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Research indicates that participation in decision-making results in 

beneficial developmental effects (Runeson et al., 2001; O’Hare et al., 

2016; World Youth Report, 2003). Involving children has the potential to 

improve decision-making processes and outcomes by ensuring that 

decisions are more inclusive, responsive and tailored to specific needs 

(Vis et al., 2011; McCafferty, 2017; Bouma et al., 2018).

Despite policymakers, researchers and practitioners being increasingly 

focused on the participation of children in decision-making in the child 

protection system (Sanders and Mace, 2006; Hinton et al., 2008; 

Franklin and Sloper, 2009; van Bijleveld et al., 2015; Alfandari, 2017; 

Pålsson, 2017; Bouma et al., 2018), children’s right to participation in 

decision-making remains challenging in practice (Mateos et al., 2017; 

Ruiz-Casares et al., 2017; Kosher & Ben-Arieh, 2019). Existing research 

indicates that children are not able to participate in decision-making 

processes often enough and their voices are either not being heard or 

not taken seriously (Connolly and Masson, 2014; McCarthy, 2016; 

Collins, 2017; Pert et al., 2017; Ruiz-Casares et al., 2017; Sæbjørnsen

and Willumsen, 2017; Husby et al., 2018; Kosher and Ben‐Arieh, 2019; 

Moran-Ellis and Tisdall, 2019; van Bijleveld et al., 2019).

This study aimed to examine children’s views on and experiences with 

participation in decision-making in the child protection system.

The systematic review follows the PRISMA guidelines and includes 12 

peer-reviewed articles published in academic journals from 2006 to 

2017, see Table 1. A total of 185 articles were identified in the initial 

sample, from which 23 articles were duplicates, 92 articles that did not 

meet the inclusion criteria (combination of the search terms either in the 

title, abstract or keywords). The 70 other articles were read in full to 

make the final eligibility assessment from which 58 articles were 

deemed ineligible. The criteria for selection in the final sample was 

related to reporting of primary research on child participation in decision-

making in the child protection system. 

Thematic analysis of the articles’ main findings was conducted, 

consisting of generating initial codes before searching for, reviewing, 

refining and labelling themes. Six main themes emerged from the 

analysis: participation in decision-making, expressing views and voicing 

opinions, lack of information and limited understanding for making 

decisions, feelings related to non-participation and views not being 

heard, children’s wishes regarding participation, and relational aspects 

of participation.

Findings suggest that children reported little to no participation in and feeling excluded from decisions made about their situations:

 Children’s contact with their worker was limited or non-existent, which minimised opportunities to express views regarding their situation.

 Children were often talked about rather than talked to.

 Child–worker contacts lacked dialogue.

 Children voiced their experiences of not being informed of or understanding the process or decisions made about their lives.

 On many occasions, children were only told about the decision to remove them shortly beforehand, which did not allow them much time to prepare.

 Children were quite explicit that not participating has negative implications, e.g., confusion, anger.

Children would like more opportunities to participate and be informed about what is happening.

Studies indicate that positive relationships are central to achieve children’s participation.

Findings, based on Lundy’s (2007) child participation model, suggest that contact with the worker was limited or even non-existent (space), which minimised

opportunities to express views regarding their situation (voice); child-worker contacts lacked dialogue, information about the ‘process of intervention’ and 

trusting relationships (audience), generally meaning that without a voice, children are not engaged in making decisions (influence).

This review shows that, in general, children have few opportunities to 

participate in decisions that impact their lives regardless of their 

willingness to participate. Research indicates that children’s participation 

in decision-making is not systematic, but random. Although studies 

included in the review spanned 15 years, recent studies in the sample 

did not show better participation results than earlier studies. As children 

are experts and active participants in their lives, it is crucial to learn from 

children themselves what allows for more active participation in decision-

making.
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Questions raised …

Some important questions emerge for practitioners, policy-makers and 

other relevant parties when shifting the theoretical values of children’s 

participation as discussed in the article:

 First, are children competent enough to know what they want or ...?

 Second, is engaging children in participation protecting children or 

causing harm?

 Third, where do we go from here?

Participation model

Lundy (2007) developed a four-interrelated-element model to understand 

the process of participation in relation to UNCRC Article 12 consisting of 

space (opportunity to express views), voice (facilitation to express views), 

audience (listening to the child) and influence (decisions based on the 

voice, as appropriate). 
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