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Parenting, Scarcity and Violence: Theory and Evidence for Colombia 

 

Jorge Cuartas, Arturo Harker y Andrés Moya 

 
 
 

Abstract 

During early childhood, children develop cognitive and socioemotional skills that 
predict success in multiple socioeconomic dimensions. A large part of the 
development of these skills depends on the child’s context during the first years of 
life and, in particular, on the quality of parental care. Grounded on recent 
literature in psychology and behavioral economics, we discuss a theoretical 
framework for understanding why some children receive adequate care, while 
others do not. Within this framework, we identify a determinant of the quality of 
parenting that has not yet been explored in-depth: the availability of parents’ 
mental resources, which are depleted by the subjective feeling of scarcity and the 
stress generated by adversities. Using cross-sectional data from a household 
survey in Colombia and administrative data on crime and violence, we find that a 
greater subjective feeling of scarcity (β=0.45, IC95%:[0.082, 0.979]) and greater 
exposure to violence (β =0.09, IC90%:[0.004, 0.182]) are associated with a lower 
likelihood that parents engage in stimulating activities with their children. At the 
same time, the results show that receiving information on childrearing is 
correlated with better parental practices (β =-0.48, IC95%:[-0.822, -0.136]). 

Key words: Parenting, scarcity, violence, early childhood 
JEL Codes: O15, I25, D03, C31 
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Cuidado parental, escasez y violencia: teoría y evidencia para Colombia 

 

Jorge Cuartas, Arturo Harker y Andrés Moya 
 
 

 
Resumen 

 

Durante la primera infancia se desarrollan habilidades cognitivas y 
socioemocionales que predicen el éxito en múltiples dimensiones 
socioeconómicas. Gran parte del desarrollo de dichas habilidades depende de las 
cualidades del contexto durante los primeros años de vida y, en particular, de la 
calidad del cuidado parental. Con base en literatura reciente de la psicología y la 
economía del comportamiento, discutimos un marco teórico para entender por 
qué unos niños reciben un cuidado adecuado, mientras otros no. En este marco, 
identificamos un determinante de la calidad del cuidado parental que no ha sido 
explorado a profundidad en la literatura existente: la disponibilidad de recursos 
mentales de los padres, que se ven mermados por la sensación subjetiva de 
escasez y el estrés generado por adversidades. Utilizando datos de sección 
cruzada de una encuesta de hogares en Colombia e información administrativa 
sobre crimen y violencia, encontramos que una mayor sensación subjetiva de 
escasez (β=0.45, IC95%:[0.082, 0.979]) y una mayor exposición a la violencia (β 
=0.09, IC90%:[0.004, 0.182]) está asociada con una mayor probabilidad de que 
los padres no realicen actividades estimulantes con sus hijos. A su vez, los 
resultados muestran que recibir información sobre crianza se correlaciona con 
mejores prácticas parentales (β =-0.48, IC95%:[-0.822, -0.136]). 

Palabras clave: Economía del desarrollo infantil temprano, cuidado parental, escasez, violencia, 
negligencia infantil 
 
Códigos JEL: O15, I25, D03, C31 
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1. Introduction 
 

The first five years of life are particularly important for the rapid development of the brain, 

along with socioemotional and cognitive skills. These years are not only considered to be a 

sensitive period – owing to the great plasticity of the brain - but also as a period of critical 

development, during which neuronal connections are made, strengthened and destroyed in 

response to environmental stimulation (Heckman, 2006; Perry, 2004; Shonkoff & Phillips, 

2000). 1  In particular, the experiences at this stage modify the architecture and biochemistry of 

the brain (Knudsen, 2004). 2 Additionally, recent empirical evidence from epigenetics suggests 

that while children are born with a given genetic endowment, the environment where they grow 

up – through its influence on the expression of genes – partially determines whether children 

reach their full potential (Grantham-McGregor et al., 2007; Heckman, 2008; Knudsen et al., 

2006). 

Unfortunately, many children suffer from adverse experiences during their first years of life, 

which, through neurobiological and psychological channels, have the potential to compromise 

their development and leave them at a disadvantage, which can be difficult to overcome later in 

life (Hackman et al., 2010; Meaney, 2001). In fact, the evidence shows how differences in the 

developmental trajectory of cognitive and socioemotional skills predicts success in education (in 

particular, results on standardized tests, years of education, and probability of dropping out), the 

labor market (salary, after controlling for schooling), the probability of teen pregnancy and 

participation in risky activities (crime and drug consumption), and a series of problems related to 

healthy behavior (Borghans et al., 2008; Bowles et al., 2001; Cawley et al., 2001; Heckman et 

al., 2006). 

However, there is a natural antidote against the effects of adverse childhood experiences: 

quality parental care and strong emotional bonds between parents and children (Blair et al., 2011; 

Lieberman y Van Horn, 2011). Results from interventions in Jamaica (Gertler et al., 2014), 

Colombia (Attanasio et al., 2015), and the United States (Lieberman et al., 2006) show how 

                                                 
1 Plasticity is the ability of the brain to change – adapt itself – in response to the stimulation it receives from an 
individual’s environment and experiences. Sensitive periods are those in which the brain has greater plasticity. 
Critical periods are a special type of sensitive period, where irreversible changes are made in the way the brain 
functions (Knudsen, 2004). 
2 For example, greater exposure to conversations and words in early childhood strengthens and generates more 
neuronal connections related to language and communication (Perry, 2006). 
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improving the quality of parental care and parent-child emotional connections contributes 

significantly to the development of cognitive and socioemotional skills, and relates to improved 

results throughout the child’s life (even in situations of extreme adversity). However, this 

protective factor – quality parental care – is endogenous to social and emotional context, and is 

less present in households where it is most needed. 

In particular, there is evidence that the poorest households see the poorest quality in parental 

practices (Reeves y Howard, 2013). Although it is possible that the lack of information on good 

childrearing practices explains this phenomenon, new evidence from psychology and behavioral 

economics suggests that the problem goes deeper, and is anchored in something unique to human 

nature. Our capacity to pay attention, exercise self-control, and think about complicated 

problems comes from a limited supply of mental resources (Baumeister et al., 2007). The 

problem is that the same adversities that affect children (hunger, for example) and the stress they 

cause, have the potential to deplete the mental resources of the parents, pushing them towards 

decisions that are not optimal (Haushofer and Fehr, 2014; Vohs et al., 2008). This is a 

particularly important theme for Colombia, given that Colombian children suffer from multiple 

adversities: of the 5,150,797 children in the country between zero and five years of age, 60% live 

in poverty, 23% live in extreme poverty, and approximately 9% (465,000 children) are victims of 

the country’s armed conflict (DANE, 20133; Registro Único de Víctimas, 2015). 

By providing empirical evidence on the determinants of the quality of parental care, in this 

study we attempt to contribute to the design of public policies that improve this protective factor 

in early childhood development in high-vulnerability contexts, such as Colombia. In particular, 

we investigate three channels identified in the psychology and behavioral economics literature 

that potentially affect people’s decisions: (i) whether parents with more information on good 

parenting practices provide better care to their children, (ii) whether those parents with greater 

feelings of subjective scarcity (i.e., perceptions of having less than they need) provide poorer 

care, and (iii) whether parents in households that are more exposed to violence are less attentive 

to their children’s needs. To answer these questions, we use a cross-section household survey 

from Colombia with detailed information on parenting practices, socioeconomic characteristics, 

                                                 
3 Estimate from Colombia’s Administrative Department for National Statistics (DANE) based on data from the 2005 
general census.  
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and subjective perceptions of monetary scarcity. 4 Additionally, we use official municipality-

level data to measure each household’s level of exposure to violence. 

Our results indicate that, in addition to wealth and other factors unique to the household and 

region, the three aforementioned mechanisms are very important. First, we find that having 

received information about good parenting practices increases the probability that parents engage 

in stimulating activities with their children by 4.8 percentage points (β=-0.48, IC95%:[-0.822, -

0.136]). Second, the evidence shows that for parents who report greater subjective feelings of 

scarcity, and who therefore suffer the depletion of mental resources, the probability of engaging 

in stimulating activities with their children is 6 percentage points lower (β =0.45, IC95%:[0.082, 

0.979]). Third, the probability of not doing activities that are stimulating for young children in 

households living in the most violent municipalities (in the 95 percentile of the homicides 

distribution) is 11 points higher with respect to households with low exposure to violence (β 

=0.09, IC90%:[0.004, 0.182]). In agreement with the theoretical framework, we find that only 

recent exposure to violence affects the quality of parental care. 

The remainder of this document is organized as follows: In the second section we present a 

theoretical framework for understanding how adversity not only compromises the development 

of children, but also affects the mental resources of parents, driving them towards poor parenting 

practices. The third section presents our data and empirical strategy. The fourth section 

summarizes the main results. In the fifth section, we discuss the results and present some 

alternative explanations. In the final section, we conclude with timely recommendations for the 

design and implementation of public policies to promote quality parental care in contexts of 

extreme adversity. 

 
2. Negative shocks in a skill production function model 

 

Findings from psychology, economics, neurology, and epigenetics show that cognitive and 

socioemotional skills are produced through the interaction of genes and context – which at the 

same time are defined by experiences (positive and negative) and the investments of the parents 

and other caretakers. Formally, following Cunha and Heckman (2007) and Cunha et al. (2010), 

                                                 
4 Data comes from the 2013 National Quality of Life Survey (ENCV), the Municipal Panel from the Center for 
Economic Development Studies at the Universidad de Los Andes, and Colombia’s Ministry of National Defense. 
The household survey data (ENCV) is representative at the national level.  
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the future skills of a child ( 	) depend on their stock of present skills ( , the human capital 

investments they receive ( , ), the endowment of skills of their parents ( ), and the shocks or 

adversities ( ) that the household faces. In this way, the production technology of ability k when 

the child is in development stage t can be described as: 

 

, , , , ,                                                  (1) 

 

Where the presence of  in the set of variables on the right side of the equation reflects the 

fact that skills produce skills through two mechanisms: auto-productivity 5  and dynamic 

complementarity6 (Cunha y Heckman, 2007). 

The investments for adding to the child’s human capital can be multiple in nature, and are 

principally related to (i) health, (ii) education, and (iii) parental care. Additionally, these 

investments can be material (e.g., nutrition, vaccines, books, games, and stimulating materials) 

or made in time and effort (e.g., stimulating activities early on in the child’s life, like singing or 

playing with the child). It is important to point out that the investment decisions are endogenous, 

to the extent that they depend on the child’s skills, the parents’ skills, and a set of shocks: 

 

, , ,                                                        (2) 

 

This structure of the skills production technology makes it clear that the total effect of a shock 

on development is composed of a direct component on the child’s development, but also an 

indirect component through the effect on the investment decisions of parents:  

 

,
                                            (3) 

 

                                                 
5 Auto-productivity refers to the fact that future skills directly depend on past skills (Cunha y Heckman, 2007). e.g., 
a more curious and confident child will explore their surroundings more and this can contribute to the development 
of cognitive or other socioemotional skills.  
6 Dynamic complementarity refers to the fact that the level of skills determines the productivity of investments 
(Cunha y Heckman, 2007). e.g., investments in education for a child with good socioemotional skills – such as 
greater motivation, curiosity, and attention span, will be more productive.  

Direct 
effect

Indirect 
effect 
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From here on, we restrict our attention to negative shocks, which we will call Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACE) or adversities. The first term on the right-hand side of Equation 3 

reflects the negative and direct impact imposed by ACEs on the development of skills. Toxic 

stress is the main channel that explains how ACEs affect the development of the brain and skills. 

Prolonged, elevated, and unpredictable levels of stress (i.e., toxic stress) during early childhood 

produce both behavioral and physiological responses (Meaney, 2001). In this way, ACEs can 

overload the stress management system (the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, or HPA), 

which responds by generating high levels of cortisol, a hormone with the potential to damage or 

destroy neurons and synapses in critical areas of the brain (Putnam, 2006). The prefrontal cortex, 

which is a critical area for executive functions7, is the most sensitive area of the brain to the 

effects of exposure to toxic stress (Arnsten, 2009).  

Cortisol and other hormones related to stress are essential for survival and adaptation. 

However, when they are continuously produced for prolonged periods in elevated quantities, 

they generate physiological exhaustion on the body that is related to the poor development of 

skills and negative results throughout life (Evans y Schamberg, 2009; Hackman et al., 2010). For 

example, the seminal study conducted by Vincent Felitti (2002) shows the relation between the 

prevalence of ACEs and negative outcomes in health, drug consumption, and the prevalence of 

emotional disorders. Similarly, there is evidence for how certain ACEs, such as exposure to 

poverty, have effects on salary and the number of hours worked in adulthood (Duncan et al, 

2010). Added to this, the evidence shows how stress generated by climatic shocks can negatively 

affect the development of cognitive skills (Rosales, 2013). Even in-utero development is affected 

by the stress suffered by the mother: Camacho (2008) finds that the stress experienced by 

mothers during pregnancy caused by terrorist attacks in Colombia causes lower birth weight in 

children. 

 However, the evidence shows it is possible to mitigate the negative effects of ACEs with 

human capital investments, especially through parental care. The second term on the right side of 

Equation 3 presents the indirect effect of adversities on the development of skills through the 

human capital investments channel. The sign of this term is ambiguous. In the best case, parents’ 

decisions in care and other investments respond strategically to counter the negative effect of 

                                                 
7 Executive functions allow individuals to organize information from activities for a specific purpose, and contribute 
to behaviors of self-controls (Blair et al., 2011). They are related to skills such as memory, attention span, adapting 
to new environments or situations, following a plan, and resisting temptations. 
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adversities. In the worst case, ACEs also negatively affect investment in human capital and end 

up reinforcing the direct effect. This means that, while the direct effect is always negative, the 

total effect of adversity on the development of a child’s skills is ambiguous. 

The economic perspective has mainly used Becker’s (1965) classical model of the rational 

actor to explain parents’ allocation of resources – time and money – when investing in the 

upbringing of their children. However, the predictions and assumptions of this model have 

important inconsistencies when faced with the existing evidence. We next discuss two 

limitations to the classical model that are central to our empirical analysis. 

First, caregivers do not have perfect information regarding the production technology for 

skills, nor regarding the returns to stimulation in early childhood, which are assumed to be true 

of the rational actor in the classical model. In reality, parents make decisions regarding the care 

they will give to their children based on the information they have available, which may come 

from their own experiences, their social circle, or the traditions of their community.  In this way, 

it is expected that parents with more information about the production technology for skills 

provide better care to their children, ceteris paribus, and that barriers to information lead to 

lower quality in parental care.8 

Second, the classical rational actor model assumes individuals with unlimited mental 

resources that are unresponsive to context, so that they can always conduct a series of cost-

benefit analyses for making optimal decisions. 9  However, the most recent evidence from 

psychology and behavioral economics suggests that mental resources are scarce and come from a 

shared energy reserve that is easily depleted (Vohs et al., 2008).10 Using mental resources for a 

particular task – e.g., reviewing the household’s finances - depletes the available resources for 

the next tasks – e.g., checking the child’s homework -, which at first appears unrelated to the first 

task (Muraven and Baumeister, 2000).  

In particular, the feeling of scarcity or the subjective perception of scarcity, in addition to 

affecting the way in which individuals assign mental resources to different tasks, themselves 

have the potential to significantly reduce the cognitive capacity of individuals (Mani et al., 2013; 

                                                 
8 Rosenzweig (1995) discusses the role of education, not only as a source of information, but as a facilitator for 
acquiring new information through one’s own means. 
9 Though no universal definition of “mental resources” exists, we follow Mulainathan and Shafir (2013) in using the 
term to refer to: (i) executive functions, (ii) fluid intelligence, and (iii) memory.  
10 In particular, this mental resource scarcity presents itself more sharply in skills related to executive 
functioning: self-control, attention span, cognitive skills and skills of understanding, among others. 
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Spears, 2011). To the extent that the feeling of scarcity leads us to focus deeply on the source of 

scarcity, this rerouting of mental resources imposes the real cost of ignoring other problems and 

situations (Shah et al., 2012). This phenomenon, known as ego depletion, is explained by drops 

in glucose levels and reduced activity in the cingulate cortex, an area of the brain related to 

cognition, executive functions, and the formation and processing of emotions (Baumeister et al., 

2007: Vohs et al., 2008). 

Additionally, other circumstances – such as exposure to crime and violence – generate 

physiological (e.g., higher levels of stress, emotional suffering, states of depression or 

hopelessness) and neurobiological (e.g., elevated cortisol levels, abnormal functioning of the 

serotonin system, and higher levels of testosterone) responses that have the potential to deplete 

mental resources and drive behavior that is not optimal.11 In effect, as Dybdahl (2001) reports in 

a study of displaced mothers from Bosnia and Herzegovina, caregivers that encounter extreme 

adversity can provide inadequate parental care.  

 

3. The role of quality parental care as a protective shield: international evidence  

 

Our analysis focuses on parents’ decisions with respect to one type of human capital 

investment: quality parental care. By parental care we denote the attitudes and activities that 

parents are involved in, or that they do with or for the child (Brooks-Gunn and Markman, 2005). 

Quality parental care comprises: (i) cognitive stimulation (versus absence of stimulating 

activities), (iii) sensitivity and response to the needs of the child (versus negligence or 

inattention), (iii) affection or emotional warmth (versus rejection or hostility towards the child) 

(Kalil, 2014; Lamb, 2012; Walker et al., 2007). 

The evidence indicates that cognitive stimulation and the emotional attachment12 between 

parent and child has short-term effects on the development skills, as well as long-term effects on: 

schooling, academic achievement, salary, probability of engaging in risky activities, and other 

                                                 
11 In particular, it has been found that these psychological and neurobiological responses have effects on 
impatience, impulsiveness, risk aversion, aggression, inhibitions, expectations, and cognitive capacity, which 
together change decision-making processes and behavior (Haushofer, 2011; Haushofer and Fehr, 2014; Moya, 
2015). 
12 This attachment is defined as the emotional connection between the child and his mother, father or primary 
caregiver. According to theory, children with a strong connection (i.e., secure bond) with their parents have a safe 
base from which they can explore their surroundings, which makes them more independent and helps them to 
develop cognitive and socioemotional skills with greater ease (Sroufe, 2002; Lamb, 2012). 
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results throughout life (Engle et al., 2007). Studies have found maternal sensitivity and response 

is related to: strong emotional connection (Tomlinson et al., 2005), greater cognitive and 

socioemotional development (Agarwal et al., 1992; Reeves y Howard, 2013), and lower 

prevalence of behavioral problems (Richter et al., 2000). In general, cognitive stimulation and 

the sensitivity and response of parents are related to the adequate development of the prefrontal 

cortex and executive functions (Fay-Stammbach et al., 2014).  

In addition to this, evidence from different contexts shows that quality parental care serves as 

a protective shield from the effects of ACEs, inhibiting toxic levels of stress and generating 

resilience in children (Blair, 2010; Blair et al., 2011; Cunha y Heckman, 2009; Hackman et al., 

2010; Lieberman y Van Horn, 2011). Variations in parental care change the expression of genes 

that regulate the endocrine system and behavioral responses in the face of stress (Meaney, 2001). 

In this way, the effects of parental care are emotional, genetic, and physiological, as well as 

related to biochemistry.  

The intervention from Jamaica (Gertler et al., 2014) offers one of the clearest examples of the 

causal effect of parental care on the development of skills and socioeconomic success in the long 

term, even in situations of extreme adversity. Between 1986 and 1987, a randomized control trail 

was conducted in Kingston, Jamaica, with children between 9 and 24 months living in situations 

of poverty and with delayed growth. For treatment groups, the intervention consisted of weekly 

visits from social workers who taught mothers how to play and interact with their children in 

order to effectively stimulate their cognitive and socioemotional development. The children who 

benefitted from better parental care (thanks to the intervention) have seen significant effects even 

20 years after the intervention, with incomes 25% higher than the control group, and 0.6 

additional years of schooling. 

Unfortunately, not all children receive cognitive stimulation and the emotional support 

necessary for them to reach their developmental potential. For example, Hart and Risley (1995) 

find that children from parents with professional careers hear approximately 2,153 words per 

hour, whereas the children of parents with no professional education hear only 616 words in the 

same span of time. According to the authors’ calculations, by the time these children reach their 

third birthday they have experienced a difference of nearly 30 million words heard. Phillips 

(2011) finds that parents from higher socioeconomic levels speak approximately 3 hours more 

per week with their children and take them to nearly 4 hours of additional time at stimulating 
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places, such as parks, compared to parents of lower incomes. Added to this, there is evidence that 

better-educated parents from higher socioeconomic levels not only spend more time with their 

children, but also use the time on more stimulating and appropriate activities with respect to the 

developmental stage of the child (Kalil et al., 2012). 

The inequality in cognitive and socioemotional skills appears before children even enter 

formal education, owing mostly to gaps in parental care, leaving some children at a disadvantage 

that is difficult to overcome later on (Cunha y Heckman, 2009; Heckman, 2006). Components of 

parental care, such as sensitivity and response, reading and spending time on activities outside of 

the home, explain up to 40% of the gap in results related to cognitive ability by the time children 

are 4 years old (Waldfogel y Washbrook, 2011), and explain a third of the differences in 

standardized test scores in mathematics and language between white and African American 

children in the United States in the beginning years of school (Murnane et al., 2006).  

Further, evidence suggests that the gaps in quality parental care partially explain the social 

inequality observed today. One study found that a third of the inequality in socioeconomic 

results between rich and poor in the United States is explained by gaps in the quality of parental 

care (Reeves y Howard, 2013)13. In their quantitative analysis, the authors conclude that in order 

to understand many of the differences between individuals of different socioeconomic classes, 

parental care has stronger predictive power than years of education, health status, race, country 

of origin, and the age of the parents. Accordingly, Paxson and Schady (2007) found, for a sample 

of children living in poverty in Ecuador, correlation between socioeconomic level and low 

cognitive development. However, once the quality of parental care was controlled for they find 

that poverty ceases to be significant. Similarly, other studies have found evidence that the 

differences in cognitive results between children from different socioeconomic classes disappear 

after controlling for the characteristics of the mother (Heckman, 2008).  

 
 

4. Description of the data 

 

To test the implications of the theoretical framework, we use data from a household survey 

and administrative data on violence in Colombia to study whether a parent’s information on 

childrearing practices, feelings of scarcity and exposure to violent shocks is correlated with the 
                                                 
13 Using the HOME scale to measure the quality of parental care and the child’s environment. 
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quality of care they provide. Using data from Colombia is interesting for three reasons. First, the 

Colombian population, particularly children, is exposed to multiple adversities14, which put at 

risk their development and, theoretically, their only source of protection: their parents and 

principal caregivers. Secondly, in Colombia little is known about parental care: there are not 

many studies on the subject and there is no objective and observational data with respect to this. 

Third, we have household information that is representative at the national level that allows us to 

separate poverty or objective scarcity from subjective feelings of scarcity, and to measure a 

proxy of quality of parental care, and access to information on good childrearing practices.  

We use information (i) from the 2013 National Quality of Life Survey – ENCV, for its initials 

in Spanish – which comes from the National Administrative Department of Statistics – DANE; 

(ii) the Municipal Panel from the Center for Economic Development Studies – CEDE – at the 

Universidad de Los Andes in Bogota; and (iii) from the Ministry of National Defense. The 

ENCV collects information on the socioeconomic conditions of households to facilitate the 

design and implementation of public policies that fulfill the UN’s Millennium Development 

Objectives. It is representative on a national level and contains a sample of 53,453 individuals 

and 14,801 households. The Municipal Panel from the CEDE contains municipal-level 

information and includes demographic, fiscal, conflict- and violence-related, educational, and 

agricultural sector variables. Finally, the data from the Ministry of National Defense contains 

annual statistics on violence and conflict at the municipal level. According to the ENCV, the 

primary caregiver for approximately 3 of every 4 children in Colombia is their parents, which 

means the majority of the child’s time is spent with them (after attending school). We restrict the 

sample to analyze only parents’ decisions, and as a result we exclude children whose primary 

caregiver is someone other their father or mother. 

The ENCV contains information reported by parents15 on the frequency with which they do 

activities with their child such as: (i) reading stories or looking at picture books, (ii) playing, (iii) 

singing songs or playing musical instruments, (iv) telling stories, (v) going to the park, and (vi) 

                                                 
14 According to Colombia’s National Victim Registry (RUV), 465,019 children between 0 and 5 years old in 
Colombia are victims of the armed conflict, of which 460,649 are displaced. Additionally 60.03% young children 
are living in poverty and 23.36% are living in extreme poverty (De Cero a Siempre, 2013).  
15 We are conscious of the limitations of using self-reported data to measure the quality of parental care. However, 
no data exists in the country that is more precise and based on direct observation of parent-child interaction.   
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doing handicrafts or artistic activities. 16 More importantly, we can identify the cases where 

parents profess not doing any activities with their child, which might suggest negligence or 

inattention to the child. Understanding the factors associated with the rejection or neglect of a 

child has special importance because this can have negative effects on the development of the 

brain and the child’s skills that are as severe as those stemming from physical abuse (Meaney, 

2001). We use this variable, reflecting not doing any stimulating activities with the child – which 

we denote from now parental inattention – as a proxy for the quality of parental care.  

Additionally, the survey collects household socio-demographic characteristics, including: 

household income, education and age of the parents, characteristics of the children, ethnicity, and 

use of time (among others). Figure 1 presents the average frequency of the activities parents do 

with their children, by household income quintile. As can be seen, parents with fewer economic 

resources spend less time doing stimulating activities with their children, as has been reported 

extensively in the literature. 

 

Figure 1. Activity frequency by income quintile  
Source: Authors’ calculations from the ENCV 2013. 

 

                                                 
16 The ENCV asks: “Which of the following activities does this person (the principal caretaker) do with the child?” 
and “How frequently are these activities done?” One of the possible answers is that the principal caretaker does no 
activities with the child.   
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As mentioned earlier, the ENCV offers other data that allows us to measure subjective 

feelings of scarcity. In particular, the survey asks the head of household if the household income: 

(i) fails to cover the minimum necessary expenditures, (ii) only covers the minimum 

expenditures, or (iii) covers more than the minimum necessary expenditures. We assume that if 

the household head reports option (i), there is a strong subjective feeling of scarcity, while those 

that report option (iii) do not show feelings of income scarcity. Figure 2 shows the frequency of 

activities by category of subjective feelings of scarcity.  

 

 

 

Figure 2. Activity frequency by feelings of scarcity category 
Source: Authors’ calculations from ENCV 2013 

 

Additionally, we measure information access to childrearing guidelines, using the following 

question from the same survey: Does the person who cares for the child receive, or have they 

ever received, some form of training for childrearing? Figure 3 clearly shows there is a 

difference in the frequency of stimulating activities depending on the response to this question. 

In general, parents who have received more information on childrearing guidelines report doing 

these activities more frequently. 
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Figure 3. Activity frequency by access to childrearing guidelines 
Source: Authors’ calculations from ENCV 2013 

 

From the Municipal Panel from the CEDE, we also posses data on the socioeconomic 

characteristics of the municipalities where the households in our sample live. Additionally, with 

the information from the Ministry of Defense, we can indirectly measure exposure to violence, 

using municipality-level homicide rates as a proxy. In particular, we use the total population of 

each municipality to calculate the homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants.  

 

5. Empirical Strategy 

 

To study the relation between quality of parental care and our variables of interest, we 

estimate the econometric model presented in Equation 4. Here, ,  is a binary 

variable taking a value of 1 if the primary caregiver of child i reports doing no activities with the 

child, and 0 otherwise. We also include a binary variable that indicates if the caregiver takes a 

course or receives information on good childrearing practices ( , ). Finally, we include two 

measures that capture different levels of subjective feelings of scarcity using binary variables 

that indicate if the individual perceives: _ ,  that is “some scarcity” (i.e., the household 
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income only covers the minimum necessary expenditures), and _ ,  that is “scarcity” 

(i.e., the household income does not cover the minimum necessary expenditures). 

 

, , , _ , _ ,

,                 (4) 

 

Additionally, we include the average education of the caregivers, using a categorical variable 

with the following levels: no education, primary education, secondary education, or higher 

education ( , ). We also include a vector of control variables ( , ) with characteristics of 

the parents, their children, and the home they live in. These include: the logarithm of the per 

capita household income (allowing us to differentiate between the effect of material poverty and 

subjective feelings of scarcity), the age of the parents, the age and sex of the child, binary 

variables taking the value of 1 if the father and mother live in the home and 0 otherwise, the 

number of people living in the home, the number of underage children in the home, a binary 

variable taking the value of 1 if the household is located in an urban area, and fixed effects for 

belonging to an ethnic minority. Equally, we control for the use of time, measured with a 

variable built from a question asking parents about the activity to which they dedicated the most 

time in the week before the survey, with five possible options: work, looking for work, studying, 

housework, or incapacitated. Finally, the residual term  captures the variation in other 

characteristics – observable and unobservable – that affect the probability of parental inattention, 

but that are not explicitly included in the model.  

Since the evidence indicates that exposure to violence can reduce available mental resources 

and drive parents towards providing inadequate care, we also estimate an extended model that 

includes a variable measuring municipal-level exposure to violence, measured as the homicide 

rate per 100,000 inhabitants ( , ). Because Equation 5 includes a municipality-level 

variable, it is possible that endogeneity problems exist due to an omitted variable problem. In 

particular, individuals who are most exposed to violence could provide poorer quality care to 

their children, not because they have higher levels of stress, but because the municipalities with 

higher homicide rates are at the same time those with the highest levels of unsatisfied basic 

needs, inequality, or unemployment. In other words, ,  could be correlated with other 

municipal variables that at the same time determine the quality of care provided by parents. In 
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this case, we would expect the estimators to present significant bias. To avoid this, we include a 

vector of municipality-level control variables ( ), which includes: the province Gini index, a 

rurality index17 , distance to the main wholesale market, a multidimensional poverty index, 

electricity coverage, access to early childhood services, rate of economic dependence, percentage 

of children who do not attend school, the percentage of the population without access to 

healthcare, and the percentage with formal employment: 

 

, 	 , , , , ,

       (5) 

 

6. Results 

 

Table 1 shows the results from estimating our four econometric models. First, in Column 1 we 

present the results for the simple correlation between the likelihood of not engaging in 

stimulating activities and income, without controlling for other variables. As shown, this 

correlation is positive and statistically significant. This suggests that poorer parents are more 

inattentive in the care and activities they provide to their children. However, as shown in Column 

2, when we include additional socioeconomic and demographic controls, this relationship ceases 

to be significant and it becomes evident that income does not determine the quality of care 

(measured as the probability of inattention). However, the parents’ education has a negative and 

statistically significant effect, reflecting the fact that more-educated parents have a higher 

likelihood of engaging in activities with their children. This correlation continues to be 

significant after other characteristics are included describing the parents, household, and 

municipality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
17 The rurality index is the proportion of the municipality’s rural population to its total population.  
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Table 1. Parental inattention: information, scarcity and exposure to violence 
 

(1) (2) (3) (4) 
Probit Model 
     
Income per capita (log) -0.098*** -0.008 0.046 0.051 
 (0.018) (0.343) (0.048) (0.035) 
Parents’ education  -0.293*** -0.203** -0.211* 
  (0.077) (0.089) (0.115) 
Information   -0.501*** -0.479*** 
   (0.180) (0.175) 
Some scarcity   0.249 0.201 
   0.214 (0.250) 
Scarcity   0.437** 0.448* 
   (0.226) (0.271) 
Homicides (log)    0.093* 
    (0.054) 

Individual controls NO YES YES YES 

Municipality controls NO NO NO YES 

     
Observations 4,081 3313 2,214 2,003 

Standard errors in parenthesis 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Note: Parents’ education is a categorical variable with four possible values: 1) no 
education, 2) primary education, 3) secondary education, or 4) higher education. 
Information is a binary variable taking the value of 1 if parent “i” took a course on good 
parenting practices. “Some scarcity” and “scarcity” are binary variables. Homicides is the 
homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants of the municipality for years 2012-2013.   

 
 
In Column 3 we present the results from a model including two of our variables of interest: 

the subjective feeling of scarcity and having information from a parenting course. We find a 

negative and significant relationship between having participated in a parenting course and the 

probability of being an inattentive parent. In particular, the results suggest that having 

information on good parenting practices reduces the probability of not engaging in stimulating 

activities by nearly 5 percentage points (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4. Probability of parental inattention given information on parenting practices  
Note: The probskills are the marginal effects from the probit model estimation.  

 

On the other hand, the results indicate that feelings of scarcity are related to an increase of 6 

percentage points in the probability of inattention: parents who state that their household income 

does not cover the minimum necessary expenditures have a probability of 11% of not engaging 

in activities such as reading or playing, compared with 5% for parents who state no feelings of 

scarcity (Figure 5). These results are robust to the inclusion of municipal controls. However, the 

estimators indicate that the correlation between the perception of “some scarcity” and the 

probability of inattention is not statistically significant. 
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Figure 5. Probability of parental inattention given feelings of scarcity 
Note: The probskills are the marginal effects from the probit model estimation.  

 

Finally, in the fourth model (presented in Column 4) we include exposure to violence in years 

2012-2013, measured as the municipality’s homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants, and a series of 

municipality-level control variables. The inclusion of these variables does not affect the 

estimated coefficients in any important way for the effects of parents’ education, information on 

parenting practices, and feelings of scarcity.  

The coefficients maintain their directions, magnitudes, and statistical significance. The 

homicide rate is significantly and positively correlated with the likelihood of parents engaging in 

stimulating activities with their children. In particular, households most exposed to violence 

(those that live at municipalities with the highest homicide rates) have a 15% probability of 

having inattentive parents, while the probability for those least exposed to violence is only 4% 

(Figure 6). In Table 2 we present the estimates from four new models where we explore the 

effect of exposure to violence for four different periods immediately preceding the ENCV (2012-

2013). These exercises are interesting in that they allow us to evaluate some of the predictions 

from our theoretical model: exposure to adversity, together with the stress generated by 

adversity, depletes mental resources, driving bad parenting decisions. This implies that recent 

exposure to violence is our primary interest. However, there is reason to think that exposure to 

violence in past periods could also be important. Given this, in Table 2 we present the estimation 
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of the econometric model with municipality controls, now defining four different periods of 

exposure to violence: (1) 2012-2013, (2) 2011-2013, (3) 2009-2011 and (4) 2008-2010. 

  

 

Figure 6. Probability of parental inattention given exposure to violence 
Note: The probskills are the marginal effects from the probit model estimation.  

 

It is first worth highlight that in these four models the coefficients for parents’ education, 

access to parenting information, and perceptions of scarcity are robust, preserve their 

magnitudes, and are statistically significant (Table 2). Secondly, we see that more recent 

exposure to violence (the average in 2012-2013 or 2011-2013) goes in the expected direction 

according to our theoretical framework and is statistically significant: a higher homicide rate in 

recent years (between 2012-2013, and even 2011-2013) increases the probability of inattention 

(i.e., not engaging in activities with children). However, the estimate for exposure to violence in 

less recent years (2009-2011 and 2008-20010), is not statistically significant, though it goes in 

the expected direction. Finally, it is interesting that the point estimate declines as exposure to 

violence becomes less recent. 
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Table 2. Parental inattention: exposure to violence in different years 
 

(1) (2) (3) (4) 
 

Probit Model  
      
Parents’ education -0.211* -0.205* -0.229** -0.228**  
 (0.115) (0.117) (0.113) (0.116)  
Information -0.479*** -0.477*** -0.493*** -0.457***  
 (0.175) (0.168) (0.171) (0.165)  
Some scarcity 0.201 0.225 0.223 0.202  
 (0.250) (0.251) (0.247) (0.247)  
Scarcity 0.448* 0.458* 0.446* 0.457*  
 (0.271) (0.277) (0.271) (0.267)  
Homicides 2012-2013 (log) 0.093*     
 (0.054)     
Homicides 2011-2013 (log)  0.064*    
  (0.039)    
Homicides 2009-2011 (log)   0.044   
   (0.039)   
Homicides 2008-2010 (log)    0.039  
    (0.040)  
      

Individual controls  YES YES YES YES 
 
 

Municipality controls YES YES YES YES 
 
 

      
Observations 2,003 1,996 1,962 2,045  

Standard errors in parenthesis 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

Note: Parents’ education is a categorical variable that takes four possible values: 1) no 
education, 2) primary education, 3) secondary education or 4) higher education. Information 
is a binary variable that takes a value of 1 if parent i took a course on good parenting 
practices. Some scarcity and scarcity are binary variables. Homicides is the homicide rate 
per 100,000 inhabitants for different years.  

 
 

7. Discussion 

 

The literature has identified that the worst parenting practices are most frequently observed in 

low-income households (e.g., Reeves y Howard, 2013). For Colombia, our results indicate a 

correlation between the care a parent provides and household income: in households with higher 

income per capita, parental inattention is less likely. However, the correlation between income 

and care disappears when other sociodemographic characteristics of the household are taken into 

account (in particular, the education of the parents). This result is in line with results found by 

other authors, who show that the in household income does not determine the quality of parental 
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care, while parents’ education is relevant (Cunha y Heckman, 2009). In effect, our empirical 

analysis indicates that the positive correlation between parents’ education and the quality of care 

is robust to the estimation of different econometric models. 

The variable for access to information from a parenting class is negatively correlated with the 

probability of not engaging in stimulating activities with children. This finding goes along with 

our theoretical framework, where we stated that parents do not have perfect information about 

the production technology for their children’s skills. This suggests the lack of understanding of 

good childrearing practices and what constitutes adequate interaction with children increases the 

risk of parental inattention. The evidence from some interventions supports this finding and 

shows that providing information to parents improves parenting practices and reduces the 

probability of abuse and neglect (Attanasio et al., 2015; Gertler et al., 2014). 

More importantly, we find evidence for how parents’ perceptions of scarcity are consistently 

associated with the probability of not engaging in activities with children. We find that parents 

most worried about meeting their resource needs for covering the household’s monthly 

expenditures are more likely to be inattentive with their children. This finding is also in line with 

the results from new research in psychology and behavioral economics, which show that feelings 

of scarcity can drive individuals to ignore problems or situations where scarcity is not as pressing 

(Mani et al., 2013; Shah et al., 2012).  

Finally, the results from our analysis suggest greater exposure to violence, measured as the 

municipality homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants, is correlated with a higher probability of 

parental inattention. This result complements the findings of diverse studies, which provide 

evidence for the effects of exposure to violence on the physical and mental health of individuals 

(Boscarino, 2006; Yehuda, 2002), birth weight (Camacho, 2008), altruistic behavior (Voors et 

al., 2012), levels of risk aversion (Moya, 2015), and aspirations and expectations (Moya y Carter, 

2014). Additionally, our results suggest that violence has an important effect only for recent 

exposure, and that the effect diminishes over time. This falls in line with Moya (2013), who finds 

that individuals who suffer more recent violent shocks have stronger behavioral effects, but that 

these are not permanent and take approximately three years to disappear. 

After controlling for socioeconomic and demographic characteristics, our results provide 

evidence supporting our theoretical framework: greater feelings of scarcity, and being more 

exposed to violence, generate psychological consequences related to worry and stress, depleting 
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mental resources and, as a consequence, driving parents to be less likely to engage in stimulating 

activities with their children.  

 

Alternative explanations  

 

There could be alternative interpretations to our results to those we have proposed. In general, 

once a broad range of individual and municipal-level variables are controlled for, we can reject 

some of these alternative explanations related to ethnic/cultural differences, age and sex of the 

baby (among others), which could be caused by omitted variables. In this section, we present 

some of the most relevant alternative interpretations and propose arguments to reject them. 

A series of alternative interpretations is related to the variable we use to measure exposure to 

violence: the homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants, measured at the municipal level. Firstly, it 

could be argued that, despite controlling for municipal variables, this variable could really be 

capturing fixed characteristics of the municipalities. The results from Table 2 allow us to reject 

this scenario since, if this were the case, the homicide rate calculated for recent and less recent 

periods would equally capture these fixed traits of the municipalities, and as such should be 

equally correlated with the probability of parental inattention. However, as shown in Columns 3 

and 4 of Table 2, the homicide rate for less recent periods do not affect the probability of 

inattention: only recent exposure is significant, as predicted by the theoretical framework for the 

impact of stress on human behavior.  

Secondly, the variable we use to capture the level of exposure to violence might not reflect 

higher levels of stress. On the one hand, it could simply be that in violent municipalities, the 

probability of inattention increases because the mother or father of the child was assassinated, 

and thus the child is left in the hands of a less-dedicated caregiver. Yet this cannot be the case, 

since in our exercises we control for whether the father and whether the mother lives in the 

household. On the other hand, it could be that the dynamics of the conflict change how the use of 

time is allotted within households, leaving less space for parents to interact with their children. 

Here, the homicide rate would not be capturing variations in the level of stress (generated by 

exposure to violence), bur rather optimization strategies for time usage in particular contexts. 

However, we observe and control for the use of time within the household and reject this 

explanation. 
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Third, the scarcity variable might not be measuring a psychological channel, but simply 

material poverty. In this case, the results would show that poorer individuals have systematic 

differences driving them to be less attentive parents. We believe this is not the case, since we 

explicitly control for the level of household income and another series of variables reflecting 

material poverty, such as the level of education of the household head and the incidence of 

poverty at the municipal level (measured as the proportion of individuals with Unsatisfied Basic 

Needs). Additionally, the data shows that both lower-income and higher-income households 

have parents with feelings of scarcity. Thus, we believe this variable exclusively measures a 

psychological channel: the subjective feeling of having fewer resources than necessary. 

Fourth, it is possible that our estimators have important sources of bias due to dual causality: 

it may not be violence which causes poorer quality parental care, but rather parental inattention 

which causes higher homicide rates. Of course, this scenario is definitely plausible in the very 

long term. As we discussed previously, poor care from parents causes problems in the 

development of socioemotional skills in early childhood and at the same time can generate 

higher levels of crime and violence when the children reach adulthood. However, we believe that 

this explanation does not make sense in the short term. 

Fifth, the ENCV is not representative at the municipal level. As such, it is possible that the 

proportion of households in the sample who are most exposed to violence is less than the 

proportion in the true population. In other words, the households most exposed to violence (for 

example, forcibly displaced victims of the conflict) could have a lower weight within the sample. 

In this case, we would be omitting the effect of higher homicide levels, and the estimator would 

only show the average effect for those households less exposed to violence on the probability of 

parental inattention. This scenario does not worry us: if it occurred, the bias would go against our 

hypothesis. In other words, in this case we would be underestimating the effect of violence, since 

it would take into account only households with lower levels of victimization. Thus, if we had a 

sample that was representative at the municipal level, the estimated effect would be much higher. 

Finally, even if the ENCV were representative at the municipal level, by using aggregated 

violence data at the municipal level the individuals from the same municipality will receive the 

same measure of violence, without consideration for whether they were directly exposed, 

indirectly exposed, or not exposed at all. Additionally, there would be no distinction between 

individuals who were recently exposed and those with less recent exposure. Given this, the effect 
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we find is an average of the effect of different levels of violence in different moments of time on 

the probability of parental inattention, which could be hiding the true effect for the individuals 

most exposed to violence. Because data with better spatial and temporal precision is unavailable 

for exposure to violence, it is impossible to overcome this limitation.  

 
8. Conclusions and policy recommendations 

 
The psychological effects of scarcity or being exposed to violence can drive individuals to 

suboptimal decisions. Using data from Colombia, we find that parents who feel more scarcity 

and those who are more exposed to violence have a higher probability of not engaging in 

stimulating activities with their children during early childhood. In particular, parents who report 

feeling more resource scarcity are 6 percentage points more likely to be inattentive with their 

children, compared to those who report feeling no scarcity. At the same time, parents most 

exposed to violence are 11 percentage points more likely to be inattentive than those with less 

exposure. 

From the perspective of designing and implementing public policies, these results are 

important because parental care, as an important input for guaranteeing success in the 

development process in early childhood, is the foundation for developing cognitive and 

socioemotional skills that determine the social and economic results for individuals later in life. 

In developing countries, such as Colombia, where poverty and violence levels are high, it is 

imperative to seek strategies that mitigate the harmful effects of adversity on the development of 

children and guarantee that their parents act as an effective protective shield.  

The results from this study underline the need for rethinking the traditional focus in 

policymaking for childcare and development guidelines, which assumes that parents make 

suboptimal decisions due to market failures, such as asymmetric information. A new focus, 

based on the literature in psychology and behavioral economics, suggests focusing on the 

environmental determinants that play a fundamental role in decision making for individuals and 

households (Thaler & Sustein, 2009). 

In particular, the evidence shows it is possible to promote better parenting – especially in 

contexts of adversity – by promoting the emotional bond between parents and children. 

Furthermore, the literature suggests it is insufficient to give information on good parenting 

practices. While our results show that parents that receive this information are more likely to 
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engage with their children in stimulating activities, exposure to adversities – such as poverty and 

violence – set loose a series of psychological consequences that profoundly compromise the 

quality of care given to children. This suggests that programs focused on development in early 

childhood must begin by focusing on the emotional health of caretakers. 

Today there are diverse programs, including both in-home visits and programs that take place 

out of the home, that seek to promote better parenting practices and a stronger emotional 

connection between parents and their children. These interventions, in general, attempt to change 

the child’s environment, developing healthy relationships with their parents and other adults. 

Evidence from interventions of this style (see Lieberman & Van Horn, 2011) shows that giving 

psychological support has an important impact on parenting practices and the development of 

children that have been exposed to poverty and violence. Preliminary results from other 

programs, focused on populations with high levels of stress and trauma stemming from direct 

exposure to violence from armed conflict, suggest that psychosocial interventions, focused on the 

mental health of the principal caretaker, have important effects on their stress levels and the 

relationships they develop with their children (Harker et al., 2016). 

This opens an important window of opportunity, both for researchers as well as for 

policymakers. New efforts must seek to identify the precise mechanisms that explain parents’ 

decision-making in adverse environments, as well as to identify strategies that foster positive 

behaviors that break the poverty cycle and guarantee equality of opportunity from the earliest 

ages of infancy. 
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