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ABSTRACT 

OF THE DISSERTATION 
 

Effect of Resource Curse on Child Well-being in Resource-rich Countries, 
  

Specifically in the Post-Soviet States 
by 

Aytakin Huseynli, MSW 

Doctor of Philosophy in Social Work  

Washington University in St. Louis, 2022 

Professor Michael Sherraden, Chair 

It was November of 2019, and I had just landed in my next country, the second resource-

rich country I was visiting to collect data for my dissertation. I took a taxi from the airport to go 

to my hotel. The radio was playing Russian pop music. As we started to drive, I was shocked to 

see gleaming buildings, wide roads, lights, and mega-sized construction projects, all radiating out 

from the airport. I knew this particular country was rich, but I did not expect this much wealth. 

Everything was telling me that I was in a country with immense wealth; signs of it were 

everywhere. While looking around I could not hide my surprise and excitement. Noticing my 

reaction, the taxi driver responded, “Yes, we are a very rich country, we have all the minerals 

and expensive natural elements from Mendeleyev’s [periodic] table.”  

As we were driving, the news, in Russian, which I understood, came on the radio. The 

news anchor announced, “We continue reporting on the news that we woke up to yesterday, 



 

 

  

x

which shocked the whole nation. The mother of the five girls who burned to death behind locked 

doors is still in the hospital and in shock. She is still not fully conscious or able to talk about 

details.” As I heard this, I asked the driver what happened. Apparently, two able-bodied parents 

had come to the capital from one of the provinces of the country to seek work to support their 

five children. They found a place to live, but while out earning money—most probably through 

informal labor—they had to leave their children without supervision behind a locked door at 

home. The eldest of five children, all girls, was seven years old. The family did not know anyone 

who could be with their daughters, nor could they afford to send them to childcare or school. A 

fire started at the home, and the girls could not escape, so they burned to death. 

As I heard this story, we continued passing by an increasing number of mega-

constructions, fancy buildings, and new bridges on the way to the hotel. I remembered an old 

saying we had in Azerbaijan, “the beggar sons of millionaires,” which referred to the millions of 

poor people during the first oil boom in Azerbaijan back in the early 1900s. Azerbaijan and this 

country I visited had similar histories, with similar outcomes. Oil wealth does not necessarily 

lead to shared prosperity and development. 

Moreover, as I was writing this introduction in 2022, the people of this country were 

mourning another tragedy—the arrests of 5,000 people and the deaths of 165 civilian protesters, 

who were killed on January 6, 2022, by their government, while protesting harsh living 

conditions and recent increases in fuel and food prices. In addition to inequality, oil- and gas-rich 

developing nations also tend to have less democracy and more government oppression.  

Why are so many people struggling and helpless in countries with oil and gas resources? 

As countries become richer, citizens should gain in social and economic well-being. 

Theoretically, countries with new wealth can create opportunities for vulnerable populations, 
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especially for children. But that has not been the case for low-to-middle income (LMI) countries 

that are rich in natural resources such as oil and gas. These countries are victims of the resource 

curse, which is regressive development that occurs despite wealth coming from the exploitation 

of natural resources, especially oil and gas. These countries tend to have unequal economic 

development, strong autocratic regimes, and severe human rights violations. Social well-being is 

also affected negatively by the resource curse.  

The purpose of this dissertation research has been to extend resource curse theory to the 

study of child well-being in LMI resource-rich countries and to suggest a policy-level 

intervention to improve children’s well-being. 

Although the effect of the resource curse on the development of countries has been 

studied since the late 1980s, little attention has been paid to the situation of children from the 

perspective of the resource curse. But with resource-rich LMI numbering as many as 72—about 

one-quarter of all the nations on the planet—the question of truncated or diminished well-being 

of children in these countries is important to address. And it is also important to plan, design, 

test, and implement tailored interventions that can contribute to the improvement of the well-

being of millions of children. Given this agenda, the following three papers have the purpose of 

(1) studying the situation of the well-being of children in resource-rich LMI countries 

worldwide, (2) focusing specifically on six post-Soviet countries, and (3) developing a policy or 

policies to break the resource curse, in this case focusing on one resource-rich LMI country.  

The first paper presents a new conceptual model to test the link between the resource 

curse and child well-being, using mixed-effects linear regression and then tests the mediation 

effect of social protection policies by using structural equation modeling analyses. Panel data for 

18 years were entered into the models and analyzed in STATA 17 and SPSS 21. The sample size 
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for the first paper was 137 countries, nearly all the LMI countries in the world. The results 

showed that dimensions of the resource curse such as oil, poverty of people, and democracy had 

a statistically significant relationship with child well-being. As oil rents (or net revenues) per 

capita increased, child well-being declined; and as income per capita and democracy increased, 

child well-being improved.  

The second paper compares three resource-poor post-Soviet countries—Georgia, 

Moldova, and Kyrgyzstan—to three resource-rich post-Soviet countries—Ukraine, Azerbaijan, 

and Kazakhstan—to test the relationship between the resource curse and child well-being. Using 

a mixed-methods research design, the paper examines the link between the two concepts, asking 

how and why the resource curse is associated with child well-being. For the quantitative part of 

the study, an analytical model like the first paper was employed to test the relationship in the six 

countries between the resource curse and child well-being. In the qualitative research, 65 

interviews were conducted with key informants. Thematic and content analysis methods were 

used to analyze data in NVivo 21, and structural, descriptive, process, motif, emotion, 

evaluation, hypothesis, values, holistic, and provisional types of coding methods were used.  

The quantitative analyses found that oil and poverty affected child well-being in 

resource-rich post-Soviet countries, in line with the findings of the first paper. Strong civil 

society and political activism of citizens were contributing factors to the successful child well-

being reforms in resource-poor countries. But measures of democracy and effective governance 

had the opposite impacts. Based on qualitative insights, the standard quantitative measures of 

democracy and effective governance may be overridden by the instability of government leaders 

and administrators. In short, shifting political regimes do not necessarily create institutional 



 

 

  

xiii

stability. This may be a contribution of the research, and a useful specification of resource curse 

theory. The qualitative results overall were more consistent with the results in the first paper.  

Overall, as expected, child well-being was not a priority for policymakers in resource-

rich post-Soviet countries, compared to resource-poor post-Soviet countries. The findings of the 

second paper suggest that child well-being reforms may be more successful in resource-rich LMI 

countries when decision-makers pay attention to and invest in civil society and the political 

activism of citizens. 

The third paper proposes an intervention to improve the well-being of children in LMI 

countries with oil and gas resources, using Azerbaijan as a case study. The recommendations are 

based on the findings of additional qualitative studies conducted in Azerbaijan from 2017 to 

2020. The sample for the studies was 39 key informants, such as ministers, deputy ministers, 

heads, and deputy heads of the national oil foundation, academics, and civil society 

representatives. The paper recommends diverting a portion of wealth coming from oil and gas 

revenues into individual child development accounts (CDAs), which are evidence-based asset-

building accounts, which can be used for purposes such as postsecondary education or starting a 

business. Compared to the national oil reserve fund model, CDAs have a direct impact in 

building assets for children and households in resource-rich LMI countries, which can in turn 

lead to social and economic development. The national oil reserve fund model was developed in 

the 1970s to enable countries with oil and gas resources to save some or all that wealth for the 

future, but in reality, half of the resource-rich countries using this model failed to save oil and 

gas wealth, due to mismanagement of the funds and endemic corruption. Saving accounts at the 

individual and household level, in contrast, avoid government mismanagement of funds and 

corruption, and CDAs are a proven policy intervention to improve child well-being. Thus, 



 

 

  

xiv

diverting oil and gas revenues into CDAs may be a promising strategy for resource-rich LMI 

countries. The CDA design work for Azerbaijan could also potentially serve as a model for other 

resource-rich LMI countries that may choose to develop similar policies.



 

 

 

1

Chapter 1: The Resource Curse and Child 

Well-being: Theory and Evidence 
 

1.1. Introduction 
 

Hundreds of millions of children in the world face lives that are uncertain and precarious. 

The statistics on the hardships of children are stark. In 2019, almost 235 million children were 

malnourished, and 3.1 million children died from undernutrition every year (UNICEF, 2021). 

Overall, a total of 5.2 million children under 5 years died in 2019, mostly from preventable and 

treatable causes (World Health Organization, 2020c). In 2020, an estimated one billion children, 

2 to 17 years old, experienced psychological, physical, and sexual abuse and neglect (World 

Health Organization, 2022). In 2019, 41,000 children died daily due to child maltreatment 

(World Health Organization, 2020a, 2020b). About 258 million children and youth were out of 

school in 2018 (UNESCO, 2022).  

Turning to context, almost 90% of the world’s 1.4 billion children live in 154 low-to-

middle income (LMI) countries (UNICEF, 2017), and a remarkable 75 (about half) of these 

countries are resource-rich (Natural Governance Institute, 2015). Resource-rich countries for this 

study are defined as those countries which have substantial financial wealth coming from natural 

resources such as oil, gas, and minerals. These resource-rich LMI countries have more than 

sufficient resources to eliminate or significantly mitigate the vulnerability of children and 

increase their well-being (Challenger et al., 2003; UNICEF, 2012; Wigley, 2017), but they often 

do not do so.  
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To be more specific, governments in most of these countries have access to oil and gas 

wealth sufficient to put in place effective policies and programs to improve the well-being of 

every child citizen. Yet remarkably, scholars have found that in countries dependent on oil and 

minerals, both infant mortality and life expectancy at birth are worse than in countries, at the 

same income level but not dependent on oil or minerals (Karl, 2007; Sovacool, 2010; Wigley, 

2017; Makhlouf et al., 2017).  

Among post-Soviet countries, resource-rich countries have lagged resource-poor 

countries in preventing child mortality. For example, in under-5 mortality, resource-rich 

Azerbaijan ranked 68, Turkmenistan ranked 52, Kazakhstan 70, and Ukraine 73, whereas other 

post-Soviet countries that are resource-poor ranked lower (meaning less child mortality). Georgia 

ranked 95, Moldova 100, Kyrgyzstan 79, Armenia 112, and Belarus 161 (UNICEF, 2012). Infant 

mortality rates among resource-rich LMI countries between 2000 and 2005 exceeded the global 

norm, despite most of these countries experiencing growth in the gross domestic product (GDP) 

and government revenues during these years (UNICEF, 2014).  

In sum, a wide range of statistics on the status of children indicates that resource-rich 

LMI countries lag resource-poor LMI countries in child well-being. This is counterintuitive; all 

else equal, more resources should lead to more funding. Why is this the overall pattern?  

Overall, a large body of research has found that oil and gas abundance has adverse effects 

on the social, economic, and political development of LMI countries. Oil and gas abundance in 

LMI countries seems to weaken and prevent the development of effective institutions, limit 

economic development, strengthen autocratic regimes, and undermine human development 

(Auty, 1993; Collier & Goderies, 2012; Franke et al., 2009; Gylfason, 2012; Hinojosa, et al., 

2012; Humphreys, 2005; Karl, 2007; Madhavy, 1970; Melhum & Torvik, 2002; Ross, 2001; 
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Sachs & Warners, 2001; Sigele, 2009). Many scholars have concluded that oil and gas wealth is 

a curse rather than a blessing for LMI countries, and it is described as a “resource curse” 

phenomenon. The resource curse, or paradox of plenty, is defined as the failure of citizens in 

resource-rich developing countries to benefit effectively from natural resource wealth (Auty, 

1993; Karl, 2007; Sachs & Warners, 2001).  

Recognizing this puzzling and disturbing pattern, scholars have attempted to understand 

why. As a quick summary, adverse social and economic effects of natural resources on 

democracy, rule of law, political systems, governance, agriculture, economy, GDP, 

accountability, and transparency have been studied extensively (Collier, 2016; Karl, 2007; Ross, 

2012; Sachs, 2013, 2016; Sachs & Werner, 1995).  

However, surprisingly few empirical studies have looked at the circumstances of children 

and discussed their well-being from the perspective of the resource curse. To begin to fill this 

gap in knowledge, in this paper I present a new conceptual framework linking the resource curse 

and child well-being, in the hope of contributing an analytical tool that might also be used by 

other researchers. In addition, I test the relationships of my suggested conceptual framework 

using available data for all LMI countries.  

In this analysis, I begin with an overview and operationalization of concepts for the 

resource curse, social protection policies, and child well-being. Second, I review evidence 

regarding the effects of the resource curse on economic and social development and spillover for 

social protection and child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries. Third, the paper introduces 

a conceptual framework specifying connections among resource curse, social policies, and child 

well-being, followed by a discussion of theoretical constructs and relationships, with 

propositions that might inform further studies. In the fourth part, I employ a mixed-effects linear 
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regression model and structural equation modeling to test links among selected dimensions of the 

conceptual framework in a large database of countries.  

1.2. Inquiry 

1.2.1. Definitions 

 

Before introducing the conceptual framework to establish a link between the resource 

curse and child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries, it is important to clarify three major 

concepts—child well-being, the resource curse, and social protection.  

Child Well-being 

As with most concepts, there are different definitions of the well-being of children.  

Scholars have periodically conducted systematic reviews to corral the major definitions, 

perspectives, and approaches (Ben-Arieh, 2006, 2012; Camfield et al., 2010; Cho & Yu, 2020; 

Fernandes et al., 2012; Goswami et al., 2016; Pollard & Lee, 2003; Szanto et al., 2016). Starting 

in the 1970s, studies measuring child well-being increased tremendously. Most importantly, 

these studies extended definitions of child well-being from survival needs to developmental 

needs. Another important milestone in this field was the diversification of studies from high-

income to low-income countries. Although a large number of studies are still from high-income 

countries, studies from low-to-middle income countries now add to the knowledge base (Cho & 

Yu, 2020).  

The studies can be categorized into three major perspectives in defining child well-being: 

objective, subjective, and objective–subjective. Regarding conceptual approaches to child well-

being, the wide range includes rights-based, quality of life, health, ecological, developmental, 
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capability, needs-based, deprivation, children’s own perceptions, and multidimensional poverty 

(Cho & Yu, 2020; Statham & Chase, 2010).  

Among these, rights-based, quality of life, ecological, capability, developmental, and 

children’s own perceptions generally adopt a positive lens. These approaches define child well-

being based on child development, child rights, and present conditions, as well as future 

outcomes of children. This approach to child wellbeing also includes children’s perception of 

their own well-being, their contexts, and their relationships with others.  

Scholars using the positive-developmental approach—including Ben-Arieh et al., (2014), 

Bradshaw et al., (2007), Camfield (2010), Jones et al., (2015), Minkkinen (2013), Schues and 

Sutter (2013), and Tisdall (2015)—suggest measuring child well-being with both subjective 

(self-assessed) and objective (ascribed) perspectives. They often understand child well-being as a 

multifaceted concept with interrelated factors at the individual, family, community, system, and 

societal levels. Most importantly, they see child well-being as the realization of children’s rights 

and the fulfillment of opportunities to develop to their fullest potential. Child well-being, 

according to these scholars, is having a quality life and functioning based on several domains, 

including the social, emotional, and physical, with a focus on mental health, physical health, 

safety, environmental context, economic security, intellectual development, and academic 

achievement. This school of thought views child well-being as more than the absence of negative 

(e.g., not having illness or pathology), and includes elements of life fulfillment that cannot be 

defined, explained, or primarily influenced by economic growth. In addition, children’s 

relationships with others, family environment, and contexts such as history and culture are 

important in child well-being. These authors describe child well-being as the interplay among 



 

 

 

6

children’s rights, conditions to express those rights, and children’s healthy development, 

influenced by individual factors as well as social structures.  

In contrast, other approaches to child well-being are essentially negative, including 

needs-based, deprivation, and multidimensional poverty approaches. These perspectives focus on 

deficits such as physical illness, illiteracy, ignorance, poverty, and social exclusion (Pollard & 

Lee, 2003, Statham & Chase, 2010). Deficit approaches are used to assess shortfalls and needs of 

children and families, with the aim of eradicating poverty and reducing challenges to child well-

being. This general approach is common. UNESCO (2014), UNCHR (2018), UNICEF, and the 

European Union use this approach. For example, “Multidimensional Overlapping Deprivation 

Analysis” (MODA) is one of the measurement strategies for assessing the livelihood of children 

(de Neubourg et al., 2012; UNICEF, 2012).  

MODA provides a method to assess the living conditions of children from several 

perspectives, whereas other scales assume children’s use of resources by adjusting for household 

share and composition. Rooted in the well-established multidimensional poverty measurement 

tradition, MODA defines the livelihood of children from dimensions such as nutrition, education, 

health, sanitation, water, protection from all kinds of violence, and monetary resources (Chzhen 

& Ferrone, 2018; UNICEF, 2011; Kurukulasuriya, S., & Engilbertsdóttir, S., 2012).  

Overall, this is a wide scope of potential concepts for selecting a definition of child well-

being. Each of the approaches offers some insights and advantages, but it is impossible to 

include them all in one study.  In this regard, the theoretical framework in this paper uses 

selected dimensions from both the development and deprivation approaches to child well-being. 

The paper is solidly based on a rights-based perspective, taking the Convention of Rights of 
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Children (CRC) of the United Nations as the conceptual North Star, with dimensions of child 

well-being based on the CRC of 1989 (see Table 1 below).  

Table 1: Child Wellbeing Dimensions in the Convention on the Rights of the Child 

Category Dimension CRC articles  

Survival  Food, nutrition CRC Art. 24 

Water CRC Art. 24 

Health care CRC Art. 24 

Shelter, housing  CRC Art. 24 

Environment, pollution CRC Art. 27 

Development Education CRC Art. 28 

Leisure  CRC Art. 31 

Cultural activities  CRC Art. 31 

Information  CRC Art. 13, 17 

Protection  Exploitation, child labor, child marriage  CRC Art. 32 

Other forms of exploitation CRC Art. 33-36 

Cruelty, violence  CRC Art. 19, 37  

Violence at school CRC Art. 28 

Social security  CRC Art. 16, 26, 27 

Participation Birth registration, nationality  CRC Art. 7, 8 

Information  CRC Art. 13, 17 

Freedom of expression, views, and opinions; 

being heard; freedom of association  

CRC Art. 12-15 
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The Resource Curse  

The resource curse describes negative development in countries that have abundant 

nonrenewable natural resources, such as fossil fuels and minerals (Auty, 1993; Karl, 2007; 

Natural Resource Governance Institute, 2015; Ross, 2012). In short, the resource curse is the 

negative relationship between the abundance of natural resources and underdevelopment. It 

defines the failure of countries that do not effectively benefit from the wealth of the natural 

resources located in their territory. The term was first used by Auty (1993), when he observed 

slow or no growth among resource-rich developing countries in comparison to resource-poor 

developing countries over several decades beginning in 1960. This phenomenon is sometimes 

called “the paradox of plenty” based on Karl’s study of resource-rich Latin American and 

Caribbean countries displaying weak development despite resource wealth (Karl, 2004; Ross, 

2012).  

Countries suffering from the resource curse have poor economies, weak institutions, huge 

income gaps between rich and poor, high inequality, less-developed social protection systems, 

high child mortality, a history of civil wars, internal and external armed conflicts, 

institutionalized corruption, nepotism, and high levels of political patronage (Auty, 1993; 

Collier, 2012; Franke, 2013; Humphreys, 2005; Karl, 2007; Madhavy, 1970; Melhum, 2002; 

Ross, 2001; Sachs, 1995; Siegel, 2009). They are disproportionately autocratic: 70% of resource-

rich countries, especially oil-rich countries, are autocratic, and 40% of autocratic counties are oil-

rich (Humphrey, 2005; Karl, 2007; Ross, 2001; Siegel, 2009; Torvik, 2012). Countries that 

exhibit the resource curse tend to have severe human rights violations and limited freedom of 

speech and assembly (Humphreys, 2005; Karl, 2007). Highly dependent on natural resource 

sectors, they are not well developed economically, and investment in human capital is low 
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(Gylfason, 2012; Hijonosa, 2012). Resource curse countries demonstrate high levels of policy 

failures and weak governance. Although these problems occur in resource-poor countries as well, 

evidence affirms that the above dysfunctions are more prevalent in countries with greater natural 

resources (Ahmadov, 2014; Franke, 2013; Hasanov, 2013; Karimli, 2007; Karl, 2007).  

Theories explaining the resource curse  

Since the late 1980s, when the resource curse concept was introduced, multiple models 

have been used to explain it. In this context, there is a universally accepted general theory: 

natural resource wealth leads to the resource curse when natural resources are in countries with a 

history of colonization, geographically far from democratic societies, and lack open trade and 

open markets (Auty, 2007). These factors play a primary role in the evolution of the natural 

resource curse. The rents from natural resources create economic and political conditions that 

lead to the resource curse. Building on this general statement, the concept of the resource curse 

has been specified emphasizing different factors. The most common explanations are Dutch 

disease theory, rentier state theory, rent-seeking theory, and institutions theories.  

Dutch Disease Theory 

The Dutch disease theory explains changes in the economies of resource-rich countries. 

According to this theory, once a contract for resource extraction has been negotiated and the 

money begins to come in, new problems arise. The Dutch disease was named after the adverse 

effects of the North Sea oil boom on industrial production in the Netherlands (Humphreys et al., 

2007). This phenomenon emerges when resource booms cause real exchange rates to rise and 

labor and capital to migrate to the booming sector, which results in higher costs and reduced 

competitiveness for domestically produced goods and services, effectively crowding out 

previously productive sectors (Karl, 2007). The term was first used in The Economist in 1977 to 
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describe the decline in the manufacturing system in the Netherlands after the discovery of the 

natural gas field in 1959 (Wadho, 2014). Max Corden and Peter Nearly (1982E) developed an 

economic model in 1982 to describe it. According to their model when countries face the Dutch 

disease three sectors emerge and one of them is the non-tradable sector, which includes services. 

The other two are tradable sectors—the booming and the lagging sectors. The booming sector is 

usually the extraction of natural resources such as oil, gas, copper, and diamonds. The lagging 

sector is usually manufacturing and agriculture.  

Three static models are characterized by different assumptions about the factor mobility 

between sectors. The boom impacts the economy through two channels—the resource movement 

effect and the spending effect, which lead to direct deindustrialization, which is the movement of 

labor from the lagging sector to the booming sector. The second is indirect deindustrialization, 

which is the movement of labor from the lagging sector to the nontradable sector of the lagging 

sector (Hasanov, 2013), resulting in huge unemployment and the collapse of the non-resource 

sectors, which in turn leads to high resource dependency, which is one of the negative 

consequences of the resource curse.  

Rentier State Theory 

Mahdavy (1970) popularized the rentier state concept to describe the situation in 

prerevolutionary Pahlavi Iran. According to Mahdavy, governments dependent on oil rents tend 

to become autocratic and unaccountable to their citizens. Nowadays it is applied to all countries 

where rentier effects are associated with a high proportion of government revenue coming from 

resource rents. Beblawi and Luciani (1987) developed this concept further by applying it to the 

Arab states and suggesting four characteristics of rentier states: (a) a significant portion of 

resource revenues come from the rents of indigenous resources to external clients, (b) easy 
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windfall of rents does not require a productive sector, (c) a small portion of the population is 

involved in the generation of rents, and (e) the government is the principal recipient of the rents.  

Beblawi and Luciani (1987) argued that the financial volatility of rents may create an 

unfavorable political dynamic that increases inefficient expenditures during boom times and 

away from sustainable usage over time. This inefficient and wasteful use of public spending 

reduces the quality of public investment and services and thus limits growth potential. Large 

rents also create a “prize” that is so valuable that it incentivizes parties to contest for political 

power for any price and maybe even violently (Beblawi & Luciani, 1987; Mahdavy, 1970).  

The large size of rents is associated with rentier effects and easy access by certain 

powerful groups such as governments. Not all natural resources generate high rents. Compared 

with other natural resources such as agriculture, fisheries, forestry, hydrocarbon and mineral 

resources, especially oil, produce larger rents. The attractive benefits of maintaining power 

through resource rents can prompt governments to spend more resources to improve their 

chances of staying in power or of being reelected.  

 
On the other hand, Kolstad and Wigg (2009) argued that increasing the value of staying 

in office could also have beneficial effects by extending the planning horizon of politicians, 

resulting in more productive uses of resource rents and a better path of resource extraction.  

Rent-Seeking Theory  

A result of a rentier state is rent-seeking behavior. Gordon Tullock (1998) originated the 

rent-seeking idea by shifting attention from the welfare triangle to the profit rectangle and posed 

the question of what self-seeking entrepreneurs (voters, bureaucrats, politicians) would have 

access to such as the profit rectangle from the zero-profit environment to a competitive market. 
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According to him, rent-seeking is the use of resources of a company, an organization, or 

individuals to gain economic benefits from others without reciprocating to the society via wealth 

creation. It happens when an entity spends money on political lobbying to increase its existing 

wealth without creating additional wealth (Karl, 2004), for instance when a company lobbies a 

government for loan subsidies, grants, or tariff protection, which do not give any benefit to the 

society. It instead redistributes resources from taxpayers to the enterprise. This behavior becomes 

problematic when rent seekers demand a larger share of the pie without enlarging the pie. It is 

also bad when both legal and illegal efforts are used to acquire access to or control over 

opportunities for earning rents (Stiglitz, 2007). Private sector actors or politicians have 

motivations to use the political mechanism to capture rents (Humphreys et al., 2007). Reduced 

economic efficiency through the poor allocation of resources, reduced wealth creation, lost 

government revenue, increased income inequality, and national decline are effects of rent-

seeking (Krueger, 1974). In resource-dependent countries, large resource rents lead to rent-

seeking behavior, which is widespread in both the public and the private sectors (Karl, 2000; 

World Bank, 2012). The nonrenewable and depletionary feature of oil and mineral resources 

leads to more rent-seeking behaviors (Pindyck, 1993).  

In resource-rich countries, rent-seeking results in a waste of real resources, and elites 

spend time and other means on nonproductive activities to obtain power and rents (Baland & 

Francois 2000; Drazen, 2000; Lane & Tornell 1996; Tornell & Lane 1999; Torvik 2002). Rent-

seeking activities by agents can be characterized as legal, such as lobbying, or illegal and 

corrupt, such as bribery or extortion. During booms, easy rents can boost demand from powerful 

groups for fiscal resources. Resource-rich countries that have weak legal–political institutions 

and multiple powerful groups suffer from the “voracity effect” (Tornell & Lane 1999). The 
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voracity effect is more than proportional increases in discretionary fiscal spending in response to 

a positive revenue shock, such as an oil revenue windfall. Central governments are usually 

recipients of hydrocarbon and mineral revenues. Thus, the fastest way for powerful groups to 

obtain easy rents is through the budgetary process. But excessive fiscal transfers to several 

powerful groups can lead government spending to rise by an amount exceeding the windfall 

revenues. When fiscal spending by governments is not productive, an adverse impact on growth 

can happen. Even when resource-related revenues are stable, incentives for patronage and rent-

seeking still can exist. But the cyclical nature of these revenues can combine with pressure for 

increased spending and exacerbate the problem, fostering procyclicality in fiscal policy and 

associated increased public expenditure. These rent effects of natural resource abundance pose a 

huge challenge for public policy, institutions, and political processes (World Bank, 2012). 

Widespread opportunities for rent-seeking by corporations and agreement with 

government officials, therefore, lead to the adverse economic and political consequences of 

natural resources (Soros, 2007). Countries that are careful with spending during boom times or 

revenue windfalls also show better resistance to patronage and rent-seeking activities. In these 

countries, politicians have been able to appropriately manage natural resource rents over time, 

which leads to sustainability. Although particular institutional and political economy 

characteristics make the emergence of such a societal pact more likely, other factors contribute 

as well, such as the learning effects associated with reaping the rewards of sound economic 

management resulting from the availability of countercyclical fiscal resources in bad times. 

Chile, which showed careful spending behaviors mostly due to strong institutions, is a good 

example. Transparency was in place in Chile in terms of the national government controlling and 
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managing copper rents. Chile also had technical rules governing the identification and spending 

of windfall revenues in place.  

The same applies to Norway, which also has been successful in managing the fiscal 

policy implications of oil revenues. Davis, Ossowski, and Fedelino (2003) showed Norway’s 

success in its mature democracy and highly functional consensus-oriented parliamentary 

institutions. Society in Norway has a common idea: to be careful with excessive spending and 

avoid volatile expenditure patterns during boom times. In other words, Norway treats natural 

resources as a bonus but not a primary revenue generation source for their economy. Transparent 

political and bureaucratic processes, stable policies, strong institutions, and long-term 

considerations contribute to desirable fiscal outcomes and growth.  

Healthy and thriving private enterprises are also driving factors for achieving prudence 

and longtime horizons for managing windfall commodity rents. It is claimed that a robust and 

efficient industry that is provided with broad and fair opportunities to do successful business is 

less likely to engage in rent-seeking activities to obtain rents from resource revenues. According 

to the model of Baland and Francois (2000), a resource boom, depending on conditions before 

the boom, can either increase or decrease the number of people engaged in entrepreneurship, i.e. 

productive activity. In their framework, if there is a strong culture of entrepreneurship in a 

country when a resource discovery or boom hits, the higher the initial returns are to 

entrepreneurship. A strong institutional base before resource discovery or booms decreases rent-

seeking by making it less lucrative. Rent-seeking in turn prevents growth and development.  

Institutions Theory  

The cornerstone of the political economy approach is that natural resources may deter 

growth by fostering rent-seeking behavior. Institutions are at the heart of this relationship. But 
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there are still two views on the role of institutions in the resource curse literature. The first view 

claims that so far the role institutions play is not clear-cut, since it seems to be an endogenous 

problem. The second view states that weak institutions are primarily what foster rent-seeking 

behavior in a natural resource abundance context. Lane and Tornell (1996) and Tornell and Lane 

(1999) break down the voracity effect—a particular form of rent-seeking in which powerful 

groups have the ability to hijack and grab natural resources to their advantage, which occurs 

within a poor legal–political institutional framework (altered property rights and market 

imperfection) and in the presence of fractionalization. Torvik (2002) and Mehlum et al. (2006) 

put forward an entrepreneurship diversion effect in which institutions determine the behavior of 

an entrepreneur.  

When institutions are weak, profits from resource appropriation tend to be higher than 

from pure production. Hence entrepreneurs are incentivized to become resource grabbers rather 

than wealth producers, hampering growth. On the other hand, a low-quality institutional 

framework can be seen because of rent-seeking (Karl, 1997; Ross, 2001). When resource-rich 

countries are factionalized, competition between groups for resource appropriation damages 

institutions, which in turn negatively affects growth through the lens of property rights corrosion 

(Hodler, 2006). Other channels than property rights may also be at work, for example, 

corruption, as documented in Brazil (Caselli & Michaels, 2009), or rigged elections with bribed 

voters (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2006), and bought off political challengers (Acemoglu et al., 

2004). 

As discussed above, strong institutions before discovery or booms of natural resources 

decrease the chance for rent-seeking behaviors in resource-rich countries. The pool of windfall 

rents, especially when captured by governments, leads to rent-seeking and poor governance, 
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which can undermine the development of good institutions (Mehlum et al., 2006). The resource-

curse literature, on the other hand, states that natural resources destroy institutions, which leads 

to failure to benefit from resources (Sachs & Warner, 1995). The institutional explanations of 

winners and losers in natural resource-rich countries have a long history in the political literature. 

The primary argument is that natural resources can harm institutions more during resource 

discoveries and booms that materialize when a country’s institutions are already deficient and 

weak. They can, in turn, undermine growth and a bad equilibrium can thus develop. Having 

already weak institutions leads to natural resource exploitation patterns that in turn do not call for 

better institutions, keeping institutions deficient and undermining growth. A significant leap in 

institutional quality is needed in institution-weak resource-rich countries to break free to a good 

equilibrium wherein resource wealth, good institutions, and growth positively reinforce one 

another (Vardy, 2010).  

Melhum et al. (2006) suggested that the quality of institutions is very decisive for the 

emergence of the resource curse. Institutions can be important for how natural resources affect 

economic growth even when resource abundance has no effect on institutions. Melhum et al. 

(2006) claimed that the resource curse happens in countries with inferior or weak institutions but 

not in countries with better institutional arrangements. They asserted that growth performance 

variance among resource-rich countries is mainly due to how resource rents are distributed via 

the institutional arrangement.  

There are two categories of institutions: producer-friendly, where rent-seeking and 

production are complementary activities, and grabber-friendly, where rent-seeking and 

production compete (Melhum et al., 2006). Grabber-friendly institutions tend to specialize in 

unproductive influence activities because there are gains from them and the weak rule of law, 
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malfunctioning bureaucracy, and corruption enable them (Melhum et al., 2006). Grabber-friendly 

institutions can be particularly bad for growth when resource abundance moves scarce 

entrepreneurial resources out of production and into unproductive activities. But countries with 

producer-friendly institutions and abundant resources attract entrepreneurs into production, 

resulting in higher growth.  

According to Melhum et al. (2006) success stories in resource-rich countries are due to 

strong institutions—for example, Botswana has had the highest growth rate since 1965 despite 

40% of its GDP coming from diamonds. Acemoglu et al. (2002) related this success to good 

institutions in Botswana as among African countries it has the best score on the Groningen 

Corruption Perception Index. But countries such as Nigeria, Venezuela, and Mexico fail to 

benefit from their natural resources due to weak or inferior institutions, which invite grabbing 

behaviors. The institutions' theory states that the natural abundance hinders economic growth 

only in countries with grabber-friendly institutions while countries with producer-cooperative 

institutions are not affected by the resource curse (Melhun et al., 2006).  

Based on the theories discussed above, it seems clear that natural abundance is not 

inherently bad, but the effects that arise from it can be harmful to growth and development. 

Spillovers from the resource curse negatively affect other sectors or institutions, even they are 

not directly related to the natural resource sector. The negative conditions emerging from the 

Dutch disease, the rentier state, rent-seeking, and grabber-friendly institutions give rise to the 

resource curse. In turn, the resource curse degrades all systems of society.  

Resource-rich countries that avoided the resource curse 

Resource-rich developed and developing countries differ in terms of the resource curse. 

The developed nations could have escaped the resource curse, due to their strong institutions, 
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diversified economies, and democratic governance (Auty, 2007; Ross, 2012). About eleven 

countries out of 82 have avoided the resource curse. Seven of them are high-income developed 

nations and four of them are middle-income developing nations.  The countries among high-

income economies which have escaped the resource curse are Norway, Australia, New Zeeland, 

Canada, Chile, the US, and Brazil. All these countries treated resources as a bonus, not as the 

backbone of the economy. They developed other industrial sectors and do not depend only on 

their natural resources now (Gylfason, 2008). Their development is not heavily dependent on 

resource rents, wealth comes from natural resources. All these nations have natural reserve 

funds, and they save either all or the most part of the resource rents for the future. Norway, 

which is considered a success story among resource-rich countries, does not spend its natural 

resource wealth at all and saves it in a natural reserve fund. The estimated savings of Norway 

was calculated as $1.19 trillion in 2022. Among LMIC countries, Chile, Botswana, Malaysia, 

Thailand, and Indonesia are claimed to avoid the resource curse.  

Chile as an LMIC is a good example that was able to avoid the resource by using 

conservative policies that stressed fiscal balance and exchange rate flexibility, Chile was able to 

overcome the resource curse. Chile also established new institutions such as a mineral 

stabilization fund to secure mineral benefits while insulating the rest of the economy from the 

over-rapid injection of mineral revenues. Chile’s success is also due to diversification of the 

economy rather than depending only on the natural resource sector (Auty, 1999). 

High dependence on resource sectors results in rising of the resource curse. Diversifying 

economies, investing in non-resource sectors, and treating resource wealth as price are highly 

recommended by economists to avoid the resource curse (Sachs & Werner, 1995; Sachs, 2005). 

A strong tax system is also another important solution to avoid the resource curse. Collier (2012) 
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highlights the importance of a solid tax system as an important step in building sustainability in 

resource-rich countries.    

In addition to economic measures, political measures such as high-quality institutions, 

strong democracies, a rule of law, and transparency are needed for the countries to eliminate the 

resource curse (Mehlum, 2002; Tovrik, 2012). Franke et al., (2013) in their qualitative study on 

post-Soviet oil countries, highlighted the importance of a strong civil society as one of the 

important ways to help post-Soviet states to lift the resource curse. Because, according to them, a 

strong civil society can play the role of check and balance and monitor the spending of the 

resource wealth by the governments. Transparency of resource contracts is also considered an 

important factor in avoiding the resource curse (Soros, 2007; Sachs, 2006; Gillies, 2006).  

Measuring resource curse  

Dimensions of the resource curse include endemic corruption, autocracy, weak 

institutions, weak governance, policy failure, poverty, resource dependency, unbalanced growth, 

lack of political will, and limited transparency. Data for these dimensions are collected by the 

World Bank, ILO, UN agencies, private and public universities, think tanks, individual scholars, 

and research centers. The conceptual framework suggested in this paper looks at relationships 

across one or all dimensions of the resource curse and measures of child well-being, in order to 

estimate the effects of the former on the latter.  

Social Protection  

Definitions of social protection are varied and fluid. Several schools of thought have 

emerged on defining social protection. This area arose in the 1980s, after recognition of the role 

of social protection in alleviating poverty and promoting growth and development. Some schools 

have advocated for child-centered approaches and others take a rights-based perspective. 
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Definitions of social protection come mostly from multilateral, bilateral, or civil society 

organizations and think tanks. Broadly, social protection is defined as a combination of 

institutions, laws, regulations, programs, and services to implement formal social support for 

citizens. The World Bank (2011) defined social protection as a vehicle to achieve poverty 

alleviation, risk reduction, resilience, and economic growth. Social protections defend people 

from shocks, and support them in improving their livelihoods, and building a better life for 

themselves and their families.  

According to the World Bank, social protection systems should entail three core 

activities: (1) social welfare programs, including cash transfers, targeted food assistance, and 

subsidies; (2) contributory social insurance/security programs, such as disability pensions; and 

(3) labor market programs that seek to enhance skills and productivity and enable people to find 

jobs.  

Similarly, the United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD, 

2012b) defined social protection as consisting of policies and programs to reduce poverty and 

vulnerability by promoting efficient labor markets, diminishing people's exposure to risks, and 

enhancing their capacity to manage economic and social risks, such as unemployment, exclusion, 

sickness, disability, and old age. And the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (1999) viewed social protection as action to enhance the capacity of poor people to 

participate in, contribute to, and benefit from the economic, social, and political life of their 

communities and societies.  

According to the Asian Development Bank (2003), social protection is a set of policies 

and programs aimed at mitigating and eliminating poverty and vulnerability with effective labor 

markets, reducing people’s exposure to risks, and equipping them to protect themselves against 
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hazards and interruption/loss of income. It should have five main elements: labor markets, social 

insurance, social assistance, micro- and area-based schemes to protect communities, and child 

protection (Asian Development Bank, 2003).  

The definition of social protection adopted by UNICEF is a set of public and private 

policies and programs aimed at preventing, reducing, and eliminating economic and social 

vulnerabilities to poverty and deprivations. UNICEF’s (2012) definition of social protection can 

be used to advocate for child-centered and gender-sensitive integrated social protection policies 

and services. 

1.3. Social Protection and Child Well-being in Resource-

Rich LMI Countries  

Research shows that child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries is negatively 

affected by resource curse spillovers. Generally, child well-being is a part of overall social 

protection. Thus, to develop an understanding of issues of child well-being in resource-rich LMI 

countries, it is important to briefly summarize the social protection policies of these countries.  

1.3.1. Social Protection in Resource-Rich LMI Countries  

Social protection schemes in these countries are not well developed and/or are not 

efficient, despite an abundance of oil and gas resources. Spillovers from the resource curse—

such as autocracy, corruption, nepotism, and patronage—gradually expand the resource sector 

and at the same time degrade social protection (Altincekic, 2012; Gylfasson, 2012; Hujo, 2012; 

Karl, 2007; McCullaugh, 2013). Moreover, this process occurs with regularity. These social 

protection schemes that are created tend to favor the wealthy, are not inclusive of poor 
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populations, and in some cases do not even have the infrastructure necessary to provide universal 

coverage, or to be accessible to most of the population (Altincekic, 2012; Karl, 2007; Jawad, 

2015; McCullaugh, 2013; Rzayeva, 2013; Collier, 2010). Elites in resource-rich LMI countries 

tend to invest in social security aspects of social protection—such as education, health, and 

pension—but not in social welfare policies such as nutrition, housing, sanitation, and cash 

transfers (Karl, 2007; McCullaugh, 2013; United Nations Research Institute for Social 

Development [UNRISD], 2014a;). In sum, the resources end up supporting elites more than the 

general population.  

More specifically, the social security aspects of social protection policies in the areas of 

health, education, and housing typically cover those who are employed or belong to high-income 

groups and exclude the unemployed, the self-employed, farmers, nomad tribes, migrants, and 

minorities (Altincekic, 2013; Jawad, 2015; McCullaugh, 2013). In other words, social security 

policies and services are not accessible by the majority of people in resource-rich LMI countries 

(Altincekic, 2012; Javad, 2015; Karl, 2007; McCullaugh, 2013; Rzayeva, 2013; World Bank, 

2013). 

The Arab states of the Arab/Persian Gulf have well-established healthcare and education 

systems, but they exclude the poor, the unemployed, the self-employed, agriculture workers, 

migrants, farmers, and some nomadic tribe members. As a result, only 30 to 40% of the Arab 

population have formal social protection (Altincekic, 2012; Jawad, 2015; World Bank, 2013). 

According to the World Bank (2020), average rates of unemployment in the Arab region 

reaching about 11% (the highest in the world), but benefits of social insurance reach only a 

minority. Key health insurance benefits cover mostly the military and political elites and are not 

available to those not in formal full-time employment. From Egypt to Lebanon to Saudi Arabia, 
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governmental and military elites, in particular, can access the best state hospitals (Karl, 2007; 

World Bank, 2013) but most others cannot. 

Thus, the social welfare aspect of social protection in resource-rich LMI countries tends 

to be regressive, inefficient, and underfinanced and consists of short-term fuel, food, and utility 

service subsidy policies, which are not sustainable or effective in mitigating poverty (Altincekic, 

2012; Jawad, 2015; World Bank, 2013). Temporary food distribution, energy subsidies (mainly 

petrol, diesel, and gas), and some utility compensations are popular forms of social welfare 

policies in the Arab region and constitute on average 10% of GDP. Oman, for example, has 

universal utility subsidies, and Iran and Syria provide significant energy subsidies, although 

these latter policies are targeted and exclusive (Jawad, 2015; World Bank, 2013). 

Social protection policies of oil- and gas-rich countries of the Middle East suffer from 

“leakage” of resources to the nonpoor and even the wealthy (Jawad, 2010). In 2008, 75% of 

Morocco’s diesel and petroleum subsidy assistance accrued to the top quintile, whereas only 1% 

reached the bottom quintile (World Bank, 2010). Vulnerable groups such as children, people 

with disabilities, the elderly, minorities, women, youth, veterans, and displaced and refugee 

people suffer from inefficient or even nonexistent policies and services, which, if actually 

provided, could create access to resources to meet basic needs, such as food, housing, shelter, 

health care, sanitation, water, education, and nutrition (Collier, 2012; Oxfam, 2012; Rzayeva, 

2013; Save the Children, 2007; UNDP, 2012). 

As in the Arab region, Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) countries also have high 

investments in social protection for more organized formal sector workers, rather than for 

vulnerable groups. Resource-rich countries of the LAC region also do not do very well in terms 

of social welfare policies. For instance, Brazil, Chile, Argentina, Columbia, which are high 
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spenders on social protection, averaging 11.5% of GDP, spend only 1.8% on social welfare 

policies such as cash transfers, food support, other services that are targeted the vulnerable 

groups, while the rest went to social security policies such as healthcare, education, and pensions 

(World Bank, 2006). Moderate-spending LAC countries (averaging 3.7% of GDP), such as 

Mexico, Venezuela, Peru, Costa Rica, and Paraguay, spend only 0.8% on social welfare and 

2.9% on social security. In contrast, resource-poor LAC countries such as Nicaragua, Honduras, 

the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, and Guatemala spend 1.6% of GDP on social welfare and 

0.3% of GDP on social security, out of the total 1.9% of GDP devoted to social protection 

(World Bank, 2006).  

Resource-rich post-Soviet countries, such as Russia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Ukraine, 

Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, only began to allocate substantial budgetary revenues from oil, 

gas, and mineral exports in the early 2000s (Jones et al., 2010). In the early years, Russia stood 

out as a high spender among post-Soviet countries, whereas Azerbaijan was the lowest spender 

and also devoted less money as a percentage of GDP to social protection. Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan fell in the middle, and Turkmenistan skewed toward the lower end of the spectrum 

(McCullaugh, 2013).  

1.3.2. Child Well-being in Resource-Rich LMI Countries  

As for the well-being of children, resource curse studies show the greater the dependence 

of a country on natural resources, the greater the likelihood that children born there will die at 

birth, have poor health care and nutrition and have inadequate education than children born in 

resource-poor countries (Karl, 2007). Infant mortality rates among resource-rich developing 

countries between 2000 and 2005 lagged the global norm, despite most experiencing GDP and 
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government revenue growth during these years (UNICEF, 2014). Karl (2007) and Sovacol 

(2010) also found that in countries dependent on oil and minerals, both infant mortality and life 

expectancy at birth were worse than in countries at similar income levels but not dependent on 

oil or minerals wealth.   

Makhlouf et al. (2017) examined the relationship between child mortality rate and 

commodity (natural resource) price movement by employing panel data for 69 resource-rich LMI 

countries for the period 1961 to 2011, and found a positive relationship between oil rents per 

capita and the under-5 mortality rate. These researchers found that resource price volatility 

increased child mortality in highly–resource-dependent countries. Wigley (2017) extended the 

resource curse theory to child mortality and tested it by employing panel data of 167 developing 

countries for the years 1961 to 2011. He also reported a positive relationship between oil rents 

per capita and the under-5 mortality rate, though this relationship was not statistically significant.  

Despite excellent health care and education systems for children in the Arab states of the 

Persian/Arab Gulf, the needs of some groups of children are not taken into consideration. For 

instance, few education and health care services address the special needs of children with 

disabilities. In addition, education and health care systems are not inclusive of children in 

migrant families, farmworker families, and families who have a nomadic lifestyle (UNICEF, 

2017). Similarly, although education is compulsory and free in the Arab region, informal 

payments (bribes), which low-income families cannot afford, are common, and more so in high-

income countries: children with disabilities, children from low-income families, and children of 

farmworkers are excluded from existing social programs and services in resource-rich Arab 

states (UNICEF, 2017).  
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Oil-and-gas-rich Arab countries also have many street children, both domestic and from 

North Africa, who beg for their survival (Saudi Gazette, 2015). In general, the Arab world faces 

a huge child marriage issue (marriages under 18 years old), which UNICEF (2018) defined as a 

type of violence against children, due to social and economic problems of low-income families 

(UNICEF, 2018). The Imam Mohammad bin Saud Islamic University in Riyadh (2015) revealed 

that more than 80,000 street children live in the six oil-rich Persian Gulf Arab monarchies—

Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Around 

16,000 of those children are on the streets of Bahrain, Oman, and the UAE. More than 24,000 

children of 18 nationalities, but mainly Yemenis, are in the streets of the kingdoms to beg, 

mainly in Mecca and Medina, during major national holidays such as Ramadan, when people are 

more primed to donate money (Saudi Gazette, 2015).  

In some resource-rich LMI Arab countries such as Djibouti, Iraq, Kuwait, Libya, Syria, 

and Yemen, child malnutrition rates are high, with a rate of stunting and underweight of at least 

20%, while 58% of under-5 children were stunted in Yemen in 2009 (UNCIEF, 2017). UNICEF 

(2019) indicated that over 10 million children in the Middle East and North Africa suffer from 

chronic and acute malnutrition, including 7 million stunted and 3.7 million acutely malnourished. 

Large-scale residential child-care institutions—which have been proven to be detrimental to 

child development (UNICEF, 2005b)—are the primary child well-being services for orphans and 

children without parental care in many resource-rich Persian/Arab Gulf States (UNICEF, 2017).  

A similar comparison of the status of children between resource-rich and resource-poor 

LMI countries are relevant in other parts of the world as well. For example, the total number of 

“social orphans” (with one or both parents living but not taking care of the child due to social 

and economic problems) plus biological orphans in post-Soviet resource-rich countries, such as 
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Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Russia, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, and Ukraine, is higher than in post-

Soviet resource-poor countries such as Armenia, Moldova, Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania, and 

Estonia due to inefficient or absence of social protection policies and services (UNICEF, 2014). 

The resource-poor Republic of Georgia eliminated large residential orphanages and replaced 

them with alternative child welfare services such as foster care, group homes, and prevention 

services that met global standards on childcare (UNICEF, 2017).  

Children of Latin American and Caribbean resource-rich countries face similar issues. 

According to UNICEF (2005b) estimates, the number of children living in institutions or 

detention centers in Chile and Colombia was believed to be as high as 20,000 to 30,000. In 

Argentina, in the province of Buenos Aires alone, more than 10,000 children were 

institutionalized for reasons of protection. And in Bolivia, the number of institutionalized 

children exceeded 15,000.  

Even in countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Botswana—which are 

sometimes characterized as having escaped the resource curse (Ross, 2012; Sovacol, 2010)—

statistics presented by UNICEF (2016) reveal that the circumstances of vulnerable children in 

these countries are devastating. In Indonesia 12% of children are overweight and 12% are 

wasted. In Thailand, 11% are overweight and 7% are wasted. High numbers of children live in 

large-scale orphanages; large numbers live as street children; and there are few inclusive services 

for children with disabilities (UNICEF, 2016).  
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1.3.3. Conceptual Model: The Relationship between Resource Curse and 

Child Well-being 

The conceptual model presented in this paper specifies connections between the resource 

curse and child well-being, in an effort to explain the effect of the former on the latter. The 

framework expands the current knowledge base in resource curse studies by including effects on 

vulnerable groups in resource-rich LMI countries. This framework may contribute to the 

theoretical understanding of the effect of the resource curse in LMI countries. In terms of child 

well-being, the framework contributes to clarifying the process of policymaking, decision 

making, and implementation of policies and reforms in resource-rich LMI countries, which 

should be useful for scholars and practitioners working towards child well-being in these 

countries. In addition, the framework may provide a foundation for further research on the well-

being of people in oil- and gas-rich countries overall.  

The proposed framework in Figure 1 is aimed at explaining the relationship between the 

dimensions of the resource curse and child well-being. The framework indicates how the 

dimensions of the resource curse affect social protection in resource-rich LMI countries and lead 

to child well-being outcomes. This framework is in effect a general theoretical statement, and as 

such does not pretend to be a full representation of reality. The purpose of theory, perhaps 

especially in the social sciences, is to state and then test relationships that (a) might be predictive 

and (b) have implications for positive action. The focus is on interventions (represented as 

independent variables) that may change the outcomes (represented as dependent variables). 

Reality is of course very complex, but in theorizing for this purpose, documenting complexity is 
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not necessarily an asset. We are more interested in predictive knowledge to inform potential 

action. 

Positioning social protection system as the mediator serves a related purpose. When 

specified and tested, this conceptual arrangement enables empirical documentation of both direct 

and indirect effects that may (or may not) have implications for action, with clear effect sizes 

that inform meaningful judgments. The alternative possibility of using moderation instead of 

mediation would not result in the same clear implications for action. Indeed, it can be unclear 

what to “do” with moderation effects in an applied sense. In sum, the conceptual choices made in 

Figure 1 aim for testing key relationships in a way that can be most productive for informing 

constructive interventions. 

The framework suggests a research agenda for scholars in this field, an opportunity to 

build knowledge by testing the links it entails. Other quantitative and qualitative studies have 

looked at the links between the resource curse and autocracy, institutions, poverty, education, 

child mortality, HIV/AIDs, and the state of women (Altincekic, 2012; Karl, 2007; Gylfason, 

2012; Makhlouf, 2017; McCullaugh, 2013; Ross, 2002, Sachs & Werner, 1995; Soysa, 2013; 

Wigley, 2017). But the resource curse literature lacks studies looking at the relationship between 

the resource curse and child well-being dimensions. The suggested conceptual framework aims 

to contribute to future studies that may address existing gaps in knowledge.  

Figure 1: Conceptual Model: Effect of Resource Curse on Child Well-being 
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1.3.4. Resource Curse and Child Well-being 

 

Corruption 

 

One of the major political consequences of the resource curse is corruption—abuse of 

public office for private gain, including bribery, trafficking, embezzlement, nepotism, and 

patronage (World Bank, 1997). An abundance of mineral resources is associated with more 

corruption (Andersen et al., 2017; Arezki & Brückner, 2011; Brollo et al., 2013; Caselli & 

Michaels, 2013; Leite & Weidmann, 2002; Olken & Pande, 2012; Vicente, 2010). Due to the 

large rent revenues, resource projects can become highly politicized, both locally and 

internationally. Foreign investors rely on weaker home-country governments in support of 

conditions and terms that are good for them (Ross, 2012). Sachs (2013) stated that mechanisms 

are created for the avoidance of tax, ignoring transfer pricing by home country governments. 

These kinds of behaviors by home country governments and the attractiveness of high rents 

create a platform for corruption (Sachs, 2013).  
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Large scale resource projects typically have a wide net of stakeholders, which may 

include national governments, local governments, governments of investing corporations, small 

and large businesses, international financial institutions, regional development banks, 

developmental organizations, global consumers, and local communities, all of whose interests 

overlap (Collier et al., 2016; Karl, 2007; Ross, 2012; Sachs, 2013, 2016). Bhattacharyya and 

Hodler (2010) used panel data from 1980–2004 covering 120 nations to study the relationships 

between resource rents and corruption. They found that resource abundance increases corruption 

in countries with poor democratic institutions and low levels of democracy. Leite and Weidmann 

(2002) found that natural resource exports (as a share of GNP) tend to increase corruption, which 

in turn lowers growth. Isham et al. (2005) showed that this effect is most pronounced for “point 

source” natural resources such as oil, minerals, and plantation crops. Aslaksen (2010) also found 

that oil and mineral resources correspond to increased corruption. Vicente (2009) presented 

evidence that oil discoveries in the late 1990s increased perceived corruption in Sao Tome and 

Principe.  

Corruption in all forms is harmful to development, and consequences are broad, ranging 

from reduced economic growth, distortion of public expenses, expanded inequality, and 

underdeveloped human capital (Arezki, & Brückner, 2011; Enste & Heldman, 2017; Farooq et 

al., 2013; Rock & Bonnett, 2004; Samimi & Abedini, 2012). Recently, the global community 

recognized the importance of corruption in development, and the UN targeted it in its 

Sustainable Development Goals. In their literature review, Enste and Heldman (2017) revealed 

that corruption is detrimental to total investment, capital flows, foreign aid, foreign trade, GDP, 

inequality, government expenditures, and social services and contributes to the shadow economy 

and crime.  
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As to social protection, although allocation from central budgets in resource-rich LMIC 

countries is high in corrupt countries, only a very small portion of it reaches beneficiaries. In 

Uganda, only 30% of expenditures per pupil reached schools between 1991 and 1995 

(Delavallade, 2006). Large-scale research has found a negative relationship between corruption 

and education (de la Croix & Delavallade, 2008; Eicher et al., 2008; Glaeser et al., 2004; Mauro, 

1997) and specifically in resource-rich countries (Cerami, 2009; Gylfason, 2001; Gylfason et al., 

1999; Ruiz & García-Peñalosa, 2008). Spending on social protection is lower compared to other 

sectors in countries with high levels of corruption as corrupt public agents prefer investment 

projects with the highest bribes and less efficiency (Shleifer & Vishny, 1993). A high level of 

corruption distorts expenditure structures: in high-corruption countries spending on social 

outcomes is less but more on military spending (Gupta et al., 2001), and corrupt civil servants 

favor building infrastructure but not operating and maintaining it (Davoodi & Tanzi, 1997). 

Thus, corruption has a negative impact on social outcomes and alters the quality of social 

policies and services (Delavallade, 2006). This paper posits that corruption in resource-rich LMI 

countries has a negative effect on child well-being. Thus, the following propositions are 

suggested:  

Proposition 1a: Corruption affects child well-being outcomes by influencing social 

protection systems in resource-rich LMI countries.  

Proposition 1b: Corruption is detrimental to social protection systems, which leads to 

negative child well-being outcomes in resource-rich LMI countries. 

Proposition 1c: Corruption affects child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries. 
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Weak Institutions 

The resource curse also degrades the quality of existing institutions or hinders their 

development, which weakens the check-and-balance function of institutions of civil society and 

the justice system. This paper supports the debate over institutions in resource-rich LMI 

countries as an exogenous problem (Melhum, et al. 2006) and sees the deterioration of 

institutions as a result of the resource curse (Karl, 2007; Ross, 2012). The resource curse 

weakens institutions in resource-rich LMI countries through the easy appropriation of resource 

rents by ruling regimes (Melhum et al., 2006). Ross (2001) reported that in the Philippines, 

Indonesia, and Malaysia, a hardwood timber price boom created rents that compelled political 

elites to alter the institutions to acquire greater control over resource rents: as a result, political 

power became more concentrated, and corruption increased. Boschini et al. (2007) stated that 

strong and sufficient institutional quality can turn a resource curse into sociopolitical and 

economic blessings. 

Poor quality of institutions is linked with slow growth rates in resource-rich LMI 

countries (Mehlum et al. 2006; Sala-i-Martin & Subramanian, 2008). Collier and Gunning (1999) 

found that weak institutions and inadequate environmental management practices accounted for 

slow economic growth. The role of institutions in the development of countries has been debated 

since the 1980s, and scholars have argued that indeed strong and well-established institutions 

played a big role in the progress and growth of developed East Asian countries (Ascher, 2012; 

Huang & Xu, 1999; Kumssa & Rodrik, 1997; Mbeche, 2004). In contrast, weak and ill-

functioning institutions in most African countries have diminished development and widened 

gender inequality. Development declined in Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda after the late 1970s 
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and 1980s when power was concentrated in hands of presidents who destroyed some institutions 

(Kumssa & Mbeche, 2004).  

Aidis et al. (2008) found that weak institutions influenced the underdevelopment of 

entrepreneurship, low levels of startup, and business ownership, in Russia. Rodrik et al. (2002) 

found out that institutions are more important than geography and international trade in 

explaining cross-country income comparisons. Campos and Nugent (1999) found a positive 

relationship between the quality of institutions and income per capita, infant mortality, and the 

adult literacy rate in Latin America and African countries. This paper assumes that weak 

institutions in resource-rich LMI countries have a similar negative influence on child well-being. 

Proposition 2a: The quality of institutions is associated with child well-being outcomes 

in resource-rich LMI countries by affecting the quality of social protection systems.  

Proposition 2b: Weak institutions have negative effects on child well-being outcomes in 

resource-rich LMI countries by diminishing the quality of social protection systems. 

Proposition 2c: Weak institutions affect child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries.  

Poor Governance and Policy Failure  

Another political outcome of the resource curse is that oil and gas resources tend to be in 

countries that did not have well-functioning government systems and transparency prior to the 

discovery and exploitation of natural resources (Sachs, 2013). Although cases of bad governance 

are not confined to mineral sectors or mineral-rich countries, the general consequence is that 

good governance is rare among developing countries, particularly those that are highly 

dependent on resource exports (Karl, 2004). Karl (2007) found that existing factors (e.g., 

institutional weaknesses, authoritarian regimes) underlie this pattern, and their adverse effects 

are exacerbated when resource rents feed national budgets. Studies of African economies have 
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found that resource-dependent economies in which the rulers enjoy discretionary power over 

mineral revenues without parliamentary control more likely had worse governance (Jensen & 

Wantchekon 2004). In addition, countries dependent on resource exports seem particularly 

susceptible to policy failure (Karl, 2007). 

Governance type relates to how growth translates into improved living conditions. Good 

governance can improve health outcomes in LMI countries (Andrews et al., 2010; Lewis & 

Pettersson, 2009; Marmot et al., 2008; Savedoff, 2011) by improving life expectancy at birth, 

child and maternal mortality, healthy life expectancy, and self-reported health status (Holmberg 

& Rothstein, 2011), and by the successful introduction of the hepatitis B and/or Haemophilus 

influenza Type B vaccines (Glatman-Freedman et al., 2010). Sound governance was also 

associated with fewer deaths during famines in 102 countries across 28 years (Burchi, 2011). 

Based on the research on the relationship between the quality of governance, I suggest the 

following propositions:  

Proposition 3a: Poor governance affects child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries 

through influencing social protection.  

Proposition 3b: Poor governance is associated with negative child well-being outcomes 

in resource-rich LMI countries by weakening social protection systems.  

Proposition 3c: Poor governance affects child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries. 

Autocracy  

Over 70% of all hydrocarbon-rich countries are autocracies, and nearly 40% of 

autocracies are resource-rich (Siegle, 2009). The rulers of these countries have full access to 

resources, which gives them much greater incentives to stay in power than the rulers of resource-

poor countries. When they use all means to stay in power for a longer period, autocracy results. 
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Where institutions afford current leaders’ wide control over resource revenues, leaders in power 

choose to neglect citizens’ demands and use resource revenue in ways that block political 

opposition and strengthen authoritarian rule (Wiens et al., 2014). 

Evidence shows that autocracy has a negative effect on survival outcome for children. 

Studying African countries, Kudamatsu (2012) found a positive relationship between democratic 

reforms and reduced child mortality. Using panel data to calculate annual indicators for health 

and political reforms in Asian, African, and Latin American countries from 1960 to 2010, Pieters 

et al. (2016) revealed that child mortality declined over time due to democratic reforms in 33 

countries and this change stayed stable. They also found autocracies have 35% higher child 

mortality rates than democracies. Between 2000 and 2005 autocracies experienced a median 

decline in infant deaths of 2.3% compared to a decline in infant deaths of 5.7% and 13.6% for 

mixed regimes and democracies (UNRISD, 2014a). Based on the research on relationship 

between autocracy and development, I propose that autocracy is associated with child well-being 

in resource-rich LMI countries. 

Proposition 4a: Autocracy affects child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries by 

influencing social protection systems.  

Proposition 4b: Autocracy is associated with child well-being in resource-rich LMI 

countries.  

Lack of Political Will and Commitment to People  

Another political outcome of the resource curse is the lack of political will and 

commitment by states to people in resource-rich LMI countries. Two approaches, economic and 

institutional in the resource curse literature can be used to explain the lack of political will and 

commitment to people. According to an economic approach, due to the major focus on resource 
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sectors, other sectors of the economy are impaired, which leads to high unemployment rates 

across the economy. Unemployed citizens are not able to pay taxes; instead, resource sectors are 

the primary source of government revenues (Ross, 2001). The dysfunctionality of other sectors 

causes or allows resource-rich LMI countries to become heavily dependent on resource rents, 

which is the gap between the economic value of a resource and the cost of extracting it (Siegle, 

2009). In other words, they become resource dependent. In resource-dependent countries, 

resource rents play a dominant role in the economy. Resource rents and taxes from resource 

industries become the two main revenue sources for national budgets, and governments use these 

budgets for public expenditures instead of drawing on taxes paid by citizens. Due to the easy 

windfall of resource rents coming from outside the country, governments become autocratic and 

unaccountable to citizens. Citizens also have little or no power to monitor government decisions 

on spending or policies (Beblawi & Luciani, 1987; Melhum et al., 2006). The institutional aspect 

of the resource curse is that due to monarchic or autocratic governance and the absence of strong 

institutions (rule of law, democracy, civil society, courts), power is concentrated in hands of 

unified or hybrid political and economic elites or the hands of families. They rig or cancel 

elections to stay in power, tend to ignore citizens, do not prioritize citizens in the redistribution 

of resource wealth (Beblawi & Luciani, 1987), and become less motivated to embark on 

developmental projects to bring economic benefit to the country (Ross, 2001). In addition, elites 

in government do not have the will or commitment to provide economic benefits to citizens. 

Scholars have claimed that political will and commitment are key factors in 

implementing policies and programs (Greenberg & Partskhaladze, 2014; McCourt, 2003; 

Murunga et al., 2012). Political will was a main factor in achieving success in closing large-scale 

residential childcare institutions in the Republic of Georgia (Greenberg & Partskhaladze, 2014). 
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Research from Malawi, Rwanda, and Ethiopia indicated that political will and government 

commitment were behind the successful reform in family planning policies in these countries 

(Murunga et al., 2012). Considering the research on the importance of political will and 

commitment to reforms to achieve planned developmental outcomes, I propose that the lack of 

political will and commitment to reform social protection systems and invest in the family- and 

child-focused policies and services in resource-rich LMI countries negatively affects child well-

being.  

Proposition 5a: Political will and commitment affect child well-being in resource-rich 

LMI countries.  

Proposition 5b: Lack of political will and commitment are negatively associated with 

worse child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries.  

Poverty and Impoverished Populations  

The major economic consequences of the resource curse are high poverty, malnutrition, 

child mortality rates; poor health care; and reduced expenditures on education (Karl, 2004; 

Torvik, 2002; Wadho, 2014). Studies on the resource curse and economic growth found that 

natural resource abundance may result in slower economic growth (Satti et al., 2014) and can be 

detrimental to macroeconomic factors (Ahmed et al., 2016) and that resource-rich LMI countries 

experience slower economic growth and have worse GDP compared to resource-poor countries 

(Sachs & Warner, 1997).  

Gylfason (2008) compared 22 mineral-rich countries with nonmineral countries and 

found that mineral-rich countries had 0.1% per capita GDP growth per year between 1960–2000, 

whereas mineral-poor countries scored 1.4% per capita growth. He concluded that mineral-rich 

countries had less investment in education and health care and less-empowered women 
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compared to nonmineral countries. Karl (2007) stated that policies in resource-rich LMI 

countries end up being influenced by politically connected interest groups at the expense of 

entrepreneurialism, which subsequently turns policymakers away from social spending and leads 

to misery.  

Poverty and low income causally relate to worse child development outcomes, 

particularly cognitive development, and educational achievements through material hardship, 

family stress, parental and cognitive inputs, and developmental environments that children are 

exposed to (Chaudry & Wimer, 2016). Using data from the Fragile Family and Child Well-being 

Study, a survey of primarily unmarried, low-income mothers who live in 20 large cities across 

the United States, Osborne and Knab (2007) found that family income and mothers’ employment 

were positively associated with better health and behavior outcomes of children. Previous studies 

on relationships between poverty and child well-being dimensions provide the ground to propose 

that poverty has a negative impact on all child well-being dimensions in resource-rich LMI 

countries.  

Proposition 4a: Child well-being outcomes are predicted by poverty in resource-rich 

LMI countries.  

Proposition 4b: Poverty is associated with negative child well-being in resource-rich 

LMI countries by harming social protection systems.  

Resource Dependence  

Another economic outcome of the resource curse is resource dependence, the result of an 

abundance of natural capital such as mineral deposits, oil, and gas fields in resource-rich LMI 

countries (Gylfason, 2008; Hinojosa et al., 2010). Abundance means the natural capital that 

countries possess, whereas resource dependence means that a country’s growth depends on these 
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natural resources (Gylfason, 2008). The share of mineral exports in a country’s total exports or 

GDP is key to determining resource dependency, typically a minimum of 10% share of total 

exports and GDP (Hinojosa et al., 2010). Based on that baseline, the following ranking is used to 

classify mineral-dependent countries: high dependence—40% or more of the share of the mineral 

sector in total exports, medium dependence—20–39%, and low dependence—10–19%.  

Based on the resource curse thesis, high dependence can be harmful for the development 

of countries. It is especially harmful in countries with existing corrupt or authoritarian 

governments (Hinojosa et al., 2010). High dependence emerges from a lack of diversification 

and hurts development and growth by blunting private and public incentives to save and invest 

(Gylfason, 2008). More precisely, when revenues from natural resources rise, the demand for 

capital falls, real interest rates go down, and growth faces obstacles (Gylfason & Zoega, 2006). 

Natural resource capital may crowd out real capital, weakening its quality, efficiency, and 

quantity (Zoega, 2006). Thus, governments or individuals who have full access to resource 

revenues would not see unproductive investments as problematic. Research on the effects of 

resource dependence in resource-rich LMI countries led me to conclude that resource 

dependence has a relationship with child well-being and suggest the following assumptions.  

Proposition 6a: Resource dependency affects social protection systems, which 

influences child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries.  

Proposition 6b: Resource dependency worsens child well-being in resource-rich LMI 

countries.  

The resource curse and social protection  

In resource-rich LMI countries, social protection is built based on local resources and 

needs. Regardless of the definition and structure of social protection in resources-rich LMI 
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countries, they are all affected by the spillover of the resource curse (Karl, 2004). In some 

resource-rich LMI countries, social protection is inefficient and poorly designed. They entail 

short-term interventions, which are mostly fuel and cash provision measures (Altincekic, 2012). 

Social security and labor market aspects of social protection in resource-rich LMI countries are 

in place and cover those who are employed and have privileges already, such as government 

officials, military personnel, and economic and political elites by excluding vulnerable groups. 

As to the social welfare aspect of social protection in resource-rich LMI countries, they 

are inefficient, under-resourced, or not well developed. In some resource-rich LMI countries, 

social welfare excludes minorities based on their religious or political views, immigration status, 

or lifestyle, such as with nomadic tribes in Middle Eastern oil- and gas-rich countries. Based on 

the research on social protection in resource-rich LMI countries, I propose that social protection 

systems are negatively affected by the resource curse.  

Proposition 7a: Overall, the resource curse negatively affects social protection systems 

in resource-rich LMI countries, which leads to poor child well-being outcomes. 

1.4. Methods 

1.4.1. Research Design  

 

My aim is to test the relationships among selected dimensions from the suggested 

theoretical framework. The research uses a longitudinal design and secondary data for 18 years 

were entered into the model. Panel data analyses and structural equation modeling were used for 

this paper.  
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1.4.2. Dataset and Data Management  

A new special dataset was created for this paper. The data for each variable were 

extracted from different resources. Data for variables for child well-being came from UNICEF, 

UNESCO, and The World Bank. The data for variables in the resource curse was taken from the 

World Bank, Transparency International, and the World Bank’s World Governance Indicators 

source. After cleaning, data were merged into one dataset. The original dataset had 25 variables. 

Some variables had information for 50 years since 1970. Some had information only for 19 years 

starting in 2002. The original dataset was created in a wide format. For the paper, the dataset was 

restructured into a long format. Observations in the dataset were countries. The initial dataset had 

220 countries. Countries that had population below 200,000 people were removed from the 

dataset.  

1.4.3. Sampling  

 

The sample for the study is the full population of low-to-middle income countries with 

and without resources. The list of countries was obtained from the World Bank data set. Based 

on the income classification criteria of the World Bank, high-income countries were excluded 

from the study. The World Bank classifies countries based on four annual gross national income 

groups: (a) low-income countries with less than $1000 per capita (b) low-middle income 

countries with up to $4080 per capita, (c) high-middle income countries with up to $12,000 per 

capita, and (d) high-income countries with over $12,000 per capita (World Bank, 2022). The 

final sample size for quantitative analysis was 137 countries.  
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1.4.4. Variables and Measurement 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable for the study was an overall measure of child well-being, which 

was created by merging seven indices selected from the Child Rights Convention (CRC) of the 

UN. Due to the availability of the data for all LMI countries, the study was limited to indices to 

build a child well-being construct based on the indices described in Table 2. The selected indices 

cover two categories: survival and development. Survival had two dimensions such as nutrition 

and health. The health of children was measured by three indices such as neonatal, infant, and 

under-5 mortality rates. Neonatal, infant, and under-five mortality rates were measured the 

number of deaths per 1000 live births. I have converted rates into a percent for all three mortality 

rates: 0 being a low mortality rate 100 being a high mortality rate.   

The nutritional status of children was measured by overweight and stunting indices. 

Overweight and stunting rates were measured originally in the percentage of children aged 0-59 

months who are above two standard deviations from the median weight-for-height of the WHO 

Child Growth Standards. These two variables were kept in their original versions. 

 The development dimension of my child well-being index was measured by pre-primary 

and primary school enrolment rates. They were measured as percentages of enrollment of 

children in preprimary and primary schools. They measure 0 being low enrollment and 100 being 

high enrollment. These two variables were reverse scored for this paper to be consistent with the 

measurement direction of health and nutrition indices: 0 was a low enrollment rate whereas 100 

was a high enrollment rate. For this paper, all variables were increasing in the same direction: 0 

being bad child well-being and 100 being good child well-being. All seven indices were 

collapsed into one variable by summing their means to create an omnibus child well-being 
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variable. The theoretical range of the newly created child well-being variable is 0 low (bad child 

well-being) and 100 high (good child well-being).  

Table 2: Dimensions for Dependent Variable of the Study 

Category Dimensions Indices CRC Articles 

Survival  Food, nutrition Stunting and overweight rates CRC Art. 24 

 Health Infant, neonatal and under-5 mortality CRC Art. 24 

Development Education Preprimary and primary education 

enrollment rates 

CRC Art. 28 

 
Independent Variable 

The independent variable for this study is the resource curse. Based on the availability of 

quantitative data for all LMI countries, this phenomenon is measured by oil rents per capita, the 

control of corruption, government effectiveness, democracy, political stability and absence of 

political violence and terrorism, and per capita income (see Table 3). The independent variable 

was divided into three groups—natural resource variables, political variables, and economic 

variables of the resource curse. During the data analysis, first oil rents per capita, followed by the 

political and then economic variables were entered into the models.  

The study also mediated employment as a measure of social protection. The employment 

dimension for social protection was selected among others due to the availability of the data for 

all LMI countries.  

Data for all independent variables were obtained from the World Bank and Transparency 

International open datasets. The Bank’s data for control of corruption, government effectiveness, 
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democracy, and political stability were available from 2002 up to 2020. Due to COVID19, the 

data for 2020 were excluded. Thus, the study used data from 2002 up to 2019.  

Table 3: Independent Variables 

Independent variables Data source  

Natural resource   

    Oil rents per capita  World Bank 

Political factors   

    Political stability & absence of violence/terrorism  World Bank 

    Control of corruption  World Bank 

   Government effectiveness  

   Democracy 

World Bank 

World Bank 

Economic factor   

   Poverty (per income capita) World Bank  

Mediator variables   

    Employment  World Bank  

    Education World Bank  

    Health  World Bank  

 

Oil rents per capita were the independent variable from the natural resource category of 

the conceptual framework for this study. They are the difference between the value of crude oil, 

gas, and mineral production at regional prices and the total costs of production. They are 

percentages of GDP. World Bank (2022) calculates them from sources and methods described in 

the World the Changing Wealth of Nations.  
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Per capita income was used to measure the poverty aspect of the resource curse.  

According to the World Bank (2022) per capita income is gross domestic product divided by 

mid-year population. It is a sum of gross value added by all resident producers in the economy 

plus any product taxes and minus any subsidies not included in the value of the products. It is 

calculated without making deductions for depreciation of fabricated assets or for depletion and 

degradation of natural resources. Per capita income indicates the economic growth of a country, 

and it is the economic variable of the resource curse for this paper.  

The control of corruption, government effectiveness, democracy, and political stability 

are political factors of the resource curse for this paper. The control of corruption describes 

perceptions of the extent to which public power is exercised for private gain, including both petty 

and grand forms of corruption, as well as “capture” of the state by elites and private interests.  

It is a percentile rank among all countries, ranging from 0 (lowest) to 100 (highest) rank.  

Government effectiveness is perceptions of the quality of public services, the quality of 

the civil service and the degree of its independence from political pressures, the quality of policy 

formulation and implementation, and the credibility of the government's commitment to such 

policies. It is measured by percentile rank among all countries 0 being the lowest, 100 being the 

highest rank.  

The democracy variable is measured by the voice and accountability, which reflects 

perceptions of the extent to which a country's citizens can participate in selecting their 

government, as well as freedom of expression, freedom of association, and free media. It is 

percentile ranking among all countries ranging from 0 (lowest) to 100 (highest). 

The political stability and absence of violence/terrorism variable measures perceptions of 

the likelihood of political instability and/or politically motivated violence, including terrorism. 
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They were measured by the percentile ranking of countries ranging from approximately 0 

(lowest) to 100 (highest). All four variables to measure the political aspect of the resource curse 

came from the Worldwide Governance Indicators, which were produced by Daniel Kaufman and 

Aart Kraay (World Bank, 2022). The data for all independent variables came from the World 

Bank. 

The first mediation variable, employment is measured by the employment-to-population 

ratio, which is the proportion of a country's population that is employed. Employment here is 

defined as persons of working age (15+) who, during a short reference period, were engaged in 

any activity to produce goods or provide services for pay or profit, whether at work during the 

reference period (i.e. who worked in a job for at least one hour) or not at work due to temporary 

absence from a job, or to working-time arrangements.  

The second mediation variable, education, is measured as the government’s expenditure 

on education. It is expressed as a percentage of GDP. It includes expenditure funded by transfers 

from international sources to the government. General government usually refers to local, 

regional, and central governments (UNESCO, 2021). 

The third mediation variable is current health expenditure by general governments. It is 

named health for this paper. It is also calculated as a percentage of health expenditure expressed 

as a percentage of GDP.  Estimates of current health expenditures include healthcare goods and 

services consumed during each year. This indicator does not include capital health expenditures 

such as buildings, machinery, IT, and stocks of vaccines for emergencies or outbreaks (World 

Health Organization, 2022). Both dependent and independent variables increase in the same 

direction, i.e., 0 means a low score and 100 means a high score.  
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1.4.5. Data Analysis 

The study used the mixed-effects linear regression model to determine the relationship 

between the resource curse and child well-being. To check the effect of the mediation on this 

relationship, I used the structural equation modeling method. The study used, micro, balanced, 

and equally spaced panel data for the analyses. Based on the results of the VIF test below, no 

multicollinearity among covariates and control variables was observed: as values of VIF do not 

exceed 10 (see Table 4).  

Table 4: Multicollinearity Test 

Independent Variables VIF 1/VIF 

Oil rent per capita 1.2 .84  

Control of corruption 3.3 .31 

Per capita income 1.1 .95 

Government Effectiveness 2.5 .40 

Political stability & absence of violence/terrorism 1.7 .60 

Democracy 1.8 .56 

 
However, based on the results of Breusch–Pagan/Cook–Weisberg and Whites tests for 

heteroskedasticity are not homoscedastic. The normality tests also revealed that the data (see 

Table 5) are not normally distributed (see Tables 6 and 7). As the sample size is over 50, the 

study proceeded with building random intercept and mixed-effects models. 
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Table 5: Breusch–Pagan/Cook–Weisberg test for Heteroskedasticity and Cameron & Trivedi's 
Decomposition of IM-Test 

 

Breusch–Pagan/Cook–Weisberg 

test for heteroskedasticity 
Cameron & Trivedi's decomposition of IM-test 

 
chi2(20) = 8.81 

Source chi2 df p 

Heteroskedasticity 66 20 .00 
Prob > chi2 = .03 Skewness 46 5 .00 
 Kurtosis 4.4 1 .04 

Total  116 26 .00  
 

Table 6: Skewness and Kurtosis Tests for Normality 

Variable Observations Pr (skewness) Pr (kurtosis) Adj chi2(2) Prob>chi2 
Child Well-
being 

108 .00 .08 18 .00 

 
 

Table 7: Shapiro-Wilk Test 

Variable Observations W V Z Prob>z 
Child Well-being 2,322  0.87 11 5.4 .00 

 

1.4.6. Models 

 

After building a null model, four different models were built by adding predictors. The 

first random intercept model was built to check the association between one of the measures of 

natural resources, the oil rents per capita, and child well-being.  

Table 8: Random Intercept Model 1 With Oil Rents Per Capita 

Note. (N=2230; countries=127) 
 

 
Predictors   Coefficient  SE z p > |z| CI (95%) 

 Oil per capita  .83 .16  5.18 .00  .51  1.14 
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Based on values of chi-square the third model has a predictive capacity (p<0.05, 

Chi=.00). The second random intercept model estimated political factors such as the control of 

corruption, government effectiveness, democracy, and political stability, and no 

violence/terrorism.  

Table 9: Random Intercept Model 2 With Political Factors for Years Between 2002–2018 

Note. (N=2217; countries=127) 
 

The second model has also predictive capacity (p<0.05, Chi=.01). The third random 

intercept model was built by adding the economic factor of the resource curse, and poverty and 

measured by the per capita income. 

Table 10: Random intercept model with oil rents per capita, political, and economic variables 
(2002 to 2018) 

Predictors   Coefficient  SE z p > |z| CI (95%) 

Oil rents per capita  -.91 .18 -5.4 .00 -1.23  -.58 

Control of corruption .12 .11 1.0 .30 -.10 .33 

Government effectiveness  .10 .11 .96 .33 -.11 .32 

Democracy   .04 .11 .32 .75 -.19 .26 

 Political Stability          .06 .07 .83 .40 -.08 .21 

Model 3  

Random Effects   Coefficient  SE z p> |z| CI (95%) 

Oil rent per capita  -.88 .17 -5.24 .00  -1.20 -.55 

Control of Corruption .12 .11 1.05 .30 -.10 .34 

Government Effectiveness   .11 .11 1.01 .31 -.10- .32 

Democracy .04 .11 0.38 .70 -.18 .26 
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Note. (N=2217; countries=127) 
 

Based on values of chi-square, the third model has prediction capacity (p<0.05, Chi=.00). 

The fourth, the mixed-effects model, allowed all predictors—natural resource, political, and 

economic variables—vary across years.  

Table 11: Mixed-Effects Model 4 (Random Intercept Model) With Oil Rents Per Capita, 
Economic, and Political Predictors (2002 to 2018) 

Note. Model 4 (N=2216; countries=127) 
 

The mixed-effects model also has a predictive capacity (p<0.05, Chi=.00). Based on the 

values of AIC and BIC, the final model, the mixed-effects linear regression model was chosen to 

be the final model for this paper (see Table 12).  

 

 

 

Political Stability  .06 .07 0.80 .42 -.10 .20 

Per capita income .00 .00 0.28 .78 -.00 .00 

Model 4 

Predictors  Coefficient  SE  z p> |z| CI (95%) 

Oil per capita -.88 .16 -5.35 .00 -1.20 -.57 

Control of Corruption .12 .11 1.05 .29 -.10 .34 

Government Effectiveness  .11 .11  1.02 .30 -.10 .32 

Democracy  .04 .11 .39  .04 -.17 .26 

Political Stability .05 .07 .80 .42 -.08 .20 

Per capita income .00 .00 .28 .03 -.00 .00 
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Table 12: AIC and BIC values 

 
Models Df AIC BIC 

Model 1 4 14895 14918 

Model 2 8 14850 14895 

Model 3 9 14838 14890 

Model 4 9 14838 14890 

 

1.5. Findings  

1.5.1. Descriptive Statistics 

 

After meeting all assumptions, the final model, a mixed-effects linear regression model 

with all predictors, was run to test the relationship between the resource curse and child well-

being. Six independent variables were entered into the final model. Child well-being had 2322 

observations, with a mean rate of 40. The average score for control of corruption had 2366 cases 

with a mean percentage of 34 and no high variability among groups (SD 22). Government 

effectiveness had 2358 cases with a mean percentage of 35. Political stability had 2355 cases and 

the mean percentage was 34 and democracy had 2353 cases with a mean of 35%. The 

observations varied significantly per income capita as the average score was 3882 USD dollars 

and SD was 6551.839 USD dollars.  
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Table 13: Descriptive Statistics 

Variable N Mean SD Min Max 

Child Well-being 2322 40  14  6 111 

Oil rents per capita 2230 4.2 10 0 67 

Control of corruption 2366 35  22  0 92 

Government Effectiveness 2358 36  22  0  90 

Political stability  2355  34   22  0  99 

Democracy  2353        35 22  0  92 

Per capita income 2263      3882  6551  112  15492 

 

1.5.2. Mixed-Effects Linear Regression Findings  

 
The mixed-effects linear regression model had 2206 observations in 126 LMI countries. 

Based on the results of this model, oil rents per capita, democracy, and per capita income were 

statistically significant. Changes in all three variables predicted the changes in child well-being 

over the years. One unit increase in oil rents per capita resulted in a 88 percent decrease in child 

well-being rates, (b=-.88, SE=0.16, z=-5.35, p<0.00) (See table 11). As oil rents per capita 

increased in countries, child well-being worsened. A one-dollar increase in per capita income 

resulted in a 1 percent increase in child well-being rates (b=-.001, SE=0.001, z=-2.85, p<0.004). 

As the income of people increased, child well-being improved. One percent increase in 

democracy predicted a 4 percent increase in child well-being (b=.04, SE=0.11, z=39, p<0.03). 

Democracy positively affected child well-being: as countries performed better in democracy, 

child well-being improved.  
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After running the mixed-effects model for checking the association between the resource 

curse and child well-being (direct effect), I also tested the association with a mediator. The 

theoretical model suggested social protection as a mediator between resource curse and child 

well-being. Due to the availability of worldwide data, I selected employment, health, and 

education spending from GDP by governments as measures of social protection. The study used 

structural equation modeling to test the relationship between the resource curse and child well-

being with the mediator, social protection (see Table 14). 

The mediation analysis was estimated with the maximum likelihood method and robust 

estimators. Based on the values of the goodness of fit tests, the model fits the data and the model 

has a predictive capacity (model fit: χ²(000) = 165.866, p < .001; CFI =  0.765; TLI =  -0.408; 

RMSEA =  0.199 (0.00–0.00). ***p < .000). Based on the mediation model (see Table 14), when 

mediated by employment, health, and education, all variables except education had a direct 

statistically significant relationship with child well-being. As the employment rate increased by 1 

percent, child well-being increased by 9 percent. In other words, child well-being improved with 

an increase in employment rates (b=(0.09, SE=.02, p<0.00).  

One percent increase in oil rents per capita predicted a 6 percent decrease in child well-

being, (b=(-.06, SE=2.28, p<0.03). As oil rents per capita increased, child well-being declined. 

Democracy had a positive statistically significant relationship with child well-being. As 

democracy increased in countries by 1 percent in ranking, child well-being increased by 8 

percent (b=.08, SE=2.8, p<0.03) which means that by improvement in democratic performance 

by countries, child well-being also improved. A 1% increase in per capita income resulted in a 

10% increase in child well-being, (b=0.10, SE=0.00, p<0.00). This finding indicated that as 

nations got richer, child well-being also improved.  
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Health spending by governments also had a positive statistically significant relationship 

with child well-being. As spending on health by the government increased by 1%, the child well-

being rates also increased by 44% (b=.44, SE=0.09, p<0.00). This result implies that as health 

care improves, child well-being gets better too.   

Table 14: Mediation Analysis 

Variables  B SE z P > (z) Confidence interval 

(95%) 

Structural  

Child well-being 

 Employment 

 Oil rents per capita  

 Democracy  

 Per Capita Income 

 Education  

 Health  

 

 

.09 

-.06 

.08 

.01 

-.21 

.44 

 

 

.02 

2.8 

.01 

.00 

.11 

.09 

 

 

 5.52 

-2.21 

-8.0 

9.8 

-1.9 

4.9 

 

 

.00 

.03 

.00 

.00 

.05 

.00 

 

 

.05  .11 

-.12 -.00 

.13 .08 

.09 .06 

-.41 .00 

.61 .26 

Employment  

 Oil rents per capita  

 Democracy 

 Per Capita Income  

 

-.16 

.09 

.01 

 

.05 

.02 

.01 

 

-3.2 

5.0 

3.33 

 

.01 

.00 

.01 

 

-.26 -.07 

 .12 .05 

.06 .07 

Education  

 Oil rents per capita  

 Democracy 

 

-.12 

.01 

 

.01 

.00 

 

-1.7 

-8.5 

 

.09 

.00 

 

-.02 -.00 

.02 .03 
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 Per Capita Income  .00 .00 0.32 .75 .00 .00 

Health  

 Oil rents per capita  

 Democracy 

 Per Capita Income  

 

-.08 

.01 

.01 

 

.01 

.00 

.00 

 

-8.51 

3.45 

0.39 

 

.00 

.00 

.69 

 

-.09 -.06 

.00  .02 

.00 .02 

 
Different from the direct effect, when mediated by employment and healthcare, oil rents 

per capita had a positive indirect statistically significant relationship with child well-being. As 

mediated by employment, a 1% increase in oil rents per capita predicted a 16% increase in child 

well-being (b=.08, SE=0.05, p<0.01). It means that when employment is improved in oil-rich 

countries oil rents per capita lose their negative effect on child well-being. Based on the results 

of the Sobel’s test which were significant, the mediation by employment between the oil rents 

per capita and child well-being was partial. About 18 % of the effect of oil rents per capita on 

child well-being is mediated by employment (indirect effect /total effect, 13.781 / 77.494) = 

0.178). That is, the mediated effect is about 0.2 times large as the direct effect of oil rents per 

capita on child well-being (indirect effect/direct effect (13.781 / 63.713) = 0.216) (See table 15).  

When mediated by healthcare, a 1% increase in oil rents per capita predicted an 8% 

increase in child well-being (b=.08, SE=0.01, p<0.00). It means that when healthcare is 

improved in oil-rich countries oil rents per capita lost their negative effect on child well-being. 

As the result, as oil rents per capita increase with better health, child well-being also improves. 

Based on the results of the Sobel’s test which was significant, the mediation between oil rents 

per capita and child well-being by health was partial. About 108 % of the effect of oil rents per 

capita on child well-being is mediated by health (indirect effect /total effect) (33.129 / 30.584) = 
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1.083. That is, the mediated effect is about 0.5 times large as the direct effect of oil rents per 

capita on child well-being (indirect effect/direct effect (33.129 / 63.713) = 0.520). But when 

mediated with education oil rents per capita did not have a statistically significant relationship 

with child well-being. 

Democracy had a positive effect on child well-being as a direct effect when it was 

mediated with all three mediators: employment, healthcare, and education. As mediated by 

employment, a 1% increase in democracy predicted a 9% increase in child well-being (b=.09, 

SE=0.02, p<0.01). Based on the results of the Sobel’s test which was significant, the mediation 

by employment was partial. About 9% of the effect of democracy on child well-being is 

mediated by employment (indirect effect /total effect, (7.481 / 87.429) = 0.086). That is, the 

mediated effect is about 0.1 times large as the direct effect of democracy on child well-being 

(indirect effect/direct effect (7.481 / 79.947) = 0.094).  

As mediated by education, a 1% increase in democracy predicted a 1% increase in child 

well-being (b=.01, SE=0.00, p<0.00). Based on the results of the Sobel’s test which was 

significant, the mediation by education was partial. About 5% of the effect of democracy on 

child well-being is mediated by education (indirect effect /total effect, (4.402 / 84.349) = 0.052). 

That is, the mediated effect is about 0.1 times large as the direct effect of democracy on child 

well-being (indirect effect/direct effect (4.402 / 79.947) = 0.055). 

When mediated by health, a 1% increase in democracy predicted a 1% increase in child 

well-being (b=.01, SE=0.00, p<0.00) which means an improvement in child well-being for this 

paper. Based on the results of the Sobel’s test which was significant, the mediation by health 

between democracy and child well-being was partial. About 6% of the effect of democracy on 

child well-being is mediated by health (indirect effect /total effect, (4.674 / 84.621) = 0.055. That 
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is, the mediated effect is about 0.1 times large as the direct effect of democracy on child well-

being (indirect effect/direct effect (4.674 / 79.947) = 0.058). 

Per capita income had a statistically significant positive association with child well-being 

only with the mediation of employment. Neither education nor health mediated the relationship 

between per capita income and child well-being. This result is different from the direct effect of 

per capita income on child well-being. When mediated by employment, a 1% increase in per 

capita income predicted a 1% increase in child well-being (b=.01, SE=0.01, p<0.01). Based on 

the results of Sobel’s test which was significant, the mediation by employment was partial. 

About 5% of the effect of per capita income on child well-being is mediated by employment 

(indirect effect /total effect, (0.015/0.279) = 0.053). That is, the mediated effect is about 0.1 

times as large as the direct effect of per capita income on child well-being (indirect effect/direct 

effect (0.015/0.264) = 0.056). 

Table 15: Significance Testing of Indirect Effects (Unstandardized) 

Independent 

 variables  

Mediators Sobel’s test SE z-value p value Conf. interval 

Oil rent per capita Employment -13.8 5.01 -2.8 .01 -23.54, -4.10 

Per Capita Income  Employment 0.06 0.01 2.85 .00   17.83,  48.43 

Democracy  Employment 7.5 2.02 3.7 .00 11.45, -3.52 

Democracy  Education 4.02 2.34 1.85 .06 9.01, 0.04 

Oil rents per capita Health  33.13 7.04 4.24 .00 17.84, 48.46 

Democracy Health  4.67 1.67  2.82 .01 8.24, 1.80 
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1.6. Discussion 

The findings above address the relationship between the resource curse and child well-

being. The study used mixed-effects linear regression panel analysis to test the relationship 

between the indices of the resource curse and child well-being. To check the relationship 

between child well-being and the resource curse, I tested three random intercept and mixed-

effects linear regression models after building the null model. Three random intercept models 

predicted changes in child well-being by variability in natural resource variables of oil; political 

variables such as democracy, and political stability; and the economic variable of per capita 

income. I also tested the relationship between the resource curse and child well-being through 

the mediator, social protection with structural equation modeling. Employment, health, and 

education were measures of social protection for this paper. The study used panel data from 2002 

to 2019. Data only for 137 LMI countries were entered into the models. Based on AIC and BIC 

values, the fourth model, the mixed-effects linear regression model, was selected to be the final 

model.  

The results of analyses revealed that oil rents per capita, democracy, and per capita 

income had a statistically significant relationship with child well-being. Mixed-effects linear 

regression analysis showed that oil rents per capita had a negative direct effect on child well-

being. As countries get oil money, child well-being declined. But when the relationship between 

oil rents per capita and child well-being was mediated by employment and health, the oil rents 

per capita lost its negative effect on child well-being, and opposite it improved child well-being. 

Both employment and health care partially mediated the relationship between oil rents per capita 
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and child well-being. If countries with oil, invest in employment and health policies, the oil will 

not affect child well-being negatively, opposite it will have a positive effect on child well-being.  

Mixed-effects linear regression analysis also found that as democracy improved, child 

well-being also improved. This relationship stayed the same when it was mediated by 

employment and health. Employment and health partially mediated the relationship between 

democracy and child well-being. Per capita income had a positive direct relationship with child 

well-being in mixed-effects linear regression analysis. Only employment partially mediated the 

relationship between per capita income and child well-being.       

The findings of this study about the direct relationship between oil wealth, democracy per 

capita income, and child well-being were consistent with published research on the relationship 

between oil wealth, democracy, per capita income, and child well-being dimensions, which were 

the focus of this paper. Wigley (2017) employed a panel of 167 countries for each year from 

1960 to 2011 and found a positive association between oil income and the under-5 mortality rate. 

He also found a causal channel through which petroleum wealth has a harmful effect on child 

health. Scholars on resource-rich countries indicated that among other social problems, the 

resource curse is linked to unusually high rates of child mortality (Karl, 2005; Torvic, 2002; 

Wadho, 2014).  

Oil, gas, and mineral-rich countries saw median levels of infant deaths drop by 8.4% and 

3.4%, respectively, during this 5-year period (UNICEF, 2014) when the global norm was 11.9% 

(UNRISD, 2014). Among oil, gas, and mineral-rich, autocracies saw levels of infant mortality 

rates drop by 4.2% (UNRISD, 2014). Mixed regimes and democracies were apparently able to 

do more with their resource booms, showing median improvements of 15.3% and 18%, 

respectively (UNRISD, 2014). Similar, though more modest differences are observed among 
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mineral-rich countries. Between 2000 and 2005 autocracies experienced a median decline in 

infant deaths of 2.3% compared to a decline in infant deaths of 5.7% and 13.6% for mixed 

regimes and democracies, respectively (UNRISD, 2014).  

The study also found a statistically significant relationship between democracy and child 

well-being. Wigley and Akkoyunlu-Wigley (2017) also found a statistically significant 

relationship between electoral, political, competitive participation, free media, and under-5 

mortality rate in their panel analysis of 167 countries. They found a negative relationship 

between democracy and under-5 mortality, as democracy increased under-5 mortality rates 

decreased. This relationship was even greater in the presence of free media. Wigley and 

Akkoyunlu-Wigley argued that not only the existence of democracy but also two central 

elements of democratic rule— contestation and participation—play an important role in 

enhancing the health of children. Gerring et al. (2012) and McGuire, (2012) also found a robust 

negative relationship between infant mortality and democracy in their studies. These findings 

suggest that democratic reforms can have a beneficial effect on child well-being in general, child 

health in particular.  

This result of the study, the association between democracy and child well-being, 

overlaps with Amartya Sen’s (2009) seminal argument that democratic governments do better 

than nondemocratic governments in responding to shocks that threaten the poor such as famines 

and endemics. The finding on the relationship between democracy and child well-being builds 

upon and extends Sen’s argument that democracy plays an important role in improving the well-

being of children. 

The study also found that per capita income influenced child well-being. This finding 

confirms previous research on testing the relationship between national income and child well-
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being indicators. Houweling et al. (2005) in their study covering 45 developing countries found 

an association between higher national income and under-5 mortality rate (p <.014). O’Hare et 

al. (2013) in their systematic review and meta-analysis of 24 studies that explored the 

relationship between national income and child mortality in developing countries found income 

as an important determinant of under-5 mortality. They found that if the country has 10% 

increase in GDP per capita purchasing power, child mortality decreases from 50% to 45% of 

1000 live births.  

The mediation analysis indicates that the child well-being index improved in oil-rich 

countries when health and employment are introduced as mediators. These findings indicate that 

when governments in oil-rich countries invest in employment and health, oil wealth may have a 

positive effect on child well-being. Democracy had a similar positive indirect effect on child 

well-being as the direct effect. As democracy improved with the mediation of employment and 

health, child well-being also improved. Unlike the direct effect, when per capita income is 

mediated by health, education, and employment, it maintained its effect on child well-being only 

with the mediation of employment. When mediated with education, democracy did not influence 

child well-being.  

Based on the result of this paper, it can be concluded that employment and health play an 

important role to reduce the negative effect of oil in oil-rich countries. The research and policy 

implications of the study are the following: the governments in oil-rich countries need to invest 

in employment policies and health care to have good child well-being in oil-rich countries. For 

policy implications, the policies focusing on the alleviation of poverty, increasing employment, 

and health care policies that are effective in nondemocratic societies need to be tested in 

nondemocratic oil countries. Singapore, as a nondemocratic country, has implemented several 
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types of asset-building strategies, such as Baby Bonus with Child Development accounts, 

MediSave, EduSave to provide effective health, and education services for children. China tests 

asset-building interventions such as child development accounts to improve the education aspect 

of child well-being. These policies that work in Singapore and Chine to alleviate poverty in 

families' well-being of children can be good examples. The employment and health care policies 

of both countries can be a good example for oil-rich countries. The National Health System of 

Cuba is another good model of health care policy for oil-rich countries (Keck & Reid, 2012; 

Pineo, 2019). Turkiye’s primary health care system which reaches low-to-middle income people 

can be a good example for oil-rich LMI countries (Hazama, 2015).  

The research implication of the study is that further research needs to focus on finding 

strategies and interventions directly related to children to improve their well-being in LMI 

countries with oil resources. The democratization process in LMI countries takes a longer time 

and it might never happen for some countries, especially which have oil resources. But children 

need effective interventions now.  

The findings of this paper make several contributions to both the resource-curse and child 

well-being literature. The first contribution is enriching the literature on the resource curse and 

child well-being from the perspective of these two phenomena. Literature in the resource-curse 

field is growing, but studies exploring the effect of the resource curse on vulnerable groups in 

resource-rich LMI countries are limited. Thus, this study has a huge contribution to increasing 

the number of quantitative studies on vulnerable groups. Another methodological uniqueness of 

the study is the child well-being index that I created for this paper to use as an outcome variable 

to measure the well-being of children in all LMI countries. Previous studies on the relationship 

between resource curse and child well-being looked at only the former’s effect on under-5 
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mortality. My child well-being index encompasses under-5 mortality as one of seven indicators 

in addition to indicators on education and the nutritional situation of children. It gives chance to 

look at the relationship between the resource curse and the situation of education and nutrition of 

children in all LMI countries in addition to only health-related indicators. 

The mediation analysis of the study is another unique contribution to testing the 

relationship between the resource curse and child well-being. Previous studies did not have 

social protection as the mediator in their analysis. That is, the results of the mediation analysis 

are a valuable contribution of this study to the resource curse literature.   

My study also has several limitations. The first limitation is the unavailability of data on 

all indicators of child well-being which are mentioned in the CRC of the UN. This limitation 

made me limit my child well-being index only to health, nutrition, and education indicators. I 

could not measure other child well-being indicators. The second limitation emerged due to the 

COVID19 pandemic: due to this problem, I could not include quantitative data for 2020-2021 in 

my study. 

1.7. Conclusion  

Since the late 1980s, the adverse effects of the resource curse on democracy, rule of law, 

political systems, governance, the economy, GDP, accountability, and transparency have been 

extensively studied (Collier, 2016; Gilles, 2016; Karl, 2007; Ross, 2012; Sachs, 2001, 2016; 

Sachs & Werner, 1995). Starting in 2012, scholars have discussed the absence of social policy-

related research studies as one of the missing pieces in the resource curse literature (Hinojosa 

2012). Some applied scholars have discussed the social security role in social policy, yet few 

specific studies have been conducted. In addition, few papers have looked at the relationship 
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between the resource curse and the situation of vulnerable groups in oil and gas-rich countries. 

Two of them extended the resource curse theory to child mortality (Makhlouf, 2017; Wigely, 

2017), and one of them to HIV/AIDS (Soysa and Gizelis, 2013). One study discussed the 

situation of women (Ross, 2012). Studying each vulnerable group separately in the context of the 

resource curse will help to determine the impact of the resource curse and suggest tailored 

interventions. It will also enrich the resource curse literature. 

This conceptual framework aimed at extending the resource curse theory to children and 

their well-being to guide future research and scholarly work in this field. The conceptual model 

provides guidance for interested scholars to generate new knowledge and evidence to explain 

links between the resource curse and child well-being. In addition, little information exists about 

the strategies, programs, and policies that may increase the well-being of children in resource-

rich LMI countries. By suggesting this conceptual framework, I hope that empirical work 

generated based on it will suggest implications for effective policies and services for child well-

being in all recourse-rich countries. In the conceptual framework I tried to bring light to the 

situation of children in resource-rich LMI countries in a way that may suggest interventions for 

positive change. I hope that by discussing the link between dimensions of the resource curse and 

child well-being, this article can bring clarity to many hidden factors causing failure in reforming 

child well-being, especially in resource-rich LMI countries. 

From a larger perspective, this inquiry is about child well-being as a key foundation of a 

nation’s development and advancement. Vulnerable groups are always barometers of social 

development. When children enjoy secure well-being, they are more likely to contribute 

positively to the economy and society when they become adults. At some point, the oil will be 
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gone, or will no longer generate revenue, but the quality and competence of the people will 

always be fundamental.  
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Chapter 2: The Resource Curse and Child 

Well-being in Six Post-Soviet Countries 

2.1. Introduction 
 

Six hundred million children around the world face marked social and economic risks to 

their well-being. About 90% of these children live in 155 developing countries, and nearly half 

of these (about 45% of all vulnerable children) live in 74 low-to-middle income (LMI) countries 

that are rich in natural resources, such as oil, gas, and minerals (Save the Children, 2019; 

UNICEF, 2017). These data on the vulnerability of children in resource-rich LMI countries raise 

both puzzlement and concern.  

Turning to specific regions, limited data from the Persian/Arab Gulf oil and gas-rich 

countries show that not all children, especially children with special needs, children of ethnic, 

religious minorities, low-income families, and children of farmworkers, benefit from the 

excellent health care and education systems in these countries. Although education is 

compulsory and free in the Persian/Arab Gulf oil and gas-rich countries, informal payments are 

common, which low-income families typically cannot afford (UNICEF, 2017). 

As a result, despite natural resource wealth, these Arab countries have a high number of 

children who live and/or work on the streets. Large residential childcare institutions and 

facilities, which have been proven to be detrimental to child development, are the main or 

leading child support services for orphans and children without parental care (UNICEF, 2017). 

These children are set up for hardship and failure. For example, the Arab countries, including oil 

and gas-rich countries, have large numbers of child marriages (under 18 years of age) due in 

large part to social and economic problems among low-income families (UNICEF, 2017).  
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In Djibouti, Iraq, Kuwait, Libya, Syria, and Yemen, which are rich in oil, gas, and 

minerals, child malnutrition rates were high, leading to a rate of stunting and underweight of at 

least 20%, and as much as 58% in Yemen in 2009. In total, about 11 million people are in danger 

of starving in the Middle East and North Africa, including 2.2 million children (UNICEF, 2021).  

Similar conditions have been observed in resource-rich LMI countries in other parts of 

the world. According to UNICEF (2003), the number of children living in institutions or 

detention centers in Chile and Colombia is as high as 20,000 to 30,000. In Argentina, the 

province of Buenos Aires alone has more than 10,000 children institutionalized for reasons of 

protection. In Bolivia, the number of institutionalized children totals more than 15,000. Similarly 

in resource-rich Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Botswana, the circumstances of vulnerable 

children are devastating, with high numbers of children in large-scale orphanages or on the 

streets, and scarce services for children with disabilities (UNICEF, 2016).  

Research on resource-rich LMI countries finds that they have more than sufficient 

resources to eliminate economic hardships and improve the well-being of children by providing 

effective child well-being policies and services (Oxfam, 2013; Save the Children, 2003; 

UNICEF, 2012; Wigley, 2017). But consistent with the pattern of the resource curse, improving 

the well-being of children is not high on the agenda of elites in resource-rich LMI countries. The 

resource curse, sometimes called the paradox of plenty, leads to regressive development despite 

an abundance of natural resources (Auty, 1993; Karl, 2007; Sachs & Warners, 1995; Sachs, 

2012). The resource curse describes the disturbing fact that countries rich with oil, gas, and 

minerals show, on average, lower development outcomes than their resource-poor counterparts.  

The resource curse occurs in a well-documented pattern. Research finds that access to 

abundance of natural resources prevents governments from prioritizing the needs of their people, 
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and instead overspending on priorities such as a large military, grand construction projects, and 

lavish displays and entertainment events (Collier, 2012; Soros, 2007).  

However, few studies have extended the concept of resource curse to child-wellbeing. 

Karl (2007), who coined the phrase paradox of plenty, was one of the pioneer scholars in this 

area. She found that the greater the dependency of a country on natural resources, the greater the 

likelihood that children would die at birth, receive poor health care and nutrition, and experience 

inadequate education, compared to resource-poor countries. Sovacol (2010) found that in 

countries dependent on oil and minerals, both infant mortality and life expectancy at birth were 

worse than in countries at the same income levels but not dependent on oil or minerals.  

The purpose of the current study is to extend research on the resource curse and child 

well-being, and to systematically test the link between them. Theory and evidence on the 

resource curse suggest that post-Soviet countries are an ideal platform to test the resource-curse 

theory (Franke et al., 2009; McCaullagh, 2013). Scholars have observed that the time after the 

collapse of communism in the former Soviet Union created a large natural experiment on social, 

economic, and political reforms (Franke et al., 2009; Campos & Horvath, 2012; McCaullagh, 

2013).  

Formerly a mostly homogenous group of nations in terms of institutions, 15 post-Soviet 

countries began to differ markedly from one another after market-oriented reforms were 

implemented. Horvath and Zeynalov (2014) studied the effect of natural resource abundance on 

economic performance in 15 post-Soviet countries during the 1996 to 2011 period and 

documented the resource curse. These researchers found that, while controlling for a wide range 

of economic, social, and political characteristics, natural resource exports crowded out the 
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manufacturing sector. This evidence foundation sets the stage for a more detailed and in-depth 

study to compare resource-rich and resource-poor post-Soviet countries.  

For this study, six post-Soviet countries—Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Ukraine, and Moldova—were selected for deeper analysis. Among the six countries included in 

the current study, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Ukraine are oil and gas-rich countries, whereas 

Georgia, Moldova, and Kyrgyzstan are resource-poor countries. This sample enables systematic 

comparison.  

The study has employed a comparative multiple case study approach, with a mixed 

methods research design. The quantitative part of the research design has tested the relationship 

between the resource curse and child well-being in the six post-Soviet countries by using 

secondary data. The qualitative part of the study has aimed at finding out how and why the 

resource curse affects child well-being. I collected the qualitative data by undertaking intensive 

fieldwork in the six post-Soviet countries.  

The next section of the paper briefly describes the resource curse and its effects in 

general in six post-Soviet countries. This is followed by methodology of the paper and the 

presentation of findings from both quantitative and qualitative analyses. The final section is 

devoted to the discussion and conclusion.  

2.2. The Resource Curse in Post-Soviet Countries 
 

As noted above, a rich body of research suggests the resource curse has adverse effects 

on economic, social, and political development. More precisely, despite natural wealth, resource-

rich countries have poor economies, weak institutions, wide income gaps between the rich and 

poor, high inequality, less developed social protection systems (health, education, welfare, 
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employment, housing), high child mortality, history of civil wars as well as external conflicts, 

institutionalized corruption, nepotism, and high levels of political patronage (Auty, 1993; 

Collier, 2012; Franke, 2013; Humphreys, 2005; Karl, 2007; Madhavy, 1970; Melhum, 2002; 

Ross, 2001; Sachs, 1995; Siegel, 2007;). Politically, resource curse countries are mostly 

autocratic. About 70% of resource-rich countries, especially oil-rich countries, are autocratic, 

and 40% of all autocratic counties are oil-rich (Humphrey, 2005; Karl, 2007; Ross, 2001, 2011; 

Siegel, 2007; Soros, 2007; Torvik, 2012). Thus, resource abundance, authoritarian leadership, 

and regressive development are intercorrelated (Auty, 1993; Karl, 2007; Sachs & Warners, 1995; 

Kendall-Taylor, 2011).  

More specifically, countries displaying the resource curse typically have severe human 

rights violations and limited or no freedom of speech and assembly (Karl, 2007; Soros, 2007). 

They are highly dependent on natural resource sectors, while other sectors of the economy are 

underdeveloped, and investment in education and other forms of human capital development 

remains low (Gylfasson, 2012; Hijonosa, 2012).  

Resource-curse countries typically also demonstrate high levels of policy failure and 

weak governance. Although negative development patterns occur in some resource-poor 

countries as well, research affirms that negative development is more prevalent in countries that 

have resources (Ahmadov, 2013; Franke, 2013; Hasanov, 2013; Karimli, 2012; Karl, 2007).  

2.2.1. Explanation of the resource curse 

The major explanations of the resource curse come from the theories developed in 

political and economic sciences such as Dutch Disease, Rent-Seeking, Rentier State, and 

Institutions. According to these theories, natural resources are not bad things and theoretically, 
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nations that have them are supposed to be wealthier and more developed. It is not resources 

themselves but rents, net profits generated from resources are associated with negative growth. 

Rents from natural resources are easy earned money and appear without productive activities and 

are independent of other sectors of the economy and society. If they are not managed carefully, 

they can lead to the rise of the resource curse. An economic explanation, Dutch Disease, states 

that when resources are extracted, resource contracts are signed, and rents start coming to the 

country. A massive number of rents immediately leads to the rise in exchange price and crowds 

outs other sectors of the economy. This dynamic leads to massive migration of jobs from other 

sectors such as service, agriculture, non-tradeable, and other non-resource sectors to the resource 

sector. The migration of jobs to the resource sector leads to the decline or devastation of 

previously productive sectors and results in huge unemployment. It also weakens the economy, 

leads to inflation, and increases in prices of local produce. A windfall characteristic of the rents 

attracts all investment and attention, and the development of other sectors becomes less 

important. When other sectors of the economy are not functional, countries become heavily 

dependent on resource sectors which decreases productivity among institutions and citizens. It 

leads to the competition: everyone wants to get a piece of cake. The politicians try to stay in 

power as much as they can and use all means, sometimes violent, for an easy appropriation of the 

resource rents. Plus, rulers of the resource-rich developing countries use patronage to extend 

their legacy. It leads to autocracy, corruption, and nepotism. 

Political explanation which encompasses Rentier State, Rent Seeking, and Institutions 

theories, states that the resource curse happens when countries do not have strong institutions 

(Melhum, 2002; Karl, 2007; Acemoglu, 2007; Tovrik, 2010). Strong and quality institutions play 

a role of check and balance and prevent political and economic elites to have full access to 
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resource rents. In the institutional explanation of the resource curse, two approaches are debated: 

the history of the resource-rich countries (Acemoglu, 2007; Collier, 2012) and the geographical 

location of the resource-rich countries (Auty, 2007). The historical approach of the institutional 

explanation states that countries that suffer from weak institutions either were colonized (in the 

case of African and Asian countries) or were victims of imperialism (in the case of post-Soviet 

states). Due to these reasons, they did not have a chance to develop their institutions. The 

geographical explanation states that countries, which are victims of the resource curse, are 

located far from societies that have strong democracies and open markets. Thus, they easily fall 

in the trap of the resource curse loop.  

2.2.2. Resource curse in post-Soviet countries  

 

All of the post-Soviet states that are oil, gas, and mineral-rich—including Russia, 

Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan—can be categorized as 

countries that face the resource curse (Hasanov, 2005; Humphreys, 2007; Esanov et al., 2009; 

Karimli, 2012; Franke, 2013; McCaullaugh, 2013; Kalyoncu et al., 2013). In these countries, 

resource revenues constitute from 65% to 80% of the GDP. More than 40% of exports come 

from natural resources or products from natural resources. All six of these post-Soviet nations 

are classified as autocratic and highly corrupted, with limited transparency and weak institutions. 

Regarding social development, there have high levels of poverty, high rates of child mortality, 

high prevalence of human rights violations, and weak employment opportunities outside the 

resource sector (Esanov et al., 2009; Franke, 2013; McCaullaugh, 2013; Natural Resource 

Governance Institute, 2015; Transparency International, 2016; World Bank, 2016).  
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Four of the six post-Soviet resource-curse countries have a history of wars and internal 

conflicts. Russia initiated an internal war with one of the autonomous Republic of Chechenya, 

which is rich in oil and natural gas. Azerbaijan engaged in the Nagorno-Karabagh war with 

Armenia, with a current ceasefire but everyday shooting on the front line. Uzbekistan struggled 

with internal conflicts at the beginning of the 1990s and external conflicts with Kyrgyzstan in the 

late 2000s. And Russia has been at war with Ukraine since 2014, with Russia invading Ukraine 

for territorial expansion as I write this in April and May of 2022.   

Five of the six countries have autocratic regimes (all except Ukraine, which finally 

conducted a transparent democratic election in 2019).  In addition, they have weak government 

and social institutions, suppression of opposition parties, corrupt courts, weak rule of law, and 

vertical and horizontal nepotism. In all five, power is concentrated in the hands of ruling 

families, political elites, and/or economic elites. 

Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan are classified as “accidental states” in 

resource curse studies (Franke, 2013). In Kazakhstan, the current president, and in Uzbekistan 

and Turkmenistan the ex-presidents, were secretaries of the Soviet Socialist Republics of 

Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan. When the regime changed in these countries after 

the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the Communist secretaries became “presidents” of 

supposedly democratic republics overnight, although no elections took place. Now all three 

countries are run by hybrid governments consisting of families and close friends, along with a 

few other elites (McCullough, 2013).  

Azerbaijan experienced a democratic change after the collapse of the communist regime 

in 1991 (Franke et al., 2013; McCullough, 2013). The elected President of Azerbaijan in 1991, 

Ebulfez Elchibey, was anti-Russian and pro-Western. He did not transfer oil and gas resources to 
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Russia via resource contracts. However, the democratic government unraveled in 1993, when a 

former KGB official came to power. After his death in 2003, power transferred to his son, Ilham 

Aliyev, who has remained president into the present. Currently, the country is ruled by a small, 

close-knit circle, with power concentrated in hands of family, friends, and oligarchs 

(McCullough, 2013). Similarly, Russia is also categorized as an “oligarchic state” (Franke et al., 

2013), wherein power is concentrated in the hands of political and economic elites rather than a 

family and friends (McCullough, 2013).  

Turning to child well-being, among post-Soviet countries, resource-rich nations have 

unfortunately underperformed resource-poor countries in child mortality rates. For instance, 

resource-rich Azerbaijan recently ranked 68, Turkmenistan 52, Kazakhstan 70, and Ukraine 73, 

whereas resource-poor Georgia ranked 95, Moldova 100, Kyrgyzstan 79, Armenia 112, and 

Belarus 161 (UNICEF, 2021), wherein the smaller number rankings represent higher child 

mortality.   

The number of “social orphans” (with one or both parents living, but the child abandoned 

due to social or economic problems, see Global Child Advocates, 2019) plus biological orphans 

in post-Soviet resource-rich countries such as Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Russia, Azerbaijan, 

Uzbekistan, and Ukraine are higher than in post-Soviet resource-poor countries such as Armenia, 

Moldova, Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia. This is due to inefficient or absent child 

welfare policies and services in resource-rich countries (UNICEF, 2014). In contrast, the 

resource-poor Republic of Georgia has eliminated large residential childcare institutions and 

replaced them with alternative services that meet global standards for the well-being of childcare 

(UNICEF, 2015). 
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In this study I have selected six countries among 15 post-Soviet countries, in contrasting 

pairs, to represent different geographical locations in the former Soviet Union. Azerbaijan and 

Georgia are located in the South Caucasus, Ukraine and Moldova are in Eastern Europe, and 

Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan are in Central Asia. Table 1 provides demographic and 

developmental information about six post-Soviet countries from 2019, when much of the 

qualitative study took place. 

Table 16: Information on Six post-Soviet Countries in 2019 

 
Countries Population 

(million) 

GDP 

(billion 

USD) 

GDP per 

capita 

(USD) 

Human 

Development 

Index 

Adult 

literacy 

rate 

(%) 

Life 

expectancy  

Azerbaijan 10  48 4085 0.76 99 73 

Georgia 3.7 17 4697 0.81 99 74 

Kazakhstan  18 181 9120 0.83 99 73 

Kyrgyzstan  6.5 9 1374 0.70 99 72 

Ukraine  44 154 3662 0.78 99 72 

Moldova  2 12 4494 0.75 99 72 

 
According to the Freedom House (2019), Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan were not free countries 

in terms of democracy and political freedom in 2019. Georgia, Moldova, Kyrgyzstan, and 

Ukraine were partially free in terms of rights and freedoms enjoyed by individuals (Freedom 

House, 2019). In 2019, Azerbaijan (2.75) and Kazakhstan (2.94) ranked very low, Ukraine 

(5.90), Moldova (5.75), Georgia (5.42), and Kyrgyzstan (4.89) ranked as medium according to 

the Democracy Index by Economic Intelligence Unit (2019), where 1 indicates authoritarian and 
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10 indicates democratic in terms of electoral process, pluralism, civil liberties, functioning of 

government, political participation, and political culture.  

For example, in size of the economy, Kazakhstan ranks highest among all six post-Soviet 

countries in the sample with USD 181 billion GDP (USD $9,120 GDP per capita). Kazakhstan’s 

strategic Central Asia location links fast-growing markets in China and South Asia with those in 

Russia and Western Europe through railroads and one port in the Caspian Sea. As an upper-

middle-income country, Kazakhstan’s economy is categorized as fast-growing based on 

abundant oil, gas, and mineral resources, foreign direct investment, and strong domestic demand.  

Taking another example, Ukraine is the second richest country among the six, with USD 

$154 billion in GDP. But GDP per capita was lower than other resource-rich countries at USD 

$3,662. Ukraine’s economy is based on natural resources such as oil, gas, and coal, and 

agricultural production in wheat and sugar beets. It is the largest country in Eastern Europe and 

is characterized by a well-developed industrial base, highly trained labor, and rich farmlands.    

2.3. Methods 

2.3.1. Research Approach and Design  

 

In this study I have adopted a multiple case study approach, which is useful for 

comparison when the sample size is small (Kumar, 2006; UNICEF, 2014). A multiple 

comparative case study consists of systematic comparison on two or more data points, with 

measures obtained through case study of both similar and different experiences (Kaaro & 

Baesley, 2006). This approach had three purposes: (a) to assess resource curse theory and child 

well-being, to see if more resource leads to less child well-being; (b) to specify how the resource 



 

 

 

98

curse affects child well-being; and (c) to explain why the resource curse affects child-wellbeing.  

The study has used mixed-method, confirmatory, longitudinal, and cross-sectional research 

designs, working with both primary and secondary data. The quantitative data came from the 

World Bank, UNICEF, and UNESCO. I collected the qualitative data in systematic fieldwork in 

the six post-Soviet countries in the sample.  

2.3.2. Variables and Measurement for Quantitative Data  

 

Dependent Variables. The dependent variable for the study is an overall measure of 

child well-being, which I created by merging seven indices selected from the Child Rights 

Convention of the United Nations (CRC). To some extent, the study was constrained by the 

necessity of using the child well-being constructs available in these indices (see Table 2). The 

selected indices cover two large categories: survival of children and development of children. 

Survival has two dimensions, nutrition, and health. The health of children was measured by the 

three indices of neonatal, infant, and under-5 mortality rates. Neonatal, infant and under-five 

mortality rates were measured as numbers of deaths per 1,000 live births. I have converted rates 

into percentages for all three mortality rates: 0 being a high mortality rate 100 being a low 

mortality rate.   

The nutrition status of children was measured by indices for being overweight and for 

stunting. Overweight and stunting rates were measured originally in percentages of children from 

0 to 59 months who were above two standard deviations from the median weight-for-height of 

the WHO Child Growth Standards. These two variables were kept in their original versions. 

 The development dimension in my child well-being index was measured by pre-primary 

and primary school enrolment rates. These are presented as percentages of enrollment of children 
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in preprimary and primary schools: their range was from 0 for low enrollment to 100 for high 

enrollment.  

Overall, for this analysis, all variables are increasing in the same direction: 0 being low 

child well-being and 100 being high child well-being. As a summary measure, all seven indices 

are collapsed into one variable by summing their means to create an omnibus child well-being 

variable. The theoretical range of my newly created child well-being variable is 0 low and 100 

high, where high represents better child well-being and low score represents bad child well-

being.  

Table 17: Dimensions of the Dependent Variable in the Study 

Category Dimensions Indices CRC articles 

Survival Food, nutrition Stunting and overweight rates CRC Art. 24 

 Health Infant, neonatal and under-5 mortality CRC Art. 24 

Development Education Preprimary and primary education 

enrollment rates 

CRC Art. 28 

 

Independent Variables. The independent construct for this study is the resource curse. 

Based on availability of quantitative data, this phenomenon was measured by oil rents (resource 

flows) per capita, control of corruption, government effectiveness, democracy, political stability, 

absence of political violence and terrorism, and per capita income (see Table 2). The independent 

variables were divided into three groups: natural resource variables, political variables, and 

economic variables. During data analysis, these were entered in blocks: first oil rents per capita, 

then political variables, and then economic variables were entered into the models.   
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Data for all independent variables were obtained from World Bank and Transparency 

International open datasets. The World Bank data for control of corruption, government 

effectiveness, democracy, and political stability were available from 2002 up to 2020. Thus, the 

study entered data into models from 2002 through 2019. Due to Covid19, data for 2020 were 

excluded.   

Table 18: Independent Variables 

Independent variables Data source  

Natural resource   

    Oil rents per capita  World Bank 

Political factors   

   Political stability & absence of violence/terrorism  World Bank 

   Control of corruption  World Bank 

   Government effectiveness  

   Democracy 

World Bank 

World Bank 

Economic factor   

   Poverty (per income capita) World Bank  

 

Oil rents per capita is the difference between the value of crude oil, gas, and mineral 

production at regional prices and total costs of production. Per capita income was used to 

measure the poverty dimension. Per capita income indicates economic growth of a country, and 

it is the economic variable for assessing the resource curse in this study.  

Control of corruption, government effectiveness, democracy, and political stability are 

the political factors used to assess the resource curse. Control of corruption refers to perceptions 
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of public power exercised for private gain, including both petty and grand forms of corruption, 

and capture of the state by elites and private interests. Government effectiveness is perceptions 

of quality of public services, quality of the civil service, degree of its independence from 

political pressures, quality of policy formulation and implementation, and credibility of the 

government's commitment to such policies.  

The democracy variable is measured by voice and accountability, measured by 

perceptions of the extent to which citizens can participate in selecting their government, as well 

as freedom of expression, freedom of association, and free media. Political stability and absence 

of violence/terrorism variable is measured by perceptions of the likelihood of political instability 

and/or politically motivated violence, including terrorism. All four variables are based on 

Worldwide Governance Indicators, which were produced by Daniel Kaufman and Aart Kraay. 

All political variables were measured by the percentile ranking of countries, ranging from 0 

(lowest) to 100 (highest).  

2.3.3. Dataset and Data Management  

 

To test the first aim of the study, which was to apply the resource curse theory to child 

well-being in six post-Soviet countries, a special dataset was created. Data for different variables 

was extracted from different resources. Data for variables for child well-being come from 

UNICEF, UNESCO, and the World Bank. Data for the independent variables are from the World 

Bank and World Governance Indicators sources at the World Bank. After cleaning the raw data, 

all were merged into one dataset. The original dataset had 25 variables. Some variables had 

information for 50 years, since 1970. But some variables had information for only 19 years, since 

2002. The original dataset was created in a wide format, and for this paper, the dataset was 
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restructured into a long format. Observations in the dataset were country and year. The initial 

dataset consisted of observations for 220 country-years. For this paper, covering only the six 

countries in the sample, the total observations (data points) are 108 country-years.   

2.3.4. Sampling  
 

Sampling for the Quantitative Study 

As noted above, the study was conducted for six post-Soviet countries: three resource-

poor and three resource-rich. These countries are Moldova, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia (resource-poor) 

and Azerbaijan, Ukraine, Kazakhstan (resource-rich). In total there were 108 observations/data 

points at different years across all six countries.  These 108 country-year observations together 

constitute the sample for statistical analysis.  

Sampling for the Qualitative Study 

 Supported by a dissertation research grant from the Center for Social Development at the 

Brown School, Washington University in St. Louis, I undertook intensive fieldwork, with on-site 

observation and qualitative interviews in all six countries. Using purposive and snowballing 

sampling techniques, 65 key informants in the child well-being field from the six countries were 

recruited for in-depth interviews: 10 in Georgia, 9 in Azerbaijan, 13 in Moldova, and 11 in 

Kazakhstan, 11 in Kyrgyzstan, and 10 in Ukraine. The composition of key informants included 

senior and middle-level government officials such as deputy ministers, heads of divisions in 

relevant ministries; representatives of local and international nonprofit and grass-roots 

organizations, universities, donor organizations, UNICEF; and independent experts. Interviews 

took place between October, 2019 and March, 2020.  
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Recruiting Participants 

Recruitment of participants for the qualitative portion of the study was assisted by the 

UNICEF Geneve office and the deputy representative of UNICEF in Kyrgyzstan, presidents of 

national social work associations in Moldova, Georgia, and Kazakhstan, and social workers in 

Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan. (As a founder of the national social work association in Azerbaijan, I 

had previously worked with all of the post-Soviet social work associations and had good 

relationships.)   

Ethics  

The Washington University Internal Review Board (IRB) reviewed the research project 

and approved the collection of primary data in the six countries. As the primary investigator for 

this research, I arranged reviewers in the six countries at the request of the IRB. After review and 

approval of the research design and the data collection tool, the IRB approved data collection in 

the six countries.  

During data collection, I contacted the participants by phone or email to inform them of 

the purpose and objectives of the study. After the respondents’ approval, the time and place for 

each interview were arranged. All interviews were conducted in a private setting with closed 

doors without the participation of a third party. To protect confidentiality, study participants’ 

names and identifying information were not collected. With permission of the participants, 

interviews were recorded by the researcher. Participants were compensated $20 for their time in 

providing the interview. Data were stored in a confidential place, which only I had access to it. 

All interviews were analyzed together.  

2.3.5. Analyses 
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Quantitative Data Analysis  

The study used a mixed-effects linear regression model to determine the relationship 

between the resource curse and child well-being in the six countries. Micro, balanced, and 

equally spaced panels were used for analyses. Based on the results of the VIF test below, with no 

values exceeding 10, no multicollinearity among independent variables was observed,  

Table 19: Multicollinearity Test 

Variable VIF 1/VIF 
Oil rent per capita 2.40 0.30  

Control of corruption 1.84 0.54 

Per capita income  1.05 0.95 

Government effectiveness 2.49 0.40 

Political stability & absence 

of violence/terrorism  

1.70 0.60 

Democracy 3.36 0.29 

 
Based on the results of Breusch–Pagan/Cook–Weisberg and Whites tests for 

heteroskedasticity, data are not homoscedastic. Normality tests revealed that the data (see Table 

5) were not normally distributed (see Tables 6 and 7). As the number of observations in the six 

countries is 108, which is over 50, the study proceeded with building random intercept and 

mixed-effects models. 
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Table 20: Breusch–Pagan/Cook–Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity and Cameron & Trivedi’s 
decomposition of IM-test 

 
 

Table 21: Skewness and Kurtosis Tests for Normality 

Variable Observations Pr (skewness) Pr (kurtosis) Adj chi2(2) Prob>chi2 
Child well-
being(residuals)  

2,322 .00 .00 263 .00 

 
 

Table 22: Shapiro-Wilk Test 

 
Variable Observations W V Z Prob>z 
Child well-
being 

2,322    .96 53 10 .00 

 

Models 

After building a null model, four analysis models were built by adding predictors. The 

first random intercept model was built to check the association between one of the measures of 

the natural resource, the oil rents per capita, and child-wellbeing. The first model if found to 

have a predictive capacity (p<0.05, Chi=.04). 

Table 23: Random Intercept Model 1 with Oil Rent Per Capita for 2002–2019 

Note. (N = 108 observation points (country-years)) 

 

Breusch–Pagan/Cook–Weisberg 

test for heteroskedasticity 
Cameron & Trivedi's decomposition of IM-test 

 
chi2(20) = 37.56 

Source chi2 df p 

Heteroskedasticity 201.70 27 0.000 
Prob > chi2 = 0.000 Skewness 48.23 6 0.000 
 Kurtosis 27.26 1 0.000 

Total  277.18 34 0.000 

Random Effects   Coefficient SE z P> |z| CI (95%) 

Oil per capita  -.27 .12 -2.1 0.04 -.09 -.47 
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The second intercept model estimated political factors such as the control of corruption, 

government effectiveness, democracy, political stability, and no violence/terrorism. The second 

model if found to have the predictive capacity (p<0.05, Chi=.01).  

Table 24: Random Intercept Model 2 With Political Factors for 2002–2019 

Note. (N = 108 observation points (country-years)) 
 

The third random intercept model was built by adding the economic factor of the resource 

curse, and poverty which was measured by per capita income (GDP). The first model is found to 

have the predictive capacity (p<0.05, Chi=.00).  

Table 25: Random Intercept Model 3 with Oil Rents Per Capita and Political and Economic 
Variables (2002–2018) 

Random effects  Coefficient  SE z P > |z| Conf. interval (95%) 

Oil rents per capita  -.27 .16 2.1 .40 -01   -.50 

Control of corruption -.43 .08 -5.1 .00 -.60  -.26 

Government effectiveness   -.21 .08  2.4 .01 -.04   -.36 

Democracy  .24 .09  2.7 .07  .07   .41 

Political Stability  -.00 .05 -.10 .92 -.03 - .03 

Random Effects  Coefficient SE z p > |z| CI (95%) 

Oil rent per capita  -.27 .13 -2.3 .03 -.02    -.52 

Control of corruption .44 .08 5.2 .00  .60   .26 

Government effectiveness  -.23 .09 -2.5 .01 -.05    -.40 

Democracy -.22 .09   -2.4 .01 -.07     -.41 

Political Stability .05 .05 1.05 .23 -.05    .15 
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Note. (N = 108 observation points (country-years)) 
 

The fourth model was mixed-effects, which allowed all predictors—oil rents per capita, 

political, and economic variables—to vary across years. The fourth model is found to have 

predictive capacity (p<0.05, Chi=.01). 

Table 26: Mixed-effects Model 4 with Natural Resource, Economic and Political Predictors 
(2002–2019) 

Note. (N = 108 observation points (country-years)) 
 

Based on the values of AIC and BIC, the final model, the mixed-effects linear regression 

model is the summary model for this study (see Table 12).  

Table 27: AIC and BIC values 

Models Df AIC BIC 

Model 1 4 713 723 

Model 2 8 694 715 

Model 3 9 695 719 

Model 4 9 723 744 

Per capita income -.00 .00 -0.83 .41 -.00    .00 

Mixed Effects  Coefficient SE z P > |z| CI (95%) 

Oil per capita -.43 .10 -4.2 .00 -.20    -.56 

Control of Corruption .41 .10 5.1 .00 .57   .25 

Government Effectiveness  -.42 .09 -4.4 .00  -.23   -.61 

Democracy   -.19 .08 -2.5  .01    -.04   -.35 

Political Stability -.05 .05 -1.8 .24 -.15    .04 

Per capita income .01 .00 1.9 .06  .00    .00 
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2.4. Results of the Quantitative Study 

2.4.1. Descriptive Statistics 

 

After meeting all assumptions, the final model—the mixed-effects linear regression 

model with all predictors—was run to test the relationship between the resource curse and child 

well-being. Six independent variables were entered into the final model. Child well-being had 

108 observations (data points), with a mean rate of 31. The average score for control of 

corruption had 108 observations with a mean percentage of 31 with high variability among 

groups (SD 15). Government effectiveness had a mean of 24. The political stability average 

ranking was 37. The average ranking of six countries in terms of democracy was 31, with high 

variation (SD 14). The mean of national income in six countries was $3625 USD.  

Table 28: Descriptive statistics 

Variable N M SD Min Max 

Child-wellbeing 108 31     7.65 11 44 

Oil rents per capita 108 7.2 10.91 0 40 

Control of corruption 108 31     15.02 6.4  58 

Government Effectiveness 108       24   18.48 4.8  77 

Political stability 108 37  14.80 14  77 

Democracy  108       31  14.20 5.3 76 

Per capita income 108     3625 2979 14.2  13890 
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2.4.2. Findings of the Mixed-Effects Linear Regression  

The mixed-effects linear regression model had 108 observations in six countries. Based 

on the results of this model, oil rents per capita, control of corruption, government effectiveness, 

and democracy were statistically significant. Changes in all four variables predicted the changes 

in child well-being over eighteen years. Control of corruption had a statistically significant 

positive association with child-wellbeing. A one percentage point increase in the control of 

corruption ranking of countries predicted a 41% increase in child well-being index, (b= .41, 

SE=.10, z=-5.11, p<.000). The finding implies that as control of corruption increased in six 

countries, child well-being improved.  

Oil rents per capita, government effectiveness, and democracy had negative relationships 

with the child-wellbeing measure. A one unit increase in oil rents per capita resulted in a 43 

percentage decrease in the child well-being index (b=(-.43_, SE=.10, z=(-4.2), p<.00). It meant 

that as oil rents per capita increased in resource-rich post-Soviet countries, child well-being 

declined. This finding of this research overlaps with the finding of the first paper which also 

found that as oil rents per capita increased, child well-being declined in all resource-rich LMI 

countries.  

But at this point, two results of this study diverge from my hypotheses. A one percentage 

point increase in the ranking of the government effectiveness resulted in a 42% decrease in the 

child well-being index (b=(-.42), SE=0.09, z=(-4.5), p<.00) which indicates a worsening of child 

well-being. As government effectiveness increased in six countries, child well-being declined. 

Democracy also had a negative statistically significant relationship with the child well-being 

index. A one percentage point increase in democracy ranking predicted a 19% decrease in the 

child well-being index (b=(-.19), SE=.08, z=(-2.5), p<0.01). As countries performed better in the 
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democratic measured index, child well-being declined. These two findings of my research are the 

opposite of what resource curse theory suggests. I take this up for additional consideration in the 

discussion section.  

2.5. Qualitative Data Analysis and Results 

The thematic data analysis approach was used to analyze qualitative data. These primary 

data were collected by structured interviews. The interviews were conducted in Russian, 

Azerbaijani, and English. Interviews were recorded on voice recorders with original versions in 

voice format. All 65 interviews were transcribed by the researcher. The transcriptions were 

entered into the NVivo in their original languages. The quality of all interviews was controlled 

before entering them into the software for coding. The NVivo 20 qualitative data analysis 

software was used to analyze the data.  

To analyze the data, I applied a data-comparison approach. The data were divided into 

two groups—data from resource-poor countries and data from resource-rich countries—to 

compare emerging patterns between the groups. First, the data coming from the resource-poor 

countries were analyzed. For this purpose, I familiarized myself with the data during the first 

round of coding. While reading the interviews, memos were noted, and initial codes were 

created. During the first cycle of the coding, the initial codes were generated to capture common 

patterns. Structural, descriptive, in vivo, process, motif, emotion, evaluation, hypothesis, values, 

holistic, and provisional types of coding were used to create codes.   

After creating codes, a coding tree was developed, and data from the resource-poor 

countries were entered into NVivo software. The coding of the rest of the data was done by 

NVivo. After coding the data, categories were developed. Themes were generated based on the 
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categories. The researcher applied the same process to the data coming from resource-rich 

countries.  

Themes were selected to answer the questions of why and how natural resource wealth 

affects the well-being of children in resource-rich countries. Before discussing the analysis for 

the study questions, the themes applicable to both groups are presented below. 

Challenges for Both Groups of Countries in Child Well-Being 

Issues applicable for both groups of countries are ineffective social welfare systems and 

incompetence of current decision-makers, policymakers, and administrators, in other words, 

government ineffectiveness in the social protection system, including child well-being policies 

and services. 

The ineffective social welfare system. One of the themes—ineffective social welfare 

systems—emerged in the data coming from both groups of countries. All six countries faced the 

issue of a costly yet unproductive group-based social welfare system with inefficient allowances 

and aid. Respondents mentioned that social benefits and aid were not assigned based on the 

needs of people but on groupings, such as people with disabilities, veterans, internally displaced 

persons (IDPs), refugees, and single parents. According to the respondents, the group-based 

social welfare system was not an efficient way of using national revenues in a wise way. One of 

the respondents explained, 

As you know pensions and other things that are inevitable. But I am sure that there are 

better schemes of social welfare than what we have now which would help us to save a 

lot of money and help to spend money in a better way. The pensions take a huge chunk of 

money, IDPs take a huge chunk of money. It is not needs based. Then people will get 

what they need just because they belong to certain groups. So, maybe it is a process and 



 

 

 

112

probably other developing countries had the same cases. I do not want to say that it is 

wrong or right what we have now. But I am sure there are better social welfare schemes 

that we have now. 

In addition to being group based rather than needs based, the system consists of mostly 

passive social welfare measures for families and children. Respondents stated that the system 

mostly gives material benefits and assistance to groups of people who were recognized as 

vulnerable by the law. The number of preventive services to help families to get out of poverty or 

prevent social issues was almost low or nonexistant. According to the respondents, these kinds of 

social welfare systems created dependency were expensive. One of the respondents explained, 

The government should focus on creating new social services instead of giving money to 

people which would be much cheaper. Most of these services will prevent most of the 

social problems that government gives cash money now. With social services, the 

government can support families to earn their own money rather than being dependent 

on cash assistance all the time. And hence he/she will not need cash money. So, the 

government should focus on creating social services to support those people to end up in 

those kinds of difficult situations. I do understand that it is not easy. They do not possess 

that kind of capacity or resources to do it. But the process already started. It will take 

some time of course.  

The current social protection system in all post-Soviet countries was inherited from the 

Communists. During the rule of communism, policymakers built social protection system mostly 

around passive measures such as giving cash, house, cars, vouchers for leisure activities, and 

sanatoriums. They did not place much emphasis on preventive services to help vulnerable groups 

to be self-reliant and self-sufficient.  
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According to the data, another issue of the ineffective social welfare system in these 

countries was the inefficiency of allowances and assistance. The amounts assigned to 

beneficiaries were so small that their effect almost was negligible. Almost all benefits, including 

retirement pensions, social aids, cash assistance, and even universal allowances, were very small, 

according to research participants. One of the respondents explained, 

They were thinking about my children in the first 3 years of childhood. They give money 

to mothers to raise children. I also got it, but it was so small that it was insane. It was 

hard enough to raise a child with this money.  

The small pensions for people who retired were articulated as a problem in all six 

countries. Insufficient pensions and allowances constituted an additional burden for young 

families. In addition to taking care of their own children, young families also ought to support 

their own parents financially. One respondent explained, 

They do have a pension that probably could not cover all their expenses. We as children 

cover their expenses. So, incentives besides the pension they receive especially in cold 

times of the year are not covered. They are supposed to live in poverty if they do not have 

other sources of help. For instance, my mother worked in the kindergarten all her life but 

because of health issues she stopped working and her pension now is $75 dollars per 

month. Could you imagine how one can live on this money? My father worked in 

government all his life and has a pension of $80 dollars per month now. So, overall, per 

family, they have about $150–$155 dollars per month. How can they live on it? During 

the winter, the heating bill is higher than their pension and how can they have a decent 

life? They live in the countryside, and they grow their own potatoes and use other food 

coming from the garden.  
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Government ineffectiveness in social welfare. The social welfare system also lacked 

competent people with the required skill sets and knowledge in social protection including child 

well-being. The respondents mentioned that the lack of professionals as a reason for the lack of 

proper and effective social protection policies and services. One of the respondents explained, 

I think that if before the country’s biggest problem was corruption, now I think that the 

biggest problem is lack of professionalism. I will not say shortage. There is no policy 

aimed at finding professional personnel. There is enough professional personnel in our 

country, but we know when people come to power, they choose their own unprofessional 

team, and often people who come with purely corrupt intentions also. So, it leads to 

unprofessionalism too. I think that the biggest topic for our country is unprofessionalism, 

starting from the highest positions. 

According to respondents in all six countries, the incompetence of decision-makers and 

practitioners who are involved in the child well-being field is a huge to solve issues of children. 

All 65 respondents highlighted it as an issue. They mentioned that the lack of proper human 

resources hinders reforms in child well-being.   

The government’s capacity is relatively weak. On the national level, it is more and less ok 

but when it comes to the local level, the capacity is not there. We still do not have social 

workers in the place. When I say social workers, I refer to trained specialists. Now the 

government decided to allocate additional 956 social workers to municipalities to work 

with families, but it is more about the older Soviet style of engagement such as helping 

elderly people, people with disabilities with household chores. The government has a 

clear intention, vision, decision, and policy to allocate additional human resources. Then 

it will be challenged to improve their capacity of course to serve children. At the same 
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time, there are very clear case management policies, procedures and mechanisms 

established.  But when it comes to the execution of these documents and mechanisms, the 

capacity is not there. What happens in the end, people who do not have the necessary 

qualifications must cover all these burdens without having the necessary skills and 

qualifications, knowledge, and resources to do that. So, they are responsible for all kinds 

of groups such as the elderly, minors, and people with disabilities to carry out all things 

for them without having the necessary skills and qualifications.  

Country-Specific Problems  

In addition to general problems, two groups of countries had specific issues unique to 

their situations that affected child well-being. In resource-poor countries, the following themes 

emerged describing issues that influenced the well-being of children: unstable governments and 

lack of political stability, lack of financial resources, high rate of external migration, strong civil 

society, and politically active citizens.  In resource-rich countries problems such as child well-

being reforms as “declarative” (on paper only), weak or absent implementation of promises, 

oppressed civil society and underresourced civil society, oppressed citizens, and punishable civic 

activism impeded and slowed down the reforms in child well-being. The paper discusses these 

findings in detail, starting first with findings from the resource-poor countries.  

Unstable governments and lack of political stability. According to respondents the 

frequent change of the government in resource-poor countries was problematic, especially in 

realizing and completing reforms. When a new government comes to power, they change 

everyone, starting from the top decision-makers to implementers such as the heads of 

departments in relevant ministries. One of the respondents from one of the resource-poor 

countries explained,  
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There are two ways of development, one is an evaluation and another one is a revolution. 

This country has witnessed many revolutions. Armed clashes took place between two 

presidents last year. Probably you’ve heard about it. The ex-president was got arrested. 

He was the only president who served full time. He did the peaceful transfer of power to 

the new one. During the process of transitioning power to the new president, they got into 

conflict and there was armed conflict around his house, he was arrested, and he was 

taken to jail. All previous presidents before him were forced to step down by revolutions: 

now one is in Moscow and another one is in Minsk, Belarus. And there was a lady, and 

she was there only for half a year. By now we had enough of revolutions. We need 

evolution now. And in the process of evolution, with the technical, how-know, and 

financial expertise of the international donors, we should develop the system.  

Frequent changes in governments and governance were an issue for the other two 

resource-poor countries too. The respondent from another resource-poor country described 

frequent changes in governance: 

We only had free government this year. There are a lot of political things going on. We 

had several governments in just one year. For one year we had three governments: one 

was elected but dismissed, then another one came, and then the third one. Finally, we 

have the government now.  

Due to frequent changes in the government, the reforms got interrupted in general and 

specifically in child well-being. In addition, the prioritization for government spending also 

changes with new governments. One of the respondents from a resource-poor country described 

it: 
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Another problem is that government changes quite frequently here. So, every time when a 

new government comes, they need to develop government programs and prioritize areas. 

And then whatever the previous government was doing, stops and does not go till the end.  

All respondents from the resource-poor countries evaluated the frequent changes in 

governance as a negative influence on child well-being. They highlighted the importance of 

stability in governance and political stability to complete reforms in child well-being.  

High rate of external migration and left-behind children. External migration became 

one of the leading themes in the data for all resource-poor countries. People migrated in massive 

numbers to relatively rich neighboring countries for work to support family members they left 

behind. The remittances coming from migration were even recognized by the government 

officials in one resource-poor country. The respondents mentioned that the rate of external 

migration was so high that there was a risk for the demography of the countries. In terms of child 

well-being, migration was a huge problem: parents who migrated to another country for a job left 

their children behind, which created the issue of children of work-away parents (Fu & Zhu, 

2020). Usually, children of work-away parents were left in the care of extended family members, 

relatives, or neighbors who mostly maltreated and exploited children. The issue of maltreatment 

of children of work-away parents by people who looked after them was recognized officially by 

the governments of two resource-poor countries. One of the respondents mentioned: 

Now with this problem of migration, the government realized that they need to have a 

program that requires parents to leave their child/children with some official 

representative. Because of what happened before that when parents left, they would ask a 

neighbor to take care of the child and they would not have an official role to look after 

them or make some decisions about the child. 
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Civic activism and child well-being. According to the respondents, a strong civil society 

and grass-roots organizations were behind the child well-being reform in resource-poor 

countries. All respondents in resource-poor countries mentioned that it was because of strong 

civil society, grass-roots organizations, and empowered citizens that child well-being was a 

priority for their governments. One of the respondents from a resource-poor country explained, 

Local NGOs and the civil society sector pushing for reforms in child well-being in this 

country. And yes, they are successful. Despite all the financial problems, the civil society 

in this country is very successful and very strong. This is one of the best outcomes of 

donor investment in this country. The civil sector is pretty strong, and it has a very strong 

voice.  

Respondents from resource-poor countries mentioned that local civil society was stronger 

than international organizations. The governments of the resource-poor countries consulted civil 

society when they needed some advice on child well-being issues, policies, and services. The 

governments of resource-poor countries consult these organizations in formulating and 

implementing policies and programs related to children. 

The data revealed that civil society organizations in resource-poor countries were active 

and effective in advocating for children’s rights and well-being. Another study participant 

described it:  

Many civil society organizations and international organizations such as UNICEF are 

advocating for child well-being. Here in this country, local civil society is much stronger 

than international organizations. 



 

 

 

119

The data also revealed that child well-being-related issues were at the center of attention 

in resource-poor countries. Civil society and citizens had the freedom to assemble and protest 

when needed.  One of the representatives of a local nonprofit organization said,  

Our alliance [the Alliance of NGOs for Child Rights] organized a march this year. Then 

we did a demonstration because one child died due to violence against the child at home. 

The same year, social workers also did some demonstrations related to child well-being. 

Alliances of NGOs for Child Rights were established by World Vision and UNICEF in 

all post-Soviet and socialist countries. The purpose of this effort was to unite civil society 

organizations around child well-being issues. The study revealed that they were very active in all 

three resource-poor countries. Even during the time of the data collection in all three resource-

poor countries, NGOs for Child Rights were holding their meetings. Depending on the number of 

civil society organizations in the country, the alliance could have up to 100 members. Members 

are organizations. All respondents mentioned NGOs for Child Rights as drivers of reforms in 

child well-being in resource-poor countries.  

Whereas in resource-rich countries, although they existed, such organizations were not 

remembered by any respondents. Due to their long-time inactivity, the key informants of this 

study in the resource-rich countries even forgot about them. Compared to resource-poor 

countries, civil society in resource-rich countries was weak and fragile. One of the respondents 

from resource-rich countries described it:  

In our country, civil society is very weak and only UNICEF can be named. There are a 

couple of organizations trying to do something, but their voice is rarely heard. Even 

UNICEF was not successful for many years. Now they have some chance to do 

something. Our organization is also a very big NGO as you know in the country. For 
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many years we had an advocacy position in the office. But it was my decision to cancel 

this position. As there was no response or outcome from this advocacy position so we had 

to cut it down and give its responsibilities to the program director. I do not see any other 

civil society organization in the country which have the power to change something. I 

would not say that they [civil society organizations] are successful.  

Freedom of assembly was also banned in resource-rich countries. All respondents in two 

resource-rich countries mentioned it was even dangerous to talk about protests and 

demonstrations. One of the respondents in resource-rich countries said that people even could be 

shot dead if they did public protests: 

But because of our political system any suggestions even peaceful it is still banned. Even 

rallies with a slogan for the children are not allowed. The government is afraid of its own 

shadow. Today we have such a political system that it is impossible to assemble more 

than three people. I am sure this regime will shoot people dead if people protest to ask 

for food or some other basic needs.   

If public protests, marches, and demonstrations were actively practiced in resource-poor 

countries, social media was used by people in resource-rich countries as a means of raising 

awareness about child well-being issues and demanding justice for child rights violations. One of 

the respondents from a resource-rich country explained, 

Only social media works in our country no public protests for us. If the problem is shared 

on social media, it goes viral and it goes to the government’s attention. And they [the 

government officials] react and do something about it. 
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The respondents from resource-rich countries mentioned that if a death of a child was 

involved, then a campaign on social media could have an outcome but not always. One of the 

respondents gave an example of a recent case: 

I think after this case, the campaign to end violence, especially the antibullying campaign 

to end violence, paid off. And that’s why the Ministry of Education was interested in this 

safeguarding mechanism and anti-bullying mechanism.    

Overall, the study’s findings describe situations that are the opposite in resource-rich vs. 

resource-poor countries. Following are descriptions of issues related to child well-being in 

resource-rich countries.  

Child well-being as a “declarative” priority. Most of the respondents in the resource-

rich countries mentioned that child well-being looked like a priority in legislation and programs, 

but in reality, most of those written promises were not implemented. Although the respondents in 

both countries indicated the issue of “a declarative” priority, for the resource-rich countries child 

well-being was a more declarative priority compared to the resource-poor countries. One of the 

respondents mentioned, 

If you get acquainted with the documents that are issued by the government on child well-

being-everything are very beautifully written. According to these documents we seem to 

have children as a priority, but you need to judge by real life. In real life, child well-

being is not a priority. 
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Weak or absent implementation of promises. Lack of implementation was a leading 

issue in resource-rich countries. In resource-poor countries, reforms were interrupted or stayed 

incomplete due to frequent changes in governments, whereas in resource-rich countries, reforms 

did not take place due to a lack of accountability and commitment to people by decision-makers. 

One of the respondents from resource-rich countries explained it as follows:  

We have conventions and a good legislative framework for children. But they are all on 

paper, I mean children are protected on paper. But, if we talk friendly it’s not working, 

all those documents and promises are not implemented.  

Weak and under-resourced civil society. Although civil society had a strong role in 

successful reforms in resource-poor countries, in resource-rich countries, although civil society 

organizations existed, they were so fragile, weak and underresourced that they were not 

remembered by any respondents. Due to their long-time inactivity, the key informants of this 

study in the resource-rich countries even forgot about them. Compared to resource-poor 

countries, civil society in resource-rich countries was weak and fragile. One of the respondents 

from resource-rich countries described it:  

In our country, civil society is very weak and only UNICEF can be named. There are a 

couple of organizations trying to do something, but their voice is rarely heard. Even 

UNICEF was not successful for many years. Now they have some chance to do 

something. Our organization is also a very big NGO as you know in the country. For 

many years we had an advocacy position in the office. But it was my decision to cancel 

this position. As there was no response or outcome from this advocacy position so we had 

to cut it down and give its responsibilities to the program director. I do not see any other 
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civil society organization in the country which have the power to change something. I 

would not say that they [civil society organizations] are successful.  

Freedom of assembly was also banned in resource-rich countries. All respondents in two 

resource-rich countries mentioned it was even dangerous to talk about protests and 

demonstrations. One of the respondents in resource-rich countries said that people even could be 

shot dead if they did public protests: 

But because of our political system any suggestions even peaceful it is still banned. Even 

rallies with a slogan for the children are not allowed. The government is afraid of its own 

shadow. Today we have such a political system that it is impossible to assemble more 

than three people. I am sure this regime will shoot people dead if people protest to ask 

for food or some other basic needs.   

If public protests, marches, and demonstrations were actively practiced in resource-poor 

countries, social media was used by people in resource-rich countries as a means of raising 

awareness about child well-being issues and demanding justice for child rights violations. One of 

the respondents from a resource-rich country explained, 

Only social media works in our country no public protests for us. If the problem is shared 

on social media, it goes viral and it goes to the government’s attention. And they [the 

government officials] react and do something about it. 

The respondents from resource-rich countries mentioned that if a death of a child was 

involved, then a campaign on social media could have an outcome but not always. One of the 

respondents gave an example of a recent case: 
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I think after this case, the campaign to end violence, especially the antibullying campaign 

to end violence, paid off. And that’s why the Ministry of Education was interested in this 

safeguarding mechanism and anti-bullying mechanism.    

Factors Influencing Governments to Prioritize Child Well-Being 

There was a difference between the two groups of countries in terms of factors that would 

influence governments to prioritize children and child well-being. In research-poor countries 

several factors played an important role in influencing governments in prioritizing child well-

being and investing in policies and services: awareness-raising on child rights among 

policymakers, sensitizing policymakers, strengthening civil society, and empowering citizens. 

One of the respondents in a resource-poor country explained influential factors: 

We need to know what works with them [policy makers] and then use those strategies. In 

this country, the government is afraid of people because [our] people are very furious. 

People can change things if they want. Thus, I think investing in people’s understanding 

of child well-being’s importance, can help. This work, of course, demands money, effort, 

and time. If you have all of those then you can invest in people and people’s 

understanding, then it will work.  

In resource-rich countries, the respondents mentioned outside pressure, increasing the 

capacity of people who are in power, and having professionals in decision-making positions as 

the ways to prioritize child well-being issues by governments. The respondents in resource-rich 

countries mentioned that as civil society was not strong and civic activism was punishable, the 

best strategy for making child well-being a priority was to pressure by powerful countries or 

financial institutions, which governments would listen to. One of the respondents mentioned: 
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In countries, if they do not care about people and people are oppressed and afraid of 

telling what they think, probably again something international would work. Some 

international organizations can push for changes. Some countries depend on the US. or 

Russia. Whatever works for that government we need to find that strategy. In some 

resource-rich countries, mass media works well. If it is scandal in mass media, everyone 

talks about it. If everyone talks about it, then it works. But in some countries, the mass 

media is also controlled by the government. I mean it is very difficult.  

Another respondent from a resource-rich country also articulated their view: 

Whoever works on these issues or pushes these issues forward, needs to work with the 

stakeholders such as ministers, heads of committees, members of the parliament, and so 

on so forth to help these kinds of problems happen. But again, there are no stakeholders 

who can push for this work. For example, if you want to make a law about medicine there 

are private medical companies that lobby and achieve results. But nobody wants to 

advocate for children because this is a social problem it is not a private problem. And the 

government should take care of it but no one unfortunately in the government pushing 

toward fixing the problem.  

Priorities in the spending of the national wealth. Data revealed that the spending 

priorities of governments in resource-poor countries mostly included social protection and 

human development expenses compared to resource-rich countries. To the question “Where does 

your government spend mostly?”, almost all respondents in resource-poor countries answered 

that their government mostly spent on social welfare, health care, education, and in fields that 

would result in human capital development such as information technology and finance sectors.  
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I mean compared to many other countries, our government mostly spends on the social 

sector, health care. As far as education, they spend almost the same funds as much as 

France…If you look at the budget in general, it is very socially oriented, including 

health, education, and social protection. In health care, they also have a mandatory 

health insurance fund that really facilitates access to free health care services. 

Maternities in the country are free of charge. The budget is very social-oriented, but they 

still have an input-based budget, and the result-based or output-based budgeting is not 

applied. 

One of the resource-poor countries was in a postwar situation and a large territory of the 

country was under occupation. Despite this fact, according to respondents, most of the 

government’s spending was on social protection and social welfare. A respondent explained: 

The largest chunk of the national budget goes to defense. Because we are the nation that 

formerly had war. [Next] healthcare takes a big part of the budget. Now especially 

healthcare became free with the new government. I think a lot of money goes there too. 

And I think the next is education.  

In contrast to resource-poor countries, according to the respondents, governments of 

resource-rich countries spent first on defense, then mostly on construction: two out of three 

resource-rich countries also were in postwar situations. In both, the full ceasefire was not 

achieved and there was fighting every day. One of the respondents from a resource-rich country 

explained: 

If we consider the fact that our country is in a war situation country with a neighboring 

country probably it's rational to spend so much on defense but when it comes to 

infrastructure projects, I think that social spending should be more prioritized and should 
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have the biggest portion. Let's say more portion than infrastructure projects because 

most of the oil money coming to the budget in recent years of course was spent on 

infrastructure. But I think that it's high time to switch that spending to social spending 

mainly to health care and education and other social spending let's say social protection. 

But as you know our country was one of the countries which were spending the least 

amount of money on social spending such as health care for example…Overall, to some 

extent, I agree mainly with defense expenses, but I think that social spending should be 

much more than the current amount.   

The respondents mentioned that construction in resource-rich countries included building 

roads, frequent renovation of roads, “fancy” buildings, and capital infrastructure. Most of the 

respondents indicated dissatisfaction with a such way of spending the national wealth. One of 

them noted, 

When I'm looking at the budget, I would say it's military, it's construction. It's partly the 

construction of certain types of so-called “white elephant” projects, such as stadiums, 

music halls, things that will not bring you income or benefits in the long run. But it's done 

only for the sake of image building. 

Prioritization of child well-being. In all three resource-poor countries, the prioritization 

of child well-being by the government stood out strongly. All the respondents from resource-

poor countries agreed that child well-being was among the prioritized issues for their 

governments. The place of child well-being in the list of the prioritized issues for the country had 

been moving up and down based on new governments, but still it always was among the 

prioritized issues. In one of the resource-poor countries, child well-being among priority issues 

for the country was ranked 5 out of 10 by their government. According to the data, there is 
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obviously political will to improve child well-being starting at the top level of governance and 

running down to the implementation level in resource-poor countries. One of the respondents in 

a source-poor country observed: 

If we look at the programs designed and coordinated, we can observe that child well-

being is a priority. For instance, the vise-prime minister is very active in pushing the 

reforms in child well-being. Just one example since there was not enough physical 

infrastructure for kindergartens and she suggested using infrastructure which country 

had such as libraries. We [UNICEF] also supported this suggestion and now if we look 

at early childhood education, this alternative version is working. You do not need to build 

Soviet-style fully fleshed kindergartens with bedrooms where children can sleep. For 

instance, in rural areas children can go to these available infrastructures, libraries and 

educated early childhood specialists can work with them and with their parents. Due to 

these kinds of interventions, the early childhood education coverage doubled from 20% 

in 2014 to 40% in 2018. Then for example the government has recently approved 

communication for non-violent parenting that recognized that we need to work with 

parents and establish parenting centers. They are looking for ways to improve learning 

outcomes. Recently the government introduced an inclusive education program and 

started implementing it. Again, we see many things happening and it is a very good level 

of prioritizing. The president of the country joined the campaign against corporal 

punishment of children, and he declared that he supported it.  

But the lack of resources (financial, human, and infrastructure) can be a barrier for 

policymakers to fully commit to increasing child well-being. Most of the respondents recognized 
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the lack of resources in resource-poor countries as an obstacle for policymakers to do more in the 

field of child well-being.  

However, in resource-rich countries, almost 98% of respondents stated that child well-

being was not a priority for their governments. According to them, the issues of children were 

not among the priority issues on the agenda of the senior policymakers. 

As I said before it's so [no priority] as there is no proper child protection system in place. 

Then let's talk about health care. The mandatory health care system: They promised to 

have health insurance be in place from this year and children are going to be covered 

within this healthcare for free, but so far this promise has not been implemented yet. So, 

to some extent, it means that clearly the government starting to prioritize children, and so 

this is kind of some steps forward in that sense. If you talk about education, they are 

currently trying to do something within the education system, but we don't really know 

what's the capacity of the government in this field. Regarding the status of the violence 

against children: the situation is even worse, as nothing is happening in this field. 

Overall, we can say that it is (child well-being) not a priority.  

2.6. Discussion 
 

The purpose of the study has been to determine whether the resource curse has affected 

child well-being in resource-rich post-Soviet countries. The study has also aimed to illuminate 

how and why the resource curse affects child well-being, by using a mixed-methods and 

comparative research design. The quantitative part of the study consisted of analyses of 

secondary panel data from 2002 to 2019 with random and mixed-effects linear regression 

models. The qualitative part of the study involved the analysis of primary data coming from 65 
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interviews collected in six post-Soviet countries. Qualitative data analysis methods—thematic 

and content analysis—were employed to specify themes emerging from interviews.   

Findings from both the quantitative and qualitative studies have revealed that the 

presence of natural resources is negatively associated with child well-being in resource-rich post-

Soviet countries. Results of the quantitative study showed that the dimensions of the resource 

curse—oil rents per capita, control of corruption, government effectiveness, and democracy—

were associated with child well-being. Oil rents per capita had a negative statistical relationship 

with child well-being. As oil rents per capita increased child well-being declined. Control of 

corruption had a positive relationship with child well-being. As control of corruption increased, 

child well-being also improved. These findings support the claims of the resource curse, which 

says that oil and corruption negatively affect general development in LMI resource-rich 

countries.  

In the first paper, I extended this claim to child well-being and suggested hypotheses that 

oil resources and corruption negatively affect child well-being in resource-rich LMI countries. 

The findings of this paper from six post-Soviet countries support these two hypotheses: oil 

revenues and corruption affect child well-being negatively in resource-rich post-Soviet countries. 

These quantitative findings are also confirmed by the findings of the qualitative part of the study. 

The overall qualitative evidence is that the presence of oil revenues in resource-rich countries 

had a negative effect on child well-being. Respondents also described how the presence of 

corruption in the six post-Soviet countries which hurt child well-being policies and programs. 

Findings such as the positive relationship between oil rents per capita and reduced child 

well-being overlap with the findings of the first paper, which showed that increases in oil rents 

per capita in 137 LMI countries worsened child well-being. The negative effect of oil wealth on 



 

 

 

131

child well-being, found in both papers, is consistent with other studies. Wigley (2017) identified 

a causal channel through which petroleum wealth has a harmful effect on child health and found 

an association between oil income and the under-5 mortality rate. Other scholars of resource-rich 

countries have similarly indicated that, among other social problems, the resource curse is linked 

to unusually high rates of child mortality (Karl, 2005; Torvic, 2002 Wadho, 2014). For each 5-

point increase in oil dependence, the under-5 mortality rate rose by 3.8 per 1000 (Karl, 2007, 

Sovacool, 2010).  

Resource-rich countries studied in this paper also performed relatively poorly in child 

well-being, compared to resource-poor countries. For instance, oil- and gas-rich Azerbaijan (19) 

and Kazakhstan (13) performed worse than resource-poor Georgia (9.3) and Moldova (12) in 

2019 in under-5 mortality rate (World Bank, 2022). Similar outcomes occurred in primary school 

enrolment rate among school-age children: in 2018 resource-poor Georgia (99%), Moldova 

(99.9%), and Kyrgyzstan (99%) performed better than resource-rich Azerbaijan (98%), 

Kazakhstan (88%), and Ukraine (92%) (World Bank, 2022). Looking at 20131 malnutrition rates, 

again resource-poor post-Soviet countries did better than resource-rich countries: for instance, in 

stunting rates resource-poor Georgia (9%) and Kyrgyzstan (12%) were ahead of oil-gas rich 

Azerbaijan (18%) (no data for Ukraine and Kazakhstan) (World Bank, 2022). This paradoxical 

development (despite being wealth poor, better performance in child well-being) is explained in 

resource curse studies as follows: Due to high corruption, nepotism, and wasteful usage of 

natural wealth revenues in resource-rich LMI countries, wealth stays in the hands of elites, does 

                                                 
1 Data for all countries on stunting were available only for the year 2013. Still Kazakhstan and Ukraine did not provide any data. Not providing 
data to global organizations on some social development indicators including child well-being is common among resource-rich LMI countries to 
protect their image as a rich country. This tendency can also be observed among Persian Gulf oil-rich countries as no consistency in data on child 
well-being is an issue for them too.   
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not trickle down, and does not benefit the poorest households where child ill-health is more 

prevalent (Wigley, 2017).  

In the current paper, I have found a positive relationship between reduced corruption and 

improved child well-being in post-Soviet countries. As control of corruption increased, child 

well-being improved by 41%. These findings are also consistent with data on corruption 

perceptions collected by Transparency International in six countries. According to the 

Transparency International Corruption Index, in 2022 three resource-rich countries ranked higher 

in corruption than the three resource-poor countries. Resource-rich Azerbaijan ranked 128/180, 

Ukraine 122/180, Kazakhstan 102/180 whereas resource-poor Georgia ranked 45/180, and 

Moldova 105/180. This finding was also supported by the qualitative data. Although all 

respondents from all countries indicated the existence of endemic corruption, for the resource-

rich countries it was a huge problem that hindered reforms generally and child well-being 

specifically.  

However, two other main findings in the quantitative data for this study pose a challenge 

to resource curse theory. These findings are that both democracy and government effectiveness 

had a positive and significant relationship with less adequate child well-being, i.e., in the six 

post-Soviet countries, as democracy increased child well-being declined. Similarly, as measured 

government effectiveness improved, child well-being declined. These findings are counter to the 

claims of resource curse theory, which posits that if resource-rich LMI countries had democracy 

and government effectiveness in place, they would have succeeded in reforms and positive 

development.  

Moreover, these two findings were also supported by the findings of the qualitative data 

in my study. Both, the findings of qualitative and quantitative studies in this paper showed that 
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although resource-poor post-Soviet countries had democracy, child well-being did not improve. 

Indeed, this is perhaps the major finding and potential contribution of the study, rejecting the 

resource curse hypotheses on the positive influence of democracy and government effectiveness 

on social development. Yet what could possibly explain this result? 

According to the results in the qualitative part of the study, actual democracy was weak, 

even though resource-poor countries were able to elect their presidents every 4 years. All 

respondents from all resource-poor countries expressed frustration about democratic processes in 

their countries, pointing to unstable governance and frequent changes of administration that 

occurred with democratic elections. The qualitative data revealed that when new leaders came to 

power, they replaced most of the important government positions, not only the top leaders 

(decision-makers) but also heads of departments (implementers) in the government agencies. The 

new people may or may not be qualified for the positions, and at best create bureaucratic 

instability. In this way, frequent changes in personnel interrupt positive reforms and institution 

building, including reforms for child well-being. Moreover, bureaucratic instability may also 

explain ineffectiveness in the governance of child well-being policies and services. As a result of 

frequent replacement of decision-making and administrative positions in the social protection 

system, including the child well-being system, policies and programs are interrupted and 

discussions are discontinued.  

Respondents from resource-poor countries also mentioned frequently that they personally 

had invested in the capacity building of stakeholders in child well-being, but when they were 

ready to finally realize reforms, they were replaced with new personnel. Thus, it was necessary 

to re-start the capacity-building process from the beginning, with the newly appointed decision-
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makers and implementers. This process impeded reforms in all sectors, including child well-

being.  

The results of the qualitative study also indicated that the democratization process in 

resource-poor countries was not finalized. Kyrgyzstan and Georgia succeeded in changing their 

centrally controlled governance regime, which had been left from the Soviet regime to 

parliamentary democracies through the 2003 Rose Revolution in Georgia and the 2011 Tulip 

Revolution in Kyrgyzstan. Moldova was also able to change the Soviet regime to parliamentary 

democracy. But parliamentary democracies in all three countries were not well developed and 

did not produce ideal results (Akmataliyeva, 2013). In resource-poor countries, the West, 

especially the European Union uses the “stick and carrot” mechanism to export its own model of 

democracy. The democratization process, policy reforms, and economic changes are conditions 

for receiving financial assistance from the West in all three countries. All these three countries 

are heavily dependent on external aid, and therefore engage in intensive dialogue with the West 

to become democratic. Thus, the democratization processes that arise in these countries are 

“imported” from the West, rather than naturally evolving (Akmataliyeva, 2013). Findings from 

the current study add to the question of how effective this democratization actually is “on the 

ground.” And even if it appears to be effective, is it strong enough to generate and sustain social 

reforms, including reforms for child well-being? 

Different from resource-poor countries, post-Soviet resource-rich countries can be 

categorized as electoral autocracies—although elections take place they are rigged. In one way or 

another, the same leaders get elected over 30 years. Dictators legitimize their presidency or 

leadership through fraudulent elections, sometimes using fearful methods. Many people depend 

directly on the current leaders for their livelihoods, so they do not challenge the elites in power. 
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In resource-rich countries, the portion of people who work for government agencies, which are 

financed by the national budget, is huge. They are frightened of losing their jobs and/or other 

income flow if they oppose the current leaders. Thus, during elections, most of these people have 

no option other than to publicly support and vote for the current leaders. When elections take 

place, the results are generally in favor of ruling dictators. At the end of the day, the same leaders 

stay in power, and nothing much changes or improves.  

Different from resource-poor post-Soviet countries, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine 

do not depend heavily on external financial aid, due to their natural resource wealth. Thus, 

incentive-based dialogue between the West and these countries is not very effective in promoting 

becoming democratic and effective governance.  

In addition, research on democracy and government effectiveness in post-Soviet 

countries has found another important factor, which claims that post-Soviet countries are still 

struggling with Russia, which is not democratic. Although the West accelerated the downfall of 

the USSR, it did not provide sufficient support to democratization processes in post-Soviet 

countries, which is still far from complete (Grauvogel & von Soest, 2015; Froltsov, 2005). These 

dynamics may also help explain an association between democracy and negative child well-

being. Overall, democracy in post-Soviet countries does not play the same role in reforms and 

implementation of public policies as in other democracies. It is often a truncated and erratic 

democracy, which may not generate enough engagement and stability to have meaningful and 

lasting impacts on child well-being.  

Turning to government ineffectiveness in resource-rich post-Soviet countries, due to the 

high level of corruption, people in decision-making, policymaking, and key administrative 

positions are appointed not necessarily based on their competencies or skills, and often based on 
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bribes, nepotism, and clan connections. Thus, the qualitative data on all six post-Soviet countries 

reveal a great deal about the ineffectiveness of governance in the form of incompetent decision-

makers, policymakers, and policy implementers. In this context, although advocates and 

professionals may aim for reforms and development, government ineffectiveness may lead to 

reforms not being implemented properly. The ineffectiveness of government in all six post-

Soviet countries is an important finding of the qualitative study: with or without natural 

resources all post-Soviet countries suffer from this issue. 

Another problem, ineffective social protection frameworks which is an issue for all six 

post-Soviet countries, inherited from the Soviet period have been ineffective in helping those 

most in need of social assistance during the transition (UNDP, 2009). Only a few countries, 

mostly the Baltic States-Estonia, Lithuania, and Latvia- after the dissolution of the USSR, were 

able to put in place the institutions and policies to effectively design, implement, monitor, and 

measure inequality, poverty, and the welfare of citizens (McCullaugh, 2013).  

Current social protection policies in post-Soviet states suffer from large gaps between 

desirable goals (e.g., universal and free access to quality health care, education, social benefit 

coverage, social services, and labor market protection) and feasibility in terms of capacities 

(especially demographics, financial resources, governance, and decision-making). Because these 

policies were previously handled by Moscow, the political and bureaucratic skill sets are weak or 

nonexistent. My fieldwork and the secondary quantitative data show that all post-Soviet 

countries struggle with the current ineffective social protection systems. 

In this context, findings from the quantitative and qualitative study together revealed that 

strong civil society and politically active citizens have been the main drivers of successful child 

well-being reforms in resource-poor countries. For example, a strong civil society had a huge 
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role in successful reform in the deinstitutionalization of large-scale public child-care institutions 

in resource-poor Georgia, which eliminated almost all orphanages and replaced them with foster 

care, group homes, and adoptions.  

But civil society and politically active citizens are more oppressed in resource-rich 

countries. This oppression affects child well-being negatively. These findings of weak civil 

society and oppressed citizens are consistent with the findings of studies in other resource-rich 

LMI countries. Due to natural resource wealth, resource-rich LMI countries are characterized by 

unaccountable politicians, higher rates of policy failure, and weak civil society (Karl, 2007; 

Kauffmann, 2016; Sachs, 2012, 2016; Soros, 2007; Wigley, 2017).  

Regarding the prioritization of child well-being, my findings show that leaders of 

resource-poor countries performed better than leaders of resource-rich countries. According to 

the respondents, child well-being issues never were on the list of the top 10 issues for leaders of 

resource-rich post-Soviet countries. But the resource-poor country respondents mentioned child 

well-being issues being among the top five or six issues in their country for their leaders. All else 

equal, access to natural resource wealth creates a lower incentive for governments to invest in the 

welfare and capability of the people (Collier, 2016; Wigley, 2017).  

To specify, studies on child health in LMI resource-rich countries have found that child 

health is poor because the formation of human capital is not a priority, due to an abundant supply 

of oil, gas, and mineral wealth (Karl, 2007; Wigley, 2017). Thus, LMI resource-rich countries 

have ineffective social welfare, housing, education policies and services, and high 

unemployment and poverty rates (Collier, 2016; Jawad, 2014; Karl, 2007). All these factors have 

led to problems such as physical malformation, malnutrition, sudden infant death syndrome, 



 

 

 

138

maternal complications during pregnancy, accidents, and unintentional injuries, all of which 

contribute to child mortality.  

The findings of this study make several contributions to resource-curse and child well-

being research knowledge. The first contribution is enriching the evidence on the resource curse 

and child well-being in post-Soviet countries. Research in both areas is growing, but it is not as 

rich as in other parts of the world, because post-Soviet countries opened to the world just three 

decades ago. Generally, social science research, perhaps especially on child well-being and the 

resource curse, is limited. Thus, this study is a step toward filling this gap.  

The second important contribution is the findings on the negative relationship between 

democracy, government effectiveness, and child well-being. This is different from other studies. 

My findings have rejected hypotheses and claims of the resource curse literature about positive 

relationships between democracy, government effectiveness, and child well-being, and suggest 

the need for theoretical specification, and perhaps even more so, better measurement of 

democracy and government effectiveness—taking into account instability and disruption in 

bureaucratic and professional roles. Resource curse literature needs to consider that democracy 

and government effectiveness does not have the same effect on the development in post-Soviet 

countries. As democracy is not organically developed in post-Soviet countries, its effect on 

development is small. Thus, the resource curse theory needs to have a side note about the type 

and role of democracy while discussing the importance of democracy in developing resource-

rich countries. However, to refine and confirm these two findings which are opposite of the 

claims of the recourse curse on democracy and government effectiveness, further research is 

needed especially in post-Soviet countries.  
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Perhaps the study can also claim uniqueness in several ways. The first uniqueness is the 

methodology. Several quantitative studies have been conducted by scholars to study the 

relationship between resource curse and child well-being. But mixed methods have rarely been 

used to look at the same relationship. My findings that question some key aspects of resource 

curse theory may illustrate the value of more in-depth methods, embedded in context, in addition 

to quantitative analysis.  

Another methodological uniqueness of the study is the child well-being index that I 

created for this paper to use as an outcome variable to measure the well-being of children in six 

countries. Previous studies on the relationship between resource curse and child well-being have 

looked at only the former’s effect on under-5 mortality. My child well-being index encompasses 

under-5 mortality as one of seven indicators in addition to indicators on education and the 

nutritional situation of children.   

My study also has several limitations. One limitation is the unavailability of data on all 

indicators of child well-being which are mentioned in the CRC of the United Nations. This 

limitation forced me to limit my child's well-being index only to health, nutrition, and education 

indicators. I was unable to measure other child well-being indicators in the six post-Soviet 

countries. Another limitation emerged with the Covid19 pandemic. Due to this global problem, I 

could not include quantitative data for 2020-2021 in my study. A third limitation was the tense 

political situation in one of the resource-rich countries. I could not get detailed information from 

all respondents on some questions which were politically sensitive for that context.  
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2.7. Conclusion 
 

This study I hope opens a useful window onto resource-rich LMI countries and child 

well-being. Development is a long and irregular process, and this study illustrates dynamics and 

challenges in only one area—child well-being. Building new policies, services, and institutions 

takes time and concerted effort; it does not occur overnight; but it is fundamental. Focusing on 

children and creating opportunities for them could enable the six post-Soviet countries in this 

study to make better use of one of their most important resource—children to grow and 

contribute to equitable development and economic growth. Good governance begins by paying 

attention to the young citizens, who will become the future of the country.  
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Chapter 3: Child Development Accounts in 

Oil and Gas-Rich Countries: Policy Design 

for Azerbaijan 
 

3.1. Introduction 

Lifting the resource curse can change the trajectory of the development of resource-rich 

low-to-middle income (LMI) countries and significantly contribute to achieving the Sustainable 

Development Goals of the United Nations (Humphreys et al., 2007). The resource curse, or 

paradox of plenty, indicates the failure of the resource-rich LMI countries to benefit from their 

natural resource wealth. Resource-rich LMI countries score low in economic, social, and human 

development and a large part of their population live in dire poverty (Acemoglu, 2012; Auty, 

1995; Collier, 2012; Gelb, 1980; Gylfason, 2012; Karl, 2007; Ross, 2012; Sachs & Werner, 

2001). The resource curse is consistent with institutionalized corruption and nepotism, autocratic 

forms of governance, massive human rights violations, civil strife, conflicts, and wars 

(Humpherys, 2005; Karl, 2007). Oil, minerals, and other resources offer the potential for 

development and simultaneously the potential for failure (Moss et al., 2015).  

To prevent reverse development and avoid the mismanagement of natural resources, 

governments have established national reserve funds to save natural resource revenues for the 

future generations and allocate some of them for the well-being of citizens. Out of 62 countries 

with gas, oil, and mineral resources, 58 have established natural reserve funds (NRFs), only 11 

of which have benefited citizens. Successful cases of NRFs come from Norway, Canada, 

Australia, Chile, the U.S., and some Persian/Arabian Gulf states (Fischer, 2007; Bauer & 
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Mihayli, 2018). Out of 58, 34 NRFs have failed to reach their goals and have been spent by 

corrupt political elites in wasteful ways (Natural Resource Governance Institute, 2015). Half of 

the existing NRFs in resource-rich LMI countries have been used by ruling regimes for their own 

personal luxury lifestyles or as slush funds and a means of patronage, nepotism, and corruption 

(Natural Resource Governance Institute, 2015). In addition to wasteful use of natural resource 

wealth, scholars have found several issues related to NRFs in resource-rich LMI countries such 

as mismanagement of funds by political and economic elites, corruption, lack of transparency, 

and saving for the future instead of meeting citizens’ basic needs now (Collins, 20212; Torvik, 

2018; Van de Ploeg & Venables, 2011).  

The failure of NRFs to meet their purpose has prompted scholars to argue that direct 

distribution of natural resource revenues to the population would help resource-rich LMI 

countries escape the resource curse (IMF, 2014; Karl, 2007; Moss et al., 2015). Several ideas to 

deliver money from natural resources to vulnerable groups have been discussed  by scholars, 

with arguments for using revenues from oil and gas resources for the welfare of citizens (Moss et 

al., 2015). One of the most popular ideas is cash transfers. Supporters of this idea claim that 

instead of citizens hoping that the government will fulfill its duties efficiently by turning oil and 

gas money into welfare policies and public services, the government can give a portion of the 

funds directly to citizens (Moss et al., 2015). Well-designed cash transfer initiatives that 

distribute cash directly to families can have huge development effects. The proponents of cash 

transfers assert that ordinary citizens have shown themselves able to use cash wisely more often 

than politicians, even those who have the public interest in mind. 

The proponents of the direct distribution of oil and gas revenues offer two broad 

arguments. First, with direct distribution the state will no longer receive large windfalls of 
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resource wealth and will not seek to do too much too soon, which would prevent these 

governments from being administratively overextended and vulnerable to rent-seekers (Karl, 

1997; Ross, 2001). Second, a direct distribution would generate incentives to increase 

accountability. Citizens would be more observant of the state’s natural resource management 

given that their dividend is at stake. Moreover, deprived of large resource revenues, the 

governments would have to rely on the taxation of citizens to cover the cost of public services, 

which gives citizens more of a direct stake in how governments spend money. And if resource 

revenues were transferred to the population and then taxed, it would make citizens more aware of 

their rights as taxpayers, leading them to demand greater accountability for public spending 

programs (Birdsall & Subramanian, 2004; Devarajan et al., 2011; Sala-i-Martin & Subramanian, 

2013). In this way, the direct distribution would help promote the development of political and 

economic institutions. This argument is supported by evidence that a large share of taxes in total 

revenues (especially direct taxes) is associated with more democratic institutions (Mahon 2005; 

Ross 2012).  

In parallel to cash transfer strategies to general citizens, I also suggest individual financial 

asset accumulating interventions specifically focusing on vulnerable groups to create inclusivity, 

equality, and equity in the distribution of oil and gas revenues. Generally, asset accumulation is 

the key to breaking the intergenerational cycle of poverty and lifting poor families out of 

economic hardship (Sherraden, 1991). Asset accumulation such as monetary savings, 

homeownership, education, and income-generating skills changes people’s capacities, behavior, 

and attitudes and enables them to make choices to pursue the kind of life they value (Robeyns, 

2005; Sen, 1999; Sherraden, 1991; Ssewamala et al., 2010). Financial assets may enable the 

development of other cultural assets and social capital, resulting in household stability and 
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increased personal efficacy, and may provide a basis for the development of a future orientation, 

goals, and a foundation for risk-taking by providing a basic level of stability (Sherraden, 1991).  

This paper focuses on children as one of the vulnerable groups. It suggests an evidence-

based asset-accumulation policy for children through child development accounts (CDAs)  

linked to oil and gas revenues. Azerbaijan, an oil and gas-rich LMI country, was chosen as a case 

study for the suggested policy design. The elements of the policy are based on the findings of 

qualitative studies carried out in Azerbaijan in 2017, 2018, in six post-Soviet countries in 2019 

and 2020. The paper also used 10 CDA design elements suggested by Sherraden et al. (2007), 

and the experiences of countries that have CDAs as national policy.  

3.1.1. Background  

Why Distribute Oil and Gas Money to Citizens? 

After the failure of Nauru, an island in the South Pacific, to benefit from its phosphate 

riches in the 1970s, governments started establishing NRFs to manage nonrenewable natural 

resources (Natural Resource Governance Institute, 2015). To prevent developmental failure and 

the resource curse, the main goals of the NRFs were to increase efficient usage, transparency, 

and public accountability in resource-rich LMI countries (Araji, 2018 et., al.; Gosling & 

Gambiza 2017; Kamiński, 2017; Mesagan, 2019). The theoretical rationale of NRFs was to save 

natural resource revenues for the future generations, overcome budget volatility, improve the 

well-being of citizens, reduce poverty, make smart investments within the country, protect oil 

and gas production from corruption, and escape the resource curse (Grafton & Little, 2017; 

Hossu et al., 2018; Hunziker & Lars-Erik, 2017; Natural Resource Governance Institute, 2015; 

Olawoye, 2018).  
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In addition, NRFs could play a role in stabilizing revenue, with the aim of preventing 

short-term fluctuations in government spending (Torvik, 2018). For instance, as a stabilization 

fund, the copper fund of Chile ensures that the government spends less than total revenues when 

copper prices are low and more when they are high. The establishment of NRFs has helped some 

countries, especially advanced nations, to avoid the resource curse—Norway, Finland, Chile, 

some states in the USA, and Persian/Arab Gulf states, whereas others have made the funds a 

haven for corruption and mismanagement, with no positive impact in the life of the citizens 

(Dupuy, 2017; Gale, 2019; Mendoza et al., 2015; Onifade, 2017)—Venezuela, Equatorial 

Guinea, Nigeria, Trinidad and Tobago, and post-Soviet countries (Adeleke & Zubariu, National 

Resource Governance Institute, 2015). Issues related to NRFs include mismanagement by 

political and economic elites, corruption, lack of transparency, and saving for the future instead 

of meeting citizens’ basic needs now (Collins, 2016; Tovrik, 2018; van de Ploeg & Venables, 

2011).  

Mismanagement and Misappropriation of Funds in NRFs 

When NRFs are established in countries with weak institutions, looting is inevitable 

(Torvik, 2018). In some countries, the funds are administered by the country’s leaders, their 

children, or their relatives. For instance, in Angola the son of the president was appointed as the 

head of the fund’s board of directors and the daughter was appointed as the head of the national 

oil company (Torvik, 2018). The heading of NRFs by presidents or their family members is also 

prevalent in oil and gas rich post-Soviet countries. Such experiences raise the question of 

whether the true objective or institutional arrangements of NRFs were set up to manage assets 

for society’s well-being or protect the economic and political power of the current elite.  
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Scholars have argued that it is better not to have funds than have funds that are vulnerable 

to looting. For instance, in Nigeria, the fund held $30 billion, but in 2011 it had been emptied by 

politicians, with the most of withdrawals not accounted for (van de Ploeg & Venables, 2011). In 

countries such as Botswana, Zambia, Nigeria, Indonesia, Peru, Mongolia, Ghana, and South 

Sudan, governance of funds has been ineffective due to strong political pressure from various 

government arms to share the money and spend on short-term investments (Blomquist et al., 

2010; Debrah, 2015 et., al.; Yorbana, 2017). 

Better to Spend Now Instead of Saving for the Future 

Because funds are often looted by elites in resource-rich LMI countries, some scholars 

have suggested spending revenue wealth for infrastructure, social protection, and economic 

growth instead of saving for the future. In addition, many resource-rich LMI countries are in 

desperate need of policies and services to meet the basic needs of their citizens (Collins, 2016). 

Investments in social protection and infrastructure in resource-rich LMI countries are harder to 

expropriate than fungible money. Such investments involve entrepreneurs in production and 

exclude rent-seekers, which could lead to mitigating the resource curse (Torvik, 2018). But 

investing in infrastructure and social protection requires careful guidelines and transparency 

measures to avoid “white elephants” such as entertainment facilities, music halls, bridges, and 

Olympic Games centers. as some resource-rich LMI countries have done (Collins, 2016; 

Robinson & Torvik, 2005).  

Corruption and Lack of Transparency in NRFs 

NRFs have not achieved their desired objectives, especially in Africa, the Middle East, 

and Latin America due to factors such as lack of transparency, lack of accountability, and 

corruption (Balding 2011; Cao et al., 2015; Ndikumana & Abderrahim, 2010; Ploeg, 2014; Triki 
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& Faye, 2011; Wiens 2015). One common characteristic of the successful models of NRFs is 

citizens’ ability to hold governments accountable and transparent in spending the funds’ money 

(Robinson & Torvik, 2005). But in most resource-rich LMI countries, NRFs are black boxes for 

citizens, who do not have any information about the management of finances.  

Child Development Accounts as Alternative Option for Resource-Rich LMI countries 

I suggest Child Development Accounts (CDAs) as a parallel strategy along with NRFs in 

resource-rich LMI countries. In parallel to saving natural wealth in macro accounts which are out 

of control and access of citizens, saving in individual accounts can lead the citizen to control 

accounts. Since the study focused on finding out ways to improve the well-being of children in 

resource-rich LMI countries to protect them from the effect of the resource curse, CDAs are the 

optimal intervention for this purpose.  

CDAs are saving accounts specifically targeting children, started in the late 1980s to help 

families to fulfill life goals for their children such as postsecondary education, homeownership, 

business development, and retirement security (Huang et al., 2020). CDAs are based on the 

theory that accumulating household assets has positive outcomes for children (Clancy & 

Beverly, 2017; Elliott & Sherraden, 2013; Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2014). Starting asset 

accumulation in childhood, specifically through child saving accounts, improves overall and 

psychosocial well-being during childhood (Chowa et al., 2010; Ssewamala et al., 2009) and 

provides resources to promote productive and satisfying lives in adulthood (Friedline et al., 

2013; Peng et al., 2007).  

Starting asset accumulation in childhood, specifically through child saving accounts, 

improves the overall and psychosocial well-being of children (Chowa et al., 2010; Ssewamala et 

al., 2009) and provides resources for productive and satisfying lives in adulthood (Friedline et 
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al., 2013; Peng et al., 2007). Savings during childhood helps children learn about financial 

services and concepts (Johnson & Sherraden, 2007), which can positively impact their financial 

actions and behaviors in adulthood (Peng et al., 2007). When children and adolescents have 

access to savings accounts at early age, they are more likely to own savings accounts and have 

greater savings levels in young adulthood (Friedline et al., 2013). 

The theory also holds that assets may shape the attitudes and behaviors of parents and 

children, including their interactions, in ways that promote positive educational outcomes 

(Sherraden 1991; see also Beverly et al., 2013; Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2014; Shanks et al. 2010). 

For example, having assets for children’s postsecondary education may increase parents’ 

educational expectations for their children (Kim et al. 2015), promote their own mental health 

(Huang et al., 2014), and improve both parenting practices and other parent-child interactions 

(Huang et al., 2019). These attitudes and behaviors contribute to healthy child development. 

Financial assets designated for postsecondary education may help children to develop a college-

bound identity (Beverly et al., 2013), which in can lead turn to better academic performance and 

educational attainment. Elliott et al. (2013) also found that child savings accounts help families 

pay for postsecondary education and motivate young people to prepare for college. These factors 

may be especially powerful for disadvantaged families, who would not otherwise be able to 

consider higher education. 

Savings also offer young people opportunities to learn about financial management 

(Hunag et al., 2015; Sherraden 1991). Children may benefit from savings and assets as early as 

age 12, and even earlier. Evidence from behavioral economics suggests that between the ages of 

6 and 12, children begin to grasp the relationship between savings and future opportunity (Elliot 

et al., 2011). Adolescents in Uganda in the treatment group of a randomized controlled trial 
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experiment who had savings accounts saved significantly more per month compared with those 

in the control group in their experimental study with orphaned adolescents (Ssewamala & 

Ismayilova, 2009). 

Child Development Account National Policies from Around the World 

Since the late 1990s, Singapore, Canada, the U.K., Taiwan, South Korea, Israel, and 

several states in the U.S. have set up CDAs for children to reduce poverty and close the gap 

between rich and poor children. Most of these CDAs are universal, although some are targeted 

based on family income. In Israel the CDA policy is universal, but there is a risk of regressivity 

due to the specific design. In Canada, the UK (until its closure), and Singapore, the programs 

consist of a mixture of universal and means-tested elements, given the fact that low-income 

families often have less access to financial literacy and understanding. Canadian Education and 

Savings Grants (CESG) is a universal policy that encourages families, especially LMI families, 

to save for post-secondary education of children under Registered Education Saving Plans 

(RESP), established in 1972 (Henderson, 2019). CESG pays $500, with a lifetime maximum of 

$7,200 to everyone (Employment and Social Development of Canada, 2016). Through basic and 

additional CESGs, the program has paid $8.84B to 5.12M beneficiaries (Imbeau, 2015). In 2016, 

51% of the children of Canada had RESP accounts, 36% were from LMI families, and 3.48 

million children were up to the age of 17 years old. In 2015, about 1.95 million account owners 

had withdrawn savings to cover post-secondary education-related expenses in Canada and 

overseas (Parkin, 2016).  

The U.K. started universal CDAs—child trust funds (CTF)—in 2002 and opened 6.5 

million accounts through 2011. At birth, each child received a voucher worth £250. Between 

2005 and 2011, £2 billion was held in the CTF accounts (Legislative Council Office, 2018). On 
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average, 86% of the families were rich and 58% were low-income (Zichawo et al., 2014). The 

CTF accounts program was stopped in 2011 as a part of an austerity agenda of the new 

government (Zichawo et al., 2014). 

Singapore has established several saving accounts programs for children, such as 

MediSave, EduSave, Postsecondary Education Accounts (PASE), and CDAs, as a part of the 

Baby Bonus Scheme started in 2001 (Loke & Sherraden, 2015). The government contributes an 

initial S$3000 to a CDA and then matches the family’s savings in the CDA 1:1 up to S$3000, for 

a maximum of S$6000 (Ministry of Social and Family Development of Singapore, 2019). Funds 

can be used to cover expenses for babycare, kindergarten, special education, early intervention 

programs, medical care, pharmaceuticals, assistive technology devices, eye care, and health 

insurance (Sherraden et al., 2018). Unused funds are transferred to EduSave for children from 

ages 6 to 17 and on to PASE when a child leaves secondary school (Loke, 2015; Sherraden et al., 

2018). PSEA funds can be used to cover a child’s own or their siblings’ approved postsecondary 

education expenses and education programs in approved institutions (Singapore Ministry of 

Education, 2019). Unused money is deposited into the individual’s Central Provident Fund 

accounts (Han & Chia, 2012; Singapore Ministry of Education, 2019).  

A nationwide universal Saving for Every Child program in Israel was started in 2017 and 

currently enjoys 100% coverage due the combination of the family’s choice to opt in and 

automatic default inclusion by the government for parents who neglected the choice for more 

than half a year (Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2019). When accounts are opened, $13.50 every month is 

paid into the account by the government. Parents may decide to match it with another $13.50 

deducted from the monthly child allowance (Ministry of Finance of Israel, 2019). Parents can 
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choose to have the money deposited in one of several provident funds (Kupot Gemel) or in a 

bank account at authorized banks. The use of accumulated funds is unrestricted. 

South Korea has two CSAs—Korean Child Development Accounts (KCDAs) established 

in 2007 and Seoul Hope Plus Accounts in 2009. As a national-level policy, Kpment Accounts 

(KCDAs) help low-income families to save for education, occupational training, housing, small 

business investment, health care, and marriage expenses (Zou & Sherraden, 2010). All children 

aged 0–17 from low-income families in the child welfare system, including children with 

disabilities in institutional care, are eligible for KCDAs, with 1:1 matching by the government 

and families. The government deposits $27 per account and expects families to match that 

amount (Zou & Sherraden, 2010). KCDAs are administered by the Korean Minister of Health 

and Welfare (Kim et al., 2011).  

Seoul Hope Dream Accounts is a policy run at the city level by the Seoul Metropolitan 

Government and targets LMI families to encourage them to save for the education and vocational 

training expenses of their children (Li & Sherraden, 2010). Several states in the US have CSAs, 

and in Nebraska, Maine, Nevada, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and 

California these accounts are fully universal (all newborns are included) with automatic 

enrollment (Center for Social Development, 2019; Sherraden, 2018; Washington University in 

St. Louis, 2019;). Cities such as St. Louis, Los Angeles, San Francisco, New York City, and 

Lansing (Michigan) have also implemented city-level CDAs.  

The potential of CDAs for Oil and Gas-Rich Post-Soviet Countries and Framework for 

Policy Design 

The findings of the fieldwork in six post-Soviet countries revealed the huge need for 

evidence-based, inclusive, equitable policies and services for children to provide the potential for 
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the development and prosperity of children. These findings revealed that the existing policies for 

children were ineffective due to their form, determination of eligibility of children, and the 

amount they provide for children. The findings also revealed that three countries out of six had 

enough wealth coming from oil, gas, and minerals to invest in policies such as CDAs. The 

findings from Azerbaijan found strong support by senior policymakers for launching CDAs as 

national policy in the coming years. Due to these factors, there is a huge potential for the 

diffusion of CDAs among resource-rich post-Soviet countries linked to oil and gas revenues.  

Along with findings of qualitative study the paper used 10 key design elements as a 

guidance to suggest the CDA national policy for Azerbaijan. The 10 key design elements were 

informed by theory, research, and experience from individual development accounts (IDAs) and 

CDAs (Sherraden et al., 2018). All 10 design elements were tested modeled in the Saving for 

Education, Entrepreneurship, and Downpayment program in Oklahoma (SEED OK), which is an 

ongoing, longitudinal, multimethod, randomized experimental statewide universal CDA policy 

(Huang et a., 2021). SEED OK started in 2007 to demonstrate and test the policy idea of 

universal and progressive accounts from birth (Clancy & Beverly, 2007). The outcomes 

indicated that it was possible to implement universal and progressive CDAs automatically 

opened at birth, and seven states in the U.S. have adopted some version of this model (Huang et 

al, 2021). 

Azerbaijan could design CDAs policy based on the 10 suggested key policy design 

elements, which are also selectively used by the countries with CDA national polices described 

above. These 10 elements are universal eligibility, automatic enrollment, starting at birth, 

automatic initial deposit, automatic progressive subsidy, a centralized savings plan, investment 

growth potential, targeted investment options, restricted withdrawals, and means-tested public 
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benefit exclusion (Sherraden et al., 2018). Elements such as universal eligibility, automatic 

enrollment, automatic initial deposit, and progressive subsidy are important factors to ensure 

equality and equity. The findings from existing CDA policies have revealed that without 

universal eligibility and automatic enrollment, children from low-income families will not have 

accounts.  

3.2. Methods 

3.2.1. Study design  

This study was designed to explore the needs and resources for child development 

account national policy in Azerbaijan from the perspective of key informants such as senior 

policymakers, academicians, financial institutions, and local and international nonprofit 

organizations in the fields of social protection including child well-being. Primary data were 

collected through interviews of key informants. Secondary data came from archival records such 

as governmental reports, publications from national and international agencies, published 

research, and statistics from relevant government agencies.  

Thirty-six key informants were selected based on a purposive sampling strategy. The 

main criteria for selection were being in senior decision-making position, deep understanding of 

policy-making process, and deep knowledge of social protection and child well-being systems in 

Azerbaijan (see Table 1).  

Table 29: Key Informants 

Key informant Agency n 

Executive director State Oil Fund of Azerbaijan Republic 1 
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Minister Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of 

Azerbaijan 

2 

Deputy minister Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of 

Azerbaijan and Ministry of International Affairs 

4 

Chair State Committee on Family, Women and Child 

Affairs 

1 

Deputy chair State Committee on Family, Women and Child 

Affairs 

2 

Head of office State Committee on Family, Women and Child 

Affairs 

1 

Head of department Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of 

Azerbaijan, Ministry of Economic Development & 

State Oil Fund of Azerbaijan Republic  

7 

Head of child protection 

Department  

UNICEF 1 

Evaluation and monitoring 

Specialist 

UNICEF 1 

Head of mission Director of 

programs 

USAID 2 

Program director The World Bank 1 

Member of parliament & chair 

of social policy committee  

National Parliament of Azerbaijan Republic 1 
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Chair Nonprofit organization  7 

academicians  University 5 

Total  36 

 

Fourteen respondents were women and 22 were men. Three were ministers, and four 

were deputy ministers. One of the respondents was the executive director of the State Oil Fund 

of Azerbaijan Republic (SOFAZ) and two were head of departments at the fund. Seven of the 

respondents were head of departments at ministries, and a committee. Five were representatives 

of bilateral and financial institutions such as UNICEF, USAID, the World Bank, and seven were 

from nonprofit organizations. One of study participants was the member of the National 

Parliament of Azerbaijan. Five of the participants represented universities in Azerbaijan.  

3.2.2. Data Collection and Ethical Considerations  

Data collection took place in Azerbaijan in November of 2017, and December of 2018, 

and in Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Moldova, Azerbaijan, and Georgia in 2019 and 2020. 

Meetings and interviews with key informants lasted 30–60 minutes. Information was recorded by 

a voice recorder and notes were taken in writing in notebooks. The data have been secured in a 

confidential place. The names of the respondents were not recorded to protect the privacy and 

anonymity of the respondents. The institutional review board at Washington University in St. 

Louis reviewed the research proposal and approved it.  

3.2.3. Analysis  

I transcribed all the interviews, which were conducted in Azerbaijani, Russian, and 

English. The quality of the translation was cross-checked to ensure the accuracy of translations. 
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The quality of all interviews was controlled before entering them into the software for coding. 

The NVivo qualitative data analysis software was used to analyze the data.  

A thematic analysis approach was used to analyze the interviews, meeting notes, and 

archival and secondary documents. I familiarized myself with the data during the first round of 

coding. While reading the interviews, memos were noted, and initial codes were created. During 

the second round of coding, codes were generated to capture common patterns. After creating 

codes, the coding tree was developed, and data were entered into the NVivo software. Coding of 

the whole data was done by NVivo. After coding the data categories were developed. Themes 

were generated based on categories. I selected themes relevant to the aim of this paper of 

determining needs and resources to suggest a CDAs national policy for Azerbaijan.  

3.3. Findings 

The following themes were selected for this paper: ineffective child well-being policies 

and services, need for universal policies and services, willingness to launch CDAs, declarative 

will to reform child well-being, the vision of the country leader for children, the wealth of the 

country, stability in the governance of the country, public acceptance of universal policies, 

availability of potential resources, using current financial resources, the lack of strong 

institutional base for administering and managing CDAs, lack of trust in private institutions 

among citizens, weak private financial institutions, and the limited number of asset management 

institutions/vehicles in Azerbaijan.  

CDA Policy Design Suggestions for Azerbaijan 

As findings of the qualitative study from six post-Soviet countries, including Azerbaijan, 

revealed that the existing child well-being policies and services for children were ineffective. 
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The ineffectiveness of the policies was characterized by three major problems that were relevant 

for this policy paper: the current form of child well-being policies and services; the small amount 

of assistance or aid; the determination of eligibility for the child well-being policies and services. 

The existing form of the policies and services for children consisted of mostly cash assistance. 

According to the respondents, these kinds of measures were not sustainable or effective for 

enhancing the well-being of children and they created dependency. According to the data, 

current policies and services for children focused on deficiency, illness and kept children in 

survival level.  

The second problem with current policies and services for children related to their 

amount: cash alloences were small. According to the respondents, cash assistance and benefits 

were so small that they did not make any difference in the well-being of children. In their current 

form, the cash assistance a question about their necessity in child well-being. 

The third major problem was the determination of eligibility for cash assistance and other 

benefits. According to the key informants, most child benefits, allowances, and services were not 

needs-based but category-based: children and families did not receive them because they needed 

them but because they belonged to certain categories. The general categories that existed in the 

child-well-being system during the data collection period in all six countries were:  disability 

category, refugee, martyr’s child (who died in patriotic wars), internally displaced person’s child, 

and single parent’s child. This kind of approach for assessing eligibility for services and 

allowances left out children who needed assistance but did not qualify for one of the categories. 

Thus, currently, the region needs child well-being policies and services need a new approach for 

the determination of eligibility of children for allowances and services. One way is also having 

universal coverage to cover all children.  
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Due to Soviet history, all six countries including Azerbaijan have a history of universal 

social policies and services. Thus people are generally open-minded to the idea of universalism. 

The data also confirmed it as it found the wide acceptance of universal policies for children by 

the senior policymakers in Azerbaijan. Based on the findings of the qualitative studies, best 

practices of national policies from around the world, and 10 key policy design elements in CDA 

policies, the following policy design for national the CDAs policy in Azerbaijan is suggested 

based. 

Universal Eligibility  

Universal design, as in Israel, Canada, Singapore, UK, and several states of the U.S 

(Sherraden et al., 2018), is recommended for Azerbaijan and would include every child who is a 

citizen of Azerbaijan. The findings of my study revealed that starting CDAs on a universal level 

in Azerbaijan is possible. All respondents of the study welcomed and supported the idea of 

universality. This design would make every family eligible to open an account for their child 

regardless of their income level. The country has experience with universal policies for the 

general population and for children based on its Soviet history. In fact, the literature indicates 

that in Azerbaijan universal social protection policies were effective in reducing the absolute 

poverty rate from 30.9% to 10.9 % in 2009, with a special positive impact of old-age and 

disability pensions (International Labor Organization, 2016). The universal child allowance 

policy of Azerbaijan was more effective in reducing poverty among children than other policies 

when it was active (Habibov & Fan, 2017).  

Universal social policies for children are also laid out in Target 1.3 of the UN’s (2015) 

Sustainable Development Goals to eradicate poverty and tend to increase social trust compared 

to means-tested policies (Kumlin & Rothshtein, 2005). They have fewer bureaucratic and 
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eligibility barriers (Cechini et al., 2015) and do not stigmatize beneficiaries, which results in high 

take-up rates (Lau & Chou, 2019). Universal policies have lower screening costs, fewer targeting 

errors such as inclusion and exclusion errors, less leakage to noneligibiles, and less 

undercoverage (Lau & Chou, 2019).  

Unlike means-tested and selective policies, universal policies have no incentive 

mechanisms, structures, or social costs as people do not need to change their behavior such as 

avoiding employment to maintain eligibility (Gugushvili & Hirsch 2014; Lau & Chou, 2018) and 

bear lower administrative costs (Gugushvili & Hirsch, 2014). Despite high costs to the public 

due to universal inclusion, universal programs contribute to the reduction of poverty (Lau & 

Chou, 2018). The shift from universal to means-tested social policies in Poland, Hungary, and 

the Czech Republic contributed to increases in the prevalence of poverty (Gugushvili & Hirsch, 

2014).  

Universal programs are more effective and efficient in eliminating child poverty 

compared to means-tested programs, and they positively affect children from LMI families 

(International Labor Organization, 2017). Lau and Chou (2018) examined six universal and 38 

means-tested policies in Hong Kong and found that the universal programs have a greater impact 

on poverty reduction, decreasing income inequality, and reaching poor households than means-

tested programs.  

Automatic Enrollment and Starting at Birth 

Like the universal design, automatic enrollment ensures that all children have an account 

unless parents opt-out. A policy that automatically enrolls each newborn ensures that all children 

have accounts (Sherraden et al., 2018). Starting at birth has several positive effects. Starting 

earlier provides more time for more deposits from both government and parents/caregivers and 
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for interest payments. From the child’s perspective, starting at birth is an important element that 

bonds to the purpose of the CDAs (Clancy & Beverly, 2007), as well it can also help children to 

learn to plan for the future and look forward to using their savings after maturation of the 

accounts.  

Default opt-in enrollment substantially reduces participation, especially for 

disadvantaged children (Sherraden et al., 2018). Take-up rates in CDA policies in Canada (51%) 

and Singapore, which are universal but do not feature automatic enrollment, are lower than in 

Israel (100%), which automatically enrolls all children (Frenetti, 2017; Grinstein-Weiss et al., 

2019). Azerbaijan is recommended to automatically enroll every child at birth and process the 

opening of CDAs when birth certificates are issued. Doing so would guarantee the enrollment of 

all children. For this purpose, Azerbaijan can look at the experience of Israel and the state of 

Maine in the U.S, which enroll every child automatically at birth. In Israel, accounts are 

automatically opened for every child at birth and thus include all children except some families 

who opt out due to religious beliefs (Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2019). The same holds for the 

statewide Harold Alfond College Challenge CDA in Maine, which automatically enrolls all 

newborns.  

Automatic Initial Deposits 

Initial deposits at the point of enrollment are essential for enabling disadvantaged 

families to save for their children. Children who receive sizable initial deposits early in life may 

accumulate meaningful assets regardless of their family’s level of contribution. Initial deposits 

are a jump-start to asset accumulation, especially if they are held in saving vehicles with 

potential market growth. Initial deposits lead to full inclusion by covering every child, 

reinforcing saving behaviors and attitudes, motivating families to increase their savings, and 
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encouraging families to plan for the postsecondary education of their children (Sherraden et al., 

2018). Findings from SEED OK demonstrated that automatic initial deposits in the amount of 

$1000 improved the social-emotional development of children coming from disadvantaged 

families (Clancy & Beverly, 2017). Automatic seed money was available for families in the UK 

when the policy was active (Prabhakar, 2010). Currently Singapore, Israel, and four states of the 

U.S.—Maine, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Nevada—automatically give initial deposits when 

accounts are opened. The amount of initial deposit in the U.S. varies from $50 to $500 (Clancy 

& Beverly, 2017).  

The qualitative study in Azerbaijan revealed that Azerbaijan does not need to allocate 

extra funding for automatic seed money for initial deposits. The country can use half of ₼100 

manats ($60) of the existing ₼200 manats ($120) baby bonus, which is a one-time universal 

allowance issued to every newborn child (Uşağın anadan olmasına görə birdəfəlik müavinət-

One-time cash for the birth of a child) (Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of Azerbaijan, 

2019). However, families need to apply to get it and it is not automatically provided. During the 

interviews with key informants, I found out that many families do not apply for it. For instance, 

in 2017, out of 140,000 families with newborns, only 100,000 applied for and received the 

allowance. The respondents also mentioned that families spend their baby bonus mostly on 

family consumption rather than specifically on children’s needs. Thus, saving half of the baby 

bonus in CDAs will contribute to serving children’s well-being rather than consumption by 

families on family needs.  

Automatic Progressive Subsidy Possibility  

Azerbaijan is recommended to provide low-income families with additional seed money   

beyond that given to all families via extra monthly matching funds and/or a lifetime matching 
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cap that is twice the cap for higher income families. A progressive subsidy is additional money 

given to low-income families in addition to universal basic or general money. Providing an 

automatic progressive subsidy for low-income families is very important for CDA policies. 

Whatever form it takes, the progressive subsidy is a key policy concept for CDAs (Sherraden et 

al., 2018). If in addition to general basic initial or ongoing deposits additional money to low 

incomes families is not provided, they will have much fewer savings than middle and upper-

middle-income families (Clancy & Beverly, 2017).  

Many low-income families struggle to save for long-term goals because the majority—

nearly all in many cases—of their income goes toward meeting their basic needs (Sherraden et 

al., 2018). Thus, a national CDA policy that facilitated saving by rich families without enabling 

poor families to accumulate assets would only increase the wealth gap and inequality. Currently, 

automatic progressive subsidies are implemented in CDAs in SEED OK and in 529 college 

savings plans in Louisiana (Sherraden et al., 2018); Canada, and Singapore. The U.K used to 

provide it too when the policy was active. In Canada in addition to Basic Canada Education 

Savings Grant, Additional Canada Education Savings Grant (A-CESG) and Canadian Learning 

Bond are available for low-income families (Employment and Social Development of Canada, 

2015). A-CESG gives an additional 10% or 20% for a total of an extra 30 or 40 cents on each 

dollar of the first $500 contributed to a RESP based on the family’s income. The Canadian 

Learning Bond gives an additional $500 to low-income families when they open saving accounts 

and $100 for each year, they remain eligible (Employment and Social Development of Canada, 

2016). 

In addition to national policies, the provincial governments of Canada give additional 

money to their residents to help families to save. British Columbia provides its residents with 
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Education and Training Savings Grants in the amount of $905 in a one-time deposit in addition 

to all national grants. Saskatchewan province has Advantage Grant for Education Savings that 

provides an additional $189 per year (Canada Revenue Agency, 2019). Quebec Education 

Savings Incentive gives up to $189 per year, 10% for personal contribution for all families, and 

an additional $37 per year for LMI families (Revenue Quebec, 2019). In the U.K. when the CDA 

Policy was active, the government provided an additional £250 for LMI families and another 

£250 (£500 for low-income families) when the child reached the age of 7 (Prabhakar, 2010; 

Zichawo et al., 2014).  

The automatic progressive subsidy in Azerbaijan can come from the dividends of oil and 

gas revenues. To use oil and gas dividends, Azerbaijan can refer to the experiences of the U.S. 

state of Alaska and the Canadian province of Alberta, where oil revenues are distributed in lump-

sum annual dividends to citizens. Alaska’s largest annual dividend of $2,072 was paid in 2015 

(Alaska Department of Revenue, 2019). Alberta offered a direct one-time CAD 400 “prosperity 

bonus” to each resident for 2005 (Gupta et al., 2014). Alberta also gave citizens a rebate through 

subsidies that reduced the price of natural gas.  

Similarly, Azerbaijan could deposit a rebate into each child’s CDA. Given ongoing flows 

of oil revenues in Azerbaijan, it may be possible for the government to support deposits as 

children grow. Deposits could be made annually, quarterly, or monthly, depending on the design 

that Azerbaijan preference and its cost efficiency.  

Deposits also could be structured as behavioral incentives—for example, as rewards for 

each completed year of schooling or for primary- and secondary-school graduation, which would 

make it less universal by cutting out the poorest families, for whom the loss of income from child 

labor would be higher than the gains from the government subsidy. Families and caregivers 
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should be required to match government deposits with an equal amount within a limited time 

frame such as monthly, quarterly, or annually. They can also deposit more than the required 

amount.  

Centralized Saving Plans 

A centralized savings platform, in which accounts are opened and run by a single entity, 

is another important element for launching CDAs. Having all children in the same system creates 

coherence in accounting (combining all financial operations) and enables efficiency (Clancy & 

Beverly, 2017). In addition to consolidated accounting and efficiency, centralization creates 

accuracy in record keeping as well as oversight of investing, reporting, and communications 

(Sherraden et al., 2018), effectively reducing costs. Over a period of 15 years, New York’s 

centralized 529 college savings plan reduced fees by about 80%, to 0.15% annually as assets 

grew (Sherraden et al., 2008). Centralization is also key for inclusiveness: much smaller numbers 

of people opt out of retirement plans when everyone in a company is automatically enrolled in a 

single platform than when participants are required to opt-in.  

Two of the major themes that emerged from the qualitative studies in Azerbaijan were the 

mistrust by citizens of private institutions and the underdevelopment of private financial 

institutions and banking systems. Thus, having accounts in a centralized platform located in a 

public agency is crucial for the success of CDAs in Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan already uses 

centralized financial platforms for social pension and disability benefits. It is thus recommended 

that accounts be opened either at the State Social Protection Fund (SSPF), where all social 

protection-related benefit accounts are located or at SOFAZ.  

The purpose of the SSPF is to regulate distribution of social insurance and pensions to the 

citizens such as work pensions (social security) and social allowances and benefits (social 
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welfare) (International Labor Organization, 2017). The SSPF also has a well-established 

personal accounting and card system to facilitate payments and electronic infrastructure and 

currently provides 20 services, including online registration; accepting applications from 

pensioners, farmers, pregnant women, single mothers, and children; and issuing relevant 

certificates for pensions and other social benefits and allowances. It also has an online payment 

function for pensions and social benefits such as maternity fees, disability pensions, and child 

allowances (State Social Protection Fund, 2019). I recommend applying the same experience to 

the CDAs with some modifications. 

Another suggested option for centralized saving platform in Azerbaijan for CDAs is 

SOFAZ, which is an NRF governed by a supervisory board composed of representatives from 

state authorities and public agencies that are appointed by the president of the country, including 

the executive director, who manages daily activities of the fund.  

Potential for Investment Growth and Targeted Investment Options  

Potential for investment growth and targeted investment options of CDA policies can 

contribute to the growth of savings over time. For instance, $1000, which was the initial deposit 

in Oklahoma CDA accounts in 529 plans as part of SEED OK, increased total holdings by more 

than 70% over 10 years (Clancy & Beverly, 2017). Savings grow if CDA accounts are opened in 

entities that have the potential for growth and are immune to appreciations. Presenting targeted 

investment options to families while opening CDA accounts helps them to make appropriate 

choices.  

If CDAs are held by private banks or investment managers, allowing CDA families to 

choose investment options is not advisable, though with a clever default policy allowing them to 

choose could be done successfully, adding to the financial literacy education aspect of the CDA. 



 

 

 

178

Underdevelopment of the banking system and financial management infrastructure in Azerbaijan 

raises concerns about trust, which is a critical requirement for an effective CDA policy. CDAs 

opened through the SSPF in Azerbaijan would, due to security and trust elements, be passive 

savings accounts. They would have no potential for growth from investment earnings. However, 

CDAs opened through the SOFAZ could offer families a simple set of investment options. I 

recommend Azerbaijan offer CDAs with the potential for growth from investment earnings, 

giving families a “voice” and experience in the management of CDA assets over time.  

Restricted Withdrawals: Assets in CDAs Are Reserved for Postsecondary Education 

Restricting withdrawals or restricting what they can be used to pay for is a very important 

element to include in CDA accounts. CDA national policies around the globe, except Israel and 

some states in the U.S., restrict use of the savings in CDA accounts, primarily to covering 

postsecondary education expenses.  

Most CDA accounts around the globe were founded with a specific purpose based on the 

needs of children. CDAs in Canada, Singapore, and the state of Maine in the U.S are restricted to 

financing postsecondary education. Evidence shows positive returns on schooling in terms of 

annual earnings, usually amounting to 10% or more per additional year of instruction (Card & 

Lemieux, 2000). In these three examples, children can use saved assets to cover postsecondary 

education expenses such as tuition, fees, school-related supplies, and living expenses (Han & 

Chia, 2012; Huang et al., 2013; Imbeau, 2015; Loke, 2007; Ministry of Education of Singapore, 

2019). Restricting CDAs to postsecondary education in Azerbaijan would overlap with the vision 

of the country’s leadership, which is depicted in the seventh point of the concept of the 

development for Azerbaijan, the road map for strengthening and making the country sustainable 
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by improving the knowledge and skills of the children and youth (President Apparatus of 

Azerbaijan Republic, 2015).  

In addition to designing a CDA policy based on these key elements, I also recommend 

including elements based on an institutional theory of saving suggested by Sherraden (1991) and 

the findings of the study in Azerbaijan. The following elements are recommended for responding 

to the needs of Azerbaijan for a CDA national policy that were communicated by the 

respondents.  

Administration, Delivery and Management of CDAs  

Mistrust of private institutions, especially financial institutions, emerged as a theme of 

the qualitative study in Azerbaijan, and respondents mentioned that families might not 

sufficiently trust accounts unless they are opened and operated by government agencies. Thus, I 

recommend that CDA accounts in Azerbaijan be administered and delivered by credible public 

institutions. This option is practiced by the countries that have CDAs as a national policy—in 

Canada they are administered by the Department of Human Resources and Skills Development, 

in Singapore by the Ministry of Social and Family Development, in Israel by private banks and 

provident funds and supported by the National Insurance Institute, and in South Korea by the 

Korean Ministry of Health and Welfare (Sherraden et al., 2018).  

In Azerbaijan CDAs can be administered and managed by two public entities—the SSPF 

and SOFAZ, which both seem capable of administering and managing accounts in terms of 

infrastructure, human and physical resources, and the trust of citizens. CDA administration by 

these trusted public entities should encourage families to deposit and should promote a culture of 

relying on government agencies as well as increasing the security of these accounts, which is one 

of the seven constructs of an institutional theory of saving suggested by Sherraden (1991) to 
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shape the family saving behaviors (Sherraden & Barr 2005; Sherraden et al., 2003). Thus, for 

Azerbaijan, it is important that accounts be administered by public agencies to be safe, stable, 

and protected from bankruptcy.  

In terms of managing accumulated savings, I recommend beneficiaries not have direct 

access to accounts. To avoid errors and “leakage” for unapproved expenses, the government 

agency that administers accounts can transfer CDA funds directly to educational institutions. The 

system for transferring funds should draw upon the experiences of similar efforts in Canada and 

the U.S. As the use of CDAs should be restricted to postsecondary education, upon submission 

of an acceptance letter provided by an academic institution located either in Azerbaijan or 

abroad, the government agency could transfer payments to relevant institutions for account 

holders or their siblings. The same can be done to pay for eligible postsecondary-related 

expenses such as living expenses and book purchases. As in Singapore and Canada, other 

expenses such as paying for exams or tutoring and buying other school supplies should be 

avoided.  

Holding of accounts varies. In Singapore accounts are held by three banks appointed by 

the government (Loke, 2015). In Israel, accounts are opened in 12 selected provident funds 

(Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2019). In Canada, selected big banks have CDA accounts, and their 

interest rates vary between 2% and 2.5% (Frenette, 2017). Another alternative is the mechanism 

of Edusave and PSEA accounts in Singapore, which are managed as national education 

endowment funds and earn interest. In Azerbaijan CDAs can be delivered by the SSPF or 

SOFAZ depending in which they will be opened.  
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Incentives in the Form of 1:1 and 3:1 Matching Design  

The theory and practice of countries with CDAs confirm attractive saving incentives as 

one the four important institutional elements to encourage families to save, especially LMI 

families (Beverly & Sherraden, 1999). Incentives generally encourage people to save, bring 

savings from other saving vehicles, tend to reduce consumption to take advantage of the 

incentive, and create a substitution effect, causing a reduction in savings from their own money 

because the incentives enable them to reach their savings goal without contributing as much of 

their own money (Choi et al., 2009; Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, 2019). Matching 

contributions from the government in the form of grants seem to be the most appropriate 

incentive to achieving increased savings for postsecondary education, especially among low-

income families (Fernetti, 2017; Imbau, 2015). Canada and Israel provide lump sum amounts to 

start accounts and encourage savings (Fernetti, 2017; Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2019; Hun & Chia, 

2012). The retirement savings literature shows positive effects of matching incentives on the rate 

of enrollment by households: a 25% matching contribution was associated with a 5% increase in 

participation (Imbau, 2015).  

Azerbaijan is advised to use the basic 1:1 matching design as an incentive, with higher 

matches—perhaps up to 3:1—for the poorest families, subject to a monthly, yearly, and/or 

lifetime cap on the government’s portion, which would both encourage low-income families to 

save and contribute to the development of a savings culture among citizens. But Azerbaijan 

should introduce a lifetime cap on matching or alternatively fix the monthly amount of the 

government’s portion. For instance, in Canada the lifetime cap for each account is $7,200 

(Fernetti, 2017).  
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Encouraging Other Sources of CDA Deposits  

Once CDA accounts are set up for every child, it becomes easier to encourage deposits 

from other family members or friends, from school or community projects, from philanthropy, 

from corporations, and from international aid (except religious, terrorist, separatist, and other 

similar organizations). CDAs linked to education are appealing to many donors for funding and 

can generate positive energy around such a national goal (Sherraden, 2019).  

 Ongoing Deposits by Government 

The initial seed and any individual savings in CDAs would grow with ongoing infusions 

from the government. I recommend that government subsidies for CDA deposits in Azerbaijan 

should come from natural resource revenues. In Israel, the social insurance makes a regular, 

monthly deposit of $13.50 into each CDA (Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2019). Funding for the 

deposits comes from a refund of a previous cut in Israel’s monthly child allowance; instead of 

being available for immediate consumption, the funds are distributed as an automatic CDA 

deposit.  

 Financial Education Aspect of CDA Accounts for Adults and Children  

Targeted financial education is another important element of the institutional 

determinants that support families in their efforts to save (Beverly & Sherraden, 1999). Financial 

literacy reflects an individual’s knowledge and skills needed for efficient management of 

financial resources and is an effective approach for individuals to achieve optimal financial 

decisions, playing an important role in shaping individual financial behavior (Huang et al., 

2013). It is an important part of financial capability, which refers to the knowledge, skills, 

attitude, self-efficacy, and access to financial products, services, and opportunities required to 
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build savings and other assets and to manage financial resources effectively (Sherraden et al., 

2015).  

Individuals with little or no financial knowledge make poor financial decisions, such as 

not saving, not accumulating wealth, not planning for retirement, not investing in stock markets, 

and incurring debt (Behrman et al. 2010; Huang et al., 2015; Letkiewizc & Fox, 2014; Lusardi et 

al., 2010; Lusardi & Tufano 2008). Households or individuals who are less financially literate 

are also less likely to have a checking account, maintain an emergency fund, have a retirement 

plan, or hold stocks (Christelis et al., 2008; Hilgert & Hogarth 2003), and they more likely to 

take payday loans, make only minimum payments on credit card balances, take on high-cost 

mortgages, have higher debt levels, and be delinquent on debt payments (Gerardi et al., 2010; 

Lusardi & Tufano 2008; Moore 2003). Financial information provided through education can 

positively influence saving participation and levels of contribution by increasing participants’ 

understanding of their economic vulnerabilities and future return to savings.  

Financial education and saving for children’s college expenses are effective elements of 

financial behavior (Grimes et al., 2010; Walstad et al., 2010) and are positively associated with 

opening and holding college accounts among mothers in the SEED OK treatment group (Huang 

et al., 2015). Financial knowledge and 529 account holding are consistent with the findings from 

a study of the Maine 529 plan (Huang et al., 2015), which shows that financially sophisticated 

parents are more likely to open 529 accounts for their children. College saving plans, such as 529 

accounts, are savings accounts in the U.S. for covering post-secondary education expenses and 

they are tax-advantaged (Huang et al., 2013). There are two types of 529 accounts—prepaid 

tuition plans and education saving plans. Financial literacy also correlates positively with asset 

accumulation among young Americans in both illiquid and liquid assets, with a one standard 
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deviation increase associated with 30% and 60% and increases, respectively (Letkiewizc & Fox, 

2014).  

Azerbaijan could foster financial education for children and families with the support of 

the Center for Social Development’s curriculum. It can be delivered in several ways. One is 

through conventional training methods at local Social Protection Centers of the Ministry of 

Labor and Social Protection, which exist in all administrative districts of Azerbaijan. Schools are 

also possible venues to deliver training to parents and caregivers. I recommend including 

financial literacy in the school curriculum by delivering it through the Livelihood Skills class 

(Həyat Bilgisi), which is also delivered online (Ministry of Education, 2019).  

Online courses can make financial education widely available, especially to those who 

live in remote rural areas, cannot commute easily, or are not able to leave home due to full-time 

household responsibilities. Letting these groups access training through the Internet could ensure 

an equal opportunity for all and close the gap between men and women, the center, and the 

periphery.  

Information communication technologies (ICTs) are a powerful tool for social and 

economic inclusion for people with disabilities (Piaggesi et al., 2013), and I recommend using 

them to reach out to vulnerable groups in Azerbaijan to deliver financial education. I also suggest 

incorporating ICTs such as mobile phones and instant messaging systems to deliver financial 

knowledge and make information accessible for caregivers and children. In Azerbaijan, sending 

commercial, promotional, and marketing bulk texts by cell phone is widespread (MPromo, 

2019), and spam texts are common. Based on this experience, I suggest short text messages 

about the importance of asset accumulation, tips on saving, and brief information related to 

financial capability be sent to citizens. Awareness-raising materials such as booklets and 
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brochures at social protection centers and schools and community-based child polyclinics can be 

used for this purpose.  

Online Banking, Information, and Access  

Families and children should be informed about their accounts on a regular basis and 

have direct access to them. I recommend applying online banking systems (e-banking) to CDAs. 

incorporating ICTs into socioeconomic interventions is one of the UN’s recommendations for 

eradicating poverty (UNESCO, 2019). Online banking systems with application by the Ministry 

of Communications and High Technologies of Azerbaijan with limited operations are desirable 

to make operations easy and accessible to families. CDA e-banking operations should be limited 

to seeing the account balance and making deposits by family members, caregivers, and others. 

Mobile applications with limited functions to help families without an internet connection 

access their accounts through their cell phones will increase trust as people will be able to 

monitor their accounts and see operations. This option will especially make accounts accessible 

to family members who live in remote rural areas where no banks or ATMs are available. Online 

banking will solve physical banking infrastructure gaps, which are an issue in remote rural areas. 

But in Azerbaijan, almost everyone has a smartphone with an internet connection.  

ICT sector development has been accelerated mostly by the mobile segment of the 

telecom industry, and Internet usage increased from 17% of the population in 2008 to 73% in 

2013. In 2014, wireless penetration per capita had grown to over 100%, whereas around one-

third of the population had gained access to mobile broadband, and 30% of households had 

subscribed to fixed (wired) broadband Internet (Asian Development Bank, 2019; World Bank, 

2014). These ICT-enabled solutions could reduce the transaction costs of migrant remittances to 

less than 3% and eliminate remittance corridors with costs higher than 5%.  
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Facilitation of Accounts  

Facilitation refers to conditions that enable citizens to save automatically in designated 

amounts from salaries or other sources (Beverly & Sherraden, 1999). Automatic deposits from 

employee wages are a promising means of accumulating savings. Facilitation is another 

important aspect of the institutional theory of savings, which suggests that individuals save better 

under institutionalized facilitation (Beverly & Sherraden, 1999). In Israel, the government 

deducts from universal child allowances and deposits the money into saving accounts (Grinstein-

Weiss et al., 2019). In Azerbaijan, the universal child allowance was canceled in 2006, so this 

sort of transfer will not be possible unless the UCDA is redefined as a reimbursement of the 

canceled child allowance. Moreover, because not everyone receives a monthly paycheck, it 

would be hard to facilitate the operation by a universal mechanism at this point for Azerbaijan. 

But there is a movement to revive universal child allowances in coming years, in which case I 

recommend following the Israeli model of automatically deducting half the benefit and 

depositing it into the CDAs. Deposits from all other sources—family, friends, philanthropic 

organizations, businesses—would also be encouraged but are less likely to be set up as regular 

and automatic flows into accounts. 

 Research Component of CDAs  

To inform future policy decisions, a national CDA policy should include a strong 

research component with systematic data collection to provide a window into what determines 

saving among citizens in Azerbaijan and where the policy should focus more. Research can 

inform future policy assessments and adaptations where necessary. The Center for Social 

Development can advise or partner with Azerbaijan in developing a plan for CDA policy 

research. 
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 Economic and Political Risks in Long-Term Asset Accumulation 

Long-term asset accumulation involves risk. One source of risk is from developments in 

the macroeconomy, especially inflation or a sudden devaluation. These risks are present in any 

CDA policy in any country and must always be given careful consideration. A basic policy 

principle is that, insofar as possible, CDA assets should be protected from loss of real value over 

time. 

Asset Management 

The management of assets in CDAs is an important issue. By assigning this responsibility 

to the SSPF, SOFAZ or the Central Bank, Azerbaijan can foster a “protected space” in which to 

develop institutions for long-term asset management. Residential-care institutions in Azerbaijan 

save monthly allowances for children in their custody who do not have both parents, making 

accumulated funds available to the youth when they reach the age of 18. Insights from managing 

those allowances can inform the government’s management of CDAs and build upon that 

system’s benefits by investing the funds in options with the potential for investment earnings. 

Building secure and effective asset management could be an explicit goal of CDA policy. Asset 

management institutions, after “fully grown” for CDAs, could then begin to serve other national 

purposes.  

3.4. Conclusion 

Asset-building policies and programs such as CDAs have proven to complement current 

anti-poverty strategies and encourage the long-term development of individuals and families 

(Sherraden & Stevens, 2010). Compared with countries in the region, Azerbaijan has a better 

potential to launch CDAs because of oil and gas revenues, a stable political environment, and 
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existing financial platforms. Using the successful experience of Canada, Singapore, Israel, South 

Korea, and the U.S, Azerbaijan should aim for CDAs as a cost-effective, sustainable, and 

progressive socioeconomic intervention to develop human, social, and cultural capital. CDAs not 

only help human development but by spurring the creation of a saving culture could increase 

financial literacy and close the gap between rich and poor in postsecondary education.  

Many youths in Azerbaijan do not continue on to postsecondary education as their 

families cannot pay for college tuition and expenses. Evidence-based and progressive CDAs may 

eliminate this problem and enable every citizen of Azerbaijan to have access to postsecondary 

education, which could lead to a knowledgeable generation competitive in the ongoing fourth 

industrial revolution where knowledge and skills are important (Peters, 2017).  
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Conclusion 

The purposes of the three dissertation papers have been: (1) to expand resource curse 

theory and analysis of child well-being in resource-rich low-to-middle income countries, (2) to 

empirically test the theory, and (3) to develop a potential policy intervention for children in these 

countries. The resource curse defines regressive development despite massive wealth from 

natural resources in low-to-middle income (LMI) countries. The negative effects of the resource 

curse on the quality of governance, democracy, shared economic growth, human rights, and 

social protection have been studied since the late 1980s. But few studies have focused on the 

situation of vulnerable groups from the perspective of the resource curse. In this dissertation, I 

chose children as a vulnerable group, and extend resource curse analysis to illuminate challenges 

and potential policy solutions.  

The first paper has suggested a new conceptual framework to study the link between the 

resource curse and child well-being, with mediation through social protection. I apply the 

conceptual model to all resource-rich LMI countries. The second paper has looked, from the 

perspective of the resource curse, at the situation of children in six-post Soviet countries, using 

both quantitative and qualitative methods. The third paper has used findings from another in-

depth qualitative study, in order to develop a policy intervention for oil-gas-rich Azerbaijan, 

aimed at improving the well-being of children.  

The findings of the first two papers confirmed the hypothesis of the resource curse 

regarding the negative effect of oil on child well-being—when countries have more oil wealth, 

child well-being declines. But the findings showed that social protection measures such as health 

and employment decreased the negative effect of oil on child well-being in resource-rich LMI 

countries. The findings of the first paper also supported hypotheses of the resource curse about 
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the positive effect of democracy and high income on child well-being. In contrast, democracy 

and government effectiveness had a negative impact on child well-being in six post-Soviet 

countries in the second paper. Findings from a qualitative study in six post-Soviet countries 

illuminated this result, showing that democracy, although it may be formally present, is not well-

developed in post-Soviet countries. Frequent changes in all levels of governance, coupes, and de 

facto autocratic democracies interrupt and stop reforms in child-wellbeing in post-Soviet 

countries. This may be the most important contribution of my research, as a potential caution or 

adjustment in the application of resource curse theory.  

Related to the above, another important finding is government effectiveness was a major 

issue in all six countries, despite the existence of democracy or natural resources. Both groups of 

countries will benefit from improvement in the effectiveness of governance, as a foundation for 

the design and implementation of policies and services for child well-being. 

Overall, the research confirms that the resource curse diminishes child well-being in 

resource-rich LMI countries. However, policies for health, employment, and social protection 

decrease the negative effect of oil on child well-being. A major applied implication is that 

countries that are experiencing the resource curse should make purposeful social investments to 

support and develop their people, with the protection and development of children as a priority. 

As my third paper documents, one innovative strategy may be Child Development Accounts, 

which is now receiving some policy attention in Azerbaijan, and perhaps later in other post-

Soviet countries. To take only one possibility, when the disastrous Russian invasion of Ukraine 

is resolved, Ukraine will require huge international investments to rebuild. One productive 

channel for those investments could be asset-building for household stability and future 

development of all the children.  
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