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This essay discusses the significance of childhood in a social construction and provides a clear understanding of the changes in the concept of childhood from historical to present times whilst taking in consideration the concept of family social setting and conceptual meaning of it. This essay will evaluate the changes in United Kingdom (UK) family social construction.
Contributing factors that lead to changes in the lives of children by reducing inequalities will be evaluated throughout historical times to present day, and evidence-based improvements will be presented. 
Lastly, a discussion on how UK interventions have supported children facing vulnerability and how these have reduced inequality levels for children from both advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds. 
The concept of child has various definitions. From a legal standpoint, a child is referred to as anyone below the age of 18 and this statute should be applied without any kind of discrimination like, parental race, sex, colour, religion, or political opinion (United Nations Human Rights, 1989). From a biological standpoint, a child is the young person between birth and puberty, this usually being the period when a child anatomy will start developing and transitioning into adulthood and starts around the age of 13 (Merriam-webster.com, 2019). A child is also defined as a young person in need of protection and safeguarding from any risk or harmful factor. This social policy definition refers to all the actions taken to promote children welfare and well-being (NSPCC, 2022).
The concept of childhood is vast and does not have a universal meaning. In a “socially constructed” meaning, this term is defined by society standards that will exclude either biological determination or, legal definition of child, making the definition subjective to different social settings. Generically, childhood is the lifespan time frame from birth until adulthood. The socially constructed elements that separate childhood from adulthood are sett by cultural, time frames across historical periods, and geographical places factors making the concept of childhood having a different meaning and definition in every society across the world by considering socio-economic and environmental influences (Thompson, 2015).
Historically, the concept of childhood did not exist until the 15th century, the end of Middle Ages. Up until then, children were seen same as adults, expected to work and were legally responsible for their action same as an adult. Infant mortality rates were very high as a direct result of parental neglect mainly because the social norms of the times influencing parental attitudes, making them quintessential different from today’s norms (Thompson, 2015). 
In 1962 Vygotsksy, a Russian psychologist, has argued the initial believe that a child development is a natural and universal process in his Sociocultural Theory of Cognitive Development. His theory views human development as a socially mediated process in which children gain their cultural values and believes through social interaction, much opposite to Piaget theory that children development always follows their learning (www.sciencedirect.com, 2012)
What followed was a shift in believes and concepts defining children starting with 1970 and 1980, when children social movements started to position the children in society. In 1979 a movement called “The International Year of Child” was launched that took in consideration aspects of child abuse, protecting children and safe environments for children. This diplomatic attempt has helped raise social and political awareness of the children status in society for both developed and industrialised countries and poor and undeveloped regions. This movement has contributed to the United Nations Children Rights convention in 1989 (Ali Norozi and Moen, 2016).
Considering these social benchmarks in defining a child, differences in cultures and social constructions around the world can be observed. These include the legal age of consent, education programmes attendance, living independently, child marriage, child labour and child employment protective legislation and many others.  
In Sudan, the threshold for marriage is 10 years old for girls and 15 years old for boys, or when puberty is reached. Child marriage is a common practice and children reaching earlier mentioned ages do not need either parental or judicial authorisation (Aleksandra Sandstrom and Theodorou, 2016). This age limit is supported by Sudan’s Muslim Personal Act of 1991 that remained unchanged despite international pressures and National Child Act of 2012 implementation. This is seen by society as the norm and it is not frowned upon but quite the opposite, it is embraced. It is a cultural believe that young girls should be married as young as 10 to prevent premarital sexual relations that could be detrimental to the family honour. This tradition is practiced in present times and is considered a mechanism to prevent stigma against the girl’s family. Contributing factors to such social norms and believes are poverty levels and lack of education for girls in particular, as they face discrimination and inequality when compared to boys (CMI - Chr. Michelsen Institute, 2018). In the same country female genital mutilation has reached 31 per cent in girls with ages between 0 to 14 and is part of a cultural tradition. Child labour affects up to 49 per cent children in some regions and mainly boys, and 3.5 per cent of children live without parents as a direct cause of armed conflicts in the region. Up until 2010, 33 per cent of births were not registered (www.unicef.org, n.d.). 
By comparison, there are many policy and regulations protecting children rights, their welfare and wellbeing in the UK. The United Nation Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 1989 sets out all the rights children have and how governments and national authorities must implement them.  Under this convention, all children have the right to development whilst their best interests are at core of all decisions, have the freedom to expression, the right to welfare, health, and social security including children with disabilities, and the right to education (nidirect, 2019). The Human Rights Act 1998 give children the right to be safe from torture and exploitation and the right to be free from slavery. The Equality Act 2010 protects children from discrimination and harassment referring to education, housing, and work settings. The Children Commissioner is part of the Children Act reformed changes that came into force in 2021 where all local, national, and governmental organisation must intercommunicate and work together to promote child welfare. Gillick competency and Fraser guidelines evaluate if a child has the maturity necessary for decision making and offers advice about sexual health and contraception. In the UK children must remain full-time in education until the age of 16 and must have the same age to start living in other settings than the family home. All homeless children in the UK must be offered housing accommodation by their local authorities without cultural, racial or sex discrimination. In the UK, children above the age of 13 may start working part-time under strict regulations, and full-time after the age of 16. There are limited sectors in which children can work and cannot work during school hours (NSPCC, 2021). Under The Marriage Act of 1929, the minimum age to get married in the UK is 16 years old (UK Parliament, 2013). 

Human’s learning and development usually start in childhood in the family setting. This evolution starts when the child begins observing the everyday life in their primary social group, the family. This development includes physical, emotional, and social aspects. This initial social group will implement values and skills in the child’s development (Children's Bureau, 2017). A family is a group of people united by marriage, blood or adoption that interact with each other socially. 
The concept of family has undergone various changes once the Industrial Revolution emerged in the 19th century. The traditional family setting was starting to change as mothers and women started gaining the right to work. Prior to this, in Europe, the generic family concept had strong ties to religion and the biblical sense where the believes and values were tied to religious ideologies.  The Industrial Revolution changed the dynamic of the family concept, and the creating of a formal institutional organisation that would help working parents raise their children, the school. The concept of family has different meanings across geographical regions, cultural areas, and religions. All these factors have influenced different definitions. Following this, the intellectual revolution begun, and family social customs and tradition begun to be questioned, as well as family relationships, individual and children rights (Sociology, n.d.). In present times, the concept of family still observes variations worldwide. For example, in western societies a family can be viewed as a single mother and her children, un unmarried couple or a homosexual couple that adopted a baby. In Muslim societies, the family begins with marriage and has more conservative views (Dhami, 2000).
In the UK, in 2016 the most common family setting was the married or civil partnerships groups, like cohabitating couples. In the UK a family is a married or civil partnered couple that can either have or do not have children, a single parent with one or multiple children, who share an address (Horscroft, 2016). 
Family and social relationships influence the well-being of children. Influencing factors in family structures are parental behaviour, family structure and their social and economical status. Poverty and disability, homelessness, abuse, and stressful family situation can have long term detrimental effects on children. Their emotional and social wellbeing may be affected, and their education outcomes may be negatively impacted (Jones, Gutman and Platt, 2013). 
Child conceptualisation has seen a great evolution throughout the years. With the publication of the “Centuries of Childhood” in 1960 by Philippe Aries came the acknowledgement that this is a modern times concept. Before the apparition of the “child” concept, as a different lifespan stage, children were seen as small adults until the 15th century. Medieval times offer evidence that they were treated as adults as early as the age of 5. Parental behaviours were lacking emotional attachment to children due to high children mortality rates (Team, 2015). 
The 19th century has seen a movement towards the concept of childhood, child welfare, child-parent relation and interaction, and the development of social policy. At the very least, reconstruction of opposing and frequently class-based views till the outbreak of the First World War. Using parliamentary resources since the 1970s paperwork, official documents, medical records, current articles, many interventions have emerged.
In the 1830s, child labour regulation was enacted, and the concept of child labour was reconsidered. In the 1850s, there was a rise in juvenile delinquency due to the introduction of compulsory education. In the 1870s, girls age of consent was raised. The 1880 and 1890 have marked the beginning of child studies and the refocused interest in of medical research in childhood aspects (Hendrick, 1992). 
In the English society, in the late 1800’s, children were starting to be seen as symbols of social hope, a prosperous future and new beginnings. The adult-child relation was starting to be evaluated as the new concept was being implemented. 
In the UK the recognition of children as vulnerable and in need of protection segment of population started in 1880s with the legislation to protect children from cruelty and abuse. In 1945 the firs inquiry about child abuse as a direct result of parental neglect was made. 1946 the formation of The Care of Children Committee has presented standards of care provision to children. In 1948 The Children Act was created that presents support measures of local authorities’ duty to provide care to any child in need. In 1973 the child protection system was reformed, this led to the revision in 1975 of the Children Act. These new changes have established that during legal or court proceedings the child will have a social worker appointed to his/her case. In 1984 protective services face a change in legislation to better protect children welfare. The Children Act 1989 created a legislative framework and refocused the court’s attention, in child protective proceedings, to the children’s best interests. In 1990 the UK signs the UNCRC convention. In 2000 and 2002 children protection policies face changes on the authorities’ responsibilities for safeguarding children to better communicate and collaborate, followed by the Children’s Commissioner legislative position creation. In 2010 Working together to safeguard children was published by the Department of Education as a inter-agency statutory guidance. In 2013 this guidance saw some changes as 47 cases of child sexual exploitation were reported in Rochdale. In 2015 the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse in England and Wales was launched to investigate institutional abuse. In 2017 the Digital Economy Act 2017 required pornographic sites to be blocked to children in the UK. In the same year, the Children and Social Work Act was reformed and published the practice review panel for child protective cases. In 2018 the Domestic Abuse Act was implemented in safeguarding children (NSPCC, 2021b).
Factors that influence children’s development and mental health include the environments they live in, the relationship they create and build and what they experience. the creation of a legislative framework to safeguard and protect children have improved their chances to a normal development into adulthood. Vulnerable children are protected from harm, abuse and neglect in modern times.
Evidence shows that vulnerability and adverse childhood experiences are detrimental to children health and wellbeing. A key factor in supporting vulnerable children is early intervention. In the UK this initiative was launched by Public Health England under the name “No Child Left Behind”. Social determinants from community and family setting both influence physical, emotional and mental wellbeing of children. This initiative accentuates the fact that primary interventions and early intervention is vital. In the UK local authorities have the duty to approach social determinant factors such as housing, education, jobs and offer intervention services for children at risks. Troubled Families is a governmental programme for interventions for families facing adversity, from parental substance misuse to child neglect and behavioural problems. In the UK the approach to tackle child vulnerability is a multi-agency collective work (Public Health England, 2020). This implies that various agencies and institution work together to support vulnerable children and their families. The school and education settings, police departments, social care agencies, health providers and housing association all collaborate to evaluate the children and family needs to offer the right tailor-made help and support. This support can be in the form of financial advice for accessing government funds, to homelessness situations or even child social care placements (GOV.UK, 2021).
Children poverty is an ongoing issue in the UK and continues to rise. Services like Trussell Trust give away food parcels to children in need and have seen a 107 per cent increase in emergency callouts in 2020. There is a need for a reform in government strategies to help improve children poverty in UK. Food insecurity, parental low gages and unemployment affect up to four million children. Local councils are delivering support with the help of charities, food banks and housing support, but this is sometimes insufficient (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2021). 
Children’s Social Care services offer support for disabled children and children in need of protection from harm. These services work together with local authorities and have a common duty to care for vulnerable children. This institution is funded by government funding that had decreased significantly from 2010 to 2018 with 62 per cent. This children service is focussing on early interventions before situations reach a crisis point. As future recommendation, a refocus in government funds allocation should be taken in consideration as Children Social Care services are needed by one in ten children in the UK (Instituteforgovernment.org.uk, 2020).
Early intervention to protect vulnerable children from mental health problems should be transformed into benchmark policy and applied at the level of multi-agency interventions. By preventing mental health problems developing for children and their carers, treatment costs for the NHS can be reduced and can have a positive impact in recovery. Early identification can save children from developing severe forms of mental health problems. Preventing these problems from developing a multi-agency approach is necessary. For example, GP’s can register and record parental behaviours and early signs of mental problems. Research shows that parental mental health is a main influencing factor in the developing of mental health problems in children. It is also shown that health inequalities still exist in certain groups, especially children with disabilities in the UK, and also children with mental health problems that come from low-income regions. The Equality Act 2010 is requiring all private, public, and voluntary organisations and services to provide care and support to anyone in need without discrimination. Additionally, Health and Social Care Act 2012 recently introduced extra policy to eliminate health inequalities (Department of health, 2015).
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