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Abstract 

The children’s rights movement is responsible for both the protection and empowerment 

of children. While the protectionist objective of the movement has made great strides 

since the signing of the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1989, the empowerment 

objective has remained relatively stagnant. This dissertation aims to develop a pragmatic 

cross-disciplinary theory, the child-centric framework, in order to address the stagnation 

of the empowerment agenda, and approach the children’s rights debate in a new way.  

The child-centric framework, CCF, was developed through the interrelation of 

two complimentary psychological theories of development, attachment theory and 

ecological systems theory, and the influence public policies have on the social conception 

of the child. CCF contends that the prioritization of children’s rights in public policy is a 

sound policymaking approach in order to secure the most optimal development of the 

individuals within its jurisdiction, which in turn creates the most optimal functioning 

society. CCF is based on three premises. First, the prioritization of children’s rights in 

public policy will affect our social conception of the child at a macro level. Second, the 

social conception of the child affects how all members of society interact with children, 

which in turn, according to bio-ecological systems theory, has a direct effect on the 

course of the child’s development. Third, according to attachment theory, the interactions 

an infant and child experiences at the early stages of life, namely with the primary 

caregiver, affects how that individual will perceive himself and interact with others 

throughout the rest of his life. 

This essay concludes with the suggestion that if policymakers prioritize children’s 

rights in policymaking, they will be refining what it means to be a child, thereby 
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positively influencing the child’s course of human development, and speculatively 

creating more secure individuals to fill the ranks of future society.  
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Why should policymakers place children’s rights as a high priority in public 

policymaking? 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In the 1960’s the United States government began taking legislative measures to 

protect children from maltreatment. Within the decade, all states began passing laws 

obligating professionals to report cases of child maltreatment, and accompanying those 

laws with public awareness campaigns and educational programs (Besharov and 

Laumann 1997, p.13). Within 50 years time, the number of child maltreatment related 

deaths dropped by approximately 75% (Besharov and Laumann 1997, p.16). This 

governmental initiative saved thousands of children’s lives and it did so by changing the 

public perception of how to treat children. This is an example of instituted public policies 

trickling down the levels of society, and influencing interactions within the privacy of the 

home (Besharov and Laumann 1997, p.13). This example demonstrates the potential for 

similar macro level policies to influence public perception so much so that it influences 

how parents interact with their children. It has been done before, and in this essay I will 

present the merits of why it should be done again.   

Since the signing of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, CRC, in 1989, the 

children’s rights movement has both progressed and stood still. This is because the 

movement is the champion of two main causes: the protection and the empowerment of 

the child. While these two intentions appear to go hand in hand, they often conflict with 
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one another. Protective legislation intends to shield the child from the dangers of the 

adult-dominated world, while any form of empowerment thrusts the child into that realm. 

Since the 1990’s, the protection aspect of the movement has made great strides while the 

empowerment agenda has remained relatively stagnant. The public perception of 

childhood has played a damaging role in this lack of progression in the movement. The 

child is perceived as the ‘anti-adult’ with little benefit to society beyond his future status 

as an adult. This social conception of the child has stunted the children’s rights 

movement by making empowerment a near impossibility. Our society is an adult run 

machine, and since children are perceived as only future contributors, there is no room 

for participation in that society until they have reached adulthood.  As a result, 

proponents of children’s rights, particularly of their rights to self-determination, are often 

met with accusations of being overly utopian and ideal. However, through this paper I 

will introduce a new approach to children’s rights, the child-centric framework, with the 

intention of demonstrating that the promotion of children’s rights is not only ideal but a 

possible and pragmatic approach to public policy as well.  

 The child-centric framework is a socio-psychological theory for approaching 

children’s rights. It contends that by shaping public policies and how we construct our 

understanding of what it means to be a child, we can ultimately influence the interactions 

between adults, more specifically caregivers, and children. CCF is based on the main 

tenets of two accepted psychological theories of development, attachment theory and 

ecological systems, and the influence that the social conception of the child has on how 

we interact with children in present-day society. The child-centric framework goes 

beyond the traditional appeal for children’s rights, based on their perceived naïve nature 
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and vulnerable status, and makes the case that the promotion of children’s rights is in fact 

in the best interests of society. 

 This dissertation aims to answer the research question ‘why should policymakers 

place children’s rights as a high priority in public policymaking?’ I will take children’s 

rights to refer to those rights outlined in the Convention of the Rights of the Child, 

complimenting those present in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. I will take 

policymakers to refer to all of those individuals involved in the creation of public policies 

and I will take public policy to refer to the institutionalized macro level public initiatives 

undertaken by the governmental bodies of a given jurisdiction. Lastly, I will take children 

to refer to all of those individuals under the benchmark of adulthood, 18 years of age.  

 In this paper, I will first conduct a review of the relevant children’s rights 

literature in order to demonstrate the contribution in which the child-centric framework 

can make to the discourse. Then, I will present the methodology used to conduct the 

research and explain why this is the most appropriate method for fulfilling the aims of the 

research question. After which, I will outline the main tenets of the child-centric 

framework. Next, I will present the psychological underpinnings of CCF by explaining 

the foundations of attachment theory and ecological systems theory, as well as illustrating 

the links CCF makes with these theories of child development. Then, I will demonstrate 

the current social construction of what it means to be a child and identify the influence 

this construction has in the course of human development. And finally, I will conclude 

this essay with a final discussion of the potential consequences a child-centric framework 

can bring forth in society.   
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Section I: Literature Review 

 

Children’s rights are relatively overlooked as a serious subject matter within the 

academic human rights debate. While many scholars have written on the subject of 

children’s rights, the amount is meager as compared to other human rights issues, such as 

those of women’s or minority rights. While the sparse nature of the literature is at least 

partially due to the child’s inability to contribute material to the conversation, it is also 

indicative of the dismissive approach many scholars take to children rights as well 

(Melton 2008, p.906). While the literature may be limited, the debate that exists is still 

very lively, as even the existence of children’s rights is contested at its core. There are 

still those on the side of the debate who believe that children should not have rights 

(Archard 2004), affecting the progress of the entire movement altogether. In this 

literature review I will present the dominant recurring themes in the children’s rights 

discourse. First, I will explore the discussion of whether or not children can be rights 

holders. Second, I will discuss the issue of the child’s competence with specific reference 

to the child’s decision-making abilities. Third, I will explore what is said regarding the 

dual nature of the children’s rights agenda as both the promoter of children’s protection 

and children’s empowerment. Finally, I will conclude this section by illustrating the 

contribution this project can make to the children’s rights discourse. 
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Children as Rights Holders 

 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child is the cornerstone of the discussion of the 

children’s rights debate (James and Welch 2010). The document presents the child as an 

active subject of a set of both welfare and liberty rights (Kolosov 2000, p.262). 

According to the preamble of the Convention, the specific rights outlined in the CRC 

exist in accordance with those rights outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. While the near unanimous ratification of the Convention took place 

approximately two decades ago, the realization of the child as an active possessor of 

these rights has yet to have taken place. The debate falls into two dominant camps of will 

theorists and choice theorists. Will theorists take the position that children should not 

have rights stemming from the belief that they cannot in fact be rights holders. They 

promote this line of argument on the grounds that rights can only belong to those who can 

effectively exercise choice (Archard 2004, p.54). By the will theorist perspective, 

children cannot possess rights, as they are incapable of fully exercising their choices in 

modern society. On the other hand, choice theorists argue that any individual with an 

interest worth protecting can be rights holders (Archard 2004, p.55).  

Will theory’s main line of argument is that children can in fact be passive but not 

active possessors of rights. Their argument is not that children cannot benefit from the 

enjoyment of rights, but rather that their rights are realized through their parents and legal 

guardians (Archard 2004, p.55). If we consider the case of child maltreatment, it becomes 

quickly apparent that there is a gap in the proxy argument. Majority of child abuse takes 

place within the home, at the hands of the parent or legal guardian (Besharov and 



 10           

Laumann 1997, p.6); therefore, in this instance it cannot stand to reason that the child’s 

right to security of the person, as expressed in Article 3 of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, is realized via proxy of his legal guardians. As Freeman points out, the 

proxy argument promoted by will theorists overestimates the nature of the child-parent 

relationship based on an ideal state of affairs, which does not reflect reality (1992, p.21).  

 

Competence and Decision-Making 

 

While an individual’s entitlement to human rights is typically understood as a moral 

issue, the case against children’s rights is made from a capacity standpoint.  

Michael Freeman contends that an individual’s claim to a human right is not based on his 

or her competency but the principle of equal concern and respect for every single human 

being as reflected in Article 1 of the Universal Declaration fo Human Rights (1992, 

p.32). However, when it comes to children’s rights, the child’s competence, particularly 

when it comes to his abilities in decision-making, is the most frequently cited reason as to 

why children are deprived of the full realization their liberty and self-determination 

rights. The strongest line of argument used against children’s rights in this respect is a 

‘common sense’ line of reasoning. The argument goes that children should not be 

involved in decision-making as it is ‘common sense’ that children do not have the 

wisdom from experience to make the right decisions (Franklin 2002). In other words, it is 

based on a fear that they will make mistakes. As Franklin points out, it is not logical that 

children should not make decisions because they may make the wrong ones as adults 

make the wrong ones all of the time (2002, p.24). Franklin goes on further to say that 
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there is nothing wrong with making mistakes, and that in fact mistakes act as learning 

opportunities (2002, p.24). Therefore, while adults are not necessarily skilled at decision-

making, they are still awarded the right to make decisions (Franklin 2002, p.24). Adora 

Svitak, a 12-year old prodigy, uses the same line of reasoning in her TED talk delivered 

in February 2010. In her presentation on what adults can learn from children, Svitak cites 

the examples of imperialism, world wars and George W. Bush to illustrate the point that 

adults are responsible for these bad decisions of a global magnitude (2010).  

Bob Franklin contends that the “common sense” line of argument is an irrational 

basis for excluding children from decision-making as children are capable of rational 

thought and making informed decisions (2002, p.23). He refers to two studies by Miller 

and Alderson to prove his point. Save the Children’s J. Miller conducted a study in 1999 

demonstrating that children as young as 5 years old could not only exhibit the capacity to 

make decisions, but they could also negotiate and reconcile issues effectively (Franklin 

2002, p.23). A complimentary study completed by Alderson, exhibited the same results; 

lending itself to reason that while children may not possess the abilities to think 

abstractly, they are more capable of making decisions than adults typically realize 

(Franklin 2003, p.23).  Despite evidence that proves children’s abilities to make 

decisions, the ‘common sense’ argument still prevails in that children are still excluded 

from decision-making. This aspect of the debate is the greatest source of contention 

amongst scholars, and yet it receives the lowest common denominator response of 

‘common sense’ as its strongest line of argument. The acceptance of ‘common sense’ as a 

dominant line of reasoning in the children’s rights debate further demonstrates scholars 
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dismissal of children’s rights as a serious topic of discussion, and questions the validity 

of the arguments against awarding children a full set of rights.  

 

The Dual-Agenda of Protection and Empowerment 

 

The children’s rights movement is a dichotomy of two political goals. On the one hand, 

children’s rights advocates wish to advance the protectionist agenda, while on the other 

hand they are also champions of the empowerment goal. Both objectives are equally 

important, in that they are necessary for the modern child’s existence in modern society; 

however in actuality the protectionist agenda has gone much further than the 

empowerment one. Michael Freeman notes that despite the widespread awareness of the 

dual children’s rights agenda, the emphasis still remains on protecting the child versus 

protecting the child’s rights (1992, p.30). Children are society’s most vulnerable and 

powerless demographic (Freeman, 1992, p.29), making the prioritization of their 

protection over their empowerment a logical consequence of the precarious nature of 

their public image. As Gary B. Melton points out, the issue of children’s rights can be 

understood as a balancing act (2008, p.907). Melton explains that when it comes to 

children’s rights we are constantly balancing the rights of the parent versus the child, the 

child’s autonomy versus protection, and rights and responsibilities (Melton 2008, p.903). 

The balancing act however is rarely done in favour of the furthering of children’s 

empowerment.  

The social conception of the child plays a large role in the favouring of the 

protectionist agenda over the empowerment one. Freeman (1992), Verhellen (1992), 
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Franklin (2002), and Archard (2004), all point to the popularized myth of childhood as 

‘the golden age’ as being partially responsible. The public understanding of what it 

means to be a child, which will be discussed in section five of this paper, promotes the 

view that childhood are the best years of one’s life, spared the responsibilities of 

adulthood and abundant in freedom, joy and play (Freeman 1992, p.30). However, the 

golden myth is not an accurate portrayal of the child’s experience. One quarter of the 

world’s children currently live in poverty, one third of children in the UK live in poverty 

(Franklin 2002, p.2), and poverty and child maltreatment tend to go hand in (Besharov 

and Laumann 1997, p.5). This paints a very different picture of childhood from the 

current public perception present in society. The golden myth decreases the perceived 

necessity to concern ourselves with children’s empowerment; because by that 

understanding of childhood, it suggests that protection is of greater importance than 

empowerment (Freeman 1992). By this line of argument, opponents of children’s rights 

contend that we therefore do not need to concern ourselves with children’s rights 

(Freeman 1992, p.31). However, a more realistic perception of childhood demonstrates a 

need for greater balancing between the protection and empowerment agendas of the 

children’s rights movement. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this section I have presented the dominant themes in the children’s rights discourse. I 

have addressed the question of whether or not the child can be a rights holder, the 
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discussion regarding his competency in decision-making, and the issue of the dual nature 

of the children’s rights agenda. I will now address how the child-centric framework 

presented in this paper can contribute to the literature and fill a gap in the discourse.  

In regards to the discussion of whether or not children can possess rights, the 

child-centric framework falls into the choice theory side of the debate. CCF identifies 

children’s development as being the child’s ‘special interest’ worth protecting. By 

emphasizing how important this time period is for human development, the child-centric 

framework demonstrates the important role children’s rights can play in the course of a 

child’s development. With respect to the discussion of the child’s competency in 

decision-making, the child-centric framework is of the perspective that children are 

capable of making decisions, and that it is the misrepresentative social conception of the 

child that leads the ‘common sense’ argument that they cannot. 

 Where the child-centric framework contributes to the debate the most is in 

furthering the empowerment agenda of the children’s rights movement. As identified in 

the literature review, the empowerment agenda’s lack of progress demonstrates a clear 

need for the introduction of a new method for approaching children’s rights. The 

literature review also identifies the negative effect the social conception of the child has 

on the empowerment agenda in misleading the public in regards to the extent of the 

child’s competency. The current public image of the child threatens the core of the entire 

movement by promoting an idealized image of the child that allows individuals to 

question whether or not children can even possess rights. This is problematic for the 

children’s rights movement, which is in turn problematic for children’s development. The 

child-centric framework is primarily concerned with the ultimate effect in which the 
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social conception of the child has on children’s development, and so it seeks to rectify 

this negative effect by compelling policymakers to prioritize children’s rights in 

policymaking. CCF makes the case for children’s rights from a pragmatic, as opposed to 

moral, perspective, which holds the potential of reasoning with children’s rights 

opponents. Considering the basis of their arguments are from a capacity standpoint and 

not a moral one, it stands to reason that CCF has the potential to be more successful in 

convincing opponents of children’s rights of the child’s capacity to be an active rights 

holder.  
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Section II: Methodology 

 

In this section I will identify the methods chosen to sufficiently fulfill the aims of the 

research question and justify the decision to conduct the research in this manner. This 

project aims to answer the research question ‘why should policymakers place children’s 

rights as a high priority in public policymaking?’ The research question was framed with 

two main assumptions. The first assumption is that children’s rights can and should exist. 

As was previously discussed in the literature review section of this paper, there are still 

those on the side of the debate who believe children should not have rights. While the 

research question implies that children’s rights do exist, the findings of the research 

further attest to the validity of this assumption by addressing at its core why they should. 

The second assumption is that policymakers have the intention of creating the most 

effective public policy to benefit members of society. The findings of the research are 

meant to answer the research question by providing a new theoretical framework for the 

promotion of children’s rights.   

Prior to conducting the research, this research project began with the intention of 

developing a theoretical framework for approaching children’s rights based on the 

following hypothesis: that children’s rights should be prioritized in policymaking because 

their promotion will contribute to the creation of the most secure environment for the 

child’s development. This hypothesis is based on three sub-hypotheses. The first is that 

the promotion of children’s rights at a macro level will affect the public image of the 

child, which in turn will affect how individuals interact with children. The second sub-

hypothesis is that it is optimal for a child’s development to be treated with the same 
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respect and dignity adults are awarded. The third sub-hypothesis is that a child’s course 

of development should be prioritized in public policymaking because it has a large role in 

dictating the future interactions of the ‘resultant’ adult, who is a future contributor to 

society as society is adult-run.  

The goal of this research project is to establish a well-founded theoretical 

framework for approaching children’s rights. The theoretical framework developed by 

this project is cross-disciplinary as the information used was assembled from several 

different disciplines: sociology, psychology and the human rights field. While the 

hypothesis closely mirrors the resultant child-centric framework this paper promotes, it 

was adjusted based on the findings of the research. In this way, this project utilizes two 

methods for theory development. The theory was developed using theory testing (George 

and Bennett 2004) followed by a form of grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin 1998). 

Theory testing aims to examine the expectations of the theory in contrast to the 

observations of the research (George and Bennett 2004). The research was therefore 

carried out with the hypothesized theory in mind in order to confound it’s validity 

through research. However, as this project was not designed to just merely test a theory 

but to create a valid one, the theory was altered due to the findings of the research, 

resulting in a grounded theory method of research as well.  Grounded theory is a form of 

theoretical development where the theory emerges from the findings in the research 

(Strauss and Corbin 1998). Grounded theories do not begin with a hypothesis, therefore it 

would be false to claim that this was in fact the method employed throughout the 

research. However, the research did incorporate a combination of both of these two 

methods.  
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I employed the following procedure in this research project. First, I conducted a 

literature review of children’s rights discourse and simultaneous analysis in order to 

identify gaps in the theoretical discourse. Next, I conducted a survey of the sociological 

literature in order to identify what the current modern conception of the child. Then, I 

consulted psychological literature and researched the main tenets of two dominant 

theories of human development, attachment theory and ecological systems theory, in 

order to understand the factors influencing children’s development. Once that was 

complete, I compared the expectations of the hypotheses with the findings of the 

research. And finally, I modified the theory based on the research and drew links between 

the three disciplines in order to understand the effect that public policies have on shaping 

social perspective, and the affect that the social conception of the child has on children’s 

development. 

 This procedure was the most appropriate method for developing a contributory 

theoretical framework to the children’s rights debate, as it brings together information 

from complimentary disciplines. The division of research analysis by discipline, and then 

cross analysis between the dominant notions from each one, was the best method for 

accomplishing this task in order to maintain clarity of each discipline’s dominant 

principles. Bryman warns that it is important to keep cross-disciplinary research methods 

very specific, as these types of projects can often yield unpredictable results (2006). If the 

research from each discipline had been done simultaneously, it is likely that confusion 

would have arisen as many of the notions overlap as they all fall into the category of 

child studies, and they are also all disciplines of the social sciences, which allowed for 

the feasibility of the methodology entailed.  It is the cross-disciplinary nature of this 
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project, brought together in a single theoretical framework, that makes the child-centric 

framework developed in this project unique and contributory to the children’s rights 

debate.  
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Section III: The Child-Centric Framework  

 

This dissertation proposes a new theoretical framework for the promotion of children’s 

rights. By children’s rights, I include both those welfare and liberty rights outlined in the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

By public policy, I refer to all of those macro level laws and institutionalized policies and 

practices that are designed by policymakers with the intention of best organizing and 

benefiting members of a given citizenry. This theory applies specifically to those 

countries classified as belonging to Western culture, such as the United States, United 

Kingdom and Canada, however it has the potential to be generalized beyond Western 

culture if given greater time for research and a wider scope of focus. In this section I will 

highlight the main tenets of the theory for which this essay develops in order to lay the 

groundwork for the discussion.   

 

The theory is as follows: policymakers should place children’s rights as a high priority in 

public policymaking because they will be creating the most secure environment to 

encourage the proper course of development of human beings. By approaching public 

policy through this child-centric framework, policymakers will be affecting the public 

perception of the child in a positive manner, which is important as public perception is 

integral in dictating the way children are treated by their caregivers, adults, and other 

children; which in turn affects how the child develops and creates a working model for 

interaction with the world. From a current policymaker standpoint, the implementation of 

a child-centric framework for approaching public policy will reap the greatest benefits 
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once the child becomes an adult who can contribute to the workings of society. However, 

from a long term, and therefore more effectual public policy standpoint, the allowance of 

the child’s continual empowerment through his consideration in public policies will 

gradually empower children and therefore eventually allow for the conjoining of the child 

and adult worlds by enabling the child’s ability to contribute to a more integrated future 

society.  

 

This theory incorporates the macro level influences of human rights and social 

perception’s interaction with all members of the human family, children and adults, in 

order to create a model to understand how these factors affect one another. This 

theoretical framework, called the child-centric framework, CCF, is a socio-psychological 

approach to understanding children’s rights issues.  In order to ensure the greatest amount 

of clarity of the dynamics of this theory, I have included Diagram 1.1 and 1.2 in the 

Appendix section of this paper.  To recap, those main tenets are: 

 

Theory: The prioritization of children’s rights in public policy is a sound policymaking 

approach in order to secure the most optimal development of the human beings within its 

jurisdiction, which in turn creates the most optimal functioning society.  

 

Premise 1: The prioritization of children’s rights in public policy will affect our social 

conception of the child at a macro level. 
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Premise 2: The social conception of the child affects how all members of society interact 

with children, which in turn, according to psychology’s bio-ecological systems theory, 

has a direct effect on the course of the child’s development. 

  

Premise 3: According to psychology’s attachment theory, the interactions an infant and 

child experiences at the early stages of life, namely with the primary caregiver, affects 

how that individual will perceive himself and interact with others throughout the rest of 

his life. 

 

This theory takes a pragmatic approach to children’s rights issues. Although the human 

rights discourse is founded and dominated with moral arguments, a pragmatic approach is 

a necessary addition to the children’s rights debate. The denial of the full realization of 

children’s liberty rights is the result of the misguided ‘common sense’ notion of the 

child’s incompetence as a unitary agent of his own concern (Franklin 2002). In order to 

adequately respond to that line of argument, a pragmatic counter-approach to children’s 

rights concerns is needed. This type of approach is necessary due to the predominance of 

states party to the CRC who neglect their obligations to implement mechanisms at the 

national level, and therefore do not encourage the full realization of those children’s 

rights outlined in the Convention (Kolosov 2000). Not only does this theory fill a gap in 

the academic theoretical debate but it also provides policymakers with a clear, 

substantiated starting point for approaching children’s rights in public policymaking.  
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Human rights are grounded in a philosophy of equality of all members of the human 

family and are about respect and dignity at their core (Lopatka 1992). In essence, they are 

moral goods that provide services; services, being the treatment a human being is entitled 

to as a consequence of being human. Human rights are not about capacity but morality, 

and while a naturalistic appeal to the child’s right to enjoy a full set of human rights 

should be enough, the debate has taken a turn in the wrong direction and it is therefore 

not enough to speak of morality alone. The debate is now about capability, and the 

children’s rights community must respond to that dominant train of thought.  

 

In this paper I will develop this theory further in depth. I will demonstrate the validity of 

the links connecting the tenets of the theory by presenting the research analysis in a clear 

and methodical way. As the child-centric approach to policymaking is cross-disciplinary, 

the combining of the information from the various different disciplines in a clear and 

cohesive way was the greatest challenge of this project. Through months of analytical 

research and the guidance of this project’s supervisor, UCL Faculty of Psychology and 

Language Sciences Dr. Stephen Butler, this essay brings together knowledge from 

several different but complimentary disciplines. The child-centric framework is situated 

in the present looking forward towards an optimistic and possible future of children’s 

empowerment.  
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Section IV: Psychology 

 

“Basic science needs public policy even more than public policy needs basic 

science” (Bronfenbrenner 1979, p.8). Urie Bronfenbrenner, the founder of ecological 

systems theory, EST, the second psychological theory of development included in the 

child-centric approach, infamously promoted the necessity of a strong relationship 

between science and public policy. This paper is in complete accordance with 

Bronfenbrenner’s perspective, particularly when it comes to the children’s rights debate 

as the promotion of children’s rights is closely connected to psychological theories of 

development. In the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the concern for the child’s 

course of development is clear and recurrent throughout the convention. Considering 

psychology studies the functioning of the person, and political science studies the 

organization of the relations between persons, it follows logically that one should have a 

significant amount of influence on the other (Rose McDermott 2009).  Therefore the 

incorporation of psychological theory in a public policy debate, especially when it comes 

to human development, is highly appropriate, if not necessary. In this section I will first 

summarize attachment theory, AT, then I will explain attachment theory’s connection to 

CCF. Next, I will summarize the main tenets of ecological systems theory and 

demonstrate the link between EST and the child-centric framework as well. Finally, I will 

conclude this section with a recap of the relationship between attachment theory and 

ecological systems theory and their intertwining influence on human development.  
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Attachment Theory  

 

Attachment theory is an accepted psychological theory of long-term relationship 

dynamics that are shaped during infancy and in the early stages of childhood. John 

Bowlby introduced the theory in 1958 as a result of a set of ethological observations 

using a psychoanalytic perspective, challenging Freudian theories of motivation within 

the psychology community (Mash and Dozois 2003, p.45). Bowlby grounded his ideas in 

scientific observations and the political setting of the post World War II environment, 

where little recognition was being given to the importance of the parent-child relationship 

at the time (Kobak 1999, p.22). Jude Cassidy notes that attachment behaviours are 

believed to have persisted due to evolutionary pressures as proximity to the mother 

typically translated into protection, which increased the likelihood of survival (1999, p.4). 

While the attachment behavioural system is not the only significant system for a child’s 

development, it is integral in that it affects the workings of other systems such as the 

exploratory behavioural system, the fear behavioural system, and the sociable system 

(Cassidy 1999, p.9). 

 

Attachment theory stipulates that the quality of the relationship between a primary 

caregiver, namely the mother, and her child is essential in dictating a child’s attachment 

style as it manifests in relationships throughout his life (Cassidy 1999). More specifically, 

within the time period between 6 months to two years old, the child is establishing a 

working model for developing a flexible system of interaction with the world around him 

(Kobak 1999, p.22). During this time the child develops an attachment to his caregiver, 
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regardless of whether the child’s needs are being met or not, resulting in either a secure 

or insecure attachment to his attachment figure (Cassidy 1999). What is important for the 

child during this time, in order to develop a secure attachment style is learning that the 

attachment figure will be available when he calls on her for help (Cassidy 1999). This 

allows the child to develop equilibrium between two inner systems, the exploratory 

behavioural system and the fear behavioural system (Cassidy 1999). The exploration 

system allows the child to gather information about the world around him while the fear 

system protects the child from danger (Cassidy 1999, p.8). When a child is at a 

comfortable distance from his attachment figure, he is more prone to activate his 

exploratory system (Cassidy 1999, p.8). Bowlby compares the equilibrium between these 

two systems to a thermostat, where the attachment behavioural system regulating the 

interaction between the exploratory and fear system is never deactivated but rather 

heightened and decreased depending on a given situation (Cassidy 1999, p.7). This 

dynamic, which is crucial for a child’s sense of safety and security, can result in long-

term emotional damage, if disrupted and are highly important for later functioning 

(Kobak 1999, p.23; Cassidy 1999, p.3). By the time the child has reached middle 

childhood, he will have the opportunity to form new attachments outside of his familial 

circle, and will continue to form attachments throughout the rest of his life (Cassidy 

1999, p.15). However, it is through the primary caregiver relationship that the child is 

said to establish internal working model of himself and others which is likely to influence 

the way the child interacts with various systems outside of the family (Mash and Dozois 

2003, p.45).  
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Ecological systems theory  

 

Ecological systems theory is a theory of children’s development predicated on the 

influences of multilevel environmental systems on human development. In the 1970’s 

Urie Bronfenbrenner developed ecological systems theory with the strong belief that 

social policy should be based on science, and vice versa, at its core (1974, p.1). In his 

theory, Bronfenbrenner identifies four interconnected levels of significant developmental 

influence: the microsystem, mesosytem, exosystem, and macrosystem (1979). He 

provides the helpful metaphor of these systems as ‘Russian dolls,’ where the inner most 

level, the microsystem, is the immediate environment the child grows up in, such as the 

home or classroom (Bronfenbrenner 1979, p.3). Bronfenbrenner describes the child’s 

experience in the microsystem as the most significant in shaping the individual’s course 

of development (1979,p.22). Then, the mesosystem is the interaction of two microsytems 

for which the individual is an active participant. Breakdowns of relationships within the 

microsystem or mesosystem can inhibit the child from developing the tools to explore 

other parts of the environment. Next, the exosystem refers to those external environments 

that indirectly affect the child’s inhabited environment, but for which he is not an active 

participant (Bronfenbrenner 1979, p.25). An example of an exosystem would be a 

parent’s book club or a sibling’s school. Finally, the macrosystem is the wider social and 

cultural environment in which the child’s lower-order systems are situated within 

(Bronfenbrenner 1979, p.26). According to Bronfenbrenner, every level interacts with the 

other to influence the child’s development even when he is not directly situated in that 

environment (1979, p.3).  
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Theoretical Link  

 

Ecological systems theory and attachment theory are compatible theories of development 

as together they both emphasize the importance of the treatment of children for the course 

of human development, and EST broadens the discussion by analyzing the affect 

environmental influences have on that treatment. I will now go on to describe the 

relationship the child-centric framework makes between ecological systems theory and 

attachment theory.  

As indentified in EST, the macrosystem level is where the social conception of 

reality is formed. Macro policies trickle down to all of the different systems and influence 

what people think of given subjects, thereby influencing their interactions. In regards to 

the child-centric framework, the specific concern is on the social conception of the child. 

By putting policies in place that perpetuate a certain perspective, you increase the 

inevitability that people will in fact believe that thought as those ideas will be represented 

in reality. Therefore, the macrosystem has a large role in both creating the public 

perception of what it means to be a child, and affecting the way in which all members of 

society, caregivers included, interact with him. As Bronfenbrenner points out, an 

individual constructs his own perception of reality in his mind based on the observations 

of how others interact with the environment around him, including those interactions that 

involve him as well. (1979, p.23).  

 The attachment relationship takes place at the microsystem and mesosystem 

levels. However, the exosystem has a direct influence on the caregiver, and the 

macrosystem has a direct influence on the exosystem for which the caregiver is an active 
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participant. While all of these levels influence the child’s development, the most crucial 

level for a healthy course of development is the microsystem where the primary caregiver 

and the infant directly interact with one another. The significance of the long-term 

implications of the quality of the primary caregiver relationship for human development 

is clearly emphasized in both attachment theory and ecological systems theory. While it 

is unrealistic to speak of a perfect course of development for any human being, it is not 

unrealistic, and one could argue it is in fact morally responsible, to speak of promoting 

policies and information that can encourage the path of the most optimal growth. There is 

a clear need to draw a link between attachment theory and childcare policies (Rutter and 

O’Connor 1999, p.823), as well as ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner 1979, p.8). 

The promotion of children’s rights is a political concern that rests largely with 

policymakers at the macrosytem level of the environment. As such, according to EST the 

promotion of children’s rights can affect social perceptions, influencing how we all 

interact with children, thereby also affecting also how the primary caregiver interacts 

with her child. Additionally, attachment theory also illustrates the critical nature of an 

infant’s life within the context of how his early life experience will influence his entire 

lifetime. The importance of establishing a secure attachment style during childhood is 

perhaps the most central concern any policymaker should have, as it has a high 

probability in defining the healthy development of members of society, which affects 

how an individual interacts with all levels of his environment. If macrosystem policies 

can affect social perception, than it would follow logically that the promotion of human 

rights, standards of behaviour promoting equality, respect, and dignity of all persons 

(Lopatka 1999), would influence how people interact with one another. Therefore, since 
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children’s rights are the set of human rights pertaining to children, CCF is of the position 

that the promotion of children’s rights can influence how people interact with children, 

and in turn positively affect their course of human development.  

 

Conclusion  

 

While all of the levels outlined in ecological systems theory have a significant 

influence on human development, this essay is most particularly concerned with the 

macrosystem and microsystem levels. CCF contends that by prioritizing children’s rights 

in public policy at the macrosystem level, policymakers will also be promoting 

ameliorated relationships between all members of society and children, particularly 

between parents and their children at the microsystem level. The entire purpose of this 

paper is to develop the child-centric framework for approaching public policy, so as to 

encourage the most optimal society possible. As society is composed of human beings, 

with adults currently making the greatest amount of contribution, it is in the current 

society’s best interests to promote the healthy course of development of future adults. 

While the child-centric framework contends that children should not be as separated from 

society as they currently are (which will be further discussed in the next section), it 

recognizes the importance of achieving its central goal of encouraging the most optimal 

future society possible by situating the framework in the current social environment in 

order to most realistically plan for a more optimal future one. Public policies are in place 

to best organize the goings-on of society; therefore their central goal should be the same 

as CCF’s.  
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In this section I have summarized the main tenets of attachment theory and 

ecological systems theory and illustrated the links the child-centric framework makes 

between these theories of development, the social conception of the child, and human 

rights. The children’s rights movement is in need of a pragmatic theoretical framework 

such as CCF, grounded in a discipline such as psychology, in order to appeal to 

policymakers from an objective standpoint. Attachment theory and ecological systems 

theory are dominant and widely accepted theories within the psychology community. 

Since the sound moral arguments put forth in the children’s rights debate have failed to 

encourage the empowerment of children, perhaps the socio-psychological appeal put 

forth in this paper can succeed in changing policymakers dismissal of children’s rights as 

a serious area of consideration. 
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Section V: The Social Conception of the Child 

 

The social understanding of the child is pivotal to the progress of the children’s rights 

movement and human development. As demonstrated in the previous section, 

macrosystem influences, such as public policies, affect the manner in which individuals 

perceive children; thereby influencing the quality and nature of their relationships with 

children at crucial stages of a child’s development. Therefore, the social conception of 

the child plays a key role in influencing human development, which makes it a serious 

topic for the consideration of public policymakers. The present social understanding of 

the child currently serves to protect the child from the ‘harsh realities’ of the adult world, 

however it does not serve to empower them. Both the protection and empowerment of 

children is integral to the children’s rights movement. Through the child-centric 

framework, it is also highly important to the course of human development. Therefore, 

the current social perception of the child is problematic for both the children’s rights 

movement and encouraging the secure course of children’s development.  

In this section, I will illustrate that the current social conception of the child is 

problematic and being disseminated from a macrosystem level, making its effects even 

more widespread. I will explore the current social conception of the child, beginning by 

addressing the concept that our dominant understanding of what it means to be a child is 

a socially constructed. Next, I will identify two dominant aspects of our current 

conception of the child from the sociological literature. The first dominant aspect is the 

concept of the child as separate, and the second is the notion of childhood as a transitory 

state. I will first present the research illustrating these dominant aspects of our 
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understanding of childhood, while critically analyzing their strengths and weaknesses. 

Then, I will present the connection between the social conception of the child and the 

child-centric framework.   

 

Childhood as a Social Construction 

 

In the 1960’s acclaimed childhood studies pioneer Phillipe Ariès identified childhood as a 

social construction, a thesis that is widely accepted throughout the child studies literature. 

David Archard (2004, p.25), Allison James and Adrian L. James (2004, p.12), are but a 

few academics who accept the foundational view that the concept of childhood is socially 

constructed (James and James 2004, p.13). According to Ariès, our social understanding 

of what it means to be a child is dependent on the political, social and economic 

environment of the times (Frones 1995, p.325).  For instance, consider our social 

acceptance of the child’s world as being separate from the adult’s. In fact, this notion can 

be traced back to the creation of the modern bourgeois family in the seventeenth century. 

According to Ivar Frones, during that time, the child was removed from common society 

and placed in a more protective realm (1995, p.325). It was this shift to the introduction 

of the modern system of schooling and the privatizing of family life that led to our 

current perception of the child as belonging to a separate world from the adult’s (Wyness 

2006, p.14). Evidence of this separateness can be seen daily with the notable absence of 

children in public spaces. Currently, it is widely recognized and accepted that the child’s 

world differs from that of the adult’s and therefore should be separate (Archard 2004, 

p.20). We readily accept the child’s separateness as normal, because it always has been.   
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Separateness 

 

In present day, Western society perpetuates the notion of the child as separate 

through his vulnerable status and exemption from the workforce vis-à-vis the ‘golden 

age’ myth of childhood. David Archard traces this image of the child as a pure, happy, 

and innocent being back to the literary work of the Romantics in the late 18th century 

(2004, p.47). The child’s world is viewed as one of play amongst children, where no 

adults, save parents and educators, are allowed (Frones 1995, p.325). This dominant 

‘playing-child’ construction (Wyness 2006, p.9) therefore stands in direct contrast to the 

adult.  In the adult’s world, which can be more critically understood as society, there is 

little room for vulnerability and none for play. The adult’s world, is one of rules that are 

applicable to those autonomous individuals with the ability to reason and contribute to 

society by conducting work. Modern understandings of the child disassociate the child 

with work as is reflected in Article 32 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

Article 32 protects the child from economically exploitative labour and from working 

under any hazardous conditions that can inflict harm or interfere with his education or 

development (1989). The child’s wellbeing and development is therefore recognized as 

threatened by the adult world. This is due to their physical immaturity and psychological 

underdevelopment (Archard 2004). However, the child’s separation from work is only a 

phenomenon of the 20th century. In the past, children were viewed as having economic 

responsibilities and it is only in recent times that the ‘playing-child’ perception has been 

constructed (Wyness 2006, p.10). David Archard also points out that not all cultures view 



 35           

the child’s separateness to the same degree (2004). Further illustrating the contextual 

significance of our understanding of what it means to be a child. 

 

Transition State 

 

Childhood is understood as a period of transition that is complete once the child has 

reached adulthood. By this understanding, adulthood is viewed as the achieved end 

result of development. We view the child as a human being that is not fully 

developed but is on his way to full development (Schapiro 1999, p.716), in other 

words as the ‘anti‐adult’ (Archard 2011). There are two schools of thought on how 

this transition from anti‐adult to adult should progress. The Lockean perspective, 

and dominant pedagogical foundation, views the child as a blank slate and future 

citizen in the making. However, the Rousseau view contends that the child is a moral 

innocent in need of free and undirected education (Archard 2004, p. 30).  

Since the Lockean view predominates in Western educational settings, and is 

the predominant institution where the effects of a public policy initiative have a 

direct influence on the child (Frones 1995, p.326), this perspective is the one that is 

disseminated from a macrosystem level. The child is therefore groomed to believe 

he will only have value once he grows into an adult. We further perpetuate the 

child’s belief that his current state is not of value when we attribute greater weight 

to the deeds of an adult over the deeds of a child (Schapiro 1999, p.716). Therefore 

the child is seen as not being a valid authority in his own right (Schapiro 1999, 

p.716), even when a decision directly affects him. This creates a low level of self‐
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image and perpetuates the already gross power differential between adults and 

children, as the child is constantly subject to the adult’s authority (James and James 

2004). In this way, both children and adults perceive childhood as an undervalued 

state, which in turn leads to the perception of the child as being an undervalued 

individual.  

 

Theoretical Link  

 

Throughout the sociological literature, as well as within psychology and the 

children’s rights literature explored in the previous and subsequent chapters, it is widely 

accepted that our understanding of what it means to be a child is highly affected by 

macrosystem influences. James and James attest to the importance of being conscious of 

the way in which these macrosystem influences come to shape our social conceptions 

(2004, p.12). It is therefore important to note the influence of societal factors on our 

conception of the child and critically analyze that conception for two reasons. Firstly, 

since the child’s separateness is one of the most widely accepted characteristics of the 

child, and it was born from the shifting social structures of the 17th century, it yields good 

reason to encourage critical analysis of whether or not the current social conception of the 

child is still applicable. Secondly, since ecological system theory suggests that social 

influences have a large affect on how we perceive children, which in turn affects the 

experience of being a child and the course of human development; it is therefore in 

policymakers best interests to ensure that current policies are promoting a conception of 

the child that is most optimal for human development. For those reasons, the child-centric 
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framework is justified in its critical approach and partial rejection of what it means to be 

a child in order to yield a more appropriate social conception of the child that applies to 

current times.  

The child-centric framework takes the position that the child’s world and the 

adult’s world is not entirely separate, as the policies and rules that influence the child’s 

world are created in the adult world; meanwhile, the child’s world does not 

correspondingly affect the adult world in the same way. Children have no affect on the 

rules and policies of the adult world except through their public perception, which they 

have little control over. CCF takes the position that if this relationship was more 

reciprocal, the social conception of the child would gradually come to reflect the child 

more accurately. In regards to childhood as a transitory state, the most problematic aspect 

of this perspective is that it devalues children in both the eyes of the child and the adult, 

further perpetuating the public perception that the child does not deserve the same level 

of respect as an adult. 

Identifying the current social conception of the child, and illustrating the 

problematic essence of its main tenets is an essential component to this project. This 

section illustrates the popular perception of the child that is being emitted from a 

macrosystem level and affecting lower-order systems, including the primary caregiver 

relationship. Ecological systems theory demonstrates the importance of public perception 

as when it comes to development, perception is more important than what actually may 

exist in objective reality (Bronfenbrenner 1979, p.4). Therefore the identification of the 

current social conception in reference to the psychological tenets of CCF should stand as 

a red flag to policymakers signifying a need for change. 
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Conclusion  

 

When something is socially constructed, then that means it can be deconstructed 

and reconstructed in the same manner. By putting policies in place that have a high 

probability of bringing forth a more optimal social construction, you can increase the 

likelihood of that becoming a social reality. This is why policymakers need to adopt a 

CCF perspective towards children’s rights at the macrosystem level so that the lower 

order levels will follow. As with any social construct, society’s understanding of the child 

is contingent on the political and economic environment of the time. The past has 

dictated a current widely held social belief of the child as “the anti-adult.” However, as 

David Archard notes, many children do not even reach the stage of adulthood (2011). 

Therefore, to define a state of human development entirely in contrast to a subsequent 

state that often will never be achieved appears highly flawed. This is not to imply that the 

rights we award citizens should be given out of the concern that they will never ever 

enjoy a full set of rights and responsibilities; however, it is important to consider the 

validity of our widely accepted definition of the child population as “anti-adults” when 

many of them never reach that stage at all.  

The dominant paradigm of the child as separate and merely a product of a 

transitory state is problematic for the child’s development. As this section has illustrated, 

our perception of the child is directly linked to social influences. It is time to implement 

policies that will elicit change from a macrosystem level as society has changed a lot 

since the 17th century. Technological changes alone have greatly impacted the course of 
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society and with that our shared understanding of childhood.  Postman notes the “rise and 

fall” of the concept of childhood as being highly influenced by such technological 

changes (Wyness 2006, p.16). The printing press, television, and most recently the 

Internet have all had a colossal impact on society and in turn our understanding of those 

within it.   

To conclude, this section stresses the need for policymakers to implement changes 

in public policy that will reflect a more positive perception of the child. The prioritization 

of children’s rights through a child-centric framework in public policy is one such change 

policymakers can make at the macrosystem level.  The CCF acknowledges children as 

active participants in society. Despite the accepted belief of children as ‘the anti-adult,’ 

this paper takes the stance that childhood is a phase of human development, where the 

human being in question is entitled to the full realization of his rights irrespective of his 

age. While this section has identified the dominant Western conception of the child as 

“the anti-adult,” it rejects the concept based on the fallacies described above. The child-

centric framework therefore views the child as an active agent, deserving of a full-set of 

human rights as a result of being human regardless of how far along he may be in the 

development process. Through the implementation of policies reflecting that belief, 

policymakers will be increasing the likelihood that the next generation of children will 

see themselves as valuable members of their future, but also current, society.  

 

 

 

 



 40           

Conclusion 

 

The theory presented in this paper is optimistic; not because it is an overly romantic idea, 

but because it is based on ideas deducted by experts in their respective fields. The 

children’s rights literature demonstrates a problem in achieving one of the movement’s 

main goals of empowering the child, and this theory aims to resolve that problem by 

offering a new approach to looking at the field. This need for a new approach to 

children’s rights goes beyond academic literature and responds to an inadequate 

policymaking strategy. Despite the near unanimous signing of the CRC, the 1990’s and 

2000’s have not yet seen the second necessary step of implementing these near 

universally accepted standards of behaviour. The absence of this step has inhibited the 

children’s rights movement from moving beyond the protectionist agenda towards the 

empowerment one, and has stifled its potential to being mere rhetoric (Verhellen 1992, 

p.79). The fact that serious action did not immediately follow the signing of the CRC 

does not mean that it cannot follow now. It has been twenty years since the convention’s 

ratification; therefore, a significant enough amount of time has passed to justify the 

evaluation of the movement’s progress and suggest redirection based on where the 

movement needs improvement and further strengthening.  

I would have liked to have included practical examples of how to implement this 

approach in public policy, however due to limitations of scope of the research and 

verbiage limits, this paper could not explore that aspect of the debate. However, as the 

theory seeks to create a more reciprocal relationship between children and adults, it 

would suggest promoting endeavours of a reciprocal kind. It would recommend the 
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institution of practices that encourage the child’s active contribution, as is used in 

progressive education, and therapy initiatives that include children in the planning of 

their course of therapy such as the recently created YoungMinds (2011). By including the 

child in this way, we allow them to become active participants, and take steps in the right 

direction to empower them beyond being merely ‘seen but not heard’ as they are in 

present society (Franklin 2002).  

This paper has presented the child-centric framework as an alternative method for 

approaching children’s rights. It has gathered information from the children’s rights 

literature, sociology, and psychology to support a new framework for advancing the 

children’s rights agenda. Based on this information, CCF makes the inference that if 

policymakers prioritize children rights in policymaking, they will be refining what it 

means to be a child, thereby positively influencing the child’s course of human 

development, and speculatively creating more secure human beings to fill the ranks of 

future society.  

The child-centric framework is just a theory. The merits of which can only be fully 

realized if the theory is taken seriously and incorporated into public policymaking. While 

the ideas in the theory are not original, the connections drawn between them are; at least 

in the human rights discourse. CCF draws accepted notions from three separate but 

complimentary disciplines, and brings them together to present a viable and innovative 

approach to looking at children’s rights. The consequences of this theory’s 

implementation are long-term and have the potential of being widespread and applied 

across a range of various societies. One can only speculate as to what those consequences 

may be, but if I were to take an educated guess of the future implications of such a 
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framework to public policy, I would assume that it would reform the way we look at 

children, and possibly reform the way we function as a society. While I am very aware of 

the grandiose nature of that suggestion, the research I have completed through this project 

has lead me to believe that perception is reality, and in changing the public perception of 

how we treat our children, we will most likely change who our children are and who they 

will grow up to be as well.  

 50 years ago it was acceptable to hit a child without fear of punitive 

repercussions. Now, the maltreatment of a child is viewed as a serious crime. The set of 

child protective public policies implemented in the United States changed how 

Americans interact with their children, and in doing so changed the definition of what it 

means to be a child in the United States. It’s possible then, that if a similar approach is 

taken, for a similar issue, in similar societies, with similar norms and social designs, then 

perhaps a similar change can be made with time.  
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Appendix 

Diagram 1.1: The Child-Centric Framework 
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Diagram 1.2: The Flow of Interactions in Social Reality versus the Potential Flow of the 

Child-Centric Framework 

 


