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Abstract: Although there have been developments in family and child welfare services, these have
not been prioritized from a sustainability perspective. This article aims to provide a framework
for supporting sustainable provisions for family and child welfare. We demonstrate how the need
for a socially sustainable stance on family and child welfare arises from the recognition of global
changes that constantly influence families as well as children’s rights, which ground child- and
family-centered actions. The conceptual framework includes three overarching dimensions and
four levels of actors that provide a body for 16 conceptual entities in providing socially sustainable
family and child welfare. The analysis showed that functional child welfare and family policies,
systems, and practices appear essential elements, even necessary preconditions, of sustainability and
sustainable development in general. Leaning on the concept of children’s rights, we conclude that
the idea of child welfare promises citizens that society has committed to promoting all children’s
wellbeing. Implementation of this requires a shared understanding that the conceptual framework
provided in this paper urges to actualize.
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1. Introduction

A sustainability perspective focusing on family life has not been given precedence. Most often,
sustainability has been linked with families from the perspective of adopting an ecological way of
living or with children from the viewpoint of educating about an eco-sustainable lifestyle [1]. It has
also beneficially focused on preventing poverty among families and children. From the perspective of
sustainability, the questions are how to support families with children, make such investments in child
and family policy so that families feel secure, and ensure children’s resources for the future.

Among family policies, there are reasons for regarding children’s rights and child welfare policies
as an essential element in the concept of sustainable development. In principle, issues of child welfare
and family policy are located primarily in the social dimension of the comprehensive framework of
sustainable development. However, as the social, economic, and environmental aspects of sustainable
development intertwine, there is a good reason for discussing child welfare from a broader point of
view, within a comprehensive conception of sustainability.

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) include 35 child-focused indicators,
and children are mentioned in many of the 169 targets [2,3]. Despite the existing sustainability goals
aimed at children’s wellbeing and health, there is a need for more integrated focus on sustainability and
equity of children rooted in the Convention on the Rights of the Child and to evaluate the progress of
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sustainability from the perspective of children [4–6]. A children’s rights perspective can be strengthened
by generating knowledge on child development in diverse contexts, developing measurement and
monitoring, building capacity and infrastructures in different countries [5], and promoting equity and
realizing the rights of children so that they are able to lead fulfilling lives [7].

In this article, the word social sustainability is used when focusing on sustainability in the context
of child welfare. Social sustainability can be linked to the alleviation of poverty and promoting
participation, inclusion, cultural identity, institutional stability, and social cohesion. These goals can be
promoted by social policy and human rights [8]. There is no clear consensus on the concept of social
sustainability. It can be related to basic needs and equity, quality of life, social capital, social cohesion,
integration and diversity, sense of place, and education [9]. In this article, our purpose is to discuss the
concept of child welfare as an element of sustainable social development and provide a conceptual
framework for the provision of support for socially sustainable family and child welfare.

The need for a socially sustainable view in family and child welfare arises from the recognition of
global changes that constantly influence families. The digitalization of work, public services, and leisure
activities provide many families with new opportunities to ease and expand their daily lives, such as
supporting distance work, facilitating the use of public services regardless of the location, and providing
a venue for social interaction, entertainment, and hobbies. Simultaneously, digitalization may increase
the inequality of the families regarding their access and ways to use digital devices. Conflicts or
natural disasters force millions of families to migrate and to live in temporary settings. Most recently,
the COVID-19 pandemic isolated families at home and restricted social interaction mostly to online
communication. Constant changes challenge the socially sustainable way to implement family and
child welfare.

Sustainable family and child welfare requires the recognition of values that consciously and
unconsciously affect our practices, the recognition of interdependence and that family and child
welfare practices take place in a specific time and place and affect the other practices and environment
reciprocally, and the recognition of resilience that is needed and that can be strengthened at an
individual and group level to accommodate constant changes in a sustainable way.

2. Children’s Rights as a Starting Point for Family and Child Welfare

In this chapter, we focus on the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Although the convention
and its ratification and implementation have been widely studied, the sustainability perspective has
been addressed mainly for the most drastic questions of child labor in developing countries. We look of
the convention and the principles of protection, provision, and participation and interpret those from
the broad perspective of sustainability to build a more general framework for child and family welfare.

2.1. The Convention of the Rights of the Child

The history of the philosophy and policies of children’s rights is not a linear and progressive process
but “a complex interplay of national, regional, and transnational influences and controversies” in which
“the cause of the rights of the child mobilized international public opinion, leading intergovernmental
organizations to adopt specific legal instruments on the issue” [10]. The UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child [11] is regarded as a continuum of previous legal instruments: The Declaration of Geneva,
1924 [12], and the UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child, 1959 [13].

As with the previous international children’s right documents, the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC) [11] provides a foundation for international cooperation in the field of child policies
and child welfare, aiming to improve children’s living conditions by tackling child poverty, child labor,
and corresponding circumstances as well as promoting opportunities for sufficient care, adequate
education, and health [14]. “Every child has rights, whatever their ethnicity, gender, religion, language,
abilities, or any other status” [15].

Even though the Convention on the Rights of the Child was launched more than 30 years ago
and was the most widely-ratified international human rights treaty in history, millions of children
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across the world are still being prohibited their rights [2,16]. Therefore, identifying the shortage in
progress, the sustainable development goals coordinate global efforts to reach “those left furthest
behind first” [17]. In addition, there are conceptual and ethical tensions in interpreting, legitimizing,
and implementing the rights of the child. The universal right to education, for example, can be
discussed from the point of view of children’s rights, parent’s rights, or even citizen’s rights and
justified by referring to different social, ethical, and political values such as freedom, equality, justice,
and democracy [18]. Education concerns protection, provision, and participation of the rights of
the child.

Historically children’s rights and women’s rights interrelate and have developed
interdependently [19]. As to the general human rights, the rights of the child have developed
from social rights, especially the right for protection, towards rights for personal freedom and
self-determination, while the general human rights have developed from right for freedom as civil
rights towards expanding social rights. There are reasons to distinguish “social rights” from “private
autonomy rights” of the child [18]. Likewise, women’s rights and the rights of the child are regarded
and conceptualized as a unique field and a kind of application of general human rights.

As a hypernym for wide-ranging interdisciplinary research, policymaking, and professional
activities, the concept of children’s rights is a key concept of modern child and family policies, and child
welfare is a crucial element of modern welfare systems, even modern judicial and political systems.
Accordingly, there is a diverse academic debate around children´s rights and the concept of child
welfare in the community of scholars [20]. Nonetheless, scholars agree that the Convention on the
Rights of the Child has principles of protection, provision, and participation. These principles have
been used widely in research and in implementing the convention.

Principles and rights are somehow universal, but rights are realized in specific contexts.
The Convention on the Rights of the Child offers a basis for a sustainable life for children. The convention
targets many levels where actions and support for children’s protection, participation, and provision
should occur. The Convention on the Rights of the Child balances the rights of children to the level
of their families and the state and emphasizes the role and support of families and, on the other
hand, the circumstances when the state has to intervene in family life if there are concerns about
protection [21]. Therefore, there is a dependence between the child, family, and state, but there are
differences in how child protection is regulated in different child welfare systems and policies [22,23].

2.2. Principles of Protection, Provision, and Participation in Children’s Rights

The Convention on the Rights of the Child gives values and principles for thinking sustainable
life for children and families. It also offers the possibility to focus on different levels of protection,
provision, and participation from a social sustainability perspective.

Protection, as a principle of the rights of the child, means protecting children from risks as well
as guaranteeing their health and development. We can also think of it as the universal principle of
protecting childhood as a life phase in different societies. This perspective has been strengthened
during the 21 centuries. Social sustainability, in its profound meaning, is contained in the safe growing
conditions of children. The current discussions on ecological sustainability focus on environmental
issues, climate change, or fighting for diseases and poverty. Family is a core context of children’s health
and wellbeing and parent’s ability to take of children. Therefore, social sustainability means protection
of children’s health and safe development as well as childhood as a life phase. In promoting children’s
health and development, there is a need to focus more on early child development [4] in order to build
knowledge of children at risk in different contexts [5] and understand how the health of the child is
defined [7].

Provision, as a principle, means children’s right to have their share of resources. In a family
environment, this means that the family can take care of housing, healthy food, education, and hobbies.
Institutions around the family, such as schools, may support provision by offering school meals.
Provision, on a societal level, is related to all policies concerning economy, social policy, and education
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policy as well as the social welfare system and its capabilities to support families and children.
Combined with the protection principle, provision may also mean that a child is not neglected.
Neglect may be emotional, nutritional, physical, medical, educational, or a lack of supervision and
guidance [24] and may be related to parenting but also the deficiencies in a social environment [25].

Provision of resources and care does not always depend on the willingness of parents, and in those
cases, it can be more related to poverty issues than the neglect of children’s needs. In this case, social
sustainability as a provision means children’s share of resources during childhood, e.g., alleviating
child poverty, food, housing, education, child and family policy, education policy, and child welfare in
supporting households. Social sustainability in provision also means the share of resources between
generations, countries, and nations. These resources are not just economic but also environmental
resources and sustainable climate for living.

Participation, as a principle, means a child’s right to participate according to his/her capabilities,
age, and development. “Right to participate” is related to a child’s daily environment, including family,
school/day care, and other factors within the environment. The institutions, such as early childhood
education and school, and the peer-groups create both official and unofficial chances to participate.
Children’s participation has been theorized from many perspectives in research [26] and in the context
of child welfare, where a child has to be heard in processes concerning her/his own life and future.
Participation takes place in a family as well as in all other institutions and society. Social sustainability
in participation refers to children’s right to develop their agency according to their age and abilities
during childhood and right to have a family and educational environment that supports their learning
to influence on their own life and participate at home, other institutions, and gradually on society as
citizens with all social, educational, economic, and political rights. Children’s participation can be just
a phrase unless it is meaningful for the children and is effective in leading to sustainable changes [27].

All in all, social sustainability in children´s rights concerns not only the current lives of families and
children, but also ways to support future generations. In definitions of social sustainability, the ability
of a community to develop a good and healthy society for the current members is linked to the future
perspective for a sustainable life for future generations [28,29]. Therefore, sustainable child welfare
for protection, provision, and participation can be viewed from current and future dimensions and
examined separately, even though in child welfare, these topics are closely interconnected. For example,
protection and participation are related to significant people in a child’s life and family, allowing a
child to experience belongingness and love. “Provision” means securing the resources for nutrition
and a home as a shelter from the outside world. A child’s share of resources can be in the shadow of
other issues if we understand it solely as material resources for basic living. “Provision” also means
resources for development and learning, and together with participation, it expands the chances for
self-actualization, peer-relationships and community-belonging.

All these principles are essential to child welfare, where the principle of protection has been
dominant. The principle of protection can be implemented in a minimal way when a society intervenes
in children’s lives only if a child’s health is at serious risk. In developed child welfare systems, child
welfare and protection are linked to child and family policies, and also address the needs for provision
and participation.

2.3. Philosophy of Sustainability and the Rights of the Child

The global 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development for social, economic, and environmental
dimensions includes 17 goals with 169 concrete targets and 232 indicators, 35 of which are
targeted at children. UNICEF has committed to promoting the goals for children’s wellbeing so
that every child survives and thrives, learns, is protected from violence and exploitation, lives
in a safe and clean environment, and has a fair chance in life [30]. The 2030 Agenda is clearly
intertwined with the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the principles of protection, provision,
and participation.Sustainability is a global, international, and national level challenge at the same time.
At the national level, welfare systems and other infrastructures are needed to implement the rights of
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children, and a lack of infrastructure or weak institutions may lead to a minimum level of protection.
Sustainability is also linked with justice between nations and the sharing of resources available for
children and families. In this meaning, children have to be protected from violence [31] and provided
with rights for education [32] and proper living conditions.

Children are vulnerable to global issues such as climate change, migration, health problems
such as pandemics, poverty, human trafficking, and the weak status of minority populations.
The global inequality and the indivisible problems together are in the core challenges for sustainability.
Challenges can be indivisible challenges and cannot be solved by single countries.

The philosophy of social sustainability deals with equality and rights, and for children,
the Convention on the Rights of the Child has established the goals with other international agreements
and international and national policy procedures. Eizenberg and Jabareen [29] emphasize justice as
a central part of the social sustainability and focus on three dimensions: redistributive, recognition,
and participation. Redistribution means distributive justice, which guarantees the adequate standards
of living and the right to clean water and related resources. Recognition means rights for vulnerable
groups and the possibility to have an equal status in society, as well as having a voice and the
possibility to influence society, thereby opposing discrimination. They also address the importance of
participation, which is related to the involvement and distribution of resources. Intergenerational and
intragenerational justices mean the fair share of resources among people at present. Implementation of
children’s rights globally as well as on a national level is intertwined with the issues of justice.

3. Dimensions and Levels of Sustainable Family and Child Welfare

In this chapter, we ground the formulation of a conceptual framework for sustainable family and
child welfare in two viewpoints. Firstly, we describe the levels of actors that exist in the provision
of sustainable family and child welfare. Secondly, we examine these levels from three overarching
dimensions, i.e., values and practices, interdependence, and resiliency. The purpose of this examination
is to shed light on the multifaceted and changing phenomenon of family and child welfare as well as to
structure the discussion on social sustainability regarding family and child welfare.

3.1. Levels of Sustainable Family and Child Welfare

A typical way to describe a child’s growth environment is an ecological model that refers to the
interdependences of subjects in their environment. These models recognize that individuals are active
in interaction, and interactions between the environment and individuals are reciprocal. The model
presented in this paper refers to Bronfenbrenner´s [33] ecological systems theory, including nested
circles of actors. Levels of actors in this paper include child, family, society, and global (Figure 1).
The ecological model has been used in sustainability research as a child-centered approach to investigate
the sustainable development goals. In [3], SDGs are located in the outer circles and supposed to be
realized as child outcomes that are located in the middle. We use the model in a simple form to illustrate
the relatedness of children’s wellbeing and health to family, society, and global issues. We have
chosen here the three dimensions: (1) values and practices, (2) interdependence, and (3) resiliency,
which are crucial in implementing sustainable family and child welfare on the child, family, society,
and global levels.

Children are in the core of developing and implementing family and child welfare (Figure 1).
The purpose is to put children´s rights into practice and support children´s growth and development.
The closest people of the child are his/her family members, referring mostly to parents, but also
including siblings, grandparents, and other people that closely interact with the child. Societies, in turn,
support families in upbringing their children by laws and regulations as well as providing direct or
indirect support for families. Broadly, a global scale, such as international declarations and global
challenges and changes, affects the families through the societies´ practices.

We recognize that these four levels (i.e., child, family, society, and global) interact, co-exist,
and influence reciprocally in all directions. This refers to ecocultural theory [34], which emphasizes the
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influence of the environment on children´s and families´ lives. In practice, we can influence the growth
and development of the child by cultivating the environment. Through ecocultural theory, we can
also recognize the importance of culture, including beliefs, values, and practices that are crucial in
organizing and implementing family and child welfare.

Figure 1. Dimensions and levels of sustainable family and child welfare.

3.2. Dimensions of Sustainable Family and Child Welfare

In this chapter, we investigate sustainable family and child welfare from three viewpoints. Firstly,
socially sustainable family and child welfare practices are based on values that individuals and
societies reflect in their actions. Current values lean on recognizing childhood as an individual phase
of life and children as experts of childhood. In a family level, families´ individuality, e.g., culture,
religion, and habits, are valued by rights and regulations. Simultaneously, families have a right to
receive support, and family interventions are legitimized. Secondly, interdependence within the
various stakeholders and phenomena is omnipresent, and these levels mostly do not exist without a
connection to others. These connections are described from three viewpoints, including the global
trends, the connection between the children´s rights and implementation of family and child welfare
services, and the intersection between social, economic, and environmental sustainability in family and
child welfare. Thirdly, the aspect of resilience is highlighted in understanding how values, practices,
and the interdependency of stakeholders influence and balance continually changing circumstances in
a socially sustainable way.

3.2.1. Values and Practices in Sustainable Family and Child Welfare

Values and practices will be discussed from three viewpoints. We start by describing cultural
perspectives on values and practices. Then we discuss national child´s welfare in an international
context. We end the chapter by reflecting on the values and practices of the modern family and
child welfare.

3.2.2. Interdependence in Sustainable Family and Child Welfare

As we have presented earlier, sustainable family and child welfare is a multifaceted, multi-layered
phenomenon that interacts with and is dependent on various factors on a children’s, families’, societies’,
and global level. In this chapter, we concentrate on three overarching topics: How global trends
influence societies and individuals, how children´s rights influence provision of family and child
welfare, and how economic and environmental aspects influence family and child welfare.
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3.2.3. Resiliency in Sustainable Family and Child Welfare

In this chapter, we will introduce resiliency as a concept applied to families and communities.
We emphasize both family resiliency and community resiliency as essential characters for a socially
sustainable society. Family resiliency and community resiliency enhance the secure, growing
environment for a child.

3.3. Cultural Perspectives on Values and Practices

The concept of childhood varies between cultural traditions and contexts.
Anthropological perspectives on childhood provide information about different concepts of
childhood in relation to diverse cultural patterns [35]. Explaining the special features of national child
welfare systems requires adequate sensitivity to cultural traditions, especially the concepts of childhood,
parenthood, and the family. In any case, child welfare systems are principally legal and political
establishments, and, as such, each national system of child welfare embodies the same country-specific
value and norm systems as the nation societal structure otherwise [36]. Accordingly, as legal and
political establishments, child welfare systems instantiate ethical ideas and principles with respect to
political will.

From the point of view of the concept of childhood, it has been stated that the concepts of
children’s rights and children’s wellbeing, despite having different trajectories, share common ground
and that the concept of children’s participation provides a basis for the development of a paradigm
to shift “from children and emerging citizens to children as experts in the field of childhood” [37]
(p. 68). In practice, this shift is reflected by noticing children as active participants [38] who can point
out their actual views [39]. Many international policy documents provide guidance for evaluating
children’s participation in legislation, policy, and practice [40]. These help to constitute the ideological
basis for valuing the voices of children with respect to age and development and considering them in
decision-making processes concerning children.

3.4. National Child’s Welfare and Child Policy in an International Context

As integrated parts of national welfare systems, child welfare policies consist of policy measures
to promote children’s wellbeing with respect to contextual, relational, and conditional social questions
of childhood, policies, and legislation [41]. Connecting with the ideology of children’s rights, they
apply not only to national welfare systems but also to legal systems, especially child and family
law, as legislation equally reflects cultural, political, social, and economic aspects of social order [42].
Similarly, comparative research on family policy and child protection requires concepts and methods
from both comparative social policy and comparative law.

Various goals and systems related to population growth and well-being, as well as other variations
in concepts, goals, and means in national family policies over time and across countries, make
cross-national comparisons difficult [43]. Understandably, this difficulty also applies to the comparison
of child welfare systems and interpretations of children’s rights in different countries [23]. However,
there is a wealth of comparative social policy research over several decades that sheds light on
the country-specific features and developments of family policy and also helps to understand
country-specific child welfare practices in the light of family policy systems with respect to
nation-specific economic, social, cultural, and political factors.

Child protection policy, the implementation of children’s rights, and family policy systems are
nested entities in the social order. With regard to the implementation of child protection, family policy
systems in particular play a key role. Just as country-specific child protection policies and systems are
subsystems of national social policy machinery, they reflect the same specificities as national social
systems as a whole [44]. International cooperation for the development of children’s and women’s
rights has contributed to the development of national family policy systems, in particular through
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the promotion of human rights [45,46]. Accordingly, family support is considered to be a right of the
child [47].

Human rights and children´s rights [48,49] declare and embrace the diversity and rights of
families and children. Parallel to that, modern societies have established multifarious systems of
benefits and services for protecting and supporting children and families amid increasing insecurity.
Traditionally child welfare is to consist of three main aspects: education, health care, and judicial
protection. These aspects are still focal fields of child welfare policies and services, although child
welfare policies and systems vary significantly from country to country.

It is of vital importance “to focus on the complex issues requiring a holistic prevention-based
intersectional and interdisciplinary approach to child protection globally, a platform for professionals
to join in developing and strengthening practical, effective child protection prevention, systems
and services”, which has been often emphasized regarding the need to protect children against
maltreatment [50] (p. 988). Children at risk are a heterogeneous population with respect to kinds of
risks and needs. Even children with disabilities are a very heterogeneous multitude in need of diverse
professional expertise and specialization including the multifaceted organization of services [51–53].
International declarations and conventions oblige the countries to support the human rights of the
people with disabilities [54].

3.5. Values and Practices of Modern Child and Family Welfare

Several modern societies value family- and child-centered services. This means that several
professionals and institutions are involved in the mission of child welfare with respect to the rights of
the child, and services—such as schools—are provided close to a family and in their daily environments.
An excellent example of such a specific professional activity is the role of school psychologists and
school social workers in accessing and supporting “progress towards the aspiration that children have
equitable access to services that promote healthy development regardless of parental limitations” [55]
(p. 29), as well as implementing the rights of the child in many other ways in school settings [56–59].
Corresponding examples of service provision for children and families regarding children’s rights
could be shown in all professional fields dealing with children and families, such as early childhood
education, youth work, and the wide range of social and health care services.

Modern child welfare entails both risk prevention—in the sense of largely influencing the
living conditions of the child population in society and child- and family-specific protection—and
support for children and families at risk of particular problems causing a need for special support.
Child- and family-specific support requires special professional know-how and skills. Additionally,
an extraordinary aspect of modern child welfare is the system of taking the child into care. This form
of child welfare is regulated differently in national legislations. The key point, in any case, is to protect
the child against detrimental conditions at home threatening her health and development, such as
maltreatment and neglect. Principally, the fundamental qualification of taking the child into care is
the principle of the best interest of the child. This principle is an essential guide of modern child
welfare thoroughly.

However, family life and relationships in families are more complicated than legal and
social–political frameworks of family policies and child welfare with respect to the rights of the
child. For example, studies on caring for children show that care given to children in family care
arrangement should not be discussed only in terms of vulnerability and agency regarding specific
cultural, familial, socioeconomic, and structural factors, because “the needs of children and young
people can hardly be separated from the needs of others who are important to them as family members”,
and therefore there is a need for “an understanding of reciprocity, interactivity, and negotiation of
rights and responsibilities between parents and child” [60] (p. 455). It has been stated that it is
inappropriate to discuss the relationship between parents and children as an issue of rights [61].
Universal conceptions of the rights of the child might be hard to reconcile with the uniquity of family.
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3.6. Influence of Global Trends to Societies and Individuals

Worldwide, individual societies are shaped by global economic, social, and cultural megatrends.
Global changes influence macrosocial structures of individual societies, affecting people’s living
conditions and preconditions of everyday life at a microsocial level, and are expressed in diverse
ways. There is much literature explaining the influence of global trends on individual societies as
well as of the consequences of social change to a microsocial domain, including family life, parenting,
and childhood [62–64]. In light of research, the consequences of the change of working life to family
life are somewhat apparent. However, there is relatively little debate on the consequences of social
change to the families and child welfare around the concept of sustainability.

The evidence suggests that the circumstances and changes at a societal level, such as in working,
housing, and living conditions, are not often sufficiently child- and family-friendly. Following the ICT
revolution, digitalization, and informational intensity, work has changed widely to be increasingly
more cognitively demanding. In consequence of automation, work is increasingly about control
and oversight of production processes. Accordingly, the employment market has changed: there
are more and more available high-level expertise jobs, which require professional skills and are
based on a relatively high level of education. Moreover, successful performances need constant
updating of professional knowledge and skills. In this sense, modern societies are characterized as
information-intense high-tech societies, in which job markets and working life require progressively
higher-level professional know-how based on high-quality training. The demanding job may not
only take time from parent–child togetherness, but also undermine parents’ capacity for adequate
emotional interaction with children. Parents may have a difficult balancing act to perform between
family responsibilities and the pressures of their working life. Consequently, children are particularly
at risk of neglect and in need of protection against inadequate care, upbringing, and safeguarding.

The modern job market is not only professionally demanding but increasingly insecure, too.
Consequently, families with children cannot plan their future in the very long term. The insecurity may
manifest itself as both economic and psychosocial problems. In this sense, social change has significant
consequences for children through increasing insecurity of family life. At worst, the mental stress of
parents caused by insecurity may erupt as violent behaviour in the sense of family violence. As the
high-tech society is essentially an information society, it is necessarily a learning society too. As to
the influence on children, the modern society requires a successful learning career based on cognitive
performance, tending to favor talented individuals and, accordingly, threatening to exclude those who
have learning difficulties and behavioral problems. Thus, social change is shaping children’s everyday
life and preconditions of life course not only through the family, but also through the school.

As we know, the position of poorly educated people is the most insecure in the modern job market.
There is evidence that the social vulnerability of children and young people is essentially linked to their
scholastic career. We also know that families play an important supporting role in children’s school
career. Accordingly, child and youth policy aiming to prevent and alleviate the risk of social exclusion
and weak position in the job market covers both family support and school education particularly.

Apart from the challenges of the external circumstances, the rapid social and cultural change
complicates the role of parenting. There is a need to consider both external circumstances and personal
capacities of families to provide adequate care and upbringing for children. The personal causal factors
of inadequate parenting and the need for support may mainly concern the lack of relevant knowledge,
emotional exhaustion, and disinclination to fulfil parental duties. All these deficits require different
kinds of interventions and support. After all, it is vital to see the immense significance of external
circumstances in light of the characteristics of rapidly changing modern society.

3.7. Influence of Children’s Rights on the Provision of Family and Child Welfare

In many Western countries, child welfare has developed from private charity and local
arrangements arising in the 18th century to provide children with “a minimum level of subsistence
and religious upbringing” to “increasing state responsibility for children” [65] (p. 26). In general, child
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welfare has diversified as a system of knowledge, methods, professional expertise, and disciplines.
Modern child welfare is a developed multidisciplinary and legal establishment, manifesting itself in
both the national and international context.

Historically, national child welfare systems have developed in close connection to the development
of the international conception of children’s rights [14,66]. Correspondingly, the philosophy of children’s
rights provides a conceptual framework for national child welfare policies and legislation systems
today. Along with the development of children’s rights and child welfare policies, child law has
become a new branch of jurisprudence including the aspects national and international law of child [67].
Correspondingly, cross-national comparative research of child and family policies has developed
along with international political cooperation [68]. There is both academic and political interest in
such information based on comparative research. Although children’s rights are universal human
rights, the interpretations and implementations vary significantly between individual countries. It has
been recommended, “to understand the rights legislation holistically, and to be sensitive to cultural
context” [35] (p. 110). This may be a relevant perspective for discussing children’s rights with
respect to sustainability policies as well as a piece of fair advice for the development of international
cooperative programs.

The human rights of children have been discussed from a socio-ecological perspective, paying
attention, for example, to definition, risk, and opportunity in different system levels [69]. In principle,
the rights of the child are universal rights of every individual child. However, there are various attempts
to safeguard and promote children’s rights both at microsocial and macrosocial contexts. The concept
of children’s rights requires overall political and professional operations at all system levels.

One prominent example of children´s rights is the social and educational exclusion that threatens
desirable sustainable development of children and young people. As education is a critical factor
of modern information-intensive high-tech society, the implementation of children’s rights is closely
connected to national educational policies [70]. The right to an education is seen as a fundamental
right of the child, as a crucial precondition for appropriate human development [18]. In modern
learning society, the human aspect of education may become overshadowed by economic, political,
and corresponding external motives. In any case, the right to education as a human right unconditionally
concerns every human being and connects national child welfare systems to educational policies.
However, educational exclusion in the sense of dropping out of school is a critical factor in social
exclusion in modern society, causing potential long-term unemployment in modern society’s job
market. Plenty of social and pedagogical programs have been developed to prevent and alleviate
educational exclusion [71]. Social exclusion of children and young people may not only encumber their
economic development, but it may also be a threat to sustainable political development by alienating
people from active citizenship.

Children’s rights have been regarded as a framework for eliminating social exclusion both in a
narrow sense—focusing on educational issues and anti-poverty programs—and in a wider perspective,
regarding children’s rights as an instrument for the redistribution of resources and an integrated part
of public policy in entirety [72]. As to the complexity of modern society, it is reasonable to regard
the philosophy of children’s rights as a fundamental element at the heart of the whole structure of
public policy aiming to guarantee conditions for sustainable development. Additionally, as a unilateral
framework for child welfare, the implementation policies of children’s rights should be discussed
with respect to the diverse economic, social, political, and cultural circumstances [73]. There are many
common elements to be considered. For example, child poverty is seen as a critical factor of children’s
school education “across the world” [74].

3.8. Economic and Environmental Aspects of Family and Child Welfare

Apart from the proper fields of child and family policies, the aspect of family life is often considered
in several fields of public policies, such as housing, employment, and education policies. In general,
family policies attend to provide welfare for families with children by social a political means; this is to
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say, by employing social benefits and services. Traditionally, family policy has aimed at the reduction
of child poverty, promotion of the birth rate, and reduction of income differences by means of income
transfer for the benefit of families with children. As the family is regarded as the fundamental institution
of society, family policies aim to create social stability and sustainability by providing families with
economic conditions needed to fulfil their function appropriately. Financial and mental support for
families with children through income transfers, social benefits, and family-oriented services is a
fundamental element in any developed welfare system. Over the last five decades, the family policy
systems of developed countries have become increasingly diverse and layered into national income
transfer and welfare service systems [75]. Public childcare expansion has been “the most remarkable
family policy development” [76] (p. 2) and “the most recent and most rapidly expanding component
of the family policy package” [77] (p. 21), which has sought to mitigate the social risks of modern
society while promoting economic policy efforts by enabling women to participate in working life.

Income transfers and welfare services are two key instruments of family policies. The aspect of
welfare services consists of various facilities. The efforts to guarantee adequate living conditions for
children is the core element of the family services. This is understandable, because parents’ mental
problems, substance abuse, violent demeanor, cruelty, immorality, and corresponding behavioural
disorders jeopardize children’s wellbeing and development as well as cause a need for protection.
As a social system, child welfare attends to fulfil several functions to protect and support children
and families. Historically the core task of child welfare was to protect children against abuse and
neglect. In addition, child welfare has been seen as an instrument against the consequences of adverse
living conditions such as poverty, unhealthy living environments, orphanhood, and corresponding
hazardous circumstances threatening decent moral, emotional, and intellectual development.

Apart from economic issues, environmental sustainability affects social sustainability in family
and child welfare. Climate change, including rising temperatures, sea levels, and carbon dioxide levels,
as well as extreme weather conditions, affects children the most [78]. Children´s vulnerability refers to
children´s size, physiology, and behaviour [79] that environmental issues produce. Environmental issues
and risks combine with other vulnerability factors, such as poverty, violence, and migration,
which multiplies the adverse effects for children, especially if the protective factors are lacking.
The perspective of children is often missing or undervalued in scientific debate and policy procedures
in tackling the environmental issues [80].

Environmental sustainability from the perspective of family and child welfare is a current topic
that requires immediate action. However, this topic may be in the shadow of the drastic questions of
climate change. Parallel to that, the current issue is to consider the versatile generational perspectives
for environmental sustainability. Although social sustainability can be addressed in its own right [3],
family and child welfare incorporate the social aspects for environmental sustainability.

3.9. The Concept of Family Resiliency and Sustainability

Children’s rights are globally addressed by the Convention on the Rights of the Child, ratified
by almost all countries. The profound idea of children as subjects with their own rights is already
implemented in legislation in many countries. Even if a child has the status of a legal subject and
extensive rights to participation, a child needs protection from adults. In this task of protection, adults
have a significant role both in institutions of early education and the family.

The wellbeing of a child depends on the community and the consciousness and capabilities of
adults to carry out the caring task. Family is a kind of shelter for a child to grow, and the role of parents
is to support the child according to her/his age and development. Parental stress can heighten the
parents’ capability in their caring task. Prolonged stress may lead to a situation in which parents are
less available for the children and declining psychological accessibility for children at home [81] (p. 73).

Family resilience, as a concept, can be reflected from the point of view of sustainability.
Family resilience is an effort to balance and reach continuity in family life. Family resilience shifts the
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focus from individual family members to the family as a unit [82]. When family demands exceed the
capabilities, for example, during family crises, there can be imbalance and disruptiveness in a family.

A crisis can lead to discontinuity in family patterns, but also, imbalance may be related to the
disruption of routines. Families may have different methods of trying to balance the situation, doing
so by increasing capabilities, reducing the demands, and/or finding new meaning, as well as engaging
in processes that lead to better coping or adaptation, moreover, by increasing vulnerability in the
family [83]. The impact and consequences of family life and family members may vary. According to
Walsh [82], it is essential to focus on how family members handle the situation, to understand the
immediate reactions as well as long term strategies with different adaptational pathways.

Sustainability in family life may mean a family’s capacity to cope with everyday hassles and
find the routines that support continuity in family life. These routines can be concrete schedules for
everyday meals or going to bed in the evening. Routines sustain continuity and security in family life.
Routines may be linked to a common understanding of parenting tasks, shift between work and rest,
or communicating and upbringing patterns. In resilience research, these are known as key processes in
family resilience [82] or resilient family prominent and recovery factors [84] (p. 38). Key processes
may be such as belief systems, organizational patterns, mutual support, collaboration and resources,
and communication and problem-solving [82]. Resilience factors are a similar type of list of issues
that sustain family life, such as family time, shared recreation, support networks, and routines and
rituals [84].

3.10. Community and Family Resiliency

Family is a part of the community, and the link between family resiliency and the community
is of utmost importance. Family and family members are linked with the community and society in
many ways of participating in working life and school and free time recreation. The relationships with
relatives and friends may provide social support during the crises or in everyday life by providing
warmth, care, and help. Resilience factors are in the relationship with the community as access to social
networks, but also in safe neighborhoods, access to childcare and education, medical care, and getting
supportive mentors and peer-relationships for a child and the parents [85]. The relationships between
a family and the community may be reciprocal and offer flexible participation and support when
needed. The family can also be isolated for reasons of moving far away from relatives and friends,
or for some other reason causing withdrawal. Sometimes this phenomenon may be interpreted by the
child welfare system as hard to help or as hard to reach families [86].

The changes in family structures and the increasing vulnerability of families mean that we have
to focus on both: the resilience factors inside the family, but also more on the families as part of
their communities. For example, the current COVID-19 pandemic has revealed the connections
between families and schools and the workplaces and adult family members. There are also significant
differences in communities concerning the social support, networks, family cultures, and the bonds
with the society.

A social sustainability perspective allows us to focus more on sustainability issues in
communities, not forgetting the economic and ecological dimensions with the principles of justice with
inclusion and recognition, which may be a concern for the neighborhoods and whole communities.
Community resilience has an essential role for families who live in a community. Community resilience
is existence, development, and engagement of resources in the community used by community members
to cope in a changing environment with uncertainty and unpredictability [28]. Hence, family resiliency
interrelates reciprocally with community resiliency. The relationships between children, families,
and community are established and sustained in institutions of daycare, schoolwork, non-governmental
organizations, and leisure activities. Additionally, participatory democracy can create channels for
people to participate and influence on society and local decision-making. A resilient society with a
resilient community allows people natural, cultural, social, economic, political, and human resources
to participate in the development of community and be active agents as community members [28].
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Equal access to education is an essential part of social sustainability [9], and school may provide
children with a channel to practice engagement in society and create a basis for lifelong social capital.

4. Children’s Rights and Societies’ Responsibilities

In this chapter, we will implicate the dimensions and levels of family and child welfare. By doing
so, we provide a conceptual framework for sustainable family and child welfare. Before doing that,
we will discuss socio-ethical perspectives on family and child welfare.

4.1. Socio-Ethical Perspectives on Family and Child Welfare

Consisting of policy processes aiming to promote children’s welfare, including child- and
family-specific aid for children at risk, child welfare policies deal with contextual, relational,
and conditional social questions of the childhood, policies, and legislation concerning the child
and family are key issues therein [87]. In this sense, child welfare in close connection to the philosophy
of children’s rights is ethically a complex domain concerning the relationship between family privacy
and the power of public authority.

In the light of socio-ethical values, norms, and principles, child welfare is an ethical mission
fulfilling certain moral ideas and principles. The modern child welfare is seen to be based on the idea
of a responsible society in terms of normative social ethics obliging to carry out the principle of the
best interest of the child. However, this concept is unclear [61], and children’s rights can be interpreted
differently with different consequences for children and parents, as well as professionals [41]. In general,
child welfare is regarded as society’s right and duty to promote children’s wellbeing and protect
children according to the need, including family interventions and taking the child into protective
services, even against the parent’s will.

In principle, national child welfare and family systems are based on the principle of the prior right
and responsibility of parents to determine the care and upbringing of their children. Following the
ideal of the “human family”, modern societies have established a comprehensive family service system
to ensure adequate parenting as a universal right like the right to education [18]. However, modern
child welfare allows, and even obliges, public authorities in charge to not only support, but also to
control and intervene in the case of inadequate parenting endangering the child’s healthy development.
Several justifications for family interventions have been given.

In ethical deduction, the justification for exercising public power in relation to family autonomy
requires coordination and reconciliation of the rights of the child with parental rights and the interests
of society. Although there may be mistrust in the system among citizens [88], it seems that there is a
general sense of justice that not only accepts, but also demands such a normative regulation in the
name of the best interest of the child [89]. This principle is in the best interest of the child and has been
adopted widely in modern child law. The ethical argumentation is multidimensional with respect to
the ideas of social justice, equality of opportunity, and public responsibility for social security.

4.2. A Conceptual Framework for Socially Sustainable Family and Child Welfare

In general, it is difficult to assert different perspectives on the justification for exercising public
power in terms of family intervention. In any case, the following points can be mentioned concerning
the right and duty of public authorities to intervene in family privacy when it pertains to protecting
a child. Simultaneously, the rights and best interests of families and global actors are recognized.
Table 1 summarizes the conceptual framework for socially sustainable family and child welfare.
We have consisted the table by combining the perspectives of values and practices, interdependence,
and resiliency (presented in Figure 1), and condensed the core dimensions and goals in child, family,
society, and global levels.
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Table 1. A conceptual framework for socially sustainable family and child welfare.

Values & Practices Interdependence Resiliency

Child

Children as the most important
resource of society (human capital)
The right of the child for protection
(children’s rights, the best interest of

the child)

Accordance with the idea
of human dignity of the

child (universal
moral norm)

Promotion of happiness,
wellbeing, security,

and quality of life of
children (prosperity)

Family
The right of the family for getting
support by society (parent’s rights,

the best interest of parents)

Considerable complexity
of parenting in modern
society (modernization)

Promotion of happiness,
wellbeing, security,

and quality of life of
families (prosperity)

Society

Traditionally human societies have
attended to offspring (tradition)

Law-based requirement (legal norm)
The right of society for maintaining

socialization, morality, security,
and civil peace (the best interest

of society)

Consistent with benefit
of society (social utility)

Total utility
(greatest good)

Acceptable and desirable
in all civilized

rule-of-law societies
(historical sophistication)

Global

Matching with public opinion and
citizens’ sense of justice with respect

to social, economic,
and environmental sustainability

(universal acceptance/justice)

Interaction between
social, economic,

and environmental
sustainability (universal
collaboration/systems)

Consistent with social,
economic,

and environmental
sustainability (universal

functionality/
survival, thrive)

In the first row in Table 1, child rights are the basic premise that relates human rights and
human dignity with the universal moral norm of human dignity of the child. The purpose of socially
sustainable family and child welfare is to protect prosperity of all children by promoting their happiness,
wellbeing, and security.

The second row in Table 1 refers to families, which are the main growth environment in children´s
lives. In child welfare, sustainable family life, including promotion of happiness, wellbeing, security,
and quality of life of family members, is essential for children’s wellbeing. However, modernization
affects families´ lives, providing both opportunities and challenges such as digitalization and climate
change. Therefore, families have not only a responsibility to support their children´s growth in
changing circumstances in a modern society but also a right to receive support from society to thrive.

On a societal level, the support for children and families is rooted in the tradition of how families
are supported by society, legislation, and family policy, as well as child protection practices and
regulation on how a society can intervene into private family life. There needs to be a balance between
the best interests of societies as a whole and those of their individuals, i.e., families and children.
Societies´ best interests here are socialization, morality, security, and civil peace, as well as protection
of children as population group. The historical perspective provides a lens to scrutinize and support
the resilience of societies.

Finally, national and international levels of the framework are crucial in putting sustainable
development and children´s rights into practice in versatile countries. Social sustainability is considered
together with economic and environmental sustainability to provide a full image of sustainable family
and child welfare. In practice, it requires universal acceptance of justice, interaction, and collaboration
as well as universal functionality to survive and, preferably, to flourish as a society.

The points made in the Table 1 are partly collateral, partly complete each other, and some are
partly subordinate to other, higher aspects. Each argument might be regarded as somehow justifiable,
although theoretically, in different ways. In general, it is possible to justify family intervention by
invoking the intention (beneficial aspiration), obligating norm (responsibility), or consequences (social
impact). In each of these, the implication of the concept of the best interest of the child is different.
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From the perspective of sustainable development, the argument may primarily refer to beneficial
social consequences. The framework is based on the notion that all levels (i.e., child, family, society,
and global) need to be considered in implementing sustainable family and child welfare.

In modern society, rational risk limitation is a crucial element of policymaking, which has directed
attention from the idea of natural human rights increasingly to the possible benefits of certain measures
for society including field child welfare policy [90]. As estimation of the consequences of decisions is
undoubtedly subject to policymaking, it is an integral part of case-specific child protection, including
modelling of professional standards [91,92]. In research on child protection systems and child and
family policy promoting social sustainability, it is important to consider the global diversity of national
systems. The various contexts of developing and developed countries and regions need to be considered
in combining sustainability development goals with children´s rights [93].

Furthermore, there is tension between the idea of universal rights of the child and the
consequentialist rationalization of the child welfare. One of the challenges is how to implement
and evaluate children’s rights from a policy perspective and set them into broader framework of social
sustainability. Vast cultural and policy changes need to be made in recognizing and promoting the
children’s status as members of society [94] alongside protection, participation, and provision.

Economic, environmental, and social sustainability provide a cross-sectional theme in the
conceptual framework. In the context of family and child welfare, economic sustainability is related to
financial and structural support for families, such as child-related financial transfers [44] and early
childhood education and care [45]. These support the sufficiency of family income [94]. Environmental
sustainability refers to the local or global functions and collaboration in changing circumstances where
children are the most vulnerable group of people [78]. Social sustainability, however, ultimately refers
to recognizing the children´s rights. In Daly´s [94] classification of social policy approaches to children,
the highest goal is to treat children as subjects, and empowerment is seen as an ambition [94]. This type
of approach focuses on both children and adults that are also in the center of the framework.

There are two main schools of ethical theory—deontological and utilitarian—which provide two
basic perspectives on the ethical justification of family interventions. The deontological justification
invokes universal moral law, commanding us to protect children unconditionally, even against parental
will if need be, while the utilitarian justification is based on a consequentialist calculation of utility.
According to the deontological point of view, moral duty is not founded on empiric knowledge, but
should be defined by reason. This is to say that children must be protected regardless of potential
profits for society.

However, there is empiric evidence of the utility of a functional system of family intervention
such as diminution of criminality, mental problems, and substance abuse in the long run. Child welfare
policies and the systems of family interventions and substitute care might be advocated by referring
to the beneficial consequences, economic or social, instead of and alongside the right of the child.
Accordingly, supporting economic and environmental sustainability can and should be used to support
prosperity of children and families in a resilient way. A conceptual framework provides, therefore,
a systemic entity that can be used to demonstrate the interconnectedness of the stakeholders and
elements in sustainable family and child welfare. The framework acts as a starting point in developing
conceptual clarification in the field of social sustainability, and the authors encourage the readers to
develop the concepts further.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, we have presented how family and child welfare are understood from the viewpoint
of social sustainability. By doing so, we demonstrated that child welfare is an essential element of
sustainable social development, even sustainable development in general. The article provided a
multi-layered, multifaceted entity of values and practices, interdependence, and resiliency within
children, families, societies, and on a global scale. The sustainable aspect of the framework emphasizes
the interdependence of various stakeholders in children, families, societies, and the world. The challenge
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is how to balance and equate the implementation of children´s rights as well as family and child
welfare on all levels and in different circumstances.

The idea of child welfare provides a promise to citizens: society has committed to promote
children’s wellbeing and protect children at risk or in special need. This commitment is significantly
rationalized by referring to the innate, human dignity of every individual child and any positive
consequences in terms of social development. The promise itself provides a sense of security and
confidence in the future as well as instantiates humanity and human values in a high sense of the word.

Today’s rapid social change impacts significantly on micro-social circumstances. The preconditions
of family life and lives of children are shaped by the change of societal structures worldwide including
change of job life, educational requirements, digitalization of lifestyle, and other corresponding
spheres of living. These changing processes have been barely discussed from the point of view of
social sustainability.

It may be apparent that families play a crucial role in sustainable development by providing the
mental foundation for appropriate social evolution. However, from an ethical point of view, it may be
doubtful to subordinate child welfare to external social benefits instead of the dignity and individual
rights of the child herself. We also need to acknowledge that provision of sustainable family and child
welfare is not limited to individual societies; instead, we promote the understanding of the global
responsibility to enhance child welfare and decrease inequality within families and amongst children.

Although the concept of sustainability has hardly been used in comparative research on
family policy or child protection systems, it is clear that in different countries, supporting families
and promoting children’s wellbeing is generally seen as an important part of socially sustainable
development. The ideology of children’s rights as well as the concepts of child welfare and family
support are easy to see as an integral part or even critical factors in the sustainable development agenda
in terms of both goals and means. The connection with sustainable development is obvious, although
not explicit so far.

This article provides a conceptual framework for socially sustainable family and child welfare.
Our framework is one way to consider preconditions on protecting children without disregarding
family life as an essential growth environment for a child. We emphasize in our framework the
interconnectedness of the different levels of protecting children and families.

Our framework is one effort to include in the discussion on the UN’s Sustainability Development
Goals how they can be promoted from the perspective of children. By doing this, we complement the
literature on sustainable development and children’s rights [3,5,6] from a family and child welfare
viewpoint. To this end, we need to focus on different levels so that the global goals lead to sustainable
family life and child welfare [3]. In this framework, we have addressed the importance of family as a
core institution and one aspect to be considered in supporting the implementation of child’s rights,
development, education, and health. More research is needed for studying family and child welfare
from a social sustainability viewpoint.
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