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BACKGROUND
According to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), a child is anyone under the age of 18.

The Children’s Voice survey is a survey that Save the Children regularly composes on themes related to children’s daily 
life. The objective of the survey is to lift up the voices and experiences of children and young people so that they would 
be considered better in the Finnish society; from daily encounters to decision-making on the state level.

The theme of the Children’s Voice survey 2018 was experiences related to poverty and bullying, especially in the school 
environment. The survey completes and updates the Children’s Voice 2015 survey, which researched children’s experiences 
of poverty and inclusion. There is quite little collected information on children and youth’s poverty experiences published 
in Finland. This survey aims to increase the understanding of the daily experiences of particularly youth in low-income 
families. 

Target group for the survey was 13–17-year-old children. The survey was implemented using an online form during 21 
May–5 June 2018, and there were 1,706 respondents. 

55% of the respondents were girls, 42% were boys and 2% of the respondents chose the alternative “other”. At the time 
of taking the survey, most (63%) of the respondents were studying in a secondary school, 9% were in primary school 
and 27% were completing an upper secondary degree. 2% were studying in some other institution or not studying at all.
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15% OF CHILDREN DESCRIBED THAT 
THEY CAME FROM LOW-INCOME 
FAMILIES
Of the more than 1,700 children who responded to the 
survey, 15% estimated that their family was either ‘poor’ 
or ‘quite poor’. In Save the Children’s previous Children’s 
Voice survey from 2015, the corresponding number was 
11%. According to Statistics Finland, 11.6% of Finns lived in 
low-income households in 2015.

As you read this survey, please note that it did not re-
search the families’ income level, but the children’s experi-
ence of it. Poverty is visible especially in families with only 
one custodian or with at least one unemployed custodian. 

In addition, youth in single-parent families experienced 
the economical situation of their family as weak signif-
icantly more often than the average: up to 29% of the 
respondents who only have one custodian estimated their 
family as poor or quite poor, whereas the corresponding 
number among all respondents was 15%. 

These results correspond with existing research data, ac-
cording to which particularly single-parent families with 
children suffer from financial challenges.

Society’s support measures should be focused coherently 
and persistently on low-income families so that equality 
for all children and youth would be realised all the way 
from early childhood education to the end of upper sec-
ondary education.

LACK OF MONEY AFFECTS DAILY 
CHOICES, DISTURBS SCHOOL AND IS 
A BURDEN ON THE MIND
Children who define themselves as poor or quite poor de-
scribed that their family’s wealth can be concretely seen 
in the daily life as, for example, the lack of possibilities: the 
family does not have money to travel or participate in 
free-time activities or children’s hobbies. Some of the re-
spondents explained that their family’s financial situation 
even results in a lack of food.

We do not even always have money to go 
to the grocery shop. Of course, the money 
situation depends on the obligatory expenses 
and supplements in mum’s salary, but it’s 
still unfortunately common that we do not 
have money for anything but the compulsory 
things. If even them.

When finances are tight, families have to cut down even 
on the bare essentials. Both parents and children have 
to be flexible, even if it’s a question of necessary health 
expenses.

I cannot participate in therapy anymore, 
which I used to do.

It’s also alarming that children who identify themselves 
as poor experience that the financial situation even af-
fects their schooling. Almost one fourth, 24.2%, of the 
respondents who describe themselves as poor or quite 
poor estimates that financial factors have affected their 
possibility to attend school. Children also experience ad-
ditional worry that poverty strains their parents.

For example, it can sometimes be difficult to 
pay for school books, and my custodians do 
not have the money for anything extra, such 
as children’s hobbies or clothes etc.

My mum does not have a job. We are able to 
buy all the necessary things, but I always feel 
bad, for example, if I ask for school books, as I 
know we do not have extra money. We do not 
really make any extra purchases, and mum 
does not really buy herself anything, which 
makes me feel bad.

Families’ financial situations are also visible during the re-
spondents’ free time. Up to a half of the respondents say 
their family’s wealth affected their possibilities to have a 
hobby or otherwise spend their free time. An even larger 
number, as many as 79% of the respondents, explained 
that their family’s financial situation affected their possi-
bilities to travel.

Article 27 of the CRC: A child 
has the right to a standard of 
living adequate for the child’s 

development.

Article 24 of the CRC: A child has the right 
to be as healthy as possible and to receive 

necessary healthcare.
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“I FEEL GUILTY FOR SPENDING 
MONEY JUST BY BEING HERE”
The youth who responded to the survey said that the lack 
of money in their family causes different kinds of negative 
feelings, such as shame, guilt and a feeling of being differ-
ent than everyone else.  

Many friends come from quite rich 
families and do not understand. I have felt 
embarrassed if, for example, they have come 
over and our house is not as nice as theirs, 
or if we have to take our car, which is such 
a heap, so I feel embarrassed and afraid of 
bumping into someone I know.

Due to poverty, some young people have to cut down on 
their social relationships. There are often costs involved 
with the typical ways young people spend their free time, 
and if a family has limited financial means, the youth may 
have to repeatedly say no to joint activities with their 
group of friends. 

Article 31 of the CRC: A child has the right 
to rest, play and to have free time as well 

as the right for art and cultural life.

As many as 30% of the respondents say they have 
sometimes or often experienced that they do not belong 
to a group because their family could not afford some-
thing. Talking about money can be difficult, even shameful, 
which is why some of the respondents combine the feeling 
of poverty with feelings of shame or the need to stay 
silent or hide things.

Many times, my group of friends has gone to 
the cinema, but I have always been ‘sick’ or ‘I 
have to watch the dog’, when in reality, there’s 
just no extra money.

Children in low-income families also feel guilty that some 
of the family’s means are spent on their personal expens-
es, such as hobbies, school supplies or clothes.

I have felt guilty for spending money just by 
being here. However, my parents have always 
reminded me that us children are their miracle 
and really important, so they will try to cope 
with the situation.

FREE-OF-CHARGE EDUCATION IS A 
FINANCIAL CHALLENGE FOR MANY
The cost of an upper secondary education was a concern 
for many young people in low-income families. During 
upper secondary school and vocational school, students 
have to pay for their own study materials and supplies, 
which can cause additional money worries or cutbacks 
from other important expenses in the family.

I have felt guilty over our financial situation, 
as of the four children in my family, I am the 
only one attending upper secondary school. 
I feel that it’s too expensive and that I would 
have made a better choice by going to a 
vocational school.

There are many possibilities in the digitalisation of our 
teaching and study methods, but if teaching only uses the 
pupils’ own devices, there are pressures on the device re-
quirements for the young people and their families. 

Sometimes, if we have to do something with 
our phones at school, I prefer to say that I do 
not have it with me, or the battery is dead, 
or I do not have Internet, as it’s a Nokia, and 
everyone else has a really nice phone...

13% of the respondents said they knew that someone in 
their school had been bullied or discriminated against be-
cause the bullied one could not afford school supplies. 

Article 28 of the CRC: Every child 
has the right to receive free basic 
education. The government must 

promote secondary education and 
give guidance as well as prevent 

dropping out of school.
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POVERTY EXPOSES TO BULLYING
The poverty of a family seems to cause children and young 
people a higher risk of ending up being bullied at school 
than for others. 68.7% of the children in low-income fam-
ilies said they had been bullied in primary school. The 
corresponding number among children in well-off families 
was 40%. 

In primary school, my classmate was bullied 
because he liked the bread at school, as at 
home, he never got this kind of good bread. 
He was taunted with this often. 

22% of the respondents knew someone in their school 
who had been discriminated against or bullied because 
of poverty. A child or a young person may end up being 
bullied if they do not, for example, have technical devices 
(such as a phone) or fancy clothes. Discrimination can 
be seen, for example, as shutting people out, calling them 
names or hollering insults. 

Poor people are called names and 
discriminated against extremely much. We are 
also laughed at and despised.

Article 19 of the CRC: A child must be 
protected from all kinds of violence, 
negligent treatment and exploitation.

BULLYING LEAVES A MARK
I feel anxiety at school and, honestly, I have 
trouble getting out of bed. I suffer from 
insomnia and anxiety attacks, which affects 
my schooling negatively.

Bullying that happened at school may affect a child’s life 
long after the bullying. Responses from those who have 
been bullied or discriminated against explain the bully-
ing’s effects in mental health, school motivation and suc-
cess as well as loneliness, among other things. 

Sometimes, I was really anxious about going 
to school. I still do not trust people easily and 
if someone is whispering, I often think it’s 
about me.

It’s important for those who have been bullied and dis-
criminated against to receive enough support even after 
the bullying situation is over. We must guarantee sufficient 
resources for mental healthcare services for children and 
young people. 

ADULTS DO NOT INTERVENE ENOUGH 
IN BULLYING 
38% of young people estimate that the adults working 
in schools do not intervene enough in bullying. The re-
spondents’ stories underlined the experience that teach-
ers and other adults in the school environment do not 
take reported bullying seriously or notice bullying and 
discrimination. 

Teachers should believe pupils when they say 
that they are mistreated and not belittle them: 
“he just likes you”, “defend yourself ”, etc.

The respondents think that adults should intervene in the 
bullying that happens at schools more easily and talk with 
the youth if there’s a suspicion of inappropriate treatment. 
The responses also show that some young people experi-
enced that teachers had insufficient time and possibilities 
to intervene in and prevent the bullying. Besides teachers, 
the role of, for example, school welfare officers and nurses 
in handling bullying was seen as important.

It’s therefore important to make sure that adults who 
work in schools have enough time to observe the interac-
tion among the youth, to create confidential relationships 
with them and, where necessary, to intervene in bullying 
situations. The bullied one’s experience of remaining alone 
can raise the threshold of notifying adults of the bullying 
even higher. This is why schools should ensure that each 
child and youth has the possibility to regularly talk with 
an adult about their feelings and possible challenges with 
other pupils.

It would be important that teachers come and 
talk to the pupils and students. Often, young 
people remain quiet regarding difficult topics 
and just wish that someone would ask how 
they are doing, or even just say ‘hello’. No one 
wants to be treated as air.

Article 12 of the CRC: A child has 
the right to express their views 

freely in all matters affecting the 
child. The views of the child must be 
given due weight in accordance with 

the age and maturity of the child.
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POVERTY IS NOT TALKED ABOUT IN 
SCHOOL ENVIRONMENTS
Responses of many young people underlined the need to 
talk about bullying already before it happens. 

We should discuss more about jokes and 
‘locker room talk’ comments so that bullying is 
not mistaken as just having fun.

As many as 58% of the respondents said that their school 
has not dealt with poverty at all. However, 69% of the 
respondents said inequality has been discussed in schools. 
Schools should consider poverty and inequality as well as 
the causes and effects and daily experiences related to 
them more carefully. This could in part increase children 
and young people’s knowledge and understanding of the 
different situations of families. 

As children in low-income families encounter bullying and 
discrimination more often than others, schools should 
implement courses of actions and programmes that help 
deal with the issue in both classrooms as well as in other 
activities at the school, such as the peer support scheme, 
student body and mediation.

EVEN ADULTS HAVE PREJUDICES AND 
DISCRIMINATING ATTITUDES
28% of the youth thought that adults in schools do not 
treat all young people in the same way. The experiences 
of these young people highlighted differences in treat-
ment between genders.

Pupils who dress nicely and act calmly/
obediently were clearly preferred by teachers 
in secondary school.

Even among teachers, there are still those whose actions 
are affected by prejudices or stigmatised impressions of 
young people in low-income families. 

Each lesson, the teacher shows a list of the 
pupils who have not done their homework or 
bought the book. I know that the list includes 
people who cannot do anything about it, but 
despite the remarks, the teacher is bullying 
these pupils and embarrassing them.

Even though a majority of the young people thinks that 
the adults in school environments treat all young people 
equally, these stories must be taken seriously. Already a 
single experience of being discriminated against or belit-
tled or of prejudiced behaviour is too much. School must 
be a safe haven where each child and youth feels that 
they are treated in an equal manner as an individual, not 
as a representative of their group.



RECOMMENDATIONS
• Upper secondary education must be genuinely cost-free. All young people have the right to an upper-

secondary-level degree regardless of their wealth.  

• We should invest in a well-functioning cooperation between basic education, parents and upper secondary 
educational institutions so that bullying and discrimination do not overshadow the transitional phase from basic 
school to the upper secondary level. 

• Municipalities must support equal opportunities for children and young people to participate in 

hobbies. Even in the future, we must nationally commit to the hobby guarantee. 

• Schools must be budgeted with a sufficient amount of resources to combat discrimination and bullying.  

• The daily life of a school, such as the peer support scheme, student body, mediation and PTAs, must implement 
proven-to-be-effective tools and programmes to combat discrimination and bullying in order to improve schools’ 
operational cultures. 

• Teachers must be provided with training on how to intervene in bullying and to understand the causes, 
consequences and effects of poverty. 
 

• On a national and municipal level, we must pay attention to the wellbeing of families with children 
in a determined and persistent manner. Cutbacks on the social security and services for families with 
children target the children and young people in low-income families badly. We must recognise the different 
kinds of needs in risk groups, for example families with multiple children and single-parent families. 

• The experiences of children and young people must be heard in the daily life of schools, hobbies and 
communities in all decision-making that concerns them. 

• Children and young people must receive age-based information about the rights they have. We must continue to 
promote human rights education in teacher education and the schools’ teaching.   
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