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Child participation is advocated for in many contexts related to children, such as in education and health services, but also in everyday life settings. To facilitate children’s real opportunities for participation, it is proposed that children need to be adequately empowered to liberate the child’s autonomous voice and activate their powers of action. This involves an understanding of children as opinion-forming and social individuals, who play an active part in social relationships. This article aims at a theoretical exploration of empowerment in the organization of ethically justifiable participation situations with children. With a semantic view of theory, an eclectic research design has been used to search for a theoretical framework based on basic human needs to be an active agent in one’s own life. The purpose is to define key factors that promote the sense of empowerment as a prerequisite for being an active participant in interaction with adults. This conceptualization aims to raise clearer guidelines for the implementation of child participation and presents an empowerment model with four dimensions for the active inclusion of children in participatory processes with adults. These dimensions are information, autonomy, recognition, and alliance.
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Introduction

Children in formal and administrative procedures [United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 1989] can be seen as a group that is in a particularly vulnerable situation. Inclusion often takes place in an adult-constructed context on the adults’ initiative and premises, and the procedures can be confusing and incomprehensible. It is understandable that the children still want to be involved and participate in the decisions that concern them and affect their situation, and they have proven capable of doing so, even with complicated questions (Sinclair et al., 2002; Leeson, 2007; Woolfson et al., 2010; Van Bijleveld et al., 2015). The experience of powerlessness is a risk element for children’s development, especially in situations where they are dependent on professionals (for example, in treatment, investigation measures, legal proceedings, and formal processes – see the Convention on the Rights of the Child, art. 12, paragraph 2). Participation and active involvement are a counterweight to this feeling, where children should be able to take part in their own matters and decisions that concern them, and experience being heard and taken seriously. Child participation is also highly relevant in relation to everyday life situations. Good inclusive participation processes, where children are given space to be an active agent in shaping their own lives and the society they live in, are thus important for participation to be realized. Child participation has nevertheless proven difficult to implement in practice, and several agencies have highlighted the need for more knowledge and tools to facilitate good participation processes (Archard and Skivenes, 2009; Graham and Fitzgerald, 2010; Vis et al., 2020; Ulset et al., 2023). Several investigations have shown that participation works at a minimum where services and professional fields lack both clarity in what participation is and a conscious strategy for how this should be carried out (Shier, 2001; Children’s Ombudsman, 2017; NOU 2020:14, 2020). The purpose of this paper is to present a theoretical model for the active inclusion of children in participatory processes and to contribute to a knowledge foundation for facilitating ethically sound participation practices. The ethical basis is built on an understanding of the adult’ responsibility to facilitate children’s opportunity to formulate their wishes, needs and views, and then to be able to express these as a prerequisite for active participation. This is to prevent participation taking place on a tokenistic level. The model is constructed through an eclectic exploratory conceptualization process based on consideration of the skewed power relations between adults and children in adult-constructed contexts and supports a modern development psychologic perspective to child participation, which emphasizes promoting the child’s agency and resilience as fundamental for being able to promote real participation.

An understanding of Blumer’s (1954) sensitizing concepts has guided the theoretical approach and allows the researcher to start with a concept to give direction and develop theoretical/analytical tools (Flemmen, 2017). Research approach through sensitizing concept is a sociological tool to facilitate a position where one can perceive something new, starting from background ideas that inform the overall research question (Bowen, 2019). The basis for this study has been the problematization and ethical consideration of the child’s vulnerable position when facing adults in judicial and administrative proceedings, where the child is expected to perform in an unfamiliar context by actively participating, making up their own minds about a case, and presenting their views.



Construction of a conceptualization model for child participation

The theoretical model of child participation is discussed in this article mainly in the context of formal meetings between children and adults in professional roles. Through a semantic theory approach, it is nevertheless argued that the model can be generalized to a greater extent and applied flexibly in various situations where the goal is for children to take an active participant role in collaborative relationships with adults. The approach is taken from, p. a., Alvesson and Sköldberg’s (2009) arguments that reality consists of underlying patterns and structures, and Van Fraassen’s (1980) philosophy that the scientific goal is to produce theories that are empirically probable and sufficient. The participation model presented here is based on theories about basic mechanisms to meet a human need to be an active agent in one’s own life. Through a selection of basic parameters for representing the complexity of the phenomenon of child participation, independent casual factors will be assessed together and create a simplified and abstract model of the phenomenon. In this work, inspiration has been drawn from Suppe (1989, 2000), who highlights the model as the most important source of scientific knowledge. The model should therefore not describe the phenomenon of child participation in detail, but rather as scenarios that describe the system of the phenomenon, as if it stood outside its complex context.

The theory is thus intended to cover several individual cases, not just one and within a given context. The parameters that have been selected and presented here are those that are considered significant to the relevant situations for child participation. Therefore, the parameters that are context-dependent and situation-dependent have been outsourced. This contributes to make the theory more flexible and applicable, but also means that the theory must be used with a reflected awareness of what the theory means. This can be challenging when the theory is to be applied in practice (Kvernbekk, 2002), but will also be discussed in the light of practical examples throughout the paper. The theory is concentrated around a methodological idea for empowerment as a methodological approach to the sense of participation in formal meetings between adults and children. The model’s selected empowerment parameters aim to activate the child’s agency in encounters with adults in participation situations. The methodological idea does not present concrete methodological procedures and strategies but emphasizes some basic principles that are common to all individual cases. This is about a basic understanding of participation as a relationally anchored mechanism. The flexibility of the model therefore lies in the need to experience that participation is defined regardless of age, person, ability, expertise or situation. The conceptual model is built on principles of basic needs that all people have, both to experience the world as predictable and meaningful (Antonovsky, 1987), the need for autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Deci and Ryan, 2000), the need to feeling recognized and confirmed through interaction with others (Hegel, 1999; Schibbye, 2009), as well as the experience of a collaborative alliance between the adult and the child characterized by positive interdependence (Bordin, 1979). The theories linked to the model describe the behavior of a population of idealized individuals, whose behavior is only a function of situations of involvement between adults and children. According to Suppe (1989), this means that scientific theories, such as the one here relating to child participation, treat the phenomenon as if it only consisted of, or could be characterized by, the selected parameters. The behavior of real people can also be characterized by many other parameters that fall outside the theory.



An empowerment model for active inclusion in participation processes

The understanding of child participation as it relates to legal and administrative procedures is here about actively facilitating the inclusion of the child in the participation process, facilitating the experience of agency and autonomy, and giving them real opportunities to participate on their own terms. This approach places emphasis on supporting the child to activate their own agency, and a theoretical model with four dimensions based on this understanding of empowerment is proposed in the further work. The four dimensions of facilitating children’s sense of real opportunity for participation are the following: A: Information – experience of having an overview and control over the situation so that one has the prerequisites to be able to reflect, shape one’s own views, and make choices; B: Autonomy – experience of being able to freely express one’s thoughts, reflections, and opinions; C: Recognition – the child’s experience of being heard and taken seriously through support and acceptance from the adult; and D: Alliance – sense of self-worth and being an important factor in the collaborative relationship with an influence on the work process. Proposals for a visual presentation of these four dimensions are presented in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 An empowerment model for the active inclusion of children in participatory processes.




The understanding of child participation

For further exploration of children’s participation as a concept, it is useful to reflect on leading discussions on the topic. Child participation is both a legal right, through the Convention on the Rights of the Child and national guidelines [United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 1989], and a view of values and an understanding of children as equal human beings and citizens (Bae, 2010; Lúcio and I’Anson, 2015). Since the 1960s, a wide range of participation models have been published to describe different forms and levels of participation, from manipulation and tokenism on the one hand to situations where children have both initiated and lead the processes on the other (for example, Hart, 1992; Treseder, 1997; Shier, 2001; Lundy, 2007). Different methodological approaches are also presented, like in research where children are often active in processes involving information gathering either from themselves or from others (Clark and Moss, 2001; Kellett, 2011). There has also been attention to the actual value of child participation as a benefit in service development and research and as an element of facilitation for the individual child (Askheim, 2017; Skauge et al., 2021). Participation is also known to have an empowering value (often related to the field of substance abuse and mental health), where the participation has a therapeutic effect on the participants, generating self-confidence and a belief in one’s own mastery. These approaches to child participation refer to different activities and influence (outcomes) of participation. Few of these however, address the issue surrounding the child’s own experience of facing these contexts and the child’s prerequisites for adopting an active role in these situations.

Emphasis on the child’s experience of participation is about setting the conditions correctly so that the child, despite the skewed power relationship with the adult, experiences real and meaningful participation in these processes. This will be about individual and relational factors that build up the child’s experience of being able to be an independent and autonomous individual and to act based on their own wishes and needs. This can be linked to empowerment (Rappaport, 1981) as a protective developmental element, and it neutralizes factors that make participation happen on a superficial and tokenistic level. Empowerment is seen as a decisive factor for people’s development of good mental health and quality of life (Prilleltensky, 2010; Szoko et al., 2022) and has become an important argument for child participation in matters that concern them (Thomas, 2007; Wong et al., 2010). Treseder (1997) argues that there should be no limits to the involvement of children and young people, but they will not be able to engage in child-initiated and directed projects right away and need to be empowered adequately to be able to fully participate. This approach to child participation considers some basic ethical issues related to the child’s sense of participation in the process and the child’s actual contribution in these.

Prerequisites for active participation in participatory situations thus entail (a) reducing (considering) the barriers that prevent the individual’s autonomous self from being expressed (often this is about power structures and power inequalities) and (b) highlighting the individual resources and viewpoints, which is in line with the aim and purpose of the participation processes. The issue that arises when facilitating the implementation of child participation concerns how to understand child participation as an active inclusion in collaborative processes. With the respect to this issue, power structures and power inequalities between adults and children emerge as central, as well as the child’s sense of empowerment in the face of the adult constructed context. In the following text, and through a theoretical exploratory approach to child participation as a relational concept, prerequisites for children’s active participation and autonomous voice are discussed.



Child participation as an ethical practice

Quality assurance of child participation involves an awareness of facilitating the children’s autonomous voice and real participation, whether the situation is really in the child’s best interests, and whether those who invite (engage in) participation know how to handle the complexity of appropriate, meaningful, and authentic participation for children (Viviers and Lombard, 2013). Some of the ethical assessments in such processes are about ensuring that the children can feel freedom of choice linked to their participation, experience being able to make real choices, and that their contribution to the work is important and significant (Olsen et al., 2022). It is also important that the participation situation itself does not produce an experience of powerlessness, especially if the children are already in a vulnerable situation. The aim and purpose of the participation (the matter) must be clearly communicated (Olsen, 2022), and the participants should be actively involved in all phases (Hagquist and Starrin, 1997). Smith et al. (2002) also find this when they have explored international and continental human rights, and the influence of adult–child relationships, power, and status on children’s right to participate and the concept of ethics in child participation. Save the Children USA (2004, p. 6) indicates that an ethical approach to child participation is about ensuring that children can freely express their views and opinions, that they are listened to, and that their contribution is taken seriously and given due weight. This requires that account be taken of the inevitable skewed distribution of power between adults and children. Viviers (2010) has identified a number of factors that are important for the ethical facilitation of child participation: the adult’s capacity to understand and facilitate meaningful participation, openness in working with the children, the children’s right to self-determination, available information and mutual communication, respect for the children’s views and recognition of their ability to contribute, emphasis on the children’s safety, inclusion and respect for differences, adequate resources, and assessment of the child’s best interests (see also Thomas and O’Kane, 1998; Save the Children USA, 2004; Ergler, 2017).

In an Australian study, Graham and Fitzgerald (2008) investigated children’s views on participation. The findings in this study pointed to the importance of being seen and recognized for who they were here and now through being included and taken seriously. This led to increased self-confidence and self-respect. Children have also in other studies strongly expressed the importance of having a say in decisions that were made about them (Kilkelly et al., 2005), and they have been concerned with being accorded dignity and respect and being able to contribute to discussions (Morrow, 1999). Wyness (2006) argues for creating a child-friendly space that reflects the local needs, the children’s interests, and their preferred way of being included so that the children’s voices do not become a reinforcement of the adults’ control. The children themselves describe how these spaces for activity are formed through receiving customized information, enough time to think about the various issues on which they are supposed to have an opinion, a child-led infrastructure to formulate their views, and training for adults in how they can overcome resistance to the child’s voice (Bennett Woodhouse, 2003).

In a study from 2007, Lundy has conceptualized Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child as an attempt to embrace holistic thinking around the intention of the concept of “children’s voice.” She presents four elements in rational chronological order, where the first two, space and voice, deal with children’s right to express themselves, while the last two, audience and influence, deal with the child’s right to be heard and influence decision-making. This model has been influential in several places in the professional community [e.g., as part of Ireland’s national strategy on children and young people’s participation in decision-making 2015–2020 – Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA), 2015] and is also linked to a checklist for participation, which aims to help organizations that work with and for children and young people to comply with Article 12 of the UNCRC [Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA), 2015]. These four parts are about space – children’s opportunity to express their opinions, voice – children must be assisted to be able to express their opinions, audience – the children’s views must be heard, and influence – the children’s views must be taken into account. These elements of participation highlight the adults’ responsibility to be facilitators and to ensure and encourage children to express their opinions in a safe space without fear of criticism (Lundy, 2007).

Child participation as a subject still lacks a holistic model of understanding, which highlights the interrelational process and emphasizes the dyadic cooperative relationship between adults and children in participation processes. This implies an understanding of child participation as a collaborative process between children and adults and that children can explore and develop their autonomous voice in the process. Such a model must therefore place emphasis on actively including the child in the process so that they are given the conditions to be active agents and work together with the adult in the process.

Unlike the traditional participation models, as well as the ongoing discourse about the extent to which children should participate in decision-making, this empowerment model of participation primarily addresses the adult’s responsibility to facilitate children’s prerequisites for active participation, as a counterweight to tokenistic practices and thus a part of a quality assurance of ethically sound practice based on the child’s own experience of participation in meetings with the adults. Reference can be made to a co-creation project by Olsen (2022) where children have been collaborative participants in the development of a participation tool called The Sense of Empowerment Inventory for Children (SEIC). In a collaborative approach in this project with 7 children, a meaningful assignment is described as the starting point for the participation process, and experience of value (autonomy), safe social environment (recognition), inclusion through information (information) and exploratory working method (collaborative alliance) are described as capabilities with the conceptual understanding of child participation.

Lundy and McEvoy (2012) also describe a similar methodological practice through what they call the Children’s Research Advisory Group (CRAG) where the goal is to assist capacity building to enable the children to form their views and participate on their conditions. This enabling and support to shape their own views is about strengthening the child’s experience of autonomy and self-determination and creates a space for exploration and reflection on one’s own views and opinions. Access to information is described as a key element for children to be able to form their view. This collaborative approach considers the children’s need for support in participation situations and makes room for a respectful practice between adults and children. Additionally, co-reflection is described leading to an increased experience of empowerment and thus increased active participation in the collaborative process.

Also Saglietti and Zucchermaglio (2022) discuss the child participation in everyday life practices such as mealtime situations and describe, among other things, how traditional teacher-pupil relationships are characterized by control and a top-down attitude, where children are socialized to listen to adults’ own voice, and to follow it, leaves little room for the child participation and agency. Saglietti and Zucchermaglio (2022) therefore argue for a greater degree of metacommunication with the children, characterized by open questions and a demand for an affective attitude over argumentative strategies. Such communication should ensure that the communication is comprehensible to all participants and has room for opinion negotiation and argumentation, children’s refusal, and alternative opinion-making. Problematization of the traditional teacher-student discipline is also raised in the study by Olsen et al. (2022) where children have been interviewed about their experience of being an active participant in collaborative processes together with adults. The findings in this study also promote the importance of a freedom to explore thoughts and ideas and express oneself independently of demands and expectations, a sense of significant contribution where one’s contribution is heard and taken seriously, and a safe social context characterized by openness, acceptance, and support.



The child as agent – ability to take control of one’s own life

In modern childhood sociology, children’s agency is a key theme where socialization into self-regulation is one of the main elements in the modern understanding of childhood (Ochs and Izquierdo, 2009). The possibility to influence and change certain matters is seen as a central aspect of the development of agency. Aronsson et al. (2018) defines children’s agency as how children contribute to their own development through the way they meet demands and engage in activities. Although in developmental psychology there has been a focus on agency following the child’s maturity, in a more modern understanding agency is linked to environmental conditions and relationships between people. We therefore need to understand more of how children develop agency in relation to the social world of which they are a part of and explore how autonomy and interdependence can be analyzed as interrelated (Holzkamp, 2015; Aronsson et al., 2018 p. 175). Children develop their agency in interaction with other children and the social community. Children in difficult life situations may tend to keep caregivers or resource persons in their environment at a distance, which reduces their opportunity for support and the development of agency. Aronsson et al. (2018) therefore argues for the need to understand more about how professionals collectively work with conflicts, dilemmas and problematic themes embedded in the children’s difficult life situations in ways that support and expand their opportunities for agency.

People have a basic motivation to master their own lives, which means being able to influence and, to some extent, control the direction life takes. This can be related to human agency (Bandura, 1986), which is understood as people’s ability to take control of their own lives. The term does not only refer to a competence that people can develop, but it equally refers to opportunities in the environment in which people find themselves. In participation processes, this will be an important term to understand the importance of the child being given room both for action and the activation of their agent forces through collaboration with the adult. In Antonovsky’s (1987) theory of “sense of coherence” (SOC), he presents the importance of experiencing the situation one is faced with as understandable, manageable, and meaningful so that people can handle their lives and act upon challenging situations in which they find themselves. This is about the stimuli that come from the internal and external environment being structured, predictable, and recognizable and about having enough resources at one’s disposal to be able to cope with the demands (what is expected of one), which must be worth engaging in. The SOC must not be confused with the experience of control (in the context of participation as co-determination or responsibility), but this is about experiencing the world and what happens around you as predictable and understandable (Antonovsky, 1987). Instead of the experience of being able to solve or make decisions, as in participatory situations, rather creates the conditions for being able to adapt and take action to protect oneself, which reduces chaos and stress.

Self-determination (Deci and Ryan, 1985) is an important part of self-organization and is reflected in an experience of integrity, will, and vitality that follows self-regulated action (Ryan, 1993). When people experience themselves as self-determined, they see themselves as initiators of their own activities and actions together with having the ability to make their own choices (Deci and Ryan, 1985, 2000). This is an important function for being able to act independently and thus have agency linked to one’s own functioning and achievement, and it is a central part of being an active participant in one’s own situation (and problem-solving) in contrast to taking a passive role, in which the person often feels powerless. Through self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985), three basic needs – autonomy, competence, and relatedness – are promoted as governing people’s tendency to activate their strengths and resources. Self-determination is thus fundamental to one’s motivation, which means that freedom to engage is essential for self-directed action. The adult’s autonomy-supportive behavior can help to identify, support, and develop the children’s internal motivational resources (Deci and Ryan, 2000).



Empowerment as a countermeasure to powerlessness

From a medical understanding, empowerment (Rappaport, 1981, 1984) stands as a countereffect to powerlessness, and the term refers to measures to increase the degree of autonomy and self-determination in people to enable them to promote their own interests in a responsible and self-determined manner and to act on their own. These will be important functions/conditions for being able to take an active role in situations requiring participation. This is a process of becoming stronger and gaining more self-confidence, especially when it comes to controlling one’s own life and asserting one’s rights. Sue (1981) suggests that the understanding that best expresses the need for empowerment is the relationship between the inner experience of control and the outer experience of responsibility. This way of understanding empowerment is limited to a “state of mind.” Based on social behavior and social learning theory, Bandura’s (1994a) concept of self-efficacy is often linked to empowerment. Self-efficacy refers to a person’s belief that they have the ability to succeed in a given situation. Empowerment from a self-efficacy perspective focuses on increasing perceived self-efficacy and movement toward positive health behaviors, sense of control and choice, as well as power through coping experiences, social modeling, social persuasion, and psychological responses (Bandura, 1994b). Prilleltensky (2001) distinguish between children as agents of values and children as recipients of values. As agents of values, children are seen as capable of and responsible for contributing to themselves and their family and society. Children are thus not seen as passive objects of internal and external influence but as active agents in their social world. The experience of empowerment in meeting others, especially in unequal power relations, will therefore play an important role in the sense of agency and mobilization of energy to work in participatory processes with adults.

In the collaborative approach to participation as activating the child’s agency, it is appropriate to turn to Rissel’s (1994) term of psychological empowerment. Differentiated from community empowerment, which is about the fair distribution of limited resources, psychological empowerment is an expanding phenomenon that does not come at the expense of the other’s empowerment (Hagquist and Starrin, 1997). Psychological empowerment refers more to a process that increases strength and self-confidence, especially when it comes to controlling one’s own life and asserting one’s rights. This is both a process of self-empowerment and of professional support of people, enabling them to overcome their sense of powerlessness and lack of influence and to recognize and use their sense of resources and opportunities. An important perspective on empowerment among children and young people in relation to adults is that this relationship can hardly be seen as equal. Heffner (1988) problematizes the understanding that well-intentioned adults can empower powerless young people and believes that this is not possible. Although empowerment is about self-activity, adults can contribute by creating frameworks and structuring experiences in such a way that they support young people in empowering themselves (Heffner, 1988). By creating supportive structures, one can thus promote an increased sense of empowerment (Rissel, 1994; Hagquist and Starrin, 1997). The aim of the empowerment model presented in this paper is thus to strengthen and develop individuals’ own abilities, which is a necessary process in the work to promote active agents in participation processes (Green et al., 1995). The basic idea for an empowerment model is that those involved actively participate in all phases of work for change and constantly maintain an active dialog with each other, in which the adults play an important role as facilitators of an empowerment process (Hagquist and Starrin, 1997).



Autonomy and independence

Related to empowerment lies the concept of self-determination and autonomy as a component of agency, which deals with a person’s inner independence and ability to decide their own actions. The background for this term is voluntarism and the idea of free will. The theories come from Kant (1964) and are understood as our ability to manage our lives based on assessments of what is right and wrong, good and evil. This also implies an idea that dignity is linked to a respect for one’s own and others’ reason and will. The term is linked to an individualistic understanding that emphasizes the individual’s value and respect for the individual’s freedom of action, which is an important basis for democracy and human rights.

Schibbye (1988, 2009) has developed the theory of dialectical relational understanding, which emphasizes the appreciative relationships between people as a source of development and growth. The theory is inspired by Hegel (1770–1831), who claimed that humans need each other to develop into independent individuals. Dialectical relational theory is also based on Mead’s (1934) mirroring theory. Through relationships with others, recognition can be realized, and these relationships are characterized by equality (Schibbye, 2009). In a collaborative approach to participation, equality in the dialog will be a central component. The term recognition therefore includes acknowledging, respecting, and accepting. Hegel (1999) believed that in this way one develops self-awareness, explaining this in more detail through theories about the struggle for independence and the struggle for self-assertion. These are important components for the child’s ability to first have room to define their own wishes and needs related to the specific topic and issue and also to be able to express their own independent opinions that are detached from the adult’s expectations and views. An appreciative approach from the adult will therefore be able to create a sense of security that supports the child’s ability to promote their own cause, wishes, and needs. Listening, understanding, acceptance, tolerance, confirmation, and openness are ways of being that overlap with each other and are dialectical. Emphasis on autonomy directs the focus toward the first-person perspective and an understanding that the individual knows his needs best. From this stems the importance of listening to the needs and perspectives of others.

In discussions surrounding what true autonomy entails, Solberg (2020, 2022) problematizes the autonomy perspective as being too much about choice. When a person is competent to consent, information is often provided so that the person can make informed choices, and through a non-paternalistic freedom of action, participation is reduced to a private matter. As an alternative theoretical tradition, Solberg (2020, 2022) uses the concept of relational autonomy and emphasizes that people “become themselves” through relationships and not from being detached from relationships. We are fundamentally connected to other people, and our own choices are linked to values related to social values and our own position and role in the social community. Autonomy is therefore not only about enabling a person to make choices through adequate information, but the relational aspect of one’s place in the community is important for the liberation that occurs through the social community’s caring intervention. Solberg (2020, 2022) presents this understanding as a concept around “co-selection,” which reflects the importance of collaboration and community more than the concept of autonomy alone. Relational autonomy nevertheless becomes an important factor in the liberation/strengthening of the person’s self-worth and agency and as a tool for the person’s self-assertion (own values, needs, and wishes) in co-forming with the community. This forms the basis of a collaborative approach to participatory situations between adults and children. An understanding of co-selection is then about a partnership where both/all parts work together with a collective understanding of the aim of a common solution. Such a partnership requires that the adult takes an equal role in participation with the child and recognizes his responsibility to contribute his expertise and perspective to the situation. It is thus important that the child’s right to participation and autonomy does not lead to the adult withdrawing from expressing his views and perspectives but that a safe setting is formed between the participants, where there is room for different perspectives, both agreements and disagreements. This situation between the participants, where both are equal individuals in the work on a common issue, can be related to the psychotherapeutic methodological approach, working alliance (Bordin, 1979), which is about the relationship between therapist and client. This is an understanding of collaboration initially between participants with an uneven power relationship and how the participants, in an experience of alliance and community, activate forces of action and activity to work toward a goal. Bordin (1979) presents the concept with a basis in psychoanalytic theory and how this can be generalized to be an effective factor for many types of collaboration and change processes. His perception of the working alliance is based on a hypothesis that through collaboration one can achieve changes through an agreement on goals, an assignment of task or a series of tasks (agreement on working method), and the development of a bond. This working alliance is not therapeutic in itself, but the collaborative aspect of the relationship between the partners (here linked to an unequal power relationship with a vulnerable child and an expert) affects the effect of the work (Bordin, 1979). Bordin also generalizes this beyond the therapy room and believes that it is also relevant between students and teachers, between community action groups and leaders, and, with some adaptation, also between parents and children. Through working together on common goals, a collaborative alliance can be formed and neutralize some of the power imbalance that can be linked to the context and the various participants’ roles. In this collaboration, both participants (adult and child) have the experience that they complement each other – that it is a mutual dyadic relationship that benefits from each other’s strengths and reflections.



The four dimensions of child participation

With the preceding theoretical basis for conceptualizing child participation, it is further argued for four parametric dimensions to promote empowerment as a prerequisite for active participation in participation situations. These dimensions are information, autonomy, recognition and alliance.


Dimension A: information – experience of coherence

The need for information is promoted as a key dimension for creating conditions for the child to engage actively in the process. In a general comment from the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, it is mentioned that although the right to adequate information is not mentioned in the text of the convention, this is a prerequisite for the realization of the right to express oneself (General Comment No. 12 section 25, UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2009). Information is thus a crucial component for the child to be able to make clear decisions and to be able to express themself freely in the matter in question. In addition to the rights perspective, the need for information is central to create a framework and space for the child to develop the prerequisites for advancing his views. Information and an overview of their own situation in a larger context will contribute, as Wyness (2006) describes, to the room for activity so that children can act. This will involve knowing the theme, aim, and purpose of the participation and one’s own role in the meeting with the adult. It will also, however, involve a certain amount of information and knowledge about the context, working methods, and opportunities to be able to feel that one has the competence to carry out the actions that are expected of one. Experience of competence (Deci and Ryan, 1985, 2000) is a basic need for activating energy and action so that the child becomes an active participant instead of a pawn in an adult-controlled context. A sense of competence and understanding of the scope of possibilities in the situation can stimulate the child’s experience of agency (Bandura, 1994a) and thus promote the motivation to actively take control of the situation. Such an agentic role is also connected with Antonovsky’s concept of SOC and the experience of the situation as understandable and predictable. Through information and knowledge about the context and their own role in the situation, the child can be helped to experience the situation as clear and meaningful and can thus experience a certain form of control. This is not about being able to control the situation itself but is about understanding and experiencing what is happening as meaningful consequences of action chains. This can thus provide the opportunity to adapt one’s own actions and reactions to the situation and surroundings and be a driver of protecting one’s own interests. Information about the case and the context can thus contribute to making an unfamiliar situation safer and more manageable so that the child’s vulnerability and potential sense of powerlessness in the face of the judicial and administrative procedures are reduced. In this manner, prerequisites are established for the child to get involved and take the initiative regarding activity. These become important perspectives when we come to understanding what promotes action resources in the child in the face of unknown and unsure situations. Information and an overview of the situation in which one takes part is therefore a decisive factor in children taking on an active and constructive role in their own situation, activating forces of agency and protecting their interests. This has to do with the sense of being an active participant in the situation as opposed to being passive and dependent on others. Information is therefore a crucial component for the child to be able to make clear decisions and to form their views in the matter.

The extent to which children are included in matters that concern them may depend on the adult’s understanding of the matter’s degree of burden for the child, and can often lead to adults withholding information about the case to spare the child. For the child to be able to take ownership of his own case, it is still important to be open about the issue and the room for action in which he can participate. Even if the adults invite to take part in a collaboration process, it is not always that the child is receptive to this and wants to participate in a democratic process. This is a choice that the child must make based on their wishes and needs, but adults must be aware that reluctance to participate in participation situations can come from uncertainty in the expectations of what this entails and uncertainty in relation to the child’s role in the collaboration with the adult. It therefore becomes a task for the adult to facilitate processes that are as open as possible and to present the case so that the child can contribute at the level he wishes. It will thus be important to ensure that the child understands the context (the purpose and goal of the meeting), seek a common understanding of the issue and clarify the framework and room for action for working with the issue. This is an important principle and prerequisite whether it applies to everyday contexts, school situations or childcare. It is crucial in every situation that both the adult and the child feel that there is a real need for the children’s participation in the matter (Olsen, 2022), but the child should also feel that he has ownership of the matter in order to mobilize a commitment and his own powers of action in the work.



Dimension B: autonomy – space to form your views and express yourself

In Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, children’s right to “freely express their views” is promoted, particularly in any legal and administrative proceedings concerning the child. This formulation emphasizes that the child should be able to express themself independently of other people’s opinions, wishes, and needs, but it also considers that the child has their own clear views, which they can convey. Article 5 of the UNCRC also makes adults responsible for creating conditions for the child so that they can exercise their rights. As Heffner (1988) understands empowerment, this means not only giving the young people the opportunity to participate and express their opinion but to create frameworks and structures that support the children’s experience of mastery and to develop the ability to express themselves. The children’s experience of empowerment in the situation therefore becomes more important for their active participation than the adult’s inviting participation. Provision must be made for the children’s freedom to express themselves. This can be considered the psychological form of empowerment (Rissel, 1994), which promotes the child’s inner strengths and self-confidence and strengthens the child’s prerequisites for asserting themselves. This is an important component to counteract the experience of powerlessness and lack of influence. It requires both an awareness of how power inequalities affect the child’s experience of freedom to express their own views, as well as time and space to develop and formulate their own opinions. In this aspect, the adults’ facilitation of the child’s experience of autonomy is emphasized as well as how they can support the children’s experience of integrity and self-regulated action in this context. Through this, the child can experience a greater degree of control to take the initiative for their own action; thus, autonomy becomes an important factor in freeing the children’s forces of action. This can facilitate children expressing their own autonomous views on the matter. Through self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 2000), emphasis is also placed on the experience of competence to be able to contribute actively to the process, which means that the child must be given time to reflect and shape their opinions before they are expressed in the interaction with the adult. Facilitating a safe space between the adult and the child will also enable the creation of a framework for safe participation so that the child feels strengthened in the situation and motivated to promote his own views. The child’s sense of autonomy and freedom to express themself can in this approach activate the child’s forces of action and resources, and therefore the child’s autonomous views and reflections are promoted.

In practice, this means meeting the child with a belief in his competence and self-worth, and by conveying a genuine interest and need for the child’s contribution, giving the child an independent role in the collaboration. Both in an everyday context, a meeting between the child and the school or in child care, the child needs to sense that the adult searches the child’s own views on the situation, not necessarily to be faced with different options, but through joint reflections on the topic, enough time to think about the case’s issues and room for action, and a safe environment through the experience of relatedness with the adult can free their own views, wishes and needs from perceived expectations and demands in the situation. This means that the adult must make room for the child both feels that he has time to form his own views on the matter, and at the same time feels that it is safe to express them. This issue is explored in an article by Olsen et al. (2022), where the child’s experience of active participation in a collaborative situation with adults is explored and analyzed in the light of Deci and Ryan’s (1985, 2000) self-determination theory. Lundy and McEvoy (2012) also highlight the children’s need for support to formulate their own thoughts and views on the topic, so that we can talk about real prerequisites for participation.



Dimension C: recognition – the need to feel heard and be taken seriously

An experience of being included in participation processes also depends on a sense of being heard and taken seriously. Lundy (2007) embraces this dimension in “audience” and describes how meaningful participation is linked to the children’s need to talk to a significant adult with the power to act. The Convention on the Rights of the Child is clear that the child’s views must be given due weight both in Article 12 and Article 3, where the child’s best interests are the focus. The experience of being heard and taken seriously can thus traditionally be understood as the child helping to determine the outcome of the participation process and the child’s wishes being fulfilled. An empowerment understanding of facilitating child participation, on the other hand, emphasizes the sense of recognition from the adult, and an interest in understanding the child’s situation, perspectives, and needs. Through the sense of the adult’s recognition, respect and acceptance of the child’s situation can be conveyed. Recognition as an empowerment element to promote active and real participation will thus concern the experience of dignity and respect in meeting the adult in the authoritative role and an experience of having a significant value. As Graham and Fitzgerald (2008) point out, an appreciative relationship can lead to increased self-confidence and experience of mastery, and hence to the confidence to be able to convey one’s own views.

An appreciative attitude in meeting the child will also be an important basis for a democratic understanding of the participation process and a step that facilitates openness for everyone’s views and contributions. Based on Schibbye’s (1988, 2009) view, recognition will contribute to the child strengthening their independence and to their identification of need. This helps to create a sense of equality between the adult and the child in the situation, which can thus help to equalize the power imbalances that can reduce the child’s sense of empowerment and active participation in the process. Without an attitude of recognition, there is a risk that the child will have challenges in breaking away from the adults’ expectations and views, thereby reducing the child’s autonomous voice. Recognition therefore becomes important to convey confidence, respect, and equality, which invites the child to promote their own thoughts, reflections, and views on a matter.

In practical implementation, this approach means that the child’s views do not necessarily become decisive in the decision-making process. It is rather the feeling that the adult has understood the child’s views and perspectives, and based on that assesses the child’s best interests. In meeting with the child, the appreciative processes are about listening to what the child has to say, following up on the child’s statements, being open and understanding of the child’s perspectives, feelings, wishes and needs That also includes avoiding correcting or defend the child’s statements, but to search for the premise for the statement. Acknowledgment of the child’s wishes and needs does not mean that these are granted, but it helps ensure that the child’s views can be taken seriously, without this being at the expense of the child’s safety. Studies have also shown that the children themselves do not necessarily want to decide more in participation situations, but they want to be heard and considered in decision-making. The children wish to express their opinion, but still want the adults to be responsible for their best interests.



Dimension D: alliance – the power of collaboration

Children usually contribute to matters that are initiated and defined by adults and therefore have a role that is not initially characterized by equality. Invitations to participate should therefore consider this skewed distribution of power and facilitate children’s sense of empowerment and the opportunity to influence the situation. In the empowerment model described in this article, the perspective shifts from real participation in the matter and instead highlights the interrelational process and the child’s sense of participating. Less emphasis is thus placed on the children’s contribution to the outcome, and more emphasis is given to how the child helps to influence the process. The child’s ability to assert himself in the interaction will thus be an important component in being able to adopt an active role in the participation process. The collaboration dimension in the empowerment model therefore emphasizes the relational understanding of autonomy presented by Solberg (2022), where the child’s sense of self-worth will promote assertiveness and active involvement. A collaborative dimension of child participation emphasizes that both the child and the adult have meaningful roles that can contribute in their own way to the collaboration process. Such an understanding of collaboration implies not only an acceptance of, but also a necessity for, different points of view and perspectives. Through dynamic forces of autonomy, the matter will then take form according to the initiatives and needs of all participants, and the child will become an integral part of the process. Bordin’s (1979) understanding of working alliance relates to this through the understanding of common goals, agreement on the assignment, and the experience of bonds or relatedness in the work. A common understanding and commitment to the “assignment” can create a sense of equality that highlights the value of the child’s voice. The sense of being an important element that brings something useful to the collaboration with the adult can also affect the dynamic in which adults and children complement each other with their perspectives and points of view. This highlights the value of the child’s participation, as there is a use for the resources that the child can contribute. Emphasis on collaboration can thus contribute to the sense of self-worth in meeting the adult and promote a sense of empowerment. This can free the children’s agency to become active participants in the process and support real participation.

The work of Olsen (forthcoming)1 illustrates this dyadic relation as cogwheels in a participatory machinery, where each participants contribute with their own significant functions for the collaboration. In this manner, the participants depend on each other, and the effect of the collaboration would have been difficult to generate alone. The question of how much the children alone contribute to the collaboration then becomes less important, but the joint process that both children and adults go through is emphasized. Such a process involves mutual orientation, inspiration, understanding and influence. In a qualitative dyadic process, adults can facilitate the children’s contribution to the collaboration to be more targeted and meaningful.

In practice, it’s about a sense of being on the same team and “pulling in the same direction.” It is perhaps more natural to enter good collaborative alliances in everyday contexts and within the family, while in relationships where there is a professional distance between, for example, teacher and student or child and counselor, it requires more conscious processes to equalize the power relations and liberate forces of agency. These processes are described in Olsen (2022) and emphasize the children’s sense of value, a safe social environment, inclusion through information and an exploratory working method.




Final reflections

This article refers to a theoretical approach to the inclusion of children in participation processes through an empowerment perspective. Through theories taken from the field of social and educational psychology, it is argued that adults can facilitate ethically sound participation processes that consider the child’s vulnerable position, both when dealing with adults in judicial and administrative procedures, but also in more everyday situations at school and at home. The model includes a methodological idea that is built on basic viewpoints of respect and equality in encounters between people, and therefore the children’s age, abilities and expertise is not problematized or thematized in this session. Reference is nevertheless made to the children’s age and maturity as guiding considerations, not from a development perspective that focuses on maturity and lack of competence but based on an alternative construction of children with an understanding that we have different competences (Solberg, 1996; Christensen and Prout, 2002). The empowerment model for participation relies on an understanding of people’s basic psychological needs in the face of unknown and vulnerable situations and how one can gain a sense of coping and action. The basic viewpoint is that children are a vulnerable group in general when faced with adults in positions of authority, and therefore the power dimension is a central element in understanding children’s opportunities and prerequisites for active and real participation.

The four dimensions of the model, information, autonomy, recognition, and alliance are presented as pillars for the active and real inclusion of children in participation processes. The main essence of this conceptual understanding of child participation is that it is based on a collaborative approach where the children take an active role in working with the issue, as opposed to being a passive piece where adults manage and have control. The idea is that through being included in the aim and purpose of the matter, and at the same time being part of the process of exploring solutions and measures, the child will be encourage to a sense of strength and action (empowerment) and supported to take an active role in the participation process together with the adult. This could contribute to reducing the sense of powerlessness and passive and tokenistic forms of participation and to promoting the children’s inner strengths and protection forces in the face of unfamiliar and stressful situations. In this paper, real participation is not understood as the outcome and result of the decision-making process. The model presents a theoretical understanding of child participation which emphasizes facilitating the child’s agency as a methodological approach to assuming an active role in interactions with adults. Real participation will thus be about the child’s sense of empowerment and the opportunity to express their own views free of the adults’ expectations or contextual pressure. This will be the facilitation of an ethically justifiable practice that considers the uneven power relations between child and adult in the process. The main essence of this conceptual understanding of child participation is that it is based on a collaborative approach where the children take an active role in working with the issue, as opposed to being a passive piece where adults manage and have control. The idea is that through being included in the aim and purpose of the matter, and at the same time being part of the process of exploring solutions and measures, then the children will be able to have the prerequisites to achieve real participation.

Based on the general principles of the model that have been tried to be freed from specific context, the model can be used in most participation situations as basic methodological principles. For example, in classroom situations and teacher-pupil relationships, it will be about having common goals as a starting point. Information must then be linked to frameworks and room for action and a common understanding of the meaning and purpose of the activity. Space must be created for the pupils to formulate their opinions through strengthening the pupils’ sense of autonomy and agency – that they have something meaningful to contribute, and the pupils must feel that the teacher both understands their wishes and needs but also takes these into account in the assessment of what is ultimately best for the students. The experience of an alliance between teacher and students is the last element that will increase motivation and active participation for the students, and even though the child and adult in such a relationship have evened out some of the skewed power relations, this will not come at the expense of the children’s safety in the decision making. This is because the task is goal-and framework-driven, and the adult still has a leadership role and is tasked with promoting the child’s best interests. In this assessment, provision is made for the children to identify and communicate their wishes and needs, and these are considered in the decision-making situation. The model is two-way and allows both for adults to help and support children in their assessment and formulation of their contribution in the collaboration, but also for the children, through increased autonomy and experience of empowerment, to influence the adults’ decisions. This dynamic collaborative approach moves away from information transfer (one way or the other – see model in article Olsen, 2022) and allows for both parties to help develop and design a “solution” to the problem.

The model does not absolve adults from their responsibilities in their professional and educational role; rather, it makes clear how the responsibility for constructing contexts of participation rests primarily with adults, who have greater power in a relationship that remains asymmetrical. It is important to explicitly clarify that the model does not discuss the children’s degree of decision-making authority but highlights how participation can be understood as a collaborative process in which the children must be included. The adults retain their decision-making authority, but by entering a cooperative alliance with the child, with the problem itself (small or large) as a starting point, the adult will have greater basis for making decisions that are in the best interests of the child. This not only includes adults being more sensitive to the children’s wishes and needs and taking this seriously, but to an equal extent this is about adults communicating their needs to the children in such a way that the children can take this into account as part of the interaction. Only in this manner can we talk about meaningful collaborative relationships that are based on mutual respect for each other’s participation and contribution. Each participant (both adults and children) has different needs that must be communicated in the work with the issue of the case. As described in Olsen (2022) and Olsen et al. (2022), it is of great importance for children’s mobilization of agency and forces of participation that the adult’s role is adjusted from “the one who knows and can do everything” to a co-player who has a real need for the child’s contribution to the matter. In this understanding, realizing that adults’ safeguarding of the child’s best interests [art 1, United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 1989] is dependent on the child’s mediation and advocacy for their wishes and needs, and the adult’s role in enabling the child’s real and meaningful participation.



Possible limitations of the work and suggestions for further research

The study of the conceptual significance of child participation has relied on a pragmatic approach (Dewey, 1925), where truth is set in context with practice and the empirical world to have meaning. The theoretical model in this paper is thus presented as an idea, and must be introduced, tested, and discussed in the face of empirical reality and the relevant issues in order to find its instrumental value. However, it is impossible to capture the entire complexity of the phenomenon in a theory, and therefore some parameters have been selected which together form a simplified and abstract model of the phenomenon and reality. The focus is therefore on common features, theoretical character and examples, and not specification. A clear definition and presentation of a procedure can provide a stable finding, while an isolated empirical content will be difficult to transfer to other given instances, as the transfer value will depend on context. A sensitizing concept will, in contrast to a clear definition and fixed characteristics, refer more to a direction to look for and refer to a feeling in the approach to the empirical. The purpose of approaching the concept with such vagueness is that it can help direct the focus in a particular direction – not present a conclusion or a particular procedure for practice.

As a further step in this knowledge development, more attention should be paid to testing the model’s relevance and reliability in several contextual contexts to further develop and create greater social scientific weight. Further research should thus direct more attention to the actual operationalization and implementation of the model linked to empirical consequences. The model can, among other things, be used as an analysis tool for observations of participation practices or collaborative practices in several different contexts, for example forms of collaboration such as interdisciplinary collaboration meetings, collaboration between support services and the inclusion of parental collaboration. This type of research can help to further develop and create greater weight in the theoretical argument. Both qualitative analysis/observation studies and intervention studies can provide an important supply of knowledge that strengthens the empirical relevance. In addition, an operationalization with a view to quantitative and psychometric measurements of children’s experience of participation will also provide a valuable knowledge contribution to implementation strategies, as well as recording the qualitative participation practice in the field of practice today. A validation of such a tool can contribute to easier access to research-based knowledge for the field of practice, and that empirical knowledge in the field can be more easily transferred to an academic and theoretical level. The study can thus contribute to strengthening the bridge of knowledge between theory and practice and be a significant contribution to the development of social science, meaning in this context how the idealistic intention of child participation can be realized in practice.
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