What is the life we value?

A capability-participatory approach to exploring young Chileans’ diverse
meanings of and opportunities for well-being

Pablo José Cheyre

Submitted in accordance with the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

The University of Leeds

School of Education

May 2024



The candidate confirms that the work submitted is his own and that appropriate credit has
been given where reference has been made to the work of others.

This copy has been supplied on the understanding that it is copyright material and that no
quotation from the thesis may be published without proper acknowledgement.

The right of Pablo José Cheyre to be identified as Author of this work has been asserted
by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

© 2024 The University of Leeds and Pablo José Cheyre



Acknowledgements

This thesis is the result of an amazing journey which would not have been possible
without the support of so many incredible people. First, | want to thank the participants
of this study. Without their time, energy, and great disposition, this project would not
exist.

| also want to thank the School of Education at the University of Leeds for providing the
space, support, and connections to pursue this dream. My colleagues Maria and Johanna,
thank you for always being there and for your insightful conversations. Special thanks to
Gill Main for believing in my ideas, contributing to the shape of this project and pushing
me to find my voice. | also want to thank Anne Luke for helping me push the wagon in
difficult times and constantly reminding me to get back to the data to find the answers |
sought. Lastly, |1 want to thank Lou Harvey for jumping on board at the final stage and
whose insights were determinant in giving this research closure.

| am eternally grateful to my parents, Hernan and Margarita, whose unconditional support
and positive attitude were critical throughout this journey. I also want to thank my siblings
Alejandra, Hernan, Francisca, and Manuel, who helped me in different ways during the
different stages of this project. You all created a beautiful web of affection and support
that was critical for me, even with an ocean apart.

| want to thank also my extended family, Pamela and Pedro, for always receiving me with
a smile despite my absence from so many family gatherings and events. Special thanks
to Pietro and Antonia for keeping my soul fresh and my slang up to date.

| want to finish by thanking all my friends back in the South and those whom | have met
throughout this journey and who are spread all over the world. You all contributed
somehow to this project, with a laugh of distraction, a conversation, or just for listening
to my complaints.

Lastly, I want to thank Nicole, the keystone of this inverted triangle. You were the first
to seed this journey’s idea and see beyond what | could see. It would have been impossible
to carry on without your wisdom, support, and guidance. Thank you and our Trufa for
building a home full of love and companionship. This one is for you.



Abstract

The interest in conceptualising young people’s well-being has increased drastically over
the last decades. Nevertheless, these discussions are primarily based on adult-centred and
Global North constructions. This lack of contextualisation negatively impacts Chile’s
policies and social programs and constrains young people’s agency and right to
participate in the decisions that affect them. This dissertation adopts a capability-
participatory approach to conceptualise young people’s well-being in Chile by
positioning their voices and lived experiences at the centre of the research process. This
work contributes to the theoretical debate about child well-being and capabilities in the
majority world by recognising young people’s subjectivities as a critical input to inform
theoretical constructions. Methodologically, it presents a novel approach to defining well-
being in Chile, emphasising the significance of co-constructing well-being definitions by
incorporating the perspectives of young people living in diverse conditions. This study
shows that the influence of socioeconomic status (linked to residential location and type
of education received) and social constructions of childhood (linked to agency and right
to participation) are critical conversion factors that influence students’ opportunities to
live the lives they have reason to value. Lastly, it reflects that including young people’s
voices is fundamental to re-think well-being policies in Chile, which could potentially
influence both public institutions and non-governmental organisations.
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El escuchar es fundamental en cualquier circunstancia relacional entre personas. Para
eso se requiere una actitud sin prejuicios ni expectativas que nosotros llamamos ‘soltar

las certidumbres’.

Humberto Maturana

Listening is fundamental in any relational circumstance between people. This requires

an attitude without prejudices or expectations which we call ‘letting go of certainties’.

Humberto Maturana
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Introduction and motivations

In recent decades, understanding and measuring the well-being of children and young
people has garnered significant interest from scholars and policymakers worldwide.
However, most conceptualisations and measures used in Chile to study young people’s
well-being derive from adult-based constructions from the Global North. This thesis
argues that this situation directly affects the political outcomes concerning well-being,
limiting young people’s opportunities to enhance their well-being and be agents of change
in their lives. Therefore, the main objective of this research is to conceptualise well-being
by including young people’s perspectives as fundamental inputs of the knowledge
production around this concept in Chile.

This thesis understands well-being as “the quality of people’s lives” (Rees et al., 2010, p.
2). The literature shows that quality of life, as a construct, encompasses objective and
subjective dimensions (Ben-Arieh et al., 2014). The objective aspect of well-being
includes indicators such as economic progress, development, poverty rates, access to
education, and other socioeconomic characteristics (Casas, 2011; Casas and Franes,
2020). Subjective well-being indicators predominantly encompass individuals’
assessments of their lives based on their experiences (Campbell, 1976; Diener, 2009).

In Chile, the objective conceptualisation of young people’s well-being is closely tied to
measuring children’s living standards through poverty constructs, such as the Encuesta
de Caracterizacion Socioeconomica (Socioeconomic Characterisation Survey) (CASEN)
(see MDS, 2017; MDSF, 2021; 2023c). While this survey includes a measure of child
poverty in their reports, its definition is rooted in a monetary approach, through household
income as the unit of measurement, and no child poverty-specific approaches are included
(OCEC-UDP, 2021). This theoretical gap is problematic since such an approach to
conceptualising young Chileans’ quality of life presents an incomplete picture of young

people’s living conditions and does not accurately reflect their experiences.

This discussion is particularly relevant since Chile is one of the most unequal OECD
countries (OECD, 2020). While poverty rates have decreased significantly over the past
30 years in Chile (Agostini et al., 2008; Larrafiaga and Rodriguez, 2014), the wealthiest
20% controls 70% of the country’s wealth (Martinez and Uribe, 2017).1 The literature

1 Experts agree that the market-driven reforms implemented during the 1980s represent a
landmark in the structure of inequality in the country due to the privatisation of the national
companies, the consolidation of private property and a transformation of social security

1



widely acknowledges that inequality is deeply entrenched in Chilean society, impacting
the majority of the population’s access to quality services and, consequently, constraining
Chileans’ quality of life on different levels (e.g., Oliva, 2008; Valenzuela, 2008; Valdés
and Garcés-Sotomayor, 2017). However, current studies heavily rely on constructs
derived from adults and monetary metrics to explore the relationship between the quality
of life of young Chileans and socioeconomic factors, which fail to provide an accurate

picture of young people’s life experiences when living in unequal societies.

Moreover, the literature reveals an essential influence of subjective approaches in the
country, rooted in the Children’s World’s International Survey of Children’s Well-Being
(ISCWeb) (see ISCWeb, 2019 ). While this subjective approach has opened a path for the
discussion of young people’s perspectives towards their well-being in Chile, these studies
predominantly rely on quantitative measures of this survey (e.g., Alfaro et al., 2016b).
Furthermore, the instrument’s conceptualisation of well-being is adult-based from a
limited group of minority world researchers. As a result, the definition of well-being and
the indicators comprised in this survey are constructed based on a limited group of adults’
perceptions of what well-being means, which raises concerns about the epistemological
colonisation of knowledge concerning the meanings of young people’s well-being
worldwide and the invisible participation of young people in those constructions.

From an institutional perspective, Chilean definitions of childhood and well-being stem
from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF,
1989)2. From these guidelines derives the Politica Nacional de Nifiez y Adolescencia
(National Policy of Childhood and Youth) (PNNA), which is the crucial institutional
framework to address children and young people’s quality of life in Chile,
conceptualising well-being as the fulfilment of rights of all individuals below the age of
18. Hence, this policy is closely aligned with the UNCRC and aims to provide the
framework for progressively establishing an institutional system that guarantees rights
and guides public policies (CNDI, 2015b).3 However, these guidelines are predominantly
based on protection rights, overlooking the role of those related to participation.

through the reduction of the state’s role in providing public services (Foxley, 1988; Garreton,
2012; Larrafiaga, 2016). As pointed out by these authors, the privatisation of services,
particularly education and health, has resulted in stark differences in quality between state-
provided and private services.

2 The UNCRC was ratified in the country in 1990 (see, UNTC, 2023).

3 The Plan de Accién Nacional de Nifiez y Adolescencia 2015-2025 (National Action Plan for
Childhood and Adolescence 2015-2025) (MDSF, 2015) stems directly from the PNNA. This
plan integrates the policy outlines with the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda (UN,
2016) and the Final Observations of the Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC,
2015). Serving as the State’s strategic blueprint, this plan aims to establish an Integral System
for the Protection of Rights (SPID), focusing on four core rights axes: survival, development,
protection, and participation.



Notably, while these institutional frameworks and policy guidelines conceptualise well-
being as the full realisation of rights, based on the ratification of the UNCRC, children’s
and young people’s rights are not recognised within the country’s Constitution since
citizens and rights holders are all individuals aged 18 years and above (CPRC, 1980).
This thesis argues that such ambiguous interpretations of children and young people as
rights holders in Chile are critical in shaping conceptualisations of childhood and well-
being, which influences the status of children not only within the research process as
passive actors, but also in society, limiting their agency and voices in the construction of
well-being and the dimensions which comprise it.

Therefore, this thesis posits that problematising current conceptualisations of “the child”
and well-being is critical to enhancing the comprehension of young Chileans’ quality of
life. To these purposes, the study introduces the capabilities-participatory framework as
a novel approach to conceptualising well-being in Chile. This approach is rooted in the
social studies of childhood, also known as childhood studies, providing the theoretical
framework to acknowledge children and young people as social agents, where
participation is not only a right but a fundamental exercise inherent to their status as social
actors in the present (e.g., James and Prout, 1997; James et al., 1998; Tisdall, 2015a).

Furthermore, this theoretical standpoint to theorising about well-being is a critical
contribution to the literature as it acknowledges childhood as a social structure interacting
with other structures (e.g., Qvortrup, 2009; Wyness, 2019), allowing an exploration of
the structural factors that shape young Chileans’ well-being opportunities, such as those
related to socioeconomic inequality and the institutional definitions of a child’s well-
being.

Moreover, this innovative framework is rooted in the capabilities approach, adopting the
concept of capability to explore young people’s well-being, conceptualised as an
individual’s freedom of choice among different valued opportunities (e.g., Sen, 1992;
Sen, 1999), and which represents a key contribution to this discussion. Within this
framework, well-being disparities are acknowledged as relational issues, providing a
theoretical foundation for analysing the process of transforming inputs into outcomes
rather than focusing solely on the outcomes through the notion of conversion factors (Sen,
1999; Robeyns, 2005a). Such a standpoint allows for exploring the relationship between
life experiences and opportunities arising from the inputs available to young people and
how they influence their well-being (Ziegler, 2010).

In this context, this study contributes a capability-participatory-based conceptualisation
of well-being co-constructed with young Chileans, who define it as the freedom to live
securely, develop a valued life project, build supported communities, and be recognised
by others, particularly adults. Furthermore, this thesis reveals that socioeconomic



inequality and social constructions of childhood are critical structural factors shaping
young Chileans’ opportunities for well-being.

The inception of this project stems from my experience working as a children and young
people’s therapist and school counsellor in Chile. It is important to clarify beforehand that
[ use the term “young people” and not “children” when referring to the age group involved
in this thesis, as requested by a group of Chilean students in my early days as a counsellor.
They explained to me that that sometimes adults refer to them as “nifios” (children in
Spanish) in a derogatory manner. Hence, they pointed out feeling more comfortable with
being called “jovenes” (young people in Spanish).

Before undertaking this project, | spent several years in educational settings, primarily in
socioeconomically disadvantaged schools, working with students facing high
vulnerability and social exclusion. Through this firsthand involvement, | observed the
structural barriers that young people from low-income backgrounds encounter in their
pursuit of well-being. Such experience was vital for immersing myself in the institutional
frameworks concerning young Chileans’ well-being and understanding the channels at
my disposal to support these students.

Within this context, | observed the disconnect between those institutional adult-centred
frameworks and young people’s life experiences, directly affecting their possibilities to
improve their living standards and thrive. At this point, | realised how relevant young
people’s participation rights are and the tense relationship between these rights and a
child’s best interest. I noticed apparent inconsistencies between students’ perspectives on
their well-being and the policy frameworks, evidencing the exclusion of their voices and
their lack of power concerning decision-making processes.

It was from this theoretical-empirical gap that my academic concern arose, pushing me
to delve deeper into problematising the adult-centred conceptualisations and
measurements of well-being in Chile, advocating for young people to become active
participants in the social sphere and promoting their power to be agents of change in their
lives. This project is the result of that process.

1.1 Thesis aims and contributions

This project’s main objective is to include Chilean young people’s voices in the
theoretical discussion regarding their well-being by identifying the key dimensions that
comprise such a broad concept. To these purposes, this dissertation proposes a capability-
participatory approach to conceptualise and theorise well-being by co-constructing a list
of valued capabilities with different groups of young Chileans.



Furthermore, this study aims to analyse the influence of structural forces on young
people’s possibilities to live well. In this context, the project examines the effect of
socioeconomic inequality and social constructions of childhood as key structural-
relational constraints that influence young people’s opportunities for well-being. For
these purposes, this thesis analyses the role of socioeconomic status and social
constructions of childhood as key conversion factors mediating young Chilean’s
opportunities to live well according to their expectations.

Lastly, this thesis problematises the lack of participation and decision-making power that
young Chileans have regarding their well-being. It analyses the extent to which adopting
a participatory research approach challenges current theoretical constructs and the
institutional-policy rhetoric concerning young people’s well-being in this country.

Therefore, this thesis aims to contribute on three levels: theoretical, methodological, and
empirical, as follows.

1.1.1 Theoretical level

Theoretically, this project contributes to the conceptualisation of well-being by adopting
a combined lens rooted in childhood studies and a capabilities perspective. Embracing a
childhood studies approach provides the theoretical framework for recognising children
and young people as active agents within the social world (James and Prout, 1997; Prout,
2005). This thesis adopts a relational approach to conceptualising agency, understanding
it as a process in which young individuals can “endorse, change and challenge their social
worlds through their active engagement with others in the world” (Wyness, 2018a, p.
133).

In this context, young people’s agency can be observed through their interactions and
participation in decision-making processes within their social worlds (Sinclair, 2004;
Oswell, 2013). Hence, facilitating active participation in the research process to explore
young people’s lived experiences becomes a fundamental aspect of this theoretical
standpoint (Ben-Arieh, 2008). This theoretical approach of agency becomes critical to
conceptualising well-being from a child-centred perspective.

Furthermore, adopting a childhood studies approach acknowledges that childhood is a
socially constructed concept deeply rooted in geographical, historical, and social
specificities, which is critical for this thesis (e.g., Lee, 2001; Prout, 2005). This theoretical
standpoint facilitates the exploration of childhood as a structural form in interaction with
other structural forms (e.g., Qvortrup, 2009; Wyness, 2019). Adopting this theoretical
standpoint to theorising about well-being is a critical contribution to the literature as it
allows an exploration of the structural factors that shape young Chileans’ well-being
opportunities, such as those concerning socioeconomic inequality.



This thesis adopts a capabilities approach to address this gap as a novel theoretical
framework to conceptualise young people’s well-being and explore its relationship with
socioeconomic inequality. The capabilities approach defines well-being through the
concept of capability, understood as a matter of freedom of choice and opportunity (Sen,
1992; 1999). In this framework, well-being inequalities are viewed as relational issues,
providing a theoretical foundation for analysing the process of transforming inputs into
outcomes rather than focusing solely on the outcomes themselves (Sen, 1999; Robeyns,
2005a). Such a standpoint allows for the exploration of the relationship between life
experiences and opportunities arising from the inputs available to young people and how
they influence their well-being (Ziegler, 2010). As further elaborated in Chapter 3,
education and neighbourhood are the critical inputs that guide this thesis discussion.

Moreover, adopting such a structural approach to childhood allows for examining the
influence of Chilean social constructions of childhood on young people’s decision-
making power regarding their quality of life. This analysis entails studying the constraints
on agency and participation spaces within the debate surrounding their well-being in the
country. Such discussions represent a pivotal contribution to the literature because
tensions within the institutional interpretation of children and young people’s well-being,
particularly regarding their status as rights holders, have historically limited the ability of
young Chileans to be agents of change in their quality of life. Therefore, emphasising
young people’s agency and participation at a theoretical level offers a more
comprehensive understanding of their well-being, challenging prevailing adult-centric
views.

Such a theoretical standpoint allows recognition of young people’s voices at the centre of
the knowledge production process regarding their well-being, with the potential to
influence broader spaces than academia by promoting inclusive policy-making in Chile
and improving the accuracy in identifying and providing the required aid to the young
population in the country.

1.1.2 Methodological level

Methodologically, this study presents an innovative approach to defining children’s well-
being in Chile by adopting a qualitative-participatory research framework. Adopting a
participatory approach is epistemologically relevant for this study as it embraces a
relational understanding of knowledge production, emphasising the co-construction of
meaning among individuals through collaborative processes (Heron and Reason, 1997).
This collaborative nature of knowledge production is especially pertinent in research
involving this project, as it challenges the imbalanced power dynamics in knowledge
production between adults and children (Gallagher, 2008).



Embracing a participatory research paradigm offers a methodological framework to
recognise and empower young people’s agency within the research process, positioning
them as experts in their own lives (Christensen and Prout, 2002; Clark et al., 2005b). In
this context, participatory research is theoretically rooted in rights-based approaches,
where young people’s participation rights are emphasised by situating their voices at the
forefront of discussions on their quality of life (Bessell, 2017b). By promoting young
people’s agency and participation, this study challenges the existing subordinated status
of children’s knowledge concerning their well-being compared to that of adults, thereby
addressing the power imbalances identified in the literature within the research on young
Chileans’ well-being. Hence, it proposes a framework that can serve as a starting point
for future research by recognising young people’s voices as fundamental in the
knowledge production.

Within the participatory inquiry, this project adopts a qualitative methodology,
problematising the dominance of quantitative constructs in the literature to measure
young Chileans’ well-being. Embracing a qualitative design is particularly relevant for
this thesis as such an approach allows exploring the subjective interpretations and the
significance individuals attribute to their lived experiences and circumstances,
emphasising the context in which these experiences occur (Fattore et al., 2012; Tonon,
2015). Furthermore, as Tonon et al. (2017) emphasised, qualitative methods facilitate
space for children to be the main protagonists of the research process. For these purposes,
the study developed six focus group sessions with 34 Chilean students between 10 and
14 years old living in two regions of the country, distributed in four groups. Each group
was composed of students from the same school (different school years), where two
schools were private (paid tuition) and two public-statal (free tuition).

Moreover, the study contributes to the methodological debate by proposing specific
techniques for conducting qualitative and participatory research with young people.
These techniques facilitated in-depth group reflection, proving essential for fostering
collaborative discussions and co-creating knowledge. In this context, the study employed
creative methods inspired by the mosaic approach (see Clark, 2005b; Clark and Moss,
2011), including mapping, constructing board games, and using Lego for representations.
Using these instruments was crucial for identifying and reflecting on the dimensions
contributing to well-being. Furthermore, employing these techniques prompted reflective
discussions on the aspects of young people’s lives that either support or impede their
opportunities for living well.

4 As further elaborated in Chapters 3 and 4, the Chilean educational system is divided into three
main types of schools: state-subsidised public schools, which offer tuition-free education;
state-subsidised private schools, receiving partial subsidies from the government with the
remaining costs covered by families; and non-subsidised private schools, which do not
receive any financial support from the state, requiring families to pay tuition fees.

7



Lastly, this research contributes to the debate about the different roles that young people
have within the research process beyond the data construction stage, providing a
methodological framework to include young people in early stages of data analysis and
in disseminating results. In this context, the use of Lego emerged as a valuable technique
for the co-researchers to analyse and synthesise their conceptualisations of well-being,
allowing them to represent the critical dimensions that influence their quality of life
through a ludic and tangible process. As further elaborated in Chapter 4, this activity was
critical for the data analysis and identifying the valued list of capabilities. Furthermore,
the co-researchers actively participated in deciding the organisation and presentation of
the themes in the report presented to the schools that participated in the study. This stage
was critical for verifying with the young participants whether the lead researcher’s
interpretations of the data accurately reflected their voices and perceptions regarding the
meanings of well-being.

1.1.3 Empirical level

Empirically, the research contributes to the scarce qualitative literature concerning young
people’s well-being in Chile, recognising their voices as a fundamental input to produce
knowledge concerning their well-being. In this context, the study identified security, life
project, community, and recognition, as the key capabilities co-constructed with the
participants as the fundamental dimensions that shape their quality of life. Hence, this
thesis defines well-being as a young Chilean’s possibility to live securely, develop a
valued life project, build supported communities, and be recognised by others,
particularly adults.

The capability of security entails living in tranquillity and calmness, encompassing safety,
good health and comfort. The capability of life project involves the freedom to pursue a
chosen life project, including the critical roles of education and employment aspirations.
The capability of community refers to young people’s freedom to build supportive
relationships, particularly with friends, family and pets. Lastly, the capability of
recognition entails young people’s possibility to be recognised and valued by others.
Within this discussion, young people’s possibility of being heard by adults is fundamental
to receiving support based on their needs and not an adult’s perception of what support
should be. These empirical findings can serve as the theoretical foundation for developing
inclusive child-derived instruments to further theorise and potentially measure young
people’s well-being, overcoming the current adult-centred dominance of this debate in
the country.

Furthermore, the study reveals novel findings concerning the influence of socioeconomic
status (SES) and social constructions of childhood (SCC) —as key conversion factors—

in young people’s opportunities to live well. In this context, the thesis shows the direct
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influence of SES on young Chileans’ security and life project capabilities, where the
influence of their neighbourhoods and schools becomes critical in shaping these
capabilities. Moreover, this research’s findings show how SCC constrain young Chileans’
capabilities of community and recognition, problematising the limitations around agency
and participation that young people face due to their status as children in Chilean society.
Within this discussion, the analysis reveals that the relationship between recognition,
well-being opportunities and participation are closely tied to a matter of social justice,
expanding current understandings of young people’s quality of life in Chile and making
visible some of the structural constraints surrounding young Chileans’ well-being.

1.2 Research questions

This PhD seeks to answer the following research questions:

1. What dimensions of well-being can be identified among Chilean young people
living in diverse conditions?

2. How do socioeconomic status and social constructions of childhood, as social
conversion factors, influence young Chileans’ well-being opportunities?

3. How and to what extent does adopting a participatory research approach
problematise current theoretical constructs and policy rhetoric regarding young
people’s well-being in Chile?

1.3 Dissertation structure

This thesis is structured into eight chapters.

Chapter 2 critically reviews existing theoretical approaches to children and young
people’s well-being, emphasising its study in Chile. In this context, the chapter
categorises the study of well-being into four approaches: objective or standard of living,
capabilities, rights-based, and self-reported. Within this discussion, the chapter argues
that well-being is conceptualised from a rights perspective at an institutional-policy level,
closely following the UNCRC principles. Furthermore, the review reveals that self-
reported approaches, also known as subjective approaches, are highly prevalent in the
country. In this context, quantitative measures based on the ISCWeb dominate the
discussion about the topic. Overall, the chapter identifies a lack of participation of young
Chileans in constructing the definitions of well-being, which are predominantly adult-
dominated and based on Global North theorisations. Within this discussion, the review
reflects a lack of qualitative studies exploring young Chileans’ perceptions concerning
their quality of life.



Chapter 3 introduces and describes the capabilities-participatory framework as an
alternative theoretical-methodological framework to conceptualise and theorise young
people’s well-being in Chile. This chapter delves deeply into outlining this study’s
theoretical foundations, emphasising the theoretical value of conceptualising young
Chileans’ well-being from a capability perspective in combination with a childhood
studies framework. In this context, the chapter discusses the main concepts concerning
the capability literature involved in this study, distinguishing between capabilities,
functionings, conversion factors, and inputs for theoretical clarity. Additionally, the
chapter discusses in depth the concepts of agency and participation within the social
studies of childhood.

In this context, the chapter argues that by adopting that dual theoretical lens, the
capabilities-participatory framework recognises children and young people as social
actors, where participation is not only a right but a fundamental exercise inherent to their
condition of being social agents in the present. Moreover, such an approach allows an
exploration of young people’s well-being by focusing on their freedom of choice among
different valued opportunities rather than exclusively adopting a monetary-based
construct. Lastly, it proposed that by adopting the notion of conversion factors, it is
possible to explore the constraints young people face concerning their power of decision
when transforming their inputs available into valued opportunities.

Within this discussion, this chapter introduces socioeconomic status and social
constructions of childhood as fundamental conversion factors to guide the analysis and
explore young people’s barriers concerning decision-making power over their
opportunities for well-being. In the case of SES, the chapter introduces the concept of
segregation as an analytical tool to explore such a relationship and identify how
socioeconomic inequality affects young Chileans’ capabilities and well-being
opportunities. On the other hand, within SCC, the chapter argued the importance of the
socially constructed concept of the child, heavily influenced by the UNCRC. In this
context, the construction of young people as immature and incapable individuals becomes
critical. Furthermore, the interpretation of young Chileans’ well-being by the PNNA,
emphasising protection over participation, emerges as a fundamental barrier limiting

young people’s agency and participation concerning their quality of life.

Chapter 4 outlines the methodological foundations of this study. It delves into the
foundational ontological, epistemological, and ethical considerations that underpin this
methodological choice. In this context, the chapter describes the participatory inquiry as
the main methodological approach to pursue this study’s aims. This research paradigm
emphasises the co-construction of knowledge through interaction and collaboration.
Therefore, it challenges power dynamics within the research process concerning the
hierarchical relationship between adults and children.
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Furthermore, the chapter provides an overview of the research design, the methods
utilised for data construction, and the analytical strategy employed throughout the study.
In this context, the chapter discusses the rationale behind opting for a qualitative-
participatory approach to conceptualise well-being, which facilitates young people’s
subjectivities as critical inputs for knowledge production. Furthermore, the chapter
describes in detail the different techniques and activities developed with the co-
researchers, as well as the approach to analysing the data, which was predominantly based
on the framework approach. In this context, this process was critical to identifying young
Chileans’ dimensions of well-being, which were then expressed through a list of
capabilities.

Chapter 5 introduces security, life project, community and recognition as the critical
capabilities identified during the study’s data construction stage, which reflects young
Chileans’ conceptualisation of well-being. In this context, the chapter describes the
capability of security as young people’s possibility to live in tranquillity and calmness.
This capability is closely tied to physical safety in their neighbourhoods and entails young
people’s possibilities of being physically and mentally healthy. Furthermore, it also
involves young people’s possibilities of living comfortably, which links to young
people’s possibilities to satisfy their basic needs. The capability of life project refers to
young people’s possibilities to pursue their career aspirations. In this context, the
participants reflected upon the importance of developing a project based on their
aspirations and expectations, not just any project. Within this discussion, education’s role
at the school and university level became critical aspects of this capability.

The capability of community involves young Chileans’ possibilities to build intimate
relationships with others based on care and support. Within this capability, friends, family
and pets emerged as fundamental members of young people’s communities. Furthermore,
the possibility to choose the members of their communities arose as a critical dimension
of this capability. Finally, the capability of recognition refers to young people’s
possibility to have their voices recognised and heard by adults. In this context, the
opportunity for young people to be heard emerges as a crucial dimension and prerequisite
for receiving support based on their needs rather than based on an adult’s interpretation
of what they need.

Chapter 6 analyses the role of SES as a critical conversion factor influencing young
people’s capabilities of security and developing their valued life projects. It examines
how socioeconomic inequalities and segregation influence various aspects of young
people’s lives, including their safety, education, employment prospects, and healthcare
access. The chapter concludes that due to structural inequalities, residential, educational
and health segregation derive in young people from low SES facing greater constraints in
their possibilities to live securely and to develop their valued life projects.
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Specifically, the chapter analysed the impact of neighbourhood environments on safety,
revealing that young people’s sense of safety is more relevant to their well-being than
exposure to danger. Interestingly, among high SES students, a subjective sense of danger
was prominent, with concerns about potential dog attacks or robberies negatively
impacting their feeling of safety. Conversely, low SES students, especially those in urban
areas, did not express feeling unsafe despite acknowledging unfavourable situations they
encounter daily with their neighbours. This finding suggests that the sense of safety
among young Chileans could be socially constructed, influenced more by SES than by
objective crime rates.

The chapter also surfaces the role of healthcare disparities within the Chilean system as
critical in limiting young people’s well-being. In this context, the participants illustrated
the financial hardships faced by their families when illness strikes, citing the exorbitant
cost of healthcare and the resultant loss of household income due to missed work
opportunities. This discussion unveiled the concept of financial stress as a novel aspect
in Chilean well-being literature, warranting further exploration in future studies.
Interestingly, the analysis shows that both low and high-SES students experience
financial stress, albeit with nuanced differences. While the former emphasised the need
for money to fulfil basic needs and thrive, including healthcare and medications, the latter
expressed pressure to maintain a particular lifestyle and social status through earning
sufficient income.

Within this discussion, the chapter highlighted uncertainty as another significant source
of stress impacting young Chileans’ well-being, stemming from the instability brought
about by the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, disruptions in learning routines and
social interactions with peers adversely affected their overall sense of well-being. This
finding further emphasises the significant impact of health inequalities on low SES
students’ well-being opportunities due to the limitations they face in accessing proper
treatment.

Lastly, this chapter argued that the Chilean educational system perpetuates segregation
and inequalities, impeding young people from low SES from developing their valued life
projects. Contributing to this constraint is that the public educational system prioritises
academic performance over fostering peer-social relationships. The analysis showed that
high-SES individuals utilise school to establish social connections, while low-SES
individuals prioritise academic performance to access more resources and potential
scholarships or university admission. Consequently, young people from low
socioeconomic backgrounds encounter numerous structural constraints that impede the
free realisation of their valued life projects. In contrast, students from high socioeconomic
backgrounds face fewer barriers in pursuing their career aspirations, as the labour market
favours social networks over merit and academic achievement.
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Chapter 7 examines the influence of SCC in young Chilean’s quality of life by analysing
the relationship between Chilean constructions of childhood, particularly concerning
agency and participation, and young people’s capabilities of community and recognition.
In this context, the chapter highlights the significance of young people’s agency in
choosing their communities, particularly concerning friendships and developing
relationships with domestic animals. The analysis underscores that adults heavily
influence the decision-making power of young Chileans regarding their community-
building opportunities.

In this context, the analysis reveals that the capability of recognition emerged as
fundamental for young people’s well-being since their possibility of being recognised by
adults is critical to receiving the support they need based on their life experiences and not
on adults’ perceptions of what well-being entails. Within this discussion, the chapter
identifies three critical barriers that constrain young people’s possibilities to be
recognised and participate in the decisions that affect them. First, the misrecognition of
young Chileans as rights bearers arose as a fundamental limitation. In this context, the
discussion revealed that the ambiguous conceptualisation of children’s rights in Chile,
which are not recognised at a constitutional level, is critical in limiting their possibilities
to exercise their rights of participation. Second, the misrecognition of childhood as a
social structure beyond age constrains the equitable distribution of voice and young
people’s inclusion in society. Therefore, challenging paternalistic and age-based SCC is
fundamental to transforming societal attitudes toward youth and creating safe spaces for
their contributions to discussions of well-being. Third, aligned with the previous point,
the analysis reveals that overlooking childhood as a social structure fails to recognise
socioeconomic inequalities as critical factors further constraining young Chileans’
participation. Hence, the chapter argues that discussions about young people’s well-being
and their political participation must be sensitive to the structural inequalities existing in
the country.

The chapter concludes that in discussing the limitations young Chileans face in their well-
being participation spaces, it is crucial to recognise SCC and SES as interconnected
factors shaping these spaces. The chapter argues that recognition entails not only
acknowledging young Chileans’ agency and their right to participate but also
understanding childhood as a social construct. Such recognition offers a theoretical
framework to examine how socioeconomic inequalities, particularly segregation, impact
young people’s well-being opportunities and their ability to influence decision-making
processes.

Chapter 8 concludes by summarising the study conducted and its main findings. It finishes
by discussing some fundamental limitations of this research and suggestions for future
studies.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review

Introduction

This chapter critically reviews the existing theoretical approaches to children and young
people’s well-being in the literature. As established in Chapter 1, the concept of well-
being in this thesis refers to “the quality of people’s lives” (Rees et al., 2010, p. 2).
Additionally, well-being encompasses objective and subjective measures of individuals’
living conditions, shaping the construct of quality of life (Ben-Arieh et al., 2014). Thus,
well-being includes objective indicators such as economic progress, development,
poverty rates, access to education, and other socioeconomic characteristics (Casas, 2011;
Casas and Frgnes, 2020) and is also constituted by subjective indicators reflecting
individual subjective experiences (Diener, 2009).

In this context, the chapter categorises the conceptualisation of well-being into four main
approaches: objective or standard of living, capabilities, rights-based, and self-reported
or subjective approaches. The critical revision of these approaches is rooted in Lister’s
(2004) guiding framework, emphasising the importance of clearly distinguishing
concepts, definitions, and measures for clear theorisation and reliable indicator
development®. Each of these four main approaches is explored in the context of young
people’s well-being, focusing on Chile as a case study.

This chapter highlights that the unclear conceptualisations of childhood and well-being
in the Chilean literature directly influence the comprehension of this phenomenon,
ultimately constraining young people’s possibilities to live well according to their
expectations. In this context, the chapter problematises the limited recognition of young
people’s voices and agency in developing definitions and measures, representing a critical
omission in the existing research. Moreover, this chapter identifies another overlooked
aspect of well-being conceptualisations: the domination of the global north. A Eurocentric
vision often permeates well-being understandings in Chile, undermining Chileans’
intellectual freedom. In light of this, the chapter draws inspiration from authors such as

1 1t is noteworthy to mention that Lister developed this conceptual framework within the context
of poverty. Consequently, in line with Lister’s work, concepts operate at a broad level,
encompassing meanings and discourses intricately linked to the socio-cultural-historical
context of a particular society. In contrast, definitions offer more precise statements and
facilitate the differentiation between living well and not living well. Finally, measures assist
in identifying individuals who are living well within a given society. According to the author,
an unclear conceptualisation may lead to incorrect definitions, consequently yielding
inaccurate measures.
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Nieuwenhuys (2013) and Quijano (1992; 2000)2 to argue for context-specific
understandings of well-being, where the voices of young Chileans become crucial inputs.

In this context, the chapter argues that moving forward to a theorisation of well-being
from a multidimensional and rights perspective is critical, as it allows emphasis on young
people’s participation rights in the conceptualisation of child poverty and their well-being
(Bessell, 2021), and in their possibilities to influence the decisions that affect them. In
this context, such an approach recognises young people’s agency as fundamental in
constructing what well-being means and the dimensions of their lives that are affected by
it.

The chapter comprises four sections. Section 2.1 explores the relevance of young people’s
lived experiences in conceptualising well-being, drawing on participation, citizenship,
and agency concepts. Recognising young people’s perceptions of their well-being holds
academic and political significance since they can inform policy-making processes and
promote civic engagement. Therefore, it empowers young individuals to become active
social actors in their communities.

Section 2.2 acknowledges the multi-layered nature of well-being and discusses the
fundamental relationship between child poverty, inequality, and well-being.
Distinguishing child poverty from general poverty is crucial for gaining insights into its
impact on children’s lives and devising effective strategies to improve their well-being
and future prospects.

Section 2.3 delves into the four categories for conceptualising young people’s well-being:
objective or standard of living, capabilities, rights-based, and self-reported or subjective
approaches. Subsection 2.3.1 emphasises the limitations of monetary approaches in
capturing children’s lived experiences, advocating for multidimensional approaches to
better comprehend their living conditions. Subsection 2.3.2 explores capability
approaches, highlighting the significance of agency and freedom of choice in
conceptualising young people’s well-being. Subsection 2.3.3 examines the contributions
of rights-based approaches, emphasising children’s status as rights holders and the
importance of participation as a fundamental right, which intersects with any approach
recognising young people’s voices as critical inputs. Subsection 2.3.4 delves into self-
reported or subjective approaches, acknowledging the relevance of including individuals’
assessments of their own lives.

2 Quijano argues that colonialism did not cease with formal independence from colonial powers
but rather evolved into a new form of domination. This persistent system, which he terms
“coloniality”, extends beyond political and economic structures to profoundly shape social
relations, cultural practices, and knowledge production.
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Finally, the concluding section summarises the key points discussed throughout the
chapter, providing a comprehensive overview of the well-being conceptualisations and
their implications for young people in Chile.

2.1 Young people as experts in their lives

As argued in Chapter 1, this research project is deeply influenced by the Social Studies
of Childhood, often referred to as the Childhood Studies paradigm, which posits that
children and young people are active agents within the social world (James and Prout,
1997; Prout, 2005). This paradigm represents a departure from earlier sociological
perspectives that predominantly perceived children as extensions of the family (Prout,
2011). Consequently, this shift in perspective has also transformed the approach of social
scientists, who now recognise children as social subjects rather than mere objects of
research (James and James, 2012).

Thus, recognising young people’s agency and subjectivities becomes paramount when
adopting a Childhood Studies paradigm. Moreover, facilitating active participation in the
research process to explore young people’s lived experiences becomes a fundamental
aspect of this theoretical standpoint (Ben-Arieh, 2008). Therefore, when adopting a
Childhood Studies approach to explore the conceptualisations of children’s well-being in
the literature, it is essential to clarify the concepts of participation, rights, citizenship,
agency, and power of influence. These clarifications serve to inform and enrich the
ensuing discussion.

2.1.1 Participation, rights and citizenship

Young people’s participation is a disputed concept in the literature. It is a critical concept
for this research as it encompasses various aspects of young people’s lives, including
political, economic, institutional, academic, and private settings (Wyness, 2018b). From
a sociology of childhood standpoint, according to Thomas (2007, p. 199), young people’s
participation involves “taking part in an activity” which includes a social aspect by
recognising them in the social world as agents, and a political element, which provides
young people with the space to challenge and change political discourses. In this context,
Hart’s ladder of participation (1992) offers a highly influential perspective for
conceptualising young people’s participation, illustrating different degrees of
involvement, ranging from tokenism, characterised by symbolic participation and
manipulation, to citizenship, where young people exert influence and share decision-
making with adults.
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However, achieving the highest level of participation remains a challenge, partly because
adults often shape young people’s participation space. According to Wyness (2018b), a
dominant narrative in this field focuses on participatory practices initiated and framed by
adults in institutional terms, often guided by the principles of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which emphasises providing for and
protecting children while allowing limited adult-regulated spaces for participation.

Thus, participation is commonly addressed in the literature from a rights perspective.
From this standing point, young people’s participation is closely associated with Article
12 of the UNCRC, which stipulates that “every child has the right to express their views,
feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and
taken seriously” (UNICEF, 1989). This right holds great significance for the rights of
children and young people as it recognises their belonging to the community and
acknowledges them as social agents capable of influencing their own lives (Archard,
2015).

Furthermore, as Baraldi and lervese (2014) noted, when participatory practices are
implemented, there is a potential power transfer to children. Therefore, involving young
people in decision-making and actively considering their views and opinions can lead to
a significant shift in power dynamics between adults and young people. In this regard, as
explored further in Section 2.1.2., young people’s power of influence emerges as a vital
aspect of their participation rights, aligning closely with the notion of agency.

Nevertheless, the concept of participation from a rights perspective faces tensions in the
literature. Lundy (2007) argues that barriers arise when putting into practice young
people’s right to participation, where the role of adults and their involvement is
fundamental.3 Therefore, children’s ability to exercise their right to be heard and
participate depends mainly on adults. Furthermore, while Article 12 is a critical right, it
fails to fully recognise young people’s citizenship, as adults still hold the power to
determine the relevance of young people’s opinions based on their age and maturity
(Tisdall, 2015b).

Hence, problematising young people’s citizenship becomes crucial in this discussion.
Cabrera et al. (2005) state that citizenship encompasses two primary dimensions: legal
status, recognising individuals as rights holders with corresponding responsibilities, and
effective participation, involving a sense of community belonging and the ability to
engage in matters that affect them. However, as highlighted by Lister (2007), for young
people to fully participate as citizens in their communities, they must first be
acknowledged and recognised as members of those communities. As argued in further
detail in Chapter 3, adult constructions of children’s and young people’s capacities often

hinder this recognition. Consequently, young people’s participation in the community is

3 See Lundy (2007) for a full description of the barriers linked to children’s right of participation.
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defined and constrained by adults’ assumptions about what children can or cannot do
(James, 2011).

Hence, participation emerges as a multifaceted concept, where acknowledging its
relational attribute becomes fundamental (Wyness, 2018b). In this context, understanding
the generational power dynamics is essential for this study, as the power imbalance
between adults’ and children’s voices plays a significant role in conceptualising well-
being. Therefore, thoroughly exploring young people’s participation in the
conceptualisation of well-being becomes critical for this thesis. Additionally, examining
young people’s agency and power of decision as crucial attributes encompassing active
participation further enriches the understanding of this complex phenomenon.

2.1.2 Young people’s agency and power of decision

When exploring the discourse regarding children’s status in society and research, the
concept of agency emerges as a pivotal point of discussion. Nevertheless, it remains a
subject of dispute within the literature. According to Abebe (2019), agency is not
universally experienced but dynamic, context-specific, and situational. In this context, the
author suggests that agency is subject to negotiation and variability across various
contexts, interactions, and influencing factors such as maturity, gender, geography, and
livelihood circumstances. Moreover, children’s agency is intricately connected to
intergenerational relationships and the broader social structures that shape their lives.
Thus, comprehending the intricate interplay between individual agency and the larger
social fabric requires a nuanced examination of this concept.

As a result, this dissertation adopts a relational concept of agency, understanding it as a
process through which individuals actively engage with others in their social world to
“endorse, change, or challenge” their surroundings (Wyness, 2018a, p. 133).
Consequently, young people’s agency is significantly influenced by the social context in
which they exist. Raithelhuber (2016) further contends that agency is reliant on and may
only exist in relations. In other words, while individuals can make choices in isolation,
the concept of agency becomes sociologically meaningful when it is contextualised
within how social structures and relationships both enable and limit, respond to, and are
interconnected with the choices made by others.

In light of understanding agency as a relational concept, young people’s agency and
power of decision are limited by the authority of the adults responsible for their care,
leading to a subordinate social status compared to their adult caretakers. Consequently,
children’s agency is confined to the extent those responsible for their well-being allow.

As discussed more extensively later in this chapter and in Chapter 3, this notion of agency
holds critical importance when examining the conceptualisations of well-being,
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especially in the context of child poverty. The allocation of control over resources within
a household becomes a pivotal aspect of these conceptualisations (e.g., Main, 2019a),
amplifying the relevance of understanding and examining young people’s agency in such
contexts.

2.2 Exploring the links between child poverty and well-being

Diverse conceptualisations of young people’s well-being can be found in the literature.
This thesis suggests that these conceptualisations can be grouped into four main
categories: objective or standard of living, capability-based, rights-based, and subjective
or self-reported well-being. Each approach has its proper definitions and indicators,
interconnected with the concepts of child poverty and socioeconomic inequality.
Therefore, before delving into a detailed discussion of each well-being category, it is
essential to establish how child poverty is conceptualised in this study and how it links to
inequality and well-being. This discussion serves as the theoretical groundwork for the
subsequent analysis and exploration of the different well-being perspectives.

As previously indicated, this thesis broadly defines well-being as “the quality of people’s
lives” (Rees et al., 2010, p. 2). Ben-Arieh (2008) points out that scholars’ interest in
people’s quality of life can be traced back to the social indicators movement, which
emphasises the importance of social indicators in understanding and assessing well-being
(see also Andrews and Withey, 2012). However, the debate surrounding the selection of
indicators that best reflect people’s well-being has been a topic of ongoing discussion in
the literature.

In this context, the notion of quality of life includes specific objective indicators of
positive change, such as economic progress and development, which include measures
like poverty rates and access to education (Casas, 2011; Casas and Frgnes, 2020).
Additionally, it is comprised of subjective indicators that vary based on people’s
subjective experiences (Diener, 2009). Thus, as highlighted by Ben-Arieh et al. (2014, p.
1), the concept of well-being embraces “subjective feelings and experiences as well as to
living conditions”. As a result, individuals’ perceptions of their own well-being can be
influenced by their living conditions.

As Casas and Frgnes (2020) pointed out, by considering objective and subjective aspects
of well-being, researchers can gain a more comprehensive understanding of the factors
influencing young people’s quality of life. Therefore, the following subsections provide
an overview of how children and young people’s living conditions are discussed in the
literature, highlighting the notion of child poverty and its relation to well-being in the
academic debate.
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2.2.1 The study of child poverty

The concept, definition and measurement of child poverty is an ongoing debate in the
literature (see Bessell, 2021). However, for this thesis’s purposes, child poverty will be
understood as “the poverty experienced by children and young people [...] and differs
from adult poverty in that it has different causes and effects, and the impact of poverty
during childhood has permanent effects on children” (Minujin et al., 2006, p. 3).

While the causes of poverty remain a subject of ongoing debate among scholars (see see
Brady, 2019), there is consensus on its detrimental effects on young people across various
aspects of their lives, both in the present and the future. These consequences range from
material deprivation to health issues, limited access to education, and social exclusion
(e.g., Ridge, 2002; Adamson et al., 2007; Wickham et al., 2016). Moreover, poverty has
long-term implications, impacting young people’s ability to access the labour market
(Lesner, 2018), and hindering their human flourishing and overall well-being (Bessell,
2021). Furthermore, the literature widely agrees that childhood poverty perpetuates
intergenerational poverty patterns (e.g., Wagmiller and Adelman, 2009; McEwen and
McEwen, 2017).

In this context, the effects of child poverty are extensively documented, and it has become
a matter of public concern worldwide (e.g., UNICEF, 2007b; CEPAL and UNICEF,
2010; WHO, 2020). However, the theoretical understanding of child poverty remains a
topic of contested debate in the literature. Scholars have increasingly shown interest in
examining child poverty as a distinct phenomenon separate from general poverty, and this
focus has gained momentum over the past few decades (Minujin et al., 2006; Minujin and
Nandy, 2012).

Defining and measuring child poverty

The promulgation of the UNCRC in 1989 (UNICEF, 1989) has significantly elevated the
discussion on young people’s living standards and quality of life in the public debate. In
2006, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) (UN, 2006) further advanced the
discourse on child poverty by adopting a specific definition, recognising that:

“children living in poverty are deprived of nutrition, water and sanitation facilities, access to basic
health-care services, shelter, education, participation and protection, and that while a severe lack
of goods and services hurts every human being, it is most threatening and harmful to children,
leaving them unable to enjoy their rights, to reach their full potential and to participate as full

members of society” (UN, 2006, para 46).

These two milestones have significantly influenced the growing body of literature on
child poverty and well-being, especially from a rights-based perspective (e.g., Gordon et
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al., 2003; Redmond, 2008; Bessell, 2021)4. In addition, these achievements have sparked
a commitment to protect and promote children’s rights and improve their living
conditions in various academic disciplines and public and private organisations.

Starting from the UN’s definition of child poverty, the literature reveals that child poverty
iIs commonly examined through two distinct approaches: unidimensional and
multidimensional (Gordon and Nandy, 2012). Unidimensional approaches typically focus
on monetary definitions of poverty, using income or expenditure measures, while
multidimensional approaches encompass broader dimensions to investigate the complex
nature of poverty (Roelen et al., 2012). In this context, the role of resources as the unit of
measurement (Roelen and Gassmann, 2008) and a discussion towards control over them
takes a critical place (Main, 2019a). As a result, these two approaches provide different
perspectives and data on child poverty. Additionally, different conceptualisations of
children’s agency emerge within these approaches, which warrant further exploration and
analysis.

Monetary child poverty

Monetary-income approaches to defining and measuring child poverty are extensively
prevalent in the literature (Minujin et al., 2006; Bessell, 2021). These approaches utilise
household income measures as the primary means of identifying children living in
poverty. Notably, in the Global South, a well-known measure is the World Bank’s dollar-
a-day measure, which uses a child’s household monetary resources to establish the
poverty line (Ravallion et al., 2008).

However, there is a consensus in the literature that the monetary approach does not fully
capture the experiences of young people living in poverty (Pemberton et al., 2012).
Moreover, solely focusing on the financial aspect of poverty has limitations in
understanding the causes and consequences of children’s experiences, as children
themselves have limited control over their family’s income, making these measures
insufficient in capturing their life experiences (Main and Bradshaw, 2012). To gain a
more comprehensive understanding, Roelen (2014) emphasises the importance of
adopting multidimensional and intersectional approaches. According to the author, these
approaches consider factors beyond household income, including age, gender, and place
of residence (rural-urban), to explore how children’s living conditions intersect with
broader domains.

Therefore, by considering multiple dimensions, researchers can better grasp the

complexities of child poverty and its impact on different aspects of young people’s lives.

4 The specific rights approach to child poverty and well-being is discussed further throughout this
chapter, mainly in Section 2.3.3.

21



As discussed in different sections of this chapter, the relationship between household
income and young people’s well-being is complex and demands a nuanced analysis to
comprehend its impact (Main, 2019a).

Furthermore, the monetary approach restricts children’s agency concerning their living
conditions to the opportunities afforded by their parents or caregivers to earn income and
fulfil basic needs. As a result, their ability to influence their quality of life and transform
their living conditions is limited to the confines of household income.

Multidimensional child poverty

In recent years, an increasing body of literature has come to a consensus that child poverty
Is a multidimensional concept, recognising the significant role of household income but
emphasising that relying solely on this does not fully capture the complexities of
children’s experiences in poverty (e.g., Roelen and Gassmann, 2008; Main and Bradshaw,
2012; Abdu and Delamonica, 2018; Kim, 2019). While monetary and multidimensional
poverty are interconnected, they represent distinct constructs and may sometimes
contradict each other, resulting in mismatches between the two (Roelen, 2017a).
Consequently, to gain a deeper understanding of the impact of child poverty, it is essential
to acknowledge the socioeconomic context in which children live (CEPAL and UNICEF,
2010). Thus, child poverty can be better comprehended through a multidimensional
perspective considering various dimensions beyond monetary measures.

When adopting a multidimensional perspective, Main (2019a) emphasises that the central
attribute common to multidimensional approaches is the discussion of choice and control
over resources. Within this context, the author identifies three dominant approaches to
defining and measuring child poverty from a multidimensional perspective. First, the
relative deprivation approach, influenced by Townsend (1979), defines poverty as a lack
of resources that hinders individuals from participating fully in society. Secondly, the
capabilities approaches, influenced by Sen (1999) and further developed by authors such
as Nussbaum (2011) and Alkire and Foster (2011), posits that poverty outcomes stem
from a lack of capabilities or freedoms, preventing individuals from living a life they have
reason to value. Lastly, the author identified the rights-based approaches, which are not
based on a specific theory of poverty, but where poverty is defined as the failure to realise
children’s rights (e.g., Redmond, 2008; Pemberton et al., 2012; Bessell, 2021).

In this context, the theorisation of child poverty from a multidimensional and rights
perspective is critically relevant for this thesis, as it allows emphasis of young people’s
participation rights in the conceptualisation of child poverty (Bessell, 2021) and in their
possibilities to influence the decisions that affect them. Consequently, this approach
recognises young people’s agency as fundamental in constructing what child poverty

means and the dimensions of their lives that are affected by it.
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Furthermore, adopting a multidimensional approach to child poverty allows moving
beyond the monetary dependency that can constrain young people’s agency and limit their
potential to transform their lives. In this context, a multidimensional perspective focuses
on the opportunities that arise from available resources and their impact on their well-
being rather than solely on the resources themselves (Ziegler, 2010; Yousefzadeh et al.,
2019). This point is further discussed in Chapter 4.

2.2.2 Child poverty in Chile

Despite the growing literature about child poverty worldwide, in Latin America it is still
an under-theorised concept (Espindola et al., 2017). After reviewing the available
literature, two dominant positions for theorising child poverty in the region can be found.
One is monetary and promoted by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean (ECLAC) (see CEPAL, 2020), and involves an income-based measure.> The
other is multidimensional and is promoted by the United Nations International Children’s
Emergency Fund (UNICEF) (Espindola et al., 2017).

In Chile, poverty is measured through the Encuesta de Caracterizacion Socioeconémica
(Socioeconomic Characterization Survey) (CASEN) (see MDS, 2017; MDSF, 2021;
2023c), which is based on a monetary approach, and since 2015, it includes a
multidimensional one. Moreover, this survey includes the concept of child poverty, which
is further explored in the following subsection.

Within the monetary approach, CASEN adopts a household income poverty definition
following the framework provided by the Economic Commission for Latin America and
the Caribbean (ECLAC), in which its methodology for measuring poverty and extreme
poverty is based on income inadequacy. It involves comparing a household income to two
thresholds: the poverty line and the extreme poverty line. These thresholds represent the
minimum income required to satisfy a set of basic needs (basket of goods) (CEPAL,
2022). 6 Therefore, the basket of goods is the fundamental unit of measure to calculate the
poverty line. Moreover, since 2015, the CASEN survey also includes a multidimensional
approach to poverty, and its methodology is rooted in the Alkire-Foster Method (Alkire

5 In this context, the World Bank dollar-a-day poverty line and the basket of goods used in several
Latin American countries are two widely known approaches.

6 The basket of goods is calculated on a diet of 2,000 per day per person and it is updated on a
monthly basis since 2012. By June 2023, the basket goods had a worth of $63,768 Chilean
pesos (£59.79 approx.), the line of poverty reached $219,549 Chilean pesos (£205.84
approx.) and line of extreme poverty $146,366 Chilean pesos (£137.23 approx.). For more
details see MDSF (2023b).
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and Foster, 2011). It includes the dimensions of education, health, employment and social
security, housing and environment, and networks and social cohesion (MDS, 2016).7

Finding the child in CASEN

According to the latest CASEN results, in 2022, 7.3% of Chilean children and young
people (0 to 17 years old) lived below the poverty line, with 3.2% facing extreme poverty
(MDSF, 2023c). Moreover, 18.4% experienced multidimensional poverty (MDSF,
2023b). As argued by Roelen (2018), this mismatch between the two data sets poses a
problem as it demonstrates that monetary and multidimensional approaches to poverty
capture different aspects and portray distinct realities for young people and their families.
This lack of understanding of how different indicators reflect the experience of poverty
fails to identify the population living in deprivation, leading to misguided policymaking
(Roelen, 2017a).

In this context, while CASEN includes a measure of child poverty in their reports, its
definition is rooted in a monetary approach, through household income as the unit of
measure, and no child poverty-specific approaches are included (OCEC-UDP, 2021).
Therefore, the current approach to child poverty in Chile reflects an incomplete picture
of the problem and does not reflect young people’s life experiences. This deficient
definition and measurement directly impact young people’s quality of life and constrains
their possibilities to improve their living standards. Furthermore, it constrains
policymakers’ capacity to formulate precise and tailored policies that promote the well-
being of young people.

Additionally, a solely household income-based definition and measure of child poverty
fail to recognise young Chileans as social agents by acknowledging it as an extension of
the family and not as a structure on their own (see Qvortrup, 2009). Additionally, it fails
to recognise young people’s participation rights since child poverty results are based on

adults’ responses, limiting their participation and right to influence in their lives.

Consequently, young Chileans’ agency concerning their living conditions is constrained
by the opportunities provided by their parents or caregivers to earn income and meet basic
needs. Moreover, young people’s experience of poverty is confined to their parents’
perceptions of their life circumstances. Hence, there is a pressing need to develop a child-
derived approach to theorising and measuring child poverty in Chile. This approach will
lead to a more profound comprehension of its impact on young people’s living conditions
and facilitate the development of effective policies. However, re-conceptualising child
poverty requires recognising young people as social agents and rights holders. In this

7 All dimensions have the same weight of 22.5% for the calculation of multidimensional poverty,
except networks and social cohesion that has 10%. A household is considered to living in
poverty if it presents 22.5% or more deprivations.
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regard, validating their voices and subjectivities becomes a necessary step in informing
theoretical frameworks and stimulating public debate. This discussion is elaborated
further in Chapter 4.

2.2.3 The role of socioeconomic inequality in young people’s well-being

Within the discussion about poverty and well-being, the significance of socioeconomic
inequality becomes pivotal, particularly in Chile, which, as further elaborated in Chapter
3, is characterised by high levels of inequality. Existing literature highlights the
interconnectedness of inequality, child poverty, and well-being, each impacting the others
(e.g., Main et al., 2019; Casas and Frgnes, 2020). However, the precise influence of
inequality on young people’s subjective experiences remains relatively unexplored in the
current literature. Furthermore, while these concepts are interrelated, it is imperative to
establish clear definitions and distinctions for a more nuanced understanding (Alcock,
1997; Lister, 2004).

In a broad sense, inequality is a structural-social problem concerning the distribution of
resources and services, significantly impacting individuals’ access to essentials like
healthcare and education (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). As a result, it leads to “disparities
in levels of living” where certain privileged minorities have access to resources that the
majority lacks (Ravallion, 2003, p. 740). This notion of disparities in living standards
holds particular relevance in Latin American countries, where scholars often point to a
“privileged culture” that perpetuates the unequal distribution of resources and wields
significant political and economic influence (Bielschowsky et al., 2018). This aspect is
further examined in Chapter 3, as it becomes vital to explore the unequal distribution of
decision-making power when investigating socioeconomic inequality’s impact on young
Chileans’ well-being.

Inequality is often measured using macroeconomic indicators like Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) and income measures (Atkinson, 2002; OECD, 2020). However, it is
crucial to note that a country’s GDP increase does not necessarily equate to improving
people’s quality of life (Layard, 2011). Moreover, as previously mentioned, income
measures alone fail to fully capture young people’s well-being and life experiences (Main
et al., 2019). Therefore, as proposed by Stiglitz et al. (2009), it becomes imperative to
consider other indicators, particularly those related to subjective dimensions of well-
being, that can reflect people’s subjective life experiences more accurately and provide a
better understanding of what is needed to enhance their quality of life.

In the existing literature, there is a limited exploration of the effects of socioeconomic
inequality on young people’s experiences and subjectivities, moving beyond household
income measures. In the context of Chile, such studies are currently non-existent. As
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detailed in Section 2.3.4, Main et al. (2019) have proposed a starting point for this
research, examining the relationship between inequality, material well-being, and
subjective well-being (SWB) in children across various countries (excluding Chile)8.
Their findings indicate that child-level material deprivation can predict children’s SWB;
however, this relationship varies across countries. Hence, it becomes essential to consider
sociocultural particularities when interpreting these relationships.®

Consequently, incorporating children’s voices in the theorisation and measurement of
child poverty is a fundamental step to exploring further the relationship between the
experience of young people living in deprivation, socioeconomic inequality and its impact
on their well-being. As argued elsewhere, this thesis does not aim at measuring child
poverty in Chile. However, it intends to set a starting point by problematising this
country’s measures and re-theorising well-being by incorporating young people’s
subjective experiences as a critical input to conceptualise their quality of life and identify
the different dimensions that include their perception of a good life.

In light of the discussion in this section, the construction of child-derived approaches
becomes essential for the development and selection of robust indicators that accurately
reflect young people’s living conditions, enhance social protection, and ultimately
improve young people’s quality of life (Roelen et al., 2009; Main and Bradshaw, 2012;
Roelen, 2017b). Adopting such an approach can provide deeper insights into the life
experiences of young individuals impacted by poverty and its intricate relationship with
socioeconomic inequality and overall well-being.

2.3 Conceptualising young people’s well-being

After providing the theoretical roots of child poverty and its close relationship to
socioeconomic inequality and the notion of quality of life, this section delves into a
revision of the conceptualisations of young people’s well-being available in the literature.
Scholars widely acknowledge that the World Health Organization (WHO) constitution of
1948 played a significant role in shaping the understanding of children’s well-being. Its
definition of health as “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not
merely the absence of disease or infirmity” (WHO, 1995, p. 1) marked a pivotal shift
from the traditional illness-based approach. As highlighted by Fleuret and Atkinson
(2007), this new approach enabled a broader conceptualisation of well-being, extending

8 The countries involved in this study were Norway, South Korea, Poland, England, Estonia,
Germany, lIsrael, Spain, Romania, South Africa, Turkey, Colombia, Algeria, Nepal and
Ethiopia

9 Furthermore, the authors raise concerns about the development of material deprivation indexes,
suggesting that these should be constructed based on children’s specific material needs
within their sociocultural contexts.
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beyond the scope of health practitioners and researchers and encompassing positive well-
being attributes.

Furthermore, the WHO’s foundational document acknowledges the critical role of child
development and emphasises the need to consider the context in which this development
occurs. This recognition set a precedent and departed from the normative
conceptualisations of children’s well-being and health that had prevailed for centuries
(King and Taylor, 2017). As Raghavan and Alexandrova (2015) pointed out, the shift in
perceiving children as social beings rather than merely belonging to families has
profoundly impacted society’s approach to ensuring their well-being and promoting their
care. Furthermore, it increased the interest of scholars and policymakers in measuring and
developing indicators that reflected young people’s quality of life.

Nonetheless, despite the proliferation of measurement instruments encompassing diverse
domains, there has been comparatively less focus on the conceptualisation of young
people’s well-being. In this regard, Ben-Arieh et al. (2014) assert that any
conceptualisation of children’s well-being should encompass a wide range of domains
that consider a group’s socioeconomic, cultural, and historical particularities, with
particular emphasis on including minorities.

Within this context, the subsequent subsections delve into the diverse concepts of well-
being prevalent in the literature. Consequently, this dissertation categorises these as
objective or standard of living, capability, rights-based and self-reported or life
satisfaction approaches. It is important to note that these categories are not fixed and
confined to single approaches exclusively, as some authors draw on and combine different
aspects of each approach to define and measure young people’s well-being (e.g.,
Bradshaw et al., 2007; Main, 2014; Main et al., 2019).

2.3.1 Objective or standard of living approaches

According to Easterlin (2000), the concept of standard of living emerged primarily within
economics and was closely connected to the notion of utility, where individuals’ well-
being was determined by their preferences and satisfaction derived from consuming
goods and services. Thus, this approach to well-being was initially focused on meeting
material needs and external conditions as the foundation for well-being (Fleuret and
Atkinson, 2007; Cho and Yu, 2020). As a result, the relationship between material
resources and individuals’ control over them becomes crucial in this understanding of

well-being.
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Measuring standard of living

Measuring well-being from a living standards approach often relies on objective
indicators such as wealth, income, and GDP (e.g.,, Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2005).
Furthermore, GDP is the most common indicator to compare wealth and economic
growth among countries, with its measure of well-being primarily centred on material
wealth (Bérenger and Verdier-Chouchane, 2007). Therefore, from this perspective, well-
being becomes closely related to monetary and material poverty (see Section 2.2.1),

where income indicators are the key proxy to measure a nation’s well-being.

However, a growing part of the literature started challenging the exclusive reliance on
income and wealth-based approaches to measuring well-being, arguing that they are
insufficient in capturing people’s overall quality of life (Stiglitz et al., 2009; Decancq and
Lugo, 2013). Moreover, recent studies have revealed that GDP alone does not
comprehensively explain a nation’s happiness (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). As a result,
multidimensional approaches to conceptualising and measuring well-being have gained
traction.

The development of a multidimensional approach to well-being has been spearheaded by
a diverse group of researchers, including notable figures such as Sen (1988), Atkinson et
al. (2004), and Alkire and Foster (2010). These researchers have questioned the income-
based hegemony in the field, incorporating indicators such as health, education, personal
activities, political participation, social relationships, environment and security
(Chakravarty, 2017).

Measuring children’s standard of living

The transition towards a multidimensional perspective of people’s standard of living has
also significantly influenced the study of children’s well-being. As emphasised in Section
2.2, it becomes imperative to move beyond monetary definitions and measures when
examining the living conditions of children and young people. Main (2019a) contends
that exclusively exploring young people’s well-being through a monetary-utilitarian lens
is problematic, given the complex relationship between young individuals and money.
Consequently, relying on unidimensional measures based solely on income fails to fully
capture the particulars of young people’s experiences and well-being. Therefore, adopting
a more comprehensive and multidimensional approach that considers various aspects of

children’s lives becomes crucial in order to better understand their well-being.

Nevertheless, while multidimensional approaches to well-being offer a more
comprehensive framework for defining and measuring well-being, they have primarily
centred around the adult population, overlooking the unique experiences of young people.
Consequently, a significant portion of the literature, influenced by the social studies of
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childhood paradigm, raised concerns about the applicability of these definitions and
indicators to childhood and youth experiences, advocating for including children’s
perspectives and emphasising their active role in measuring well-being (e.g., Ben-Arieh,
2005; Ben-Arieh and Franes, 2007). In this context, as Ben-Arieh (2008) highlighted, the
emergence of child-centred social indicators has been instrumental in studying well-
being. These child indicators consider children’s unique perspectives, experiences, and
needs and provide a more nuanced and accurate representation of young people’s well-
being.

As a result of this paradigm shift, there has been a proliferation of multidimensional
instruments aimed at measuring children’s well-being over the past years. These
instruments reflect a significant change in perspective, placing children and young people
at the core of the well-being discourse. Moreover, due to the intrinsic connection between
child poverty and well-being concepts, many studies on young people’s well-being tend
to share overlapping indicators (Roelen and Gassmann, 2008). Therefore, these
instruments collectively contribute to a more nuanced understanding of children’s well-
being and play a vital role in shaping policies and interventions to improve their lives.

Some noteworthy studies in the field include the Index of Child Well-Being (Adamson et
al., 2007; Bradshaw, 2007; Bradshaw and Richardson, 2009) used in the European
context, which encompass dimensions related to health, subjective well-being, personal
relationships, material resources, education, behaviour and risks, housing and
environment. Another one is The US Child and Youth Well-Being Index, developed by
Land et al. (2001), which also combines objective and subjective measures, including
material well-being, health, safety, productive activity, place in the community, intimacy
and emotional well-being. However, it is worth noting that these studies primarily rely on
adult-reported measures of child poverty.

Recognising this theoretical and epistemological gap, Main and Bradshaw (2012)
developed the Index of Material Deprivation, which notably involves children as
informants in measuring material deprivation and analysing its impact on their well-
being. This innovative approach problematises prior conceptualisations of children’s
deprivation and well-being, heavily relying on adult resources, such as household income.
Instead, Main and Bradshaw’s work proposes a child-derived measure that emphasises
young people’s lived experiences, considering them critical contributors to research and
policy endeavours. This shift towards involving children as informants represents a
meaningful advancement in understanding children’s well-being more comprehensively
while acknowledging them as social agents.
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Young Chileans’ standard of living

Despite progress in constructing multidimensional instruments for children’s well-being,
the Global North remains dominant in this field, with limited theorisation in the majority
world. In the Latin American context, conceptualisations of child poverty and well-being
still revolve around monetary indicators (Espindola et al., 2017), lacking child-centric
instruments in the literature. This gap highlights the need for more inclusive and culturally
sensitive approaches to understanding children’s well-being globally.

In Chile, there has been a historical tendency to conceptualise children’s well-being from
an adult-centric perspective, rooted in a needs-based approach and viewing children as a
part of the family unit (see Larrafiaga, 2010). Consequently, when it comes to
conceptualising and measuring the well-being of young Chileans using indicators that
aim to reflect their standard of living from a multidimensional standpoint, the instruments
used are based on responses from adults. An example is the CASEN survey, as discussed
in Section 2.2.2.

As aresult, there is currently no specific instrument specifically designed to assess young
Chileans’ standard of living. This lack of child-specific instruments is problematic for
three main reasons. Firstly, it fails to accurately reflect the life experiences of young
people (see Section 2.2.1). Secondly, it neglects young people’s agency and participation
rights. Lastly, it overlooks the distinct nature of childhood as a separate social structure
from the family unit.

Consequently, this theoretical gap underscores the necessity for child-centric and child-
derived approaches to comprehending the well-being of young people and its intricate
relation to socioeconomic inequalities and the experience of poverty. Developing specific
instruments recognising their perspectives and subjectivities can provide a more
comprehensive understanding of young Chileans’ well-being while, at the same time, it
recognises them as social agents and rights holders. Furthermore, such an approach is
essential to ensuring that policies and interventions are accurately targeted and responsive
to the unique needs and aspirations of young people in the country.

2.3.2 Capability approaches (CA)

The capability approach (CA), also known as the Human Development approach, is a
normative framework for human welfare heavily influenced by Amartya Sen and further
developed by Martha Nussbaum, finding relevance in diverse disciplines, such as poverty,
economic development, social justice, and human rights. Sen (1988) rejected the
dominant conceptualisation of standard of living, claiming that utility approaches based
on income and wealth do not reflect an individual’s life experiences. Therefore, the CA
transcends the limitations of solely considering material resources and needs when
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addressing people’s quality of life. Hence, it can be categorised as an opportunity-based

approach, focusing on people’s freedom of choice rather than outcomes (Robeyns, 2000).

From this perspective, well-being is defined as people’s freedom to choose among
different valuable options and live a life they have reason to value (Sen, 1985; 1999).
Thus, freedom of choice becomes a central attribute when theorising about people’s
quality of life (Nussbaum and Sen, 1993). For these reasons, Sen proposed a shift towards
thinking about functionings (achievements) and capabilities (freedoms), emphasising the
opportunities that derive from available resources rather than the resources themselves as
ends (Robeyns, 2017).

Following Sen’s work (see Sen, 1992; 1999), for this chapter’s purposes, functionings
will be understood as people’s achievements, this is, what people can actually be or do,
for example, being a university student. On the other hand, a capability will be understood
as the freedom to achieve or choose something valued, for example, having the choice of
being a university student, even when someone may not choose it as a path. In this
context, Sen (1992, p. 33) states that resources are people’s “means to achievement”,
which may include income but goes beyond it. Therefore, resources are fundamental
commodities to achieve something valuable (functioning). Following the previous
example, to be able to study at the university, in addition to financial resources to afford
it, individuals may need a particular set of skills and previous knowledge to be a
university student, for example, being able to read and write, or scoring an entrance score
at an admission test.10

Moreover, this framework also refers to conversion factors which are key mediators
between resources and outcomes, allowing the transformation of capabilities (freedoms)
into functionings (achievements) (Robeyns, 2005a). As further discussed in Chapter 3,
this conversion process becomes critical when exploring the relationship between
resources, socioeconomic inequality and valued outcomes in young people.

Consequently, this approach departs from using economic growth as the sole indicator of
well-being and instead recognises the significance of individual agency in shaping
people’s well-being (Clark, 2005a). It also acknowledges the subjective nature of well-
being, understanding that people’s options and the lives they value may vary from person
to person. However, this subjective component has been raised as a fundamental barrier
to operationalising the CA to effectively and practically measure people’s well-being.

In this context, the CA has faced criticism in the literature for being perceived as overly
individualistic. Critics argue that because the CA focuses on individuals’ valued
opportunities to be or do certain things, these opportunities may vary widely, reflecting

10 Sen did not use this specific analogy as an example in his work. However, the capability of
being a university student is used in this context to illustrate how the different key concepts
interconnect within the capabilities approach.
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the diversity of people’s values. This diversity makes the operationalisation of the
approach challenging (e.g., Srinivasan, 1994; Comim, 2001). Chapter 3 further elaborates
on this criticism, arguing that focusing on the conversion process rather than solely on
the valued opportunities allows for a discussion around the structural constraints that limit
young people from transforming the available inputs into valued outcomes.

Measuring well-being from a capabilities approach

Within the capabilities approach, well-being is evaluated by examining people’s
functionings (what they can be or do) and capabilities (the freedom to choose those
possibilities). However, selecting which capabilities and functionings to assess becomes
a subject of significant debate in the literature. As highlighted by Robeyns (2005b), the
decision between focusing on capabilities or functionings to measure well-being using
the capabilities approach is influenced by the epistemological goals of the project, its
methodology, and the role assigned to capabilities and functionings, all of which may
vary depending on the nature of the specific project.

In the discussion of measuring capabilities and functionings, two primary approaches
emerge. On the one hand, the literature drawing on Sen’s approach does not prescribe a
specific set of capabilities. The strength of this approach lies in its versatility as an
evaluative framework for assessing well-being in various fields, including policy design
and discussions about social change in society, whether theoretical or empirical
(Robeyns, 2005a). Moreover, proponents of Sen’s approach argue that creating a fixed
capability list can be arbitrary and might not capture the nuances and complexities of
different circumstances. Instead, they emphasise the importance of selecting specific
dimensions of capabilities based on the particular phenomenon and context being studied
(Robeyns, 2003; 2005b).

On the other hand, Nussbaum’s work influences a significant part of the literature, which
developed the capabilities approach as a theory of basic human justice, gender equality,
and political entitlements (Nussbaum, 2011). Nussbaum embraced the concept of human
dignity and argued that for human life to reach its highest potential, it must include
specific capabilities (Nussbaum, 2008). Consequently, the author proposed a list of ten
central human capabilities!l, deviating from Sen’s approach and asserting that pursuing
social justice is impractical without identifying the key capabilities a society should strive
to achieve (Nussbaum, 2003). As Robeyns (2005b) highlighted, this distinction marks a
fundamental difference between the two authors. While Sen primarily proposed a

11 The capabilities proposed by Nussbaum are: Life; Bodily health; Bodily integrity; Senses,
imagination and thought; Emotions; Practical reason; Affiliation; Other species; Play; and
Control over one’s environment. See Nussbaum (2003) for more details.
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framework to assess individuals’ quality of life, Nussbaum developed a theory of justice
centred around capabilities.

Considering these epistemological differences, the literature presents various studies
aiming to assess and operationalise people’s quality of life by drawing the CA (see
Chiappero-Martinetti and Roche, 2009). One worldwide influential instrument designed
for this purpose is the method proposed by Alkire-Foster (2010; 2011), which focuses on
measuring poverty and well-being by incorporating various dimensions and indicators
tailored to specific contexts. As the authors assert, this method is adaptable and can be
applied in diverse ways to suit different situations.

The Human Development Index (HDI), promoted by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), emerged from the Alkire-Foster method. Since 1990, the HDI has
been systematically developed, and its latest version includes three dimensions: long and
healthy life, measured through a life expectancy index; knowledge, measured through an
education index; and standard of living, measured through GDP (UNDP, 2022). By
encompassing these dimensions, the HDI surpasses purely income-based measures and
aims to provide a more comprehensive understanding of human development. However,
some scholars criticise the HDI’s arbitrary selection of indicators and their weighting
within the index (e.g., Bérenger and Verdier-Chouchane, 2007). These critiques highlight
the challenge of finding a balanced and representative set of indicators that adequately
captures the complexities of well-being and development across different contexts.

Moreover, the HDI lacks child-specific indicators, and both Sen’s and Nussbaum’s
approaches are primarily centred on the well-being of the adult population. Consequently,
assessing young people’s well-being from a capabilities perspective is still an emerging
research field. Nevertheless, despite the adult-centred dominance in capabilities approach
studies, there are notable examples that highlight the importance of discussing and
exploring young people’s well-being from the CA perspective in further detail.

Capabilities and young people’s well-being

A decade ago, Biggeri et al. (2011) highlighted the lack of attention given to children’s
well-being within CA studies. However, over the last few years, studies have grown
exponentially. According to Fegter and Richter (2014), two main categories of studies
can be found: those aiming to identify relevant capabilities and functionings for young
people and those analysing children’s current well-being based on a pre-defined list of
capabilities. Moreover, Dominguez-Serrano and del Moral-Espin (2022) report that most
of the studies adopted a quantitative approach, commonly drawing on an adapted version
of the Alkire-Foster method to explore childhood deprivation based on a capabilities
analysis (see Alkire and Roche, 2012).
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Within the qualitative studies, one part of the literature aligns with Sen’s version of the
CA, claiming that there should not be a pre-defined list of capabilities when addressing
children’s well-being. This growing body of research provides valuable insights into
children’s well-being within the capabilities perspective and underscores the importance
of considering their unique needs and experiences and allowing them to define what is
valuable for their well-being. For instance, Biggeri et al. (2006) identified a list of core
capabilities in collaboration with young people in Italy, while Kellock and Lawthom
(2011) explored capabilities valued by children in the UK without a pre-defined list,
leading to the emergence of four valued capabilities from a child’s perspective.12 These
studies demonstrate the significance of involving children in identifying and
understanding what matters most for their well-being, providing a more inclusive and
child-centred approach to assessing their quality of life.

On the other hand, studies based on Nussbaum’s arguments commonly pre-define a list
of capabilities, which is then analysed and validated with young people. For instance,
Andresen and Fegter (2011) provided children with a pre-defined selection of capabilities
to explore their ideas of what constitutes a good life. Similarly, Dominguez-Serrano and
del Moral Espin (2018) pre-defined a list of core capabilities, which they transformed into
indicators to assess young people’s well-being in Spain, with children’s voices at the
centre of the analysis.

Both approaches provide valuable insights into children’s well-being from their
viewpoints. However, the type of participation young people have in these approaches
differs, carrying significant epistemological implications. Therefore, defining young
people’s participation in capability studies becomes critical. Chapters 3 and 4 discuss in
greater detail the importance of active and meaningful participation from an
epistemological standpoint since this type of participation has the power to challenge
adult-centred dominance in child well-being research, as in society in general. Moreover,
this debate also problematises young people’s agency and the power dynamics between
adults and children and between researchers and participants. This discussion is further
explored in Chapter 3, including the role of childhood studies in shaping social
constructions of childhood in research and Chilean society.

The CA concerning children’s well-being has been applied in different fields, through
different methodologies and in combination with different approaches where education
is predominant (Gladstone et al., 2020). Authors like Otto and Ziegler (2006) and Walker
and Unterhalter (2007) have been highly influential, emphasising education’s role in
promoting social justice and expanding children’s abilities through opportunities. For
example, Kellock (2020) combined the CA with Community Psychology to understand

12 The capabilities that emerged from this study were: Being Literate, Being Physically Active,
Being a Friend, and Being Creative.
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UK students’ well-being and improve school communities’ support. From a theoretical
perspective, Reindal (2016) discussed the relationship between capabilities and
education, focusing on special needs and inclusive education, arguing that the CA can
contribute to understanding inclusion as the development of capabilities.

However, despite the growing interest in this field of research, the literature indicates that
most CA studies on children’s well-being are concentrated in Europe and the Global
North nations (Gladstone et al., 2020; Dominguez-Serrano and del Moral-Espin, 2022).
This concentration underscores a critical gap, urging more research on children’s well-
being in Latin America. Furthermore, it highlights the importance of emancipating from
Eurocentric theoretical understandings (e.g., Quijano, 1992; 2000; Nieuwenhuys, 2013)
and instead constructing local understandings that include the voice of young Chileans as
crucial inputs for advancing research and the theorisation of well-being in this region.

Young people’s capabilities in Latin America

As previously argued, the use of capabilities conceptualisation of well-being is scarce in
Latin America, possibly due to the dominance of monetary approaches based on adult-
informed instruments in the region (as discussed in Section 2.2). Nonetheless, some
studies have started to include the capabilities approach, which represents a positive step
in addressing this gap in the literature.

For example, Garcia and Ritterbusch (2015) adopted a mixed methods approach to create
a multidimensional instrument for measuring child poverty in Colombia. These authors
incorporated young people’s voices through qualitative methodologies to identify key
dimensions comprising the Multidimensional Child and Adolescent index (MCAP). This
initiative represents an initial effort to formulate a measure of young people’s well-being
grounded in capabilities conceptualisation within the region. It underscores the efficacy
of incorporating youth voices in constructing such instruments and identifying the
essential dimensions for assessment.

Similarly, Tonon (2022) advocates using a capabilities approach when enhancing young
South Americans’ participation, problematising the constraints young Argentinians face
concerning their possibilities to make joint decisions with adults concerning their quality
of life. This work underscores the potential of the capabilities approach in shedding light
on the nuanced challenges faced by youth in the region. However, no evidence of studies
adopting a CA to conceptualise young people’s well-being exists in Chile, highlighting a
significant gap in the literature. As elaborated in Chapter 3, this study aims to contribute
to this gap and explore with young Chileans which core capabilities comprise the lives
they have reason to value and improve understanding concerning their quality of life from
a capabilities and participatory perspective.
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2.3.3 Rights-based approaches

As argued earlier in this chapter, there has been a notable increase in the use of rights-
based approaches to conceptualising the quality of life for children and young people,
particularly concerning child poverty (e.g., Bessell, 2021). The adoption of such an
approach to studying children’s lives can be attributed, in part, to the fact that rights are
endorsed by national and international agreements that establish minimum standards
children should have, making it a compelling policy goal (e.g., UNICEF, 2007a; Byrne
and Lundy, 2019).

Moreover, Ben-Arieh et al. (2014) assert that the essence of rights lies in their profound
connection to enhancing the well-being of young people and facilitating the opportunities
for them to achieve it. In this sense, incorporating rights-based perspectives in studying
and addressing children and young people’s well-being becomes crucial to ensure their
overall development and better prospects for the future.

In this context, the emergence of rights-based approaches has brought about a significant
shift in the status of children within society. Rather than being viewed solely as objects
of protection, children are now recognised as emerging citizens, a transformative change
emphasized by Hart (1991). This perspective aligns with the social studies of childhood
theoretical approaches during the 1990s, which advocated for viewing children not as
passive subjects but as active social agents (e.g., James and Prout, 1997).

While childhood scholars acknowledge the strong interconnection between children’s
rights and well-being, they also highlight that these concepts are distinct both
conceptually and methodologically (Tisdall, 2015a). Nevertheless, the literature on
children’s participation has played a pivotal role in bridging these concepts, particularly
emphasising the significance of incorporating young people’s perspectives to improve
their life experiences (Ben-Arieh and Tarshish, 2017).

Consequently, adopting a rights-based approach to conceptualise well-being enables the
integration of agency, citizenship, and participation as fundamental concepts into the
discussion of well-being (see Section 2.1). Moreover, as Murray (2019) points out, this
approach facilitates the critical examination of the lack of children and young people’s
participation in policy debates.

It is essential to note that any approach acknowledging the critical nature of young
people’s participation is inherently rooted in a rights perspective. Thus, the rights-based
approach has significantly influenced how scholars and policymakers study young
people’s lives across multiple levels and theoretical frameworks. It has brought about a
paradigm shift, enabling a more comprehensive understanding of children and young
people as active participants in shaping their well-being and future. However, as further
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elaborated in the subsequent chapters, the discussion around young people’s participation
concerning their well-being is complex and heavily influenced by policy-makers’
interpretation of the UNCRC (Wyness, 2013).

Brief contextualisation of children’s rights

Scholars acknowledge various definitions of rights, often linked to broad conventions like
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the UNCRC concerning
children’s rights (Jones, 2011). For the purpose of this thesis, rights are broadly
understood as entitlements that all individuals possess simply by virtue of being human
(Donnelly, 1982; Nussbaum, 1997).13 According to Frydrych (2018), there are two central
rights theories. The first is the will theory, which pertains to liberty rights and aims to
protect individuals from interference in their freedom. On the other hand, interest theories
associated with welfare rights focus on ensuring that individuals have the necessary
resources to lead a good life.

In defining young people’s well-being, the rights-based approach places significant
emphasis on fulfilling rights as essential for young people to live well and achieve their
full potential (Ben-Arieh et al., 2014). This approach is strongly influenced by the
UNCRC (Archard, 2012), which serves as the foundational framework for understanding
and promoting young people’s well-being. As discussed in more detail later in this
section, the UNCRC comprehensively addresses various aspects of young people’s lives,
including civil, cultural, economic, cultural, and political rights (UNICEF, 1989).
Moreover, while children’s rights are often associated with welfare rights (e.g.,
Lansdown, 2005), such as the right to life, survival, and development (Article 6), they
also encompass liberty rights, such as the freedom to express opinions (Article 13).

However, both welfare and liberty rights have limitations when conceptualising young
people’s well-being. Welfare approaches, while focusing on ensuring young people’s
material needs are met, may inadvertently reinforce power imbalances between adults
and children, potentially leading to paternalistic attitudes and decisions that undermine
young people’s agency (Lansdown, 2005). On the other hand, while emphasising young
people’s freedoms and autonomy, liberty approaches may ignore their status as citizens
with distinct rights and responsibilities within society (Moosa-Mitha, 2005). This failure
to recognise young people’s citizenship can marginalise their voices and participation in
decision-making processes that directly affect their lives.

Therefore, as discussed in Section 2.1.1, recognising the interconnectedness between

young people’s rights, agency, and citizenship and acknowledging the role of adults in

13 For more details about the specific entitlements or rights people have, see the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UN, 1948).
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shaping these relationships is essential when adopting a rights-based approach to
conceptualise children’s well-being. By addressing these complexities, the rights-based
approach becomes a powerful tool in promoting young people’s well-being and
facilitating their active participation in society. Moreover, this approach empowers young
people, respecting their rights and voices, and fosters a more inclusive and equitable
environment where they can thrive and contribute meaningfully to their communities.

The right to live well: who are the actors involved?

The literature indicates that a combination of public institutions and private organisations
work together to promote and protect children’s rights (Jones, 2011). In this context, the
UNCRC is the key legal framework that shapes children’s rights and guides these
institutions across various countries, and it is the most significant human rights treaty,
where all countries except the United States of America have ratified it as the core legally
binding document to frame children’s rights in their specific contexts (Murray et al.,
2019).

The Convention comprises a total of 54 articles, which according to Archard (2015), can
be categorised into provision (related to services), protection (related to safeguarding and
preventing maltreatment) and participation rights (recognising children as social agents).
Additionally, the Convention proposes four general principles that are fundamental to
conceptualising children’s rights and are relevant in facilitating the implementation of
other rights: non-discrimination (Article 2), the best interest of the child (Article 3), the
right to life survival and development (Article 6), and the right to be heard (Article 12)
(UNICEF, 1989). As Ben-Arieh (2008) pointed out, these four principles are closely
linked to children’s well-being. Although the UNCRC does not have a specific article
addressing the concept of well-being, for the purposes of this dissertation, Articles 3 and
12 emerge as fundamental to guide this discussion:

Best Interest of the Child (Article 3):

“...In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private social welfare
institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the
child shall be a primary consideration...” (UNICEF, 1989, p. 4)

Right to be Heard (Article 12):

“...states Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right
to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given

due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child...” (UNICEF, 1989, p. 5)

However, as pointed out by Archard (2015), these two articles are in direct tension since
recognising young people’s agency and participation rights conflicts with the notion of

the “best interest of the child”. The concept of the child’s best interest involves—almost
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always—decisions made by adults regarding what they believe is best for children. On
the other hand, Article 12 grants children and young people the right to express their
opinions on matters that affect their lives.

Moreover, according to Archard, while Article 12 promotes children’s agency, it also
imposes certain limitations. Firstly, this right is restricted to children and young people
who are capable of forming their own opinions, excluding younger children who may not
be seen to communicate effectively due to their age. Secondly, the weight of young
people’s views and opinions increases as they approach adulthood, with adults ultimately
deciding the value of their opinions.

Consequently, while the UNCRC is a fundamental universal policy, it has certain
limitations that are important to acknowledge, particularly concerning their participation.
As highlighted by Hinton (2008), although the UNCRC suggests that young people’s
voices should be taken seriously, they have had little influence on decisions regarding the
allocation of resources that affect their quality of life. Moreover, countries’
interpretations, as observed through policies and social programs, still tend to emphasise
children’s protection and lack a participatory perspective that could promote their active
citizenship (James, 2011).

This problematic conceptualisation of children’s participation has various effects, which
are discussed in further detail in Chapter 3. Most notably, it directly influences how
nations interpret children’s rights and, more importantly, shapes how children’s
participation should be understood and the role that children can have when measuring
and monitoring their quality of life. This limited consideration of young people’s
perspectives hinders the realisation of their rights and limits their potential to actively
engage in shaping policies and decisions that impact their lives.

Assessing well-being from a rights perspective

As previously mentioned, countries that ratify the Convention should establish an
effective system to protect and monitor the fulfilment of children’s rights. Consequently,
two main groups of approaches and methodologies can be identified within the literature.
One part of the literature focuses on analysing children’s rights from a legal protection
perspective, exploring young people’s experiences of rights violations, such as child
abuse and violence (e.g., Stalker and McArthur, 2012), the right to education (e.g., Lundy
and O’Lynn, 2019), and the right of life and survival (e.g., Pemberton et al., 2012).

In contrast, another part of the literature, influenced by the social studies of childhood,
focuses on children’s perceptions, attitudes, and understanding of their rights (e.g.,
Kosher and Ben-Arieh, 2017). This approach is closely associated with recognising

children’s agency and participation as fundamental aspects when discussing their well-
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being. Therefore, it acknowledges the significant value that young people’s lived
experiences offer in these discussions, both in shaping public policies and contributing to
academic research (Camfield et al., 2010).

The case of Chile

In Chile, both approaches to assessing children’s rights can be found. Various studies
adopt a protection perspective, exploring children’s rights violations at different levels in
the country (e.g., Gomez-Urrutia and Jiménez-Figueroa, 2015; Contreras Taibo et al.,
2018). Others concentrate on exploring provision rights, such as education rights (e.g.,
Blanco Guijarro, 2005; Mufioz-Oyarce, 2021), health (e.g., Ochoa et al., 2010), and
mental health (e.g., Zufiga-Fajuri and Zufiga, 2020).

On the other hand, other studies in the field focus on promoting and advocating for young
people’s rights. One highly influential organisation in this regard is Defensoria de la
Nifiez (Child Advocacy), which has conducted several studies aimed at promoting
children and young people’s rights. A recent study by Defensoria-Nifiez (2019) revealed
that while the majority of the participants are aware of their rights’ existence, close to
50% perceive that exercising their rights is contingent upon fulfilling their duties.
Additionally, the study showed that a large majority of students perceive that adults do
not respect their rights, a perception that increases with age. These results are consistent
with Oyanedel et al. (2015), whose findings indicate that young people’s awareness of
their rights decreases with age, and the majority of them perceive that adults do not

respect children’s rights.

These findings are problematic for at least two reasons. First, while young people are
aware of the existence of rights, they perceive them not as entitlements but as rewards
given by adults based on their criteria of good behaviour. This misunderstanding leads to
the second issue, where most students feel that adults do not respect their rights.
Consequently, this misrecognition of young people’s rights in Chile limits their agency
and participation in decisions that affect them. As discussed in more detail in Chapter 3,
this issue can be linked to the country’s dominant social constructions of childhood,
which perceive children and young people as incapable and immature.

These results are also problematic considering that Chile’s core policy concerning
children and young people’s well-being plan is rooted in a rights approach (Politica
Nacional de Nifiez y Adolescencia) (CNDI, 2015b), identifying survival, participation,
protection, and development as key axes of the children’s rights framework in the country
(MDSF, 2015). However, based on the studies’ results mentioned earlier, young Chileans
do not perceive their rights to be respected in the country. Moreover, a recent report by
Defensoria de la Nifiez (2022) analysed young people’s rights based on these four axes,

revealing progress in survival and development but a decline in protection from violence.
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Additionally, that report shows that while young Chileans are mostly aware of their right
to participation, they argue that they are not able to exercise it systematically.

Therefore, while the available studies reflect the interest of scholars and certain
institutions in promoting and protecting children’s rights in Chile, more research is
needed to explore why young people perceive their rights as not being respected.
Moreover, the existing studies do not provide a clear understanding of how participation
takes place, and as previously argued, clearly defining participation is critical in research
with young people (e.g., Sinclair, 2004; Thomas, 2007). Moreover, a recent report by
UNICEF (2022) shows a lack of resources to promote participation in the country. Hence,
it is imperative to address this gap in the Chilean debate by critically examining young
people’s participation, as it is an often overlooked right that directly impacts their
opportunities for well-being.

2.3.4 Subjective or self-reported approaches

The last category to conceptualise well-being refers to the subjective or self-reported
approaches, commonly known as subjective well-being (SWB). In this context, SWB can
be broadly defined as people’s evaluation towards their lives (Campbell, 1976).
Therefore, individuals’ participation and life assessment become fundamental for this
approach, where there is an inherent recognition of people’s agency towards their well-
being.

The interest of scholars studying subjective well-being has increased dramatically over
the recent decades (Diener et al., 1999), where scholars suggest that the emergence of the
Social Indicators Movement heavily influenced this interest (Veenhoven, 2007; Casas,
2011). Nevertheless, despite its progress and evolution, the study of SWB is still
dominated by Global North constructions and adult-centred approaches (e.g., Campbell,
1976; Ryff, 1989; Diener, 2012).

In this context, Crivello et al. (2009) highlight the importance of considering the specific
sociocultural context when conceptualising well-being. It is crucial to acknowledge that
well-being is strongly linked to social constructions, and failing to do so may result in
incomplete definitions that could undermine the effectiveness of policies. Thus, there
remains a significant gap in this research field regarding including young people’s
subjectivities from the majority world in defining and identifying the dimensions that
comprise the instruments to assess well-being from a self-reported perspective.
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Theoretical roots of children’s self-reported well-being

The literature on self-reported well-being comprises two main paradigms: hedonic
approaches, commonly known as subjective well-being (SWB), and eudaimonic
approaches, commonly known as psychological well-being (PWB) (Ryan and Deci, 2001;
Samman, 2007; Rees et al., 2013). These two conceptualisations encompass distinct
theoretical and methodological constructs, making it crucial to differentiate them.

According to Diener (2009), SWB encompasses cognitive judgments of individuals
regarding their life satisfaction and also includes affective reactions, which can be either
negative or positive. Moreover, a subjective concept of well-being recognises the relative
nature of living well, which may vary among societies and individuals (Diener and Ryan,
2009). Consequently, this approach focuses on people’s subjective assessments of their
own lives, implying that the meaning of well-being and the influencing dimensions are
not fixed and can vary across and within sociocultural contexts (Casas, 2011).

On the other hand, the PWB perspective centres on identifying the factors that allow
individuals to maximise their potential (Steger et al., 2008). This approach to self-
reported well-being is rooted in the Aristotelian concept of eudaimonia, where the highest
good is the realisation of one’s potential (Ryff, 1989). Typical approaches to the
eudaimonic approach to well-being include Maslow’s (1968) self-realisation and needs
hierarchy!4, Ryff’s (1989) six-dimension model of psychological well-being!> and Deci
and Ryan’s (2000) self-determination approach.1® Consequently, the PWB approach
employs fixed definitions and dimensions to assess individuals’ well-being, and it is

closely linked with an individual’s sense of purpose and meaning (Samman, 2007).

While in some ways both perspectives can be seen as complementary, SWB is based on
individuals’ subjective perceptions, evaluations, aspirations, and interpretations (Casas,
2016). As such, it relies on a socially constructed conception of well-being (Diener,
2012), recognising that people have a say in defining what living well means for them.
On the other hand, the PWB understanding presumes that the definition of a good life is
predetermined by experts who know the specific behaviours required to increase well-
being (Steger et al., 2008).

This distinction raises a fundamental epistemological discussion, emphasising the debate
about young people’s participation, agency, and power of influence within the research
process and in the construction of knowledge. From a PWB perspective, researchers

14 According to Maslow, human needs are arranged in a hierarchical pyramid, starting from the
physiological ones, followed by safety, love and belonging, esteem and self-actualization at
the end which represent a person’s best version of themselves. From this approach, it is
important to satisfy the basic needs to then go up on the pyramid.

15 This model includes the dimensions of self-acceptance, positive relations with others, personal
growth, purpose in life, environmental mastery and autonomy.

16 These authors argue that human motivation is strongly connected to the psychological needs of
competence, autonomy, and relatedness.
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possess all the knowledge regarding well-being, constraining the space for individuals to
construct meaning on their own. This hierarchical power dynamic can lead to participants
assuming a passive role, a sensitive issue particularly relevant in studies involving
children (Christensen and James, 2008). Meanwhile, for SWB, there is not just one truth
but multiple truths that vary across and within societies (Casas, 2016). Hence, this
approach allows more space for the co-creation of knowledge through children’s agency
and meaningful participation. Further exploration of this epistemological discussion will
be carried out in Chapter 4.

Assessing young people’s subjective well-being

Casas (2011) argues that while objective indicators of children’s well-being are
extensively covered, subjective indicators are less prominent and have been neglected in
political discussions. However, in the last ten years, significant progress has been made
in incorporating young people’s perspectives when assessing their quality of life. A
notable example is Children’s Worlds, the International Survey for Children’s Well-
Being (ISCWeb), a global research initiative on children’s well-being that has included
large-scale samples of participants from 35 countries across its four waves since its first
edition in 2011. This survey was initiated by the International Society for Child Indicators
(ISCI) and developed by researchers to assess children’s and young people’s well-being.
Its results have provided access to substantial data sets and enabled comparing children’s
SWB indicators across different countries (e.g., Casas et al., 2014; Dinisman and Rees,
2014; Oyanedel et al., 2015; OECD, 2017).

Undoubtedly, the contributions of this instrument to the field are significant, particularly
in shedding light on young people’s subjective experiences as critical indicators to inform
policy discussions, rather than solely relying on their parents’ perspectives (Gross-Manos
et al., 2021). However, it is crucial to acknowledge that the instrument adopts an adult-
based definition of well-being and is rooted in applying five different scales constructed
by adult researchers from the minority world (see ISCWeb, 2019 )17.

As a result, the definition of well-being and the indicators it comprises are constructed
based on a limited group of adults’ perceptions of what well-being means, which raises
concerns about the recognition of young people as social agents with the right to be heard
and have influence in decisions that affect them. The instrument inherently involves
adults dictating what living well should look like. Moreover, as discussed earlier, this

17 The scales are: the Overall Subjective Well-Being (OLS), the Children’s Worlds Subjective
Well-Being Scale (CW-SWBS), the Children’s Worlds Domain Based Subjective Well-
Being Scale (CW-DBSWBS). The Children’s Worlds Positive and Negative Affects Scale
(CW-PNAS) and the Children’s Worlds Psychological Subjective Well-Being Scale (CW-
PSWBS).
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reinforces Eurocentric constructions of well-being, which can constrain and shape how

children’s quality of life is perceived and should be experienced in the majority world.

Another example is The Good Childhood Report in the UK (Rees et al., 2013; Pople et
al., 2014). This report utilised a mixed-methods approach, wherein children played a
central role in developing the indicators to be assessed. In the initial stages of creating
this instrument, children and young people actively collaborated and provided input to
identify the dimensions that encompass well-being. Subsequently, this input was
transformed into a survey that has been systematically applied in the UK over the last
decade.

These two examples highlight a fundamental epistemological and methodological
difference relevant to this thesis. As discussed earlier, defining participation is crucial
when conducting research with children and young people (e.g., Hart, 1992). In the
context of instruments like the ISCWeb, while the voice of the child is central through a
process of massive consultation, their voices are still framed within pre-defined adult
understandings of well-being. On the other hand, projects like the Good Childhood Report
position children’s voices as fundamental in shaping the definition of well-being, and
from there, measurement instruments are developed.

This methodological distinction will be further explored in Chapter 4. However, it brings
to the forefront the discussion of how agency and participation are understood and shaped
within the research process and public debate. As discussed in Section 2.2.1, it is critical
to differentiate child-centred approaches from child-derived ones. Authors like Main and
Bradshaw (2012) suggest that it is essential to shift from child-centred to child-derived
approaches, where young people’s subjectivities play a critical role in informing
definitions and identifying dimensions that can be translated into measurement
instruments (e.g. surveys) and applied on a larger scale.

In this context, qualitative methodologies emerge as critical contributions to address the
gap in the self-reported well-being literature. Influential examples of qualitative studies
aiming to define young people’s well-being from their perspective include the work of
Fattore et al. (2007) in Australia, Gonzélez-Carrasco et al. (2019) in Spain and Tonon et
al. (2017) in Argentina.

However, qualitative approaches also present significant challenges and limitations.
These may include the lack of credibility from policymakers and practical issues that
affect their development, such as language barriers, translation processes, and a lack of
expertise (Camfield et al., 2009). Fattore et al. (2021) also delve into the challenges of
qualitative well-being studies, emphasising the difficulties of measuring and comparing
across different cultures and countries. This discussion will be further expanded in
Chapters 3 and 4.

44



Young people’s self-reported well-being in Chile

The study of young people’s well-being from a subjective perspective in Chile is
relatively new, and its origins can be traced back to the implementation of the Children’s
World’s ISCWeb in the country (Alfaro et al., 2016b). This project represented a
significant advancement as it collected substantial data regarding the subjective
dimensions of young Chileans’ well-being, which enabled scholars from various fields to
explore children’s quality of life and their satisfaction with their lives in the country.

From this point on, numerous Chilean studies can be found in the literature. As Oyarzin
(2019) points out, these are predominantly quantitative and fall into three categories:
psychometric scales, assessments of the level of subjective well-being, and investigations
into the relationship between SWB and psychosocial indicators. These studies have
contributed valuable insights into understanding young people’s well-being in the Chilean
context.

Within the psychometric scales, the application of the Personal Well-Being Index (PW1)18
by Alfaro Inzunza et al. (2013), and the application of the Personal Well-Being School
Children (PWI-SC)1° by Alfaro et al. (2016a) and Bilbao Ramirez et al. (2016) provided
crucial data on the significance of material conditions, security, leisure activities, social
relationships, and future prospects as essential indicators for young people’s well-being.
The Brief Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (BMSLSS)20 applied by
Alfaro et al. (2015) reinforced previous findings, emphasising that satisfaction with
neighbourhood, school, oneself, and life in general are significant for overall life
satisfaction. Lastly, the Student’s Life Satisfaction Scale (SLSS)2! applied by Alfaro et
al. (2016c) suggests that stability may also be an important factor that explains students’
life satisfaction, although more research is needed to explore its significance.

Chilean students’ level of SWB is primarily based on the ISCWeb study (see Casas et al.,
2014; Dinisman and Rees, 2014; Oyanedel et al., 2015; OECD, 2017). Several studies
derived from this survey have explored different dimensions of young people’s well-
being and allowed for comparisons between countries. Notable examples include the
study by Oyanedel et al. (2014), revealing that the highest satisfaction levels of students
correspond to family, friends, material possessions, and health, while the lowest
satisfaction relates to the neighbourhood and self-perception. Other Chilean studies based
on ISCWeb have found similar findings, highlighting the relevance of neighbourhood,
family, and friends in young Chileans’ life satisfaction (Oyarzin Gomez et al., 2017;
Oyarzun Gomez et al., 2019; Oyarzun Gémez et al., 2022). Furthermore, Alfaro et al.

18 See Cummins et al. (2003)
19 See Cummins and Lau (2005)
20 See Seligson et al. (2003)
21 See Huebner (1991)
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(2017) explored the crucial role of the community among students, emphasising how the

sense of community is relevant to students’ life satisfaction.

Lastly, in studies exploring the Relationship Between SWB and Psychosocial Variables,
the Brief Multidimensional Student’s Life Satisfaction Scale (BMSLSS)22 applied by San
Martin and Barra (2013) demonstrated the importance of self-esteem and social support
in influencing young people’s life satisfaction. Consequently, the scales used in
quantitative studies have provided a diverse range of relevant information that contributes
to identifying critical factors explaining Chilean students’ life satisfaction. These findings
highlight the value of young people’s social relationships and emphasise the significance
of specific settings, such as the school and neighbourhood. Additionally, they provide
valuable insights into young people’s psychological well-being, underlining the relevance
of self-perception and self-esteem.

Within qualitative studies, there is a scarcity of research adopting a qualitative approach
to explore the meanings and perceptions of well-being in Chile. However, scholars have
shown an increasing interest in investigating young people’s well-being from their
perspectives. Notable and recent examples include the study by Oyarzin Gomez and
Reyes Espejo (2021), which explores children’s well-being concerning leisure and the
use of geographical space. Furthermore, Alfaro-Inzunza et al. (2019) described the
notions of life satisfaction and dissatisfaction from a qualitative perspective with young
people, identifying close relationships, feeling cared for, loved, and supported by
significant adults emerged as critical for the participants.

Additionally, some studies explore the relationship between young people’s well-being
and specific settings. Alfaro et al. (2023) explored groups of students’ understanding of
well-being in the school setting, finding that the relationship between peers, teachers,
schoolwork, discipline and control, support and interpersonal communication, peer
relationships, the availability of affective support, conflict resolution and bullying are
fundamental to students. Furthermore, Aspillaga et al. (2022) examined the perceptions
of Chileans regarding their well-being concerning their school and neighbourhood. This
study identified that a sense of belonging, closeness, support, and safety play critical roles
within their neighbourhoods, influencing their overall well-being.

While current studies provide fundamental information regarding young Chileans’ well-
being and highlight the importance of friendships, family, school, and neighbourhood
concerning their life satisfaction, this remains an underexplored topic in the country.
Moreover, these studies present certain limitations that need to be addressed in future
research.

22 See Seligson et al. (2003)
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Firstly, there is still a lack of exploration in the literature regarding the meanings of
critical concepts contributing to young people’s well-being, such as understanding why
social relationships are relevant to their quality of life. Therefore, more qualitative studies
are needed, as they can provide different kinds of data that contribute to a more
comprehensive understanding of the significant indicators identified by the scales
applied. Secondly, the reviewed studies have primarily focused on participants from large
urban locations, particularly students from medium and low socioeconomic backgrounds.
As a result, the perspectives of the entire rural population of young people and those from
higher socioeconomic backgrounds are excluded from the analysis.

Furthermore, the relationship between socioeconomic inequality and young Chileans’
well-being has been scarcely addressed in the assessment of young people’s well-being,
representing a significant gap in the literature, especially considering the high levels of
inequality in the country (see Chapter 1). Although Oyanedel et al. (2015) included
socioeconomic inequality as a variable in students’ life satisfaction analysis, the results
remain inconclusive.

Therefore, it is still unclear how students’ socioeconomic backgrounds may influence
their possibilities to live well, as also if the definition of well-being and the identification
of its comprising dimensions vary depending on socioeconomic variables. Addressing
these limitations and incorporating the perspectives of diverse populations, including
rural and higher socioeconomic backgrounds, will contribute to a more comprehensive
understanding of young Chilean’s well-being and its relationship with socioeconomic
inequality.

Conclusion

This chapter provided a critical review of existing theoretical approaches to children and
young people’s well-being, emphasising the close relationship this concept has with the
literature concerning child poverty. The review has highlighted the inadequate
participation of young people in shaping the definition of well-being, which
predominantly reflects an adult-dominated perspective in both its theoretical
conceptualisation and measurement methods among younger populations.

By defining well-being as the quality of life, incorporating objective and subjective
measures, this chapter divided current approaches into four main categories: objective or
standard of living, capabilities, rights-based, and self-reported approaches. Furthermore,
these approaches were analysed within the Chilean context, arguing that the theorisation
of young people’s well-being is unclear and narrow. While a rights-based approach forms
the core of the policy-level definition of well-being, it is heavily inclined towards
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protection and provision rights, overlooking participation as a fundamental right which

powerfully shapes young people’s agency and civic involvement in society.

Additionally, another part of the literature concentrates on self-reported or subjective
approaches, relying on quantitative methods to assess young people’s quality of life in
the country. Furthermore, capability approaches have not been identified in Chile to date.
Consequently, this chapter identifies several theoretical and methodological gaps
concerning the Chilean conceptualisations of well-being, which are relevant to address to
improve current understandings of young people’s well-being in this country.

Among the theoretical gaps, the Chilean literature has hardly addressed the theoretical
links between child poverty, well-being, and socioeconomic inequality. The lack of
clarity regarding the influence of socioeconomic inequality on young people’s well-being
in Chile emerges as a critical gap due to the country’s high levels of socioeconomic
inequality and the lack of understanding of the effects of this social problem on the
younger population.

Throughout the chapter, it was argued that the Chilean definition and measurement of
objective or standard of living approaches are rooted in a child poverty framework,
identifying two central limitations. First, it is based on the CASEN survey, which defines
poverty using monetary and multidimensional approaches, where both use household
income and parents’ access to resources as units of measure. According to the literature,
this is problematic since household income does not reflect young people’s deprivation
experience. Moreover, since there is a mismatch between the two measures of child
poverty, the living conditions of young people remain unclear. The second limitation is
that the child poverty measurement within CASEN derives from young people’s parents’
responses towards their living conditions. Therefore, young people’s perceptions and

assessment of their living conditions are subordinated to their parents’ opinions.

This theoretical gap is problematic because young people living in vulnerable conditions
are not yet accurately identified, and their living conditions are not well represented in
the literature, which can directly influence policy design and social aid allocation.
Furthermore, current understandings of child poverty fail to recognise young people as
social agents and rights holders. Therefore, their citizenship status and possibilities to
influence their living conditions are shaped and limited by adults. Addressing this gap in
the literature from a child’s perspective may shed light and reveal new information to
better understand the effects of inequality in young people’s lives while also recognising

young individuals’ agency and participation rights.

Regarding self-reported or subjective approaches, the chapter has shown that current
theorisations and measures of young people’s life satisfaction are based on adult
constructions. The significance of young people’s lived experiences in shaping well-
being conceptualizations emerged as a central theme throughout the chapter. A context-
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specific understanding of well-being could be achieved by recognising young people’s
agency and addressing the dominance of the Global North in the theoretical and
instrumental approaches to assess their quality of life in Chile. This holistic perspective
is crucial for informing effective interventions, fostering inclusive societies, and
empowering young individuals as active social actors in their own lives.

Concerning methodological gaps, this chapter identified that young people’s participation
is not theoretically or epistemologically problematised in the available studies. Most
studies are based on consultation processes, where participation is often tokenistic and
limited by adults. Moreover, regarding research designs, there is a dominant quantitative
approach to assessing well-being in Chile. This issue is problematic since, as Carrillo et
al. (2021) suggested, generating more systematic qualitative studies with young Chileans
about their well-being emerges as a critical gap due to the different types of data
qualitative approaches can bring into the debate.

Another limitation identified within the Chilean literature pertains to the study samples.
Existing studies predominantly focus on urban populations of students, with most
research conducted in the capital or other large urban cities. Consequently, the entire
young rural population remains excluded from these analyses, emphasizing the
importance of exploring the rural-urban dichotomy within young people’s well-being to
gain valuable insights for constructing an inclusive approach to conceptualise well-being
in Chile.

Consequently, based on the identified gaps in the literature, Chapter 3 introduces the
capability-participatory approach as a novel theoretical framework for conceptualising
young people’s well-being in Chile. This approach acknowledges the critical role of
young people’s agency and participation in defining well-being and its dimensions.
Moreover, it challenges adult-centric approaches by focusing on the opportunities that
arise from resources rather than solely concentrating on access to resources. As a result,
this approach allows for an exploration of the relationship between young people’s
resources and valued outcomes, with particular attention to the process of transforming
resources into outcomes when examining the constraints on well-being opportunities for
young Chileans.

The emphasis on the transformation process is paramount, as it enables a comprehensive
examination of how socioeconomic inequality and societal perceptions of childhood are
pivotal factors that can hinder young people from realizing fulfilling lives. Addressing
this significant theoretical gap within the Chilean literature enriches the understanding of
young people’s well-being by acknowledging and respecting their agency and
participation rights as fundamental attributes of their status in society. The next chapter
introduces a capabilities-participatory framework as a novel theoretical and

methodological approach to conceptualising young Chileans’ well-being.
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Chapter 3
Introducing the capabilities-participatory framework to conceptualise

young people’s well-being

Introduction

This chapter introduces the capabilities-participatory approach as a novel theoretical
framework for conceptualising young people’s well-being in Chile, which is theoretically
rooted in the social studies of childhood paradigm, also known as childhood studies, and
the capabilities approach. This framework addresses the two main gaps concerning young
people’s quality of life identified in the literature (see Chapter 2). The first pertains to the
limited participation of young people in the conceptualisation of well-being, which has
historically been defined by adults, primarily from the Global North. The second gap
involves the lack of exploration of the role of socioeconomic inequality when discussing
young people’s quality of life in the country.

In this context, adopting a childhood studies approach provides the theoretical framework
to acknowledge children and young people as social agents, where participation is not
only a right but a fundamental exercise inherent to their status as social actors in the
present (e.g., James and Prout, 1997; James et al., 1998; Tisdall, 2015a). Furthermore,
this theoretical standpoint to theorising about well-being is a critical contribution to the
literature as it acknowledges childhood as a social structure interacting with other
structures (e.g., Qvortrup, 2009; Wyness, 2019), allowing an exploration of the structural
factors that shape young Chileans’ well-being opportunities, such as those related to

socioeconomic inequality and the institutional definitions of a child’s well-being.

Moreover, this framework is rooted in the capabilities approach, where embracing the
concept of capability to explore young people’s well-being, conceptualised as an
individual’s freedom of choice among different valued opportunities is a key contribution
to this discussion (Sen, 1992; 1999). Within this framework, well-being disparities are
acknowledged as relational issues, providing a theoretical foundation for analysing the
process of transforming inputs into outcomes rather than focusing solely on the outcomes
through the notion of conversion factors (Sen, 1999; Robeyns, 2005a). Such a standpoint
allows for exploring the relationship between life experiences and opportunities arising
from the inputs available to young people and how they influence their well-being
(Ziegler, 2010).

Hence, the capabilities-participatory approach highlights the critical role of young
people’s agency and participation in shaping the understanding of well-being and its
various dimensions. Moreover, when adopting the combined approach of capabilities and
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the childhood studies theoretical standpoint, it allows for the examination of constraints
on young people’s well-being at a structural level, exploring the influence of those related
to socioeconomic inequality and those derived from social constructions of childhood.
Within this framework, well-being inequalities are recognised as a relational problem,
underscoring the significance of conversion factors as critical mediators in transforming
resources into functionings (Robeyns, 2005a).

Therefore, this chapter proposes that socioeconomic status (SES) and social constructions
of childhood (SCC) can be relevant conversion factors that enable a comprehensive
examination of how socioeconomic inequality and societal perceptions of childhood are
pivotal factors that can hinder young people from achieving and living well. It argues that
such an approach can provide valuable insights to better understand the adult-institutional
power dominance, agency constraints, and limited spaces of participation young Chileans
experience concerning their well-being opportunities.

This chapter is structured into three main sections. Section 3.1 provides the theoretical
foundations of the capabilities-participatory approach. In this context, Subsection 3.1.1
provides critical definitions of the capabilities framework, distinguishing the concepts of
capabilities, functionings, conversion factors and inputs. Subsection 3.1.2 delves into
conceptualising socioeconomic inequality within this project, problematising the lack of
research concerning the relationship between socioeconomic inequality and young
people’s quality of life in Chile. Lastly, Subsection 3.1.3 conceptualises participation and
agency within the capabilities-participatory framework. To these purposes, it delves into
the theoretical foundations of the sociological studies of childhood, framing the concepts
of agency and participation adopted in this project.

Section 3.2 introduces SES and SCC as central conversion factors to analyse the
structural-relational constraints that influence young people’s well-being opportunities in
Chile. Subsection 3.2.1 discusses young Chileans’ decision-making power possibilities
derived from socioeconomic factors. It characterises socioeconomic inequality in Chile
and emphasises segregation as a central concept to explore the relationship between SES
and young people’s quality of life. For these purposes, residential and educational
segregation are critical for the analysis.

Furthermore, Subsection 3.2.2 delves into the constraints young people face regarding
their well-being opportunities derived from the socially constructed concept of the child
in Chile. In this context, it discusses how the SCC within Chilean society shapes young
Chilean’s decision-making power concerning their well-being. For these purposes, the
analysis draws into the concept of agency and participation to understand this dynamic
and shed some light on this discussion.

Finally, the last section concludes and summarises the key points discussed throughout
the chapter.
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3.1 Defining the capabilities-participatory framework

Chapter 2 argues that the capability approach (CA) primarily focuses on analysing
people’s capabilities, defined as the freedoms people have to choose and achieve a life
they have reason to value among different valuable options (Sen, 1992). Consequently,
the CA emphasises the opportunities that stem from available resources rather than the
resources themselves. Hence, it offers a unique perspective to understand the relationship
between resources and outcomes. In this context, the emphasis on outcomes and the
transformation of resources, rather than the exclusive focus on resources, holds particular
significance for this thesis.

This specific lens to explore the relationship between resources and outcomes underpins
the adoption of the CA as a novel conceptual framework for investigating the well-being
of young people in Chile. As argued further in this chapter, this perspective facilitates a
departure from the constraints associated with monetary-based definitions of well-being
(see Chapter 2). This shift is especially critical when exploring the relationship between
socioeconomic inequality and the quality of life of young people, all while recognising
them as active social actors.

Moreover, the capabilities-participatory framework allows for an exploration of the
obstacles young people encounter when translating their resources into valued
opportunities, an issue that remains unexplored in the literature concerning young
people’s well-being in Chile. Consequently, adopting a capabilities approach to studying
well-being enables concentrating on the opportunities accessible to young people and
their freedom to pursue them.

Drawing from Robeyn’s (2017) modular interpretation of the CA, the capabilities-
participatory framework theorises young Chileans’ well-being by identifying a list of
central capabilities and dimensions reflecting young participants’ lives and which they
have reason to value. As further elaborated in Chapter 4, due to the methodological
underpinnings of this project, young people’s role is determinant in selecting these
capabilities to be analysed. Furthermore, such an approach provides a theoretical
background for analysing the relationship between young Chileans’ well-being and
structural forces, such as those related to socioeconomic inequality and social
constructions of childhood. Within this discussion, further clarifying some key concepts
within the capabilities approaches introduced in Chapter 2 and how they are understood
in this framework is imperative.
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3.1.1 Technical definitions and clarifications when adopting a capabilities

approach

One of scholars’ primary criticisms towards the CA pertains to its terminology, which
can sometimes lead to confusion and hinder a straightforward interpretation of the core
concepts. For example, within this literature, a crucial distinction lies in separating means
or resources, which encompass goods and services, and capabilities from functionings,
which refer to people’s freedoms of choice and their actual choices, respectively
(Robeyns, 2005a). Therefore, clarifying these concepts and establishing their relevance
within the specific context of this study becomes paramount.

The following discussion is centred around differentiating the terms of capabilities and
functionings, conversion factors, and inputs. As Robeyns (2017) emphasised, any
framework that adopts a CA to define well-being should elucidate and incorporate these
key concepts, all of which constitute a person’s capability set. As Biggeri et al. (2006, p.
63) put it, a capability set “is the opportunity set of achievable functionings.” In other
words, a capability set reflects people’s freedoms and opportunity choices available to
lead a life they have reason to value. Figure 3-1 illustrates Robeyn’s (2005a, p. 98)
interpretation of an individual’s capability set, providing a visual representation of the
interrelationships among the key concepts within the CA.

Figure 3-1: A Stylised Non-Dynamic Representation of a Person’s Capability Set
and Her Social and Personal Context

Social context:
Social institutions Preference formation Personal
Social and legal norms " mechanisms history and
Other people’s behaviour Social influences on psychology
and characteristics decision making
Environmental factors
(and many, many more...)
Non-market 7 Capability set
production Goods - Achieved
Individual
Market production and conversion N Capabilities Choice functionings
Net income services factors (i.e. opportunity set of
Trans(ers-in-kind achievable lunctionings)
Means to achieve Freedom to achieve Achievement
(capability inputs)

Author: Robeyns (2005a, p. 98)
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Capabilities and functionings

As introduced in Chapter 2, from a capabilities perspective, well-being is defined as
people’s freedom to choose among different valuable options and live a life they have
reason to value (Sen, 1985; 1999). Nevertheless, as Sen (1992) pointed out, it is not solely
about having access to opportunities but also about using those opportunities to lead a
fulfilling life effectively. This point reflects the normative foundation of the CA,
highlighting that capabilities are not neutral, and carry a value judgment about what
constitutes a good life for individuals, which may differ from one another.

This aspect of the CA is also highlighted by Alkire (2005), who argues that it is critical
to acknowledge that the person must value the opportunities achieved or realised
(functionings) and must be linked to their own well-being. Hence, the normative stance
implies a commitment to ensuring that individuals have the resources and opportunities
necessary to pursue a life that aligns with their own values and aspirations, rather than
just focusing on maximising certain measurable outcomes or indicators.

Consequently, this dissertation defines the concept of capability as a person’s freedom to
choose from different valuable options. In the words of Sen, capabilities are “the choices
that the person in fact have” based on their resources available (Sen, 1992, p. 38).1
Accordingly, functionings refer to people’s actual choices or achievements. It represents
the various things a person succeeds in being or doing (Sen, 1999). As Robeyns (2017)
summarised, while capabilities are people’s opportunities, functionings are the actual
achievements of those opportunities. Therefore, the notion of capabilities becomes critical
within the capabilities-participatory framework to conceptualise and theorise young
people’s well-being.

Resources as inputs

Within this discussion, the role of resources assumes critical importance as they represent
the inputs individuals need to transform into functionings. As argued in Chapter 2, within
the CA literature, resources can be understood as the “means to achievement” (Sen, 1992,
p. 33), which may include but is not limited to monetary resources. Therefore, this
approach recognises the crucial role of resources (including income) not as ends in
themselves but because of the outcomes derived from them (Sen, 1999). As Robeyns

1 According to Robeyns (2017), the term capability has different interpretations and definitions
which have evolved over time. Sen’s early work adopted an understanding of a capability as
asingle opportunity. Nevertheless, this notion has evolved to an understanding of capabilities
(plural) as an opportunity set which may between individuals. Furthermore, Nussbaum’s
terminology which considers capabilities as rights, derived into a debate among scholars that
adopt the concept of basic capabilities which are applicable to all human beings (e.g.,
Nussbaum, 2011), and scholars who adopted a more generic approach that may vary across
different socio-cultural contexts (e.g., Alkire, 2005).

o4



(2005a) pointed out, from this theoretical standpoint, resources are significant because
they possess instrumental value but are not ends in themselves.

This distinction holds particular relevance when conceptualising young people’s well-
being since income alone does not entirely account for this (see Chapter 2). Therefore,
there arises a need to explore other types of inputs when exploring young people’s quality
of life. As explained throughout this chapter, this study acknowledges factors such as
education and places of residence as key inputs that young people need to transform to
pursue a valued life.

Furthermore, following Ziegler’s (2010) argument, it is essential to note that this study is
not interested in examining inputs in isolation but rather in understanding the relationship
between the life experiences and opportunities arising from the inputs available to young
people and how they influence their well-being opportunities. Therefore, this study
proposes that analysing the role of institutional frameworks as inputs, including policies,
legal regulations, and social programmes linked to children and young people’s quality
of life in Chile (e.g. educational law, childhood policies, and welfare policies in general),
become critical since they define, provide and shape young people’s well-being
opportunities.

Additionally, this study acknowledges the significance of institutional and policy
frameworks in shaping the discussion surrounding the impact of socioeconomic status
and social constructions of childhood —considered critical conversion factors—,
influencing young people’s possibilities to transform those inputs into well-being
opportunities and pursue a life they have reason to value. Section 3.2 discusses in greater
detail the specific institutional and policy frameworks considered in this study.

Therefore, the capabilities-participatory framework proposed in this dissertation claims
that adopting such an approach allows the exploration of well-being opportunities of
young Chileans from a structural standpoint rather than focusing on each individual’s
possibilities, which may vary among students. Consequently, adopting a capabilities
framework offers a novel perspective to analyse the extent to which young people in Chile
with the same inputs have different well-being opportunities. As further elaborated in the
following subsection, conversion factors have a critical role in shaping these well-being
outcomes.

Furthermore, as Sen (1992) suggested, the discussion should not be exclusively centred
on assessing people’s access to specific resources and functionings. It should also discuss
decision-making power and agency’s relevance to converting those resources and
opportunities into a life that aligns with their values and aspirations. Section 3.1.3
discusses in further detail the critical relationship between young people’s agency and
decision-making power within the capabilities-participatory framework.
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The relationship between conversion factors and inputs

The transformation process from inputs to functionings becomes fundamental in this
discussion. As elaborated further in Section 3.2, conversion factors mediate between
inputs and functionings (Robeyns, 2005a). In other words, these allow or limit the
transformation of a resource into an actual achievement. In this context, Sections 3.2.1
and 3.2.2 claim that the limitations on achieving functionings can be explored by
analysing certain socioeconomic factors and the social constructions around childhood as
critical structural conversion factors that shape the process of transforming inputs into
achieved functionings.

Consequently, this study proposes that exploring the role of these conversion factors can
shed some light on the decision-making barriers that young Chileans face to achieve the
opportunities they value in life, which impact their possibilities to live well. Furthermore,
Section 3.1.3 discusses the crucial role of agency and participation as paramount concepts
when exploring this transformation process within young people.

The need for a clear epistemological and methodological framework

Chapter 2 highlights the importance of epistemological clarity when choosing a
capabilities framework to study well-being (see Robeyns, 2005b). As argued in further
detail in Chapter 4, this study is grounded in a participatory epistemology by recognising
that knowledge is produced through an experiential and participatory process among
individuals’ interactions (Heron, 1996; Heron and Reason, 1997). Accordingly, this
position aligns with a core aspect of participatory inquiry with children and young people,
where the aim is not to identify a single truth but to construct knowledge collaboratively
with participants based on their subjective life experiences (Clark and Moss, 2011).

Consequently, Section 3.1.3 addresses young people’s participation within the
capabilities-participatory framework. Based on this epistemological position, Chapter 4
further argues the critical importance of defining well-being in collaboration with
different groups of young Chileans based on identifying key capabilities that ultimately
shape a life they have reason to value. As previously mentioned, this does not imply that
all participants will pursue the same opportunities, but it aims to construct an inclusive
list of valued capabilities with students’ voices at the forefront of the conversations.

3.1.2 Conceptualising socioeconomic inequality

As argued in Chapter 2, this thesis conceptualises inequality as a structural and systemic
social problem encompassing the unfair allocation of resources and services,
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disproportionately benefiting a privileged minority and resulting in disparities in living
standards among the population (Ravallion, 2003; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010).
Understanding inequality as a disparity in living standards is particularly pertinent to this
thesis. This perspective goes beyond monetary-based metrics and encompasses access to
political and economic power, primarily concentrated among society’s elite or privileged
segment (Bielschowsky et al., 2018).

Furthermore, acknowledging inequality as an unfair power distribution assumes pivotal
importance for this research. As outlined in Chapter 2, the investigation of socioeconomic
inequality’s repercussions on the well-being experiences of young individuals remains
limited, primarily dominated by adult-centric approaches that heavily rely on monetary
metrics to assess people’s living standards. Therefore, there is a compelling need to
broaden the scope of inequality indicators beyond traditional, objective, and monetary
paradigms to gain a more nuanced understanding of young people’s multifaceted well-
being experiences.

Therefore, taking inspiration from Stiglitz et al. (2009), exploring young people’s
capabilities or freedoms of choice assumes significance in this project. It provides a
broader lens through which inequality can be assessed, complementing conventional,
objective-monetary metrics. Accordingly, Casas and Frgnes (2020, p. 190) argue that the
objective well-being approaches should not solely be defined by opportunity structures
and economic resources of young people but also account for “the interplay between their
opportunity structures, their freedom to access opportunities and their ability to utilise

those opportunities.”

This understanding of the objective dimension of well-being offers a valuable perspective
for examining how young people with similar inputs have different well-being
opportunities due to the influence of conversion factors that shape the transformation
process. Consequently, building on Atkinson’s (2015, p. 10) assertion that “equality of
opportunity is achieved when the former variables — circumstances — do not play any role
in the resulting outcome,” this thesis argues that adopting a capabilities perspective can
shed light on this discussion by exploring how socioeconomic inequalities influence
young people’s well-being opportunities.

Addressing the individualistic nature of the CA

Nevertheless, it is crucial to acknowledge that the CA has faced criticism for its
individualistic orientation, raising questions about its efficacy in addressing systemic
issues like socioeconomic inequality. By centring predominantly on individual freedoms,
some scholars argue that the CA may not fully encapsulate the broader structural

challenges that limit the population’s freedom due to inequalities at structural levels (e.g.,
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Stewart and Deneulin, 2002). Consequently, addressing systemic inequalities and larger
societal concerns within the CA framework could present challenges that are critical to
acknowledge.

This study highlights two main theoretical clarifications to overcome the individualistic
criticism of the CA. First, it draws on the “group capabilities” notion raised by Stewart
(2005) to elaborate the capability list. As claimed by the author, this concept underscores
that group belonging and community influence well-being by shaping choices, values,
and capabilities. Accordingly, Crocker and Robeyns (2010) emphasise the significance
of recognising a group’s agency, which is particularly relevant in the capabilities’
selection and weighing process. Therefore, recognising the group’s influence and
facilitating a collective process of identifying a list of valued capabilities becomes critical
to addressing the individualistic criticism.

The second strategy to overcome the individualistic limitation of the CA involves
focusing on the conversion process of resources. As further expanded in Section 3.2.,
after identifying the groups’ valued capabilities, analysing the effects of socioeconomic
inequality on well-being opportunities as a social conversion factor? provides a
framework to explore the structural barriers that young people face within their
socioeconomic contexts, which shape the transformation process and may generate
discrepancies in achieving well-being opportunities.

Consequently, the socioeconomic inequality analysis delves into examining how young
individuals utilise the inputs available and assesses the extent to which socioeconomic
factors constrain their decision-making power concerning their well-being opportunities.
As further discussed in Section 3.1.3, such analysis can illuminate the underexplored
relationship between socioeconomic inequality and young people’s quality of life in
Chile. Furthermore, it allows for a critical examination of the adult-institutional power
dominance over young Chileans’ well-being opportunities, which problematises the
agency constraints they face and the limited spaces for participation and influence on their
quality of life.

3.1.3 Conceptualising participation and agency

As previously stated, recognising young people as active social agents is a fundamental
feature of this project. Therefore, this section aims to provide a theoretical context for
understanding young people’s agency and participation within this study while

emphasising their connection to children’s rights and citizenship. The discussion on

2 As argued in further details in section 3.2, the CA literature refer to personal, social and
environmental conversion factors (see Robeyns, 2000). This thesis is interested particularly
in the social ones.

58



participation will be further elaborated in Chapter 4, elucidating it from epistemological
and methodological perspectives.

Exploring the sociological roots of childhood

The capabilities-participatory framework finds its theoretical foundation in sociological
approaches to childhood. This paradigm emerged in the early 1990s and fundamentally
acknowledges childhood as an independent structure within the social fabric to which
children actually contribute (James and Prout, 1997; James et al., 1998). This perspective
marks a significant departure from earlier conceptualisations of childhood prevalent in
the 1970s, which were mainly rooted in traditional adult-centred sociological paradigms
(Mayall, 2013). In those earlier models, children were often regarded as extensions of the
family rather than as vital and distinct members of society (Prout, 2011).

Children as agents and social actors

This transition had a profound impact on the societal positioning of children,
acknowledging them as active social actors rather than incomplete versions of adults
(Hammersley, 2017) and as beings in the present rather than solely individuals in the
process of becoming adults (Lee, 2001). This sociological perspective on childhood
significantly changed how society perceives children, recognising their roles as active
participants in social interactions and acknowledging their agency and rights (Mayall,
2002).

Recognising children as agents within society is a fundamental pillar of the capabilities-
participatory approach. Drawing inspiration from Corsaro’s work (2018), this framework
acknowledges that children actively contribute to shaping childhood through their
dynamic social participation, challenging the traditionally passive roles ascribed to
children in prior sociological constructs and positioning them as independent agents.

Childhood as a social structure

A major influence on the sociological approach to childhood is the work of Aries (1965),
who argued that childhood is intricately woven into distinct historical and cultural
contexts, thereby giving rise to multiple childhoods that vary across diverse sociocultural
settings. Building upon Ari¢s’ insights, subsequent scholars in this field expanded on this
premise, asserting that childhood is a socially constructed concept deeply rooted in
geographical, historical, and social specificities (e.g., Lee, 2001; Prout, 2005).
Consequently, this new conceptualisation challenges the universality of childhood
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claimed by earlier constructs, presenting it as a fluid and dynamic social construct that
varies across different contexts (James and James, 2012).

Subsequently, the capabilities-participatory framework recognises childhood as a
structural form within society. As Qvortrup (2009) pointed out, like adulthood, childhood
remains a permanent structure within societies, even as its definition evolves and children
become part of adulthood. As further elaborated by James and James (2012), while the
social structural space of childhood persists across generations, its definition varies as
social practices shape it through legal and policy discourses within specific societies.

This perspective is highly relevant to this project, as viewing childhood as a structural
entity facilitates exploring its interactions with other societal frameworks (Wyness,
2019). Therefore, as detailed in Section 3.2.2, recognising childhood as a structural form
provides opportunities to examine its interactions with various social structures that
impact young individuals’ well-being opportunities, including governmental institutions,
legal frameworks, and policies.

Furthermore, this recognition of childhood as a structural form interacting with other
structures raises a fundamental discussion concerning young people’s agency that
requires further discussion. As introduced in Chapter 2, this project embraces a relational
definition of agency, claiming that agency is intricately woven into the fabric of
intergenerational dynamics and overarching social structures that shape young people’s
life experiences and interactions (Wyness, 2018a). Therefore, discussing the complex
interaction between agency and the broader social context becomes essential to this

chapter’s purposes.

Conceptualising young people’s agency

The discussion surrounding young people’s agency is a recurring theme in sociological
studies of childhood. Scholars in this field have been influenced by the long-standing
agency-structure debate, which represents the struggle of social theorists to balance the
influence of structural forces (e.g. institutions, rules, social norms) on individuals’ ability
to act freely (agency) (James and James, 2012).

In this context, Giddens’ structuration theory emerges as a notably influential framework
within the sociological debate since it aims to reconcile both concepts, arguing that they
are mutually influential and cannot be studied in isolation (Giddens, 1979a; 1987).3 As

3 In this context, structuration can be broadly understood as the ongoing process of reproduction
in which social structures are created, maintained and transformed by individuals’ actions.
See also Cohen (1989) for an in-depth discussion of this theory and its implications for social
research.
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highlighted by James et al. (1998), recognising that structure and agency are intertwined
and interdependent concepts is a fundamental cornerstone of the sociology of childhood.

Within this paradigm, the new status of children and young people as social actors aligns
closely with a discussion of their agency (James, 2009). As James and Prout (1997, p. 8)
pointed out, from the sociology of childhood perspective, young individuals assume an
active role in the social world by constructing and shaping “their own social lives, the
lives of those around them and of the societies in which they live.” Therefore, they are no
longer considered incomplete adults but active agents of the social fabric.

In this context, the literature reveals that scholars examine children’s agency through
different lenses. As noted by James and James (2012), some scholars view agency as an
inherent attribute of being a social actor, investigating how the subjectivities of young
people have the potential to shape and transform specific social, political, and economic
narratives through their agency (e.g., Connolly, 1998). In contrast, others examine agency
by focusing on the structural forces that influence the collective position of children as a
minority group within society (e.g., Mayall, 2002).

The capabilities-participatory framework discussed in this chapter predominantly aligns
with the latter approach. It explores how social constructions of childhood, primarily
adult-constructed structures, shape and constrain young people’s decision-making power
within their well-being opportunities. Furthermore, as introduced in Chapter 2, this thesis
examines the concept of young individuals’ agency from a relational perspective. This
viewpoint envisions agency as a process in which young individuals can “endorse, change
and challenge their social worlds through their active engagement with others in the
world” (Wyness, 2018a, p. 133). Within this framework, agency finds its foundation
within relationships, often relying on and existing solely within them (Raithelhuber,
2016).

Therefore, the significance of a young individual’s agency in the capabilities-
participatory framework becomes evident when examined within the context of complex
social structures and relationships. These factors can both empower and limit young
people, as well as influence and intersect with the choices made by others. Consequently,
as further elaborated in Section 3.2.2, a relational notion of agency offers a unique
perspective for exploring how specific structural relations influence young people’s
decision-making power regarding their well-being opportunities.

Agency, participation, and capabilities

Oswell (2013) highlights that when children exercise their agency by making choices,
taking actions, and influencing their surroundings, their participation naturally emerges.
Therefore, young people’s decision-making freedom can be observed by their
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participation and interactions within their social worlds (Sinclair, 2004). As introduced in
Chapter 2, the UNCRC serves as a prevailing framework that shapes young people’s
participation and decision-making power in ratified countries. However, the
conceptualisation of young people as social actors with the right to participate is in tension
with the early stages of the capabilities approach, primarily due to the inherent
conceptualisation of children and childhood within this approach.

According to Sen (1999), participation involves individuals being able to decide their
own lives freely. Nevertheless, Sen primarily focused on adults’ freedom to choose in the
present, relegating young people’s freedom of choice to the future when they become
adults (Saito, 2003). This conceptualisation poses two main problems. First, it fails to
recognise young people as agents in the present, portraying them as future adults, a
common issue within adult-centred approaches. Second, it raises the question of whether
children and young people are entitled to capabilities.

Scholars have thoroughly addressed this debate, with Bonvin and Stoecklin (2016)
outlining two main perspectives. One viewpoint argues that due to children’s incomplete
rationality and self-determinism, their functionings should be prescribed rather than
endowed with the freedom of choice, as they require education before being entitled to
capabilities. Conversely, an alternative faction contends that children possess a latent
form of self-determinism deserving of cultivation. While the first approach neglects
young people’s agency as individuals in the present, the latter aligns closely with the
UNCRC and the sociology of childhood.

From this debate emerges the theoretical distance which demarcates the capabilities-
participatory framework from the earlier stages of the CA by recognising young people’s
agency and their inherent self-determinism, which is closely tied to acknowledging their
participatory rights. Therefore, acknowledging participation from a rights perspective
becomes crucial to arguing further that participation goes beyond the freedom of choice,
which is often an exclusive attribute of adults within a capabilities perspective. Moreover,
it allows for an exploration of the extent to which participation and decision-making are
shaped by adult-centred discourses and institutions, highlighting the degree to which

adults delimit young people’s agency participation spaces.

Within this discussion, Baraldi and lervese (2014) assert that young individuals embody
their agency and decision-making power by actively exercising their participation rights,
enabling them to shape their social environments. These authors contend that
communication is a pivotal factor in determining how children can exercise their rights
and have a say in decisions that affect them. However, the prevailing generational-
hierarchical framework and societal constructions of childhood often constrain children’s
agency within predefined communication paradigms, limiting their influence in decision-
making relative to that of adults.
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Therefore, a better understanding of the communication systems between adult-based
institutional constructions and childhood becomes crucial for fostering children’s
participatory engagement. Consequently, the relational approach to agency becomes
fundamental to exploring this generational and institutional hierarchical relationship.
Hence, as further elaborated in Section 3.2.2, social constructions of childhood emerge
as a critical conversion factor to explore the limitations on the well-being opportunities
of young Chileans by drawing on the concepts of agency and participation for the
analysis.

Reconciling children’s agency and participation rights in the capabilities-participatory
framework

As discussed in this dissertation, the UNCRC wields significant influence over various
aspects of children’s lives. However, it bears certain limitations that are pertinent to
address, particularly concerning their participation rights. First, as highlighted by Hinton
(2008), although the UNCRC emphasises the importance of taking young people’s voices
seriously, they have had minimal influence on decisions regarding the allocation of
resources that directly impact their quality of life worldwide. Moreover, as reflected in
policies and social programs, countries’ interpretations predominantly emphasise
children’s protection over a participatory perspective, hindering their active citizenship
(James, 2011). Consequently, a clear conceptualisation of participation remains absent
from the UNCRC’s perspective.

Secondly, an essential point relevant to this thesis was raised by Ben-Arieh et al. (2014,
p. 4), who argue that the UNCRC does not delve into the complex and nuanced
relationship between rights, freedom, and development, where “the development of
capacities to transform resources into valuable activities is an essential part of well-
being.” This point problematises the unfair distribution of opportunities within a nation,
predominately rooted in the hierarchical relationship between childhood and adulthood
in societies.

This subordinated position of childhood is particularly relevant when discussing young
people’s capabilities and their relationship to rights. As Liebel (2014) pointed out, Article
5 of the Convention refers to the child’s evolving capacities and the role of adults in
guiding children’s rights recognised in the Convention (see UNICEF, 1989)4. Liebel
argues that this article is directly linked to Article 12 and raises questions about how the
rights to be heard and participate in decisions that affect them can be exercised only by
certain children, those deemed competent by adults and thus capable of participating.

4 See also Lansdown (2005) for a detailed discussion concerning the concept of “evolving
capacities of the child”
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Beneath this discourse emerges the idea that the Convention rights are not universal for
all children but only to those competent under adults’ approval. Furthermore, Bonvin and
Stoecklin (2016) highlight that within the Convention’s discourse, there is a portrait of
children as vulnerable beings in need of protection by adults, directly impacting their
participation and power of decision over their lives. Therefore, there is an inherent need
to problematise how adult constructs shape children’s agency and participation within
their well-being opportunities, where the CA emerges as a potential framework to do so.

In this context, Biggeri et al. (2011) address the misrecognition of young people as
capable beings in the present and propose a shift towards the idea of young people having
“evolving capabilities”, emerging as an influential concept within this field. These
authors argue that children’s opportunities, capacities, and agency evolve, thereby
theoretically acknowledging young individuals as distinct from adults, with different
capabilities. This perspective expands the exclusive protection focus on children to
recognise their agency and power to influence their social worlds.

Within this discussion, it becomes apparent that the capabilities and rights-based
approaches, in isolation, have limitations in conceptualising young people’s participation
concerning their well-being. For this reason, various scholars suggest that children’s
rights, including participation, should be examined in conjunction with other disciplines,
such as the sociology of childhood (Hinton, 2008; Stoecklin and Bonvin, 2014).

As noted by Ben-Arieh and Tarshish (2017), the concepts of children’s rights and well-
being have undergone significant historical shifts, closely linked to societal attitudes
toward children and their quality of life. These authors argue that the convergence of
children’s rights and well-being lies in valuing children’s subjectivities, leading to their
active participation in decisions. Hence, they highlight the need to move towards
recognising children not only as emerging citizens but also as experts in childhood
matters.

Furthermore, as Wyness (2013) suggests, there is a need for broader definitions of young
people’s participation, acknowledging that participation can manifest in varying degrees
of intensity and forms across different contexts. In this regard, the author advocates for a
conceptualisation of participation that encompasses not only involvement in discussions
and decision-making (discursive participation) but also engagement in social, political,
and economic activities (material participation). Adopting this broader understanding of
participation emphasises children’s subjectivities and active involvement in decisions,
underscoring the importance of considering diverse forms of participation in defining
children’s well-being.5

5 Within this discussion, Wyness argues that policymakers worldwide often prioritise discursive
forms of children’s participation over material ones. According to the author, this preference
stems from the fact that material participation, which involves a more direct engagement of
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Consequently, the capabilities-participatory framework aims to bridge the gaps inherent
to the capabilities and rights approaches to conceptualise young people’s well-being. It
argues that recognising young people’s agency, participation, and decision-making power
is fundamental to defining how participation takes place within the research process.
Furthermore, this framework can potentially influence broader spaces beyond academia,
such as policymaking and the institutional debate concerning young people’s well-being
in Chile.

3.2 Defining the role of conversion factors as an analytical tool

As previously mentioned, a fundamental aspect of the capabilities-participatory
framework for exploring young people’s well-being in Chile focuses on converting inputs
into outcomes. In this context, a conversion factors analysis provides a unique tool to
identify the gap between a group’s functionings and the real opportunity to achieve them
(Biggeri and Ferrannini, 2014). Therefore, this section suggests that conducting a
conversion factors analysis can shed light on young Chileans’ constraints in their well-
being by exploring the role of socioeconomic variables and social constructions of
childhood as critical conversion factors.6

Robeyns (2000) categorises conversion factors into three types: personal, which pertain
to individual characteristics that influence the transformation process; social, which relate
to policies or societal structures mediating the transformation; and environmental, which
are associated with geographical or climate variables that individuals cannot control but
can influence the transformation This research is particularly interested in exploring
social conversion factors, understood as specific social structures that influence young
people’s agency and affect their opportunities to develop and achieve a life they have
reason to value (Yousefzadeh et al., 2019).

Within this context, this section introduces socioeconomic status (SES) and social
constructions of childhood (SCC) as critical social conversion factors to explore young
people’s limitations of well-being opportunities and their power of choice over them.”
These conversion factors emerge from the gaps identified in the literature review
concerning the lack of studies incorporating the role of socioeconomic inequality in the

young people in society, challenges the prevailing construction of childhood that portrays
children as dependent on adults. This discussion is further elaborated in Chapter 4, when
arguing the key contribution of adopting an intergenerational approach to participation from
a methodological perspective.

6 It is important to note that the conversion factors analysis performed in this dissertation derives
from the capability list elaborated in collaboration with young people (presented in Chapter
5). Chapter 4 delves deeper into the methodology of this project and the different stages of
it.

" Personal and environmental conversion factors are not included in this discussion. Nevertheless,
they could provide valuable insights to inform this field of study in future research.
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study of young people’s well-being in Chile and the adult-centred approach to define and
develop instruments to assess it (see Chapter 2).

As introduced in Section 3.1.1, in the conversion factors analysis proposed, the role of
institutions and public policy is critical as they represent and provide the key inputs that
young people need to transform to achieve their valued opportunities. Therefore, further
discussion of the links between these structural inputs and the conversion process
becomes fundamental.

The role of institutions and policies in the conversion factors analysis

This thesis emphasises the vital role of institutions and policies in understanding the
quality of life for young individuals. As outlined in Chapter 1, these institutional
frameworks define and manifest through social policies and programmes the dimensions
that shape the lives of young Chileans, focusing on education and the overarching concept
of “well-being”. However, the capabilities-participatory framework postulates that
institutional definitions and policies are more than mere abstract constructs—they are
foundational inputs necessary for young individuals to convert into their valued
opportunities. Therefore, these interdependent concepts require further explanation for
theoretical clarity within the capabilities-participatory framework.

In broad terms, institutions can be defined as “the rules of the game in a society or, more
formally, are the humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction” (North,
1990, p. 3). Accordingly, institutions represent the societal structures that facilitate or
hinder individuals’ scope of actions (Hodgson, 2006). From a capabilities perspective,
Nambiar (2013) asserts that institutions have a fundamental role in developing people’s
social and economic functionings and capabilities. As Hvinden and Halvorsen (2018, p.
866) put it, while personal characteristics are essential to transform resources into valued
outcomes, “multi-layered structures” such as economic, political and social ones

significantly influence people’s agency and opportunities to transform resources.

In this context, analysing the role of institutions is critical when assessing societal
inequities in resource allocation and power dynamics of participation within a society.
Furthermore, the interplay between institutions and minority groups is profoundly
influenced by sociocultural constructs which fail to recognise these minorities, inhibiting
their equitable participation in society (Fraser and Honneth, 2003). Therefore, when
recognising young Chileans as a minority group, acknowledging the complex relationship
between childhood and related institutions becomes paramount when assessing their role
as inputs shaping young individuals’ opportunities to pursue valued lives. The
construction of young Chileans as a minority group is further elaborated in Section 3.2.2.
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Hence, institutions play a crucial role in shaping policies. In this context, social policies
can be broadly understood as a country’s concrete political actions to address societal
issues and meet the population’s needs (Knill and Tosun, 2020). As Bessell (20173, p.
201) put it, “policy is focused on the identification of actual or anticipated problems and
responses to those problems.” However, challenges arise in identifying these problems
within society, leading to certain groups being favoured by policies while others are
neglected (Bacchi, 2009). Moreover, Bacchi further argues that policies not only address
specific problems but also contribute to their construction and reproduction. Hence, it
becomes critical to analyse how policy constructions shape young people’s well-being
opportunities.

As presented in Chapter 1, the core policy involving children’s well-being in Chile is
rooted in a rights approach (see the PNNA in Chapter 1). Nevertheless, this framework is
inclined towards provision and protection rights without clearly conceptualising
participation rights. Furthermore, as Diaz-Borquez et al. (2018) pointed out, there is no
evidence of young people engaging systematically in policymaking decisions in Chile.
Therefore, inspired by Bacchi’s (2009, p. 213) policy-analysis framework,8 this thesis
proposes that well-being policies in Chile must be problematised in order to understand

the “deep conceptual” foundations on which these policies are constructed.

In this context, this thesis argues that a misinterpretation of the problem and an unclear
conceptualisation of what young people’s well-being theoretically means in Chile
constrain their opportunities to live well. To these purposes, embracing Byrne and
Lundy’s (2015) argument concerning the barriers of policymaking debate concerning
children, this dissertation claims that the root of the problem can be partially linked to
adult dominance and a lack of rights-based approaches to conceptualise well-being,
particularly concerning participation.

The following subsections describe in further detail how socioeconomic status and social
constructions of childhood can provide valuable insights as conversion factors when
analysing young Chileans’ well-being opportunities and their possibilities to participate
in the decisions that affect them.

8 “What is the problem represented to be?” (WPR) is a method to critically analyse and question
public policies from a conceptual perspective. In this context, it is not interested in the gaps
between what a policy states and what it delivers, but in examining the conceptual
representation of the problem in question. See Bacchi (2009) for more details about this
approach.
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3.2.1 Socioeconomic status (SES)

Socioeconomic status (SES) is this project’s first key conversion factor, which allows for
exploring how structural socioeconomic variables shape young Chileans’ well-being
opportunities and their power of choice over them. As previously argued in Chapter 2,
the evidence shows that inequality and well-being are related concepts, but it is unclear
how inequality affects young people’s subjective experiences. Therefore, such analysis
emerges as a novel lens to illuminate the relationships between inequality and young
people’s quality of life in Chile.

Contextualising socioeconomic inequality in Chile

As outlined in Chapter 1, socioeconomic inequality is a phenomenon that has been present
since Spanish colonisation. Experts agree that the market-driven reforms implemented
during the 1980s represent a landmark in the structure of inequality in the country due to
the privatisation of the national companies, the consolidation of private property, and a
transformation of social security through the reduction of the state’s role (Larrafiaga,
2016). Heavily influenced by these reforms, Chile is among the most unequal OECD
countries (OECD, 2020). Moreover, while poverty rates have decreased significantly over
the past 30 years in Chile (Agostini et al., 2008; Larrafiaga and Rodriguez, 2014), the
wealthiest 20% controls 70% of the country’s wealth (Martinez and Uribe, 2017).

These wealth and power distribution disparities can be observed predominantly within
Chilean places of residence and the educational and health systems. According to the
literature available, there is a direct correlation between place of residence and access to
public services (Agostini et al., 2008; MDS, 2017; MDSF, 2023c), with educational
outcomes and opportunities (CIES, 2012) and with health outcomes (Arteaga et al., 2002).
Nevertheless, as previously stated, the available literature predominantly focuses on the
adult population and adopts adult-centred approaches to explore the relationship between

socioeconomic inequality and young people’s quality of life.

Therefore, it is still unclear how the unequal distribution of resources and power affects
young people’s well-being when recognising young people as social agents and childhood
as a social structure on their own rather than an extension of the family. Consequently,
this dissertation proposes to analyse the extent to which students’ socioeconomic
background, characterised by the type of education they access (public-private) and place
of living (rural-urban/low-high income neighbourhood), shapes their well-being
opportunities.

It is essential to mention that socioeconomic status is closely linked with the notion of
class within Latin American studies, particularly when discussing middle classes in the
region and their relationship to capitalist economies (e.g., Sémbler, 2006; Espinoza and
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Barozet, 2009). While this thesis acknowledges the different theoretical underpinnings
behind the use of class or socioeconomic status for analytical purposes?, both concepts
are occasionally used interchangeably during the analysis of Chapters 6 and 7. Within
this discussion, it is pertinent to mention that the term socioeconomic status is used as the
name of the conversion factor over class to facilitate the analysis, and not due to
theoretical reasons since socioeconomic status is the official characterisation provided by
the Chilean State concerning socioeconomic qualification.

Characterising young people’s socioeconomic inequality in Chile
g young peop. q

As further elaborated in Chapter 4, this study draws on two main instruments to
characterise young students’ SES. The state’s official instrument to characterise and
divide the Chilean population based on socioeconomic variables and vulnerability is the
Calificacion Socioecondémica (Socioeconomic Qualification). This socioeconomic
qualification derives from the Registro Nacional de Hogares (The Social Registry of
Households) (RNH), which places each household within a range of income levels. This
income-based identification is determinant for families and young people to access the
state’s social aid (MDSF, 2022a).

This instrument segments households depending on income, ranging from segment 4010
to segment 10011, eventually identifying a household SES. According to this qualification,
households between segments 40 and 70 have greater vulnerability and lower income,
while 80 to 100 represent higher income and lower vulnerability (MDS, 2019). Table 1
illustrates the distribution of Chilean society across the different socioeconomic segments
in its latest report (MDSF, 2023a). The data presented in the figure indicates that a
significant proportion of the population is classified under segment 40, while a smaller
proportion falls inside segment 100. Hence, the prevailing demographic in Chile is
predominantly described by those with medium to low socioeconomic status, while a
minority is identified among the higher SES category.

9 See, for instance, Grusky (2019) for a discussion of Marx and Webber’s work relevance in
relation to exploring inequality in capitalist economies.

10 These households are classified in the 40% lowest income or most socioeconomically
vulnerable with a mean monthly income of $208,890 Chilean pesos (£190 approx.) (MDS,
2017)

11 These households are classified in the 10% of higher income or less socioeconomically
vulnerable with a mean monthly income of $1,911,243 Chilean pesos (£1,760 approx.)
(MDS, 2017)
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Table 1: Distribution of Chileans’ Household Socioeconomic Qualification

Section Segment N. of Households % Registered
40 0% - 40% 4,297,087 47.90%
50 41% - 50% 675,451 7.50%
60 51% - 60% 681,638 7.60%
70 61% - 70% 664,010 7.40%
80 71% - 80% 790,208 8.80%
90 81% - 90% 1,251,969 14.00%
100  91% - 100% 606,527 6.80%

Source: author’s elaboration

Another significant tool is the Indice de Vulnerabilidad Escolar (Educational
Vulnerability Index) (IVE-SINAE) (see JUNAEB, 2022), created to identify school
students’ socioeconomic vulnerability (based on the household’s Socioeconomic
Qualification). It is calculated annually by the Junta Nacional de Auxilio Escolar y Becas
(National Board of School Aid and Scholarships) (JUNAEB)12, ranging from 0 to 100%,
where a greater percentage indicates a more profound vulnerability. The index indicates
the level of poverty risk status connected with each school’s students who attend public
and subsidised private schools.13 As indicated by Cornejo (2005), its fundamental aim is
to pursue social justice within the educational system by identifying the vulnerable
population and providing social aid, such as scholarships and school meals.

Figure 3-2 shows the percentage of vulnerable students attending public schools across
the country’s regions based on the latest IVE-SINAE results (JUNAEB, 2023). The graph
highlights a significant majority of public school students falling within the vulnerable
category according to the index. Notably, regions VII, IX, and XIV stand out with the
highest percentages of vulnerable students, where more than 80% of the public school
students are classified as vulnerable.

12 Agency that provides financial aid to students in Chile.
13 Private schools are excluded from this index, with the assumption that those students are not
considered vulnerable.
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Figure 3-2: Percentage of Vulnerable Students in Public Schools Per Region Based

on the IVE-SINAE 2023

Furthermore, Figure 3-3 reveals a striking trend of higher vulnerability prevalence in rural
student groups compared to their urban counterparts in nearly every region of Chile.
Notably, the IX Region displays the highest percentage of vulnerable students in rural
areas.
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Figure 3-3: Percentage of Vulnerable Students in Rural/Urban Areas Per Region
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The data available reflects an unequal society, where the percentage of low-income
households and vulnerable students within the educational system in Chile is worrying.
Recognising this pronounced disparity in vulnerability among public school students
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holds significant importance when exploring Chilean students’ well-being opportunities.
Therefore, exploring how students’ socioeconomic backgrounds influence their
opportunities for well-being becomes critical to identifying the barriers that most Chilean
students face when pursuing a life they have reason to value. Nevertheless, as argued in
Chapter 2, the relationship between socioeconomic status and well-being opportunities in
Chile remains unclear and heavily rooted in adult-centred instruments. Therefore, new
approaches are needed to better understand the impact of socioeconomic inequality in
young Chileans’ quality of life.

Introducing segregation as an analytical tool to explore the relationship between

socioeconomic inequality and young Chileans’ well-being

As previously discussed, the unequal distribution of resources and power within society
has varying effects on those with limited access to them. Chapter 2 argues that these
effects have traditionally been examined in terms of macro-level wealth distribution
within countries, such as GDP, and measures of household income distribution, like the
CASEN survey in Chile. However, these adult-centric indicators inadequately capture the
life experiences of young people, as they primarily reflect their parents’ access to goods
and services, overlooking the status of young individuals as social agents within society.

Therefore, to address this gap in the literature, the capabilities-participatory framework
draws on the concept of segregation, a multifaceted phenomenon manifesting in different
aspects of a given society (Valenzuela et al., 2010). According to Rodriguez Vignoli
(2001), segregation exhibits two fundamental dimensions: a social dimension, concerning
the lack of interaction between social groups, and a geographical dimension, linked to the
unequal distribution of these groups within a specific area. Various types of segregation
are explored in the literature, including those tied to race, gender, religion, and ethnicity
(see Orfield and Lee, 2005). This thesis investigates segregation derived from
socioeconomic status, acknowledged by experts as one of Chile’s most relevant
segregation types (Valenzuela et al., 2010).

Numerous studies have demonstrated that segregation influences the participation of
disadvantaged communities in various aspects of society, including access to the Chilean
labour market (e.g., Sabatini et al., 2001; Garretén, 2017), disparities within education
(Bellei et al., 2019) and within the healthcare system (Goyenechea, 2019). While these
studies have explored the impact of inequality by focusing on segregation within the adult
population, less evidence exists concerning its effects on young people’s well-being
opportunities.

Consequently, the capabilities-participatory framework explores the influence of young
Chileans’ SES on their well-being opportunities by examining the impact of residential
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(also known as socio-spatial) and educational segregation. As previously stated, these two
critical dimensions of young Chileans’ lives are considered in this study as the key

conversion factors that influence young Chilean’s well-being opportunities.

Residential segregation and socio-spatial inequalities

In their seminal study, Massey and Denton (1988, p. 282) define residential segregation
as a multidimensional phenomenon involving “the degree to which two or more groups
live separately from one another, in different parts of the urban environment.” Sabatini et
al. (2001, p. 27) further expand this definition, arguing that it refers to “the spatial
proximity or territorial concentration observed among families belonging to the same
social group.” According to these authors, a social group’s definition includes but is not
limited to shared characteristics related to ethnicity, age, religion, and socioeconomic
status. This dissertation explores residential segregation from a socioeconomic
perspective, consistent with Larrafiaga and Sanhueza (2007), who emphasise this

dimension’s critical influence within the Chilean structure of inequality.

The literature reveals that residing in segregated cities has a wide range of effects on their
communities. Garreton et al. (2020) highlight the hardship and limitations of
opportunities for disadvantaged groups within a society to access social, economic, and
political spheres. Other studies have shown that living in a segregated location reproduces
intergenerational poverty, constrains social participation, and limits access to education
(e.g., Arriagada, 2000; Ruiz-Tagle, 2013). Therefore, it becomes relevant to examine
closely the extent to which living in a segregated society can impact young people’s well-
being opportunities.

Furthermore, residential segregation is not limited to large cities; it also extends between
cities across the country, significantly impacting rural areas. As noted by Mieres Brevis
(2020), the massive migration to the capital and other large urban cities that has happened
in recent decades can be explained, at least partly, by the lack of opportunities and limited
economic development of rural locations. According to the author, this migration has led
to enduring regional inequalities that constrain opportunities for rural residents.

This “rural segregation” becomes apparent when comparing access and quality of
services in urban cities and in rural locations, where centralisation has negatively affected
rural economic development, resulting in the lower quality of public services and limited
job opportunities (Agostini et al., 2008; MDS, 2017). In this context, as Azocar et al.
(2008) pointed out, the combination of these factors reflects a policy centralisation

problem, which ultimately constrains rural residents’ opportunities and power of choice.

Concerning young people specifically, as noted by Larrafiaga and Sanhueza (2007), those
living in segregated neighbourhoods face educational and health disadvantages compared
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to children growing up in non-segregated locations. However, the relationship between
residential segregation and young Chileans’ well-being remains under-researched in the
literature. Additionally, the literature exploring the relationship between capabilities and
residential segregation in Latin America is scarce and non-existent in Chile, representing
a critical gap in the literature. Addressing these theoretical and empirical gaps becomes
relevant since, as Bucheli (2016) suggested, the CA has the potential to improve scholars’
comprehension of how spatial injustices perpetuate inequalities and simultaneously
assess the specific valuable capabilities that communities lack.

Consequently, adopting a capabilities perspective to analyse the influence of residential
segregation linked to SES in young peoples’ well-being provides a unique lens to
understand better the relationship between young Chileans’ places of residence and itS
influence on their power of choice over their well-being opportunities. As discussed in
further detail in Chapter 4, this thesis explores the effects of residential segregation by
analysing young people’s places of residence, including the region and neighbourhood
where they reside, being these critical factors that define their SES.

Educational inequalities and segregation

Among Chile’s educational reforms initiated during the 1980s and 1990s, the voucher
policy, also referred to as school selection, has been identified by experts as a pivotal
factor contributing to educational segregation. The school selection policy operates
through the voucher system, which was adopted from the US experience and
implemented during the 1980s in Chile, with the purpose of promoting descentralisation,
competence and choice within the school system (see Chubb and Moe, 1990). While there
are tensions within the literature concerning what specifically the voucher system
theoretically and pragmatically means in Chile, it is ultimately a funding model that grants
a subsidy to public and private-subsidised schools based on the number of students
enrolled (Elacqua and Santos, 2013).

Studies reveal that deprived families are most affected by this system due to the lack of
power of choice linked with limited financial resources and schools’ disproportionate
power in selecting their students (Canals et al., 2019; Carrasco and Honey, 2019).
According to Canals et al. (2019) the problem behind this system lies in the lack of power
that parents have of choosing a school, since it is ultimately the school who chooses the
family. Therefore, it becomes critical for this thesis to explore the effects of educational
inequalities on young Chileans’ opportunities for well-being.

The Chilean education system consist primarily of three types of schooling education,
which mainly differs on its administration: state-subsidised public schools, state-
subsidised private schools, or non-subsidised private schools. Public schools are tuition

74



free and are entirely subsidised by the state. Subsidised-private schools are in part
subsidised by the state, and the remaining part is financed by monthly fees charged to
parents (families). In contrast, private schools entirely rely on tuition fees (see, for
instance, Valenzuela et al., 2008).

According to recent statistics by the Ministry of Education (see MINEDUC, 2019) 54%
of Chilean students attend subsidised-private schools, followed by 34% public schools
and, lastly, private ones with the 9% representing the minority. Furthermore, there are
two other types of administration called Corporacién de Administracién Delegada and
Servicio Local de Educacidn, in which less than 1% of the student population in Chile
attends these types of schools respectively. These are predominantly special cases of
public institutions aligned with private entities, predominantly private corporations that

offer education to their children’s employees.

The main differentiating characteristic among these categories of institutions pertains to
the variation in educational quality. Recent studies highlight this disparity, with public-
state institutions typically offering a lower education quality than their private
counterparts (Elacqua, 2012; Valenzuela et al., 2014; Murillo et al., 2018). According to
Cavieres Ferndndez (2014), this imbalance derives from historical socioeconomic
inequalities within the system, whereby students from lower-income backgrounds are
disproportionately enrolled in low-quality institutions.

Due to the prohibitive costs associated with accessing higher-quality, often private,
schools, low-SES families have notable limitations in their options compared to those
from middle and high socioeconomic backgrounds (Corvalan and Romaén, 2012;
Corvalén et al., 2016). As a result, the private sector predominantly serves high-income
families, while the public system primarily serves low-income families. Hence, financial
limitations hinder low-income families from seeking high-performing schools. This point
underscores the critical importance of the quality of education within this discussion.

Quiality, performance, and opportunity: the triangle of educational inequality

As previously suggested, exploring the root causes of educational inequality in Chile
uncovers the pivotal role that the quality of education received and students’ academic
performance play in shaping educational opportunities. However, the definition and
measurement of quality remain subjects of ongoing debate within the literature. A
potential explanation for this persistent debate, as proposed by Valdebenito (2011),
suggests that quality in education is not a fixed or objective concept. Instead, it exists as
a contested terrain, reflecting broader political and social struggles concerning the role of
education in society.
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For this thesis, quality is understood as the educational outcomes students achieve,
including cognitive and non-cognitive development, as well as future employment and
life opportunities (Cavieres Fernandez, 2014). As will be explored in greater detail in
subsequent sections of this thesis, educational outcomes hold profound significance in the
Chilean context. Various studies demonstrate that these outcomes play a vital role in
expanding educational opportunities and increasing access to higher education, ultimately
enhancing employment prospects and improving their quality of life by facilitating social
mobility (e.g., Bellei and Garcia-Huidobro, 2003; Rodriguez Garcés and Padilla Fuentes,
2016; Aguirre and Matta, 2022).

Furthermore, disparities in academic performance are critical within the educational
system. Studies reveal a strong correlation between SES, the quality of the education
received, and academic achievement, with students from wealthier families generally
outperforming their peers from low-income backgrounds due to the higher-quality
education they access (Drago and Paredes, 2011). Bellei (2013) has referred to this
phenomenon as “academic segregation,” where students are sorted within the educational
system according to their academic ability or achievement, often leading to unequal
access and distribution of educational opportunities.

Consequently, as Rodriguez Garcés et al. (2020) emphasise, the superior academic
performance provided by private institutions is a major factor driving Chilean families’
preference for private education. However, the tuition fees of private institutions and the
limited availability of places in high-performing public schools generate intense
competition, resulting in the inability of some families to enrol their children in their
preferred schools. Hence, as pointed out by a faction of the literature, the school selection
policy exacerbates educational disparities between private and public administrations
concerning the quality of education provided, thus engendering a stratified education
system that further disadvantages low-income students who cannot afford private
education (Elacqua and Santos, 2013; Canals et al., 2019).

As a result, Chile’s selective education approach perpetuates the privileged status of the
upper class, sustaining segregation and constraining the educational opportunities of the
lower classes. This point is addressed by Huerta Wong (2012), who argues that
educational exclusion4 directly diminishes opportunities for social mobility, exacerbates
poverty, perpetuates inequality, and weakens individuals’ economic competitiveness.
Consequently, the prevalence of educational segregation in Chilean schools emerges as a

14 1t is crucial to acknowledge that as pointed out by Bonomelli et al. (2020), exclusion in
education extends beyond access or enrolment rates; it is a multidimensional phenomenon
that encompasses various indicators, including attendance, academic achievement, and the
social and emotional well-being of marginalised populations, such as low-income students,
indigenous students, and students with disabilities.
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significant barrier to young people’s well-being opportunities by limiting their ability to
choose among different valuable options.

Academic performance and social mobility

Several scholars have addressed education’s importance in improving Chilean’s quality
of life through allowing social mobility (e.g., Aguirre and Matta, 2022). As Rodriguez
Garcés and Padilla Fuentes (2016) emphasise, a student’s secondary school academic
performance significantly influences their admission to higher education, determining
their educational opportunities. Therefore, the highly segregated educational system
limits educational opportunities, constraining students from low socioeconomic
backgrounds from choosing among different options and reducing their well-being
opportunities. In this discussion, the role of standardised tests in Chile becomes critical
since these are the main instruments to assess academic performance, ultimately shaping

students’ educational opportunities.

SIMCE

The Sistema de Medicion de la Calidad de Educacion (National System of Educational
Quality) (SIMCE) stands as Chile’s primary instrument for assessing students’
performance in alignment with the National Curriculum (ACE, 2023). Its core objective
is to enhance educational quality and equity within the system, and its results are
categorised by students’ SES, facilitating comparisons of academic achievements based
on students’ and schools’ SES (ACE, 2017).

The implications of SIMCE extend well beyond mere academic assessments. They
profoundly influence school funding, teacher employment, and the overall reputation of
educational institutions (Meckes and Carrasco, 2010). Furthermore, these results
significantly influence families’ decisions when enrolling their children in high-
performing institutions (Ortiz Céaceres, 2012). Therefore, SIMCE results ho