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ABSTRACT

From Objects of Protection to Subjects of Rights:
An Integrated Analysis of Structural Gaps in the
Care of Children in the Korean Context

Shim, Ka Ka

(Sangmyung University - Department of Nursing - Associate Professor)

Cho, Sung Hwan
(The Catholic University of Korea - Graduate School of Social Welfare - Assistant

Professor)

This study proposes an integrated framework for analyzing the
multidimensional risks that children in South Korea face(including
children in general, not only those in out-of-home care) without reducing
those risks to individual vulnerability or to deficiencies in
particular services. A critical review was conducted of academic
literature, international human rights instruments, and Korean
legislative and policy documents on child welfare, education, and
health published between 1989 and 2025, Within this framework,
the biopsychosocial model is reconstructed as the dimension
of content, ecological systems theory as the dimension of level,
and intersectionality as the dimension of distribution; these are

integrated through questions concerning what becomes vulnerable,
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where vulnerability is produced or buffered, and for whom a
given risk becomes more severe. Sources that qualify the dominant
deficit-focused and protection-centered perspectives were also
examined in order to limit selective interpretation. Applied to
mental health, cross—system care, the digital environment, and
intersectional inequality, the framework identifies four structural
gaps: limited early relational recognition of internalized distress,
weak coordination across systems, insufficient rights—-based
governance of the digital environment, and low responsiveness
to intersectional conditions. These gaps are connected by the
translation of children’s experiences into institutional definitions of
“problems,” the loss of children’s voices across fragmented systems,
and the paradox whereby universalized safeguarding repositions
children as objects of protection. Where risk classification precedes
children’s own accounts, data-driven early intervention may
produce epistemic injustice. Recognizing children as subjects
of rights does not diminish their need for protection; rather, it
requires a change in how protection is practiced. The framework
offers a theoretical basis for such analysis, although empirical

validation remains necessary.

Keywords: children's rights, child care, structural care gaps,
biopsychosocial model, ecological systems theory, intersectionality,

epistemic injustice, children in South Korea
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