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1. Introduction 
Poverty is an undesirable and, to many, an unacceptable phenomenon. A wide range 
of studies has suggested that the hardship of poverty is even more undesirable when it 
concerns children due to its far-reaching short-term and long-run negative 
implications (see e.g. Wagmiller, Lennon, Kuang, Alberti and Aber 2006; Haveman 
and Wolfe, 1995; Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997; Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1997; 
Esping-Andersen and Sarasa, 2002). The increased acknowledgement that children 
deserve a special focus in the debate on poverty has encouraged the development of 
child-specific poverty approaches and measures (see Roelen and Gassmann, 2008; 
Roelen et al., 2009a). Generally, these child poverty approaches are developed for 
children at large, with limited diversification between age groups (Roelen, 2010).  
Nevertheless, an increasing body of research postulates that that the timing of poverty 
during childhood matters (Wagmiller et al., 2006; Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1997). 
For example, low levels of income and the receipt of welfare in the early childhood-
period have been found to have a greater impact on school dropout than it does in 
other periods (Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Duncan et al., 1998). Moreover, deep 
and persistent poverty in early childhood is likely to have more perverse effects in 
comparison to such episodes in later years of life (Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 2000). 
Despite the notion that age matters, it has only led to a limited reflection in poverty 
measures. 
 
Borrowing insights from other disciplines, we learn that adolescence is a particular 
stage in life with specific characteristics in terms of physical maturity, cognitive 
capacity and social skills (Bearinger, Sieving, Ferguson and Sharma, 2007) that might 
render the need for an adolescent-specific perspective in the analysis and assessment 
of their situations. Igra and Irwin (1996) postulate that “Normal adolescent 
development encompasses increasing independence, autonomy from the family, 
greater peer affiliation and importance, sexual formation, and physiological and 
cognitive maturation” (pp. 39). Psychological theory puts forward that adolescence is 
the decisive period in one’s life for the formation of identity and the development of 
personality (see Erikson, 1968). Adolescence as a life stage is also of utmost interest 
to behavioral scientists as it is characterized by risk-taking behavior (Igra and Irwin, 
1996). This type of conduct refers to behaviors that potentially damage one’s health 
and leads to higher levels of morbidity and mortality amongst adolescents, such as 
drug and alcohol use. An issue relating to both the formation of identity as well as 
risk-taking behavior is the development of sexuality, sexual interactions and agency, 
especially in relation to girls (Impett and Tolman, 2006). Erikson (1968) further 
argues that due to technological advances that have increased the time span between 
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early school life and one’s access to the labor market, adolescence has gained 
increased significance as a separate life stage in the second half of the twentieth 
century. The awareness that well-being during adolescence can lead to positive 
behavioral change and consequently to better outcomes for the individual and the 
society has resulted in increased attention for adolescents in recent years in the debate 
on poverty reduction and development (Herrera, 2006). Moreover, the generation of 
adolescents has never been as big in history before with almost half of the world’s 
population being younger than 25 years of age (Bearinger et al, 2007, Kleinert, 2007). 
Nevertheless, the emphasis that adolescents received as special focus group in the 
disciplines of psychology and behavioral science, amongst others, can not be observed 
in the field of poverty measurement and analysis.  
 
This paper aims to address this gap within the debate on poverty and well-being 
measurement. It presents an explorative study to assess and investigate the issues 
related to the measurement of multidimensional poverty and well-being of a specific 
groups in society, delineated by age and gender, namely adolescent girls. Building 
evidence and gaining insight into their state of life is a pre-requisite to understand and 
address the issues they face. This paper applies the generic construction process that 
was developed by Roelen et al (2009a) to guide the development of multidimensional 
child poverty approaches to assess the possibilities of capturing the special situation 
of adolescents. Furthermore, it considers the MICS household survey of Vietnam to 
investigate the empirical implications.  
 
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: firstly, we provide an indicative 
but non-exhaustive review of existing studies on poverty and well-being with a 
special focus on adolescents. Second, we explore the theoretical options of 
formulating an approach that is tailored to the context of adolescent girls by using the 
generic construction process as a guiding framework. Next, the theoretical disposition 
is extended by an empirical investigation on the basis of Vietnamese household 
survey data. Finally, we conclude by putting forward options for future research. 
 
2. Adolescence, poverty and well-being 
A broader interpretation of poverty and well-being points towards an array of studies 
on the subjective life satisfaction of children and adolescents within the field of 
psychology that has been undertaken since the beginning of the 1990’s. Seminal work 
by Huebner (1991, 1994) on the Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale 
(MSLSS) has inspired a body of research that is now widespread and well established. 
The MSLSS and other life satisfaction scales are used to assess the satisfaction of 
school-aged children and students in different life satisfaction domains, including 
school, family, friends and living environment (Huebner et al., 2000; Huebner, 2004). 
Bender (1997)) argues that these subjective measures of life satisfaction should also 
be adjusted to the developmental phase of the child/adolescent as self-concepts 
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become more differentiated with age and inherent cognitive development. The notion 
of the need for age-appropriate scales for the measurement of life satisfaction can thus 
be said to have inspired a body of research salient to those aspects reflective of 
different stages if life.  
 
A review of the wide range of existing evidence on child poverty from a social 
science or socio-economic perspective does not point towards the existence of a wide 
range of age-appropriate studies and suggests that the majority of approaches are 
developed for children at large, overarching children in all age groups (Roelen, 2010). 
Unless the purpose of the child poverty approach clearly stipulates the analysis of a 
specific age group, a one-size-fits-all type of concepts is applied. The comparative 
child poverty studies by Gordon et al. (2003a, 2003b) and Bradshaw et al. (2006) as 
well as the country-specific studies by Noble et al. (2006) and Roelen et al. (2009a, 
2009b) employ a single concept for children in different stages of childhood. A very 
limited number of studies have focused on children in specific age groups and 
adolescents in particular. Moore et al. (2008b) present a rare example of an age-
specific child poverty study with an age-appropriate construct of child poverty by 
focusing on middle childhood (ages 6-11). The rationale for this age-specific study 
follows from the acknowledgement that middle childhood is a unique developmental 
period and that a lack of attention can lead to harmful consequences in adolescent and 
adult life (Moore et al., 2008b). The authors emphasize that further testing of the 
scarce and scattered age-specific studies on child well-being is necessary (Moore et al., 
2008). The study by Moore et al. (2008b) builds on work by Moore et al. (2008a), 
who construct a child well-being index for children in middle childhood (6-11) and in 
adolescence (12-17). Although the theoretical framework is based on the premise that 
separate items should be included for different age groups in order to be “[…] were 
reflective of the associated developmental capacities and needs of early and middle 
childhood and adolescence” (Moore et al., 2008a), the same set of indicators are de 
facto used for both age groups due to data availability issues. In comparison, children 
in middle childhood were generally found to have higher levels of well-being than 
adolescents. Trzcinski and Holst (2008) investigated subjective well-being amongst 
17-year olds in Germany and possible factors that might explain differences amongst 
young people in transition to adulthood. The study’s conceptual model largely builds 
on the life satisfaction literature by Huebner and others. Subjective well-being was 
captured by 17-year olds’ own assessment of their life satisfaction whilst explanatory 
constructs included personal relationships, family composition, income and economic 
hardship and employment. Predictive factors of adolescent subjective well-being were 
generally found to overlap with predictive factors of adult subjective well-being.   
 
In sum, the range of studies on age-specific studies investigating well-being, poverty 
and vulnerability is scarce and scattered. The majority of research can be found in 
psychological, developmental or behavioral literature, whilst very little evidence is 
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available from a more socio-economic perspective. Evidence on adolescents is limited 
and, to our knowledge, gender-sensitive constructs are largely unexplored.  
 
3. Exploring the options 
This section presents a theoretical exploration for the development of an approach that 
considers the situation of adolescents and adolescent girls in particular. As a guide for 
this exploration, we apply the generic construction process as developed by Roelen et 
al. (2009a). This construction process can be used as a guide to ensure explicit and 
transparent decision-making at every step along the process. These steps include the 
identification of the rationale and purpose of an approach, the formulation of a 
conceptual framework, the choice of domains and indicators and the development of 
outcome products in the form of poverty measures. Each of these steps is subject to 
value judgments and follows from decisions made at previous steps. As such, the 
development of a poverty approach is an inherently normative process and path 
dependent. A careful, explicit and transparent process will ensure that the concurrent 
child poverty approach and its outcomes are less prone to misunderstandings and 
misinterpretations (Roelen et al., 2009a; Alkire, 2008). 
 
Rationale and purpose 
The rationale behind the construction of a poverty approach geared towards 
adolescent girls is to build evidence and gain specific insight into the situation of this 
specific group in society. Adolescents have gained increased attention and importance 
within the development policy and poverty reduction debate resulting from the 
acknowledgment of the crucial role they can play within these processes (Herrera, 
2006). However, a review of literature suggests that a very limited number of attempts 
have been undertaken in the existing of body of research to explore the specific 
situation of adolescents, and adolescent girls in particular, in terms of poverty and 
well-being. This paper aims to investigate the extent to which a multidimensional 
poverty approach can be geared to capture the situation of adolescent girls, how to 
overcome conceptual and empirical constraints and to build evidence and gain 
insights. The situation of adolescent girls in Vietnam is used as a specific case study.  
 
Conceptual framework  
A first issue to clarify within the discussion on the conceptual framework concerns the 
specific age brackets that are considered to be reflected by adolescence. There is no 
clear definition about the specific age boundaries that delineate the life stage of 
adolescence (Herrera, 2006) but there is widespread consensus that it ranges from 10 
to 18 or 19 years of age (see e.g. Sells and Blum, 1996; Impett and Tolman, 2006; 
WHO, 2010). The first part of this period can be referred to as early adolescence 
whilst the second part as late adolescence (Impett and Tolman, 2006). The age 
parameters of youth are usually wider and, depending on the definition, range from 12 
or 15 years to 24 years of age (Herrera, 2006). We will follow the definition of 
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adolescence and focus on girls aged 10 to 19 years of age.  The construction of 
adolescence as a distinct group, and thereby separating them from children and adults 
as natural groups, has also been criticized for its ignorance of the cultural, social and 
historical context and focus on adolescents as a primarily problematic group (see e.g. 
Lesko, 1996). We acknowledge these concerns and realize that a degree of 
generalization and normative judgment on what is normal and deviant behavior is 
inherent to the delineation of different groups in society along any lines. Nevertheless, 
we believe that the widespread evidence from different disciplines that individuals 
aged 10 to 19 years are confronted with issues specific to their age can not be ignored 
and calls for a translation into a specific concept of poverty and well-being.   
 
Considering the many changes occurring within the period of adolescence and the 
transition from child- to adulthood that it represents, the construct of 
multidimensional poverty for adolescent girls might prove difficult to conceptualize. 
Two distinct conceptual constructs might be of relevance here, namely the notions of 
well-being versus well-becoming. The first concept focuses on current life outcomes 
as a state in and of itself whilst the latter builds on the notion that individuals 
(children or adolescents) should be prepared for the future and adult life (Roelen, 
2010; Ben-Arieh, 2000). As adolescence represents the very transition from one life 
stage to another, the majority of studies seem to focus on adolescents in their role as 
future adults rather than on current outcomes and their intrinsic value (see White, 
2002). The increased awareness of the importance of adolescents and youth in the 
development debate reflects exactly that; their crucial role in “[…] forging more 
stable, democratic and economically prosperous societies” (Herrera, 2006, pp. 1426). 
And although behavioral studies acknowledge the threats of risk-taking behavior for 
adolescents’ health and well-being in the present, they also emphasize the adverse 
negative consequences in adult life (see e.g. Igra and Irwin, 2006). Bearinger et al. 
(2007) state that […] adolescents are the greatest hope for turning the tide against 
STI’s, AIDS, and early pregnancy” (pp.1220). Qvortrup (1999) expresses the fear that 
a sole focus on well-becoming “[…] justifies any type of life for children, provided 
the end result – that is, the adult person – exhibits positive values on a set of success 
criteria”. The intrinsic importance of child well-being also follows the concept of 
children’s rights (Ben-Arieh 2000) and human rights. Moreover, in his seminal work 
on the basic needs approach, Streeten (1984) already postulated that “The 
consumption aspects and the investment aspects of human resource development thus 
reinforce each other” (pp. 976). The intrinsic value as well as future importance of 
child and adolescent poverty and well-being calls for an interest in present and future 
childhood and adolescence (Qvortrup, 1997). In terms of the conceptual framework 
underlying this study, we propose a hybrid construct that incorporates issues 
pertaining to the current well-being and future well-becoming of adolescent girls.  
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The human and child rights as well as basic needs approaches might consequently 
serve as useful frameworks for the identification of issues relevant for adolescent 
girls’ current well-being and future well-becoming. Inevitably, these will include a set 
of issues that are not specific to girls in adolescence only but are relevant for all 
individuals in society, such as basic needs relating to housing conditions, clean water 
and hygienic sanitation facilities. Borrowing insights from other disciplines, we might 
also be able to identify those issues that are relevant particularly for adolescent girls. 
Risk-taking behavior is one of such issues pertaining particularly to adolescents (i.e. 
Furby and Beyth-Marom, 1992; Igra and Irwin, 1996). Such behavior includes 
activities that are undertaken by adults as well, such as the use of alcohol and drugs or 
the driving a car, but adolescents pursue them in a way that entails greater risks 
(Furby and Beyth-Marom, 1992). As a consequence, risk-taking behaviors and 
negative outcomes of early pregnancy and STI’s have been found to be the most 
important threats for adolescents’ health and well-being during adolescence as well as 
into adulthood (Igra and Irwin, 1996; Bearinger et al., 2007). Bearinger et al. (2007) 
state that […] the immature reproductive and immune systems of adolescent girls 
translate to increased susceptibility to STI and HIV transmission; pregnancy and 
delivery for those with incomplete body growth exposes them to problems that are 
less common in adult women” (pp. 1220). The issue of reproductive health can thus 
be considered an important issue and source of vulnerability for adolescent girls 
pertaining to their current level of well-being as well as future well-becoming. 
Developmental theory also postulates that other aspects, such as family and peer-
relation, education and constructive leisure activities, are particularly relevant in 
adolescent life (see Barber, Eccles and Stone, 2001). The role of these aspects in the 
formation of identity and development of sense of self during adolescence (Erikson 
1986), is what makes them so particularly relevant for this period in life.  
 
In sum, the proposed concept for female adolescent poverty and well-being is 
multidimensional in nature, a hybrid between the constructs of well-being and well-
becoming and includes issues both particular to adolescent girls as well as relevant for 
all individuals in society. Empirically, the situation of adolescent girls might be 
difficult to measure as data in household surveys is often collected for respondents 
differentiated by age. The age boundaries of the various questions might not be in line 
with those that denote the period of adolescence. Given the blurred relation between 
child- and adulthood, indicators might not be available for the adolescent group as a 
whole but only for limited age brackets. 
 
Domains and indicators 
The choice of domains and indicators can be instigated by a number of different 
selection mechanisms (Roelen at al. 2009a; Alkire, 2008; Biggeri, 2007). These 
mechanisms include public consensus, expert opinions and data availability, amongst 
others. Generally, a combination of selection mechanisms is used to arrive at a set of 
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domains and indicators for a given poverty approach. Public consensus documents, 
existing studies and an assessment of the available data informed the choice of 
domains and indicators to reflect the situation of adolescent girls. Public consensus 
documents include the Convention of the Rights of the Child, the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the Millennium Development Goals. These do not 
specifically point towards issues exclusively relevant for adolescent girls but point 
towards a range of basic needs such as food, clothing, housing, medical care, social 
services and social security (Article 25, UDHR). In terms of previous studies, we 
build on the set of items proposed by Moore et al. (2008a) for the measurement of 
well-being in middle childhood and adolescence. The domains include physical, 
psychological, social, educational/intellectual, family, neighborhood, socio-
demographic well-being. We adjust those for the developing country context, age-
specificity and gender sensitivity when possible. We do not include measures 
reflecting the specific situation of the family, neighborhood or socio-demographic 
conditions in the construct of child well-being as we aim to use those for the 
explanation of differences in adolescent girl well-being outcomes. Finally, we assess 
the information available within the household survey from Vietnam. The specific 
survey employed for the empirical application is the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 
(MICS) from 2006. The Vietnam MICS is based on the standardized MICS surveys as 
technically supported by UNICEF. The first and second round was conducted in 1995 
and 2000, while the third round was completed in 2006.  The survey contains a range 
of questions especially focused on education, health, reproductive health, HIV/AIDS 
and is separated into a questionnaire for households, women of reproductive age (15-
49) and children under five. Regions were identified as the main sampling domains 
and the sample was selected in two stages, based on enumeration areas from the 
census. The sample consists of a total number of 10.861 households with 36.573 
individuals out of which 8.574 are adolescents aged 10-19. There are 4.130 adolescent 
girls in this sample.  
 
The final set of domains and indicators selected on the basis of these mechanisms are 
presented in Table 1. Ideally, they reflect the multidimensional nature of poverty and 
well-being faced by adolescent girls, issues of well-being in the present and well-
becoming in the future and issues pertaining to both adolescent girls in particular and 
all individuals in Vietnam in general. The availability of information within the MICS 
proved to be a considerable constraining factor as the MICS survey primarily focuses 
on issues related to objective well-being and does not include many questions on 
respondents’ perception or feelings about specific issues. The final set consists of four 
domains, namely education/intellectual, health, social and living environment, and a 
total of 13 indicators. Note that indicators are not equally formulated positively or 
negatively and that concurrent indicator rates reflect a positive or negative situation 
dependent on the formulation of the specific indicator.  
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Table 1 Domains and indicators  
Domain Indicator  Observed for 
Education/intellectual gross enrollment  all adolescent girls and 

boys, aged 10-19  
 primary school completion  adolescent girls and 

boys, aged 13-19 
 literacy  adolescent girls, aged 

15-19 
Health  given birth during adolescence adolescent girls, aged 

15-19 
 knowledge about HIV/AIDS adolescent girls, aged 

15-19 
Social  attitude towards domestic violence 

(acceptance of hitting wife) 
adolescent girls, aged 
15-19 

Living environment access to safe drinking water all adolescent girls and 
boys, aged 10-19 

 access to hygienic sanitation all adolescent girls and 
boys, aged 10-19 

 living in dwelling with electricity all adolescent girls and 
boys, aged 10-19 

 living in dwelling with proper roof all adolescent girls and 
boys, aged 10-19 

 living in dwelling proper floor all adolescent girls and 
boys, aged 10-19 

 living in dwelling with TV all adolescent girls and 
boys, aged 10-19 

 living in dwelling with computer all adolescent girls and 
boys, aged 10-19 

 
4. Empirical investigation 
To test the empirical applicability of the conceptual framework as outlined in the 
previous section, we provide descriptive statistics for a number of selected indicators 
in this section1.  
 
Education/intellectual domain 
The education and intellectual domain aims to capture adolescent girl’s situations with 
respect to situation in terms of educational progress and intellectual standards. Three 
indicators were identified, namely gross enrollment, completion of primary school 
and literacy. Whilst the first indicator is observable for adolescent girls of all ages, the 
primary school completion indicator and literacy indicator are only observed for older 
adolescents. In case of primary school completion, this is due to the fact that girls 
younger than 13 years of age are simply not able to have concluded primary education 
yet. The question in the MICS survey referring to literacy is only directed towards 
girls of 15 years and older and can thus only be observed for those.  
 
Estimates for literacy rates amongst adolescent girls aged 15-19 in the appendix 
indicates that literacy is widespread and that there is fairly little differentiation 
between different groups in society. Gross enrollment rates and primary school 

                                                
1 The results for all indicators can be found in the appendix. 
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completion rates might allow for a more diversified picture of the situation of 
adolescent girls with respect to education. Figures 1 and 2 respectively display gross 
enrollment rates and primary school completion rates for adolescent girls and boys 
decomposed by area, region, ethnicity and age groups for Vietnam. 
 
Figure 1 Gross enrollment rates in Vietnam  
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Source: author’s own calculations from MICS 2006 
 
Figure 2 Primary school completion rates in Vietnam 
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Source: author’s own calculations from MICS 2006 
 
Generally, we can observe an overall level of high well-being with respect to 
education for adolescent girls. The average gross enrollment rate for adolescent girls 
is 74 percent but this can be mainly attributed to a relatively low level of enrollment 
amongst older adolescent girls (aged 16-19). Primary school completion for 
adolescent girls averages about 94 percent for all girls aged 13-19. Given the 
availability of these education estimates for both girls and boys, we can also explicitly 
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consider any degree of gender inequality within this domain. We do not observe any 
consistent degree of gender inequality with respect to education with a relatively 
disadvantaged position for either girls or boys. A closer look at the decomposition by 
area, region and ethnicity indicates that girls perform slightly better in the more 
affluent urban area and Red River Delta, North Central Coast and South East regions. 
By the same token, boys appear to be in a more advantaged position in the North East 
and North West regions and in the case of ethnic minorities.  
 
Health domain 
The health domain incorporates indicators on issues pertaining to reproductive health 
as well as access to health services and quality of care. The MICS data allows for the 
collection of fairly little evidence on health, especially for early adolescents. The first 
indicator under consideration is the proportion of adolescent girls that have already 
given birth to a baby. The estimates presented in the appendix indicate that this only 
represents a small proportion of adolescent girls aged 15-19 in Vietnam, averaging 3 
percent. The second indicator, namely the knowledge about HIV/AIDS will be 
considered in closer detail here. This indicator is based on survey questions that 
evaluate women’s knowledge about the transmission of or protection against 
HIV/AIDS. The questions included in this indicator include: “Have you heard of 
HIV/AIDS?’, “Can HIV/AIDS be transmitted through witchcraft or supernatural 
means?”, “Are you protected against HIV/AIDS by always using a condom?”, “Is it 
possible for a healthy-looking person to have HIV/AIDS?” and “Can HIV/AIDS be 
transmitted through pregnancy?”. An aggregate indicator is created by assuming that 
if an adolescent girl is able to answer correctly to at least 4 out of 5 questions, that she 
has knowledge about HIV/AIDS. Figure 3 represents a radar diagram, depicting the 
proportions of adolescent girls (15-19) with specific knowledge about HIV/AIDS by 
region.  
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Figure 3 Knowledge about HIV/AIDS in Vietnam 
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A first observation from this radar diagram is the large dispersion by region for 
specific knowledge of HIV/AIDS. Whilst 90 percent of adolescent girls in all regions 
are aware that HIV/AIDS can be transmitted through pregnancy, these proportions 
range from 67 to 90 percent with respect to the possibility of a healthy-looking person 
to have HIV/AIDS. The specific distribution by region is also of interest; the Central 
Highlands and South Central Coast regions hold particularly large proportions of girls 
without specific knowledge of HIV/AIDS. These findings are rather surprising as 
these regions are usually amongst the average performers in terms of poverty or other 
areas of well-being and are not home to a particular population group with distinct 
beliefs or values. (see Roelen et al. 2009b).  
 
Social domain 
Only one indicator was identified to reflect the situation of adolescent girls in the 
social domain, namely the attitude towards domestic violence through the acceptance 
of the husband hitting his wife for several reasons. Women were asked whether they 
considered it acceptable if a husband hits his wife if she goes out without telling him, 
neglects the children, argues with him, refuses to have sex with him or burns the food. 
An aggregate indicator was created by considering that an adolescent girl accepts 
domestic violence if she finds it acceptable that a husband hits his wife for at least one 
of the aforementioned reasons. Figures 4 and 5 present the proportions of adolescent 
girls (15-19) that find it acceptable for a husband to hit his wife for several reasons 
decomposed by respectively area, ethnicity and region.  
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Figure 4 Attitude towards domestic violence in Vietnam 
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Source: author’s own calculations from MICS 2006 
 
Figure 5 Attitude towards domestic violence in Vietnam 
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Source: author’s own calculations from MICS 2006 
 
The decompositions by various groups in society show that the attitudes towards 
domestic violence by adolescent women are much dispersed with its specific degree 
of variability depending on the specific behavior of the wife.  The proportion of 
adolescent girls that finds it acceptable for a husband to hit his wife when she goes 
ranges from 7 percent in the South East region to as high as 42 percent in the North 
Central Coast. The acceptance of a husband hitting is wife is generally lower when a 
wife refuses to have sex or burns the food and highest in the case of child neglect. 
Domestic violence is more accepted in rural areas than urban areas across the board. 
This also holds with respect to ethnic minorities except for the case in which the wife 
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argues with the husband. We also find considerable regional differentiation. 
Acceptance of domestic violence is lowest in the South East region and highest in the 
North Central Coast and Mekong River Delta regions.  
 
Living environment domain 
The living environment domain allowed for the identification of the highest number 
of indicators. They relate to a number of basic needs, including water, sanitation, 
shelter conditions, assets and information. Figure 6 presents indicator rates for the 
sanitation and water indicators for boys and girls and points towards a large degree of 
gender equality. Results do, however, point towards an urban-rural divide and 
discrepancies between regions and minorities.  
 
Figure 6 Access to hygienic sanitation and safe drinking water in Vietnam 

 

Source: author’s own calculations from MICS 2006 

 
Results in the appendix indicate that adolescent girls living in rural areas are 
disadvantaged with respect to the living environment in comparison to those living in 
urban areas. This holds for all indicators except for the availability of a TV or 
computer in the household. Regional estimates point towards the Red River Delta and 
South East regions as those with the best living environment and to the North West, 
Mekong River Delta and North East regions with the most disadvantaged situation. 
The proportions of adolescent girls living in good conditions are also considerably 
lower for those of ethnic minority in comparison to those of ethnic majority.  
 
In conclusion, we find that the picture with respect to adolescent girls in Vietnam is 
mixed depending on the indicator under consideration and its decomposition for 
different groups in society. Those indicators that were available for girls and boys did 
not point towards the existence of persistent gender inequality. However, the 
interpretation of these indicators has be done with caution as they have been measured 
at the household level and are thus likely to show little variation at the individual level. 
The findings do enable the conclusion that adolescent girls in rural areas are 
disadvantaged in comparison to those in urban areas. A similar picture holds with 
respect to adolescent girls of ethnic minorities versus those of the Kinh/Chinese 
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ethnicity although exceptions might be found at the indicator level. The regional 
picture is mixed.  

 
5. Conclusion 
The explorative study presented in this paper shows that an age-appropriate approach 
towards the measurement of well-being might have the power to give a more specific 
insight into issues particularly pertaining to adolescents than general approaches do. 
Furthermore, decomposition of results by gender and the use of indicators particularly 
relevant for girls allow for a gender-sensitive analysis and specific consideration of 
the situation of girls. The use of the MICS data in the case of Vietnam indicators 
indicates that such a standardized survey goes a long way in building evidence and the 
provision of insight into the situation of adolescent girls. Nevertheless, a lot of issues 
require further investigation and consideration.  
 
First of all, we should also be critical about regarding adolescents as a single group. In 
light of the widespread distinction between child- and adult approaches towards 
poverty and well-being, the acknowledgement that adolescence is a complex 
developmental period and the fact that adolescence is characterized by a transition 
from child- to adulthood and issues pertaining to both these life stages, it might prove 
inappropriate to capture this is in a single concept. Other studies have also 
emphasized that a conflation of adolescents of different ages into a single group might 
mask important differences (Bearinger et al. 2007) or made a clear distinction 
between late and early adolescence, characterized by different levels of cognitive and 
sexual development (see e.g. Piaget, 2008; Impett and Tolman, 2006). One option to 
avoid a generalist view and expose the specific issues related to young and older 
adolescents is to diversify our conceptual framework and concurrent poverty and 
well-being approach for early and late adolescents.  
 
A second issue requiring further investigation in future research is the consolidation 
of measures on objective and subjective well-being. The current dichotomy between 
data collection and analysis efforts make it difficult to combine both types of 
measures into a single approach. However, the exploration in this paper reveals that 
the inclusion of merely objective or subjective indicators leads to a partial picture, at 
best, of the situation of adolescent girls. Especially issues pertaining to the 
psychological domain are lacking when using a source such as a household survey, 
despite the particular importance of this issue in adolescence.   
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Appendix 

Source: author’s own calculations from MICS 2006 

 n=8574, age 
10-19 

n= 5114, age 
13-19 n=4399 , age 15-19 n=8574,, age 10-19 

 Education Health Social Living Environment 
 Ind. 1 - 

Gross 
enrollment  

Ind. 2 -  
Completion 
primary 
school 

Ind. 3 
Literacy 
rate 

Ind. 4 -  
Birth during 
adolescence  

Ind.5 – 
Knowledge 
about 
HIV/AIDS 

Ind. 6 – 
Attitude 
towards 
domestic 
violence 

Ind.7  -  
Electricity 
in dwelling  

Ind.8 -  
Proper 
roofing 

Ind.9  -  
Proper 
flooring  

Ind. 10- 
Hygienic 
sanitation 

Ind. 11- 
Safe 
drinking 
water  

Ind. 
12- 
TV  

Ind. 13 - 
computer  

Total 73.7 93.55 98.4 2.6 75.3 52.8 96.8 93.2 81.7 65 60.5 87.7 9.7 
              
Urban 86 98.5 100 1.4 76.5 31.2 99.5 98.4 93.2 88 83.5 87.9 3.7 
Rural 70.3 92.2 97.8 3.0 75.0 58.5 96.1 91.8 78.5 58.6 54.2 87.5 3.5 
              
Red River Delta 80.67 99.27 99.6 2.04 81.63 51.84 100.00 98.58 96.63 89.36 91.84 94.68 10.46 
North East 61.82 86.8 96.5 2.65 78.76 53.54 90.23 83.86 59.77 54.39 35 71.82 4.77 
North West 58.93 88.77 96.4 6.05 79.84 47.58 76.19 85.32 35.12 29.84 43.25 63.49 1.59 
North Central 
Coast 83.98 98.73 99.5 1.54 78.97 80.51 99.82 95.95 89.08 70.66 46.3 87.68 2.46 

South Central 
Coast 73.65 94.12 97.8 3.75 59.93 47.94 99.07 97.77 92.95 58.13 31.91 85.34 9.65 

Central 
Highlands 76.42 87.32 95.3 2.55 62.98 49.79 93.81 97.16 83.78 50 9.36 83.78 5.69 

South East 80.13 96 99.1 1.29 78.45 25.00 99.58 98.33 94.35 75.1 70.71 96.86 22.59 
Mekong River 
Delta 61.5 87.72 98.5 3.94 70.44 62.56 96.13 84.74 64.24 31.74 76.54 88.61 10.25 

              
Kinh/Chinese 
ethnicity 76.4 95.4 99.3 2.2 75.3 52.2 99.1 95.8 88.6 70.7 65.7 92.2 11.4 

Other ethnicity 59 83.4 93.7 5.0 75.1 56.1 84.5 79.1 44.5 33.7 32.6 61.7 0.3 
              
10-12 94.9 na na na na na 95.5 92.5 79.7 60.9 60.2 83.8 9.7 
13-15 85.4 94.4 98.7 0 72.8 53.5 97.5 92.2 82.5 63.4 59.1 87.8 8.9 
16-19 50.6 92.9 98.3 3.4 75.9 52.6 97.2 94.5 82.4 65.0 61.4 89.6 10.2 
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