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Childism is thinking differently about 
children (and young people) simply 
because of their age





Elisabeth Young-Bruehl argued that:

• Prejudice exists against children as a 
group (simply because of their age)

• And, that childism is comparable to 
racism, sexism, homophobia, and 
disability discrimination



How does Google define ‘childish’?

• Of, like, or appropriate to a child

• Silly and immature

Synonyms: immature, babyish, 
infantile, juvenile, puerile, silly, inane, 
fatuous, foolish, stupid, irresponsible



What about the Webster dictionary?

• Having or showing the unpleasant 
qualities, such as silliness or lack of 
maturity, that children often have

• Simple: lacking complexity



Survey of just over 250 children and young 
people which asked:

• What is the best thing about being a 
young person in Australia.

• What is the worst thing about being a 
young person in Australia.



The best thing:

• The environment and climate, 
multiculturalism, and the excellent 
services they have access to (schools, 
health care, personal support etc).

• And, 80% used at least one of three 
words in their answers…?



• Freedom

• Potential

• Opportunities



The worst thing:

• Racism, bullying, peer pressure, and the 
lack of things to do.

• And, 25% wrote about…?



Not not being listened to or taken seriously 
by adults because of their age:

• Not having adults take your opinions seriously 
and treating you as just a kid (15 years)

• Being underestimated (17 years)

• Not being taken seriously (15 years)

• Being discriminated against by adults (15 years)

• Not being seen as responsible (14 years)

• Being patronised by adults (14 years)

• Adults think they are more important than kids (12 

years)

• People not really listening to you because you are 
young (13 years)



Childism impacts on:

• How we think about children

• What we let children do, and not do

• The services and supports and laws 
we design to assist (or control) 
children



Childism Checklist
• I am not allowed to vote, even though government makes 

decisions about me.

• It is often considered acceptable, appropriate and even 
desirable for my caregiver to physically assault me if I do not 
please them.

• If I am routinely yelled at, criticized and belittled in my own 
home, this might not generally be recognised as abusive 
behaviour.

• I am routinely ignored or told to be quiet.

• Adults often feel they have the right to harass me.

• Society and the media often portray me in a negative light.

• People often make decisions on my behalf and tell me they 
know better than I do about what is best for me.

• I am not usually given a choice about my place of education.

• I am not usually given a choice about what religion to follow. 



I think all men know that 
occasionally the best thing 
that we can give a woman 
is a smack, but it can never be 
something that hurts them…

Is this ok?



I think all parents know that occasionally the 
best thing that we can give a kid is a smack, 
but it can never be something that hurts 
them…



Aboriginal & Torres Strait 
lslander people are too lazy 
to work…

Is this ok?





Me, I can tolerate noisy, 
thoughtless or anti-social 
behaviour from people with 
a disability because they 
have a disability and they 
don’t know better… 

Is this ok?



Me, I can tolerate noisy, thoughtless or anti-social 
behaviour from those aged 14 and under because 

they’re children and don’t know better… 



Have we got an entire group 
of returned soldiers that has 
been so coddled and that is so 
spineless that it is completely 
incapable of dealing with the 
harsh realities of the modern 
world?

Is this ok?



Have we got an entire group of young people that 
has been so coddled and that is so spineless that it 
is completely incapable of dealing with the harsh 

realities of the modern world?



And, the WORST one of all…









Protectionist model

• Children are not capable of making 
their own decisions, and are 
inherently vulnerable

• Hold few rights outside of the family

• Have inferior views to adults



Liberationist model

• Children are experts in their own 
worlds, and are competent to 
express their own views

• Hold rights as individuals

• Have alternative views to adults



Ask yourself:

• Where do you sit?

• Where do your colleagues sit?

• Where does your agency sit?

• Are any of your agencies policies, 
procedures or programs childist?





When is it ok to treat a child 
differently because of their age?

• Minimum age should be 18

• No minimum age

• Capacity and age should be 
considered



Minimum age should be 18:

• Voluntary enlistment?

• Conscription?

• Criminal responsibility?

• Hazardous labour?

• Anything else?



No minimum age:

• Right to vote?

• Access to justice?

• Consent to non-therapeutic interventions?

• Chose religion, or no religion?

• Access to sexual and reproductive health 
services?

• Anything else?



Capacity and age should be 
considered:

• Admission to employment?

• Beginning and end of compulsory education?

• Marriage?

• Age of sexual consent?

• Consent, and non-consent, of medical treatment

• Access to media and advertising

• Anything else


