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What the literature review found

The benefits of participation:

• Participation gives children and young people a say about what is
important to them.

• Participation allows a child or young person to ‘own’ decisions that
are made about their lives.

• Participation increases the self confidence and skills of children and
young people.

• Participation empowers children and young people.

• Participation can help protect children and young people. The failure
to listen to children and young people is a recurring theme in many
inquiries into abuse.

• Participation of children and young people gives adults the
opportunity to show respect for the views of children and young
people.

• Participation of children and young people can be a catalyst for the
wider participation of all parties involved.

• Participation of children and young people leads to more accurate
and relevant decisions for the child or young person and, therefore,
improves the quality of decision making for the organisation.
Organisations can become more efficient and effective in meeting
the needs of children and young people if they listen to kids.
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Section 1:
UNDERSTAND PARTICIPATION — 
WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

A comprehensive literature review on participation of children and young

people was carried out as part of the Participation Project. A variety of

resources were explored and over a hundred articles and publications were

reviewed. 

The references: 

• were published in the last five years (1998-2002).

• came from a range of countries around the world including Australia.  

• were only in the English language.  

• were from Internet and database searches using the following key

words: children and young people, participation, involvement, case

planning and decision making, out-of-home care, looked after children

and young people. 

• mainly talked about children and young people aged 12-17 years,

although some did refer to children aged 8-12 years.

• rarely referred to children under 8 years.

• that are most useful are provided at the end of this module.
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Lack of preparation and information

There is often a lack of pre-meeting preparation to discuss with the child

or young person what will be discussed at the meeting and to prepare

them for their participation. 

Written materials may include language that is difficult for a child or young

person to understand. Workers often address correspondence to parents

or carers rather than directly to the child or young person. 

There is often a lack of post-meetings to discuss what happened at the

meeting and how the child or young person felt about it.

Participation: how can organisations make it happen

In order to facilitate participation the following is required:

• recognise that childhood is both related to, and separate from, the adult

world.

• treat children with respect.

• acknowledge the power difference between children and adults.

• recognise that what children and young people have to say may not be

the same as what adults want to hear.

• acknowledge and encourage the involvement of children and young

people.

• involve children and young people in formulating questions.

• engage marginalised children and young people. 

• consult children and young people to get their ideas.

Give the right support by:

• providing training for adults, children and young people.

• offering a supportive adult environment where staff and carers are

competent at creating a participative approach. 
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Participation — what happens if it doesn’t happen?

Children and young people can feel left out, that they have no control

over what happens to them and resentful that their views are not sought

or seriously considered. It is difficult to take ownership of decisions if you

have no part in making the decision. This makes it very hard to ‘live’ with

the decision.

Barriers and challenges to participation:

Dealing with ‘If it’s not broken…’ attitudes.

The main factor that works against children and young people having

their say in meetings is usually the attitudes of adults. They may say things

like:

• "We’ve had meetings for years and not involved kids and have been able

to make good decisions for them-why change things now?"

• "It’s easier if I do it myself”; or 

• ‘They (the child or young person) don’t really want to be involved”.

Most research in the area of participation points out that we live in a

society where adults do not generally listen seriously to what children and

young people say, do not consult them about their views and do not

encourage them to take part in decision-making.  

Children also say quite clearly that adults don’t listen to them. This is a key

area of concern for any organisations working with kids. Participation has

to be part of the organisation’s culture.

Barriers to access in decision making forums

Barriers can include holding meetings in places where children and young

people feel uncomfortable, at times when children cannot attend, not

providing appropriate refreshments at meetings and not giving children

and young people expenses to attend meetings. All these things affect

children and young people’s ability to participate.
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Participation across the ages

Research shows that the older the child or young person, the more likely

they are to be involved in decision-making. In Thomas and O’Kane’s (2000)

study in the United Kingdom, older kids in care were invited to case

planning meetings more frequently than younger ones.

Unfortunately, however, many older children and young people in care are

still not included in decision-making forums concerning them. Therefore,

when their views are sought it may be difficult for them to feel

comfortable and confident in having their say, as this has either not

happened in the past or has occurred infrequently.

The literature shows that younger children and children with disabilities

are rarely encouraged to participate. The relationship a worker has with a

child or young person is one of the key elements that facilitate partici-

pation. It takes more time to build a relationship with younger children,

especially those who have little or no verbal language. This is also true

when working with children or young people who have disabilities that

affect their communication. Therefore greater efforts need to be made by

organisations and workers to ensure they can participate on more than a

token level.

Participation in case planning for children and young people
in out-of-home care

There are often a large number of adults involved in making decisions

about children and young people in out-of-home care compared with

children and young people who live with their parent/s. In fact, many of

these adults may have never met the child. Further, some studies report

that large numbers of children and young people did not even really know

why they were placed in care.

There is limited information about how to practically involve children and

young people in out-of-home care in case planning. Positive attitudes and

resources are necessary for the participation of children and young people. 
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• making space so that children and young people can say what they

mean.

Do the right thing by:

• providing information to children and young people about how they will

be involved in decision-making forums.

• having clear objectives and parameters for decision-making.

• preparing children and young people for what will happen in meetings,

who will be there and what will be discussed.

• taking into account the needs of the child or young person, such as

when they can get to meetings, how they will get there and whether

they need special support to help them participate. 

• rethinking how meetings are run and whether they can be made shorter,

smaller and more informal.

• encouraging children and young people to have a support person with

them in a meeting, such as a friend, relative or worker that they trust.

Always follow up by:

• giving feedback about what is going to happen after the meeting.

• listening to what the child or young person thought about the meeting.

• taking seriously the feedback they give about how things could be made

better for them.

• making sure they can contact you later on to discuss any other issues

that are important to them.

Participation should be by choice, fun, challenging and enjoyable!  True

participation rewards both the kids and the organisation working with

them! 
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Section 2:
MODELS OF PARTICIPATION

A number of participation models were identified in the literature review

carried out during the participation project. These models show how

effective participation can happen.

Arnstein:

The earliest model of participation appears to be Sherry Arnstein’s ladder

of participation (1969). She described the level of real citizen involvement

in the public planning process in the USA. Her model relates to adults’

participation. At that time, citizen involvement became a practical

demonstration of developing communities using principles of democracy

and rights. 

8     Citizen control

7     Delegated power                              Degrees of Citizen

Power

6     Partnership

5     Placation

4     Consultation                                     Degrees of Tokenism

3     Informing

2     Therapy

1     Manipulation                                   Non Participation

k

k

k
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Children and young people also need to be involved in broader issues, such

as helping to evaluate services and develop policy and procedures.

The final say

The review of the literature showed:

• there is a clear case for participation, how it can happen and what stops

it from happening.

• there is a need to develop practical tools to assist children and young

people to participate in decision-making, particularly for those in out-of-

home care.

• there is a need to focus encouraging participation for much younger

children and children and young people with disabilities.
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Lardner:

Clare Lardner’s model uses a grid, rather than a ladder, to represent how

participation occurs. According to Lardner, the ladder model assumes that

it is better to aim for the highest level of participation possible. However,

she argues that different levels of participation may be more appropriate

to different situations. She makes the link between the concepts of

empowerment and participation and developed a grid model that better

represented these complexities.

Adult initiated Young people
Initiated

Adults decide on
agenda

Young people
decide on agenda

Adults make
decisions

Young people make
decisions

Relies on adults
to implement
action

Relies on young 
people to implement
action

Adults have power
Young people have
power

Shared in between

+ +

+
+

+
+

Adults have most 
of information

Young people have 
most of information

+ +

+ +

+Replicates or linked
to adult structure

Informal structure
and links+

+
+

Youth Jury+
Youth Forum+
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Society’s changing view of children has led many writers to adapt

Arnstein’s model to one where children and young people can be

supported to participate in decision-making.

Hart:

Roger Hart was the first to adapt Arnstein’s model to work with children

and young people. Hart uses a ladder consisting of eight rungs as a

framework for his model of participation. 

Rungs 1-3 represent non-participation by children and young people and

the remaining rungs represent degrees of participation. 

The usefulness of this model is limited as it assumes participation at the

lower levels is less valuable than those described on the higher rungs.

However, non-participation can be a form of participation as long as the

child or young person has had the opportunity of making the choice

about whether they wish to participate or not. 

Adapted from: Roger Hart's Ladder of Participation, Children's

Participation: From Tokenism to Citizenship, UNICEF 

8. Youth-initiated, shared
    decisions with adults

7. Youth-initiated and
    directed

6. Adult-initiated, shared 
    decidions with youth

5. Consulted and informed

4. Assigned but informed

3. Tokenism

2. Decoration

1. Manipulation
N

on-participation

Degrees of Participation



Sheir:

Shier’s model is based on five levels of participation, along with three

stages of commitment at each level of participation called ‘Openings’,

‘Opportunities’ and ‘Obligations’. 

LEVELS OF OPENINGS OPPORTUNITIES
OBLIGATIONS PARTICIPATION

5. Children share
power and
responsibility for
decision-making.

4. Children are
involved in
decision-making
processes

3. Children’s views
are taken into
account.

2. Children are
supported in
expressing their
views.

1. Children are
listened to

START HERE

Are you ready to
share some of your
adult power with
children?

Is there a procedure
that enables children
to join in decision-
making processes?

Does your decision
making process
enable you to take
children’s views into
account?

Do you have a range
of ideas and
activities to help
children express their
views?

Do you work in a
way that enables
you to listen to
children?

Is it a policy
requirement that
children and adults
share power and
responsibility 
for decisions?

Are you ready to let
children join in your
decision-making
processes?

Are you ready to
take children’s views
into account?

Are you ready to
support children in
expressing their
views?

Is it a policy
requirement  that
children must be
supported in
expressing 
their views?

Are you ready to
listen to children?

Is it a policy
requirement that
children must be
listened to?

k k

k k

k
k

k k

k

k

k

k kk

k k

k

k

k

k

This point is the minimum you must achieve if you endorse the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

Is it a policy
requirement that
children must be
involved in 
decision-making
processes?

Is there a procedure
that enables children
and adults to share
power and 
responsibility 
for decisions?

Is it a policy
requirement that
children’s views
must be given 
due weight in
decision-making?
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Treseder:

Phil Treseder’s model is similar to Hart’s and Lardner’s in that it uses the

concepts of child and adult initiated participation. Treseder says that

children need to be empowered to be able to participate and that 

organisations have to assist them in this.

Degrees 
of Participation

Adult-initiated, 
shareddecisions with children

Adults have the initial idea, but

young people are involved in every

step of the planning and implemen-

tation. Not only are their views

considered, but children are also

involved in making the decisions.

Child-initiated, 
shared decisions with adults

Children have the ideas, set up

projects and come to adults for

advice, discussion and support. The

adults do not direct, but offer their

expertise for young people to

consider.

Assigned but Informed

Adults decide on the project and

children volunteer for it. The children

understand the project, they know

who decided to involve them and

why. Adults respect young people’s

views.

Consulted and informed

The project is designed and

run by adults, but children are

consulted. They have a full

understanding of the process

and their opinions are taken

seriously.

Child-initiated and Directed

Young people have the initial

idea and decide how the

project is to be carried out.

Adults are available but do not

take charge.
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Organisations often rely on their workers to provide this information but

don’t put anything in place to ensure that the information is available in a

simple format that can be given to the children and young people they

work with.

Opportunity: As well as having information, a child or young person needs

the opportunity to participate. Organisations need to ensure that they

have ways to involve children and young people so they can have their say

in decisions that affect their lives. 

For example, in case planning, one major organisation has a form which

records the views of the child and young person in relation to their

individual case plan. This form is then kept on their file. 

There are many ways an organisation can guarantee that opportunities

exist for the participation of children and young people. As mentioned

before, for participation to be effective, it needs to be part of the organi-

sation’s culture, reflecting the importance the organisation places on

children and young people and on giving them a say in the decisions that

affect their lives. 

Support:  Children and young people find it easier to participate with the

support of someone who they know and trust. This can apply to all

children and young people, but it is particularly true for children and

young people in care as they often feel powerless about what is

happening to them. 

Some children and young people are not used to speaking up for

themselves. They need help to do so, especially if adults often don’t want

to listen to them. "We live in a society and culture in which children and

young people are generally not listened to, consulted or involved in

decision-making. Children say very clearly that adults don’t listen to

children. They ignore them, leave them out, interrupt, redefine or over-ride

what they say." (Thomas and O’Kane 1998)  

Support can be provided by a range of different people: parents, carers,

teachers, workers, friends, relatives.  It should be up to the child or young

person to decide who they trust enough to be a support person to them.
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An opening occurs as soon as a worker is ready to operate at that level

and they make a personal commitment to work in a certain way. It is only

an opening, because at this stage, the opportunity may not be available. 

Opportunity occurs when the needs are met that will enable the worker

or organisation to operate at this level in practice, such as having the

appropriate resources, skills and knowledge. 

Obligation is established when it becomes the agreed policy of the organi-

sation that staff should operate at this level. 

This model may be useful in looking at the participation of children and

young people, particularly in case planning, as some of the concepts are

relevant to the NSW context. For example, Section 10 of the Children and
Young Person’s (Care and Protection) Act 1998 obligates workers and

carers to ensure the participation of children and young people in

decisions that have a significant impact on their lives.

Making participation a reality: what’s needed?

From looking at the variety of participation models, it is quite clear that

there are three key elements that must exist before effective participation

can happen. 

• Knowledge

• Opportunity

• Support

Knowledge:  A child or young person needs to be given information about

what is happening to them in language they understand and a format

that is appropriate for them. For example, in case planning it is essential

that a child or young person has basic information about what a case plan

is, what happens in a case plan meeting and how they can participate. For

a child undergoing treatment for a medical condition, they may need

information in plain language to explain their condition and their

treatment.
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