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Executive Summar y 

 
This is the first working paper in  the series that will report on ongoing research and use of the 

UPSI-5 Tool in South Africa.  The objective being to see it used at national and provincial levels in order 

to  get an impression about the psychosocial  functioning of their po pulations of five-year-old boys 

and girls and, crucially,  to detect regional differences and changes over time. The ultimate goal is to 

make  the nationɅs childrenɅs psychosocial  wellbeing a central issue of concern for policy, intervention 

and research.  The paper will be discussed at a workshop and subsequently inform a policy brief that 

will be shared with key  stakeholders  concerned about  the well -being and healthy development of 

South AfricaɅs young children.  

The UPSI-5 consists of a one -page checklist  made up of  29 easy-to -answer questions about a  childɅs 

psychosocial functioning . When 5 or more questions are scored Ʉin the redɅ, it is assumed there is 

Ʉreason for concernɅ about this particular child. It is important to note that USPI-5 is not an indiv idual 

diagnostic tool and only has value when applied to large populations of children.  

To gain a better understanding  of UPSI-5 in South Africa , the tool was field tested on 1003 girls and 

1084 boys, living in  four provinces  (Eastern Cape, Free State, Western Cape, and Kwazulu Natal)  and 

across 42 urban, 17 rural and 31 semi -rural  schools. In this phase  attention was focused on obtaining 

an initial  impression and gaining insight in to  possible linkages with level of  teacher qualifications, 

school  size, SES status of families , school location , e.g. rural or urban, gender, and protective factors 

offered by the school. I nterviews with school principals , teachers , parents  and Department of 

Education officials  deepen ed the understanding of implementing UPSI -5.   

The results indicate that UPSI -5 could easily be implemented by the childrenɅs teachers, although they 

do first need a short training  session. There are indications that the psychosocial development of 

children is related to teacher qualification, school location, its SES status and protective factors offered  

by the school . However the correlations appear to be weak. Gender and school size do not seem to 

matter much.  Psycho-social wellbeing is relevant for all children. So called Ʉhard measuresɅ such as 

Under -Five-Mortality Rate (U5MR) may say something about SES, poverty and nutrition, but donɅt offer 

much information about the psychosocial wellbeing of children. The overarching r esult of this 

research is that the UPSI -5 scoring form appears to be a feasible and meaningful additional tool for 

assessing a childɅs wellbeing and chances for healthy development. 
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The next phase  in the research would include investigating  how UPSI-5 relates to other child measures  

such as the U5MR and the nutritional markers such as Ʉweight-for -heightɅ, Ʉheight-for -ageɅ and Human 

Development Index.  Another issue will be to explore UPSI -5Ʌs factor structure with a range of relevant 

external variables.  
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1. Introduction  
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International Child Development Initiatives (I CDI) has developed an easy-to -use global 

screening tool  that assesses the psychosocial wellbeing of large populations of children :  the  ɄUniversal 

Psychosocial Indicator for Five -Year-Old Boys and GirlsɅ or UPSI-5. It comprises a one-page list of 29 

statements concerned with the social and emotional behaviours of five -year-old children . These 

statements can easily be scored by ticking ɄagreeɅ or ɄdisagreeɅ in either a green or a red box. When, 

for instance, 10% of a representative sample of young children score more than five (5) 'in the red', 

then there is reason to be concerned about the psychosocial wellbeing  of 10% of the broader 

population of five -year old children in the setting from which the sample has been drawn. The tool 

was purposely developed as a Ʉcounter-balanceɅ to the prevailing Ʉrough-and-readyɅ physical  indicator, 

the U5MR. It is hoped that the implementation of the UPSI-5 will induce decision makers to pay more 

attention to the psychosocial  needs of young children in their policies and programmes.  

 

The psychosocial aspect of childrenɅs being refers to their mental and emotional status, and the ways 

in which they relate to other children, their families, caregivers, communities and their broader 

environment. Until quite  recently, this critical aspect of childrenɅs wellbeing has tended to be ignored 

in global measures of younger childrenɅs development and wellbeing, in favour of more easily-

measured proxies such as physical growth and health i.e. height or weight; U5MR; or school 

enrollment.  

Please note:  the UPSI-5 is not an individual diagnostic instrument but designed to ascertain the 

psychosocial  wellbeing of large populations of children, at school, district, province or national level 

and to make mutual comparisons and note changes over time, and this only for a narrowly -described 

age group.  

 

The UPSI-5 is still not a widely acknowledged or applied tool. In order to build up an evidence base  

that will help to promote the instrument further , Khululeka Community Education Development 

Centre 1 and ICDI embarked on a research study  in 2013  to test the UPSI -5 at country level in South 

                                                           
1 ICDI is a Netherlands-based internationally-working NGO with a brief to contributing to the debate and practice 
ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŎƘƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΣ ǎŜŜ ǿǿǿΦƛŎŘƛΦƴƭΦ YƘǳƭǳƭŜƪŀ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ŜŀǊƭȅ 
childhood education and care. Khululeka was already I/5LΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ¦t{L-5, back in 2008. 
ICDI also conducted an evaluation of their work in 2000. More information on Khululeka can be found on their 
website www.khululeka.org.za/ 

http://www.khululeka.org.za/
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Africa and to advocate for its use by governmental and other large agencies concerned with the 

wellbeing of children .  

 

Thus, the immediate goal of the study is to examine its practical use to educators, child -focussed 

NGOs and policy makers.   The longer-term goals are to:  

1. Convince government departments and other organizations  concerned with the wellbeing of 

young children  to adopt the UPSI-5 as a valuable tool to guide policy making, planning, 

monitoring and development of Early Childh ood Education and Care services;  

2. Develop a res earch agenda on the UPSI -5 to address questions  such as its relationship to 

variables like U5MR, Social Economic Status  (SES), and Human Development Index . 

 

 Finally, it is important to note that the study is coinciding with a period of change in the organisation  

and policy focus  of ECD in South Africa.  In recent years the country has seen the phasing in of a Grade 

R reception year in schools for 5 to 6 year -old children. Currently 78% of all 5 year -olds are attending 

an education programme either in a public or independent schoo l or in an Early Childhood 

Development Centre 2. Furthermore, the primary aim of the Integrated ECD Programme of Action, 

which covers the period 2013 to 2018, is to provide children with an early, healthy and solid foundation 

of physical, psychosocial and c ognitive development.  This aim is in line with the introduction in 2012, 

of the Integrated School Health Policy which aims to support school communities to create safe and 

secure environments for teaching and learning .  It is in this context that the UPSI -5  study is not only 

pertinent, but timely in South Africa 3.  

  

                                                           
2 Stellenbosch University Socio-Economic Policy Unit. 
3 A summary of current developments in ECD policy in South Africa is contained in Appendix 1. 
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2. The phases of the study   
 

  






















































