From: Child Development, Information, and the Formation of Public Policy 7]
- an international perspective, Thomas E. Jordan (Editor) Published by
Charles C. Thomas, Springfield, Illinois 62717, USA (1982)

HURE TR G S ST IR coarri, wtRrRe i e

Chapter 3

CHILD DEVELOPMENT STUDIES IN EUROPE
Harvey Goldstein

~ntrcduction.  Mednick and Baert (1981), in their recent survey, list

=221y 7C child daveiopment studies in western Europe, to which can be
iizsd severa) more from my personal knowledge. It would be pointless to
atte=nt to summarise all these studies once mcre., Moreover, they are
1y useful or informative and some selection criteria become
necessary. The criteria I have adopted are not ideal and they exclude
fro7 corsideraticn some studies which are of interest in certain areas.
ravertheless, [ have tried to keep in mind the overall theme of this
voclume in chocsing criteria, as well as some more general considerations
of methodelegical scundness.

A useful categorisaticn of studies is into those which attempt to
sx2nine representative samples of well defined populations or subpopula-
tions 2nd those which are ‘'opportunity' samples, usually to pursue a
nics at some depth. Partly because my own competence and experi-
y lies with the former type of study and partly because [
believe that policy should tend to be influenced by the former rather
tnar by the Ta*ter, that is what I will concentrate on. This is no%t to
szy that I ccnsider the latter to be unimportant; far from -it.” Such

stuc’es are probably es

w

ential in the development of any field of en-
cuiry, but they are typically exploratory, hypothesis generating and
rointers for further, perhaps confirhétory, reséarch. Any conclusions
t72y reach will usually be tentative and therefore not, in general,
suitadble for policy decisions. Indeed, to base policy decisions on the

resuits of such studies, when they may be highly unrepresentative, can
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be very damaging. In addition, where such studies are longitudinal, the
lack of representativeness will often be more severe than for cross-
sectional studies.

The distinction I have made is not to be confused with the distinc-
tion between large and small studies. While it is probably true that
'representative' studies do tend to .be larger, some non-representative
ones are also large. For example, the important study of determinants
of educational progress by Rutter et al (1579) dnvolved over 2,000
school ch4ildren, but was confined to twelve scnools in one small arza of
inner London. As such, and despite its relatively large size, it is no:
representative of any useful population and in my view is ratrzr uin-
suitable for policy, although of ccurse it raises a number of importan:
rasearch issues which have begun to command the attention of the educa-
tional research community.

In addition to requiring representative studies, this reviaw will
largely, although not exclusively, be concerred with longitudinal ones.
This is not because I believe cross-sectional studies toc be unimportant,
but because only longitudinal studies can begin to answer the more
interesting questions about child develcpment.

Table 12 Tlists those studies with which I shall deal, alcng with
the population sampled, the year of birth of the sample childrzr, the
ages of measurement, sample size arnd tyres of measuremenz. [etaile:
descriptions of most of these studies are given fn Mednick and 3azrs
(1981). Where they are not described there, separate references arz
given. It is worth remarking that the categorization of studies usec by

ednick an aert is somew nfusi m tudies, such as
Med k d B t is mewhat confusing because some studi such
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that of Putter et alii referred to above, are listed as 'representative'
¥1ich thay are rot; others, such as the Brussels study which is repre-
sz-titive, are listed under 'non-representative' studies.
POPULATIONS REPRESENTED
It will de seen that 18 of the 25 studies in Table 12 are actually
represzntative of enly one regicn, city or area ¢f a city. Furthermcre,

stucies sample only a singie birth cohort, so that *here is

m

ro info-—atior on secular trends. Cf the remaining 7, four are located

in Zritain or the United Kingdom, one in Sweden, one in Romania, and the

cther two are specialized studies of twins and adoptees in Denmark. The

Remantan study is only cross-sectional, and the Swedish one is only of

U»5an children, leaving Britain as the only European country with repre-

wy

antative longitudinal studies of the whole population. I shall offer

cre tentative sugcestions as to why this is the case, drawing upon the

oy

lesigns and results from all the studies in Table 12, and attempt to

L

drzw scme policy conclusions.

I had originally felt that it would be useful to try to make some
aeneral statements abcut knowledge of child deveiopment in a comparative
tvsis,  Or a more careful look at the various studies, however, it
2re clear that this was a formidable task which lay beyond my'présent
rasources, Indeed, the coordinated International Children's Centre
¢tudies (Falkner, 1980) which were expiicitly set up to facilitate
comparisons hava achieved Tess than exéected in fhis area despite fre-

suent contacts and an agreed baseline of measurements. The reasons for

tris, presumably, lie partly in the usual problems of highly stretched
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resources, but, I suspect, it is also a product of a current rescarch
ethos which places a high value on 'original' data and a ‘progression’
of research themes.

Why are there so few nationally representative longitudinal studies?
In fact, one should probably be more surprised that there are any reprs-
sentative studies at all. - To begin- with, nationally representative
cross-sectional studies are difficuit to organise successfully, and ihz
added complexity of a longitudiral study means that a considerzbie
effort has"to be maintained over a long period of time. It is of sove
interest that all three child development cohort studies in Britzin heva
each had one or two dedicated individuals associated with <*hay for
nearly all their existence. In addition, the structure of the British
welfare state undoubtedly made the study organisation simpler and
enables all the studies to be carried out relatively cheaply. As mucn
as anything, perhaps, the existence and success of the very first sucr
study, namely the 1946 cohort, set a pattern which it was subsecuertly
rather easier to follow with other studies. Whatever the rzason, it
remains the case that these studies are the only ores which enatle us o
make confident statements about longitudinal changes for a whole nation.
While it has long been recognized in the case of cross-sectional <tudies
that 1inferences for subd-populations in cities or regicns have aa
important but limited usefulness, tnis s rarely discussed for “on-
gitudinal studies. Furthermore, for most of the icngitudiral studias ir
Table 12, the population sampied is that which was resident in the city
or area at one time with no follow-up of those who moved away. Since

such individuals may possess different developmental patterns, tnhis will

bt B 5 T PR B S, T4 A= 8 S e A 0 T R T



—
i
.
“+
4+

ke ysefulness of many results. A further consideration is that

P %

Ly

citudinel studies are usually carried out on 'convenient' and 'privi-
tacged’ populations - such as those near research institutes or in capi-

tal cities. Like much social and epidemiological research, the most
dzorivec areas tend to be omitted because they have few resources and
y support the burden of long term research studies.

“n iliustration of the hazards c¢f using results from unrepresenta-
tive samp’es can be found in attempts tc estimate the correlations
setwaer +ha heights of children and their parents. Specifically, some
af ths early studies (e.g. Thomson, 1955, Bailey, 1954) reported higher
correieztions between parents and children of the same sex then between

rirents and ¢hiidren of opposite sexes. More recent data, however, from

the

>

¢44 and 1958 British Birth Cohort Studies (Gocldstein, 1971) have
srown, at least for methers' heights, that there is no sex difference in

trese correlatiens. It would seem that one important implication for

-
w
v
iD
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r¢n pelicy here is the need to consider carefully the establishment

2 valid total-population inferences from longitudinal research rather

v
3
[AY]
-
Ul
D
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graphicaily limited ones.
CCMPARISONS CVER TIME

{re of the justifications for having three British Birth céhorts
£, 1958, 1970) {5 the potential they provide for comparisons over
“ime. When one lcoks for such comparative analyses, however, one finds
rather few., As remarked above, this is, presumably, partly to do with
resource censtraints, but also seems at Jeast in part to be a realisa-
tion that making comparisons over time is not as straightforward as

~igat at first sight appear.
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Cne of the two major obstacles to comparisons over time lies in tne
nature of much of the data collected. then we attempt to measurs, say,
educational variables we will often need to devise new or special mea-
suring instruments which are valid for the environment or time period
when they are used. For example, when measuring reading attainment it
would be inappropriate to contrive to use the same test over a long
period of time if written language use and cschool curricula are chang-
ing. Also, it may be difficult to justify using the seme instrurer: in
different énv{romnents, for example countries, at the sare tima perizd,
Furthermore, as behavioral science develops new and suparicr instruments
may appear, and there may be a strong case for using these rzther frin
the old ones used in previous studies. With medical measurements alsa,
definitions can change as can diagnostic practice both across tire and
nations. Basic anthropometric measurements on the other hand tand o
remain stable, and it is no accident that for these we have the most
extensive and reliable data across time and populations. In some ways
these are more reliable even than mortality statistics, especially when
determining ‘'causes of death' which will often reflect definiticnal
differences between countries. The other obstacle is the generz’ divzr-
sity of procedures for collecting, recording and processing inforratics
which can easily frustrate any attempts at comparisons.

The above comments are not intended as an argument against atternpts
to make comparisons between studies, rather as 2 note of cauticn zocut
what can be achieved. It is particularly pertinent to ask whether &
sharing of experience might not result in better designs which can allow

valid comparisons. In order to see what might be achieved it is worin

- g orng v iy A AL e Tag B A SETEE L S TR vy TR e



looking at perhaps the most concerted attempt to provide international
comparisons in Europe, namely the International Children's Centre coor-
dinated growth and development studies (Falkner, 1980).

In the early 1950's, a series of longitudinal studies (five in
Europe) were begun, using a commonly agreed baseline of social, medical,
psychological and physical measurements, with common ages of measure-
ment. [t was planned that the study teams would meet regularly to pool
their experience. These first objectives sean.to have beern fulfilled,
and a measure ofthe success of the whole venture is the continued
existence of the studies into the late 1970°'s. Tre regular meetings in
particular led to a considerable and useful exchange of ideas resultirg
in a great deal of learning from each other. In fact, my own experience
from attending six of these meetings is that the most useful lessors
learned fram comparisons of populations are to do with approaches and
methodology rather than with comparisons of numerical estimates. Of
course, there are exceptions to this and some of the compariscns of the
physical and developmental measurements are interesting (Falkner et al,
1980; Hindley, 1980). Unfortunately, however, even these are of limited
utility without adequate studies which probe reasons for the differences
found. Such studies would not only need tc cclilect relatively larze

amounts of mere detailed data, they would also need to ba represantativa

]

of their respective populaticns, as I have argued. An interastin

[}

series of studies which moves some way in this direction is the 1973 w0
Perinatal Collaborative Prcject (WHQ 1978) which used vital registraticn
data from eight countries (four of them in Europe) for a whole year %o

compare mortality rates, birthweights etc., and to see how far any
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differences could be explained by socio-demographic factors. While it
is still too soon to judge the success of this project it would seem te
of fer a methodology ‘for a series of representative longitudinal studies,
possibly along the lines of the U.K. Census longitudinal study, wnich is
following a 1% random sample of individuals from each national decenniz)
census. ‘ -

FUTURE DIRECTICNS

A glgnce at Table 12 and the knowiedge that most of the studie

e

listed there remain uncoordirated, lack regular contacts bhetwasn ro-
searchers, collect data in different ways and often are ynaware of sach

other's existence, should make us pause for thought. This is es

s

ecial oy

NS

so when we recall that these studies have been selected tecausa they zrzs

those which were actually intended by their founders to be rapres

[ty

p }

¥

[¢Y)
]

tive of well-defined populations. The International Children's Cenirs
studies succeeded in achjeving a constructive interchange teiween siud-
ies without severely limiting the ambitions and development of each.
To do this again on a larger scale with representative samples woulcd rot
be 1impossible, although expensive. Nevertheless, it may be no more
expensive than the sum total of the separats stucies ncw ir exi:ztence.

One possible prototype, *the U.X. longitudinal study, has &airgady
been mentioned. This has certain difficultias in that i*s use of census
data requires the ciose cooperation of government desartmenis, hut %3
design seems worth exploring further. Another model is thz Jargs sti’e
cohort study along the lines of the 1546, 1953 and 1970 British cohorts.

ns

i

Because the size of such a collaborative undertaking arnd its exp

34

[{3]

ara

.
X :;_/

or

somewhat daunting, the coordination of such a project wouid pr

O
(3

100



5 B ¥ P Y e L e b

require the backing of international organizations such as WH(O, UNICEF
and UNESCO, but the potential payoffs could be very large indeed. Of
course, the precise design of the studies probably should not copy that
of the British cohorts, and in particular should involve more sophisti-
cated population and time sampling methods. There is also no reason why
such studies should be confined to Europe; for example Cuba now has a
cchort study modelled on the British cohorts. At the very least, like
she International Children's Center studies, the process of running such
studies and meeting "to Hiscuss them ought to provide a more efficient

5
!

use of research resources than 1is presently the czse. A reasgcnable
expectation is that a series of such studies would, 1ike their Sritich
prototypes, enormously increase our overall knowledge of the development
of child populations. While they would not entirely replace more limit-
ed specialized studies, they could act as reference points from wnich
such studies could develop.

With modern computing techniques there should be little cdifficulty
in rapid interchange and comparisons of data. Because the studies are
long term they will need to have secure lgcal instjtutional support, and
University departments would be obvious locations, althcugh well astab-
lished independent research organizations might equally be suitatle. A
secure long-term source of funding at least for core staff seems essern-
tial, and is something which only the 1846 British Cohort seems to nave
achieved successfully.

There is, I belijeve, sufficient expertise available to initiate and
sustain a programme of internationally coordinated representative child
development studies and, at the very least, a small initiative to ex-

plore its feasibility seems well worth funding.
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