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Understanding Child 
Rights Governance and 
Issues with the Western 
Child Rights Paradigm

By Martha L. Pitre

If global governance is, as James Rosenau describes 
it, the “systems of rules at all levels of human activity 
... from the family to the international organization,” 
then children are inevitably included within the scope 
of global governance.1 However, what distinguish­
es children from other actors in the global system is 
their limited (if not non-existent) agency. Children 
tend not to represent themselves in matters of inter­
national relevance but are often represented by par­
ents, teachers, social services, or other adult actors. 
Since 1989, when the UN General Assembly adopted 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 
the human rights of children have been considered in 
policy by both state and non-state actors. Although 
child rights are now considered to be an essential and 
undisputed branch of global governance, problems 
persist within the current paradigm.

My analysis explores the current landscape of 
child rights governance in two parts. First, I will brief­
ly discuss the history of child rights governance since 
the adoption of the CRC and provide an overview of 
its current status in the governance framework. Sec­
ond, I will examine the controversies in child rights 
research and advocacy at the international level, fo­
cusing mainly on the tension between attempts to 
globalize childhood norms and conflicting levels of 
material development. This later section will also ex­
amine the problem of how child rights research relies 
almost exclusively on Western constructivist theories 
that are based on “Western historical experiences, 
which [excludes] the experiences of childhood in de­
veloping countries.”2 In balance, I will conclude that 
although the CRC and other institutional measures 
have indeed resulted in “important processes of social 
change,” there is not enough empirical data to draw 
meaningful conclusions about how the material con­
ditions of children have improved as a result of inter­
national child rights advocacy.3 I will also argue that 
there is no single correct institutional solution that 
can apply to all local contexts. The current approach 
has not yet contextualized efforts to reach children 

needing protection and has a long way to go before 
including them in matters of international relevance 
as “important actors in their own protection.”4 It is 
important to note that the problem presented here 
does not constitute a crisis’ in the traditional material 
sense. Rather, the crisis’ lies in the nature of the over­
arching child rights discourse.

I. DEFINING THE CHILD RIGHTS GOVERNANCE 
FRAMEWORK SINCE THE CRC

The inclusion of children on the human rights agen­
da is a relatively recent phenomenon. Until the 1980s, 
many scholars claimed that children, as human beings 
entitled to rights, did not require a specialized human 
rights instrument such as the CRC.5 The adoption of 
the CRC in 1989 shifted this narrative completely, ac­
knowledging that children not only require the stan­
dard protections of conventional human rights law 
but also additional protections given their vulnerable 
legal and developmental position. Moreover, adopting 
the CRC involved acknowledging that children con­
stitute a minority group that can be oppressed and ex­
ploited by adults, who form the political majority, and 
therefore require special protections.6

Four core principles guide the CRC: (1) 
non-discrimination, (2) devotion to the best interests 
of the child, (3) the right to life, survival, and develop­
ment, and (4) respect for the views of the child.7 Pro­
tections made under the CRC include the child’s right 
“to say what they think should happen when adults 
are making decisions that affect them and to have 
their opinions taken into account,”8 “to think and be­
lieve what they want and to practice their religion,”9 
and “to relax, play and to join in a wide range of lei­
sure activities.”10 According to the United Nations’ 
International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), 
the CRC is the most “complete statement of children’s 
rights ever produced and is the most widely-ratified 
international human rights treaty in history.”11 How­
ever, the CRC alone cannot guarantee progress; it 
merely expresses international consensus on a certain 
standard of rights for children. Despite its lack of en­
forcement teeth (as is typical for any formal declara­
tion of human rights), the CRC has proved a useful 
tool for: (I) encouraging governments to better pro­
tect children, (2) shaping the agendas of child advo­
cacy organizations, and (3) establishing corporate 
policies that protect children from exploitation (e.g. 
child labour laws, prohibiting child sex tourism).12 In 
general, scholars agree that children “are in a better 
position with [the CRC] than without it.”13 The results 
of a 2012 UNICEF review support this point empiri­
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cally; interviewees from countries that have incorpo­
rated the CRC are more likely to say that children are 
perceived as rights-holders than interviewees from 
countries that have not.14

While the CRC serves mainly as inspiration 
for government action regarding children, countries 
that commit to ratifying it are responsible for carrying 
out its aims in legislation. Every five years, representa­
tives from these countries must provide implementa­
tion reports to the CRC detailing the measures it has 
taken to realize the rights of children. Such measures 
might include an analysis of government spending 
to determine what portion of public funds are being 
used on children, awareness-raising initiatives, and 
the development of a national agenda for children’s 
rights.15 In total, 196 countries are signatories.

The adoption of the CRC gave rise to new 
international human rights standards that include 
children. For example, in 1996, UNICEF changed 
its mission statement to clarify that the organiza­
tion’s work begins from a child rights perspective. 
This change represented a significant departure from 
its previous objective to set specific health goals for 
universal achievement. Despite the CRC’s substantial 
norm-setting power, a problem persists: there is a lack 
of comprehensive data that can be used to identify 
the most vulnerable categories of children in affected 
countries. Although there is plenty of data on child 
development and well-being, attempts to develop and 
employ child rights indicators are rare.16 This lack of 
up-to-date and disaggregated data makes it difficult to 
track the causal effect of the CRC and its knock-on 
effects on government policy. Although the CRC has 
had a profound influence on the material conditions 
of children in that it has established an internation­
al standard of what such conditions ought to be, it 
is difficult to observe how these commitments have 
played out on the ground. The CRC has been applied 
inconsistently across national contexts, however since 
the convention’s widespread ratification in the 1990s, 
many countries have solidified their commitment to 
the rights of children in legislation.

IIA. CURRENT CONTROVERSIES IN CHILD 
RIGHTS GOVERNANCE

Although scholarly work addressing the problemat­
ic aspects of the CRC is sparse, some work has been 
done to examine the document more critically. The 
most commonly cited problem with the CRC is its 
tendency towards a liberal and Western bias.17 Giv­
en that the CRC is the canonical text for child rights 
governance, most of the child rights scholarship that 

has emerged since its adoption has perpetuated these 
biases. However, we must first acknowledge that the 
CRC was the first document of its kind to open up av­
enues for thinking about children’s rights “with regard 
to gender, ethnicity, and culture, addressing inter alia 
issues like harmful traditional practices, freedom of 
religion or the right of children to privacy.”18 While 
it is undisputed that this aspect of the CRC is a sig­
nificant and necessary advancement in child rights 
governance, we must also look at the ways that it has:

Formalized, universalized and homogenized 
the understanding of childhood and rights of 
children, thereby disregarding how class, eth­
nicity, gender or culture, then and now, shape 
local perceptions of for example corporal 
punishment, disability or the environment.19

The CRC’s ethnocentrism is especially obvious 
as it favours Western cultural perspectives over equal­
ly valid perspectives from the rest of the world. Susan 
Bissell and colleagues use the example of international 
child labour standards to prove this point. They ar­
gue that the child labour standards promoted by rich 
countries tend to be based on the West’s own historical 
experiences with industrialization, which inform pol­
icy that is not necessarily compatible with the diverse 
economic and settlement patterns found in many “de­
veloping” countries.20 For example, the CRC protec­
tions that might have made sense for nineteenth and 
twentieth century industrial Europe might not make 
sense for many “developing” countries, where most 
child work is done on family farms.21

When child labour policies do not reflect the 
contexts in which they are meant to operate, Bissell et 
al. argue that children can frequently be put at greater 
risk of exploitation in informal, non-regulated sec­
tors. In this case, the ethnocentrism that comes with 
a homogenized international standard like the CRC 
harms the children it seeks to protect. However, de­
spite its practical failings, accusations of ethnocen­
trism in policy-making circles are not often welcomed: 
“the question of ethnocentrism ... is so emotionally 
charged that most rights advocates and most analysts 
have been reluctant to address the issue.”22 Differenc­
es in local values and contexts tend to be dismissed as 
moral relativism, and the Euro-American implemen­
tation strategies of child rights tend to be prioritized 
as more beneficial for children. While not inherently 
harmful, these highly individualistic strategies have 
not been proven to be more beneficial for children 
than approaches that rely more heavily on non-state 
social institutions (e.g. communities, kinship-based 



systems, religious affiliations).23 These Western in­
dividualistic strategies must not be adopted uncrit­
ically, for they may “[displace] the rich resources of 
[Indigenous approaches that might have been more 
useful.”24

IIB. CHILD RIGHTS GOVERNANCE THROUGH 
THE CONSTRUCTIVIST LENS

Western social constructivist theories heavily influ­
ence the current approach to child rights governance. 
Not long after its adoption, social constructivist stud­
ies identified that the CRC is a purely Western con­
struction that bases itself almost entirely on childhood 
norms and the history of childhood in the Global 
North.25 Viewing child rights governance through 
the constructivist lens has revealed some significant 
findings that have material consequences for children. 
Vanessa Pupavac, whose paper takes this specific ap­
proach, argues that child rights advocates have fo­
cused too heavily on moral and institutional reform 
while de-emphasizing the social, political, and eco­
nomic conditions that have prevented the realization 
of children’s rights in certain countries.26 Moreover, 
she argues that the Western cultural ideal of child­
hood, which has been elevated into a “utopian space, 
upon which broader political hopes and fears [are] 
projected,” is conceptually distinct from the experi­
ence of childhood, particularly in the Global South. 
On the surface, this distinction may merely appear to 
be academic anxiety.27 However, in practice, the mo­
bilization of these Western idealized understandings 
of childhood limits how effective children’s rights in­
terventions might be. Without a better understanding 
of the “social conditions and the social solutions” that 
children face across diverse socio-economic climates, 
child rights advocates are unlikely to succeed in re­
alizing children’s rights and improving their overall 
well-being.28 Pupavac takes this point even further, 
arguing that seeking to enforce post-industrial cultur­
al norms in “developing” societies with the expecta­
tion of improving the material conditions of children 
is “perverse and only reinforces international inequal­
ities.”29 However, the social constructivist approach 
emphasizes that if childhood norms are constructed, 
they can also be reconstructed to support material 
and social progress for children more appropriately. 
How these norms might be reconstructed will be the 
focus of the remainder of this analysis.
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III. SUGGESTIONS FOR REFORMULATING THE 
CONSTRUCTIVIST APPROACH

Thus far, the state-centric approach to child rights 
governance has been insufficient for accomplishing its 
intended goals, particularly in the Global South. Cur­
rently, the CRC establishes that national governments 
should be among the most central parties responsible 
for the well-being of children. Many of the fifty-four 
articles in the CRC make explicit the role of govern­
ments: “governments should protect children from 
sexual abuse,”30 “governments should provide extra 
money for the children of families in need,”31 and 
“governments should make the Convention known to 
all parents and children.”32 I am not making the case 
that governments ought to have less of a hand in the 
well-being of children, as these CRC protections are 
important and a certain level of government interven­
tion is necessary and effective in most contexts. My 
argument here is that the CRC and the internation­
al conventions that followed it do not make adequate 
provisions for alternative constructions of childhood. 
For example, although Western childhood norms sug­
gest that children ought to be exclusively concerned 
with play and school, children flourish in many parts 
of the world where children share some econom­
ic and social responsibilities with their families and 
communities.33 Article 32 of the CRC, which states 
that “governments should protect children from work 
that is dangerous or that might harm their health or 
education,” might be uncritically employed as a pro­
tection against this alternative construction of child­
hood. Many experts agree that Article 32 is an unreal­
istic standard for some of the world’s poorest families, 
who depend on their children’s labour at home.34 The 
implementation of children’s rights must not become 
weaponized, in a moral sense, against alternative cul­
tural perspectives on childhood and child protection. 
Furthermore, assigning near-primary responsibility 
of child protection to governments might not work 
in instances where countries cannot cope with the 
high levels of standardization and bureaucratization 
that the implementation of the CRC requires.35 My 
suggestion for the reformulation of the constructivist 
approach here is to adapt the state-centric language of 
child rights governance in such a way that alternative 
social organizations (e.g. communities, religious orga­
nizations, and kinship-based systems) are included in 
the framework alongside governments and are offered 
adequate access to the resources offered by the major 
child rights institutions. Recognizing both the state 
and the community as central actors in the protection 
of children is an important step in acknowledging a 
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wider range of experiences of childhood and recon­
structing the Western child rights paradigm.

Monica Ruiz-Casares and collegues argue 
that, although it is difficult to realize in practice, chil­
dren’s rights require the “respect and implementation 
of both the protection and participation of children 
and young people.”36 Bissell et al. draw a similar con­
clusion: “children themselves must participate as im­
portant actors in their own protection, and all inter­
ventions in their lives need to be in part accountable 
to them.”37 If child rights are something that all actors 
in society must support and contribute to, then chil­
dren themselves must participate. Importantly, they 
must be recognized as both “recipients of opportuni­
ty and capability [and] contributors to them as well, 
both for themselves and for others.”38 Indeed, the 
inclusion of children in child rights advocacy might 
seem somewhat intuitive in principle, but it is actu­
ally a new frontier of child rights and protection. In 
2018, UNICEF released a report detailing the benefits 
of children’s participation in National Human Rights 
Institutions (NHRIs). First and most obviously, in­
cluding children in NHRIs leads to creating more ef­
fective, relevant, and sustainable services and policies 
that better serve children’s interests. Second, by pro­
viding children with direct access to policy-makers 
and complaint and redress mechanisms, they are bet­
ter equipped to challenge violations of their rights and 
are better able to hold governments to account. It also 
provides a space for children’s concerns to be heard 
in safety, without the threat of violence, abuse, or dis­
crimination. Lastly, the UNICEF report argues that 
children’s participation in NHRIs enables children to 
develop civic engagement, tolerance, and respect for 
others that positively contribute to the child’s develop­
ment, education, and future employability.39 This per­
spective represents a significant and necessary shift in 
the child rights paradigm, one that is just beginning to 
play out around the world.

In Nepal, children were given a voice in draft­
ing the country’s new constitution; In France, a na­
tional program offers high school students a stipend 
to undertake comprehensive child rights education. 
Upon successfully completing their training, stu­
dents are offered mechanisms to alert authorities in 
instances where children’s rights are being violated.40 
These types of programs, while still in their infancy, 
are important because they challenge the institutional 
norm of adults being the exclusive representatives of 
children’s rights and interests. It is only through the 
inclusion of children in policy-making and rights ad­
vocacy that adult child rights advocates can “practice 
what they preach” and recognize children as full 

rights-endowed citizens entitled to a voice in the mat­
ters that concern them. Guidelines for best practices 
when including children in these matters are still in 
the early stages. However, it is imperative that in­
terventions are properly contextualized and do not 
uncritically disregard Indigenous practices or local 
values and customs. The participation of a few “pro­
fessionalized children” in child rights advocacy must 
be avoided.41 To properly address the social and ma­
terial needs of all children, the voices of the most vul­
nerable must also be included.

IV. CONCLUSION

First, the adoption of the CRC has made an important 
contribution to promoting children’s rights by estab­
lishing what children’s rights ought to look like. De­
spite its lack of formal enforceability, it has proved a 
powerful tool for establishing global respect for chil­
dren’s rights and normalizing certain child protection 
standards. However, we will not fully understand the 
material consequences of the CRC until mechanisms 
are created to evaluate the progress of child rights in 
countries that undertake the CRC’s recommenda­
tions.

Second, the CRC must be undertaken as a 
subject for critical review. The CRC’s glaring Western 
and liberal biases, ethnocentrism, and limited provi­
sions for alternative experiences of childhood make 
clear that we have not yet arrived at a truly interna­
tional standard of children’s rights that is inclusive of 
all children, especially those who are most vulnerable.

Lastly, if the CRC is interpreted as a Western 
construction informed by Western experiences and 
histories, it can reasonably be reconstructed with oth­
er approaches to better serve its goals. It is imperative 
that we do not impose a conceptual or moral hierar­
chy that places Western approaches to childhood and 
child protection above non-Western approaches. Pos­
sible suggestions for the reconstruction of the current 
child rights paradigm include: (1) the proper recog­
nition of community-based actors as central to the 
support and implementation of children’s rights, and 
(2) the inclusion of children’s voices in human rights 
policy and advocacy.
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