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Children's Well-Being: 
An International Comparison 
The Census Bureau has a vast 
amount of data on social and 
economic characteristics in coun
tries abroad as well as corre
sponding data for the United 
States. This brief presents com
parable international statistics on 
the status of children and youth 
under age 25 in the United States 
and in 11 other developed (see 
graph below) and 4 developing 
countries (China, India, Israel, 
and Mexico). Statistics on the 
topics covered in this brief are 
not available for all of these 
countries. For most topics, the 
data were collected in different 
years for each country. The statis
tics used come primarily from the 
International Data Base on the 
Health and Well-Being of Chil
dren, housed at the Bureau's 
Center tor International Research 
(CIR) and supported by the Na
tional Institute of Child Health 
and Human Development. 

Infant Birth Weight 
Among nine developed countries 
(Norway, Sweden, France, West 
Germany, Canada, the United 
Kingdom, Italy, the United States, 
and Hungary). the percentage of 
low birth weight babies (under 
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2,500 grams or about 5.5 lbs.) In 
the early 1980's ranged from 4 
percent of all births in Norway 
and Sweden to 1 O percent in 
Hungary; the United States stood 
eighth at 7 percent. lr.dla, by 
comparison, stood at 30 percent. 

Abortion 
Sixty-two percent of all legal 
abortions in the United States in 
1983 were performed on women 
ages 15-24. This youth share of 
all legal abortions was the high
est of all countries studied. The 
remaining proportions ranged 
from 58 percent in Canada to 28 
percent in Hungary, with the 
United States proportion double 
those of India (30 percent), Italy 

(30 percent), and Hungary 
(28 percent). 

Homicide 
About 22 male youths per every 
100,000 were homicide victims in 
the United States in 1986. Male 
youth in the United States ages 
15 to 24 years were at least 5 
times as likely to be homicide 
victims as those in France, Israel, 
Australia, Norway, Canada, 
Sweden, West Germany, the 
United Kingdom, Japan, Italy, 
and Hungary in the mid-1980's. 
Mexico, though, had a male 
youth homicide rate nearly twice 
that of the United States: 39 male 
youths per every 100,000 were 
homicide victims in 1983. 

Motor Vehicle Accidents Are the Most 
Common Cause of Death for Youth In 
Developed Countries 
Male youth motor vehicle accident death 
rate, ages 15 to 24 years: Circa 1986 
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Single-Parent Families 
Twenty-three percent of family 
households with children in the 
United States were headed by 
single parents In 1988. This is far 
higher than in other countries. 
Sweden (17 percent in 1985) was 
the next highest; Japan (6 per
cent In 1985) was lowest. 

Child Involvement 
in Divorce 
Children in the United States are 
more likely to be in a home expe
riencing a divorce than those in 
the United Kingdom, Sweden, 
Hungary,Canada,Norwa~and 
Japan. About 19 children in every 
1,000 children under age 18 were 
involved in a divorce in the 
United States in 1981. {The num
ber was 17 in 1986.) This com
pares to the United Kingdom, 
second behind the United States 
with a rate of 13 in 1981 and Ja
pan, last with a rate of 5 in 1980. 

Births to Unmarried 
Women 
Among six developed countries, 
the largest increase in births to 
unmarried women since 1960 
took place in Sweden: from 11 
percent of all births in 1960 to 
48 percent by 1986. The in
creases in the United States, 
France, and the United Kingdom 
were similar during this period, 
with 23, 22, and 21 percent of all 
births in 1986 occurring to unmar
ried women - up from an earlier 
figure of 5 to 6 percent in 1960. 
In West Germany and Italy, the 
proportion of births to unwed 
mothers in 1986 remained small, 
at 1 O percent of all births in West 
Germany to 6 percent of all births 
in Italy. 

Unemployment 
Unemployment rates are usually 
higher for youth than for the eco
nomically active population as a 
whole. Twelve percent of eco
nomically active youths were un
employed in the United States in 
1987; the total unemployment 
rate was 6 percent. Australia, 
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Canada, and Israel had youth 
rates between 14 and 16 percent 
versus 6 to 9 percent total unem
ployment. In Japan, Norway, and 
Sweden, where total unemploy
ment was low (below 3 percent in 
each country), youth unemploy
ment was also low (below 6 per
cent in each country). 

Government Assistance 
to Poor Children 
In the United States, nearly 73 
percent of poor families with chil
dren received some government 
assistance in 1979. In Australia, 
Canada, West Germany, Swed
en, and the United Kingdom circa 
1980, the percentage was at 
least 99 percent. Except for Aus
tralia, the United States provides 
a greater percentage of its assist
ance in welfare benefits than oth
er countries, which provide most 
of their assistance through social 
insurance programs, such as so
cial security. 

For Information on International 
children's well-being: 

See 
Children's Well-Being: An Inter
national Comparison, Inter
national Population Reports, 

January 1991 
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This brief is one of a series 
that presents information of 
current policy interest. It includes 
data primarily from the Interna
tional Data Base on Health and 
Well-Being of Children as well as 
other sources. The data base is a 
collection of data for individual 
countries from numerous 
sources such as administrative 
and government records and 
statistical agencies. These data 
are subject to certain limitations 
such as differences due to col
lection methodologies and defi
nitions as well as classification, 
reporting, and processing errors. 
Therefore, as with all data from 
different sources, use caution 
when comparing these data. 
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