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Abstract  
This paper presents a broad outline of intellectual developments in child well-being research. Four intel-
lectual currents are identified, the ‘objective’, ‘subjective’, ‘standpoint’ and ‘praxeological’ approaches. 
The narrative developed emphasises the role that critical contests over epistemological, ontological and 
methodological issues serve for developments in research. Drawing upon the various approaches identi-
fied, the paper concludes by discussing well-being in terms of social integration and system integration, 
advancing a concept of well-being that is nether relativist nor culturally monopolizing.   
 
Keywords: child well-being research, objective well-being, subjective well-being, standpoint theory, 
praxeology, methodology 
 
 
Von ,objektiven‘ zu praxeologischen Ansätzen: Eine Darstellung von Verschiebungen in der 
Wohlergehensforschung zu Kindern. 
 
Zusammenfassung 
Der Artikel gibt einen Überblick über intellektuelle Entwicklungen im Bereich der Wohlergehensfor-
schung zu Kindern. Es werden folgende vier intellektueller Strömungen identifiziert: ‚objektive‘, ‚sub-
jektive‘, ‚standpunkttheoretische‘ sowie ‚praxeologische‘ Ansätze. Betont wird in der Darstellung die 
Rolle, die kritische Auseinandersetzungen über epistemologische, ontologische und methodische Fragen 
als Motor für diese Entwicklung im Forschungsbereich spielen. Ausgehend von den verschiedenen iden-
tifizierten Ansätzen diskutiert der Beitrag abschließend ein Verständnis von Wohlergehen im Sinne sozi-
aler Integration und Teilhabe und leistet damit einen Beitrag zu einem Konzept von Wohlergehen, das 
weder relativistisch noch kulturell monopolisierend ist. 
 
Schlagwörter: Wohlergehen von Kindern, objektives Wohlergehen, subjektives Wohlergehen, Stand-
punktheorie, Praxeologie, Methodologie  

1 Introduction 

Research on children’s well-being is characterised by multiple interpretations and ap-
proaches. While the term ‘child well-being’ is a frequently used concept in popular, aca-
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demic and policy discourse, it is inconsistently defined, and there is little agreement 
among researchers on how it should be measured or whether it should be measured at all. 
In their introduction to this special issue, Fegter and Hunner-Kreisel (2020) describe one 
attempt to characterise the diverse approaches that exist in the field, that of Asher Ben-
Arieh, who describes fundamental shifts that have occurred in well-being research– from 
survival to well-being; from negative to positive well-being; from well-being to well-
becoming; from traditional to new domains; and from a focus on adult to child perspec-
tives (Ben-Arieh 2010).  

The focus of this paper is an alternative set of developments in the child well-being 
field, based on the emergence of distinct analytical approaches in child well-being re-
search that parallel broader developments in the social sciences. These analytical ap-
proaches can be termed the ‘objective’, ‘subjective’, ‘standpoint’ and ‘praxeological’ ap-
proaches. In particular, the paper will focus on the emergence of praxeological approach-
es, which have challenged more established traditions in the field – questioning the posi-
tivism of ‘objective’ approaches and the risks of reification in ‘subjective’ and ‘stand-
point’ approaches. The existence of different approaches suggests that the field has come 
to accommodate a diversity of ways that children’s well-being can be researched. Howev-
er, there have been few attempts to assess how these approaches represent developments 
in knowledge production, and whether various approaches represent different epistemo-
logical and ontological positions. By assessing the epistemological and ontological un-
derpinnings of approaches to researching child well-being, the effects of these underpin-
nings can better be understood. For example, what constitutes valid knowledge in each 
approach, what are the assumed parameters of the problem to be researched, what counts 
as appropriate to research, how are children conceptualised within different approaches 
and what role do children have to play in research on their well-being. These factors im-
plicitly construct different concepts of the ‘child’ and of ‘well-being’, which then become 
the focus of policy responses to children and can have significant effects on children and 
their families.  

The main purpose of this paper, therefore, is to provide an overview of some of these 
intellectual developments in child well-being research. Unlike other narratives of transi-
tions in well-being research, which have focused on how the emergence of children’s 
rights, monitoring functions of the state and the changed status of children has shifted the 
emphasis in well-being research (Ben-Arieh et al. 2014), the narrative provided here sug-
gests that in tandem with these developments, we can also observe how well-being re-
search has progressed through a contest of ideas. The paper commences by mapping out 
these intellectual shifts. Without suggesting that there is a linear sense of progression, the 
emphasis is on how various approaches have developed on the basis of asserting distinc-
tions from preceding traditions. Three shifts are discussed, from objective to subjective, 
from subjective to standpoint, and from standpoint to praxeological approaches.   

The paper concludes by describing a provisional framework that draws upon the ob-
jective, subjective, standpoint and praxeological approaches. This framework understands 
well-being in terms of system and social integration. Social integration highlights the im-
portance of norms and values and thus draws upon insights gained from praxeological ap-
proaches. System integration emphasises the role that the distribution and possession of 
material social resources has for well-being, thus building on insights provided by stand-
point, subjective and objective approaches. 
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2 Objective and Subjective Well-being Approaches: The 
Foundations of Well-being Research 

One of the most significant developments in well-being research has occurred as part of 
debates about the relative merits of objective verse subjective approaches to well-being.  
Although ‘State of the Child’ reports were published as early as the 1940s, social indica-
tor research on children’s well-being emerged in the mid 1970’s as part of a broader so-
cial indicators movement. Increasing dissatisfaction with the use of GDP as a proxy for 
the well-being of nations intensified during the 1960s and 1970s, highlighting that factors 
beyond basic standard of living were important to well-being (Ben-Arieh 2008). As a re-
sponse, objective and subjective approaches to measuring social progress in general, and 
well-being in particular, emerged. 

Objective approaches comprise material indicators that measure the social conditions 
of populations or sub-populations. Objective approaches to well-being “refer to things 
that are relatively easily observable and measurable, e.g., the height and weight of people, 
numbers of people admitted to hospital, numbers of people dying per year” (Michalos 
2004, p. 30). These can be contrasted with subjective approaches, that rely on individual’s 
assessments of the quality of different life domains, which include both cognitive and af-
fective evaluations of one’s life as a whole. Subjective assessments “refer to personal 
feelings, attitudes, preferences, opinions, judgments or beliefs of some sort” (Michalos 
2004, p. 30). Social indicators that combine objective and subjective approaches are now 
used extensively by transnational institutional actors, such as the OECD, the Asian De-
velopment Bank, the World Bank and IMF. For example, the OECD (2020) has a multi-
dimensional monitoring report on well-being, which combines objective and subjective 
measures and provides international comparisons across well-being domains. ‘Objective’ 
indicators include income and wealth measures, housing conditions, work and job quality, 
health, knowledge and skills, environmental quality and homicide rates. Subjective 
measures include self-reported health status, self-reports on the quality of relationships, 
social connections and overall life satisfaction. The range and number of indicators of 
well-being has proliferated, so much so that rather than discussing specific indicators of 
well-being, the approach is usually to measure indicators which are then aggregated into 
specific life domains, interpreted as constituting a multi-faceted definition of well-being. 
These developments have continued apace through what has been described as the ‘new 
science of happiness’, the agenda of which is to promote happiness as the proper measure 
of social progress and goal of public policy (Seligman 2011).  

Despite early debates regarding the scientific status of subjective measures, subjective 
measures are increasingly used in well-being research (Rees 2019). Objective measures of 
child well-being have been critiqued on various fronts, including that they overly focus on 
child development outcomes, that they monitor the prevalence of behaviour problems; or 
measure children’s performance according to the goals of child institutions, such as 
school, measures which only tangentially relate to well-being (Ben-Arieh 2000, Fattore et 
al. 2007). Whilst demonstrating a concern for child outcomes, objective approaches often 
construct the child as an adult in deficit, suggesting that well-being can only be achieved 
through appropriate socialization, thus denying the significance of experiences of well-
being for children in the present. Moreover, given the priority given to future outcomes, 
there is resistance to considering the opinions of children as reliable and valid, with adults 
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often used as proxies to report on child well-being. An influential example of this ap-
proach is the Kids Count Index of Children’s Well-being published by the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation. Kids Count presents data on the educational, social, economic and physical 
well-being of children across the United States. The index explicitly adopts a develop-
mental perspective on children’s well-being, from birth through early adulthood (Annie E. 
Casey Foundation 2019). The index comprises 16 key indicators grouped into four do-
mains (Economic well-being; Education; Health; and Family and Community). While the 
index provides valuable data on the objective status of children in the United States, none 
of the indicators match the transitions described by Ben-Arieh (focus on well-being, use 
of positive indicators, focus on new domains, focus on child perspectives). For example, 
the health domain comprises four indicators – the percentage of low birth-weight babies; 
children without health insurance; rate of child and teen fatalities; and teens who abuse 
alcohol or drugs. Similar kinds of indicators comprise the other domains. Kids Count is 
not exceptional in this sense. Many indicator frameworks of children’s well-being are 
comprised of similar kinds of indicators which focus on risks to children’s health and 
safety, the performance of children in institutions, on children who occupy some kind of 
marginal status, and children’s attainment of developmental milestones (for example see 
the Children’s Headline Indicators used by the Australian Government, AIHW 2018). Betz 
(2013) in her analysis of well-being frameworks makes a similar assessment of these 
frameworks. She finds that “the dominant focus is still on children’s performance accord-
ing to the goals of institutions for children (in the educational system) or of adult child 
experts (in the domains of health, psychology or safety).” (Betz 2013, p. 653).  

Consequently, studies of child well-being have increasingly focused on obtaining the 
perspectives of children on their well-being, highlighting the significance of individual 
perceptions in relation to measures of satisfaction, happiness and quality of life. Some of 
the most widely used and influential of these measures include those developed by Hueb-
ner and colleagues (for example the Multidimensional Student Life Satisfaction Scale, 
Huebner/Gilman 2002) and the Personal Well-Being Index-School Children developed by 
Cummins/Lau (2005). These scales include measures of global and domain specific Quali-
ty of Life. However, the flagship of children’s subjective well-being (SWB) research is 
the International Survey of Children’s Well-Being (ISCWeB), otherwise known as the 
Children’s Worlds study (see http://www.isciweb.org/). This study collects subjective 
well-being data from tens of thousands of children and has been conducted in approxi-
mately 47 countries.  

Ben-Arieh (2010) has argued that the increasing use of SWB measures reflect the in-
fluence of the new childhood studies; the more general acceptance that children have 
rights, and the demands from government for measures of SWB to inform transparent and 
accountable decision-making. In this research children are seen as able to assess the quali-
ty of their lives and their assessments may be different from important adults in their 
lives, thus contributing different perspectives from studies that rely on proxy measures of 
children’s well-being (Mason/Watson 2014). SWB research therefore represents a major 
shift in child well-being research, where data is obtained from children on topics which 
have not traditionally been collected as part of objective well-being frameworks. We also 
see the influence of hedonic traditions in SWB research, especially in the premise of this 
research that subjective assessments are the best measure of well-being. In this respect 
SWB research is consistent with the utilitarian theories of Jeremy Bentham, who argued 
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that it is subjective preferences that should take precedence in matters of personal welfare 
(Bentham 1789).  

3 From Subjective to Child Standpoint Approaches 

Despite focusing on children’s assessments, the SWB approach has been critiqued as rely-
ing on a positivist model of knowledge. While emphasizing subjective perceptions, the 
SWB approach methodologically employs quantitative measures of SWB1. While data is 
obtained directly from children, so at face value it appears children’s opinions are being 
directly measured through the use of SWB scales, these measures are based on standard-
ised measures of satisfaction identified as important by researchers and policy-makers. 
Children have no or little input into these scales. Whether these domains are important to 
children’s well-being from children’s perspectives is rarely considered. While the 
measures are subject to cognitive piloting with children, this piloting assesses whether the 
measures are understandable to children, not whether they are pertinent measures of chil-
dren’s well-being in the first place. In this respect SWB studies merely replace one adult-
determined set of measures of well-being (objective indicator frameworks) with another 
set of adult-determined measures of well-being. Therefore, one of the critiques of the 
SWB approach is that despite its focus on children, it does not adequately reflect chil-
dren’s evaluations on their own lives (Mason/Watson 2014).  

Holger Ziegler (2010) also notes that SWB seems to be high where there is a lack of 
comparative referents upon which an individual might be able to assess their relative posi-
tion, thus suggesting that SWB is higher for individuals experiencing social isolation or 
who live in homogenous social conditions. As Ziegler notes, a focus that individuals are 
best placed to assess their SWB risks being indifferent to social circumstances and policy 
interventions that actively reproduce inequalities. Thus, measuring how satisfied individ-
uals are with their life, may serve instead as a gauge of how well people have adapted to 
their existing circumstances. If SWB reflects adaptive preferences, it also becomes highly 
problematic to use SWB as an evidence base for progressive social change. 

These critiques have provided impetus for a second development in child well-being 
research, seen in the increasing prominence of well-being studies from a child standpoint.  
This third approach involves an in-depth exploration of what children think and feel about 
various aspects of their life, basing knowledge of what well-being is and how it is experi-
enced from the actors themselves (for example Adams et al. 2019; Fattore/Mason 2016; 
Gabhainn/Sixsmith 2005; McAuley 2019; McAuley et al. 2010; Tonon 2013). These stud-
ies use various qualitative methods which ask children to define what well-being is and 
how they experience it in contrast to SWB approaches, which seek children’s responses to 
pre-determined scales. Standpoint approaches are inductive, developing findings about 
well-being from children’s understandings, perceptions and experiences of their own 
lives. These perspectives are used as the basis for formulations about what is important to 
children’s well-being, how well-being might be defined and how these perspectives might 
be translated into well-being measures. Standpoint approaches also differ from SWB ap-
proaches epistemologically, in that children are considered ‘reflexive and critical agents’ 
and therefore children’s knowledge of well-being is considered to represent expertise 
based on lived experience.  
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Studies informed by a standpoint approach have found that children prioritize some 
areas of well-being similar to those which are identified as well-being domains in SWB 
studies. However, they also extend and challenge these domains. For example, children’s 
involvement in activities is routinely measured in SWB studies through measures of activ-
ity level or degree of satisfaction with the type of activities children are involved in. 
Where children are asked about the role of activities for their well-being in standpoint 
studies, these scales mean are given a thick description. For example, these studies have 
found that children value leisure when it provides experiences of freedom from everyday 
rules, where leisure facilitates the development of competence, feelings of self-worth or 
provides a basis for social esteem (Fattore/Mason 2016). Similar phenomenological con-
tributions exist for a range of well-being areas, including children’s experience of school 
(Kutsar et al. 2019), use of digital media (Nadan/Kaye-Tzadok 2019), material well-being 
(Hunner-Kreisel/März 2019; Redmond/Skattebol 2019), agency and rights (Thom-
as/Stoecklin 2018), relationships (McAuley 2019), self-concept (Ahmed/Zaman 2019), en-
gagement with community (Akkan et al. 2019) and environment (Adams et al. 2019).  

Child standpoint approaches have been critiqued as potentially relying too much on 
the common-sense categories produced in lay person accounts, in this case of children’s 
accounts, of social concepts. Hunner-Kreisel and Kuhn (2010) argue that these studies 
risk reproducing taken-for-granted categories and fail to go beyond the overt meanings 
provided by participants, thus not interpreting the tacit dimensions of well-being dis-
cussed by participants. A related critique is that these studies romanticize children’s per-
spectives, overemphasising the importance of children’s standpoint on well-being without 
adequately accounting for the effects of other dimensions such as their class or gender po-
sition (Hunner-Kreisel/Kuhn 2010).  

The premise that children have a unique perspective on their well-being also risks es-
sentialising the distinction between ‘adult’ and ‘child’, which may unwittingly reproduce 
structural inequalities between adulthood and childhood by overemphasising the differ-
ences between adults and children. By focusing on the explicit, overt meaning that chil-
dren give to well-being, such approaches have been criticized as being overly descriptive, 
reneging on the difficult work of analysis required to find meaning beyond the overt de-
scriptions provided in participants’ accounts. As one critic, Arnd-Michel Nohl (2019) 
suggests: “– it is not only important what they bring forward as ‘definitions,’ but also how 
they tackle these problems; that is, how and in which frame they take up the issue of well-
being. In this sense, qualitative research should ask for the practical modus operandi of 
children’s accounts and activities” (pp. 411f.). 

4 The Praxeological turn 

This brings us to the third major shift, from standpoint to praxeological approaches to re-
searching children’s well-being. Praxeological approaches analyse children’s expressions 
of well-being, as ‘situated accomplishments’ that must be interpreted as manifestations of 
‘implicit cultural codes’ (Fegter 2015, p. 530). Well-being is not so much a state that is 
achieved, but emotional experiences that are expressions of social practices, through 
which a subject position associated with a sense of well-being emerges. 
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Praxeological approaches emphasise well-being as performative, that well-being is 
always a doing and a thing done (Horanyi 2013). For example, Fegter and Mock (2019) 
reconstruct the spatial constitution of well-being as a cultural construct of discursive 
practices that children participate in. Fattore and Fegter’s work on children and class, 
“focuses on the concrete and situated performative acts of ‘doing difference’ (Fattore 
and Fegter 2019, p. 68). This shifts the focus from ‘differences’ to ‘processes of dif-
ferentiation’ and from an analysis of differences between pre-existing social groups to 
an analysis of everyday practices through which different social groups emerge (Fegter 
2015).  

Praxeological approaches have been informed by the linguistic and post-structural 
turn in the social sciences. However older traditions in sociology and anthropology also 
emphasise the performative in social interactions. Erving Goffman (1974 [1959]) focuses 
on the banal performances of self in everyday life. For Goffman performance involves the 
unconscious presentation of the self and conscious ‘impression management’ in social 
situations. In terms of well-being, we see this approach where the analytical focus of re-
search is on what individuals do, which cannot be separated from discourses of well-
being. Well-being is therefore produced in the interaction between individuals who partic-
ipate in creating embodied social meanings.  

Butler also emphasises that our capacity to understand the body cannot be separated 
from the social. Butler argues that social expectations are so embedded into our existence 
as to “produce a set of corporeal styles which appear as the natural confirmation of bod-
ies” (Lemert 2013, p. 389). For Butler, this is most explicit and perhaps most developed 
theoretically in her argument that there is no identity behind expressions of identity; iden-
tity is performatively constituted by the very “expressions” that are said to be its results’ 
(Butler 1990, p. 25). While Butler discusses gender identifications, one could usefully ex-
tend this to well-being. Well-being as a mode of self is only constituted in social dis-
course. Moreover, internal feeling states such as subjective well-being are always as-
cribed, because “the ascription of interiority is itself a publicly regulated and sanctioned 
form of essence fabrication.” (Butler 1998, p. 528) 

The concept of context creates somewhat of a challenge for praxeological approaches. 
In the act of doing or speaking, there is always something beyond the act of doing or 
speaking that is invoked by the act of doing or speaking itself, so that the performative 
can be meaningful. Context is conceptualised in various ways in these theories, including, 
quite influentially, as language structures. Austin’s concept of the performative stresses 
the importance of considering the speech act in its entirety, which allows the context of 
the utterance to be considered as integral to the meaning of the utterance (Horanyi 2013, 
p. 377). Derrida takes Austin’s insight further suggesting that while meaning is always 
context bound, the parameters of context are endless (Culler 1981). It is therefore always 
possible to add further contextual information that may change the meaning of particular 
utterances. However ordinary language must be repeatable to form a system of communi-
cation that is meaningful amongst interlocutors. This depends not only on what is includ-
ed but also what is excluded in the system of language.  

This analysis focuses our attention on the fact that words do something in the world. 
Butler might analyse how the category of well-being is constructed in such a way that 
well-being is constitutive of subjectivities, in that language shapes our understanding of 
the world and the limits of our thinking. Moreover, the emphasis on the constitutive and 
differentiating power of language means that, as Fegter and Mock (2019) point out, an 
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analysis of well-being must involve how the terms ‘well’ and ‘being’ are premised on a 
distinction from other meanings. It is only on the basis of this difference that the concept 
of ‘well-being’ has any meaning (Fegter/Mock 2019). However, without some under-
standing of the characteristics of the context or the structure of the language in which the 
term ‘well-being’ is used, then any subject position identified will be necessarily unstable 
(Horanyi 2013, p. 388). For well-being research, this raises a significant problem. If there 
is no essential subject preceding or separate to individual acts then notions of freedom, 
individual choice, responsibility and agency rest on unstable foundations. Given that these 
concepts- of freedom, individual choice, responsibility and agency- have traditionally also 
been central to notions of well-being, praxeological approaches challenge any essential 
definition of what well-being might be. 

5 An alternative frame 

One might complement this approach with a framework that explicitly engages with 
forms of materiality, the kind of approach offered by objective and subjective, approaches 
to well-being. The focus on language in praxeological approaches risks overlooking the 
material aspects of inequalities in well-being that many of these analysts wish to under-
stand, because of a linguistic idealism that does not sufficiently attend to economic and 
political dimensions of well-being. Nonetheless, a focus on performance as the contin-
gent, embodied reiteration of cultural scripts, that allows analysis of how quotidian acts 
are performances of social norms, is worthwhile to understanding how well-being is con-
structed through ongoing interactions.  

An alternative frame might draw upon the advantages of the various movements in 
well-being research that have been outlined in this paper. Objective approaches draw our 
attention to the distribution of material resources. Subjective approaches provide 
measures of individual preferences at a population level, and standpoint approaches pro-
vide ‘insider’ perspectives on factors that are important to a sense of well-being. If we 
consider the necessity for both ‘objective’ standards from which we can evaluate well-
being and that well-being is experiential and normative, we could conceive well-being as 
constituted through two forms of integration: as social integration – which focuses on the 
importance of language as expression and constitutive of social norms in culture, which is 
the focus of praxeological approaches; and as system integration – which emphasises the 
material distribution of well-being and well-being resources, which is the focus of objec-
tive, subjective and standpoint approaches.  

The concept of integration is a foundational one in sociology and has been used in so-
cial theory in a variety of ways. For example, Durkheim (Durkheim 1893/1964) described 
how social integration in modern societies is achieved through a complex division of la-
bour. Modern society, in Durkheim’s view, is held together by the specialization of people 
and their need for the services provided by others. More recent theorists examine the rela-
tionship between structures of social relationships, that is, the concrete connections 
among social actors and social integration. For instance, Jürgen Habermas (1984) distin-
guishes between social integration of the life-world and system integration of markets and 
the state. The categorisation of well-being as social and system integration referred to in 
this paper draws influence from Thomas Weisner’s (2014) cultural approach, which 



Diskurs Kindheits- und Jugendforschung Heft 2-2020, S. 147-159      155 

shares some affinity with praxeological approaches; and the work of Andrew Sayer (2005) 
on the classed basis of socially-valued resources.  

Weisner defines well-being as “the engaged participation in activities that are deemed 
desirable and valued in a cultural community and the psychological experiences that are 
produced by such engagement” (Weisner 2014, p. 90). This definition of well-being 
makes a clear link between having socially valued goods and well-being; however, what 
these socially valued goods are cannot be specified in advance. They must be identified 
through empirical analysis. Here the value of praxeological approaches is especially per-
tinent, in their ability to identify the performative reiteration of social norms that sediment 
into culturally specific forms of well-being – that is of culturally specific socially valued 
goods. One might identify what these socially valued goods are via observation of the 
performative acts of doing well-being, including emotional expressions which constitute 
subject positions related to doing well-being – for example of being positioned as a moral 
actor, of demonstrating certain kinds of taste, of having physical prowess; which always 
involve a process of differentiation from implicit positions of, for example being immoral, 
lacking style or being lazy. In so doing, praxeological approaches identify cultural forms 
which are constitutive of well-being. We might deem this possession of socially valued 
goods, as expressions of valued cultural practices, social integration. 

However, a further step is required that examines how definition and possession of 
culturally specific socially valued goods (well-being) is contested within a society, and a 
source of inequality between groups. This level of analysis would focus on how forms of 
well-being are deployed as a source of power by groups in dominant positions to maintain 
their status. This maintenance of status and power could be achieved by monopolising 
definitions of what is socially valued (e.g. hegemony), or by controlling the stocks of so-
cially valued goods (e.g. politics and law). Here, Andrew Sayer’s work on the moral di-
mensions of class is particularly helpful. According to Sayer, those who are deemed eco-
nomically disadvantaged, poor or socially excluded are disadvantaged because they “lack 
the means to live in ways which they, as well as others, value” (2005, p. 948f.). Well-
being, as activities that are deemed desired and valued in a cultural community, also re-
flects such inequalities.  We might ask how certain resources become socially valued and 
others not, and therefore through which processes does the universalisation and naturali-
zation of a particular set of norms as being valuable occur, and in whose interests does 
this universalisation and naturalization serve. Here we might refer to the ways in which 
the steering mediums of money and power facilitate the unequal distribution of such 
goods – what we can describe in terms of system integration. A key role for the analyst of 
well-being is to determine how systems of power reproduce taken-for-granted concepts 
and in so doing distribute modes of advantage, through the determination and allocation 
of socially valued goods. Standpoint approaches would help identify what these socially 
valued resources are; subjective well-being approaches might provide information on how 
individuals assess their own well-being in terms of possession of these resources; and ob-
jective approaches might measure the distribution of socially valued resources across the 
population.  
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6 Conclusion 

The narrative outlined in this paper is not one of a linear shift in well-being research. All 
the approaches described in this paper can be identified in the work of various social sci-
entists, who continue to contribute to the child well-being research field. Yet, develop-
ments in child well-being research have occurred, the impetus of which has, in part, been 
intellectual critiques offered by different academic actors in the field. This paper has 
merely provided a broad outline of some of these developments, with a proper accounting 
of these developments still to be undertaken. Such an undertaking would require not only 
an analysis of the relationship between the various approaches outlined in this paper, but 
how different traditions have emerged in response to material, historical and social cir-
cumstances. 

To offer some initial thoughts, objective, subjective and standpoint approaches main-
tain a belief in forms of progress and in the integrity of the stable subject - being part of 
intellectual traditions that are a product of modernist drives in social science. These intel-
lectual traditions were highly influenced by post-WWII critical theory and developed in 
parallel with the welfare state. These approaches therefore maintain a belief in scientific 
rationality as providing a foundation for social progress. Praxeological approaches could 
be interpreted within the context of larger debates regarding developments in post-
industrial capitalism. As Frederic Jameson (1984) has argued, the intellectual traditions 
of post-structuralism and postmodernism have their societal counterpoints in the cultural 
logic of late capitalism. 

Note 
 
1 There have also been recent developments associated with SWB approaches that are still primarily 

concerned with seeing children in terms of ‘well-becoming’, that is framing well-being in terms of 
the attainment of developmental milestones. While not strictly adopting a SWB approach, they are 
part of the new approaches in child well-being research described by Ben-Arieh. An important ex-
ample that uses an explicitly developmental approach within a subjective well-being frame is evi-
dent in economics of child well-being research (Conti/Heckman 2014), that focuses explicitly on the 
acquisition of a set of cognitive, biological and psychological capacities essential for future produc-
tivity. Similar developmental concerns are evident in other disciplinary approaches to child well-
being, including in the fields of neuroscience (Jabès/Nelson 2014), educational sciences (Andresen 
2014), public health (Brinkman/Stanley 2014) and criminology (Ajzenstadt 2014). 
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