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well-being-some contextual background 

 

 Evidence from Ireland and the UK where the views of children 
have been the central focus and where the studies have 
information on key determinants of child well-being 

 

 Studies providing the voices of 

 -children in the general population 

 -children living in families experiencing 

   difficulties 

 -children in out-of-home care 

 

 Future research 

 



In any society, the state of children 
should be of primary concern-their well-
being is not only an indication of a 
society’s moral worth, they are human 
capital, the most important resource for 
its national future. 

  

   Bradshaw  (1990)  p.3 



 The majority of children today, certainly in richer 
countries,  are better off in many ways than in the 
past 

 However, concerns remain among many about family 
breakdown, misuse of drugs and alcohol and related 
violence, personal safety, bullying , obesity and 
financial problems 

 Despite efforts to eliminate child poverty, significant 
proportions are still living under the poverty line even 
in rich countries 

 Reducing inequalities and ensuring the well-being of 
all children have therefore become key policy drivers 
for many governments  

    (McAuley and Rose 2010) 



 What a good childhood means has itself begun to 
receive attention 

 With rapid changes in family life and 
communities, efforts have been made by 
governments and the children’s sector in the UK 
to define a good childhood through consultations 
with young people and their parents 
(Counterpoint 2008; Layard and Dunn 2009) 

 One of the most interesting findings of the 
Counterpoint consultation was parents and 
young people welcomed the opportunity to 
reflect on this important area as it was not the 
subject of routine debate 



 There is a rapidly growing interest in the field of measuring 
and monitoring child well-being both within and across 
countries 

 The three major driving forces are: 

1. UNCRC (1989) which focuses on the rights of children;  

2. the emergence of the Sociology of Childhood which views 
children as active contributors to their social world;  

3. the widespread adoption of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
model of development which places children within the 
context of family, local community and wider society 

 There has been a resultant interest in well-being as children 
experience it in the here and now-we now recognise the need 
to know more about their daily lives, their relationships and 
their views and feelings 

 

 

 

 



 To more fully understand child well-being, it 
became clear that objective indicators of child well-
being (e.g. no of children living under the poverty 
line) need to be complemented by subjective 
perspectives of childhood 

 To develop our understanding of well-being from 
the children’s perspective, we need to ask them 
directly 

 Two reasons-adults often do not know how their 
children think and feel about things and children’s 
views are valid separate perceptions from those of 
their parents 

 In areas such as their emotional and social 
relationships, their own perspectives are crucial 
 



 There is also increasing International interest in what impacts 
upon children’s well-being 

 UNICEF Report (2007) on child well-being in 21 rich countries 
(which placed UK and USA at the bottom of scale) captured 
governments’ attention and stimulated public debate 

 As a result UNICEF (2011) commissioned a further cross-country 
(Spain, UK and Sweden) qualitative  study to explore the reasons 
behind the variations 

 The children indicated that their well-being centred on time with 
family where there was consistency and security, having good 
friends and having plenty to do 

 The availability of parents to spend time with their children was a 
particular concern for the parents and children in the UK sample 

 The earlier national consultation with parents and young people  
in England (Counterpoint 2008) on what determines a good 
childhood found that family was of paramount importance to 
their sense of well-being.  It also identified limited family time 
due to parents’ work as an undermining factor.  



 
 The relative impact of different relationships on children’s 

well-being has recently been explored in a large survey of 
children in secondary schools in England 

 Relationships with family, positive relationships with 
friends and the experience of being bullied had, 
respectively, the first, second and third highest effect on 
children’s subjective well-being (Goswami 2011) 

 Evidence from qualitative studies with children in Ireland 
and the UK will now be examined specifically in relation to 
these three determinants to better understand how  these 
relationships affect children’s sense of well-being 

       
Let’s turn now to the first of these studies involving children 
in the general population in Ireland- 



 Nationally representative cohort of 8568 children 
from 9 years of age and 11100 from 9 months. 

 Large scale quantitative survey with nested 
qualitative study of 120 families-our focus here 
is on the interviews with 9 year olds 

 Majority lived with both parents whilst almost 
1/3 were living with one parent 

 Saw grandparents and wider family daily if they 
lived nearby-at weekends otherwise 

 Children completed 3 activity sheets- Who is in 
My Family; My Family and Me map (relationships) 
and an Activities Calendar 



Reference: McAuley, McKeown and Merriman (2012)  

 

 Children’s conceptualisations of family were wide-they included immediate 
and extended family, pets and deceased family members 

 Vast majority of the children were surrounded by love, commitment and 
protection of immediate and wider families.  

 They spent a great deal of time together and there was a strong sense of 
mutual joy in each other’s company and having fun together: 

 I: Ok and what about your mum, how do you get along with her? 

 C: Really, really well.  Every day after school we talk…we have a chat.  
     It’s not very often but sometimes we play with each other and just 
    last week we were dancing with each other in the kitchen.  (Boy) 

 Even when fathers lived apart, they made strenuous efforts to do things with 
their children regularly: 

 C: I always practice rugby with him outside. And he cooks my favourite 
     food…spaghetti bolognese. (Boy about his father) 
 

 
 



 Children seemed able to successfully 
negotiate a range of relationships with step 
siblings, half siblings and parents’ new 
partners 

 Grandparents made a very important 
contribution to their lives-looking after them 
after school, going for walks together, talking 
to them about their earlier lives etc 

 Often the children were part of a lively 
extended family network 



 Children clearly differentiated between the wider family circle and the family 
members they felt close to.  

 Most felt particularly close to their mothers but many also did to their 
fathers.  

 Most were close to at least one sibling and often to their grandparents. 

 The key characteristic of these close relationships for children was a sense of 
trust: 

 C: Because if ever I have a problem, I go to my mum and she is always 
     here for me and does lots of things for me. (Girl ) 

 The few children who commented on the reasons for lack of closeness 
attributed it  to lack of availability to spend time together due to work 
commitments: 

  C: Because he wakes up at half four in the morning and leaves at six 
      and doesn’t come home until about half eight-nine o’clock  

     (Boy about his father) 

 Children spoke of loss, grief and sadness involving people they felt close to. 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 There was a strong sense that spending time and 
doing things together was not only important to 
the children but the means by which the children 
developed and maintained relationships with 
family members. 

 Shared activities with non-resident fathers 
seemed to be the means by which the children 
worked out how they would continue to relate to 
each other. 

 The impact of parents’ working hours on their 
availability to spend time with their children is a 
matter of international interest. However, we may 
now also need to examine the effect this may 
have on the quality of parent-child relationships.  



 Most boys and girls were involved in structured after school activities such as 
sport, dancing and music. 

 Many were involved in daily activities, in more than one per evening and 
often extending into the weekend. 

 Almost all of the children were enthusiastic.  

 A few felt they had no option due to parents’ working hours. 

 Whilst most children had some balance between structured activities and free 
time, some children’s lives could only be described as ‘hurried’: 

 C: On Mondays I have Gaelic matches, on Tuesday I have soccer     
     training, on Wednesday I have Gaelic, on Thursday I have tennis, on 
     Friday I have athletics, on Saturday I have soccer and on Sunday I 
     have soccer! 

 Parents wanted to provide them with opportunities they did not have. Some 
expressed concern about the extent of activities.  



 Children distinguished between peers and their small number of ‘best friends’ 
who played and shared with them and provided both companionship and 
emotional support: 

 C: Em, well, friends are someone you can talk to or you’d be      
     round with a lot and you could go to if you’re feeling sad or      
     something. (Girl) 

 C: ‘Cause he mostly plays out with me, shares with me and lets me play 
      on his trampoline. (Boy) 

 There  appeared to be a strong association between unstructured activities 
and time spent with best friends.  

 This included walks, playing in the garden or near the house at least weekly 

 I: And what do you like most for fun? 

 C:Play with my friends 

 I: What would you play? 

 C: Some play soccer and we go all to sports.  We go to D’s and play 
     something like army and climb…he has a ladder… and we build stuff 
     as well.  We have a club house and it really is fun. (Boy) 

 In their ‘own time’, both the idea of getting together and who would be 
included  was usually initiated by the  children, demonstrating agency/choice 



 A considerable proportion of the children reported that they 
had been the victim of peer bullying 

 Almost three quarters knew of another child who had been 
bullied 

 Verbal and physical abuses were the most common forms 

 Bullying was a predominant issue in the lives of most children 

 Almost all of the children were very conscious of the fact that 
they could be bullied at any time. 

 Friends were seen as a strong protective factor. 

 
Let’s turn now to UK evidence on children 
living in families experiencing difficulties and 
living in out-of-home care 

 



Reference: Gorin (2004) Review of UK studies (1990-2003) where children’s 
views of living in families where there are issues of domestic violence, parental 
mental health difficulties or substance misuse 

 Children were more aware of the problems than parents realised 

 Some parental behaviours left them feeling confused and frightened, the 
most distressing being violence and conflict 

 The unpredictability of parents’ moods and behaviour compounded this: 

 I’m frightened to leave her in case she goes into a fit or something.  
 When we were little…she got really down and started taking overdoses 
 and that really scared us…when she’s really down she says I’m going to 
 take an overdose…I’m frightened to leave her  

   (Cited in Newton and Becker 1996 p 25) 

 It’s not just the caring that affects you…What really gets you is the 
 worry of it all, having a parent who is ill and seeing them in such a 
 state…of course it’s upsetting, you think about it a lot.  Someone who 
 is close to you and desperately ill is pretty hard to deal with 

   (Cited in Frank 1995 p42) 



 Feelings of insecurity and living in an unsafe environment can 
impact on their school lives-poor concentration, missed days, home 
and school moves 

 Friendships can be a source of support but making and maintaining 
them can be very difficult for children in these circumstances leaving 
them isolated 

 The stigma and secrecy associated with violent addictive behaviours 
and associated chaotic impoverished lifestyles can perpetuate their 
sadness and isolation and affect children’s self-esteem 

 Likely to be the target of bullying 

 They (local youths)… used to bully us, well they used to bully 
 me.  And hit and punch me and everything…and they would go 
 ‘At least I haven’t a mental dad or something 

  (Cited in Aldridge and Becker 2003 p 81) 



 Children’s relations within these families are often complex. They 
may have very close relationships with their parents and a strong 
sense of love and loyalty towards them 

 Often torn between that and feelings of anger, hurt , resentment and 
embarrassment 

 I can’t bear it when he hits her. I feel so ashamed. I always 
 worry that the  neighbours will hear or that the teachers will 
 find out at school…they are… really good parents and they 
 love me a lot and they have done everything they can for me.  
 It’s not their fault, it’s just the way it is with them 

  (Cited in Mullender et al 2002 p.108) 

 They may worry about their parents, both in relation to their 
parents’ safety or ability to look after themselves.  

 Often they have been in a parental role with younger siblings. 



 Children in the same house may react differently and 
can have different experiences within the same family 

 Children who take on the role of carers of parents  with 
physical and mental health problems may  miss out on 
opportunities to mix with peers and may miss out on 
school 

 School staff may not be sufficiently aware of a particular 
child’s situation to provide support  or make allowances 

 Key issue was isolation-lack of support from friends 
and fear of telling adults in case of family breakup 

 
Some of these children end up coming into care. Let’s 
turn now to consider the well-being of those children- 
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 The evidence suggests that the majority of children and young people in 
care value their care experience 

 However, they have often had to balance being safe with the separation 
from their families: 

 

 …now I think it is good because it was  guaranteed that I was 
 safe…because I came here because I was getting beat up at  home.  
 It is a good idea and it’s not, because I miss my brothers and 
 sisters…but it is a good idea because it’s a  guarantee I have safety 

         [Girl reflecting on care period cited in Skuse and Ward (2003)] 

 

 Many children are admitted to care as a result of neglect associated with 
parental substance misuse, domestic violence and parental mental 
health difficulties or a combination of these.  

 Yet they are often very loyal to their parents and seek contact with them 
and siblings 



 Often they worried about their parents or siblings still 
at home or placed elsewhere 

 Most wanted more contact with birth families than 
permitted and contact was a positive experience 

 However, for the more troubled young people, 
contact with birth parents at times brought further 
rejection and/or abuse and the re-enactment of 
earlier dysfunctional family patterns 

 This highlights the importance of asking each child in 
care about who they want to see as part of the 
decision-making process around contact rather than 
solely relying on general policies or professional 
views 



 Many children in care experience multiple changes in placement. Of the 49 in the 
Ward and Skuse study, 13 had six or more moves whilst being looked after and 
one of these had 27 moves 

 Multiple changes of placement often meant multiple moves of school too  
(McAuley 2006; Skuse and Ward 2003) 

 This meant that children coming into care or moving within care were likely to 
have been uprooted from their home, school and community at the same time 

 The loss of significant relationships in these settings was a serious concern for the 
children: 

 I don’t want to move foster home again cos I might have to move school 
 (Ten year old boy with history of multiple moves cited in McAuley 1996) 
  
 I hate changing school. I’ve done it all my life…and I’m sick of it…I just can’t 
 be bothered to make friends and I just don’t like being the new kid. 
  (Boy cited in Skuse and Ward 2003) 
 
 This highlights the need to consider the impact of moves on their significant 

relationships including friendships.  Such consideration should include the impact 
on their overall well-being. 



 A significant proportion (9%) of children in care who were 
consulted by the Children’s Rights Director in England 
reported that they are frequently bullied by peers. 

 The children defined bullying as something that has a 
harmful effect on the victim, where the victim cannot 
defend themselves and where they have done nothing to 
warrant it 

 They indicated that what makes a child vulnerable to 
bullying is if they stand out as different to the group e.g. 
are living in care 

 A higher no (15%) worry about being bullied 
 Their advice to adults was to help children to ‘fit in’ and 

form protective friendship groups. 
  (Morgan 2009c) 

 



 Children in out-of-home care regard their foster carers, residential 
staff and social workers as significant people in their lives.  

 Spending time with them, listening to them and taking account of 
their feelings were given as positive attributions. 

 Multiple changes and not spending time alone with them to talk 
were the areas of concern.  

 Where time and commitment were given, these substitute 
relationships could make all the difference to the children: 

 I’ve always had the feeling that I’ve been loved, always been 
 wanted…nobody would know what they mean to  me, what they 
 have done for me.  They took me out of  something bad and 
 gave me something good.  They  always make me feel special. 

  (Young adult male referring to his foster carers cited in 
   McAuley 2006) 



 Children’s perspectives on their daily lives and what is important 
to their well-being is only at the early stages 

 We need research involving children and young people at 
different ages and in differing circumstances including more with 
children from different ethnic origins and with children who have 
special needs.  

 More mixed methods research in this field would be welcome 
 This conference has provided a rare and valuable opportunity to 

begin to compare what children in different countries are saying 
about what is important to them. 

 A series of linked qualitative Child Well-Being Studies across a 
number of countries could help us advance international 
understanding of the vital components of a good childhood from 
the perspective of children.   

 Collaboration across Research Councils could facilitate this and 
may offer a cost-effective approach.  

    Thank you for listening 
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