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Chapter 1

Notions of Well-Being, the State of Child
Well-Being Research and the MY WeB
Project

Check for
updates

Gary Pollock, Jessica Ozan, and Haridhan Goswami

1.1 Introduction

Children’s well-being is fundamental to that of society as a whole. Promoting chil-
dren’s well-being is not only vital in order for children to have a good childhood, but
also as a firm basis for their future well-being as adults (Rees et al. 2012). How
children fare through critical points of development affects their quality of life, their
productivity, welfare dependency and the transmission of their later life outcomes to
their own children (Richardson 2012). In recent years, child well-being has become
a priority for the European political agenda. As part of the European cooperation on
social protection and social inclusion, the European Union (EU) has expressed its
strong political commitment to promoting well-being among children which is
reflected (among others) in the establishment of an EU Task-Force on child poverty
and child well-being in 2007 (TARKI 2010). The Europe 2020 Strategy gives a new
impetus to efforts addressing child poverty and social exclusion in the EU. A num-
ber of Member States have set specific targets or sub-targets relating to child pov-
erty/social exclusion as their contribution to the headline European target to reduce
the number of people at risk of poverty and social exclusion by at least 20 million
by 2020 (Council of the European Union 2012). Therefore, Euro 2020 has given
priority to fighting poverty and social exclusion and improving the well-being of
children and young people.

This policy drive in improving children’s well-being, the recognition of chil-
dren’s and young people’s (CYP) rights to having a good childhood and good future
life chances, coupled with the injunction from the New Sociology of Childhood to
consult with CYP as active agents have resulted in an increasing number of studies
on children’s and young people’s well-being at national and international levels. See

G. Pollock (<) - J. Ozan - H. Goswami
Department of Sociology, Manchester Metropolitan University, Manchester, Lancashire, UK
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Goswami et al. (2016) for the full review. These surveys provide invaluable policy
data for improving children’s lives. However, the design, content, and modes of data
collection used in these surveys are influenced by a number of factors including
conceptual underpinning of well-being, its measurement and participatory model(s)
used by the researchers for children in those surveys. This chapter is divided into
four sections to review those aspects. The first section focuses on the conceptual and
definitional aspects of well-being. The second section reviews how well-being is
measured in surveys highlighting its objective and subjective dimensions. The third
section critically reviews key studies on child well-being to reveal the paradigm
shift towards child-centric research. Finally, the chapter closes by describing the
structure of this book with summaries of each subsequent chapter.

1.2 Well-Being: Definition

Despite substantial academic and policy interest in well-being over the decades,
there is no universally accepted definition of the concept. In academic literature, it
is used as an over-arching concept to refer to the quality of life of people in society
(Rees et al. 2010b).

In defining the concept of well-being, a distinction is also made between the
hedonic and eudaimonic approaches (Ryan and Deci 2001). Scholars influenced by
the hedonic approach view well-being in terms of subjective happiness and the expe-
rience of pleasure versus displeasure broadly construed to include all judgements
about the good/bad elements of life. Although there are many ways to evaluate the
pleasure/pain continuum in human experience, most research within the new hedonic
psychology has used assessment of subjective well-being (SWB) (Diener and Lucas
1999). SWB consists of three components: life satisfaction, the presence of positive
mood, and the absence of negative mood, together often summarized as happiness.
It should be noted that a high level of subjective well-being is not assumed to develop
from the absence of negative mood, but from a positive balance of negative and posi-
tive mood (Fredrickson and Losada 2005; Huppert and So 2013).

On the other hand, the eudaimonic approach maintains that not all desires—not
all outcomes that a person might value —would yield well-being when achieved
(Ryan and Deci 2001). It focuses on meaning and self-realisation and defines well-
being in terms of the degree to which a person is fully functioning. Ryff and Singer
(1998, 2000) have explored the question of well-being in the context of developing
a lifespan theory of human flourishing. Ryff and Keyes (1995) spoke of psychologi-
cal well-being (PWB) as distinct from SWB and presented a multidimensional
approach to the measurement of PWB that taps six distinct aspects of human actu-
alization: autonomy, personal growth, self-acceptance, life purpose, mastery, and
positive relatedness.

Self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan and Deci 2000) is another perspective
that has both embraced the concept of eudaimonia, or self-realisation, as a central
definitional aspect of well-being and attempted to specify both what it means to



