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Introduction
The scope of the present study is to collect and make an initial analysis of the subjective social
indicators of children's well-being already existing at European level. It starts from the assumption,
suggested by Casas (2010), that adults' as well as children's subjective perception of their own wellbeing represents a valuable source of information to support political decision making and guide
social change. This assumption derives in turn from three main acknowledgements: first of all the
need to go beyond the exclusive evaluation of people's material conditions of life as unique
parameter informing about their well-being and quality of life; secondly the importance of
complementing the assessment of objective elements by exploring the subjective perceptions of
people concerning the different aspects of their own life; and finally the recognition of children as
citizens, as members of our society with the same right as others to be taken into consideration in
the here and now and not only as future adults.
This study was conducted following a qualitative approach and given that it represents a first step in
comparing existing subjective social indicators of child's well-being, it does not pretend to be
exhaustive. It includes 13 systems of well-being indicators developed by different national and
international organisations with a variety of purposes, which were selected on the basis of their
relevance to the topic of this study and the possibility to get access to them. The selected systems of
indicators include:
 The 'Good Childhood Index' developed by the Children's Society (Pople and Solomon 2011)
 The Report Card 7 developed by UNICEF (UNICEF 2007)
 A proposal for a system of indicators developed by UNICEF Spain (Becedóniz et al. 2010)
 Two reports produced by Funky Dragon, the Children and Young People's Assembly for
Wales (Funky Dragon 2007a and 2007b)
 A proposal of indicators developed by the university of Oradea, Romania (not published)
 A study on well-being, inequality and materialism published by Ipsos MORI (Ipsos MORI
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and Nairn 2011)
 Doing Better for Children, a study published by the OECD (OECD 2009)
 The Report Card 9 developed by UNICEF (UNICEF 2010)
 The 'Kinderbarometer 2009' published by LBS (Beisenkamp et al. 2009)
 The questionnaires of the 'Kinderpanel' developed by the Deutsches Jugendinstitut (DJI
2005)
 The child rights indicators developed by the EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA 2009)
 The adults' well-being indicators developed by the NEF, the new economics foundation
(Michaelson 2009)
Theoretical and analytical framework
The theoretical and analytical framework of this research was mainly inspired by the theories of
Ben-Arieh (2007), that provide not only a comprehensive and modern concept of child's well-being
but also several useful criteria of analysis for existing indicators.
According to Ben-Arieh the traditional conceptualisation of child well-being derived by
developmental and ecological theories needs to be complemented by encompassing “two additional
perspectives. First, it should include a notion of children’s rights, and second, it should consider
childhood as a unique stage of identity, not simply one among many stages of becoming an adult”
(Ben-Arieh 2007: 3).
The criteria for the analysis of existing systems of child well-being indicators were thus developed
on the basis of this concept of child well-being. Furthermore, some elements individuated by BenArieh (2007; 2009) as the major changes that have taken place in the last years in the way of
measuring and monitoring children's well-being were taken into consideration during the analysis of
the different indicators' systems. These and the other criteria used to analyse and compare the
selected systems of indicators are briefly described below.
Geographical area
It refers to the country or the region that the system of indicators is supposed to target.
Year
It refers to the date of publication of the document containing the indicators' system.
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Language
Given that the indicators' systems were in some cases developed by national organisations or
institutions on a national basis, not all of them were available in english. Therefore it was
considered important to specify the language of the consulted documents.
Purpose
The systems of indicators described in this study were gathered from a variety of documents
produced with different purposes. Their purpose is an important aspect to take into consideration
when analysing them because it is often strongly related to other elements like the approach
followed, the methodology used, the categories chosen and so on.
Approach (qualitative vs. quantitative)
This criterion describes the research approach underlying the system of well-being indicators.
Quantitative research focuses on the quantification of phenomena and therefore the collection of
numerical data, while qualitative research is more interested in the qualitative aspects of phenomena
and in gaining an in-depth understanding of the processes and meanings associated with them. The
different approaches are concretely reflected in the type of indicators adopted to measure wellbeing, the kind of data gathered and the way it is analysed and presented.
Methodology
It refers to the methodology that has been used or is supposed to be used to gather the information
required by the indicators. This criterion is strongly related to the kind of research approach chosen.
Involvement of children in the development
According to the right of children to participation in all matters affecting them and the assumption
that children are the major experts of their own lives, it seems reasonable to involve them in the
development of the indicators. Thus, this criterion differentiates between the systems of indicators
that were developed in collaboration with children and those created exclusively by adults.
Type of indicators
It refers to the presence of subjective or objective indicators within the system.
Dimensions
It refers to the number of dimensions (or categories) in which the indicators are grouped and the
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thematic areas they represent.
General question on life satisfaction/happiness
It refers to the presence within the system of well-being indicators of a question about the general
perception of the child of his/her overall well-being, which is usually described as a sense of
happiness or satisfaction for the own life as a whole.
Survival vs. well-being
This criterion aims at distinguishing indicators that concentrate on aspects related to the survival
and the basic needs of the child (e.g. infant and child mortality rates, school enrolment and
immunisation rates) and indicators that go beyond such basic elements and focus on the quality of
life of children (e.g. satisfaction with peer relationships, liking school, level of participation in the
family). For further information see Ben-Arieh (2007: 7).
Positive vs. negative indicators
This criterion differentiates between indicators focussing on negative measures of children's wellbeing including elements of discomfort, problematic behaviours and negative circumstances and
indicators concentrating on positive aspects like satisfaction, positive behaviours and protective or
supporting factors. For further information see Ben-Arieh (2007: 7).
Well-being vs. well-becoming
This criterion makes a distinction between indicators referring to the present well-being of the child
and looking at the quality of children's lives during childhood and indicators that adopt a future
oriented perspective (or well-becoming perspective) in which children are mainly seen as human
capital and childhood as a preparatory stage towards adulthood. In the second case the indicators
focus mainly on opportunities and possible outcomes rather than provisions in the here and now.
For further information see Ben-Arieh (2007: 8).
In the following section the systems of indicators taken into consideration will be analysed and
compared according to the above mentioned criteria. Furthermore, the table below provides an
overview of the characteristics of all indicators' systems examined.
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Analysis
The first aspect coming out of the comparison of the different indicators' systems is that, although
they are all quite recent, most but not all of them include subjective indicators of well-being. This is
for example the case of the OECD study, that explicitly omitted subjective and relationships-related
dimensions and justified this omission with the “strong policy focus” (OECD 2009: 29) of the
study, given the difficulty to design policies to improve outcomes in these dimensions.
In other cases, e.g. the reports produced by Funky Dragon, the subjective indicators are combined
with objective ones and make up only a part of the whole assessment instrument, that could be
therefore defined as 'mixed'.
A further aspect worth of attention is that some indicators' systems include indicators referring to
information reported by children but based on objective or material elements (e.g. 'percentage of
children who report eating the main meal of the day with parents more than once a week' – Report
Card 7). According to Casas they can be already defined as subjective indicators, given that they are
“based on self reports” (Casas 2010: 16) provided by children. Nevertheless, in the present analysis
they were considered as objective indicators, given that actually they do not provide any
information on the subjective perception of the child on that area of his/her life (in the mentioned
case, the relationship with the parents).
Moreover, it is interesting to observe that subjective indicators are included in very different ways
in the structure of the systems taken into analysis. Some indicators' systems, e.g. the Good
Childhood Index and the Kinderbarometer, include subjective indicators in all dimensions or more
precisely all dimensions are explored by means of subjective indicators. Other systems, like the
Report Card 7, include the subjective well-being as a dimension in itself, separated from the other
areas of children's lives. In this case the subjective perceptions of children are not the overall focus
of the instrument but represent only a part of the well-being assessment.
Nevertheless, some differences can be noticed among the systems that reserve a special dimension
to the subjective well-being. While in the Report Card 7 the subjective indicators cover exclusively
three domains (health, school life and personal well-being), in the system developed by UNICEF
Spain they refer to the other six dimensions present in the instrument. In this case they can be
considered as a cross-cutting issue concerning all areas, although they are presented as a separate
dimension.
A peculiar case is represented by the proposal developed in Romania. Here subjective indicators are
included in the system in different dimensions but they do not refer, as would be expected, to the
child's own opinion but to the parent's opinion in relation to the child. Examples of indicators
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mentioned in this proposal are: 'Parent's evaluation of child happiness', 'Parent's satisfaction with
child's relationship with his/her mother' (Baltatescu et al. 2011), etc.
Only in few cases children were involved in developing the indicators and this is strongly reflected
in the dimensions present in the system. Almost all systems include typical areas of interest like
education, health and social relationships, but in the instruments developed with the participation of
children other dimensions appear beside them, for example: future, appearance (Good Childhood
Index), information, participation (Funky Dragon reports), communication and media (Ipsos study).
This observation shows how relevant is to involve children in the development of this kind of
instruments in order to guarantee that the topics important to them are included. This in turn would
probably enhance the capacity of the developed indicators to effectively monitor children's
subjective well-being.
The participation of children in the development of the indicators is also related to the approach and
the methodology adopted. The researches that involved children are the only ones that adopted a
qualitative approach and recurred, at least at some stage of the research, to corresponding
methodologies like focus groups, interviews, workshops, drawings and games. Otherwise the data
were gathered from surveys and assessments already conducted on a national or international level
or collected directly by means of questionnaires.
Most of the examined systems of indicators follow exclusively a quantitative approach and this is
probably mainly related to their purpose and target audience. The use of standardised instruments
and the collection of numerical data is less time consuming, enables the measurement of trends and
variations in children's well-being over time and makes cross-country comparisons easier. On the
other side, qualitative methods lead to a deeper understanding of the views and experiences of
children and can be therefore of a central importance in monitoring their well-being and finding out
how to improve it.
Qualitative methodologies and in particular open questions can be easily included in an assessment
instrument, like it has been done by Funky Dragon. In this case, they could help to explore not only
the aspects important to children for their well-being (asking for example: ‘What’s the best thing
about living in Wales?’) but also their suggestions for its improvement (e.g. with questions like:
‘What should change about the doctors to make it better for you and other children?’).
Otherwise, qualitative methods like focus groups and workshops can be used in the first explorative
phase of the research so that the information gathered can be used to develop the indicators. This
was the strategy followed by the Children's Society in developing the Good Childhood Index. The
Index is a standardised assessment instrument that can be administrated as a survey to a large
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number of children but the indicators present in it were developed in consultation with children and
are therefor meaningful to them.
None of the systems of indicators taken into consideration concentrated exclusively on aspects
related to children's survival and basic needs. While some of the systems include both kind of
indicators, many focus uniquely on indicators of well-being. This is probably due to the fact that in
the industrialised countries targeted by the indicators' systems the satisfaction of children's very
basic needs tends to be taken for granted. This in turn leads to the necessity of assessing well-being
according to other parameters, mainly centred on children's quality of life.
Furthermore, 'survival indicators' are usually connected to objective elements (e.g. school enrolment
– FRA report). 'Well-being indicators', on the other hand, are more likely to be based on the
subjective perception of children (e.g. the feeling to learn useful things at school – Funky Dragon
report a). This is confirmed by that fact that, among the indicators' systems examined, those
including only subjective indicators focus entirely on well-being aspects that go beyond survival
and very basic needs.
Among the aspects that build up the well-being of a child beyond his/her survival an important
place is certainly occupied by the personal well-being, as to say an overall sense of happiness and
satisfaction for the own life, not necessarily related to a specific area of life. Therefore, it was
considered important to observe if the indicators' systems examined included a question to explore
this aspect of children's well-being. Almost half of the instruments analysed provides such an
indicator. In some cases this element is presented as an item in itself, not related to other
dimensions, e.g. in the Good Childhood Index and the Kinderbarometer. In other cases it is included
in another category of indicators, like the subjective well-being (Report Card 7) or health and wellbeing (Ipsos study). Particularly worth to be mentioned is the system of indicators proposed by the
NEF, that explores personal well-being in a very detailed way and from an exclusively subjective
perspective. Within this instrument, the dimension of personal well-being is composed by several
sub-dimensions: emotional well-being (positive feelings and absence of negative feelings),
satisfying life, vitality, positive functioning (autonomy, competence, engagement, meaning and
purpose), resilience, optimism and self-esteem. Although this assessment instrument was developed
for adults, many indicators could be easily adapted to target children and would probably provide
interesting and in-depth information on their personal well-being.
A widespread presence of positive indicators within the instruments analysed can be observed. Most
of them make use of both negative and positive well-being indicators and several focus mainly or
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exclusively on positive ones. The inclusion of positive indicators is very important, given that, as
affirmed by Ben-Arieh, “the absence of problems or failures (…) does not necessarily indicate
proper growth and success” (Ben-Arieh 2007: 8). This can be well exemplified looking at the
OECD study, where there is a prevalence of negative indicators like educational deprivation,
overcrowded housing, youth suicide rates, teenage births and bullying. Even if a child would score
positively in all these areas, this does not mean that he or she is happy, satisfied and has a high
quality of life. According to Casas, “the “quality of life” concept included not merely the absence of
negative life aspects but the presence of positive aspects” (Casas 2010: 3). Measuring risk factors
and negative behaviours is therefore not enough if the objective is to assess children's well-being.
Thus, the tendency to include a large number of positive indicators that emerged from the results of
this research can be warmly welcomed.
A similar positive trend can be observed in the high presence of indicators related to the present
well-being of the child beside indicators adopting a future oriented focus. The OECD study and the
Report Card 9 are the only researches that concentrate mainly on a well-becoming perspective and
thus assess the well-being of children looking principally at its future outcomes. The chosen
indicators refer to elements like literacy and the presence of risk behaviours, which of course are
important for the present of the child, but have particularly big consequences in the future.
All the other researches examined include as well indicators focussed on the well-being of children
in the here and now, for example if the child is happy with the methods of teaching or if it is easy to
access information on sex/general health/drugs/diet (Funky Dragon report a). According to BenArieh “both perspectives (children as persons today and children in their future status) are
legitimate and necessary, both for social science and for public policy” (Ben-Arieh 2007: 9), so that
it can be seen as a positive sign that a large proportion of the systems of indicators analysed
overcomes a view of children merely as future adults to adopt a more child-centred perspective.
Conclusion
The systems of children's well-being indicators that have been analysed are very heterogeneous in
their structure and content. Generally the characteristics of each instrument reflect the approach
taken in defining and assessing child's well-being, the purpose guiding the development of the
indicators and the audience to which the collected information is directed. Nevertheless, some
tendencies can be recognised:
➢ Most of the indicators' systems include subjective indicators;
➢ Very few indicators' systems assume uniquely a 'well-becoming' perspective in relation to
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children;
➢ Most of the indicators' systems adopt a quantitative approach and methodology;
➢ None of the indicators' systems concentrate exclusively on aspects related to survival and
basic needs;
➢ Almost all the indicators' systems include positive indicators;
➢ Very few indicators' systems were developed with the participation of children.
The present study shows that many valuable efforts have been made in assessing, monitoring and
comparing children's well-being in Europe and their subjective perception of it. In order to assess
and if necessary improve children's well-being is important to take into consideration both objective
and subjective aspects because they provide very different information but equally relevant for
policy making and social change. Therefore, it would be desirable on one hand to further develop
research on the subjective well-being of children and on the other hand to explore the connections
between subjective well-being indicators and other objective elements like the family's economic
situation or the characteristics of the educational setting. Within this process, it would be
recommendable to enable as much as possible the participation of children, given that they are the
major experts of their own life and well-being.
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