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Children in North America Project: Shared Understandings 

 
What happens to children affects us all.   
 
If our children do not thrive, our societies will not thrive.  Decision-makers, both public and 
private, must take children’s well-being into account as they undertake social and economic 
development. 
 
All children must be included in social and economic progress. 
 
All children must be prepared for the future. Some groups of children and families are not doing 
as well as others in the new knowledge-based, global economy. Disparities that thwart the 
healthy development of children in the present and limit the life chances of children in the future 
must be addressed.  
 
Children experience change in and through multiple contexts.  
 
Children are affected by all the environments in which they live.  The family is the first circle 
around the child.  Beyond the family, the community has a role to play in child development.  
The circles widen to regional, national, and international contexts.  
 
Children are entitled to basic human rights. 
 
Children’s rights are economic, social, and cultural, as well as civil and political. Children have a 
right to participate, and to express their perceptions and aspirations. Children are entitled to the 
protection of society from exploitation and abuse.  They also must be able to count on society to 
ensure their healthy development, beyond mere survival.  
 
Knowledge about child well-being must lead to action. 
 
Monitoring and reporting on measures of child well-being across North America can help us 
better understand the diverse experiences of childhood in different contexts. But monitoring is 
not an end in itself.  Its purpose is to highlight our successes and challenges. Both can help to 
drive change.  
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Executive Summary: Growing Up in North America  
 
 
There are roughly 120 million children in North America – 73 million in the United States, more 
than 39 million in Mexico, and about 7 million in Canada.  They account for over one-quarter of 
the 426 million people who live on this continent.1   
 
If they were any other group, they would be a powerful political force. Their leaders would be on 
the national stage and they would have organizations that reached across borders to make 
common cause on major issues of concern.  
 
But because children don’t have access to political influence, they must rely on adults to listen to 
them, to encourage and support their participation in issues that affect them, to advocate for 
them, and to act in their best interests by passing laws to protect them and by putting policies and 
programs in place to help them reach their full potential.   
 
When we do – when we get it right for kids – we do more than support children’s healthy and 
happy development.  We help to make our societies stronger.   
 
Concern about the well-being of children and families and an understanding of supporting 
children as a social as well as a parental responsibility brought together organizations in three 
countries to partner in developing a unique view of children growing up in North America. 
 
The premise of the Children in North America Project lies in the kind of world we live in today, 
an increasingly interdependent, complex, and connected world.  It is a small world where school 
children living in a desert state or a prairie province know all about a tsunami because of images 
of wreckage from a giant wave half a world away. 
 
As the globe shrinks, so too does North America.  The continent that is shared by three nations, 
each with its own proud history, is becoming more economically, socially, and culturally 
integrated – through trade, investment, communications, human migration, education, travel, and 
cultural exchange.   
 
Children in the three nations are increasingly being exposed to similar consumer goods, media 
messages, and social trends. Moreover, for some children, increased economic ties imply drastic 
changes to their immediate surroundings and prospects – whether it is a child living in an 
American family without work because the local employer moved its operations to Mexico or a 
child living without a father in a Mexican town because many working-age men have left to seek 
jobs in the United States or Canada. 
 
The sheer scale of migration from Mexico to the United States and, to a lesser extent, to Canada 
is changing the face of the region and the lives of countless children. The Mexican-born 
population in the United States more than doubled between 1990 and 2000, going to over 9 
million people, according to U.S. Census data.2 Remittances from Mexicans working in the 
United States to families back home amounted to over 16 billion U.S. dollars in 2004 (as 
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estimated by the Central Bank of Mexico), roughly 1.5 percent of the country’s GDP.3 Added 
together, the sums that migrants send back home surpass Mexico’s revenues from tourism, 
foreign aid, and foreign direct investment.  
 
The Children in North America Project is exploring these new realities.  It is building a new 
knowledge base about children across the continent.  That knowledge base includes measures of 
child well-being and the local, national, and tri-national contexts or environments in which 
families live.   
 
These data tell the story of a diverse population of children characterized by profound 
differences in their well-being and security – both within countries and across the region.  
 
Through this project, we hope to build a better understanding of how our children are faring and 
the opportunities and challenges that they face looking to the future. Our goal is to inspire and 
mobilize action to make the lives of all children in North America better, to ensure that no child 
is left behind.  
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Children in a Changing World 
 
Globalization, with the growth of global markets and the increasing speed of worldwide 
communications, is changing the landscape of childhood across the world. As part of such 
change, North America is also becoming more economically, socially, and culturally integrated.  
 
Growth in regional commerce, investment, and migration influences children’s lives and their 
prospects by altering their economic circumstances, family structures, and communities.  
 
In addition, these increased economic ties – together with tourism and technological 
improvements in communication – have led to greater interaction between people of the three 
nations and a wider opportunity for the exchange of ideas and values.4 From music to food, to 
television and the Internet, children in the three countries now are exposed to cultural influences 
from the other countries in a way not previously experienced.5

 
Periods of major societal change, such as we are experiencing now, can make the outcomes of 
children’s developmental transitions less certain.6 Because children’s lives are embedded in 
families, what happens to their parents is crucial to their well-being and their life chances.  
 
Greater regional economic integration, for example, can affect both the demand for and the 
provision of social services, impacting the economic security of families. Increased foreign 
competition has led to downsizing in some economic sectors (such as manufacturing in the 
United States, agriculture in Mexico, and the forest product industry in Canada), increasing the 
need for programs such as unemployment insurance. At the same time, national governments 
worry about the level of corporate taxation and fear the possibility of businesses relocating 
elsewhere.  
 
Migration also has very direct effects on the lives of children in both sending and receiving 
communities. It brings changes in family structures with separation from some relatives and 
greater closeness to others. Even when nuclear families stay together, migration can, in some 
cases, lead to role reversals when children learn the new language faster than their parents and 
become their translators and guides in the new environment.7  
 
The consequences for children of increased migration extend beyond the immediate families 
involved. Some communities, particularly in the traditional Mexican migrant-sending areas, are 
greatly impacted by large-scale migration.  Some towns are left bereft of young men; this has led 
to changes in productive activities, gender status, and gender roles among other things. The 
inflow of funds from migrants also has an impact on migrant-sending communities. A large 
share of families in migrant-sending regions depends on the inflow of funds from migrants for 
their survival and prosperity.  
 
Within this changing context, the lives of children are affected differently, between nations and 
within them.  There are teens living in middle-income families in Mexico City who wear the 
same trendy outfits as their counterparts in Montréal or New York.  But there are also indigenous 
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Mexican children in Chiapas or Nayarit and Canadian children in Aboriginal communities who 
still follow traditional practices and speak their ancestors’ languages.   
 
It is against this backdrop of economic, social, and cultural transformation that the Children in 
North America Project is examining children’s well-being across the continent.  
 
A Cross-Border Partnership 
 
Representatives from the Canadian Council on Social Development, Red por los Derechos de la 
Infancia en México (Children’s Rights Network in Mexico), and the Annie E. Casey Foundation 
have come together to create the Children in North America Project based on our shared interest 
in the well-being of all children. 
 
The partners met at an international learning exchange on data-based advocacy convened in 2002 
by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. We recognized that Canada, Mexico, and the United States 
share common bonds and challenges in assuring the well-being of our children, not just because 
of geography, but also because of increasing economic, social, and cultural interaction.  
 
Knowing that data can be a powerful tool to raise awareness and lead to action that benefits 
children and strengthens families, we began to explore ways to work together.  With help from 
the Chapin Hall Center for Children at the University of Chicago, we began to develop the first-
ever tri-national project on child well-being.  
 
All three nations monitor child and youth well-being in a variety of ways, but most of the work 
that is being done has a national focus. This project widens the lens.  
 
Our goal is to create a social and economic portrait of North America’s children, highlighting 
different dimensions of child well-being against the backdrop of the changing environments in 
which children and families are living. Drawing on a variety of national and international 
sources, the project seeks:  
  

• to document how children are faring in each country and across North America;  
• to develop a baseline against which to measure and monitor their well-being over time; 

and  
• to build capacity in and across the three nations to continue the important work of 

measuring and monitoring the well-being of children.   
 
There are enormous differences in the opportunities children have both within and across 
countries. These differences have important implications both for their current well-being and 
the extent to which they are equipped or prepared for the future. Our objective is to create 
awareness of the continent’s children, the groups that are prospering and those that are struggling 
to carve out a place in the world.  
 
We hope that this work will inspire researchers and others to delve deeper than we are able to do 
in this report, thus stimulating further research that explores the healthy development of children 
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and the implications of increased social and economic interaction among Canada, the United 
States, and Mexico.  
 
Most important, we hope that those who are concerned about children and families will use the 
reports that grow out of this ongoing project as a basis for policymaking, advocacy, and action. 
By calling attention to child well-being in the context of growing continental integration and by 
providing a readily accessible and credible source of information, we hope that our reports can 
help place children – and particularly those who are disadvantaged – at the center of economic 
and political debates in North America. We need to put children on the North American agenda. 
 
Beginning the Story 
 
Growing Up in North America is the introduction to our report series on North American 
children. In this report, we present a basic demographic profile of children in the region and 
introduce three different dimensions of child well-being – health and safety, economic security, 
and capacity and citizenship – all of which will be explored in greater detail in subsequent 
indicator reports. The project also will produce a number of background papers focusing on such 
topics as children and economic integration and childhood and human migration. 
 
An outline of our ecological indicator model, the indicator selection process, the data sources 
used for the project, and some of the cross-national challenges we faced is provided in a short 
background brief posted on the project’s website: www.childreninnorthamerica.org.  
 
 
 

http://www.childreninnorthamerica.org/


The Children of North America 
 
Who are the children of North America?  How many are there?  What types of families do they 
live in?  What languages do North American children speak? Are they from varied ethnic and 
racial backgrounds?  How many come from other countries?  How many migrate between the 
countries within North America? Understanding the varied backgrounds and experiences of 
North American children is the first step in addressing the larger question of how they are faring. 
 
Number of North American Children 
 
Children make up a large, though slightly declining, share of the North American population. 
Over one-quarter of the region’s population are children under age 18, roughly 120 million 
children in total. While the proportion of children has been falling in each country, North 
America will still have a rather young population, especially in Mexico, 15 years from now.   
 
Looking forward, it is projected that there will be 119.6 million children under age 18 in 2020. 
Including the 18- to 24-year-old age group raises the total to 165.7 million young people in 2020 
– almost the same as today as a result of steady population growth in the United States.8  
 

Chart 1  

Child Population (0-17 years) as Proportion of Total Population, 
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Source: National Population Data. See endnote 8. 
 
The starting point is different in each country. Mexico has by far the highest proportion of 
children in its population. Canada has the lowest proportion. In both countries, the number of 
children, as well as their share of the population, is declining – quite dramatically in Mexico. By 
2020, the 0 to 17 age group in Mexico will make up over one-quarter of Mexico’s population, 
down from over one-third in 2003, while in Canada, children will be less than one-fifth. The 
United States looks somewhat different in that the total number of children is growing now and 
is expected to continue growing. Young people’s share of the population is declining, but only 
slightly. 
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A declining proportion of children in a population suggests that there are some issues to be 
considered.  For example, there will be a smaller segment of the population that will enter the 
workforce, raise the next generation, pay the taxes, and support the elderly in the future.  
Ensuring that each child gets the best chance to realize his or her potential to become a 
contributing citizen becomes even more important as the ratio of youth to the older population 
narrows. 
 
 

Table 1: Child, Youth, and Total Population (millions)  
     
Country Age Group 2000 2003 2020 
 Total 0-17 7.1 7.0 6.4 
Canada  Total 18-24 2.9 3.1 2.8 

  Total population 30.7 31.6 35.2 
 Total 0-17 72.3 73.0 80.3 
USA  Total 18-24 27.1 28.9 29.4 
  Total population 281.4 290.8 335.8 
 Total 0-17 38.7 39.2 32.9 
Mexico  Total 18-24 12.9 14.2 13.9 

  Total Population 97.5 104.2 120.6 
 Total 0-17 118.1 119.3 119.6 
North Total 18-24 43.2 46.2 46.1 

America  Total Population 409.6 426.6 491.6 
     
Numbers may not total correctly due to rounding.  

 
 

Source: National Population Data. See endnote 8. 
 
Types of Families 
 
Most children live in two-parent families, although single-parent households are increasingly 
common.9  Children are growing up in a variety of household types, just as they did in the past. 
Today, with relatively high rates of divorce and remarriage in the United States and Canada, new 
family types are emerging. In all three countries, although the norm in family structure is still the 
two-parent family, there has been a rise in households headed by single parents. This raises a 
host of questions about the stability of households; the resources at their disposal; and children’s 
relationship with caregivers, siblings, and relatives – all of which are key to children’s well-
being.  
 
Although single-parent households have been on the rise for the past several decades across 
North America, the trend has levelled over the 1990s in the United States and Canada. The rate 
continues to rise in Mexico however.10 According to the Luxembourg Income Study, in 1992, 
12.5 percent of Mexican households with children were headed by a single parent; by 2000, 16.8 
percent of households were of this type.11  
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As in the United States and Canada, two-parent families were the most common in Mexico. 
Many households include extended family members; this is an important facet of family life for 
many, many children.12 As well, a significant number of families with children – 13.5 percent of 
all families – are comprised of cohabitating partners or what are called “free-union” spouses.13  
 
In Canada, one in five households with children (18.9 percent) were headed by a single parent in 
2000.14 This proportion has been relatively stable, increasing slightly through the 1990s. There 
also has been a small increase in the proportion of cohabitating couples, a trend that is evident in 
national-level data. About three in ten Canadian babies are born to mothers who are not legally 
married.15

 
The types of families that children live in were relatively stable in the United States between 
1991 and 2000 according to the Luxembourg Income Study.16 Couple households with children 
were the most common (at 75.0 percent in 2000), including a small proportion of cohabitating 
couples (at 4.7 percent of all families). The proportion of households headed by a single parent 
was stable over this period at about 25 percent. However, according to national data sources, the 
proportion of children living in single-parent households has grown over the past several 
decades.17

 
These data also raise questions about what they mask. There is a very high proportion of two-
parent families in Mexico. But many Mexican families have transnational arrangements; some 
may not have lived together for a long time as one or both parents have moved elsewhere to 
work – to other parts of Mexico or the United States for instance. There is ongoing concern about 
the well-being of children as their families are restructured as a result of migration – both in 
Mexico and elsewhere. The fluidity of family forms is an important indicator to monitor.  

 
Chart 2 

Households with Children under 18 by Household Type, 2000

18.9%

25.0%

16.8%

22.3%

70.1%

70.3%

69.7%

70.1%

4.7%

13.5%

7.6%

11.1%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Canada

United States

Mexico

North America
Single head of
household with children

Married couple
households with
children

Cohabiting couple
households with
children

 
Source: Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) Micro database, (2000); harmonization of original surveys conducted by the Luxembourg 
Income Study, Asbl. Luxembourg, periodic updating. 
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Where Children Live 
 
Most children live in urban areas. The nations of North America are becoming increasingly 
urbanized. Although the definitions of urban and rural areas are not directly comparable across 
countries, they all face similar issues.  
 
What is interesting about the places where children are growing up is what city life or rural life 
may mean for children. Cities are increasingly where the jobs are, which makes a difference to 
family income.  Rural areas tend to be poorer and have fewer services.  Mexican economic data, 
for example, show a marked difference between incomes in the more urbanized and 
industrialized northern areas and those in the more rural central and southern parts of the 
country.18  
 
In 2001, one-third of all Canadians lived in its three largest metropolitan areas: Toronto, 
Montreal, and Vancouver. Children in Canada live overwhelmingly in urban centers, particularly 
large cities. In 2001, 76.0 percent of young people under age 18 lived in urban centers in the 
country, up from 74.1 percent in 1996.19

 
In Mexico, in 2000, almost 70.8 percent of children under 18 lived in urban areas, while 29.2 
percent were rural-dwellers. However, the proportion of children in rural areas is higher than the 
proportion of children in urban areas. Children made up 45.7 percent of the rural population and 
37.7 percent of the urban population, respectively.20 This is due to the fact that the fertility rate is 
higher in rural areas. 
 
In the United States, most children under 18 live in metropolitan areas, which is where major 
growth in the child population occurred between 1990 and 2000. In 2000, 83.0 percent lived in 
metropolitan areas and 17.0 percent lived in non-metropolitan areas.21  
 
The Diversity of Children 
 
The children of North America are racially, ethnically, culturally, and linguistically diverse. 
What diversity means for today’s children depends a lot on where they live and on their family 
circumstances. For example, in the United States, the share of the Hispanic population is 
growing quickly, making this group a more potent political force and changing the demographic 
profile of some states. In Mexico, there has been considerable effort to enhance and preserve the 
diversity and richness of indigenous cultures and languages. In Canada, which is an officially 
bilingual and multicultural nation, visible minorities22 are becoming the majority in the large 
cities. In diverse societies, a challenge is for people to understand, respect, and accept each other. 
Learning to live well together is important to the health and prosperity of each nation. 
 
The growing reality of diversity in North America is undisputed. Yet, each country approaches 
the definition of diversity in different ways.23 For the purposes of this report, we have pulled 
together the data from national sources to illustrate the changing face of children in North 
America.   
 



In 2000, 29 percent of U.S. children were children of color.24 Of these children, the fastest-
growing racial or ethnic group is children of Hispanic origins, increasing from 12.2 percent to 
17.1 percent of children from 1990 to 2000.25  
 
In the same period, the proportion of white non-Hispanic children declined from 68.9 percent to 
60.9 percent.  The proportion of African-American and American Indian/Alaska Native children 
has remained stable at around 15.1 percent and 1.2 percent, respectively.26

 
The table below presents the ethno-racial composition of American children in 2004.  

 
Chart 3a 

Children in the US by Race and Hispanic Origins, 
2004
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Source: KIDS COUNT (2005), Census data online. (See endnote 25) 
Note: Race and Hispanic origin are reported separately by the U.S. Census Bureau. Data for all categories 
excluding Hispanic represent those of non-Hispanic origin only.  

 
By 2020, Hispanic children are expected to account for nearly one-quarter (24.0 percent) of all 
U.S. children. White non-Hispanic children are expected to make up 53.0 percent of the child 
population in 2020.27  
 
As the number of Hispanic children has grown, so too has the number of children speaking 
Spanish at home. In 2003, 13.1 percent of children age 5 to 17 years spoke Spanish in the home, 
up from 12.2 percent in 2000. Overall, there has been an increase in the proportion of children 
speaking languages other than English in the home (from 17.0 percent in 2000 to 18.6 percent in 
2003), change driven largely by the increase in the number of Spanish-speaking children.28  
 
Canada is also ethnically diverse. There were over 200 different ethnic origins reported in the 
2001 Census.29 In 2001, the most frequent ethnic origin reported for children and youth under 
age 25 was Canadian, reported by 4.2 million in total. The next most common was British Isles 
origins (3.2 million), and, then, European (2.9 million) and French (1.6 million). Over one 
Draft 2/22/06 12



million children and youth under age 25 reported Asian origins – the majority of these being East 
and Southeast Asian. One in 14 children (210,000) reported Aboriginal ancestry.30

 
In 2001, 16.2 percent of children and youth under age 25 belonged to visible minority groups, up 
from 11 percent in 1991.31 South Asian, Chinese, and Black children and youth represent the 
largest proportion of visible minority groups, accounting for 23.3 percent, 22.4 percent, and 19.4 
percent of all visible minority children and youth under age 25.32, 33  
 
Chart 3b 

Canadian Children under 20 by Ethnic Origin, 2000
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Note: The large majority of children from the North American region identify as Canadian (4.2 million of a total of 
4.3 million children). Data in the text are the sum of single and multiple responses for each ethnic category.  
Source: CCSD using calculations from Statistics Canada Census 2001, custom tabulations. 

 
Canada is linguistically diverse as well. French and English are Canada’s two official languages, 
but a growing number of children speak other languages in the home. In 2001, two-thirds of 
children under age 20 (65.6 percent) reported that English was their mother tongue. For one in 
five (20.4 percent), French was their mother tongue. And, as noted above, the proportion of 
children who speak a non-official language has been growing as a result of immigration. In 2001, 
12.4 percent of children reported having a mother tongue other than English or French, up from 
10.9 percent in 1996.34

 
The United States and Canada are countries of immigrants. Children sit in classrooms populated 
with peers from around the world. While immigration is the primary source of diversity in the 
United States and Canada, the majority of children in Mexico come from the rich and varied 
cultures that make up the Mexican mosaic.  
 
In Mexico, diversity is captured by connection to indigenous roots rather than by measures of 
race and ethnicity, which are used in the United States and Canada. The best measure available is 
the proportion of children living in households where an indigenous language is spoken. In 2000, 
for instance, 22.7 percent of Mexican children under age 18 lived in families where at least one 
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member of the family spoke an indigenous language. That is a decline from 1990, when the rate 
was 27.8 percent. Six and a half percent of children age 5 to 19 speak an indigenous language.35 
Among Mexicans who speak an indigenous language, 83.1 percent also speak Spanish.36  
 
Table 2 
Indigenous Population in Mexico, 5 years and older, by Language Spoken in the Home, 2000 
 

Language Number  

Proportion 
of 
Indigenous 
Population 

Náhuatl                           1,448,936 24.0% 
Maya                              800,291 13.2% 
Zapoteco                     452,887 7.5% 
Mixteco                        446,236 7.4% 
Tzotzil                           297,561 4.9% 
Otomí                             291,722 4.8% 
Tzeltal                           284,826 4.7% 
Totonaca                          240,034 4.0% 
Other indigenous languages 
spoken in México 1,782,054 29.4% 
   
Total 6,044,547 100.0% 

Source: 2000: XII General Census of Population and Housing, National Institute of Statistics, 
Geography, and Information (INEGI), Mexico  

Cultural and racial diversity is a hallmark of youth in North America today. Coming to terms 
with different cultures is important to the health and prosperity of each country. Children are 
well placed to navigate this changing environment – characterized by increased social and 
economic interaction – to take advantage of the best of all worlds. 
 
 
 

First Nations’ Children of North America 
 
Children of Aboriginal, Indigenous, and American Indian/Alaska Native families are the children of North 
America’s First Nations.37 Over the past 500 years, the indigenous peoples of North America have suffered from the 
loss of land and culture and the breakdown of many tribal systems and communities as a result of European 
contact.38 This legacy is reflected in lower levels of well-being among indigenous children, those who live both on 
and off of traditional lands, compared to non-indigenous children. The indigenous population in Mexico is the 
largest of the three countries, but the indigenous population has been growing in the United States and Canada. 
 
Mexico has 62 indigenous languages, with a number of variants, which are the product of original cultures.  As 
noted earlier, 22.7 percent of children under age 18 lived in families where at least one member of the family spoke 
an indigenous language.  
 
In the United States, 1.4 million children under the age of 18 were identified on the 2000 Census as American 
Indian/Alaska Native either alone or in combination with some other race.  They represent about 1.9 percent of all 
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children in the country.  
 
Aboriginal children in Canada are identified as North American Indian (first nations), Métis, or Inuit.  In 2001, 5.1 
percent of all Canadian children under age 20 were of Aboriginal identity, up from 4.4 percent in 1996.  Aboriginal 
Canadians are a young population.  In 2001, 42.7 percent of the Aboriginal population was under age 19. By 
comparison, the population share of all children was roughly one-quarter in 2001.39

 
 
Migration and Children 
 
Migration is part of the experience of thousands of North American children every year. In 2000, 
according to the United Nations, there were 175 million international migrants in the world – 
people living outside of the country in which they were born. Their numbers have been growing. 
Between 1990 and 2000, the total number of migrants grew by 14 percent. Two-thirds of this 
increase (roughly 13 million of a total of 21 million migrants) was recorded in North America.40  
 
The United States and Canada are mainly receiving countries for migrants. According to the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), in 2001, Canada had the 
fifth largest proportion of foreign-born people to total population in the world, while the United 
States was eighth.41  
 
By contrast, Mexico had one of the lowest percentages of foreign-born residents. From 1970 to 
1995, Mexico ranked first with a net number of emigrants of 6 million.42 It ranked third from 
2000 to 2005 (behind China and the Democratic Republic of the Congo) for its annual net loss of 
population, an estimated 400,000 residents per year.43  
 
Many of the migrants traveling to and from Canada, the United States, and Mexico are 
children.44  Children accounted for one in ten of the foreign-born children and one in 20 (4.5 
percent) of all U.S. children under age 18 in 2000 – a total of 3.2 million.45 In the decade since 
1990, the number of foreign-born children in the United States grew by over 50 percent.46 In 
2003, about one in every four newcomers to the United States was a child under age 20.47 
Moreover, fully 13.5 million children, or 19 percent of all children, lived in immigrant families 
where at least one of the parents was foreign born in 2000.48   
 
Among children living in immigrant families, more than 5 million claimed Mexico as their 
country of origin. The next two largest source countries were a fraction of the Mexican migration 
– the Philippines (540,000) and China (445,000).49,50
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As noted earlier, Mexico is a culturally diverse society, but very few children are foreign born. In 
2000, among children under 18, only 0.7 percent were foreign born. Seven in ten (69.8 percent) 
of foreign-born children were from the United States, the majority of whom were born to 
Mexican parents living or working in the United States, and only 1.2 percent from Canada.51

 
In Canada, successive waves of immigration have changed the face of the population.52 In 2001, 
18.4 percent of Canadians were immigrants, up from about 16.1 percent in 1991. One in twelve 
children and youth under age 25 (nearly 800,000) were foreign born, according to the 2001 
Census. It is estimated that 20 percent of Canadians under age 18 are immigrants or the children 
of immigrant parents.53  
 
The largest group of immigrants to Canada comes from Asian countries.54  In 2001, 50.8 percent 
of immigrant children and youth under age 25 came from Asia; 21.4 percent from Europe; just 
8.3 percent from the Caribbean, Mexico, and Central and South America; and 7.4 percent from 
Africa. Only 4.9 percent came from the United States.55  
 
In addition to those who migrate officially, there is an undocumented56 flow of immigrants.  In 
2000, some 6 million Mexicans were estimated to be unauthorized residents in the United States 
and an estimated 47,000 Canadians were in the United States without authorization.57 An 
estimated 29 percent of foreign-born people living in the United States in 2004 were 
undocumented migrants,58 compared to an estimated 8 percent in Canada.59 One out of every six 
undocumented immigrants in the United States were children under the age of 18 – a total of 1.7 
million.60

 
The scale of movement is significant – millions of children and their families move all over 
North America for business, tourism, work and study, and family and cultural ties. Today’s 
children and young people are highly mobile. They have families that stretch across local, state, 
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and international borders. The challenges and opportunities associated with migration for 
children and their families are key issues for Canada, Mexico, and the United States – and the 
region.  
 
The very security of the migration process is an enormous concern. Oftentimes, families are 
separated during the migration period if a parent or parents migrate in advance of their children. 
And the migration process has become more dangerous – particularly for young Mexicans – in 
an environment of heightened security concerns and growth in the risk of exploitation and the 
trafficking of young people.  
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Monitoring Child Well-Being in North America 
 
Global affairs have always played a role in children’s experience, but the “reach” of forces 
outside national borders has become longer and is more likely to affect the day-to-day lives of 
children and families than in the past.   
 
Global forces may influence corporate decisions about where to locate a manufacturing plant that 
provides jobs for families with children or government decisions about how much to tax and 
spend relative to competing jurisdictions, which can affect health, social, and educational 
services for children. They may influence decisions about environmental regulations that affect 
the air children breathe and the water children drink. They may influence family decisions about 
where to live and where to work, and even whether or when to have children. They may 
influence how families experience a sense of community and shape children’s sense of their 
identity.  
 
These examples illustrate why monitoring child well-being should pay attention to the broader 
environments in which children and youth are growing up – in this case, the North American 
context – as well as their local and national contexts.  
 
At the same time, it is important to recognize that the North American context is not 
homogeneous. Each of the three nations is very different. Each has its own history, its own 
cultural and linguistic mosaic, its own political systems of government, and its own public policy 
trajectories. The North American overview that is displayed in the chart below illustrates a few 
of the differences – in sheer size and wealth, for example.  
 



 
 
PPP: Purchasing Power Parities  
GNP: Gross National Product 
 
Briefly stated, the three nations are starting from different points and the measures of child well-
being will necessarily reflect different concerns and priorities. Taking the diversity of children’s 
experience into account – both within and across countries – is critical. Trends need to be 
examined in terms of progress within nations. At the same time, each country shares common 
goals and aspirations for their children. Creating a regional portrait of children helps us to move 
the yardstick forward for all children. There are things that each nation can learn from the others 
on measures where there is common ground: Who is doing well, who is not, and why?  
 
The Children in North America Project is exploring three broad domains: health and safety, 
economic security, and capacity and citizenship. The three domains are introduced next. The 
indicators highlighted below were chosen to show why these domains are important for 
children’s well-being and strong families, especially in the current North American context. The 
following discussion serves as an introduction to the more detailed and nuanced portrait of 
children that will be developed in each of the following reports in the Growing Up in North 
America series.  
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Health and Safety 
 
 
Growing Up in North America: Health and Safety of Children in the United States, México, and Canada  

 
This report will address how children are faring on a range of health and well-being measures, including physical, 
mental, and reproductive health. It will also examine the environments within which children and youth are growing 
up, including topics such as access to health services and exposure to environmental toxins. The report will include 
the perceptions of children and youth about their health and safety on matters such as drinking and drugs, and 
violence and safety at home and in school. 
 
 
The first report looks at the health and safety of children across the region.  
 
Much has been achieved over the past decades. On average, children and youth across North 
America are healthier and better educated. Some are less impoverished. But like the economic 
well-being data, the indicators for health and safety show a mixed picture – with both positive 
and negative trends – and serious disparities among groups of children persist. Within nations, 
not all children have the same opportunity to be healthy and safe. 
 
Infant mortality, for example, is a basic indicator of the well-being of a population and it has 
continued to decline in all three nations. Mexico’s infant mortality rate is the highest, and has 
improved dramatically over the past 30 years according to the OECD. In 1970, the infant 
mortality rate among children born in Mexico was 79.3 per 1,000 live births. In the United 
States, it was 20.0 per 1,000 per live births and 18.8 per 1,000 live births in Canada. By 2002, 
Mexico’s infant mortality was 21.4 per 1,000 live births. Infant mortality improved in Canada 
and the United States as well.61  
 
Table 4 

Infant mortality, Deaths per 1,000 live births, three 
countries, over time 

     

 Canada Mexico 
United 
States 

     
1970 18.8 79.3 20  
1980 10.4 50.9 12.6  
1990 6.8 36.1 9.2  
2000 5.3 23.3 6.9  
2002 5.4 21.4 7  

     
     

 
Source: OECD Health Data 2005, October 2005.  

 
But even within this good news story, there are disparities. There are regional differences in 
infant mortality in Mexico. Infant mortality in the poorest southern states such as Chiapas, 
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Oaxaca, and Guerrero is above 25 per 1,000 live births, while the infant mortality rates in 
Mexico City and the state of Nuevo León in the north are below 15.62  
 
Disparities exist in Canada and the United States as well, between different income and ethno-
racial groups. In the United States, for example, African-American and American Indian babies 
are still much more likely to die in their first year of life than non-Hispanic white, Asian, or 
Hispanic infants.63  
 
There are also measures that show a deterioration in child health. One of the most disturbing 
trends of the past decades has been the increase in the prevalence of respiratory illness. “Asthma 
has been epidemic in large portions of North America for the past 15 to 30 years, affecting all 
ages, races and ethnic groups – but none more than children.”64 The increase in the prevalence of 
asthma represents a tremendous burden for millions of children.65,66 While this is a generalized 
trend, along the U.S.-Mexico border – where large industrial plants have been established and 
there is evidence of poor air quality and inadequate water and sanitation facilities – economic 
integration has been identified as one factor behind rising asthma rates.67 The growing 
prevalence of asthma along the border has prompted the North American Commission for 
Environmental Cooperation (CEC) to take up the issue of children and the prevalence of 
respiratory illness.68  
 
In the United States, rates of asthma among children under age 18 were 3.2 percent in 1981 and 
5.5 percent in 2003. In 2003, 13 percent of all American children had been diagnosed with 
asthma at some point in their lives.69 These rates are even higher for children of color and poor 
children in the United States.70  
 
In Canada, the risk of asthma increased sharply from the late 1970s to the mid-1990s.71 Since the 
mid-1990s, the rate has been relatively stable for teens. Roughly one in eight Canadian children 
age 12 to 19 have had asthma diagnosed by a health professional.72 According to the National 
Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth, however, rates have increased slightly for younger 
children over this same time period, especially for boys.73,     74

 
Respiratory illness is also a significant health concern among Mexican children.75 The highest 
rates of asthma appear for children age one to four years. In 1998, 54 new cases per 10,000 
children were reported; in 2002, 63 new cases per 10,000 were reported. In the 5 to 14 age group, 
rates have grown slightly from 28 to 32 new cases per 10,000 children over this period.76,77

 
Health outcomes are tied to a host of factors, including quality of physical surroundings (water, 
air, housing), household resources, and safety of the built environment. Access to health care is 
also important.  In this regard, Canada’s public health care system has played a critical role in 
reducing health disparities. Canadians have universal access to publicly funded health care 
services, including physician and hospital services. In the United States, the mix of employer-
based private insurance and public insurance for the poor (Medicaid) and for people age 65 and 
over (Medicare) provides very uneven access, especially among working-age households.    
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In 2003, about 16 percent of all Americans and 11 percent of children under age 18 did not have 
any health insurance.78 Children who are not covered by health insurance are less likely to have a 
regular source of health care and are less likely to have used prescription medicines than those 
with insurance.79 They tend to receive late or no care, which results in higher levels of 
hospitalization for avoidable health problems.80 Once in a hospital, they receive fewer services 
and are more likely to die than insured patients. “Being born into an uninsured household 
increases the probability of death before age 1 by about 50%.”81  

There are clear differences in access to insurance among children by income and by race. 
Hispanic children, for example, are the least likely to be covered by health insurance (public or 
private). In 2003, 79 percent of Hispanic children had coverage, compared with 93 percent of 
white, non-Hispanic children; 88 percent of Asian and Pacific Islander children; and 86 percent 
of African-American children.82

 
Access to health care is a critical issue for Mexico as well. In 2000, one-third of children under 
age 14 did not have access to private or public health insurance according to the 2000 Census.83 
In total, over 55 million Mexicans did not have access to publicly sponsored health care services 
(Seguridad Social), including 20.3 million children from birth to 14 years old. These children are 
forced to rely on fee-for-service public clinics (servicios a población abierta) if they are available 
in their areas and can afford the fees. 
 
In particular, indigenous language speakers are less likely to have access to health services. In 
2000, 82.5 percent of indigenous language speakers did not have any health coverage compared 
to 55.5 percent of the rest of population.84 Access to health care is most problematic in rural 
areas. Rural residents must often travel great distances to access health services. Health care is 
beyond the means of many poor Mexican families and their children.  
 
Unequal access to health care has a powerful effect on health inequalities and life prospects. The 
improvements in child well-being are tempered by the continuing struggle to secure the 
necessary supports for healthy child and youth development.  
 
Economic Security 
 
 
Growing Up in North America: Economic Well-Being of Children in the United States, México, and Canada  
 
This report will focus on the economic well-being and security of children across the region. In particular, it will 
document the growth of economic inequality and depth of poverty among families with children in recent years and 
the consequences for children and their families. To this end, the report will highlight the income and employment 
status of families, macro-economic climate, and labor market developments.  
 
 
A family’s economic circumstances are clearly linked to the current and future well-being of 
children as measured by a host of indicators – physical survival, adequate housing, and 
nourishing food being the most obvious.  Economic inequality and poverty are the result of a 
complex interplay between labor market conditions, government policy, family efforts, and 
broader social forces. The rise and fall of inequality in a given society is sometimes difficult to 



predict. Yet, the impact of gross disparities between the rich and poor – within and between 
countries – can be dire for children. As UNICEF states in its 2005 report: “Children living in 
poverty experience deprivation of the material, spiritual and emotional resources needed to 
survive, develop and thrive, leaving them unable to enjoy their rights, to achieve their full 
potential or to participate as full and equal members of society.”85  
 
The consequence of unequal impacts, of winners and losers, in the new economic order is of 
critical concern in North America where there are already high levels of economic inequality and 
child poverty rates compared to other OECD countries, particularly in the United States and 
Mexico. And while Canada’s aggregate poverty level looks better in comparison, there are 
serious issues to be tackled, including the depth of poverty among single-parent families and 
rising poverty among recent immigrant families, to name two examples.   
 
Mexico and the United States had the worst record in the 1990s of 24 OECD nations studied in 
UNICEF’s Child Poverty in Rich Countries 2005 report.86 In 2000, the Mexican child poverty 
rate was 26.9 percent and the U.S. rate was 21.9 percent. Using the same measure – children 
living in families whose income is less than 50 percent of the national median income – 
Canada’s child poverty rate was 14.9 percent.87 The nations with the best record (four 
Scandinavian countries) had poverty rates below 5 percent. 
 
Chart 5a 

Child Poverty in Canada, Mexico and 
United States over Time
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The good news is that the U.S. child poverty rate declined in the 1990s. Using the same measure 
(50 percent of the national median income), the rate dropped by two percentage points in the 
United States. Canada’s rate barely moved, showing a decline by half a percent. Mexico’s child 
poverty rate rose by two percentage points over this period. 
 
Looking at these comparative data, it is important to keep in mind that they do not compare the 
living standards of children in each of the three countries. While the level and depth of poverty in 
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the United States and Canada curtails the life chances of millions of children – and there are 
pockets of acute poverty – it is important to keep in mind the scale of the challenge of child 
poverty in Mexico. Many Mexican children go without the basics of life, living in inadequate 
housing without running water, sanitation, and electricity.88 Many leave school early to augment 
their families’ income. There are children as young as six years of age working in agricultural 
fields of the Mexicali, Sinaloa, and Ensenada Valleys.89  
 
To wit, the median equivalent income of poor children in Mexico in 1998 was 7,400 pesos 
(roughly $940 U.S.). By comparison, the median income of poor children in Canada was $9,900 
($6,900 U.S.) in 2000. In the same year, the median income of poor children in the United States 
was $8,700 U.S.90  
 
There are important differences in the life chances of children within each country as well. 
National averages obscure deep inequalities rooted in disparities based on wealth, gender, region, 
ethnic and racial identity, and other factors.  
 
Perhaps nowhere are the ties that bind children across the continent more pronounced than in the 
economic domain. Economic restructuring in the wake of growing regionalization directly 
affects the lives of children in locations where industries close and others spring up. Growing 
integration has brought economic stress and uncertainty for some communities, families, and 
children, while others enjoy new opportunities and increased incomes.  
 
At the same time, economic integration is only one facet of economic development in Canada, 
the United States, and Mexico. In each of the three countries, wage and income inequalities 
continue to persist, rooted in skill polarization and the rise of more insecure forms of 
employment across the region. In 2002, for instance, about one in five full-time workers in 
Canada and the United States (22.3 percent and 23.5 percent, respectively) were low paid – 
defined as earning less than two-thirds of the median earnings – compared to just one in 20 
workers (6.0 percent) in Sweden, and only one in six in Germany (15.8 percent).91 There is a 
very polarized pattern of employment in North America, where highly skilled professional 
employment coexists with a sizable pool of low-end, routine service jobs that offer poor working 
conditions.92,93 And in Mexico there is also a very large informal sector where millions work 
outside the protection of the law for scant wages.94  
 
Tracking the economic well-being of children and families then is key to challenging economic 
inequalities that threaten the well-being of children today and curtail their hopes for the future. 
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Capacity and Citizenship 
 
 
Growing Up in North America: Capacities and Civic Engagement of Children in the United States, México, 
and Canada  
 
This report will address the question of how well we are preparing children and youth for the future in terms of their 
educational attainment, skill sets, and level of civic awareness and engagement. It also will look at such key issues 
as computer and Internet access, participation in extracurricular activities, and engagement in paid labor. In addition, 
we will include the opinions of children and youth on topics such as the integrity of political systems, knowledge of 
children’s rights, and the quality of their educational experiences.  
 
 
It is an important principle that our societies must value children and monitor their current well-
being. But there is also no question that we must care about the adults they will become. 
Children depend on society to prepare them for the future. Education is a key area of children’s 
capacity development that will be explored in the third indicator report, along with such issues as 
their engagement in community and cultural activities and their awareness and perceptions of the 
world around them.  
 
The advent of the knowledge economy has raised the ante on educational attainment and skills 
development. Today, higher levels of education are required to get a good job at a good income. 
That was one of the challenges identified for the adjustment of displaced American workers in 
the wake of North American trade liberalization. There were a number of factors that affected 
whether displaced workers got new jobs at comparable levels of pay to the jobs that were lost, 
but how much education they had was clearly a factor.95

 
Without broadly based, equitable access to lifelong learning, many will be left behind, consigned 
to precarious and marginal jobs that provide low levels of employment security, low pay, limited 
career prospects, and a high risk of poverty. This is especially true of young people who leave 
school early.  
 
Among the nations of North America, Mexico faces a major hurdle in increasing the education 
levels of its population. In 2002, the proportion of the population age 25 to 64 with less than a 
high school education – that is, a primary school or lower secondary education – was 17 percent 
in Canada and 13 percent in the United States. But in Mexico, 87 percent of the age group fell 
into this category.96 The average school attainment for Mexicans age 25 to 64 years was 8.7 
years in 2003.97 Household income is clearly a factor, and the poorer states in Mexico have 
lower levels of educational attainment than the wealthier states.98   
 
Mexico has made strides. Among 25- to 34-year-olds, 10 percent had completed high school – 
upper secondary school99 – and/or had some post-secondary training. Eleven percent had 
attained a college or university degree.100 Indeed, enrollment in colleges and universities 
increased by 46 percent between 1995 and 2002, albeit from a very low base.101  
 
The education of the current adult population is important for a number of reasons, not the least 
of which is the affect of parental education on children’s school achievement. Throughout North 
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America, the future of individuals with low levels of education is bleak; those who do not 
complete high school face considerable and increasing penalties in the labor market. Indeed, 
across the OECD, the gap between better-educated individuals and those with lower education 
levels is growing. 
 
Table 5a 

Trends in eduational attainment, 25-34 years, over time 
        
  Canada United States Mexico 
1991    
below secondary 20 14 na 
upper secondary / 
post secondary, non-
territary 48 56 na 
Tertiary 32 30 na 
        
1998    
below secondary 13 12 82 
upper secondary / 
post secondary, non-
territary 41 52 9 
Tertiary 45 36 9 
        
2002    
below secondary 11 13 79 
upper secondary / 
post secondary, non-
territary 38 48 10 
Tertiary 51 39 11 
    
Source: OECD, Education at a Glance 2004, Table A3.4b. 

 
The labor market is different in the United States and Canada, but considerable challenges 
remain in ensuring that young people are prepared for the future, particularly for historically 
disadvantaged groups. The focus in these countries is to increase the numbers completing high 
school and going on to colleges or universities. The ante for economic success continues to 
climb.  
 
Educational attainment is a key determinant of a child’s future prospects.  But it is not the only 
important aspect of the development of capacity and citizenship.  Children develop and engage 
in the world in many different ways and environments. They may be active in sports and in local 
community organizations. Youth, in particular, may be engaged in political activities to make the 
views of the younger generation known to governments and the larger society. These topics, 
including the theme of citizenship among young people, will be explored in greater depth in the 
forthcoming report.  
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World Values Survey 

 
The World Values Survey 2000102 is one source that tells us something about these different ways in which the 
youth of Canada, the United States, and Mexico are developing. This study interviewed young people age 15 and 
older (to age 29). The following paragraphs are illustrative of the range of interests and experiences of young people 
across the region.   
 
Young people are engaged in a variety of activities, including community-based activities – helping others and 
pursuing their own interests. In 2000, almost one-quarter (24.4 percent) of youth in the United States reported that 
they spent time with their friends “weekly” at clubs or in voluntary service activities in their communities. Over half 
reported that they attended community clubs at least “once or twice a month.” This figure was 37.6 percent for 
Canada and 29.7 percent for Mexican youth.  
 
The data hint at what young people think of important topics as well like service to others, democracy, and human 
rights.  A majority of Mexican youth reported that “service to others” was “very important” in their lives (57 
percent), compared to 41.5 percent of American youth and 37.2 percent of Canadian youth.  
 
Mexican youth were not very satisfied with the way in which democracy was developing in their country.  Only 38.1 
percent said they were “very satisfied” or “rather satisfied,” whereas 64.3 percent of Canadian and 62.5 percent of 
American youth were satisfied.  
 
Asked how much respect there is for individual human rights in their countries, 80.2 percent of Canadian youth said 
there was “a lot” or “some” respect for human rights. Among American youth, 69.8 percent reported that there was 
“a lot” or “some” respect for individual human rights, while less than half (43.7 percent) of Mexican youth reported 
the same.   
 
Forming an identity – a sense of oneself as a human being in the context of family, friends, community, and culture 
– is a critical part of development, particularly through the teenage years. Growing up in the North American region 
is changing the boundaries of childhood and expectations for the future. Charting the opinions and activities of 
youth provides a window on the future – where social and economic development is headed. Children are the true 
global citizens.    
 
 
 
Looking Forward 
 
Thus, while the era of globalization has been marked by dramatic advances in technology, trade, 
and investment – and an impressive increase in prosperity – the gains in human development 
have been less impressive. Growth in inequality continues to threaten the life chances of millions 
of children. Significant numbers of children and families are being left behind while others enjoy 
a life increasingly distant from those in low- and middle-income households.  
 
The 2005 Human Development Report makes the point that for most of the past 40 years human 
capabilities have been gradually converging. From a low base, developing countries as a group 
have been catching up with rich countries in such areas as life expectancy, child mortality, and 
literacy. However, a worrying aspect of development today is that the overall rate of 
convergence is slowing. 103  
 
In our own region, while Mexico has made tremendous gains, large gaps remain between Mexico 
and Canada and the United States. Moreover, the gaps in the life chances between different 
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children within each of the countries persist. Deep child development disparities continue 
between rich people and poor people, males and females, rural and urban areas, and different 
regions and groups. These inequalities seldom exist in isolation. They create mutually 
reinforcing structures of disadvantage that follow people throughout their lives and are 
transmitted across generations.  
 
Working toward improved child outcomes will require new directions in public policy. There is 
no single blueprint for achieving improved outcomes. However, we do know that a narrow focus 
on trade liberalization or migration in and of itself does not lift all boats. “Indicators of export 
growth, ratios of trade to Gross National Income and import liberalization are not proxies for 
human development.”104 Greater interaction between the peoples of North America holds out 
tremendous opportunity, but more attention needs to be paid to who is able to take advantage of 
these opportunities.  
 
Focusing on child outcomes provides a basis for considering the scale of the challenge in North 
America. It is a moment for shared leadership to break with the past, and build a stronger, more 
inclusive future.  
  
 

The Human Development Index 

The international Human Development Index (HDI) was created to call attention to outcomes for people as a 
counterbalance to the usual measures of economic growth.  It includes indicators from all three of the domains being 
explored by this project on children growing up in North America.  The indicators are life expectancy at birth; a 
combined measure of adult literacy rates and primary, secondary, and tertiary education enrollment; and standard of 
living (as measured by GDP per capita [PPP US$]).  
 
In 2003, Canada had the highest ranking in North America – fifth out of 177 countries included in the 2004 Human 
Development Report, down from fourth place in 2002. The United States was tenth highest (down from the eighth 
spot in 2002) and Mexico ranked 53rd, maintaining its standing. Mexico still hasn’t reached the HDI score that 
Canada and the U.S. achieved in 1975.  But between 1995 and 2000, Mexico progressed from a medium-level HDI 
classification to a high one. Its HDI grew 18.1 percent between 1975 and 2003. Over that period, the HDI in the 
United States and Canada increased at about half that rate.105  
 
The HDI provides a useful benchmark of progress over time. The three nations have made improvements, but there 
is still a long way to go to ensure that all the children of North America have the opportunities they deserve to reach 
their full potential. 
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Putting Children on the North American Agenda 
 
How well our societies manage the major social and economic changes that affect children and 
families will help to determine our collective future.  Will there be a well-educated and skilled 
workforce to drive the economy in the decades to come?  Who will solve the environmental 
challenges that threaten the earth?  Broker the peace treaties?  Nurture the next generation? 
 
Today’s children. 
 
Today’s children depend on their families, their communities, and their local and national 
institutions to support their present well-being and their prospects for the future.  Today’s 
children also depend on nations working together to create what the United Nations has called “a 
world fit for children” in which nations commit to protecting the rights and well-being of all 
children. 
 
Calling attention to the children’s well-being against a backdrop of major economic and social 
change in North America is the purpose of the Children in North America Project.  
 
This report and those that follow will provide a unique window on the lives of children growing 
up North America.  But monitoring alone is not enough.  Data are only powerful if they are used 
by those who care about children and families to stimulate action.   
 
The intent of this project is to furnish advocates, policymakers, researchers, and others with 
information and knowledge that they can use to raise concerns and galvanize action in Canada, 
Mexico, and the United States.   
 
There is an opportunity for civil society organizations, researchers, and others working on behalf 
of children and families in the three countries to join forces to advocate for action to ensure that 
all of our children are prepared for the future.   
 
In the context of increased social, economic, and cultural integration in North America, it is 
important that the interests of children be on the North American agenda.   
 
If this project achieves its vision of putting children on the North American agenda, it will be 
giving life to the spirit of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which 
challenges all nations to ensure that children have “first call” on the concerns and capacities of 
societies in good times and bad. 
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build better futures for children in the United States. The primary mission of the 
Foundation is to foster public policies, human-service reforms, and community supports 
that more effectively meet the needs of today’s vulnerable children and families. For 
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1 From national Census data. See endnote 8. 
2 Grieco, Elizabeth, The Foreign Born from Mexico in the United States.” Migration Policy Institute, October 1, 
2003.  Available at www.migrationinformation.org/USfocus/display.cfm?ID=163  
3 “Las Remesas Enviadas a México por los Trabajadores Residentes en Estados Unidos,” in La Situación 
Demográfica de México, 1999, Consejo Nacional de Población, pp. 161-189. 
4 The discussion of change is taken from Wasserman, M., Children and North American Economic Integration, 
forthcoming Children in North America Background Paper.  
5 Close to 90 percent of Canadians live within 100 miles from the U.S. border and they carry out about 54 million 
trips to the United States per year – a striking number, given that the total Canadian population numbers about 30 
million. Hufbauer, Gary C., and Jeffrey J. Schott, North American Economic Integration: 25 Years Backward and 
Forward, Series: Canada in the 21st Century, Industry Canada Research Publications Program: Ottawa, November 
1998. 
6 Child development involves a dynamic interaction between the individual child growing through ages and stages 
of change and the diverse factors in the child’s environment that influence the transitions from birth and infancy 
through adolescence and young adulthood. Thompson, Ross, A. (2005), Changing Societies, Changing Childhood: 
Studying the Impact of Globalization on Child and Youth Development, unpublished manuscript.   
7 Suárez-Orozco, Carola, and Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco, “Remaking Identities” in Children of Immigration, 
Harvard University Press: Cambridge, 2001. 
8 Canadian Data: Statistics Canada, Annual Demographic Statistics, 2002 (March 2003) and Annual Demographics 
Statistics 2004 (March 2005), Catalogue No. 91-213-XPB. Estimates of Population, by Age Group and Sex, Canada, 
Provinces and Territories, Annual. Projections: Population Projections for 2001, 2006, 2011, 2016, 2021, 2026, at 
July 1. Statistics Canada, CANSIM, Table 052-0001. U.S. Data: Data for 2000 and 2020: U.S. Census Bureau, 
Population Division, Interim State Population Projections, 2005. Internet Release Date:  April 21, 2005, Table B1. 
Retrieved on August 29, 2005, from www.census.gov/population/www/projections/projectionsagesex.html. U.S. 
Data for 2003: Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau. Annual Estimates of the Population by Selected Age 
Groups and Sex for the United States: April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2004 (NC-EST2004-02). Release Date:  June 9, 2005. 
Retrieved on August 29, 2005, from www.census.gov/popest/national/asrh/NC-EST2004-sa.html. Mexican Data: 
2000: XII General Census of Population and Housing, National Institute of Statistics, Geography, and Information 
(INEGI), Mexico. Mexican Data 2003, 2010, 2020: Projection of the National Population Council (CONAPO), 
Mexico, based on the XII General Census of Population and Housing 2000, INEGI, Mexico.   
9 Each country measures family structure differently. Consequently, we have elected to use the Luxembourg Income 
Study (LIS), a collection of household income surveys. These surveys provide standardized demographic, income, 
and expenditure information on three different levels: household, person, and child for many countries, including the 
United States, Canada, and Mexico. The LIS is an invaluable tool for conducting comparative research. 
10  Luxembourg Income Study, Custom Tabulations, August 2005. These data are based on an analysis of 
households with children by presence/non-presence of (married/common law) couples. In this analysis, single-
parent families are defined as non-couple households with children present. We break this down by sex of head. We 
use single-parent families to describe this group, recognizing that there may be non-couple households with children 
where the children present are not the children of the head of household (e.g., siblings, other relatives). 
11 Luxembourg Income Study, data analyzed from the household microdata files for Mexico, 1992, 1994, 1998 and 
2000.  
12 Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática (INEGI), “México en Corto”, Información sobre La 
Familia Mexicana México, D.F., a 4 de marzo de 2005.  
13  In Mexico, the number of “free union” couples has been growing according to national data sources. In order to 
be identified as “married” by the state, couples must participate in a civil ceremony. Couples that marry in a 
religious ceremony alone are not recognized as “legally” married. Other couples elect to forego marriage altogether. 
Family law extends protections to both legally married couples and free union couples (after a period of five years 
cohabitation).  
14 Luxembourg Income Study, data analyzed from the household microdata files for Canada, 1991, 1997, 1998, and 
2000. 
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15 Vanier Institute of the Family, Profiling Canada’s Families III, Ottawa, 2004. 
16 Luxembourg Income Study, data analyzed from the household microdata files for the United States, 1991, 1994, 
1998, and 2000. 
17 Child Trends (2005), Child Trends DataBank Indicator: Family Structure, Table 1. Retrieved on August 29, 2005, 
from www.childtrendsdatabank.org/indicators/59FamilyStructure.cfm. 
18  World Bank, Poverty in Mexico: An Assessment of Conditions, Trends and Government Strategy, World Bank 
Report; No. 28612-ME, 2004. 
19 CCSD, calculations based on custom tabulations from 2001 Census of Canada from Statistics Canada. An urban 
area is defined as one that has at least 1,000 people and no fewer than 400 people per square kilometre. 
20 National Institute of Statistics, Geography, and Information (INEGI), XII General Population and Housing 
Census, 2000. Data re-processed by the Children’s Rights Network in Mexico. Urban areas are defined as those with 
2,500 or more inhabitants. 
21 Population Reference Bureau, analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Censuses of 1990 and 
2000.  We equate urban and rural with the Office of Management and Budget’s (OMB) definition of metropolitan 
and non-metropolitan counties.  Metropolitan counties contain a city with more than 50,000 people and/or 
commuting patterns that indicate interdependence with the “core” city.  Non-metropolitan counties are outside the 
boundaries of metro areas and are further subdivided into two types: micropolitan areas, centered on urban clusters 
of 10,000 or more persons (but less than 50,000), and all remaining “noncore” counties.  We thank Kathleen Miller, 
Program Director of the Rural Policy Research Institute (RUPRI) for clarifying definitional issues. For more 
information on using metropolitan and non-metro as a definition of rural and urban areas in the United States, see 
Federal Register, Volume 65, Number 249, December 27, 2000.  
22 “Visible minorities” is a term used in Canada and defined in the federal Employment Equity Act to identify people, 
“other than Aboriginal peoples who are non-Caucasian in race and non-white in colour.” This group includes 
individuals who identify their ethnic or racial ancestry as: Chinese, South Asian, Black, Filipino, Latin American, 
Southeast Asian, Arab, or other.  
23 In the United States, data are collected on the racial and ethnic composition of the population while in Canada, the 
Census focuses on ethnic diversity. The Mexican Census does not collect information on the racial and ethnic 
identity of its population. Rather, it collects information the language spoken in the home to identify indigenous 
peoples.  
24 Children of color include all those other than white, non-Hispanic children.  
25 KIDS COUNT (2005), Census Data Online, 2000 Census Data - Summary Profile for the United States. Retrieved 
on August 29, 2005, from www.aecf.org/cgi-
bin/aeccensus.cgi?action=profileresults&area=00N&areaparent=00N&printerfriendly=0&section=0. 
In both 1990 and 2000, the Census asks about both race (White, Black/African American, Asian, Native 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaska Native/Eskimo/Aleut) and Hispanic origin (if Hispanic or not). 
However, in the 2000 Census respondents were, for the first time, able to identify themselves as more than one race. 
Therefore, race figures from the 1990 and 2000 Census are not strictly comparable. In the United States, 1.4 million 
children under the age of 18 were identified on the 2000 Census as American Indian/Alaska Native either alone or in 
combination with some other race. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, America’s Children in Brief: Key National Indicators 
of Well-Being, 2004, Table POP3. Retrieved August 29, 2005, from www.childstats.gov/americaschildren/pop3.asp. 
28 Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics. America’s Children in Brief: Key National Indicators 
of Well-Being, 2005, Table POP5. Retrieved on August 29, 2005, from 
www.childstats.gov/americaschildren/pop5.asp. Total population age 5 to 17 from U.S. Census Bureau, Annual 
Estimates of the Population by Selected Age Groups and Sex for the United States: April, 2000 to July 2004 (NC-
EST2004-02). Population Division, U.S. Census Bureau. In 2003, about 13 percent of children age 5 to 17 years (7 
million) spoke Spanish at home, 3 percent (1.4 million) spoke other Indo-European languages at home, and 2 
percent (1.1 million) spoke Asian or Pacific Island languages at home. Only 0.5 percent (300,000) spoke another 
language at home. 
29 Statistics Canada, Analysis Series, Canada’s Ethnocultural Portrait: The Changing Mosaic, Catalogue No. 
96F0030XIE2001008. Ethnic origin, as defined in the Census, refers to the ethnic or cultural group(s) to which the 
respondent’s ancestors belong. Ethnic origin pertains to ancestral roots or background of the population and should 
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not be confused with citizenship or nationality. Respondents are able to identify one or more ethnic groups on the 
Census form. Question is: “To which ethnic or cultural group(s) did this person’s ancestors belong?” An increasing 
number of Canadians identify two or more ethnic origins. Data in the text are the sum of single and multiple 
responses for each ethnic origin.  
30 CCSD, calculations based on custom tabulations from 2001 Census of Canada from Statistics Canada. Close to 
100,000 children and youth (92,390) reported that they were American and 18,385 reported being Mexican.  
31 Statistics Canada, Visible Minority Groups, Sex and Age Groups for Population, for Canada, Provinces, 
Territories, Census Metropolitan Areas, and Census Agglomerations, 2001 Census – 20% Sample, 2001 Census of 
Canada, Catalogue No. 95F036XCB2001004, Ottawa: April 23, 2003. See endnote 22 for definition of visible 
minority status.  
32 Statistics Canada2001 Census of Canada, Catalogue No. 95F0363XCB2001004, Ottawa: April 23, 2003.  
33 It is projected that by the year 2017, one in every five people in Canada, or between 19 percent and 23 percent of 
the nation’s population, could be a member of a visible minority. Statistics Canada, “Study: Canada’s Visible 
Minority Population in 2017,” The Daily, Tuesday, March 22, 2005.  
34 Statistics Canada, Detailed Mother Tongue, Sex and Age Groups for Population, for Canada, Provinces, 
Territories, Census Metropolitan Areas, and Census Agglomerations, 1996 and 2001 Censuses – 20% Sample Data, 
Catalogue No. 97F0007XCB2001001. Mother tongue refers to the first language learned at home in childhood and 
still understood by the individual at the time of the Census. Chinese was the third most common mother tongue 
among this age group. The next top languages in 2001 were Aboriginal languages, Spanish, and Punjabi. 
35 INEGI, General Population and Housing Census, 2000 and 1990 respectively. Calculations by the Children’s 
Rights Network in Mexico. 
36 INEGI, XII General Census of Population and Housing, Basic Tabulations, Ags. 2001. 
37 All these terms are used to refer to the peoples who originally inhabited North America. For this discussion, 
Canada uses “Aboriginal,” Mexico “Indigenous,” and the United States “American Indian/Alaska Native.”  
38 Willeto, A. A., and G. Charlotte (2003), “Overview of American Indians and Alaska Natives” in KIDS COUNT 
Pocket Guide, American-Indian Children, State-Level Measures of Child Well-Being from the 2000 Census, 
Baltimore: The Annie E. Casey Foundation.  Retrieved on August 30, 2005, from 
www.aecf.org/publications/data/american_indian_pocket_guide_2004.pdf. 
39 Aboriginal identity refers to those persons who reported identifying with at least one Aboriginal group (i.e., North 
American Indian, Métis, or Inuit). Also included are individuals who did not report an Aboriginal identity, but did 
report themselves as a Registered or Treaty Indian, and/or having Band or First Nation membership. CCSD 
calculations using Canadian Census data, 1996 and 2001.  
40 United Nations, International Migration Report 2002, Population Division, Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, United Nations, New York, 2003. Cited in Nashieli Ramirez, Migration Between Mexico, United States and 
Mexico: Outlining Transnational Childhoods, Children in North America Background Paper, forthcoming.  
41 OECD, Database on Immigrants and Expatriates, www.oecd.org. Cited in Nashieli Ramirez, Migration Between 
Mexico, United States and Mexico: Outlining Transnational Childhoods, Children in North America Background 
Paper, forthcoming. 
42 International Organization for Migration, World Migration 2003: Managing Migration - Challenges and 
Responses for People on the Move, 2004. Cited in Nashieli Ramirez, Migration Between Mexico, United States and 
Mexico: Outlining Transnational Childhoods, Children in North America Background Paper, forthcoming. 
43 Fernández, R., International Migrations in Latin America and Caribbean. Paper presented in the IBAD Annual 
Meeting: Migration and Remittances in the Globalization Context, Okinawa, Japan, April 2005. Cited in Nashieli 
Ramirez, Migration Between Mexico, United States and Mexico: Outlining Transnational Childhoods, Children in 
North America Background Paper, forthcoming. 
44 In the United States, 11.1 percent of the population (a total of 31.1 million) was foreign born, up from about 8 
percent in 1990.  The foreign-born population increased by 57 percent from 19.8 million in 1990 to 31.1 million in 
2000, compared with an increase of 9.3 percent of the native-born population. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, The 
Foreign-Born Population: 2000 Census, December 2003.  
45 Data for 1990: 1990 Decennial Census, Table P042; Hernandez, Donald, Editor, Children of Immigrants: Health, 
Adjustment, and Public Assistance, Table 2A, National Academies Press, Washington, DC, 1999; U.S. Data for 
2000: Census 2000, 5% Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS). 
46 See endnote 44.   
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47  Migration Policy Institute, Migration Population Resources. Retrieved June 8, 2004, from 
www.migrationinformation.org/GlobalData/countrydata/data.cfm.  
48 Beavers, L., and J. D’Amico (2005), Children in Immigrant Families: U.S. and State-Level Findings from the 
2000 Census, Baltimore: Annie E. Casey Foundation and the Population Reference Bureau. (China includes those 
from China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Parcel.)  
49 Ibid. 
50 Looking specifically at foreign-born children, almost 40 percent, or about 1.3 million children under age 18, were 
born in Mexico. Only 2 percent were born in Canada. Data for 1990: 1990 Decennial Census, Table P042; 
Hernandez, Donald, Editor, Children of Immigrants: Health, Adjustment, and Public Assistance, Table 2A, National 
Academies Press, Washington, DC, 1999; U.S. Data for 2000: Census 2000, 5% Public Use Microdata Sample 
(PUMS).  
51 INEGI, XII General Census of Population and Housing, Mexico 2000. Calculations by the Children’s Rights 
Network. 
52 Foreign-born population (also known as the immigrant population) is defined in the 2001 Census as persons who 
are now, or who were once, landed immigrants to Canada. This group does not include non-permanent residents. 
This group also excludes persons born outside of Canada who are Canadian citizens by birth.   
53 Citizenship and Immigration Canada, Facts and Figures: Immigration Overview, Catalogue No. 1-291-06-99E, 
1999. It is projected that by 2016, 25 percent of Canadians under 18 will be immigrants or the children of immigrant 
parents. 
54 Statistics Canada, 2001 Census: Analysis Series, Canada’s Ethnocultural Portrait: The Changing Mosaic, 
Catalogue No. 96F00030XIE2001008, January 2003. Calculations by the CCSD, using Statistics Canada Custom 
Tabulations, 2001 Census, August 2005.   
55 Calculations by the CCSD, using Statistics Canada Custom Tabulations, August 2005.  Child immigrants born in 
the United States and in Mexico number 38,815 and 11,425, respectively. Numbers should not be confused with 
immigrants or young people who claim American or Mexican as their ethnic origin.   
56 The use of undocumented or unauthorized instead of illegal is based on a perspective of human rights as they 
constitute an international symbolic order, a political-cultural framework, and an institutional set of norms and rules 
for the global system that orients and constrains states. The illegal status carries a criminal behavior and 
delinquency, we point out that migrants have social, cultural, economic, civic, and even some political rights in all 
the countries and that the legal migration and citizenship status is of minor importance with respect to guaranteeing 
their rights.   
57 Passel, J.S. (2005), Estimates of the Size and Characteristics of the Undocumented Population, Pew Hispanic 
Center. Retrieved June 6, 2005, from http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/44.pdf.   
58 Ibid. The Pew Hispanic Center estimates that there were 10.3 million undocumented immigrants living in the 
United States in March 2004, 57 percent of whom were from Mexico.  
59 Jimenez, Marina, “200,000 Illegal Immigrants Toiling in Canada’s Underground Economy,” Globe and Mail, 
Nov. 15, 2003. Most of Canada’s undocumented immigrants are refugee claimants whose applications have been 
rejected or visitors who overstay their visas. The total is estimated at 200,000.  
60 Passel, J.S. (2005), Estimates of the Size and Characteristics of the Undocumented Population, Pew Hispanic 
Center. Retrieved June 6, 2005, from http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/44.pdf.  
61 OECD Health Data 2005, www.oecd.org/dataoecd/7/41/35530083.xls. See Statistics Canada, Canadian Vital 
Statistics Birth and Death Databases, Selected Infant Mortality and Related Statistics, Canada, 1921-1990. 
Catalogue No. 82-549, CANSIM Table 102-0506 at cansim2.statcan.ca; United States, United States Infant 
Mortality Estimates, National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics Reports of the United States 
(several years); National Population Council, Mexico 2002, Population Projections 2000-2050. The series presented 
includes a correction of underreported deaths estimated using the National Population Council data of infant deaths 
and live births for all the period (1960-2004). This means that the infant mortality data presented is comparable in 
the period reported. 
62 CONAPO, “Consejo Nacional de Población” (National Population Council), Socio-Demographic Data, 2004, 
www.conapo.gob.mx.  
63 Annie E. Casey Foundation, KIDS COUNT Data Book, 2005, p. 30.  
64 Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC) of North America, Making the Environment Healthier for Our 
Kids: An Overview of Environmental Challenges to the Health of North America’s Children, Montreal, April 2002.   
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65 CEC, Children’s Health and the Environment in North America: A First Report on Available Indicators and 
Measures, Public Review Draft, September 2005.  
66 The task of diagnosing asthma in children is difficult; the definition may vary between countries. As well, 
different countries use different techniques for tracking prevalence. Thus, these data should be interpreted with 
caution and direct comparisons avoided.  
67 The Good Neighbor Environmental Board, Children’s Environmental Health: Spotlight on the U.S.-Mexico 
Border, seventh report of the Good Neighbor Environmental Board to the President and Congress of the United 
States, February 2004, www.epa.gov/ocem/gneb7threport/gneb_7th_report.pdf. Cited in Wasserman, M., Children 
and North American Economic Integration, forthcoming Children in North America Background Paper. 
68 The Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC) is an international organization created by Canada, 
Mexico, and the United States under the North American Agreement on Environmental Cooperation (NAAEC). The 
CEC was established to address regional environmental concerns, help prevent potential trade and environmental 
conflicts, and promote the effective enforcement of environmental law. The NAAEC complements the 
environmental provisions of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). 
69 CEC, Children’s Health and the Environment in North America: First Report on Available Indicators and 
Measures, Public Review Draft, September 2005: 35. 
70 Child Trends (2005), Child Trends DataBank Indicator: Asthma, Table 1. Retrieved on August 29, 2005, from 
www.childtrendsdatabank.org/indicators/43Asthma.cfm. Definition in the United States: “For all years, children 
were categorized as having asthma if the child ever had asthma (1981, 1988), or if they had ever been told by a 
health professional they had asthma (1998-2001), and if the child had an asthma attack in the past year. Because of 
these slight differences, data for 1998 and later years are not strictly comparable to previous years.” Estimates are 
based on a response from a parent or adult household member. 
71 The rate of asthma in 1978 was 2.3 percent among children under age 20; in 1996, it was 12.2 percent. Health 
Canada, Measuring Up: A Health Surveillance Update on Canadian Children and Youth, 1999. 
72 Statistics Canada, CANSIM Table 104-001 (National Population Health Survey and Canadian Community Health 
Survey).   
73 In 2000, 13.3 percent of children age 0 to 11 had been diagnosed with asthma by a health professional, an increase 
from 11.1 percent in 1994. CCSD calculations using the NLSCY microdata. See also CEC, Children’s Health and 
the Environment in North America: First Report on Available Indicators and Measures, Public Review Draft, 
September 2005. 
74 See Chen Y., R. Dales, M. Tang, and D. Krewski, “Association Between Income Adequacy and Asthma in 
Canadians,” Proceedings of Statistics Canada Symposium, 2002.  
75 In Mexico, we have information on the rate of asthma among children under age 14 (measured by the number of 
new cases per 10,000 children) and the leading causes of hospitalization. 
76 Epidemiological Information Bulletin 1998-2002, Population projections 1990-2010/Conapo. Cited in CEC, 
Children’s Health and the Environment in North America: First Report on Available Indicators and Measures, 
Public Review Draft, September 2005: 34. 
77 Respiratory illness was the second highest cause of hospitalization among children under age one in 2001, 
accounting for 13 percent of hospital admissions. It was the most frequent cause for children age 1 to 4, accounting 
for one-third (33 percent) of hospital admissions. Health Ministry of Mexico, National System of Health, 2001.  
78 U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2005 Annual Economic Supplement, 
www.census.gov/hhes/www/hlthins/hlthin04/hl04t7.pdf. See also: Child Trends (2005), Child Trends DataBank 
Indicator: Health Care Coverage, Table 1. Retrieved on August 29, 2005, from 
www.childtrendsdatabank.org/indicators/26HealthCareCoverage.cfm.  
79 For a review of the literature, see Hadley, J. (2002), “Insurance, Medical Care Use, and Birth, Child, and Maternal 
Health Outcomes,” in Sicker and Poorer: The Consequences of Being Uninsured, Prepared for the Kaiser 
Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured, www.kff.org/content/2002/20020510.    
80 Committee on the Consequences of Uninsurance, Board of Health Care Services, Institute of Medicine of the 
National Academies, Health Insurance Is a Family Matter (2002), National Academies Press, Washington, DC, 
www.nap.edu/books/0309085187/html.  
81 UNDP, “Inequality and Health in the United States,” Human Development Report 2005, September 2005: 58. 
82 See endnote 78. 
83 INEGI, XII Censo General de Poblacion y Vivienda, 2000. Base de datos de la muestra censal.  
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