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Introduction 

 This submission presents a critical evaluation of Hakovirta and Kallio’s (2015) research article Children’s Perceptions of Poverty, which explores how children understand and experience poverty, offering insight into a field traditionally dominated by adult-centric perspectives (Abood, 2009). By addressing critical gaps in existing knowledge, this research plays a pivotal role in shaping discussions on child poverty (Bessell, Siagian, and Bexley, 2020; Abebe, 2019) by prioritising children’s own interpretations and lived experiences (Spencer, Fairbrother and Thompson, 2020; Pereznieto et al., 2019), recognising them as active agents in defining and responding to their socioeconomic environments (Leonard, 2015; Abebe, 2019; James & James, 2004; Corsaro, 2018). It positions children as knowledgeable social actors (Giddens, 2006; Blaisdell, 2020) whose perspectives can enhance both academic understanding and policy responses (Quint et al., 2018; UNICEF Ethiopia, 2019; Bessell, Siagian & Bexley, 2020).
To provide a contextual foundation, this submission will begin with a brief exploration of the existing literature on child poverty (Bradshaw, 2002; Micklewright, 2003; Ridge, 2011), particularly focusing on how previous research has often neglected children's subjective voices (Andresen and Meiland, 2019; Bidmead et al., 2023). Although numerous studies have quantified child poverty and examined its material consequences (Bradshaw, 2002; Micklewright, 2003; Ridge, 2011), far fewer have investigated how children themselves define and interpret poverty in their everyday lives (Ben-Arieh, 2005; Fattore, Mason, and Watson, 2009; Main, 2014) This discussion will help identify the knowledge gap that Hakovirta and Kallio (2015) seek to address; namely the lack of qualitative, child-centred research on poverty perceptions (Ben-Arieh, 2005; Fattore, Mason and Watson, 2009; Main, 2014; Hakovirta and Kallio 2015). This review investigates the growing academic emphasis on ensuring children’s voices are heard, respected, and embedded in decisions that shape their lives, as reflected in recent studies (Spencer, Fairbrother and Thompson, 2020; Battle UK, 2021) and supported by frameworks like the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989; Pereznieto et al., 2019).
The research question, though not explicitly stated in the article, can be inferred as: How do children perceive and define poverty in their own terms? (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015) This central inquiry underpins the study's commitment to capturing the meanings and consequences of poverty as understood by children themselves (Bradshaw, 2002; Micklewright, 2003; Ridge, 2011; Bidmead et al., 2023). In doing so, the authors challenge traditional understandings of poverty that focus solely on economic deprivation (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015), highlighting the complex emotional, relational, and social dimensions that children associate with being poor (Weon, Pomati and Nandy, 2024; Singh and Sarkar, 2015; Eccles and Wigfield, 2021; Aufseeser, 2020; Bradshaw et al., 2013).
The core of this submission will focus on a critical evaluation of the article’s methodology, methods, and ethical considerations (British Psychological Society, 2021; British Sociological Association, 2017). The methodological approach adopted by Hakovirta and Kallio (2015) will be examined in relation to its constructivist and interpretivist underpinnings (Creswell, 2013; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Schwandt, 1994), evaluating how effectively it supports the study’s aims (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015, p318). The strengths and limitations of semi-structured interviews in capturing authentic child perspectives will be critically examined (Flick, 2017; Knott et al., 2022; Stewart-Withers et al., 2014; Brinkmann, 2022; Dunwoodie, Macaulay and Newman, 2023). Ethical considerations, including informed consent (UWTSD, 2022; Marušić and Marušić, 2022), confidentiality (Bender et al., 2020; UWTSD, 2022), and power dynamics between researchers and child participants (Spencer, Fairbrother and Thompson, 2020; Mitchell et al., 2023), will also be critically analysed (British Psychological Society, 2021; Oliver, 2010; Spencer, Fairbrother and Thompson, 2020; Salamon, 2019; Keeling and Goosey, 2020; Marušić and Marušić, 2022).
Drawing on a range of academic sources, each area will be assessed for its theoretical coherence, practical execution, and alignment with current standards in social research with children (Austin, 2024; British Sociological Association, 2017; Water, 2024; Hallinan, De Hert and Leenes, 2021; Kang and Hwang, 2023). By engaging with broader scholarly debates, the review aims to evaluate the study’s relevance and its implications for future research and policy development (Lau et al., 2019). Ultimately, this submission will argue that Hakovirta and Kallio’s (2015) work paved the way for a more inclusive and child-centred approach in poverty research (Battle UK, 2021; Lau et al., 2019), while also identifying areas where methodological (Creswell, 2013) and ethical transparency (UWTSD, 2022; Marušić and Marušić, 2022) could be further strengthened (Bessell, 2022; Battle UK, 2021; Lau et al., 2019; Ravens-Sieberer et al., 2023).



Literature Review   

 Hakovirta and Kallio’s (2015) research, examines how children understand and experience poverty, providing insight into an area traditionally dominated by adult perspectives. Conducted within the broader discourse on child poverty, this study explores the ways in which children construct meaning and understanding from their experiences and surroundings, offering insight into their unique viewpoints and understandings (Andresen and Meiland, 2019), a crucial yet often overlooked aspect in social research (Heberle, et al, 2018; Hakovirta and Kallio 2015).
What makes this research vital is its emphasis on children’s agency and active participation (Leonard, 2015) in defining poverty (Hakovirta and Kallio 2015; Abebe, 2019). Existing studies primarily highlight adult-centric (Abood, 2009) economic and policy perspectives (Bidmead, et al, 2023; Ridge, 2011; Main and Pople, 2011; Bessell, Siagian and Bexley, 2020). By focusing on children’s voices, this study fills a crucial knowledge gap regarding how poverty is understood by those directly affected (NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024; Bessell, Siagian, and Bexley, 2020; Abebe, 2019). The researchers argue that children's perspectives provide valuable information for policy formulation and social support mechanisms (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015).
Hakovirta and Kallio (2015) address a significant gap in prior research, which has largely overlooked children's subjective experiences; a concern similarly raised by Ben-Arieh (2005), Fattore, Mason, and Watson (2009), and Main (2014), who argue that children’s own perspectives are essential for understanding their well-being. While earlier studies have predominantly focused on quantifying child poverty levels and analyzing their material consequences (Bradshaw, 2002; Micklewright, 2003), little attention was given to how children themselves define and interpret their own socioeconomic conditions until recent years (Ben-Arieh, 2005; Fattore, Mason, and Watson, 2009; Main, 2014).
This shift reflects an increasing acknowledgment as individual children with agency and the capacity for meaningful participation, and underscores the importance of their lived experiences and authentic voices in research, in line with rights-based frameworks (Spencer, Fairbrother and Thompson, 2020; Pereznieto et al., 2019). Researchers and policymakers now increasingly acknowledge that children are competent social actors whose voices offer vital insights into the multidimensional nature of poverty (Quint et al., 2018; UNICEF Ethiopia, 2019). This study contributes to this evolving field by exploring children's subjective (Pervin and Mokhtar, 2022; Eccles, and Wigfield, 2021) understandings of poverty through direct interviews, adopting a qualitative, interpretivist approach that prioritizes meaning making and lived experience (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Spencer, Fairbrother and Thompson, 2020; Pereznieto et al., 2019).​
The research question, though not explicitly stated, can be inferred as: How do children perceive and define poverty in their own terms? this corresponds with the authors’ intent to foreground children’s own interpretations and insights into the meanings and implications of poverty in their everyday lives (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015, p. 320). Research has shown that children often perceive those experiencing poverty less favourably than their middle-class counterparts, and frequently attribute poverty to individual responsibility (Weinger, 2000; Chafel, 1997; Chafel and Neitzel, 2005). Scholarly attention has been disproportionately directed toward western and developing nations, highlighting a geographical gap in the literature (Furnham, 1982; Halik and Webley, 2011), but this research examines Finland, where universal welfare policies may influence children to see poverty as a structural issue rather than a personal failing (Albrekt Larsen, 2006; Niemelä, 2008, 2011). Despite the strong welfare model, income inequality in Finland has increased, and more children are now living in poverty (Fritzell et al., 2012). As children become more aware of financial differences among peers, their views on poverty may shift, suggesting a complex interaction between socialisation, lived experience, and changing policy (Kuivalainen and Niemelä, 2010). This study offers insight into how Finnish children perceive poverty in this evolving context. Bradshaw et al., (2013) and Aufseeser (2020) argue that children’s subjective interpretations challenge conventional definitions of poverty and highlight the critical importance of centering their perspectives within research frameworks. Furthermore, studies by Battle UK, (2021) and Bessell (2022) reinforce the importance of considering children’s perspectives in developing more effective policies that address the full range of consequences of living in poverty. Hakovirta and Kallio (2015) shift the focus toward how children define poverty itself, rather than merely its consequences. Their research reveals that children perceive poverty not as the total absence of basic necessities, instead as the limited access to newer or higher-quality non-essential items due to financial constraints (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Lau, et al., 2019). Rather than lacking essentials such as housing, clothing, or leisure equipment, poorer children were seen as having older, second-hand, or damaged versions of these goods (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Lau, et al., 2019; Ravens-Sieberer et al., 2023). Furthermore, poverty was understood as a condition that inevitably influences people’s thoughts and behaviours (Bourdieu, 1984), while also carrying a social stigma that fosters humility (Goffman, 1963; Bourdieu, 1984). This perspective highlights the imperative of integrating children’s perspectives into broader poverty debates and shaping policies that address both material deprivation and social exclusion (Lau, et al., 2019; Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Ravens-Sieberer et al., 2023).

Methodology
 
 Employing a qualitative methodology, Hakovirta and Kallio (2015) investigated children’s conceptualisations of poverty and their perceptions of its underlying causes. Through open-ended interviews with 30 children aged 10 to 15, the study enabled an in-depth exploration of their nuanced insights within an urban Finnish context (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015). This method was deliberately chosen to position children as active social agents, allowing them to articulate their views in their own terms, an approach that aligns with contemporary sociological perspectives (Giddens, 2006; Blaisdell, 2020) emphasising the necessity of accessing children’s lived realities as understood and articulated by the children themselves (Bidmead et al., 2023; Fattore, Mason and Watson, 2016; Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015).
The study is grounded in a constructivist ontology (Creswell, 2013; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Schwandt, 1994), which views social reality as a constantly evolving construct shaped by social interactio (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Schwandt, 1994). This is congruent with the notion that children’s understandings of poverty are not merely reflections of material deprivation but are informed by their relational and contextual experiences (Spyrou, 2018; Punch, 2016, Esser et al., 2016). The study follows an interpretivist paradigm (Creswell, 2013; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Schwandt, 1994), aiming to uncover the subjective understandings and personal interpretations children attach to their experiences of poverty, rather than imposing adult-centric or positivist categories of analysis (Abood, 2009). This approach aligns with Schwandt’s (1994) assertion that interpretivism is grounded in the belief that ‘meaning is constructed by human beings as they engage with the world they are interpreting’ (p. 118).
Hakovirta and Kallio’s (2015) approach is further informed by the sociological study of childhoo (Corsaro, 2018), which recognises children as competent social agents capable of constructing meaningful interpretations of their social worlds (SAGE Publications, 2020). This theoretical lens challenges traditional developmentalist frameworks that position children as subordinate learners dependent on adult authority, and instead places emphasis on their agency in shaping and expressing social understanding (Corsaro, 2018; James and James, 2004).
The qualitative methodology, specifically the use of semi-structured interviews, enabled an open and flexible dialogue, allowing participants to express their views on poverty in depth and nuance (Knott et al., 2022; Stewart-Withers et al., 2014). The data was analysed using content analysis, through which dominant themes and interpretive patterns in the children’s narratives were identified and organised (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Fazeli, Sabetti and Ferrari, 2023; Johnson, Mathis and Short, 2017).
The chosen methodological position was highly appropriate for the study’s aims which were ‘to investigate children's perceptions of poverty’ (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015, p, 318). By adopting a constructivist and interpretivist framework (Creswell, 2013; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Schwandt, 1994; Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015), the researchers successfully captured the lived realities and subjective meanings that children associate with poverty (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015). As Hakovirta and Kallio (2015) observed, ‘poverty was seen as a phenomenon that almost by necessity shapes and influences people’s ways of thinking and actions’ (p, 317). This child-centred perspective reflects a broader shift in research toward prioritising children's voices and recognising their epistemic authority in social research (Austin, 2024; Spiteri, 2024). For example, Main (2019) argue that children's own interpretations of poverty often reflect complex understandings of social exclusion, fairness, and material inequality, while Sollis et al., (2022) highlights the critical role of participatory approaches in accessing the complex, lived realities of children’s well-being and social disadvantage.

Data Collection Methods

Hakovirta and Kallio (2015) conducted a qualitative study to explore how children perceive poverty, adopting flexible, in-depth interviews as the core technique for data gathering (Mistry and Wulfsohn, 2020; Charles, 2021). The study involved 30 children aged 10 to 15 from an urban area in Finland (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015). This method was chosen to enable children to articulate their views on poverty in their own words, allowing for open-ended, flexible responses that captured the depth and complexity of their views (Goldberg and Allen, 2024; Smith and Smith, 2018). The use of qualitative interviews (Brinkmann, 2022; Dunwoodie, Macaulay and Newman, 2023; Flick, 2017) was appropriate for addressing the research question, as it enabled the researchers to gain rich, first-hand insights into children's perceptions (Dunwoodie, Macaulay and Newman, 2023; Flick, 2017; Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015), something not easily achieved through quantitative methods (Pilcher and Cortazzi, 2024; Taherdoost, 2022). Children were treated as knowledgeable social actors (Giddens, 2006; Blaisdell, 2020), and the approach respected their capacity to articulate social and economic issues affecting their lives (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Dickinson, Leman and Easterbrook, 2023; Lee and Starkey, 2021).
However, the study is not without limitations. Firstly, the sample was limited to children from a single urban region (Hughes et al., 2021; Ross, Bibler-Zaidi, 2019), which may not reflect the diversity of experiences among children from rural (Hamilton, 2019; Lee and Starkey, 2021) or more socioeconomically disadvantaged areas (Raffington et al., 2021; Kyriakides et al., 2019). This urban-centric (Nunes, Tomé and Pinheiro, 2018; Storper and Scott, 2016) focus could result in limited generalizability of the findings (Carminati, 2018; Hays and McKibben, 2021). Additionally, cultural and national context plays a role in how poverty is understood and discussed (Lister, 2021; Lister, Patrick and Brown, 2024), and so the results may not be directly applicable beyond the specific cultural and regional context studied (Fook, 2022; Qureshi et al., 2024). Another critique lies in the potential for social desirability bias (Piedmont, 2023; Larson, 2018), children might have provided answers they thought were expected or acceptable, particularly in a face-to-face interview setting (McConaughy and Whitcomb, 2022; Adler, Salanterä and Zumstein-Shaha, 2019). Furthermore, while 30 participants allow for a broad range of views (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015), it still represents a small sample in the context of national or international child poverty research (Bessell, Siagian and Bexley, 2020; Lakens, 2022). While the study offers valuable and in-depth insights into children's understandings of poverty (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015), future research should aim to include a more diverse and representative sample (Bessell, Siagian and Bexley, 2020; Lakens, 2022), perhaps using mixed methods (e.g. combining interviews with surveys or focus groups) (Taherdoost, 2022; Timans, Wouters and Heilbron, 2019) and recruiting from multiple geographical and socio-economic contexts to enhance validity and applicability (Weise et al., 2020; Khiali-Miab et al., 2019).

Ethical Considerations

Hakovirta and Kallio’s (2015) study broadly adhered to standard ethical research practices (British Psychological Society, 2021; British Sociological Association, 2017); however, it also presented a number of ethical challenges (Answell et al., 2022; Oliver, 2010; Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015). Given that the research involved children, there was an inherent structural imbalance in authority between the researchers and the children involved (Spencer, Fairbrother and Thompson, 2020; Mitchell et al., 2023). This dynamic may have influenced how openly children expressed their views, as they might have perceived the researchers as authority figures (Mitchell et al., 2023; Spencer, Fairbrother and Thompson, 2020). Such perceptions may have introduced a degree of response bias, thereby influencing the authenticity and richness of the data obtained (Spencer, Fairbrother and Thompson, 2020; Flick, 2017). To minimise this risk, it was crucial that the researchers fostered a relaxed and compassionate nature in which the participants felt comfortable and empowered to speak freely (Flick, 2017; Spencer, Fairbrother and Thompson, 2020;’ Spiteri, 2024). Accessing child participants also involved navigating through gatekeepers (Williams, 2021; Water, 2024) such as parents, guardians, and school personnel (Water, 2024; Salamon, 2019; Kay, 2019). These individuals played a vital role in safeguarding (Keeling and Goosey, 2020; Soltan and Choules, 2018) children’s welfare and granting access for research purposes (Keeling and Goosey, 2020; Soltan and Choules, 2018; Kay, 2019). Therefore, it was important that the researchers communicated clearly with these gatekeepers about the study’s aims, ethical safeguards, and how participants’ well-being would be protected (Spacey, Harvey and Casey, 2020; Fecke et al., 2022). Building trust with gatekeepers was essential to ensure informed and voluntary participation (Russell, 2019; Cormican and Dowling, 2023; Calva, Matthew and Orpinas, 2020). As the study addressed a sensitive topic, children’s personal and social understandings of poverty (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015) and involved minors, data protection (Data Protection Act, 2018) and privacy were particularly important (Hallinan, D., De Hert and Leenes, 2021). Although the research was conducted before the enforcement of the Data Protection Act in 2018 (Data Protection Act, 2018), the principles of ethical data handling still applied (Data Protection Act, 1998). Ensuring strong anonymisation and confidentiality of participants’ responses would have been vital (Kang and Hwang, 2023), especially considering the potential stigma (Goffman, 1963) associated with poverty (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2024). To support informed consent, both the children and their guardians should have received a clear and accessible explanation of the research (UWTSD, 2022; Marušić and Marušić, 2022). This could have been delivered in the form of a written information sheet or an oral briefing (Millum and Bromwich, 2021; UWTSD, 2022; Marušić and Marušić, 2022). While the article mentions that ethical approval was obtained, along with anonymity and confidentiality (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Bender et al., 2020; UWTSD, 2022), the article does not elaborate on the specific steps taken to ensure this (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015), compromising the procedure’s transparency and overall credibility (Marušić and Marušić, 2022). The right to withdraw, an essential ethical principle (UWTSD, 2022; British Psychological Society, 2021; Oliver, 2010; Marušić and Marušić, 2022) in research with children was also not clearly addressed in the study (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015). This prompts critical reflection on whether participants received adequate information concerning their autonomy to discontinue participation in the research freely and without repercussion (Marušić and Marušić, 2022; British Psychological Society, 2021). While Hakovirta and Kallio’s (2015) study appears to meet general ethical standards (Marušić and Marušić, 2022; British Psychological Society, 2021), it would benefit from greater transparency regarding the implementation of specific ethical practices (Marušić and Marušić, 2022; UWTSD, 2022). Providing more comprehensive details about consent procedures (Millum and Bromwich, 2021), data protection strategies (Hallinan, De Hert and Leenes, 2021; Data Protection Act, 2018), and the communication of participant rights would enhance the study’s ethical credibility (Austin, 2024; British Psychological Society, 2021) and offer clearer assurance that children’s voices were respected and safeguarded throughout the research process (Keeling and Goosey, 2020; Soltan and Choules, 2018).

Conclusion 

This study provides valuable insight into the ways in which children internalise and interpret poverty (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Andresen and Meiland, 2019; Heberle et al., 2018), an area previously often overlooked in policy discussions (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Ridge, 2011; Main and Pople, 2011). The key finding is that children define poverty not only in financial terms but also as a lived experience of exclusion (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015). The study successfully highlights the value of recognising children as knowledgeable contributors to the discourse on poverty (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; NSPCC and UNICEF UK, 2024; Bessell, Siagian, and Bexley, 2020); The research is significant for policymakers, educators, (Quint et al., 2018; UNICEF Ethiopia, 2019) and social workers (Fook, 2022) who work directly with children experiencing poverty (Quint et al., 2018; UNICEF Ethiopia, 2019). Understanding how children perceive their circumstances can help tailor interventions that address not only material deprivation (Main and Pople, 2011; Gordon et al., 2003) but also the social and emotional aspects of poverty (Quint et al., 2018; UNICEF Ethiopia, 2019; Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2024). However, the study’s focus on a single urban area and small sample potentially excludes some of the most vulnerable children (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Creswell, 2013; Spiteri, 2024), which limits the generalizability of its findings (Creswell, 2013; Spiteri, 2024; Charles, 2021).
This study contributes to broader social insight by highlighting how children personally interpret and experience povert (Hakovirta and Kallio, 2015; Andresen and Meiland, 2019; Bidmead et al., 2023). It advocates for a child-centered approach in policy and service provision (Main and Pople, 2011; Austin, 2024; Spiteri, 2024), reinforcing the need for inclusive strategies that address both economic and social inequalities (Austin, 2024; Spiteri, 2024; Dickinson, Leman and Easterbrook, 2023). To enhance future research, a more diverse recruitment strategy should be employed to ensure a representative sample of children from various socioeconomic backgrounds (Raffington et al., 2021; Kyriakides et al., 2019). Additionally, further exploration of regional and cultural differences in children’s perceptions of poverty would also provide a more comprehensive understanding of this complex issue (Lee and Starkey, 2021; Hamilton, 2019).
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