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Abstract

Early childhood is an important period in a child’s development. Despite the advances in child
well-being research in the past decade, there are notably fewer studies involving young children,
and even fewer ones where children are active participants. This mini-review summarises
recently published work on the study of well-being in early childhood and provides
recommendations on the future direction of research in this area. Most research on early
childhood well-being is related to health promotion and parenting. These studies define well-
being varyingly and employ diverse instruments to measure it. Only one study necessitated the
active participation of children. Recommendations include operationally defining well-being,
more research developing instruments and methods to measure well-being specifically for young
children and including the active participation of children in well-being research regardless of

age.
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Introduction

Children are among the most vulnerable, and adverse events during childhood can have long-
lasting effects on their health and well-being (McCrory et al., 2015; Nurius et al., 2015). This is
especially true for early childhood, where most growth and development happen, and the
foundations for adult functioning, behavior, and habits are established (Guyer et al., 2009). This
mini-review summarizes studies on well-being in early childhood published within the last

decade. Recommendations for the future direction of research in this area are presented.

Early Childhood Well-Being Research In-Context

Well-being is context-specific, and it is important to recognize the context of research related to
the well-being of young children. Research in this area in the past decade is primarily about
health promotion, such as those related to movement/physical activity (Atkinson & Rubidge,
2013; Lee & Carson, 2018; Pippi et al., 2020), play (Howard & Mclnnes, 2013; Lee et al., 2020),
screen use (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2019; Tezol et al., 2022), sleep (Kitsaras et al., 2018), and
feeding (Lepinioti et al., 2021). Other contexts of research in which the well-being of young
children is discussed include those performed in a daycare facility (Sood & Comer-Hagans,
2018) or related to ethnicity (Condon & McClean, 2017) and parenting (Howard et al., 2011;
Shimazu et al., 2020). Most of these studies are quantitative observational (n=8) in design, but a

number are qualitative (n=4) and experimental (n=2).

The Definition of Well-Being
The study of well-being in early childhood is faced with several challenges. One difficulty is the

absence of an integrated and cohesive definition of child well-being (Amerijckx & Humblet,
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2014; Pollard & Lee, 2003; Raghavan & Alexandrova, 2014; Street, 2021). Authors often
discuss the indicators of child well-being but not what it constitutes (Raghavan & Alexandrova,
2014) and do not always provide how they operationally used the concept in their work. In this
review, only four studies identified the definition of well-being utilized in their study. Table 1
provides the various definitions of well-being utilized by the authors of these studies (Bjgrgen,
2015; Howard & Mclnnes, 2013; Sood & Comer-Hagans, 2018). Several critical elements can be
identified from these definitions of well-being. First is multidimensionality, which denotes that
well-being consists of different domains (Fernandes et al., 2012; Pollard & Lee, 2003) and that a
child is well if these different areas in a child’s life are in a positive state. The second is context-
specificity, or the dependence of well-being on an individual’s context. Many scholars describe
well-being as ecological (Pollard & Lee, 2003; Raghavan & Alexandrova, 2014), context-
specific (Camfield et al., 2010), and a result of intrapersonal, interpersonal, societal, and cultural
processes (Minkkinen, 2013). Third is that well-being is dynamic (Amerijckx & Humblet, 2014;
Ben-Arieh et al., 2014), and it constantly changes with shifts in an individual's internal processes
and external environment. Fourth is the ability of an individual to meet the demands present in
the current stage of one’s life. Meeting the challenges results in positive feelings (Ben-Arieh et
al., 2014; Minkkinen, 2013), the fifth critical element. These elements may be seen separately or
together with other elements in existing definitions or proposed definitions of child well-being,
but never all together in one definition. Also, some elements may be encountered more often
than others. For example, the first element is very common and will often be encountered in
studies defining well-being, while the fourth element may need to be emphasized more in current
conceptualizations of child well-being. While this list is in no way exhaustive, it may at least

provide guidance on determining what well-being during early childhood constitutes.
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Table 1 The Definition of Well-being and Their Focus

Reference

Well-being Definition

Focus

Bjorgen, 2015

“When individuals have the
psychological, social and
physical resources they need
to meet a particular
psychological, social and/or
physical challenge.” (Dodge,
Daly, Huyton & Sanders,
2012)

“...when they express
positive feelings in various
ways. ...refers to feeling at
ease, being spontaneous and
free of emotional tension, and
is crucial to good “mental
health”....linked to self-
confidence, self-esteem, and
resilience.”(Laevers, 2005)

Multidimensionality; meeting
demands

Positive feelings; indicators

Howard & Mclnnes, 2013

“...can be defined in different
way but is generally
understood to encompass
physical, social and
emotional health” (Statham &
Chase, 2010)

Multidimensionality

Sood et al., 2018

“Health & well-being are
dynamic in nature and
function differently in each
person to enable them to meet
the demands on life in
accordance with age, culture,

and personal responsibility.”
(Bircher, 2005)

Dynamic; context-specific;
meeting demands

Measurement of Child Well-Being

Many studies related to children’s well-being are available, and researchers use diverse

instruments as there is currently no guidance on its measurement. Various indicators of well-

being in early childhood were measured using different instruments, as seen in Table 2. The use
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of different measures will make the comparison of findings of different studies difficult. Also,
researchers measure many different dimensions or indicators of well-being, and measuring only
selected dimensions or indicators may not accurately represent the child’s well-being in its
entirety. There has also been some confusion regarding the concepts of well-being and quality of
life and their measurement. For example, one study utilized Kid-Kindl to measure psychological
well-being. However, the instrument is described as a “self-report questionnaire that measures a
child’s health-related quality of life and consists of six different domains of general well-being:
physical well-being, emotional well-being, self-esteem, family, friends, and everyday
functioning (school)” (Pippi et al., 2020). Quality of life and well-being are separate but related
concepts and are sometimes used interchangeably in the literature. Future studies need to clarify
the taxonomy related to these two terms to avoid any confusion in interpreting the findings of

these studies.

10
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Table 2 The Indicators of Well-being and Measures Used

Indicator Instrument Reference
Involvement Leuven’s Involvement Scale = Howard & Mclnnes, 2013
Emotional well-being Smiley Face Likert Scale; Lee etal., 2020

Children’s Emotional
Manifestation Scale

Mental well-being Strengths and Difficulties Lepinioti et al., 2021;
Questionnaire (SDQ) Shimazu et al., 2020; Tezol et
al., 2022
Psychosocial well-being A questionnaire developed Lee & Carson, 2018

from the Bayley Scales of
Infant Development and Ages
and Stages Questionnaire

Physical well-being Pedometer and body mass Lee et al., 2020
index (BMI)
Social well-being Peer Interactive Play Scale Lee etal., 2020

and Test of Playfulness

School readiness Bracken School Readiness Kitsaras et al., 2018
Assessment
Dental health Dmft score Kitsaras et al., 2018

National Institute of Health Kitsaras et al., 2018
(NIH) Toolbox

Executive functions Behavioral Rating Inventory  Kitsaras et al., 2018
of Executive Functions
(BRIEF-P)

Participation of Young Children in Well-Being Research

Another important consideration in the study of child well-being is the extent of participation of
children, which may vary in the application of participatory research (Nygren et al., 2017). The
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Children (UNCRC) (1989) emphasizes that children’s

11
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voices are heard, especially concerning their welfare. However, many may find it difficult to
recognize this right, especially when doing research with young children. A review (Larsson et al.,
2018) found that most of the studies related to developing health and well-being interventions
included children eight years old or older. Very few studies included in the analysis recruited
children seven years old and below, and they participated mostly as informants. Of the studies
included in this mini-review, only one necessitated the participation of young children and only as
the source of information (Lee et al., 2020). It is essential to recognize children’s right to be heard
and that the best source of information regarding their well-being is the children themselves. Age
is not a hindrance to children’s participation in well-being research. Careful planning of data

collection methods, however, is crucial to make them suitable for the early childhood level.

Future Directions

Despite the advances in child well-being research in the past decade, there is still much to be done,
especially in early childhood. Children’s well-being is a concern of multiple disciplines, and each
discipline may have its own focus when doing research on this area. Future interdisciplinary
research may provide an invaluable contribution to the body of knowledge once there is more
clarity on the conceptualization of well-being or the right tools have been made available.

There have been several attempts to shed light on the concept of child well-being (Amerijckx &
Humblet, 2014; Minkkinen, 2013; Raghavan & Alexandrova, 2014). However, to date, a unified
definition still escapes us. Could it be that the existing definitions do not fully encapsulate holistic
well-being, thus the continued search? Or could it be that there really is no need for such? Indeed,
a paradigm shift might be needed to address this long-standing issue (Saith & Wazir, 2010). Maybe

it is time to finally think outside the box and tackle this problem with fresh perspectives and

12
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innovative solutions. Should we allow different groups of people, including young children, to
define what well-being is to them? It is suggested, though, that researchers include how child well-
being was defined, at least operationally, when doing research on this area for easier understanding
and interpretation of the findings.

There is notably less research on young children’s well-being compared to older children and
adolescents. This could be from the limited instruments available for this population or the
perceived difficulty in drawing valid responses from these children. Much work is needed in this
area, from changing old views of adults as experts to that of child-centeredness (Ben-Arieh, 2005),
allowing the children to be the key thinkers and movers in defining and evaluating their well-being.
More research into the development of instruments and methods to study well-being in early
childhood is necessary.

Lastly, it has to be emphasized that it is the right of children, regardless of age, to be heard and
allowed to participate in the study of their well-being actively. It is imperative that this right be
recognized and considered when designing research that involves children, including young
children. Most adults mean well and only have the children’s best interests in mind. However, it
is still important that children are involved, and there are several ways and levels of how this can
be done. Participatory research allows children to participate at varying levels, from
nonparticipation to collaboration (Nygren et al., 2017). Children can participate in designing the
study, being the source of information, collecting data, analyzing the data, and disseminating and
utilizing the findings (Ben-Arieh, 2005). Data collection methods that encourage active
participation of the children, such as drawings, photo-elicited interviews, focus group interviews,
and role plays have been used and recommended by researchers (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010; Koch,

2018; Larsson et al., 2018; Moore & Lynch, 2018).

13
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There have been great advances in the research in the field. However, several issues have persisted
through the years, such as the absence of an integrated definition of well-being, the difficulty in
comparing the results of studies due to the use of diverse instruments, and the need for more active
participation of young children in research. It is necessary to revisit these issues and look at them

through a different lens to develop innovative solutions moving forward.

Key messages

e There is much work to be done on research in this area, including the development and
validation of instruments and methods to study well-being during early childhood.

e Several issues related to the research on early childhood well-being have persisted through
the years, and a paradigm shift might be needed to address these.

e Operationally defining well-being when doing research in this area may aid in
understanding and interpreting findings and allow for better comparison across studies.

e It is the right of every child, regardless of age, to be heard and allowed to participate in

research and be the key thinkers and movers in defining and evaluating their well-being.
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