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Lost in Translation – 

Unintended Psychosocial Consequences Stemming from the Intended Use of Child Indicators
Researchers and communicators of child indicators have a responsibility to weigh the unintended consequences stemming from the intended use of widely disseminated indicators.  Beyond aiming for wide dissemination and public awareness, we need to ask how indicators can be communicated constructively to inform and advocate on behalf of children’s well being.

The child indicators movement is rooted in the basic assumption that numbers will inform the public and guide policy and program decision-making to promote children’s well-being.  Recent research in economics, social decision science, media studies, and communication pose direct challenges to this assumption –
1) Large statistical numbers used to communicate social need can suppress people’s compassionate response and decrease their charitable giving intent and behavior.
2) Confounded by difficult-to-interpret data (some useful, some irrelevant), people make resort to inaction rather than making informed decisions; furthermore, in the absence of well articulated causal mechanisms, people interpret ambiguous social statistics by relying on oversimplified mental frames.
3) Mass media’s over-coverage of and child advocates’ over-reliance on negative information, including child indicators, sensationalize a perpetual state of “crisis” facing children and youth at the expense of a more truthful, hopeful, and balanced narrative.    
4) Despite (or because of) the prevalence of child indicators in the public discourse, the public remains grossly misinformed (in the negative direction) about children’s well-being.
These findings strongly suggest that child indicators cannot inform the public without a coherent, strategic, and evidence-informed communication strategy.  In the absence of such strategy, the influx of child indicators into public discourse fails to correct the public’s negative misperception of issues affecting children and youth and risks exacerbating apathy, fear, and fatalism regarding children’s future.  We need to develop a science of communicating child indicators in addition to the science of creating and collecting them.
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