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Research project: Children’s 
Conceptualisation of well-being   

Investigators: 

Tobia Fattore, Jan Mason, Elizabeth Watson 

Research participants: 

126 children,  aged 8-15 participated in up to 3 stages 

Theoretical Approach  

• Standpoint theory  

to ‘link children’s lives with the normal everyday 
organization of social relations’  Alanen, 2005 
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Contextualising agency in childhood 

Childhood studies & the construction of the child 
•  Children have agency – not passive. They tell us: 
- beings as well as becomings 
- agency is a relational concept 
Research findings 
• Exercise of agency linked with safety 
• Two forms of agency as self-determination 
- as voice and choice – participation agenda 
- as freedom of action in everyday lives, being heard 
within adult-child relations – structural 
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Children’s participation in decision-making: 

having voice 
 As codified as a right in UN Convention 

• Sarah: ‘Having a voice and being able to give our own 
opinion, our perceptions and opinions of what is best for our 
own well-being, gives us our own personal success’.  

Reflects increasing horizontal equality in parent-child relations 

• Beady: ‘Mum is always saying do what you want to do. …. …. 
So it is good to know that she doesn’t want me to do anything 
because of her, she just wants me to be happy in what I’m 
doing’. 

• Longstocking: ‘Then they might let you go. Just that sort of 
negotiating’. 
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Self determination or agency as practical action 

in every day contexts 
 Opportunities for sharing power and negotiating often missing in 

adult-child relations 
• Asymmetry in vertical adult-child relations (Kuczinsky) 
‘ enormous asymmetry in power and competence between adults and 
children’ and ‘Parents control access to things children want … are 
larger and stronger and can control children's movements physically 
(Macoby, 1992)  
• Having voice but not heard 
 PRUDENCE: ‘Well, adults can ask you to do things and you have to do 
them cause they are adult …. But if you ask parents to do things, they 
don’t have to do it…  
‘Um, one time I was um, I was home alone and I asked my dad if he 
could not leave, like ’cause he always when he gets up he makes his 
lunch and goes straight to work, so I asked him [not to leave] the knives 
and the butter and everything out … and like he says ‘Yes, sure’, and I 
have like a say in everything with him. But he doesn’t usually listen to 
it’ 
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Inequality in vertical relations and 
experiences of lack of safety 

• PARTICIPANT I:…Because, like once me and my brother went 
to my Dad’s house and it was a long time ago and um, my 
brother… he had just come out of the toilet and his pants 
were still down, and then my Dad was holding a lot of 
shopping and then my Dad said hurry up, hurry up, we 
don’t have all day, and then he kicked my brother and like 
my brother started crying and it was sad because he, he, he 
didn’t do anything. And um, 

 INTERVIEWER: That is very sad.     So sometimes your Dad is 
not quite so safe. 
PARTICIPANT I: Sometimes. But sometimes, like he lets us go 
places and like we have a good time. 
Central to children’s vulnerability is their emotional, physical 
and material dependence on parents and other adults 
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Children’s interests subordinated to adult interests 
Adults as bosses of children 

Interviewer: Is there anything good about being an adult? 

Tullee: To not be bossed around…(use of wand) so we wouldn’t get bossed around so much 

 

Child well-being challenged by generational location –adults’ rules 

NIKITA: You need to get your opinion across out there, especially for young people it is really 
hard because you know people just take, take us for granted and they think, oh well, we will 
decide what is best for their generation and that is from their perspective.  

 

Adults’ knowledge privileged over that of children 

adultcentricism, or adultism is ‘… a belief system based on the idea that the adult human 
being is in some sense superior to the child or of greater worth, and thus the child, by 
default, inferior or of lesser worth’, enabling the rights of children to be overridden with 
equanimity by adults (Shier et al. 2014).  
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Adult status legitimates adult interests put before children’s interests 

SPONGE: Um, one night we went out for dinner and when we got home, we weren’t home that 
late, I asked if I could go on the computer. ’Cause I’d bagsed it ages ago. … 

INTERVIEWER: Okay— 

SPONGE: And um, he (father) said ‘no I’ve already bagsed it’, and I said ‘well can I go on it 
(later) …’ and he went on the computer and like I came up to the door and I said ‘well can I 
please go on in an hour’, because we have this hour rule… and um, he said ‘no’ and he yelled 
out ‘no’ and then I went, I got really scared and I went into my room and started crying. And 
then my sister came in and she asked what is wrong and I told her and stuff. And then she went 
to my dad and said ‘Why won’t you let Sponge on the computer in an hour?’ and he said ‘Listen, 
you are not the boss of me, blah, blah, blah, blah’. And then she went out the door and ran to 
the park all crying and stuff— 

INTERVIEWER: Okay, and the bad thing about that time was because you’d already bagsed it? 

SPONGE: Well, that is, not mostly, it is because see, because he is the adult and he is the oldest 
he thinks that he can be like, he is in charge, which he is, but like he has the best power and he 
is first.  
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Resistance to adult rules in school 

• Resistance to adults rules in the school 
INTERVIEWER: So why do they hate school because of the teachers? 
REN: … because teachers [for Year 9], because they care more about 
the rules than us now.  
INTERVIEWER: Okay 
REN: They make more strict rules. 
 
• Reversing child-adult relations 
INTERVIEWER: So let us say you had to pick some school but you could 
change it. How would you want to change it? What would make it 
better? 
ANONYMOUS: Um, the teachers couldn’t (tell you what to do) all the 
time, you would have, you would be able to tell the teacher what to do. 
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Macro level policies and practices linked with adult-
child relations in family and school   

Exclusion from labour force & dependency on others for money and 
resources – legitimates asymmetries 

• ROSANA: … sometimes it is like just their parents giving them their money, 
and sometimes like the stuff that they buy is like something that their 
parents, it is actually their parents buying it because their parents gave 
them the money. 

INTERVIEWER: So the parents have more choices about what you are doing 
with it? 

ROSANA: Yeah. 

 

• HAYLEY: Retire and not go to school … But I would like to get some work … 
Get money. 
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Discounting of children’s knowledge until they become adults 
 

School organises knowledge relations hierarchically so that teachers will win any argument – 
adulthood more status 

Luke: Always the teachers. Strangely. Because they are always the adult, with the power to 
send me to some higher power 

 Power of greater age determines what is believed i.e. what is reality 

• PARTICIPANT: Yeah, and that if something happened in class and the teacher says 
something and it is not true, they are going to believe the teacher—… 

PARTICIPANT: They have always got the power— 

PARTICIPANT: Yeah, because they have just got to tell us that we are being rude or smart 
alecs— 

PARTICIPANT: And they send you out. And we don’t even get a say about like what we do. 

PARTICIPANT: If the principal or someone comes up there and the teacher said something, they 
would believe the teacher not the kid. 

 

• … ’Cause we are younger, so they think that we are always lying 

And another: 

• PARTICIPANT: Yeah, because if an adult says something it has to be true.  
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Age patriarchy/paternalism 
• Children’s lack of power to exercise agency – 

legitimated as inferior in status 

• Violence to children reflects age 
patriarchy(Hood-Williams, 1990) or 
paternalism(Qvortrup, 2014) according to 
which children positioned as dependent on 
adult status/power - therefore vulnerable 

• Hypothesis: The more hierarchically 
structured an institution is the more children 
are vulnerable to abuse?  
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