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Abstract

In light of social policy’s growing focus on children and a changing family policy portfolio,
we need better classifications and a more nuanced understanding of policy approaches to
children. The aim here is to contribute to further thinking and analysis by reviewing some of the
existing conceptualisations and the latest relevant policy developments on the one hand and
developing an analytic framework for further research on the other. The article takes an EU-wide
approach and empirically examines developments in income support policy, parenting-related
leaves, early childhood education and care and children’s right to participation to see what they
reveal about prevailing approaches to children. The paper identifies some strong moves towards a
greater focus on children in social policy but suggests differentiating between three different
approaches: family-oriented, childhood-oriented and child-oriented. These approaches differ
in terms of whether their primary focus is on children or adults, whether they engage with
children directly or indirectly, the set of entitlements involved and the desired outcome.

Keywords: child policy; children’s rights; family policy; early childhood education and
care; children’s agency; social investment

Analysing policy through a child-focused approach is a potentially powerful lens to
identify trends and undertake critical review. It is also crucial given the heightened
policy activity around children and the suggestion that we may have attained child-
centredness in law and family life (Therborn, ; Wyness, ). There are some
compelling signs. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) –
enacted in  – has been a lodestar for the rethinking and modernising of many
of the policies and institutions that deal with children and families (Lundy et al.,
). The EU, too, is mobilising its member states to develop child-focused social
and educational policies in the service of its  Recommendation on Investing
in Children and commitments around children’s human rights (European
Commission, a; European Parliament, Council and Commission, ).
A further spur in the child-centred direction is the turn to social investment as a
rationale for policy reform – its orientation towards the development of human
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capital especially prioritises widespread provision of early childhood education and
care services (ECEC) (Morel et al., ). This contribution steps back from claims
around contemporary policy as child-centred, and suggests the need to: (a) probe
both the different approaches to children present in contemporary social policy in
the EU member states and the signature movements in particular directions;
(b) identify anddifferentiate themain concerns and approaches. At the paper’s heart
is the following question: What are the main developments in child-related social
policy in the EUmember states and what underlying approaches can be discerned?

The article is an attempt to think through and investigate some of the complex
issues involved, and crystallise the meaning(s) of ‘child-centredness’ from a policy
perspective. As policy develops so too must our classifications of it. At the mini-
mum, we need precision and clarity in the terms and theorisations we employ.
Existing scholarship will be expanded in several respects. The article intends, first,
to offer a way of classifying developments in social policy from a child-focused
perspective (this and other terms are used relatively loosely at this stage).
Secondly – and relatedly – we expand upon the notion of ‘child-centredness’
and related concepts in social policy and elaborate further the tensions and dilem-
mas associated with child-related social policy. Thirdly, the article is EU-wide in its
scope, thereby adding to our knowledge of dominant trends across countries by
encompassing a breadth of perspectives and empirical developments. In all of this,
and finally, we seek to bring together insights from a range of disciplines – social
policy, law, sociology, social work/child protection. The overarching challenge is to
develop a framework for policy analysis that recognises and understands children
as having their own personhood and agency, whilst also being able to identify
policies that fashion child policy as serving the reproduction of both collective
institutions and the adult world.

To answer the research question the article undertakes three exercises. The
first opens up the matter of how to conceive of child policy, drawing from some
existing literature to identify the intersecting strands of thought. From this first
section we develop a series of lines of analysis/questions which then guide the
second part in reviewing recent policy developments. This is envisaged as a kind
of sensitising analysis rather than an explicit stocktaking. For it we go broader
than the usual understanding of social policy, examining the classic child and
family relevant policy measures – income support for families with children,
parenting-related leaves, ECEC – as well as developments around children’s
human rights and participation. The third exercise (in the paper’s last part)
reflects upon the key developments and elaborates an analytical framework
which identifies different policy approaches. For its evidence, the paper relies
on overview assessments carried out at national and EU levels and on EU
and other databases (Eurydice, MISSOC, OECD). The time period is the last
ten years. The EU-wide focus (rather than particular country comparisons)
has the advantage of providing an overview but it also means that we look at
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developments in broad strokes. For the purposes of analysis we follow the
UNCRC and define children as those below the age of  years unless, under
the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.

1. Conceptualising the field

There is a large literature on children, childhood, law, policy and society;
limitations of space permit us only to overview this work for the purpose of
sketching out signature lines of analysis. We look briefly in turn at different ways
in which the relationship between children and social policy has been conceived
and analyses of policy evolution.

The literature offers a number of conceptions of the relationship between
children and policy. One strand of work frames children in the context of family,
seeing the resultant policy approach as closely associated with family- and gender-
related values and politics (e.g. Lewis, ). Secondly, there is a body of work on
children’s condition or situation, often conceived in terms of policy outcomes and
relative weaknesses in that regard. Child poverty features strongly here for
example – with its focus on the nature of childhood adversity and material dep-
rivation (e.g. Ridge, ) – but so too does the more universalistic but subjective
concept of child-wellbeing (e.g. Axford, ). Another prominent way of framing
the relationship is in terms of children’s rights and entitlements (Lister, ;
Tisdall, ; Heimer and Palme, ; Waldock, ). This literature looks
towards the legal field but there is also a growing body of work on children’s rights
in social policy (e.g. Lister, ). The complexity of a rights perspective as applied
to children is a prominent theme (Mayall, ; Lister, ). A fourth relevant set
of literature focuses on the changing nature of childhood and the place of the child
in society (e.g. Qvortrup, ; Wyness, ; Tisdall and Punch, ).
Emphasising childhood as socially constructed, children as a distinct social/
population group and children’s agency, a differentiation is made between meet-
ing children’s needs (in which children are treated as generally passive and parents
(or their substitutes) are the arbiters of children’s needs) and enabling children’s
agency (in which children are subjects and agents) (Axford, ). This literature
sensitises us to the specificity of the child’s world and the potential for contest and
even conflict between that and the adult world. This field has had considerable
impact, although not particularly in social policy. Thinking about its potential
application underlines the need to accord ‘conceptual autonomy’ to children,
especially analytically uncoupling them from the family and adult institutions
(Strandell, : ) and to adopt a perspective capable of placing the child
at the centre (Waldock, ). An underlying thread is the extent to which policy
grants recognition to children and their worlds.

When we turn to the literature on the evolution of the treatment of children
in law and public policy (Ariès, ; Daniel and Ivatts, ; Therborn, ),
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the story told is one of complexity and rather slow change. Therborn () has
identified two pivotal trends associated with childhood and children as concerns
of public policy: the constitution and emancipation of childhood. With the
former he is referring to how a changing legal situation served to define and rede-
fine childhood and children. By ‘emancipation’ he means the process whereby
children’s rights were expanded vis-à-vis those of parents and adult institutions,
generally loosening adult controls and constraints on children. Key drivers here
were the establishment of the principle of equal parenthood between mothers
and fathers and the increasing weight given to the principle of the child’s
best interests in cases of family litigation (Therborn, ; Wyness, ).
While Therborn is not always clear about the difference, it is important not to
elide developments relating to children as a social group and childhood as a social
institution and phase of the life course.

A crucial insight from both literatures is that, historically, the family and fam-
ily law tended to be the guiding influences on all matters to do with children; as
Therborn (: ) puts it, ‘the child’ had to emerge from under the shadow of
‘the family’ for a child-oriented policy to exist. This points especially to the role
and view of the family that exists in society and how this penetrates law and policy
(Millar and Warman, ; Daly, ; Strandell, ). Social policy has gener-
ally been slow to recognise children as individuals and/or as social rights’ holders,
for long oriented to family-related and paternalistic functions (Kamerman
and Kahn, ; Gauthier, ). Factors exerting an influence on progress in this
regard include how valued the family is as an institution and way of life, percep-
tions of the appropriate type of family and degree of state intervention in family
life and the particular notions that prevail in regard to the place of children in
society (Skevik, ; Mätzke and Ostner, ; Wyness, ). We may draw
the conclusion that a more child-centred perspective opposes a singular focus
on the family which risks rendering children invisible. The popular frame of
familialisation/individualisation suggests itself as an analytic tool, but we need
to be careful with such terms since they are contested (Lohmann and Zagel,
) and have a highly constrained application to children (not just because they
derive from an adult model but also because legally children are minors and the
dependants of their parents). Instead of familialisation/individualisation, we work
with a looser framing around the degree to which children (and their ‘problems’)
are located within a familial context and purview. The underlying set of references
is to family and parenthood as institutions of child welfare.

If policy does not locate children within the family and parenthood then
where? We suggest two other possible policy foci: childhood and children.
Childhood has a structural reference, relating closely to life course as a genera-
tional structure or part of a generational order. This perspective conveys the
notion of life as a sequence of organised stages based on the temporal patterning
of biography, which interlinks economic and social roles and relationships,
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cultural expectations and legal obligations and claims (Daly, ). When
applied to social policy, the focus is placed on policy’s role in shaping and
resourcing both the typical organisation of different life-course phases and
transitions and the inter-connections between them. Among many possible
examples are the standardisation of schooling systems or the use of age and
status-related conditions for the purpose of receiving income support or public
services (Leisering and Leibfried, ). This suggests that the relationship
between childhood and adulthood as institutionalised life phases is cardinal
for the analysis to be undertaken here: when does one end and the other begin;
what public resource-related claims are accorded to each; how are their claims
connected? The social investment approach has something to say on these
questions – it argues for modifying the existing opportunity structures attaching
to different life course stages and especially for shifting resources to the
earliest phases of life through investments in children’s human capital
(Esping-Andersen, ; Hemerijck, ; European Commission, ). A sec-
ond line of investigation for the present purposes, therefore, concerns the degree
to which policy emphasises childhood and its resourcing as a phase of life.

The third possible policy focus is the child or children. Core here is the
extent to which the child as a person and/or children as a social group or cate-
gory of actors is foregrounded by policy, as distinct from the social institutions
and relations that constitute either family or childhood. While difficult to
disentangle, it is helpful to query whether policy recognises children in their
own right (rather than locating them within the family) and how far policy
extends to granting children resources and enabling their agency (as against
investing in childhood). Rights constitute a central concept in both regards.
The UNCRC is a classic reference here, arguably the fullest statement yet of
children’s rights. The Convention’s approach to children and their rights can
be thought of in terms of two levels. A first is the set of welfare-related rights
enunciated for children: the right to sustenance (Article ), the right to health
care (Article ), the right to social security (Article ), the right to a sufficient
standard of living adequate for physical, mental, moral and social development
(Article ) and the right to education (Articles  and ). Here the child is the
object of rights and/or policy, although it must be emphasised that the
Convention is also a charter for parents, assigning them significant rights
and responsibilities as children’s guardians and creating a potential tension
between the rights granted to parents and children (Lansdown, ). In what
can be regarded as a second level, the UN Convention enunciates four general
principles to be taken into account in all efforts aimed at child rights’ implemen-
tation, including the best interests of the child (Article ()) and the child’s right
to participation in all matters affecting her or him (Article ). The latter turns
the spotlight on procedures that facilitate children’s agency, participation and
even ‘voice’ (Collins, ). While there is considerable dispute about the view
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taken by the Convention of children and their rights (Wyness, ; Rehfeld,
; Tisdall and Punch, ), the relevant literature here – especially that
on children’s participation (e.g. Percy-Smith and Thomas, ; Lansdown,
) and children’s citizenship (Lister, ; James, ) – underlines that
the realisation of children’s rights involves resources and the capacity for partici-
pation. Agency, one of the most complex concepts in the social science lexicon,
needs to be pinned down in relation to children who are generally seen as having
only constrained capacity for agency, especially when very young (Esser et al.,
). To pin it down, we suggest thinking of it as something achieved (rather
than as a state or property) and as requiring from policy certain resources. The
possible resources include: recognition, access to resources (including income)
and services, and opportunities for participation that enable their autonomy.
To take these points forward, two fundamental clarifications are helpful. First,
when examining the relationship between children and social policy and the extent
to which children are present in and focused upon by policy, we should think in
terms of children as potential policy objects and/or subjects. Secondly, it is fun-
damental to examine the degree to which policy confers children with recognition,
income and services as well as opportunities for participation.

These insights lead to several key questions that can guide the analysis to
follow:

• To what degree does policy locate children and their welfare within a
familial context?

• To what degree is policy aiming at resourcing childhood (as distinct from
children)?

• To what degree is there a focus on children in terms either of recognition of
their status as members of a group and/or granting them resources and
participation that enable personal autonomy?

Informed by the foregoing discussion and line of questioning, we now take a
reading of recent policy developments. As mentioned, we will be examining
cross-national evidence produced in the context of policy reviews (especially
associated with the EU) as well as the relevant national and regional studies
of general trends. We should stress that we expect policies to vary, to lean in
different directions and to be characterised by more than one major approach.
It should also be noted that we use the above questions in a general way as
sensitising probes. Hence their purpose is to signal tendencies and matters of
degree rather than providing absolute answers.

2. Insights from examining relevant family policy provision

2.1 Child and family income support
Child-related income and tax allowances are the classic benefits here.

Historically, eliminating family poverty and hardship and equalising income
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between families and other sectors of the population was a widespread motiva-
tion for the introduction of child-related financial transfers (Kamerman
and Kahn, ). In some countries the spotlight was trained especially on
the most needy sectors of society (such as necessitous mothers, widows and
orphans) whilst in others the male wage earner as pater familias was the target
(Wennemo, ). To what extent are there moves to foreground children and/
or childhood in income supports for families? A key barometer here is whether
‘children’ are engaged with directly by policy makers, in particular whether
they are given access to resources and/or opportunities for participation. The
evidence suggests not – with income benefits generally targeting parents and
constructed around need understood as a characteristic of adults and families
(Frazer and Marlier, ). There are a few exceptions, though.

One such exceptional case to note is where ‘children’ personally receive cash
incentives to remain on in school – here there is direct resourcing of children
and also conferment of some autonomy from their parents. An example is edu-
cation maintenance allowances which exist in Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland (and formerly in England), paying some £ a week on a means-tested
basis directly to young people aged between  and  years who remain on in
school or training. There are similar instances elsewhere – in Sweden, for exam-
ple, the ‘child’ personally receives an education study grant if s/he continues in
education after age , at which stage the child allowance generally ceases to be
paid to the parent (although some circumstances allow a continuation). Given
the older age targeting and the fact that similar allowances are given to young
people undertaking unpaid work-based training, the extent to which this can be
said to be a direct social policy benefit to ‘children’ is qualified. That said,
the existence of such benefits is significant because the ‘child’ is granted a ben-
eficiary status as well as some financial autonomy and the benefits act to delimit
the period of childhood.

This type of measure shows that it is possible for policy to consider ‘chil-
dren’ autonomously and even to grant them benefits directly, although this is
governed by an age threshold that demarcates youth from younger children.
Other than this, there are no known income benefits paid directly to children
in EU member states and no movement in that regard. Of course, social policy is
constrained here by virtue of family law, which generally obliges parents to sup-
port their children, and limits imposed on autonomy by virtue of age and capac-
ity. And this is the view that seems to prevail, especially if judged by the policies
that push in the other direction and act to extend the period of ‘childhood’ and
dependency. We refer here to provisions whereby parents continue to receive
child benefits and/or tax allowances for a ‘child’ who is in education or training
beyond the age of . This is the norm and is the reason why we have repre-
sented the more independence-oriented, child-related provisions outlined above
as exceptional. At the present time in the EU, some  member states pay child
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income support to the parent for a ‘child’ in education or training beyond the
age of , and  pay it beyond the age of , with Belgium, Czech Republic,
Germany, Luxembourg and Slovakia paying it up to the age of . These are
boundary-defining benefits acting to ‘fix’ childhood as extending into early
adulthood (and thereby mandating ‘dependence’ for the children and young
people involved). These measures underline the family as a widespread unit
of policy intent and entitlement.

Other aspects of income support policy are revealing about the questions of
whether family, childhood or children are the focus of policy. Recent years have
seen some significant cut-backs in levels of cash supports to families and spending
in that regard (European Commission, ). Twelve member states (mainly
Eastern European and Mediterranean countries) have made major cutbacks
and, between  and , spending on child and family income support fell
in  out of member states. The cutbacks, important in themselves, have added
significance for the reforms they are introducing. Two trends are of particular note.

The first is a greater use of targeting of income supports to families. This, a
strong cross-national trend, means a change in regard to which families with
children are prioritised for state support – with strong moves in some countries
(e.g. Greece, Poland, Portugal, Romania) to target support towards larger fami-
lies or those on low incomes and, hence, away from smaller families as well as
families in general (Eurofound, ; European Commission, ; Daly and
Ferragina, ). These reforms are not explicitly child-focused and there is
no privileging of the child or her/his agency – rather the unit of conception
and support is the family or household. But with an underlying dynamic of
selectivity, one could read them to suggest that some children’s families are con-
sidered to be more deserving than others. This is a subversion of the principle of
universality, which has some history in Europe as a principle of child and family
policy and is a counterpole to selectivity in supporting families with
children (Wennemo, ). A second trend is towards fiscalisation of financial
support to families (Ferrarini et al., ). OECD data suggests that the average
value of financial support to families through the tax system now rivals that
given to families through the benefit system. While a fiscal policy approach
– effected through tax credits and allowances for example – was and still is
favoured by the UK and other liberal-oriented countries, it is increasingly found
also in other parts of Europe (e.g. Austria, Belgium, Germany and Italy). As a
move away from cash support, it portends a change in both the form and con-
ditions under which families with children are supported financially and is at its
core an attempt to more closely link child and family income support with
income tax status and earnings, hence parental employment. Indirectly, it
generalises a set of norms about childhood and the economic organisation of
family – that children should be reared in families where one or both parents
are in gainful employment for example.
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2.2 Parenting-related leaves
This is one of the areas of family policy that has seen the greatest expansion

and innovation in the last decade or so (Daly and Ferragina, ). Almost all
countries of the EU now have three types of such leave available: maternity,
parental and paternity (European Commission, ). While historically mater-
nity leave was the pivotal policy to support parenting – especially to improve the
health and well-being of the new mother and baby (Gauthier, ) – there has
occurred a two-fold shift in focus: frommothers to parents, and frommothers to
fathers. To summarise a complex set of developments, the EU countries have
seen moves to consolidate maternity leave, expand parental leave, treat the cou-
ple as the unit of entitlement for parental leave rather than the individual
parent(s) and increase the availability of paid leave to fathers (either through
extending paternity leave and/or making a portion of the parental leave more
attractive to fathers) (Blum et al., ). The implications for parents are
obvious; those for the construction of childhood and the treatment of children
less so.

At first glance, this appears very much like a child-focused development.
Some research has interpreted developments in this way – Birnbaum et al.
(), for example, undertake a comparative analysis of the degree of intergen-
erational redistribution characterising different welfare states and interpret the
parenting-related measures as evidence of redistribution towards the youngest
generation (with the Nordic countries emerging as by far the most child-focused
from this analysis). We suggest a more cautious approach in light of our frame-
work which sensitises us to rather fine-grained variations. While it may seem
self-evident that parenting-related leaves are intended as a measure for children,
this is not necessarily so. Certainly, assumptions in the leaves can be read as
framing what is good for children. In this regard, we could read the current
policy consensus as assuming that child well-being and a ‘good childhood’
are best secured by: a) having both parents present in the first month or
two, b) being cared for at home by the mother with some input from the father
for about another year, and c) having access to an increasing volume of out of
home ECEC from the age of  on. But while it seems self-evident that arrange-
ments for parents’ leave from employment centre on considerations around
children, there is no evidence to prove this. Indeed, there is important counter
evidence. Discursively, a range of parent-related and family considerations
dominate – gender equality in care-giving and employment, activating men’s
caregiver responsibilities, greater freedom of choice for parents, greater female
employment participation (Mätzke and Ostner, ; Brandth and Gíslason,
). Importantly, the field has no children’s rights orientation and, with
the driving reform rhetoric being ‘reconciliation between work and family life’,
it is hard to conclude other than that it is ‘adult world’ considerations that are to
the fore with some considerations around childhood secondary. This is not to
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say children do not benefit from such provisions and their reform – rather, our
point is that children are not necessarily to the fore.

2.3 ECEC
A growth in ECEC especially for very young children (up to age ) is one of

European social policy’s strongest suits in recent years (European Commission,
b; Daly and Ferragina, ). On the face of it ECEC has inherent elements
of being both child- and childhood-centred. And it is so. Key here is the growth
of guarantees to ECEC for children. While such guarantees are often rhetorical
or abstract, some seven EU member states now guarantee a legal right to ECEC
for each child under  years, often immediately after the end of parental child-
care leave. These are Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Latvia, Slovenia and
Sweden. In most of these countries, the entitlement usually implies a full-time
place. Other countries start the guarantee later. In Belgium, France, Hungary,
Luxembourg, Malta, Spain and the UK, a place in publicly-subsidised ECEC
is guaranteed from the age of  or a little earlier. So over half the EU member
states grant children a right to ECEC. A somewhat different approach is to make
attendance at ECEC compulsory – for example in Austria, Croatia, Cyprus,
Greece, the Netherlands and Poland the last year of ECEC (pre-primary classes)
is compulsory. Other countries adopting a compulsory approach include
Bulgaria, Hungary, Latvia and Luxembourg. Comparing the two approaches
is insightful about the nuances. While both make children the object of policy,
the childcare guarantee goes further, recognising children as legitimate subjects
with a claim on public resources and indeed a right that technically could be
enacted (although it is not clear whether such rights are justiciable).

That said, there are a number of qualifications to be added to the notion of a
childcare guarantee as being child-centred, and these again illustrate fine-
grained and diverging orientations and priorities. First, ECEC is not always a
direct right to children – in some countries (e.g. Finland) it is a right given
to parents; and in others (Sweden) the right to full-time childcare is conditional
upon employment on the part of parents (Eydal and Rostgaard, ). This
underlines the point that childcare-related guarantees (among other policy
domains) also aim at managing the distribution of employment among parents.
Second, in addition to a potential tension between goals relating to parents and
those relating to children, even when it comes to children ECEC has different
objectives, philosophical orientations and constructions of both the child and
childhood. Comparative research on Europe spotlights different root types or
traditions – a focus of providing childcare for needy children on the one hand
and early education as a good for all children on the other (Moss, ; Scheiwe
andWillekens, ). In subsequent policy development, these two philosophies
have become less distinct and national systems more hybrid. The Nordic coun-
tries in particular have a history of a more active engagement with both the
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needs of the child and the nature of a good childhood and attempt to marry the
two perspectives with ECEC seen as a tool for enhancing the quality of life of the
individual child and a social as well as an educational experience (Eydal and
Rostgaard, ). There is a stronger sense of the individual child here but
we should be sensitive to the degree to which the over-arching reference is to
(the governance of) childhood (Strandell, ).

Here lie the roots of some of the critique of social investment – that its inter-
est in ECEC is strategic, woven from the loom of instrumentalism, promoting
ECEC because of its value in laying the foundation for early and later skill acqui-
sition and cognitive and other forms of development (Esping-Andersen, ).
The most widely-levelled criticism is that the social investment approach draws
from a developmental paradigm and treats children as ‘becomings’ (adults in
potentia) (Lister, ; James, ). The counterfactual – children as ‘beings’
– is not always clearly articulated but there is a sense in it of policy failing to treat
children as of inherent value as individuals who not only constitute a category of
actors in their own right but are deserving of resources, rights and agency
(Brannen, ; Strandell, ). The point is not that children do not benefit
from the measures proposed but that social investment’s work in this regard is
more or less done once childhood is resourced vis-à-vis other life course stages
and children’s life chances improved. There is much more to resourcing children
than that.

2.4 Rights and children’s participation
As we have seen, there is almost no movement to children’s rights discern-

ible in the policies considered to date. However, outside of social and family
policy, the EU (and also member states) has a considerable set of actions relating
to the protection of children’s rights under the Treaty of the European Union –
Article () especially focuses on the promotion of the protection of the rights of
the child and there are other articles of the Treaty that also relate to children
(European Parliament, Council and Commission, ). The EU commitment
to child rights is operationalised through the EU agenda on the Rights of
the Child and EU action plan on human rights and democracy (European
Commission, ; Council of the European Union, ). Both have a strong
human rights focus, developed and monitored under the auspices of Directorate
General Justice and Consumers, concerned especially with violence against
children, children in migration situations, child trafficking, inter alia.

What about child participation-oriented measures? The EU has been active
in this regard also and in its  Recommendation on Investing in Children
made participation one of three pillars in its anti-child poverty and social
exclusion programme (the other two being access to adequate resources
(via supporting parents’ participation in the labour market and an optimum
combination of cash and in-kind family benefits) and access to services
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(in which ECEC is prioritised but mention is also made of health, housing and
social services as well as ending school segregation)) (European Commission,
a). The EU has interpreted participation in a two-fold manner: supporting
the participation of all children in play, recreation, sport and cultural activities;
putting in place mechanisms that promote children’s participation in decision-
making in areas that affect their lives.

The evidence suggests slow progress in the member countries. In regard to
children’s participation in play and other recreational/cultural activities, a recent
report assessing developments across the EU since the  Recommendation
found that only seven countries had improved their relevant provision, with the
situation in the majority remaining unchanged (Frazer and Marlier, ). The
reported activities – such as greater funding or provision of facilities for child-
ren’s recreational activities – seem to be contextual and environmental, focused
on providing facilities, and therefore engaging indirectly rather than directly
with children. Greater progress is reported on the second dimension with nine
countries considered to have strengthened their policies and practices in relation
to children’s participation in decision-making in areas that affect their lives
(especially by putting in place children’s councils or advocacy and consultative
measures for children) (ibid). The policy fields in which children are allowed or
enabled to participate vary, including care, education and justice (European
Commission, ). In contrast, fewer legal provisions exist to enable children’s
participation in designing, planning and evaluating wider services provided on
their or others’ behalf. Enabling children’s participation occurs most often at city
or local level (ibid). In addition, the working definition of this aspect of partici-
pation evident across legislation is for ‘children’s opinions to be taken into
account’ – which is rather passive in nature (ibid) and may indicate a sense
of doing things for rather than with children (hence not promoting their
agency). It is significant, though, that nearly all EU member states have in place
some form of participatory structures for children and young people at a
national level; most commonly national youth or children’s councils (in all
member states) or children or youth parliaments (in ) (ibid). Participation by
teenage youth is what is targeted most widely here however. Looking at the field
of child participation as a whole, Landown () attributed lack of progress on
the right of children to participation to the following factors: lack of clarity on
the meaning of participation; lack of legislation establishing participation as a
right; cultural barriers and adult resistance; lack of adult capacities; lack of tools
for monitoring and measuring participation.

3. An analytic framework

The logic followed in this article has been to identify a series of lines of analysis
and accompanying questions and then elaborate them by taking a reading of
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current provision and trends in four areas of relevant policy. Informed by an
ontological perspective that emphasises policy as complex and multidirectional,
the approach used to assess developments differentiated between family, child-
hood and children as differing policy orientations. A key underlying assumption
is that all relevant policies affect children but their intent and the degree to
which they prioritise one orientation over another will vary in form and import.
Remember, though, that we have exercised selectivity in the policies studied;
hence the claim is not that all policies affect children but rather those studied
here. The aim now is to both summarise what we can say about policy develop-
ments and elaborate the lines of analysis further into a framework that can
inform future research and analysis.

To return to the question with which we set out, which queried the main
developments and the underlying approaches, we can draw a number of conclu-
sions. First, the collective unit – family or household or even in some cases parents
as a couple – dominates the (re)organisation of income support relating to
children, and a collective (and adult-oriented) approach is also prominent in par-
enting-related leaves. That said, there is a strong focus also on childhood as a life
phase, with measures such as ECEC and some income and tax benefits encoding
ideals and practices about childhood and addressing the generational distribution
of resources (and opportunities) through early educational services especially. For
example, a resourcing of childhood orientation is a prominent justification for the
expansion of ECEC.We can divine also a focus on children as persons with entitle-
ments – with some policy dealing directly with children (ECEC in some config-
urations and also some income supports) and conferring (albeit qualified) rights
on the child. A child-centred approach is to be seen especially in the movement
towards ECEC-related rights and guarantees for young children (and further
guarantees are planned by the European Parliament to address child poverty).
That said, children have no rights or agency in parenting-related leaves – the
beneficiaries and decision makers here are the parents. There is another set of sub-
ject-oriented measures also that seeks to engage children and/or enable their
participation (in sport and cultural activities and also decision-making that affects
them). These kinds of measure potentially approach the fullest sense of child-
centred policy evoked here and in the literature but the evidence indicates little
movement in this regard (although it must be said the evidence is limited).

Extrapolating from this and the preceding analysis, it is possible to differ-
entiate three ideal type approaches. The most discerning criteria for identifying
the ideal types are the primary focus of policy (adults or children), whether chil-
dren are engaged with directly or indirectly, the nature of the entitlement
granted and over-arching goal (see Figure ). We should clarify that we are
not claiming these as unconnected policy orientations or approaches: they shade
into each other and in this and other ways allow for the possibility of policy
moving in several directions at once.
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The first approach we term family focused – it views children’s welfare as
best obtained within a family/collective unit orientation. Here there is no direct
engagement with children; the focus is rather on the adult world (institutions,
actors and behaviour) and to the extent that children’s welfare and relevant
exigencies are considered at all they are dealt with by resourcing the family
or parents and/or seeking to affect parental behaviour and institutions.
Autonomy for children or even recognition are not part of the policy lexicon
or mindset. Second, childhood-oriented policy prioritises resourcing childhood
as a stage or phase of life. Here children are an age group or age category (albeit
an increasingly differentiated one) and they are resourced as members of
a generation rather than as having value and claims as persons. Third, in
child-oriented policy there is a direct focus on children (rather than an indirect
or mediated relationship as in the former two modes). But there are two variants
here. The first recognises children as members of a status group, conferring
resources to them via rights and entitlements qua children and in distinction
to adults. In this regard children are objects of policy, achieving a degree of
autonomy, recognition and resources. The second goes further in recognising
and enabling children’s personhood and enhancing their agentic capacities, con-
ferring participation resources and opportunities to children especially in a con-
text of powerful adult institutions and persons. Here they are treated as subjects.
This is arguably the highest and hardest level to achieve (and contemporary
social policy has little progress to report here). With this distinction it will be
seen that we conceive of child-centredness – at face value straightforward but
at root a complex idea – in terms of policy that supports children as both mem-
bers of a recognised group whose needs are seen to merit a claim on public
resources – allowing some autonomy from adults and institutions (Skevik,
) – and as persons in their own right – conceptualised as subjects who

Family-oriented Childhood-oriented Children-
Child - focused

oriented
Child-centred 

Primary focus Adults Adults Child and adults Child and adults

Direct or indirect 
engagement with
children 

Indirect Indirect and direct Direct – recognition
of children as a 
distinct group with
needs 

Direct – recognition 
of children as
capable of defining
their own needs 

The entitlement Income support 
for family

Services for 
preparation for
adult life 

Resources – income 
and services 

Resources (income 
and services) and 
participation 

The desired 
outcome

Sufficiency of 
family income 

A well-resourced 
childhood

Recognition and 
resourcing of children

Children’s 
empowerment

Figure  Three Social Policy Approaches to Children
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construct their own consciousness and life trajectories and are capable of artic-
ulating their own needs (Brannen, : ). The ultimate ideal end in the lat-
ter is children’s empowerment.

We recognise that there is great complexity here, both empirically and
conceptually. One matter relates to the limited extent to which children can
be treated as separate from their parents or the family, especially when they
are young. Yet, for the purposes of an analytic framework we must theoretically
admit of some separation and accept that children’s interests potentially differ
from those of their parents (Wyness, ). Secondly, moves to recognise
children will always be contingent – on the legal definition of childhood and
the age of majority, the obligations on families and public institutions regarding
children, and so forth. In addition to these concerns, there are real difficulties in
recognising young children’s personhood and conferring agency upon them. It
is possible, though, for policy to ‘manage’ the matter of age, rights and agency. In
the UNCRC (article ), the concept of the evolving capacities of the child is
introduced to establish the principle that, whilst children’s need for protection
and capacity for agency are age-associated, they (and hence policy) are not
bound by age. The underlying point is not just that the  to  age span covers
a number of stages but that children’s capacity and competencies develop through
experience, culture and levels of support rather than age alone (Lansdown,
). A core idea here regarding agency is to understand – and foster – it as
a relational concept and something to be achieved and coproduced within rela-
tionships rather than in opposition to adult structures and relationships (Esser
et al., ). To approach child-centredness then, policy might allow itself the
choice of relaxing age-centric models and rely more on enabling the demonstra-
tion of capacity by a child and/or substituting a framework of individual case
assessment for generic age thresholds (Lansdown, ).

In sum, we are suggesting that a double ideal has to be reached for policy to
be considered child-centred (with children present both as objects and subjects).
This is to some extent an idealist position but only if we accept current age and
generational hierarchies, fail to recognise a difference between family, childhood
and children, view children in deficit terms and take our concept of agency from
the independence underpinnings of classical liberalism. Clearly, massive cultural
and policy shifts have to take place for children to be considered as full members
of society. This paper has attempted to illustrate, rather than exhaust, the
possibilities of the relationship between children and certain social policies.
There are many ways in which the preliminary research reported here invites
critical test and extension.

Notes

 The other two are the child’s right to non-discrimination (Article ) and the child’s right to
life, survival and development (Article ).
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 England abolished the education maintenance allowance in  replacing it with a Bursary
Fund which is paid to the educational institution rather than the student. See
https://www.gov.uk/education-maintenance-allowance-ema. For Scotland see: https://www.
mygov.scot/ema/. For Wales see: www.studentfinancewales.co.uk/fe/information-for-parents/
education-maintenance-allowance.aspx. For Northern Ireland see: https://www.nidirect.gov.
uk/information-and-services/--education-employment-and-training-options/education-
maintenance-allowance

 See https://www.government.se/government-policy/education-and-research/the-swedish-
financial-aid-system-for-studies/

 See https://www.missoc.org/missoc-database/comparative-tables/results/
 See http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF__Public_spending_on_family_benefits.pdf
 See https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/fpfis/mwikis/eurydice/images///Early_Childhood_
Education_and_Care_.pdf

 The remaining EU member states make up a third pole in that they neither offer a guarantee
to children nor make ECEC compulsory. This is the case in Ireland, Italy, Lithuania,
Romania and Slovakia.

 Voted on th November ; see http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?
pubRef=-//EP//TEXT�TA�P-TA--��DOC�XML�V//EN
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