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Childhood is arguably the most vulnerable period of life. According to (Malik and Marwaha, 2019), this is when most physiological, cognitive, social, and emotional development happens, determining the individual’s future life. However, the modern understanding of childhood has changed and progressed as there is now more understanding of the concept of family and the young population. This essay will analyse the emergence of the term childhood in the social and historical context of family, and how it has defined what is effective in terms of ways to support children. This paper will discuss the social construct of childhood throughout history and the legislative and regulatory changes brought forward to support childhood. The goals of the developing legislation will be discussed, providing the reasoning behind interventions in the UK, aiming to reduce inequalities for children. 
[bookmark: _Hlk100901817]There are three main approaches to defining a child. However, according to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child /UNCRC/ Art.1 /Appendix A/, childhood lasts a little longer – it legally identifies a person below the age of 18 years as a ‘child’ and the periods during this time as “childhood” unless otherwise stated in separate national legislation (UNCRC, 1991). As Allen and Kelly (2015) stated a child's biological perspective covers the period from birth through puberty (age 12-14). According to social policy definitions given by Kehily (2013), a child is vulnerable and requires protection.
Childhood is defined as the period of a person's life during which they are a child (www.definitions.net, n.d.).  In a social context, according to Wright (2015), childhood is the vulnerable period of life for individuals when they are still learning and developing physically, intellectually, socially, and emotionally. Therefore, childhood is a socially constructed concept (Kehily, 2013), with a definition that varies depending on legal aspects, social and cultural constructs etc. What constitutes childhood is determined by society. In terms of child labour, child marriage, and female genital mutilation, different countries have different experiences. Furthermore, approaches and attitudes towards children and childhood differ significantly between developed and developing countries. For example, children in the least developed countries, such as Somalia, are more at risk of incurring injuries from their environment as well as being subjected to child labour at an early age. “39.8% of children between the ages of 5 to 14, numbering around 1,012,863, are child labourers in Somalia.” (WorldAtlas, 2016). The main industries these children work for are mining and construction. Children are also involved in military conflicts, criminal activity, and anti-national activities. As WorldAtlas (2016) states barely 50% of these children attend school. There is a huge supply of children and teenagers who have sex for money or other forms of compensation all around the world. Child prostitution is a billion-dollar industry in Asia. For example, 800 000 child prostitutes are only in Thailand (Sachs, 1994).
However, legislations in developed countries, such as the UK, ban child labour and require children to be safeguarded against harm by all associated carers and professionals working with them to ensure proper education and safety. These differences in beliefs and values, accepted within the different cultures and societies build social constructs of childhood that are very different from one another (GOV.UK, 2011).
The experience of being a child is not dependent only on the social construction or the industry in the countries but on the family environment as well. The family is the smallest unit of society usually responsible for providing primary support to individuals in their childhood (Roostin, 2018). Therefore, a key factor in the experience of childhood according to Kehily (2013) is kinship or marriage, as family relations can provide the child with social, emotional, and economic security. According to the (Department of Education, 2021) family life is the unit of care provision for all the needs of childhood. As a result, the different structure of family units in various societies around the world at varying times indicates varying experiences of childhood for individuals (BBC, 2022). For example, nuclear families are a dominant part of contemporary societies in most countries around the world dictate that childhood experiences are shared within these small family units (www.betterhelp.com, n.d.). As the law recognised divorce, gender equality and formal relationships this had a vital impact on the perspective of the families. Nowadays In the UK we have a diversity of family models, and families could be represented by different people, not only the nuclear family – divorced parents, single parents, same-sex parents, extended families. Similarly, WHO (2021) put the concepts of marriages or kinship in the definition of the family have become more obsolete, as the society has become more accepting of single parents. Also, as Kehily (2013) suggests, as women have become a bigger part of the workforce in recent years, third-party childcare such as nannies, childcare professionals, babysitters, etc. have gained a bigger role in a child’s life.  However, in dysfunctional families where children are at risk of harm and abuse, governmental organisational may intervene, to hinder possible negative effects on a child’s development (NICE, 2017). Therefore, the social construct of childhood is only a combination of the specific society’s understanding, expectations, norms, and collective responsibilities towards children (Wright, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Hlk100902495]The lives of the children In Europe and the UK have changed through the historical period. Since the 1960s, historians have been increasingly interested in the history of childhood. One of the most significant works in the area, Philippe Ariès' Centuries of Childhood, was published in 1960 (Ulanowicz, n.d.). Historically, the term childhood did not exist until the 18th century (Pound, 2014). In mediaeval times, the concept of childhood was not explicitly identified. As a result, the children were only seen as someone worthy of being included in the family dynamics when they have survived the early time of vulnerable period after their birth since child mortality would render it wise not to make a family connection to them that emotionally (Aries, 1960). Over time, the concepts of childhood developed. As Pound (2014) explains that during Middle Ages while childhood was still not a defined period of an individuals’ life, legislative protection for children to be cared for and trained for life skills was taken more seriously. The innate concept in the Christian view that children were inherently bad and need correction usually through punishment was established that led well into the industrial revolution age where children became the source of cheap labour. Child labour was cheap during the Industrial Revolution. Adults dominate children, who are frequently disciplined and punished harshly. Forcing employees to labour long hours at low pay (Johnston, 2020). During the Victorian period, 1837 to 1901 the rapid increase in population and class difference in society led to childhood being recognised as a period of vulnerability, highlighting the need for protection and support, although only for the privileged class. As a result of the changes in the social constructs, new developments in legislation and policy guidelines were made. Locke’s idea that children are not evil but need directions to become proper adults in the future was becoming more popular (Gianoutsos, 2006). Essentially, the modern concept of childhood is rather new to the world as Jean Jacques Rousseau was the first quoted individual to identify childhood as the period of innocence and needing proper directions and emotional support to enable better development into adulthood.  Additionally, as Norozi and Moen (2016) discuss as science and technology started to develop, the social factors and resultantly the social construct of childhood started to change for the better - child development and the characteristics of physical, social, and emotional needs of children become more prominently known and supported.  
In terms of policies and legislation in England have been implemented legislation related to work, education and child health and safety. As a result, the Elementary Schooling Act of 1880 established principles for compulsory education for the young, and families were given the responsibility to carry out this governmental directive, allowing children to be kept out of labour and away from harm, exploitation, and risk (Politics.co.uk, 2021). With this change, all children were removed from the factories. Now children’s education is compulsory for anyone under 16 years in the UK government requires children under the age of 18 years to be in the educational setting or training (Gov.UK, 2018). The legislations of Factories Act 1833 stated that any child labour under 9 years will be punishable by the employer, and also seeks to establish guidelines protecting the right for children to have support before 16 years from the state, only after which they may seek full-time employment (the National Archives, 2019). Similarly, the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child 1991 - the international legislative order for securing better life and development for children, provides strict guidelines for governments and organisations around the world, ensuring children are protected from harm and abuse (UNCRC, 1991). Further development in the legislation for health and social care seeks to protect children against discrimination through the Equality Act, and guide and support them with legislation restricting alcohol intake or sexual consent before the age of 16 years. Moreover, the new scientific findings on the neurological developmental stages during childhood made it essential for the government and society to accept that the childhood period should be one of education and developmental support. According to the Children’s Commissioner for England, (n.d.), during childhood individuals are extremely vulnerable to external stimuli that affect their lifelong prospects and require an early intervention strategy supporting this growth stage with a positive, nurturing growth, emotional support, and compassion. Essentially, the developments and changes in social constructs of childhood and family have led to different improvements in the overall prospects where the quality of life for the children and youths alongside their families has been positively impacted (Norozi and Moen, 2016). For example, Maslow’s theory of needs guides the society and government’s attitude toward ensuring different rights and social supports to eventually impact the childhood of the young’s positively (Aruma, Melvins and Hanachor, 2017).  Pound (2014) highlights the need to look into the stage-wise needs of humans in society through the framework so that each individual is given proper support, to reach self-actualisation and contribute to the human civilization effectively. 
Currently, there are various intervention strategies put in place in the UK to support vulnerable youths and children and their families. Early intervention programs frequently focus on four essential components of a child's development – their physical, cognitive, behavioural, and social and emotional development – where it has the greatest potential to make a difference and give long-term benefits (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018). A great benefit for children is the fact that school education in the UK is universal, and the National Health Services and local governments put high emphasis on influencing children positively during their development, as well as supporting vulnerable children and young people while also enabling their families to become strong proponent in helping this cause (Department for Education, 2019). Sengoelge, et. al. (2013) discuss that childhood development is often affected by inequalities in societies in the form of malnutrition, and deprivation and can result in physical, mental, emotional and social developmental issues, which highlights the need for specific social services. The UK government supports this by providing free school meals, requiring school authorities to focus on the psychological health of children and increasingly emphasising their needs in times of uncertainty through increased research and developments in all areas of concern (GOV.UK, n.d.). However, Westwood (2012) implies there is a further need for specific interventions for helping children and their families in special circumstances. Such is the case of migrating children, who need to have a proper assessment of their needs in their first language, having social care workers assigned to them to integrate into the new community. These types of services should become a norm rather than an occurrence, as has been in practice. There are also talks about supporting the agencies and professionals working with children to increase and refine their efforts, to support and safeguard children against negative socio-cultural impacts on their lives (GOV, 2010). Such interventions and approaches to support vulnerable children in the community can provide a more nurturing environment for the children allowing for better development (NSPCC, 2019). Also, according to National Children's Bureau, Duncan and Thurland (2015) similar interventions can reduce the burden on health and social services, by proactively confronting inequalities for children. For example, by providing equal treatment and care, and support through their developmental stages with appropriate resources.  Similarly, the initiative to safeguard migrant children through normative assessment of their needs and supporting them actively through social care can increase their physical and emotional safety during the turbulent time of transition into a new and unfamiliar culture and living standard (Westwood, 2012). 
However, despite such approaches and interventions in place, it is still debatable if such social support has been truly able to reduce inequalities for the vulnerable population. According to Sengoelge, et. al. (2013), reducing health and social care inequalities for children is a major concern for the UK if it intends to positively support children through their childhood phases with proper development. As an example, universal health care for children may vary between deprived communities and where privately funded healthcare is available. Furthermore, there are a lot of ways to improve on the current approaches and interventions intending to support vulnerable youths and their families (Lonne, et.al.. 2020). 
The significant changes in the perception of childhood have highlighted the children’s need for support, through all possible means. However, it is still important to discuss new ways for reducing inequalities among children in less developed countries that still have social constructs hindering children’s development, but also in more developed countries like the UK. In relation, Sengoelge, et. al. (2013) argue for the reduction of inequalities between children in advantaged and deprived communities, through social care support systems made specifically focusing on children’s wellbeing. 
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