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Executive Summary 
 
Whilst an emerging trend internationally, little research has been undertaken in Australia that 
seeks the views of children about childhood, family life and the world in which they live. 
Children’s views are often excluded from research due to the belief that they are unable to 
provide reliable accounts of their life. Many studies have shown, however, that children are 
both competent and coherent commentators on their own lives and the contexts within which 
they live.  
 
For this reason, the Australian Childhood Foundation, in conjunction with the National 
Research Centre for the Prevention of Child Abuse at Monash University, commissioned 
Quantum Market Research to undertake a comprehensive national survey of children. A 
national representative sample of 600 children and young people aged between 10-14 years 
across Australia completed an online survey in April 2007.  
 
The following key themes emerged from the study’s findings.  
 
Children’s sense of their place in the world is under threat. Children are particularly 
concerned about the environment. Over a half of the children surveyed are worried about not 
having enough water. Just over four in ten (44%) are nervous about the future impact of 
climate change and 43% of children are worried about air and water pollution.  
 
A substantial proportion are also concerned about the escalating tension in world affairs. 
Almost a third of children (31%) are worried that they will have to fight in a war when they get 
much older. More than a third (36%) are apprehensive about terrorism.  
 
A quarter of children are so troubled about the state of the world that they honestly believe it 
will come to an end before they get older. 
 
Children’s sense of their community is under threat. Half of the children (51%) did not feel 
welcome in shops and cafes. Over a third (36%) believed that adults do not care about what 
children think. A substantial proportion of them were really worried about being teased (57%), 
not fitting in with friends (54%) and being bullied (52%). 1 in 10 of the children surveyed were 
particularly anxious about being called names because of their culture or nationality. 1 in 13 
were worried about being called names because of their religion. More than a quarter (27%) of 
children feared being a victim of crime. 
 
Increasingly, children are disturbed by the relentless pressure of marketing aimed at them. A 
large majority (88%) believed that companies tried to sell them things that they do not really 
need.  
 
Children’s sense of themselves is under threat. Overwhelmingly, a substantial proportion 
of children feel insecure. Nearly half (46%) of the children surveyed do not feel confident about 
themselves. More than a half (57%) worried about what others thought about them. 4 in 10 
stated that they do not ever feel like they are doing well enough. Almost 1 in 5 (19%) believe 
they are growing up too fast. A large number (41%) of children are specifically worried about 
the way they look with 35% concerned about being overweight and 16% being too skinny. 
 
By using a cluster analysis, these overall findings suggested that the population of children 
who completed the survey could be categorised into children who felt well connected and 
supported (52%), the “worried” group (42%) or the “disconnected and insular” (8%) group. This 
last group, in particular, show signs of enormous vulnerability and are most likely to be set on 
an early trajectory of hopelessness and despair.  
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Children rely on their family to help them understand their experiences and feel better 
about themselves and their life. Clearly, parents are children’s real life every day heroes. A 
substantial proportion (93%) of children feel close to the people who love them. The majority of 
children (90%) like spending times with their parents and believe that their parents like 
spending time with them (90%). 85% of children surveyed believed their parents are interested 
in the activities they undertake. Children tend to turn to mothers (39%) in particular if they 
needed help. In the event that they are unable to feel resourced by their family, they seek 
support from teachers (12%) and grandparents (8%). Parents are children’s every day heroes 
because they love, care and support them. In essence, positive relationships with family offer 
children an important buffer to their fears and concerns. They enable children to interpret 
meaning from difficult experiences and they promote optimism, happiness and strength in 
children. 
 
The authors conclude that children themselves believe that adults show little concern or 
respect for their views and opinions. This study is unequivocal in the strength of its conclusion. 
Children should be consulted about what the world should be like. And adults should listen.  
 
The report finally notes that all children, and in particular those who are disconnected and 
insular, would be better supported if the Australian Government re-established the role of 
Minister for Children and created a National Children’s Commissioner. Together, these 
national structures should carry responsibility for developing nationally co-ordinated and 
properly resourced responses to vulnerable children and young people. 
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Introduction 
 
The shape and context of childhood in Australia has changed significantly in recent decades.  
Contested understandings about what constitutes childhood have been the province of 
parents, professionals and policy makers (James, Jenks and Prout,1998; Ochiltree, 1991; 
Postman, 1994; Mitchell, 2004). Whilst an emerging trend internationally, little research has 
been undertaken in Australia that seeks the views of children about childhood, family life and 
the world in which they live. Children’s views are often excluded from research due to the 
belief that they are unable to provide reliable accounts of their life. Many studies have shown, 
however, that children are both competent and coherent commentators on their own lives and 
the contexts within which they live (Morrow, 2000; Mudaly and Goddard, 2006; Pike, Coldwell 
and Dunn, 2006).   
 
Children, young people and their families navigate their day to day life in a world that is seen 
by many adults to be rapidly changing and increasingly hostile (Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard 
2004, 2005). Do children perceive their world in the same way? What is life like for children 
and young people? What do they value? What are their hopes and dreams?  What support do 
they need and to whom do they turn? 
 
This research is the second in a series of studies that seek the views of children and young 
people about their experiences of childhood in Australia today. The first study by the authors 
revealed a picture of childhood that is little understood by adults (Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 
2006). The results appeared to challenge our idealised perception of modern childhood. 
Children and young people described their lives as stressful and held concern for their 
immediate and long term safety and well-being. Despite modern life offering innovation and 
opportunities, children were generally uncertain that they will be any better off than previous 
generations. Children and young people lacked confidence in themselves and felt that they 
were not doing well enough. They described experiencing emotional turmoil with a 
concerningly high number of children and young people feeling worried, sad and angry on a 
regular basis. 
 
The first study also confirmed that children and young people want and need connection to 
parents and other adults. The findings clearly indicated that children need adults to help them 
interpret their world. They need adults to help them understand and navigate the complexities, 
pressures and pace of modern life. Much that children worried about was beyond their full 
comprehension and ability to change.  
 
The current study seeks to further explore these themes with children and young people 
directly. Importantly, it sets out to add children’s voices to adult understandings about the 
experiences, needs and desires of children and young people in Australia today. 
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Methodology 
 

Aims of research 
 
The key objectives of this research were to 
 

• understand the experience of growing up in Australia from the perspective of children and 
young people; 

 

• explore the views of children and young people in relation to what they need from families 
and the community to assist them in their growth and development;  

 

• explore the primary sources of support relied on by children and young people today; and, 
 

• develop a basis for informing the evolution of public policy which seeks to further include 
the voices of children and young people. 

 

Survey method 
 
The study is based on an online survey conducted by Quantum Market Research with a 
nationally representative sample of 600 children and young people aged between 10-14 years 
across Australia in April 2007.  

 

Survey sample 
 

Total Sample N=600 

Gender % 

Male 52 

Female 48 

  

Age  

10 years old 22 

11 years old 15 

12 years old 15 

13 years old 17 

14 years old 31 

  

Location  

New South Wales 33 

Victoria 25 

Queensland 19 

Western Australia 10 

South Australia 8 

Tasmania 2 

Australian Capital Territory 2 

Northern Territory 1 



 

Modern childhood in Australia  Page 10 

Data analysis 
 
The data collected in the survey was subjected to cluster analysis, an exploratory technique 
used to group together respondents who are similar in some way.  The initial cluster analysis 
was based on the similarity of attitudinal responses given by the children about a series of key 
questions.   
 
From this analysis, three clusters of children have been identified: 
 

• Well-connected and supported (52% of children) 

• Worried (40% of children) 

• Disconnected and insular (8% of children) 
 

 
 

 Diagram 1: Three clusters of children identified based on their responses 
 
Children in the well-connected and supported group tend to feel comfortable with themselves, 
have trust in adults, and like to spend time with their parents. They feel safe and secure, and 
connected to friends and family and represent 52% of children. These children are no different 
from the general population in terms of age and gender. 
 
The worried group accounts for 40% of children and they tend to be self-conscious and 
stressed. They worry about how others perceive them, both physically and socially, and tend 
to be concerned about the state of the world and their future.  These children are no different 
from the general population in terms of age and gender. 
 
The disconnected and insular group accounts for 8% of children. They are likely to be least 
attached to family and friends and least trusting of adults. They feel that adults do not 
understand them, respect them or look out for them and feel there are few people they can 
rely on. These children tend to be older and are more likely to be boys. 
 
Where appropriate, the results are described according to this segmentation. In addition, the 
findings have been analysed according to gender and age of respondents and only reported 
where there was a major difference between groups. 

52% 
40%

8% 

Well connected and
supported

Worried

Disconnected and 
insular 
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Critical findings 
 
The following tables summarise the key findings of the survey results. They are presented as a 
series of interconnecting themes emerging from the data. For the purposes of this report, the 
term ‘children’ is used to describe both children and young people.  
 

The world of the future concerns children today 
 

 
It is often said that children and young people live in the here and now with little regard for the 
future. These findings clearly challenge this popular notion. With media and community 
attention profiling and debating a range of environmental issues, children are engaging with 
broader community problems and the implications for the future into which they are growing. 
 
Echoing the previous study, terrorism was again in the minds of children surveyed (Tucci, 
Mitchell and Goddard, 2006). In both studies more than one in three children cited this issue 
as a concern to them.  Children in the current study go further, indicating that similar numbers 
of children are worried that they may have to fight in a war one day.     
 
Also consistent with the previous findings was the concern of 27% of children that the world 
may end before they grow old (Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 2006).  
 
 

Key findings (N=600) 

52% of children are worried about not having enough water in the future 

44% of children are worried about the future impact of climate change 

43% of children worried about pollution in the air and water 

More than a third (36%) of children are worried about terrorism 

Almost one third of children (31%) are worried they will have to fight in a war one 
day  

Over a quarter of children (27%) fear being a victim of crime one day 

One quarter (25%) of children worry that the world will end before they get older 
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Self-confidence and self-identity are of significant 
concern for children  
 

Key findings (N=600) 

Nearly half (46%) of the children do not feel confident in themselves 

57% of children worry about what other people think of them 

41% of children do not ever feel like they are doing well enough 

47% of children worry about the way they look 

35% of children worry about being overweight  

16% of children worry about being too skinny  

1 in 10 children worry about being called names because of culture or nationality 

8% of children worry about being called names because of their religion 

 
Issues of acceptance, self-identity and tolerance of difference are of critical concern to children 
and underpin their sense of who they are and what they are capable of achieving in their lives.   
 
As in the 2006 study, self-confidence was again lacking in many of the children surveyed 
(Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 2006). Forty-three percent (43%) of children surveyed in the 
2006 study indicated they would like to feel more confident compared with 46% in the current 
study. However, a comparison of findings related to the sense that children do not ever feel 
that they are doing well enough shows significant variation between the two studies. The 
current study found 41% of children do not ever feel like they are doing well enough compared 
to less than a quarter in the previous study. 
 
Weight and appearance were of concern to both girls and boys. Whilst more girls (44%) than 
boys (27%) were worried about being overweight, being underweight was of equal concern to 
both boys and girls.  
 
A concerning number of children fear vilification based on their race or religion. This in many 
ways is not surprising as world tensions spill over into the every day experiences of children at 
school and in their communities. Such concerns will undoubtedly form the basis for bullying,  
separating these children from peer groups and the opportunity to build a permanent sense of 
belonging, both important factors influencing their well-being.  
 
These findings do, however, highlight the importance of parents and adults in setting examples 
for acceptance, tolerance, the promotion of self esteem and a positive sense of identity in 
children and young people. 
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Children do not feel listened to, respected or 
welcome within the general community  
 

Key findings (N=600) 

36% of children believe that adults don’t care about what young people think 

41% of children believe that adults don’t show respect for young people  

51% of children feel children their age are not welcome in shops and cafes 

 
Whilst children believe their parents are interested in them, these findings show that children 
also believe that care and concern for them is limited within the community. Alarmingly, more 
than half the children believed that they were unwelcome in some public places. This 
perception reinforces the notion that children must resort to adults within their immediate 
environment for help, rather than feeling confident that help and support is more broadly 
available to them within the community in which they live.  
 

…..unless they are seen as consumers……Children 
feel the pressure of marketing aimed at them 
 

Key findings (N=600) 

88% of children feel companies try to sell them things they don’t need 

85% of children feel there is a lot of pressure to buy things like games music and 
clothes 

74% of children believe there should be less advertising aimed at children  

 
Children and parents share the view that children are targeted too much by companies trying 
to market their products to them (Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 2006). Clearly an identified 
consumer group in their own right, children are feeling bombarded by pressure through the 
advertising directed towards them.  
 
The child-oriented market has laid its roots in every aspect of children’s lives affecting how 
they learn, what they eat and how they play (Williams, 2005).  Advertisements and marketing 
messages shape the way children see themselves and the world, whilst impacting on their 
values, aspirations, health and how they feel about themselves. The average child in the UK, 
US and Australia sees between 20,000 and 40,000 television advertisements per year.  They 
are bombarded with images about how they should look and what they should own.  Children 
struggle to keep up, suffering from anxiety, stress and lower satisfaction in themselves 
(Williams, 2006). 
 
In the United Kingdom, the National Consumer Council research concluded that “…children do 
experience stress from the scale and extent of commercial marketing. Young people feel 
pressure to have the latest “in vogue” items. Girls, in particular, experience feelings of 
inadequacy and discomfort as a result of ‘images of perfection’ promoted by advertising…” 
(Mayo, 2005).  
 
These findings clearly show that children believe they would greatly benefit from less 
aggressive marketing and advertising practices.   
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Peers are both a source of friendship and fear for 
children 
 
Confirming the centrality of peer groups for children, the following findings describe aspects of 
friendships and peers that are of concern to children.   
 

Key findings (N=600) 

Children are concerned 
about: 

Overall 

% 

Well-
connected 

and 
supported 

% 

Worried 

% 

Disconnected 
and insular 

% 

Being teased 57 51 66 50 

Not fitting in with friends 54 49 58 65 

Being bullied 52 46 61 45 

Making friends 40 33 46 47 

 
Well-connected and supported children are less concerned about these issues than children in 
worried or disconnected and insular groups. Children in the worried group are significantly 
more likely to be concerned about being bullied and teased than other children, whilst 
disconnected and insular children are more likely to be concerned about not fitting in and 
making friends. 
 
In his study on children’s perspectives on believing and belonging, Smith (2005) interviewed a 
sample of 9-11 year old children and found that the concept of friendship varies for different 
children. For some, friendships are an intense personal and emotionally bonded relationship 
where friends ‘back you up’ and ‘make you feel happy’. For others, a friend is simply someone 
who is available to you when you want to do something that requires more than one person.  
Children also talked about those to avoid when considering friendships including ‘people you 
can’t trust’ and bullies.  
 
Regardless of the intensity or focus of the friendship, this study further highlights the critical 
importance of positive peer relationships for children and the ongoing fears and concerns that 
children experience as they attempt to negotiate their place within a friendship group. The 
differences between the three cluster groups in this study further indicates the need for 
children to have the support of trusted adults in their lives to assist them in what is often, for 
many children, a challenging task.   
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Positive relationships are the key to happiness in 
children 
 

Key findings (N=600) 

Overall, 90% of children describe themselves as happy 

Children who feel their parents are very interested in them are significantly more 
likely to say they are happy (45%) than children who feel their parents are less 
interested in them (24%)  

Well-connected and supported children represent the highest proportion of very 
happy children (39%) 

Disconnected and insular children represent the highest proportion of unhappy 
children (18%)  

30% of children said time with family and relatives make them happy 

59% of children described being with friends as making them happy 

 
Feeling positively connected to family and friends is a key determinant of happiness and well-
being for children. These findings confirm the results of the first study (Tucci et al, 2006) and 
research recently undertaken by the New South Wales Commission for Children and Young 
People (2007). This study sought feedback from children aged between 8-15 years of age 
about their understandings of their own well-being. The study showed that central to children’s 
understanding of well-being was both their emotional life and their relationships and 
connections with others.   
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Children like spending time with their parents and 
feel it is reciprocated but want more 
 

Key finding (N=600) 

93% of children feel close to the people who love them 

90% of children like spending time with their parents 

90% of children believe their parents like spending time with them 

37% of children would like to spend more time with their parents  

22% of children in the disconnected and insular group are less likely than well-
connected and supported (35%) or worried children (42%) to want to spend more 
time with their parents 

 
This theme confirms that of the previous study (Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 2006) that found 
between 20% and 40% of children wanted more time with their parents. The desire to spend 
time with parents predictably declines with the increasing age of the child but none-the-less 
remains important to children of all ages. 
 
In her research with 10-11 year old children, Christensen (2002) found that children’s notions 
of time are situated in the processes through which everyday family life, school and work take 
place. This study did not explore the concept of time with children, however, future research 
would benefit from such an exploration.  
 
Parents also recognise the desire to and the challenge of spending more time with their 
children. In surveying parents about their concerns in an earlier study, the authors found that 
75% of parents believed that balancing the needs of work and family was a serious issue for 
them.  Nearly three-quarters of parents struggled to find the time to enjoy activities together 
with their children (Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 2004).  
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Children seek appropriate levels of responsibility 
and discipline from adults 
 

Key findings (N=600) 

Almost 1 in 5 (19%) children believe they are growing up too fast 

Worried (25%) and disconnected (29%) children are more likely to think they are 
growing up too fast than well-connected children (14%)   

13% of children think they carry too much responsibility 

Disconnected and insular children (29%) are much more likely than worried 
children (15%) and well-connected and supported children ( 9%) to think they carry 
too much responsibility  

22% of children think they are given too little responsibility 

40% of children believe children need more discipline 

Disconnected and insular children (46%) are much more likely than worried 
children (18%) or well-connected and supported children (16%) to think children 
need less discipline 

 
This study contrasts with previous research by the authors (Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 
2006) in which 76% of a sample of 986 children and young people aged between 10 -17 years 
believed ‘kids are growing up faster than they used to’ and comparable research undertaken in 
the United Kingdom that found that 60% of a sample of 2000 7-17 years olds held the same 
view (Madge, 2006).  This variation may be due to a sampling difference.  The current 
research excludes children aged 15-17 years.  Further research is required to understand the 
impact of the sampling variation and examine potential differentiations in the perception ‘kids 
are growing up too fast’ between older adolescents and younger children before any 
conclusions can be drawn. 
 
Clearly, children who feel disconnected and unsupported by adults feel they carry the burden 
of responsibility compared to well-connected or worried children who feel adults in their lives 
share responsibility for them.  
 
This finding highlights the critical role of adults in helping children feel supported and guided. 
In contrast to commonly held beliefs that children dislike discipline and want everything ‘their 
own way’, this research shows that children want appropriate levels of responsibility for 
themselves within the limits set by parents and other adults in their lives. 
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Parents are interested in their children but need to 
listen more 
 

Key findings (N=600) 

85% of children believe their parents are interested in the things they do  

Well-connected and supported children are much more likely (51%) than worried 
children (39%) or disconnected and insular children (29%) to feel their parents are 
very interested in the things they do   

Disconnected and insular children are much more likely to feel their parents are 
either ambivalent in their interest or not interested in them (38%) than well-
connected and supported children (6%) or worried children (13%) 

46% of children would like their parents to listen to them more 

Almost 1 in 10 (9%) children feel their parents rarely listen to them 

Children who want more parental involvement are much less likely to feel listened 
to  

Well-connected and supported children are the most likely to feel that their parents 
listen to them most of the time (61%)  

Disconnected and insular children are much more likely to feel that their parents do 
not listen to them very often (23%) or at best sometimes (50%) 

 
Children want and appreciate the interest taken by parents in their lives but are wanting them 
to listen to them more. The inclusion of children’s views in the day-to-day realities of family and 
broader school and community life communicates respect for children’s points of view, an 
acknowledgement that children can make a meaningful contribution to the lives of family and 
community and promotes children’s confidence and sense of agency in their own lives.  
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Children look within their immediate environment 
for help   
 

Key finding (N=600) 

39% of children would turn to their mother if they needed help 

39% of children would turn to either parent if they needed help 

6% of children would turn to their father if they needed help 

18% of children would turn to friends if they needed help 

12% of children would turn to a teacher if they needed help 

8% of children would turn to grandparent(s) if they needed help 

 
These findings suggest that children will look within their immediate environment for help when 
needed. Whilst predominately seeking support from parents, children are also seeking support 
from friends, teachers and grandparents.   
 
Of significance in these findings is the specific reliance on mothers over fathers as a source of 
help for children. The reasons for this disparity were not explored in this study but reflect 
similar research undertaken in the United Kingdom (Pike et al, 2006).  
 
These results also suggest the vulnerability of children in the absence of trusted and 
supportive family that they can turn to in times of crisis.   
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Parents rank first as the biggest influencers of 
children’s views 
 

 1st Mention 2nd Mention 3rd Mention Total Mentions 

Parents 81 12 4 97 

Friends 12 22 25 59 

Brothers and sisters 3 22 15 40 

Grandparents 1 22 14 36 

Teachers 1 13 19 33 

Television 1 6 12 19 

Sports coach/group 
leader 

1 1 2 4 

Internet - 1 3 4 

Someone else 1 - 2 3 

School counsellors - 1 1 2 

Magazines - 1 2 2 

What people say on 
radio 

- - 1 1 

Newspapers - - - - 
Books - - - - 
 
 
The vast majority of children (81%) rank parents first as the biggest influencers of their views 
whilst 97% children rank parents in their top three influencers and confirm the earlier research 
(Tucci et al, 2006). These findings also highlights the role of siblings, grandparents and 
teachers in the lives of children. 
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Mums and Dads are heroes in the lives of children 
 

Key findings (N=600) 

28% of children identify their mothers as their real life hero that supports and 
inspires them 

14% of children identify their fathers as their real life hero that supports and 
inspires them 

14% of children identify their parents as their real life hero that supports and 
inspires them 

12% of children identify a family member other than a biological parent as their real 
life hero that supports and inspires them (including grandparent, relative, sibling, 
step-dad) 

4% of children identify their friend as their real life hero that supports and inspires 
them 

2% of children identify their teacher as their real life hero that supports and inspires 
them  

 
For children, parents are their biggest influence and the people to whom they turn for help – 
they are also their real life heroes. Mum is most nominated as a hero, followed by Dad and 
then parents as a team. Again, there is gender bias present with girls favouring their mother 
(35% vs 20%), and boys favouring their father (22% vs 6%). Younger children are also more 
likely to nominate their Dad than teenagers (18% vs 11%). Interestingly, children who would 
like their parents to spend more time with them are more likely to nominate a grandparent as 
their real life hero. 
 
When asked why a person is a hero to a child, the children indicated that Mums and Dads are 
heroes for a range of reasons that are focussed around the love, care, support and help they 
provide children. 
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Children’s dreams for their future include 
happiness, their own home and a good job 
 

What I wish for when I am older % 

Overall 

% 

Well-
connected 

% 

Worried 

% 

Dis-
connected 

Being happy 84 90 82 57 

Having a good job  76 77 78 58 

Owning your own home   69 70 71 56 

Being satisfied with your life 61 64 62 37 

Travelling 60 64 57 37 

Having good school marks/results 56 61 55 25 

Having a million dollars 56 54 59 50 

Having a good marriage 48 51 46 38 

Having a mobile phone 47 48 50 27 

Doing something that helps others 46 49 47 28 

Owning an expensive car 46 47 46 44 

Having children of my own 46 48 45 34 

Owning a laptop computer   44 44 46 35 

Being good at sport 43 45 43 32 

Having a university degree 38 43 37 18 

Being famous 30 29 30 36 

Wearing clothes by a famous 
designer 

25 25 26 17 

Having a Gold credit card 19 19 19 21 

Being a manager or executive at work 19 19 20 11 

Owning expensive jewellery 17 18 16 16 

None of these 1 0 1 1 

  
Material goods are not as important to children as happiness, a home and a good job. 
 

Well-connected and supported children are more likely than others to wish for happiness in the 
future. Disconnected and insular children are less likely to have wishes for the future across a 
range of issues, including travel, life satisfaction, happiness, getting good marks in school, 
having a mobile phone, getting a university degree, helping others, and owning their own 
home.  However, they are just as likely as other children to wish for material things like 
expensive cars, clothes and jewellery, or having power in the form of fame or being a manager 
at work. 
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Analysis 
 

There is a crisis of confidence in many children  
 
Issues of self-confidence and acceptance are of critical concern to children and underpin their 
sense of who they are, their future and what they are capable of achieving in their lives.   
 
Concerns regarding low levels of self-confidence experienced by children in earlier research 
were confirmed in the current research (Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 2006). Self-confidence 
was significantly lacking in nearly half of the children surveyed. Other researchers have found 
self-confidence and a positive self esteem to be central to overall well-being. Children’s 
conceptualisation of well-being has been shown to include having a sense of agency or power 
in ones own life, having a sense of security to be able to fully engage with life and a positive 
sense of self-esteem, confidence or feeling good about yourself (NSW Commissioner for 
Children and Young People, 2007; Armstrong, Hill and Secker, 2000).   
 
Linked to the notion of self-confidence are the concepts of optimism, pessimism and hope.  In 
their review of studies about optimism and pessimism, Ey et al (2005) defined these terms as 
positive and negative expectations linked to well-being, suggesting that optimism may serve 
as an important source of resilience for children. Optimism, the authors further argue, is an 
important protective factor in children’s ability to face life’s challenges, whereas pessimism is 
associated over time with low self-esteem (Ey et al, 2005).  Children hopeful about their ability 
to overcome challenges report higher self-worthiness and competence (Snyder et al 1997). 
Whilst others have argued that children’s general expectations about the future are predictive 
of the type of efficacy of coping used in the face of current stressors (Shier and Carver, 1985). 
 
The role of marketing and advertising is clearly a contributing factor in the pressure children 
experience to conform to an ideal image or set of expectations thus also impacting on 
children’s self-confidence and self-identity (Williams, 2006; Mayo, 2005).  
 
But it is the changing world and the need to interpret the fear of threats that seems to be at the 
heart of the crisis of confidence in children and young people. It is this context that children are 
re-affirming the role of parents to help guide them and make sense of the reality of change for 
them.  
 
That such consistently significant numbers of children in the current and previous study have 
shown low levels of self-confidence signals the need for parents, teachers, professionals and 
policy makers to agenda this issue as a priority for children (Tucci, Goddard and Mitchell, 
2006).  
 
Children defined in this study as disconnected and insular are clearly less confident about 
themselves and less hopeful than their peers about their future and thus should be a focus of 
particular concern to parents and the community in general. 
  

Children’s sense of happiness and well-being is 
strongly correlated with connection to others  
 
The results of this study and others clearly show that children need and want adults in their 
lives to act as a support and create a sense of belonging (Catalano, 1997; Office for Youth, 
2000; Madge, 2006; Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 2006). Indeed, a sense of connectedness 
and belonging to family, friends, school and the community are widely held by researchers to 
be important for the emotional health and well-being of young people (Hawkins, Catalano and 
Miller, 1992; Resnick et al, 1997).  
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Relationships and connections with others are central to how children understand well-being 
(NSW Commissioner for Children and Young People, 2007; Armstrong et al, 2000). Friends 
and family are seen by children as assisting them to feel secure, supported and wanted thus 
preventing feelings of isolation (Armstrong et al 2000).  
 
More socially competent children and those who display fewer signs of problem behaviour 
enjoy warmer and less hostile relationships with their parents, suggesting clear links between 
children’s adjustment and relationships with parents and siblings (Pike et al, 2006). 
 
Armstrong et al (2000) found the things identified by children as contributing to a reduced 
sense of well-being included parental problems, peer rejection and bullying and bereavement.   
 
The findings of this study suggest a gender bias in regard to the perceived role of mothers and 
fathers that is also supported by other similar studies. In looking at specific aspects of parent-
child relationships, one study found fathers to be more likely than mothers to report using 
negative discipline strategies and were less affectionate than mothers towards children (Pike 
et al, 2006).   
 
Further supporting the findings of this study, several other studies of children’s views have 
found that mothers before fathers are reported to be the most important people in children’s 
lives (Brannen, Heptinstall and Bhopal, 2000; Scout Association, 2007). In their study, the  
Scout Association in the United Kingdom found that one in five children aged between 11 – 18 
years spontaneously chose their mother as the adult they admire most in Britain whilst one in 
ten said there father was the most admired. 
 
Finally, children’s sense of connection with parents and others also has the element of time 
attached to it. The findings of this study are consistent with the views of children in earlier 
studies that argue for the need for more time with their parents (Lewis, Hand and Tudball, 
2001; Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 2006). Some researchers have argued that the notions of 
quality versus quantity time between parents and children are adult constructs and have little 
relevance to children (Lewis, Hand and Tudball, 2001; Christensen, 2002).  Lewis et al (2001) 
found it was not only about the amount of time parents spent with them, but significantly for 
primary school aged children, they wanted parents to be involved in aspects of their lives such 
as attending school events and picking them up from school.   
 
Christensen (2002) suggests the need for the debate to move from quality versus quantity time 
arguing that children’s views of time spent with families cannot be seen as separate from time 
they spend with friends, at school or on their own.  She argues that the problems of 
contemporary family life and its effects on children are not remedied through any simple notion 
of spending more ‘quality time’ with children and we must thus look more closely at the 
meanings of family time for parents and children. 
 
Children in Christensen’s study (2002) identified five qualities of time at home with the family 
that they valued including: 
 

1. value of family time as ordinariness and routine  
2. value of family time as someone being there for you  
3. value of having a say over one’s time 
4. value of time for having peace and quiet 
5. value of being able to plan ones own time. 

 
The conceptualisation of time as an element of connection is clearly an area that will benefit 
from further research and is of direct relevance to policy makers addressing issues such as 
work and family balance.    
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Children want to be included in decisions that affect 
them but rely on adults to make decisions 
 
Children want to be children. They want an appropriate amount of responsibility afforded them 
and discipline to guide them. They do not however wish for their views to be overlooked by 
virtue of their status as children. Children want to feel respected by their parents and to have 
the ability to participate in decisions that affect them and their lives. Children want to be 
listened to, want adults to pay more attention and give increased credence to what they have 
to say, how they feel and think. Being valued and respected by others is important to children. 
Obtaining positive recognition and feeling a sense of belonging are crucial elements to positive 
self-esteem.  Small, everyday acts of recognition often stand out for children (NSW 
Commissioner for Children and Young People, 2007; Scout Association, 2007). 
 
This study reflects the similar findings in other research that children respect the authority of 
parents as it derives from their competence and life experience rather than their status as 
parents (Butler, Robinson and Scanlon, 2005). Commonly, children consider parents to be 
better decision makers than children but want to be consulted about things that affect them 
(Morrow, 2000; NSW Commissioner for Children and Young People, 2007). 
   

The general community shows little concern for and 
interest in children  
 
Children feel held in little regard by the community at large. Significant numbers of children 
feel they are not respected by adults generally, that adults do not care about what they think.  
More than half the children feel they are not welcome in public places such as shops and 
cafes. This study has shown that in the main, children feel valued and supported by those in 
their immediate environment but beyond the front gate it is a different story.  
 
What then for those children who are unable to receive the support and care they need from 
parents? Many turn to friends, but by definition these are children too and often not equipped 
to provide the level or nature of support that children often need. Children need adults in their 
life to turn to in times of trouble or distress. In the absence of a supportive family, children 
need to know that there are others in the community who will care, who will respect them, who 
will listen, who will help them.  
 
The need for the community to become more supportive and inclusive of children has been 
long argued and this clearly remains the case (Kitzinger, 1994; NSW Child Protection Council, 
1998; Patton, 1999; Tucci, Mitchell and Goddard, 2006).      
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Conclusion 
 
Children’s sense of their place in the world is under threat. They are particularly 
concerned about the environment. Over a half of the children surveyed are worried about not 
having enough water. Just over four in ten (44%) are worried about the future impact of 
climate change and 43% of children are worried about air and water pollution.  
 
A substantial proportion are also concerned about the escalating tension in world affairs. 
Almost a third of children (31%) are worried that they will have to fight in a war when they get 
older. More than a third (36%) are worried about terrorism.  
 
A quarter of children are so troubled about the state of the world that they honestly believe it 
will come to an end before they get older. 
 
Children’s sense of their community is under threat. Half of the children (51%) did not feel 
welcome in shops and cafes. Over a third (36%) believed that adults do not care about what 
children think. A substantial proportion of them were really worried about being teased (57%), 
not fitting in with friends (54%) and being bullied (52%).  
 
1 in 10 of the children surveyed were particularly anxious about being called names because 
of their culture or nationality. 1 in 13 were worried about being called names because of their 
religion. More than a quarter (27%) of children feared being a victim of crime. 
 
Increasingly, children are disturbed by the relentless pressure of marketing aimed at them. A 
large majority (88%) believed that companies tried to sell them things that they do not really 
need.  
 
Children’s sense of themselves is under threat. Overwhelmingly, a substantial proportion 
of children feel insecure. Nearly half (46%) of the children surveyed do not feel confident about 
themselves. More than a half (57%) worried about what others thought about them. 4 in 10 
stated that they do not ever feel like they are doing well enough. Almost 1 in 5 (19%) believe 
they are growing up too fast. A large number (41%) of children are specifically worried about 
the way they look with 35% concerned about being overweight and 16% being too skinny. 
 
By using a cluster analysis, these overall findings suggested that the population of children 
who completed the survey could be categorised into children who felt well connected and 
supported (52%), the “worried” group (42%) or the “disconnected and insular” (8%) group. This 
last group, in particular, show signs of enormous vulnerability and are most likely to be set on 
an early trajectory of hopelessness and despair.  
 
Children rely on their family to help them understand their experiences and feel better 
about themselves and their life. Clearly, parents are children’s real life every day heroes. A 
substantial proportion (93%) of children feel close to the people who love them. The majority of 
children (90%) like spending times with their parents and believe that their parents like 
spending time with them (90%). 85% of children surveyed believed their parents are interested 
in the activities they undertake. Children tend to turn to mothers (39%) in particular if they 
needed help. In the event that they are unable to feel resourced by their family, they seek 
support from teachers (12%) and grandparents (8%). Parents are children’s every day heroes 
because they love, care and support them. In essence, positive relationships with family offer 
children an important buffer to their fears and concerns. They enable children to interpret 
meaning from difficult experiences and they promote optimism, happiness and strength in 
children. 
 
Some children need adults to reach out to them and help them belong. Every thirteenth 
child who completed the survey was part of the disconnected and insular group. They are in 
real trouble. They represent the highest proportion of unhappy children. They are the least 
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likely to have wishes for the future across a range of issues, including travel, life satisfaction, 
happiness, getting good marks in school, obtaining a university degree, helping others, and 
owning their own home. They are less likely to want to spend time with their parents. They are 
most concerned about not fitting in with friends. They do not feel understood, respected and 
find it difficult to know who to rely on. These children need adults to reach out to them to help 
them feel that do belong to a community that cares about them and will support them. These 
are the children who are most likely to suffer from enduring emotional, social and 
psychological difficulties as they grow older. Of all the children who undertook the survey, 
these children need our immediate attention, compassion and commitment. 
 
This reason alone should be enough to stir national action about children. Clearly, this 
“disconnected and insular” group of children in particular, and all children in general, would be 
better supported if the Australian Government re-established the role of Minister for Children 
and created a National Children’s Commissioner. Together, these national structures should 
carry responsibility for developing nationally co-ordinated and properly resourced responses to 
vulnerable children and young people. 
 
The views of children are important to seek out and listen to. Unquestioningly, children 
are the heirs to the environment and the quality of community that we, as adults, create. Yet, 
they have no capacity to shape or influence public discourse about the legacy with which they 
will have to contend. It is already our children’s world. This study is unequivocal in the strength 
of its conclusion. Children should be consulted about what the world should be like. And adults 
should listen.  
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