Who makes decisions?


Allow about 10 minutes





Drawing on experiences you have had as a child, as a parent or from general observations, make a list of the day-to-day practical decisions which adults commonly expect to make on behalf of children of Ryan’s age.


Comment


How did you get on? If you are a parent, you may have reflected on any differences between the expectations of your parents and yourself as a parent. I listed the following decisions which are commonly thought of as being the responsibility, at least to some degree, of parents or guardians:


•	food and meal routines


•	clothes worn


•	how much and what TV is watched


•	bedtimes


•	pocket money


•	health treatment and/or medication.


Children’s right to be involved in decision making


While it may not be too difficult to identify the areas of children’s lives over which parents or other adults make decisions for them, it can be more difficult to explain why this is justified. One perspective of childhood is that children do not have sufficient understanding to make important decisions which affect their welfare. The difficulty with this argument, however, is that children gain competence in decision making as they are given opportunities to take part in matters that affect their lives. The other problem with this argument is that although a child may not have sufficient understanding to bear the responsibility solely of making important decisions, this does not mean that they should be excluded from the decision making process.


The difficulty with setting specific age restrictions on what children are allowed to do is that children mature and develop at different rates. This fact was recognized in UK courts as a result of the case of Gillick v West Norfolk and Wisbech Area Health Authority (1985). This court hearing made a judgement on the competence of children to make decisions relating to medical treatment which may be contrary to their parent’s or guardian’s wishes. It ruled that:


As a matter of law the parental right to determine whether or not their minor child below the age of 16 will have medical treatment terminates if and when the child achieves sufficient understanding and intelligence to enable him to understand fully what is proposed.


This ruling is referred to as ‘Gillick competence’ and is used as a measure of whether a child below the age of 16 should be able to make important decisions. Since this ruling, laws in the UK increasingly reflect the notion that the ability to understand and make informed decisions is more important than chronological age.


Underlying this ruling is the assumption that for children under the age of 16 there is an expectation that parents have both the right and the responsibility to make important decisions about children’s welfare. Returning to the list you made in activity 20, these are probably the kind of day-to-day decisions which may seem trivial but relate to the child’s welfare and are very important for children. Children may not want or have the capacity to take full responsibility for important decisions, but they do want to be involved and consulted. This involvement is also an important way in which children can gain experience so that when they do take full responsibility they have developed their abilities in decision making.


While parents may often ponder on how to persuade children to follow their advice, do you think that they also reflect upon the experience for children of having decisions made for them?
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