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A lexicon for 
children’s 
rights

“It appears to be perfectly acceptable to deny that 
children are, should or can be rights-holders when 
there are very few who would publicly assert that 
they do not “believe” in human rights. The problem 
for child rights advocates and the academic 
community, as I see it, is that the reluctance of some 
to accept the notion that children have rights has 
generated a revised or alternative lexicon for talking 
about children’s rights that is increasingly 
problematic. In short, child rights discourse is being 
substituted, truncated and diluted to a status that I 
have previously dubbed, child rights “lite” ”

Lundy, Laura. "A lexicon for research on international 
children’s rights in troubled times." The International Journal 
of Children's Rights 27.4 (2019): 595-601.



UNIVERSAL HUMAN 
RIGHTS?

“sometimes you will use rights-based 
language, because it is the … best way 
to achieve change.  Other times you 
might not articulate it with rights-based 
language because you have a better 
chance of persuading and achieving a 
change, by articulating it in a different 
way” (NGO representative) 



The deserving 
and the 
undeserving



A human rights vision for prisoners: 
“prison as and not for punishment”

Livingstone, S. (2000). Prisoners' rights in the context of the European 
Convention on Human Rights. Punishment & Society, 2(3), 309-324.



Article 12 UNCRC

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.”



A right in itself and a 
means of realizing all  
other rights



UN Global Study 
on 

Children 
Deprived of their 

Liberty (2019)

Kilkelly, Lundy, Forde, McAlister, 
Kelleher, Templeton



“It’s not the gift of adults. It’s 
the right of the child” 

(Lundy 2007)



A disconnect between law, 
children’s experiences and 
adults’ understanding





What	
does	
Article	12	
require? “Each of these abbreviations 

is an imperfect summary  and 
can potentially undermine its 

implementation.”    

The Voice of the Child?

The Right to be Heard?

The Right to Have a Say?



Voice	is	not	
enough…
Lundy (2007)

SPACE
Safe and inclusive 

opportunity to 
form and express 

a view

VOICE
Facilitated to 

express views 
freely in medium of 

choice

AUDIENCE
The view must be 

listened to 

INFLUENCE
The view must be 

acted upon as 
appropriate

The right 
to express 

views

The right to 
have views 
given due 

weight    

ARTICLE 12



“Voice” is not enough
• SPACE: Children must be given the opportunity  to 

express a view
• VOICE: Children must be facilitated to express their 

views
• AUDIENCE: The view must be listened to.
• INFLUENCE: The view must be acted upon, as 

appropriate.



National 
Policy

The Irish National 
Child and Youth 
Participation 
Framework



Planning and 
evaluation 
checklists



Checking with 
children that 
they felt that 

their voice was 
listened to 



Making	‘meaningful	engagement’	
a	meaningful	term

In 2007,  trying to articulate the concept of influence, I settled, as others 
do, on feedback:

“… make it uncomfortable for adults to 
solicit children’s views and then ignore 

them…”  
Lundy, 2007



The Four F 
Framework 
for 
Feedback 
(Lundy, 
2018)

Fast

Full

Child-friendly

Followed-up



A	Framework	for	Feedback
What did you agree with ?

What, if anything,  surprised you and why?

Did  you disagree with anything? If so, what and why?

Has it influenced your views in any way? If so, how?

What have you decided? 

What is happening next and when will it happen?



Putting it into practice in youth 
justice



Incorporating in 
law



A crucible of child 
rights conversation



The gap 
between 
law and 
reality 



Children’s 
Rights Policy

Byrne, B., & Lundy, L. (2019). Children’s rights-based childhood policy: A six-P 
framework. The International Journal of Human Rights, 23(3), 357-373.



Strategy-
with agreed 
actions and 
reviews



Youth 
detention
• Kilkelly, U., & Bergin, P. 

(2021). Advancing 
Children’s Rights in 
Detention: A Model for 
International Reform. 
Policy Press.





The right  to seek, 
receive and impart 
information is key



Barnahus
With Dr Mary Mitchell and 
Dr Louise Hill for the  
European Promise Network



A  False 
Dichotomy

Participation v Protection 

Autonomy v Welfare

Best interests v Right to be 
heard

Article 3 v  Article 12



Individual 
and 
collective 
participation

A right of 
individual children

A right of groups 
of children



Participation and (not versus) 
Protection

Vulnerability should not eclipse agency

-

”“ (Lundy, 2018)


