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The Childwatch International Research Network is a global, nonprofit, non-governmental network 

of institutions that collaborate in child research for the purpose of promoting child rights and 

improving children’s wellbeing around the world. In April 2010, the Childwatch Board approved 

the establishment of a new Thematic Study Group to undertake an international scoping project 

entitled Building Capacity for Ethical Research with Children and Young People. This project 

aimed to identify the ethical issues and challenges in undertaking research with and for children and 

young people in different majority and minority world contexts; and to identify and collate existing 

ethics guidelines and resources. It was anticipated that the findings would extend existing 

knowledge and provide information and resources that could usefully contribute to promoting the 

conduct of ethical, respectful research in different cultural and social contexts. 

  

This report presents the findings from the Childwatch project. To the best of our knowledge it is the 

first international project of its kind to identify and explore the ethical issues facing researchers, in a 

range of contexts, when undertaking research with children, particularly in relation to participatory 

research with children.  

 


This project used purposive and snowball sampling methods to recruit participants, issuing 

invitations through specific child research focused international networks. Researchers who 

undertake research with children were invited to participate in an online survey, which could be 

accessed through a website link in the email invitation. The survey was administered using 

Qualtrics online survey software and was open from November 2010 until February 2011. The 

completed surveys were collated, coded and analysed using thematic, descriptive and comparative 

approaches.   

 


This report presents the data collected from 257 researchers who participated in the online survey.  

Participants came from 46 countries, with 39 based in Majority world countries and 213 based in 

Minority world countries. The majority of participants were female and ages ranged from below 30 

years to over 60 years. The median age group of participants was 41 to 50 years. The participants 

had varying amounts of experience in research with children, with over two thirds of the sample 

having six or more years experience. Over half the participants very often include children’s views 

in their own research.  
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1. A ‘child’ is defined, and 

widely recognised, in most 

countries as under 18 years 

of age. 

•  Almost all participants reported that the age 

defining a ‘child’ is under 18 years in their country. 

• The recognised age of a ‘child’ varies in accordance 

with social, cultural, legal and policy contexts.  

• In some contexts there is a differentiation between 

‘child’ and young person and/or very young child.  

 

2. Children’s views are 

included in research at least 

some of the time in most 

countries. 

• Almost all participants, across both Majority and 

Minority world contexts, indicated that children’s 

views are at least ‘occasionally’ included in child-

relevant research within their country.  

• Only 2% of participants thought children’s views 

are never included.  

• Reasons for not including children’s views are 

related to features of the research project itself 

(research design, method or resources), perceptions 

of children and/or adults’ competence, and external 

considerations (such as ethics requirements and 

policy). 

• There is a perception that the inclusion of children’s 

views in research is increasing. 

 

3. Key stakeholders are 

perceived as placing 

different amounts of 

importance on inclusion of 

children’s views in research. 

• Children themselves are perceived to place the most 

importance on inclusion of their views in research. 

• Researchers and professionals who work with 

children are perceived as placing some/quite a bit of 

importance on this. 

• Funders are seen as placing very little/some 

importance on including children’s views. 

• Policy makers are perceived as placing the least, or 

no, importance on children’s views. 

 

4. Over two thirds of 

researchers were aware of 

projects in which children 

had been researchers or co-

researchers. 

• Participants from Minority world countries are 

more aware of research in which children had been 

researchers or co-researchers than Majority world 

researchers. 

• Nearly half the Majority world researchers are not 

aware of any such projects. 
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5. Researchers use a wide 

range of methods to gain 

children’s views, and most 

often those that involve 

directly listening to and 

observing children. 

• The most frequently used methods of gaining 

children’s views, consistent across Majority and 

Minority world contexts, are talking with children 

individually and in groups, and observing children. 

• The least often used methods are inviting children 

to complete standardised tests and surveys.  

• Researchers also use a wide range of creative 

methods to gain children’s views. 

 

6. Most researchers require 

both parent/carer(s) and 

children’s consent for 

children to participate in 

research. 

• Approximately two thirds of researchers require the 

consent of parents/carers for children to take part in 

research, and more than this require children’s own 

consent. 

• This does not vary much over different contexts.  

 

7. The three major influences 

on the way researchers do 

research with children are 

the same in Majority and 

Minority world countries.  

• The three major influences on the way researchers 

do research with children are: researchers’ own 

ethical principles, their previous experiences, and 

their institutional ethics requirements. 

• These three influences are perceived as being 

‘major’ by over two thirds of Minority world 

researchers and over half of Majority world 

researchers.  

 

8. Other influences on the way 

researchers do research with 

children vary in different 

contexts. 

• Nearly a third of Majority world researchers are not 

aware of any national ethics standards, guidelines or 

requirements, whereas nearly half of Minority 

world researchers consider national ethics 

standards/ requirements to be a major influence on 

the way they do research with children.  

• Published and/or online resources are a slightly 

greater influence for Majority world researchers 

than those in Minority world countries. 

• Informal advice and/or support from colleagues and 

collaborators are a slightly greater influence for 

Minority world researchers than those in Majority 

world countries. 

• Researchers who very often include children’s 

views in their research find informal advice/support 

from colleagues and formal training/mentoring 

more of an influence, than researchers who include 

children’s views less. 
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9. Researchers’ capacity to 

include children in research 

is restricted by a range of 

issues.  

• The issues most restricting researchers’ capacity to 

include children’s views in their research are: 

concerns about anonymity, families/communities 

not wanting children to participate, confidentiality, 

overly-protective ethical review processes, and a 

sensitive topic that may upset the child.  

• The issues least restricting researchers’ capacity to 

include children’s views in research are: concerns 

about their own ability to undertake research with 

children or concerns about religious beliefs and 

practices. 

• Ethical issues do not necessarily restrict 

researchers’ capacity to include children as they are 

aware of the issues and/or have strategies to manage 

them.  

 

10. The ethical issues that 

concern researchers differ, 

particularly across Majority 

and Minority world 

contexts.   

• Overly-protective ethical review processes and 

consent/gatekeeper/access issues are the greatest 

concern for: researchers overall; Minority world 

researchers; researchers with greater than 5 years 

experience; and researchers who very often include 

children in their research. They are of less concern 

to researchers based in Majority world countries.  

• Majority world researchers are also less concerned 

than Minority world researchers about keeping 

children’s views confidential or that children may 

be coerced. 

• The greatest concerns for Majority world 

researchers include cultural beliefs about children’s 

place or role in society, fear for the child’s safety, 

and concern that the topic is sensitive and may 

upset the child. 
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11. Researchers who undertake 

cross cultural research with 

children have the same, and 

additional, ethical concerns.  

• Cross cultural research was undertaken more by 

Majority world researchers than those based in the 

Minority world. 

• The key issues most frequently restricting 

participants’ capacity to include children’s views in 

cross cultural research were families/communities 

not wanting children to participate, anonymity, 

confidentiality, cultural beliefs about children’s 

place or role in society, and overly-protective 

ethical review processes. 

• Four of the five most restrictive issues concur with 

issues restricting the inclusion of children’s views 

in research generally.  

• Cultural beliefs about children’s place/role in 

society are more restrictive for researchers 

undertaking cross cultural research. 

 

12. Most researchers have a 

combination of formal and 

informal training  

• Over half the researchers had a combination of 

formal and informal training in relation to 

conducting research with children, and most 

thought they had ‘just enough’ training.  

• Formal training includes graduate and postgraduate 

academic courses, attendance at workshops and 

training courses, and supervision/mentoring within 

academic and professional contexts. 

• Informal training includes collegial sharing and 

discussion, and the researcher’s own research 

experience and reading. 

• Some personal and professional experiences 

provide researchers with skills related to children 

that are transferable to research contexts. 

 

13. Researchers identified 

resources that have been 

helpful in guiding and 

informing their work. 

• Researchers identified a number of specific 

publications and authors which help guide and 

inform the undertaking of research with children.  

• Researchers based in Majority world countries 

placed a greater emphasis on publications than on 

other forms of resource. 



 


 

BUILDING CAPACITY FOR ETHICAL RESEARCH WITH CHILDREN & YOUNG PEOPLE: REPORT TO CHILDWATCH INTERNATIONAL 

14. Researchers need greater 

access to resources to help 

guide and inform their work 

undertaking research with 

children. 

• Researchers are not sure what resources exist and 

find them difficult to locate and/ or access.  

• Environmental and resource issues impact 

negatively on researchers being able to access 

publications and resources in Majority world 

countries.  

• Participants identified a wide range of potentially 

helpful resources including: publications, researcher 

networks and conferences, ethical codes/guidelines, 

research examples/case studies and online 

resources.  

 

 


The project has drawn on and enriched the existing knowledge base about ethical research within 

the Childwatch Network, and capitalised on the information shared at the Child Participatory 

Research Roundtable at the 2009 Children's Rights at a Crossroads Conference in Addis Ababa. It 

has provided useful information about the ethical issues and challenges facing researchers 

undertaking research with children. Existing resources and publications that provide guidelines to 

researchers have been identified and collated. The information can be used to expand the existing 

Child Research Methodology section of the Childwatch website, interface with the work of the 

Childwatch Training Courses for Young Researchers to build research capacity, and extend the 

work already achieved in other Thematic Study Groups. The project has provided a valuable 

opportunity to explore the merits and challenges faced by researchers and to identify ‘best practice’ 

internationally in relation to ethical research with and for children and young people. 

 

The online survey was effectively a scoping exercise for the first phase of the Thematic Study 

Group’s work. We anticipate drawing on the material collected to identify further phases of the 

project and will be aiming to maintain the broader involvement of majority world Key Institutions 

in any subsequent activities. Possible future initiatives to showcase the application of ethical 

principles in different research contexts include: i) an international action research project 

(incorporating children and young people’s participation); ii) collaborating with the existing 

Childwatch training programs for young and emerging researchers; iii) developing training and 

seminar opportunities for more experienced researchers; and iv) enhancing accessibility to the 

recommended resources on ethical research with children and young people via the Childwatch 

website. 
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In April 2010 the Board of the Childwatch International Research Network approved the 

establishment of a new Thematic Study Group to undertake an international scoping project entitled 

Building Capacity for Ethical Research with Children and Young People. This project aimed to: 

 

• identify the ethical issues and challenges in undertaking research with and for children 

and young people in different majority and minority world contexts; and  

• identify and collate existing ethics guidelines and resources in use in different countries 

that could potentially be translated, analysed and disseminated amongst researchers in 

the Childwatch network - and beyond – as a way of promoting the conduct of ethical, 

respectful research in different cultural and social contexts.  
 

It arose from Childwatch’s commitment to encouraging ethical research practices by providing up-

to-date information, training and resources to help its Key Institutions and other researchers 

undertake high-quality, effective and creative research studies with children and young people.  

 


Childwatch International is a global, nonprofit, non-governmental network of institutions that 

collaborate in child research for the purpose of promoting child rights and improving children’s 

wellbeing around the world. It was founded in 1993 as a response from the research community to 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) - an instrument for changing 

the focus of research and for ensuring that the perspectives of children are heard. The Convention is 

the basis for the Network’s common agenda. Fifty Key Institutions within the field of child, youth 

and family research are the core of the Childwatch research network. These Institutions represent all 

continents and a variety of disciplines. See  for further information. 

 


The Thematic Study Group Building Capacity for Ethical Research with Children and Young 

People is comprised of experienced researchers from four Childwatch Key Institutions in Australia, 

New Zealand and Scotland: 

• Professor Anne Graham (Chairperson), Dr Robyn Fitzgerald, Dr Sallie Newell and Dr 

Renata Phelps, Centre for Children and Young People, Southern Cross University, 

Lismore, NSW, Australia;  

• Dr Nicola Taylor and Dr Mary Ann Powell, Centre for Research on Children and 

Families, University of Otago, New Zealand; 

• Emeritus Professor Jan Mason, Associate Professor Natalie Bolzan and Dr Janet Falloon, 

Social Justice and Social Change Research Centre, University of Western Sydney, 

Australia; and  

• Professor Rebecca Wallace, Centre for Rural Childhoods, Perth College University of 

the Highlands Millennium Institute, Scotland. 
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Including children as participants in social research raises many ethical dilemmas for researchers. 

Ethical and methodological choices made by researchers clearly impact on children’s participation 

in research (Powell & Smith, 2009). ‘Research ethics’ is understood as a concept that varies from 

place to place, but a universal challenge facing researchers is balancing the interests of the child 

with those of the community/society/family and the goals of research studies (Morrow, 2008). 

Legal responsibilities to uphold children’s rights within the research process, enshrined by the 

UNCRC, sit alongside researcher obligations to respect the principles of justice, consent, 

confidentiality and avoiding doing harm to child participants – whether they are subjects, 

respondents or researchers themselves.   

 

The guidance available on ethical issues involved in including children in research is variable; 

ethics documentation can lack specificity and ethics committees vary widely in their responses, 

tending to focus on children’s vulnerability and need for protection (Powell & Smith, 2006). 

Perceptions of children’s vulnerability and competence are one of the key issues in making 

decisions about children’s participation in research. Discussion of ethics in research can be reduced 

to a conflict between children’s right to be protected and their right to have a voice (Sandbaek, 

1999). Researchers have to find the balance between protection and participation to enable children 

to be heard - without exploiting or distressing them - and protected, without silencing and excluding 

them (Alderson & Morrow, 2004).  

 

The Thematic Study Group initiative was specifically designed to address the child research 

capacity building objective identified at the 2009 Childwatch Key Institutions Assembly held in 

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. By providing up-to-date information/resources and identifying current 

issues specific to research contexts internationally it will help to support researchers to walk the 

ethics tightrope (van den Hoonard, 2002) in the pursuit of high-quality, effective and respectful 

research with children (Morrow, 2008; Powell & Smith, 2006). A particular focus of the study has 

been on the ethical issues that arise in participatory research with children; an approach to research 

that is widely utilized in Majority and Minority world contexts and which allows for strengthening 

the qualities of childhood, including in contexts which rely on low-cost, locally adapted and 

creative research approaches (Nieuwenhuys, 2004). 
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During 2010, an online survey was developed by members of the Thematic Study Group. 

Consultations were undertaken with Majority world researchers in Nigeria, Jordan, South Africa 

and Colombia to help ensure the ethical issues they face in research with children and young people 

were adequately taken into account. The project was formally reviewed and approved by the 

Southern Cross University’s Human Research Ethics Committee (approval number: ECN-10-184). 

See Appendix A for a copy of the survey. 




In November 2010, a wide range of researchers who undertake research with children and young 

people were invited to participate in the survey. Purposive and snowball sampling methods were 

used to specifically target researchers from Majority and Minority world countries.  

 

The terms Majority and Minority world are used to broadly delineate two different world areas - 

Majority world refers to the world area in which most of the world’s population live, the 

economically poorer countries sometimes referred to as the ‘developing world’, namely Africa, 

Asia and Latin America. Minority world refers to the economically more privileged countries, such 

as Europe, United States, Australia and New Zealand. This fairly broad distinction is problematic, 

as are all dichotomies, as not all countries fit neatly into one area. However, distinguishing between 

the two has been useful in the context of this study so as to enable “the reader to reflect on the 

unequal relations between these two world areas previously referred to with negative connotations 

(Third/First World) or with geographical inaccuracy (North/South, or East/West)” (Punch, 2001, p. 

819).  

 

To determine which countries were in the Majority or Minority world the World Bank country 

classification system was used (www.worldbank.org/about/country-classifications). This classifies 

countries according to the Gross National Income (GNI). The World Bank acknowledges 

anomalies, but the classification system is used for operational and analytical purposes. Countries 

with low and middle income economies are considered to be ‘developing’ and these equate with 

Majority world countries in this study, while those with high incomes equate with Minority world 

countries. 

 

Using a snowball method of recruitment, information about the survey was disseminated to all 

Childwatch Key Institutions and affiliates associated with the Childwatch International Research 

Network. Information about the survey was included on the Childwatch website 

(www.childwatch.uio.no/projects/thematic-groups/ethical-research).  The survey invitation was also 

sent out through these other networks, following email contact: 
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• Childhood Email List at the Childhood Research and Policy Centre, Social Science 

Research Unit, Institute of Education, University of London - SSRUAdmin@ioe.ac.uk 

• Child Participation Network -  

• Childhood and Youth Research Network, European University, Nicosia, 

Cyprus -  
• 


 

•  
 

This method of recruitment has meant it has not been possible to ascertain where information about 

the survey was ‘snowballed’ to, following its initial dissemination to Childwatch Key Institutions, 

affiliates and the networks named above.   

 


The survey was administered using Qualtrics online survey software. Researchers were asked to 

complete the survey themselves by 30 November 2010 and to send the survey link onto 6-10 other 

research colleagues within their country and to encourage their participation. Having responses 

from a range of researchers in universities, NGOs and government agencies was thought to add 

greatly to the diversity of the project and the scope of the information obtained. Responses 

continued to be received through to mid-February 2011. 

 


All data were exported from the Qualtrics software for processing (collation and coding) and 

analysis, using Microsoft Excel. The surveys generated both qualitative data (from open-ended 

questions) and categorical data (from questions requiring selection of predetermined coded 

responses). The qualitative data were analysed using a content analysis approach, whereby the 

number of times thematic codes occur were systematically recorded (Liamputtong, 2009). This 

approach allowed the presentation of basic descriptive statistics for both the quantitative and 

qualitative survey questions, as well as significance testing of any apparent differences between 

various sub-groups of respondents. The latter involved Unmatched two-sample t-tests (for 

continuous data) and Z tests (for categorical data). 
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All responses received over the time the survey was available online, from 17th November 2010 to 

20th February 2011, were analysed. A total of 314 responses were received, with 257 survey 

responses considered eligible for inclusion in the data analyses (having answered at least one of the 

research-related questions). Almost all of these 257 participants went on to complete the entire 

survey, with 214 (83%) responding to the final cluster of questions.  

 


As shown in Table 1 below, the 257 participants were based across 46 countries. Of these, 15% 

were in 22 Majority world countries and 85% were based in 24 Minority world countries. Five 

participants did not name the country they were based in.  

 
 











































































 

Personal characteristics collected from the participants in the Childwatch research ethics survey are 

shown in Table 2 below. 

• Females were notably over-represented, accounting for just over three quarters of the 

total participant sample. However, this differed significantly across countries, with just 

over half (54%) of the Majority world participants being female, as compared to 82% of 

the Minority world participants (z=-3.8600, p<0.005). 

• Participants were spread across the age range groupings, with nearly 80% in the mid 

three ranges of 30 to 60 years.   
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• Nearly two thirds of the participants (64%) had six or more years of experience in 

research, with more than half of these having been involved for over 10 years.  

• More Majority world (44%) than Minority world (34%) researchers reported having less 

than six years experience doing research with children, although this difference did not 

reach statistical significance (z=1.1995, p=0.2303).  

• Just over half the participants include children’s views in their own research very often.  

This was fairly similar across both Majority and Minority world countries.  
 































                        


 



Under 18 years - As shown in Table 3, almost all participants selected the Childwatch definition of 

‘under 18 years’ as the age that defined a child in their country, across both Majority and Minority 

world countries.  
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18 years and/or over – Only four participants stated that the age defining a child in their countries 

was older than the Childwatch definition (Canada, India, USA, Wales). These responses did not 

accord with others from these countries.  

 

14 years and below – A small number of participants, nearly 3%, defined the age of a child in 

ranges 14 years and below.  It is statistically significant that more than half of these were from 

Majority world countries (Romania, Sri Lanka, China and Mexico) (z=3.0914, p<0.005). The others 

were from New Zealand and the USA.  

 

Varying ages – A small group of Minority world participants (4%), from Australia, New Zealand 

and the UK, defined the age of a child as under 17 or under 16 years. Along with other Minority 

world participants from Canada, NZ, the UK and USA, who did not give a defined age, these 

participants noted that the age of a child varied in different legal and social contexts according to 

province/area, social context and legal statute. This theme was expanded on by these and other 

participants in the following section. 

 


Nearly two thirds of participants thought that their age definition for a ‘child’ was widely 

recognised in their country, as shown in Table 4. This result included 66% of the 222 participants 

who selected the Childwatch definition of under 18 years. However, many participants (32%) 

made reference to variations in the definition of ‘child’ (according to age) across a range of 

contexts including legislation and/or policy, cultural and social contexts.   

 
 










 












      
      
       

      


      

 

The area for greatest variation of a child’s age was within policy and legislation. This 

incorporates legal differences noted between states, provinces and areas in some countries. 

Interestingly, researchers with greater experience were significantly more likely to note the legal 

and policy variations in defining the age for a child, than those with less than five years research 

experience (z=2.4468, p<0.05). Social and cultural variations were more often noted by 

researchers in Majority world countries than those in Minority world countries, although this 

difference did not quite reach statistical significance (z=1.8228, p=0.0683).  Participants’ comments 

about these variations in definition included the following:  
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• [Under 18 years] - Rather depends on why the definition is needed that is for what 

proposed the definition is to be used [United Kingdom] 

•  [Under 18 years] - There is some debate, as the age of consent has fluctuated. However, 

it is at this age that in many regions people may legally purchase alcohol, and may vote. 

The category of youth, however, extends up to age 30. [Canada]  

• [Under 18 years] - Yes generally, though area of criminalisation of children a bit grey 

(age of criminal responsibility) [United Kingdom] 

• [Under 18 years] - By the law: yes. They have right to vote, on the other hand they are 

not allowed to buy strong alcohol until the age of 20. In practice: no. Children stay 

normally at home with their parents until finishing upper secondary school, at the age of 

19. In this frame, they normally are considered to be children. [Norway] 

•  [Under 18 years] - I´m not sure, but I don´t think so. I think that such is an academic 

definition. Maybe urban and upper classes may also share this definition, but rural and 

lower classes may define ‘child’ different (less years).  [Colombia]  

• [Under 14 years] In the urban areas yes, but in the rural one, they have to work, so they 

are not considered children [Romania] 

• [Under 12 years] - Yes in cities. After that age the concept of teenager is used. This age 

also coincides with the transition to secondary education. However, in indigenous 

communities the concept varies according to the ethnic group. A person of 15 years can 

be considered an adult if s/he marries someone. [Mexico] 

 

Some participants stated that in their country there was a differentiation between child and young 

person, and/or early childhood, (in legislation, social services and in social opinion) when defining 

a ‘child’. Most of these respondents were from Minority world (12%) rather than Majority world 

(5%) countries, however this difference did not reach statistical significance (z=1.5587, p=0.1191). 

  

•  [Under 18 years] - No. Teenagers are ‘adolescents’. The term for ‘child’ (‘bambino’) 

would NEVER be applied to a teenager. [Italy]  

•  [Under 18 years] - Yes, but there’s also the categories of youth, adolescent and young 

person and sometimes 16 is used instead of 18. [Australia]  

•  [Under 14 years] - Yes, because the Child, Youth & Family Service treats children over 

14 as young persons or youth. [New Zealand]  

 

Some other examples of variations in the age definition of child include: 

• In Canada provinces differ in recognising 18 or 19 as the age of ‘majority’. 

• Participants from four Majority world countries (Colombia, Indonesia, Mexico, 

Romania) made a distinction between children in rural and urban areas, with children in 

rural areas not being seen as children so much as those in urban areas.  

• Two participants (Norway and Indonesia) also commented that sometimes those who are 

older than 18 are considered children if they remain living at home with their parents. 

 


Almost all the participants thought that children’s views were included in research in their 

country ‘occasionally’ to ‘very often’ (92%), as shown in Table 5. Only 2% of the total sample 
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indicated that children’s views were ‘never’ included (participants from Ghana, USA, UK-

Scotland). Less than ten percent of the total sample thought children’s views were very often 

included. The largest response category for the total sample was that ‘sometimes’ children’s views 

are included (42%).  
 












  


















        
        
        
        
        

        
 

There were no significant differences between researchers from Majority and Minority world 

countries, or between those with less than or more than five years experience, in regard to 

children’s views ‘never’ being included (2% of total sample) or ‘very often’ being included (7% of 

total sample).  There were, however, areas of difference in the middle three categories, with more 

Majority (38%) world participants, than Minority (29%), stating that children’s views are 

‘occasionally’ included and conversely more Minority (44%) world participants, than Majority 

(38%), stating that children’s views are ‘sometimes’ included. More Minority (19%) world 

participants, than Majority (13%) also stated that children’s views were ‘quite often’ included. 

However, none of results approached statistical significance. 

 

Participants with more than five years research experience thought that children’s views were more 

likely to be included ‘sometimes’ (48%) than any other response category. Participants with less 

experience were most likely to say that children’s views were ‘occasionally’ included (37%).  

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, participants who very often included children’s views in their own research 

were significantly more likely to think that children’s views were often included in research in their 

country, than those who included children’s views less often (t=2.92352, p=<0.005).  

 


The range of reasons, given by participants for why they thought children’s views were not 

included in their own country, are shown in Table 6.  Reasons why children’s views were less likely 

to be included: perceptions of children and/or adult’s competence (26%); research methods and/or 

design issues (23%); ethics and policy considerations (11%) and resource issues, particularly related 

to funding and time involved in research with children (5%).  
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Perceptions of children/adult competence was the largest response category, and Majority world 

participants were the largest sub-group to see this as the reason underlying why research does not 

include children’s views (36%). Although this did not reach statistical significance, when compared 

to the Minority world responses in this category (23%), it is close enough to be of interest 

(z=1.4737, p=0.1406).  

 

The responses related to perceptions of children include both perceptions of children’s place/role in 

society, and children’s and/or adults’ (in)competence, as the following quotes illustrate: 

 

• Because children are often seen as incompetent. [Portugal]  

• Lack of the cultural acceptance that child / children should be respected  [Turkey]  

• There is still a general perception that particularly young children cannot express their 

feelings, knowledge and ideas. Adults continue to feel they know what is best for 

children. [UK England] 

• This is because children are conceived as subjects needing protection and as vulnerable 

persons. For that reason Spanish society thinks that children must belong to the private 

sphere out of public questions, even, researchers. [Spain] 

• In Colombia there are groups researching children’s experiences, but generally it is 

quite prescriptive. I think because of Colombia’s experience of conflict the role of 

children is more visible, but it also frequently falls into the trap of portraying children as 

either victims or delinquents and not considering the multitude of children’s experiences 

here. [Colombia] 

 

Most participants placed approximately the same amount of importance on the research methods or 

design as being a reason underlying the exclusion of children’s views from research. An exception 

to this was apparent in comparing researchers with different amounts of experience. Researchers 

who had less than five years experience were significantly less likely, than researchers with greater 

experience, to think that research methods or design prevented the inclusion of children’s views 

(z=-1.9880, p<0.05). 

  

Research methods and design issues included: consent and/or access issues; emphasis on 

quantitative research and/or on ‘traditional’ or psychology approaches; and the requirement of 
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specialist methods and skills. Some of the responses made by participants that related specifically to 

research method and design issues include: 

 

• The dominance of developmental psychology in the United States; most of these 

researchers use a developmental model which focuses on children's lack of competence 

and skills. [United States] 

• Much depends on the research paradigms used by the researchers. Some positivist 

researchers who attract large amounts of funding do not consider that the child's voice 

is an integral part of their data gathering. [New Zealand] 

• Because much of the research done with children is done ON children. I have ticked 

‘sometimes’ because although many researchers in the UK and Ireland would claim 

active participation the claims do not bear scrutiny! There are grand delusions by adult 

researchers when it comes to active and informed participation of children. [Ireland] 

 

‘Funding/time/resource issues’ was the second largest response category across the total sample 

(23%). Those with more than five years research experience were significantly more likely than 

those with less experience to see ‘funding/time/resource issues’ as a reason underlying the lack of 

children’s views included in research (z=-2.6988, p<0.01). There were no other statistically 

significant differences between other subgroups in this category. Similarly, there were no 

significant differences between subgroups in relation to ‘ethics and policy considerations’ which 

were perceived by 11% of the total sample as a reason contributing to the lack of inclusion of 

children’s views in research. 

 

There was some overlap between responses in the ‘funding/time/resource issues’ category and the 

‘research methods and design’ category. Half of the responses in the resource category (5%) also 

made reference to research methods and design.  

 

• In Ethiopia children are included mostly in surveys or studies that are conducted by 

NGOs only, or in collaboration with government institution and these kind of surveys are 

conducted rarely. This is may be due to lack of resources or give less attention to 

children's views, feelings, aspirations, etc. [Ethiopia] 

• Researchers often think they need special skills to talk with children, it is seen as not 

efficient (time consuming, tedious, costly) but also difficult to utilise rigorous data 

collection methods leading to not as valid findings. [Australia] 

• I think working with children is very resource intensive and likely to be the realm of 

qualitative social science. By far the most money in research goes into less resource 

intensive and higher - quantitative - impact research. I know due to personal experience 

also that actually getting the views of children into research is not always easy - access 

may be tricky, particularly with younger children. [United Kingdom] 

 

A number of participants (22%) noted that there was an increasing emphasis on inclusion of 

children’s views in research. Reasons for this were: increased emphasis on participation/children’s 

voice; policy/politics/funding supporting children’s participation; and a few participants who 

suggested inclusion of children may, in fact, be tokenism.  Researchers with more than five years 
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experience (25%) seemed more likely to perceive an increase in the inclusion of children’s views, 

than those with less experience (17%), although this did not reach statistical significance (z=-

1.1571, p=0.2472).  Participants’ responses in this section included: 

 

• Impact of UNCRC; role of The Commissioner for Children and Young People 

answerable directly to Scottish Parliament / legislative mandate in Scotland requiring 

that the wishes and feelings of children be taken into account in all decisions affecting 

them. [UK Scotland] 

• The focus on including children's views is increasing in Australia, although this is often 

still within parameters set by adults rather than research with children. [Australia]  

• Increasingly so - policy of involvement. [UK England] 

• The child’s voice is being increasingly recognised, but a strong culture of ‘adults know 

best’ remains. [United Kingdom] 

• Over the past few years, with a growing number of professional social workers being 

trained in Child Rights and a growing interest in the Right to Participation there is at 

least tokenistic participation of children in a fair amount of research. [India] 

 

 


Table 7 shows the importance placed on the inclusion of children’s views in research by various 

people involved in the research process, from the perspective of participants: 

 

• Children themselves were seen to place the most importance on inclusion of their views in 

research. The highest number of total responses in the categories of quite a bit (31%) and lots 

(33%) were accorded to the importance children placed on including their views.  

 

• Researchers and professionals working with children were seen mostly to place some 

importance on children’s views (across Minority and Majority world contexts), and quite a bit 

(in Minority world contexts).  

 

• Funders were seen by most participants, across Majority and Minority world contexts, to put 

very little and some importance on including children’s views.  

 

• Policy makers were perceived to place the least importance on including children’s views 

in research. They were mostly seen to put some, very little or no(ne) importance on including 

children’s views, across Majority and Minority world contexts.  
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Differences between Minority and Majority world participants:  

Minority world participants were significantly more likely than Majority world participants to 

consider that children themselves placed importance on including their views (t=-2.79487, p<0.01). 

Interestingly, less participants overall answered this question in relation to children’s views 

(n=232), than other categories of people involved in the research process, which may suggest a lack 

of awareness of children’s views or perhaps a reluctance to speak on their behalf.  

 

More Minority than Majority world participants considered researchers and professionals working 

with children to place greater importance on including children’s views, although this trend did not 

reach statistical significance (professionals working with children t=-1.51896, p=0.1301; and 

researchers t=-1.26517, p=0.2071). 

 

Participants from Majority world countries were significantly more likely, than Minority world 

participants, to consider that policy makers placed no(ne) importance on including children’s views 

(z=3.4655, p<0.001). 

 


Minority world researchers and those with greater experience were more aware of research 

projects with children as researchers or co-researchers. As shown in Table 8, participants based 

in Minority world countries (58%) were significantly more aware of at least ‘a few’ or ‘many’ 

research projects with children as researchers or co-researchers in their country, than Majority 

world participants (30%) (z=3.1388, p<0.005). Similarly, more experienced researchers (60%) had 

greater awareness of such projects than researchers with less than five years experience (42%) 

(z=2.6743, p<0.01).  
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The Minority world participants who indicated an awareness of ‘many’ research projects were 

mostly from the UK (60%) although researchers based in the UK comprise only 31% of participants 

in the Minority world sub-group (a statistically significant difference z=2.3291, p<0.05).  

 

Nearly half the participants based in Majority world countries (49%) were not aware of any 

research in their country where children had been researchers or co-researchers. This is significantly 

different from the Minority world participants, of whom about a quarter (26%) were not aware of 

such research (z=2.8171, p<0.005).  

 

There were no significant differences in awareness between researchers who very often include 

children’s views in research and those who do less often or not at all.  Examples given by 

participants of research projects in which children have been researchers or co-researchers are 

collated in Appendix B.  

 

 


 


Most of the 220 participants who responded to this question indicated that their own research had a 

social research focus. They identified a wide range of topics (see Appendix C) and many noted 

multiple areas in which they had conducted research. The areas of focus named by the participants 

included: 

 

• children’s welfare/wellbeing/child protection (n=51);  

• children’s lives/participation/citizenship (n=37);  

• health (n=37);  

• education (n=35);  

• children’s rights (n=22);  

• socio-legal/justice (n=22);  

• creativity/play/leisure (n=19);  

• young people/youth (n=20);  
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• violence/abuse/trauma (n=14);  

• refugee/migrant/homeless children (n=11);  

• early years (n=10);  

• working children/child labour (n=7);  

• conflict/war/peace building (n=7);  

• identity/gender/culture (n=7);  

• technology (n=6);  

• family issues (n=5); and  

• environment (n=4). 

 


As shown in Table 9, just over half of the participants ‘very often’ include children’s own views as 

part of their research, overall and within each of the explored sub-groups. 

 
 











 












      
      
      
      
      

 



Researchers participating in this study used a range of methods to gather children’s views – see 

Table 10. The most often used methods across the total sample (in descending order) were talking 

with children individually (44%), talking with children in groups (36%), observing children (35%), 

asking adults about children (30%) and using creative methods.  

 

While both Majority and Minority world participants very often talked with children, those based in 

Majority world countries were more likely to talk with children in groups than Minority world 

participants (t=1.9516, p=0.0523).  

 

The least often used methods by participants in this survey overall, and across Majority and 

Minority world contexts, were inviting children to complete standardised tests (66% of the total 

sample never use this method) and inviting children to complete surveys (36%).  
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Unsurprisingly, participants who very often included children’s views in research were much more 

likely, than those who included them less, to talk with children individually (t=7.422288, p=<0.001) 

and in groups (t=7.431723, p=<0.001).  

 

Examples of other methods described by participants included:  

• writing exercises by young people [Canada] 

• use of child appropriate tools/toys/cue cards to help elicit description of feelings [New 

Zealand] 

• using stories and films to discuss their rights [India]
• experiential approaches to sharing information and insights (e.g. ranking activities, 

role-play, peer interviews) [South Africa] 

• virtual ethnography and sites in social networks [Mexico] 

• mapping social networks [Canada] 

• sound recordings [Australia] 

• online discussions [Canada] 

• recording height, weight and accelerometer data with permission (pre- /post-

intervention design) [New Zealand] 

• analysing diaries by the children and parents [UK – Wales] 

• Participatory Rural Appraisal Techniques (PRA) [Germany] 

• archives, letters, diaries. [Israel]
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Table 11 clearly shows that most participants require consent from parents/carers and children 

‘all of the time’. There was very little difference in researchers gaining consent between Majority 

and Minority world contexts or in relation to the experience of the researcher.  However, 

researchers who very often include children in research are significantly more likely to gain 

children’s consent, than those who include children less (t=-3.97888, p<0.0005), and less likely to 

get parents’ consent (t=1.414615, p=0.1587).  

 
 







 

 
















 
 























            


            

 

 


Researchers are influenced by a range of sources, as shown in Table 12. Their own ethical 

principles were a major influence for most respondents (91%). The other major influences for 

more than two thirds of the participants were participant’s previous experiences (77%) and their 

institutions ethics standards, guidelines or requirements (69%).  

 

The potential influences that researchers were not aware of, or had no influence, were the 

guidelines of professional associations they may belong to (15%) and national ethics standard, 

guidelines or requirements (14%).  

 

The major influences and areas of least influence noted above were consistent between Majority 

and Minority world participant responses, although there were considerably less Majority world 

participants selecting the three top major influences (own ethical principles-79% (z=2.0698, 

p<0.05); own previous experiences-65% (z=1.4895, p=0.1364); own institutions ethics standards, 

guidelines or requirements-53% (z=3.2244, p<0.005)).  
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Majority world participants were significantly less aware of any national ethics standard, guidelines 

or requirements (with 32% not being aware of any at all), than Minority world participants (of 

whom only 10% were not aware of any) (z=-3.4657, p<0.001). In fact, nearly half of the Minority 

world participants (48%) found those national ethics standards or requirements to be a major 

influence.  

 

Published and/or online resources appear to be a major influence for Majority world participants 

(38%), more so than those in Minority world countries (26%), although this is not of strong 

statistical significance (z=1.4359, p=0.1510). Informal advice and/or support from colleagues and 

collaborators were a major influence for 41% of Minority world participants, compared to 29% of 

those in Majority world countries, although, again, this was not of strong statistical significance 

(z=1.3187, p=0.1873).  

 

Informal advice and/or support for colleagues was a significantly greater influence on researchers 

who included children in their research very often, than those who included them less often 

(t=3.141201, p<0.005). Formal training and/or mentoring was also a greater influence on 

researchers who included children very often, than those who did not (t=1.968073, p=0.0503).  
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Other influences raised by participants include: the ethics requirements of other (than their own) 

institutions involved/participating in the research; consultation with/advice from children and young 

people; legal statutes and UNCRC. For example responses included: 

• Standards, guidelines or requirements from collaborating institutions where applicable 

[Jamaica] 

• The ethical guidelines of our partners (mainly voluntary organisations) [UK - Northern 

Ireland] 

• Advice from young people on methodology [UK] 

• Young people’s consultations and participation in research design [UK] 

• Young people’s ethical principles [USA] 

• The UNCRC, 1989 [Ghana] 

• National and local authority governance procedures where we need access [UK – 

England] 
 


All of the issues listed in the survey were perceived by participants as restricting their capacity to 

include children in research to varying degrees, as shown in Table 13. The key issues restricting 

researchers’ capacity to include children’s views were concerns about anonymity, 

families/communities not wanting children to participate, confidentiality, overly-protective ethical 

review processes, and a sensitive topic that may upset the child. All of these, except 

families/communities not wanting children to participate, were seen as the issues restricting the 

inclusion of children’s views most ‘all of the time’. 
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The issues drawing the greatest response were: that half the participants felt children’s inclusion 

was ‘not at all’ restricted by the participant’s own ability to undertake research with children (50%) 

or concerns about religious beliefs and practices (50%). 

 

Majority world participants were significantly more likely than Minority world participants to 

consider that over half of these ethical issues restricted their capacity to include children’s views: 

anonymity (t=2.73023, p=<0.05); confidentiality (t=2.627744, p=<0.05); concern the topic is 

sensitive and may upset the child (t=2.816952, p=<0.05); make children vulnerable to 

discrimination/retaliation (t=2.681127, p=<0.05); fear for the child’s safety (t=3.32327, p=<0.001); 

and concerns about religious beliefs of practices (t=4.284371, p=<0.001). There was no significant 

difference between the Majority and Minority world participants regarding the other issues: 

families/communities not wanting children to participate; overly protective ethical review 

processes; cultural beliefs about children’s place or role in society; concern the child may be 

coerced; and doubts about their ability to undertake research with children.  

 

Other issues that some participants (n=20) considered restricted their capacity to include children’s 

views in research included: time and budget constraints; meaningful reporting back to children and 

young people; fear for their own safety (gang-involved young people), gatekeepers including 

parents, professionals and other adults; seeing children independently without parents and family; 

community and family tensions; consent issues; law; and the reliability of information. Examples of 

other responses included:  

• Not being given enough time (and budget) to facilitate a process in an ethical way. 

[South Africa] 

• Timely and meaningful reporting back to the children after they have left the school 

setting (if that was the path for recruitment). [New Zealand] 

• Adults the biggest barrier! [New Zealand] 

• Getting access to speak to children directly to ask if they would like to participate, often 

the request goes through many gatekeepers, e.g. other professionals. [UK] 

• Tensions within conflicted communities/ families. [Ireland] 

• Sometimes difficult to use children’s views and be regarded as a rigorous scholar. 

[USA] 

• The child not wanting to participate. [Norway] 

• The social position of children in society, and the inseparability of children’s concern 

over family priority makes it difficult to simply seek children’s views only. Children are 

part of the wider family collective so any ethical concerns re them need to take such 

broader contexts seriously. [Norway] 

 


In addition to the issues outlined above, that restricted researchers’ capacity to include children’s 

views, respondents raised two additional ethical issues of concern: consent/gatekeeper/access 

issues, which were sometimes related to ethics boards; and interpreting/disseminating findings, 

including providing participants with feedback. These are included in Table 14 which shows the 

ethical issues that were of greatest concern to researchers. 
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The issue of greatest concern to researchers overall was overly-protective ethical review 

processes (12%), followed by consent/gatekeeper/access issues (7%). These were the issues of 

greatest concern to all sub-groups of participants except Majority world researchers.  

 

Majority world participants: Their greatest concerns were: cultural beliefs about children’s place or 

role in society (15%); fear for the child’s safety (10%); and concern that the topic is sensitive and 

may upset the child (10%). 

 

Majority world researchers tended to have greater concerns than Minority world participants with 

regard to all the issues, except: concern about keeping children’s views confidential; that children 

may be coerced; overly-protective ethical review processes; and consent/gatekeeper/access issues.  

 

Minority world researchers: The issues of greatest concern to Minority world participants were the 

same as for researchers overall: overly-protective ethical review processes (13%), followed by 

consent/gatekeeper/access issues (8%). 
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Researchers who very often include children in their research shared the concerns of Minority 

world participants regarding overly-protective ethical review processes (16%), followed by 

consent/gatekeeper/access issues (9%). They also had greater concerns about keeping children’s 

views confidential. 

 

Researchers who were more experienced were most concerned with overly-protective ethical 

review processes (14%) and consent/gatekeeper/access issues (7%), in keeping with Minority world 

participants and those who very often include children in their research. Researchers with less 

research experience shared those concerns, but they were also concerned about 

families/communities not wanting children to participate (7%) and maintaining children’s 

anonymity (5%).  

 

The following quotes are examples of responses related to overly-protective ethical review 

processes, which was the area of greatest concern overall: 

 

• Overly protective ethical review processes: In my experience membership of such 

committees changes regularly and there appears therefore to be little ‘institutional 

memory’, thus one has to reassure members - who are on the whole well motivated 

people - that talking with children about sensitive issues can be done in such a way that 

children are not harmed, and in fact often gain from such involvement. [New Zealand] 

• Ethics committees in Australia are very restrictive and more concerned about risk and 

the potential to be sued than ethical issues. [Australia] 

• Overly protective institutional ethical review processes are particularly concerning. 

Ethical review in my own institution is conducted by people who have no experience of 

working with children and who promote ethical practice in research with children which 

is at odds with my personal principles of ethics. I regard gaining informed consent from 

children as of the utmost importance in conducting research with children whereas the 

institutional ethics board refuse to recognise children’s ability to provide consent, 

insisting on the use of assent. [UK – England] 

• I was very concerned by overly-protective ethical review processes because I had heard 

of other researchers having to go through year-long ordeals around this. However, my 

review process was actually rather straightforward. [Canada] 

 

The following quotes are examples of responses related to consent/gatekeeper/access issues, which 

was the second greatest area of concern overall: 

 

• One issue which you haven’t mentioned is accessibility (e.g. with disabled children or 

those for whom English isn’t a first language) - a barrier that many researchers find 

difficult to address. Also - accessing a representative and diverse sample including 

‘harder to reach’ children. [UK] 

• When trying to gain research access to vulnerable young children we often need to go 

through other professionals rather than the family e.g. social workers, youth offending 

workers, who can be difficult to get hold of, not be motivated to contact the young person 

or just be too busy to ask the young person if they would like to take part in the research. 
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Although, having said this, many professionals have been really helpful for us gaining 

access to vulnerable groups. The ethical issue this raises is that young people may not 

get their voice heard, although this obviously needs to be balanced against the dangers 

of vulnerable young people feeling coerced into agreeing to take part by an unknown 

researcher. [UK] 

• I think the issue of informed consent is a tricky one when involving children in research. 

It is something that has to be constantly monitored and researchers have to take note of 

children’s behaviour as well as of what they say. [UK] 

 

Other issues researchers expressed concern about included: over-interpretation of children’s 

drawings; having to seek parental consent for young people to participate in research about topics 

that they may want privacy around (e.g. sexuality); using non-academic institution researchers in a 

team as Principal Investigators to mobilise academic resources while avoiding academic ethics 

boards; accessibility e.g. children who speak a different first language, or hard to reach children; 

obtaining children’s informed consent; and lack of openness about balancing confidentiality with 

disclosures of abuse.  The following quotes are examples of ethical concerns that researchers have: 

 

• Researchers awareness of confidentiality for children and their rights etc. Research for 

children’s better life outcomes NOT as a means to an end for professional qualification 

or solely for researcher. Mechanisms in place prior to research for vulnerable children 

and skill of researcher to provide follow up and support. General awareness of the 

longer time frame of research so that children are not the new ‘lab rats’. [New Zealand] 

• The children’s safety and doubt about our ability to undertake research with children 

from the perspective of protecting them in case we bring up issues that we are not 

equipped to help them with. I am also concerned not to allow research with children by 

researchers who don’t fully understand the value or the children’s voice and embrace 

the philosophy of child participatory research. [Jordan] 

• Children may be coerced.  Ethics committee at my school insist I get ‘consent’ from a 

NGO because in many cases can’t get parental consent due to absent parents.  Thus, as 

a researcher being linked formally with a NGO in the field, this may lead children to 

believe that access to services of the NGO is linked to participation in my research.  It’s 

a power issue. [UK] 

• Paternalism in protecting children by IRBs and many researchers; cultural colonialism 

that ignores local mores and imposes foreign standards (mostly legal and not ethical 

concerns). [Canada] 

• I am a researcher in a non-academic institution. As such, academic partners often 

position me as a PI so that we can mobilize the resources of an academic institution 

without having to go through the IRB process. While I have confidence in our consent 

procedures/ethical safeguards, I am concerned that we are setting a precedent for 

community-driven research that does not comply with acceptable ethical guidelines. 

[USA] 

• Age-specific concern - doing research with 12-14 is different than with 16-18 or with 

young adults about their experience when they were children. [Canada] 

• Ethics requires anonymity but at times children have the right to be heard under their 

own name and the information they provide has to be ‘masked’ which requires amending 
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their information which constitutes its own ethical dilemma. This is especially 

problematic when working with spatial information. [New Zealand] 

• Issues around topic sensitivity as this is a real risk in my work - constant balancing act 

between value (to young people) of hearing and sharing direct voices of young people vs 

additional stress that their involvement in the process may cause. It’s never all one 

sided. [UK] 

• We are very concerned about how best to conduct our research so that participation is a 

safe and positive experience for children and young people. All of our research is highly 

sensitive although we have found young people really want to take part as they mostly 

consider the topic to be important  There is a lack of openness about the ethical issues 

raised about how to balance confidentiality of children with responsibilities to refer 

those who disclose any abuse. [UK] 

• Cultural beliefs about children’s place in society are problematic, as this is one of the 

things I am interested in critiquing - however, if these beliefs and practices work to 

exclude children from research then they would appear to be disempowering. This is 

particularly difficult however, because of the importance of safeguarding etc it is very 

difficult to oppose safeguarding without appearing to be putting children at risk. [UK – 

England] 

• The greatest ethical issue that I face in my research is witnessing corporal punishment in 

cultural contexts outside of the United States that would probably be considered 

‘abusive’, but that are not really a focus of concern for the context in question. [USA] 

 

Some researchers (8%) expressed concern about the ethical issues raised but indicated that 

these did not restrict their research capacity, as they were aware of them and/or used 

strategies to manage them. 

 


Table 15 shows the extent to which participants undertake cross cultural research with children. 

Approximately two thirds of the participants (68%) undertake cross cultural research with 

children occasionally – very often.  
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A third of Majority world researchers (36%) undertake cross cultural research with children quite 

often – very often, compared to 22% of Minority world participants. This difference is very close to 

having statistical significance (z=1.7239, p=0.0847). 
 

Researchers who very often include children in their own research have a significantly higher rate 

of cross cultural research (33% quite often – very often), than those who include children less often 

(15%) (z=3.0101, p<0.005).  
 


As shown in Table 16, the key issues restricting researchers’ capacity to include children’s views in 

cross cultural research were: families/communities not wanting children to participate, anonymity, 

confidentiality, cultural beliefs about children’s place or role in society, and overly-protective 

ethical review processes. These are also the key issues (outlined above) restricting participants’ 

capacity to include children in research generally, with the exception of cultural beliefs about 

children’s place or role in society. 
 
 







 



  

 

      
      

      
      

      
      


      

      
      

      
      

 

Other issues that researchers (n=12) expressed concern about included: fear for their own safety, 

fear of betrayal, language barrier, fear of further stigmatising a particular group, different 

conceptions of privacy/confidentiality and relevance of research, families/communities highly 

driven to please researchers, lack of knowledge of society, and “my whiteness and privilege 

interacts with the oppression and racism experienced” by the community.  The following quotes are 

examples of other concerns expressed by researchers: 

 

• Language (tribal language in rural India), families and communities appear highly 

driven to please researcher, different conceptions of privacy/ confidentiality (open 

processes in community generally). [New Zealand] 
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• Fear for my own safety (gang-involved young people on US-Mexico border). [UK – 

Northern Ireland]  

• Fear of further stigmatising a particular group  - in my case Gypsy and Traveller young 

people. [UK] 

• Fear of betrayal. [Ghana] 

• The interaction between my whiteness and privilege interacts with the oppression and 

racism experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. [Australia] 

• Schools/gatekeepers not seeing the relevance. [New Zealand] 

• Own lack of knowledge of society. [New Zealand] 

 

 


 


As shown in Table 17, 12% of the total participants said they received no training at all for 

undertaking research concerning children, whereas 10% felt they had extensive training. The 

remaining participants were distributed fairly evenly between these two extremes.  

 

Participants based in Majority world countries were significantly more likely to have had extensive 

training (23%), than those in Minority world countries (9%) (z=2.2865, p<0.05). However, the 

average amount of training both groups received across the categories overall was very similar.  

 

Researchers who include children’s views in research very often, were likely to have received a 

greater amount of training, than those who include children’s views less. This difference was of 

interest, although not statistically significant (t=-1.42868, p=0.1546).   
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Less than half the total participants had either solely formal training (9%) or solely informal 

training (32%). The majority had a combination of both formal and informal training (59%), as 

shown in Table 18 below, with very similar results across all sub-groups.  

 
 











  





















        
        

        
 

 


The nature of the training participants received is outlined in Table 19. Formal training of 

researchers included graduate and postgraduate academic courses and attendance at workshops and 

training courses (30%), and supervision/mentoring within academic and professional contexts 

(12%). Informal training was in the form of collegial sharing and discussion (16%) and 

researcher’s own research experience and reading (15%). Professional and personal experiences 

(prior to, or concurrent with, undertaking research), enabled skills to transfer to the research 

context, and some participants considered these to be relevant training (7%). 

 
 














  





















        
        

        
        


        

 

As would be expected participants with less research experience had less collegial sharing, research 

experience/readings, and other professional or personal experiences, than those with more 

experience, although none of these differences reached statistical significance.  
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Participants who very often include children in their own research tended to have more experience, 

than those who include children less, in all categories across the board. This tendency was only 

close to reaching statistical significance in the areas of academic courses and workshops (z=1.7941, 

p=0.0728), and participants’ own research experience and reading (z=1.6977, p=0.0896).  

 


Participants identified a number of resources and publications that have helped to guide and inform 

their work in the areas shown in Table 20. This predominantly included naming specific 

publications (22%) and authors (18%). Participants identified professional and academic 

associations and institutions, whose ethics codes and resources they have found helpful (19%). A 

smaller number of participants named websites (4%). 

 
 















 
 






















        
        

        
        

 

Significantly more Majority world, than Minority world, researchers named publications that have 

helped to guide or inform their work (z=2.3827, p<0.05). Conversely, a greater (although not 

statistically significant) proportion of Minority world researchers named specific authors. Although 

not statistically significant, there was a trend for researchers who very often include children’s 

views in their research to be more likely, than those who include children less often, to name 

specific publications (z=1.4947, p=0.1350) and authors (z=1.7430, p=0.0813). 

 

The ‘Top Twelve’ most frequently cited references are listed in Table 21 (see Appendix D for the 

full list of citations). The asterisks following the references denote the number of times it was cited 

by participants.  
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A total of 154 participants responded to a question asking if there were any other resources that they 

would find helpful. Of these, 64% (n=99) responded that there were other resources that would be 

helpful, and 36% (n=55) said no.  Table 22 shows the resources that researchers identified as 

potentially being helpful.  Participants from Majority world countries who responded to this 

question were more interested (than other sub-groups) in publications, and less interested in 

researcher networks and training, or research examples and case studies. Although not statistically 

significant, this is indicative of a trend toward publications overall.  

 
 














 
 






















        
        

        
        

        
 

Respondents identified the following resources that they would find useful: 

• Publications (10%) - including topics such as data collection methods, research 

methodologies, and ethical issues, specifically related to research with children and 

young people.  

• Network of researchers/conferences/training (9%), for collegial discussion and providing 

the opportunity to learn from others’ experiences, possibly online networking, with 
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training opportunities that focus on research methodologies and ethics in the context of 

research with children.  

 I would appreciate training sources that use audio-visual media. [USA] 

 Networks to discuss specific ethical issues with other researchers. [UK] 

 Don’t know / As a clinician I rely a lot on my academic colleagues / I have no time to 

study papers independently nor do I have easy access to them / There is a great 

divide between clinicians and academics and their focus is different / It would be 

helpful to link them much earlier and plan for what happens post research on a 

clinical level as well as the presentation/academic level / What is the point in the 

best research if practice does not change? [UK – Wales] 

 

• Research guides (n=16) - particularly those incorporating case studies. 

 Practical information about how to engage children in research. [UK] 

 

• Ethical codes and guidelines (6%) - including collations of national and international 

codes, with a call from several participants to unify codes of ethics from other countries, 

collections from a range of disciplines, codes specifically relevant to young people/youth 

populations.  

 Unifying the codes of ethics of researchers from other countries. [Venezuela] 

 

• Websites and online resources (4%) relevant to child research and ethical issues, such as 

a cross-discipline database of research projects, access to electronic academic journals, 

online communities and networks, research ethics blog, and central pool of information.  

 

• Other (n=9) – including policy documents such as the UNCRC, participatory tools, and  

 Video/film of researchers in action with children. [UK – Scotland] 

 

Participants also raised specific areas that they would like resources about, including cross cultural 

research, young people/youth, early childhood/young children, participatory tools, children’s rights, 

use of digital images, school based research, connecting academics and practitioners, and feedback 

from children and young people themselves. 

 

 


Participants were unable to access these resources for a number of reasons including; not knowing 

whether the resources exist or being unable to find much (13%), and environmental and resource 

issues, such as isolation, lack of funding and/or time (8%).  

 

Non-existent and difficult to find resources were an issue for Minority world participants and not 

for Majority world researchers at all. Conversely, environmental and resource issues were more of 

an issue for Majority world researchers. 
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Participants were asked if there was anything else they would like to say in relation to ethical issues 

and research with children. Nearly a third of participants (31%, n=79) responded with comments 

offering opinions and/or advice about ethical issues. These have been collated verbatim, and coded, 

in Appendix E.  The comments focused on: 

• respect for children’s rights and hearing their views (n=19);  

• issues related to ethical guidelines and ethics boards (n=16);  

• research methods including using findings and giving feedback to participants (n=14);  

• liaison and collaboration with others in undertaking research with children (n=7); and  

• cultural issues (n=6).  

 

Specific issues raised (n=17) included the research setting and safety; researcher training; legal 

regulations, especially with excluded children; age specific research with young people e.g. with 

12-18 year olds; use of spatial technology and GIS; use of images and the internet; researcher 

identity; and research agendas. 

 

Eighteen participants (6% of the total) also gave feedback on the survey and the topic of ethical 

research with children and young people. They all expressed their appreciation of the project, 

highlighting the current interest in this area.   
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The survey findings have drawn on and enriched the existing knowledge base about ethical research 

within the Childwatch Network, and capitalised on the information shared at the Child Participatory 

Research Roundtable at the 2009 Children's Rights at a Crossroads Conference in Addis Ababa. 

They have also provided useful information about the ethical issues and challenges facing 

researchers undertaking research with children.  

 

In summary, the key findings of the study are:  

 

• A ‘child’ is defined, and widely recognised, in most countries as under 18 years of age. 

• Children’s views are included in research at least some of the time in most countries. 

• Key stakeholders are perceived as placing different amounts of importance on inclusion of 

children’s views in research. 

• Over two thirds of researchers were aware of projects in which children had been 

researchers or co-researchers. 

• Researchers use a wide range of methods to gain children’s views, and most often those that 

involve directly listening to and observing children. 

• Most researchers require both parent/carer(s) and children’s consent for children to 

participate in research. 

• The three major influences on the way researchers do research with children are the same in 

Majority and Minority world countries. 

• Other influences on the way researchers do research with children vary in different contexts. 

• Researchers’ capacity to include children in research is restricted by a range of issues. 

• The ethical issues that concern researchers differ, particularly across Majority and Minority 

world contexts.   

• Researchers who undertake cross cultural research with children have the same, and 

additional, ethical concerns. 

• Most researchers have a combination of formal and informal training 

• Researchers identified resources that have been helpful in guiding and informing their work. 

• Researchers need greater access to resources to help guide and inform their work 

undertaking research with children. 

 

There are a number of prominent themes emerging from these findings that merit brief discussion. 

 

Children are Increasingly Directly Involved in Research 

A significant finding of this study is that researchers internationally consider that children’s views 

are included in research ‘occasionally’ to ‘very often’ and that the inclusion of children in research 

is increasing. Such a finding points to the importance of mapping the diversity of ethical issues and 

challenges facing researchers currently undertaking research with children, an observation 

reinforced by the strong interest in the study.   
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At the same time, researchers identify perceptions of children, in particular their (lack of) 

competence, as a key reason for limiting their inclusion in research across different world contexts. 

Despite the emergence of new ways of theorizing childhood, such as those offered through the field 

of Childhood Studies, and the near universal adoption of the UNCRC, including the right for 

children to have their views heard in matters that affect them, there remains a need for further 

education around notions of children’s ‘competence’ and their right to participate in research. Such 

a development should, of course, be framed in relation to notions of children’s safety and protection 

as this is understood and navigated in quite complex cultural and social settings (see further 

discussion below). 

 

Given the related finding that it is funders and policy makers who place the least amount of 

importance on children’s views, particularly in Majority world contexts, there is an evident need to 

explore ways to increase understanding of the value, relevance and importance of children’s views 

in influencing the development of respectful and responsive policies.  

 

Contexts and Constraints: Key Ethical Concerns  

A second important theme emerging from this study is that the ethical concerns of researchers do 

not exist independently of their social, cultural, political and economic contexts, with researchers 

based in Majority and Minority worlds identifying quite different ethical issues of concern to them.  

Majority world researchers are more likely to be concerned about cultural beliefs and fear for 

children’s safety, as well as concern about sensitive topics upsetting children. Researchers in 

Majority world countries are less likely to be concerned with those issues of greatest concern to 

their Minority world counterparts, that is, overly protective ethical review processes and 

consent/gatekeeper/access issues.   

 

In addition, Majority world researchers are more likely than Minority world researchers to 

undertake cross-cultural research with children. Again, the ethical issues restricting researchers 

conducting cross-cultural research are, in the main, the same as those encountered by researchers 

including children’s views generally, but with differing emphases.  

 

Role of Ethical Committees, Codes and Policies 

A third key noteworthy theme is the difference in researcher attitudes to the role of national ethical 

standards and requirements.  Whilst there are common ethical issues constraining the inclusion of 

children’s views within and across multiple research relationships and contexts, researchers’ 

response to and engagement with these is again characterized by diversity. Majority world 

researchers are far less likely to be aware of, or guided by, national ethics standards or 

requirements, than Minority world researchers. Minority world researchers tend to be influenced by 

informal collegial support and advice, and Majority world researchers place emphasis on 

publications as an influential source.  

 

However, across Majority and Minority world contexts the major influences on the way researchers 

do research with children are very similar: researchers own ethical principles, their previous 
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experiences and their institutions ethics requirements. The ways in which researchers respond to the 

diverse ethical issues they face is therefore determined, to a large extent, by their personal 

understandings and experiences, and their environmental context. The training received and 

resources that researchers have access to shape their ethical understandings and practice.  

 

Training and Resources 

Finally, most researchers have a combination of formal and informal training, with an emphasis on 

the informal, and consider they have had ‘just enough training’. Within the study a large cohort of 

researchers use participatory research methods and clearly more training opportunities and 

resources are needed in this field. Informal training is an ongoing, evolving process, dependent in 

part on availability and accessibility of resources, including publications and access to mentoring 

and collegial support. There are indications that accessing resources can be difficult for some 

Majority world researchers, as a function of environmental issues, and for some Minority world 

researchers, who do not know if the resources exist or how to locate them.  

 

Limitations  

One of the key limitations of the current study is the lack of children’s and young people’s voices 

about research ethics. This issue was noted by some participants in their feedback and is an 

important area to be addressed in future projects. 

 

Another limitation concerns the nature of the sample as this included a large cohort of researchers 

using participatory methods. Whilst this can also be considered a strength of the study, it means the 

emphasis has been on ethical issues faced by this particular cohort rather than the general 

population of researchers undertaking research with children. 

 

 


 

This study was exploratory in intent and constitutes the first phase of the Childwatch Thematic 

Group’s work. We anticipate the findings will inform further phases of the project such that it will 

be possible to maintain a broader involvement of majority world Key Institutions in any subsequent 

project activities.  

 

Possible future initiatives to showcase how ethical principles are applied in different research 

contexts include:  

 

•  An international action research project building on the findings of the current study, 

and incorporating children and young people’s participation.  

• Collaborating with the existing Childwatch training programs for young and emerging 

researchers.  

• Development of training and seminar opportunities for more experienced researchers. 
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• Development of a universal ethical code that incorporates the need for diversity across 

different contexts. The increase in participatory research with children, in conjunction 

with the uneven nature of ethical codes and access to resources, supports the call from 

some researchers for a universal code of children’s research ethics (perhaps similar to 

the UNCRC). The shared and shifting ethical concerns, in different world contexts, is a 

challenge in the development of universal ethics guidelines and parameters. 

Simultaneously, it highlights the need for developing and implementing guidelines that 

would be sensitive to, and have relevance across, different world contexts, whilst 

maintaining unifying core principles.    

• Promoting publications linking research methodology and ethics since publications are 

seen as key resources for Majority and Minority world researchers. In addition, some 

researchers stressed the importance of having access to research examples and case 

studies to guide and inform their research with children. A forum for providing this 

could be regular journal issues dedicated to case studies addressing ethical issues.  

• Expanding online and other access to existing resources including those identified and 

collated through this study, for example, through the Childwatch website and through 

collaborating with the work of the Childwatch Training Courses for Young Researchers. 

Such initiatives would help build further research capacity and extend the work already 

achieved in other Thematic Study Groups.  

 

In summary, this project has provided a valuable opportunity to explore the merits and 

challenges faced by researchers and to identify ‘best practice’ internationally in relation to 

ethical research with and for children and young people. It has been a useful scoping 

exercise, providing clear directions for future investigation and action. 
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