Child Ind Res (2019) 12:791–819
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-018-9559-y

Children and Young Peoples’ Views on Well-Being: A
Qualitative Study
Maja Tadić Vujčić 1
Renata Franc 1

& Andreja

Brajša-Žganec 1 &

Accepted: 15 May 2018 / Published online: 20 May 2018
# Springer Science+Business Media B.V., part of Springer Nature 2018

Abstract The main purpose of the present study was to examine children and young
people’s (CYP) perspectives on well-being. In order to gain an in-depth understanding
of the mechanisms through which CYP can flourish, it is necessary to examine the
positive indicators of well-being in addition to negative aspects of childhood and
adolescence. In doing so, it is important to understand the meanings CYP attach to
well-being. We performed 10 semi-structured interviews and 2 focus groups with
children (10–12 years old) and adolescents (15–16 years old) in 2 contrasting schools
(different types with different background pupils). We also performed 10 semistructured interviews and 2 focus groups with young people (16–19 years old) who
are representative of different social groups and different levels of civic engagement.
The participants of the study were gender balanced. The study strictly followed all of
the relevant ethical standards related to research involving CYP. The results of this
qualitative study provided a better insight into CYP’s global understanding of wellbeing, happiness, and life satisfaction by revealing how CYP themselves experience
different aspects of well-being, and what they think are the most relevant factors that
determine their well-being. The study also demonstrated how the CYP’s family, friends,
school, environment, health, and material issues determine their well-being. These
findings can be used to address and optimized specific difficulties and challenges of
investigating children’s and young people’s well-being.
Keywords Subjective well-being . Qualitative study . Children and young people’s
perspectives . Happiness . Life satisfaction
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Children and young people’s well-being is a very relevant scientific issue and a highly
important concern for policy makers because the quality of children’s lives throughout
their development impacts a broad spectrum of psychological, social, and health-related
outcomes, and strongly affects all major domains of their lives in adulthood (Bradshaw
and Richardson 2009; Proctor et al. 2009; Richardson and Ali 2014). Accordingly, in
recent years there has been a growth in the international comparisons of child wellbeing (Andresen et al. 2015; Bradshaw et al. 2006; Dinisman et al. 2015; Richardson
and Ali 2014). These studies provided valuable insights on the importance of monitoring correlates and features of different aspects of children’s and young people’s wellbeing. Nonetheless, they also revealed the need for a better understanding of the ways
children conceptualize different facets of well-being and the importance of including
children as active agents in decision making relevant to their lives.
Therefore, the main goal of the present study was to gain new insights into the ways
children and young people understand and conceptualize well-being by actively engaging children and young people in well-being research processes and by ensuring
their voices are heard. We conducted the current study within a large international
research project entitled Measuring Youth Well-Being (MYWeB).1 In doing so, we
aimed to capture children and young people’s personal views, experiences, and perspectives on the different aspects of well-being (Goswami et al. 2015; Mason and
Danby 2011). More concretely, rather than focusing on predetermined variables, the
identification of cause–effect relationships, and prediction of outcomes, in this study we
were interested in the quality and texture of processes and experiences: What it means
and how it feels for children and young people to experience high or low levels of wellbeing. In order to gain in depth view into the ways how children and young people
make sense and experience well-being, we used qualitative methodology, namely,
interviews and focus groups with children and young people (Eder and Fingerson
2002; Gibson 2007). In particular, the study had three specific research goals: (a) To
explore the children’s and young people’s understandings of well-being and meanings
that they attach to well-being; (b) To investigate whether and how children and young
people conceptualize and understand different dimensions or aspects of well-being
(happiness, life-satisfaction, psychological well-being); and (c) To examine children
and young people’s ideas on how major life domains contribute to high-level of wellbeing (e.g. family, school, environment, health, material aspects).

1 Theoretical Background
Well-Being of Children and Young People Studying well-being of children and
young people is very important because it is positively and strongly related to various
beneficial outcomes and indicators of adaptive psychosocial functioning, including the
quality of social relationships, healthy behaviors, academic success, school satisfaction,
teacher support, competence, self-efficacy, and decreased behavior problems (Gilman
1

MYWeB is an EU funded project (European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme FP7/2007–2013
under grant agreement n° 613,368) that aims to assess the feasibility of a European Longitudinal Study for
Children and Young People, coordinated by prof. Gary Pollock from the Manchester Metropolitan University.
For further information please see the project web site: www.fp7-myweb.eu
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and Huebner 2003, Gilman and Huebner 2006; Proctor et al. 2009, Proctor et al. 2010).
In defining the concept of well-being, a distinction is typically made between the
hedonic and eudaimonic approaches (Diener 2013; Ryan et al. 2013).
On the one hand, hedonic approach to well-being focuses on the experience of
pleasure versus displeasure, which is reflected in two main components: affective
(positive affect and negative affect) and a reflective cognitive component (life
satisfaction) (De Neve et al. 2013; Diener 2012). It is worth noting that high wellbeing does not develop from the absence of negative affect, but from a positive
balance of negative and positive affect (Huppert 2009; Huppert and So 2013;
Tugade and Fredrickson 2004).
On the other hand, the eudaimonic approach argues that high well-being reflects not
only feeling good, but also functioning effectively, which is typically understood as
psychological well-being (Deci & Ryan Deci and Ryan 2008a, Deci and Ryan 2008b;
Huppert and So 2013). Psychological well-being encompasses positive relationships, a
sense of engagement and meaning in life, and self-actualization (Diener et al. 2018;
Ryan et al. 2013). For instance, the self-determination theory emphasizes the importance of fulfilment of three basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence and
relatedness in order to achieve and sustain high well-being (Deci and Ryan 2008a). The
fulfilment of these needs is essential for psychological growth (e.g. intrinsic motivation), integrity (e.g. internalization and assimilation of cultural practices), and wellbeing. Ryff and Singer (2008) defined psychological well-being as multidimensional
construct consisting of six aspects of human actualization: autonomy, personal growth,
self-acceptance, life purpose, mastery, and positive relatedness.
Children’s Perspectives most of the existing theoretical approaches and studies on
well-being within both hedonic and eudaimonic approaches focused on adults, and
mostly relied on adult experts developing the categories and measures aimed to assess
information on children, or, rarely, from children (Camfield and Tafere 2009; Fattore
et al. 2012). This is somewhat problematic as several existing studies indicate that
adults’ perspectives are not always the same as children’s (Dex and Hollingworth 2012;
Spilsbury et al. 2009; Taylor et al. 2010). For instance, Sixsmith et al. (2007) showed
that, although children’s, parents and teachers well-being schemas have some
similarities-particularly complexity of schemas-they also have notable differences.
Nonetheless, only a few studies addressed how children define well-being (e.g. Fattore
et al. 2012), and whether they distinguish different well-being components as outlined
in the existing theories and research on adults.
Furthermore, most of the theoretical approaches to well-being contain a complex
and multidimensional view, which is somewhat in collision with single measures of life
satisfaction or happiness as well-being indicators, which are most often used (e.g.
World Values Survey; Gallup World Poll; European Social Survey). Assessing wellbeing via only one construct entails a loss of potentially valuable and large amount of
information, and these issues become particularly relevant in the context of children’s
and young people’s well-being assessments (Ben-Arieh et al. 2014; Casas 2016a,
2016b; Huppert and So 2013).
Interest in well-being of children and young people arose only recently with growing
body of literature attempting to identify, analyze, and monitor children and young
people’s well-being (e.g. Dinisman et al. 2015; Fattore et al. 2012; Gilman and Huebner
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2006; Richardson and Ali 2014; Tomyn and Cummins 2011). This reflects a fundamental challenge: How to assess children and young peoples’ well-being so it adequately represents their own perspectives, emotions, perceptions, and experiences? In
other words, if we do not take into account children as key agents in providing
information on their personal experiences, aspirations, and emotions, it may be very
difficult to assess their well-being in a precise, valid, and reliable way (Ben-Arieh et al.
2014). In order to be able to work on enhancing well-being of children- the main goal
of children well-being research-we need to be confident that our measures are valid. As
stated by Casas (2016a, 2016b), information on children’s lives are most valid when
they come from the most relevant experts on their lives: children themselves.
Whilst the use of subjective and positive indicators has been growing even within
research on children’s and young people’s well-being (Andresen et al. 2015; Casas
2016a; Dex and Hollingworth 2012; McAuley 2012; McAuley and Rose 2014), this
stream of research is still at early stage and studies involving children and young people
as active participants in well-being research are scarce. Some qualitative studies
examples include the study on children’s understanding of well-being in the Republic
of Ireland by Gabhainn and Sixsmith (2005), a small-scale Irish study by Hanafin et al.
(2007) on the experiences of two groups of young people with physical disabilities, an
Australian study that described children’s perceptions of healthiness and sources of
health knowledge using focus groups by Brindal et al. (2012), a study by O'Higgins
et al. (2010), which explored what adolescents understand by the words Bhealthy^ and
Bhappy^ using semi-structured interviews, and a study by Fattore et al. (2009) involving individual or group interviews, which investigated what makes up the elements of
well-being for children and young people.
These studies revealed that children and young people highly emphasize the importance of relationships with others, as well as the importance of a positive sense of self,
and of having a sense of safety, agency and control in the different relevant life domains
(i.e. family, friends, education, leisure time) (Fattore et al. Fattore et al. 2009, Fattore
et al. 2012). These findings validate the approach that recognizes the views of children
and young people as valid, competent and rich source of information on the ways
children and young people understand their everyday lives (Camfield et al. 2009;
Crivello et al. 2009).
However, further research is necessary to better understand and develop more
comprehensive well-being frameworks based on children’s perspectives. Therefore,
by using qualitative methodology, the present study aimed to add to the existing
literature through further investigation of the personal perspectives of children and
young people, how they themselves conceptualize well-being, its major components,
and life domains that contribute to high well-being.

2 Method
2.1 Participants and Procedure
Children in Schools Our study included 29 primary school children in total. In
particular, we interviewed 10 children, and we conducted two focus groups (one focus
group consisting of 10 children and the other focus group consisting of 9 children). We
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used the most common sampling procedure for qualitative research: purposeful sampling (Coyne 1997; Palinkas et al. 2015; Ritchie and Lewis 2003). Specifically, in line
with the research aims, we choose schools for data collection because in the compulsory primary school the full spectrum of social demographic profiles of children is
present. The younger group of school children included in our study were 9–10 years
old (N = 15). The older group of children in schools (N = 14) included in this study
were 13–15 years old. By selecting respondents from these two age-based categories of
children, we managed to include children in different, but comparable developmental
stages, who come from similar school settings.2 Table 1 presents the detailed
sociodemographic information on children in our study 1.
Young People Our study included 22 young people in total, 11 of them participated in semi-structured interviews and other 11 in one focus group, both taking
places at the research institution in Zagreb. In our sampling, as with school
children, we used purposeful sampling (Palinkas et al. 2015; Ritchie and Lewis
2003). Table 2 presents the detailed sociodemographic information on young
people in our study. To recruit young people, we contacted many NGOs, groups
and organizations.3
Ethical Considerations The study was performed in accordance with all the
ethical standards of research involving children and young people (Coyne
2010; Skånfors 2009), and it was approved by ethics board of the Institute of
social sciences Ivo Pilar as well as the ethics committee at Manchester Metropolitan University as a coordinating institution for the whole project. We also
gained approval from the Croatian Ministry of science, education and sport to
contact schools in order to recruit the children in schools as participants. The
participation of children and young people was voluntary and based on valid
informed parental and personal consent. We explained procedures and potential
benefits and risks to children according to their age and cognitive development.
We organized and attended preliminary meetings at the primary schools, at which
we provided relevant information about the content and goals of this project. At
the preliminary meeting, we also arranged all of the necessary technical aspects
of conducting this study, including the distribution of parental consent forms. All
parents signed consent forms for all of the children that participated in this study.
During the first preliminary meeting, both of the school principals expressed
interest and willingness to participate further in this project.
2

The younger group of school children included in our study were 9–10 years old (N = 15). The older group
of children in schools (N = 14) included in this study were 13–15 years old. By selecting respondents from
these two age-based categories of children, we managed to include children in different, but comparable
developmental stages, who come from similar school settings. Table 1 presents the detailed sociodemographic
information on children in our study 1.
3
Forum for Freedom in Education: www.fso.hr; NGO Praktikum-Center for Children and Youth: www.
udruga-praktikum.hr; Volunteer Centre: www.vcz.hr; Association of Our Children Societies: www.savez-dnd.
hr; Youth Network Croatia: www.mmh.hr; Centre for Peace Studies: www.cms.hr; NGO Lijepa Naša: www.
lijepa-nasa.hr; Information Centre for Youth: www.icm-zg.info; Youth Council of City of Zagreb: www.
skupstina.zagreb.hr/default.aspx?id=700; NGO Imagine: www.zamisli.hr; Croatian Association of youth
NGOs and students with physical disabilities SUMSI: www.savezsumsi.hr; NGO for Fostering Quality of
Life Let: www.udruga-let.hr; Youth Council of the Ombudsman for Children: www.dijete.hr.
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Table 1 Participants’ socio-demographic characteristics: Primary school children

Age

Gender

Categories

Interviews

Focus groups

Total

9

–

4

4

10

5

6

11

13

–

3

3

14

4

6

10

15

1

–

1

Male

6

9

15

Female

4

10

14

Place of birth

Croatia

10

18

28

Abroad

–

1

1

Ethnicity

Croatian

10

19

29

Disability

Yes (type)

2 (1 dyslexia/dysgraphia;
1 sight disability)

2 (1 cognitive - learning
disability; 1 hearing
disability)

4

No

8

17

25

Place of residence

Urban

4

11

15

Rural

6

8

14

Residential status

Lives in single
parent family

1 (father died)

4 (1 father died)

5

Lives with parents

9 (1 step-father)

15

24

Lives with grandparents/
relatives

2

7

9

Primary school pupils in
full-time education

10

19

29

Education

The focus group discussions and the interviews were audio recorded for the sole
purpose of obtaining information about the children and youth scopes of well-being.
We kept all records confidential and made them available only to professional researchers involved in the study. Moreover, we present the results of this study in a way
that the individual children and young people cannot be identified. Before starting the
interviews and focus groups, all of the young participants were informed about purpose
of the study, anonymity, audio taping, and also signed the consent form and filled in the
sociodemographic data sheet. All of the participants in the study received an 8GB USB
stick as a gift.

2.2 Measures
General Interview and Focus Group Schedule Structure In this study, we used a
combination of a deductive and inductive approach because we wanted to explore
specific issues and topics of children and youth well-being; however, we also aimed to
leave space to discover other unexpected aspects of children and young people’s
experiences and perspectives of well-being. Accordingly, the general interview and
focus group schedule was semi structured.
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Table 2 Participants’ socio-demographic characteristics: Young people

Age

Gender
Place of birth

Categories

Interviews

Focus groups

Total

16

2

5

7

17

2

1

3

18

4

4

8

19

3

1

4

Male

6

6

12

Female

5

5

10

Croatia

11

11

22

Abroad

–

–

–

Ethnicity

Croatian

11

11

22

Disability

No

11

11

22

Yes

–

–

–

Urban

11

11

22

Rural

–

–

–

Primary school

6

9

15

2

7

Place of residence
Level of education
accomplished
Current Education

Employment

High school

5

High school
student

6
9
17
(5 in general secondary
(8 in general secondary
education; 1 vocational
education; 1 vocational
secondary education)
secondary education)

Currently at
university

5

2

7

in full-time
education

11

11

22

employed/
unemployed

–

–

–

5
(5 NGO)

5
(2 political organisations,
3 NGOs)

10

Civic / organizational Yes
involvement

Residential status

Family status

No

6

6

12

Lives in single
parent family

1

–

1

Lives with parents

10

10

20

Lives with roommates –

1

1

Single

10

11

21

Partner / married

1

–

1

The interview and focus groups consisted of several thematic units: a) Introduction, where the interviewer/moderators presented themselves, the project and
the development of the interview/focus group; b) Understanding and measuring
well-being, where participants responded to questions on their global
understanding/definition of well-being, meaning of well-being and different wellbeing dimensions (happiness, life-satisfaction, and psychological well-being), and
on the role of major domains of life for their well-being, such as the relationship
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with their family (parents, brothers/sisters), of their school (teachers, friends), their
town/neighborhood, their health and their housing; and d) Closing thoughts, where
the respondents could talk about topics they find important, but that were not
discussed before.

2.3 Qualitative Data Analyses
In order to address the research questions, we employed a framework analysis to
analyze which is particularly appropriate for our qualitative data consisting of
individual and group interview transcripts (Gale et al. 2013; Ritchie and Lewis
2003). We followed recommended systematic process of framework analysis
performed in several steps: a) data collection, b) transcription, c) familiarization
with the data, d) coding and identifying a thematic framework, e) developing a
working analytical framework-indexing and charting, f) applying the analytical
framework, g) charting data into the framework matrix-mapping, and, h)
interpreting (Gale et al. 2013; Rabiee 2004; Ritchie and Lewis 2003). More
specifically, after the data collection, we first transcribed audio recordings of the
interviews and focus groups. We added all the relevant notes and observations
made during and after interview to each of the transcripts.
First, using framework analysis, we created a structure into which we systematically reduced the transcribed data, to analyze it by case and by code. Second,
we carefully read and re-read each transcript, and became very familiar with the
experiences, perspectives, and emotions expressed by children and young people
included in our study. In the next phase, we started to code the transcripts.
During the readings of the transcripts in this phase, every member of the
research team sorted out quotes, made comparisons both within and between
children and young people cases, highlighted interesting statements relevant to
our research aims and coded them using specific labels. Moreover, in the
transcripts we noted any questions, ideas, or explanations that emerged in this
process. After this phase, we had a meeting where we discussed our codes,
questions, insights, and ideas on the findings.
Thereafter, we worked towards developing a working analytical framework,
by discussing each coded section, and, finally, by agreeing on a set of codes.
During the further analysis, we refined the existing codes, and developed our
final analytical framework, which we illustrate in Table 3. The table presents and
briefly explains main codes clustered into categories. We systematically went
through each transcript, highlighting each meaningful passage of text and
selecting and attaching an appropriate code from the final analytical framework.
We than charted the relevant data into our final analytical framework by summarizing the data in a matrix for each theme. Finally, we proceeded to the
interpretation stage during which we worked on relationship between the quotes
and recognizing patterns of children and young people’s views on well-being.
We looked for any differences in these patterns based on differences in profiles
of children and young people and worked on exploring possible explanations of
the patterns found in the data.
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Table 3 The final analytical framework with constituent codes, categories, and descriptions
Theme/Category

Code

Description

Understanding
well-being

Global understandings
and definitions of
well-being

The ways children and young people attach
meaning to the term ‘well-being’; how
they understand it; how important it
is to them

(In)equality in
well-being

Perceptions of the differences in well-being
between children and young people; how
big are the differences; which factors
contribute to these differences (health-related
difficulties, financial status, family status,
etc.); Perceived (in)equality in well-being
among children and TYP

Positive and negative
affective states

The way children and young people feel, and
how do they experience positive affective
states, especially happiness; as well as
negative emotions; how they recognize
and express it (i.e. feelings of happiness,
tranquility, joy, sadness, anxiety, anger,
loneliness)

Life-satisfaction

The ways children and young people understand
the concept of life satisfaction; how satisfied
are they with their own lives

Psychological
well-being

Autonomy, personal growth, self-acceptance,
life-purpose, mastery, positive relatedness
Impression that things in life are worthwhile,
personal achievements, level of control of
their life, level of acceptance/disagreement,
feeling of being accompanied in life, etc.

Major Life Domains

Major Life Domains

Ideas on what contributes to well-being; which
aspects of one’s life are most important for
one’s well-being (e.g. family, school,
environment, health, material aspects)

Differences in well-being
understandings and
conceptualizations

Age

Age based differences in well-being
conceptualizations

Urban vs. rural living
environment

Differences in well-being conceptualizations
based on one’s living environment

The level of civic
engagement

Differences in well-being conceptualizations
based on one’s level of civic engagement

Family socioeconomic
status

Differences in well-being conceptualizations
based on one’s family socioeconomic status

Having their
voices heard

Extent to which their voices are heard
within society

Well-being
dimensions

Having their
voices heard
Theme/Category

Code

Description

Understanding
well-being

Global understandings
and definitions of
well-being

The ways children and young people attach
meaning to the term ‘well-being’; how
they understand it;
how important it is to them

(In)equality in
well-being

Perceptions of the differences in well-being
between children and young people; how
big are the differences; which factors
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Table 3 (continued)
Theme/Category

Code

Description
contribute to these differences (healthrelated difficulties, financial status, family
status, etc.); Perceived (in)equality in
well-being among children and TYP

Well-being
dimensions

Positive and negative
affective states

The way children and young people feel, and
how do they experience positive affective
states, especially happiness; as well as negative
emotions; how they recognize and express it
(i.e. feelings of happiness, tranquility, joy,
sadness, anxiety, anger, loneliness)

Life-satisfaction

The ways children and young people understand
the concept of life satisfaction; how satisfied
are they with their own lives

Psychological
well-being

Autonomy, personal growth, self-acceptance,
life-purpose, mastery, positive relatedness
Impression that things in life are worthwhile,
personal achievements, level of control of
their life, level of acceptance/disagreement,
feeling of being accompanied in life, etc.

Major Life Domains

Major Life
Domains

Ideas on what contributes to well-being; which
aspects of one’s life are most important for
one’s well-being (e.g. family, school,
environment, health, material aspects)

Differences in well-being
understandings and
conceptualizations

Age

Age based differences in well-being
conceptualizations

Urban vs. rural living
environment

Differences in well-being conceptualizations
based on one’s living environment

The level of civic
engagement

Differences in well-being conceptualizations
based on one’s level of civic engagement

Family socioeconomic
status

Differences in well-being conceptualizations
based on one’s family socioeconomic status

Having their voices
heard

Extent to which their voices are heard
within society

Having their
voices heard

3 Results
3.1 Children’s and Young People’s Understandings of Well-Being
Global Understandings and Definitions of Well-Being Children and young people
in this study define well-being as positive and joyful expressions and experiences of
their lives. For instance:

‘Well-being is when a child feels good, lives well, when a child has good parents,
and when another person helps her to be happy.’ (interview, female, 10 years old)
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‘I feel good when I help someone...and I was happy when I went to visit my
grandmother in England last Christmas.’ (focus group, female, 9 years old)
‘It’s something we do to become happier and more satisfied and, at the same time,
to connect with other people, friends. Helping and teaching other people is very
important to me, and learning new things.’ (interview, female, 19 years old)
As these quotes illustrate, children and young people frequently defined well-being
in terms of what—according to their personal experiences and perceptions—leads to
higher levels of well-being, rather than defining what well-being is. They often linked
well-being to being a good person and to pursuing and achieving interesting goals. This
is in line with previous studies that show that children and young people conceptualize
well-being as complex and multidimensional (Ben-Arieh et al. 2014; Dex and
Hollingworth 2012).
In line with expectations, there were noticeable differences in understanding and
conceptualization of well-being between children (aged 9–10 and 13–15) and young
people (16–19). Children (aged 9–10 and 13–15) defined well-being primarily using
concrete and specific terminology relating to their relationships with parents, friends,
and their school-related experiences.
‘I feel good when I manage to go to a higher level in a computer game.’ (focus
group, male, 10 years old).
‘I feel best when I am spinning around in a circle with my cousins at my grandmother’s place.’ (focus group, male, 10 years old, primary school).
In these definitions, two main aspects of life emerged as the most important wellbeing aspects: a) The quality of social relationships, including family relations,
relations with friends, being a good person and being kind to others; and b)
Engagement in interesting and fun leisure activities. For instance, one participant
(focus group, female, 13 years old) considers friendship to be the most important
thing: ‘My friendship is the most important thing, and if I am in a fight with my
friend, I feel very sad.’ Another girl (interview, female, 10 years old) stated: ‘I’m
happy when I go to my cousin’s place or friend’s, when I sleep over at my friend’s
place, and when I eat ice-cream.’
Young people (16–19) emphasized social relationships (including family relations, relations with friends, being kind to others), and being engaged in intrinsically valued and meaningful activities as the two main aspects of their well-being,
as illustrated in one participant’s’ statement: ‘Well-being consists of social relationships, relationships with friends, and being engaged in various NGOs.’ (focus
group, female, 18 years old, secondary school). Similarly, other participants mentioned: ‘It’s most important to be able to socialize and have opportunities in society,
to volunteer and travel.’ (focus group, female, 18 years old, 1st year student); and
‘It’s something we do to become happier and more satisfied and, at the same time,
to connect with other people, friends. Helping and teaching other people is very
important to me and learning new things.’ (interview, female, 19 years old, 1st year
student); ‘Well-being is a feeling that I’m able to achieve a balance between school
and music, and at the same time to have a normal life. I hope I’ll have time for all
that in the future.’ (focus group, male, 16 years old, secondary school).
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When asked about their well-being, children and young people often tend to first
focus on the negative experiences and aspects of their lives, on what is wrong and what
needs to be Bfixed^, and, only later, or when asked specifically, they talk about the
positive aspects of their lives.
When asked about inequality in well-being among children and young people, rather
than stating what contributes to higher well-being, most of the participants focused on
explaining what lowers well-being. Participants mostly mention various negative life
circumstances and experiences as detrimental for well-being, such as health-related
difficulties, financial status, divorced parents, etc. Their accounts reflect their own
experiences and experiences of their friends, school peers, or relatives. They notice
the differences and empathize with children and young people who are having difficulties in their lives. This finding can also be understood in terms of the negativity bias:
It may be that children and young people focus more and are more influenced by
negative than by positive information, just as adults are (Hamlin et al. 2010; Vaish et al.
2008). For example, a participant (interview, 14 years old, female, primary school)
stated: ‘The reason is health, happiness, attention, honesty. At school, we have two
pupils who need help. One is in a wheelchair and cannot run, and the other does not see
well and has a problem with walking. Some pupils make fun of them. These two pupils
seem strong in front of us, but I am sure they are hurt by it and that they have a difficult
time when they get home.’
3.2 Well-Being Dimensions
Positive and Negative Affective States In the study, we were particularly interested in
children and young people’s experiences and perceptions of their positive and negative
affective states, as well as how they recognize and express them (i.e. feelings of
happiness, tranquility, joy, sadness, anxiety, anger, loneliness). Both children and young
people mostly described happiness as a positive and energetic affective state one
experiences when participating in interesting, intrinsically driven activities and relationships. In line with recent studies, most children and young people in the present
study described themselves as being at least moderately happy (Holder 2012; Holder
and Klassen 2010).
Children mainly described their happiness in concrete terms, that is, by reporting the
circumstances, activities and events that make them happy. Children mostly (although
not exclusively) focused on events and activities that happened recently and that
reflected a) positive relations with close and significant people (family and friends),
and b) their achievements, which include both school- and hobby-related successes, as
well as feeling useful and helping others. Several examples illustrate this:
‘I wrote a letter to Saint Nicholas, I helped my mum, I advanced in a computer
game, cleaned my room, and then my mum took me to a café with her friendsthat was a great day.’ (focus group, male, 9 years old)
‘I was invited to play handball for a team, I was very happy that day and it was
very special for me, and I was successful that day in everything.’ (focus group,
female, 14 years old)
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In a similar vein, when discussing unpleasant emotions, children also used
concrete experiences and circumstances that perceived as something bad, scary,
or uncomfortable for them. These descriptions were typically short and specific.
Several children described what makes them feel unhappy, sad, worried, and angry
in a more detailed way. The reasons for unpleasant emotions were usually difficulties in interpersonal relations, for example ‘For me, today is the unhappiest day
because my mum will work until 19:00, so I’ll be home alone all afternoon.’ (focus
group, male, 9 years old); ‘I feel bad when I am in a fight with someone. I often
fight with my parents and then I feel bad’ (interview, female, 10 years old) or
related with difficulties in school e.g. ‘I was unhappy when I got bad grades.’
(focus group, male, 14 years old).
When describing their happiness, many young people describe it in terms of
intrapersonal relations, and specific activities, mostly, doing interesting things, and
achieving desired goals (e.g. good grades). For example, a participant stated ‘I am
often very happy and enthusiastic when I am in my college. I come there, I do
interesting things, and I can ask what I am curious about. I love to learn new
things, to help, that fulfills me, makes me happy (interview, male, 18 years old,
secondary school). Similarly, other participant stated: ‘I am very happy with my
studies, it so much better than high school, I feel more autonomy, more freedom, I
can manage my own time, and that makes me feel good. Also, I feel good when I
get good grades’ (interview, female, 19 years old, student). ‘I feel happiest during
the summer holidays; nothing can make me feel sad. When I feel bad, it often
depends on how things are at school, or it’s just a bad day.’ (interview, male,
16 years old, secondary school).
Life Satisfaction We were also interested in children and young people’s own perspectives and definitions of life satisfaction as a construct. Bearing in mind that some
studies indicate that children’s sometimes understand the word ‘satisfaction’ as ‘satisfactory’ (Taylor et al. 2010), in this way, we aimed to see how the children and young
people attach meaning to life satisfaction, and how they use this terminology when
assessing their own life.
Our findings revealed that most of the participants interpret life satisfaction as one’s
attitudes towards life in general, which is in line with the existing literature (Gilman and
Huebner 2006; Huebner 2004), and the theoretical conceptualization of life satisfaction
as reflective cognitive assessments of one’s life (Diener et al. 2018). Moreover, when
talking about life satisfaction, participants mostly focused on the sources of their
satisfaction including perception of the conditions of their lives, the quality of the
significant relationships, including mainly family and friends, but also teachers, as well
as their achievements in school or hobbies. For example:
‘I’m satisfied when I make my family happy, but my brother makes fun of me and
insults me’ (focus group, male, 9 years old)
‘The most important reason why we are not more satisfied are friends. There are
kids in our class who have a lot of money and they keep to themselves and look
down on us.’ (focus group, male, 14 years old)
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‘Teachers sometimes make distinctions between pupils, and then we’re not
satisfied.’ (focus group, female, 13 years old)
‘I’m satisfied with my school achievements, I’m happy about this; I’m glad that
I’m doing well at school.’ (interview, female, 14 years old)
In addition to social relations and living conditions, young people reported intrinsic
goal pursuits as the most important aspects of their life satisfaction.
‘I’m really very satisfied with my life, I had a beautiful childhood and lots of friends.
Now I’m in secondary school… I am really satisfied in 90% of things. It’s great that we
are young and we have our whole life ahead of us, although sometimes it’s not so great
to be young because we have to wait a couple of years to do some things, we have to
finish secondary school and deal with teenage issues.’ (interview, male, 16 years old,
secondary school).
‘I’m satisfied with my family, with the academic aspects of my life. I’m very
satisfied with my leisure time, I’m rarely bored, which I think is good. My love life
is OK; there have been better days, but also worse days.’ (interview, female, 19 years
old, 1st year student).
Psychological (I.E. Eudemonic) Well-Being Psychological well-being represents the
most complex and somewhat more abstract well-being dimension than life satisfaction
and affective states; hence, we wanted to gain more insight into how children and
young people understand this aspect of well-being. The analyses showed that children
and young people mostly associate psychological well-being with educational and
interest-related achievements, but also with having meaningful goals in life, and
pursing personally valued activities. They recognize and highlight the importance of
these experiences for their sense of meaning and fulfillment in life. Both younger (9–
10) and older children (13–15) describe psychological well-being in terms of school
achievements, grades, and enrolling in the desired secondary school and finding the job
they want.
‘I’m happiest when somebody in my family succeeds in something, for example,
when my mum gets a project or when I get good marks in school.’ (focus group, male,
9 years old).
‘I think I will have benefits because I’m learning, I’ll finish secondary school.
Maybe, if I’m good, I’ll go to college, and get a good job…It’s also good that I have
good relations with my brothers, that I don’t fight, and that I am helping my parents,
and not just rejecting them.’ (interview, female, 14 years old).
Young people often mentioned opportunities for pursuing meaningful interests,
achieving one’s desires and wishes as essential parts of well-being. Many of our
participants indicated the importance of having interesting and personally valuable
goals and being engaged in personally valued activities. Accordingly, young
people highly appreciate a) having autonomy to choose the types of activities they
engage in; b) opportunities and circumstance that enable them to choose from
various interesting activities, formal or informal; and c) having sufficient time and
space to pursue these activities.
‘I think it is very important that all children can try out different activities, to see
what they are really interested in and what they are good at, and then they can choose
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what is good for them… I’m very satisfied with my studies, my knowledge, and the
opportunities I was given.’ (interview, female, 19 years old, 1st year student).
‘I would associate well-being with children’s rights, that is, to what extent children
have possibilities to have good lives and good opportunities.’ (interview, male, 16 years
old, secondary school).
‘To have a fulfilling life, one has to have a hobby, regardless of whether this hobby
is useful or not.’ (focus group, female, 18 years old, secondary school).
Some of the young people mentioned that their parents have difficulties in accepting
their intrinsic interests when these do not align with their parents’ plans and aspirations.
Young people attribute these difficulties to parents’ concern for the material well-being
of their children. This is important as parents can be of great influence, which can be
very positive when they support their children (now young people), or negative if they
hinder their children’s’ intrinsic goals pursuit. In addition, young people sometimes
expressed they feel a lot of pressure to please their parents, which can be detrimental for
their psychological well-being on longer terms. In other words, in line with the
developmental challenges of this life stage, young people sometimes find it difficult
to recognize and follow their own intrinsic aspirations.
‘For me unhappiness is the fact that I’m interested in social sciences and the
humanities, but, as it’s difficult to find a job in this area, I think I will have to choose
something else to study.’ (focus group, female, 18 years old, secondary school).
‘It’s important to choose a job that you’ll like more than a job that can provide some
benefits. My parents wanted me to study law, but I enrolled into the Faculty of Education
and I’m very satisfied now. The problem is that parents put more emphasis on financial
factors than on our wishes.’ (focus group, female, 19 years old, 1st year student).

3.3 Major Domains of Life that Contribute to Well-Being
Relationships Children and young people expressed that their important relationships in are most significant aspects of their lives that have major impact on their
well-being; they strongly associate and define happiness in terms of the perceived
quality of important relationships, including mostly family and friends, and also
pets. For instance, one participant stated: ‘I think that it [level of happiness,
pleasant emotions] mostly depends on relationship with other people’ (interview,
female, 19 years old, secondary school). Other participant mentioned: ‘Mostly, I
feel very good, I am an optimistic and cheerful person. I feel well when others
around me are also feeling well. If people around me are feeling down, and I am
feeling happy, I do not feel comfortable in those situations’ (interview, male,
18 years old, secondary school). ‘I was also happy when I was with my dog.
He’s always in a good mood, so he cheers me up when I’m down’ (interview,
female, 19 years old, 1st year student).
‘To have a high level of well-being, it’s very important to have good relationships
with friends, to be able to tell them everything. It’s also important to have good
relationships with parents and sisters, and to be good in school. And also, this depends
on whether you’re bullied in school. I recognize well-being by the feeling I get when I
sense that my friend is a true friend. You can’t be okay if you don’t have good
relationships.’ (interview, female, 16 years old, secondary school).
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Family Relationships Children and young people mostly emphasized the importance
of family relations (parents, caretakers, siblings, as well as grandparents) as the
strongest interpersonal resource for their well-being. In doing so, children highly valued
positive relations with both of the parents, even if they are separated. Family is the
crucial element for younger children and its relative importance tends to somewhat
diminish with age, because in the processes of becoming an adult young people
discover the outer world and establish new relationships. However, even among those
young people who are university students and involved in many activities, the family
still represents one of the most important aspects of their well-being.
‘It’s very important to feel good at home, to have a stable family life. People who
have broken homes have more difficulties finding their safety.’ (interview, female,
19 years old, 1st year student).
When talking about occasional discussions or disagreements with parents, or between parents, children and young people stated that, although they may not be
comfortable, they are not necessarily disruptive; rather, they see occasional conflicts
with parents as normal and expected, and mentioned that they can even have positive
outcomes, such as better understanding and more closeness. However, as expected
children and young people pointed out that permanent and strong conflict had significant negative impact on their lives and continuous difficulties in family relations, such
as quarrels, divorce, missing parents, present the main reasons of unhappiness. This
indicates that perceived quality of parental relationships has the strongest effects on
well-being of children and young people, regardless of the family status (I.e. married or
divorced parents). This is in line with studies showing that children living in twoparents families marked by high conflicts can be worse off than children in divorced
families (Amato 2010; Grossman and Rowat 1995).
‘I feel bad when I am in a fight with someone. I often fight with my parents and then
I feel bad. I am sad and I spend my weekends thinking about it. We most often fight
about my brother, and we often fight very harshly, and then my parents are angry with
us both, and then I somehow feel sad…I also feel sad when my parents are fighting,
they yell at each other.’ (interview, female, 10 years old).
Moreover, we noticed that children that live with both parents seem to somewhat
stigmatize children whose parents are divorced. In line with these findings, we also
noticed that several children explicitly did not say that their parents were divorced, but
vaguely mentioned it later in the interview, which may indicate feelings of shame
regarding family difficulties and fear of stigmatization.
‘Kids who have both parents are better off, while those whose parents are divorced
are worse off, they experience trauma, especially girls. For boys it’s easier, for girls it’s
harder; boys go to a bar and get drunk.’ (interview, male, 15 years old).
‘We’re satisfied as a family. There are kids whose parents are divorced, but luckily, I
haven’t experienced that.’ (interview, 14 years old).
‘Some kids don’t talk with their parents. Some kids in my class have lost their mum
or dad; they died, or got divorced, or they have even lost a brother who went abroad to
work’ (interview, male, 10 years old).
It is important to note that children and young people also mention issues of efficient
and inefficient parental boundary settings, particularly in terms of instating on specific
activities. This implies that children and young people value more intrinsic support
from parents, such as appreciation, acknowledgment, showing love and care, than they
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do extrinsic support, such as guidance and rules about which activities should children
and young people attend.
‘The family makes us kids go to church, to mass; they make us do sports, they want
us to move away from the computer. I think they should listen to children more, but
maybe not too much. For example, some kids want this Play station 5, the new one, and
their parents can’t afford it, but they buy it anyway, and kids play on it for three hours
and that’s it.’ (interview, male, 14 years old).
Sibling Relationships Children and young people frequently mentioned the quality of
relationships with their siblings as very significant aspect of their well-being, both in a
positive and negative ways. Siblings can provide strong support and additional coping
resources, particularly in periods of puberty and adolescence marked by complex
socioemotional and cognitive changes (Proctor et al. 2009).
‘I think that children who live alone with their parents are bored.’ (interview, male,
10 years old).
‘I think I’ll always be close to my sisters. I find it very strange when somebody says
they had a fight with their sister and that they are not talking now. It’s important to me
that we help each other, like my oldest sister helps us.’ (interview, female, 16 years old,
secondary school).
A few children and young people mentioned negative aspects of relationships with
their siblings, including high levels of conflicts with siblings, which had a negative
impact on their well-being. However, in these cases we also noted poor parental
relations and high conflict among parents, which could explain the perceived poor
quality of sibling relations.
‘We most often fight about my brother, and we often fight very harshly, and then my
parents are angry with us both, and then I somehow feel sad…I also feel sad when my
parents are fighting, they yell at each other’ (interview, female, 10 years old).
Peer Relations Children and young people in our study highlight the role of their
friends and peers for their well-being. Indeed, literature shows that good friendships
quality can predict well-being of children and young people above and beyond the
influence of personality (Demir et al. 2006; Demır and Weitekamp 2006).
‘My friendship is the most important thing, and if I am in a fight with my friend, I
feel very sad.’ (focus group, female, 13 years old, primary school).
‘Well-being consists of social relationships, relationships with friends, and being
active.’ (focus group, female, 18 years old, secondary school).
‘To have a high level of well-being, it’s very important to have good relationships
with friends, to be able to tell them everything […] I recognize well-being by the
feeling I get when I sense that my friend is a true friend. You can’t be okay if you don’t
have good relationships.’ (interview, female, 16 years old, secondary school).
These findings may be because children and young people choose close friends
autonomously; and close friendships assume high levels of trust and closeness. Close
friendships are also a context in which children and young people can freely express
themselves, as well as give and receive feedbacks and support when needed. That is
why positive peer relationships and friendships are very important as they help children
and young people deal with developmental tasks such exercising social skills and
forming identity (Currie et al. 2012). Thus, as indicated in our participants’ statements,
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close friendships can be understood as a context in which basic psychological needs for
relatedness, autonomy, and competence can be satisfied, which, in turn, fosters wellbeing (Deci et al. 2006; Demir et al. 2006).
Education Children and young people indicated in our interviews and focus groups
that they mostly perceive school as very important and they also think that high school
achievements can enable them to succeed later in life.
‘I think playing is worthwhile; it helps me to be more cheerful, relaxed, so nobody is
sad; and learning helps us to get a good job. If you’re not doing well in school, then you
can’t earn enough money to buy food, and then it’s not good. If you can’t buy food, you
can’t have a good house and other important things, and you’re worried all the time.
My mum keeps on telling me that it is important to study so that I don’t get a lousy job.’
(interview, male, 10 years old).
However, most of the participants consider school as something obligatory and
formal; rather than seeing it as something that they might enjoy or be intrinsically
interested in. This finding reflects school system limitations to a large degree. More
specifically, young people often criticized the education system in terms of a) its high
workload and pressure; b) difficulties in finding meaning and value in some school
activities, and c) the lack of opportunity to exercise their talents and work on their
intrinsic goals.
‘The main problem is that most people are not happy with the school they were
enrolled in.’ (focus group, male, 16 years old, secondary school).
‘I think that young people are overburdened and pressured by school and don’t have
enough time to express themselves, they are under stress. Perhaps, school is hindering
us to a certain degree, it’s too broad, we can’t focus on our interests; rather, we have to
learn about everything, which is a problem for me. I have a band and I’m a freelance
programmer, and I don’t have time and space to do everything I’m interested and
curious about.’ (interview, male, 18 years old, secondary school).
Nonetheless, young people reported the value of school and education to a greater
extent than children did, as can be illustrated with a statement from a student:
‘Education is essential, I think that a person can’t feel fulfilled if he or she doesn’t
have opportunities for education’ (interview, female, 19 years old, 1st year student).
Bearing in mind that many young people in our study already started their studies, this
indicates that young people may feel more autonomy in their educational pursuits. In
this way, students may feel they are following their own interests and values more than
children and young people who are still attending primary and secondary school.
This is important as existing literature suggests that positive experiences in schools
can have an important role in supporting children and young people’s well-being and
even buffer negative outcomes (Currie et al. 2012). For instance, our study also showed
that schools are of particular importance to children with special needs: ‘The school
helps out children who need help-kids who have some difficulties, like me, they have
assistants in the classroom, and assistants help us with learning… Schools sometimes
reduce the amount of school work… Also, for example, I can’t see what’s on the
blackboard, so they copy things on paper and give it to me to rewrite it.’ (interview,
male, 15 years old).
Children and young people reported different experiences with teachers and
expressed different attitudes in relation to the role of teachers for their well-being.
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Many children have mentioned the positive influence that a teacher can have on their
lives. We also noted that younger children find their relationships with teachers more
important than young people.
‘My teacher is fun, and funny, and not too harsh on us.’ (interview, male, 10 years
old, primary school).
Older school-aged children mentioned discrepancies between what teachers say and
teach them, and what teachers actually do. For example: one participant mentioned: ‘I
was at a bar and I saw my teacher smoking. So, she is saying one thing at school, and
doing the opposite. That’s not very nice…I was bothered by this.’ (interview, male,
14 years old).
Many young people have mentioned the positive influence that a teacher has had on
their lives, but also their contribution to their lack of interest/disengagement with their
studies. Overall, we noted that young people value teachers when they support their
autonomy and acknowledge their talents and wishes. Young people resent it when
teachers do their jobs in a superficial manner and they are very sensitive to the unjust
behavior of teachers.
‘I think that teachers are not essential for my well-being. Many teachers want to
resolve in school something that is troubling them in their private lives, and then they
take it out on us. They invest minimum effort while expecting a lot from us.’ (interview,
male, 18 years old, secondary school).
Leisure Activities Throughout the interviews and focus groups, it was evident that
children and young people highly value their leisure time. Many of them mention
interests, hobbies and activities in which they are intrinsically engaged in. However,
leisure activities that satisfy their interests seem not to relate to the process of identity
construction; rather, they seem to remain merely as instruments for having fun.
‘When I play football, it’s not so much about the game for me, I’m a goalkeeper, I
like to defend and throw myself on the ball, and it’s great, regardless that others think
that being a player is better. I think my team is awesome; they score many goals’
(interview, male, 10 years old).
Young people highly value their leisure time, and many of them mention their
intrinsic engagement in their interests, hobbies and activities (without us asking them
specific questions). They especially highlight the importance of having autonomy and
freedom in managing their leisure time.
‘To have a high level of well-being young people need to have a stable environment
and to have good opportunities.’ (focus group, female, 18 years old, secondary school).
Physical Health Children in our focus groups and interviews generally expressed that
they value health highly and consider illness to be a problem. More specifically, they
expressed concerns and sympathy for sick children.
‘Health is the most important thing to me, if we are healthy and happy, our parents
are happy too.’ (focus group, female, 9 years old).
‘Health is important, I don’t like to be sick because everything hurts and I feel bad, I
cannot do anything but just lie down and watch TV.’ (interview, male, 10 years old).
‘I’m alive, that’s what is most important to me. I can walk, I could have ended up in
a wheelchair. Thank God, this catastrophe didn’t happen.’ (interview, male, 15 years
old boy with special needs).
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Young people generally consider illness to be a difficulty; however, they recognize
that health difficulties do not necessarily substantially reduce quality of life. They stated
that the most important thing is how a person deals with it. In addition, young people
emphasized the important role of social support in dealing with health-issues.
‘Health is important, but young people don’t take care of their health that much.
Recently, I found out that I have Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, so I started to take better care
of myself. I watch what I eat now. I think that the majority of youth don’t think about
their health, but then in 5 or 10 years you’ll see the effects of this.’ (interview, female,
19 years old, 1st year student, organized/active).
Material Conditions The topic of material conditions emerged as important for
children and young people, as they often mentioned social and income inequalities.
Most of the young people consider material conditions highly important, which is
related to the ongoing economic recession and high unemployment rates in Croatia.
However, young people do not see material conditions as the most important prerequisites of a good life.
‘Material conditions are important because, without them, some people would not
have the opportunities to have different things and experiences. However, everyone has
some opportunity, some people have more, and some people less, but I think that
everyone has a way to ‘get out’. (interview, female, 19 years old, 1st year student).
‘To be well, we need material things to satisfy us. This isn’t always necessary, but,
nowadays, most of the time it is... Not only material things make me happy, there are
also other things, of course, but I like to get material things.’ (interview, male, 18 years
old, secondary school).

4 General Discussion
Based on interviews and focus groups, the present study examined the meanings
children and young people attach to the understanding of well-being. Engaging children and young people in this way enabled us to gain novel and fine-grained, in-depth
understandings of the well-being as it is lived and experienced by children and young
people in their everyday lives.
4.1 Children’s and Young People’s Understandings of Well-Being
First, the findings of the study provided new insights into the ways children and young
people understand well-being. The study demonstrated that children and young people
conceptualize well-being as positive and joyful expressions and experiences of their
lives, which is strongly related the quality of the most important relationships in their
lives (i.e. family relations and relations with friends) and their engagement in meaningful and fun activities, and in pursuing personally valuable goals. These two aspects
represent the reference points and the mechanisms through which children and young
people define their well-being and evaluate the quality of their lives.
Moreover, most of the children and young people we interviewed understood wellbeing as ‘being a good person and/or doing something good’. For instance, a
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participant defined well-being as: ‘Doing something with good intentions, what we
want to do well, and in aspects of life that we are interested in, where we want to be
successful’ (interview, male, 18 years old, secondary school). Another participant
stated: ‘Well-being is, firstly, awareness about other people in general. You cannot be
a good person if you are acting only to your own advantage… If you can help someone
in any way-teach him/her something, help him/her in a direct way, or psychologically,
in any way.’ (interview, female, 19 years old, 1st year student). This could indicate that
children and young people often link well-being to being a good person, to a positive
sense of self mostly related to being present for important people in their lives and
helping others.
Furthermore, when asked about their well-being, children and young people tend to
first focus on the negative aspects of their lives, and only later, or when asked
specifically, they talk about the positive aspects of their lives. This is important as it
illustrates the negativity bias, that is, the tendency to give negative information, events,
and emotions priority over positive information, events, and emotions, which was often
documented in earlier studies among adults (Baumeister et al. 2001; Wojciszke et al.
1993). Moreover, as outlined by Fattore et al. (2009) these patterns could also reflect
children’s integration of the interplay of both positive and negative experiences and
circumstances into their well-being conceptualizations. In addition, cultural background
could also have played a role as expressions of one’s satisfaction and happiness are
often considered as bragging within the Croatian context.
Nonetheless, this finding has two relevant practical implications. In order to gain
accurate understanding on optimal, positive experiences in the lives of children and
young people, well-being investigation designs should focus clearly and precisely on
positive aspects of children and young people’s lives. In other words, children and
young people need to be explicitly asked what makes them happy, or else they will
probably first focus on what makes them unhappy. In addition, when developing
interventions aimed at fostering well-being of children and young people, practitioners
should explore the ways to make children and young people more aware of the positive
sides of their lives, such as mindfulness, which has been shown to reduce negativity
bias (Brown and Ryan 2003; Garland et al. 2011; Kiken and Shook 2011).
4.2 Well-Being Dimensions
Second, when asked about their views and perspectives on different well-being constructs, children and young people recognized and distinguished between positive and
negative affective states (particularly happiness), life satisfaction, and psychological
(i.e. eudaimonic) well-being. However, it is important to note that our results revealed
both children and young people rely less on the analyses of the specifics and the quality
of their affective states, intrapersonal dynamics, and introspection; rather, they use the
assessment of the quality of their relationships and everyday activities as the main
indicators of the different well-being dimensions.
Nonetheless, most of the participants interpret life satisfaction as one’s attitudes
towards life in general, which mainly stems from living conditions and the quality of
the significant relationships in their lives (mainly family and friends). Indeed, according
to large body of existing research life satisfaction encompasses reflective cognitive
appraisals and evaluations of one’s life and its comparison to personal standards of the
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good life (Diener et al. 2018; Gilman and Huebner 2006; Huebner 2004). As such, our
findings suggest that children and young peoples’ life satisfaction appraisal seems to
reflect the level of basic safety and stability they sense in their lives.
Children and young people mostly described happiness as a positive and energetic
affective state one experiences when participating in interesting, intrinsically driven
activities and relationships. This is in line with the circumplex model of affect (Posner
et al. 2005), which posits that feeling happy reflects positive evaluation and middle
arousal (not too high and not low). These results confirm and expand the existing
research showing that the most often mentioned happiness-increasing activities and
circumstances include having safe and fun social relations, academic and other types of
achievements, and enjoying hobbies (Uusitalo-Malmivaara 2012). Our findings reveal
how children actually experience these happiness-inducing activities in their everyday
lives, as well as how different children, depending on their personal characteristics,
interests, living situations, and culture, can express them in different ways.
Children and young people often mentioned the importance of being engaged in
intrinsically valued and personally meaningful activities and having a sense of life
purpose, which reflects psychological well-being, that is, eudaimonic aspect of wellbeing (Huppert 2009). From the children and young people’s statements in interviews
and focus groups, it seems that they conceptualize hedonic and psychological (i.e.
eudaimonic) well-being as very closely related, practically inseparable concepts. More
concretely, children and young people revealed that they feel good and have a sense of
a good life when their important relationships are warm, fulfilling, and, supportive, and
when they are engaged in fun and meaningful activities (children), and when they have
a sense of autonomy and agency in their lives (young people).
These findings imply that children and young people understand well-being not only
as feeling good (e.g. feeling happiness, satisfaction, interest, engagement), but also as
functioning effectively (in a psychological sense) (Huppert 2009; Huppert and Baylis
2004; Ryan et al. 2013). In other words, children and young people talk about positive
affect and pleasure as both indicators and consequences of having positive relationships
and living well, which is one of the main propositions of the self-determination theory
(Ryan et al. 2013). Specifically, having high psychological (i.e. eudemonic) well-being
does not imply that one feels good all the time; rather, it integrates and acknowledges
the experience of unpleasant emotions (e.g. frustration, anger, sadness, grief) as a
normal part of life (Huppert 2009). Psychological well-being reflects being able to
manage painful emotions (as long as they are not extreme or very long lasting in a way
that is detrimental to one’s functioning in daily life) (Huppert 2014).
4.3 Major Life Domains and Well-Being
Third, our findings demonstrated how children and young people’s express their
ideas on how major life domains contribute to well-being. Specifically, children
and young people discussed the roles of relationships, education, health, leisure
time, and material resources as important aspects of their well-being because these
life domains reflect possibilities for children and young people to develop and
sustain positive relationships, to build their sense of agency and autonomy, to
develop their personal resources and work towards their aspirations, as well as to
have a sense of meaning and purpose.
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In line with large body of previous research on the role of social relations for wellbeing in general (Diener 2013; Fattore et al. 2009; Tian et al. 2014), children and young
people emphasized the social relationships in their lives as most significant elements of
their well-being. In doing so, they particularly emphasized the importance of family
relations (parents, caretakers, siblings, as well as grandparents) as the strongest interpersonal resource for their well-being. Their statements suggest that they get the most
out of relationships in which they feel safe, and in which they can build a positive sense
of self, as well as feel free to be who they are and express themselves, which also
implies that children and young people use the relationship dynamics with important
people as reference points to get an idea how they are doing. These findings are in
line with the self-determination theory (Ryan et al. 2013), which posits that
positive relationships foster satisfaction of basic psychological needs for relatedness, autonomy, and competence. In order for children and young people to feel
secure, good social relations are essential, and they need to feel cared for and
supported in their everyday lives.
Children and young people discussed the role of school for their well-being, and
they all stressed its importance as school achievements can foster many positive
outcomes in their lives. Participants also addressed the problems of the school system
in a sense that it is burdened with too much workload and pressure, often formal and
distant relations with teachers (although they also mentioned positive examples), and
the lack of opportunity to express their talents and work on their intrinsic goals. Hence,
they see the value of school and are motivated to do well; however, the rigid and
overburdened system often seems to undermine the quality of their relationship towards
school.
In this context, children and young people expressed how they value the quality of
their leisure time, not only for rest and play, but also for involvement in different
personally meaningful hobbies and activities. The importance of leisure time reflects
the opportunity to think about and pursue activities that are intrinsically motivating,
fun, and interesting.
Furthermore, it seems that most of the young people see the importance of material
conditions as giving opportunities for enjoying life. However, it seems that some of
them value the role of material conditions more than do others. This may be, to a certain
degree, related to their family socioeconomic status. For instance, if their parents have
financial difficulties and often discuss them in front of their children, children may be
burdened by this and subsequently think about the financial aspects of life more
intensely.
When discussing the different life domains, children and young people both indirectly and directly addressed the importance of agency, that is, of being able to make
decisions in their everyday lives and have an impact on relevant aspects of their schoollives and family relations and activities. This is important because it fosters children to
participate in intrinsically chosen activities and fosters young peoples’ engagement in
personally meaningful goal pursuits. Having personally meaningful goals can energize
young people to move towards them. Having a sense of agency, competence, and
autonomy along with sufficient social and personal resources to pursue these goals is
essential for young people’s personal growth as literature shows that autonomous goal
pursuit is strongly associated with increased well-being (Sheldon et al. 2009; Sheldon
and Elliot 1999).
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In this way, young people can learn how to choose goals that are suitable for them
personally, how to modify them if necessary to better suite their intrinsic interests, and
how to learn from mistakes. In doing so, young people can experiment and learn more
about themselves and their personal relations, values, and skills. Hence, as a crucial
ingredient of well-being, it is important to empower young people to choose their
everyday activities autonomously, as much as possible, and to enable them to experiment with their goals. These processes can enable young people to satisfy their basic
psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness, which can enhance
their well-being.
4.4 Study Limitations
In this study, we noted some methodological differences between interviews and focus
groups. Specifically, research data revealed several important differences between focus
groups and interviews. In focus groups with children, the children often knew each
other because they came from the same school environment, which might have affected
how they responded to questions. Also, children rarely tell their stories with complete
openness in a focus group setting, especially for the first time. Hence, future studies
could use more session with the same groups, and also combine it with interviews with
the same participants. In interviews, children and young people were more open and
reported more details, namely, they shared more intimate, in-depth stories and experiences in interviews than in focus groups. The interaction of respondents in focus groups
sometimes stimulated a richer response or raised new and valuable ideas. On the other
hand, group/peer pressure might have inhibited or modified some responses related to
intimate and personal matters.
We noted a specific type of bias that occurred in focus groups with children and
young people (but not in interviews due to the nature of the setting). Specifically, when
a person contributed something to a focus group discussion, others often mentioned the
same topic. On the one hand, this may be due to conformism in groups, which is a
present topic in adolescence. It may also be due to a memory bias with one participant’s
response triggering recall of similar events and experiences among other participants.
For example, when one participant stated: ‘I’m unhappy when we have a general cleanup of my room because then my mum throws everything in a pile and I have to clean it
up.’ (focus group, female, 10 years old), another one mentioned: ‘I was unhappy too
when I had to clean my room.’ (focus group, female, 9 years old).
Furthermore, it is important to note that throughout the interviews and focus groups
among children and young people the problem of Bwell-being^ terminology became
evident. Specifically, the term ‘well-being’ is ‘dobrobit’ in Croatian, which, literally
translated, is similar to Bbeing good^. Moreover, it is a somewhat formal, scientific
term rarely used in everyday life, particularly among children and young people. Thus,
in order to bring the well-being construct closer to children and young people it was
necessary to emphasize that the term ‘dobrobit’ reflects happiness and satisfaction, and
we also used phrases such as ‘good life’, ‘happy life’ as additional explanations. We
assume that similar issues emerge in other languages as well and we think that this is a
very important issue to consider. Using the words and/or phrases that capture the
construct of well-being the best for a specific language and culture may be the optimal
solution rather than using literal/scientific translations of well-being.
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In addition, our sample is small, and represented a quite heterogenous group pf
children and young people. On the one hand, this is a strength of the study as it shows
understandings of well-being from different reference points and contexts. On the other
hand, it is also a weakness because within this research design, we cannot easily
disentangle the role of personal contexts for participants’ expressions in our qualitative
data collection. For instance, children of different age groups are in different life stage,
their interests are changing and their understandings of well-being reflect their individual life processes (e.g., 13 years old child and 19 years old first year student). Thus, in
line with the existing literature, our study reveals the importance of taking into account
the developmental stages of the children’s age group in well-being research. Younger
children provided more concrete, simple and straightforward types of answers and
explanations to the questions. In addition, we noted that younger children tend to be
more similar and homogeneous in their responses than older children and young people.
Moreover, children seem to have had more difficulties to explain concepts related to
well-being so family, school or peer environment appear as very important. As they
identify more easily with their parents’ and teachers’ perspective, family tensions or
institutional injustices have a direct effect on the quality of their well-being. In contrast,
young people had a more reflective relationship towards their family, school, and peer
environment. They evaluated their broader context, potentials and responsibilities and
initiated actions oriented to resolve potential problems or to realize goals.
4.5 Concluding Remarks
Altogether, this study contributed to the existing literature by revealing how children
and young people understand well-being and what meanings they attach to it, by
showing how children and young people conceptualize different dimensions or aspects
of well-being (happiness, life-satisfaction, psychological well-being), and by demonstrating children and young people’s own ideas on how major life domains contribute to
well-being.
Children and young people who participated in our study understand well-being as
complex and multidimensional positive and joyful expressions and experiences of their
lives. In their understandings of well-being, children and young people integrate both
negative and positive aspects and experiences of their lives, namely, they understand
well-being not only as feeling good (e.g. feeling happiness, satisfaction, interest,
engagement), but also as functioning effectively. In other words, children and young
people talk about positive affect and pleasure as both indicators and consequences of
having positive relationships and living well.
In assessing their well-being, children and young people typically rely on their
appraisal of the quality of their relationships and everyday activities as the main
indicators of the different well-being dimensions. In other words, they consider the
quality of the most important relationships in their lives (i.e. family relations and
relations with friends) and their engagement in meaningful and fun activities, and in
pursuing personally valuable goals as the reference points and the mechanisms through
which they conceptualize well-being and evaluate the quality of their lives. Children
and young people feel good and have a sense of a good life when their important
relationships are warm, fulfilling, and, supportive, and when they have a sense of
autonomy and agency in their lives.
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This study demonstrates that, in order to be able to work towards enhancing wellbeing of children and young people, it is necessary to hear and acknowledge children’s
and young people’s own experiences and personal perspectives on well-being; how
they understand different well-being aspects, and how different life domains are
associated with well-being in their opinion. Qualitative data obtained from children
and young people themselves can provide important, fine grained, and in-depth
contextual information on children’s lives, their needs, and personal experiences. These
data can make sure that we design studies that will acknowledge and address all of the
well-being aspects that children find important, meaningful, and that they can easily
relate to. This is important because the efficiency of fostering well-being using
intervention programs largely depends on whether these interventions are responsive
and relevant to children and young people’s needs and concerns (Camfield and Tafere
2009; Fattore et al. 2012; Richardson and Ali 2014).
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