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میظعلا هللا قدص  

)32 ةیآلا ةرقبلا ةروس(  

They said: exalted are You; we have no knowledge except what You have taught us. Indeed, 

it is You who is the Knowing, the Wise. Surat Al-Baqara Aya 32. 
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Abstract 

Children constitute nearly 40% of Egypt’s population which has approached 102 million in 

2021, and represent the growing majority among its poor according to UNICEF. Poverty 

negatively affects children’s survival and development, yet little is known about poor 

Egyptian children’s subjective well-being. Sharabiyya is a densely populated area in Cairo – 

Egypt’s capital – where a community based organization (CBO) is supporting families whose 

children risk losing parental care. This research studies the perceptions of well-being of 45 

children aged 8-13 who are affiliated with the CBO and assesses how their relationships 

affect such perceptions. The exploratory study fills an empirical and methodological gap as it 

uses multiple participatory methods with children, thereby adding to the body of knowledge a 

new qualitative study on subjective well-being that focuses on children’s relationships from a 

strengths-based approach. Children’s mothers were also interviewed. Findings suggest that 

children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being are affected by 

kindness/tenderness, trust, joking, generosity/gifts, help/support, providing needs, 

snubbing/reconciliation, beating, and talking. Children’s best relationships are with mothers, 

siblings, people in the CBO, fathers, and friends. Children’s relationships develop with time, 

by sharing activities, through personal positive experience, physical proximity, and guidance 

from adults. Good relationships represent crucial tools for navigating difficult life 

circumstances in Sharabiyya and are thus intricately connected to perceptions of well-being. 

Most children have mixed perceptions of well-being (sometimes happy and sad at other 

times). The research has policy, research, and programmatic recommendations for promoting 

urban Egyptian children’s well-being on the national and community levels.  

Keywords: children, Egypt, qualitative research, quality of relatedness, perceptions of 

well-being, poverty 
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Glossary of Egyptian and Arabic Terms1 

 

- Abaya  Overcoat covering what is beneath it, usually black. Popular in conservative : ةیابَع

areas like Sharabiyya. 

- Darb  .Hitting, beating : بْرَض

- Eid دیع : For Muslims there are two major annual feasts: one after the month of Ramadan 

and the other during the pilgrimage to Mecca. Both are national holidays when adults 

traditionally give children money and new clothes and families go out to public places to 

celebrate. Visits to family members and the graveyards of loved ones are common during the 

Eid holiday.  

- Eidiyya  .Money gifted to children by adults during Eid : ّةیدیع

- Fos-ha ُفْس ةح : Outing, usually special and memorable as compared with banal activities that 

involve going out of the house such as running errands or playing in the street.  

- Gad3ana ةن  The quality of being dependable/counted on. The adjective is gada3 (for :َجْدَع

males) ةَعدَج  gada3a/ َعدَج (for females).  

- Gam3eyya  .Collective way to save money, pay expensive items, and help others : ةیعْمَج

Several people pay the same amount on a monthly basis into a shared pool and there is a 

rotation whereby each month one person gets the total. 

- Hadith   .A saying attributed to Prophet Muhammad : ثیدَح

- Hashish شیشَح : Hallucinogenic drug made from the resin of the cannabis plant (Hashish, 

n.d.). 

 
1 Some terms in the glossary are in Egyptian dialect while others are classical Arabic terms that can be easily 

understood by non-Egyptian Arabs. 
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- Hijab  .Head covering commonly worn by Muslim women : باجح

- Kebir  .Literally: large. Figuratively: an important figure worthy of respect : ریبك

- Khadoum(a) َمدَخ Very helpful in serving others. From the Arabic root khadama : )ة(مودَخ , to 

serve. 

- Khessam  .Being upset with someone to the extent of cutting contact, snubbing : ماصِخ

- Koshari  ,Traditional Egyptian meal that is tasty, filling, and affordable. It has rice : يرشك

noodles, lentils, tomato and garlic sauces, and fried onions.  

- Kottab  .Quran school : بّاتُك

- Lamma )ة(موملَم Gathering with loved ones. Adjective: malmoum(a) : ةَّمل .  

- Ma3lesh  .Never mind. Term commonly used as a substitute for a formal apology : شلعم

- Mama  .Mother : امام

- Mosalha ةحلاصُم : Reconciliation.   

- Rafaha ةھاف هاف well-being. Variations are rafah :َر ةیھاف and rafahiyya َر َفھ from the root ,َر  :َر

ease of living (Ar-Rhazi, 1989). 

- Ramadan ناضمر : Holy month for Muslims when they refrain from food and liquids from 

dawn to dusk. 

- Sadaqa  Charity. “Giving something to somebody without seeking a substitute in : ةَقدَص

return and with the intention of pleasing Allah” (What is sadaqa (charity)?, n.d.).  

- Sahib(a) ة(بحاص(  or sadiq(a) ة(قیدَص( : Friend. Children participating in the research consider 

a friend as someone close with whom they talk, share secrets, and do activities outside 

school.  

- Safi ya laban نبل ای يفاص : A phrase that is a sign of reconciliation. It is as if hearts have lost 

all hard feelings resulting from khessam [snubbing] and have become like pure milk. It is 
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usually pronounced after reconciliation to confirm that the concerned parties are no longer 

upset with each other. 

- Sa3eed دیعصلا : The south of Egypt. 

- Sanad  .Support : َدنَس

- Sha3bi يبْعَش : Of the people. The culture of densely populated poor areas like Sharabiyya 

that is characterized by communalistic behavior whereby people are literally and figuratively 

close, which has positive and negative implications on social relationships. It also tends to be 

conservative (for example in clothes and thinking), with prevalent low-cost solutions to daily 

problems. For example, meals that are tasty but not very expensive. Or fixing equipment 

instead of buying new.  

- Ta3meyya   .Falafel : ةیمْعَط

- Zameel(a) ة(لیمز( : Colleague. Some children participating in the research differentiate 

between friends and colleagues. Those who do, consider colleagues as acquaintances with 

whom they have contact in school, private lessons, or in the street. However, children do not 

talk with colleagues like they do with friends whom they know better and regard as closer.   
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Abbreviations 

 

CAPMAS: Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics. 

CBO: Community Based Organization. 

CoR: Circle of Rights.  

CPCs: Child protection committees.  

CRC: United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

FGC: Female Genital Cutting. 

FSP: Family Support Program. 

GoE: Government of Egypt. 

IICRD: International Institute for Child Rights and Development. 

IMF: International Monetary Fund. 

NCCM: National Council for Childhood and Motherhood.  

PAR: Participatory Action Research. 

PERMA: Well-being model that Martin Seligman developed which identifies the main 

building blocks of flourishing as: positive emotions, engagement, good relationships, 

meaning, and accomplishment/achievement.  

SDGs: Sustainable Development Goals. 

SDT: Self-determination theory. 

SOS: SOS Children’s Villages Egypt. 

UNICEF: United Nations Children’s Fund.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 
The Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics (CAPMAS) estimates that 

children constitute nearly 40% of Egypt’s population (CAPMAS: 38.8 Million Children in 

Egypt Until 2019, 2019) which has approached 102 million in April 2021. Children also 

represent the growing majority among Egypt’s poor according to the United Nations 

Children’s Fund (UNICEF) (UNICEF et al., 2017). Poverty negatively affects children’s 

survival and development (Dornan et al., 2018), yet little is known about poor Egyptian 

children’s perceptions of well-being. The value of conducting direct research with children is 

well documented in the literature as children are experts in their lives and daily experiences 

(Kellett, 2011). However, children have historically been largely excluded from meaningful 

participation in research concerning them (Castro et al., 2017). 

 

Research Questions and Goals 

  Believing in the value of participatory methods that meaningfully involve children, 

this exploratory research which combines elements of anthropology, sociology, and 

psychology actively engages 45 children from 31 households and their mothers (see 

Appendix A for key sample characteristics) using multiple qualitative techniques The 

research aims to better understand how perceptions of well-being are constructed among a 

group of Egyptian children in vulnerable circumstances, and the role of relationships in 

shaping their subjective well-being. This research seeks to answer the question: ‘How does 

quality of relatedness affect perceptions of well-being among children aged 8–13 in 

Sharabiyya quarter (Cairo, Egypt)?’ This study also tries to answer the following subqueries: 
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- What are the perceptions of well-being among children living in Sharabiyya quarter who are 

receiving interventions from the non-governmental organization ‘SOS Children’s Villages 

Egypt’ (hence forward referred to as “SOS”) and its partner community based organization 

(CBO)? And how are such perceptions shaped? 

- How is relatedness understood by children living in Sharabiyya quarter who are receiving 

interventions from SOS and its partner CBO? 

The research has two main interconnected goals: a knowledge goal and an action 

goal. The knowledge goal is having a clear understanding of how a group of Sharabiyya 

children’s perceptions of well-being are shaped, and how quality of relatedness affects their 

subjective well-being. In doing so, the study aims to provide an in-depth understanding of 

factors that lead to better relationships for these children and improved perceptions of their 

well-being.  

 Governmental and non-governmental organizations have been exerting commendable 

efforts for decades to enhance the situation of Egyptian children. This led to noticeable 

successes in areas such as decreasing child mortality rates and controlling vaccine 

preventable diseases among children (Ministry of Health and Population et al., 2015a). 

National interest in children is manifested in modifying childhood legislation in alignment 

with the the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) in Child Law No 

126 for the year 2008 (Cabinet of Ministers, 2008), the development of strategies and policies 

such as the Strategic Framework and National Plan for Childhood and Motherhood in the 

Arab Republic of Egypt 2018 – 2030 (Strategic Framework and National Plan for Childhood 

and Motherhood in the Arab Republic of Egypt, n.d.), as well as providing services, and 

implementing campaigns and projects.  
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Stakeholders such as the National Council for Childhood and Motherhood (NCCM) – 

the highest body in Egypt responsible for formulating, monitoring, and coordinating policies 

and programmes related to children – have paid particular attention to children exposed to 

higher risks such as street children and children with disabilities, and to issues that require 

immediate attention like children in hazardous labor, child marriage, and female genital 

cutting (FGC). To illustrate with NCCM examples, there is a strategy for the protection and 

rehabilitation of street children (Street Children Programs, n.d.), as well as policies to 

eliminate child marriage and protect children at risk of irregular migration (Strategies, n.d.). 

In terms of services, there is a hotline to provide information for children with disabilities and 

their families by phone (Rashwan, 2017). There are also national campaigns that target 

pressing issues such as addressing violence against children (National Campaign to Protect 

Children from Violence, 2019) in addition to large scale projects such as the one that 

encourages villages to abandon the traditional practice of FGC (FGM-free Village Model, 

n.d.).  

While admirable, such endeavors are essentially situated within a victim-centered 

approach and deficit model that are inadequate because they concentrate mainly on risk 

factors (Istituto degli Innocenti, 2009). This is not only the case in national policies and 

developmental interventions. Based on actual masters and doctorate dissertation titles at the 

library of the Faculty of Postgraduate Childhood Studies of Ain Shams University, I noticed 

that graduate level childhood research also tends to focus on children with specific 

vulnerabilities such as street children, children with various impairments, or those in 

institutional care.  

The deficit model disregards the centrality of agency in children’s construction of 

their well-being (Istituto degli Innocenti, 2009). It also ignores larger questions of children’s 
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overall well-being in addition to detracting from ways in which children – even the most 

disadvantaged – manifest strengths. Strengths are not only present on the level of individual 

children (e.g., resilience and coping strategies) but are also found in families (e.g., healthy 

attachment between children and important adults) and in communities where children live 

(e.g., informal support systems). 

 The knowledge goal of this research is the first step towards maximizing efforts by all 

involved stakeholders (children, families, communities, and relevant institutions) to promote 

children’s holistic flourishing through increasing understanding of how quality of relatedness 

influences children’s perceptions of well-being. The action goal is proposing ways that are 

contextually appropriate according to the research findings to encourage actions that enhance 

children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being. I argue that it is by building 

on existing strengths (at the level of individual children, their families, and the community) 

and mitigating risks that the nation’s children who constitute nearly 40% of its population 

(CAPMAS: 38.8 Million Children in Egypt Until 2019, 2019) will move closer to reaching 

their full potential. 

 In the medium and long term this research further aligns Egypt to its international 

human rights obligations. This is because it fits with the increased global demand for research 

on children which is needed to monitor their rights as stipulated under the CRC (Beazley et 

al., 2009). Furthermore, it helps achieve Goal 3 of the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) which seeks to “ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for 

all at all ages” (Good health and well-being, n.d.).  

 Moreover, having in-depth information about children’s relationships and perceptions 

of their well-being in the Egyptian context particularly in a densely populated unplanned 

urban community could evolve into future studies and developmental interventions that 
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analyze Egyptian national policies, programs, and plans and compare them with how 

children’s relationships and perceptions of well-being are shaped in similar environments to 

this research. This can guide efforts to better align policies, programs, plans with children’s 

lived experiences, needs, and priority concerns and promote on a larger scale factors that 

boost children’s perceptions of well-being, improve their relationships, and build on their 

strengths. 

 

Definition of Terms 

For conceptual clarity this section defines the research’s main terms which are: 

children, relatedness, perceptions, and well-being.    

Children are described in the Egyptian Child Law number 126 for the year 2008 and 

the 2014 Constitution as anyone who has not reached 18 years (art. 2, Cabinet of Ministers, 

2008; art. 80, Egypt’s Constitution of 2014, 2021) which is consistent with the CRC’s 

definition (art. 1, United Nations, 1989). This research actively engages 45 children aged 8–

13 who live in Sharabiyya quarter (Cairo, Egypt). 

Relatedness represents a need to belong and tendency to form strong and stable 

interpersonal bonds (La Guardia & Patrick, 2008). Ryan and Deci (2001, 2008) define 

relatedness as consisting of warm, trusting, and supportive relationships and as the sense of 

being cared for and connected with others. Within positive psychology – often called the 

science of well-being – there are several schools of thought. One of them is self-

determination theory (SDT) which posits that relatedness is a principal factor in fostering 

well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Within SDT relatedness is considered to be a basic need the 

satisfaction of which – along with competence and autonomy – predicts well-being, health, 

and optimal development (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Quality of relatedness rather than quantity of 
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interactions is what influences well-being in the same theory (Nezlek as cited in Ryan & 

Deci, 2001). Hence, the focus in this research is on the former.  

 Perceptions are the signature component of a well-being approach according to White 

(2010), and it is in and through them that conceptualizations and experiences of well-being 

are produced (Sointu, 2005). Perceptions are the interface between the outer (environmental 

stimuli) and inner worlds (meaningful representations) that provide meaning through the 

interpretation of sensory input (Bodenhausen & Hugenberg, 2009). For Bronfenbrenner 

(1981) perceptions represent a core human characteristic: “Physical objects cannot, and 

human beings invariably do, have perceptions, feelings, expectations, and intentions with 

respect to the situations in which they are located” (p. 127).  

This research focuses on children’s own perceptions of well-being which provide 

insights into the world as they experience it. Diener et al. (2002) refer to this as subjective 

well-being, which involves an evaluation of one’s life from intellectual and emotional 

perspectives. On the other hand, there are studies that mainly use objective elements to 

measure well-being. An example is UNICEF et al.’s (2017) report on multidimensional 

poverty in Egypt which defines well-being by: education; nutrition; access to water, 

sanitation, and information devices; housing condition; health; and protection dimensions and 

omits children’s perceptions of well-being. 

Well-being is the hardest to describe among the study’s key concepts as there is little 

consensus among researchers about its exact meaning (Camfield et al., 2010; Rees et al., 

2010). Part of the challenge is linked to the changes happening within well-being research 

which Ben-Arieh (2005) summarizes as “four major shifts (i.e., from survival to well-being, 

from negative to positive, from well becoming to wellbeing, and from traditional to new 

domains)” (p. 574). Another difficulty results from well-being’s disposition to multiple 
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interpretations and redefinition because of its contextualization and embeddedness in society 

and culture (Camfield et al., 2008; Fattore et al., 2007). The only agreement in the literature 

seems to be that well-being is becoming defined in increasingly rights-based, participatory, 

and comprehensive ways. There is also a growing ecological tendency to acknowledge the 

interaction between children and their environments when defining child well-being 

(Bradshaw et al., 2007a; Camfield et al., 2010; Lippman, 2005; Sixsmith et al., 2007).  

 Bradshaw et al. (as cited in Camfield et al., 2008) consider well-being as the 

“realisation of children’s rights and the fulfillment of the opportunity for every child to be all 

she or he can be in the light of a child’s abilities, potential, and skills” (p. 1). “Feeling good, 

being happy, and able to live…life to the full” is O’Higgins’ definition of well-being that 

Sixsmith et al. (2007) used in their research (p. 514). Ben-Arieh et al. (2014) add another 

dimension to the term with the distinction between well-being’s immediate focus on 

children’s present lives and “well-becoming”’s future focus which is geared towards 

preparing children to become happy productive adults (p. 15). 

 In Arabic, there is an equivalent word for well-being which is rafaha ةھاف  and its َر

variations rafah هاف ةیھاف and rafahiyya ,َر  However, it is used in a few specialized documents 2.َر

(for example, by United Nations agencies such as UNICEF and the Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs) which makes the term rather esoteric and uncommon 

for the lay person. In order to simplify the concept and avoid confusion with children and 

mothers in Sharabiyya, I used the word happiness as a substitute for well-being since they are 

equated by some scholars such as Layard (as cited in Seligman, 2018). I realize that the word 

happiness may not quite capture the complexity of well-being which involves material, 

 
2 From the root َھفَر : ease of living (Ar-Rhazi, 1989). 
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subjective, moral, relational, and health dimensions that White (2010) summarizes as: doing 

well, feeling good, doing good, feeling well. This is why during the data collection there were 

discussions about a range of areas that make children happy in order to reach as accurate an 

understanding as possible of their well-being.  

 

Personal Justification for Research 

In 1999 I started working for Egyptian children, first in a non-governmental 

organization to initiate community based services for children with disabilities and their 

families. This civil society experience was followed by several years in governmental 

projects to protect children at risk, decrease the gender gap in primary education, and 

improve services for children with disabilities. Throughout the years, I felt that my 

contribution within such interventions was meaningful to me and beneficial to others. In 2012 

while on a fellowship to the United States I had my first contact with international experts 

who are working from a strengths-based approach to promote children’s well-being. This 

perspective made much more sense to me than focusing budgets as well as programmatic and 

research efforts year after year only on certain groups of children in vulnerable situations and 

assisting them using a deficit approach. Around that time chance led me to SOS, an 

organization that stood out from other local childhood practitioners by its preventative 

holistic developmental philosophy, and whose management was willing to collaborate with 

me. Thus began our collaboration through this research study to work with children rather 

than for them in a way that differs from the mainstream.   
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Research Location and Context 

According to Bronfenbrenner (1981) development is determined by the interaction 

between children and various components of their environment such as the physical, social, 

political, and economic. Therefore, it is essential when conducting research with children not 

to isolate them from their contexts where the complexities of their lived experiences are 

manifested (Fattore et al., 2007). This study is situated in Sharabiyya, a quarter in north Cairo 

that is strategically located near the Nile and downtown area (see map below). Being so 

central was an advantage in choosing Sharabiyya as the research location, since it was 

accessible for me as a Cairo resident with a full time job and who needed to easily reach it for 

research purposes.  

Sharabiyya is known for train maintenance workshops and rail yards due to its 

proximity to the railways going from the capital to the North (Hayy ElSharabiyya, 2018). 

Several petroleum companies can be seen in one of Sharabiyya’s main roads, as it is situated 

near the Sumed Pipeline and also has oil refineries ( Hayy ElSharabiyya, 2018). Trading in 

second hand wood is common in the area as well as per my observations.   

Map of Al-Sharabiya3 

 

 
3 Map data: Google, ORION-ME.  
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 Sharabiyya’s population exceeds 195,000 in an area of 3.31 square kilometers that are 

inhabited out of a total of 7.74, meaning a density of nearly 59 thousand/km2 (North District, 

2021). It is a quarter that Egyptians refer to as sha3bi. This has connotations of a culture of 

densely populated poor areas where people are literally and figuratively close, which has 

positive and negative implications on relationships. It is also characterized by conservative 

tendencies and communalistic behavior where “group conformity and belongingness underlie 

actions” (Oyserman et al. as cited in Agbo & Ome, 2017, p. 155). Sharabiyya has several 

features that Rogoff (2003) uses to identify a community, namely that “participants…may 

provide each other with support and are familiar with aspects of each other’s lives. They also 

engage in conflicts, disputes, and intrigues, as seems inevitable when people’s lives are 

connected” (p. 81). Low-cost solutions to daily problems are common there such as meals 

that are tasty but not very expensive, or fixing equipment instead of buying new. The closest 

English translation to the term sha3bi may be “popular”, i.e., of the people, (rather than 

admired/sought after).  

 In the 1970s and 1980s Cairo faced a severe housing crisis which led to the highest 

growth in unplanned slum areas, particularly in quarters such as Manshiyyet Nasser, 

Tebbeen, and Sharabiyya (Korayyem et al., 1998). Sharabiyya started as slums with wooden 

shacks on government land seized by migrants from the South looking for jobs or people 

whose houses in the capital collapsed (Korayyem et al., 1998). Sharabiyya has several sub-

communities such as ElMazloum, ElHekr, Ezbet Belal (Hayy ElSharabiyya, 2018). Another 

locality within Sharabiyya is “Ezbet ElWard” which is one of 31 slum areas in Cairo 

governorate that are qualified as ‘inadequate accommodation’, the second degree of severity 

after ‘unsafe areas’ (Nassar, 2019).  
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 I conducted the research study in “Ezbet ElWard” which has an area of around 2.5 

acres and is the location of the CBO “Zawyet Garawan” with which I collaborated (hence 

forward referred to as “the CBO”). The CBO started in 1943 as a service for people from the 

Zawyet Garawan village in Menoufia Governorate who moved to Cairo. Since 2007, the 

CBO has been partnering with SOS in implementing the Family Support Program (FSP) that 

assists families whose children risk losing parental care and who have not necessarily 

migrated from Zawyet Garawan village. Because the CBO is familiar to and trusted by the 

research participants I decided for it to be the research location, as explained in the 

Methodology chapter.  

 

Theoretical and Epistemological Framework  

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1981) offers important guidance to this 

research in recognizing the mutual influence between children and their contexts. It helps 

make sense of the numerous details children shared during data collection about their 

experiences at home, in the street, in school in addition to other public and private places that 

are significant to them, shape their perceptions of well-being, and affect the quality of their 

relationships. This research is also inspired by White’s (2017) relational approach that 

investigates well-being in collective rather than individual terms and values the importance of 

culture and social structures in understanding perceptions of well-being. 

Having worked for years within a deficit model of childhood interventions as 

mentioned earlier, I wished to move away from the focus on what is wrong with people. This 

is why my research is influenced by positive psychology (Seligman, 2005) and interested in 

the strengths that children and their mothers in Sharabiyya manifest in dealing with a 

challenging socio-economic context. Self-determination theory is a school of thought within 
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positive psychology that is relevant to this study because of the central position it places on 

relationships in promoting well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Also pertinent to this research is 

Seligman’s model (2018) which identifies the main building blocks of well-being as: positive 

emotions, engagement, good relationships, meaning, and accomplishment/achievement, 

hence the acronym PERMA. The PERMA model was applied in different parts of the world 

(Seligman, n.d.) including the Arab region specifically in the United Arab Emirates (Lambert 

D’raven & Pasha-Zaidi, 2016), which increases the likelihood of its applicability to urban 

Egypt. Of the potential practical value of the PERMA model, Lambert D’raven and Pasha-

Zaidi (2016) find it “helpful in developing a vision for the creation of an environment where 

individuals, families and communities can collectively develop and use their strengths 

towards a state of flourishing” (p. 923). 

In terms of epistemological approach, knowledge within this research happens in a 

constructionist manner as an interaction between the researcher and research participants, 

which is appropriate when studying social constructs such as well-being and relationships 

(Fattore et al., 2007). The research study created varied opportunities for such an interaction 

to happen and for children to express themselves, share their opinions, and validate that the 

preliminary results reflect what they actually mean.  

 

Procedures  

This study was conducted with 45 children aged 8–13 living in Sharabiyya quarter 

and their mothers. They are all affiliated with the FSP that targets families whose children 

risk losing parental care and becoming street children. The research is based on the Circle of 

Rights (CoR) method that the International Institute for Child Rights and Development 

(IICRD) developed (Currie & Heykoop, 2011). The CoR is an iterative process that consists 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 

 

 

29 

of four elements: map, engage, plan, and create. The research started by mapping the general 

environment relating to services and policies that affect children in Sharabiyya. The engage 

stage consisted of the data collection that actively involved children using multiple 

participatory qualitative techniques that provided the comfort and space for them to share 

their real childhoods. These are presented in details in the Methodology chapter. The 

planning component was achieved through discussions with key members of the FSP team as 

to how to use the study findings to better promote child well-being in Sharabiyya. The final 

step of the CoR, which is create, did not take place due to delays related to Covid-19.  

 

Dissertation Structure 

This thesis is organized in six chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the research: main 

questions it addresses, goals, personal justification, context, and procedures. It also defines 

the research’s key terms and explains its guiding theoretical and epistemological framework. 

Chapter 2 reviews the relevant literature on children’s relationships and their link with 

development and perceptions of well-being. Given the importance of cultural context in 

childhood research, the chapter describes the situation in Egypt and identifies Egyptian 

scholars who are most pertinent to this study’s areas of interest. Furthermore, it explores 

documented good practices in conducting research with children, and ends with a research 

justification. Chapter 3 provides a backdrop to the research location and process, and 

describes the research methodology and methods. In addition to detailing the data collection, 

analysis, and validation processes, the chapter covers ethics, research approach, sampling, 

positionality, and rigor. Chapter 4 presents the research results in three sub-sections: one 

dealing with perceptions of well-being, another with relatedness, and the third examines the 

main factors influencing children’s quality of relatedness and their perceptions of well-being. 
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In Chapter 5 I discuss the research findings while linking them with the main literature on 

child well-being and relatedness. In addition, I present a commentary that highlights two 

contextual elements that are important to consider while interpreting the study results, namely 

vulnerability and violence. The chapter also assesses the situation of children in Sharabiyya 

from a child rights perspective. Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation by presenting a summary 

of research outcomes, contribution to the body of knowledge, positive aspects of the research 

and its limitations, lessons learnt from conducting research with children, and suggestions for 

future research. It also proposes practical recommendations based on the study findings for 

appropriate childhood research, policies, and programs on the national and community levels.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 
In Egypt, children are associated simultaneously with potential and problems. 

Potential because they constitute a large section of the population estimated at nearly 40% 

(CAPMAS: 38.8 Million Children in Egypt Until 2019, 2019), more than 39 million children 

according to CAPMAS in July 2020 (39.2 Million Children Younger than 18 in 2020, 2020). 

The problem is that there is a higher prevalence of poverty among Egyptian children than 

other groups (UNICEF et al., 2017). Furthermore, increases in national monetary poverty as 

well as fertility rates have made children the growing majority among the country’s poor 

(UNICEF et al., 2017), and poverty is known to negatively affect child development (Dornan 

et al., 2018).  

Other than the vulnerability that all children are considered to have according to the 

United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (2011b), Egyptian children are exposed 

to high levels of violence (emotional and physical) and other risks to their well-being such as 

harassment (verbal and touching), neglect, FGC, and child marriage (NCCM & UNICEF, 

2015). Especially alarming are serious threats to children at the hands of parents and close 

relatives that are increasing in number and severity as per media reports. Examples include 

cases of torture, killing, and sexual abuse (Hassan, 2019; Sayyed, 2020). The reported causes 

range from economic difficulties, parental disputes that may lead to family breakdown, and 

lack of parenting skills that associate physical punishment with discipline (Hassan, 2019; 

Sayyed, 2020). The last Demographic and Health Survey in Egypt estimated that nearly eight 

out of 10 children were physically punished and that severe physical punishment was used in 

disciplinning more than four in 10 children (Ministry of Health and Population et al., 2015a). 
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Risks – which can be external like the previous examples or internal such as an individual 

child’s characteristics – might hinder children’s development and increase their chances of 

psychopathology (Goyos as cited in Boyden & Mann, 2005). 

Within this complex situation the challenge is how to maximize the great potential 

Egypt has in the form of a sizable segment of the population under 18 years, while mitigating 

against the effects of poverty and threats children are exposed to. One solution is to identify 

and invest in areas known to promote child well-being such as relationships (UNICEF 

Innocenti, 2020), which may also protect against the increased risks of violence against 

children from family members that are being reported (Hassan, 2019). Accordingly, this 

chapter will explore literature on how children’s relatedness influences their development and 

well-being. It will also review the widely accepted body of knowledge on conducting 

research with children. Emphasis will be on research that is most relevant to the Egyptian 

setting. 

 

Relationships and Child Development 

According to Bowlby children’s attachment with the mother is critical for survival 

and functioning to the extent that major disruptions in this relationship may lead to future 

psychopathology (Bowlby, 1982; as cited in Cassidy & Shaver, 1999). Bowlby’s attachment 

theory and its associated strange situation experiment that identifies different types of 

mother-child bonds were later criticized for being too ethnocentric and inapplicable to 

relations between caregivers and infants in cultures outside Europe and America (Quinn & 

Mageo, 2013). Rogoff (2003) brings a cross-cultural perspective to the discussion indicating 

that mother-infant attachment is neither innate nor exclusive. In some situations mothers 

‘give up’ on infants such as when they estimate their chances of survival to be low, and there 
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are important adults who nurture children and to whom they are attached other than the 

mother (Rogoff, 2003). Who these caregivers are and what roles they play with children 

varies according to the context, i.e., their availability and responsibilities (Rogoff, 2003). 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1981) provides another framework that 

recognizes the instrumental role that context – including relationships – plays in child 

development. Children develop as they deal with the various systems surrounding them, such 

as family, school, and community (Bronfenbrenner, 1981). The interaction between these 

systems is also influential on children within the larger setting of beliefs, ideologies, and 

public policy (Bronfenbrenner, 1981; Rogoff, 2003). Dyads or two-person relationships exist 

in the innermost microsystem of a child’s ecology, are reciprocal, and mutually influential: 

when one member develops so does the other (Bronfenbrenner, 1981). This applies to infant-

caregiver relationships as well as those between children and their siblings, relatives, friends, 

and neighbors. 

When exploring how children in the Egyptian context interact with their environment 

– especially the family – two scholars stand out for their particularly meaningful 

contributions on relationships. One is psychiatrist Dr. Awssam Wassfy (2019) who 

summarizes the pillars of healthy relationships, illustrates what could jeopardize them, and 

suggests ways to heal from unhealthy ones. Wassfy (2019) highlights the importance of 

relationships as the “nature and calling” of human beings and indicates that children learn 

about relationships within the family, hence the necessity of having healthy families for 

children to develop in healthy ways (p. 9).  

Another Egyptian child development expert is counselor Dr. Sami Fawzy who sheds 

light on parents’ role in causing personality disorders in children and how to avoid this 

(2009). The significance of his work is that it provides parenting insights which is rare in 
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Egypt where there are few systemic resources available to the general public to equip parents 

for raising children (NCCM & UNICEF Egypt, 2015). The consequence is that use of violent 

disciplinary practices and other defective parenting techniques are sadly common in Egypt 

(NCCM & UNICEF Egypt, 2015; Ministry of Health and Population et al., 2015a). This 

pervasive problem led NCCM in partnership with UNICEF with support from the European 

Union to launch a national campaign to promote positive parenting in 2016 (Launch of 

“Awladna”, 2016).   

To counter the effects of harmful practices and report complaints related to children 

there is a child helpline ‘16000’ that NCCM manages (Child Helpline 16000, n.d.). In one 

telling recent case, a young couple was detained because NCCM deemed them unfit to raise 

their daughter due to concerns of her exploitation in their YouTube videos to gain more 

viewers (YouTubers Ahmed Hassan and Zeinab Detained for 4 days over Prank, 2020). 

Insufficient parenting skills may result in psychological damage to children which is why 

Fawzy’s work (2009) assumes particular value as it provides research-based parenting 

support that is otherwise scarce in Egypt, enlightens families about harm their children may 

be silently suffering from, and suggests ways to improve relationships. 

Both Egyptian scholars’ publications are based on real life Egyptian experiences 

encountered during their counseling sessions over the years. Therefore, the challenges and 

solutions related to children’s relationships that they present are very much embedded in the 

local context. Nevertheless, they frequently refer in their writings to Western specialists in 

the fields of psychology, psychiatry, and counseling and build on their contributions to theory 

and literature as concerns children’s relationships and development.  

Examples include Erik Erikson’s ‘Identity: Youth and Crisis’ (1968) which highlights 

the importance of basic trust for healthy personality development and that this sense of trust 
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depends on children’s relationship with their parents (as cited in Fawzy, 2009). Parental 

conflict and/or unhealthy social exchanges around children negatively influence this basic 

trust and might consequently damage children’s personality development (as cited in Fawzy, 

2009). Other Western references Fawzy (2009) uses include Alfred Adler’s works: 

‘Understanding Human Nature’ (1927), ‘Problems of Neurosis’ (1930), and ‘What Life 

Could Mean to You’ (1931) in which he considers belonging as the first and most basic need 

for children, and indicates that some of parents’ behavior that has negative consequences on 

children may be due to them feeling as discouraged children themselves. Insights as to how 

children feel when parents fight in front of them are based on John Bowlby’s ‘Separation: 

Anxiety and Anger’ (1973) and Fawzy (2009) explains that children may have thoughts that 

are worse or more dangerous than in reality such as thinking that their parents will leave the 

house which is something parents may not realize when they fight.  

To illustrate from Wassfy (2019), he cites elements of emotional intelligence from 

Daniel Goleman’s ‘Emotional Intelligence: Why it Matters More than IQ’ (1995). These 

include: the ability to monitor and express personal feelings, the ability to manage one’s 

emotions, the ability to deal with frustration and motivate oneself, recognition of others’ 

feelings, and having social intelligence (Goleman as cited in Wassfy, 2019). Another 

example of Western authors whom Wassfy (2019) references is Harry Stack Sullivan whose 

‘interpersonal theory of psychiatry’ (1953) stipulates that basic human needs are not 

essentially biological ones such as sex and violence but rather relational that seek intimacy 

and fulfillment of the basic psychological needs of trust, security, encouragement, and 

attention. 
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Relationships and Child Well-being 

On the international level there is a growing body of literature on children’s well-

being (Amerijckx & Humblet, 2014), establishing it as an important area of scholarship. 

Information is accessible about aspects of well-being that vary from the development of 

indicators, links between indicators and policies, to challenges in measuring and monitoring 

children’s well-being (Istituto degli Innocenti, 2009). The literature highlights the value of 

research on well-being especially what focuses on subjective aspects of children’s lives 

(Fattore et al., 2007), and presents different ways of understanding well-being (Camfield et 

al., 2008).  

During its historical development well-being drew on sources from multiple 

disciplines such as psychology, economics, and philosophy, leading to a complication in 

defining it precisely (Camfield et al., 2008). It is noticeable that the various meanings 

attributed to well-being depend on who uses it. To illustrate, one of the 17 SDGs ensures 

healthy lives and promotes well-being for all at all ages (The 17 Goals, n.d.). A close look at 

the goal’s targets reveals their strong health/medical orientation that focuses for the most part 

on death, illness, and injury. Conversely, for studying child well-being in Egypt, UNICEF et 

al. (2017) used different categories that included: education; nutrition; access to water, 

sanitation, and information devices; housing condition; health; and protection. It therefore 

seems that even within the United Nations system different agencies have their own views of 

what well-being means, further confusing attempts to define it.  

Another observation from the literature is a tendency for dichotomies in tackling well-

being. For example, well-being indicators are usually subjective or objective. The former are 

“perceptual, experiential, based around articulation of personal meanings” (Camfield et al., 

2008, p. 5), as opposed to objective indicators that depend on measures that are less personal 
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and thus more easily comparable between samples. Examples of the latter include: income, 

infant mortality rates, and educational attainment (Rees et al., 2010; UNICEF Innocenti, 

2020). A second polarity is between hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. The first is linked to 

the presence of positive emotions, absence of negative affect, and high life satisfaction in 

contrast to eudaimonic well-being which is about meaning, personal growth, and self-

actualization (Diener et al. in López‑Pérez & Zuffianò, 2021). The third binary compares 

happiness between collectivist cultures where belonging to the group is the higher value and 

individualist communities where the personal takes precedence (Agbo & Ome, 2017; White, 

2017).  

Because there is no black and white when dealing with human beings, social scientists 

realized that rigid dichotomies may not be accurate representations of well-being, thus arose 

attempts to reconcile them through more inclusive and comprehensive understandings of 

well-being. To illustrate, when studying well-being in 41 rich countries UNICEF (Innocenti, 

2020) developed a list of well-being indicators combining objective and subjective measures. 

This agrees with Camfield et al.’s (2008) remark that exploring creative ways to combine the 

two concepts is better than separating them. Similarly, Agbo and Ome (2017) report the 

presence of theoretical and empirical links between hedonic and eudaimonic views of 

happiness that are making the division between the two concepts unnecessary. According to 

the same authors the polarity between well-being in individualistic and communalistic 

contexts also seems to be over-stated (Agbo & Ome, 2017). An example of a holistic 

approach to tackling well-being is White’s framework that combines material elements, 

values, and experience into three categories: having a good life, living a good life, and 

locating one’s life (as cited in Camfield et al., 2008).  
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Within the well-being literature relationships are becoming increasingly prominent 

whether in theories or indicators. To illustrate, self-determination theory (SDT) views 

relatedness as one of three psychological needs in addition to competence and autonomy that 

it considers basic, universal, and essential for a person’s well-being (Ryan, 2009). The 

emphasis within this theory in predicting well-being is on relationship quality rather than 

quantity of interactions (Nezlek as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2001). Similarly, relationships 

represent one of five constituents of Seligman’s (2018) PERMA model of well-being that 

includes: positive emotions, engagement, meaning, and accomplishment/achievement. 

Maximizing each of these five core components enables people to flourish (Seligman, 2018).  

Relationships are also gaining prominence in measuring well-being, especially 

children’s. In the United Kingdom relationships (with family and friends) were among 10 

aspects used to assess children’s subjective well-being (Rees et al., 2010). Another example 

comes from a recent UNICEF report on well-being in rich countries that declares 

relationships as crucial for good childhoods and uses them as a dimension in its multi-level 

framework4 (UNICEF Innocenti, 2020). Such a focus on examining children’s well-being has 

continuously evolved since the adoption of the CRC which epitomizes the “centrality of 

wellbeing in the lives of children” (Dinisman et al., 2015; Sixsmith et al., 2007, p. 11).  

 

 
4 This framework, which is inspired by the work of Urie Bronfenbrenner, consists of concentric spheres of 

influence. Well-being outcomes are influenced by the world of the child (activities and relationships), the world 

around the child (networks and resources), and the world at large (policies and context). It combines objective 

and subjective measures of well-being using 19 dimensions, as well as 31 components and indicators. 
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Research with Children 

  Experiences of childhood differ across cultures (Boyden & Ennew, 1997; Rogoff, 

2003) and even within them. A proper understanding of the multitude of such experiences 

and meanings is essential for working with children. High quality, contextualized research 

about children’s lives is useful as well for policies and programs to better address their 

priority concerns and needs (Boyden & Ennew, 1997). Hence the importance of conducting 

research in children’s settings in order to have an accurate understanding of their realities and 

perceptions. Ben-Arieh (2005) further highlights that research needs to be focused on the 

now, on the childhood phase that children are currently experiencing as opposed to a future 

orientation.  

Historically, children’s voices were long ignored by social scientists which resulted in 

the availability of less data from children’s points of view than adults’ (Carroll-Lind et al., 

2011; Cronin de Chavez et al., 2005). Furthermore, children were traditionally treated as 

passive recipients of adult socialization not as active actors in making sense of their lives 

(Ben-Arieh, 2005). However, childhood studies progressed – largely inspired by the CRC – 

and with them increased the promotion of children’s involvement in research concerning 

them without adult mediation (Sixsmith et al., 2007).  

Such a shift in research toward using more participatory methods with children 

happened with the realization that properly monitoring child rights requires exploring 

children’s “perspectives, voices, and realities” (Eversole, 2009, p. 485). This led to a surge in 

studies that involve children directly in research, including well-being studies where authors 

advocate for placing children – not adults – at the center of research to reach a true 

understanding of what happiness means for them (Ben-Arieh et al., 2001; Fargas-Malet et al., 

2010). The CRC played an important role in this change in research paradigm with its 
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encouragement of children’s participation in all matters affecting them (United Nations, 

1989). As Barker and Weller (as cited in Ben-Arieh, 2005) note: “Drawing upon the 

increasingly important children’s rights movement, researchers have been developing 

inclusive and participatory children centered methodologies, which place the voices of 

children as social actors, at the centre of the research process” (p. 580).  

Aligned with this shift arose an interest in studying children’s perceptions, supported 

by evidence that the meanings attached by children to their experiences and concerns about 

well-being are different from those shared by adults, including their parents (Carroll-Lind et 

al., 2011; Cronin de Chavez et al., 2005). Bronfenbrenner (1981) highlights the significance 

of perceptions for child development: “What matters for behavior and development is the 

environment as it is perceived rather than as it may exist in ‘objective’ reality” (p. 4). What 

adds further importance to perceptions is that they influence behavior (Ajzen as cited in 

López‑Pérez & Zuffianò, 2021; Bodenhausen & Hugenberg, 2009).  

 

Context in Egypt  

For decades the Government of Egypt (GoE) along with its civil society, United 

Nations, and international partners have been exerting considerable efforts to enhance 

children’s situation, leading to a child protection landscape that is quite comprehensive. 

There is a national body for formulating, monitoring, and coordinating childhood policies and 

programmes, namely the NCCM. In terms of legislation, there is a child-specific law that is 

aligned with the CRC, which is Law Number 126 for the year 2008 (Cabinet of Ministers, 

2008) and the 2014 Constitution ensures child rights and best interests (Egypt’s Constitution 

of 2014, 2021). Furthermore, there are several national strategies and plans protecting 

children and promoting their rights as indicated in chapter 1 (Strategies, n.d.; Street Children 
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Programs, n.d.). This is in addition to the establishment of child protection committees 

(CPCs) in all 27 governorates and having the previously mentioned child helpline as a 

national complaint mechanism (Larribeau, 2014; M. Barsoum, personal communication, 

January 14, 2020; Rashwan, 2017).  

Unfortunately, based on my experience working in the field of childhood this 

landscape seems to be facing challenges in effective coordination and implementation, 

leaving much to be desired in relation to the situation of Egyptian children. To illustrate, 

several international and United Nations organizations work with different CPCs with little 

coordination among them in terms of their approach to supporting and training the 

committees. There is also the challenging inability to report numerous cases of violence 

against children within families, in schools, and communities, which implies that such 

violence does not end. Additionally, there are difficulties in implementing existing protection 

laws. For example, FGC is a crime punishable by the Child Law (Cabinet of Ministers, 2008) 

yet it remains widespread in Egypt (Ministry of Health and Population et al.,  2015b).  

On the economic front, since 2016 Egypt has undergone structural reform programs 

supported by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to “restore macroeconomic stability and 

promote inclusive growth” (IMF Executive Board Approves US$12 billion Extended 

Arrangement Under the Extended Fund Facility for Egypt, 2016). This involved 

liberalization of the exchange rate, devaluation of the Egyptian pound, reduction in fuel and 

electricity subsidies, and replacement of the General Sales Tax with VAT (IMF Executive 

Board Approves US$12 billion Extended Arrangement Under the Extended Fund Facility for 

Egypt, 2016).  

In the IMF statement about structural reforms there is mention of protecting 

vulnerable groups, which is aligned with GoE plans to tackle the causes and effects of 
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poverty for example through cash transfer programs Takaful [solidarity] and Karama 

[dignity] targeting the poorest families (The Story of Takaful and Karama Cash Transfer 

Program, 2018; Tammam, 2019). Specifically in relation to children, Takaful through its 

conditional cash transfer program aims to ensure children’s regular school attendance and 

encourage their families to provide them with health care (The Story of Takaful and Karama 

Cash Transfer Program, 2018). This agrees with Egypt’s Sustainable Development Strategy 

Vision 2030 which ensures support and protection to groups in disadvantaged situations 

(Egypt Vision 2030, n.d.). Within Vision 2030 there are several indicators that are child and 

youth specific including mortality rates, immunization, nutrition, and primary education 

(Egypt Vision 2030, n.d.).  

While structural reforms may be necessary for national prosperity in the long run, 

these major economic changes added to Egyptians’ hardship in meeting basic needs and 

making ends meet. Minister of Planning Dr. Hala ElSaid confirmed this with her declaration 

that poverty rates increased from 27.8% in 2015/2016 to 32.5% in 2017/2018 due to 

structural reforms (Poverty Rate in Egypt Increases to 32.5% of the Population, 2019). 

Moreover, the World Bank estimates that 60% of Egyptians are either poor or vulnerable 

(World Bank Group to Extend Current Strategy in Egypt to Maintain Momentum on Reforms, 

2019), and unemployment reached 9.6% in the second quarter of 2020 (Quarterly 

Unemployment Rate, n.d). 

Children are at a particular disadvantage given their natural vulnerability (Committee 

on the Rights of the Child, 2011b) and because the effects of child poverty are “negative, 

irreversible, and long-term” (UNICEF et al., 2017, p. 7). In an important study on child 

poverty in Egypt UNICEF et al. (2017) estimate that 10 million children are 

multidimensionally poor or severely deprived in two or more of the following dimensions: 
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access to water, sanitation, and information (devices); housing conditions; health; nutrition; 

education; and protection from violent disciplinary practices. Highlights from the same study 

indicate that:  

- Severe physical punishments by caregivers is common and widespread for all children 

especially those from female-headed households, with household heads younger than 30, 

with low parental education, and from the lower wealth quintiles (UNICEF et al., 2017).  

- Children aged 5–11 or 12–17 have a higher likelihood of falling into poverty if they are in a 

female headed household (UNICEF et al., 2017). 

- The probability of deprivation in nutrition is significantly higher among children from 

female-headed households (UNICEF et al., 2017).  

Households that are female headed are especially vulnerable because the woman on 

her own has full responsibility for the social and economic responsibilities related to her 

family, and which she may not be equipped to handle due to a low level of education or 

inability to join the job market. The results reported by UNICEF et al. (2017) are especially 

alarming given that there are 3.3 million female-headed households in Egypt representing 

14% of families (El-Behary, 2018), and 59% of these female heads of families are illiterate 

according to the last census of 2017 (Hossam, 2018).  

The international literature adds more details about poverty’s adverse effect on 

children, indicating a definite link between economic struggles especially unemployment on 

family relationships and child well-being (UNICEF Innocenti, 2020). Material circumstances 

in which children live are also strongly correlated with their perceived psychosocial 

competencies such as self-esteem, educational aspirations, self-efficacy, and a sense of 

inclusion that carry into adulthood and in turn affect socio-economic status (Dercon & 

Krishnan, 2009). 
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Gaps and Weaknesses in the Literature 

Even though there has been a surge in studies that involve children directly in 

research (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010), there remains a relative shortage in the literature on the 

subjective well-being of children (Main, 2014). This is especially the case in contexts of 

extreme and persistent economic poverty (Camfield et al., 2009). And when literature is 

available, it is mostly with older children and young adults (Alsaker & Flammer as cited in 

Ben-Arieh, 2005; Beazley et al., 2009).   

Another weakness in the literature is the availability of more information on well-

being through objective means than subjective measurements which are better able to provide 

in-depth information about what people perceive as most valuable in their lives (Rees et al., 

2010). Rich subjective information about lived experiences and conceptions of social worlds 

makes them essential in monitoring and implementing child rights. However, they may be 

harder to collect than objective measures, hence their dearth in the literature (Camfield et al., 

2010).  

In terms of methodology, quantitative research has traditionally been predominant in 

child psychology including studies on well-being and children’s perceptions about it 

(Bradshaw et al., 2007a; Carroll-Lind et al., 2011). This can even be the case when studying 

subjective indicators of well-being (Rees et al., 2010) for example through surveys despite 

the fact that qualitative methods may be more appropriate when emphasis is on personal 

meaning (Dinisman et al., 2015). Qualitative (Hart et al., 2007; Fattore et al., 2007; Sixsmith 

et al., 2007) and mixed methods also exist in the relevant literature yet still to a lesser extent 

than quantitative tools. One outstanding example is Young Lives, a 15-year study of the 

changing nature of childhood poverty in Ethiopia, India, Peru, and Vietnam which is unique 

for studying children’s experiences through a longitudinal cross-cultural approach combining 
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quantitative and qualitative data (A Longitudinal Study Into Children and Youth Around the 

World, n.d.). Young Lives added to the body of empirical literature by highlighting aspects 

that are specific to children’s relationships such as intergenerational bonds with caretakers 

(Tafere, 2015), the role of close family and peer relationships in helping children to deal with 

adversity (Crivello & Boyden, 2011), and how relationships with others help in 

understanding the meaning of well-being for children (Camfield et al., 2008).  

What is also not readily available in the literature is an examination of how quality of 

relatedness affects children’s perceptions of well-being, especially in the Egyptian context 

where children are exposed to numerous challenges to their well-being such as high levels of 

physical and emotional violence at the hands of close relatives (NCCM & UNICEF, 2015). 

This is more so in unplanned slums such as Sharabiyya, due to the prevalence of precarious 

work conditions or unemployment, low levels of parental education, and where female 

headed households resulting from the man’s absence or incapacitation are not uncommon. All 

of these factors represent serious risk factors to child well-being as mentioned above.  

As Egypt is a “young” country with nearly 39 million children constituting 

approximately 40% of its population in 2019 (CAPMAS: 38.8 Million Children in Egypt 

Until 2019, 2019), the extent of available childhood research is insufficient in relation to the 

importance children represent numerically and as the future of the nation. This study fills the 

noticeable gap by conducting research with children to explore the relationship between 

quality of relatedness and children’s subjective well-being in a poor urban context.  

The research is situated in a strengths-based, well-being approach that focuses on 

“understanding, appreciation, and nurturance of…[people’s] strengths and assets” (Goldstein 

& Brooks, 2013, p. vii). As per resilience theory, identification and optimization of 

individuals’ strengths helps them to counter balance the negative effects of risks and 
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therefore become resilient (Lamb-Parker et al., 2008). In the past, researchers were interested 

in investigating the link between life stressors and children’s psychiatric disorders (Boyden & 

Mann, 2005). However, this shifted to focus on determining what helps children to 

effectively deal with adversity (Boyden & Mann, 2005). In Egypt, however, the deficit based 

model of studying and working with children is quite pervasive.  

To the best of my knowledge, this is the first study to explore quality of relatedness 

and its influence on children’s perceptions of well-being using a participatory approach in an 

Egyptian poor urban unplanned community. In doing so, this exploratory study not only 

makes an addition to knowledge. It also fills a methodological gap by using multiple 

qualitative methods with children thereby increasing the relatively scarce body of studies on 

subjective well-being involving children themselves and that focus on their relationships 

from a strengths-based approach.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Methods 

 

According to the ecological systems theory, development happens in the interface 

between the child and the environment whether immediate or not (Bronfenbrenner, 1981). 

This makes it essential to describe the larger setting surrounding children participating in this 

study. Hence, I start the chapter with a description of the research location and process. I then 

state the research objective and questions, and explain the subsequent selection of 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) as the chosen research method. The chapter then 

presents the sampling strategy followed by how I collected, analyzed, and validated the data 

that address the research questions while maintaining ethical standards appropriate for 

children. The chapter ends with sections on reliability and validity.  

 

Backdrop 

I first saw the Sharabiyya children in a show they perform annually to present their 

skills in singing, dancing, acting, and painting. Since then, they have fascinated me given my 

knowledge of their socio-economic disadvantage, which I had not imagined could co-exist 

with such abilities. This is likely a result of the deficit based approach that was quite 

pervasive within my professional socialization. I was thus drawn to try and understand how it 

is that these children seem so happy, confident, and talented, especially when they are facing 

an adverse situation typically involving a combination of household monetary poverty, 

father’s absence, and parental conflict/violence.  
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I visited a few times the Community Based Organization (CBO) “Zawyet Garawan” 

where children are trained for the annual show, and which is remarkable in its preventative 

approach unlike many services targeting Egyptian children in disadvantaged situations. The 

CBO’s focus on prevention struck a chord with my practical nature and was especially 

noticeable because I had experience with organizations trying – unsuccessfully in my opinion 

– to deal with social problems after they had happened such as street children and child labor.  

My visits to Sharabiyya, more precisely to “Ezbet ElWard” where the CBO is located, 

provided me with a contextual reference that clarified various aspects of the research. Being 

in the field was particularly poignant given that I live in a more privileged part of the city and 

had not been to this area previously. Because it is visibly clear that I am a stranger to the 

CBO neighborhood, I tried throughout the data collection phase to be as unseen as possible 

by dressing in appropriate conservative clothes and keeping a low profile to avoid any 

troubles. I was always careful and on high alert when walking there alone. This was a matter 

of utmost importance in light of the general suspicion toward researchers in Egypt.  

Sharabiyya is a densely populated sha3bi quarter in the North of Cairo that is close to 

downtown. Like all communities it has a mixture of good and bad features, yet the latter 

immediately strike the visitor while the former are more covert. Every time I went, I had to 

cross the railway separating Sharabiyya from Shobra quarter using a pedestrian bridge that is 

hard to walk on, and often has garbage including syringes which I assumed were for drug 

use. Beyond being a health hazard, at times it was difficult to find enough space to walk 

through the rubbish at the end of the bridge. Unpaved roads with intermittent trash and 
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sometimes dead animals was the usual trajectory to the CBO. At the corner, there is a coffee 

shop where men are not too concerned about hiding the hashish5 joints they are smoking.  

Everywhere in “Ezbet ElWard” there are elements of sha3bi quarters: carts carrying 

fresh vegetable, animals roaming in the street or confined in cages, trash, dirt roads, small 

kiosks selling junk food, and frying ta3meyya [falafel] in a hole in the wall. All this is in 

narrow alleys between closely packed buildings where more men than women are seen. On 

the few occasions I observed public conflict between males and females, I noticed with pride 

that females stood their ground. One unforgettable case was of an older man following two 

girls and verbally harassing them. They shouted aggressively at him until he left them walk in 

peace.  

The data collection’s qualitative participatory nature provided in-depth information 

about Sharabiyya not just about children and their mothers. This verified, amplified, and 

added to my impressions about poverty, violence, and lawlessness in the neighborhood. With 

every research activity more pieces of the socio-cultural puzzle started to unfold, particularly 

those that were not initially obvious. An example is Sharabiyya’s positive features such as the 

informal support system among its residents. This and additional strengths that can promote 

children’s well-being in the future are presented later in the dissertation.  

The numerous touching stories of resilience in the face of adversity that I learned 

first-hand humbled me. I felt privileged to have information I had not known about Egyptians 

who are less fortunate than most. Because of this attitude, the data collection was an 

enjoyable learning experience not only for me but also for the children, mothers, and research 

assistants as they expressed on several occasions. Interviews with mothers were the highlight 

 
5 Hallucinogenic drug made from the resin of the cannabis plant (Hashish, n.d.). 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 

 

 

50 

of my research, and possibly the element I am most appreciative for. They added important 

perspective to what their children shared, and taught me invaluable lessons about human 

dignity, strength, and natural wisdom. Gradually, my data collection encounters led to a 

feeling of engagement in the lives of children and their mothers and a responsibility of 

continuing this relationship beyond the research life span and trying to support them to the 

best of my abilities.  

While it was not my first time to implement research with children, this was so much 

more significant for me than the master’s research I conducted in Kenya in 2002. This time, I 

had more direct opportunities to engage with the study participants as I was doing a more 

ambitions piece of fieldwork in my own country in my mother tongue with no intermediaries. 

Even so, Sharabiyya was an unfamiliar territory that captivated my curiosity as a researcher 

with an anthropology background. Thus, familiarity and novelty coexisted in the research 

location, in addition to a depth of human experience that touched me. 

This is not to say that the research was easy. At the time of data collection I was going 

through an especially difficult time at work and did the large part of field work while 

suffering from burnout. Furthermore, the social nature of the research meant that I had the 

challenging task of successfully dealing with the participants and those involved in the study. 

This required orchestrating a project involving 45 children, 31 mothers, two research 

assistants and their supervisor, in addition to occasional contact with SOS and CBO staff.  

As I read the literature and self-reflected about my own relationships I realized how 

the research participants are in ways more privileged than myself in their quality of 

relatedness or at least aspects of it. This could have led to a tendency to view children and 

mothers of Sharabiyya through an exaggeratedly positive lens. However, after noticing this 
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potential bias I tried to be as objective as possible in interpreting the children’s relational 

dynamics as will be reported in the Findings and Discussion chapters. 

 

Research Setting, Objective, and Questions 

 This research which took place for a year and a half from October 2016 to March 

2019 with a year off for medical reasons, aims to understand how a group of Sharabiyya 

children’s perceptions of well-being are shaped and how quality of relatedness affects their 

subjective well-being. The objective is to maximize efforts to promote children’s flourishing 

by involving stakeholders (the children, their parents, and relevant institutions) in future 

actions that are guided by the research findings. 

  The study seeks to answer the question: ‘How does quality of relatedness affect 

perceptions of well-being among children aged 8–13 in Sharabiyya quarter (Cairo, Egypt)?’ 

It also responds to the following subqueries:  

- What are the perceptions of well-being among children living in Sharabiyya quarter who are 

receiving interventions from the non-governmental organization SOS and its partner 

Community Based Organization (CBO)? And how are such perceptions shaped? 

- How is relatedness understood by children living in Sharabiyya quarter who are receiving 

interventions from SOS and its partner CBO? 

I added the partner CBO to the original sub-questions due to the important role it 

plays with the research participants who are all enrolled in the Family Support Program 

(FSP), one of the services the CBO “Zawyet Garawan” is providing to Sharabiyya residents. 

While SOS is the initiator, overseer, and partial donor of the FSP that assists families whose 

children risk losing parental care, it is the partner organizations that are implementing its 
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activities on the ground in 10 locations in Alexandria, Giza, and Cairo, among which is 

Sharabiyya.  

The CBO has a long relationship with the families affiliated with it in the context of 

the FSP. The CBO’s assistance continues until families are able to independently support 

themselves and their children no longer risk becoming street children by losing parental care. 

The average length of affiliation with the FSP is five years. One way the CBO supports 

families is by encouraging and training them to start income generation activities. When 

these are successfully in place, families exit the FSP and are replaced by new households. 

However, there are families whose circumstances do not allow them yet to exit the program, 

who may continue to receive FSP services for a longer period. At the time of data collection, 

the longest duration of receiving FSP services among the research participants was nine 

years.  

There is monthly contact between the CBO and FSP families through home visits and 

services such as lectures on parenting and rights (of children and mothers), food packages, 

financial support, medical checkups, counseling sessions, and children’s activities which take 

place at the CBO premises. This made the CBO premises a familiar and safe space for 

children and families, and therefore the most appropriate place to conduct research activities 

(meetings, data collection, and validation). Furthermore, the literature suggests that accuracy 

and credibility are improved when research is conducted in the children’s community 

(Camfield et al., 2008). Organizing research activities in the CBO that provides families with 

much support, including funding and basic needs and in the presence of CBO staff might 

present a power dynamic in light of families’ dependence on the organization. However, the 

rapport that the CBO staff establishes with FSP families over the years helps decrease this 
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concern. And it is important to note that it would not have been possible to conduct the 

research activities anywhere else in the community for reasons of security and trust.  

The community coordinators are the liaison between the CBO and FSP families 

whereby they organize and implement different activities and conduct regular home visits to 

monitor how the families are doing. They were very suitable to assist me because of the trust 

and respect families have for them, in addition to their insider knowledge of the context in 

Sharabiyya, and their willingness to cooperate with me. I have also known one of them for 

more than 15 years, which facilitated our communication.  

In their capacity as research assistants, two experienced community coordinators 

provided me with instrumental research advice and support. This included identifying 

relevant childhood services and policies during the Circle of Rights’ map stage, mobilizing 

children and their mothers to participate in the study, and liaising with the CBO and SOS 

teams to keep them updated on research progress. The assistants were responsible as well for 

the logistics of contacting the research participants and ensuring that the CBO is ready to 

receive us before every data collection and validation activity. They also provided valuable 

input in decisions such as the nature/amount of compensation for the research participants, in 

addition to initial validation of the preliminary results, and continuous feedback about data 

collection.  

Prior to the data collection, I trained the research assistants on taking notes and 

observing important details in group activities with children. The research assistants’ 

attendance in all group activities was necessary not only for documentation and note-taking 

but more importantly to provide assurance to the children and mothers about the research and 

increase their trust in me. As an outsider to Sharabiyya I would not have been able to conduct 

the research without the presence of the research assistants. Judging from children’s 
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exchanges during group activities, it does not seem that the assistants’ presence as observers 

compromised the research results or pressured children to talk about the FSP.  

I involved the research assistants in all phases and details of the study through regular 

contact and as members of the research committee that also included their supervisor and two 

children participating in the research (a 12 year old girl and a 13 year old boy). The research 

committee met six times (in July, August, October, and November 2016; February 2017, and 

April 2019) to discuss and approve the research process.  

 

Approvals  

 When I started the fieldwork in 2016 the general environment in Egypt regarded 

researchers with some suspicion, especially in the social sciences where there is probing 

about people’s lives. Therefore, it was of utmost importance to avoid situations that 

compromised my safety and well-being particularly that I am a stranger to Sharabiyya. It is to 

be noted that a similar risk does not apply to the research participants who are residents of the 

area. To mitigate risks, I presented the research plan to two high level SOS officials, namely 

the head of the board of directors and the executive director. This was followed by signing an 

official agreement with SOS detailing the responsibilities of both parties (see Appendix B).  

 

Ethics 

The value of conducting direct research with children without adult mediation is 

persuasive in the literature (Sixsmith et al., 2007). Ben-Arieh explains that “engaging with 

children’s experiences and perspectives is beneficial from an analytical as well as an ethical 

perspective as children are usually the best source of information on their daily activities” (as 

cited in Camfield et al., 2008, p. 14). Ethical considerations in adult research should also be 
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applied to children while acknowledging the unique requirements of research with children 

such as modifying the consent process, the complexities of confidentiality and protection of 

privacy, and the power imbalance between the researcher and research participants as 

detailed below.   

In Sharabiyya, requesting mothers’ written consent to participate in the research study 

as well as their children might have intimidated them because their general level of education 

is not high. I wanted to avoid the risk of mistrust by having mothers sign papers they may not 

fully understand. Instead, I sought the support of the research assistants who have good 

rapport and a trustworthy relationship with the FSP families. After discussing the study plan 

with the research assistants, they briefed mothers and got approval for their and their 

children’s participation. In all data collection activities, I verbally covered elements of 

informed consent. This included introducing myself, presenting the research and its 

objectives, explaining the research procedure and methods, and indicating the children’s and 

mothers’ right to refuse to answer particular questions or opt out of the data collection 

activities at any time without negative consequences (Beazley et al., 2009). 

In terms of confidentiality, before every data collection activity I spoke about ethics 

and assured children and mothers that I shall not disclose the information they share with me 

nor reveal their identity. I also highlighted the importance of respecting each other’s privacy 

by not repeating what is shared during the group activities, given that the children and 

families affiliated with the CBO know each other and are in some cases neighbors. There are 

14 pairs of siblings in the sample (see Appendix A). Working with siblings in the same 

activity presents a risk of one telling the mother and/or other family members what was 

discussed in the data collection activities. This is why I needed to continuously remind 
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children to respect privacy. To protect the research participants’ identity, I omitted their 

names from the dissertation.  

Power and hierarchy are ever present and because of this they are not always obvious. 

I tried to limit the power imbalance associated with an adult, more privileged researcher 

conducting a study with children in disadvantaged circumstances by taking several measures. 

These include organizing all data collection in the CBO premises in the presence of two 

community coordinators/research assistants who are known to the children. The research 

assistants attended all group activities with children and welcomed children and their mothers 

before the interviews that I conducted in a separate room in the CBO. This is to increase 

children’s comfort level in a familiar place with adults they know well, since providing a safe 

environment is essential in working with children (Currie & Heykoop, 2012). We also 

arranged the space during the group activities in a circle of which I was part, to make 

everyone visibly equal and reduce spatial differences (Boyden & Ennew, 1997). An 

additional measure was to start data collection with three group activities to make children 

comfortable among peers some of whom they already know from the FSP activities. By the 

time we reached the interview stage children knew me better and were comfortable engaging 

on a one on one basis with me.  

Another ethical concern when conducting research with children is how to respond to 

suspicions of child maltreatment. For example, when one girl shared information we thought 

could mean harassment by an adult, the research assistants investigated this in coordination 

with her mother and the psychologist working with the CBO. We were relieved to know that 

there was no actual abuse. Parental violence and corporal punishment are much harder to deal 

with as they are still considered a legitimate way for parents and within their authority to 

discipline their children in Egypt and are common among the research participants.  
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Sampling Strategy and Characteristics of Research Participants 

The sample is purposive (Fattore et al., 2007), involving the “conscious selection by 

the researcher of certain subjects or elements to include in the study” (Crookes & Davis as 

cited in Higginbottom, 2004, p. 11). I targeted children enrolled in the SOS FSP aged 8–13 

because the literature suggests that around age eight children are capable of introspection and 

useful data can be obtained through conversations/interviews with them, which is harder with 

younger children (Hill, 1997; Huebner, 2004; Posner & Vandell as cited in Ben-Arieh, 2005). 

The cutoff point was 13 near the onset of adolescence which is commonly known to represent 

a different stage than younger children and is one that is also more researched (Beazley et al., 

2009).  

Age was the critical factor in choosing the research participants and this led to the 

identification of a total of 45 children (26 girls and 19 boys), which is all children in this age 

bracket at the time of data collection who were enrolled in the FSP and live in Sharabiyya. 

The sampling was purposive because of my interest to study this age group and the partners’ 

wish to learn about the FSP’s impact on the families it is serving. To manage this 

expectation, I added three specific questions about CBO services in the mothers’ interview 

(see Appendix E). Given the relatively small number of participants fitting the sampling 

criteria (45 children and their 31 mothers) I opted for including the full cohort rather than 

using other selection techniques such as randomization, to provide a richer set of data which 

is valuable for an exploratory study like this one.  

All research participants are affiliated with the FSP that SOS’ partner CBO 

implements in Sharabiyya. A team from both organizations selects families for this program 

based on the level of risk children are facing of possibly becoming street children. Such risk 

usually results from a combination of factors such as household monetary poverty, absence of 
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the father due to death or divorce, a chronically ill parent, and marital conflict including 

domestic violence. The program has a preventative approach that protects children from 

losing parental care through a set of holistic interventions. These include provision of basic 

needs (food, financial, medical, counseling), an educational and awareness component for 

children and their parents (academic support, literacy classes, lectures on parenting and 

rights), and Development Through Art activities (drawing/painting, dancing, theatre, and 

singing). 

For comparative purposes, the original plan was to work with two groups of children 

aged 8–13 who are either receiving or not receiving interventions from SOS and its partner 

CBO in Sharabiyya. The research assistants began by identifying 27 children in this age 

range who were enrolled in the program. However, they were unable to mobilize children in 

the area who are not receiving CBO services. They were also unsuccessful in reaching 

children who are not affiliated with the CBO through a snowball technique by 

recommendations from children of peers to include in the study (Higginbottom, 2004).  

Unfamiliarity with the CBO may have discouraged children in the community from 

joining the study especially because in some locals’ minds the CBO is associated with 

providing charity to needy people, which is a label children want to avoid. Also not knowing 

the CBO staff means that there is no established trust, which is particularly needed in the 

context of a research study that probes into families’ lives and views. Lastly, participation in 

the study on its own would not have provided a sufficient incentive for families who are not 

receiving regular CBO services. In light of these limitations, we added instead 18 children 

who had recently joined the FSP and might be considered the closest to not receiving 

services, making the total 45 children (see Appendix A).  
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Table 1 

Children Participating in the Research (Number, Sex, and Length of Affiliation with the FSP) 

Children’s Affiliation with the FSP Females Males Total 

Longer affiliation with the Family Support Program 

(Between 31 to 109 months) 

17 10 27 

Recently joined the Family Support Program 

(Between 6 to 18 months) 

9 9 18 

Total Children 26 19 45 

 

Children affiliated with the FSP are all enrolled in school and literate. It is very 

common for Egyptian students to receive additional academic support as the quality of 

education in schools on its own is not sufficient for them to understand lessons and succeed. 

This is especially the case in poor neighborhoods such as Sharabiyya where the quality of 

education in public schools is low. Extra support may be received through attending group 

lessons in schools or through private lessons outside schools. Therefore, families struggle to 

provide the additional academic support and the CBO assists them (for example by covering 

tutoring costs or buying books). This presents a significant additional financial burden on 

families as most families have more than one child of school age. Having several young 

children does not only represent a challenge in terms of providing them with enough 

academic support to succeed, but also to care for them since most families participating in the 

research are female headed. This may lead to older children having responsibilities to care for 

younger siblings or siblings with disabilities, which presents an additional burden on 

children. 
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Comparing the two groups of children (with shorter or longer FSP affiliation) during 

the analysis stage revealed a noticeable difference in that a few children from the group who 

recently joined the CBO services were less inhibited in sharing sensitive information about 

themselves and their families. To illustrate, they shared stories about ugly fights between 

their parents, a father’s drug use, parental and neighborhood violence toward them, in 

addition to their exposure to bullying and being excluded from playing with peers. These are 

issues that the group with longer FSP affiliation did not share as much. I had expected the 

children to share more to be the ones who had been enrolled longer in the FSP and acquired 

more confidence and communication skills over the years. The other remarkable contrast is 

that the only three children who reported being unhappy or very unhappy at some stage of the 

data collection are from the group that recently joined the FSP. Both observations can be 

explained by children’s need to release the heavy emotional burden they carry. Because this 

group of children recently joined the CBO, they may not have had sufficient opportunities yet 

to share their concerns and anxieties and manage them. In the words of one of them: “There 

are things that bother me and I do not know what they are” [Girl, 11, household #3, 

Interview].   

The sample is homogeneous in terms of language, culture, and adversity (community 

violence and various familial challenges that make all children participating in the research at 

risk of losing parental care as per the assessment of SOS and its partner CBO). Homogeneity 

allows the analysis of how children’s quality of relatedness affects perceptions of well-being 

while neutralizing factors that the literature suggests influence views of happiness such as 

culture and wealth (Agbo & Ome, 2017; Borrero et al., 2013). There is also sample 

homogeneity in terms of religion, as all research participants are Muslim even though there is 

a Christian population in Sharabiyya as evidenced by a church near the CBO. The FSP did 
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not receive requests from Christian families most probably because the church provides them 

with appropriate services so their children are not so disadvantaged as to risk losing parental 

care. 

To have a comprehensive understanding of children’s worlds it was necessary to 

include important adults (Eversole, 2009). I therefore interviewed 30 children’s mothers who 

are their main caretakers given that 17 fathers are dead, six are not living with the children 

due to divorce, and eight have chronic illnesses (see Appendix A). It was not possible to 

interview the unwell fathers due to their health condition. It was also difficult for me to visit 

families at home because I had not established sufficient rapport to do this in a general 

environment that is suspicious of and intimidated by strangers. In the case of fathers who 

were no longer in the households, they usually had little to no contact with their families and 

in several cases the divorces were sour which did not allow an opportunity for me to 

interview them. Hence, in this research the focus is only on mothers and fathers’ perspectives 

are not represented. 

 

Research Approach 

Decisions related to the research and methodology are driven by context (Mitchell, 

2007) and depend on the objective of the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006). They are also 

influenced by the researcher’s assumptions and positionality. These combined guided me to 

use a qualitative approach, more specifically PAR, for the following reasons.  

To the best of my knowledge there is one previous research study on children’s 

relationships and behavioral patterns in Sharabiyya which is by Korayyem et al. (1998). 

However, my research assistants who are from Sharabiyya indicate improvements in the 

living conditions in the area since the first study’s publication in 1998, especially after two 
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major fires that led to building in cement to replace wooden shacks. The assistants also 

indicate that children participating in this research live in conditions that are better than those 

described by Korayyem et al. (1998). This includes running water, natural gas or butane 

bottles, sewage system, garbage collection, and having no fear of their homes being 

demolished and risking becoming street children. I observed similar conditions in the vicinity 

of the CBO where I conducted all data collection activities. Such changes in the research 

environment between 1998 to 2016 when I started the field work are likely to influence 

research results.  

In the previous study conducted in Sharabiyya (Korayyem et al., 1998) the focus was 

on children’s views on the following topics: parents’ level of education, work, relationship; 

outcome of and return on education and the academic level they would like to reach; child 

work; role of the State in fulfilling needs; housing conditions; future ambitions, desire to 

continue living in the area; and their role model. This makes the present study’s interest in 

children’s subjective well-being and its link with quality of relatedness a new topic in this 

setting. Therefore, it was essential when exploring it to use an approach that is flexible, 

allows a deep investigation of the topic of interest, and uses open questions answers to which 

are not pre-determined by the researcher as is the case in the quantitative methodology. While 

common in child psychology (Hill, 1997) and well-being studies, a quantitative approach 

would not have provided a full exploration of the breadth and depth of children’s and 

mothers’ worlds especially in relation to their well-being and relationships.  

These considerations are all accounted for in the qualitative methodology which 

Yilmaz (2013) describes as an “inductive, interpretive and naturalistic approach to the study 

of people, cases, phenomena, social situations and processes in their natural settings in order 

to reveal in descriptive terms the meanings that people attach to their experiences of the 
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world” (p. 312). The qualitative approach can generate in-depth information about children’s 

worlds using their own voice since it allows children more freedom in formulating their 

views (Hill, 1997). This is especially important since children have historically been largely 

excluded from meaningful participation in studies concerning them (Cronin de Chavez et al., 

2005; Hill et al., 1996), resulting in the availability of less data from children’s point of view 

compared to that of adults (Carroll-Lind et al., 2011). It also suits the situation in Sharabiyya 

where children and mothers have a wealth of experiences they can easily and comfortably 

share through verbal, visual, and experiential techniques that belong to qualitative techniques 

more than with quantitative tools.  

With the global realization that exploring children’s perspectives and realities is 

needed to monitor their rights (Eversole, 2009), there has been a shift in research towards 

more participatory methods backed by consistent calls by the United Nations for children’s 

participation and consideration of their views in seminal documents such as the Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (United Nations, 1989) and the Study on Violence against 

Children (United Nations, 2006). Participatory methods can aptly convey children’s wishes, 

needs, and interests (Hill, 1997) because they value children’s perspectives while they 

explore their experiences (Clark, 2010). Hence, increased participation can lead to better 

research. A participatory approach can also help overcome ethical problems in research 

involving direct contact with children (Thomas & O’Kane, 1998). For example, power 

imbalances with adult researchers are reduced by allowing children opportunities to discuss 

issues of concern, creating an environment where there are no right or wrong answers, and 

providing space for children to explain and interpret data (Thomas & O’Kane, 1998). There 

are further advantages in using participatory techniques in research with children in 

developing countries such as discovering the perspectives of vulnerable groups who are not 
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usually heard (Camfield et al., 2008). Children participating in this study are economically 

and socially disadvantaged, thus making participatory methods especially relevant to use with 

them. 

  

Participatory Action Research  

Among the possible qualitative participatory approaches, I chose PAR as the 

preferred method to investigate how quality of relatedness affects children’s perceptions of 

well-being. PAR is a way to establish a conducive environment for knowledge development 

and change (Kidd & Kral, 2005), where the focus is on how people learn and learning is 

shared among all research participants (Laws et al., 2013). PAR encourages children in 

vulnerable situations to share their experiences (Setyowati & Widiyanto, 2009) since the 

close dynamics between researchers and children increase the latter’s comfort level 

(Hastadewi, 2009). This often leads to unexpected results revealing aspects of children’s 

lived experiences they deem important and that may otherwise be hidden (Hastadewi, 2009). 

Such an advantage is especially pertinent to a complex environment like Sharabiyya that may 

not be easily comprehensible to an external researcher like myself using other research 

methods. PAR’s documented ability to discover the real issues children face and their 

opinions about them is essential for understanding their subjective well-being and quality of 

relatedness, which are the key concepts in this research. Furthermore, PAR is frequently used 

with marginalized groups because it addresses the power differences common in the research 

process, for example, by intentionally sharing power between the researcher and research 

participants who are called “co-researchers” (Clark, 2010, p. 116). 

In addition to encouraging a close relationship between researchers and children and 

reducing the power imbalance between them, PAR is action-oriented based on a deep 
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understanding of children’s real situation (Setyowati & Widiyanto, 2009). Participation in 

research concerning them provides children with opportunities to talk about their worries, 

access knowledge, and find solutions to their problems, which may consequently decrease 

their vulnerability to abuse and exploitation (Boyden & Ennew, 1997; Setyowati & 

Widiyanto, 2009).  

 

Positionality  

The particular suitability of PAR to use for this study is not only due to the above 

mentioned methodological reasons but also because it agrees with my views about humans, 

research, and children whom I do not consider as less competent than adults. I perceive 

children to be experts in their own lives who have agency and influence their environment as 

well as being influenced by it (Rogoff, 2003). The research confirmed my belief that – with 

the right opportunity and safe environment – children as young as eight have valuable 

insights to share. Throughout the study I was also guided by the following views of children: 

- Active rights holders (Eversole, 2009). 

- Capable social actors within their families and communities (Boyden & Ennew, 1997). 

- Competent beings not just “passive sources of data” (Hill et al., 1996, p. 129).  

- Full human beings not human “becomings” who participate in society and research although 

differently than adults (Durkheim as cited in Boyden & Ennew, 1997, p. 36).  

- “Skilful communicators...researchers and explorers” (Clark, 2010, p. 116). 

My views belong nearer to the subjectivist than objectivist approaches to social 

science since I see people as social constructors, symbol users, meaning makers, and 

information processors (Morgan & Smircich, 1980). The researcher is a learner in the 

research process (Hall as cited in Rahman, 2008), and research participants have an active 
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role to play as they interpret the social world they occupy (Rock, 2001). Between the 

researcher and research participants no one assumes more authority than the other. Power is 

within people and everyone is empowered somehow. Even the most disadvantaged children, 

parents, and communities have agency and areas of strength. Since humans are social beings, 

relationships occupy an important place in the origin of knowledge, meaning, or 

understanding (Gergen & Gergen, 2007). It is our responsibility to try to uncover human 

behavior through social research of quality that acknowledges that people’s actions make 

sense if and when understood in historical and situational context (Malinowski as cited in 

Mitchell, 2007).  

In addition to these perspectives that necessarily influence how I conduct research, I 

was constantly aware of my situation as an outsider to Sharabiyya with more social, 

economic, and educational privileges than the co-researchers. Hence the need to continuously 

question and validate my interpretations of their realities as will be presented in the section 

on validation. In terms of my relationship with SOS and its partner CBO, I do not have any 

official affiliation with either organizations that may have influenced the research results. The 

relationship is one of support for and admiration of their work which – in my opinion – 

stands out from mainstream childhood services with its preventative holistic approach that 

protects children and helps them thrive. The only concern is that this may have created a bias 

in considering the CBO-related results too positively and which I tried to manage while 

interpreting the data.  

 

Data Collection Process  

When conducting PAR with children Clark (2010) advises using a variety of methods 

to suit their different skills, backgrounds, and unique personalities. Multiple ways of 
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generating knowledge have an additional value which is building on children’s strengths 

(Clark, 2010). Techniques that are less dependent on words are also encouraged since they 

help reduce the power relationships between adults and children, allowing the latter to freely 

express their ideas and perceptions (Boyden & Ennew, 1997).  

Data collection taking into consideration these aspects fits in the second stage of the 

Circle of Rights (CoR) approach that the International Institute for Child Rights and 

Development (IICRD) developed. The CoR which includes four stages (map, engage, plan, 

and create) is particularly relevant to this study because it is participatory, grounded in child 

rights, and supports social change by tapping into the inner potential of individuals and 

communities in addressing child rights concerns (Currie & Heykoop, 2011).  

In this research the CoR started with the research assistants mapping the general 

environment relating to services and policies affecting the children of Sharabiyya. Several 

non-governmental organizations, religious institutions, and sports facilities in the area 

provide a range of services to children and their families such as food, educational support, 

trips, monthly allowance for orphans, medication, Quran lessons, play, and entertainment. As 

for governmental services, they include a monthly payment for female headed households 

(due to divorce or the husband’s death/incapacitation).  

The CoR’s engage stage consisted of the data collection that actively engaged 

children using multiple participatory qualitative research techniques which provided the 

comfort and space for them to share their real childhoods. Data collection took place from 

October 2016 – July 2017 and resumed from September 2018 to March 2019. With the 

exception of 11 children (from the group with shorter FSP affiliation) with whom I conducted 

all data collection activities in a row toward the end of the engage stage, the data collection 

with the remaining children was interrupted for a year off due to my health problems.  
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The literature recommends balancing group methods with those focused on individual 

children’s experiences (Setyowati & Widiyanto, 2009). Accordingly, I combined different 

group activities (thread and balloon, social mapping, participatory Likert scale) with 

interviews. I used multiple methods to gradually engage children and build rapport. Varying 

research methods has other advantages as well that reflect on improved data quality such as 

preventing children from getting bored, encouraging them to express themselves, and 

increasing their willingness to communicate (Hill, 1997). To avoid research participants’ 

boredom I also chose age-appropriate fun methods to maintain children’s attention, interest, 

and enthusiasm (Hastadewi, 2009).  

The CoR’s planning component was achieved through discussions with key FSP team 

members as to how to use the study findings to better promote child well-being in 

Sharabiyya. The final step of the CoR, which is create, that meant to put planning into action 

did not take place due to Covid-19 related delays.  

In the sections below, I describe each data collection tool and highlight its positive 

features. I also present some of the challenges I faced and how I handled them. I avoided 

recording and taking photographs to make children and mothers feel more at ease. Instead, 

for documentation during the group activities I wrote what children said on flip charts and 

took notes. The research assistants also observed the children and noted what they said. In the 

interviews I used a list of questions and wrote the answers to each using the interviewee’s 

exact words to the best extent possible. I collected all data in Arabic and transcribed them in 

English. 
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I Group Activities  

I started data collection with the group activities in a way that progressively tackled 

areas of research interest from general to more specific while attracting children using fun, 

playful actions such as blowing balloons and drawing, which also encourage children’s 

critical self-reflection skills. Additional benefits of group activities include providing a 

setting where peers’ company gives children confidence and stimulates their participation and 

interaction (Hill, 1997), as well as allowing access to information from several participants at 

the same time. On the other hand, group activities present a limitation in that children may 

not wish to share specific details about their lives in the presence of other research 

participants. When this was the case, they shared such details in the confidence of the one-on-

one interviews.  

We arranged the space in a circle where an average of eight children were seated on 

chairs (thread and balloon) or on a floor mat (social mapping and first part of the 

participatory Likert scale). The two research assistants were seated outside the circle yet 

sufficiently close to observe the children and take detailed notes. There was a mix of genders 

and ages in all group activities with a separation between the groups who have long or 

relatively short FSP affiliation.  

Each group activity typically started with the children writing their names on tags and 

attaching them to their clothes where everyone can see them. This was especially important 

for me to associate names with faces and to document what each child said in the various data 

collection exercises. Writing their names on tags was an activity that children seemed to 

enjoy so we kept it throughout the group activities. I welcomed children and initiated a small 

conversation about how they were doing, their school progress, etc. I introduced myself, 

presented a summary of the research, and spoke about ethics. This included the importance of 
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protecting the confidentiality of the information shared by all participants, the children’s 

ability to stop participating or refuse to respond to particular questions at any point in time 

with no negative repercussions. I emphasized that there are no right and wrong answers and 

encouraged children to express their own thoughts/feelings. Since the data collection 

activities were related in topic, we remembered what was shared the previous time before 

starting a new activity. Some children were not able to participate in the group activities 

mainly due to illness or conflict with their school-work. However, this was quite random with 

no patterns to discern about particular children not attending. 

At the end of the group activities some children sang a song or recited a poem or 

Quranic verses. Before leaving I gave each child juice, pastry, and a small sum of money for 

their transportation (5-10 Egyptian pounds which is less than 1 USD6 depending on distance 

from the CBO). There was no piloting of the tools since I did not want to lose valuable data 

from a relatively small sample. Instead, the research assistants and I debriefed after each 

session and I incorporated our feedback in the following activities.   

Some siblings attended the group activities together, mainly due to logistical reasons 

such as accompanying each other safely to and from the CBO. They were able to share their 

thoughts and feelings honestly and individually without feeling pressured from the sibling 

who is also present. However, in a few cases it was necessary to separate siblings or close 

relatives (cousins) when they became too animated commenting on/contesting each other’s 

every word, which disrupted the group activity.  

With the exception of the participatory Likert scale, I chose the group games and 

activities most appropriate for the research setting from “CAPE: a Guide for Involving 

 
6 1 USD = 15.68 Egyptian Pounds [5 May 2021]. Data provided by Morningstar. 
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Young People in Monitoring and Evaluating Child Protection Systems” developed by IICRD 

in partnership with Oak Foundation (Currie & Heykoop, 2012). They are detailed below.  

 

Thread and Balloon. This was the first data collection activity, hence providing an 

introduction to the main research topics namely quality of relatedness and perceptions of 

well-being. I adapted it from the Web of Protection (Currie & Heykoop, 2012) to be more 

relevant to the research focus. I conducted six thread and balloon sessions (three with 

children who have recently joined the FSP and three with those who have a longer affiliation 

with the program) with a total of 44 children. Because it was the first time to meet the 

research participants in the context of the research, I spent some time discussing the 

definition of children before introducing the study. Each child then blew a balloon and I 

asked them to choose a name for it and write the name on the balloon. Main choices were 

parents, siblings, friends, and a few children gave the balloon their own name.  

I started the activity by asking about a person, thing, or place children like (see 

Appendix C for the guiding questions). Each child answered while holding the thread before 

sending the ball of twine to another child to answer and so on, which created a web. The next 

question was about a person, thing, or place children do not like. After answering this 

question, I invited the children to throw their balloons over the net. I used the image of the 

balloons falling to the ground as an introduction to the concept of risk, and we had a round of 

discussion about what represents danger to children followed by how to protect them. The 

children threw the balloons another time. They also fell from the web but it took longer than 

the first time after adding the protection layer.  

 The thread and balloon session was appropriate in setting the stage for the following 

data collection activities. It gave the first insights into subjective well-being and relationships 
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which are the research study’s key concepts in an easy manner that children enjoyed. This 

exercise also provided an opportunity for children to talk about important activities and 

places, which was a good lead to the next group activity namely social mapping. 

Additionally, the discussion about risk and protection revealed important elements of the 

children’s environment and what worries them such as road accidents, street fights, 

neighborhood bad guys/drug dealers, fear of animals (dogs and snakes), and bullying. It also 

indicated the prevalent violence and risky behavior in schools and the neighborhood. 

Although similar data collection activities had the same components, no two sessions were 

exactly the same. Sometimes I changed the phrasing of questions to ensure that children 

understood them. For example: “tell me about a person, thing, or place you like/that is 

important to you/makes you happy or comfortable” are all variations of the same question.  

In terms of challenges, some children were noisy at times because they were 

concerned about the quality of the web (too tight, too loose, etc.). When this happened, I 

asked them to focus on the discussion more than the net and they calmed down. 

 

Social Mapping. I conducted six social mapping sessions (three with the children 

who have recently joined the FSP and three with those who have a longer affiliation with the 

program) with 41 children in total. After the usual start of a group activity as mentioned 

above (name tags, welcome and introduction, summary about research, ethics, and review of 

previous activity) I invited the children to draw people, things, places they like/that are 

important to them (see Appendix C for the guiding question). Each child then presented their 

drawing to the group and explained its main features. In the case of less confident and 

articulate children I asked them to take time while their peers are presenting. If at the end of 

the round they still did not want to present their drawing I did not force them.  
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Drawings were not actual maps of the children’s communities but rather 

representations of: 

- Important people: friends, parents (especially mom), siblings, grandparents, cousins, 

teachers, and CBO trainers.  

- Places they frequent: school, home, CBO, relatives’ homes, street, theme park, garden, gym, 

and market where one boy buys and sells pigeons. 

- Usual activities: attending Development Through Art sessions at the CBO, going to private 

lessons, studying, talking, joking, tidying the house, and playing.  

All drawings included people, which attests to the importance of relationships for 

children. The only four drawings that did not include humans were of flowers, the pyramids, 

the sea, and a doll. 

I chose this activity because children are familiar with drawing at the CBO (several 

research participants are enrolled in the painting/drawing activity) and in school, making it an 

easy task for them. I also thought it to be an enjoyable way through which children can 

express themselves. Another advantage is that in just one drawing children can include rich 

and varied information about relatedness, well-being, people, places, things, and activities, 

thus providing a good understanding of how children interact with their environment (Currie 

& Heykoop, 2012). Furthermore, it was not possible to have a social mapping consisting of 

actual neighborhood walks with a number of children given my outsider status in Sharabiyya 

and general skepticism about researchers. It would have called unnecessary attention to us 

while being logistically hard to visit all the places the children mentioned in their drawings. 

In addition to providing valuable insights into children’s lived experiences, drawing and then 

presenting to the group establishes them as ‘‘experts in their own lives’’ (Langsted as cited in 

Clark, 2010, p. 117). 
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There was a resemblance in children’s drawings which is understandable since they 

spend most of their time doing similar activities in similar places such as studying and 

playing in school and at home. However, individuality started to surface with children 

providing unique scenes of their worlds such as: grandma who raised me; pigeons I feed, buy, 

and sell; going to the gym with my brother; attending CBO activities; helping mom; and 

enjoying family visits and gatherings. The special relationship with maternal aunts/uncles as 

compared with the children’s paternal relatives also began to show. Another interesting 

element that social mapping revealed is the children’s extended circles and networks: going 

to the theme park when visiting my uncle, playing with uncle’s neighbors, and meeting 

cousins at grandma’s.  

In terms of challenges, some participants who had recently joined the FSP and not yet 

participated in the Development Through Art activities were not too confident about their 

drawings. However, children generally enjoyed this relatively easy exercise that built on the 

first activity (thread and balloon game) and added a deeper layer to it about subjective well-

being and what makes relationships important. Some children started with clichés (for 

example, I love mom because she was tired carrying us in her belly for nine months) then 

quickly opened up, encouraged by the real issues other children shared. Children were more 

relaxed this time and willing to speak about actual details from their worlds such as violence 

at home. Some children looked at others’ pictures to copy them. This tendency to copy each 

other’s answers was one of the biggest challenges of conducting group-based research that is 

possibly an unfortunate result of the school system that does not encourage originality and 

critical thinking. I overcame this difficulty by “layering” several research activities, which 

improved my rapport with children, increased their comfort level, and encouraged them to 

speak freely. I also reminded children that there are no good and bad drawings and that I am 
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interested to hear their own voices. Another difficulty was sharing irrelevant information. I 

probed to try to explore any possible relevance then guided the conversation back to the 

original topic.  

 

Participatory Likert Scale. I conducted six participatory Likert scale group activities 

(three with the children who have recently joined the FSP and three with those who have a 

longer affiliation with the program) with a total of 42 children. In the interest of time, I 

combined the participatory Likert scale with the Social Mapping in one case. After the typical 

start (name tags, welcome and introduction, summary about research, ethics, and review of 

previous activities) I asked children about their best relationships. I then encouraged them to 

reflect about what makes these relationships special as compared with others that are not (see 

Appendix C for the guiding questions). I documented on a flip chart all the elements that 

children mentioned make a relationship good or bad, which they could easily read as they are 

all enrolled in school.  

In the second part of this exercise, I put five sheets of paper on the floor each 

indicating a feeling: very happy, happy, neutral/half-half, sad, and very sad. I invited the 

children to stand on the sheet that best represents how they generally feel. Each child then 

told the group the reasons behind her or his choice, which allowed them “to construct the 

elements important to their sense of well-being” (Fattore et al., 2007, p. 17). Because of its 

experiential and participatory nature, this game is different from the more familiar written 

Likert Scale and provides a gradient visual representation of children’s subjective well-being. 

With the exception of two cases, children stood on very happy, happy, or qualified 

their well-being as sometimes happy and sad at other times. One girl felt unhappy due to 

fierce parental fights, her father’s drug problem, not covering his family’s expenses, and 
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because her mother is frequently upset with her. A boy who described himself as very 

unhappy explained the reasons behind his negative perceptions of well-being: “my friends in 

the street and in school do not play with me whether regular games or football. I do not know 

why. They play together all of them. I do not play at all. I just sit” [Boy, 10, household #2, 

Likert Scale]. These two children are from the group that recently joined the CBO.   

 Building on the previous two group activities, this session was useful in dissecting 

how children understand relatedness and providing examples of what they consider to be 

good and bad relationships. It also allowed children to express their perceptions of well-being 

through movement (by standing on the papers I put on the ground). Children seem to have 

acquired more confidence in expressing their individual voices and developed a better ability 

to analyze how they actually think and feel as compared with the first two group activities. 

The participatory Likert scale provided a deeper level of details about family and school 

dynamics, and children were not shy to share sensitive issues such as bullying, violence at 

home, and a father’s drug abuse. One session felt like a conversation: a child cross checking 

his brother’s contribution or adding more details about it, or replying to an issue another 

participant raised, or children reminding/correcting each other when they recited poems at the 

end of the session. These were signs of the engagement and high comfort level among the 

children.  

In terms of challenges, copying among children continued to a lesser extent than 

previous group activities. When this happened, I reminded children of my interest to hear 

their unique views. Another difficulty was that some children understood the exercise to be 

about their perceptions of well-being at that particular moment. When this was evident when 

children shared why they stood on a certain paper, I asked children to leave the scale and 

highlighted again that I am asking about how they generally feel. They self-reflected then 
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moved to the paper that best represents their general perceptions of well-being. To account 

for the possibility that this exercise might feel exposing to some children, I repeated the 

question about how they generally feel in the confidence of the interview setting.   

 

II One-on-One Interviews 

A prerequisite for good interviews is building rapport, to avoid intimidating or 

confusing the research participants (Hill, 1997). This is why I organized the interviews after 

conducting the three group activities mentioned above and having established trust with the 

children. By the time we reached the interviews stage the children knew me, were enjoying 

the activities, and starting to open up.  

Unlike group activities, interviews offer privacy that allows sharing of sensitive 

experiences and feelings (Hill, 1997). I met children and mothers separately to give them the 

opportunity to speak privately and independently (Hill, 1997), and in both cases I used 

structured interviews. Having a list of questions to guide the interview made it manageable 

for me to conduct and document the encounter, especially as I avoided recording to give 

interviewees more freedom to express themselves. Appendices Appendix DAppendix E 

include the open-ended questions I used in the interviews.  

I actually interviewed more children and mothers. However, upon checking the 

accuracy of children’s age I realized that a few were either younger than eight or older than 

13. Once I discovered this mistake, I requested all children’s birthdays from the research 

assistants and calculated their age to ensure that at the time of data collection they were 

between 8–13. I only coded the data and reported the findings within this age bracket. 
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Interviews with Children. In total, I interviewed 39 children out of the 45 research 

participants (six were older than 13 at the interviewing stage and were excluded). I started the 

session by welcoming the child and initiating a small conversation about how they were 

doing to break the ice, and shared my mobile number should the child want to contact me 

after the interview. I summarized the research and asked what the child remembers from the 

previous sessions. I assured the child that what we say stays between us and indicated the 

child’s ability to stop participating or refuse to respond to particular questions without 

negative consequences.  

I encouraged children to freely express their thoughts and feelings and presented them 

with a sheet on which I had drawn a stick person. I provided colours and invited the child to 

add details to make the drawing any person they wish it to be. Starting with drawing was a 

creative prelude to the interview, and the children’s choice was a good lead into relatedness 

which continued in more depth during the conversation. We discussed who the child drew 

(most common choices were mothers, siblings, friends, and a few children drew themselves). 

The interview followed, guided by the open questions shown in Appendix D. Sometimes the 

interview continued while the child was drawing if I felt it made children more at ease, or in 

case they wanted to continue drawing and time was limited.   

One interview question repeated the one in the participatory Likert scale asking 

children about their subjective well-being. Some children confirmed what they said in the last 

group activity, while many changed how they described themselves (e.g., from very happy to 

happy or neutral or half-half; from happy to half-half and unhappy; from unhappy to half-

half; and from very unhappy to half-half). A possible explanation is that the interview setting 

meant no peer pressure on children’s responses. And they may also have had an opportunity 

to self-reflect on their perceptions of well-being since the participatory Likert Scale.  
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Interviews provided the best quality of data with children, as they were more familiar 

with me by then and had a better understanding of the research themes. Furthermore, the 

privacy of the interview allowed children to share details about their lives they did not wish 

to present in the presence of other research participants: “I did not want to say in front of the 

other children in the group activity that there are people who beat me in the street. But it was 

the only thing I had in mind” [Boy, 9, household #10, Interview]. One of my proudest 

moments was when a girl felt comfortable enough to tell me a secret she said she had never 

told anyone. The interviews were also an opportunity for children to release themselves and 

talk about issues that are weighing heavily on them. These factors combined, allowed 

children’s individuality to show more prominently than in the group activities.  

In terms of challenges, some children were not familiar with the stick person or were 

concerned about the quality of their drawing. I gave them the option to draw the stick person 

from scratch and add whatever details they choose, while assuring them that there are no 

good and bad drawings. During the interview I wrote what children said nearly verbatim 

because they shared many important details and I decided against recording to give them 

complete freedom of expression. The downside was that it made the interview less of a 

conversation as I struggled to document all they said.  

Some children were too talkative, using this one-on-one chance to share stories that 

did not make sense or seemed irrelevant to the interview questions. In this situation I guided 

the interview back to the focus of research. On the other hand, there were children who were 

not talkative at all. In this case I asked the question differently and tried to probe. I also 

inquired whether the child could be shy or embarrassed of me. Sometimes the child did not 

want to speak about a painful subject such as having a big accident or the father’s 

death/impairment. In such cases I respected the children’s wish guided by the ethical 
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principle of doing no harm. However, I did probe in areas of discussion I considered safe, for 

example, when I knew that the child is an active member of the Development Through Art 

program. Another limitation is that due to a health condition I had to stop field work for a 

year, which meant that by the time I conducted the interviews some children became older 

than 13 and thus fell outside the research age bracket. 

 

Interviews with Mothers. After having met their children one-on-one I interviewed 

30 out of their 31 mothers. The mothers’ level of education ranges from a university degree 

(one), secondary level diploma (10), preparatory stage/middle school (nine), primary 

level/sixth grade) (three), to having no educational qualifications (eight). See Appendix A for 

several key characteristics related to mothers. Having husbands who are dead or sick or not 

having a husband decreases significantly the family income since most mothers are not 

working. This makes the monthly family income quite limited (not exceeding 1500 

pounds/nearly 96 USD as estimated by the FSP team). To manage budget limitations 15 

mothers receive government support (such as the previously mentioned Takaful and Karama) 

as well as financial/in-kind assistance from the FSP and other community based 

organizations and religious places in addition to help from family and neighbors. Nine 

mothers work outside the home cooking food, selling small items or clothes, and cleaning 

homes. The Covid outbreak presented a challenge to those who worked seasonally as house 

help. One mother has a home-based business baking goods. The remaining mothers are 

unable to work outside the home because of chronic illnesses (such as cancer, heart problems, 

diabetes, high blood pressure, rheumatoid) or having to care for small children or a sick 

husband.  
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During the interviews, mothers provided insights about children’s quality of 

relatedness and perceptions of well-being that were aligned with what the children 

themselves told me. Additionally, mothers shared important aspects of their lives that 

children did not mention. They enlightened me about their personal histories before marriage 

which shaped how they deal with their children, told stories about extended family dynamics, 

explained various socio-economic struggles and how they are tackling them, and illuminated 

the intricacies of relationships between their children. This completed the picture that had 

started to emerge from the interviews with children.  

I began the session by welcoming the mother and giving her my mobile number 

should she and/or her child(ren) want to contact me after the interview. I summarized the 

research and briefed her about the group activities conducted with children. I assured the 

mother about confidentiality and anonymity and indicated her ability to stop participating or 

refuse to respond to particular questions without negative consequences. I used the open 

questions in Appendix E to guide the interview. At the end of the interviews I thanked 

mothers and gave them 20 pounds to cover their transportation (equivalent of a little more 

than 1 USD).  

Mothers were very responsive and generous with their information which I wrote 

nearly verbatim, as I wanted to avoid creating any anxiety by recording the interview. This 

was difficult since mothers had much to tell and I struggled to note everything while still 

maintaining our encounter in the form of a discussion. Such difficulty increased when the 

mother had more than one child participating in the research study and answered questions 

about them in the same interview.  

Another challenge was that in some cases I had the impression that the mother came 

with issues she wanted to discuss regardless of the interview questions. I took this as a sign of 
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how much she needed to talk and her need for assistance. It usually showed at the beginning 

of our session so I listened to what was occupying mothers before starting the interview. This 

was necessary for trust building and making them at ease.  

Although I had not met the mothers prior to the interview and do not suppose they 

associate me with the CBO activities, I noticed that some were unable to respond to the 

question about their future needs from the FSP. Instead, they listed the services they are 

currently receiving. This may be due to feelings of appreciation and gratitude, or to not 

wanting to sound critical of the services they are receiving. Or it may be due to the mother’s 

sensitivity: “I do not like to have requests so that I do not make anyone feel that I am a 

burden. If someone asks me to come get support, I go and thank God” [Mother of 11 year old 

boy, household #12, Interview].  

   

Data Analysis 

The above mentioned research tools generated “rich, in-depth data from which 

constructions of well-being could be developed through an interpretive process” (Fattore et 

al., 2007, p. 13). I collected all data in Arabic and transcribed them in English. It is the 

English translation of the data that is the basis of the analysis as described below. Having 

thoroughly read the data and becoming familiar with them (Braun & Clarke, 2006), I noticed 

recurrent issues. Accordingly, I created a folder or node for “repeated patterns of meaning” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 86) using the qualitative data analysis software NVivo 12. The 

software also helped me in organizing the data for the various data collection activities and 
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for each research participant. Examples of the thematic folders/nodes include: eid,7 siblings, 

violence, success, grandparents, going out, gifts. I also created nodes for the research’s main 

concepts namely quality of relatedness, perceptions of well-being, and the effect of former on 

the latter. This inductive approach to the analysis means that the patterns of meaning are 

strongly “data-driven” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83).  

I coded all the transcripts according to the folders/nodes I created, by linking every 

sentence with its related node(s). I then read each node separately and noticed further motifs 

standing out such as bullying, death, parents’ separation, allowance, gender, and 

neighborhood, which I added to the existing nodes. As such, the analysis was an iterative 

process with new nodes developing as I continued to reread the data. Although the analysis 

process did not strictly adhere to Braun and Clarke’s six step guide (2006), it has sufficient 

features to label it as a thematic analysis which they describe as suited for participatory 

research where participants are actual collaborators.  

 
7 For Muslims there are two major feasts annually: one after the month of Ramadan and the other during the 

pilgrimage to Mecca. Both are national holidays when adults traditionally give children money and new clothes 

and families go out to public places to celebrate. Visits to family members and the graveyards of loved ones are 

common during the eid holiday.  
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Table 2 

Tabulation of Research Results for the Analysis Process 
 

Theme Its positive influence on 

relationships 

Its negative influence 

on relationships 

Its effect on perceptions 

of well-being (positive 

and negative) 

 

 To visualize and make sense of the data I organized the most recurrent themes into a 

table and populated it with supporting quotes from children and mothers (see Table 2). This 

tabulation alerted me to the elements that are most influential in regards to quality of 

relatedness and perceptions of well-being. The next step of analysis was combining related 

themes such as kindness with tenderness, generosity with gifts, speaking politely and yelling 

with talking, and snubbing with reconciliation.  

Some of the themes in the table were less prominent than others yet still significant, 

for example, encouragement, fighting, giving advice, sharing, consideration, 

protection/security, and jealousy. I reported these in the results chapter yet not as separate 

themes because they appeared less significant in comparison to the major nine themes that 

according to children and mothers positively and negatively affect children’s quality of 

relatedness and perceptions of well-being which are: kindness/tenderness, trust, joking, 

generosity/gifts, help/support, providing needs, snubbing/reconciliation, beating, and talking. 

Until this point the analysis was free from theoretical influence and was totally 

inductive and not engaged with the literature (Braun & Clark, 2006). However, later during 

the data analysis stage I came across Seligman’s PERMA well-being model (2018) and 

explored it as a way to present the data. The model appealed to me because nearly all its 

components make sense in the context of my research. Positive emotions and relationships 
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which are the study’s key concepts are two PERMA components. Two additional PERMA 

constituents namely achievement/accomplishment and meaning are factors that also exist in 

the data, which encouraged me to write sections on achievement and meaning in the results 

chapter. As for the fifth PERMA element, which is engagement or being absorbed in an 

activity, I had not included it in the questions guiding the data collection and therefore had 

nearly no data to support it.  

 

Reliability 

 Kirk and Miller define reliability as “the extent to which a measurement procedure 

yields the same answer however and whenever it is carried out” (1986, p. 19). To ensure 

trustworthiness of the research results, I repeatedly inquired about the study’s key concepts in 

the different data collection activities. Before a new activity I reviewed what children had 

said in previous sessions to remind myself of their answers and notice recurrent themes. 

While analyzing the data I reviewed what each child said in the full set of data collection 

activities, and compared between what siblings shared. I also checked children’s accounts 

against their mothers’. I noticed convergence in all of them, with more details provided by 

mothers along the same lines of what her child(ren) told me. This indicated higher confidence 

in the tools (Millham et al. as cited in Hill, 1997) and consequently evidence of credibility 

since the results appear to be “independent of accidental circumstances of the research” (Kirk 

& Miller, 1986, p. 20).  

 

Validity 

Validity in qualitative research is about assessing how much a researcher’s claim 

actually corresponds to what is being studied (Eisner & Peshkin as cited in Cho & Trent, 
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2006, p. 320). Since “perfect validity” is not theoretically possible in the social sciences, 

what one strives for is to increase the likelihood that findings are interpreted correctly (Kirk 

& Miller, 1986, p. 21). I took several measures to limit risks related to the validity of my 

claims (Taylor, 2013). One was explaining the main research terms (well-being and 

relationships) in simple language to ensure that children and mothers understand questions 

about them so that responses are aligned with the topics of interest. Secondly, I varied data 

collection methods for triangulation purposes (Hastadewi, 2009) through group sessions 

(thread and balloon game, social mapping exercise, participatory Likert scale) and one-on-

one interviews. And finally, I ensured validity through verifying the preliminary results first 

with the research assistants then with children and mothers in separate validation workshops 

to confirm my understanding of their accounts. This is what Cho and Trent (2006) define as 

“transactional validity”, which serves to increase accuracy of interpretation through the 

engagement between the researcher, research participants, and data, (p. 321).   

The validation process which took place in October, November, and December 2019 

consisted of five group workshops with 40 children and one with mothers. Five children were 

unable to join due to illness or conflict with their school-work. They are not the same ones 

who missed some group activities. Therefore, there is no pattern of absence and no concern 

of not having their views represented in the research results. I planned workshops with the 

remaining mothers as well as with staff from SOS and its partner CBO to identify future 

actions to promote children’s well-being. These were cancelled due to a breakout of Covid-

19 in Sharabiyya. Instead, I had separate meetings with two key SOS team members 

(manager of the FSP and psychologist) to present the findings and brain storm how the FSP 

can use them programmatically.  
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I divided the validation workshops into three sections each corresponding to a main 

segment of the preliminary findings that I shall present in detail in the following chapter: 1) 

factors affecting children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being, 2) children’s 

most important relationships, and 3) elements that have a special influence on children’s 

perceptions of well-being. After presenting the draft results I invited the participants (children 

and mothers) to check them and add important details if needed. In the case of children I gave 

them sticky dots (different colours for boys and girls to indicate gender differences) and 

asked them to rank every element in the three segments using more dots to indicate higher 

significance. There was no ranking exercise with mothers. Instead, I presented them with the 

results in the order children indicated.  

The validation workshops went as planned and were very useful exercises not only to 

increase the credibility of the research results but also to continue the collaboration between 

the research participants and myself and share power with them. As such, I was not an 

“expert doing research from an external perspective, but a partner working with and for those 

affected by the problem” (Altrichter et al., 2002, p. 131). Furthermore, the validation process 

revealed nuances that were not apparent in the data such as the comparative importance of 

different items for children showing how girls and boys may or may not differ. I present these 

with the findings in the next chapter. Similar to what happened in the data collection 

activities, I gave children juice, paté, and a small sum of money, and for mothers it was 20 

pounds for their transportation.  

I was interested to assess how gender affects results and was aware that there are 

more girls than boys participating in the validation workshops where children ranked the 

findings (25 girls and 15 boys). In addition to reporting the actual number of sticky dots in 

the findings section, I averaged children’s responses by dividing girls’ answers by 25 and 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 

 

 

88 

boys’ answers by 15 to neutralize the effect of having more girls than boys in the validation 

workshops.  

 

Summary 

This research seeks to understand how a group of disadvantaged Egyptian children’s 

perceptions of well-being are shaped, and how quality of relatedness affects their subjective 

well-being. The aim is using the research results to promote understanding of children’s 

flourishing. To investigate this topic I used Participatory Action Research with 45 children 

aged 8–13 and their 31 mothers who are enrolled in the Family Support Program 

implemented by SOS’ partner CBO in Sharabiyya. The qualitative research tools included 

three group activities with children (thread and balloon game, social mapping exercise, and 

participatory Likert scale) in addition to in-depth interviews with children and mothers 

separately. I applied a thematic analysis supported by the software NVivo 12 and verified the 

results in validation workshops with children and mothers. I adjusted the informed consent to 

be verbal instead of written as this was more suitable to the research context and the 

educational level of children and mothers. Additionally, the chapter discussed rigor in terms 

of reliability and validity. In the next chapter I present the study findings.  
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Chapter Four: Findings 

 

This chapter presents the results that I analyzed from participatory group activities 

with children and interviews with children and mothers. The previous chapter on 

Methodology detailed the data collection, validation, and analysis processes that led to the 

results I present here. Throughout the Findings chapter there are quotes I translated from 

Arabic that express the research participants’ views and inform the results. In the children’s 

quotes I report their age on the data collection activity. In mothers’ quotes I report the 

children’s age during the interview (last data collection activity before meeting the mother). 

In both cases I mention which household the speaker belongs to, as indicated in Appendix A. 

There are quotes from all 31 households participating in the research. 

I kept some terms in the original language (marked in italics) as a way of bringing the 

research’s cultural context closer to the reader. To illustrate selected aspects of the results 

there are examples of children’s art, which they drew in group activities and interviews. 

Sometimes I provide contextual information to help readers visualize the setting related to a 

quote. Such descriptions of situations in which people develop are crucial in understanding 

human development according to Whiting and Whiting (as cited in Rogoff, 2003). 

Results respond to the research question: ‘How does quality of relatedness affect 

perceptions of well-being among children aged 8–13 in Sharabiyya quarter (Cairo, Egypt)?’ 

They also answer the following subqueries:  

- What are the perceptions of well-being among children living in Sharabiyya quarter who are 

receiving interventions from the non-governmental organization SOS and its partner CBO? 

And how are such perceptions shaped? 
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- How is relatedness understood by children living in Sharabiyya quarter who are receiving 

interventions from SOS and its partner CBO? 

I subdivide the answers to the research questions into sections focusing on: a) 

children’s perceptions of well-being , and b) their quality of relatedness. These are preceded 

by a description of the main factors influencing both research concepts. According to Ben-

Arieh (2005) research about child well-being should be guided by these queries: “(1) What 

are children doing? (2) What do children need? (3) What do children have? (4) What do 

children think and feel? (5) To whom or what are children connected and related? and (6) 

What do children contribute?” (p. 577). In this chapter I present the main outcomes related to 

the knowledge goal of the research that collectively reply to Ben-Arieh’s questions, with a 

particular emphasis on the fifth question.  

 

Factors Influencing Children’s Quality of Relatedness and Perceptions of Well-being 

  There are nine main factors that help shape children’s quality of relatedness and 

perceptions of well-being according to children and mothers in Sharabiyya. Those with a 

positive effect on children are: kindness/tenderness, trust, joking, generosity/gifts, 

help/support, providing needs, mosalha [reconciliation], and talking. Beating has a negative 

effect so does khessam,8 which is the other side of the mosalha coin. During the validation 

workshops children ranked these elements using sticky dots, whereby more dots reflected 

higher significance. The numbers in Table 3 represent the dots children gave to each element. 

Girls gave all factors more sticky dots than boys except for beating, which boys gave more 

importance than girls. Girls and boys gave the same number of sticky dots to generosity/gifts. 

 
8 Being upset with someone to the extent of cutting contact, which I translate as “snubbing”. 
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Appendix F includes the information from five separate validation workshops with a total of 

40 children (25 girls and 15 boys) that I aggregated in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 

Factors Influencing Children’s Quality of Relatedness and Perceptions of Well-being 

Ranked in Order of Importance and Showing Gender Difference 

 
Factors Girls Boys Total 

Sticky 

Dots 

Difference 

between 

Girls and 

Boys 

Average 

for Girls 

 

Average for 

Boys 

 

Kindness/tenderness 73 27 100 46 2.92 1.8 

Trust 70 30 100 40 2.8 2 

Joking 28 22 50 6 1.12 1.4 

Generosity/gifts 20 20 40 0 0.8 1.3 

Help/support 31 7 38 24 1.24 0.4 

Providing needs 19 9 28 10 0.76 0.6 

Khessam/reconciliation 17 11 28 6 0.68 0.7 

Beating 11 15 26 -4 0.44 1 

Talking 17 8 25 9 0.68 0.5 

 

Note. I calculated the average for girls by dividing the total number of sticky dots that girls 

gave by 25 (number of girls attending the validation workshops). For boys, I divided their 

total number of sticky dots by 15 (number of boys attending the validation workshops).  
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Kindness/Tenderness 

Kindness/tenderness is one of the two most important factors affecting children’s 

quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being along with trust (see Table 3). It is the 

element with the largest gender difference, weighing much more for girls. Children and 

mothers consider kindness/tenderness as qualities that positively influence relationship 

quality. Hugging, patting, and kissing are physical expressions of kindness/tenderness that 

affirm the good relationships between children and their loved ones. 

There is evidence in the data of kindness/tenderness toward children from their 

parents, grandparents, siblings, and aunts/uncles. In the validation workshops children 

explained that they generally did not attribute kindness/tenderness to their friends, either 

because they do not perceive them to be kind or because they do not spend as much time with 

them as with family members. The exception being lifelong friends.  

Mothers recognize that kindness/tenderness is a quality that is not common to all their 

children or not in the same degree: “My son is too tender. More than necessary…His siblings 

are also tender but not like him. He is the most tender on all of us. It is something divine from 

God” [Mother of nine year old boy, household #4, Interview]. Another mother reports: “My 

daughter is much more tender in dealing with me than my sons” [Mother of 10 year old 

daughter, household #26, Interview]. It is the children’s character, therefore, not their sex that 

influences how kind and tender they are with mothers, and this improves their relationships.  

Although mothers acknowledge kindness/tenderness as a positive trait, they also have 

related worries. One mother is concerned about her son’s future: “I am scared that with his 

kindness when he gets married the woman will control him” [Mother of 10 year old boy, 

household #28, Interview]. Another mother is worried that showing much kindness and being 

too lenient with her children might have negative consequences in their upbringing.  
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Lack of kindness/tenderness negatively affects children’s relationships: “At home 

they are always scolding my son. He likes to get a reply for what he is asking. A kind word 

not a hurtful answer. All the answers of the relatives with whom we live are hurtful” [Mother 

of 11 year old boy, household #12, Interview]. She is referring to the difficulty of living after 

her husband died with her three children in her mother’s apartment that is shared with her 

mother, father, brother and his family, and sister. The daily dynamics are tense, which is 

reflected in how the extended family deals with her child.  

The previous quote is an example of verbal unkindness. There are also unkind 

behaviors that worsen relationships. Some grandparents are unkind with their grandchildren 

and daughters in law. A mother gives an example of her mother in law who kicked out her 

son’s family from her house after a fight between his daughter and her cousin. Another 

mother also complains about her mother in law’s harsh behavior with her grandchild: “My 

mother in law was tough. This is her nature. If my daughter took cold water from her fridge, 

she would take the bottle from her” [Mother of 11 year old girl, household #14, Interview].  

In addition to influencing relationships, kindness/tenderness also affects children’s 

perceptions of well-being positively. Not only do children feel kindness/tenderness towards 

them but they can also differentiate between real verbal, physical, and material expressions of 

kindness/tenderness and those that are untrue or based on pity. This is according to their 

assessment of a person’s words, behavior, and the attention and concern they show them, 

especially when they feel sad. Conversely, children’s perceptions of well-being are 

negatively affected in the absence of kindness/tenderness: “Her father treats her very cruelly 

to the extent that she shivers when he is around” [Mother of 11 year old girl, household #6, 

Interview]. This is one of two particularly violent fathers within this sample, as I shall detail 
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in the section on beating. Children are also sad when a loved one – especially someone who 

is kind with them – is distressed (such as their mother or maternal uncle). 

 

Trust 

Children gave trust the same number of sticky dots as kindness/tenderness. This factor 

has the second largest gender difference, affecting girls more (see Table 3). Children and 

mothers acknowledge that there is trust between them which makes their relationship special. 

Trust shows in children honestly sharing everything with their mothers and getting help in 

solving problems with the certitude that their parent will neither expose nor punish them.  

It is not only children who trust their mothers with secrets. Mothers too regard their 

children as confidantes. What also strengthens the relationship is that mothers do not believe 

the lies others – such as neighbors – tell about their children. This trust makes children 

consider their mother as a friend. There are a few cases of mistrust between mothers and 

children, for example, when they do not believe them: “Kids tell mom that I did [bad] things. 

I tell her what actually happened and she says that I am lying” [Boy, 10, household #2, 

Interview]. However, these are rare in comparison to examples of trust. 

There is no information in the data about trust between children and their fathers 

because most children participating in the research have lost their fathers or are not living 

with them due to divorce (see Appendix A). Other aspects of the paternal relationship will be 

presented in the section on fathers. 

 In addition to mothers, children trust their friends. This allows them to share 

information, tell secrets, and support each other in solving problems. What reinforces the 

relationship is the certainty that friends will not reveal what children share with them. 

Trusting friends can elevate them to the status of siblings: “One of my friends when I tell him 
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something he does not tell it to others. I consider him like my brother” [Boy, 12, household 

#11, Thread and Balloon].  

 Another trustful relationship exists between children and their siblings: “With my 

sister and mom I go and tell them everything even if it is something that would put me in 

prison…I trust them with anything and tell them my secrets” [Girl, 13, household #16, 

Interview]. There is also trust between children and their cousins. Neighbors as well may 

behave in ways that earn children’s trust, for example, by not embarrassing them in front of 

others when they borrow money.  

Relationships are compromised when trust is betrayed by exposing secrets or when 

friends force each other to tell secrets when they do not want to. Relatedness also worsens 

when peers do not trust each other enough to share school activities such as doing group 

work together. Another example of mistrust that children perceive to negatively affect 

relationships involves cousins who abuse their grandparents’ confidence: “If my grandparents 

give the children of my paternal uncle money to buy something from the market they take 

some of the money to buy things for themselves. And this makes the relationship bad” [Girl, 

8, household #13, Interview]. 

 In addition to its influence on children’s quality of relatedness, trust also affects their 

perceptions of well-being. It leads to positive emotions because it makes children feel special 

and privileged to have their friends’ trust. On the other hand, there are negative feelings when 

information not meant for sharing is revealed whether by children’s friends or mothers, 

leading to mistrust.  
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Joking  

With a wide gap between the two factors that are tied in the number one position, 

joking comes second in importance for influencing children’s quality of relatedness and 

perceptions of well-being (see Table 3). This is not surprising given that Egyptians love to 

joke, and children explain that joking brings people closer and helps relieve negative feelings. 

The data suggest that joking is an element that positively influences children’s relationships 

with relatives, friends, neighbors, and staff at the CBO “Zawyet Garawan”. Although girls 

gave more sticky dots to this element, averaging the results revealed that boys give slightly 

more weight than girls to joking.  

Children joke with their peers (siblings, cousins, friends), and with older people such 

as their uncles and grandparents. Living in extended households allows opportunities to joke 

with the larger family, including old members. Joking is so valued that it distinguishes 

relationships: “My daughter tells me: ‘You are not as gentle on us as dad is.’ Even though he 

is sick he laughs with the children” [Mother of 11 year old girl, household #3, Interview]. In 

contrast, relationships are negatively affected when the jokes are inappropriate (involving 

cursing, using hands or water) or when someone gets upset by the child’s joking. 

 Joking also influences children’s perceptions of well-being positively. So much so 

that one child purposefully looks for opportunities to joke:  

My friend and I get a book of jokes. We read it and laugh. We buy it from the book 

store for five pounds…sometimes my brother would join us and we would be happy 

the three of us. We read jokes and laugh [Boy, 12, household #7, Interview].  

Three years earlier this boy’s father had a stroke, which affected the whole family and 

added pressure on him and his two siblings. The boy used to help his mother take care of his 

dad since he is unable to move out of bed. They now live with the maternal grandmother so 
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she can watch the ill father while the mother is performing her daily tasks outside the home. 

The father needs medical attention and is often hospitalized, which means that the mother is 

unable to take her children out as often as she used to for time and financial constraints. 

Joking with his friend probably offers the boy relief from this stressful situation. 

Children are aware of the importance of humor and use it to improve each other’s 

mood when they are feeling sad. On the contrary, there is negative emotion when there is no 

joking, joking is not reciprocated, or jokes are hurtful/involve ridicule. 

 

Generosity/Gifts 

Among the factors influencing children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of 

well-being, generosity/gifts is the only one which girls and boys gave the same number of 

sticky dots (see Table 3). However, averaging the results revealed that boys give more weight 

than girls to this factor. Children and mothers value generosity and consider that it positively 

affects children’s relations with family members, friends, and neighbors. There is also 

evidence of children’s generosity in the data: “My son is generous with what he has. Even the 

chewing gum he does not like to eat it until he has given me part of it to taste” [Mother of 

nine year old boy, household #4, Interview]. Children themselves provide examples of their 

generosity with mothers, siblings, friends, and neighbors. 

 Generosity is so valued that it distinguishes relationships. However, it is to be noted 

that gifts are not a requirement for every good relationship: “My son loves his maternal uncle 

because he plays there as he pleases. When he comes, he welcomes him. He gives him money 

sometimes. Even if he does not give him money, my son loves him” [Mother of 10 year old 

boy, household #9, Interview]. Furthermore, it is the gesture that counts the most not the 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 

 

 

98 

value of what the children get, and they are happy with the smallest things (for example, 

chocolate, one or two pounds, or a hair accessory).  

Because of the important effect generosity/gifts have, mothers use them in raising 

their children: for example, to recognize their success, reward good behavior, and encourage 

them to achieve academically. Gifts are also a way to make amends and compensate children 

for their mother’s absence at work, which is the case for nine mothers among the research 

participants. Mothers try their best to be generous with their children while they navigate a 

tough financial situation. There is some evidence of fathers’ generosity although less than 

mothers who are the main caretakers of children participating in the research in light of the 

fathers’ death, sickness, or absence from the children’s lives after divorce or separation. 

There is also generosity towards nieces and nephews from aunts and uncles, with more 

examples from the maternal side. In addition to gifts and money, aunts’ and uncles’ 

generosity is manifested by showering children with love and attention, helping them with 

school work, and taking them out. Some grandparents are generous, which improves quality 

of relatedness with their grandchildren.  

  On the other hand, relationships are strained between children and those fathers, 

siblings, uncles, and grandfathers who constantly remind them of their generosity, give gifts 

then take them back, or are outright stingy: 

Her father does not give my daughter money nor tenderness. She sees 

him…However, he does not know anything about her. Sometimes I tell her: ‘Go to 

your dad to get you new clothes.’ She tells me: ‘He will not give me. It is you I live 

with’ [Mother of 13 year old daughter, household #29, Interview].  

The father in this case spends his money on drugs and does not want any 

responsibilities from his ex-wife and children even though he is employed (in a coffee shop).  
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 As for children’s perceptions of well-being they are positively affected when they feel 

the generosity of parents, grandparents, siblings, friends, and neighbors, and especially when 

they get something they want. Children express happiness to receive material things (such as 

a bracelet, wallet, watch, mobile phone, ball, gadget, toy, ring, hair accessory, flowers, 

perfume, lipstick, scooter, bicycle, tablet), or food (for example, chocolate, potato chips, 

biscuits, candy, Molto,9 juice, fruits, ice cream, a meal they love). Eid is an occasion that 

makes children happy because they traditionally receive from adult family members money 

and new clothes, which are also items they like.  

While mothers acknowledge the positive effects of generosity/gifts, they also have 

related concerns. One is about children being spoilt or going in a bad direction. The other 

worry is that children keep asking for more things, thereby adding financial pressure on the 

mothers: “When I do something he likes this impacts him for a while. I bought him a bicycle 

and he was happy with it. Now he wants a mobile phone” [Mother of 11 year old boy, 

household #21, Interview].  

On the other hand, negative emotions are associated with lack of generosity. There is 

marked disappointment when a child expects generosity and does not get it especially from 

those who can afford to be generous. Parental problems have important implications on 

generosity and gifts towards children. To illustrate, in the case of divorce it is not uncommon 

in Sharabiyya for the man not to cover his children’s expenses due to financial constraints, 

substance abuse, or a desire to annoy his ex-wife. There is similar behavior in households 

where parents are not on good terms. When the father is not generous with his children, their 

mother tries to compensate. 

 
9 Packed croissants. 
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Help/Support 

Help/support is appreciated in Egyptian culture, which is reflected in two words: 

gad3ana (the quality of being dependable/counted on) and khadoum(a)10 (very helpful in 

serving others). Girls give this element more value than boys in positively shaping their 

quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being (see Table 3). Children provide 

numerous examples of how they assist family members, friends, and others. One child 

recounts: 

In school people love me and I have done my friends many favors. So if I fight with 

someone my friends escort me until my house. You see to what extent? Had it not 

been for me they would not have passed [their exams]. My friends benefit me and I 

benefit them. I give them food and allowance because they do not have [Girl, 11, 

household #6, Interview]. 

This girl is so economically disadvantaged to the extent of reporting sometimes not 

eating the whole day or sleeping without dinner. However, there are occasions when she feels 

more privileged than her friends, for example, when she has brought sandwiches to school. 

She then has a sense of responsibility towards peers who are in a worse situation than herself.   

Children’s friends are an important source of help for studying, borrowing money, 

lending school supplies and toys, providing food and protection, and solving problems. This 

strengthens relationships and elevates some friends to the status of siblings. Relationships 

between children and their friends are further distinguished because of reliability in providing 

help and support: “Mohamed is the most dependable among my friends. I do not ask the 

others for anything” [Boy, 11, household #12, Thread and Balloon]. 

 
10 From the Arabic root khadama َدم  .to serve ,َخ
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In the case of siblings, help/support is manifested by sharing resources that are limited 

because of the families’ difficult financial circumstances in Sharabiyya. Also by helping each 

other in studying, providing school supplies, lending money, and handing things at home. 

When relationships are good between siblings they are helpful and supportive toward each 

other even when there are occasional tensions between them.  

Because of the children’s young age (8–13 years old) mothers provide them with 

much help in various aspects of their lives (basic needs, school, relationships, medical care), 

which the children acknowledge with gratitude: “The most important person in my life is 

mom of course. Because she helps me study and be clever” [Boy, 8, household #24, Thread 

and Balloon]. This boy’s mother can help him with school work because she has a secondary 

level diploma, unlike other mothers participating in the research who have less education or 

are illiterate.   

Children also support their mothers, and there is evidence in the data of children 

relieving mom’s negative feelings and assisting her in house chores especially when she is 

tired, running errands, or attending to their siblings. Another example of children supporting 

their mothers is how they ease their financial stress even with the little allowance they get. A 

mother illustrates:  

We are good with each other. I consider her my sister, my mother, and my daughter. I 

only have her, honestly. My daughter is the one who stands beside me when I am 

upset. When anything [bad] happens to me, I find her next to me. If I am tired she can 

warm the food for her brothers. If she has 10 pounds [less than 1$] that her maternal 

aunt or maternal uncle or paternal uncle gave her, she tells me: ‘Take, mom. I have so 

and so’ if she feels that I do not have [Mother of 13 year old daughter, household #29, 

Interview].  
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Additionally, mothers prepare children to care for their siblings in the future, 

especially those who have disabilities which is the case in several families among the 

research participants. This makes the relationship particularly close when the older daughter 

feels like a mother towards her disabled brother. 

Supporting their mothers exhausts children with marked strain on those whose 

siblings do not help them. This could be because of traditional gender roles in some homes:  

My mom does not leave me the whole day. I make breakfast for my siblings: fried 

potatoes, beans, ta3meyya (falafel)...Mom curses me when I ask her for help and I get 

upset. She makes me tidy the apartment and wash the floor. She tells my brother to 

wash the dishes. He [refuses and] tells her: ‘Do I look like a girl to you?’ [Girl, 11, 

household #3, Interview].  

Another cause for children’s extra burden is their siblings’ laziness, or because the 

mother considers one child to be especially clever and cooperative. Mothers could also give 

more responsibilities to older children. It is noteworthy that the child who helps the mother 

more may not necessarily be the oldest but the most helpful, bright, dependable, or able. For 

example, in one family the middle child supports the mother more than his eldest brother who 

has an intellectual impairment and his sister who is too young.  

Living in an extended household might add pressure on children for the support they 

are expected to provide to other relatives sharing the same apartment, as is the case of a 

mother whose family pressured her to remarry after her divorce. During the second marriage 

the grandmother cared for her grandson to avoid any problems with his stepfather, even 

though he is the mother’s direct cousin. This is perhaps why the grandmother feels entitled to 

get frequent help from her grandson now that they are living in her apartment after the 

mother’s second husband died:  
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If my son goes out one time after the other he cries. There are a lot of errands because 

I live with my children, mother, father, brother and his family, and sister. Everyone in 

the house has needs. He is forced to get them things because his grandmother is the 

one who raised him. I advise him to take it easy and to tell them: ‘I just returned from 

an errand.’ Something like this. I feel sorry for him [Mother of 11 year old boy, 

household #12, Interview].  

While children provide a range of support to their larger families they highlight that 

they do not like to be pushed to help, and are happy when mothers spare them from some 

tasks such as house chores. And even though the assistance children provide is taxing on 

them, it might improve relatedness by elevating a certain child in the mother’s eyes and 

putting her or him in a special place in her heart.  

Relationships worsen when children do not find the expected reciprocity for the help 

and support they provide to siblings and friends, or when their cousins refuse to help them, or 

when a neighbor does not honor her promise of support. However, this has the advantage of 

allowing children to assess and filter their relationships, hence improving their understanding 

of relatedness:  

Only the daughter of my paternal uncle started to like and pamper me. I started to like 

only her and not anyone else. When we are going to a wedding and I ask my [other] 

cousins to put makeup on me they refuse. She takes me and puts makeup on me [Girl, 

11, household #3, Interview].  

In addition to affecting quality of relatedness, help/support influences children’s 

perceptions of well-being. There is positive emotion when children receive the help they need 

from family and friends. On the other hand, there are negative perceptions of well-being 

when a sibling is not cooperative or friends refuse to help. 
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Providing Needs 

This factor includes basic needs such as food and clothes in addition to items that are 

less essential for survival yet still important for children such as toys and accessories. It also 

includes psychological needs (for example, attention, care, and affection), and non-material 

needs such as going out.  

Even though children who are affiliated with the Family Support Program (FSP) are 

economically disadvantaged even by Sharabiyya standards, they do not feel as such. This is 

because families are exerting a great effort within a difficult financial situation to protect 

children from feeling deprived. Mothers are also aware that their children are facing 

enormous stresses and want to reduce this burden by pleasing them. And from their side 

children are content with small things, as mentioned in the section on generosity and gifts.  

Fulfilling needs is so important for children that it distinguishes their relationships 

with the main providers who are parents, siblings, grandparents, aunts/uncles, and cousins. 

Providing needs also positively influences children’s perceptions of well-being. Children are 

happy because they feel loved and are spared feelings of deprivation and inferiority. In 

addition, providing needs fulfills actual necessities and makes children feel that their requests 

are answered. Conversely, children’s perceptions of well-being are negatively affected if their 

needs are unfulfilled and when they compare themselves with more affluent peers. However, 

it seems that with age and maturity children understand their family’s challenging financial 

situation better and are less affected when their needs are not met. Mothers as well are sad at 

their inability to meet their children’s needs: “My older son thinks that I am depriving him 

from the things he wants but life is like this…I am sad that I cannot get him the things he 

needs [Mother of 10 year old son, household #4, Interview]. 
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Khessam [Snubbing]/Mosalha [Reconciliation] 

Khessam negatively affects quality of relatedness between children and their mothers, 

siblings, and friends and is common for several reasons. These include betraying children’s 

trust by exposing secrets, refusing to fulfill their requests, or withholding help especially 

when it can be provided, preferring another person over them, bothering, lying, insulting, and 

fighting. Another cause of khessam is intentional attempts to break up relationships whether 

between friends or family members.  

Children gave khessam the same number of sticky dots as providing needs (28 in 

total) (see Table 3). The difference between the two themes lies in the gender gap whereby 

girls gave slightly more importance to providing needs, while boys give khessam slightly 

more weight than girls. 

Mosalha [reconciliation] is a key element for good relationship quality that is needed 

when there is khessam. Reconciliation may require an apology. However, a child might not 

apologize if he feels he has done no wrong. Mothers could initiate reconciliation with their 

children and buy them something to make them feel better. Reconciliation might happen even 

without an apology when the parties who are snubbing each other resume normal activities 

such as watching a TV sitcom together. Or a funny situation might arise at home and there 

are no longer hard feelings. An important aspect of reconciliation that children and mothers 

highlight is its speed.  

The initiator of reconciliation can be the person at fault. It could also be the person 

most keen to maintain the relationship. Initiating reconciliation has a spiritual element: “My 

habit is not to snub people. I get upset when this happens. I shall make amends with my 

friend. This way I shall get more blessings” [Girl, 13, household #27, Interview]. The girl is 

influenced by the hadith reporting that Prophet Muhammad said: ‘It is not permissible for a 
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Muslim to have estranged relations with his brother beyond three nights, the one turning one 

way and the other turning the other way when they meet. The better of the two is one who is 

the first to give a greeting’ (Book of Virtue, Good Manners and Joining of the Ties of 

Relationship, n.d.). Sometimes the situation requires the intervention of a third party whose 

role is valued and appreciated. This is a trusted person such as a mother, teacher, sibling, 

friend, or cousin. At other times, reconciliation does not require any mediation and can 

happen organically: “When I fight with someone, for example the children of my paternal 

uncle, I have nothing to do with them. And the next day it is as if nothing happened. Safi ya 

laban”11 [Girl, 8, household #13, Interview].  

In addition to improving quality of relatedness, mosalha is important for children’s 

perceptions of well-being as it relieves negative emotions resulting from khessam with 

friends and family members. As for negative perceptions of well-being, they are present 

when there is khessam or when children try to reconciliate with their friends and the latter 

refuse. 

 

Beating 

Beating is the only factor influencing children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions 

of well-being that boys gave more sticky dots than girls, and averaging results per sex reveals 

that this is an item that has more weight for boys than girls (see Table 3). Physical violence is 

expressed in English speaking contexts by the words “hitting” and “beating”, which I use 

 
11 A phrase that is a sign of reconciliation. It is as if hearts have lost all hard feelings resulting from khessam, 

and have become like pure milk. It is usually pronounced after reconciliation to confirm that the concerned 

parties are no longer upset.  
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interchangeably. The Arabic term reflecting it is “darb” (to hit, strike, beat up) (Darb, n.d.). 

Children and mothers agree that good relationships do not include darb. Nevertheless, 

beating is very common in Sharabiyya where parents, siblings, uncles, grandparents, friends, 

and school staff hit children or threaten them with beating as punishment.  

Mothers often hit their children. They resort to physical violence when children 

provoke or disobey them, make mistakes, request too many things, or fight with siblings. Use 

of corporal punishment increases when mothers are stressed at home due to problems with 

relatives, for example, and when other means of discipline are unsuccessful with their 

children and they become fed up of all this. It is worth mentioning that children find physical 

violence acceptable in some cases, for example, when it is their parent who hits them for 

what they consider to be justifiable reasons: 

My mom hits me for my own interest. She beats me for important reasons. If mom 

hits me it could be because I went to visit a friend at home. She is concerned someone 

might give me something [harmful] or do something [bad] to me. If I do visit, I do not 

drink anything and do not stay long [Boy, 10, household #4, Interview].  

He is referring to the rumors in Sharabiyya related to kidnapping and killing that 

several children and mothers mentioned and in light of which they have become increasingly 

cautious. In this case the mother hits her child if he visits someone because she sees it as a 

matter of safety, and the child understands this is for his own good. 

Children may also tolerate their mother’s physical violence out of spiritual belief:  

When I do what mom tells me I dream of Prophet Muhammad (Peace be Upon Him) 

and he tells me that I shall go to the highest paradise [because I am good to mom]. So 

when I wake up I keep kissing her. Because God told us that we must obey her no 

matter if she hits us with anything, no matter what she does. Once she made my head 
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bleed. I took anesthesia and they stitched it. When I got out of the hospital I went and 

bought her a mug [Girl, 11, household #6, Interview].  

While having this strong sense of obedience the same child clarifies that she discusses 

the beating with her mother. Older children especially seem to have the ability to talk with 

their mothers before she beats them about how hitting upsets them and that they wish to have 

conversations instead of physical violence. Children have such discussions when they do not 

feel at fault or when they have done something wrong and want to talk it through with their 

mothers.  

As for fathers, children and mothers specify two cases of particularly severe physical 

violence. In one case, the father is on drugs and wants the family to leave so he could take the 

apartment. His daughter who is quoted above recounts:  

I do not like my dad because he comes hit us and breaks everything and goes. And he 

beats mom. Once I was not feeling well and he hit me on the ear that is hurting me, 

and the next morning mom ran [with me] to the hospital. He catches on any little 

thing to beat us [Girl, 10, household #6, Social Mapping].  

The girl’s older sister adds more details about the severity of the situation: “Dad once 

hit me and wanted to kill me and my older brother. He held a knife and a plate. Mom was 

defending us and he was beating us” [Girl, 12, household #6, Social Mapping]. Furthermore, 

the man forces his son to hit his mother. In addition to the physical and psychological pain 

that the mother and children are enduring, there is frustration because they do not know how 

to stop the continuous and vicious violence by the father.   

In the other case of severe physical violence the father has a mental illness, leaves the 

house for long periods, and experiences raging attacks when he is home: “I do not like my 

dad because he hits me and my siblings, and mom comes between us to protect us” [Boy, 9, 
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household #4, Thread and Balloon]. This boy’s younger brother hits the father to protect his 

mother: “[My second born] sees him beat me and he could hold anything to beat his father 

with…If his siblings saw me being beaten, they are afraid. He is not” [Mother of nine year 

old boy, household #4, Interview].  

Even in less extreme cases, it is not unusual for a father to hit his children for 

discipline or threaten them with beating as punishment. However, not all fathers hit their 

children. Fathers may even protect their children from the mother’s physical violence:  

I have a good relationship with dad. Sometimes mom hits me when I do not do what 

she tells me. Every single day she tells me to go to the bakery to get bread. But there 

are too many people queuing and I do not like to go. When she hits me dad comes 

between us to defend me [Girl, 11, household #3, Likert Scale].  

She is referring to the government subsidized bread that is available to income poor 

families as it is a staple in their diet. Due to its cheap price there are many people keen to get 

their daily share and the girl does not like to go because of the crowd.  

With the exception of eight households, most children participating in the research 

have lost their father or are not living with him after the parents divorced (see Appendix A). 

Hence the uncle can play his role: “I tell my children: ‘I shall bring you your paternal uncle.’ 

Because he is tough. This is to intimidate them. He would slap them only” [Mother of two 12 

year old daughters, household #18, Interview]. However, children clarify that not all uncles 

hit and that some protect them: “Sometimes dad hits me. When he comes home upset he hits 

anyone. My paternal uncle lives with us. When he sees this he defends us” [Boy, 10, 

household #2, Likert Scale].  

Strained sibling relationships and physical violence are not uncommon: “When my 

brother hits me this is something that makes me very upset…I do not like anyone to hit me 
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except mom. It is normal for mom to hit me. I do not like anyone else to hit me” [Girl, 10, 

household #26, Interview]. Children explain that hitting between sexes is normal at home 

among siblings but not in the public sphere. In one validation workshop a girl indicated that 

she can accept for her brother to hit her even if he is younger if she has done something 

socially perceived to be wrong. Hitting between siblings could result from simple reasons 

such as where to sit. At other times the motives are more serious in the eyes of the violent 

sibling:  

My son keeps hitting his sister, for example, when he sees her wearing something he 

does not approve of…He started to behave like the man of the house on his own. His 

father used to tell him: ‘After me, you are the eldest. Take care of your siblings’ 

[Mother of 12 year old girl, household #8, Interview].  

In addition to parents, uncles, and siblings, grandparents too may hit children. They 

might also play a protective role against physical violence: “I like my maternal grandmother 

because she protects me when my mom and dad hit me” [Boy, 9, household #4, Thread and 

Balloon]. 

Outside the family, friends hit each other whether or not this is in the context of play. 

Furthermore, beating can be a manifestation of a protective attitude which is a positive 

indicator of relationship quality among friends:  

My friend and I love each other. If someone in the street hits him, I beat them. My 

friend does not like to fight. We defend each other. We are always together and do not 

upset each other at all…My friend and I protect each other in school [Boy, 9, 

household #4, Likert Scale].  

The same protective attitude that leads to beating is also present in the case of 

siblings: “I do not like anyone to bother my siblings. I beat whoever bothers them. I do not 
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leave anyone alone who hurts my siblings” [Boy, 10, household #24, Interview]. Beating 

one’s own siblings out of protection exists as well and will be presented in the section on 

sibling relationships. 

The examples mentioned above, show that people who are most important to children 

are the ones who frequently hit them. However, it does not seem that hitting jeopardizes the 

strong relationship with them except in the two extreme cases of parental violence where 

children outright proclaimed that they do not like their father. What is more evident in the 

data is the negative influence of physical violence on children’s perceptions of well-being 

especially when they consider hitting to be unjustified. Children are particularly offended 

when they are beaten in public because they lose face, which is the third most important 

factor that influences their perceptions of well-being as I present later in the chapter. Children 

are generally sensitive to hitting and it seems more so when they are older: “My 

daughter…tells me after I hit her: ‘Am I a baby for you to treat me like this?’ She cries and 

feels sorry for herself. She says: ‘They should respect me’” [Mother of two 12 year old 

daughters, household #18, Interview]. Physical violence does not only affect children’s well-

being negatively. This is also the case for mothers: “After I hit my children I cry alone in the 

room” [Mother of 10 year old girl and 11 year old boy, household #17, Interview].  

 

Talking 

Talking is the last factor in importance for influencing children’s quality of 

relatedness and perceptions of well-being, with a slightly bigger effect on girls than boys (see 

Table 3). Children and mothers agree that talking affects quality of relatedness positively, by 

allowing information sharing and relieving negative feelings. 
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Children talk with friends and this can be exclusive to a particularly dear one. 

Children also speak with their grandparents, and it is an element of good relationships with 

aunts/uncles as well as cousins. In addition to these talking partners, there are many examples 

in the data about children and mothers talking and how this is a positive aspect of their 

relationship. Talking with mothers is not only to improve a bad mood but also to share details 

of daily life. Mothers too enjoy speaking with their children:  

While other people have sisters to talk to I am alone and do not have anyone to talk 

to, to share my worries with. I am friends with my girls, complain, and talk to them. I 

tell them anything that concerns me as if they are my sisters. [When they see me 

upset] my daughters would say: ‘What is wrong with you, mom?’ I would tell them 

and explain things so that they know about life. I chat and teach them at the same time 

[Mother of two 12 year old daughters, household #18, Interview].  

Not talking is a sign of khessam (see earlier section on snubbing) and negative 

relationships between children and their mothers, siblings, uncles, friends, and neighbors. 

Pressure in the household can also strain relationships and be reflected in not talking: “We 

are facing difficult circumstances since their father [was killed]. It was never like this before. 

Now, each girl sits somewhere on her own and does not speak to anyone” [Mother of nine 

year old girl, household #5, Interview]. The mother is referring to a tragedy involving her 

husband who rented a taxi from a man who appears to be connected to gangsters. In Egypt, it 

is common for people to drive taxis they do not own with a deal about profits they make with 

the car owners. The gang accused her husband of stealing the taxi, which apparently they had 

hidden. They kidnapped and tortured him and blackmailed the family. Because of the gang’s 

allegation of car theft, her husband spent some time in jail then eventually died. During this 

ordeal the mother sent her three daughters to the village to protect them. Even though the 
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children did not witness such events, they heard about them and the mother is reporting the 

traumatizing effects on her daughters.  

In addition to its effect on quality of relatedness talking also influences children’s 

perceptions of well-being. There is positive emotion when children talk and release negative 

feelings with their mothers, siblings, and other family members. Conversely, there are 

negative perceptions of well-being when children and their friends are not talking. It can also 

result from a child’s realization that a friend is selfish in not wanting anyone else to talk, or 

only talks when she wants a favor. This highlights the importance for children of having a 

two-way conversation that is not entirely biased towards one party’s advantage.  

Talking is not only necessary for good relationships but children also expect and 

appreciate speaking politely: “What makes a relationship good is that I speak politely with 

my colleagues, not to curse. If someone curses me I do not talk to them. Like I talk with 

others politely they should also talk to me politely” [Boy, 12, household #11, Interview]. On 

the other hand, quality of relatedness is negatively affected by cursing, which is very 

common in the children’s environment whether at home, in school, or in the street.  

Speaking politely also affects children’s perceptions of well-being positively: “My 

daughter is very happy when someone talks nicely to her” [Mother of 13 year old daughter, 

household #27, Interview]. As for cursing, it negatively influences perceptions of well-being: 

“The friend sitting behind me in class curses me and tells me “ya barda” [you are cold], “ya 

rekhma” [you are annoying], and this upsets me” [Girl, 10, household #23, Interview]. 

  Another associated factor that negatively influences quality of relatedness and 

perceptions of well-being is talking in a loud voice which happens at home, in school, and 

sometimes at the CBO. Yelling has such an impact on children that they hope it did not 

happen. Children especially do not like it when yelling is public, as it makes them lose face 
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(see section below dedicated to this item). Children might accept yelling if they feel they did 

something to deserve it. 

 Mothers frequently yell at their children out of concern, because of the pressures they 

are facing, and when children do something wrong or are disobedient. This leads to negative 

perceptions of well-being: “What makes my daughter sad is for me to yell at her. She tells 

me: ‘I have grown, mom. Do not scream at me’” [Mother of 13 year old daughter, household 

#31, Interview]. Children’s perceptions of well-being are also negatively influenced when 

they yell at their mothers, which is not accepted: “[What makes me saddest is] when mom 

tells me not to go out and I still do and raise my voice at her. Then I make up with her” [Boy, 

10, household #1, Interview]. Similarly, there are negative perceptions of well-being when 

children’s friends yell at them. And when fathers, uncles or siblings yell to discipline 

children. Mothers may mediate in such situations.  

 

Perceptions of Well-being Among Children in Sharabiyya 

Within the data collection tools presented in appendices D and E there were specific 

questions on children’s well-being that I posed to children and their mothers. The answers to 

such questions form the basis of the current section which I divide into two sub-parts: one 

presents children’s perceptions of well-being and is preceded by another that identifies 

factors shaping such perceptions. These answers are more specific to children’s happiness 

and should be read as complementing the nine factors mentioned above which stood out from 

the data as being more influential in relation to both research concepts.  

Table 4 shows the ranking children gave during the validation workshops to the 

various factors affecting their perceptions of well-being. It indicates that the only factor that 

girls and boys gave the same number of sticky dots is CBO activities. Girls gave more sticky 
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dots than boys to all other items especially: being away from or losing loved ones, losing 

face, bothering, going out, and achievement. In addition to the number of sticky dots children 

gave to each factor, Table 4 includes as well as the averages that neutralize the fact that there 

were more girls than boys in the validation workshops. Appendix G has detailed information 

from five validation workshops that I aggregated in Table 4.  

 

Table 4 

Factors with a Particular Influence on Children’s Perceptions of Well-being  

Ranked In Order of Importance and Showing Gender Difference 

 Factors shaping 
children’s perceptions 
of well-being 

Girls Boys Total 
Sticky 
Dots 

Difference 
between 
Girls and 

Boys 

Average 
for Girls 

Average 
for Boys 

1 Being away from or 
losing loved ones 

126 72 198 54 5.04 4.8 

2 Achievement 90 50 140 40 3.6 3.33 
3 Losing face  85 35 120 50 3.4 2.33 
4 Bothering 71 27 98 44 2.84 1.8 
5 CBO activities 44 44 88 0 1.76 2.93 
6 Going out 59 18 77 41 2.36 1.2 
7 Eid 45 28 73 17 1.8 1.87 
8 Play 31 21 52 10 1.24 1.4 
9 Meaning 23 11 34 12 0.92 0.73 
 

Note. Numbers in this table represent the sticky dots that 40 children who participated in the 

validation workshops gave to each element. I calculated the average for girls by dividing the 

total number of sticky dots that girls gave by 25 (number of girls attending the validation 

workshops). For boys, I divided their total number of sticky dots by 15 (number of boys 

attending the validation workshops). 
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Factors Shaping Children’s Perceptions of Well-being 

In addition to the previously mentioned nine factors that influence children’s quality 

of relatedness and perceptions of well-being there are factors with a special effect on 

children’s perceptions of well-being which are: being away from or losing loved ones, 

achievement, losing face, bothering, CBO activities, going out, eid, play, and meaning (see 

Table 4). 

 

1. Being Away From or Losing Loved Ones. 

“I am upset when someone I love is away from me” [Girl, 11, household #3, Interview]. 

 

Children’s relationships are so central to their perceptions of well-being that being 

away from or losing loved ones causes negative emotions. Among the elements affecting 

children’s perceptions of well-being this is the one with the most impact and shows a slight 

gender difference when averaging the results by sex (see Table 4). This large impact (see 

Figure 1) may be because most children participating in the research have lost their father and 

in one case saw him dead. Or the father left the household after divorce.  
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Figure 1 

Data from a Validation Workshop Showing the Importance Children Gave to Being Away 

from or Losing Loved Ones  

 
 

Note. Girls (blue dots), boys (orange dots).  

 

In one case the child rarely sees his father who became incarcerated after divorcing 

his mother and remarrying: “What makes me sad is when I speak with dad on the phone and 

cry because I do not see him” [Boy, 10, household #1, Interview]. According to the boy’s 

mother this is even more painful on her children than his death. While death is final, children 

are hurt that they do not see their living father as often as they wish. However, in specific 

cases the father’s absence has a positive effect on children who break free from his bad 

influence and start to improve with the mother’s guidance and through a healthy relationship 

with her. The prospect of losing parents is equally significant for children. Such thoughts are 

not uncommon given that the remaining fathers in the sample and several mothers have 

serious illnesses. 

Losing close relatives also highly impacts children: “I do not like anyone to leave me. 

Most of the people I love die. Dad and grandma. I almost lost my mind when the daughter of 

my paternal aunt died. I did not accept this” [Girl, 12, household #18, Interview]. Children 
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are deprived of the sense of financial and emotional security when their supportive guardians 

die, and feel lonely without those they care about.  

Not only death but just being away from loved ones also affects children’s 

perceptions of well-being because of how precious family and friends are for them. This is 

the case when a child goes on a family visit without her mother, a mother travels without her 

children, one of the parents is upset and leaves the house temporarily, siblings are not present 

because of work commitments, or a sick father is in the hospital. When the mother is upset 

with her children and spends the night in another room also affects them. Additional 

examples include children being away from relatives whom they love and who live far away 

in the village, friends who left Egypt, and others who grew distant without any reasons. 

 

2. Achievement. 

“The teacher makes the other students clap for my son and gets him chocolate. He 

comes back happy and tells me: ‘The teacher is happy with me’” [Mother of 11 year old boy, 

household #30, Interview]. 

 

Children participating in the research are 8–13 years old and all enrolled in school. 

While most of their sense of success is school related, there is evidence in the data about 

achievement in art (within the CBO activities), sports, and other areas of life such as their 

relationships: “When I ask my old neighbor for permission to play near his house he accepts. 

But if it is someone else who asks him he refuses. I never had a bad relationship ever” [Boy, 

11, household #12, Interview]. Children place achievement as the second most influential 

factor on their perceptions of well-being (see Table 4), and it shows a small gender 

difference.  
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In terms of motivation, children are internally driven to succeed in school: “[What 

affects my happiness other than my relationships is] when the teachers ask me something in 

class and I know the answer. Success in school” [Girl, 11, household #22, Interview]. They 

are also externally motivated to be academically successful, which is both affected by and 

affects relatedness. To illustrate, good relationships with mothers make children eager to 

please them. Children also appreciate mothers’ efforts to provide their academic needs which 

has a positive effect on their relationship. Additionally, children’s academic success makes 

mothers happy and cognizant of their hard work which further improves the relationship: 

“Mom is happy when I get good grades in the certificate. I improved in reading…I am very 

happy when mom is happy. I did not repeat any academic years” [Girl, 13, household #16, 

Interview]. The girl’s mother continued in education until the preparatory level (middle 

school) and hopes that her daughter surpasses her. However, she is challenged by her 

inability to afford regular private lessons that are needed because of the poor quality of 

education in public schools.  

 Achievement is linked to positive emotions: “When the teacher asks me something I 

am happy that I am able to answer correctly” [Girl, 12, household #11 Interview]. 

Conversely, there are negative perceptions of well-being when children do not perform well 

in school, so much they are keen on success.  
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3. Losing Face. 

“If I hit my son in front of someone he gets very upset. Because of his image in front of 

people” [Mother of 10 year old boy, household #28, Interview]. 

 

Children – especially girls (see Table 4) – are sensitive to losing face, which happens 

when parents and siblings punish them publicly by yelling or beating, or when peers curse or 

make fun of them. Children may be subjected to losing face in school or the neighborhood 

because of their looks, social circumstances, or poverty: “There are children who are better 

off. Once my son told me: ‘Children talked about your work’” [Mother of 10 year old boy, 

household #2, Interview]. This mother’s husband is ill and she supports her family by selling 

small items in the street such as socks, pampers, and tissues. Another cause of children losing 

face is when marital problems are so nasty that neighbors can overhear the fights and use this 

to spite children.  

Losing face is connected to negative emotions because children are keen to have and 

maintain a good image in front of others:   

[The most important factor that affects how happy I feel is] that people say something 

bad about me. This influences my happiness. I do not want someone to tell mom: 

‘This daughter of yours is not good.’ I want my image to be good in front of mom and 

in front of all people [Girl, 11, household #13, Interview].  

Children’s strategies to deal with losing face include cutting contact with the person 

who embarrasses them, and avoiding humiliating situations:  
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People tell me your hair is too big, your hair is ugly. I chose to wear the hijab.12 

People make fun of me in school, in the theatre activity, and at home. I love my hair. I 

do not like to go out with my hair big [Girl, 13, household #16, Interview].  

In addition to its effect on perceptions of well-being, losing face also negatively 

affects quality of relatedness and can make it difficult to resume relationships that were 

previously good. On the other hand, saving face has a positive effect on relationships as it 

increases trust and avoids the negative emotions associated with losing face.  

 

4. Bothering. 

“[What makes me saddest is] for someone to do something they know bothers me…It upsets 

me because she does not respect my feelings nor what I say nor my opinions” [Girl, 11, 

household #13, Interview]. 

 

There is a range of behaviors that annoy children and which they consider as 

bothering. This includes taking something from them against their will; refusing to help 

them; fighting over using an electronic device; making fun of them; bullying, hitting, scaring, 

cursing them; lying to them; cheating from them; and drawing someone who looks terrible 

and giving it their name. In response to bothering children may cry, not respond, leave, tell an 

adult, or ask the person to stop bothering them. The data suggest that being bothered has a 

negative effect on children’s perceptions of well-being particularly for girls (Table 4) and 

especially when done deliberately. Children are bothered by siblings, uncles, cousins, 

relatives, neighbors, strangers, and colleagues/friends: 

 
12 Head covering commonly worn by Muslim women. 
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There is a friend of mine called Ahmed. He keeps bothering me. The other day I was 

writing and he was cheating from me. He knows some answers and the answers he 

does not know he cheats from me. So he gets better grades than me. Wherever I go he 

comes after me wanting to cheat even in dictation. I get away from him. And when I 

am fed up from him sometimes I do not go to school. He is absent one day a week so I 

go to school on that day [Boy, 10, household #9, Interview]. 

Not only does bothering affect children’s perceptions of well-being but it also affects 

their life and education as apparent from the previous quote. It influences their quality of 

relatedness as well. Hence, its relevance for children.  

 

5. CBO Activities. 

“I am in the drawing/painting activity [in the CBO]. It is something important for me and it 

makes me happy” [Girl, 10, household #22, Interview]. 

 

Of all the factors shaping children’s perceptions of well-being this is the only one that 

girls and boys gave the same number of sticky dots. However, averaging the results revealed 

the largest gender gap with boys giving it more weight than girls (see Table 4). Participation 

in CBO activities especially Development Through Art has a positive influence on children’s 

perceptions of well-being as it allows them to learn new skills and shine in annual shows 

while unwinding from various pressures at home and in school. They also represent an 

affordable, enjoyable, and safe option for children to go out. In some cases, it is the only 

opportunity for children to go out. The CBO also organizes trips in and outside Cairo that 

children and their mothers appreciate. CBO activities affect children’s quality of relatedness 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 

 

 

123 

as well by allowing possibilities for children to socialize and spend quality time with friends 

and CBO staff. 

 It is to be noted that when they first join the CBO some children are concerned that 

this may project an image that they are receiving charity, to the extent that one boy refused to 

come to a research-related group activity fearing that his classmate who saw him at the CBO 

would embarrass him in school. He was encouraged when his friend reassured him that he 

has been receiving CBO services for seven years, and his sister shared what we did in the 

previous group activity so he became interested and joined us in the next ones.  

 

6. Going Out and Fos-ha [Outing]. 

“This is more important than my good relationships. It is a cause of great joy for me to go 

out, any outing” [Girl, 12, household #8, Interview]. 

 

Going out – which girls gave more weight than boys as indicated in Table 4 – 

includes an array of activities ranging from running errands, attending activities in the CBO, 

playing in the street, to visiting relatives. In this text “going out” refers to basically anything 

that gets children outside the house. There is a distinction between going out and fos-ha 

[outing], which is more special and memorable than banal activities such as running errands 

or playing in the street. Examples of fos-ha include going to the zoo, mall, religious places, or 

monuments: “I drew the Pyramids because I like them. I went there in the small eid [after 
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Ramadan]13 with my friends and siblings. I went inside the small pyramid [pyramid of 

Menkaure in Giza]” [Girl, 12, household #8, Social Mapping] (see Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2 

Girl’s Drawing of the Pyramids She Visited in Eid 

 

 

Such is the importance of going out that it is associated with special relationships: 

“The most important people in my life are my siblings because they grant me all wishes and 

take me out to the zoo” [Girl, 8, household #26, Thread and Balloon]. Furthermore, fos-ha 

allows bonding with loved ones such as parents, siblings, aunts/uncles, relatives, and friends, 

in turn enhancing quality of relatedness. 

Mothers acknowledge the advantages of going out and its importance for their 

children. Several mothers even qualify going out as the most important factor affecting their 

children’s perceptions of well-being. However, they are often unable to oblige for various 

reasons such as taking care of an elderly or sick family member (mother or husband or both), 

 
13 Holy month for Muslims when they refrain from food and liquids from dawn to dusk. Eid celebrates its 

completion. 
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which limits the mother’s ability to leave the house. An additional challenge to going out is 

cost. Mothers try to give children a daily allowance. However, this is not always possible and 

when it happens it is only a few pounds for some food, because the mother has to give all her 

children who are attending school (the average is four children per family participating in this 

research). This means that children do not usually have extra allowance for outings that cost 

money such as a koshari meal,14 renting a bicycle, street billiards, or playing games in 

cybercafés. Unavailability of a sufficient budget for going out is disappointing for children. 

This is why children are particularly happy when they are invited to youth centers or clubs 

where they play sports because they require membership or entrance fees that they otherwise 

are unable to pay. 

A further complication for going out is children’s safety, which mothers are very 

concerned about. Mothers may still be worried about children going out even if it is with a 

dear friend:  

My friend picks me up every morning. She lives nearby and we go to school together. 

We buy food me and her. And everything we do together. We buy something sweet, 

things for school together, for example, a notebook. However, we do not go on 

outings. I do not accept neither does mom. Mom is scared about me [if I go out] 

because I am young and crossing the street is difficult and I do not like to go out with 

anyone. Sometimes I go out for five minutes to bring mom something. I do not like to 

go out much for fear of being pushed on the street. I do go out when it is with my 

 
14 Traditional Egyptian meal that is tasty, filling, and affordable. It has rice, noodles, lentils, tomato and garlic 

sauces, and fried onions. 
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maternal aunt or my siblings or my maternal aunt’s children [Girl, 9, household #5, 

Social Mapping]. 

In addition to the girl’s young age this mother’s concern for her daughter may also be 

because a gang killed her husband as previously mentioned and she filed a lawsuit against 

them. As such, there is fear of retaliation against her family especially because they could not 

move out of the neighborhood due to their limited financial situation.  

When mothers are unable to take their children out for any of the above reasons they 

try to find solutions. This could be joining a gam3eyya15 or saving money. Mothers may 

resort to low-cost outings which suits the children well because they are generally happy with 

the simplest change. Additionally, some mothers get support from family members such as 

aunts and uncles who take out their nieces and nephews. Not only does this positively affect 

children’s perceptions of well-being but also mothers’ when they participate in such outings. 

However, it is not always possible for a mother to send her children with her siblings if she is 

unable to take them out.  

Participation in the CBO activities is a manageable option for going out as 

demonstrated in the previous section, so are visits to relatives where children enjoy 

themselves with the larger family (see Figure 3): 

We are at grandma’s house. These are my brother and my sister. This is my maternal 

uncle and his wife. These are the son and daughter of my maternal uncle. We met at 

grandma’s. They are in the car going back home. We used to go there every day and 

 
15 Collective way to save money, pay expensive items, and help others at the same time. Several people pay the 

same amount on a monthly basis into a shared pool and there is a rotation whereby each month one person gets 

the total.  
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this week we spent the whole week there and I spent the night there [Girl, 12, 

household #18, Social Mapping]. 

 

Figure 3 

Girl’s Drawing of Her Visit to Her Grandmother With the Family 

  

  

Gardens are a particularly enjoyable destination that attracts children who are 

deprived of large spaces and greenery in Sharabiyya. Gardens are also affordable and safe 

places for children to go out and run around, which make them regularly visited. One mother 

notices the positive effect gardens have on her daughters: “If they go to a garden that has 

plants they return happy and can tolerate their maternal aunt” [Mother of 12 and 13 year old 

daughters, household #16, Interview]. She is referring to her sister who is not well mentally 

and has problems in her legs. For 10 years the maternal aunt has not left the house and takes 

her misery out on her nieces. The mother and her two daughters live in an extended 

household with two aunts, two uncles, and the grandparents. Several family members have 

disabilities, mental illnesses, and chronic diseases. In her words: “The general atmosphere at 

home is full of irritability. There is no peace of mind” [Mother of 12 and 13 year old 
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daughters, household #16, Interview]. The situation became so difficult that the mother 

eventually moved out with her daughters to a separate apartment.   

The ultimate fos-ha is traveling outside Cairo especially to the seaside, which is a 

very special outing that happens occasionally and highly improves children’s perceptions of 

well-being (see figure 4): 

I drew the sea in Marsa Matrouh…I like to go there and I like its sea. I wish to go 

there every year. I go with my family. Mom, maternal aunt, siblings, and the children 

of my maternal aunt. We hire a bus and we go. What I really liked was Gharam 

Beach. It looks beautiful, and Layla Mourad’s rock16 [Boy, 9, household #10, Social 

Mapping]. 

One child has a disabled brother who participates in special sports tournaments. His 

mother takes him along as there is much tension in the apartment they share with his older 

half-brother. He says: “I like to go Port Said17 with my mom and sometimes we go with my 

brother who participates in handball championships. There is water there and I like to sit in 

front of the sea” [Boy, 10, household #9, Thread and Balloon].  

 

 
16 Beach overlooking the Mediterranean sea on Egypt’s North West coast. The boy is referring to an old movie 

starring Layla Mourad that was filmed in Marsa Matrouh. 

17 City on the Suez Canal.  
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Figure 4 

Boy’s Drawing of the Sea in Marsa Matrouh 

 

Most mothers participating in the study cannot afford to take their children on 

summer vacation outside Cairo. Knowing the benefits of fos-ha for children, this is an 

activity that the CBO organizes yearly for some participants in the Development Through Art 

activities. It is the highlight of the year for them: “My daughter very much enjoyed the trips 

and the summer camps. She would come back happy. I do not take them to the seaside” 

[Mother of 13 year old daughter, household #27, Interview].  

Because going out has such a positive influence on children’s perceptions of well-

being as well as quality of relatedness, there are negative emotions when they are unable to 

go out. This might be due to their friends’ unavailability to join them, or because their mother 

has not granted permission, or due to financial limitations.   
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7. Eid. 

“[What makes my children happiest is] when I bring them something. For example, new 

clothes for eid. And taking them out” [Mother of 12 and 13 year old daughters, household 

#16, Interview]. 

 

For Muslims there are two major annual feasts: after the month of Ramadan and 

during the pilgrimage to Mecca. In Egypt, eid is a national holiday when visits to family 

members and the graveyards of loved ones are common and people go to public places to 

celebrate (see Figure 5). While girls gave this element more sticky dots than boys (see Table 

4), averaging the results revealed that girls and boys give it nearly equal weight. 

 

Figure 5 

Girl’s Drawing of Herself and Her Sister Going Out in Eid 

“This is me and my sister in eid. We go to the garden or visit my maternal uncle and go 

anywhere” [Girl, 11, household #16, Social Mapping]. 
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Eid is a special event associated with positive perceptions of well-being. The eid-

related material factors that make children happy include getting new clothes and receiving a 

eidiyya,18 which allows them to use it in pleasant ways they cannot otherwise afford. As for 

the non-material elements, eid is an occasion when mothers want their children to enjoy 

themselves so they become less strict than usual, for example, by permitting children to play 

in the street and stay up late. Furthermore, eid improves quality of relatedness as it is an 

opportunity to spend quality time with loved ones which children refer to as lamma:19 “[What 

makes me happiest is] lamma during eid. The children of my maternal aunt would be all 

there. We go inside to play” [Girl, 10, household #26, Interview]. Additionally, eid provides 

children with much needed opportunities for fos-ha which they lack the rest of the year. This 

is because children have studies during the academic year, may not have sufficient money, or 

because mothers might be concerned about their children’s safety or unable to take them out 

due to their numerous responsibilities.  

For these reasons, eid is mostly associated with positive emotions. However, there 

could be negative perceptions of well-being when children are unable to play as they wish, 

cannot afford to buy new clothes, or miss their deceased father: “During eid in the South 

every child is with their dad. My daughter stays next to me, isolated” [Mother of 10 and 11 

year old daughters, household #22, Interview]. 

 

 
18 Money gifted to children by adults during eid. 

19 Gathering with loved ones. 
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8. Play. 

 “[What makes me happiest is] to play with the bicycle with my friends. I am happy 

because I am playing” [Boy, 10, household #28, Interview]. 

 

Play influences children’s perceptions of well-being with boys giving it slightly more 

weight than girls (see Table 4). Play also positively affects relationships with parents, 

siblings, cousins, friends, and neighbors and can make a person particularly special to a child. 

It may be easy or difficult for children to play. However, when they do play it causes positive 

emotions. Children express happiness at the ability and permission they have to play, while 

not having permission to play is associated with negative perceptions of well-being.  

  A related element that affects children’s perceptions of well-being and quality of 

relatedness is the presence or absence of a playing partner. This could be resulting from 

having a large age difference, or concerns about character, or peers’ unavailability to play 

with children: 

[What makes me happiest is] when the sons of my maternal uncle come and play with 

me and we spend time playing. Sometimes they come and sometimes not. It makes 

me happy because usually I do not find someone to play with. I do not have young 

siblings [Girl, 10, household #7, Interview].  

This girl strives for playing opportunities because she has two older brothers and 

plays in the street only during eid. When this girl’s cousins are unavailable she resorts to 

playing with her neighbor on the weekend. Difficulty for girls to play in the street except on 

special occasions like eid is common in Sharabiyya because of concerns about their safety. 

This is likely to become even more difficult as they mature into adolescence.  
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 In addition to not having permission to play and the unavailability of playing partners, 

reasons that prevent children from playing include being grounded and studying. 

Children play at home, in school, and in the street, which is a significant outlet for 

them. For children – mainly boys – the street is an alternative club for those who cannot 

afford one. It is close to home and they can return easily and quickly when their mother calls 

them. It also provides space for games and allows competition: 

[What makes me happiest is] when I play together with someone from the street who 

has brought a ball. And we go compete with another alley. The losers buy the winners 

soft drinks and they do not drink themselves. I stand as a goal keeper. It is as if the 

street is a club because mom does not have money to take me to the club [Boy, 10, 

household #4, Interview]. 

Playing in the street involves good relationships, sharing, and negotiation skills, as 

Sharabiyya is an unplanned area where houses are closely packed. The downside is that 

mothers have concerns about their children being in the street, which limits their playing 

time.  

Children play in youth clubs although much less frequently than the street because 

they involve a membership or entrance fee. Children also enjoy playing at their relatives’ 

houses: “My son likes to visit his [maternal] grandmother very, very, very much because the 

place is spacious and he plays with the children of his maternal aunts” [Mother of 10 year old 

boy, household #9, Interview]. This is unlike the situation in their home where the whole 

family is confined to one room in a shared apartment.  

 In group activities and interviews children mentioned several games they enjoy 

playing such as: 25, nahla [the bee], and affashet el malek [catching the king], tamatheel 

iskindiriyya [statues of Alexandria], and khalawees/estoghomaya [hide and seek]. Children 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 

 

 

134 

also like to play football, ride bicycles, and sometimes role play. Some children indicated that 

they play games involving technology and internet such as PUBG,20 PlayStation, and games 

they download on tablets or phones. One mother indicated that her child enjoys playing with 

marbles. 

 

9. Meaning. 

“My children might give their allowance to a poor man walking in the street” 

[Mother of 12 year old girl and boy, household #11, Interview]. 

 

Meaning is the last factor in importance for shaping children’s perceptions of well-

being, with a slightly bigger effect on girls than boys (see Table 4). One can deduce the 

presence of meaning for children who give numerous examples of generosity with their 

mothers, siblings, friends, and neighbors, which also improves relatedness as previously 

presented. As disadvantaged as children in Sharabiyya are, they are cognizant that they may 

be in a better situation than others and are generous with the less privileged even with their 

limited resources:  

[What affects my happiness is] when I give the man who begs money. This makes me 

happy. I feel that he does not have money and needs the pound. I am happy when I 

give someone money. I donated money to the mosque. As I was leaving there I found 

a bill of 50 pounds. I save and give money to those who need. I take three pounds 

allowance from mom [Girl, 11, household #3, Interview]. 

 

20 PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds. 
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 In the validation workshops children provided more details about this factor. They 

mentioned various ways they support others, for example, by giving them money or clothes, 

helping an old person who is carrying many things to cross the street, or running errands for 

an elderly lady. One girl indicated that even though she may need something badly (food, for 

example), she cannot withhold it when a friend or someone needier asks for it. Furthermore, 

children specified that their help does not necessarily target people who are destitute. For 

example, they can be supportive of their mothers, siblings, and cousins. Such generosity is 

guided by the positive emotions children get when they make the other person happy and by 

helping those in need. There is also a spiritual element of feeling calm inside and getting 

blessings: 

In Ramadan…I help my paternal uncle distribute licorice juice [to those observing the 

fast]. This makes me forget that I am fasting and hungry and thirsty. I get blessings 

for it too. He knows a lot of people and I know people he does not know. He brings a 

sack full of licorice juice bags and tells me: ‘This is for so and so.’ And I tell him that 

there are others who also need to take. And I go distribute them [Boy, 9, household 

#10, Interview]. 

 

Children’s Perceptions of Well-being 

“Sometimes I am happy when I go to my maternal uncle’s, when we go out in eid, when I 

succeed in my exams. And sometimes I am sad when mom hits me and when I do something 

bad” [Girl, 11, household #16, Likert Scale]. 

 

Children in Sharabiyya express a range of perceptions of well-being from very happy, 

happy, unhappy, very unhappy, neutral (neither happy nor sad), to mixed (sometimes happy 
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and at other times sad). Such perceptions are not static, as a child illustrates: “I am happy. I 

feel neutral during the week, and sometimes I am very happy” [Boy, 9, household #25, 

Interview].  

 Several children describe themselves as having positive perceptions of well-being and 

explain that this is due to their good relationships with family and friends. Their positive 

perceptions of well-being are also related to doing enjoyable activities, with loved ones 

mostly. A child may feel happy to be doing something on her own such as listening to songs 

but this is rare. Material things, including technological devices (mobile phones, tablets, 

screens), are another aspect that is associated with children’s positive perceptions of their 

well-being.  

 Most children have mixed perceptions of well-being because aspects of their life that 

make them happy coexist with others that make them sad. The former includes: playing, 

doing sports, going out, being among family, and feeling loved. As for reasons behind 

children’s negative perceptions of well-being they include: missing the father due to death or 

divorce; having problems in school; being annoyed/bothered by others at home, in school, the 

street, and at the CBO; being yelled at/grounded by parents; and suffering from parental 

conflict. Problems at home and fighting are additional contributors to children’s negative 

perceptions of well-being.  

A few children reported having negative perceptions of well-being. One girl felt 

unhappy due to parental fights, her father’s drug problem, not covering his family’s expenses, 

and because her mother is frequently upset with her. Another girl qualified herself as 

unhappy because of all the responsibilities her mother requests her to perform at home and 

cursing her when she asks for help. A boy described himself as very unhappy because his 
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friends exclude him from playing with them. It is noteworthy that these three children are 

from the group that recently joined the CBO.  

 

Quality of Relatedness Among Children in Sharabiyya  

 This section focuses on quality of relatedness, one of the research’s main two 

concepts along with perceptions of well-being which was presented earlier. The section is 

divided into two parts: children’s good relationships and how children understand 

relatedness.  

 

With Whom Do Children Have Good Relationships? 

“Those who are closest to me are the ones with whom I live (mom, dad, grandpa, brothers, 

and paternal uncle)” [Girl, 10, household #17, Interview]. 

 
During the validation workshops children ranked their good relationships using the 

technique of sticky dots mentioned earlier. Numbers in Table 5 represent the dots children 

gave to each relationship and the averages needed to neutralize the fact that there were more 

girls than boys in the validation workshops. Results indicate that girls are more attached than 

boys to their siblings and fathers. Boys give stronger weight than girls to their relationships 

with people in the CBO (trainers, staff, and friends) and friends. Gender differences are 

minor for the remaining relationships with mothers, cousins, aunts/uncles, grandparents, and 

neighbors. Appendix H includes information from five separate validation workshops with 40 

children that I aggregated in Table 5. This section highlights aspects of children’s best 

relationships which are with their mothers, siblings, people in the CBO, fathers, and friends. 

Relations that children ranked lower, namely those with their cousins, aunts/uncles, 
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grandparents, and neighbors are presented in fewer details. All these relationships have the 

previously mentioned nine factors that shape children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions 

of well-being which are: kindness/tenderness, trust, joking, generosity/gifts, help/support, 

providing needs, snubbing/reconciliation, beating, and talking. 

 

Table 5 

Children’s Best Relationships  

Ranked in Order of Importance and Showing Gender Difference 

 Children’s 
best 
relationships 
are with: 

Girls Boys Total 
Sticky 
Dots 

Difference 
between 
Girls and 

Boys 

Average 
for Girls 

Average for 
Boys 

1 Mothers 121 70 191 51 4.84 4.67 
2 Siblings 56 20 76 36 2.24 1.33 
3 People in the 

CBO 
28 39 67 -11 1.12 2.6 

4 Fathers 40 14 54 26 1.6 0.93 
5 Friends 20 22 42 -2 0.8 1.47 
6 Cousins 16 10 26 6 0.64 0.67 
7 Aunts/uncles 8 6 14 2 0.32 0.4 
8 Grandparents 9 4 13 5 0.36 0.27 
9 Neighbors 5 6 11 -1 0.2 0.4 

 

Note. Numbers in this table represent the sticky dots that 40 children who participated in the 

validation workshops gave to each relationship. I calculated the average for girls by dividing 

the total number of sticky dots that girls gave by 25 (number of girls attending the validation 

workshops). For boys, I divided their total number of sticky dots by 15 (number of boys 

attending the validation workshops). 
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1. Mothers. 

“No one is really important except mom” [Boy, 11, household #17, Interview]. 

 

Children selected by SOS and its partner CBO to join the FSP risk losing parental 

care and becoming street children because of compounded reasons such as parental problems 

including domestic violence, household monetary poverty, and absence of the father due to 

death or divorce. In families participating in the research where the father is present, he 

suffers from physical or mental health issues or may not be on good terms with his wife. As 

such, mothers are predominantly the main adult figures in their children’s lives. Therefore, it 

is not surprising that when I asked who are the most significant people in children’s lives, it 

was very common for the answer to be decisively mothers whether by children or the mothers 

themselves. This was confirmed in the validation workshops when children qualified their 

relationship with their mothers as the most important by far, ranking at number one for both 

boys and girls (see Table 5 and Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 

Data from a Validation Workshop Showing the Importance Children gave to their 

Relationship with their Mother 

 

Note. Girls (blue dots), boys (orange dots).  

 

In raising children essentially on their own mothers have developed a wisdom that 

invests in their relationship and strengthens it, especially during adolescence. When a mother 

is unable to be close to a certain child she has a strategy building on the strong relations 

between siblings: “My daughter gets along well with my eldest son. I ask her to bring him 

closer to her. She talks all the time. She does not hide anything from me” [Mother of nine and 

13 year old sons, household #25, Interview]. In addition to realizing the importance of being 

close to their children, balance is another aspect of the mothers’ wisdom: “[Children] also 

need entertainment. Not all the time studying books and being strict with them. It is important 

to take them out, ask them where they want to go” [Mother of 12 year old daughters, 

household #18, Interview].  

 Some children appear to have a particularly good relationship with mothers, which 

children can use to their advantage (for protection against a parent’s violence or to request 

things), and may cause jealousy with their siblings: 
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His siblings tell me [sarcastically about my second born]: ‘May God keep him for 

you.’ And if they want something, they ask him to ask me. I tell them that I feel the 

same way about them. They say: ‘No. He is the one who is close to you’ [Mother of 

nine and 10 year old boys, household #4, Interview]. 

It is not always the case that a mother has a preferred child even if this is the 

impression her children may have. The special bond may be explained by the mother’s 

perception that a certain child needs her more. There is also evidence in the data of a 

remarkable relationship between mothers and daughters. However, averaging the results from 

validation workshops revealed that boys and girls give similar weight to their relationship 

with their mother (see Table 5).  

One family in Sharabiyya stands out because of its unique dynamics after the father 

married a second wife and the two women became mothers to his children. After the man 

died they continued to live in the same apartment and share the responsibility of raising the 

second wife’s three children. The relationship is so close with the stepmother that children 

call her mama [mother]. They appreciate her presence in their lives and are also close to her 

family whom they like to visit and talk to. The second wife recounts:    

My husband was wise and this made his first wife and I love each other. Both of us 

became one. It was as if each of us is making half a circle of love and the children are 

in the middle…His first wife used to say: ‘I want to spend the night with your 

daughter in my arms.’ She said it with love. She loves my children very much. And 

the children also love her and cannot live without her [Mother of 10 and 13 year old 

girls, household #19, Interview]. 

 In this family there is no confusion about the adults’ roles because the two women 

have similar perspectives about raising children, complement each other in sharing this 
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responsibility, and the children’s mother sees this as a blessing. Also, there is an age 

difference between them: the first wife is in her fifties and the second in her thirties. This 

might make the dynamic more of a motherly/sisterly relationship than a competition between 

peers. Furthermore, there is a spiritual element that helped the second wife accept this 

unusual situation because the first wife cannot conceive:  

When you feel the other’s feeling you must put yourself in their place. Honestly, I 

thought maybe this is what will make me go to heaven. I did it thinking of God. I 

thought: ‘What if I am in her place? I would have spent the whole night crying’ 

[Mother of 10 and 13 year old girls, household #19, Interview]. 

As indicated earlier in the chapter, children’s relationships with their mothers have 

elements that influence children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being. These 

include among others: kindness/tenderness, trust, help/support, beating, and talking. The 

main positive and negative aspects of children’s relationship with their mothers are presented 

below. 

 

Positive Aspects of Children’s Relationships with Mothers. Having a strong 

relationship with their mothers makes children feel special, unlike some of their peers who do 

not enjoy the same bond. This is possibly related to the various positive elements of 

children’s relationships with mothers, such as the provision of a sense of security. Children 

feel so secure in their mother’s presence that they find it hard to part with them, and become 

stressed if and when they feel they can lose this emotional and financial safety, especially 

that several mothers suffer from chronic illnesses (see Appendix A). This anxiety may result 

from children’s experience early in their lives of losing the father to death or not having 

fathers to depend on, leaving mothers as their most important remaining adult figure. Mothers 
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too are concerned about what will happen to their children after them. So much so that one 

whose estranged husband has a serious mental illness is reluctant to have a needed operation 

because she is afraid she might die and wonders what will become of her children then.  

 Mothers offer protection against various risks their children face:  

I am scared about my daughters even from the people closest to them. Even their 

paternal cousins have good and bad ones. I tell them: ‘Even your paternal uncle 

should greet you by shaking hands not kissing you.’ You should not allow anyone to 

put their hand on your shoulder [Mother of two 12 year old daughters, household #18, 

Interview].  

In addition to security and protection, mothers play the role of advisor: “I love mom. 

She is the most important thing in my life. She teaches me right from wrong” [Girl, 10, 

household #17, Interview] (see Figure 7). Mothers often advise children about their 

relationship with friends because of the significant role the latter play in their lives. 
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Figure 7 

Girl’s Drawing of Her Mother 

“Mom is wearing an abaya.21 The abaya has one side black and white and another side red. 

And the sleeves are black” [Girl, 10, household #17, Interview]. 

 

In the absence of the children’s fathers or their incapacitation mothers are the family’s 

main providers. Fulfilling children’s needs has a positive influence on their quality of 

relatedness and perceptions of well-being as mentioned earlier in the chapter. Mothers 

provide various needs ranging from allowance, food, clothes, toys, private lessons, 

entertainment, trips, to solving situations related to their children in school and in the 

neighborhood.  

Even though their financial situation is difficult mothers try hard to fulfill their 

children’s needs:  

I get my children a toy at home. If they wish to eat something that is costly I try to 

manage our finances and make it for them. I do not deprive them of anything at all. I 

try to get them what they wish for. They have a right on me [Mother of 12 year old 

girl and boy, household #11, Interview].  

 
21 Overcoat covering what is beneath it, usually black. Popular in conservative areas like Sharabiyya. 
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Another mother has a different strategy: “I give alternative suggestions [to the needs I 

cannot fulfill and] my daughter is understanding. She tells me: ‘It is beautiful, mommy. 

Whatever you see, mommy’” [Mother of 10 year old girl, household #23, Interview].  

 Even though mothers are exerting much effort they sometimes feel that their children 

do not appreciate what they do: “My children may think that I am not doing my best but I am 

trying everything in my ability” [Mother of 10 and 13 year old girls, household #19, 

Interview]. One reason behind this feeling is that children may be frustrated about not having 

all their needs fulfilled especially when they mix with peers who are more privileged. 

However, they are essentially grateful for what their mothers do for them and eager to please 

them, as a child details:  

The most important thing is for mom to be satisfied with me and dad not to be upset 

with me. I tell her [when she asks for something]: ‘It is OK, mom. Is it not you who 

asked? I shall go get it for you even if I am dying and in the midst of my exhaustion.’ 

[Girl, 12, household #11, Interview]. 

 

Negative Aspects of Children’s Relationships With Mothers. While full of positive 

factors as presented above, relationships between children and mothers also include negative 

elements largely due to disagreements, disobedience, and frustration about unmet needs. 

Children clarify that they are disobedient when exhausted or when the task their mother asks 

them to perform is too taxing:  

[I am saddest] when someone upsets me. For example, mom. She tells me to go 

outside to get her something. I refuse to go because I would be tired…I go out 100 

times because mom tells me to get things and sometimes I forget something. What 

makes me tired is the stairs. We live on the third floor. I do not like anyone to 
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pressure me and tell me to go get something. I get upset. They make me go because I 

am thin and come back quickly. My sister is heavy and walks slowly [Girl, 13, 

household #27, Interview].  

Based on the strong relationship they have, children often oblige to please their 

mothers. 

Children are grateful for their mothers not only for providing needs but also for the 

speed in which they provide them. However, it is not always the case that children get what 

they want, which leads to negative emotion. In such cases, mothers explain to their children 

why they are unable to fulfill their needs or try to provide affordable alternatives. Other 

mothers promise to provide their needs when the situation allows or negotiate with their 

children, for example, to get them what they want when they succeed in school. 

 

2. Siblings. 

“My siblings are the most important thing in my life” [Girl, 11, household #13, Interview]. 

 

Second in importance with a wide gap after children’s relationships with mothers are 

those with siblings. Table 5 indicates a gender difference showing that girls are more attached 

to their siblings than boys.  

A good relationship is distinguished when it is qualified like one with siblings. For 

example, when children have a special connection with their parents and friends they 

consider them as siblings. A mother affirms: “I treat my children as…my children and my 

siblings” [Mother of 11 year old boy, household #21, Interview]. Another mother confirms 

this for her husband: “He is very tender and considers that his children are his siblings” 

[Mother of 12 year old girl and boy, household #11, Interview]. 
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Mothers may orchestrate relatedness between siblings especially in connection to care 

(now and in the future): 

I try to make my daughter feel that after her father [dies] – God forbid – your brother 

is the one to take care of you. A girl has a man to take care of her. Perhaps [I have 

these ideas] because I am from Sa3eed [the South]. I do not differentiate between my 

children. But I want my daughter to have a role model and I make her feel that her 

brother is kebir22 [Mother of eight year old boy and 11 year old girl, household #24, 

Interview].  

This mother’s perspective may also be influenced by the fact that her husband who 

has polio has worked for many years making rosaries to provide for his siblings. Even though 

the daughter is older and seemingly smarter, she treats her brother with love and respect as if 

he is the eldest.  

Another mom also engineers sibling relationships: “I ask my [youngest] son to take 

care of his sister and brother because he is the one who is responsive to me and is very caring 

of me” [Mother of nine and 13 year old boys, household #25, Interview]. In these two cases 

the boy is not the eldest, yet the mother perceives him as the most fit to care for his siblings.  

Although children generally express love for their siblings, there may be one who is 

particularly close to their heart: “I drew my younger brother Mohamed. He has green eyes. I 

drew him because I love him. I also love my sister, but Mohamed more” [Boy, 10, household 

#2, Interview] (see Figure 8).  

 
22 Literally: large. Figuratively: important figure worthy of respect. 
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Figure 8  

Boy’s Drawing of his Favorite Sibling 

 

A preference for a particular sibling results from love, effective communication, and 

good treatment. It could also be due to closeness in age which allows them to share activities 

and spend quality time together, which is not the case when there is a large age difference. It 

does not make a difference in feelings whether they are full or half siblings. A mother reveals 

that her daughter’s half-brother tells her: ‘You are the most precious one among my 10 

siblings” [Mother of 11 year old girl, household #14, Interview]. Having a preferred sibling 

might lead to trouble with other siblings: “Sometimes the youngest fights with the eldest for 

the sake of the middle one [Mother of nine year old daughter, household #5, Interview].  

Earlier in the chapter I indicated that relationships with siblings have elements that 

influence children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being. These include 

among others: trust, help/support, snubbing/reconciliation, beating, and talking. The sections 
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below demonstrate the complex nature of sibling relationships combining both positive and 

negative features.  

 

Positive Aspects of Children’s Relationships with Siblings. Children passionately 

profess their affection toward their siblings: “I love my siblings and mom more than myself” 

[Girl, 11, household #6, Interview]. Having a sibling of the same sex seems to be important. 

Closeness with siblings can be attributed to the various significant roles they perform, as 

presented below.  

 Siblings are playing partners. Having someone accessible to amuse children is 

especially needed when they are bored and unable to entertain themselves. Siblings also 

fulfill needs, in particular of younger family members. Older siblings who have a source of 

income provide children with material things that are otherwise unaffordable: “My daughter 

is good with her brother…out of all the siblings he bought her a phone. He jokes with and 

pampers her. He tells her: ‘Whatever it is you wish for I shall get it for you’” [Mother of 11 

year old girl, household #14, Interview].  

Additionally, siblings play a protective role against various threats in Sharabiyya such 

as fights, harassment, and street dogs. Such protection and a feeling of responsibility brings 

siblings closer: “My brother is [three years] younger than me yet he feels protective of me 

and is worried about me. I consider him to be my older brother” [Girl, 11, household #24, 

Interview] (see Figure 9). 

Siblings also protect each other from physical and verbal violence in school and by 

parents at home. In addition, siblings mediate in cases of fights among themselves: “If the 

younger ones are fighting I tell them: ‘Let us all draw or paint.’ And we do an activity 

together” [Girl, 12, household #11, Interview]. Protection might lead to beating when a child 
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is concerned about a sibling. In one case, a young girl was nearly kidnapped near home. Her 

brother who has been scared about her since this incident explains: “My sister does not listen 

to what anyone says and goes to the street. Sometimes I hold her and beat her because she 

does not listen to what anyone says” [Boy, 9, household #4, Interview]. The same boy’s older 

brother protects him from street fights, sometimes by beating him and taking him home.  

Siblings also play the role of confidante and advisor, which helps to relieve negative 

feelings:  

My sister is the best thing in the whole world after mom. Mom comes first then my 

sister. I trust them with anything and tell them my secrets. I release myself and know 

that they will give me useful advice. And I do as they advise me. If my [younger] 

sister told me to throw myself in the sea I shall do it…We two advise each other [Girl, 

13, household #16, Interview].  

 

Figure 9 

Girl’s Drawing of Her Brother who Feels Responsible for His Siblings 
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Negative Aspects of Children’s Relationships with Siblings. Even though 

relationships with siblings have the above mentioned positive features, they also have 

negative elements. Siblings scare, criticize, curse, scream at, hit, and provoke each other. 

There is also fighting and mocking between them. Children are especially sensitive when 

they feel that a sibling is bothering them deliberately. 

While sharing limited resources can strengthen sibling relationships, it can also create 

tension. However, sometimes the fights between siblings are not related to the families’ 

difficult financial circumstances and are similar to those in other households: “[I am saddest] 

when I am upset with my sisters. For example, when I am watching TV and everyone wants 

to watch something else. At the end, I give them the remote control and watch the same 

thing” [Girl, 9, household #5, Interview].  

Another source of conflict between siblings is related to the fact that most families 

affiliated with the CBO in Sharabiyya are female-headed, either because of the man’s death 

or the parents’ divorce. This may lead some brothers to assume the role of “Man of the 

House”, which can be expressed by forcing a certain behavior on his sister: “She is upset 

when her eldest brother yells at her: ‘You must get up and pray’…They are always picking 

on each other. I feel that he wants to take the role of their father” [Mother of 10 year old girl 

and 13 year old boy, household #26, Interview]. The same attitude might manifest itself in 

preventing a sister from doing something. An example would be wearing something the 

brother deems inappropriate, laughing loudly, or going out at certain times.  

Behaving like the “Man of the House” does not only relate to sisters but can also 

apply to mothers. One mother wants her son to behave like a man and is happy when he does: 

“He sees me in the street and says: ‘What is the matter, mom. Why are you standing here?’ I 

feel that I have a man who is concerned about me [Mother of 11 year old boy, household #12, 
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Interview]. This is likely influenced by the mother’s life experience as a divorcée then a 

widow who is now living unhappily in an extended household with her mother and siblings. 

Having a son who behaves like a man probably strengthens her and makes her feel not too 

dependent on others. 

 An additional element that negatively affects sibling relationships is jealousy, for 

example, if a younger sibling who was orphaned early is getting more attention from the 

mother. This may not only be because of the child’s young age but also if he has a disability 

(in this case the boy has Down Syndrome): “I feel the girls are jealous of their younger 

brother. I spent two years taking him to physiotherapy. Upon returning home I would be 

exhausted [and not able to give them attention]” [Mother of 10 and 13 year old girls, 

household #19, Interview]. There could also be jealousy when a younger child wants to be 

heard/allowed to behave like his older sister. Another reason for strained sibling relationships 

is love for parents who are divorced.  

 

3. People in the CBO. 

“I like it when I come to the theatre activity. We work, do new things [plays], and present in 

front of an audience. I am happy when we do something and they laugh” [Boy, 11, household 

#17, Interview]. 

 

All research participants are part of the FSP which targets families in vulnerable 

conditions whose children risk losing parental care. As previously mentioned, SOS and its 

partner CBO provide a holistic set of developmental interventions to strengthen families and 

protect children from becoming street children. These include Development Through Art 

activities (drawing/painting, dancing, theatre, and singing) which some children participating 
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in the research are members of, especially among the children with longer FSP affiliation. 

The term “People in the CBO” refers to the Development Through Art trainers, children who 

attend the activities, as well as the community coordinators who are involved in 

implementing the full set of interventions with families and children. 

Some children participating in this study are regulars in the Development Through 

Art Activities and have performed in several annual shows. This seems to have increased 

their confidence, allowed their talents to blossom, and improved their relationships. 

Furthermore, these activities allow children an opportunity to relieve negative feelings 

resulting from various stresses at home and in school. So much so that in one validation 

workshop two boys who are members of the dancing group gave a particularly large weight 

to this element as compared with their other important relationships. This inflated the ranking 

of “People in the CBO” which otherwise would have been lower, judging from the fact that 

children shared more about their other relationships during the group activities and interviews 

(see Figure 10). It also explains that this item has the largest gender gap, with boys giving it 

more importance than girls (see Table 5).  

 

Figure 10 

Data from Two Validation Workshops Showing the Difference in Importance Children gave 

to Their Relationship with People in the CBO  

 

Note. The picture on the right is more typical of the children’s ranking. 
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Children’s relationships that develop through their participation in the artistic 

activities are not only with their peers but also with the trainers, to the extent that some 

children with longer affiliation with the FSP consider the trainer as a father figure. This is 

particularly important in the absence of the children’s dad and sometimes his relatives too. 

Similarly, girls may consider the community coordinators as their mothers. Furthermore, 

participating in CBO activities especially Development Through Art presents opportunities to 

go out and travel, which further strengthens children’s relationships and improves their 

perceptions of well-being as discussed earlier in the chapter.  

 

4. Fathers. 

“I am happy because dad plays with us, tickles us” [Girl, 11, household #3, Likert Scale]. 

 

Most children in the research are either orphans (17 families) or not living with their 

father due to the parents’ divorce (6 families). Such circumstances negatively impact 

children’s perceptions of well-being and make them sensitive to how others treat them and 

what they say about their dad. They also strengthen the relationship with mothers who try to 

compensate children especially for their emotional needs that have increased in the father’s 

absence. 

Children – more so girls – qualify their relationships with their fathers as among the 

most important (see Table 5). A child reveals: “I was very much attached to my late dad. 

More than necessary. He was very kind and used to get me everything I wanted. He 

explained everything to me and did not hit me” [Girl, 11, household #13, Interview]. What is 

noticeable in this quote is the girl’s reference to three elements previously shown to influence 

children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being. These are: 
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kindness/tenderness, providing needs, and beating (see Table 3). In her case they continue to 

influence the child’s memories of her deceased father. Even orphaned children who do not 

remember their father feel a strong bond towards him from what their mother tells them.  

Some children who live with fathers who are chronically ill/disabled (8 families) have 

good relationships with them: “Dad loves me very much. He loves all of us but me more. He 

spends time with me and we play together. We go to places. Last time we went out we visited 

my paternal aunt” [Girl, 10, household #17, Interview]. This father has an intellectual 

impairment, does not talk, and has a problem related to the nervous system. In the quote the 

girl is referring to two factors previously shown to positively shape children’s perceptions of 

well-being which are playing and going out/fos-ha (see Table 4). Another father has a 

physical disability that does not prevent him from taking his children out, which also 

improves the quality of their relatedness and perceptions of well-being.   

Some men continue to be good to their children after they have left the house, and 

there may be slight contact between children and their fathers after divorce. However, in 

several families men avoid responsibilities related to their children and ex-wife, which may 

also be the case if the parents are together but not on good terms.  

 

Positive Aspects of Children’s Relationships with Fathers. Notwithstanding cases 

when fathers are not assuming their responsibilities, they usually play several important roles 

with their children. They raise, encourage, discipline them, provide their needs, as well as 

spend quality time with them which improves their quality of relatedness and perceptions of 

well-being: “My husband spreads happiness and likes to make his children happy. The 

children tell me: ‘Do not come between us and dad’” [Mother of eight year old boy and 11 

year old girl, household #24, Interview]. 
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Negative Aspects of Children’s Relationships with Fathers. Relationships with 

fathers are tense in homes where there is conflict between the parents. This negatively 

impacts children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being especially in the 

presence of physical and verbal violence toward them and their mothers. There are two 

households suffering from vicious violence that I mentioned in the section on beating. In one 

case the mother reports: “Under threat and because of fear my daughter tells her father yes 

and amen. But inside her she hates him” [Mother of 11 and 13 year old girls, household #6, 

Interview]. In the other case, the mother attests:  

My second born is not happy to see his father because he hates him. He sees him beat 

me and he could hold anything to beat his father with. He hates him and my son hates 

him very much. Maybe his father hates him because he dares to stand up to him. 

Maybe because my son is the one who feels for me the most among them. If his father 

comes, he might say a bad word or curse me [Mother of nine and 10 year old boys, 

household #4, Interview]. 

When there are parental disagreements fathers may neglect their children’s financial 

needs or manipulate the relationship with their children from the economic angle: “His father 

buys things for his other children. Now he tells my son: ‘If you want something, come stay 

with me and I shall get it for you’” [Mother of 11 year old boy, household #12, Interview]. 

Children are especially hurt when they compare themselves with peers whose fathers provide 

for them. 
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5. Friends. 

“What is most important to me are my friends and the pigeons [I raise]” [Boy, 13, household 

#26, Social Mapping]. 

 

In Arabic, there is a differentiation between the words for friend “sahib(a)” or 

“sadiq(a)” and colleague “zameel(a)”. Some children use the two terms interchangeably to 

refer to someone they know from school, private lessons, or the street. Others perceive a 

colleague as an acquaintance they do not know well enough, while friends are closer, more 

trusted, and children share with them secrets and activities even outside school. Children 

specify that a few close friends provide companionship, problem solving, and have sympathy 

towards each other. Because of these areas of strengths, it distinguishes a relationship to 

consider someone a friend, for example, mothers and siblings.  

As indicated in Table 5, there is a slight gender difference where boys give more 

weight to their relationships with friends than girls. Children and mothers agree that friends 

are among the most important people in children’s lives. So much so that this influences 

children’s decisions about where to go to school and holidays. They choose what keeps them 

close to their friends and avoid having to make new ones. This is not surprising given that 

children spend most of their time in academically related activities in school, group classes, 

and private lessons. This is where most of their friends are, they experience good and bad 

relationships, and start long term friendships. However, children’s friendships go beyond 

school to neighbors, relatives, and those with whom they share activities in the CBO.  

Children and their mothers are aware of the environment that contains good and bad 

people. Such complexity is managed in ways that affect children’s relationships with their 

friends. For example, a mother may prefer for her child to have one close friend rather than 
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many. Also, families encourage children to make friends with peers who will support them 

and avoid mixing with those who have a negative influence on them. This is related to the 

wish to succeed, which is an element that affects perceptions of well-being as presented in 

the section on achievement. Mothers regulate children’s relationship with their friends not 

only to achieve academic success but also to protect them from various risks and preserve 

their dignity.  

Previously mentioned elements that shape quality of relationships and perceptions of 

well-being are present in children’s relations with their friends. They include among others: 

trust, help/support, snubbing/reconciliation, beating, and joking.  

 

 Positive Aspects of Children’s Relationships with Friends. Children’s relationships 

with their friends have numerous positive facets. Sharing is one such aspect that is linked to 

the importance they place on help and support (see earlier section). Friends share toys, 

money, food, and school supplies. Protecting and defending friends is another element that 

children appreciate due to the prevalent violence in Sharabiyya: “I like Ismail my friend. He 

is the important one because he protects me from the bad boys who hit me…The school I am 

in is full of trouble and my friend Ismail protects me [Boy, 8, household #4, Thread and 

Balloon]. Partnership in play and sports is another positive feature of children’s relationship 

with their friends. Furthermore, children acknowledge their friends’ various good gestures 

with them. These range from not taking back money they lent them, sharing what they miss 

when they are absent from school, sticking by their side, helping them when they are ill, to 

preventing their dismissal from school.  

 Based on the presence of the above mentioned positive elements children develop 

stronger relationships with certain friends: “I have a good relationship with my friend Abdo. 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 

 

 

159 

He talks nicely to me, does not upset me neither do I upset him. We play together. We go 

together to school. I do not have friends in school” [Boy, 12, household #7, Likert Scale]. 

The boy’s mother confirms this special bond which goes back many years: “My son and 

Abdo clicked since they were five years old. It is love from God. Something from God why 

they became friends like this. They have two other friends but they are not engaged with 

them like him and Abdo” [Mother of 10 year old girl and 12 year old boy, household #7 , 

Interview]. 

 

Negative Aspects of Children’s Relationships with Friends. Children’s friendships 

seem to be the most volatile among their relationships: “Today we make amends, tomorrow 

we snub each other” [Girl, 11, household #14, Interview]. Furthermore, relations with friends 

include negative aspects such as comparison with peers who are more affluent, jealousy, 

cursing, mistrust, behaving with superiority, taking things from children without permission, 

and fighting. Khessam, leaving them for another friend, spreading rumors, and driving 

wedges are additional factors that worsen children’s quality of relatedness with their friends. 

So do lying, opportunism, selfishness, and not taking each other’s advice.  

 To manage such fluctuation and negative elements in their relationship with friends 

children have different strategies that vary depending on their character and what their 

parents teach them about conflict resolution. The strategies include: asking friends to refrain 

from bothering them, hitting, avoiding, not answering back, discussing with them, getting 

even, or stopping to be friends. In the case of khessam children may attempt to make amends 

quickly to maintain the relationship, or a third party might mediate their reconciliation. If the 

friend refuses to make amends the child leaves the situation. Some children prefer to/are 
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advised to inform an adult whether at home or in school to resolve the situation and avoid 

escalating it. 

 

6. Cousins. 

I have a good relationship with the children of my maternal aunt. They treat me well when I 

visit them. They receive me nicely, allow me to spend time with them, and take me with them 

to beautiful places like the club [Boy, 11, household #21, Likert Scale]. 

 

Although girls gave more sticky dots than boys to this item, averaging the results 

revealed that boys assigned it slightly more weight (see Table 5). Children have good 

relationships with their cousins who are enjoyable playing partners, fulfill needs, protect 

them, provide companionship and advice. Relatedness with cousins is especially strong if 

they are near in age and meet frequently (for example, in the grandmother’s house). Cousins 

can be as close as siblings: “Her maternal cousin tells her: ‘Tell me if you need anything. 

You are like my sister and your mom is more precious than mine. If you want anything call 

me’” [Mother of 11 year old girl, household #14, Interview]. It is probably also why children 

ranked cousins higher than uncles and aunts. Good relationships with cousins are linked to 

positive perceptions of well-being since children feel happy when they spend time with them. 

As for the negative features of children’s relationship with cousins they include 

fighting, lying, not receiving well, and bothering. Even when cousins are annoying, a child 

may treat them well: “When my maternal uncle’s daughters come visit every Friday they 

bother me. They ask me to buy things for them when I am playing with my friends. I do not 

like to embarrass them [by not fulfilling their requests]” [Boy, 11, household #21, Interview]. 

Cousins might be more fortunate in terms of family circumstances such as having a father, 
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which can make children sad or jealous. And there may be concerns about girls with cousins 

who are older, if they are more mature males. 

 

7. Aunts and Uncles. 

“I like my maternal uncle the best. He and my mom. He takes us out, I play with my cousins, 

and he jokes and plays with me” [Girl, 11, Household #22, Interview]. 

 

Although girls gave more sticky dots than boys to this element, averaging the results 

revealed that boys give it slightly more weight (see Table 5). There is near consensus among 

the children and mothers that maternal aunts/uncles are closer than paternal ones. This is 

notwithstanding exceptions where mothers do not have supportive relatives or live far from 

them. One mother who is caring for a chronically ill husband contrasts the support they get 

from both sides of the family:  

[My children] are upset with their father’s family. They tell me: ‘they do not ask 

about us at all.’ Every so often they ask about us. My husband’s sister was visiting us 

recently. She did not get the children anything. So my children do not feel their 

existence…They did not support us during my husband’s illness. My children see 

only me running around with him…[On the other hand] they love their maternal aunts 

very much. They come see us all the time. Their relationship with them is very good. 

They make them happy with anything. My sisters’ circumstances are not so good but 

they never forget me [Mother of 12 year old girl and boy, household #11, Interview]. 

Because most children enrolled in the FSP do not live with their father due to death or 

parental separation/divorce, uncles may represent a father figure. The uncle’s presence is 

especially important for mothers who are single handedly raising their children. The strong 
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bond between children and their uncles reflects on improved quality of relatedness: “I love 

my maternal uncle as if he is my father and do not like anyone to upset him. I see him often. 

He was just here [visiting us]. He treats us like our father” [Girl, 11, household #15, 

Interview].  

Aunts/uncles play important roles with their nephews/nieces. These range from 

raising them, helping with their school work and financially, checking on them, giving them 

love and attention, protecting them from parental physical violence and street bullying, 

encouraging them to succeed, taking them out, to providing discipline as well as needs. 

Additionally, aunts and uncles may be more affluent than their siblings, which makes visiting 

them especially enjoyable for children. Uncles may live near the children or in the same 

apartment. But even if they are far in distance they can be close emotionally. 

The roles that uncles/aunts fulfill toward their nephews/nieces not only improve 

quality of relatedness but also influence children’s perceptions of well-being positively. 

Children show clear preference for some aunts/uncles compared with others depending on 

how they treat them: “I have one paternal uncle whom I love and another paternal uncle I do 

not like. And I love my maternal uncles…I love my maternal aunt…I would be very happy 

when my maternal aunt comes to visit” [Girl, 10, household #26, Interview]. 

On the other hand, there are negative examples of children’s relationships with their 

uncles/aunts that also worsen their perceptions of well-being. To illustrate, there are those 

who neglect nephews/nieces during the father’s illness or after his death, and others who 

prefer their children over their cousins and encourage them to bother them or not to speak 

with them. There could also be conflict between the mother and her siblings which affects 

children. An additional example is when a child does not like the way her uncle treats her: 
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“My paternal uncle should not yell at me, isn’t it? Only mom and dad can scream at me. No 

one else should scream at me” [Girl, 8, household #13, Interview].  

 

8. Grandparents. 

“The relationship is good with my grandmother because I love her. She makes me feel better 

when mom upsets me” [Boy, 10, household #4, Likert Scale]. 

 

As indicated in Table 5, there is only a slight gender difference for this relationship. 

Grandparents have an important place in children’s lives especially when they live near their 

grandchildren or in the same building/apartment with them which is not uncommon in 

Sharabiyya. Most mothers in the research are single, which makes it difficult to live 

independently for cultural and financial constraints. There are mothers who were married in 

their husbands’ family home and continued to live there after his death, while others went to 

live with their own mothers after being widowed or divorced. And there are mothers who live 

in separate apartment that are close to the children’s grandparents.  

Grandparents participate in raising children and in some cases are totally responsible 

for them, for example, when a mother remarried. Grandparents also play valuable roles 

whereby they provide children with what their parents cannot get them, represent refuge from 

chronic domestic conflict, and protect children. Furthermore, grandparents are generous and 

children acknowledge their pampering. From their side, children help grandparents. All these 

elements affect children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being positively. On 

the other hand, children’s relationships with grandparents can suffer when the latter lack 

generosity or when there is conflict between the grandparents and their in-laws. 
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One family in Sharabiyya is special because the father has an intellectual impairment. 

The grandfather, therefore, has a major financial and emotional responsibility in the family to 

fill what his son cannot perform due to his disability. The three children live in an extended 

household (grandfather’s apartment) with their parents, grandfather, and paternal uncle. Such 

closeness reflects on the children’s relationship with their grandfather: “Grandpa plays and 

jokes with me. When my brothers bother me, he yells at them and tells them not to do it” 

[Girl, 10, household #17, Interview].  

 

9. Neighbors. 

“My mother and the neighbors help me [financially]. Thank God we have a good relationship 

with the neighbors” [Mother of 10 year old girl and 12 year old boy, household #7, 

Interview]. 

 

Boys gave this factor slightly more weight than girls as presented in Table 5. 

Sharabiyya is a densely populated sha3bi quarter where people live physically close to one 

another. Because of this, children acquire a good understanding of neighborhood dynamics as 

the neighbors are very much present in children’s lives: “I ask our neighbor who is in front of 

us to call mom because I want to tell her something and she is the hospital with dad. She calls 

her and tells me that I can speak with her. Me, grandma, and my brother speak with her then 

[Girl, 10, household #7, Interview].  

Neighbors support each other in difficult times emotionally and/or financially. To 

illustrate, in one case a mother resorted to contacting respected people in the area to prevent 

her mother in law from expelling her and her children from the apartment. In another case, 

the mother’s mentally ill husband attempted to start a fire and a neighbor helped save the 
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family. In a third case, the neighbor offered the mother a safe place to stay while a gang was 

threatening her family.  

Children also have companions and playing partners among their neighbors, which 

has a positive influence on children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being. 

On the other hand, children’s relationships and perceptions of well-being deteriorate when 

neighbors are intrusive, selfish, curse, create problems, fight, and bother each other. 

 

How Children Understand Relatedness and How Their Relationships Develop. 

“My relationships are more important because things will last for a while and that is it. 

Things could become small [e.g., clothes], get lost, be spoilt/broken. Relationships will never 

be lost” [Girl, 10, household #19, Interview]. 

 

Children have a wisdom about relationships that is beyond their young age. Not only 

do children grasp the importance of relationships but they are also aware of their nature: they 

develop, end, require effort, sensitivity, and nurturing. Children also understand that 

relationships are dynamic: they change and are not similar with everyone. Furthermore, 

children can tell who genuinely loves them and they value this love.  

Earlier in the chapter I presented nine elements that influence children’s quality of 

relationships and their perceptions of well-being. Children’s relationships develop according 

to the presence or absence of these factors, which are also indicative of how children 

understand relationships. For children good, strong, warm relationships involve 

kindness/tenderness, trust, joking, generosity/gifts, help/support, providing needs, 

reconciliation after snubbing, and talking. They also avoid beating, yelling, and cursing. 

Furthermore, children’s good relationships are supportive, involve love, concern, and 
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guidance. Children prevent jeopardizing their good relationships by avoiding conflict or 

through quick reconciliation. 

There seems to be a value system underlying children’s understanding of their 

relationships. Children expect relationships to be mutual/reciprocal and are upset when this is 

not the case. Actions speak louder than words and children filter their relationships based on 

how a person behaves towards them. Children avoid relationships with people whose 

behavior they qualify as bad. On the other hand, quality of relatedness increases with good 

gestures from friends and relatives because children interpret this as authentic care and love:  

I chose to draw my paternal uncle because he is the one who visits us and he is the 

only one I thought about. I felt I can draw him. I see him often. He passes by almost 

every day…He asks about us to ensure we are fine. Sometimes he comes quickly to 

say hello and I would want him to stay longer [Boy, 9, household #10, Interview].  

Honesty is also significant in children’s relationships, so is respect with parents, 

siblings, and friends. Respect involves behaving in a culturally appropriate way, with 

courtesy and consideration, and avoiding doing things that one knows the other person does 

not like such as scaring or bothering them or forcing them to do something they do not want 

to do.  

Children and mothers gave insights as to how children’s good relationships develop. 

The data suggest that children’s relations are strengthened by sharing feelings, secrets, things, 

money, food, and activities such as watching TV, buying things, doing the eid prayer, eating, 

and playing together. Layers of depth are added to the relationship when a child does 

different things with the same person and when the same person has different capacities (for 

example, is a cousin, friend, and neighbor). Time is another factor that helps children’s 

relationships develop, as evidenced by a particularly close bond with old friends: “I drew 
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Rana who is my favorite friend from school. She and Farah are my closest friends. We have 

been together since primary school. We do everything together. If someone wants to buy 

something we collect from each other and give her” [Girl, 12, household #8, Interview]. 

Children’s personal positive experience with others also nurtures relationships. Physical 

proximity whether in the same building or apartment in the case of extended families 

increases relatives’ involvement and engagement in the children’s lives. This is 

notwithstanding cases when sharing the same space is a catalyst for conflict. There are also 

relatives who do not live near children and still have good relationships with them. Similarly, 

children frequently mix with neighbors which on one hand allows their relationship to 

develop and on the other can be a cause for trouble. Additionally, children often have good 

relationships with colleagues who are sitting close to them in class.  

Another element that influences how children’s good relationships develop is advice 

from important adults. Mothers especially guide children in choosing their friends carefully, 

resolving problems with them, and dealing graciously with family members. This is 

influential for children given the strong bond they have with their mothers. Relatives such as 

uncles may also steer children’s relationships: “[Mom and my maternal uncles] teach me 

things [in life] and tell me to get away from the bad things. For example, bad friends who do 

not study. And be close to good clever friends” [Girl, 11, household #22, Interview].  

 

Summary 

 This chapter presented the research study’s main findings. Children’s quality of 

relatedness and perceptions of well-being are affected by kindness/tenderness, trust, joking, 

generosity/gifts, help/support, providing needs, snubbing/reconciliation, beating, and talking. 

Children’s best relationships are with their mothers, siblings, people in the CBO, fathers, and 
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friends. Children’s relationships develop with time, by sharing, through positive personal 

experience, physical proximity, and guidance from important adults. Children expect 

relationships to be mutual/reciprocal, honest, and respectful. Actions speak louder than 

words, and children assess their relationships based on how a person behaves towards them.  

As for children’s perceptions of well-being they are especially influenced by: being 

away from or losing loved ones, achievement, losing face, bothering, CBO activities, going 

out, eid, play, and meaning. Most children have mixed perceptions of well-being. Many are 

happy. The three who are unhappy/very unhappy are from the group that recently joined the 

FSP. In the next chapter I interpret the findings and link them within the larger body of 

literature. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

 
In this chapter I interpret the findings responding to the research question and sub-

questions while linking evidence from the data to the available body of knowledge. I also 

identify two themes in the children’s environment that affect their quality of relatedness and 

perceptions of well-being. Taking these themes into consideration helps interpret the research 

results, as they describe the landscape where children live. This is followed by an assessment 

of the situation of children in Sharabiyya as compared with the four core principles of the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which provide a framework to conceptualize 

child well-being according to Bradshaw et al. (2007b).  

 

How Does Quality of Relatedness Affect Perceptions of Well-being Among Children 

Aged 8–13 in Sharabiyya Quarter (North Cairo)? 

“Reality has this and that. Good and bad. I am happy when I am with the people I love and 

sad when I am alone not finding someone to play with, to speak with, to release myself” 

[Boy, 11, household #21, Interview]. 

 

In response to the main research question the data indicate a clear link between 

children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being. Both research concepts are so 

interrelated that there is hardly something that affects one without the other. To illustrate, 

there are elements influencing children’s quality of relatedness that affect their perceptions of 

well-being as well. These are: kindness/tenderness, trust, joking, generosity/gifts, 

help/support, providing needs, snubbing/reconciliation, beating, and talking. Similarly, 
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factors with a marked effect on children’s perceptions of well-being are also linked to their 

relationships, namely: being away from or losing loved ones, achievement, losing face, 

bothering, CBO activities, going out, eid, play, and meaning.  

 Perceptions of well-being are intricately connected to quality of relatedness due to the 

importance children place on relationships. The high value of good relationships is likely 

because within them children fulfill their needs whether psychological, relational, or material. 

This agrees with basic psychological needs theory which posits that the “impact of any 

behaviour or event on well-being is largely a function of its relations with need satisfaction” 

(Ryan, 2009). It is also aligned with White’s (2017) observation that “relationships…[are] 

both the means through which (psychological, symbolic, social and material) goods are 

distributed and needs are met, and as intrinsic to the constitution and experience of 

wellbeing” (p. 128).  

 Findings suggest that the strong attachment with family, friends, and neighbors has a 

beneficial effect on children’s psyche. Children declared that when experiencing good 

relationships they feel happy, secure, and privileged that friends keep their secrets with them 

because they are honest and trustworthy. Positive feelings associated with children’s good 

relationships result from the love they feel, appreciation of a person’s good treatment toward 

them, and full trust they feel they can give. Good relationships also improve children’s 

perceptions of well-being when they are sad by providing opportunities to laugh, joke, and 

share what is bothering them thus releasing negative feelings they may have. Furthermore, 

there is sense of stability in good relationships as revealed by a child in reference to her 

sister: “We two do not have except each other” [Girl, 13, household #16, Interview]. A 

mother made an almost identical comment about her own sisters. It also seems that 
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relationships provide a sense of sanad [support] whereby children feel assisted and trust that 

there are people who stand behind them. 

What further strengthens the link between quality of relatedness and perceptions of 

well-being is that children’s good relationships include all 10 intimacy needs that Ferguson & 

McMinn identified which are: acceptance, affection, appreciation, approval, attention, 

comfort (empathy), encouragement, respect, security, and support (as cited in Wassfy, 2019). 

These needs are not only relevant for more intimacy between couples but I believe they are 

also essential for quality of relatedness generally. To illustrate from the data, there are 

physical and verbal expressions of affection between children and their mothers. 

Appreciation is expressed through gifts and generosity; there is mutual help and support with 

money, things, and effort; and children emphasize the importance of being respected and 

respecting others. Children seek comfort and security and these are obvious elements in their 

good relationships. Important adults encourage children to succeed verbally, with gifts, and 

by taking them out. Playing with children makes them feel accepted especially when it is 

with adults they love, which increases a child’s feeling of worthiness and belonging (Van 

Gils, 2014; Wassfy, 2019). There is evidence in the data about children enjoying playing with 

mothers, fathers, uncles, and grandfathers. Children get approval and attention in addition to 

acceptance through their circles of friends whether at school or in the neighborhood, from 

supportive teachers, and within the family.  

 For reasons related to the context in Sharabiyya relationships have two additional 

psychological dimensions that are of particular significance. Relationships provide protection 

in an environment where violence is prevalent. Mothers protect their children from those who 

bother them in the neighborhood. Siblings protect each other against external threats and 

parental violence. And in schools, friends protect each other against other children they are 
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unable to handle on their own. Similarly, sharing resources (material and financial) is an 

essential factor of survival in a situation of chronic poverty. Therefore, in the context of the 

research participants relationships are not just a human need that are basic to a person’s 

psychological makeup (Wassfy, 2019) but they also become crucial tools for navigating 

difficult life circumstances. I believe this shaped the factors and weight that children gave to 

the elements that are most relevant for their relationships and perceptions of well-being.  

Gender differences in the results can be explained contextually too. Females in 

Sharabiyya carry a heavy burden. At home, they have many responsibilities especially given 

that it is uncommon for males to help in the domestic sphere. Mothers transmit a share of the 

burden to their daughters: “I put a lot of load on her” [Mother of 12 year old girl and boy, 

household #11, Interview]. At the same time important males (fathers, brothers, uncles) have 

a level of control over what females wear, say, and do. If they are not actually violent there is 

the threat of violence from males against females, and bothering females is not uncommon. 

Furthermore, in some homes girls are forced to tolerate being bothered. A girl illustrates: 

“Sometimes, my eldest brother is not nice…and he hits me on the back of my neck. He 

bothers me. I cry and tell mom. She says: ‘tolerate him, he is your brother’. Sometimes, he 

bothers me. I do not like to respond to him. He is my eldest brother” [Girl, 11, household #6, 

Interview]. 

Outside the home, females are regularly exposed to harassment which is estimated to 

affect 99.3% of Egyptian girls and women (El Deeb, 2013). This is consistent with global 

data on the prevalence of far higher health and social risks for females than males (Dornan et 

al., 2018). The fact that only a few girls in the sample mentioned harassment might be 

explained by its pervasiveness to the extent of becoming a “normal” part of daily life.  
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Taking all these factors into consideration, it is not surprising that there are gender 

differences for kindness/tenderness and help/support, which are needed for females to survive 

in a harsh world and help alleviate the responsibilities they carry. Similarly, girls give more 

weight than boys to providing needs, which could be attributable to the fact that girls who are 

“assistant-caretakers” to their mothers, are more conscious of this factor than boys. 

A difficult environment for females is what makes girls attached to people who 

provide them with a sense of safety and security. Their best relationships are thus with 

mothers, siblings, and fathers, while for boys it is mothers, people in the CBO, and friends 

which implies that their best relationships are not based on protection. Girls are especially 

affected when they lose or risk losing this sense of safety that protects them from a hard 

reality. It is no surprise, therefore, that the top factor affecting children’s perceptions of well-

being and the one to which girls gave the most sticky dots is: being away from or losing 

loved ones. It is noted that the sense of protection girls get from important males (fathers, 

brothers, uncles) may perpetuate patriarchal structures of control where gender becomes 

more powerful than age. To illustrate, one mother was happy that her 11 year boy is 

protective of her. In another example, a girl was grateful for her younger brother’s protection. 

These observations need to be interpreted in relation to the specific social cultural context 

within which people as subjects are formed (White, 2017). The single mother may have 

needed a sense of protection after being divorced then widowed, and the girl’s mother’s 

belief system as a woman from the South is that men have a responsibility to protect women.   

In addition to their psychological benefits good relationships fulfill children’s 

relational needs. Children explained that they enjoy being in the company of those they care 

about when they see them, play with them, and share fun activities together including what 

children might not be able to do on their own. This makes children enjoy the presence of 
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people with whom they have such a connection, look forward to seeing and speaking with 

them, and may dream about them as they are on their mind so much. Another aspect of 

relatedness that influences perceptions of well-being is children’s happiness to make new 

friends: “[Having a good relationship with someone] makes me happy because I do not have 

many friends so I befriend anyone easily” [Boy, 11, household #9, Interview].  

An example of fulfilling relational needs is “lamma” – a gathering with loved ones – 

that several children indicate makes them particularly happy. Lamma can be with the larger 

family, for example, relatives whom children do not see often such as cousins and uncles. Or 

it can happen on special occasions like Ramadan and eid, or during regular family gatherings. 

A child may also feel the warmth, coziness, and closeness of lamma at home with her 

neighbor, or with his mother, maternal aunt, and sister while they watch TV. Lamma fulfills 

the children’s basic need for belonging as it makes them feel part of a whole. According to 

Adler belonging is the first and most essential need for children (as cited in Fawzy, 2009), 

hence the significance of lamma.  

Exclusion from participating in social activities provides further evidence of the effect 

of relatedness on perceptions of well-being. The only boy out of the 45 research participants 

who described himself as very unhappy was because he felt left out from playing with his 

friends. And he is not the only one who feels excluded whether by friends or relatives. A girl 

faces a similar challenge with her cousins and colleagues: “In school my friends do not talk 

to me…I feel that they consider me as not too good for them. I feel that they are far from me” 

[Girl, 11, household #3, Interview]. 

Because of their special relationship, children’s perceptions of well-being are 

sensitive to the status of relatedness with their mothers as a girl illustrates:  
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Sometimes I see myself as happy when mom is not upset with me. And when she is 

upset with me I am unhappy. And half-half when she hits me and then makes amends 

with me. Most of the time she is upset with me [Girl, 11, household #6, Interview]. 

Children try to avoid conflict with their mothers by being obedient. However, there 

are times when mothers lose their temper not because of something children did but because 

of the general stresses they are facing, which reflects on their children.  

In addition to the psychological and relational needs that relationships fulfill for 

children they also help provide material necessities, which strengthens relationships with the 

main providers and improves perceptions of well-being as presented in the results chapter. 

What might be a cause for concern is that children associate love with getting things: “[I am 

happiest] when I ask mom for something and she gets it for me. It shows me that she loves 

me. Anything I ask for she brings me. I ask her to give me my allowance if she forgets” [Boy, 

11, household #9, Interview]. In a context of household monetary poverty it is probable that 

children will not get what they ask for, with the risk that their relationships might suffer. 

What helps to partially appease this concern is that some children appear to have a wisdom 

that relationships are more valuable than things. 
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What are the Perceptions of Well-being Among Children Living in Sharabiyya Quarter 

who are Receiving Interventions From the Non-governmental Organization SOS and its 

Partner CBO? And How are Such Perceptions Shaped? 

“School makes me happy. I go there and see my friends. What makes me unhappy is that 

there are kids who bother me. I would be walking in the street and they would curse me” 

[Boy, 9, household #10, Interview]. 

 

 The first research sub-question focuses on children’s subjective well-being, which 

children described as ranging from being generally very happy or happy or neutral (neither 

happy nor sad). Several children also reported having a mix between positive and negative 

perceptions of well-being, which testifies to their realism and precision. It is noticeable that 

within a sample that suffers from severe socio-economic challenges only three (belonging to 

the group with shorter FSP affiliation) out of 45 children described themselves as unhappy or 

very unhappy at some stage of the data collection. During the interviews two of these 

children changed their description to half-half, and only one year old girl felt unhappy.  

It seems that this is due to the many problems these particular children suffer from 

and that they are unable to manage on their own. One case involves a particularly violent 

father who has turned the home into a toxic environment that lacks basic needs such as food 

and safety. In the other case the child who is 11 is the eldest girl of four siblings and her 

mother who is highly stressed about their family situation burdens her with domestic 

responsibilities for which she does not receive support. In addition to having feelings of 

isolation among school peers and cousins, and possibly also being anxious about her beloved 

dad’s chronic illness. As for the third child, he is frequently bothered and bullied (about his 

weight, grey hair, mother’s work selling small items on the pavement), excluded from 
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playing with peers, and exposed to parental violence and public shaming. This is in addition 

to problems between his mother and in-laws with whom they live in an extended household, 

making her spend long hours outside home to avoid conflict with them and to also earn 

income for the family as her husband is unwell. Other children participating in the research 

also suffer from several challenges. However, it is possible that their troubles are not as 

severe as the ones these three children are facing. Or, they may have learned to successfully 

manage their challenges. 

Children’s relationships were a major cause of happiness or unhappiness, which is 

consistent with what I presented in the previous section on the strong link between quality of 

relatedness and perceptions of well-being. To illustrate, children felt happy when doing fun 

activities with loved ones (family and friends), while reasons for unhappiness included being 

provoked by others, having problems with colleagues in school, being excluded from playing 

opportunities, or losing loved ones.  

Because children have such a strong relationship with their mothers – their main adult 

figures – the parent’s perceptions of well-being reflect on her children’s, as a mother shared: 

“I am happy and this makes my son feel confident” [Mother of nine and 13 year old boys, 

household #25, Interview]. Not only do children’s direct relationships affect their perceptions 

of well-being but relationships around them have substantial influence as well, which is 

consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1981). Examples include 

parental conflict and fights between relatives, which is not uncommon in Sharabiyya in 

extended households and those with several related families living in the same building.  

Material things, technology/games, and watching movies/TV are among other factors 

that children associate with feelings of happiness. It is worth noting that when I asked 

children in the interview whether such factors or their relationships make them happiest, 
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some children felt both are the same while others preferred their relationships. Children who 

value relationships more than material things recognize their importance and that they last 

longer.  

Elements that help shape children’s perceptions of well-being in order of importance 

for children are: being away from or losing loved ones, achievement, losing face, bothering, 

CBO activities, going out/fos-ha, eid, play, and meaning. It is noteworthy that out of the most 

influential four factors, three have a negative influence on perceptions of well-being. These 

are being away from or losing loved ones, losing face, and bothering. This may be because 

children in Sharabiyya are under enormous pressures in and outside the home due to 

household monetary poverty, vulnerability, and violence, which heightens their sensitivity to 

factors that represent additional stresses. The exception is achievement. Perhaps this is 

because it is connected for the most part with academic success, which children and mothers 

consider as necessary for a better future: “[When my son sees others who are well off he 

asks]: ‘Why did dad not become like this one [financially stable]?’ [I say]: ‘It is destiny. Be 

clever in school and get a good job and improve yourself’” [Mother of 11 year old boy, 

household #21, Interview]. The important value children place on education shows that the 

themes that Korayyem et al. (1998) identified more than 20 years ago with children in 

Sharabiyya are still relevant.  

 

Being Away From or Losing Loved Ones  

This is the factor children ranked highest for influencing their perceptions of well-

being which is understandable since the whole research sample experienced actual loss of the 

father due to death or divorce, or have one or both parents suffering from serious chronic 

illnesses. The high ranking could be explained as a sign of separation anxiety or fear of losing 
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the strong attachment with the remaining parent that is necessary for children’s healthy 

psychological development (Bowlby, 1982; Fawzy, 2009). There are also the practical 

consequences of losing a loved one such as the devastating effect on the families’ living 

conditions, household finances, and plans for the future, among other things. Losing an 

important person to whom children are attached marks them, as revealed in various studies 

from places suffering from conflict such as Sierra Leone, Liberia, Sudan, and Sri Lanka 

(Boyden & Mann, 2005). This result provides further confirmation of the strong connection 

between children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being.  

 

Achievement 

Achievement is the factor that comes in second place in affecting children’s 

perceptions of well-being. Children gave examples of areas where they feel successful such 

as sports, artistic expression, and relationships. However, most of their examples were about 

academic achievement since school represents a big part of their lives. When children’s 

academic effort effort is rewarded it leads to positive perceptions of well-being, and 

encourages them to further achieve, thus creating a virtuous cycle of success. Research in 

Spain and the United Kingdom also indicates that “getting good grades” is one way school 

children and adolescents conceptualized their happiness (López‑Pérez & Zuffianò, 2021).  

Children understand that achievement requires hard work as well as compromises. 

With success comes children’s wish to be recognized and happiness when they are. Children 

are also sensible to protect their effort: “I do not tell my friend the answer so that she does not 

take my effort [Girl, 11, household #22, Interview]. This is related to the school environment 

where cheating is common. Other than the frustration cheating creates it also affects 
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relationships: “The unclever boys do not like me and do not agree to play with me because 

they want to cheat. And I refuse to give them information” [Boy, 9, household #4, Interview]. 

In Egypt, families pay a sizable percentage of their income on children’s education 

hoping to prepare them for a prosperous future. Children’s academic performance is so 

crucial that families do everything in their power to provide children with all they need to 

succeed. This is the case in Sharabiyya even though the families’ financial situation is 

challenging and there are disappointments due to the poor level of academic services and low 

returns on investment in education. Nonetheless, education remains a principal means for 

improving socio-economic circumstances. The research assistants who are familiar with all 

FSP participants estimate that within the study sample families spend nearly if not more than 

50% of their income on school-related expenses (mainly private lessons in addition to books), 

especially when there are several children of school age in the same family which is 

common. This is due in large part to the poor quality of education in public schools.  

Mothers sacrifice financially to provide children with support through group classes 

which are additional paid for classes on school premises, and/or private tutoring. Parents 

(mostly mothers) also encourage children verbally, with gifts, and by taking them out. Close 

relatives such as uncles and grandmothers as well motivate children to perform academically. 

To promote success, important adults may orchestrate the children’s relationships with 

students who will make them progress and advise them to refrain from those who may hinder 

their achievement. Additionally, mothers may threaten children with violence so that they 

focus on school work and avoid distractions. 

 One reason behind mothers’ keenness on their children’s success is because it is an 

indication that they did well raising them essentially on their own: “[I tell my son:] ‘I want to 

see you the best person in the world. When you grow up I do not want your dad to say you 
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are brought up by a broad’” [Mother of 11 year old boy, household #12, Interview]. This 

mother is divorced and widowed, raising three children from two marriages, living in a tense 

extended household, and receiving no support from her ex-husband. Despite the fact that her 

former husband and his family have not taken responsibility for their boy, she managed to 

care for her children while facing these struggles. However, she feels her ex-husband’s 

family may still judge her parenting. This illustrates the tremendous social pressures women 

face, especially divorcées. According to the research assistants who have a long experience 

with disadvantaged families in Sharabiyya, widows appear to have more sympathy from the 

government, civil society, and public.   

Children’s academic success becomes more challenging when families cannot pay 

private lessons, for example, when the father has a chronic illness and much of the income is 

spent on health care. Or a family may be receiving support from the CBO to cover the 

father’s medical expenses so the mother is sensitive about taking educational support for her 

children to allow other families to benefit. Or a mother is unable to follow up on her 

children’s studies and homework because she is a single parent with heavy responsibilities in 

and outside the house. Or if the mother has had little or no schooling. 

 

Losing Face  

Children ranked “losing face” highly, which can be attributed to two reasons: a 

personal and a social one. The personal reason is that having value is a basic human necessity 

that is intricately linked to the need for acceptance (Amin as cited in Wassfy, 2019). Losing 

face might threaten the feeling of value that children have and need. The other reason is 

related to the living conditions in a sha3bi quarter like Sharabiyya where people’s lives are 

interconnected, neighbors can easily overhear fights, and children are subjected to hurtful 
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comments about their looks, social circumstances, and poverty. Both factors combined lead 

to children – especially girls – being upset if and when exposed to situations that make them 

lose face. Perhaps this is because females are dealing with more psychological and social 

pressures than boys, therefore making them more sensitive to additional stress especially one 

that involves how others perceive them.  

A previous study on violence against children in Egypt also highlighted the 

importance children give to losing face, and reported that boys would prefer to be beaten than 

verbally humiliated in front of classmates (NCCM & UNICEF Egypt, 2015). However, it 

differs from this research in stating that boys are especially sensitive about losing face 

(NCCM & UNICEF Egypt, 2015) while the data I collected indicate a higher sensitivity 

among girls (see Table 4).  

Children are cognizant of the negative influence of losing face on subjective well-

being and therefore try to avoid such situations to maintain their image. Mothers too 

understand the importance of saving their children’s face especially after participating in 

parenting classes at the CBO. One mother illustrates: “I tell my son: ‘I do not want to shame 

you in front of anyone. I shall bring you something sweet if you are good’” [Mother of 10 

year old boy, household #2, Interview]. In addition, mothers are making an effort to spare 

children from being in situations where they risk losing face. For example, they try to provide 

their children’s needs so they do not feel inferior to their peers, and advise them not to accept 

something they cannot return. 

 

Bothering 

Bothering is common in children’s environment and joins other elements that children 

ranked relatively highly for their effect on perceptions of well-being. Children gave examples 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 

 

 

183 

of siblings, uncles, cousins, relatives, neighbors, strangers, and colleagues/friends who annoy 

them within families, in the neighborhood, and in school. Bothering is a wide spread problem 

that is an example of abuse as it has negative implications on children’s emotional state. The 

data show that some girls have brothers who bother them while others are protected by their 

brothers from being bothered. It is quite likely that females are generally subjected to more 

bothering than males, hence the gender difference for this factor. This confirms the results of 

a previous research where girls reported being annoyed and harassed by male schoolmates to 

the extent of feeling safer if they were enrolled in a school for girls only (NCCM & UNICEF 

Egypt, 2015). 

 

CBO Activities 

Children who are members of the Development through Art activities qualified their 

participation in CBO activities as important for their perceptions of well-being, which shows 

that the effort the CBO team is making to support families whose children risk losing parental 

care is making a valuable difference for them. CBO activities positively influence children’s 

perceptions of well-being by allowing them opportunities to express themselves, share their 

worries, learn new skills, go out and explore new places, and experience success. This is in 

addition to socializing in a safe environment with peers and having strong relationships with 

the CBO team, which affects children’s quality of relatedness to the extent that children may 

consider a trainer of the Development Through Art activities as a father and a community 

coordinator as a mother.  

Mothers also mentioned that they find the CBO activities useful whether for offering 

an affordable, enjoyable, and safe option for their children to go out; or providing parenting 

and counseling sessions which make them better able to manage different challenges at 
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home; or supporting them in the provision of basic needs such as food, medication, and 

academic lessons for children. All these factors lead to a more stable family environment 

which in turn improves children’s perceptions of well-being.  

 

Going Out 

This is another factor that positively affects children’s perceptions of well-being 

because it breaks the routine and releases bad feelings, which is needed for Sharabiyya 

children who are facing several challenges. In addition to household monetary poverty, 

difficult living conditions, having chronically ill or divorced parents, there is also violence 

that makes going out a way to improve children’s mood: 

Once dad kicked me to the extent that I threw up…He hits me in my arm and chest. I 

feel that there is a fissure in my heart. I have trouble breathing that affects my heart. 

One day I could not breathe and my heart was hurting badly. The doctor told mom 

that I need to go out and mom can only manage food and drink. We walk and this is 

good for me [Girl, 11, household #6, Interview]. 

Another cause of stress in Sharabiyya is living in extended households, which is the 

situation for 11 families participating in the research. Some couples originally got married in 

extended households while some mothers moved into them after the husband died, divorced 

her, or became chronically ill. This is attributed to the socio-cultural pressures for widows 

and divorcées not to live on their own, or because of women’s struggle to manage 

independently. Extended households may include in addition to women’s mothers or mothers 

in law other family members such as the children’s half-siblings or their aunts/uncles and 

their families. It is usual in this situation for the mother and her children to be confined to one 

room in a shared apartment. In several cases mothers living in extended households 
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mentioned tensions whether with their own relatives or with in-laws. The latter may 

continuously bother the mother and her children hoping that they leave the apartment which 

represents a very precious resource. The tension in some extended households makes going 

out a psychological necessity for children.  

An additional source of pressure for children that is eased by going out is school and 

studying. In school children deal with injustice, cheating, stealing, classroom problems, 

bullying, gossip, violence, cursing, poor teaching, and khessam. Teachers may also force 

children to attend group support classes or take private lessons as a way to increase their 

income otherwise they fail the students or threaten to do so. There is usually little academic 

benefit from the group support classes so children get private tutoring outside school to be 

able to succeed. This makes the school day very long and exhausting for children who 

sometimes have additional activities and responsibilities in their schedule, as a mother 

illustrates: 

Until 1:30 pm it is school. Until 3:00 it is the group lessons in school with my son’s 

teachers. He comes home and I would have a sandwich ready for him. He takes it and 

goes to the private lessons. He comes back at 6:00. If he has the kottab [Quran 

school], he stays until 9:00…On Fridays and Saturdays there are activities in the 

mosque for which children are rewarded by trips, etc. This is why he likes to go. And 

it is a way for him to get away from the house and its problems [Mother of 10 year 

old boy, household #9, Interview]. 

The mother is referring to the housing arrangement where she, this son, her older son 

who has a disability, and daughter live in one room. Her late husband’s grown son from 

another marriage lives in the same house and wants to kick them out. This leads to constant 
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friction and provocation that the son tries to avoid by going out. So much so, that the mother 

uses going out to reward him. 

In general, children enjoy going out because it does not happen frequently since they 

are studying during the week for the duration of the school year. Therefore, it mostly happens 

during the weekend, on the last day of exams, in eid, or in the summer vacation. Girls cherish 

any chance to go out as they have less opportunities than boys to play in the street because of 

concerns about their safety and less socio-cultural acceptability. This can explain the gender 

difference for this factor.  

 

Eid 

Eid combines two elements with positive perceptions on children’s well-being, 

namely going out/fos-ha and play. This is in addition to receiving money and clothes and 

enjoying the company of loved ones, which makes eid an occasion that is probably 

unbeatable as a source of happiness for children.  

 

Play 

The CRC and General Comment 17 on its Article 31 recognize play as a right and 

emphasize its important role in promoting child development (Committee on the Rights of 

the Child, 2013; United Nations, 1989). From their part, children participating in the research 

express happiness at the ability and permission they have to play and acknowledge its 

positive effect on their well-being whether it is through technological games (such as PUBG 

and PlayStation) or more traditional play such as hide and seek and marbles.  

Van Gils (2014) confirms the dual connection between play and child well-being: a 

level of well-being is a prerequisite for play and play promotes well-being. Van Gils (2014) 
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also highlights social aspects of play such as the partnership, decision-making, and 

negotiations with playing partners that “offer the opportunity to develop social capacities and 

to deal with several feelings which both open the door for supportive relations and for 

feelings of belonging” (p. 907). This is especially clear with the examples children gave of 

playing in the street which is a significant outlet for them that involves sharing, negotiating, 

and experiencing relatedness because of the high density in Sharabiyya. The downside is the 

risks associated with the street in a sha3bi quarter which limits children’s playing time 

especially for girls. 

 

Meaning 

Meaning is the last factor influencing children’s perceptions of well-being and it is 

striking that with their little resources children in Sharabiyya are generous with what they 

have whether money, effort, food, or supplies. It appears that the key factor is to perceive 

being in a better position than others which generates a sense of responsibility toward the less 

fortunate. Children feel they are doing something meaningful and this is why they continue to 

do good. The reason behind this might be spiritual, or a sensitivity because they also feel the 

limitations of being poor.  
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How is Relatedness Understood by Children Living in Sharabiyya Quarter Who Are 

Receiving Interventions From SOS and its Partner CBO? 

To have a good relationship with someone is better than having a bad relationship with him. 

It affects me in that it makes people like me. This makes people know me as I am truly. If I 

have a good relationship with someone, he will not say something bad about me. However, if 

I have a bad relationship with someone he will lie and try to make my friends not like me and 

he will bother me [Boy, 9, household #10, Interview]. 

 

The second research sub-question tackles relatedness, which plays an instrumental 

role in counterbalancing the effects of poverty and vulnerability by fulfilling children’s 

various psychological, relational, and material requirements and supporting them in dealing 

with life’s challenges as previously demonstrated. The literature confirms the role 

relationships play in mitigating risk factors and enhancing children’s resilience even through 

one supportive adult who can help children to “interpret…adjust to, or overcome, difficult 

life experiences” (Dawes as cited in Boyden & Mann, 2005, p. 7). Due to the importance of 

relationships children avoid jeopardizing them. This explains why children identified 

reconciliation as an important feature of relatedness and perceptions of well-being.  

What follows is a presentation of children’s main dyads or two-person systems that 

Bronfenbrenner (1981) places at the innermost level of his ecological systems theory. It is 

noticeable that children’s attachments are “dispersed”, i.e., including more caregivers than 

the mother (Mann as cited in Boyden & Mann, 2005, p. 7). One notable feature of dyads is 

reciprocity (Bronfenbrenner, 1981), which is confirmed by the study findings about 

children’s understanding of relationships and explains children’s disappointment when their 

expectations of reciprocity are not fulfilled. Hart also highlights this feature of relationships: 
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“Children are fundamentally social beings, for whose mental and emotional health it is vital 

to enjoy positive connections with others: a sense of consistency, continuity and reciprocity 

in relationships” (as cited in Camfield et al., 2008, p. 20).  

 

Mothers 

Within the specific circumstances of the FSP children in terms of fathers’ absence or 

incapacitation, mothers are the main adult figures in children’s lives and the ones who 

provide the most needs. Hence, it is not surprising for this relationship to stand as the highest 

in children’s ranking, separated with a large gap between the second best relationship which 

is with siblings. While trying to manage substantial socio-economic challenges, mothers 

succeed in transmitting to their children a sense of security and protection as well as 

providing their needs to the best extent possible. In the words of one child: 

I drew mom because she is important to me and I love her. She stands by me when I 

am tired. When I am tired she takes me to the hospital…She stands by me in school, 

and gets me books, and tells teachers to take care of me and not to upset me and to 

allow me to sit at the end of the desk so I can write well [Girl, 12, household #6, 

Social Mapping]. 

A mother confirms: “My daughter tells me: ‘As long as…you are with me this is the 

most important thing’” [Mother, household #24, Interview]. It seems that in many ways 

mothers are giving their children the message: ‘You are important to me’ which is key for 

children’s psychological development as per Fawzy (2009), and in turn strengthens the 

relationship further. 

Children appreciate their mothers’ effort, are keen to obey them, and show affection 

toward them. One token of children’s esteem for their mothers is to buy them gifts, which is a 
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factor that improves quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being as previously 

indicated. Another proof of children’s appreciation of their mothers is their plans to 

compensate her in the future: “My daughter says: ‘I shall not get married and shall stay with 

mom and buy everything for her. I do not want anyone to talk to me about marriage’” 

[Mother of 11 year old girl, household #15, Interview].  

Children are also empathic, express concern and consideration for their mothers: 

I think of mother and how she can be happy. I make her happy by listening to what 

she tells me to do, by not giving her a hard time, and by getting good grades in the 

certificate. She is happy because I shall be honored tomorrow as the second best 

student in class [Girl, 10, household #23, Interview]. 

Life is hard for mothers, to say the least. Husbands who are alive either have a 

disability or chronic condition (illness or substance abuse). Some mothers lost their husbands 

unexpectedly, leaving behind children and heavy responsibilities:  

The children’s relationship with their father was good. He was responsible for the 

whole house and was not ill before he died. Suddenly I found myself responsible in 

every way for three children. Three children are fully in my responsibility when I did 

not have any responsibilities before [Mother of 12 year old girl, household #8, 

Interview].  

While it is unlikely the mother had no responsibilities when her husband was alive, 

this quote clarifies the major turn of events she experienced upon his passing. 

Families – especially those that lived comfortably – are dealt a serious economic blow 

when the husband dies, is incapacitated, or in the event of separation/divorce. Men in 

Sharabiyya usually have daily paying jobs, meaning unstable income when they are working, 

and a monthly government grant not exceeding 500 pounds (nearly 32 USD) in the case of 
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the man’s sickness, disability, or death, which is insufficient to sustain the family. This 

makes the circumstances particularly challenging for the partner. Mothers have to raise their 

children, fill the husband’s place in the household, in addition to making ends meet, while 

having little or no education and work experience and few skills for the job market.  

The situation can be harder when the mother has a chronic disease or there is 

domestic violence and the mother has difficulty to move from the pain of the beating. Also 

some mothers are too proud to ask for financial assistance. Another complication happens 

when older children decide to work to help the family:  

I no longer get the [government] pension 450 pounds [nearly 29 USD] because my 

[older] child did not want to go to school. He said he will work. In order to get the 

pension I need to get proof from the school that he is enrolled [Mother of 13 year old 

girl, household #29, Interview].  

The family income also decreases if children continue their education, because some 

government schemes such as Takaful cover school children until the secondary level (high 

school). A mother explains: “I was taken out from many support opportunities because 

Ahmed is in university” [Mother of 10 year old girl and 13 year old boy, household #26, 

Interview]. 

Dramatic developments in mothers’ lives shook them at first then they were able to 

manage their situation with the support of family, friends, neighbors, religious places, 

government, and the CBO. The change of circumstances affects major family decisions 

regarding housing (moving to another neighborhood or changing from a nuclear to extended 

household), way of life, mothers remarrying or not, and the children’s education and 

upbringing. It also affects the dynamics within the larger family. 
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While focusing on the present and managing day to day aspects of life, mothers are 

keen about children’s “well-becoming” (Ben-Arieh as cited in Ben-Arieh, 2005, p. 577) and 

showing concern for their future prospects as a mother explains: “I provide my children with 

everything they need to be the best ever. Love, tenderness, expenses, food, drink, [private] 

lessons. It is essential to provide these all the time” [Mother of 10 and 11 year old girl, 

household #22, Interview]. This quote is telling because it combines what a mother 

understands to be children’s most important requirements namely positive emotions, basic 

needs, and quality education for which she is doing everything in her power.  

 

Siblings 

In some ways siblings may have certain elements of a parental relationship, especially 

in terms of care and providing needs. It is no surprise then that this is the relationship that 

comes next after mothers in its importance for children. Children confess their big love for 

siblings, which sounds at times like dependency: “I cannot dispense of my sisters” [Girl, 9, 

household #5, Interview]. The reasons are clear: siblings fulfill children’s needs and have 

several important roles such as playing partners, confidantes/advisors, and protectors.  

The strong attachment between siblings is a legacy from Ancient Egypt when sibling 

relationships were valued to the extent of referring to a lover as sister or brother (Mark, 

2016). Siblings’ high standing continues into modern times as revealed in this proverb: ‘a 

husband is present, a child is born, but a brother is lost’, implying that a woman may remarry 

after her husband dies, give birth to a new child if she loses one, while a sibling is 

irreplaceable. 
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People in the CBO 

Children who participate regularly in the Development Through Art activities value 

their relationships with people in the CBO. There is friendship and camaraderie among 

children, and a quasi-parental relationship between children and their trainers and community 

workers. This makes the CBO a second home, a refuge, and a safe environment for children 

to develop, so much so that two boys in one validation workshop gave particularly high 

weight to this item, which elevated its ranking and led to the highest gender difference in 

favor of boys.  

 

Fathers 

Children – especially girls – qualify their relationships with their fathers as among the 

most important. Within the research participants there are children whose fathers are dead, 

those separated from their fathers after the parents’ divorce, and others who live with fathers 

who have chronic diseases. When I asked children about their best relationships I was 

surprised that several mentioned their late fathers when I had assumed they would identify 

important people who are still alive. This shows how important the relationship is with the 

father. In the father’s absence an uncle may play his role. When this is not possible the CBO 

trainers may contribute in fulfilling children’s longing for a father figure.  

There is evidence in the data of good relationships between children and their late 

fathers, some fathers who left the house and continue to be good to their children after 

divorce, and with some who are ill/disabled: 

Their father’s [intellectual] impairment does not affect them and they are not 

embarrassed by it. This is because since they were young we trained them that this is 

their father and they should not be ashamed of him. He does not like to attend their 
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events [they perform in the CBO’s annual show] so as not to embarrass them. But 

actually they are happy [if he would go] [Mother of 10 year old girl and 11 year old 

boy, household #17, Interview]. 

This is a unique family where the father has an intellectual impairment and the mother 

does not. Together they are raising three children with significant support from the paternal 

grandfather who in this family partially assumes the role of the father.  

 

Friends 

Friends are very special for children and it distinguishes a relationship for them to 

consider someone a friend, for example mothers and siblings. There are many positive 

aspects of children’s friendships such as sharing, protecting and defending each other, having 

companions in play and sports, and doing good gestures. This confirms results from previous 

research about the important role peer relationships play in enhancing children’s resilience 

(Boyden & Mann, 2005). And yet, it seems this is the most volatile among children’s 

relationships. Had it not been for other healthy stable relationships in children’s lives, the 

volatility of friendships would probably have a bigger negative effect on children especially 

with the prevalence of unhealthy behavior around them in school.  

 

Cousins  

Cousins are important for children especially when they are close in age and see each 

other frequently. This is one of the advantages of “family homes” (those belonging to an 

important family figure such as grandparents, and where the larger family can regularly 

meet). Whether or not children live in the family home, they meet there their cousins who are 

playing partners, protect them, provide companionship and advice. 
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The downside is the presence of tensions between cousins in households with 

multiple families. There could be preferential treatment by adults toward certain cousins as 

opposed to others. The uncle’s wife may also play a role in setting her children against her 

cousins. There could be tensions even if the cousins do not live in the same building. In one 

case the uncle lives with the grandmother. Every time the mother and her children visit their 

grandmother the uncle and his family treat them very badly to the extent of injury because 

they do not want them to feel welcome in the building that they consider as their own even 

though the mother and her children have a share in it.  

 

Aunts/Uncles  

Aunts/uncles play an important role with the FSP children in this study whether their 

parents are alive or not. Their roles are similar to those of a parent: raising children, checking 

on them, encouraging them to succeed, helping financially and with school work, protecting, 

entertaining, and providing discipline as well as needs. In the father’s absence, uncles may 

play his role which children miss and need and which is also helpful for mothers who want 

their children to have an alternative father figure.  

Several children indicated that they feel closer to their maternal uncles/aunts than 

their paternal ones. Families nowadays are facing increasing economic challenges with 

32.5% of Egyptians estimated to be poor in 2017/2018 according to CAPMAS (Booklet of the 

Most Important Indicators from the Income, Expenditure, and Consumption Survey 

2017/2018, n.d.). This might lead to concerns among the paternal side of the family about 

present and future implications of being close to their nephews and nieces and avoidance of 

supporting the wife of their brother. They may fear expectations of them to provide for their 

nephews and nieces emotionally and/or financially. According to the FSP psychologist who 
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is familiar with all families participating in the program, aunts/uncles who are unable or 

unwilling to fulfill such expectations may wish to close this door from early on (Dr. H. 

Marzouk, personal communication, September 23, 2020). In this case children feel the 

absence of their paternal relatives and understand that they cannot depend on them. Mothers 

too are frustrated and tell them: “I do not want anything from you but you are my children’s 

paternal uncles” [Mother of 10 and 11 year old girls, household #22, Interview]. The mother 

is referring here to the moral – not financial – role she is wishing that her in-laws play yet 

they are not obliging. In contrast, the mother’s family generally stands by their daughter 

during her difficult circumstances and provides her and her children with much needed 

assistance. This could be due to the difference between kinship through blood that is 

considered in Egyptian culture to be stronger than relations through marriage. Hence, 

families feel much closer to their daughter than their daughter in law.  

Another explanation for children’s closeness to the mother’s family is that the 

maternal grandmother may be encouraging her children to support her daughter and her 

children. Due to the grandmother’s power as the family matriarch, maternal uncles and aunts 

may obey her and be supportive of their sister and nieces/nephews. While this is a plausible 

reason, it seems from the stories children and mother recounted during the data collection that 

the supportive maternal uncles/aunts did it out of love more than obligation.  

 

Grandparents 

Grandparents are important adult figures for children who may play a similar role to 

parents in raising children and caring for them, but it goes beyond this. Grandparents provide 

children with what their parents cannot get them due to financial limitations, represent refuge 

from chronic domestic conflict, and protect children (sometimes from the parents’ physical 
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violence). Furthermore, some grandparents are generous and children acknowledge their 

pampering.  

Living with grandparents supported FSP families during difficult times. However, it is 

not without tension on the mother and grandchildren. For example, some children living in 

extended households are frustrated with their grandparents who ask for them to do too many 

things, or confine them to a limited space to preserve their apartment, furniture, and 

belongings. Or there may be tensions related to grandparents preferring certain cousins than 

others, as previously mentioned.  

 

Neighbors  

Of all the children’s relationships neighbors come last in their influence. However, 

they are important especially in a sha3bi quarter like Sharabiyya where people are literally 

and figuratively close. Neighbors stand by each other’s side particularly during times of need. 

One poignant example is when a gang took a girl’s father hostage. The family’s neighbor and 

landlady was instrumental in having people negotiate with the gang, giving the family 

protection and a safe place to stay. In another case, a mother praises her neighbors for their 

support: “I live with my mother in law. After my husband died they wanted to kick me out 

and I resorted to respected people in the street. The neighbors supported me and stood up to 

them” [Mother of 12 year girl, household #8, Interview]. Neighbors also support each other 

financially especially when families have difficult circumstances like those participating in 

the research. The positive features of relationships with neighbors are counterbalanced by the 

inevitability of problems when lives are so interconnected (Rogoff, 2003) such as the case 

when neighbors are intrusive, selfish, curse, create problems, fight, and bother each other.  
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 From what was presented above, it is obvious that children’s predominant relationship 

is with their mothers. It is important to note that FSP families are atypical in that the father is 

in the background as compared with the mother, and the data indicate multiple attachment – 

extending beyond mothers – to relatives, friends, and neighbors who are all significant 

members in children’s ecology and play important roles within it.  

 

Thematic Commentary 

In his ecological systems theory Bronfenbrenner (1981) argues that child development 

happens as an interaction between the person and the environment, which consists of several 

intertwining circles. It is not only the interaction within these environmental circles but also 

the link among them that shapes the child’s developmental outcomes. The above sections 

responded to the research question and sub-questions and linked them to children’s larger 

environment. While analyzing the data I noticed important themes from the ecological lens 

such as poverty, housing, school, and culture (including religion/spirituality, food/meals, and 

gender roles). Two particularly stand out for their impact on children’s quality of relatedness 

and perceptions of well-being, namely vulnerability and violence which I chose to explore in 

detail in the following section.  

 

Vulnerability 

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (2011b) considers children 

under 18 years vulnerable until their neural, psychological, social and physical growth and 

development is achieved. The research participants are 8–13 years old which makes them 

vulnerable as per this definition. Additionally, children participating in this study are all 

enrolled in the FSP that SOS introduced to Sharabiyya in 2007 and has since been 
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implemented by the CBO “Zawyet Garawan”. The two partner organizations select for FSP 

services families whose children risk losing parental care because of reasons that combine 

household monetary poverty, problems between the parents, and the father’s absence or 

chronic illness. What further increases children’s vulnerability is the prevalence of parenting 

patterns that counselor Dr. Sami Fawzy has identified from real life experience in Egypt as 

possible causes of personality disorders (2009). Fawzy warns that the presence of one pattern 

alone is sufficient to damage a child’s psyche (2009). It seems from the accounts of children 

and their mothers that children affiliated with the FSP in Sharabiyya are often exposed to 

several of these parenting patterns, thus adding to their vulnerability. The following are the 

most relevant to the study findings:   

The Inability to Talk with Children Calmly and Patiently (Fawzy, 2009). Children in 

Sharabiyya report that talking is one of nine elements that highly impact their quality of 

relationships and perceptions of well-being. Mothers understand the importance of talking 

with their children, especially when children do not regularly talk with their siblings if they 

are unavailable or not close in age. However, they may be unable to fulfill this need due to 

exhaustion. Mothers are under enormous pressures to balance their responsibilities in and 

outside the home, such as caring for chronically ill family members, attending to several 

children some of whom are ill or have an impairment requiring extra care, in addition to 

making ends meet with small incomes during a tough national economic situation. Mothers 

might also have to manage challenging relationships with the larger family and even share 

the same household with them. As for fathers who are present in children’s lives they may be 

too sick or stressed to have a quality conversation with children. Fawzy (2009) describes a 

setting that is applicable to Sharabiyya: “Conversation with children is often nervous and 
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impatient…[due to] life’s stresses…Life has crushed us and parents return home...with no 

patience to deal with the little regular things that happen [while they are away]” (p. 17).  

 

A related parenting pattern that exists in extended households and potentially has a 

negative effect on children is:  

Not Having a Conversation with Children That Allows Them to Freely Express 

Their Opinion (Fawzy, 2009). Having a conversation with children where they express their 

opinions in a safe environment is crucial for healthy child development (Fawzy, 2009). 

However, one mother laments the lack of privacy at home:  

I live with my mother, sister, and married brother. My children and I do not feel at 

ease here. I like to talk to my son. When this happens I find one of them interfering in 

our talk so we stop what we were talking about. My son tells them: ‘Let us speak with 

each other.’ I want to understand how he thinks [by having these conversations with 

him]. I feel that I am living under the microscope [Mother of 11 year old boy, 

household #21, Interview].   

When this woman’s husband died her mother forbade her to live alone in her 

apartment – believing that this is not culturally appropriate – and forced her daughter and two 

grandchildren to join the extended family. Occasionally, the widow spends some days in the 

apartment where she got married (which is in another neighborhood) to clean it. It is an 

opportunity for her and the children to spend quality time together, which makes a positive 

difference for them yet is insufficient. 

Lack of Understanding and Harmony Between Parents (Fawzy, 2009). According to 

Fawzy (2009) the relationship between parents is the basic/most important relationship in the 

household, not the one between parents and children. When the former is not working it can 
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cause children to feel guilty, be withdrawn and unable to interact well with their 

surroundings, and possibly biased toward one parent (Fawzy, 2009). The latter observation 

exists within the sample where it causes conflict between siblings who are attached to 

different parents. A child explains: “Mom told me that the others like their dad. But I did not 

live with him like my brother and my sister. I am not used to him. He divorced her when I 

was still an infant.” [Girl, 13, household #27, Interview]. And the mother notices how this 

creates friction between her two daughters: 

She could yell at her older sister because of me. The older one loves her dad even 

though he does not live with us. The younger one tells her: ‘Our mother has done a lot 

for us. You do not understand this. I know that inside of you, you do not like mom’ 

[Mother of 13 year old girl, household #27, Interview]. 

 

Lack of understanding and harmony between parents is related to another harmful 

parenting pattern, which is:  

Parental Verbal Fights in Front of Children (Fawzy, 2009). Regardless of how 

much parents love their children and express this love, fights between the mother and father 

can cause their children to have fear, insecurity, guilt, lack of confidence in self, losing trust 

in the parents, a pessimistic view of life, and the inability to treat others properly (Fawzy, 

2009).  

There are three children among the research participants who had predominantly 

negative perceptions of well-being, as previously mentioned. In one case, this is due to the 

effect of parental fights which is also felt in another family:  

Before dad left, sometimes he and mom fought and he hit her. This made me sad. 

Because when they fought his voice would rise and he would curse her and the whole 
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street hears. Once a boy was fighting with my younger brother and told him: ‘Stop, 

you whose dad hits your mom’ [Boy, 10, household #4, Interview].  

This quote illustrates not only the child’s sadness in witnessing his parents fight, but 

also highlights the environmental implications of living in a densely populated neighborhood 

where neighbors are aware of each others’ intricate details. This causes children to lose face 

and adds to the emotional burden of seeing their parents fight in front of them.  

 

Fawzy (2009) adds two related defective parenting patterns which are:  

A Parent or Both Preferring One Child Over Their Siblings. And  

The Preferred Child Having an Unhealthy Close Attachment With the Parent. In 

the interviews mothers mentioned that their children complain about them having a 

preference toward one of the siblings. Mothers denied the accuracy of such impressions and 

justified the extra attention they provide to particular children with their higher vulnerability. 

For example, a boy being too young when he lost his father, or another who has a disability 

so the mother has to take him to rehabilitation services. From their side, some children report 

with a degree of certitude that a parent likes them or a sibling more than others. While such 

preference may be associated with different benefits in children’s minds (for example, 

spending more quality time with dad or being protected from his violence), Fawzy (2009) 

raises several concerns of having a preferred child. These include the risk of building 

aggression and guilt within children, and leaving unpreferred children hungry for love. It may 

also create an unhealthy close attachment with the parent as this quote might suggest: “My 

son is my love. He was unable to sleep unless he is holding my hand. He kisses me in the 

morning when I wake up…[He tells me]: ‘You are mine. You are my love’” [Mother of 11 

year old boy, household #21, Interview]. 
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 Examining the research findings reveals a link between children’s vulnerability as 

presented above and the factors that shape their quality of relatedness and perceptions of 

well-being. Children give the highest importance to kindness/tenderness which they lack 

since their fathers died or left the house, and which they need when life struggles keep their 

mothers away from them for long hours. The important role of joking can be explained as 

relief from the stresses that conditions of vulnerability adds on children. Generosity/gifts are 

particularly appreciated given the shortage of means that families suffer from. Help/support 

represent emotional safety nets that children and their mothers count on to decrease the daily 

challenges they are facing. Talking is important for mental and emotional well-being: “All 

issues are heavy inside my heart and I become happy when I relieve myself by talking about 

them” [Girl, 13, household #16, Interview]. As for khessam, it jeopardizes children’s 

relationships and adds to their psychological burden, hence the need for reconciliation. 

Beating not only increases the children’s vulnerability but also their mothers’ in cases of 

domestic violence. Providing needs is necessary for children whether they are vulnerable or 

not. However, the higher level of vulnerability among this group of children may have added 

to this factor’s importance. As for trust, it is a basic human need related to healthy attachment 

that “governs every pulse of a person’s psychological life” (Fawzy, 2009, p. 137).  

 

Violence 

According to UNICEF “violence against children takes many forms, including 

physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, and may involve neglect or deprivation” (Violence 

Against Children, 2015). This concurs with Article 19 of the CRC, obliging the protection of 

children from “all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent 

treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), 
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legal guardian(s) (1989). It also agrees with the Egyptian Constitution (art. 80) and Child 

Law (art. 3) that ensure child protection from all forms of violence, injury, abuse, negligence, 

maltreatment, and exploitation (Cabinet of Ministers, 2008; Egypt’s Constitution of 2014, 

2021).  

Unfortunately, in Egypt children suffer from a compounded problem that is 

characterized by high levels of violence often from parents or important adults who should 

protect them, and the wide acceptability of violence by Egyptians as a legitimate way to 

discipline children (NCCM & UNICEF Egypt, 2015). The case is no different in Sharabiyya 

as a mother declares: “Even though I hit my children I love them. [They understand this and 

say:] ‘She loves us and is concerned about us’” [Mother of 10 year old girl and 11 year old 

boy, household #17, Interview].  

From the first data collection activity children alluded to the prevalent violence 

surrounding them. This can be physical violence within the family: between parents, among 

siblings, between the mother and her siblings, between uncles and children, between 

parents/grandparents and children, and in rare cases between children and their parents. This 

is also the situation in school: principals and teachers hit students and children hit each other. 

There is hitting in the street as well. Physical violence against children increases when 

mothers are especially stressed, for example, due to constant problems with relatives and 

when other means of discipline are unsuccessful with their children. This makes violence the 

sad reality that children are forced to manage, sometimes with counter violence (for example, 

hitting back). At other times, children’s judgement of the situation may guide them to abstain 

from using violent reactions and resort instead to adult mediation to avoid escalation.  

To illustrate, hitting is common between siblings. When siblings hit each other some 

children hit back. Others may choose not to respond to the physical violence. This could be 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 

 

 

205 

out of respect for the elder sibling, fear of retaliation, to avoid escalation, not being strong 

enough to hit back, concern for the younger and acknowledgement that they are too young to 

know better, or because children understand that they are being teased. Instead of hitting back 

some children prefer to contact an adult to avoid being seen as wrong-doing and to also give 

adults their due respect. Because children love their mothers they listen to them if they ask 

them not to hit back a sibling, making mothers frequent mediators in sibling fights.  

Children’s acceptance of corporal punishment is reported in settings where violence is 

prevalent (Shanalingigwa as cited in Seeha, 2019). Another explanation for the acceptability 

and prevalence of physical violence may be due to the fact that in children’s minds it works. 

It is successful when parents use it with them: “Mom does not hit me. Except my paternal 

uncle and dad. He hit me because I did not obey him. This is why now I do as he says.” [Boy, 

10, household #24, Interview]. This agrees with results from a previous Egyptian study that 

beating may lead to more obedience (NCCM & UNICEF Egypt, 2015). Another child also 

believes in the positive results violence can bring: “[What makes me saddest is] for someone 

to curse me. If someone curses me I shall beat him. It is kids I do not know. Outside school. I 

beat him and he stopped” [Boy, 10, household #28, Interview]. Violence in schools seems to 

work as well: “My friend in school bothers me and says bad words, and we complain to the 

teacher. He beats him and the last time he gave him a letter of dismissal and he returned and 

has not bothered us again” [Boy, 12, household #7, Likert Scale].  

All these examples are from boys who use physical violence more than girls in play 

and for retaliation. Violence also seems to be more common against boys who are beaten in 

school and sometimes in the street, which confirms the results of a previous study that boys 

are more exposed to physical violence than girls (NCCM & UNICEF, 2015). Additionally, 

Egyptian parents who are concerned about their children going in a bad direction may be 
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tougher with sons than daughters. One child illustrates: “My maternal uncle Mohamed is 

severe on my two brothers. Because I am the girl, he is not too severe on me” [Girl, 10, 

household #26, Interview]. These factors combined can explain why boys gave more weight 

to beating than girls in terms of influencing their perceptions of well-being and quality of 

relatedness (see Table 3).  

The prevalence of violence in Sharabiyya makes protection and defense a feature of 

children’s relatedness that is essential for managing their environment. Hence, it is noticeable 

that family members (mothers, siblings, aunts/uncles, grandparents) and friends who protect 

and defend children are those with whom they have the best relationships.  

One concerning feature of physical violence is its entanglement in a vicious cycle. For 

example, in one family the father is very violent toward his wife and children and forces one 

of his sons to beat the mother, the mother hits her children, and the children hit each other. 

Masten (2014) makes a similar observation about the “cascading” effect of violence whereby 

a difficult general environment can frustrate adults, bringing violence into the family, and 

from there to individuals (p. 13). This is quite applicable to Sharabiyya in light of a stressful 

economic situation especially when mothers have to manage their family’s affairs on their 

own. In such cases the counseling sessions and parenting lessons the CBO offers equip 

mothers with skills to deal with their circumstances, including more effective alternatives 

than beating for disciplinning children. From another side, the CBO supports families in 

ensuring their basic needs and helps them to start income generation projects to alleviate 

some of the financial pressures that influence the interaction between adults and children. 

More of these CBO activities are needed to break the vicious cycle of violence in the home 

referred to above and others.  
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In the specific case of the family that is entangled in a vicious cycle of violence, the 

CBO offered the mother support to leave the apartment and get away with her children from 

the husband who has turned the whole family’s life into hell. However, she continued in the 

situation that she complains about. One possible explanation is that the mother may be 

suffering from learned helplessness (Seligman as cited in Fawzy 2009), thus making it very 

hard for her to change her situation. According to Seligman’s theory of learned helplessness 

(1971) the person who is exposed to abuse may have adjusted somehow, leading to a feeling 

of helplessness (as cited in Fawzy, 2009). The person is unable to realize their capacity to 

handle the situation and control their life (Seligman as cited in Fawzy, 2009). In the mother’s 

words:  

I am completely helpless. I am dying [from my husband’s violence] and cannot do 

anything. I stay the whole day unable to do anything. No one can tolerate this. I 

cannot leave the children like other people do. We were not raised to do this. We were 

raised on love and amiability. This is what has been going on for a long time. If a day 

goes by without beating we hardly believe it. We need divine salvation. I do not know 

how to act. I do not have experience in life  [Mother of 11 and 13 year old daughters, 

household #6, Interview]. 

In terms of sexual violence there were no reports of it in the data, which may be due 

to the high level of protection mothers are providing to children, especially girls, in light of 

the increasing cases of rape and attempted rape that Egypt has been shocked to witness 

recently. Even though FGC remains a widespread harmful tradition in Egypt with 87 percent 

of all women aged 15 – 49 reported to be circumcised (Ministry of Health and Population et 

al., 2015b), there was also no mention of it in the data. This might result from governmental 

and non-governmental efforts in promoting awareness about this issue, which is manifested 
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in declining rates of the practice among females under age 25 (Ministry of Health and 

Population et al., 2015b), or to fear of disclosure from mothers who are aware that FGC is a 

crime punishable by law, or to the cultural belief that this is a beneficial practice that girls 

must undergo to ensure their purity and chastity.   

What girls and mothers mentioned in the data collection was harassment (verbal and 

touching) which is a widespread phenomenon in Egypt that girls experience more than boys 

(NCCM & UNICEF, 2015). One mother indicated that her girls’ paternal uncle used to harass 

them, which led the mother to move to another house. Some mothers refused to remarry to 

spare their daughters from being around a stranger, which might increase the risk of 

harassment. Because harassment is so frequent girls learn to manage it:  

There are strange young men who harass us. We would have a bottle of water and we 

hit him with it so his head gets wounded and we hit them with a brick. Nobody dares 

speak with us. If we do not do anything about it they will not stop [Girl, 11, 

household #6, Interview]. 

As for emotional abuse, the earlier section on vulnerability presented some parenting 

practices that may damage children’s psyche and could thus be considered abusive. In 

addition, children reported being exposed to mocking, cursing, and ridicule, which have a 

negative effect on them as a mother details: 

What makes a bad relationship for my son is for someone to ridicule him. He avoids 

seeing this person. Tries not to see them. For example, someone might mock him, tell 

him that he is too small or too young. Life gets messed up for him then [Mother of 9 

year old boy, household #10, Interview]. 
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Bothering also leads to emotional abuse. It is so prevalent and significant that children 

identified it as one of the most influential factors on their perceptions of well-being (see the 

findings chapter for more details about this factor).  

Another component of UNICEF’s above mentioned definition of violence is neglect, 

which Seeha (2019) describes as:  

Failure to provide everything necessary for a child’s development in all aspects: 

health, education, emotional development, nutrition, and safe living conditions within 

the resources available to the family or caregivers. It is what causes or has a 

noticeable effect in causing harm to a child’s health and physical, mental, moral, or 

social development. Neglect also includes failure to properly monitor and protect 

children from harm to the best extent possible (p. 64).  

A key sentence in this definition is resource availability within the child’s 

environment. Examples of neglect include fathers who are not on good terms with their wives 

or ex-wives and are not seeing their children frequently or at all and/or not covering their 

expenses. Additionally, the father’s branch of the family may neglect their brother during his 

illness and his family after he dies: “The children’s paternal relatives invited them for Shamm 

ElNessim [national Egyptian holiday to celebrate spring] one year then forgot about them 

[Mother of 10 and 13 year old girls, household #19, Interview].  

As for mothers, they are generally doing a lot for children despite their limited 

resources and it is hard to qualify what they are not able to provide as neglect. In one case a 

mother is concerned about her daughter’s poor educational level and attributes this to having 

had to work to care for her family as she has been divorced for 12 years and did not receive 

pension while her father was alive. Therefore she could not provide for her daughter to have a 

strong educational base.  
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Children whose parent or both are absent from home might interpret this to mean they 

are bad, unloved, and unimportant which leads the parent(s) to not want to spend time with 

them (Fawzy, 2009). Mothers participating in this study who are the main adult figure in the 

FSP families often need to spend long hours outside the home. For example, women who are 

working cleaning homes or selling food/clothes/small items, which are time consuming jobs, 

spend much time outside the home. Those who have a chronically ill husband are frequently 

in clinics and hospitals with him. All mothers buy needs for the house and accompany their 

younger children to various activities, which probably impacts on the siblings who stay at 

home either alone or with slightly older sisters or brothers. This is in addition to the 

numerous responsibilities mothers have inside the home. Being away from children impacts 

them, as a mother declares: “When I bring the children something sweet my son tells me: ‘I 

love you. You are often late to come back to me.’ I tell him: ‘ma3lesh.23 It is pressure of 

work and here is something I got you’” [Mother of 10 year old boy, household #2, Interview]. 

Because such activities are critical for mothers to care for their families, it would be unfair to 

classify them as neglect.  

Deprivation is the last component of UNICEF’s definition of violence. Children feel 

materially and/or emotionally deprived at certain moments, for example, when they are 

unable to have new clothes for eid, or compare themselves with peers who have dads. 

However, in general it is striking that deprivation was not a prominent theme in the data even 

though children in the sample may be defined as multidimensionally poor as per UNICEF’s 

standards (2017). For example, one child states: “I was never deprived of anything” [Boy, 10, 

household #24, Interview]. This boy’s mother specifically mentioned that she wants to spare 

 
23 Never mind. A term used as a substitute for a formal apology. 
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her children from feeling deprived because she experienced poverty in the past. Another 

mother expressed her contentment even though she has a challenging life managing on a tight 

budget a family of four children and a chronically ill husband: “My husband has never ever 

deprived us of anything” [Mother of 12 year old girl and boy, household #11, Interview]. In 

another case a girl mentioned that her late grandmother was so generous that she did not feel 

deprived. 

Some deprivation is associated with the father’s absence literally and figuratively as a 

child illustrates: “With the last 10 pounds mom had she asked me to buy half a kilo of 

potatoes. The food might not be sufficient for all of us. The minute we put the food on the 

table dad eats all of it and we do not” [Girl, 11, household #6, Interview]. In this case the 

issue goes beyond material deprivation which the child is aware of. It also includes the fact 

that the girl’s father is not supporting them, extremely violent, not showing them love, and 

living at the whole family’s expense. In other situations the father is not present due to 

divorce, which may negatively influence children’s psyche more than his death because he is 

alive yet children are deprived from him. Mothers try to fill this gap by being attentive to 

their children’s needs and providing them as best they could.  

 

Sharabiyya and Child Rights 

By securing children’s rights the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) also 

implicitly creates opportunities for their well-being (Ben-Arieh et al., 2014). Accordingly, a 

persistent question that accompanied me while conducting participatory research with 

children in Sharabiyya is: How do they fare in terms of the four core principles of the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)? By Egyptian standards, children participating 

in this study are considered very vulnerable in socio-economic terms. However, data 
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collection and observation portrayed a picture that is not entirely gloomy of the children in 

relation to their enjoyment of basic rights. This is due in large part to the efforts families – 

especially mothers – are exerting and to the support the CBO is providing to protect children 

from losing parental care.  

Within the sample, all children live with their families (nuclear and extended in some 

cases); go to school; have opportunities for play, entertainment, and going out; and 

participate in CBO, family, and community activities. The exercise of these rights is helping 

children to learn, grow, and develop. On the other hand, children are malnourished, exposed 

to prevalent physical and emotional violence in addition to other threats surrounding them 

such as bothering and bullying, and have a standard of living that is suboptimum for their 

flourishing. This leads me to a general conclusion that children in Sharabiyya are enjoying 

partial rights. If I were to propose a new right in the CRC, I would advocate for adding the 

right to quality relationships as understood by the children of Sharabiyya (including 

kindness/tenderness, trust, joking, generosity/gifts, help/support, providing needs, 

reconciliation, and talking). In the following section I present in more details examples 

relating to each of the CRC’s four core principles.  

 

Non-discrimination 

Article 2 of the CRC states that the “Child is protected against all forms of 

discrimination or punishment” (United Nations, 1989). There is evidence in the data that 

children are ridiculed about their mothers’ work (for example, as house help or selling small 

items on the pavement). However, discrimination is mostly not related to “the status, 

activities, expressed opinions, or beliefs of the child’s parents, legal guardians, or family 

members” (art. 2, United Nations, 1989), but rather to the children’s vulnerability which is 
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connected to their socio-economic challenges. There are formal, systemic examples of 

discrimination such as in school where children may be forced to take lessons with the class 

teacher so they do not purposefully fail them, or where children may not be given due 

acknowledgement for their success in favor of more affluent colleagues who are making 

donations to the school, or where the daughter of the teacher may be getting preferential 

treatment in class including better grades. Less formal variations of discrimination include 

bullying; more fortunate children boasting about having fathers, things, and privileges; and 

colleagues not wanting to play with children.  

A situational analysis on child rights in Egypt refers to continuous low ratings on 

gender equality indicators due to discrimination against females (Larribeau, 2014), which is 

confirmed by Egypt’s ranking at 134 out of 153 countries in the latest Global Gender Index 

(World Economic Forum, 2019). In this study girls and boys play, go to school, run errands 

and help their mothers at home, and go out with friends. What is discernable is the beginning 

of a gender gap in terms of girls being more exposed to harassment and bothering, having 

less access than boys to the public sphere, being under the moral control of important males, 

and having more domestic responsibilities. This is probably related to the research 

participants’ age (8–13), and I suppose gender differences will become more pronounced as 

children mature into and beyond adolescence.   

 

Children’s Best Interests 

According to Article 3 of the CRC: “Best interests of the child shall be a primary 

consideration. States Parties undertake to ensure the child such protection and care as is 

necessary for his or her well-being” (United Nations, 1989). The CBO tries to achieve this 

principle through a preventative approach that supports families in vulnerable situations so 
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their children remain in parental care. It does so by providing a holistic set of developmental 

interventions whose ultimate goal is to uphold the child’s best interests by staying in the 

family. This addresses a concluding observation on Egypt’s third and fourth periodic reports 

to the CRC which is a concern at the “increase in family disintegration and at the separation 

of children from their parents due to the dire economic situation” (Committee on the Rights 

of the Child, 2011a, par. 51). Families also try to realize the principle of best interests by 

providing their children with various needs they deem important for them such as 

psychological, educational, material, medical, and relational.   

It is to be noted that within this study there was no discussion about what the principle 

of children’s best interests means in practice for the research participants. It is possible, 

therefore, that it represents different things to different people according to context and 

circumstances. This research could present an opportunity for the CBO to start a conversation 

about what constitutes children’s best interests in Sharabiyya. Also worth noting is that some 

elements of children’s experiences might not be in their interests. One example is the use of 

corporal punishment which is commonly considered as necessary and legitimate for 

children’s discipline and yet has damaging effects on them. Another example is the help and 

support children provide to adults especially their mothers and plays an important role in 

maintaining families yet can represent a heavy burden on children.  

 

Right to Life, Survival, and Development 

The CRC maintains that: “Every child has the inherent right to life. States Parties 

shall ensure to the maximum extent possible the survival and development of the child” (art. 

6, United Nations, 1989). The survival rates of Egyptian children is steadily improving, with 

under-five mortality rate decreasing from 102 to 27 deaths per 1,000 live births between 1988 
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and 2014 (Ministry of Health and Population et al., 2015a). Therefore, life and survival for 

children in Egypt are generally not worrisome except for areas with regional and socio-

economic disadvantage such as rural Upper Egypt where under-five mortality reaches 42 per 

1,000 live births (Ministry of Health and Population et al., 2015a).  

The concern is in children’s development especially with weak public educational and 

health systems that seem to be inconducive to their flourishing. One solution the Government 

of Egypt is adopting to invest in human capital is its conditional cash transfer ‘Takaful’ 

[solidarity] which supports poor families with children including 15 households participating 

in the research (Larribeau, 2014; The Story of Takaful and Karama Cash Transfer Program, 

2018). Egyptian experts familiar with social protection programs remarked that for Takaful to 

succeed important prerequisites are its conditionality which has not yet been implemented, 

and radical improvement of the education and health systems which still have a long journey 

of reform (Dr. H. Roman personal correspondence, September 13, 2020; Dr. H. Sholkamy, 

personal correspondence, September 20, 2020). In the meantime, children are developing as 

best they can based on their own capabilities, important adults’ efforts guided by their 

interpretations of what is needed for children to thrive, and support from governmental and 

non-governmental organizations including the CBO “Zawyet Garawan”. 

 

Participation and Views of the Child 

Fawzy (2009) remarks that Egyptian society is challenged by an inability to have a 

proper balanced conversation and to listen to the other without prejudice and discrimination. 

Within this landscape many couples do not know how to communicate together, leading to 

the prevalence of tension, screaming, not listening to each other, and misunderstanding 

(Fawzy, 2009). This in turn reflects on children who long for healthy conversations that allow 
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them to freely express their opinion (Fawzy, 2009). The data highlight the value of talking for 

children, and mothers’ attempts to have conversations with their children while juggling 

everyday challenges. The CBO is playing an important role in this regard by training mothers 

on healthy parenting techniques and providing opportunities for children’s participation and 

self-expression such as the annual shows where members of the Development Through Art 

group present their talents to the public.  

This research was also an opportunity for children to participate meaningfully and 

express their views on how they perceive their world especially in relation to their 

relationships and perceptions of well-being, which is a realization of child rights (Eversole, 

2009). Through the data collection I noted how children are immersed as active participants 

in nearly everything that is happening around them in Sharabiyya. Not only is this an 

example of participation but also a catalyst for human development, which Rogoff (2003) 

considers to be a process in which children develop as participants in their cultural 

communities. Living in a sha3bi quarter forces children to engage and learn neighborhood 

dynamics as well as decipher the world of adults to whom they are attached. This context 

facilitates children’s active involvement in various social activities, relationships, experiences 

and interactions which in turn allows them to create circumstances whereby they develop 

according to Vygotsky (as cited in Boyden & Mann, 2005) and that allow their capacities to 

evolve (Lansdown, 2005).  

 

Summary 

 This chapter started by providing condensed answers to the research question and 

sub-questions. I chose to highlight two themes with a marked influence on children’s 

landscape, namely vulnerability and violence. It is important to take these themes into 
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consideration while interpreting the research results due to their pervasive effect on 

children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being. This is followed by an 

assessment of the situation of children in Sharabiyya against the four core principles of the 

CRC.  

In linking the findings with the larger body of literature, more specifically 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1981), I build on the wealth of previous 

research on child well-being. I also fill a knowledge and methodological gap by conducting 

original participatory research using multiple qualitative techniques with a group of Egyptian 

children in especially vulnerable conditions. Objective dimensions of children’s well-being 

have been studied (UNICEF et al., 2017) yet little is known about the subjective well-being 

of children who constitute a large segment of Egypt’s population and the growing majority 

among its poor which presents risks to their survival, development, and well-being. The 

research has practical implications that I discuss in the next chapter.  
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Chapter Six – Conclusion 

 
In this final chapter I distill themes representing the main research outcomes then 

make practical suggestions and strengths-based recommendations for implementing the study 

findings. I also discuss my contribution to the available body of knowledge, in addition to 

presenting research limitations and proposing next steps. 

 

Overview of Research Outcomes 

This research study has two interconnected goals: a knowledge goal and an action 

goal. The knowledge goal is having a clear understanding of how quality of relatedness 

affects a group of Sharabiyya children’s perceptions of well-being. In the following section I 

present the main research outcomes related to the knowledge goal. As for the study’s action 

goal, I address it in the section on recommendations for implementation.  

 

Elements Influencing Children’s Quality of Relationships and Perceptions of Well-being  

The research results suggest that factors with a significant impact on children’s 

quality of relatedness and perceptions of their well-being are: kindness/tenderness, trust, 

joking, generosity/gifts, help/support, providing needs, snubbing/reconciliation, beating, and 

talking. With the exception of snubbing (which is the other side of the reconciliation coin) 

and beating, the other factors improve children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of 

well-being. The elements that influence girls more are: kindness/tenderness, trust, 

help/support, providing needs, and talking. As for boys, they give more weight to joking, 
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generosity/gifts, snubbing/reconciliation, and beating. It is to be noted that for most items the 

gender difference is slight.  

Factors with a Particular Effect on Shaping Children’s Perceptions of Well-being 

In addition to the above mentioned factors, the data suggest that some elements have a 

particular influence on shaping children’s perceptions of well-being. These are: being away 

from or losing loved ones, achievement, losing face, bothering, CBO activities, going out, 

eid, play, and meaning. Averaging children’s results according to gender reveals that the 

elements most important for girls are: being away from or losing loved ones, achievement, 

losing face, bothering, going out, and meaning. As for boys, they give more weight to CBO 

activities, eid, and play. The elements with the biggest gender gap are CBO activities, going 

out, losing face, and bothering, otherwise the differences between girls and boys are minimal. 

Children’s Perceptions of Well-being are Mostly Mixed 

Children who describe themselves as happy/very happy associate this with good 

relationships with family and friends, enjoyable activities, and material things. The few 

children who perceive themselves as unhappy/very unhappy attribute the reasons to parental 

neglect and conflict, heavy responsibilities at home, and exclusion from playing with peers. 

A small number of children feels neutral (neither happy nor sad). Most children have mixed 

perceptions of well-being and are realistic in saying that the good areas of their lives co-exist 

with the bad. 

Children’s Best Relationships are with the Immediate Family, People in the CBO, and 

Friends  

A tally of children’s responses shows that they rank their best relationships as those 

with mothers, siblings, people in the CBO, fathers, and friends. Lower ranking relationships 

are with cousins, aunts/uncles (mostly from the maternal side), grandparents, and neighbors. 
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Gender disaggregation indicates differences in the order of attachment. For girls it is: 

mothers, siblings, and fathers. While for boys it is: mothers, people in the CBO (trainers, 

staff, and peers), and friends. The largest gender gap is for people in the CBO, otherwise the 

differences are minor.  

How Children’s Relationships Develop and How They Understand Relationships 

For children good, strong, warm relationships involve kindness/tenderness, trust, 

joking, generosity/gifts, help/support, providing needs, reconciliation after snubbing, and 

talking. They also avoid beating, yelling, and cursing. Children’s best relationships are those 

distinguished by love, concern, good communication, and guidance. Children have a 

pragmatic understanding of relationships in which actions speak louder than words, and they 

expect relationships to be reciprocal, involving honesty and respect. Children’s good 

relationships develop through sharing (feelings, secrets, things, money, food, and activities), 

time, personal positive experience, physical proximity, and advice from important adults.  

Children’s Relationships are Key to Their Well-being 

Perceptions of well-being are intricately linked to quality of relatedness due to the 

importance children place on relationships. For this reason, children prevent jeopardizing 

good relationships by avoiding conflict or through quick reconciliation. The high value of 

good relationships is likely because within them children fulfill their needs whether 

psychological, relational, or material. It also appears that in the context of this study research 

participants’ relationships go beyond being a human need into constituting crucial tools for 

navigating life’s difficult circumstances in Sharabiyya. 

Context Affects Quality of Relatedness and Perceptions of Well-being  

It is important to read the study outcomes while considering the research participants’ 

specific context and characteristics. The sample is affiliated with the Family Support Program 
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(FSP) that SOS’ partner CBO implements in Sharabiyya to assist families whose children risk 

losing parental care. This means that children and mothers participating in the study live in 

unusually disadvantaged circumstances combining more than one challenge such as parental 

conflict, the father’s absence or chronic illness, and household monetary poverty. Mothers’ 

education level is generally low. Families have an average of four children and a monthly 

income that does not exceed 1500 pounds (96 USD). The larger setting is one of a densely 

populated slum area where people’s lives are interconnected and violence against children is 

common in and outside their homes.  

 The link between this backdrop and the research results is evident in that children 

give the highest importance to kindness/tenderness which they lack since their fathers died or 

left the house, and which they need when life struggles keep mothers – their main caretaker – 

away from them for long hours. Sense of humor is a protective factor that is linked to 

resilience in the literature (Boyden & Mann, 2005), and the important role of joking can be 

explained as relief from the various stresses weighing on children. Generosity/gifts is 

particularly appreciated given families’ shortage of means. Help/support represents an 

emotional safety net that children and their mothers count on to reduce their daily challenges. 

Talking promotes mental and emotional well-being. Khessam jeopardizes children’s 

relationships and adds to their psychological burden, hence the need for reconciliation. 

Beating increases children’s vulnerability as well as their mothers’ in cases of domestic 

violence. Providing needs is necessary for children whether they are vulnerable or not. 

However, the higher level of vulnerability among this group of children appears to have 

added to this factor’s importance. As for trust, it is a basic human psychological need related 

to healthy attachment (Fawzy, 2009). 
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Gender differences in the results can also be explained contextually. Females in 

Sharabiyya carry a heavy burden due to a combination of their many responsibilities, the 

control male relatives have over them, and higher risk of harrassment and bothering against 

them. In light of this situation, it is understandable that there is a gender difference for 

kindness/tenderness and help/support, which girls need to survive in a harsh world.  

A difficult environment makes girls attached to people who provide a sense of safety 

and security. Their best relationships are thus with mothers, siblings, and fathers. Girls are 

especially affected when they lose or risk losing this sense of safety that protects them from a 

tough reality. It is no surprise, therefore, that girls gave the highest weight by far among 

factors affecting children’s perceptions of well-being, to being away from or losing loved 

ones.  

SOS and its Partner CBO are Playing an Important Role in Improving Quality of 

Relatedness and Perceptions of Well-being for Children in Sharabiyya 

The data suggest that CBO activities positively influence children’s perceptions of 

well-being and that one of their best relationships is with people in the CBO (trainers, staff, 

and peers). Mothers too had positive feedback on their participation in the CBO. This attests 

to the effort the CBO is doing and value it is bringing to families enrolled in the FSP to 

whom it represents a familiar and safe space, possibly even a second home.  

 The CBO implements SOS’ preventative model that protects children from losing 

parental care by assisting the whole family, which is aligned with the CRC principle of best 

interest (United Nations, 1989). The CBO provides a comprehensive set of interventions 

responding to families’ different needs. These include: lectures on parenting and rights, a 

monthly food package, financial support, counseling sessions, Development Through Art 
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activities for children, medical checkups, academic support for children and literacy classes 

for adults, and income generation projects.  

Such interventions provide families with a feeling of security that at least part of their 

financial, educational, psychological, and nutritional needs is taken care of. Regular home 

visits by local community coordinators and their frequent contact with FSP families is also 

meant to provide them with a sense of support. Furthermore, the CBO helps to alleviate 

families’ struggles by representing an affordable, enjoyable, and safe option for children to 

go out. In some cases, it is the only place where children go out. The CBO also organizes 

trips in and outside Cairo that children and their important adults appreciate since they are 

otherwise unable to enjoy them due to financial limitations.  

Children’s participation in Development Through Art activities allows them to learn 

new skills, express their talents, while unwinding from various pressures at home and in 

school. They also provide opportunities for children to socialize and spend quality time with 

friends and CBO staff. As such children’s activities have a positive effect on their learning, 

development, quality of relatedness, and perceptions of well-being.  

These factors combined make the CBO’s role important in supporting families in 

vulnerable conditions in a holistic manner that positively influences children’s quality of 

relatedness and perceptions of well-being. The CBO helps as well to achieve children’s rights 

to family environment, education, leisure, and nutrition as per the CRC (United Nations, 

1989). 

 

Recommendations for Implementation of Research Findings 

The first part of this chapter addressed the research’s knowledge goal which is the 

first step towards maximizing efforts by all involved stakeholders (children, families, 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 

 

 

224 

communities, and relevant institutions) to boost children’s holistic flourishing. As for the 

study’s action goal, it is suggesting ways that are contextually appropriate according to the 

findings to promote actions that enhance children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of 

well-being. Of the importance of action Ben-Arieh (Istituto degli Innocenti, 2009) states that: 

“If our efforts do not contribute to children’s well being, or if their potential is not met than 

[sic] the mere measurement in itself is not enough to justify the effort. Contributing to a 

better life for children is the first and utmost criteria for our work” (p. 90). On the personal 

level I feel a responsibility in trying to make Egypt a better place, a legacy I carry since 

January 25th 2011 from the revolution that had as its motto: bread, freedom, social justice, 

and human dignity.  

The following are the main practical recommendations I am proposing based on the 

study findings while respecting the context of the FSP families. It is important to note that I 

originally planned to conduct participatory workshops with the FSP team (manager, 

community coordinators, and trainers) to discuss future plans informed by the research. This 

corresponds to the “plan” stage of IICRD’s Circle of Rights (CoR) that is followed by its 

fourth component, namely “create” which attempts to put plans into action (Currie & 

Heykoop, 2011, p. 19). Due to Covid-19 related delays the last two phases of the CoR did not 

fully materialize. Instead, I had meetings with the FSP manager, psychologist, and several 

social science researchers/practitioners who are not affiliated with the FSP to widen the scope 

of the recommendations. In light of these circumstances, the propositions below still need to 

be more widely discussed and validated with relevant stakeholders.  
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National Level Recommendations 

The first recommendation is promoting on a larger scale a preventative approach to 

protect children who risk losing parental care. To ensure the protective model’s 

institutionalization and sustainability, it is important for it to be adopted by mandated 

governmental bodies such as the Ministry of Social Solidarity and/or the National Council for 

Childhood and Motherhood. Such bodies can provide incentives (for example, financial 

and/or visibility) to civil society organizations willing to implement this approach that 

circumvents challenges to child well-being before these actually happen. For best results, it is 

advisable to maintain clear roles between the government (promotion and evaluation) and 

civil society (implementation and monitoring). SOS and its community based partners are 

applying this preventative approach in 10 locations in Egypt and would be willing to assist 

the government in replicating it based on the manuals they produced to systematically 

document the approach.  

Another policy recommendation is improving the quality of educational services. 

Enhancing the school experience should tackle the numerous difficulties children currently 

face in school which negatively influence their perceptions of well-being (examples include 

violence, bullying, preferential treatment of some students, and cheating).  

The last national level recommendation is using the main nine factors the research 

identified as influencing children’s relationships and perceptions of well-being to inform 

childhood policies and programs. Including elements with a positive influence on children 

(kindness/tenderness, trust, joking, generosity/gifts, help/support, providing needs, 

reconciliation and talking) while avoiding those with a negative effect (snubbing, beating, 

yelling, and cursing) is a way to listen to children’s voices. An additional way would be to 

explore including these factors in developing well-being indices. Incorporating these 
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elements that were generated qualitatively in an index would complement existing methods 

of assessing child well-being such as UNICEF et al.’s (2017) which use largely objective 

quantitative measurements. Not only would this apply the CRC principle of child 

participation but also provide an indication of the status of subjective well-being among 

Egyptian children that currently does not exist.   

 

Community Level Recommendations 

FSP families experience major changes in life conditions with the father’s 

death/incapacitation, mother’s chronic illness/death, or parental separation/divorce. These are 

important “ecological transitions” when shifts in settings or roles occur (Bronfenbrenner as 

cited in Rogoff, 2003, p. 47). It is therefore crucial to take this into account in any suggested 

recommendations, for example, through a quick CBO response that is flexible and 

acknowledges individuals’ and families’ varied capabilities and needs. Therefore, community 

level recommendations are programmatic in nature and largely related to strengthening the 

FSP. 

The first recommendation is providing more counseling sessions to help children and 

mothers deal with long-term traumas and increase their resilience in facing life’s challenges. 

During the data collection children and mothers expressed relief to have an opportunity to 

share with me issues that are weighing heavily on them. However, I felt that meeting children 

a few times and mothers once is insufficient to cover their needs. Previous studies also noted 

a deficit in addressing the mental health and psychosocial needs of Egyptian children 

(Larribeau, 2014). Regular counseling sessions for mothers are also important as the 

difficulties they are facing are rather chronic and their psychological status heavily reflects on 

children as per the research findings. It thus may be worthwhile to explore the possibility of 
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establishing good quality community-based counseling services that would provide easy, 

affordable, and continuous access for FSP families.   

Giving more intensive parenting support to FSP families is also crucial because some 

defective parenting techniques may lead to ingrained personality disorders in children 

(Fawzy, 2009). Collaboration with families to promote positive discipline methods is an 

urgent need that has been identified in previous reports on Egyptian children (Larribeau, 

2014). It is important to include in the FSP parenting sessions elements that this research 

highlighted as influential on children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being to 

maximize those that have positive influence and try to limit others with a negative effect. 

Incorporating these elements in the FSP parenting manual would provide a sustainable 

reference for the FSP team and families.  

Training FSP families on good nutrition is another recommendation. As per my 

observation during the data collection phase, most children participating in the study are 

malnourished (under or over weight), and it is common for mothers and children to be 

prescribed medications for various conditions. Equipping mothers with skills in preparing 

healthy, tasty meals that are manageable within their time and resource limitations would 

help improve family members’ health and increase their immunity without adding to their 

financial strain. This agrees with UNICEF’s (2019) latest State of the World Children report 

emphasizing the instrumental role nutrition plays in achieving the SDGs. This is important 

while keeping the monthly food package families receive, which provides a sense of security 

as previously mentioned.  

 An additional recommendation is continuing and possibly extending FSP activities 

that reflect positively on children’s quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being and 

that offer possibilities for them to enjoy their childhoods as befitting their age. Development 
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Through Art is an example that provides opportunities for going out/fos-ha, playing, and 

having good relationships. Incorporating more elements such as talking, joking, and small 

gifts in the activities and avoiding those with a negative effect on children such as yelling 

would be beneficial for children as per the research findings.  

Consulting children and mothers periodically on how to make the FSP better suited to 

their evolving needs is important for programmatic purposes. During the interviews when I 

asked mothers about their future needs from the FSP several of their answers were about the 

services they are currently receiving. Allowing them and their children more opportunities to 

think about and propose ways for the program to better support them would further enhance 

its effectiveness.  

Building on existing areas of strengths would help promote child well-being in the 

future. Given this study’s strengths-based approach, it follows that there are several positive 

elements to highlight on the levels of individuals, families, and communities in Sharabiyya. 

On an individual level, children participating in this study have character strengths such as 

kindness, providing support and generous assistance with money, effort, and things to those 

who need it among family, friends, and strangers. Children also show resilience in the face of 

difficult socio-economic circumstances threatening them with losing parental care. In 

addition, children have opportunities for participation with adults due to the housing and 

living conditions in Sharabiyya where there is frequent contact with relatives and neighbors 

leading to noticeable maturity and relational experience. In turn, children’s ability to engage 

in good relationships is a main road to their well-being whether in the context of the family, 

school, or community. Children have achievements as well in school, art, or sports that bring 

them a sense of pride. As for mothers, they show remarkable determination in providing 

opportunities for their children to flourish while dealing with life’s hardships for which they 
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are poorly equipped (in terms of education, job skills, and health). These are all areas of 

individual strengths that the FSP can capitalize on and hightlight within its activities. 

In terms of family strengths, within the many limitations FSP families have, it seems 

that there is nearly nothing mothers are not doing for their children on all levels. In this sense 

children are privileged. To illustrate with an example related to children’s psychological 

state, the data indicate the importance of kindness/tenderness for children as one of two most 

important factors affecting their quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being. 

Hugging, patting, and kissing are common among FSP families and children request these 

demonstrations of kindness/tenderness when they need them: “My son without any reason 

jumps next to me and tells me: ‘I want to have enough of your hug’” [Mother of nine and 10 

year old boys, household #4, Interview]. Mothers may also ask their children for such 

displays of affection.  

Verbal and physical expressions of affection are needed for children to feel warm and 

develop healthy personalities (Fawzy, 2009). The presence of these demonstrations of 

affection among the research participants might result from parents’ awareness of their 

children’s vulnerability, as a mother reasons: “I hug the children with true love to compensate 

for anything they are missing” [Mother of 10 and 13 year old girls, household #19, 

Interview]. This is influenced by the realization that her children’s emotional needs increased 

after their father died. Another mother is aware of this aspect which she herself missed as a 

child: “Dad was tender and mom was severe…I like to hug my daughter very often. Mom did 

not hug me until after I got married” [Mother of 10 year old girl and 13 year old boy, 

household #26, Interview].  

The significance of kindness and tenderness could as well be influenced by the 

Muslim tradition – to which all research participants adhere – where both the Quran and the 
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Prophet Muhammad’s hadith [sayings] call for kindness/tenderness in behavior and language. 

There is a Quranic verse praising Muhammad’s attitude during a trying time of his prophetic 

journey: “So by mercy from Allah, [O Muhammad], you were lenient with them. And if you 

had been rude [in speech] and harsh in heart, they would have disbanded from about you” 

[Quran, surat Aal Imran, verse 159]. Similarly, one hadith includes it among other deeds that 

make a person closer to God: “It is also sadaqa24 to utter a good word” (What is sadaqa 

(charity)?, n.d.).  

In addition to kindness/tenderness another family-based strength is trust, which 

children share with siblings and friends but especially mothers. Children’s sense of basic trust 

is a strength because it is a condition for mental stability according to Erikson (as cited in 

Fawzy, 2009). Feeling secure with parents is the first and most basic element for healthy 

psychological development in children, and consequently leads to trust in self and in one’s 

ability to deal with life according to Fawzy (2009). 

 In terms of strengths on the community level, Sharabiyya has features of 

communalistic communities such as informal financial and emotional support between 

neighbors. For example, mothers participate in a gam3eyya that allows them to pay expensive 

items and help others at the same time and which was also identified by Korayyem et al. 

(1998) as a community based mechanism to deal with financial challenges. While a 

gam3eyya and neighbor support are not exclusive to Sharabiyya, some residents take pride in 

the collaborative spirit which they claim is not the norm in other parts of Cairo.  

 
24 “Giving something to somebody without seeking a substitute in return and with the intention of pleasing 

Allah”. 
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Another positive element of Sharabiyya is that children (mostly boys and to a lesser 

extent young girls) have opportunities to play in the street, which becomes an alternative 

sports club. The housing conditions and unplanned features of the neighborhood also result in 

many social activities taking place in the public sphere, especially for males. People meet in 

the coffee shop, stand together and talk in street corners, in addition to offering good wishes 

on happy occasions and condolences in sad events.  

 

Research Recommendations. In addition to the above mentioned policy and 

programmatic recommendations, I propose the following suggestions for conducting similar 

research with children in the future:  

- Trust in the abilities of children – as young as eight – to share experiences about their lives 

reliably.  

- Engage children in research through playful, fun, experiential approaches. Layering these 

methods is useful, so is probing and cross-checking information regularly.  

- Combine group activities with children and one-on-one encounters as each has its added 

value for research. 

- Involve important adults who are key players in children’s lives as they bring valuable 

perspective to the research.  

- Identify strengths in the lives of children and mothers, explore them in depth, and build on 

them.  

 

Contribution to the Body of Knowledge  

Participatory qualitative studies with poor Egyptian children living in an unplanned 

urban slum that are strengths-based are not readily available. It is even rarer to find local 
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research that explores the relationship between quality of relatedness and children’s 

subjective well-being. This study adds to the available literature a contribution in:  

- Knowledge by describing what children in an Egyptian context find most influential on 

their quality of relatedness and perceptions of well-being through an in-depth rigorous 

exploration of these concepts.  

- Methodology by adapting, implementing, and checking qualitative methods for use with 

young children.  

- Measurement by proposing categories to be considered for developing indices that assess 

subjective child well-being taking into account children’s voices.   

 

Positive Aspects of the Research 

“I am telling all that is inside me” [Boy, 9, Interview]. 

 

This research study is strengths-based and looks for the positive in people and their 

contexts. It is therefore fitting to also highlight some of its good features. The research 

provided a meaningful opportunity for children to participate and express their views, thus 

practicing their rights as stated by the CRC. They enjoyed partaking in the research activities 

and this showed in active engagement, laughing, asking about future encounters together, and 

expressing sadness to know it was the end of data collection. Additionally, some children 

who are usually not talkative shared their experiences with ease, which attests to the high 

comfort level they felt. This may have been a result of the fun experiential games used or 

because the research activities allowed children opportunities to release some of the heavy 

psychological weight they carry. At home and in school FSP children are dealing with a 

tough situation and do not always have opportunities to express their worries with their 
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mothers who are struggling on a daily basis to manage their numerous responsibilities. The 

data collection was an opportunity for children to talk about their concerns, which made them 

feel better afterwards as several revealed. Children were also happy to receive juice, pastry, 

and a small sum of money for their transportation, which they consider as treats. 

Furthermore, it is uncommon for them to write their names on tags and it probably makes 

them feel seen.   

Similarly, mothers appreciated the opportunity to talk freely and safely, and several 

cried during the interview. One was especially grateful for crying and releasing her emotional 

burden since she is unable to cry at home.  

As for the research assistants they mentioned that they learned new things. An 

example includes information about the children they did not know even though they are very 

familiar with the FSP families. This is in addition to improving their note taking and 

observation skills. The study also provided opportunities for children and mothers to 

highlight what they consider as the main FSP benefits, which was a recognition of the 

research assistants’ efforts in their capacity as community coordinators at the CBO.  

 

Lessons Learned from Conducting Research with Children  

 I present below some of the lessons learned while conducting research with children 

to help future researchers in their endeavors: 

- The importance of giving children time to think and not force an answer if they do not have 

one. If children did not answer in one exercise they might be encouraged to answer later. 

Even if they do not, such space is needed to make them feel at ease and build rapport with 

them. 
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- Not to assume that because children are quiet in one exercise, they will be not be actively 

engaged in all research activities. I was surprised at how expressive some children were in 

the interviews when I did not expect them to be, judging by their few interactions in group 

activities.  

- In the group activities the first child to answer was often copied by others. This tendency is 

understandable given that the education system does not encourage individuality and 

creativity. It is also possible that what peers are saying reminds children of similar 

experiences of their own, hence the similarity. In all cases it is beneficial to give children 

confidence, encourage them to share their individual voices, and frequently highlight that 

there are no right and wrong answers. Eventually their uniqueness appears.  

- The value of ending group activities with an upbeat action such as a song or dance. Children 

also enjoyed reciting poems and parts of the Quran.  

- Probing is essential to check whether children are telling me what they think I want to hear, 

giving a clichéd answer, or copying each other. When children are sharing something true 

about their lives they can usually provide rich details when probed. Similarly, probing is 

needed when a child is saying something that seems off topic. It allows to check whether the 

child does not understand the question or if the answer is indeed related in a manner that is 

not immediately obvious to the researcher. 

- Documenting what children shared on a flip chart during the group activities allowed them 

to visualize their thoughts, avoid repetition, and was incredibly useful for me in different 

stages of the dissertation writing.  

- The importance of simplifying research concepts and paraphrasing them when needed. This 

is to “minimise linguistic and conceptual barriers to communication” (Fattore et al., 2007, p. 

16) so they are clear to children and mothers and avoid embarrassing them with difficult 
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terminology. To illustrate, “rafaha” (the Arabic term for well-being) is difficult and 

uncommon to the lay person, so I replaced it with the term “happiness” and inquired about 

different aspects that made children happy to have as broad an understanding of well-being as 

possible. 

- Mixing a creative activity such as painting/drawing before interviews was enjoyable for 

children and beneficial in breaking the ice and introducing the discussion. This is especially 

valuable given that interviews may be the most intimidating data collection activity for 

children, as they are one-on-one sessions with an adult researcher.  

- “Layering” data collection activities on each other (three group sessions followed by 

interviews) increased opportunities for children to self-reflect and express their uniqueness. 

Furthermore, it was useful in continuously revisiting key research themes thus allowing for a 

deeper discussion, discovery of nuances, and validation.  

 

Research Limitations  

 Presented below are what I consider to be the main research limitations:  

- The research study is participatory in many ways: involving children and mothers in the 

data collection and validation phases as key sources of information, engaging and consulting 

research assistants in all research stages, conducting meetings with a diverse research 

committee representing all stakeholders. However, I could not fulfill one principle of 

participatory research which is deciding about the research topic, defining the questions, and 

shaping the study (Ennew & Plateau as cited in Beazley et al., 2009). There are more roles 

children could have played in research about their well-being such as involvement in 

designing the research as well as collecting and disseminating the data (Ben-Arieh, 2005).  
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- Due to movement/meeting restrictions related to Covid-19 and a subsequent outbreak in 

Sharabiyya I had to cancel workshops planned with mothers and FSP team. This negatively 

affected my ability to continue the study validation. It also hindered the completion of the full 

cycle of the CoR approach, which compromised the action element of my research. I tried to 

solve this by meeting a few key SOS/CBO team members and exploring with them possible 

ways for the research to inform practice. However, the final stage of the CoR that involves 

putting plans into action did not materialize.  

- Egyptian literature on child well-being is not abundant and most libraries do not have online 

access. Moreover, the library of the American University in Cairo which represents an 

important resource was closed due to Covid-19, further limiting my chances of thoroughly 

reviewing the literature.  

- I did not explore some themes related to well-being in this research because I was not aware 

of them when I designed the data collection tools especially the interview guide. Two 

examples are Seligman’s (2018) ‘engagement’ which is the only constituent of well-being in 

his PERMA model for which there is no data in this research, and the natural environment 

and its effect on well-being (White, 2017).  

- I faced some language-related challenges because I collected the data in Arabic and wrote 

the thesis in English. I did my best to accurately convey the views of children and their 

mothers in Sharabiyya. However, it is important to note that there are linguistic nuances that 

are hard to translate from Arabic to English, and some English terms that are not familiar in 

Arabic. To solve the former problem, I compiled a glossary of Arabic and Egyptian terms 

which I describe in sufficient details to clarify them for the non-familiar reader. In the case of 

English words that do not translate easily into Arabic such as “well-being”, I replaced it with 

the term “happiness” as previously mentioned. 
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Future Research 

This study fits Camfield et al.’s (2008) description of “small scale and more 

interpretive studies exploring personal and cultural understandings around what counts as 

well-being” (p. 3). While the research answered questions related to the meaning of well-

being for a group of children in Sharabiyya and the central role relationships play in their 

perceptions of it, there are questions that could not be answered within its scope and that 

might be beneficial to examine in future research. Below are some suggestions.   

There is a relative research gap on child resilience outside the United States and 

Europe from the children’s perspective (Boyden & Mann, 2005). Given that children in 

Sharabiyya live in adverse conditions and show signs of resilience, it would be interesting to 

identify individual, familial, and environmental protective factors (Boyden & Mann, 2005) 

that are helping them cope with their circumstances and compare these with previous 

research in other parts of the world. As Masten (2014) states: “Research in more diverse 

cultural, political, and geographic contexts expands the evidence base on developmental 

processes and the full range of adaptive processes involved in resilience” (p. 15). 

There are some indication about gender differences in the age group 8–13 yet they are 

not as pronounced as those found in Egyptian society among adults. It would be interesting to 

follow the children as they mature into young adults and explore how gender differences 

develop, especially paying attention to current differences among families in how they 

perceive gender roles.  

This research revealed that school is key to children’s perceptions of well-being and 

quality of relatedness. There are many positive aspects that make children happy to be in 

school such as engaging with friends, playing, and having a sense of academic achievement. 

International research also suggests a reciprocal connection between happiness and school 
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achievement (Quinn & Duckworth as cited in López‑Pérez & Zuffianò, 2021). Nevertheless, 

school is full of elements that negatively impact the children of Sharabiyya such as bullying, 

violence, and preferential treatment toward privileged children (financially or those who have 

relatives among the school staff). It would, therefore, be interesting to conduct research that 

focuses on the effect of school on children’s relationships and perceptions of well-being. 

Participants in this research all live in conditions of vulnerability, and the results 

indicate a strong correlation between contextual factors and how children perceive their well-

being and understand their relationships. Conducting similar research with children who are 

not at risk of losing parental care would be beneficial in comparing the findings and distilling 

the factors that may be common to Egyptian children regardless of their circumstances. 

 

Concluding Thoughts 

The government of Egypt as well as its civil society, United Nations, and international 

partners have been exerting commendable effort to improve the situation of children. This is 

exemplified by placing Egypt among the top 10 most child-friendly African countries by the 

African Child Policy Forum (2018). However, the situation of Egyptian children remains 

worthy of more attention and effort. Newspapers are frequently reporting awful crimes 

against children such as kidnapping, torture, rape, and killing, with some of these crimes 

being committed by parents and close relatives. An additional complication results from the 

prevalence of violent parenting practices that are commonly considered a legitimate way for 

parents and within their authority to discipline children. During the data collection for this 

research I learned first-hand about similar and other concerning features of children’s lives. 

They include: sleeping without dinner, experiencing various anxieties and fears, suffering 
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from numerous deprivations, and being continuously exposed to physical and emotional 

violence.  

In short, the damage to children is considerable and the disadvantages are systemic. 

Violence is the unavoidable reality that children are forced to manage and that is everywhere 

around them: at home, in school, and in the street. Violence turns into a vicious cycle where 

children may become violent to protect themselves and loved ones, and where the beaten 

becomes the beater. Various forms of violence are present in children’s lives: physical, 

emotional, as well as neglect and deprivation. Seeha (2019) warns that one third of children 

exposed to abuse and maltreatment will use the same means with their own children, thus 

transmitting the cycle of violence to new generations.  

Systemically improving this situation is very difficult. One reason is that it is 

culturally ingrained and involves individuals outside children’s control (for example, 

strangers who bully them in the street). A second reason is that violence occurs within 

systems that are important for children and have a high level of influence on them such as 

schools and families, i.e., children’s “microsystems” (Bronfenbrenner, 1981, p. 7). SOS and 

“Zawyet Garawan” – its partner CBO in Sharabiyya – are addressing the structural causes of 

violence whether poverty or parenting, which help decrease parental violence among FSP 

families. In addition, this research identified the instrumental role children’s good 

relationships play in counterbalancing the effects of poverty and vulnerability by fulfilling 

children’s various requirements and enhancing their resilience in dealing with life’s many 

challenges. To illustrate, children shared how they talk with parents about behavior that 

bothers them such as beating and yelling, and mothers acknowledged their effort to be less 

violent toward their children. Mothers also protect children from others’ violence.  
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Healthy relationships that mitigate violence and support children are a positive feature 

of children’s environment that should be maximized. According to the study findings, this 

can be done by increasing elements that positively influence children’s relationships such as 

kindness/tenderness, trust, joking, generosity/gifts, help/support, providing needs, 

reconciliation after snubbing, and talking to share information and release negative feelings. 

In addition, decreasing factors that have negative effects such as beating, yelling, and cursing 

is also important. Not only would this enhance children’s relationships but it would also 

improve their perceptions of well-being and move them closer to achieve their full potential. 

This is one way I am proposing to reconcile the dilemma of children in Egypt who represent 

at once great potential and yet suffer from high risks to their flourishing.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A Key Characteristics of Research Sample 

 
 

Household serial 
nb. 

(Siblings are 
merged in the 

same household) 

Affilitation 
with the SOS 

Family 
Support 
Program 

Serial nb. of 
children 

participating 
in the study 

Sex Father Mother’s  
Characteristics 

1 

Sh
or

t  
(6

 - 
18

 m
on

th
s)

 

1 Boy Divorced Divorced, secondary level diploma, four 
children, nuclear family, cooks food and sells 
it. 

2 2 Boy Sick Married, primary level certificate, three 
children, extended family, sells small things 
on the pavement. 

3 3 Girl Sick Married, primary level certificate, four 
children, nuclear family, cleans homes.  

4 4 Boy Sick Married, preparatory level certificate, four 
children, nuclear family, cleans homes, has 
cancer, suffers from domestic violence. 5 Boy 

5 6 Girl Dead Widow, primary level certificate, three 
children, nuclear family, not working, does 
not see well.  

6 7 Girl Sick Married, secondary level diploma, four 
children, nuclear family, not working, suffers 
from domestic violence and a heart condition. 

8 Girl 

 



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 
 
 

261 

Household serial 
nb. 

(Siblings are 
merged in the 

same household) 

Affilitation 
with the SOS 

Family 
Support 
Program 

Serial nb. of 
children 

participating 
in the study 

Sex Father Mother’s  
Characteristics 

7 

Sh
or

t  
(6

 - 
18

 m
on

th
s)

 

9 Boy Sick Married, preparatory level certificate, three 
children, extended family, not working. 10 Girl 

8 11 Girl Dead Widow, preparatory level certificate, three 
children (one has an intellectual impairment), 
nuclear family, not working. 

9 12 Boy Dead Widow, secondary level diploma, three 
children (one has an intellectual impairment, 
extended family, not working, has cancer. 

10 13 Boy Dead Widow, secondary level diploma, three 
children, nuclear family, buys and sells 
clothes, has cancer. 

11 14 Boy Sick Married, university degree, four children, 
nuclear family, not working.  15 Girl 

12 16 Boy Divorced Divorced, preparatory level certificate, three 
children, extended family, not working.  

13 17 Girl Dead Widow, no education, five children, nuclear 
family sharing common facilities with 
relatives, not working.  18 Girl 
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Household serial 
nb. 

(Siblings are 
merged in the 

same household) 

Affilitation 
with the SOS 

Family 
Support 
Program 

Serial nb. of 
children 

participating 
in the study 

Sex Father Mother’s  
Characteristics 

14 

Lo
ng

 (3
1 

- 1
09

 m
on

th
s)

 

19 Girl Dead Widow, no education, three children, nuclear 
family, not working.  

15 20 Girl Dead Widow, no education, three children, nuclear 
family, not working.  

16 21 Girl Divorced Divorced, preparatory level certificate, two 
children, extended family, not working.  22 Girl 

17 23 Girl Sick Married, no education, three children, 
extended family, not working.  24 Boy 

18 25 Girl Dead Widow, secondary level diploma, six children, 
nuclear family, buys and sells things, has 
chronic illnesses. 

26 Girl 

19 27 Girl Dead Widow, secondary level diploma, three 
children (one of them has an intellectual 
impairment), nuclear family, bakes and sells 
food. 

28 Girl 

20 29 Boy Divorced Divorced, secondary level certificate, three 
children, extended family, not working, has 
chronic illness.  

21 30 Boy Dead Widow, preparatory level certificate, two 
children, extended family, not working. 

22 31 Girl Dead Widow, secondary level diploma, four 
children, nuclear family, not working. 32 Girl 
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Household serial 

nb. 
(Siblings are 
merged in the 

same household) 

Affilitation 
with the 

SOS Family 
Support 
Program 

Serial nb. of 
children 

participating 
in the study 

Sex Father Mother’s  
Characteristics 

23 
Lo

ng
 (3

1 
- 1

09
 m

on
th

s)
 

33 Girl Dead Widow, no education, two children, nuclear family, 
not working.  

24 34 Girl Sick Married, secondary level diploma, four children, 
extended family, cleans homes. 35 Boy 

25 36 Boy Dead Widow, secondary level diploma, three children, 
nuclear family, not working. 37 Boy 

26 38 Boy Dead Widow, preparatory level certificate, three children, 
extended family, not working, has a heart problem.  39 Girl 

27 40 Girl Divorced Divorced, no education, three children, nuclear 
familyl, not working, chronic illness.  

28 41 Boy Dead Widow, preparatory level certificate, two children, 
extended family, works in buying and selling things. 

29 42 Girl Divorced Divorced, preparatory level certificate, five children, 
nuclear family, not working, has chronic illness.  

30 43 Boy Dead Widow, no education, four children, nuclear family, 
not working.  

31 44 Boy Dead Widow, no education, four children (including one 
who has an intellectual impairment), nuclear family, 
not working.  45 Girl 
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Appendix B Official Agreement with SOS Children’s Villages Egypt 
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Appendix C  Guiding Questions in Group Activities with Children 

 

Thread and Balloon  

- Tell me about a person, thing, or a place you like/is important to you/that makes you 

happy or comfortable. 

 .نیحاترم وأ نیطوسبم انیللخیب-ھبحنب-انیل مھم ءيش وأ ناكم وأ صخش نع ةدراھنلا ملكتناھ

- Tell me about a person, thing, or a place you do not like/that makes you unhappy or 

uncomfortable. 

 .نیحاترم شم وأ نیطوسبم شم انیللخیب-ھبحنب شم ءيش وأ ناكم وأ صخش نع ةدراھنلا ملكتناھ

- What could represent danger to children?            ؟لافطألل ىذأ ببسی نكمم ھیإ                                 

- How can we protect children from what represents danger to them? 

 ؟مھیلع ظفاحنو لافطألا يمحن يازإ

 

Social Mapping 

Today we are going to draw people, places, things that are important to us/that we like and 

then discuss them.     مھنع ملكتناھ نیدعبو اھبحنبو انیل ةمھم تاجاح وأ نكامأ وأ سان مسرناھ ةدراھنلا.                

 

Participatory Likert Scale 

- With whom do we have good/strong relationships?                 ؟نیم عم ةیوق وأ ةسیوك تاقالع اندنع

- What makes relationships good/strong?    ؟ةیوق وأ ةسیوك تاقالعلا يللخیب يللا ھیإ                                

- What makes relationships bad/weak?     ؟ةفیعض وأ ةشحو تاقالعلا يللخیب يللا ھیإ                       

 

The Scale: 

 

 

Very happy 

ًادج نیطوسبم  

Happy 

نیطوسبم  
Half-half 

صن صن  
Sad 

نیطوسبم شم  

Very sad 

صلاخ نیطوسبم شم  
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 Appendix D Interview Guide for Children 

- What makes you happiest? Why?                                       ؟ھیل ؟ةجاح رتكأ )ة(طوسبم )ي(كیلخیب ھیإ  

 

- What makes you saddest? Why?                                   ؟ھیل ؟ةجاح رتكأ )ة(طوسبم شم )ي(كیلخیب ھیإ  

 

- How would you describe yourself (happy, sad, etc.)? Why?  

 ؟ھیل ؟صن صن ،)ة(طوسبم شم ،)ة(طوسبم :يازإ كسفن )ي(فوشتب

 

- What makes a relationship good or bad or neutral? 

 ؟ةیداع وأ ةشحو وأ ةسیوك سانلا نیب تاقالعلا يللخی نكمم يللا ھیإ 

 

- Who are the most significant people in your life? ؟كتایح يف سان مھأ نیم                                       

 

- How would you describe your relationships with them?        ؟يازإ ةلماع مھیب كتقالع                  

 

- When you have a good relationship with someone, how does this make you feel?  

  ؟يازإ )ي(كیلع رثأیب ةد ،دح عم ةسیوك ةقالع كدنع نوكیب امل

 

- What else affects your happiness other than your relationships? 

 ؟كتاقالع ریغ ةداعسلاب كساسحإ ىلع رثأی نكمم ينات ھیإ

 

-  What is more important in how you feel: your relationships or these factors? 

 ؟يد تاجاحلا الو كتاقالع :كل ةبسنلاب مھألا ھیإ

 

-  What is the single most important factor that affects your happiness? 

 ؟ةداعسلاب كساسحإ ىلع رثأتب ةجاح رتكأ ھیإ
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Appendix E Interview Guide for Mothers 

- What makes your children happiest? Why?                   ؟ھیل ؟نیطوسبم كلافطأ يللختب ةجاح رتكأ ھیإ  

 

- What makes your children saddest? Why?               ؟ھیل ؟نیطوسبم شم كلافطأ يللختب ةجاح رتكأ ھیإ  

 

- Who are the most significant people in your children’s life?       ؟كلافطأ ةایح يف سان مھأ نیم

 

- How would you describe their relationship with your children?             ؟يازإ ةلماع مھیب مھتقالع  

 

- How would you describe your own relationship with your children? 

  ؟يازإ ةلماع كلافطأب كتقالع

 

- For your children what makes a relationship good, bad, or neutral? 

 ؟ةیداع وأ ةشحو وأ ةسیوك كلافطأل ةبسنلاب تاقالعلا يللخیی يللا ھیإ

 

- When your children have a good relationship with someone, how does this affect how they 

perceive their wellbeing?    ؟يازإ مھیلع رثأیب ةد دح عم ةسیوك ةقالع مھدنع نوكی كلافطأ امل                         

  

- What is the most important factor that affects your children’s perceptions of their 

wellbeing?                                                                     ؟ةداعسلاب كلافطأ ساسحإ ىلع رثأتب ةجاح رتكأ ھیإ  

 

- How long have you been receiving services from the CBO? How has it made a difference 

in your life?                                                               ؟ھیإ يف مكاعم تقرف ؟ةیعمجلا يف ةكرتشم ھیإ دق كلاقب  

 

- What are your needs from the CBO?                                                     ؟ةیعمجلا نم كتاجایتحا ھیإ  



CHILDREN’S RELATEDNESS AND PERCEPTIONS OF WELL-BEING 
 
 

271 

- How would you describe the children who are receiving CBO interventions (happy, sad, 

etc.)? Why?  ؟ھیل ؟)خلا ،ءادعس شم ،ءادعس( ةیعمجلا نم تامدخ اودخایب يللا لافطألا يازإ يفصوت                   

 

- Do you know children of the same circumstances and age group who are not receiving 

CBO interventions? If yes, how would you describe them (happy, sad, etc.)? Why? 

 ،ءادعس شم ،ءادعس( يازإ مھیفصوت ،ةدك ول ؟ةیعمجلا نم تامدخ اودخایب شم نسلاو فورظلا سفن يف لافطأ يفرعت

  ؟ھیل ؟)خلا

 

- What steps do you feel should be there to ensure that your children are happy and reach 

their full potential? 

 ؟اھل اولصوی نكمم ةجاح نسحأل اولصویو ءادعس اونوكی كلافطأ ناشلع لمعتت مھم اھنإ ةفیاش يللا تاوطخلا ھیإ

 

- What role could you play in this regard?                                 ؟ةد قیقحتل ھیبعلت نكمم يللا رودلا ھیإ  

 

- Is there anything else you would like to add?                                    ؟اھیفیضت يبحت ةینات ةجاح ھیف  
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Appendix F Validation of Factors Influencing Children’s Relatedness and Perceptions of Well-being 

Arranged in this Order by Children in the Validation Workshops 

 
Workshop 

date Children 
Nb. of 

children Factors 

   
Kindness/ 
tenderness Trust Joking 

Generosity/
gifts 

Help/ 
support 

Providing 
needs Snubbing Beating Talking 

18/10/19 
Girls 4 11 18 0 3 6 2 7 0 0 
Boys 4 8 13 0 6 3 0 3 9 2 

20/10/19 
Girls 4 12 9 4 2 6 4 5 5 5 
Boys 3 8 7 4 3 1 5 3 3 2 

27/10/19 
Girls 7 31 14 7 14 10 3 0 4 0 
Boys 3 3 8 6 3 3 4 5 3 4 

17/11/19 Girls 6 15 18 14 1 3 1 5 0 8 
Boys 5 8 2 12 8 0 0 0 0 0 

28/11/19 Girls 4 4 11 3 0 6 9 0 2 4 
Boys 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Totals 
Girls 25 73 70 28 20 31 19 17 11 17 
Boys 15 27 30 22 20 7 9 11 15 8 

 40 100 100 50 40 38 28 28 26 25 
 
Note: Numbers in this table represent the dots that 40 children who participated in the validation workshops (25 girls and 15 boys) gave to each 
element. 
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Appendix G Validation of Factors Affecting Children’s Perceptions of Well-being 

Arranged in this Order by Children in the Validation Workshops 

Workshop 
Date 

Children Nb. of 
Children 

Factors 

   

Being Away 
From or 
Losing 

Loved Ones 

Achievement 
Losing 
Face 

Bothering 
CBO 

Activities 
Going 
Out 

Eid Play Meaning 

18/10/19 
Girls 4 14 17 22 15 0 22 8 3 2 
Boys 4 26 16 19 9 6 9 8 7 2 

20/10/19 
Girls 4 14 9 18 18 5 4 14 12 8 
Boys 3 15 11 11 11 12 3 7 4 2 

27/10/19 Girls 7 53 32 20 17 14 14 14 9 5 
Boys 3 27 5 3 3 4 3 9 5 7 

17/11/19 
Girls 6 23 19 11 4 17 14 2 0 0 
Boys 5 4 18 2 4 22 3 4 5 0 

28/11/19 
Girls 4 22 13 14 17 8 5 7 7 8 
Boys 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Totals 
Girls 25 126 90 85 71 44 59 45 31 23 
Boys 15 72 50 35 27 44 18 28 21 11 

 40 198 140 120 98 88 77 73 52 34 
 

Note: Numbers in this table represent the dots that 40 children who participated in the validation workshops (25 girls and 15 boys) gave to each 

element.  
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Appendix H  Validation of Children’s Main Relationships 

Arranged in this Order by Children in the Validation Workshops 

 
Workshop 

Date 
Children 

Nb. of 
Children 

Children’s Relationships 

   Mother Siblings 
People 
in the 
CBO 

Father Friends Cousins Aunts/Uncles Grandparents Neighbors 

18/10/19 Girls 4 19 4 4 19 3 3 0 0 2 
Boys 4 31 5 2 2 2 1 3 1 4 

20/10/19 Girls 4 26 8 3 4 4 2 1 1 2 
Boys 3 8 5 3 8 3 5 2 2 2 

27/10/19 Girls 7 41 18 6 7 8 6 0 5 0 
Boys 3 15 4 2 4 13 0 1 0 0 

17/11/19 
Girls 6 17 16 10 6 2 3 2 1 0 
Boys 5 16 6 32 0 4 4 0 1 0 

28/11/19 
Girls 4 18 10 5 4 3 2 5 2 1 
Boys 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Totals 
Girls 25 121 56 28 40 20 16 8 9 5 
Boys 15 70 20 39 14 22 10 6 4 6 

 40 191 76 67 54 42 26 14 13 11 
 
Note: Numbers in this table represent the dots that 40 children who participated in the validation workshops (25 girls and 15 boys) gave to each 

element.  


