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chronic malnutrition so far. The impact of two recently established, large-scale, public 

programmes (Crecer in 2007 and Juntos in 2005) on malnutrition has yet to be evaluated. 

In addition, there are also cultural factors that are important in explaining differences in child 
health and nutrition outcomes. Again, these factors are more likely to affect indigenous 
people living in rural areas. 

Education 

Primary school is almost universal and net enrolment rates in secondary education improved 

significantly during the period of study – though enrolment in secondary school in rural areas 

is still low, especially for adolescent girls. However, beyond access, progress has been small. 

Overage and dropout rates remain high and this translates to low completion rates. The 

quality of education is also at the core of the debate, as students’ achievement in national 

evaluations is far from satisfactory. All these problems are particularly worrisome in, although 

not exclusive to, public, rural schools. 

The factors associated with these results are numerous. On the one hand, school 

characteristics (e.g. access to basic services, classroom arrangements) are highly variable 

between urban and rural areas
4
 and between private and public schools.

5 , 6 Secondary 

schools are scarce in rural areas and the extension of bilingual education in primary school is 

relatively small and does not seem to be improving educational outcomes. But besides 

school characteristics, household factors are also important. Over-age students come from 

relatively poor households (both in terms of income and assets) with less educated, typically 

indigenous mothers. They also show a poorer nutritional status, perform worse in national 

evaluations and are more likely to abandon school compared to on-age7 students.  

While overage and school abandonment are related phenomena, overage is not the only 

reason why children abandon school. In the highlands, those who abandon school are not 

necessarily bad students; there is evidence (in this case, qualitative) that some parents (mainly, 

but not exclusively, those less educated) send their children to school to learn basic skills and 

after which they become more involved in household economic activities, with differentiated 

roles for boys and girls. Some children also leave their households in order to work in the city.  

In addition, it is thought that the low-quality of schools in remote rural areas (e.g. teacher 

absenteeism) might also help to explain why some parents prefer their children to work rather 

than to attend secondary education. Overall, opportunity costs of secondary education are 

quite high for the rural poorest.  

Child work
8
 

Approximately one out of four Peruvians aged 6–17 years (about 2 million) is involved in 

some kind of labour activity. Most of them work in labour-intensive, non-paid family activities. 

Child work is a phenomenon that has been harder to explore from a quantitative perspective. 

Therefore, to discuss this topic I also rely on evidence provided by qualitative studies. 

 

 

4
 In a typical school in the rural Andes students from different grades share the same classroom. Although this is not intrinsically 

bad, it seems to be having a negative impact on performance (controlling for other factors). 

5
 It is well documented that students from public schools perform less well in national evaluations (controlling for other factors). 

6
 Wealthier families often send their children to private schools – or to schools in the district capital in the case of rural areas – 

which are typically of higher quality than public schools, and this leads to a socio-economic stratification of the school system. 

7
 ‘On-age’ refers to students who are the right age for their school year. 

8
 Hereafter I use the term ‘child work’ to refer to the work of the population aged 6–14 years.  
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The type of economic activity carried out by children and the way it affects their time 

allocation differs by age and geographical location. In rural areas in the highlands and in the 

jungle, child work is an intrinsic part of children’s daily routine, which is also highly valued by 

parents and not necessarily contrary to school attendance; both activities are generally 

combined. However, as children age, work becomes more intense, gender roles more 

obvious and incentives to abandon school increase.  

In urban areas, the main two activities in which children are involved are domestic service 

and retail (e.g. street vending). The former is performed almost exclusively by girls (most of 

them indigenous), whereas the latter is carried out mainly by boys.  

It seems that, at least in rural areas (where dropout rates are at their highest), child work 

itself cannot explain school abandonment. Rather, this decision seems to be the 

consequence of many factors interacting (e.g. parental education, school quality). What the 

qualitative branch of the literature shows is that some activities are relatively more harmful to 

progress through school than others, particularly those that require children to work outside 

the home (e.g. domestic service).  

The literature reviewed here provides a detailed picture of the challenges faced by Peruvian 

children. Yet, some aspects of child development have yet to be explored and this is in part 

due to a lack of data. Most of the current studies based their results on the analysis of cross-

sectional data. Insofar as adequate strategies are used, this does not represent a 

methodological problem (one still can obtain robust estimations). However, many aspects 

related to child development are dynamic in nature and, as such, can only be studied using 

longitudinal data. This includes the study of the potential impact of chronic under-nutrition, 

which develops early in life, on later educational and labour outcomes; the determinants of 

pre-school enrolment and its effects on school achievement; and the study of the transition 

from primary to secondary school, the period when most school abandonment is observed. 

These subjects should be part of the current research agenda as they would feed on the 

implementation of policies to alleviate childhood poverty. 

1. Introduction 
The objective of this review is twofold. First, to describe the performance of key child 

development indicators in Peru during the period 1993–2005. Second, to present key 

findings from the recent literature that help us understand these results.  

For this purpose, I have selected three dimensions of child development: health and nutrition, 

schooling and child work. I have limited the scope of this review in this way for three reasons. 

First, these three topics are continuously regarded as key to understanding poverty persistence 

in Peru and, hence, remain at the core of the debate about poverty alleviation (see Government 

of Peru 2005; MCLCP 2007).
9
 Second, several studies on health, nutrition and schooling have 

recently appeared taking advantage of the availability of nationally representative data. Third, 

other important issues such as gender, ethnicity and the impact of public programmes are 

discussed where they have an impact on each of these three dimensions. 

There are other aspects related to child development that deserve attention from the social 

science literature which are not included in this review. For instance: violence – both family 

and political, migration and street children (among others). A complete profile of child 

 

 

9
 See also Millennium Development Goals at: www.onu.org.pe/Publico/OnuMundo/odm2004.aspx. 
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development in Peru should include a discussion of these dimensions. Nevertheless, 

quantitative evidence in these areas is still very limited – but some aspects of migration are 

considered in the schooling and child work sections.  

Some kind of literature selection mechanism was required in order to make this review 

manageable. I have followed three criteria. First, within the topics selected, I have chosen 

those aspects that are at the core of the academic and public policy agenda in Peru. 

Admittedly, this selection is discretional. Nevertheless, I have partially based it on previous 

works on child development in Peru, such as Cortez (2004) and Vásquez (2002, 2004, 

2005). I have also used bibliographical reviews by Centro de Investigación Economica y 

Social – Escobal and Iguiñiz (2000) and Iguiñiz and Barrantes (2005) – as guidelines.  

Aligned with this first criterion with few exceptions I have only considered evidence from 

studies published since 1994 onwards; and, particularly those published during the last ten 

years. This temporal threshold is not random, but reflects both a turning point in data 

availability – due to the publication of the 1993 National Census –  and a shift in the priorities 

of the academic agenda as a consequence of the structural changes that took place in Peru 

during the first half of the 1990s (see chapter 3).  

As a second criterion, I have focused on studies that present quantitative evidence at the 

national, urban and/or rural level.
10

 That is, for manageability, I have not reviewed qualitative 

studies extensively. However, I do include evidence and explanations provided by qualitative 

studies, especially in cases where they help to shed some light on the understanding of intra-

household processes that are hard to capture in household surveys.  

Finally, within quantitative studies I give priority to those that use standard statistical 

techniques to evaluate the impact of a given variable (say, mother’s education) controlling for 

other factors (income, age, geographical location). Moreover, I emphasised those studies 

that use specific techniques to reduce or eliminate the possibility of bias in estimations. This 

is important because, typically, unobserved factors affect the robustness of estimations and 

interfere in our comprehension of the impact of variables being studied. 

Studies are not always totally comparable due to differences in methodology, data sources, 

time period and variables included in the estimation. Differences in methodology are 

important because each study uses specific techniques that are useful to highlight the impact 

of some, but not all variables. When relevant, I make explicit these differences, relegating 

technical details to footnotes. In particular, it is important to highlight that most of the studies 

that form part of this review have based their analysis on non-experimental data. A limitation 

of this type of data is that, typically, it can only be used to infer correlation, not causality, 

except in very specific cases (e.g. when longitudinal data is available or when valid 

instrumental variables are used to account for endogeneity problems).
11 , 12  

 

 

10
 According to the 1993 Census, villages (centros poblados) with a population above 2,000 habitants were considered as urban 

areas. This criterion changed with the 1999 Pre-Census, according to which villages with more than 400 households are urban 

areas. From 2001 onwards, this criterion was incorporated into the National Household Survey.  

11
 To explain why it is difficult to talk about causality when non-experimental data is used, consider the following example. Suppose 

one is interested in studying the impact of mother’s income on child nutrition. Suppose that, after controlling for other observable 

factors, a linear regression shows that mother’s income explains differences in child nutrition. However, it might still be the case 

that factor(s) unobserved by the researcher (e.g. mother’s innate ability) might be correlated to both mother’s income and child 

nutrition (i.e., it might be that it is mother’s ability and not income that explain differences in child nutrition). In that case, our 

estimation of the impact of income on nutrition would be biased. In an experiment, we would have randomly selected two groups 

of mothers and given some cash to one of these groups. Note that in this example one still has an intuitive sense of the direction of 

the impact, but in other cases even the direction of causality can be questioned. For instance, school abandonment and child 

work. 
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Based on these criteria, the structure of the review has been defined as follows. Section 2 

briefly defines some of the terms that are used throughout this document and describes data 

sources (i.e., household surveys) that were used by most of the reviewed studies. Section 3 

describes general trends of poverty for the period 1993–2005, highlighting some idiosyncratic 

characteristics of poverty in Peru that are important in order to understand and contextualise 

results from the literature. Section 4 presents main trends of child development based on a set 

of indicators in the areas of health, nutrition, schooling and child work and links these results 

with theories, explanations and evidence proposed in the literature. Section 5 concludes. 

2. Methodological issues 
Definitions 

Unless otherwise expressed, I use the term indigenous to refer to non-Spanish native 

speakers (e.g. Quechua and Aymara as well as indigenous Amazon languages).
13

 

I also use the term poverty (or, alternatively, poor and non-poor) extensively in this review. I 

implicitly follow the definition of monetary, consumption-based poverty, established by the 

Instituto Nacional de Estadistica (INEI) (National Bureau of Statistics). According to INEI, a 

person living in a household whose expenditure per capita is not enough to acquire a basket 

of basic goods is considered as poor (i.e., below the poverty live). Analogously, a person 

unable to satisfy a minimum amount of caloric intake (as defined by a daily caloric norm) is 

considered as extremely poor. The caloric norm varies across geographical areas (2,133–

2,232 calories a day per capita on average).
14

 The poverty line is a monetary threshold that 

separates the poor from non-poor. It is calculated based on the caloric norm, among other 

factors (see INEI 2002a: 25–42; INEI 2007: 6). In monetary terms, the (overall) poverty line is 

between US$2–3 a day (depending on the geographical area) and the analogous extreme 

poverty line is between US$1–1.5 a day.
15

 

Data sources 

More recent national censuses were implemented in 1993 and 2005. The latter became 

available only recently and has not yet been used in child development-related research. 

Most of the studies that I cover here used household surveys as primary sources, with 

sampling frameworks based either on the 1993 Census or on the 1999 Pre-Census.  

The three main national surveys that cover the 1990s are: the Living Standards 

Measurement Survey (LSMS);
16

 the National Household Survey (ENAHO);
17

 and the 

                                                                                                                                    

12
 In the previous example (child nutrition and mother’s income), mother’s income would be called an endogenous variable, 

because it is correlated with unobserved factors. In order to establish causality, two possibilities arise: (i) use of longitudinal data – 

assuming that innate ability is constant over time, then the bias caused by innate ability should disappear; (ii) finding a variable 

that can be assumed to explain variations in mother’s income and is uncorrelated with innate ability – i.e., finding an instrumental 

variable for mother’s income.  

13
 This is an operative definition. For alternative definitions see World Bank (2005: 53). 

14
 Differences in the caloric norm are only due to differences in the demographic structure (age and gender of family members) 

across the 7 geographic areas. The 7 geographic areas are Lima City, urban coast (excluding Lima City), urban highlands, urban 

jungle, rural coast, rural highlands and rural jungle. See INEI (2002a: 26).  

15
 Differences between geographical areas are due not only to the caloric norm, but to differences in the cost per calorie between 

urban and rural areas. That is, independent of price differences, rural people consume cheaper calories. See INEI (2007: 28–9). 

16
 LSMS was carried out by Instituto Cuánto in 1986, 1991, 1997 and 2000. 

17
 ENAHO has been carried out by Instituto Nacional de Estadística (INEI) (National Bureau of Statistics) since 1997. 




