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How, when and why should young children be 
included in research? 

There are 3 main influences: 

• the type of study  

• The country/culture in which the research 
was conducted 

• the researcher’s view of childhood 



United Nations 

Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (1989) 



United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

Participation is a guiding 

principle of the UN 

Convention on the Rights 

of the Child, meaning that 

not only is it a right in 

itself, but a principle which 

should inform every other 

right in the UNCRC. 



 

 

 

 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

Children’s Rights Movement 

Children can be 

included in research as 

active participants 

Research can now be 

conducted “with” 

children, rather than 

“on” them 

Children’s ideas, 

beliefs and theories are 

valued 

Rather than focusing 

on what the child 

lacks, children's’ 

existing capacities are 

acknowledged 

Children are viewed as 

‘people’ in their own right 



What do we know about young children’s 
participation in research? 
 

• ‘Participation’ broadly means to take part. This involves consulting children, 
allowing appropriate opportunities for them to make decisions and to become 
actively involved. 

• Adults play a critical role in either supporting agency or reinforcing dependency 

• Balance required between children’s right to participate and their right to be 
protected from harm 

• No lower age limit can be placed on a child’s right to participate 



Participation is … 

• Complex, ‘multi-dimensional’ and 

open to interpretation 

• Largely dependent on adult 

agendas and the degree of 

participation afforded to the child 

The ladder of participation. (Taken from ‘The right to play and 

children’s participation’ by Roger Hart, in The Article 31 Action Pack, 

published by PLAY. TRAIN, 1995 

Early childhood 
participation in research 



How is early childhood research being conducted? 

• Meta-analysis of 10 international scholarly early childhood education journals 

• Peer–reviewed international primary research articles that involved young children (0-8 

years) as participants 

• Published between 2009 and 2012 (inclusive)  

• 1542 articles reviewed with 506 articles identified as relevant 

Mayne, F., & Howitt, C. (2014). Reporting of ethics in early childhood journals: A meta-analysis of 10 journals 

from 2009 to 2012. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 39(2), 71—79.  

 

 



Meta-analysis of early childhood research practice 

Type of research participation % 

On     ↓    (e.g. observations, battery of tests) 355 70.2 

With  ↔  (e.g. interviews) 149 29.4 

By      ↑    (e.g. children planning)  2 0.4 

506 100.0 

Child’s role in participation % 

Object – Vulnerable, requiring protection, data collected with strongly adult-centric bias 327 64.6 

Subject – Semi-participant based on age/ability to support researcher's focus 161 31.8 

Social Actor – Equal status with adults as co-constructor 16 3.2 

Active Participant – Helps define all aspects as co-researcher 2 0.4 

506 100.0 



Enlarging our vision … 

Current ideas about participatory research 

Current ideas about informed consent 

What facilitates and promotes a broader vision? 



Informed consent: Fairy tale, myth or 

mirage? 

moral issues 
such as free 

choice, 
protection and 

capacity to 
understand Practical issues 

including lack of 
time, complacency, 

competing pressures, 
disclosure,  

& well-meaning 
‘nudging’ 

regarded as  
merely a formality, 
moral requirement  

or as an end in 
itself 

informed 
consent first 

coined in 1957 

Australia’s  
National Statement 

on the Ethical 
Conduct of Research 

with Humans 
codified 2003 

Historical and ethical foundations 

Parental  
‘proxy’ consent 
does not fully 

meet the 
requirements of 

informed consent 

Doctrine first 
introduced in 

1970's  
and in common 
use by 1980's 

… and the  

Autonomous 
visible 

demonstration 
of that 

decision 



Key challenges for researchers include: 

• How to adequately inform young potential participants about research so that they 
have enough information to make an informed choice about being involved 

• How best to translate both the rights of the child, and the researcher’s desire                
to provide the young child with a ‘voice’, into meaningful, effective                             
and practical research participation  

Can informed consent be meaningful 
for young children? 

• A child’s capacity to participate in the ethics process and 
to make an informed choice is now viewed as more 
“contextual and relational” than developmental  

• It is the researcher’s responsibility to present the 
information in a manner that children can easily 
understand 



Understanding is built 
from the top down 

Researchers explain their 
world and research 

Researchers develop 
shared meaning of terms 

Power remains with the 
researcher 

Approaching research with 

young children …  

 Researchers present their project 

to the children using child-friendly 

language. 
 

 Researchers spend time helping 

children develop shared 

understandings of research terms, 

but may not explain the purpose of 

the research. 



International Charter for Ethical Research Involving Children 

1. Ethics in research involving children is everyone’s responsibility 

2. Respecting the dignity of children is core to ethical research 

3. Research involving children must be just with all children treated equally 

4. Ethical research maximizes benefits to children 

5. Children should never be harmed by their participation in research 

6. Research must always obtain children’s informed and ongoing consent 

7. Ethical research demands that researchers continually reflect on their practice, well 

beyond any formal ethical review requirements 

(Ethical Research Involving Children (ERIC) Project, 2013) 



Current theoretical situation  

Informed consent with young children: 

• Four key features: (1) explicit act of agreement, (2) informing followed by 
understanding, (3) a voluntary act without coercion, and (4) renegotiable. 

• Parents’ need to provide active consent before children can be asked to participate 

• Both children and parents must understand what the research involves, including 
risks and potential benefits 

• Centred around a ‘triad’ of researcher, child participant and parent/carer (rather 
than researcher and participant in adult research) 

• A reflexive approach allows for context, individual needs, evolving capacities, and 
needs to be both creative and rigorous 

 

 

 

(Ethical Research Involving Children (ERIC) Project, 2013) 
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Innovation in the ethics process 

Using technology creatively in the ethics process 



Can informed consent be 

designed specifically for young 

children? 

 Needs to be easily adapted 

and practical for all 

researchers to use 
 

 Able to engage the child 

intimately in the research 

process 

 

Children's Rights 

Human Ethics 
Protocols 

Child’s Level of 
Competence 

Participatory 
Research 

Sustained 
Shared Thinking 

New Informing and 
consent tool using 

Interactive 
Nonfiction 
Narrative 



Interactive Non-Fiction Narrative (INN) 

• Interactive: Delivered via touch-
screen computer 

• Non-Fiction: Factual. Based on 
actual people, places and 
events 

• Narrative: Engaging. Takes the 
form of a story 

Presented in 2 sections – ‘Informing’ and ‘Consent’ 



Children are empowered  
to make decisions about 

their involvement 

Children help identify the 
research problem 

Context and purpose is 
explained 

Understanding is built  
from the ground up 

 Children are provided with some 
information about the context, the 
purpose of the research and the part 
that they can play.   

 

 Children feel valued because they are 
being listened to and supported in 
their role as (potential) research 
participants. 

An alternative approach to 

informed consent 
Creating a story around the research 



Parents. What role do they play? 
 

 

 
Parents as essential members of the research ‘triad’ 

Gatekeepers Allowed their child to participate 

Facilitators Provided time and physical space for data collection 

Advocates Became increasingly enthusiastic as data collection progressed 

Protectors Provided the security the children needed to participate confidently 

Translators Interpreted information and filled in gaps in their child’s understanding 

Curators Contributed background information/context about the child  

Partners  Parent and child journeyed together through the research 



quality of 
informing 

quality of 
understanding 

quality of 
participation 

The link between informed consent and participation 



How can we make the link between informing, 
understanding and participation happen? 

 

1. Using a democratising tool such as technology 

2. Involving parents as partners in research rather than merely 
gatekeepers (emphasising the research triad)  

3. Embracing creative and rigorous approaches to informed 
consent 

4. Rethinking the place of informed consent in the research 
process (reflexivity) 
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