap for families with children (see Figure 
1, Report Card 13). Many countries with higher median 
incomes among families with children have smaller relative 
income gaps (Toczydlowska, et al. 2016). This shows that 
there is not a trade-off between greater equality and greater 
prosperity.

UNICEF Report Card 13 ranks high-income countries 
according to one aspect of inequality: bottom-end inequality 

– how far some children are allowed to fall behind their 
peers at the ’average’ in income, education, health and 
life satisfaction. The best use of the rankings is to reveal 
the depth of inequalities within Canada and to recognize 
that countries with strong absolute achievement can also 
achieve greater equality. 

INCOME INEQUALITY
51% AVERAGE

NORWAY 37%1
24
41

CANADA 53%
ROMANIA 67%

R
A

N
K

The Convention on the Rights of the 
Child guarantees the fundamental 
rights of every child, regardless 
of gender, race, religious beliefs, 
income, physical attributes, 
geographical location or other 
status. These are basic rights of 
opportunity and outcome.
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League Table 2 ranks rich countries on the size of 
their ‘educational achievement gap’. This measures 

how far low-achieving students (with scores at the 10th 
percentile) fall behind the child with a median PISA score 
in reading, maths and science literacy at the age of 15. In 
Canada, the gap is 0.3 points 4. The average gap among 
rich nations is 0.5 points, with Canada placing close to 
the average and ranking 14 of 37 countries 5. 

We also compare the proportion of students who fall below 
a standard proficiency level in all three subjects, which 
signifies profound educational disadvantage and a lack of 
basic skills. In Canada, 6 percent of children fall below 
this standard, which is much better than the league 
table average of 12 percent. Canada ranks in 6th place. 
Estonia is the best performer with only 3 percent of children 
falling below the standard, half the rate in Canada. Canada 
is among the 10 nations that manage to combine a 
smaller achievement gap with a lower proportion of 
children falling below the basic proficiency standard. 
Minimizing the achievement gap does not require countries 
to ’trade’ equality off against high academic performance 
(see UNICEF Report Card 13, Figure 2). 

League Table 3 ranks rich countries on the size of 
the gap in children’s self-reported ‘health symptoms’. 

Children aged 11, 13 and 15 were asked how often in the 
previous six months they had experienced headache, 
stomach ache, backache, feeling low, irritability or bad temper, 
feeling nervous, difficulties in getting to sleep or feeling dizzy. 
The response options were “about every day”, “more than 
once a week”, “about every week”, “about every month” and 

“rarely or never”. In Canada, the health score of children at 
the bottom of the distribution is 29 percent lower than 
children in the middle. The gap isn’t much wider than the 
best performer (Austria with 24 percent) and it is close to the 
average gap among rich countries. However, because of the 
tight distribution Canada is among the bottom third of peer 
nations in health inequality, at 24 of 35 countries. 

The proportion of children in Canada who report one 
or more health complaints everyday – an indication of 
absolute severity in health symptoms – is 23 percent. This 
is very close to the average among rich countries, which is 
24 percent, but much higher than the low of 15 percent in 
Norway and Finland. Canada ranks in 16th place.

There are many dimensions of children’s health that could 
be measured. Self-reported health symptoms provides 
a poignant view of the frequency with which so many 
children navigate their daily lives feeling in poor physical 
and mental health; one quarter of children, on a daily basis. 
Frequent health complaints are usually an expression of 
stressful situations and relationships at home, at school 
or among peers (Currie, et al 2010). If the physical, mental 
and emotional resources children have to get through the 
day are significantly weakened, it influences other aspects 
of their development. A similar proportion of older youth 
(aged 15–24) is estimated to experience mental illness 
on an annual basis – the age group with the highest rate 
of mental illness in Canada (CAMH 2012). Although the 
links to mental illness in older youth are not entirely clear, 
adolescent health symptoms can persist into adulthood 
(Chzhen et. al. 2016a). Norway and Finland demonstrate 
that it is possible to at least halve the number of children 
who report feeling unwell every day. 

4 The score-point differences in each subject are converted into cross-country z-scores, which are then averaged across subjects to provide an overall achievement gap for 
each country, with positive scores denoting lower inequality
5 Figures between -0.5 and 0.5 are considered close enough to be indistinguishable from the average.

EDUCATION INEQUALITY

CHILE 1.9
14
37

CANADA 0.3
ISRAEL -2.0

1
0.5 AVERAGE

R
A

N
K

HEALTH INEQUALITY

AUSTRIA 24%1
24
35

CANADA 29%
ISRAEL 39%

28% AVERAGE

R
A

N
K
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League Table 4 ranks rich countries on the size of 
their children’s ‘relative life satisfaction gap’. This 

measures how far children with the lowest levels of life 
satisfaction fall behind their peers at the mid-level. Life 
satisfaction scores are based on children’s self-ratings of 
their life satisfaction, on a scale of 0 (“the worst possible 
life for you”) to 10 (“the best possible life for you”). While 
most aspects of children’s well-being are measured 
by ’objective’ indicators, life satisfaction is a measure of 
children’s own sense of their well-being. 

In Canada, the life satisfaction rating of children at the 
bottom is 29 percent lower than the rating of children in 
the middle. The median rating among Canada’s children is 
8 out of 10 but it is 6 out of 10 for the children at the bottom. 
The average gap among rich nations is 28 percent, with 
Canada placing close to the average but ranking 25 of 
35 countries (in the bottom third) because of the narrow 
spread among them. In Netherlands, the top performer, 
the gap is 24 percent. 

We also compare the proportion of children in each country 
rating their life satisfaction at 4 out of 10 or below. This 
allows us to see the ‘prevalence’ of very low levels of 
life satisfaction, not just the size of the gap between the 
lowest and the middle levels. In Canada, 9 percent of 
children report very low life satisfaction, above the 
average of 7 percent among rich countries and more than 
twice the rate in the Netherlands. Canada ranks in 31st 
place. Canada is among the countries with both the 
highest proportion of children reporting very low life 
satisfaction and the widest gap in life satisfaction. 
Countries with more equality in life satisfaction also 
tend to have a lower share of children who rate their life 
satisfaction at 4 out of 10 or below. 

Life satisfaction acts as a composite indicator of many 
aspects of children’s lives, so it is worth paying attention 
to. Lower life satisfaction is associated with poor 
mental health, low physical activity, being a girl, weaker 
relationships with parents and peers, and wider inequality 
in family affluence. Children with low life satisfaction are 
twice as likely to report three or more different types of 

risk behaviours as their peers. This association holds even 
after controlling for children’s age, gender and family socio-
economic status.

In most rich countries, including Canada, children in 
the bottom group for life satisfaction are up to three 
times more likely than their peers to experience regular 
fighting, to be victims of bullying and to smoke regularly. 
Figure 22 in Report Card 13 shows that there is a clear 
relationship between low life satisfaction and cumulative risk 
behaviours. In Canada, some types of risk behaviours have 
declined (such as smoking and cannabis use) and others 
have remained fairly stable (such as fighting and bullying), 
but children are still more likely to engage in bullying and 
fighting than children in other rich countries (UNICEF Office 
of Research 2013). Children in Canada with higher life 
satisfaction are generally less likely than those with 
lower life satisfaction to engage in these types of risk 
behaviours. Children’s sense of life satisfaction tends to 
worsen in adolescent years, particularly among girls. Low 
life satisfaction is also associated with depression and other 
adverse health outcomes later in life. High life satisfaction 
may help ’immunize’ children against risks to their well-being.

A key question arises when we compare children’s average 
life satisfaction ratings in rich countries with the ratings of 
adults in these countries (see Figure 1). Canada is an outlier, 
with relatively poor average life satisfaction among children, 
yet relatively ‘high’ average life satisfaction among adults. 
Do unhappy children tend to become happy adults, or has 
childhood in Canada changed to the extent that we are 
raising unhappy children who will be the unhappy adults of 
the future? 

INEQUALITY IN LIFE SATISFACTION

NETHERLANDS 24%1
25
35

CANADA 29%
TURKEY 36%

28% AVERAGE

R
A

N
K
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  Figure 1: 

Source: Bradshaw, J.(2015) Child well-being: Design Week with UNICEF. 
[Power Point slides]
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Boys are more likely to fall behind in education

Fifteen-year-old boys fare worse than girls in math, 
reading and science. Boys are more likely to be in 

the group of cross-subject low performers in 35 of the 39 
countries (see UNICEF Report Card 13, Figure 13). In Canada, 
far fewer children overall are in the zone of ’low educational 
achievement’ than in most countries, and the gap between 
boys (7 percent in disadvantage) and girls (5 percent in 
disadvantage) is smaller (ranking 9 of 39 countries). However, 
the gap has not improved over time. This gender gap has 
remained persistent in most countries. 

Girls are more likely to fall behind in health 

Figure 18 in UNICEF Report Card 13 shows the 
gender gap in health among adolescents. Girls fall 

farthest behind in health indicators in all 34 countries. In 

Canada, girls fall 14 percentage points behind boys. The 
gender health gap in Canada ranks 28 of 34 countries – one 
of the widest. The gender differential is lowest in Israel, 
at 4 points. Gender gaps in adolescent health are not only 
widespread, but persistent. The gender gap has increased 
since 2002 in 10 countries, including Canada. Since 
adolescence is a formative stage for adult health, these 
differences are likely to endure into adulthood.

Girls are more likely to have low life satisfaction

By the teen years, girls are more likely than boys in 
all countries to have fallen behind in life satisfaction, 

with the gap larger at age 15 than at 13 nearly everywhere. 
At age 15, the largest gender gaps are in France and Poland 
(15 percentage points); in Canada, the gap is moderate at 9 
points, ranking 14 of 29 countries.

BOYS 
GIRLS 

-2 POINTS

BOYS 
GIRLS -9 POINTS

BOYS 
GIRLS -14 POINTS

BOX 2: BOYS AND GIRLS ARE DIFFERENTLY UNEQUAL
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Rank Country Income Education Health Life satisfaction

1 Denmark 4 8 5 3

2= Finland 3 16 6 11

2= Norway 1 23 4 8

2= Switzerland 6 20 3 7

5 Austria 11 21 1 9

6 Netherlands 8 30 8 1

7 Ireland 10 9 20 13

8 Estonia 28 3 13 10

9 Slovenia 19 11 16 12

10 Latvia 32 4 17 6

11 Czech Republic 5 13 9 34

12 Croatia 26 5 12 23

13 Australia 14 24 27 2

14= Germany 12 28 2 29

14= Greece 38 18 11 4

14= Hungary 21 17 18 15

14= United Kingdom 7 25 19 20

18 United States 30 10 14 21

19 Portugal 33 19 7 18

20 Iceland 2 26 31 19

21 Romania 41 2 32 5

22 Spain 36 12 10 24

23 Sweden 16 29 22 17

24 Malta 20 30 14

25 Lithuania 27 7 25 27

26 Canada 24 14 24 25

27 Poland 23 6 33 33

28 France 13 35 23 28

29= Belgium 22 36 15 30

29= Luxembourg 9 33 29 32

31 Slovakia 25 34 21 26

32 Italy 35 22 28 22

33 Bulgaria 40 32 26 16

34 Turkey 29 34 35

35 Israel 37 37 35 31

- Republic of Korea 15 15

- Chile 31 1

- New Zealand 17 31

- Japan 34 27

- Cyprus 18

- Mexico 39

  n.a       top third       middle third       bottom third     

AVERAGE RANK ACROSS ALL DIMENSIONS OF INEQUALITY
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narrowing of the gap: the incomes at both the 10th 
percentile and the median grew, although those at the 10th 
percentile increased faster. 

HOW HAS EDUCATIONAL INEQUALITY CHANGED?
Despite widening income inequality, two-thirds of affluent 
nations managed to reduce inequality in educational 
achievement 6 while improving median test scores. 
Canada is the only country that experienced a decline 
in inequality in a negative way – through a fall in 
median test scores. 

Only a quarter of rich countries, including Canada, 
experienced an increase in absolute educational 
disadvantage; the rest managed to decrease the 
proportion of children in disadvantage (the percentage 
of children who fall below PISA proficiency level 2 in all 
three subjects). Canada ranks 31 out of 41 countries, 
having experienced an increase from 5 to 6 percent 
of children. Again, the trend is negative but not enough 
to erode comparatively good performance. In Canada, 
widening gaps in children’s health and income may be 
affecting equality in educational achievement after many 
years of “buffering” socio-economic disadvantage by the 
education system.

Progress in reducing gaps in child well-being has been 
modest overall; in Canada, some gaps have widened, 
some have remained stable and some have improved. 
The area of most notable improvement is the reduction of 
unhealthy eating of sugar-added snacks and beverages. 
The general lack of progress is largely explained by 
persistent poverty, wider income inequality and insufficient 
investment in children. These trends suggest that children 
are not being shielded from the impacts of rising inequality 
and may in fact be disproportionately affected. Concerted 
efforts can, however, have a positive impact. 

HOW HAS INCOME INEQUALITY CHANGED? 
Income gaps have widened among families with children in 
many rich countries during the Great Recession. In Canada, 
France, Israel, Slovakia and Sweden, the income gaps 
widened because incomes at the bottom 10th percentile 
increased more slowly than median incomes. Canada’s 
relative income gap increased by 3 points to 53 percent 
leaving the poorest farther behind. This suggests that 
income benefits, taxation and services have not been 
sufficient to offset the increase in market income inequality.

Only the economically distressed eastern and southern 
European nations endured a larger increase in the relative 
income gap, exceeding 5 percentage points. Only four 
countries – the Czech Republic, Finland, Korea and 
Switzerland – experienced a ‘positive’ or progressive 

Inequality is changing 

6 Educational achievement relies on PISA test scores, a limited framework of possible areas of educational achievement that excludes, for example, social and emotional learning.

INCOME
INEQUALITY

INEQUALITY INCREASED INEQUALITY DECREASED INEQUALITY 
DID NOT CHANGE

EDUCATIONAL
ACHIEVEMENT

INEQUALITY

HEALTH
SYMPTOMS
INEQUALITY

PHYSICAL
ACTIVITY

INEQUALITY

HEALTHY
EATING

INEQUALITY

UNHEALTHY
EATING

INEQUALITY

LIFE
SATISFACTION

INEQUALITY

CANADA

AVERAGE

TRENDS 

IN CHILD
INEQUALITY

The time interval varies for different data sources, within the range 2002 to 2014.
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Slovenia. The chances of falling behind in health are not 
the same for all children. In the majority of countries, those 
from less-affluent households have the poorest health 
outcomes (Chzhen, et al. 2016b). However, gender disparity 
is more widespread and persistent than income related 
disparity (see Box 3). 

HOW HAS HEALTH INEQUALITY CHANGED?
The UNICEF Index of Child Inequality measures gaps in 
children’s self-reported health symptoms. Three additional 
markers of child health – physical activity, healthy eating and 
unhealthy eating – present a fuller picture of the change in 
child health and health-related behaviours. These indicators 
are measured in adolescence, and exclude some important 
markers of young child health including infant mortality and 
low birthweight. Their value lies in what they tell us about the 
accumulated inequality in children’s living conditions that is 
likely to show up in the future health of Canada’s population. 

In Canada, there are wide gaps between children in all 
health indicators. However, some of the widest gaps 
between Canada’s children (in unhealthy eating, healthy 
eating and physical activity) are smaller than in many peer 
nations. On the other hand, there is a smaller gap between 
Canada’s children in self-reported health symptoms but it 
is wider than in most peer nations (by a small margin). 

The complexity of the drivers of health inequality is 
underlined by the fact that the vast majority of affluent 
nations have experienced rising inequality in some health-
related outcomes, yet narrowed inequality in others. 
The gap in children’s health complaints widened 
in Canada; however, in other areas, the gaps have 
stabilized (physical activity and healthy eating) or 
narrowed (unhealthy eating). Most countries place in 
the top half for some indicators and in the bottom half for 
others. It is difficult to draw general conclusions about why 
exactly countries end up at the top or the bottom of the 
rankings in these four health indicators. 

One thing is clear: overall improvement in health will be 
difficult to achieve without closing the gaps. National 
averages are highly correlated with the size of the gaps in 
these health-related measures (Chzhen, et al. 2016a). The 
wider the gaps in health indicators, the worse the overall 
averages. Children are more likely to report frequent poor 
health symptoms and there is lower average physical activity, 
lower average healthy eating and higher average unhealthy 
eating in countries where there are also wider inequalities 
in these measures. The relationship between the extent 
of inequality in and the average level of unhealthy eating is 
particularly strong (see UNICEF Report Card 13, Figure 19). 

The gap in self-reported health symptoms widened in 
most countries including Canada, (see UNICEF Report 
Card 13, Figure 14). In Canada, the gap widened by 3 
percentage points to 29 percent because the children at the 
bottom lost ground more than the children in the middle. 
In contrast, the largest increases in inequality (of at least 6 
percentage points) occurred in Ireland, Malta, Poland and 

7 The Health Behaviours in School Aged Children survey defines physical activity as “any activity that increases your heart rate and makes you get out of breath some of the 
time”. This definition is consistent with the Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines for Children and Youth aged 5-17.

Inequality in physical activity decreased in the 
majority of the countries and remained stable in 
Canada. Although the gap remains wide in Canada at 47 
percentage points, it is not far from the smallest gap in 
Finland (43 percent). Pronounced reductions in inequality 
of 6 percentage points or more occurred in Finland, France, 
Malta, Norway and Spain (see UNICEF Report Card 13, 
Figure 15). Regular exercise is important for adolescent 
well-being. Children reported the number of days in the 
preceding week in which they engaged in physical activity 
for at least 60 minutes a day, as recommended by the World 
Health Organization 7. Children’s responses are on a scale 
from 0 to 7 days a week. The ’average’ Canadian child gets 
60 minutes 5 days per week, but the children at the bottom 
of the distribution only 3 days. On average, 1 in 5 Canadian 
children meets the daily activity recommendation. 

Inequality in healthy eating of fruits and vegetables 
narrowed in only a third of countries. It remained stable 
in a third of countries including Canada (at 46 percent), 
and increased in six (see Report Card 13, Figure 16). Canada’s 
gap is smaller than the average gap but still very wide. The 
gaps narrowed the most – by at least 6 percentage points 

– in Malta, Hungary, Denmark, Norway and Spain. The 
persistence of the gaps in physical activity and healthy eating 
are likely related to persistent levels of poverty.

Inequality in unhealthy eating of snacks and beverages 
that are high in added sugar varies greatly, but declined 
in most countries including Canada. Excess consumption 
of added sugar in food and beverages is often linked to 
poor health outcomes – poor dental health, obesity and 
diabetes. Children reported how often during the past week 
they consumed “sweets (candy or chocolate)” and “Coke 
or other soft drinks that contain sugar”. The vast majority of 
countries, 25 of 34, reduced inequality in unhealthy eating 
by at least 2 percentage points (see UNICEF Report Card 
13, Figure 17). In all cases, this came about because the 
rate of consumption at the bottom improved more than the 

The growing gaps suggest that life is becoming 
more difficult for the most excluded children as 
social inequality has widened, and it is showing 
up in their physical and mental health.

10



BOX 3: DO CHILDREN NOTICE WHEN THEY  
ARE UNEQUAL? 
Life satisfaction and health symptom data suggest that wide 
social inequalities affect children’s sense of well-being. In rich 
countries, poverty deprives some children of basic conditions, 
but it is more commonly a problem of relativity – having access 
to fewer material resources and being excluded from activities 
seen to be ’normal’. Adolescents experience the world relative 
to their peers (Toczydlowska, et al. 2016). As well, different 
cultures or societies shape children’s expectations differently. 
Some cultures ’teach’ children to be satisfied with what they 
have while others place more importance on striving for better, 
including achieving high socio-economic status. Some children 
are more inclined to compare themselves to peers in their 
communities while others are more inclined to aspire to the 
extremes of celebrity status or the very affluent. 

Greater income inequality seems to come with increased 
competition and anxiety (Pickett and Wilkinson 2007). 
The quality of relationships appears to be poorer in more 
unequal societies, including more bullying and more 
difficult relationships between children and parents. These 
relational problems have been attributed to the psychological 
consequences of inequality and the breakdown of social 
trust and cooperation (Elgar and Aitken 2011). Children may 
absorb the stress in families that are struggling to get by or 
competing to achieve. Inequality can be perceived even by 
children at young ages and translates to a stress reaction that 
seems to impede cognitive and social development. 

Emerging research suggests that there is a generational 
increase in anxiety and depression as children have 

become more oriented to goals of high income, status 
and appearance, echoing a broader cultural shift toward 
materialism and competition (Gray 2010). The decline of free, 
unstructured time for play and learning and an increase in 
pressure to achieve academically and economically may help 
explain the rising rates of anxiety in children 8 (Shaw et. al. 
2015). At the same time, modern life doesn’t provide as wide 
and close a social network around children. Indigenous and 
racialized people have also described how children internalize 
discrimination from very early ages.

Opinion polling has found that Canadians are concerned that 
Canada is “turning into a society of winners and losers” and 
about making sure their children are “on the right side of the 
gap” (CCPA 2006). Canadians worry that their children will be the 
first generation to fare worse than their parents. Many families 
have adjusted by delaying childbirth, having smaller families and 
increasing work intensity. 

8 There is a positive correlation between country rankings on the UNICEF Index of Child Well-being and rank scores measuring children’s degree of freedom to travel and play 
without adult supervision; countries with higher levels of independent mobility are also more likely on average to have higher levels of well-being though there will be other 
related factors that help explain that (Shaw et. al. 2015).

middle – a progressive scenario. The Netherlands, Slovenia 
and Iceland saw considerable reductions in the gap by more 
than 17 percentage points. The gap in Canada declined by 
a robust 10 points to 58 percent – the strongest positive 
trend in Canada among all of the indicators we measured 
in Report Card 13. The smallest gap is in Iceland (45 percent). 

The relative gap in unhealthy eating decreased in more 
countries – and by a greater margin – than in any other 
health-related indicator in this report, albeit from a higher 
base. Nevertheless, in Canada as in most countries the 
gap in bottom-end inequality in unhealthy eating is wider 
than the gaps in the other three health indicators. Despite 
the decline in the gap, unhealthy weight among Canada’s 
children (1 in 3 boys and 1 in 4 girls) remains persistently 
high – underlining the need for more concerted measures 
to make healthy food available to children.  

HOW HAS INEQUALITY IN LIFE  
SATISFACTION CHANGED?
Inequality in life satisfaction remained stable in most 
countries, including Canada. UNICEF’s 2013 Index 
of Child Well-being revealed that children’s ‘overall’ life 
satisfaction had declined more in Canada than in most 
peer nations over the previous decade, to among the 
lowest levels at 24 of 29 nations. This may explain why the 
relative gap in life satisfaction did not widen – if both the 
middle and the bottom declined. As this coincided with an 
increase in overall income inequality in Canada, it raises 
the question: 

Is children’s life satisfaction the canary in the 
inequality coalmine? 

When childhood becomes a competitive sport 
or an unaffordable luxury, there are bound to 
be impacts on children’s sense of well-being.
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‘overall’ child well-being (see UNICEF Report Card 13, 
Figure 8). These countries tend to perform lower on the 
UNICEF Index of Child Well-being (Toczydlowska, et al. 
2016). It is not surprising that Canada ranks near the 
middle in bottom-end income inequality and in the 
middle for ‘overall’ child well-being. 

UNICEF’s Index of Child Inequality adds another sightline 
on child inequality: countries with greater overall equality 
in child well-being also tend to rank higher in ‘overall’ 
child well-being. In fact, smaller gaps in health, education 
and life satisfaction are associated with higher overall 
outcomes in these areas. In other words, countries with 
lower bottom-end inequality in child well-being have fewer 
children living in poverty, fewer children with very low 
educational achievement, fewer children reporting frequent 
health complaints and fewer children reporting very low 
life satisfaction (see UNICEF Report Card 13, Figures 1–4). 
There is a consistent group of countries (Nordic countries, 
the Netherlands and Switzerland) that limit inequality 
and achieve high overall well-being – and some notable 
exceptions such as the U.S. and Chile. 

WHY BROAD INEQUALITY MATTERS 
If income inequality at the bottom end seems to limit 
the well-being of children in different ways, how might 

The family income, education, health and life satisfaction 
of children are in some ways inter-related aspects of 
their lives. Disadvantage in one area may lead to, or 
reinforce, disadvantage in another. UNICEF Report Card 
13 league tables measure gaps in aspects of children’s 
lives independent of income. But if income strongly 
predicts children’s life chances – and income inequality 
has been widening in Canada – we could expect to see 
rising inequality in children’s outcomes. Some of these 
relationships are clearer than others at the bottom end of 
the distribution.There is emerging evidence that income 
inequality influences child well-being – possibly as much 
or more than the level of family or national income. While 
many questions remain, income inequality is likely to take 
on increasing importance in influencing child well-being.

WHY INCOME MATTERS
As in most affluent countries, the risk of poverty among 
children in Canada is higher than for any other group. Life 
‘at the bottom’ is not only about having less income, but 
also about falling behind in school, being sick, and having 
poor nutrition, more risk behaviours, difficult relationships 
and lower life satisfaction. The relative child poverty rate 
has a strong influence on child well-being outcomes 
(Toczydlowska, et al. 2016). While a child living in poverty 
is more likely to live a difficult life, countries with high 
rates of child poverty also tend to have weaker ‘overall’ 
child well-being. In particular, countries with more relative 
poverty including Canada tend to have higher rates 
of infant mortality and low birthweight, lower rates of 
immunization, fewer young people participating in further 
education, more overweight children and more difficult 
peer relationships (Pickett and Wilkinson 2007). In other 
words, some children are much farther behind the average 
and fewer children do well. 

WHY BOTTOM-END INEQUALITY MATTERS
With income inequality rising in most rich countries 
(OECD 2015), the focus on child poverty must widen 
to address new concerns, including how wider overall 
income inequality may further influence the life chances of 
children to achieve equality of opportunity and grow up out 
of poverty, and how the outcomes of all children may be 
affected (OECD 2011). 

UNICEF’s measure of income inequality tells us something 
different than child poverty; it measures ‘how far’ the 
poorest children – in the bottom 10 percent of the income 
distribution – are from the average. Countries with wider 
bottom-end income inequality also tend to have lower 

Looking across the dimensions of inequality
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  Figure 2:  (From fig. 30, UNICEF Report Card 13)

Equality does not have to come at the expense of 
absolute achievement.
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the UNICEF Index of Child Well-being. In fact, differences 
in child well-being are more closely linked to overall 
income inequality than to average income levels (Pickett 
and Wilkinson 2015). Countries that experienced the 
largest increases in income inequality also tended to have 
greater declines in average child well-being (Pickett and 
Wilkinson 2015). Canadian research also found that rising 
income inequality has contributed to poorer health in terms 
of mental illness, mental and physical health symptoms, 
obesity, mortality and other aspects of child well-being. 
Income inequality might have both worsened adolescent 
health in general and widened inequality in adolescent 
health and life satisfaction over the past decade (Elgar and 
Aitken 2015). 

The extent to which the socio-economic status (SES) of 
a child’s family predicts his or her outcomes in education, 
health and life satisfaction has long been a focus in Canada 
and other rich countries. UNICEF Report Card 13 shows 
that SES strongly influences inequalities in physical activity, 
healthy eating, and life satisfaction 9. The gaps in health 
symptoms and unhealthy eating are not as strongly tied to 
SES, but children from the lowest SES group are more likely 
to fall behind than children in high SES (Chzhen, et al. 2016b). 

inequality across the income distribution, from the top 
end to the bottom, affect children’s well-being? If a 
relatively few people are relatively very wealthy, how 
might it create more difficult childhoods and for whom? 
The answer is important because policy responses that 
target poverty, such as income benefits and transfers to 
low-income families, may not be the same as those that 
target inequality, such as higher taxes on high earners. A 
preoccupation with the size of the incomes of the richest 
top 1 percent might appear to have little to do with how 
the children of the other 99 percent are faring. It might 
seem more important to focus on ’bottom end’ inequality, 
or the traditional territory described by ’poverty’. In fact, all 
are important indicators of the well-being and prospects 
of children. Poverty, bottom-end inequality, and broader 
inequality all seem to dampen the well-being of children.

Countries with greater overall income equality (across the 
entire income range – top to bottom) tend to limit the gaps 
in child well-being and minimize adverse child well-being 
outcomes. UNICEF Report Card 13, Figure 31 shows the 
relationship between the mean proportion of children at 
the very bottom of our four well-being domains and overall 
income inequality. Canada has moderate overall income 
inequality and moderate child well-being outcomes.

The British epidemiologists Kate Pickett and Richard 
Wilkinson suggest that there is a link between overall 
income inequality and overall (average levels of) child 
well-being (Pickett and Wilkinson 2015). They found that 
affluent nations with wide income inequality tend to have 
poorer child health (including higher infant mortality, low 
birthweight, higher rates of overweight children and certain 
risk behaviours, such as bullying); worse life satisfaction; 
fewer children in further education; and lower rankings in 

9 Studies of inequalities in health tend to focus on the socioeconomic gradient in the ‘average’ outcome of a particular health indicator rather than on the dispersion of outcomes 
for that indicator, as in UNICEF Report Card 13. 

INCOME INEQUALITY AND CHILD
WELL-BEING OUTCOMES
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  Figure 3:  (From fig. 31, UNICEF Report Card 13)
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HEALTHY EATING
The largest gap between children in low and 

high SES is in healthy eating – 20 percentage points – 
especially in Canada and the United Kingdom where the 
gap has increased (see UNICEF Report Card 13, Figure 26). 
Canada ranks 32 of 34 countries in the size of this gap. 
Nine countries managed to reduce the gap to less than 10 
points, with the smallest gap at 3 points. The gap in Canada 
may be explained by the expense of fruits and vegetables 
for poor families, their lack of availability in many low-income 
neighbourhoods and indigenous communities and the 
absence of a national school meals initiative.

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY
The smallest gaps in physical activity between 

children in low and high SES (under 10 points) are in 
Portugal and Finland (see UNICEF Report Card 13, Figure 
25). Canada ranks in the middle (17 of 34 countries) 
with a gap of 13 points. The social gradient in physical 
activity has widened over time in six countries and 
remained stable in Canada. 

EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT
In all affluent nations, the likelihood that the lowest 

SES students fall into the bottom educational achievement 
group is higher than for the highest SES students (see 
UNICEF Report Card 13, Figure 27). Students with low SES 
were on average 18 percentage points more likely to fall 
into the bottom achievement group than were children from 
the highest SES group. The range is from 4 to 46 points. 
Canada has one of the smallest gaps in education 
success at 11 points, ranking 4 of 39 countries, showing 
that the powerful effects of SES can be overcome with 
strong services and systems. For the size of the immigrant 
student population, Canada also reduces the likelihood of 
their disadvantage in educational achievement better than 
most countries; however, children of low SES, immigrant 
children and boys are disproportionately in the lowest 
achieving group (Bruckauf 2016).

LIFE SATISFACTION
In all affluent countries, children with the lowest 

SES are more likely to be at the bottom of the life 
satisfaction scale, though there is a considerable range 
across the countries (see UNICEF Report Card 13, Figure 
24). The smallest gap is 4 points, and eight countries 
manage to narrow the gap to 10 points or less. In Canada, 
the SES gap in life satisfaction is wide at 16 points, 
ranking 26 of 34 countries. Of the wealthiest nations, 
only the United States and Luxembourg have a wider gap. 

20 PT GAP

13 PT GAP

11 PT GAP

16 PT GAP

32 17 4 26

 

Growing up, people always said I 
had potential, that I’d be the one to 
get out, as if we were living in some 
sort of jail system...Why or how 
would I be the one to make it out? 
How can someone have hope to 
get out when this is all the life you 
know? And I can tell you, I wasn’t 
the only one who felt that way. So 
I became a runner. I ran from the 
things that hurt me and, honestly, 
who would want to stay in that life?

Savanna, age 20

EQUALITY GAPS BETWEEN CHILDREN  
IN LOW AND HIGH SES IN CANADA
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Where children are born along the socio-economic 
gradient shapes opportunity and has a strong influence 
on children’s outcomes. Inequality shows up very early in 
childhood. By the time children start school, some of the 
gaps between them are measurable. In early development, 
health, educational achievement, exposure to violence, 
discrimination and many other aspects of children’s lives, 
some children live at the most disadvantaged end of the 
scale and some live at the top – and they tend to stay there. 
Growing up at the bottom of the gradient increases the risk 
of having lower earnings, poorer health and lower skills in 
adulthood. This creates costs for health care, educational 
remediation, justice, welfare and under-employment. The 
higher these costs, the fewer resources are available 
to invest in ’positive’ development, and fewer children 
achieve the outcomes we see in countries at the top of 
UNICEF’s Index.

In the United States, chilling research suggests that “even 
poor kids who do everything right don’t do much better 
than rich kids who do everything wrong” (O’Brien 2014). 
Richer families can invest more in children and produce 
differences in outcomes that are more pronounced 
amidst rising income inequality, from the prenatal health 

and nutrition of a mother; to spending on child care, 
developmental and recreational enrichment; to social 
connections and expectations. Annual spending per child 
among U.S. families in the bottom fifth of the income 
distribution was around $1,300 US compared to $9,000 
among the top fifth in the mid-2000s (OECD 2015). The 
‘private’ child investment gap is considered by many to 
contribute to overall inequality (Keeley 2016). 

Some believe that income inequality is a measure of 
’outcome’, and that as long as there is equality of ’opportunity’ 
to rise up the income ladder, it is fair enough. However, the 
distinction is not very appropriate when it comes to children. 
Children’s early differences in health, education and life 
satisfaction shape their opportunities to become all they can 
be, and are greatly influenced by the conditions they are born 
into rather than by the kind of choice or competition that is 
justified as the process by which adults transform ’equality of 
opportunity’ into outcomes. 

’Social mobility’ is often regarded as a measure of equality 
of ’opportunity’: how likely and how far children can move 
up the income ladder in their lifetime, or from the rung 
where their parents are. According to Miles Corak, “This 

Stuck in the gap
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kind of mobility, the capacity for children to become all that 
they can be without regard to their starting point in life, is 
the bedrock of fairness” (Corak 2016). How sticky social 
mobility is varies from country to country. Today, Canada’s 
social mobility is moderate compared to our peer nations 
(Corak 2016). Being born at the top or bottom of the income 
distribution is not as wide or sticky a gap in Canada in 
part because Canada’s public education, health and family 
benefits policies reduce disadvantage to some extent. Still, 
around one third of low income children will grow up to live 
in low income, and a third of high income children will stay 
wealthy (Corak 2006). Social mobility is generally stronger 
in more equal societies that also have higher overall child 
well-being and smaller gaps in child well-being. 

Rising income inequality is likely to reduce upward and 
downward social mobility as opportunities are more 
unequally distributed among children (Corak 2013a). 
Widening inequality at the top end may also create less 
social consensus to invest in public services and benefits 
that can be insured or privately purchased by the wealthy, 
such as early child development and care. A possible future 
is that social mobility will weaken and more children will stay 
closer to where they are on the socio-economic ladder. The 
poor may be more likely to stay poor and the wealthy more 
likely to stay wealthy, with a wider distance between them. 

The UNICEF Report Card makes clear that Canada’s 
children are not experiencing conditions equal in 
’opportunity’. High social mobility tells us something about 
fairness in the competition for income but it is not an 
appropriate proxy of the well-being of children. Good public 

BOX 4: A ‘STICKY FLOOR’ IN CHILDREN’S 
COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT: EVIDENCE FROM 
THE U.K.’S MILLENNIUM COHORT STUDY
From as early as age three, children from more 
affluent backgrounds tend to do better in cognitive 
tests (Hansen and Joshi 2007). At age five, children 
from income-poor families are around three times 
more likely to be in the bottom 10 percent in 
test scores than are their peers from non-poor 
households. Children from poor households (43 
percent) are twice as likely to stay stuck where they 
are in the distribution as their counterparts from 
non-poor households (28 percent). Most poor and 
non-poor children who exit the bottom decile move 
up only one or two deciles in cognitive scores. 
Thus, there is a ‘sticky floor’ for all children with low 
cognitive scores; but it is far stickier for those from 
income-poor families.

policy should not be based on expecting children who are 
starting farther behind in income, health and expectations 
to struggle up a longer and more difficult ladder. It should 
be based, instead, on creating the best possible conditions 
for all children to become all they can be.
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Part 2: Facing the Challenge Head On
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As in most affluent nations, the rate of growth in Canada’s 
economy has exceeded the rate of improvement in 
overall child well-being over the past few decades – 
the ’modernity paradox’ (Keating and Hertzman 1999; 
Jianghong, et al. 2008). Where is the dividend for children 
in the country’s economic progress? In Canada, the 
dividends have not been spread equitably. In fact, despite 
Canada’s relative economic strength, we have larger and 
in some ways widening disparities in children’s well-being. 
Among wealthy nations, differences in the size of the 
economy have little to do with child well-being outcomes. 
The distribution inside countries matters more. This 
suggests that growing the economy will not be enough 
to improve child well-being. To advance the well-being of 
children overall, we have to narrow the gaps. 

Some adults wonder why disadvantaged children can’t 
“pull up their bootstraps” and grow up and out of poverty 
like they did. But childhood has changed. Canada today is 
more unequal. Incomes at the bottom haven’t grown as 
much as incomes at the middle. Incomes at the top have 
grown much higher. If low income is a sticky floor, and 
we’ve added more rungs to the ladder, the children at the 

What it will take to close the gaps

BOX 5: PUT CHILDREN FIRST
In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken 
by public or private social welfare institutions, courts 
of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, 
the best interests of the child shall be a primary 
consideration.

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
1989 (article 3)
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bottom will be even less likely to climb to the heights. To 
be a relatively poor child is not as bad if income differences 
between children are small and “everyone is in it together” 
(Pickett and Wilkinson 2015). 

Children are not responsible for the unequal conditions into 
which they are born. Blaming the individual for failing to 
take advantage of opportunity – to “beat the odds” – as 
a basis for accepting wide inequality hasn’t led to more 
productive, thriving children, economies and societies. The 
differences between countries occur not because parents 
are so different in their abilities to parent, or because 
children are so different from birth. The differences occur 
because social values and beliefs are different, so public 
policies and priorities are different. 

sdf

UNICEF’s analysis invites Canadians to courageously 
ask, what kind of place is our country for its children? 
How much better can we be? 
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The fact that children do not fall as far behind in some 
countries as in others demonstrates that large gaps are 
not inevitable. The UNICEF Report Card does not compare 
children at the bottom to those at the top; we suggest that 
it is unfair that there are some very large gaps between 
children at the bottom and those in the middle. 

Countries that manage this tend to perform well on both 
the UNICEF Index of Child Well-being and the Index of 
Child Inequality. Achieving greater equity and higher overall 
well-being for children are mutually reinforcing goals and 
not trade-offs, just as there is no trade off between equity 
and economic growth. A focus on ’evening the odds’ and 
distributing ’fairness’ in affluent nations seems to produce 
healthier, happier children and prosperous societies. 

A FAIR START FOR ALL CHILDREN
It is unlikely that Canada will substantially lift the well-being 
of children unless we address broader income inequality. 
Dealing with that is heavy lifting, but some suggest 
that raising child well-being has less to do with targeted 
interventions than with a societal commitment to greater 
equality (Pickett and Wilkinson 2015). Will Canada be a great 
place to grow up if we fail to address income inequality? 

On the other hand, we could limit the gaps children 
experience in different aspects of their lives. UNICEF 
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The goal of any country should be at a minimum  
to limit how far some children fall behind while 
pushing for the best possible outcomes for all.

Report Card 13 looks behind the averages so that 
Canadians can see where we have work to do to shore 
up the lives of the children we are allowing to fall too far 
behind. Everything we measured in the UNICEF Index 
can be influenced by policy choices. Inequalities can be 
minimized or amplified and privilege or exclusion locked in. 
The relatively small gap in educational achievement shows 
that effective policies and services can go a good distance 
to create fairness for children. 
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In Canada, households led by autonomous (lone) mothers 
remain the most persistently poor of any group in Canada 
despite improvements in both wages and public benefits 
in recent years. However, lone motherhood does not 
have to be a poverty trap. Canada’s pay gap between 
male and female full-time employees has been declining 
but remains wider than in most OECD countries at close 
to 20 percentage points, and greater than the OECD 
average of 15 points. Both public and private training 
programs and employment policies as well as early child 
care and housing programs can make lone motherhood 
less financially precarious. However, the rising gap in 
men’s earnings explains much of the increase in income 
inequality, and because many children at risk of poverty 
live in two-parent homes where at least one parent works, 
the focus should be on the child in all types of families 
(OECD 2011).

A longer term goal for a national poverty reduction strategy 
should be to increase family incomes enough at the 
bottom end to lift all children above relative income poverty 
(50 percent of the median income), just as Denmark and 
Finland have come close to doing with child poverty rates 
below 5 percent. Reducing child poverty could help reduce 
remedial costs of early stress and disadvantage that are 
borne by the education and health systems, and free up 
resources in those systems to invest broadly in positive 
child development. 

IMPROVE THE INCOMES OF  
HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN

Income benefits, transfers and taxation, including child-
focused measures, play an important role in reducing relative 
income gaps among children in rich countries. In Canada, 
they haven’t kept pace with rising market income inequality. 
Today, they reduce the income gap by less than the OECD 
average (OECD 2016). The decline in the size of some types 
of income transfers (e.g. social assistance) has played more 
of a role than changes in taxation to reduce the effectiveness 
of Canada’s redistribution policies to close the gap (OECD 
2011). This suggests there is room and cause to improve 
the size and progressivity (distribution) of income benefits 
and transfers. Child benefits have been very important to 
reduce income inequality among families. The size of child 
benefits has been relatively stable and they have become 
more progressive, though not enough to offset the changes 
in other income benefits and sufficiently reduce the risk of 
poverty and income inequality among children. 

The proposed federal Canada Child Benefit (CCB) is likely 
to reduce child poverty by at least 25 percent (Klein and 
Yalnizyan 2016) and will help reduce inequality 10. This is a 
powerful step that will help close gaps in many aspects of 
child well-being. The impact would be weakened if provinces 
and territories claw back other income supports for families. 
While a simple, tax-based mechanism for income support 
has many advantages, targeted grants for housing and child 
care could also help close child well-being gaps. 
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Closing the gaps is a team sport

1

10 The CCB will provide $6,400 per child up to age 6 and $5,400 per child between ages 6-17 to low-income families, benefitting around 315,000 children, according to the  
 Government of Canada.
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IMPROVE THE EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES  
OF ALL LEARNERS

Canada’s education system has been doing a good deal 
of heavy lifting, helping students who bring in socio-
economic disadvantage to achieve good outcomes. But 
more children, particularly boys, are having difficulty 
achieving and many are encountering challenges in 
making the transition from high school to post-secondary 
education and work. U.S. research finds that boys are more 
likely to drop out of school where there is wide bottom-
end income inequality (Kearney and Levine 2016). Despite 
declining high school drop-out rates, the most excluded 
youth who view even middle-class life as unattainable 
may invest less in their future. In an increasingly complex 
social and economic environment, enabling more 
children to reach positive academic, social and emotional 
outcomes requires earlier support for the lowest achievers 
and disengaged children, and more innovative, flexible 
development, education and employment pathways as 
they progress through their school years. Examples are 
community-school outreach workers, youth mentoring 
programs and early parenting programs. The inclusion of 
culturally appropriate, quality education for indigenous 
children is an important priority of the federal government. 
The education system cannot meet these challenges alone 
but connecting more holistic child and youth services to 
schools may help children deal with integrated challenges 
in health and development along their lifecourse.

PURSUE EQUITABLE ACCESS TO PROGRAMS  
AND SERVICES FOR ALL CHILDREN
Some of the differences in children’s outcomes are related 
to family income and SES, but the different sizes of gaps 
in education, health and life satisfaction and the variable 
changes over time demonstrate that other dynamics 
influence these. Closing gaps will require a stronger focus 
on gender, disability, culture and location. Progressive 
universalism should be the first principle in designing and 
delivering children’s services. This recognizes that the 
market does not provide all the development opportunities 
children need, that individual vulnerability is not always 
associated with income, that overall well-being is 
somewhat low, and that public support for quality services 
tends to be greater when they are universal. 

START EARLIER
Because inequalities in child well-being show up 

in the first few years of life, and spending on the early 
years is low in Canada compared to many other affluent 
nations, a fairer allocation of public budgets to support 
early child development is called for. How great might 
childhood be if the resources it takes to swim against the 
tide of broad social inequality could be invested less in 
remediating the disadvantages older children bring into 
the education, health, child welfare, justice and other 
community development systems and more in reducing 
early disadvantage? This could enable all boats to rise. The 
federal government has committed to a much-needed 
national early-years framework, which should connect 
prenatal care to early child health, learning and child 
care, and invest no less than the OECD average for early 
years investment. This would help reduce disadvantage 
that begins at the start and create a better continuum of 
supports for parents and children. 
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BOX 6: WHEN IS INEQUALITY INEQUITABLE?
UNICEF’s Report Card 13 describes inequality. 
Equity-focused policies aim to eliminate the unfair 
and avoidable circumstances that contribute to great 
differences in children’s survival, development and 
protection. For example, children with disabilities 
need specific support to reach their potential. 
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PROMOTE AND SUPPORT HEALTH  
FOR ALL CHILDREN 

Children in low income families and adolescent girls tend 
to have poorer health. Poor health symptoms, however, 
cut a wide swath linked to broader social trends such as 
more sedentary lifestyles, less sleep, more stress and 
increased social isolation. Progress in most aspects of 
children’s health has been too slow. In Canada, the average 
level of unhealthy consumption of sugary foods is quite 
favourable in contrast to most affluent nations and has 
been improving, but the inequality gap remains wide. A 
welcome strategy of the Government of Canada is to 
restrict the marketing of food and drink to children. And 
because the rate of unhealthy weight (obesity) in Canada 
remains persistently very high (UNICEF Office of Research 
2013), there remains the need to increase the availability 
of healthy and affordable food to close the gaps in healthy 
eating and unhealthy weight. A universal healthy school 
food program should be developed to boost health and 
support learning. All levels of government should consider 
investing innovation and social infrastructure funding in the 
healthy food system around children to increase access 
and affordability. The federal government’s commitment 
to improve the Nutrition North program for indigenous 
communities is a welcome step.

Growing up now is different than 
even 10 years ago. The joys of 
playing outside, playing board 
games, not worrying about 
technology. Even parents now are 
so focused on technology; it’s not 
just the kids. Limiting technology 
usage would be great. 
Tavleen, age 18

TAKE CHILDREN’S VIEWS ON THEIR  
LIVES SERIOUSLY

Children’s low life satisfaction is in some ways a 
’composite indicator’ of well-being. Taking low life 
satisfaction seriously requires listening to young people 
to better understand the roles that parents, teachers, 
community members, employers, and policymakers could 
play to support their sense of well-being. In particular, 
family support is a key influence on life satisfaction among 
Canada’s children. In more unequal labour markets, parents 
in all types of families work longer hours and struggle to 
balance work and child rearing (Corak 2013b). The federal 
government has signalled that family work-life balance is 
an important policy goal, and should be supported by the 
private sector to extend parental leave benefits in flexibility, 
duration and remuneration with dedicated secondary 
parent leave time, and expand flexible work policies to 
cover children of all ages. The performance of countries 
at the top of UNICEF’s Index suggests these policies are 
very good for children’s well-being and that Canada has 
a way to go to match them. As well, the persistent rates 
of domestic violence and children in state care and the 
prevalence of poor mental health, particularly affecting 
indigenous children, must be an urgent focus.

Family and friends close to you, in 
your home, affects your well-being. 
A lot of little factors impact your 
well-being. 

Andrew, age 17

4

5
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ADDRESS INEQUALITIES IN ALL POLICIES  
AFFECTING CHILD WELL-BEING 

It is clear that we need a stronger understanding of how 
different groups of children experience different challenges. 
For instance, in some dimensions of child well-being, 
gender differences account for wider gaps than income 
differences. The Government of Canada has committed to 
establish a National Commissioner for Children and Youth, 
who could provide support for child-sensitive decision-
making. All levels of government should use ’child impact 
assessment’ to plan or examine policies, laws, programs 
and budgets for their impacts on children – whether or not 
they are likely to increase or decrease inequality or yield 
different impacts for different groups of children. 

For rural areas, places with small 
populations, they don’t have enough 
opportunities. That’s something 
we should work on. All young 
people should be provided the same 
opportunities. They have the right 
to learn about themselves and learn 
their own passions as well.
Andrew, age 17

IMPROVE MONITORING AND  
MEASUREMENT OF CHILD WELL-BEING

We see an opportunity to refresh how child well-being is 
measured, understood and marshalled to inform governance, 
policy, research, programs, investment, parenting and 
community-building. Producing a more comprehensive 
picture of child well-being is essential for informed public 
debate, to invest more wisely for greater impact and to alter 
our course when evidence tells us that we could do better. 

To this end we recommend:

• Improving the availability, timeliness and usefulness of 
information about the well-being of children: Governments 
should work together more closely to develop and 
harmonize surveys that improve understanding of 
children’s lives. Canada should explore new approaches 
used in many rich countries such as ’deprivation indexes’ 
to complement child poverty measurement and avoid 
becoming an international ’data island’ to allow for cross-
national data development and policy learning. 

• Counting indigenous children: Culturally appropriate 
approaches to data and monitoring for indigenous 
communities would include indicators that reflect 
cultural determinants of health and well-being and more 
localized governance of data. 

• Including children in data-collection processes: While 
children’s voices are heard in some of the data sets 
used in the UNICEF Report Card, child-informed 
measures of well-being should be used to understand 
’child well-being’ and the particular contexts in which 
child well-being improves and worsens. Children need 
to be able to shape the questions asked in surveys 
of their own lives, participate in them and use the 
data. Child-specific indicators should be given priority 
in strategies to reduce poverty and implement the 
Sustainable Development Goals.

• Measuring the gaps: All levels of government (and other 
data developers) should move beyond an approach 
based on population averages and use complementary 
approaches to measure inequality in child well-being 
indicators. Equity approaches like the calculation of 
bottom-end inequality used in UNICEF Report Card 13 
can help to reveal the distribution of different outcomes 
among children and address inequities 11. Disaggregated 
data to identify gender and other differences among 
groups of children should be built in to these approaches. 
Targets to achieve certain levels of well-being in different 
aspects of children’s lives should be accompanied by 
targets to reduce bottom-end inequality in them. ©
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11 Studies of inequalities in health tend to focus on the socioeconomic gradient in the ‘average’ outcome of a particular health indicator rather than on the dispersion of  
 outcomes for that indicator, as in UNICEF Report Card 13. 
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The true measure of a nation’s 
fairness is how well it attends 
to the well-being of its most 
disadvantaged children – their 
health and safety, their material 
security, their education and their 
own sense of well-being. 

UNICEF, 2007

OUTSTANDING QUESTIONS
UNICEF Report Cards provide a unique lens on Canada’s 
overall progress for children compared to our ’peer’ countries 
– those with fairly similar economic resources. But like any 
data, they raise more questions than they can answer. They 
also rely on a range of perspectives to make sense of the 
data. UNICEF Canada encourages Canadians to provoke and 
answer outstanding questions. For instance:
 
Who are the children most at risk of falling behind? 
The children at the bottom of the indicators – at the 10th 
percentile – in the UNICEF Index of Child Inequality will 
largely be those in low SES. Indigenous children will be 
over-represented; however, as just 4 percent of the child 
population is indigenous, they are not alone. From Canadian 
data, we expect that children with disabilities will also be over-
represented, as will some newcomer children and children in 
care. For some indicators, there are more boys at the bottom 
than girls; for others, more girls at the bottom. We expect 
children with minority gender identities to be overrepresented 
in some indicators. At the same time, many of these children 
are not ’counted’ in surveys because they are not in school 
or because the way data is collected is not sensitive to 
their identities. Progressive universalism in services and 
supports for children can help ensure children are included, 
but knowing which children they serve is necessary to create 
diverse and appropriate opportunities and lower barriers of 
provision and access for different children.

Where are they?
UNICEF Report Cards do not disaggregate data for 
different communities in Canada. Attempting subnational 
data disaggregation for 41 high income countries to the 
level of provinces/territories, communities and other 
groups was beyond our capacity for this report. For income 
and educational achievement, the raw data are available 
through Statistics Canada and PISA. For health and life 
satisfaction, some disaggregated data from the Heath 
Behaviours in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey are 
available in Canada but not consistently published for all 
provinces and territories 12. We encourage the federal, 
provincial and territorial governments to develop equality 
indicators for cross-jurisdictional comparison. 

In what other aspects of well-being are Canadian 
children more or less equal?
Due to the restricted availability of internationally comparable 
data about children, many elements of child well-being are not 
covered in this study. Furthermore, not all the indicators used 
would be first choice measures if unlimited ways of defining 
and conceptualizing child well-being were available. There are 
many other aspects of child well-being that would be suitable 
to monitor and understand from an equity approach. 

BOX 7: EQUITY FOR INDIGENOUS CHILDREN
Earlier this year, the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal 
found that there is a gap in the provision of child 
welfare services to First Nations children on-reserve, 
leading to a much higher rate of removal from their 
families into alternative care. Gaps in services extend 
also to housing, education, clean water and health 
care – resulting in inequitable gaps in children’s well-
being. The Tribunal’s ruling requires equitable funding 
and service provision.

All in all, together as Canada, we 
can foster a society where all 
children belong and are supported.
Harnoor, age 17
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12 See for example http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/hp-ps/dca-dea/prog-ini/school-scolaire/behaviour-comportements/study-etude-eng.php) and https://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/ 
 healthyschools/HBSCReportJan2013.pdf  
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Does wide bottom-end inequality limit child  
well-being at the high end? 
Some will suggest that a certain degree of inequality is 
tolerable because “most kids are faring very well”. We 
would argue that every child matters. But what if it inequality 

BOX 8: UNEQUAL FROM TOP TO BOTTOM
Much of the data in UNICEF Report Card 13 comes 
from the latest Health Behaviour in School-aged 
Children (HBSC) survey in 2014 13. The full set of 
international HBSC data includes 36 indicators related to 
child health. Canada is among the top five most unequal 
countries in half of these indicators (15 of 36) and 
among the top 10 most unequal countries in another 
10 of the indicators. There are wide gaps between 
children at the bottom and children at the top in each 
of these indicators, not only gaps between children 
at the bottom and children in the middle measured in 
the UNICEF Report Card. The widest gaps from top to 
bottom are in multiple health complaints, drunkenness, 
cannabis use and fighting (WHO 2016).

13 The HBSC is administered in Canada by the Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) in collaboration with the World Health Organization (WHO). The 2014 survey included   
 close to 30,000 Canadian children in Grades 6 through 10 in all provinces and territories. 

also dampens the heights that children achieve? UNICEF 
Report Card 13 shows that countries with wider inequality 
in child well-being also tend to have lower overall or average 
outcomes in child well-being. This means that fewer children 
do as well as they might. But does it also mean that the 
heights the children at the top of the distribution achieve (i.e., 
at the 90th percentile) are likely to be lower? In other words, 
does wide inequality limit the highest possible outcomes 
in health, education and other aspects of well-being? This 
is entirely possible because many of the goods, services 
and other conditions that support good child development 
can’t be purchased, even by the wealthiest, though high 
income can help. Positive relationships with parents and 
peers are examples. These are shaped by broader social 
conditions, such as the prevalence of bullying, stress and 
parents’ working conditions. As well, if public resources have 
to remediate the disadvantages children bring into systems 
like education and health, there is less to invest in boosting 
positive developmental opportunities for all children. 

CONCLUSION
UNICEF’s Fairness for Children: Canada’s Challenge report 
card provides a critical opportunity for improving the lives of 
Canada’s children – something we must all be invested in 
for our shared future. All children should grow up with the 
opportunity to reach their full potential. Inequalities hinder 
that opportunity, affecting not only the child but society as 
a whole. Canada is a society that has the resources, skill 
and knowledge needed to give our children the care and 
support they need. We can make Canada the best country 
to grow up in.  Closing the gaps between Canada’s children 
is a team sport – for governments at all levels, service 
organizations, the private sector, families and children and 
youth – everyone has a role. When we work together, when 
we put children first, we all win.

What position does UNICEF play?
As the UN agency for children, UNICEF works to shed light on 
and improve the situation of children around the world. We know 
the importance of partnerships when it comes to building a better 
world for children, and that only by working together can we hope 
to raise public awareness and achieve concrete results. Bringing 
our global experience, UNICEF Canada has been working in 
partnership with leading policy and investment specialists, child-
serving organizations and governments across the country to 
provide clear and useful data on the state of children in Canada. 
We are also developing a platform to collaboratively and quickly 
design innovative solutions for the greatest challenges faced by 
our children and youth. This team believes it is entirely possible to 
vault Canada to the top of UNICEF’s Index of Child Well-being. 

What can we learn by comparing children left behind 
to those in the middle, when the median outcomes 
are lower than they should be?
Comparing children at the bottom to children at the 
median tells us something about equality. But when the 
median of an indicator is lower than it ’should’ be – that is, 
significantly lower than what top-performing peer nations 
achieve – it can also underestimate the progress Canada 
should make. What if we compared the gap between 
children at the bottom to the average level among high-
income countries? In some indicators there would be a 
greater distance to the children left behind.
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CHANGES IN INEQUALITY

INDICATORS OF INEQUALITY

UNICEF REPORT CARD 13 
INDICATOR

CANADA’S RANK AMONG 
AFFLUENT NATIONS

DOMAINS OF INEQUALITY

SIZE OF GAP 
(PERCENTAGE POINTS)

Composite inequality

Income inequality
Education inequality
Health inequality 
(self-reported symptoms)
Life satisfaction inequality

SES gap in healthy eating
SES gap in physical activity
SES gap in education
SES gap in life satisfaction
Gender gap in absolute 
education disadvantage
Gender gap in health
Gender gap in life satisfaction
Child poverty rate
Falling below standard 
educational proficiency
Frequent health symptoms
Prevalence of low life satisfaction
Risk behaviours (3 or more)

Income inequality
Absolute education disadvantage
Health inequality 
(self-reported symptoms)
Physical activity inequality
Healthy eating inequality
Unhealthy eating inequality
Life satisfaction inequality

26

24
14
24

25

32
17
4
26
9

28
14
29
6

16
31
14

N/A
31
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

53
0.3*
29

29

20
13
11
16
2 (stable)

14 (increase)
9 (stable)
17**
6**

23**
9**
7

3 (increase to 53)
1 (increase to 6)
3 (increase to 29)

0 (stable at 47)
0 (stable at 46)
10 (decrease to 58) 
0 (stable to 29)

Summary of Inequality Indicators

*Educational inequality is not measured in percentage points but in z-scores, the standardized deviations from the average
** values measured as a rate (%) rather than a gap
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Glossary

Absolute outcome 
The extent to which something that is being measured (such as 
the average math score of a population) is achieved.

Bottom-end inequality 
A calculation of inequality that compares the middle to the bottom 
10% distributed across an indicator (the gap between the value at 
the median and the value at the 10th percentile as a percentage of 
the median).

Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey 
An international survey of health and health related indicators 
among children and youth (see hbsc.org).

Income benefits, transfers and taxation 
Policy tools used by government to add or subtract from an 
individual’s or household’s income and which vary depending on 
the size of earning, household composition, and other factors.

Market income  
Before-tax income or gross income.

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)  
An international survey of educational achievement  
(see oecd.org/pisa).

Progressive universalism 
An approach to policies and services that provides the policy or 
service broadly across the target population, but includes specific, 
targeted supports to help particular groups who need it to benefit 
as much or more than the broader population.

Socio-economic status (SES) 
A description of an individual’s or family’s economic and social 
position in relation to others, based on income, education, and 
occupation.

Sustainable Development Goals  
In 2015, world leaders committed to 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) to help end extreme poverty, 
promote well-being and combat climate change by 2030 (see 
sustainabledevelopment.un.org). 
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