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This article focuses on contemporary child-
hoods, constructed through teachers’ summaries 
of 5,933 drawings and 4,682 conversations with 
children aged 6 to 12. The differences in chil-
dren’s upbringing conditions in Sweden are now 
substantial. Children growing up in families with 
educated and employed parents are offered signifi-
cantly more opportunities during their leisure 
time than children raised in resource-poor house-
holds, where parents may be unemployed or have 
low levels of education (Gardesten et al., 2023; 
Sernhede et al., 2024). Children’s accounts of their 
life thus provide teachers as well as researchers 
with crucial insights for developing a more 
nuanced understanding of childhoods today. This 
article contributes to that understanding. 

By adopting a sociological perspective on child-
hood, a multidisciplinary field concerned with 
the social construction of childhood, children’s 
agency, participation, socialization processes, and 
the structural conditions that shape children’s 

lives, it becomes possible to identify and understand the various contextual factors that influence and explain the 
conditions under which children grow up today (Kampmann, 2014). Childhoods are constructed by material and 
institutional factors, but also by power and neoliberal tendencies, that surround children—factors that both enable 
and constrain what is possible (Nelson, 2024; Qvortrup, 2009; Sims, 2017). Childhood studies are particularly 
useful for identifying differences in the various forms of childhood that are constructed (Prout & James, 1997) 
in relation to the contextual and structural conditions present in different families, neighbourhoods, and cities 
(Kampmann, 2014). This also implies that childhood must be understood in relation to place (Massey, 2005). 

The aim of this article is to illustrate how contemporary childhoods are constructed, what variations emerge, and 
how different conditions shape them. There are specific reasons for this inquiry. Exploring children’s everyday lives 
is a strategy that enables the identification of the factors shaping their daily experiences and conditions (Sixtensson, 
2019). Since the 1990s, Swedish cities, both large and medium sized, have become increasingly segregated (Scarpa, 
2016). Sweden is the OECD country that has experienced the largest increase in economic inequality over recent 
decades (The Lancet Regional Health—Europe, 2023). Recent statistics show that 11.8% of all children in Sweden 

This article explores how contemporary Swedish 
childhoods are constructed through analysis of 5,933 
children’s drawings and conversations about their living 
conditions and leisure time. Four constructions are 
identified: scheduled, isolated, digital, and restricted 
childhoods. These reflect how structural inequalities, 
material conditions, and place shape children’s oppor-
tunities, participation, and agency. While digital spaces 
offer new forms of belonging, economic and spatial 
disparities continue to limit children’s participation and 
well-being. The study highlights the need for educators 
and policymakers to recognize children’s diverse realities 
in an emerging class-based society and to promote more 
just and equitable conditions for all children.
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live under conditions of low socioeconomic status (Save the Children, 2025). This contemporary form of child 
poverty in Sweden means that children risk being excluded from various social contexts and leisure activities, 
and that they lack access to a standard of living considered reasonable in relation to broader societal norms (Save 
the Children, 2024). Socioeconomic disparities are growing, and a significant proportion of low-income parents 
struggle to meet their children’s everyday needs (Swedish City Missions, 2024). Against this backdrop, it becomes 
crucial to illustrate differences in children’s living conditions, particularly in relation to their leisure time and the 
constructions of their childhoods.

However, there are inherent risks in generalizing childhood, as it varies both within and between residential areas, 
neighbourhoods, and regions (Warming, 2020) and is constructed through multiple contextual conditions (Prout 
& James, 1997) and power issues. The diversity of childhoods must be acknowledged. Therefore, the research 
question addressed in this article is: What variations in childhoods become visible through children’s accounts of their 
living conditions and everyday leisure practices?

Research about contemporary childhood conditions
Childhood studies views children as capable social actors and challenges the idea that they are either helpless 
victims of their circumstances or naturally passive (Warming et al., 2019). Childhood studies originates from 
a rights-based discourse linked to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989). This 
point of departure has come to emphasize the recognition of how children’s participation is conditioned and 
constrained (Archard, 2014). The ideal of meaningful participation entails that children are granted agency and 
opportunities to influence their own circumstances (James & James, 2008). However, the perspective does not 
assume that children and childhood constitute homogeneous categories. Rather, it aims to highlight structural 
differences between children and adults. For example, differences in childhood experiences, living conditions, and 
educational opportunities shape the degree of equality within childhood (Lareau, 2011).

Pearce, Dundas, Whitehead, and Taylor-Robinson (2019) have examined the factors that shape children’s living 
conditions and, consequently, their childhoods. They argue that the socioeconomic conditions in which children 
grow up are crucial and stem from three interconnected domains: the circumstances of their caregivers (such as 
educational level, employment status, etc.), the household or family (including housing quality, household compo-
sition, and total income), and the neighbourhood in which the child is raised (e.g., disadvantaged or affluent). These 
conditions are embedded within broader societal structures, including general economic and cultural contexts. 
According to Pearce et al. (2019), all of these factors are interrelated, with reciprocal relationships both between 
and within each layer. This highlights the importance of viewing childhood and children’s leisure time in the 
plural, which in turn requires analysis that accounts for the various contextual conditions surrounding children.

Digital and social media are now inseparable from the daily life of children. They shape our psychological and 
emotional landscape and concern everyday check-ins with friends. Thus, social media cannot be separated as an 
independent factor that influences children and shapes their childhoods. However, online and offline vulnerabili-
ties are interrelated. Negative online experiences, such as bullying or harassment, are tied to offline experiences of 
poverty and marginalization (Ito et al., 2020).

Access to and participation in organized leisure activities can have a considerable impact on children’s and young 
people’s well-being and sense of belonging (Gilman & Huebner, 2003). In the various environments that children 
engage in, such as cultural and sport associations, they develop a range of skills and identities that may become 
significant in the construction of childhoods. However, research shows that children from low-income families 
and those growing up in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas do not have the same access to organized leisure 
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activities as other children in society (Behtoui et al., 2020), as these activities are often associated with financial 
costs. 

This means that children’s childhoods, living conditions, and personal experiences of both childhood and leisure 
time must be understood, not only in relation to everyday micro-spaces, public environments, and the social 
geography of the residential area, but also in relation to broader sociopolitical and structural contexts (Harju 
& Sjölander, 2019). The effects of these structures influence children’s patterns of opportunity and their experi-
ences of belonging. The city’s and the area’s socioeconomic status, geography, and organization of residential areas 
therefore shape children’s agency, identification, living conditions, and opportunity structures in various ways 
(Sixtensson, 2018). 

This broader sociopolitical and structural context also opens up to issues of societal power. The neoliberal agenda 
plays out in different ways across the early childhood sectors in different countries (Sims, 2017). Sweden has 
historically been guided by a universal welfare model, characterized by the ambition to ensure equal access to 
welfare services for all citizens, regardless of socioeconomic background, while maintaining a high and consistent 
quality across these services. The overarching goal has been to strengthen democratic governance of the welfare 
sector and provide all citizens with equal opportunities and robust access to public services. However, the Swedish 
welfare model has undergone a profound neoliberal transformation in recent decades, and today scholars increas-
ingly speak of the reemergence of a class-based society (Allelin et al., 2018) intertwined with the neoliberal market 
philosophy (Penn, 2012; Powell, 2007).

Children develop both reactive and proactive strategies to cope with structures that affect them, such as material 
and economic scarcity. Reactive strategies involve adapting and acting within existing constraints, while proactive 
strategies aim to influence the child’s or the family’s room for manoeuvres (Harju, 2008). Fernqvist (2013) demon-
strates how limited financial resources affect children’s ability to participate in social activities, which in turn 
impacts their opportunities to form relationships with peers (see Behtoui et al., 2020). Moreover, children may 
develop feelings of shame and adopt various strategies to conceal their family’s limited financial situation (Fern-
qvist, 2013). It can be assumed that the widening of economic disparities over the past decade has had increasing 
effects on children’s upbringing (Sernhede et al., 2024) and the construction of childhoods. Access to space and 
place is thus governed by power and political decisions (Borg, 2024) as well as neoliberal market philosophy (Penn, 
2012; Powell, 2007). This spotlights the need to contribute with knowledge about how contemporary childhoods 
are constructed, what variations emerge, and how different societal conditions shape them. 

Theoretical framework
Within childhood studies, childhood is not viewed as a universal or general category. It is always constructed 
and given meaning within a specific societal or contextual setting and must be understood as shaped by struc-
tural circumstances (Prout & James, 1997) and societal governmentality (Foucault, 1975/2003). Alanen (2000) 
adds generational dynamics to this perspective by examining the relationship between micro- and macro-level 
structures. According to Alanen, children’s social position is determined by the generational order, which empha-
sizes the child’s relationship to a normative adult world. From this perspective, children have long been viewed 
as incomplete becomings in relation to fully developed adult beings (Alanen, 2000). However, when childhood is 
understood as a social construction, children can no longer be seen as merely moving toward a predetermined 
adult life. Instead, children should be regarded as beings, competent and valuable in their own right (Kampmann, 
2003; Lee, 2001). 

With the sociology of childhood’s emphasis on children’s right to be heard and seen (Kampmann, 2003), new 
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opportunities arise to examine how power relations and inequality shape children’s lives (Corsaro, 2018). Children 
are regarded as active participants in the construction of childhood; they possess agency to act as autonomous 
individuals (James & James, 2008). Therefore, children’s voices must be acknowledged (Christensen & James, 
2008). Children’s actions, everyday lives, social positions, and economic and material conditions are important to 
study in their own right, as these frame the experiences and constructions of childhood (Kampmann, 2003). This 
is a particularly relevant focus given the growing disparities in children’s living conditions in Sweden.

As a result, it becomes essential to approach children’s perspectives and to conduct research in the settings where 
children live their everyday lives (Prout & James, 1997). The concept of place must be considered in relation to 
children’s agency and the construction of childhood (Rönnlund & Tollefsen, 2016) as there is a hierarchical nature 
of place (Massey, 2005). 

The above relates to a structural perspective, which remains an underutilized potential in studies of childhood, 
children’s lives, and children’s living conditions (Nelson, 2024). From this perspective, childhoods are constructed 
in relation to societal, institutional, and material factors that in some cases set boundaries for childhood while 
in others enable it (Qvortrup, 2009). Childhood is disciplined through state power and normalization (Foucault, 
1975/2003), spatial discourses (Jenks, 1996), and what Foucault (1975/2003) called the principle of enclosure. What 
children can and should do, and when, is determined both culturally through socialization and through societal 
power. This is one way to understand the concept of governmentality; individuals are governed by discourses 
about how they ought to be or act, or by implicit but socially embedded expectations, values, and goals.

This perspective leads to interest in both agency and structure. Even though children are active agents and make 
choices as autonomous individuals (James & James, 2008), they are also born into already existing structures 
(Nelson, 2024; Qvortrup, 2009). Childhoods are always given meaning within a specific context, and must there-
fore be understood as embedded in and influenced by structural (societal) circumstances (Prout & James, 1997). 
This constitutes the theoretical framework of this article.

Method
The study reported on in this article was carried out within the research and development (R&D) project “The 
School-Age Educare Centre’s Contribution to Students’ Educational Outcomes”; the data was collected with the 
ambition to let the project participants generate knowledge for children and together with children (cf. Halldén, 
2005). This part of the project aimed to develop methodological tools for employing children’s perspectives as a 
basis for further developing the educational practice and thereby more effectively compensating for and responding 
to children’s needs. 

The Swedish school-age educare (SAEC) offers education and care for children aged 6–12 years before and after 
school and on holidays. Its mission is regulated by the Educational Act (SFS 2010:800) and the national curriculum 
(Swedish National Agency for Education, 2025). The personnel working in the SAEC are university-educated 
teachers. Even though it is located within the school organization, the SAEC is not part of compulsory schooling. 
It is a voluntary activity offered to children whose parents work or are engaged in studies, and parents pay a fee for 
children’s enrollment. 

The participants, a total of 334 SAEC teachers organized in 56 teams, along with 55 school leaders (principals 
and/or assistant principals) from 35 schools across four Swedish municipalities, conducted the data collection in 
their respective SAEC centre. The teachers received a manual from the research team in order to create a common 
systematic approach (cf. Wernholm, 2025). Instructions were as follows. 
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Stage 1: Drawings and conversations

(1) Gather all the children (in full or half groups) and explain that they will soon receive two tasks:

a)	 To draw a picture of their family and the apartment/house they live in.

b)	 To draw a picture of what they do in their leisure time, when they are not at school or in the 
SAEC setting.

(2) Begin with a conversation where the children get to talk about how they live, how different families can look, 
and what they usually do “on a regular day” after school/SAEC or on weekends. Let them inspire each other.

(3) After these conversations, hand out two sheets of paper and coloured pencils/crayons to each child who wants 
to attend. 

(4) When they have completed their drawings, ask them individually to describe what their drawings represent. 
Encourage them to describe them as thoroughly as possible. Ask follow-up questions. Document the answers (e.g., 
word for word on the back of the drawing along with your questions) so you can remember what each child shared.

(5) On the drawing, add the child’s age and the name of the SAEC department.

Stage 2: Collaborative written summary

(1)	Collaboratively summarize all drawings and conversations together with your work team and 
principal: 

a)	 Describe the local context and the character of the school. 

b)	 Identify what children told you about their family and living situation. 

c)	 Identify what children told you about their leisure time. 

d)	 Identify what you know about children’s living circumstances.

e)	 Conclude what you need to develop in your SAEC in order to better compensate for and 
respond to the children’s needs. 

In total, the study generated 5,933 drawings and 4,682 conversations with children aged 6 to 12 years. The teacher 
teams’ summaries were submitted to the research team via a password-protected digital system. It is these summa-
ries (approximately 130 A4-pages of text) that are analyzed in the present article. 

Limitations
It is important to acknowledge the limitations of interpreting children’s experiences through the teachers’ summa-
ries. This raises concerns about how close we get to children’s perspectives (cf. Wernholm, 2025). Nevertheless, it 
may be argued that the foundation of the empirical material is derived directly from the children and their narra-
tives, even though it is the teachers’ summaries of these that have been analyzed. In the summaries, the teachers 
also frequently added quotations and direct excerpts from the children, which further strengthened the reliability 
of the summaries and provided the researchers with a closer connection to the interactions that took place with 
the children. 
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At the same time, it is important to remember that teachers, through their familiarity with the children, are partic-
ipants in these constructions of data. They hold expectations of the children, interpret their behaviours, and form 
relationships that influence children’s self-understanding and identities, all of which may affect the summaries 
they have written. However, the questions the teachers were asked to respond to and submit to the researchers (see 
above) were formulated in a relatively open and descriptive manner (identify, describe…) to minimize the risk of 
bias and ungrounded statements and to generate as raw data as possible.

Although the children’s stories were summarized by the teacher teams, it can be argued that these summaries, 
based in the drawings and the children’s narratives, contribute valuable insights into children’s perspectives on 
contemporary childhood. 

Ethical considerations
The study adheres to the ethical guidelines of the Swedish Research Council (2024), which include informed 
consent, anonymity, and the right to withdraw from participation at any time. Ethical approval for the study was 
obtained from a regional ethics committee. At the outset of the R&D project, teachers and their school leadership 
received oral information about the research component’s purpose. They were also provided with an information 
letter containing written details, which they were asked to read, consent to, sign, and return before data collection 
commenced.

The empirical data used in this article (the teaching teams’ summaries) was collected through a password-pro-
tected digital system in which the teachers again had to give their consent for the submitted data to be used for 
research purposes. Because both the conversations with the children and the drawings were considered a vital 
part of the teachers’ everyday work, children’s participation in the activities was solicited by the teachers at their 
respective SAEC settings. The children could choose whether to create drawings and engage in conversations with 
the teachers or not. 

It is important to note that the research team did not meet the children and did not have access to either the chil-
dren’s drawings or the transcribed individual conversations. This arrangement allowed the teachers to remove any 
potentially sensitive and/or personal information, as well as ethically problematic content, before the summaries 
were submitted to the researchers. 

The summaries provided important distance needed for the researchers’ scientific analysis. This distance also 
offered ethical advantages in the research process. When the summaries reached the researchers via the digital 
system, they had been anonymized. The summaries were also written in such a way that individual children or 
teachers could not be identified.

Analysis process
The analysis process was inspired by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) and Braun, Clarke, Hayfield, and Terry’s (2019) 
description of thematic analysis (TA). With TA, researchers can address questions about lived experiences, identi-
fying factors that influence and/or contextualize processes or phenomena and examining patterns of meaning. TA 
is a multistep approach emphasizing, among other things, familiarization (becoming acquainted with the data), 
generating codes (coding the empirical data), constructing themes (developing potential themes), and revising 
and defining themes (refining and possibly redefining the core of the thematic areas). This approach is not strictly 
linear but rather an iterative and reflexive process (Braun et al., 2019).
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Initially, the researchers read all submitted summaries thoroughly to become familiar with the content. During 
this reading, notes were taken on interesting points, differences, and similarities within the data. This was followed 
by a more systematic reading in which recurring patterns were identified, leading to an initial inductive coding 
of the empirical data. Subsequently, the concepts of agency and participation (James & James, 2008), structural 
conditions and circumstances (Prout & James, 1997) external factors (Pearce et al., 2019; Qvortrup, 2009), and place 
(Massey, 2005) were used in the analysis. This more theoretically driven analysis illustrates the iterative process 
and reflexivity required in thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2019). Additionally, the analysis was read through the 
lens of Foucault’s (1975/2003) concept of governmentality. This lens draws attention to both socially embedded 
expectations, values, and goals that become empirically visible and how political decisions and structural condi-
tions regulate practices and possibilities for children’s everyday lives. 

Governmentality complements the analytic toolbox by illuminating that structural conditions such as agency, struc-
ture, and place are not neutral but are produced through rationalities and practices that govern childhood from 
a distance. Thus, governmentality shapes what forms of agency, belonging, and identities become possible for 
different groups of children.

The quotations finally included in the results section were selected as illustrative of each childhood constructed. 
The constructed childhoods—the scheduled childhood, the isolated childhood, the digital childhood, and the restricted 
childhood—cannot be easily delineated in relation to one another. Rather, they should be viewed as snapshots 
and representations of multicontextual childhoods among many others possible and as representations of the 
complexity of contemporary childhoods. 

Results
In this section, the variations in childhoods that became visible in the analysis of the summaries of children’s living 
conditions and everyday leisure practices are presented.

The scheduled childhood

The scheduled childhood that emerged illustrates a structured, planned, and organized childhood. These children 
often spend long days at school and in SAEC, followed by one or more evening activities. Their parents, frequently 
described as educated and in the midst of their careers, may rush to pick up their children to drive them to various 
sports or cultural activities.

The scheduled childhood appears in summaries from both socioeconomically advantaged areas and areas with 
mixed socioeconomic conditions. The children described to the teachers how they are given ample opportunities 
to try a variety of activities during their leisure time, as their families’ financial circumstances allow it.

The children are very active in organized clubs and associations. As we are located in a socioeconom-
ically advantaged area, extracurricular activities play a significant role, as guardians can afford fees, 
equipment, and so forth. This also enables the children to choose more than one activity.

Participation in multiple extracurricular activities also contributes to a stressful everyday life. There appears to be 
a lack of space for rest and recovery, and free time may even encroach on schoolwork.

They are enrolled in several activities and have a fully booked schedule throughout the week. … Many 
parents provide their children with opportunities to pursue their leisure interests, but this can lead to 
stress and a lack of time for recovery.
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Many children mention that they don’t have time to do their homework because they have so many 
activities, which seem to cause stress.

While the structured lifestyle may be a source of stress for children, in some instances it can also be understood as 
supportive. Some children expressed experiences of security and a sense of closeness to engaged caregivers.

[It is] a childhood with present parents, engaged as coaches in sports, for example, and thus familiar 
with their child’s friends and their parents. There is strong social security in the community. They live 
in a protected environment.

This quote reflects that the scheduled childhood is marked not only by time constraints but also by social and 
emotional stability. These children are often embedded in networks of support that reinforce a sense of safety, 
predictability, and belonging. 

In areas where organized recreational activities are lacking, the need for engaged caregivers is even greater.

The local area does not offer many activities, which means that children need to travel longer distances 
to take them. This suggests that guardians need to be engaged for the child to be able to participate. 
It also indicates … relatively good financial conditions, as the activities come at a cost.

A complexity also emerges in the quotation outlined above. The children appear to be active and engaged, yet there 
are also expressions of something different.

They participate in many different activities. A large part of their time at home is spent in front of 
screens and tablets, which takes up much of their free time. Many practices, a lot of screen time, 
loneliness. …The children feel lonely and bored … and would prefer to spend time with their friends 
and family.

Childhood is here illustrated as being enabled by favourable material and external conditions (cf. Pearce et al., 2019; 
Qvortrup, 2009). Strong family economic resources facilitate participation (James & James, 2008) and room for 
action for the children, with many possible choices to make. Caregivers are described as engaged and supportive 
of their children. Access to a rich sporting and cultural life and engaged parents appears to be a prerequisite for 
the scheduled childhood.

However, with these opportunities comes a paradox: Leisure becomes regulated, and the children’s time may be 
filled to the point of exhaustion. What appears to be a rich leisure life may, for some, create stress and limit oppor-
tunities for rest and recovery. Although children are positioned as active agents, their childhood at times seems to 
be constrained. In this sense, the children’s agency is present but negotiated within the limits of their structured 
environments (cf. James & James, 2008).

The childhood constructed here may, according to the teachers’ summaries, be characterized by a lack of breaks, 
which could imply that a privileged childhood can also lead to stress and insufficient recovery. Although these 
children have access to an active leisure time, childhood can also be experienced as lonely. This illustrates another 
paradox: Children may appear engaged while simultaneously experiencing loneliness. This highlights the impor-
tance of examining childhoods through children’s accounts of how they feel and what they value (Christensen & 
James, 2008; James & James, 2008).

Moreover, the lack of unstructured time points to how certain forms of childhood are valued over others. Massey’s 
(2005) concept of place becomes relevant here, not only geographically but socially and symbolically. Within 
this childhood, performance, activity, and achievement are central, leaving little room, or place, for stillness or 
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self-directed play. From a governmental perspective (Foucault, 1975/2003), this structure of childhood can be 
understood as subtle forms of governance that operate through norms and expectations. This childhood is in line 
with societal ideals and norms of the active, engaged, and high-performing child. Children and families seem to 
internalize expectations of productivity and optimal use of time. Thus, favourable material and external factors 
(Qvortrup, 2009) can also lead to a perceived limitation (cf. James & James, 2008). 

The isolated childhood

The empirical data also reveals a depiction of an isolated childhood, primarily found in rural and sparsely popu-
lated areas. Here, the children described to the teachers that their families live far from local communities and 
children may grow up on farms with family members and animals.

Families engaged in agriculture, proximity to grandparents on the farm, animal care, closeness to 
nature, children participate in chores, children take the school bus.

However, challenges emerge that make the childhood outlined appear complex. Despite seemingly favourable 
material conditions, a lack of infrastructure can render an isolated childhood.

The local public transportation connections are inadequate. There are bus routes, but they require 
preordering and booking well in advance. 57% of the students at the school live in houses in the coun-
tryside.

Living far out in the countryside makes it difficult to participate in sports and cultural life, as well as to socialize 
with peers. Instead, children tend to play at home and spend time with siblings.

The children report that they spend about 90% of their free time playing exclusively at home, both 
indoors and outdoors. It emerges that children often prefer to play with siblings or alone in their 
gardens or rooms. What particularly confirmed our observations is that students living in rural areas 
usually have a smaller social circle and mainly play at home or with classmates who live in the village. 
These children also show that their social network is limited and narrow. 

The children live outside the village with close access to animals such as horses, chickens, rabbits, 
etc., which also occupy time during their free time. They play with siblings or friends, do homework, 
draw, do crafts, play computer games, and look at their phones. 

In the constructions of the isolated childhood, certain challenges associated with living in rural and sparsely popu-
lated areas become evident. There is a risk that children’s social communities are narrow and that access to cultural 
and recreational activities is limited or lacking. Long distances to peers and organized activities may foster feelings 
of exclusion and contribute to experiences of marginalization, as children may not feel included in the same way 
as others (cf. Children’s Ombudsman, 2018). These children may grow up with favourable material and economic 
conditions yet simultaneously lack access to cultural and social dimensions, rendering their childhood experience 
isolated. 

In this context, the concept of place (Massey, 2005) becomes a central explanatory model for how childhood is 
constructed. The location itself, alongside the absence of cultural and community infrastructures, risks restricting 
children’s agencies (cf. James & James, 2008). Hence, structural inequality becomes evident (cf. Qvortrup, 2009) in 
addition to how places are governed by power and political decisions (cf. Borg, 2024).

From a governmentality perspective (Foucault, 1975/2003), the isolated childhood can be understood as shaped 
not only by geographical isolation but also by the ways governing rationalities distribute resources, opportuni-
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ties, and infrastructures. Governmentality draws attention to how political decisions regulate the possibilities for 
children’s everyday lives through the organization of mobility and access. In this sense, the isolated childhood is 
spatially disciplined (Jenks, 1996). Children’s childhoods are defined by which places are invested in and supported 
and which are left without cultural and social infrastructures. Children and families in sparsely populated areas 
must manage and adapt to these structural conditions.

This childhood thus reflects the interplay of place, structural factors, and children’s agency (James & James, 2008; 
Massey, 2005; Prout & James, 1997). While children in isolated settings demonstrate agency through engagement 
in, for example, sibling interactions or doing chores, their participation in other social and recreational activi-
ties is circumscribed by poor public transport and sparse availability of organized local activities. Their access to 
activities depends on their parents’ time, mobility, and economic resources. If these are lacking, the children may 
experience limited participation due to logistical and structural constraints (cf. Kampmann, 2014; Pearce et al., 
2019). 

This structural embeddedness of childhood aligns with Qvortrup’s (2009) argument that childhood is co-con-
structed by institutional and material conditions that can both enable and constrain children’s lives. When 
experiencing a physically isolated childhood, the digital world can serve as a tool through which children seek 
social connection and a sense of digital belonging.

The digital childhood

The digital childhood was evident in teacher summaries from all areas, regardless of socioeconomic conditions. 
Teachers described how virtually all children spend part of their free time in front of a screen.

Many of the children’s accounts can be interpreted as indicating that they largely live “outside” the 
adult world, while at the same time spending time online, for example, through YouTube, TikTok, and/
or digital games.

The description of children as “living outside the adult world” could be interpreted as an indication that the adults 
around them do not have full insight into what the children are doing online. Within this context, children spend 
their childhoods online, socially, through interactions with others on the same platforms, yet remain physically 
isolated from both adults and peers.

Even if all children seemingly enjoy digital leisure time, differences are indicated. In resource-rich areas, where 
children participate in many leisure activities, digital tools serve as a source of relaxation and rest, but also as a way 
of maintaining important social contact with friends.

When there are no organized activities, it’s a lot of phones, tablets, and other screens.

The children have a stressful everyday life with many activities. They socialize with others online and 
feel the need to stay updated on what others are doing.

The teacher summaries indicate that these children use digital tools in two main ways: partly to stay updated on 
what their friends are doing, and partly to relax. The data suggests that children who have long days filled with 
activities may have a greater need for quiet screen time once they get home.

In socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, however, digital tools seem to be used as a means of creating a sense of 
private, secluded time. In these areas, children often live with their families in small, cramped apartments, sharing 
bedrooms with siblings and sometimes even with the entire family.
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Many families live in overcrowded conditions, which can make it difficult for children to have privacy. In 
these homes, many children lack access to active leisure time and instead end up in front of a screen. 
[The overcrowding] limits their space for private time and calm. 

Digital use can also be linked to the lack of extracurricular activities. The teacher summaries show that children in 
socioeconomically disadvantaged areas often lack access to organized leisure activities such as cultural events and 
sports clubs. Due to the family’s limited financial means, children often remain sedentary at home, and in such 
cases, the digital world becomes a means of engaging in shared activities:

Much of their time revolves around smartphones, games, and social media. Some say they don’t have 
much money and therefore can’t participate in activities like basketball or going to the cinema.

In the summaries, no differences are identified in access to and use of digital tools between children living in 
resource-rich and resource-poor areas. Generally, regardless of residential area, the digital world appears to serve 
as a space for creating a sense of belonging despite physical distances. This implies that the concept of place 
(Massey, 2005) can be given a different meaning—it is in the digital world as a place that childhood is constructed. 
The empirical data reveals how children seem able to spend their childhood online, fully protected from the adult 
world. This may indicate that the digital world as a place can contribute to children having significant agency (cf. 
James & James, 2008). In this space, they can choose whom to socialize with, what activities to engage in, and how 
much adult oversight to allow. 

Although the empirical data illustrate that the vast majority of children live a digital childhood, the purpose of 
their digital engagement appears to vary in relation to physical place (cf. Massey, 2005), which is connected to 
structural (cf. Kampmann, 2014; Prout & James, 1997) and socioeconomic conditions. It is revealed that the digital 
childhood manifests across socioeconomic contexts, yet the function and meaning of digital engagement differ 
depending on children’s living conditions and available resources. These differences can be understood in relation 
to how governing rationalities shape children’s everyday practices and possibilities (cf. Foucault, 1975/2003). Chil-
dren’s digital participation is not simply a matter of free choice but is subtly regulated through social expectations, 
norms, and resource distributions that encourage some forms of engagement while limiting others.

In affluent areas, digital technologies serve both as a tool for relaxation and a vital means of maintaining social 
connections, complementing a busy schedule of organized activities. These children’s leisure time seems to be 
highly structured, leaving little room for spontaneous play (cf. Wernholm, 2025), which, in turn, makes digital 
technologies and social media constructive and facilitating tools for relationship building (Ito et al., 2020; Wang 
& Edwards, 2016). 

Conversely, in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, where childhood is surrounded by factors such as over-
crowding and child poverty, the digital environment often becomes a space for social interaction and leisure due 
to limited access to activities and constrained living conditions. Here, digital tools are used as a means of seclusion 
but also as a substitute for, for example, sports and cultural life. This illustrates a limited agency; the summaries 
show that these children have restricted access to activities that children in more resource-rich areas take for 
granted. Weak economic conditions affect children’s opportunities to participate in social activities (Fernqvist, 
2013), which, in turn, impacts their possibilities for forming relationships with other children (Behtoui et al., 
2020). Digital technologies thus play a significant role in children’s access to communities where they commu-
nicate, share knowledge, produce content, and construct identities (Arnseth & Silseth, 2015; Loudon et al., 2022; 
Wernholm, 2019).

This divergence can be understood through the lens of agency (James & James, 2008), where children actively 
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construct their experiences within the limits and possibilities provided by their material and social environments. 
The digital realm extends to children’s agencies, offering alternative ways to engage with peers and exert control 
over their social lives, especially when resources are limited.

The restricted childhood

The restricted childhood is primarily constructed in resource-poor areas. Here, children described to their teachers 
that they were living in cramped conditions, often sharing bedrooms with siblings and sometimes the entire 
family. In these accounts, the external factors of childhood become evident, especially those beyond the children’s 
control (Pearce et al., 2019), such as housing standards, household resources, and parental health. Additionally, the 
concept of family takes on different meanings compared to other areas.

There are various chaotic living arrangements. … What surprises us is the great variation in housing 
and family constellations. It is not self-evident that a family consists of mother, father, and children. 
Today’s families exhibit a diversity of forms. 

Teachers’ descriptions of a “chaotic” and at times unsettled childhood are found in the summaries, with children 
moving between different homes that sometimes lack clear connections to their immediate biological family. At the 
same time, the family emerges as highly significant for the children, highlighting the relational and generational 
dimensions of childhood (cf. Alanen, 2000) as central. The teachers seem surprised by children’s descriptions of 
their families. 

The family is reported to have an important function for the children. Without it, they would not receive 
food, shelter, risk ending up on the streets, and have no one to talk to or play with.

These descriptions and concerns about the risk of “ending up on the street” are found only in teacher summaries 
from resource-poor areas. In one of the areas with high child poverty, the summaries of the children’s stories 
express that the children experience an unsettled childhood.

We have a high proportion of families with multiple vulnerabilities, especially regarding economy, 
language disorders, and orientation to the outside world … a high rate of unemployment, low education 
levels, and sick leave. There are instances of families with connections to criminality.

The data also indicates that children in these areas do not always get to play outdoors but are often confined to 
staying at home after school. Organized community activities are not always well developed in resource-poor 
areas, and even when activities are offered, there are other barriers that prevent children from fully benefiting from 
what is available.

It is a tough, socioeconomically disadvantaged area, which makes it difficult due to, for example, high 
fees for certain leisure activities. Because the parents do not speak Swedish, they miss a lot of infor-
mation about leisure activities. The availability of leisure activities is not as extensive as, for example, 
in other districts.

Several summaries indicate that children in resource-poor areas do not always want to go home after school. 
Instead, they prefer to stay at the SAEC center. The reasons vary.

They may have little food at home and lack toys.

Some of our children’s life circumstances are challenging, e.g., overcrowding and various traumas. 

Children’s desire to stay at the SAEC centre rather than going home could indicate that the children have a need 
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to socialize with peers, participate in organized activities, and perhaps even receive an additional free meal during 
the day. It may also reflect that the home environment is not experienced as safe.

The construction of the restricted childhood emerged predominantly in socioeconomically disadvantaged 
contexts, where material and spatial constraints delimit children’s opportunities. This aligns with the concept of 
place (Massey, 2005) but also with Qvortrup’s (2009) framework and highlights how economic and material depri-
vation can profoundly affect the conditions of childhood. The teacher summaries illustrate overcrowded living 
conditions, unstable family arrangements, and limited access to resources, factors that significantly restrict chil-
dren’s agency and well-being. The restricted childhood thus exemplifies how structural inequalities translate into 
tangible limitations for children, circumscribing their everyday realities. The instability and diversity in family 
constellations described also reflect a departure from traditional nuclear family models, pointing instead to more 
fluid and complex relational structures. This resonates with Alanen’s (2000) conceptualization of childhood as 
relational and generational, where family ties and intergenerational dynamics are central to children’s lived expe-
riences. In constructions of the restricted childhood, the generational dimension (Alanen, 2000) appears to be 
uniquely connected with material factors (Qvortrup, 2009) and external conditions beyond the children’s control 
(Pearce et al., 2019). The family serves as the guarantor of having a roof over one’s head.

These conditions can also be understood as effects of broader political rationalities that shape children’s everyday 
possibilities (cf. Foucault, 1975/2003). Resource allocation, welfare systems, and institutional priorities subtly 
regulate children’s lives through the governing of space and economic support. In this sense, the restricted child-
hood reflects how children and families navigate expectations and limits produced by socio-political structures, 
which define what forms of childhood are possible in different places. Again, childhood becomes spatially disci-
plined (cf. Jenks, 1996).

The most common barrier for children in resource-poor families to participate in organized activities is financial 
constraints, and children here may live in poverty. This limits the children’s scope for action (cf. James & James, 
2008). The effects influence not only children’s opportunities but also their experiences of belonging, agency, iden-
tification, and patterns of possibility (Sixtensson, 2018), for example, in relation to the availability of cultural and 
leisure activities in the local area. 

Thus, place (Massey, 2005) must be understood in relation to broader socio-political and structural contexts (Harju 
& Sjölander, 2019). Children experiencing restricted childhoods risk not having their fundamental rights to mean-
ingful leisure time fulfilled (Children’s Ombudsman, 2018), which may affect them throughout their development. 
This also illuminates how children and childhoods are located within powerful societal structures where their 
well-being relies on wider social systems (Allelin et al., 2018). Governmentality makes visible how these structures 
operate and shape what childhood can be, particularly under conditions of scarcity.

Discussion
This article’s findings not only reveal different childhoods. They also illustrate how childhoods are constructed in 
relation to the material and economic factors (cf. Qvortrup, 2009) that both enable and limit what is possible for 
children. The findings highlight the differences and variations in the childhoods constructed in relation to diverse 
contexts and structures in which children grow up (cf. Kampmann, 2014; Prout & James, 1997), which implies 
that childhood must also be understood in relation to place (cf. Massey, 2005). All these factors influence chil-
dren’s scope for action (cf. James & James, 2008), which, in turn, constructs heterogeneous and contextually varied 
childhoods. 
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The results presented four different childhood constructions: the scheduled childhood, the isolated childhood, the 
digital childhood, and the restricted childhood. It is reasonable to assume that these constructions may overlap to 
some extent. The findings reveal social inequalities, how income disparities and residential segregation shape 
children’s living conditions and life opportunities, and how these factors together contribute to the construction 
of the different childhoods. These structural conditions also define the boundaries of children’s agency and the 
participation available to them.

Financial resources enable access to a wide range of leisure opportunities, as in the scheduled childhood. Structural 
conditions (cf. Qvortrup, 2009), such as family income and parental education, shape children’s opportunities and 
lived experiences. From a structural perspective, the advantages and disadvantages children are experiencing are 
not randomly distributed but deeply connected to socioeconomic capital. However, childhoods are also results 
of broader societal structures. These structures can be seen as outcomes of governing rationalities (Foucault, 
1975/2003) that organize childhood through norms, policies, and resource allocations that encourage some child-
hood practices, such as structured leisure or digital participation, while limiting others.

The four constructed childhoods demonstrate that childhood is a heterogeneous and place-based phenom-
enon. While these constructions cannot be generalized, they illustrate how children’s lived realities are formed 
in relation to intersecting factors such as family resources, place of residence, access to cultural and recreational 
life, and broader socio-political contexts. The situatedness of children’s experiences in rural areas, for example, 
points to how macro-level infrastructural and policy decisions, such as investments in local public transport and 
community facilities, directly influence children’s lived realities. This illustrates how societal structural barriers 
and (local) political processes can contribute to setting boundaries for children’s agencies and childhoods. Thus, 
such infrastructural and political decisions represent techniques of governance (Foucault, 1975/2003) that shape 
the possibilities of life in particular places, producing differentiated forms of childhood through the uneven distri-
bution of opportunities, mobility, and care.

Both the isolated childhood and the restricted childhood illustrate a constrained form of participation. In resource-
poor environments, children’s ability to shape their lives and environments is significantly limited by external factors 
beyond their control. This limitation can exacerbate feelings of insecurity, vulnerability, and exclusion. Digital 
media, however, seem to create new forms of inclusion and exclusion, reflecting Massey’s (2005) understanding of 
place as a dynamic interplay of space, time, and social relations. Physical constraints, such as overcrowded housing 
and lack of local leisure opportunities, limit children’s offline agency in resource-poor families, but it is shown how 
digital resources can partially compensate, providing an alternative place for social belonging and identity forma-
tion. The digital childhood is multifaceted, shaped by structural inequalities but also characterized by children’s 
creative negotiation of their circumstances. It unites children from all childhoods, offers a common place, and 
reflects both opportunities and constraints mediating children’s experiences of inclusion, agency, and identity. The 
digital environment functions as a crucial arena where all childhoods are lived, negotiated, and contested, yet it 
is inseparable from broader socioeconomic and spatial contexts that frame children’s lives. Therefore, it spans all 
other childhoods.

In sum, the findings show that children are active actors at the same time as they are restricted by structural condi-
tions. This combines agency, structure, and place as a constructive theoretical foundation and framework for future 
childhood studies. Governmentality complements this framework by showing how these structural conditions are 
not neutral but are produced through political rationalities and practices that govern childhood at a distance, 
shaping what forms of agency, belonging, and identity become possible for different groups of children.
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Concluding remarks
Growing social inequalities shape children’s lives in complex ways, and understanding these inequalities requires 
a holistic perspective that integrates material conditions, family structures, and children’s relational contexts. 
Structural disparities, such as income inequality and housing segregation, become visible in children’s everyday 
experiences and limit their agency and participation. The findings also relate to the gradual dismantling of welfare 
infrastructures. Neoliberal market rationalities (Penn, 2012; Powell, 2007) increasingly position childhood and 
children’s leisure as an individual rather than a collective responsibility, where children and families are expected 
to optimize time and navigate possibilities on their own. 

This emphasis on individual responsibility risks obscuring the structural forces that shape the four constructed 
childhoods. The scheduled childhood reflects neoliberal ideals of productivity and constant activity, whereas 
the isolated and restricted childhoods highlight the consequences of reduced public support and uneven spatial 
investments. When infrastructures like public transport, cultural institutions, and leisure facilities weaken or 
become unevenly distributed, children in disadvantaged areas are disproportionately affected. Their limited access 
to resources signals a welfare system that no longer guarantees equal conditions for participation and belonging. 
This could illustrate the reemergence of a class-based society (Allelin et al., 2018).

Digital technologies increasingly compensate for gaps left by shrinking welfare provisions, offering new forms of 
participation but also shifting responsibility onto children and families. Overall, the findings show how childhoods 
are shaped by intersecting structural, spatial, and political conditions. Recognizing these dynamics is essential for 
co-creating more just and equitable childhoods supported not only by families but by robust public infrastructures 
and renewed welfare responsibility.
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