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Abstract 

This dissertation reflects on the collective participation of young people in care 

in a rights-based initiative intended to facilitate influence on service and policy 

development. Collective participation is increasingly used as a tool to make 

policy and service responses more appropriate for the needs of service users. 

A strong rationale for the collective participation of young people in care is 

evident given the discussion within literature regarding the prevalence of poor 

longitudinal outcomes for care leavers, challenging experiences, and the 

findings of statutory reports that highlight failings within childcare systems. 

However international research demonstrates that meaningful influence on 

policy and practice is rarely achieved raising questions regarding the validity of 

practice in this area.  It has been suggested that the under theorisation of 

participation, a lack of meaningful criticism of rights in practice and the under 

representation of young voices in terms of what makes participation 

meaningful hinders a consideration of the appropriate objectives and 

parameters of practice.   This dissertation aims to deepen the understanding of 

participation in practice through reflection and analysis of rights-based practice 

in terms of Article 12 (UNCRC 1989), and subsequently through the theoretical 

lens of recognition. The perspectives of twenty-eight young participants were 

sought through five focus groups. In addition, twenty practitioners took part in 

semi-structured interviews. The key learnings of this study are that this model 

supported young people to contribute to service improvements, however 

these improvements could not meaningfully address the systemic generation 

of challenges in the childcare system. However, the participative space is 

meaningful for the young people in that it allows them access the emotional, 

social and practical support that may help some young people as they navigate 

their way through the care system.  For this reason, it is argued that despite the 

limitation to influence encountered within the resource constrained 

environment of the childcare system, the implementation of the participative 

space for young people is an act of solidarity by the organisation.  
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   Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

    1.1 Introduction  

This dissertation reflects on the collective participation of young people in care 

in an initiative designed to facilitate them to exert influence on policy and 

service provision.   Collective participation has been shown to be challenging to 

implement in practice, variable in terms of outcomes, and more likely to 

produce changes in young people themselves rather than make any substantive 

changes to their circumstances (Thomas & Percy Smith, 2012).  It has been 

suggested that the under-theorization of participation has not allowed 

reflection on these challenges, nor has there yet to be any meaningful criticism 

of applied rights which risks a hegemony of practice that may silence young 

people (Cordero Arce, 2012; Hinton et al., 2008; Larkins et al., 2015; Thomas, 

2007).  

For this reason, this dissertation aims to deepen understanding regarding the 

meaningfulness of participation for children and young people in care using a 

recursive abductive approach. This will be achieved by exploring the level of 

participation achieved using a rights-based frame of analysis before reflecting 

on the findings through a theoretical lens. This chapter will provide an 

introduction to the topic of collective participation and the identified gaps in 

the literature in Section 1.2. In Section 1.3 the rationale, aim and objectives of 

the dissertation will be outlined, followed by a discussion of the philosophical 

and theoretical underpinnings of the research in Section 1.4, and the resulting 

methodological choices in Section 1.5.  A brief outline of the dissertation will 

be presented in Section 1.6.  

    1.1.1 Introduction to the Topic  

Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989) requires that children and young people must 

be given an opportunity to express an opinion on matters that affect them, and 

that the opinions expressed must be given due weight in line with their 

emerging maturity.  This article is of relevance to individual participation 

concerning decisions regarding a private individuals’ circumstances, and also to 
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collective participation at a public level (Lansdown, 2001:2).  The public form 

of participation pertains to matters that collectively affect young people as a 

group, and can encompass a wide variety of scales, contexts and issues. It’s 

primary aim in practice is to improve shared circumstances (e.g. Cavet & Sloper, 

2004; Perry-Hazan,2016; Seim &Slettebø, 2011; Sinclair,2004; Tisdall, 2008).  

This form of collective participation in decision making usually entails 

engagement with the institutions or organisations who will implement the 

decisions arrived at through policy, legislation, or practice (Kelleher et al., 

2014:29). For this reason, Checkoway (2010:341) describes these forms of 

participation as a process of involving young people in the institutional 

decisions that affect their lives.  

The format of these public collective forms of youth participation is variable. 

Collective participation has been implemented through consultation, research 

and focus groups, consultation tours, councils or fora, informal discussions, the 

convening of advisory groups, and board membership (Larkins et al, 2014; Seim 

& Slettebø, 2011; Sinclair,2004; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012; Tisdall et al., 

2008). This may be because while there is a strong understanding of what 

participation aims to do, and what participation is there is less clarity on what 

participation should entail in practice (Hinton et al., 2008; Horwath et al., 2012; 

Sander & Mace, 2005; Sinclair,2004).  

The literature surrounding collective participation of young people in general, 

and of young people in care in particular, demonstrates the continued 

complexity of the implementation of participation rights in practice. The 

discussion has been mostly framed through typological descriptions, 

reflections on challenges in practice and conceptual approaches to 

participation.  Typologies, as frames for analysis of participation, or 

prescriptions for ideal practice allow for reflection on the level of participation 

achieved (e.g. Arnstein 1969; Hart, 1992; Treseder, 1997; Shier:2001). More 

recently, the discussion has focused on the barriers to meaningful 

implementation which entails leveraging influence, through description and 

reflection on practice, and the suggestion of conceptual approaches that may 

enhance the attainment of influence (e.g. Percy-Smith, 2010; Tisdall, 2017; 

Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012; Thomas, 2012; Wynesss, 2018).  
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These discussions foreground the requirement of influence under Article 12 of 

the UNCRC. However, this is variable in practice. While there are some limited 

examples of success (Dixon et al., 2018; Stein, 2011), commentators contend 

that participation rarely results in tangible influences that make a real 

difference to the lived experience of children and young people due to the 

prevalence of barriers in practice (e.g. Forde & Martin, 2016; Le Borgne & 

Tisdall, 2017; Larkins et al., 2014; Perry-Hazan, 2016: Sanders & Mace, 2004; 

Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2011; Tisdall, 2017). It has been argued that 

participation is more likely to bring about changes in the young people 

themselves rather than change the circumstances that frame their lived 

experience (e.g. Evans & Prilleltensky, 2007; Forde & Martin, 2016; McEvoy & 

Smith, 2011; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012).  

Despite the difficulty of leveraging influence, participation in the development 

of policy and service provision is of potential utility to children and young 

people in care as numerous historical reports and discussions in literature 

reveal a risk of continuing harm within the childcare system as a result of a 

failure to listen to them or include them in decision-making processes (e.g. 

Corbett, 2015; Forde et al, 2015; Barnados et al, 2009; Lansdown, 2020; 

McGing, 2014). Furthermore, it has been argued that life in the care system can 

produce challenges for the young people under its care due to its uniquely 

regulated, resource dependent, service provision that functions in risk adverse, 

process orientated ways (e.g. van Bijleveld et al., 2015; Blome & Steib, 2014; 

Damian-Taraba et al., 2019). There is evidence to suggest that the experience 

of care runs the risk of poor long-term outcomes, which may be an indication 

that corporate parenting may not be producing hoped for outcomes for young 

people following intervention (e.g. Ainsworth & Hanson, 2012:146; Goemans 

et al., 2015: 132; Häggman-Laitila, 2018; Rebbe et al., 2017; Shuker et al., 2019; 

Stein et al., 2000). For this reason, it can be argued that children and young 

people in care should be provided with opportunities to collectively participate 

in policy and service provision, as by virtue of their experience and particular 

knowledge they can be insightful contributors to solutions that can improve 

their circumstances (e.g. Dixon, et al., 2018; Horgan 2017; Forde & Martin, 

2016; Larkins et al., 2015; Pinkerton, 2004; Sinclair,2004: Stein, 2011).  
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    1.1.2 Gaps in the Literature  

Whilst there is a growing body of evidence in relation to individual child 

participation in the welfare context, there is relatively little evidence relating 

to collective participation in which children seek change in relation to policy 

and practice that affects them (Larkins et al, 2014:720). Furthermore, there is 

less research about what policy impacts can be realistically achieved, or how it 

can be impactful on the lived circumstances of children and young people 

(Horgan, 2017; Tisdall et al, 2008). Hinton et. al (2008:281-3) suggests that 

there is a need for theoretical work on children and young people’s public 

participation in order to address challenges regarding tokenism, lack of impact 

and consultation fatigue.  

However, theorisation in the field of participation remains scant (Thomas, 

2007). If theorisation is to address the challenges that arise in practice, Thomas 

(2007:215-6) maintains that attention to intergenerational relations is crucial 

given that children and young people’s participation is not spontaneous, but 

rather occurring as a result of adult intervention and collaboration.  Larkins et 

al. (2015: 333-335) link the under-theorisation of participation in practice to a 

lack of critique in the academic discussion around children’s rights. They 

maintain that any critique of rights should be based on the perspectives of 

children and their own particular struggles, as child led contextualisation would 

ensure that any attainment of rights is meaningful given their dependant status 

in society. This is an important consideration as there is a dearth of research 

that includes the perspectives of young people in care, with many studies 

relying on adult proxies to generate knowledge in this area (Williams & Rogers, 

2016). This may be because enabling access for young people in care to 

participate in research concerning them has proven particularly challenging 

due to various issues around consent and gatekeeping in the arena of child 

welfare and protection (Berrick et al., 2000; Dixon et al., 2018; Heptinstall, 

2000; McEvoy & Smith: 2011). 

    1.2 Background to the Study 

This dissertation reflects on the experience of young people in foster care’s 

(aged 12-18 years) opportunity to participate in a collective model of decision 

making that aimed to provide an opportunity to influence policy and service 
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provision. This collective model of participation was implemented by Tusla, the 

Irish national Child and Family Agency, which operates Ireland’s child welfare 

system, including alternative care for children who can no longer safely live at 

home. This is a relatively young organisation, established on the back of the 

Child and Family Agency Act (2013). This new agency was part of a major reform 

of child protection, early intervention and family support services in Ireland 

(Gilligan, 2019:222; Harlowe et al., 2019: 9).  

As part of service reform implemented in a programme of action known as the 

Development and Mainstreaming Programme of Prevention, Partnership and 

Family Support (PPFS, 2015), Tusla aimed to embed service user participation 

within organisational culture and to promote rights-based practice. Supporting 

the participation of children and young people on matters that affect them was 

a key part of this programme (Kennan et al., 2017; Tierney et al, 2018; Harlowe 

et al., 2019: 2). In order to support this goal, the Lundy (2007) model was 

adopted as a frame for practice within the organisation. This model provides a 

rights-based framework that is useful for both ensuring the effectiveness of 

participatory practice and evaluating its implementation. It contains a four-

point checklist that allows for better implementation of participatory practice 

due to a well-developed interpretation of Article 12 (UNCRC, 1989) which 

states that: 

1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views 

the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the 

child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child. 

2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard 

in any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the child, the views of the child 

being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child. (Lundy, 

2007) 

The first requirement of the Lundy model checklist is Space, which means that 

children must be given an opportunity to express a view. The second 

requirement is Voice, which articulates the need that children have for 

information, facilitation, and guidance in expressing their views. Both elements 

are closely linked to the first part of Article 12 and there is significant overlap 

between them. In relation to the articulation of practice requirements, related 
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to the second part of Article 12 as outlined by Lundy (2007), the third 

requirement is Audience: that the views of children must be listened to by 

someone with the capacity to make decisions. The fourth is Influence: that the 

view must be acted upon if appropriate. Furthermore, to ensure that the views 

of the child are given due weight, feedback on the decision regarding their 

input must be given to them as part of the participatory process (Lundy, 2007). 

These requirements, which impact on the level of participation achieved, are 

all interrelated. It is argued that they must all be realised in practice if the legal 

obligation to ensure the appropriate implementation of Article 12 of the 

UNCRC (1989) is to be achieved along with transformative participation (Lundy, 

2007).  

 

Figure 1 The Lundy (2007) model  

In addition to a strong implementation of participative rights in policy and the 

reform programme, Tusla has an obligation stated in its founding legislation, 

the Child and Family Agency Act (2013), to ensure that in planning and 

reviewing the provision of services, the views of children and young people will 

be ascertained and given due weight. To achieve this obligation, Tusla has 

initiated a model of collective participation for children and young people in 

care in partnership with an independent advocacy organisation, EPIC 

(Empowering People in Care). EPIC works to ensure that the voice of young 

people with care experience is heard and provides one to one advocacy support 

to young people in care and with care experience in the Republic of Ireland. 

This includes those in residential care, foster care, relative care, hostel, high 

support and special care units or facilities. EPIC also work with children and 

young adults preparing to leave care and those in aftercare. EPIC aims to enable 
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this cohort to have their views and concerns heard by relevant decision makers, 

to empower them to speak for themselves, to resolve the issues and problems 

they experience, to help them access the services and resources they need and 

bring about positive change in their lives and in the care system (Daly, 2012: 

309; EPIC, N.D.). 

The data for this study was collected as part of an evaluation of the PPFS 

programme in general undertaken by the UNESCO Child and Family Research 

Centre, NUI Galway. Prior to the collection of data which took place from 2017 

to 2018, Kennan et al. (2017:41) conducted a baseline study of participation in 

Tusla and found that there was evidence of good practice to support children 

and young people’s participation in decisions concerning their personal 

welfare, protection and care, and ‘pockets of good practice in supporting 

children’s participation in service planning and review’. However this report 

found that participatory practice such as the provision of information to 

support decision making, and feedback on decisions made was neither 

mainstreamed nor embedded in Tulsa’s culture and operations, and 

furthermore that there was scope for improvement in providing a safe and 

inclusive space for all children and young people to express their views. A follow 

up study conducted by Tierney et al (2018:22) focused primarily on individual 

participation found that whilst improvements had been made, namely, children 

were being provided with information pertaining to their rights and their views 

and opinions were being sought in matters concerning them, there were some 

further steps needed to be fully compliant with the Lundy Model of 

participation. For example, the majority of children reported being informed of 

their rights, however, additional processes are needed to ensure children 

understood their rights. 

    1.3 Rationale 

The preceding discussion demonstrates that there is a well-founded rationale 

for the collective participation of young people in care in the development of 

policy and service provision given the poor longitudinal outcomes and risks of 

institutionalised harms. However, the variable attainment of influence, and the 

challenges in implementation suggest that questions remain as to the validity 

of participation as defined by Article 12 in practice (Cordero Arce, 2012; Larkins 
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et al., 2015; Thomas, 2007). Given the gaps identified in the literature there is 

a need for reflection on the on the attainment of influence through a collective 

model of participation, that foregrounds the perspectives of those young 

people who participate, and the adult that facilitate it. This reflection should 

entail a scrutiny of quality or extant of influence attained, while considering the 

use of theory to deepen understanding of what happens in participation is 

meaningful for young people, being mindful of contextual factors that frame 

their experience.  To address this issue this dissertation explores rights-based 

practice and the attainment of influence, followed by a reflection on the 

findings through a theoretical lens to deepen an understanding of what 

meaningful participation is for young people who take part in this particular 

context of the childcare system in Ireland.  

     1.3.1 Aims and Objectives 

The aim of this dissertation is to reflect on a collective model of participation in 

order to deepen understanding regarding the meaningfulness of participation 

for children and young people in decision-making processes intended to 

improve policy and service provision. In order to achieve this aim, the following 

objectives were identified.  

• To explore whether the collective model has facilitated the attainment 

of participative rights as per the requirements of Article 12. 

• To further reflect on the collective participation of young people in care 

through a theoretical lens in order to deepen understanding of its value 

in practice to young people. 

• To synthesise the learning from the exploration of rights attained in 

practice and subsequent application of theory to the findings in order 

to consider the implications for future practice. 

 

1.4 Philosophical and Theoretical Underpinnings 

This study adopts an interpretivist position which holds that the meaning given 

to the experience of a social phenomenon by those that experience and 

observe it, is subjective, and context contingent, therefore open to change, 

negotiation, and revision (Bryman, 2008: 19; Sarantakos, 2013: 37-40; Saini & 

Shlonsky, 2012:13). This position is considered appropriate to the study of 
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collective participation, as participation practice itself has emerged from an 

historical shift in perspectives that precipitated the development of the UNCRC 

(1989) and the concurrent reconsideration of the nature of childhood in 

academic discussions.  This shifting landscape of ideas regarding childhood has 

traversed the spectrum from dependency and passivity, where children are 

positioned as objects of concern, to a repositioning of children as 

knowledgeable agents capable of participating in and contributing to decisions. 

Incorporating this interpretivist paradigm into the dissertation led to the 

adoption of a sociological understanding of childhood, as a social construct that 

differs across time and contexts in which it is framed by intergenerational social 

structures that shape the experience of social phenomena (Bryman, 2008: 19; 

Sarantakos, 2013: 37-40; Winter, 2006:61). This variable construction of the 

nature of childhood is of relevance to participation within the childcare system, 

where concerns around vulnerability may collide with ideas of the agentic 

participating child. 

In order to reflect on participation in a sociological way, this dissertation makes 

use of Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) Ecological model in order to create a context 

map to aid analysis of the implementation of participation and its outcomes for 

young participants. The concepts of nested systems of influence that frame the 

lived experience of children allow for a consideration of the interactions of 

micro, meso and macro level contexts, them that bear influence on both lived 

experience of young people in care, and whether participation is experienced 

as meaningful (Gal, 2017: 57; Hayes et al., 2017:13-4).   

In order to build a deeper understanding of participation in practice, the Lundy 

(2007) Model as a conceptual frame for rights-based practice has provided the 

foundation for the development of research questions and the first round of 

deductive analysis. The integration of Article 12 into policy in the Irish context 

is facilitated by the adoption of this model as a frame for practice due to the 

clear articulation of the practice variables necessary to ensure participation 

rights are obtained (McCafferty, 2017). For this reason, and because the intent 

is to reflect on the translation of rights into practice thus addressing a gap in 

literature, this model was chosen as it can provide a rights-based account of 

practice as a precursor to a deeper reflection.   
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The second round of data analysis utilised Recognition Theory (Honneth, 1995) 

to filter the accounts of respondents in order to expand upon the 

understanding of what happens in the moment of participation for the young 

participants. This theory was chosen for its utility in capturing experiences of 

disrespect emerging in respondent accounts. This allowed for a review of the 

limits of the Lundy (2007) model as applied to practice in terms of its capacity 

to prompt the meaningful change that would affect young people’s lives.  This 

theory also allowed for the personal benefits of participation to be integrated 

into a theoretical framework that centres intersubjective relationships to 

extend the understanding of participation beyond the instrumental concern of 

influencing policy and service provision. 

1.5 Methodology 

Qualitative methods align with an interpretivist approach in that they allow 

researchers to examine the lived experience more extensively with attention 

to the nuances that subjectivity and intersubjectivity produce, particularly 

when intergenerational perspectives are explored (Damiani-Taraba et al., 

2018:80-1; Mason, 2008:359). A multi method approach to qualitative data 

collection was utilised in this study to unfold the subjective experiences of 

participants, using the Lundy (2007) model as a frame for the research design. 

Given the diverse positioning of adult respondents, by geographical location, 

and professional affiliation, semi-structured interviews were used to gather 

their views in order to maintain comparable data whilst using a flexible 

instrument that can adapt to the experience of the particular stakeholder. 

Focus groups were used to capture the views of young participants as they 

naturally mimic the participative initiative itself, and are adaptable to varying 

capacities, allowing the researcher to use a creative frame to prompt discussion 

and tailor activities to the needs of the group. This was followed by a process 

of abductive reflection using framework analysis to structure and explain the 

perspectives of participants through the lens of firstly a rights based practice 

model, and secondly a theory of personal development and social change.  

1.6 Outline of the Dissertation  

This dissertation has begun with an introduction to the topic of collective 

participation and a discussion of the backdrop to the study to set the basis for 
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its rationale before moving on to a consideration of its aims and objectives. The 

philosophical and theoretical underpinnings of this study and the resulting 

methodological considerations it prompts are outlined before outlining the 

content of the dissertation to reveal the narrative arc of the argument. 

In Chapter 2, the backdrop to the increasing practice of participation as 

emerging from the changing discourses surrounding the nature of childhood 

will be discussed, beginning with the rights arena before discussing the 

emergence of a sociology of childhood. This chapter serves to locate this 

research within the discourse and conceptual paradigms which gave rise to 

participatory practices.  

In Chapter 3, the rationale for the engagement of young people in care for this 

form of public engagement in decision-making is made. This will be followed by 

a literature review of collective participation that reveals how it is understood 

in practice, beginning with a consideration of typologies, and moving through 

discussions that consider the conditions of meaningful participation and the 

barriers to its attainment.  

Chapter 4 will include an overview of Recognition Theory, its criticisms and its 

utility as a tool for contextual analysis in the realm of social work practice, an 

ethical paradigm for practice, and as a frame for understanding participative 

practice, particularly with regard to the participation of children and young 

people in care.  

Chapter 5 contains the introduction to the object of the study, beginning with 

an outline of the legislative and policy context in which it is embedded in order 

to reflect on the contextual drivers of participation in the Irish context. This will 

be followed by a review of the service context in which the collective model of 

participation is embedded before a description of its structure and operation is 

provided.  

Chapter 6 outlines the methodology utilised within this dissertation, including, 

the philosophical underpinnings, methodological and ethical considerations, 

along with the rationale for the research design decisions, followed by a 

description of the research tools and a reflection on implementation.  The 
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process of data analysis will then be outlined followed by an evaluation of the 

research processes and decisions.   

Chapter 7 will consist of an overview of the findings of the initial evaluation as 

framed by the Lundy (2007) model. These findings will be presented in terms 

of space, voice, audience, and influence  

Chapter 8 examines the findings of the dissertation as framed by Recognition 

Theory, first examining the experiences of disrespect that emerged in the 

accounts of the respondents regarding challenges within the care experience, 

followed by consideration of their experiences within the fora as framed by 

Recognition Theory through the concepts of love, rights and solidarity. 

Chapter 9 contains a synthesis of the findings, from the evaluation and the 

second round of data analysis regarding, the experience of disrespect in the 

care system, the utility of a rights-based approach in addressing challenges 

within the system through input into policy and service development, and the 

meaningfulness of participation for the young people as framed through 

Recognition Theory. 

Chapter 10 includes the summary and conclusion of this research and reflects 

in the limitations of this study and the future direction of research and practice 

in this area. 
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Chapter 2: The “Agentic” Child: Rights and Theory  

 

   2.1 Introduction 
This chapter considers the historical shift in perspectives that gave rise to 

participatory practice in order to illuminate the conceptual positioning of 

young participants within this dissertation and to provide a foundation for the 

discussion of literature in the following chapter. It begins in Section 2.2 with an 

account of the emergence of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of 

the Child (UNCRC), and a consideration of its criticisms as a foundation to a 

critical reflection on the utility of rights-based practice. This will be followed by 

a focused reflection on Article 12 as a driver of child and youth participation in 

Section 2.3, including a reflection on its implications for practice. Here, the 

UNCRC is presented as a response to the particular nature of childhood, as a 

stage of dependency and vulnerability, requiring protection and provision, yet 

is characterised by emerging capabilities of individuals with the capacity to 

participate in decisions that affect them.  This will be followed by an outline of 

the concurrent shift in academic discourse that gave rise to a “sociology of 

childhood” in Section 2.4. This paradigm emerged from criticism of positivist 

accounts of childhood and the positioning of the child in research, which shifted 

discussion away from concern about the development of universally 

constituted passive dependants to a consideration of diverse, active agents 

who contribute to the co-construction of meaning in their worlds.  This chapter 

will conclude with the criticisms of this paradigm in Section 2.5 in order to 

promote reflection on its adoption as a theoretical foundation for this research.  

2.2 The UNCRC 

Following the events of the first World War, Eglentyne Jebb, founder of Save 

the Children, was motivated to produce a charter to advocate for child 

wellbeing in reaction to the concept of an ‘enemy child’ (Hayes, 2002:12). In 

this charter Jebb declared that children disproportionately bore the 

consequences of “short sighted economic policies” “political blunders” and 

“wars” so due to their particular biological vulnerability and dependency on 

adults, she declared that adults have a duty to protect them (Mayall, 2013:5; 
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Watson, 2009:250). This charter became the foundation for the Geneva 

Declaration of the Rights of the Child that was adopted by the League of 

Nations in September 1924. This convention contained only five statements 

regarding what society “owed the child”, but it established the notion that 

children should have certain types of “rights”.  As yet these rights were limited 

to provision and protection, and the child as agent was not yet considered 

(Kosher et al., 2016:15; Watson, 2009:250). The attempt to improve children’s 

lives at this time stalled as the world moved once again towards war. It was 

only in the aftermath of World War II, before the international community 

returned its attention to the welfare of the child (Watson, 2009:251).  

In 1959 the United Nations General Assembly accepted the Declaration of the 

Rights of the Child, asserting that each child has a right to a “happy childhood”.  

This declaration was a continuation of the provision-protection view of 

children’s rights based on prevailing assumptions of childhood dependency and 

vulnerability (Kosher et al., 2016:15). Participation rights remained as yet 

unconsidered until the International Year of the Child in 1979 which took place 

on the twentieth anniversary of the 1959 declaration (Hayes, 2002:12-7). In this 

year, a new treaty for children’s rights was proposed, however the convention 

was not completed until ten years later. The UN General Assembly unanimously 

adopted the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in November 1989 

(Kosher et al., 2016:15). Ireland then ratified the Convention, without 

reservation three years later in September 1992 (Hayes, 2002: 17). 

2.2.1 Four General Principles 

Of importance to this dissertation is the fact that Article 12 (UNCRC 1989), 

which states that young people must be heard in relation to matters that affect 

them, was given the status of a general principle. The four general principles 

which also include non-discrimination (Article 2), best interests (Article 3), and 

the child’s right to life, survival and development (Article 6) must be given 

consideration in the interpretation and implementation of all the other rights 

(McMellon & Tisdall, 2020:159; McTernan & Godfrey, 2006:221; UN 

Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2009). These principles demonstrate the 

scope of the UNCRC’s content of civil/political, economic, social, cultural, and 

humanitarian rights in a single instrument, as it affirms not only the child’s right 

to protection from harm and abuse, but also the right to childhood, to develop 
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into an autonomous adult, and to have a voice in matters affecting them 

(Kosher et al., 2016:15). This makes the Convention “an impressive manifesto 

on behalf of children” according to Hayes (2002).  This is because it moves away 

from a paternalistic approach to children as passive objects towards the 

recognition that children are individuals and deserve to be listened to and 

respected while retaining its protective function and increasing the visibility of 

a group that is vulnerable to oppression and marginalisation in society 

(Freeman, 2007: 6; Hayes, 2002:21). 

2.3 Article 12 

Having discussed rights in general in order to illuminate the concept of children 

as rights holders, requiring protection, provision and respect for their emerging 

capacity to participate, this section moves to the particular and the 

consideration of participation rights. Nearly a quarter of the substantive 

articles within the UNCRC deal with participation and self-determination rights 

(Kosher et al., 2016:16-7). These include Article 13 (freedom of expression), 

Article 14 (freedom of thought, conscience, and religion), Article 15 (freedom 

of association and peaceful assembly) and Article 17 (access to information). 

However, it is Article 12 that is the right that is most implemented in pursuit of 

this cause (Kilkelly, 2014:3). Article 12 of the UNCRC (1989) states that:  

1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views 

the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the 

child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child. 

2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard 

in any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or 

through a representative or an appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the 

procedural rules of national law 

Having the status of a general principle Article 12 is of relevance to all actions 

and decisions that affect children’s lives, in public or private, or at local and 

national levels. It applies both to issues that affect individual children, or groups 

of children in society (Lansdown, 2001:2). While the term ‘participation’ is not 

explicitly referenced within Article 12, its requirement is implicit within it and 

the particulars of this Article drive a range of practices that are broadly 

conceptualised as participatory (Forde & Martin, 2016:138; Krappmann, 2010: 

501). The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, the body established to 
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monitor the implementation of UNCRC, issued a General Comment on Article 

12 in 2009 providing a detailed interpretation of the right of the child to be 

heard. This General Comment on Article 12 clarifies that processes of decision-

making and policymaking ‘are usually called participation’ and that 

participation is about active and on-going engagement between adults and 

young people rather than a tokenistic or decorative exercise (Forde & Martin, 

2016:138).   These processes of engagement can include information-sharing 

and dialogue between children and adults based on mutual respect, in which 

children can learn how their views and those of adults are taken into account 

and shape the outcome of such processes (UN Committee on the Rights of the 

Child, 2009:23; McMellon & Tisdall, 2020:160).  

2.3.1 Article 12 Promotes Agency 

The principle of participation requires adults to view young people as active 

agents in their own lives (Krappmann, 2010:501; Kosher et al., 2016:24; 

Lansdown, 2001:2). And right bearing agents, as Freeman (2007:8) puts it, “are 

decision-makers” who can participate, in the construction of their own life 

experience rather than having their lives made for them (Cordero Arce, 2012).  

Moreover, participation enables the pursuit of a good life as rights bearers can 

challenge oppression which is particularly important for children who are often 

denied their rights on the basis of universally prescribed features of incapacity 

and incompetence (Freeman, 2007:8). As Lansdown (2001:2) maintains ‘agency 

in decision making is a means through which justice be achieved, outcomes 

influenced, and abuses of power exposed’. Furthermore Article 12 is in 

principle universally applicable; therefore, this agency is potentially claimable 

by all children. It extends to any child who has a view on a matter of concern to 

them who can be facilitated to participate through appropriate means that are 

cognizant of variable capacities for expression which adults must provide. 

However, this does not imply that children should be required to give their 

views if they are not willing or interested in doing so (Lansdown, 2001:2).  

2.3.2 Article 12 Does not Absolve Adults of their Duties of Care in Decision 

making  

Some authors have interpreted Article 12 as entirely emancipatory which 

problematises this article given the dependency of children on adults to 

achieve their rights. For example, Reynaert et al. (2010: 448) have argued that 
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“children are expected to stand up against possible violations of their rights and 

to demand that their rights are protected”. Furthermore, they are expected “to 

judge the consequences of their actions that go hand in hand with realizing 

their rights and subsequently choosing the appropriate action”. They interpret 

the article as emphasising children as autonomous subjects, competent in 

realizing their rights. However, Lansdown (2001:1) contends that children 

cannot and should not be left alone to fight the battles necessary to achieve 

respect for their rights. They require adult support, because as Duncan 

(2019:122) maintains, agency for children is “temporally and relationally 

situated”.  

This idea is evident in the wording of Article 12 which integrates parents and 

other persons, who are responsible for wellbeing and development of children 

(Krappmann, 2010: 505). Within this Article consideration was given to the 

particular nature of childhood as differing from adulthood which led to the 

inclusion of the term “right to be heard” as an alternative way of respecting 

young persons while taking account of their evolving capacities. This in turn has 

an effect on the strength of children’s arguments in decision-making. There is 

an onus on adults to give “due weight” to their views but this does not absolve 

them of their duty of care in guarding young people’s best interests (Lansdown, 

2001:2; Krappmann, 2010: 505).  

It is important to note that there are other Articles that are relevant to the 

participation of young people, as these Articles confer additional 

responsibilities to adults in order to  support the participation of young people.  

These are Article 2 (non-discrimination); Article 3 (best interests); Article 5 

(right to guidance); Article 13 (right to seek, receive, and impart information); 

and Article 19 (protection from abuse). Together these provisions provide a 

framework for reflection on the anticipated complexity and tensions associated 

with adult support for the collective participation of children and young people 

in care in the context of child protection and welfare practice (Lundy, 2007).   

2.3.3 Tensions in Article 12: The Interpretation of Agency and Capacity 

The dependency on adults to support participation can also create tensions in 

practice. The UNCRC’s phrasing allows for considerable interpretation by those 

professionals who interpret how these rights are realised in practice which is a 
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particularly salient point for the consideration of participation rights in the 

childcare arena (Ife, 2008:126-7; Tisdall & Punch, 2012:257).  It is the 

contingent nature of the weight given to the views of children and young 

people due to a reliance on an adult assessment of competency that is an issue 

here (Cordero Arce, 2012:365-6; Wyness, 2012:432). This can be problematic if 

the Article is interpreted in a “weak form” where children are conceived of as 

passive, inherently vulnerable and in need of protection. For example, if adults 

make subjective determinations of what is in ‘the best interests of the child’ 

within a protection/welfare context, this can be controlling and disempowering 

of children through a conservative interpretation of Article 3 in conflict with 

Article 12 (Hayes, 2002:22; Kelleher et al, 2014:27; Kennan et al, 2015:19 & 

Leeson: 2007: 274). Milne (2015:29) suggests that this issue is commonplace 

and contends that participatory rights are more often co-opted and subsumed 

to adult agendas and the prioritisation of protection.   

For some commentators this is not an issue, if the child is positioned as 

developing being and protection and guidance are prioritised (e.g. Krappmann, 

2010; Lansdown, 2001). For example, Lansdown (2001:2) affirms that Article 12 

does not give children the right to autonomy or the right to control over all 

decisions irrespective of their implications or themselves. However, she still 

maintains that this Article presents a radical and profound challenge to 

traditional attitudes, which assume that children should be seen and not heard.  

Lundy (2007:938) also affirms the evaluative responsibility of adults  in 

participatory processes, but also stresses  the importance of interpreting Article 

12 in a manner that is “generous and child-empowering rather than negative 

and opportunity- restricting”.  

2.3.4 Article 12 and the Participation of Children in Care 

Despite the tensions that may arise in practice that aims to promote 

participation due to a dependence on adult interpretations of Article 12 within 

childcare systems, children in care still have a right to participate in decisions 

that affect them as a collective.  It is a recommendation of the Council of Europe 

(2012:5) ‘that providers of services to families and children support children 

and young people to participate in service development, delivery and 

evaluation’. This form of participation in the childcare system is particularly 

important for children and young people in care who are vulnerable to the 
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decisions and actions of many stakeholders including birth parents, social 

workers, foster parents (or residential caregivers), legal professionals, health 

professionals, psychologists, and law enforcement agents (Smith, 2016: 503). 

This is because their participation is seen to be a way of ensuring   the 

meaningful attainment of Article 3, generating tailored solutions based on the 

actual situation of young service users (OCO, 2013:11).   

2.4 Criticism of the UNCRC and Article 12 

It is important to reflect on criticisms that have been levelled at the UNCRC in 

as they are relevant to the provisions of Article 12. Despite the potential of the 

UNCRC to improve the conditions of childhood, challenges in implementation 

and interpretation arise in practice, with implications for children and young 

people as beneficiaries. Despite a vast amount of implementation, research has 

been undertaken based on the standards of the instrument without query in a 

process of consensus building, which has potential to cause troublesome 

consequences (Reynaert et al., 2009 in Alderson, 2017:311). This criticism is of 

relevance to Article 12 as Cordero Arce (2012:399) has warned that an 

orthodoxy of methods can, if translated into practice uncriticised in a 

mechanical way, have the opposite effect of silencing children (Cordero Arce, 

2012:399). 

2.4.1 Lacks Enforceability  

A major weakness of the UNCRC as an instrument of protection, provision and 

participation is that its ratification and incorporation into policy, or legislation 

does not automatically ensure respect for the rights of children (Kilkelly, 2014: 

3). Indeed, Tisdall & Punch (2012:257) suggest that a reason that the UNCRC 

has been so popular in its ratification may be because it lacks ‘teeth’ in terms 

of enforceability. The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child reviews reports, 

can request more information, interrogate civil servants and politicians should 

they come to the Committee, and can embarrass governments in the 

Committee’s reports. But until recently, there were no stricter enforcement 

mechanisms, although States will now be able to opt into an international 

complaint’s procedure (Krappmann, 2010: 513). This remains a salient issue as 

the UN Committee in its General comment on participation (2009) notes 

continued impediments to children’s participation, in terms of practices and 
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attitudes, as well as political and economic barriers (Le Borgne & Tisdall, 

2017:123).  

2.4.2 The Problematic Assumption of the Universal Child  

The UNCRC is also criticised as regards to its underlying assumption of the 

nature of childhood which is held to be universal in nature (Tisdall & Punch, 

2012:257). This universality is arguably present in children’s rights discourse in 

a stronger fashion than in general human rights theories because it expressly 

assumes the universality not only of rights but of its holders (James, 2007: 262). 

Cordero Arce (2012:382) points out that there is no clarification on how this 

child is constructed. Mayall (2000: 245 in Cordero Arce, 2012:382) describes 

this construct as a “universal, free-standing, individual child who is on a 

particular developmental trajectory”, while Milne (2008:50 in Cordero Arce, 

2012:382) points out it is clearly someone who has to “be protected from the 

adult world”. For this reason Cordero Arce (2012:365) argues that the 

hegemonic children’s rights discourse enshrined in the UNCRC is anything but 

child empowering because it is indebted to specific conceptions of childhood 

which position the child as “ignorant, innocent and needy” being whose rights 

are granted as a concession by adults (Cordero Arce, 2012:365).  

The issue of problematic universality is also evident in the criticism of the 

UNCRC as Minority world centric in its inception (Tisdall & Punch, 2012:257). 

Emphasizing the individual rights of children clearly represents a legal 

conception of children’s rights that emphasizes the individual responsibility of 

children under a western Christian democratic conception of childhood, 

embedded in liberal individualism stressing rational reasoning regarding 

children as individuals with rights equal to but different from adults (Hayes, 

2002:20; Reynaert et al., 2010: 448). This notion of children and young people’s 

agency and rights have been accused of continuing colonial imperialism and of 

introducing ideas antithetical to certain cultures and traditions (Tisdall & 

Punch, 2012:250).  

2.4.3 Lack of Consultation in its Development 

Ironically, considering the implications of Article 12, the UNCRC did not 

substantially include children and young people within its formulation (Cassidy, 

2012:63; Tisdall & Punch, 2012:257). While it is undeniable that the intention 
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of the Convention’s authors was positive, adult influence is evident from the 

outset (Cassidy, 2012:63). Cordero Arce (2012:373) contends that as a result 

the UNCRC encodes a set of rights underpinned by an image of childhood from 

the perspective of the adult world “looking in almost as an external observer 

on the world(s) of children”.  

2.4.4 Lack of Meaningful Impact  

Rights have been criticised for having a lack of meaningful impact as drivers for 

practice. Tisdall (2015:807) contends that if wellbeing is the goal for 

interventions, then children’s wellbeing as a concept may be of more utility 

than an approach underpinned by rights as it is “aspirational and maximising, 

easily incorporating children’s relationships and collective needs, and having 

advanced quantitative methods of measurement”. Children’s rights, in 

contrast, emphasise minimum standards, do not easily include important 

matters for children, such as love and friendship, and have limited quantitative 

investment to date (Tisdall,2015: 807). She does acknowledge however, that 

rights are politically powerful, backed by law, and hold duty bearers 

accountable whereas children’s wellbeing also risks being apolitical, utilitarian 

and professionally led in both measurement and practice (Tisdall,2015: 807).  

2.5 The Emergence of a New Sociological Paradigm 

Because of the attention to participation, the UNCRC is considered to be 

underpinned by a particular construction of childhood, with children and young 

people seen as social actors and human beings with their own rights 

(Lansdown, 2001:1; Tisdall & Punch, 2012:257). This construction of childhood 

occurred alongside changing academic perspectives regarding the nature of 

childhood which emerged from criticisms of the precedent positivist 

construction of childhood. In the past, child focused research conceived of 

childhood as a journey of development from a state of dependency towards a 

state of autonomy. This approach emerged early in the 20th century, building 

on the positivist tradition of scientific studies where  research aimed to 

describe the main developmental ‘milestones’ using observational methods 

and  account for this process  via theories of genetic or environmental origins 

(Mayall, 2013:4). The concepts of ‘irrationality’ ‘naturalness’ and ‘universality’ 

underpinned this approach to childhood conceived of as an incomplete 

developmental stage on the journey to adulthood characterised by a lack of 
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capacity and competence. This contributed to the pervasive deficit view of 

children as immature, passive dependents (Hayes, 2002:32; Prout & James 

2015: 8-9; Quennerstedt & Quennerstedt, 2014:120).  

2.5.1 Influence on Sociology 

This developmental approach dominated western thought and exerted an 

influence beyond the disciplinary boundaries of psychology. The scientific 

construction of the ‘irrationality’, ‘naturalness’ and ‘universality’ of childhood 

in psychological discourses was translated directly into sociological accounts of 

childhood in the form of theories of socialization during the 1950s (Prout & 

James 2015:10).  Childhood is presented here as a pre-social period of 

difference, a natural, universal biologically determined stage on the path to full 

human status where the child develops into an adult, progressing from 

simplicity to complexity of thought, from irrational to rational behaviour  (Prout 

and James,2015: 9). This model of child development resulted in a focus on 

socialization that was primarily based upon adult concern for the reproduction 

of social order where children were of little account other than as passive 

representatives of the future generation (Prout & James 2015: 11). Within the 

socialisation paradigms children were viewed as objects in the study of  a 

universal process of natural development towards an idealised, fixed end as 

adults which justified the child’s lower status compared to adults and 

legitimised the exertion of adult power over them (Mayall 2002; James and 

James 2004 in Quennerstedt & Quennerstedt, 2014:120-1).  

2.5.2 Criticism of the Positivist Construction of Childhood  

However, a shift in discursive patterns began to emerge in the latter decades 

of the 20th century as scholars in the emerging field of childhood studies began 

to criticise elements of the developmental perspective.   For example, the work 

of the French historian Philippe Ariès had a major impact on the social sciences 

with his contention that ‘in medieval society the idea of childhood did not exist’ 

(Ariès 1962: 125). This assertion quickly became incorporated as an example of 

the variability of human societies (Prout & James 2015: 14). From this shift in 

perspective regarding the variability of human societies, a criticism of the 

developmental approach to research emerged. It’s substance was that in its 

positivist impulse to find universal truths, it was blind to the personhood of 

children, viewed both as individuals and as groups, and lacked consideration 
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for how social, cultural, historical or political-economic factors come to shape 

lives and structure human experiences (Matthews, 2007:325; Williams & 

Rogers, 2016: 736).  Furthermore it was argued that positioning the child as a 

universal natural phenomenon regardless of context tends to de-politicise 

childhood which is held to be governed by biologically determined 

development that is unaffected by policy from the adult social and political 

structures that frame its construction (Mayall 2000, 2002 in Quennerstedt & 

Quennerstedt, 2014:121).  

2.6 The Sociology of Childhood 

These criticisms led to a rejection of the normative, universal conceptions of 

the universal child under the positivist paradigm (Giesinger, 2017: 207). 

Instead, the nature of childhood was reconsidered as a social category, a 

category of personhood and a historically variable feature of human experience 

is not an unchangeable fact of human life and does not have to be accepted as 

it is (Canosa & Graham, 2020:26; Giesinger, 2017: 207 Tisdall & Punch, 

2012:249).  The discussions led to the development of a new paradigm, based 

on a shifted perspective on the meaning of childhood, and a contextual 

awareness that became known as childhood studies, or the new sociology of 

childhood which was characterised by a number of features.  

2.6.1 Children as Social Actors and Agentic Beings 

A primary feature of a sociology of childhood is the recognition that children 

are not merely the passive recipients of adult values and knowledge. They are 

now considered to be agentic, participating in the construction and 

determination of their own lives, and the societies in which they live. 

Furthermore, children also construct their own meanings and understandings 

about their lived experiences (Goodyer, 2013:397; James & Prout 1990: 8). As 

a result research under this paradigm has focused on the perspectives of 

children to explore their life conditions, activities, relationships, and 

knowledges to explore the sense that children make of their worlds (Alanen, 

2001:12; Matthews, 2007:324). These kinds of research validate the 

reconsideration of the position of children under the new paradigm and expose 

the variety of ways in which childhood is experienced in particular 

circumstances (Pugh, 2014:73).  
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2.6.2 Childhood is a Social Construct 

This leads us to the second major feature of a sociology of childhood, namely 

that the nature of childhood itself is a social construct (Canosa & Graham, 

2020:26). While the immaturity is a biological fact of life, the ways in which this 

immaturity is understood and made meaningful is held to be a fact of culture 

that varies dependent on the particular view of childhood within a society, 

which then produces childhood as a social institution (Hayes, 2002:32; Prout & 

James 2015:6). This means that any classification operative in a society is not 

pregiven in nature but rather developed in social and cultural processes 

(Giesinger, 2017: 205). The culturally and socially variable construction of 

childhood frames children’s potential capacity for social competence or 

physical abilities according to a culturally determined set of expectations and 

roles therefore agency is almost always determined and/or constrained by 

adults and their concurrent constructions of a particular social reality (Goodyer, 

2013:397; Prout & James 2015: 25).  

To see childhood as socially constructed means that a person cannot be a ‘child’ 

independently of certain social structures in which such a status exists 

(Giesinger, 2017: 206 Alanen, 2001:15; Goodyer, 2013:397). Therefore, any 

consideration of the agency of children must give due regard to the social 

structures in which children and young people may attempt to exercise it (Prout 

& James 2015: 23).   For this reason, an analysis of agency of children requires 

attention to the social and generational structures from which children’s 

powers (or lack of them) derive as generational order dictates authority, access 

to resources and outcomes (Alanen, 2001:23). This point has particular salience 

for a study concerning the collective participation of looked after children, 

whose lives are framed in particular ways by the service context, and various 

service providers within it (Duncan, 2019:6 &123; McGregor et al., 2019; 

Warming, 2006: 38).  

2.6.4 Attention to Research Agendas and Practices 

An important development within the sociological approach to childhood 

studies, most notably in the UK, has been work on methods of research with 

and for children, and on the ethics of carrying out research with and for 

children. An awareness of the structuration of childhood and the power 

imbalance between generations and agentic constraints brought attention to 
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the implications of research agendas (Giesinger, 2017: 207; Mayall 1996 in 

Goodyer, 2013:397). This development arose from reflection on the 

experiences of conducting research with children and young people and ethical 

issues raised by the UNCRC (Mayall, 2013: 22). This has been linked to the 

growth of interpretive perspectives as a result of an interest in children as social 

actors and childhood as a particular kind of social reality (Prout & James 2015: 

12-13). Furthermore, a consideration of children as active agents, who are 

nonetheless constrained in terms of their self-determination, led to the rise of 

participatory methods, as both a remedy for the adult imposition of research 

agendas, but also as a means for improved understanding of their lived 

experiences and eliciting their voices (Williams & Rogers, 2016: 740).  

2.6.5 Criticisms of a Sociology of Childhood 

While a sociology of childhood has reorientated research towards the 

subjectivities and capacities of children and youth, Tisdall and Punch (2012: 

251) have warned that uncritical devotion to the idea that childhood is socially 

constructed may have contributed to childhood studies becoming ‘complacent 

and uncritical on a more theoretical level”. They considered Valentine’s (2011) 

assertion that agency is complex and multidimensional and requires greater 

critical scrutiny.  This includes a focus on the myriad ways in which children are 

often structurally constrained in their attainment of agency, or even express 

their agency in problematic ways (Tisdall & Punch, 2012:2560). Canosa and 

Graham (2020) have collated the criticisms and tensions regarding the 

disregard of biological immaturity, vulnerability and the attainment of agency 

in this new paradigm. Hammersley (2017:117), for example, argues that in a 

bid to move away from ‘deficit views’ of childhood and the legacy of 

development psychology, the biological distinctiveness of childhood is played 

down. Canosa and Graham (2020:33) suggest that these criticisms suggest that 

the pendulum has swung too far in favour of the agentic child navigating a 

social context constructed by adults without suffice attention to the particular 

nature of childhood.   

These questions regarding children’s ‘agency’ has become a significant site of 

negotiation between those who interpret children as fully competent social 

actors, and those who advocate a univalent theory of rights that interprets their 

claims for rights through a developmental lens (Watson, 2009:260).   Ryan 
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(2012 in Canosa and Graham 2020:33) offers a solution as he suggests that 

rather than dichotomise the ‘natural child’ of developmental psychology and 

the ‘social child’ of socialisation theory, childhood can be understood as a 

‘biosocial nexus’ where aspects of both the biological child and social child are 

interwoven conceptually (Canosa & Graham, 2020:33). The argument Ryan 

(2012:2-3) presents is that modern Western childhood is “at once a biosocial 

process of formation and a biosocial mode of power” emerging not through a 

division between nature and culture, but in the form of a ‘biosocial nexus’ 

which is irreducible to distinct elements. This provides a way of locating 

developmental psychology and socialisation theory within the same field of 

practice (Ryan, 2012:2-3).  

2.6.6 The Utility of a Sociological Approach to the Study of Participation as 

Rights Based Practice 

Having reviewed the literature it is argued here that a sociological approach to 

the study of participation is of benefit to our understanding of rights in general 

and the participation of children in care in particular. A sociological approach 

to this research emphasises the perspectives of children who are positioned as 

subjects and active agents worthy of study in their own right. The involvement 

of children and young people as informants on their own lived experience is 

important as the research on young people in care has been criticised for a lack 

of direct engagement with them, as many studies often focused on ascertaining 

views of all the stakeholders, carers, parents and social workers (Wlliams & 

Rogers, 2016: 739). Graham (2011: 1538) explains that this gap in the literature 

means we know ‘very little about the daily lives of children and their views 

about care and how they perceive the welfare services they receive’. Moreover, 

a sociological approach aims to be anti-oppressive, recognising the agency and 

competency of children and young people as commentators on their own 

experience which is in synergy with the principles underpinning a  rights based 

implementation of  participation in policy and services development (Goodyer, 

2013:397; Williams & Rogers, 2016: 739). 

A sociological approach to the study of participation is of utility as practices are 

framed by the context in which they are embedded, as are the experiences of 

youth in care (Alanen, et al., 2015:3; Williams & Rogers, 2016: 739; Winter, 

2006:61). As Hanson (2015 in Canosa & Graham, 2020:38) argues, the UNCRC 
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remains for most children ‘little more than abstract concepts’. However, 

sociological explorations can offer both macro and micro level explanations of 

children and young people’s experiences allowing for a context specific 

understanding of the structural conditions of childhood that can develop 

understandings relevant to the attainment of rights (Goodyer, 2013:397; 

Quennerstedt & Quennerstedt, 2014:118).   

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model has been put forward as a useful explanatory 

frame capturing the macro and micro level variables that may affect the 

experiences of children in care and their outcomes (MComan & Devaney, 2014; 

McGregor et al., 2019). This model can also support a contextualised analysis of 

children’s participation given the interaction of various systems and the human 

relationships within them, and their influence on their capacity to participate and 

exert influence on a structural and individual level (Herbots & Puts, 2015; Gal, 

2017:57).  

 Bronfenbrenner’s model describes nested social systems which frame the life of 

the developing child.  Daily life occurs at the level of the microsystem and the 

primary relationships within it that have the most direct influence on the child. 

Mesosystems are the point at which two micro-systems interact (Hayes et al., 

2017).  Exo-systems include settings that influence the child but in which the child 

does not directly participate yet nonetheless frame the child’s experiences and 

impact outcomes, this can include welfare or policy systems. The macro system 

then refers to the cultural level and societal context where particular values and 

attitudes to childhood evident at a particular historical time frame the 

construction of their experiences (Halpenney et al., 2017:15-17). The final 

element, added to Bronfenbrenner's model, is time (chronosystem), referring to 

the duration of an interaction, consistency of interactions or historical events that 

have a bearing on children’s lives (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998 in Gal, 

2017:58).  

McGregor et al (2019) maintain that these concepts support the analysis of the 

lived experience of young people in care as framed by the interactions between 

systems. These systems can include the policy (exo) system as influenced by the 

macro system, and the social work (exo) system, and also the practices of 

individual social workers which occur in the meso-system and the resulting 
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influence on the young person and their wider family (micro) system, as well as 

the impact transitions and experiences over time (chrono-system).   

Finally, a sociological approach could prove valuable in exploring rights-based 

practice in a context where the universal child of developmental psychology 

has dominated much of child-related policy, influencing current practice in 

child and family social work (Hayes, 2002:32; Goodyer, 2013: 394). This is 

because policy recommendations that are expressed in terms of children’s 

needs under a developmental paradigm give an impression of universal 

objectivity that obscures cultural and contextual values (Winter, 2006:56). It 

has also been argued that a focus on outcomes in research in this arena has 

meant a lack of research that sufficiently engages with theory resulting in 

literature that is atheoretical and too descriptive, which as a result lacks 

nuanced explanation and fails to reflect children’s complex realities of growing 

up in foster care (Williams & Rogers, 2016: 739).  

2.7 Summary 

This chapter has focused on the shifting discourse surrounding the nature of 

childhood that has influenced the emergence of a new sociology of childhood 

and the development of the UNCRC.  The history of the UNCRC has been traced, 

and its weaknesses have been considered, chief among these being a lack of 

enforceability, the problematic assumption of a universal child to whom it 

refers, and a lack of meaningful impact with a limited focus on minimum 

standards. Article 12, the so-called participatory principle has been outlined 

along with a consideration of the tensions that may emerge in its 

implementation, including the contingent nature of the agency it affords 

children and young people as a result of adult assessments of competencies. 

An analysis of the features of a sociology of childhood followed in order to 

consider how a study conducted under this paradigm can be of utility to 

understanding the participation of children in care. Firstly, the emergence of 

the paradigm from criticism of the previously dominant developmental and 

psychological approach to the study of childhood is outline. This allowed for a 

deeper understanding of the main features of this paradigm which follow. 

Namely, that children are considered as agents and subjects that are active in 

the construction of their own meanings and the societies in which they live, 
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rather than passive objects of study and the focus of adult interventions. 

Furthermore, it holds that childhood is a construct that varies in particular 

historical and cultural circumstances. This means that the social construction 

of childhood is a feature of the social structures in which it is embedded, and 

intergenerational relationships within these structures are key to its 

construction.  

While this approach is not without criticism, due to its apparent disregard for 

biological immaturity and the potential for the obscuration of vulnerability due 

to the focus on agency, it is argued here that this approach has utility with 

regard to the study of collective participation within the child protection and 

welfare arena. Firstly, this approach is in alignment with the participatory 

principle of Article 12 and offers some potential in exploring tensions emerging 

from its varying interpretation due to its focus on context specific variable 

constructions of childhood relevant to contexts in which discourses of need can 

affect the interpretation of rights. This can promote a modern, broader 

understanding of children’s rights that includes consideration of children’s 

citizenship rights, civil and political status, and the power relations between 

children, adults, and the state (Smith, 2016: 500). 
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Chapter 3: Collective Participation and its Relevance 

to Young People in Care 

 

3.1 Introduction 

To reflect on the collective participation of young people in care, it is necessary 

to define what collective participation is, and then consider why it might be 

important for young people in care to have this opportunity. This will be 

achieved through a brief consideration of the issues facing young people in care 

based on a review of literature in Section 3.2 that will supplement our 

understanding of local challenges in service provision outlined in the next 

Chapter. Following this, in Section 3.3 a fully developed rationale for their 

participation in policy and service development will be presented that will allow 

for reflection on the findings in the discussion section. Section 3.4 contains a 

review of the literature discussing collective participation in order to locate this 

dissertation within the academic discussion to date. First, examples of 

collective participation will be presented in order to map the scale and breadth 

of initiatives that have used this approach to influence policy and service 

provision. Next, typological work that describes participation through 

frameworks and models will be presented in order to reflect on the utility of 

this approach to understanding participation. Finally, literature that analyses 

the challenges to practice, and reflects on the attainment of meaningful 

participation will be considered.  

3.2 The Experience of Care 

An exploration of literature exploring the experiences of young people in care 

and the impact of their care journey provides compelling evidence for their 

participation in the improvement of organisational processes, procedures and 

conditions that frame their lived experience (Bessell & Gal, 2009:283). It is 

important to acknowledge that children and young people entering care have 

often experienced prior adverse experiences that may have included multiple 

breaches of their rights, including a lack of family support, possible abuse 

and/or lack of appropriate care, and poor health and educational achievement 

(Kilkelly, 2007:20-1). However, while it is a commonly held view that care is in 

the young person’s best interests, some have expressed concern that life in 



42 
 

care may generate its own problems for young people (Mullan et al., 2007: 

419). Ainsworth & Hanson (2012:146 & 150) point to the prevalence of 

international research that raises issues about the outcomes of foster care, and 

the absence of other options and suggest that being placed in care can cause 

trauma for the child, paradoxically doing harm while doing good. 

3.2.1 The Experience of Service Provision  

Systemic and procedural issues, including insufficient care planning and 

bureaucratic cumbersome processes compounded by a scarcity of resources 

may produce problems in terms of service provision that can result in poor 

quality care (Bessell & Gal, 2009:284; OCO, 2013; Quality Matters, 2017; Smith, 

2016: 504-5; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012:492). The literature also reveals that 

a welfarist approach that emphasises vulnerability and need in risk adverse 

welfare contexts characterised by scrutiny and litigation may result in 

conservative interpretations of policies (Bessell & Gal,2009: 284; Rauktis et al., 

2011: 1231). This can result in their lives being constrained in diverse ways by 

many powerful adult professionals within the care system that is unique to this 

particular experience of childhood (Brady et al., 2019:31; Nybell, 2013:1230; 

Pölkki et al., 2012).  

 

The experience of heavily regulated and supervised life under corporate 

parenting in the welfarist care system can be challenging for young people as 

they must adapt to new cultures, rules, boundaries and regulations which have 

been shown to infringe on the experience of childhood in some instances 

(Kilkelly, 2007:25; Mullan et al., 2007: 426). Rautkis et al. (2011:1224) revealed 

that this can feel restrictive for some youth and result in a number of negative 

feelings, such as a sense stigmatisation and low self-esteem as a result of a loss 

of control and a lack of privacy (Rauktis et al., 2011: 1229). Both Kilkelly 

(2007:25) and Rauktis et al., (2011: 1230-2) found that the youth in care they 

sampled expressed a desire to feel like normal kids with similar lives to their 

peers and to not be under analysis all the time.  

 

3.2.2 Social Work Support  

The relationship between social worker and child is crucial as it is the “medium” 

through which a child or young person’s welfare and protections will be 
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achieved. This relationship enables children to reach their potential; safeguards 

their well-being; reduces harmful behaviour; and helps them to enjoy their 

rights (McLeod, 2010:781). However, in the literature children have 

consistently expressed dissatisfaction with the support received from social 

work services (Goodyer, 2013:398; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012:492). In 

various studies young people have complained of unavailable, unresponsive 

social workers who are preoccupied with negative issues, have breached 

confidentiality listen, and listen only to adults (Bazalgette, 2014:27; Goodyer 

2013:398; McEvoy & Smith, 2011: 24). Unreliable support from social workers 

is a particular issue for young people as Shuker (2019:352) contends that there 

is a particular need for relational security as part of the provision of 

professional support. This requires the ongoing expression of warmth and care 

as a form of safety for looked after children with prior adverse experiences.  

The importance of relational security can be seen in the accounts of young 

people where a lack of continuity of social worker support was found to   have 

a destabilising impact on children’s lives. The experience of   frequent and 

unexpected changes of workers impacts the development of supportive 

relationships, resulting in young people having to repeatedly re-tell painful and 

personal stories which can affect their engagement with social work support 

(Bazalgette, 2014:27; Bessell, 2011:499; Seim & Slettebø, 2011:503-4; 

Steenbakkers et al., 2016: 2).  

3.2.3 Disruption and Difficult Relationships 

Unfortunately, instability and uncertainty are features of the care experience 

for many children and young people (Bessell & Gal, 2009:284; Moran et al., 

2019:10). The transition into care has been shown to bring the disruption of 

significant relationships with family and peers, resulting in self-doubt, and 

uncertainty regarding adjustment to the reality of their new lives (Bessell, 

2011:499; McEvoy & Smith, 2011: 24; Mitchell & Kuczynski, 2010: 437; Mullan 

2007: 426). Seim and Slettebø (2011:503-4) found that this difficult experience 

has implications for the wellbeing of children and young people who 

sometimes do not have time to process or adjust to new situations, collect 

belongings or seek information regarding  their own histories, the reason for 

placement in foster care, or why they were transferred to a new placement 

(Seim &Slettebø, 2011:503-4). This placement instability is an issue in Ireland 
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as young people in long term care tend to ‘drift’ from one long-term care 

placement to the next (Moran et al., 2019:10). This has been shown to have 

implications for their long-term wellbeing (Moran et al., 2019:10; Mullan et al., 

2007: 428; Smith, 2016: 504; Tobin, 2013: 48).  

Having a good foster family within which the child is integrated was crucial to 

young people in care in Ireland (McEvoy & Smith, 2011: 24). Warming 

(2015:256) affirms the need for affective care from foster families especially if 

the children’s emotional relationships with their parents and siblings are 

problematic, restricted or disrupted. However, the sense of integration into a 

foster family may not occur for some young people in care (Tobin, 2013:47). In 

Mullan et al.’s (2007:429) study a significant number of respondents discussed 

being intermittently reminded that they were ‘‘different’’ and not really part of 

the family (Mullan et al., 2007: 429).  Family occasions could be a flash point 

for this issue to emerge (Gilligan, 2019: 223; Mullan et al., 2007: 429).  

Conversely, Kilkelly (2007: 22) noted that those in relative care fared better, 

having more contact with family members, were more likely to have regular 

friends, to not be bullied at school and to make good educational progress. 

Outcomes were also better for children placed together with a birth sibling in 

the same foster family, which generally had a protective effect (Kilkelly, 

2007:22). 

 

Consideration of the place of the biological family in the lives of young people 

in care reveals challenges given the potential ambiguity in their relationships 

(or absence thereof) with parents (Gilligan, 2019: 223). Research shows that 

the longer young people have been in care, the less likely they are to have 

regular and recent contact with their birth families, and this is a potential issue 

given the high levels of children who have been in care over a long period of 

time in Ireland (Kilkelly, 2007:22). Mullan et al. (2007:426) found that feelings 

around being in care for many centred on the huge sense of loss when being 

away from their families, and their home (Mullan et al., 2007: 426). Bazalgette 

(2014 in in eds Rahilly & Hendry:34) note that for others tense and difficult 

situations can give rise to conflicting emotions.  This is echoed in Moran et al.’s 

(2019:13) study where they found that even though some participants 

experienced neglect and abuse pre-care, their relationships with their families 
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and subsequent renegotiation of emotional bonds figured prominently during 

interviews. Lack of involvement in decisions around family access is another 

issue that emerged in the literature with implications for young people’s 

wellbeing (Bessell, 2011:500; McCarthy, 2016:376). However, as McCarthy 

(2016:376) found complexities involved in the individual circumstances of some 

young people around child protection issues means that facilitating family 

access can be difficult. As a result, young people were frequently not informed 

about family access and decision making. 

Mitchell et al, (2010:185) discussed how a need for social support was a 

prominent theme amongst youth in care in their study particularly around the 

transition into foster care (Mitchell et al., 2010: 185). Maintaining friendships 

was considered important when everything else is falling apart (Bessell, 

2011:500; McEvoy & Smith, 2011: 24). However, while many young people 

have expressed the importance of feeling included, some can experience 

difficulties forming peer relationships due to frequent disruption of peer ties 

(Duppong- Hurley et al., 2013:24; Kilkelly, 2007:24). This illustrates the 

importance of the consideration of social support in easing young people’s time 

in care (Mullan et al., 2007: 427). 

3.2.3 Identity 

Stigma and discrimination are often experienced by children in care (Bessell & 

Gal, 2009:284). Mullan et al., (2007: 428) found that young people were not 

only reminded of their feelings of difference because of the policies and 

procedures that impacted on their lives. A significant number spoke of 

experiences of name-calling and differential treatment outside the care setting. 

They mentioned particularly hurtful comments about their families not loving 

them or them not living in a ‘‘real family’’. Other studies have shown that to 

avoid stigmatization and bullying young people in care will often hide their past. 

In these studies, young people have felt that this was a result of a poor 

understanding of the care system among the general public, along with a 

negative media portrayal towards looked after children (Bazalgette, 2014:27 

&38-9; Gilligan, 2019: 223; Kilkelly, 2007: 24; Mullan et al., 2007: 428; 

Steenbakkers et al. 2016: 7). Furthermore, Shuker (2019:35) and Kilkelly 

(2007:22) maintain that the relationships of significance for youth in care, 

including foster carers and professionals may stigmatise or normalise their 
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experience. For this reason it is important to be aware of negative stereotyping 

and to avoid creating additional stigma while acknowledging the vulnerabilities 

of the children they look after.   

 

3.2.4 Wellbeing 

The high rates of mental health problems and disorders among children and 

young people in care has been widely reported (Callaghan et al., 2003: 51).  Most 

children who enter care will already have experienced abuse or neglect and may 

have difficulty processing unexplored trauma, attachment, and grief-related 

issues (Bazalgette, 2014:32; Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018:77). Children with a 

history of trauma and maltreatment are vulnerable and susceptible to 

psychological disorders, which may also present challenges for their carers 

(Bruskas, 2008:70; Johnson & Menna 2017: 92; Shuker et al., 2019:350; Smith, 

2016: 504; Villegas & Pecora,2012:1448). Research has shown that children who 

have higher levels of emotional and behavioural difficulties when they enter care 

are at greater risk of experiencing unstable placements, which in turn can have a 

negative impact on their wellbeing, mental health and educational experience 

(Bazalgette, 2014:33).  

 
In addition to this youth in care must cope with these traumatic events as they 

simultaneously adjust to a new family and living situation in a context of 

uncertainty (Goemans et al., 2015: 132; Mitchell & Kuczynski, 2010: 437). 

Mullan et al. (2007: 418 & 423) and Moran et al (2019:13) contend that the 

experience of being in care can be fraught with challenging emotions, 

influenced by placement instability, disrupted relationships and loneliness, 

along with the attached stigma as previously discussed, which impacts 

negatively on young people’s mental well-being. Feelings of abandonment, 

self-blame, being let down by parents have also been revealed to be common 

amongst the research respondents in Mullan et al.’s (2007: 425) study. Even 

within safe and stable care placements, children’s needs to feel safe, loved and 

cared for are not always met with some of the young people interviewed by 

Bazalgette (2014) describing painful experiences of emotional neglect and 

rejection, and abuse from carers or other young people in their placement.  
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3.2.5. Long-term Outcomes  

Care leavers are at an increased risk for poor longitudinal outcomes, and they 

are frequently seen to struggle in a number of domains following the transition 

from care, including homelessness and housing stability, education completion, 

employment, and mental health concerns (Callaghan et al., 2003: 51; Häggman-

Laitila, 2018:134; Rebbe et al., 2017:108; Shuker et al., 2019:351; Stein et al., 

2000: 243). Importantly, what the research shows is that when pre-care factors 

are controlled for, looked after children’s educational performance, health and 

well-being remain poor (Winter, 2006:59). In addition to poor mental health, 

many youths leaving foster care do not receive the social support from families 

that is typical of their general population peers, becoming independent at a far 

earlier age making transition to adulthood difficult. This produces stress that 

may be compounded by early adverse childhood experiences, leaving some 

youth in foster care particularly susceptible to poor outcomes in young 

adulthood (Bazalgette, 2014:47; Bessell & Gal, 2009:283; Bruskas, 2008:71; 

Rebbe et al., 2017:108; Shuker et al., 2019:351; Stein et al., 2000: 243). 

Furthermore, the protective context of the childcare system and constrictions 

on decision making power for young people may constrain their capacity to 

develop life skills that would help them make good decisions within this 

transitionary period (McCarthy, 2016:370; Munro, 2001, Thomas, 2000). 

3.3 Rationale for the Collective Participation of Young People 

in Care  

The first argument for collective participation is derived from young people’s 

status as rights bearers under the UNCRC (1989), leveraging a legal 

responsibility on behalf of statutory agencies to uphold participatory rights 

which is an important driver of practice compelling professionals in many 

service settings (Tisdall et al., 2008: 346-7). The intention of this instrument is 

to ensure that all children and young people experience a good childhood in 

which their rights and dignity are respected, and Article 12 has been given the 

status of a general principle which means that it must be given consideration 

in the interpretation and implementation of all the other rights including Article 

3 (best interests) which is of particular relevance in the child protection and 

welfare context (McMellon & Tisdall, 2020; McTernan & Godfrey, 2006).  
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The second argument is that the collective participation of young people in care 

can enhance their protection from harm within the childcare system 

underpinned by consideration of the experience of not being heard, and 

inadequate access to social work support evident in the literature. The findings 

of a number of international reports spanning decades highlighting the serious 

failings to protect children in care as a consequence of not listening to them, 

leaving them at risk of continuing maltreatment and abuse, due to the creation 

of environments of impunity for abusers (Lansdown, 2020:4; Martin et al et al., 

2015; Tisdall, et al., 2008: 345). Therefore, effective, and appropriate 

participation mechanisms can ensure the childcare system is a safe place 

(Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018:76: Lansdown, 2020:4).  

This leads us to the third reason for ensuring the participation of young people in 

care, which is to improve policy and service provision. A lack of opportunity to 

participate can also generate the risk of harm at a structural level because of poor 

service provision or policy development, or unmet need (Dixon et al., 2018: 6; 

Liabo et al. 2017:5; Smith, 2016: 504-5). As interventions  for young people in care 

do not appear to produce improved outcomes for many young people, 

participation is now valued as a way to produce better policy and practice, even 

if it is couched in a neoliberal trend towards rationale resource management 

(Häggman-Laitila, 2018:134; Hill et al.,2004:77;  Larkins et al, 2014:719; Rebbe et 

al., 2017:108; Shuker et al., 2019:351; Stein et al., 2000: 243). It is widely believed 

that the particular perspective of service users can shed new light on problems 

and solutions, revealing unmet need to improve the effectiveness and relevance 

of policies and programmes (e.g. Bessell & Gal, 2009: 284; Cashmore, 2002; Cavet 

& Sloper, 2004:614; Forde & Martin, 2016:139; Horgan 2017:105; Pinkerton, 

2004:121).  

 
Participation may also improve professional dispositions towards young people 

as a result of direct interaction and help them to understand their lived 

experience whilst strengthening their links to the facilitating organisations 

(Damiana-Taraba et al., 2018:78-9; Forder & Martin, 2016:139; Marshall et al., 

2015; Perry-Hazan, 2016:106).  Furthermore, it could enable disenfranchised 

groups to advocate for the resources they need as it may become more difficult 

for those in power within and beyond the community to ignore (Cornwall, 
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2008:27; Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018:79; Evans &Prilleltensky, 2007: 681; 

Horwath, et al., 2012:156).  

 
A fourth reason relates to the personal benefits that are said to accrue to young 

people as a result of participation as it may also provide opportunities for 

personal development and promote wellbeing for those involved (Cashmore, 

2002:838; Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018:78; Forde & Martin, 2016:138-9; Munro, 

2001:13).  It is argued that participation in public domains builds capacities as 

working alongside adults in order to address harmful conditions equips youth 

with communication and decision-making skills and provides them with 

opportunities to use those skills in ways that challenge injustice so promoting 

a positive sense of self and personal capacity (Cockburn 2005: 113; Evans & 

Prilleltensky, 2007: 681; Sinclair,2004:108; Tisdall, 2017:66:  Tisdall, et al., 2008: 

346). This rationale for participation is particularly important given the 

experiences of helplessness and uncertainty that young people may face within 

the care system allowing them to experience a sense of agency and control 

(Leeson, 2007:268; Mitchell et al, 2010:185; Mullan et al., 2007: 426; Rautkis et 

al., 2011:1224). However, there is potential for this particular benefit to be 

reduced as there is evidence that the personal impacts on young people are 

influenced by the extent to which they feel they have affected change or 

influenced positive outcomes (Checkoway, 2011:343; Forde & Martin, 

2016:138-9). 

In the literature on participation, personal development and wellbeing have 

also been linked to access to the relational support and information available 

within the participative space, which allows both individual and collective 

needs to be fulfilled (Cockburn, 2005; Cashmore, 2002:838; Damiani-Taraba et 

al., 2018:78; Evans & Prilleltensky,2007:681-2; Forde & Martin, 2016:138-9; 

Liabo et al. 2017:5). This centrality of relationships to participation and the link 

to wellbeing requires attention given that one of the most important benefits 

of collective participation that has been identified by children themselves is the 

development of new friendships (Forde & Martin, 2016:138-9; Thomas & 

Percy-Smith, 2012:498).  
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3.4 Discussions in Literature 

UNICEF (2010:15) describes meaningful participation as a genuine opportunity 

to influence decision-making, based upon honesty and clarity about the extent 

of, and limits to, that influence. Participation should provide opportunities for 

individual and collective learning that reflects young people’s preferences and 

working methods while promoting their self-esteem and self-confidence so 

that they feel they are able to contribute.  However, while there is a strong 

understanding of what participation is, there is less clarity on what it should 

entail (Hill et al., 2004; 85; Horwath et al., 2012:155; Sander & Mace, 2005:90; 

Sinclair,2004:109). As a result, diverse formats for participation have been 

implemented with varying results which illuminate a variety of factors that 

influence whether participation is experienced as meaningful or not 

(Sinclair,2004:109; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012; Fitzmaurice, 2017; Larkins et 

al., 2014; Tisdall, et al., 2008:344). In this section, examples of collective 

participation intended to facilitate young people’s input into policy and service 

provision will be outlined to demonstrate the variable attainment of 

participative practice thus far. This will be followed by a consideration of the 

literature that focuses on collective and public participation. This discussion 

reveals that participation in practice is more complex then suggested by 

participation in principle with various factors presenting barriers in practice. 

Nonetheless there has been much discussion on the conditions of practice that 

would facilitate it that provide useful learning for reflection on practice.  

3.4.1 Collective Participation in Practice  

In the UK the collective participation of youth in care in ongoing fora has had a 

long history and is well established in practice. Young people in care have 

engaged in collective participation since 1970s such as the Who Cares? Young 

People’s Working Group, which provided first-hand accounts of challenges in 

the care system (Stein, 2011). Today, 97% of local authorities in the UK now 

have Children in Care Councils (hereafter C.I.C.C.s) designed to provide 

opportunity for children and young people in care to contribute to the planning 

and development of service delivery (Dixon et al., 2018: 10; Thomas & Percy-

Smith, 2012: 487). However, there is variation in the extent to which these 

mechanisms have proved effective in impacting on policy and practice change 

and in representing the voices of all care-experienced young people, including 
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the harder to reach groups (Dixon et al., 2018: 10). This variation may be as a 

result of localised factors that produce differences in group operations, such as 

time in operation and organisational support, and their particular focus ranging 

from advocacy to consultation and skills development (Thomas & Percy-Smith, 

2012:491).  The variable attainment of participation meant many young people 

still wished for greater participation in decision making (Thomas & Percy-Smith, 

2012:492). 

 
The practice of one-off consultation has increased internationally in child 

protection and welfare arenas (Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018:7; Dixon et al., 

2018: 8). In Ireland, McEvoy & Smith (2011) conducted consultations with 211 

children and young people in the care of the state in Ireland to identify the 

issues that were of importance to them including a need for information and 

support, access to the birth family, integration into a foster family, and the 

importance of friendship. In this consultation there was an overwhelming sense 

of not being listened to by social workers, and complaints over breaches of 

confidentiality, placement disruption and limited consultation. Young people 

also made recommendations for future practice (McEvoy & Smith, 2011: 25). 

In response to this consultation, the Department of Children and Youth Affairs 

(DCYA) set up a consultation initiative Teenagers and Children Talking in Care 

(TACTIC) in partnership with the HSE Children and Family Services to oversee 

implementation of the recommendations arising from the consultation. This 

group was consulted on a range of activities, such the Child and Family Agency’s 

Alternative Care Practice Handbook (2014); feedback on the review process 

and guidance documents for staff for care plans; development of age-

appropriate forms for the Child in Care review process; information booklets 

for children and young people entering foster care and residential care; user-

friendly versions of the National Standards for both foster care and residential 

care. An Advisory Group (TAG) continues to operate under the auspices of 

Tusla, which is led by the Chief Executive Office of the Child and Family Agency 

and facilitated by representatives from Empowering People in Care (EPIC).  

 
Larkins et al. (2014) explored participation and consultation practices across 

three countries. In Wales, a group of “Young Auditors” participated in a 

conference to assist in the assessment of a council’s participation strategy in 
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order to produce a road map for how the local authority could achieve its 

participatory goals (Larkins et al, 2014: 722). In Finland, a consultation tour 

involving young care leavers who were supported by professionals, held public 

consultations with children in care which enabled awareness raising and policy 

lobbying (Larkins et al, 2014: 724). This resulted in a report containing a road 

map to enhanced service developments written by one of the “young 

survivors” with assistance from professionals that has been used as a teaching 

and lobbying tool and to inform a working group set up by the Minister of 

Health and Social Services (Larkins et al, 2014: 724). Social workers also 

initiated a consultation process to develop services in partnership with young 

people in care (Larkins et al, 2014: 724). These groups recommendations were 

integrated into practice and policy, and included a recommendation for 

increased participation in the development of services. These young people 

were also involved in training social workers, both at initial education points 

and in continued professional development contexts (Larkins et al, 2014: 724).  

However, in other international contexts this participation has not always been 

successful. In New Zealand, Fitzmaurice (2017:41) discusses the consultation 

process for youth in care to input into an overhaul of the care protection and 

youth justice system. However, despite the inclusion of photographs and direct 

quotes in a final report, there is little evidence of how their views were filtered 

and synthesised by the expert panel, nor does the report state how the 

outcomes from the workshops were used. In this example the attainment of 

meaningful participation is not clear, particularly for the young participants as 

there appeared to be a disconnect between the principles of participation and 

its successful translation into practice (Fitzmaurice, 2017:47-9).  

Research has also been used a tool to promote the influence of young people 

in cares view on policy and service provision, however this has less success than 

other forms of participation. For Seim and Slettebø (2011) the engagement of 

youth in research designed to input into the development of practice in the 

child protection arena was challenging so they did not consider their project to 

have achieved meaningful participation. Seim and Slettebø (2011:507) 

speculate that this may be because the young people did not directly 

experience their participation as having any impact on child protection 

practices. They also speculated that the format of the discussion could have 
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been improved by the use of more creative techniques, and an alternative 

location away from the child protection centres reason may have led to more 

engagement (Seim &Slettebø, 2011:507). In France, Larkins et al. (2014: 723) 

had more success with engagement, yet that the outcome of an action research 

project in a residential centre to explore issue of concern to the young residents 

of a care home was limited to changes to practice within the home such as 

increased play time with staff.  The young people did not manage to influence 

changes outside of the institution such as home visits. The home manager 

agreed to see how this could be improved but the children did not want their 

work to be shown publicly and the facilitator lacked connections to help 

progress their plans further (Larkins et al, 2014: 723).  

3.4.2 Models, Frameworks and Typologies 

A longstanding way to discuss and describe whether participation has been 

meaningful is through the use of models, frameworks, and typologies. These 

aim to describe the levels of influence and control attained by children in 

participation, the type of participation achieved, and also to prescribe practice 

that enables influence. This discussion originated with Arnstein’s Ladder 

(1969:216) which was further developed by Hart (1992). This hierarchical 

typology identified participation levels via the distribution of power, 

differentiating between participation as empty ritual, from participation from 

a position of power with steps ranging from manipulation to citizen control. 

 
Others have moved away from the hierarchical notion of the ladder to a 

consideration of the appropriate level of participation within specific 

circumstances. For example, Treseder (1997) developed a circular model 

describing five forms of participation called the “Degrees of Involvement 

Model” as a response to the criticism that the Ladder model is too linear, overly 

simplistic, and contextually blind. As an alternative, Treseder’ (1997) model 

describes five types of involvement that are context sensitive ranging from 

‘assigned but informed’ where adults decide on the project and children 

volunteer to engage with it, to ‘child-initiated, shared decisions with adults’ 

where adults support and offer their expertise (McCarry, 2012:57-8). This was 

followed by Shier’s (2001) “Pathways to Participation” framework which built 

on Hart’s work by describing relevant actions to be taken by professionals at 
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each level of participation in order to progress participation in practice.  Shier 

(2001) also points out that successful processes do not have to achieve the 

highest step on the ladder, as it may not be appropriate to a particular situation 

(Horgan, 2017:105).  Lansdown (2010 in Kelleher et al., 2014: 43; Tisdall & 

Davies 2004: 132) also outlined a model of participation that demonstrates the 

different purpose specific modes of participation and the level of input 

expected ranging from consultation as a form of information exchange to 

autonomous decision making with support from adults.  

 
Irrespective of the ways in which participation is depicted all the models have 

something in common: they attempt to describe the nature of young people's 

participation in decision-making, and whether they achieve control or exercise 

power (Horwath et al., 2012:156). They also encourage individuals and 

organisations to reflect on the ways in which adults facilitate, or more often 

acted as barriers to, children and young people’s participation (Tisdall, 

2008:420). This is important because participation in practice is affected by the 

intentionality, and the associated approach, of adults who initiate 

participation. Therefore, these typologies are a useful starting point for 

differentiating degrees and kinds of participation providing a series of ideal 

types, and undesired types on a scale allows for reflection of participative 

practice (Cornwall, 2008:270).  

 
However, these models and frames are not without criticism in practice.  As 

evidenced in Treseder’s response to hierarchical progression of participation in 

Hart's ladder, whereby each rung up the ladder assumes a qualitatively better 

form of participation. Treseder maintains that this obscures the dynamic 

relationship that can exist between these different levels and ignores the 

possibility that “assigned, but informed” involvement done well can be more 

effective than “child initiated, shared decisions with adults” dependent on the 

circumstance (Horwath et al., 2012:156). These ladder-based models have 

been further criticised for their adult-centric processes and their perpetuation 

of the dominant sociocultural image of children as passive dependents rather 

than social actors (Horwath, et al., 2012 in Fitzmaurice, 2017: 42). Furthermore, 

while these typologies can be read as implicitly normative, suggesting a 

progression towards more ‘genuine’ forms of participation, in context these 
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forms of participation become more ambiguous (Cornwall, 2008:271-2). Of 

relevance to this study, Seim &Slettebø (2011:500-1) argue that these various 

conceptions of participation are so vague that there is the danger that it may 

lose its potency in confrontation against paternalistic and repressive welfare 

systems.  Nonetheless it has been argued that Lundy (2007)’s non-hierarchical, 

rights-based model of participation discussed in Chapter 1 may ward against 

such vagueness in practice through clear articulation of the requirements of 

Article 12 (Horgan, 2017:107). 

  

3.4.3 Challenges in Practice and the Conditions of Meaningful 

Participation  

There is much evidence that most children want to have a greater say in 

matters that affect them as individuals and as a group, but they do not want 

this to be tokenistic and ineffectual (Forde & Martin, 2016: 146, 151-2; Hill et 

al., 2004: 90; Tisdall, et al., 2008: 346). Percy-Smith (2010:110) maintains that 

attention to young people’s voices alone may not be sufficient to bring about 

effective and meaningful outcomes as participation is variable and contingent 

to the wider social, organisational and systemic contexts within which 

participation is embedded. Percy-Smith’s (2006: 172) concept of the “socio-

spatial interplay of people and settings” foregrounds the importance of 

attending to the context and characteristics of participative spaces, the adults 

who facilitate this participation, and the young people who engage.   

3.4.2.1 Challenges Inherent to the Organisation 

This “socio-spatial interplay of people and settings” is of particular salience to 

the childcare system as noted by Smith (2016: 503) who contends that 

particular legal and welfare structures have a powerful influence on whether 

rights are respected or not because they determine the way that professionals 

fulfil their roles. Collective participation in the childcare system, may present 

specific contextual concerns and challenges to participatory practice, which 

becomes more challenging and contentious than in other areas where 

significant progress has already been made, both in policy and practice (Sander 

& Mace, 2005:90). This is because risk adverse practice that prioritises 

protection over participation is further compounded by the fact that protection 

and welfare systems are continuously “overseen, litigated, reviewed and 
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chastised” (Blome & Steib, 2014; 181).  van Bijleveld et al., (2015:131) have 

maintained that this is an international trend due to media and public oversight 

that demands that risks to young people in care should be “foreseeable and 

manageable”. In these contexts of crises risk adverse management and high 

administrative burden and caseload can create increasingly restrictive 

environments for children in care with implications for participation in child 

protection work (Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018:78; Smith, 2016:503; Thomas, 

2011:393; Tisdall, 2017:59; van Bijleveld et al., 2015:131).  

Research has shown that children in care were often enthusiastic about being 

involved in decisions about their own lives, and that exclusion from decision 

making can result in alienation, powerlessness, and low self-esteem (Cashmore 

2002 :840; Leeson, 2007; Thomas, 2011:393-4). However, despite the risk of 

non-participation there are challenges to practice in the welfare context, as is 

evident in research regarding individual opportunities, including the formality 

of opportunities, lack of preparation and a dearth of professional skills required 

to support the expression of views (Cashmore, 2002; Daly, 2014; Gallagher et 

al., 2012; Kennan et al, 2016; Vis & Thomas, 2009). As a result studies reveal 

that many young people did not feel that they had an opportunity to participate 

or be heard in their care processes, nor that their right to be heard was 

respected (e.g. Leeson, 2007; Munro, 2001; Thomas, 2011:393-4).   

 
These discussions reveal a need for support to participate in decision-making 

particularly marginalised young people. This need for support is arguably 

amplified for youth in care due to their prior experiences of trauma and 

disruption (Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018:77; Horwath et al., 2012). Because of 

this, professionals must develop a sustained relationship built on trust in order 

to discover their viewpoint, and this has implications for the service resources 

and formats of participation which may enable or constrain practice (Archard 

& Skiveness, 2009; Cockburn, 2005: 116; Gallagher et al, 2012; McLeod, 2007). 

This is because the requirement of time and space to support youth 

participation can interact with bureaucratic structures and processes such as 

reporting, maintaining paperwork, and monitoring arrangements (Kelleher et 

al, 2014: 32; Perry-Hazan, 2016:106; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012:493-4). This 

can test organisational capacity in a context of practice that entails a large 
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administrative burden and caseload, along with high levels of staff turnover 

(Kennan et al., 2017; Daly, 2014; Pölkki et al., 2012; Vis et al., 2012; Leeson, 

2007; Fitzmaurice, 2017: 43).   

 
In addition to the issues raised by a consideration of organisational resources, 

the bureaucratic and opaque organisational decision-making structures of 

childcare systems may fail to integrate young people effectively into decision 

making, and so alienate them from the decision-making processes (Matthews, 

2003:156; Pinkerton, 2004:126).  For this reason, well-developed structures of 

communication between participants and key decision-makers have been 

suggested as a prerequisite for effective participation characterised as 

evidence of influence (Larkins et al., 2014; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012). The 

opportunity for direct access to decision makers is also worthy of 

consideration. As Marshall, Byrne and Lundy (2015: 378) concluded direct 

contact with young people enabled policymakers to understand children’s lived 

experiences of their decisions more fully and resulted in these ‘duty bearers’ 

being more likely to follow up with meaningful actions in relation to the issues 

expressed by young people.  

 
Well-structured communication structures would not overcome all issues 

relating to participation in organisational contexts.  It has been pointed out by 

many commentators that initiatives tend to mimic adult institutions and 

formats resulting in institutional and procedural practices that have no 

adaptions designed to accommodate children and young people (Cavet & 

Sloper, 2004: 616; Horgan, 2017:106; Perry-Hazan, 2016:106; Tisdall, et al., 

2008:348). Horgan (2017:108) suggests that this means that a child’s 

participation is often valued in terms of how well they adapt to adult practices. 

Without the development of structures that support children and young 

people’s input into policy and practice, then there is a risk that children and 

young people’s participation will be performative and tokenistic and may be 

experienced as a negative event (Horgan, 2017:105; Jans, 2004:31; Tisdall, et 

al., 2008:347).  

3.4.3.2 Limits to Influence 

As the definition of meaningful participation involves leveraging influence if 

appropriate, much of the discussion on challenges in practice focuses on this 
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issue (Wyness, 2018: 54). This is because Article 12 entails the active 

engagement and real influence of young people, either directly or indirectly, 

rather than token participation or passive presence (Checkoway, 2011:341).  

Therefore, in rights-based discussions, the quality of participation is measured 

not by the number of participants, but on the effect of the process evidenced 

as influence leveraged on decisions being made (Checkoway 2011; 341; 

Kelleher et al., 2014:29 Larkins et al., 2014:718).  However, as the preceding 

discussion on empirical examples of practice has revealed, the attainment of 

influence has been variable, ranging from input into service development and 

practice-based education at a local level, to awareness raising at a policy level 

(e.g. Larkins et al, 2014; Thomas & Percy Smith, 2012). In fact it is argued that 

collective participation rarely has a substantive transformative impact on 

service development at policy level decision making (Byrne & Lundy, 2015; 

Horgan, 2017: 105; Larkins et al., 2014; Thomas and Percy-Smith 2012; Tisdall, 

et al, 2008:348; Vis & Fossum, 2013).  

This illustrates a need for research and analysis to explore how young people’s 

collective participation can be meaningful, impactful, and effective in bringing 

about change (Fitzmaurice, 2017:44; Horgan, 2017:105; Tisdall, et al., 

2008:349). This is an important question to ask according to Hooper and Gunn 

(2014:479) who query if young people’s participation in service planning goes 

beyond the symbolic plane to the level of material fulfilment. For this reason, 

Kirby and Bryson (2002 in Kelleher, et al, 2014:51) suggest that assessments of 

practice pay adequate attention to the quality of decisions being made or 

influenced by young participants, particularly as there is little knowledge of the 

extent to which they perceive themselves to have attained meaningful 

influence in public decision-making processes.  

Whilst there is a dearth of research that explores the quality and extent of 

influence leveraged by young people, the discussion has linked adult control 

over the agenda and processes of participatory initiatives to a lack of influence 

over outcomes (Percy Smith, 2010:110; Tisdall, 2008:427; Wyness, 2009: 541). 

Thus, the priorities and concerns of young participants can be filtered and 

diluted by professionals who decide what information is relevant to their aims 

(Fitzmaurice, 2017: 43; Horgan, 2017:109). Even if the intention is to be 

advocates for young people, their priorities may be lost in translation by adults, 
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which may result in the representations of adults’ interests as framed by the 

interpretation of best interests for the young person (Kelleher et al., 2014: 44; 

Wyness, 2009: 540). Nir and Perry-Hazan (2016) refer to this as ‘framed 

participation’ which grants children access to decision-making but constrains 

their participation within confined boundaries where adults determine the 

scope of participation. 

These constraints generated by adult control over agenda setting and 

processes has drawn criticism for limiting the potential for radical forms of 

participation that would address structural influences on the lives of children 

(Moss and Petrie’s 2002:9-13; Tisdall, 2017). Hill et al., (2004:83) and Percy-

Smith (2010:116) suggest that a remedy for this could be to consider Moss and 

Petrie’s (2002) ideas on a more open form of ‘children’s spaces’  a particular 

form of participation that  is less prescriptive in aim and function,  and more 

focused more on creating environments of possibilities where children and 

adults collaborate on a variety of projects of social, cultural, political and 

economic significance (Moss and Petrie 2002:9; Moss, 2006: 186). This moves 

away from formal adult defined structures of participation to a more open and 

creative practice can foster the development of children and young people’s 

agendas (Moss, 2002:6. in Hill et al., 2004: 83). 

 

3.4.3.3 Adults and “Vulnerable Young People”: Gatekeeping or Facilitation 

The nature of participation as a space that is defined, constructed and 

facilitated by adults highlights the centrality of intergenerational relationships 

characterised by power differentials that positions young participants within 

practice in particular ways (Forde & Martin, 2016:151; Hill et al., 2004: 84; 

Tisdall, 2008:425; Tisdall, 2017:67-8). Mannion (2007 in Percy Smith, 2010:110) 

argues the need to see children’s participation as an intergenerational process 

in which ‘going spatial’ means ‘going relational’. This means that the way adults 

relate to young participants is important, and this has been captured in 

conversations around their dispositions towards young people in practice 

which has been identified as a major barrier to the attainment of meaningful 

participation (Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018:78; Tisdall, 2017:123; Tisdall & Davis, 

2004: 134).  
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For example the lack of control or power to set agendas or influence 

participatory proceedings may be evidence of a sub-conscious bias that adults 

hold regarding the low value of children's opinions in a phenomenon known as 

“adultism” which assumes that adults “know better” in decision-making 

processes (Checkoway, 2011 in Forde & Martin, 2016: 147; Perry-Hazan, 

2016:106). If adults   presume that young participants are inherently vulnerable 

or lacking in competency it follows that this disposition is not conducive to the 

promotion of meaningful participation (Hill et al.,2004:82; Hinton, 2008; 

Matthews,2003:156). Adult assessment of competency is frequently used as a 

criterion for participation even though “age and stage”-based views on the 

capacities of children have been largely discredited (Smith 2002 in Fitzmaurice, 

2017: 43). In fact there is still a focus on children’s lack of competence to 

participate rather than adults’ lack of competence in enabling children to 

participate evident in literature (Le Borgne & Tisdall, 2017:123; UN Committee 

on the Rights of the Child, 2009).  

It has been suggested that the remedy to adultism in participatory practice is 

the adoption of guidelines, and conceptual approaches as a frame for 

participation practice (Cavet & Sloper, 2004:617; Tisdall, 2016).  As the 

discussion on models has shown, prescriptions for practice have a certain utility 

as it frames the intentionality of those that initiate participation and as a result 

influence the outcomes of practice (Cornwall, 2008:270). The Lundy (2007) 

voice model has been put forward a useful resource in participatory practice 

for this reason (Forde & Martin 2016: 151-2).  This would provide clarity as to 

the nature of participation, including the roles of adults, the purpose, 

objectives and parameters for decision making (Cavet & Sloper, 2004:617; 

Cockburn, 2005; Kelleher, et al., 2014: 43; Sinclair,2004:111).  

In addition to the problematic assumption of a lack of competence as a result 

of age, a blanket assumption of vulnerability regarding young people may 

encourage interventions that are paternalistic and oppressive (Tisdall, 2017:63-

4). Tisdall (2017:62-4) suggests that these unquestioned presumptions 

individualise vulnerability, ignoring the fact that it is a universal and inevitable 

embodied condition of being human as a result of dependency on others, that 

may be linked to contextual and structural causes. Furthermore, Checkoway 

(2011:341) warns that a focus on youth through a deficit lens may perpetuate 
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issues that affect young people through obfuscation of their lived experience, 

which has implications for both policy development and service provision that 

fails to meet their needs.  

This point is particularly salient to the participation of children and young 

people in care who are frequently subject to such paternalistic preconceptions, 

and yet dependent on so many professionals in a particularly structured 

context of care to meet their needs (Lansdown, 2020:4; Cavet & Sloper, 

2004:614: Forde & Martin, 2016:139; Sander & Mace, 2005:90; 

Sinclair,2004:107). An additional undesirable outcome as a result of exclusion 

on the basis of assumptions of vulnerability or competence is that the personal 

development of young people in care may be curtailed. As Lansdown (2010: 18; 

2020:) notes, erring to far on the side of protection can prevent the 

development of personal capacities and heighten risk through promoting their 

silence. Furthermore, it may exclude them from being involved in decision 

making that may be part of their recovery (Vis et al, 2011 & Thomas, 2000).  

Moreover, this presumption of vulnerability as a result of status may not be fair 

for children in care.  Thomas (2000:33) maintains that a blanket assumption 

regarding the capacity to participate of children in care cannot be made given 

their varied backgrounds and experiences, and their particularly individual 

understanding of causes and consequences, their grasp of social situations, 

motivation and morality.  

While there is good reason to support the participation of young people in care, 

rather than excluding them on the basis of perceived vulnerability or 

incompetence attention still needs to be paid to the requirements for support 

for this cohort. Balanced against the need to recognise children and young 

people as social actors is the importance of recognising their potential 

vulnerability and attending to potential negative consequences while ensuring 

that participation entails consideration of their wellbeing into account without 

overstating the risk (Lansdown, 2010; Perry-Hazan, 2016:106). The literature 

reveals that attention to the quality of intergenerational relationships and 

support is an important consideration given the position of dependency young 

service users find themselves in, in relation to those practitioners and 

professionals who structure and support their participation opportunities 

(Cossar et al., 2016). This means that supportive facilitators who are cognisant 
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of the particular needs of  young people with a history of adverse experiences 

must pay attention to safety within group process to encourage the expression 

of their views without fear of retribution or adverse outcomes (Cornwall, 

2008:278; Horwath et al., 2012:159; Lundy, 2007; Lundy et al., 2011).  

3.4.3.4 Engagement and Representation 

As discussed, the dispositions and practices of adults can enable or constrain 

access to participation. discussed in literature.  This also applies to the issue of 

engagement and representation as there is clear evidence that various groups 

within populations do not participate equally. Tisdall (2017:61) notes that some 

young people are never asked to participate, whilst others are overwhelmed 

with consultation requests. It is suggested that this may be because of a 

selection bias, whereby only those children and young people considered 

mature or articulate enough are invited to participate in decision-making, 

further marginalising disadvantaged groups (Horwath et al., 2012; Fitzmaurice, 

2017: 43; Wyness, 2009: 545). This can result in the exclusion of ‘hard to reach’ 

young people, or those who are challenging to support, including young people 

with disabilities, those who come from disempowered or minority families, 

those less academically and socially successful, or younger children (Cavet and 

Sloper, 2004: 616; Horgan, 2017:106; Perry-Hazan, 2016:106; Thomas & Percy-

Smith, 2011; Wyness 2009:536).  

Even if representation appears to be achieved, and young participants share 

demographic characteristics or circumstances, Wyness (2009:536) warns that 

the heterogeneity of these young people cannot be assumed as experiences 

vary which has implications for representation and the generation of 

knowledge should it be applied to policy and practice (Fitzmaurice, 2017: 43; 

Tisdall, 2008; Wyness 2009:536).  This is an issue for collective models in the 

childcare system if participants are uncritically accepted as ‘the voice of 

children in care’ simply because they had been in care themselves (Thomas & 

Percy-Smith, 2012:491). However, despite valid concerns, this may not always 

be problematic as Tisdall (2008: 422) notes young people do sometimes have 

common messages and demands as a group, because they may share certain 

experiences of inclusion and exclusion in a particular context.  
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Given the potential consequences for knowledge as a result of non-

representation, it is important to note that there may be characteristics that 

promote or inhibit the willingness of young people to participate (Checkoway, 

2011; Matthews, 2003:157; Percy-Smith, 2010). While some young people with 

particular personal attributes, or social backgrounds may exclude themselves, 

others with particular traits may self-select, and be acculturated as professional 

young people within the organisational context, so failing to represent the 

diversity of the community at large (Kelleher et al., 2014:32; Matthews, 

2003:157; Sinclair,2004:112). Furthermore, group dynamics may result in 

either conflict or the suppression of views (Matthews, 2003:155; Tisdall, 

2008:422; Wyness, 2009: 541). For this reason, engagement strategies and 

approaches must be inclusive and address barriers that may prevent 

engagement (Kelleher et al., 2014: 28). These strategies must be adaptable as 

children and young people are hardly a homogenous group and no one 

approach will be attractive to all children and young people depending on the 

context (Tisdall, et al., 2008: 350-1).  

In addition to considering the personal characteristics that may inhibit 

engagement the nature of the participative opportunity must also be 

considered. The relevance of the participatory opportunity to young people 

and their concerns must also be considered if they are to be motivated to 

participate, as should the methods used to support their engagement (Vromen 

& Collin 2010: 108). Considerable expertise and experience have been 

accumulated regarding the engagement of children and young people, so that 

participation activities are inclusive, fun, and ethical (Tisdall, 2017; Vromen & 

Collins, 2010). Participation as an ongoing sustained process, rather than a one-

off event is preferable, in order to support the development of views, and this 

must be adapted to their preferred communication style as what is appropriate 

and relevant for one group may not suit another (Archard & Skiveness, 2009; 

Kelleher, et al., 2014; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012:499; Sinclair,2004:109). To 

this end, methods must be chosen with the circumstances of the specific young 

people in mind (Sinclair,2004:111). These methods could include creative ways 

of expression that move beyond the verbal and the written, such as drawing, 

painting, or drama (Lansdown, 2001:13-4). These flexible approaches can 

support the inclusion of a broad range of capacities (Kelleher, et al., 2014: 38; 
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Matthews, 2003:157; Perry-Hazan, 2016; Thomas, 2000:2). By using 

appropriate methods the participation of youth is not dependent upon the 

possession of a set of identifiable skills or attributes (Hill et al., 2004:85).  

3.5 Summary 

In this chapter literature relating to the lived experience of children and young 

people in care was considered as a precursor to the development of a rationale 

for their collective participation. It is clear that the experience of care can be 

fraught with challenges. This includes adapting to the highly regulated welfare 

context, where service provision can be affected by resource constraints. This 

unsatisfactory experience of social work support occurs alongside the 

experience of disrupted or failed relationships, compromised mental health 

and a sense of difference as a result of experience resulting in internalised 

stigma, and poor long-term outcomes for care leavers.  The poor longitudinal 

outcomes and challenging experiences while in care warrants the participation 

of children and young people in service development as it may enhance their 

protection by allowing their experience to be heard mitigating against personal 

or structural harms. Furthermore, young people’s development can be 

promoted through the acquisition of skills, that can promote their agency be 

experienced as empowering especially if they have previously experienced 

helplessness. Finally, through the relationships available in collective models of 

participation, wellbeing, on a personal and collective level may be achieved, 

which is a worthy goal given the disjuncture in relationships that young people 

in care may so often experience.   

This chapter has also focused on the learning from literature on public and 

collective participation of children and young people. It began with a 

consideration of examples of practice in literature revealing how diverse 

opportunities to participate through fora, consultations, and research, in 

matters of public concern to groups of children and young people have had 

variable impacts on policy and service provision.  Fora’s, conducted as ongoing 

processes have provided children and young people with opportunities to 

network with decision-makers and develop personal skills, yet their impact 

remains variable and limited. Consultations, or one-off events are by far the 

most common format of collective participation implemented and can be 
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useful tools to draw attention to the experiences and concerns of young people 

to decision makers, however, their effectiveness depends on the quality of 

support and practice for their participation. Collective participation in research 

has also been used to promote influence in policy and practice in an indirect 

manner that is mediated through the role of the researcher.     

The next section in this chapter considered how collective participation has 

been conceptualised in academic literature through the use of typologies. The 

utility of using a model approach to understanding collective participation is 

that it exposes the transfer of power that is required to support participation 

and how this may need to be approached with sensitivity to contexts, 

furthermore it prompts reflection on intentionality, which can be a guard 

against tokenistic or manipulative practice. However, the models and 

frameworks presented, particularly those of a ladder variety, have been 

criticised for presenting normative conceptions of participation as prescribed 

by adults which may preclude more spontaneous authentic forms of 

participation in practice.  They have also been criticised for being context blind 

and as a result some commentators have suggested that typologies of 

participation may be ambiguous and lose potency when applied to practice.   

The next section focused on the challenges that could emerge in the 

implementation of collective participation and the conditions of its meaningful 

attainment. It was noted that contextual and organisational structures could 

dampen the influence of children and young on policy and service development 

particularly within the child protection and welfare context, where protective 

concerns, anxieties about risk, and service resource issues may affect 

participation in decision making. Furthermore, participation that is facilitated 

by and implemented in organisation may alienate young people from 

participation, as the workings of participation and the stakeholders involved in 

decision making may not always be visible to the young people involved.  It was 

suggested that improved communications structures within initiatives could 

remedy this issue.  

In addition to the often-bureaucratic organisational context of participation, 

there is a concern that many participative opportunities may emulate adult 

formats and so may be unsuitable as mechanisms to raise the voice of young 
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people who participate in them.  This issue has been linked to the adult 

implementation and facilitation of participation which can be linked to limits in 

agenda setting that are framed by adult concerns. A solution to this may be to 

pay attention to the nature of the spaces of participation, creating more open 

and creative formats where young people can identify and address the issues 

of concern to them.  

Following this a reflection on how adult dispositions can enable or constrain 

young people’s participation dependent on whether they were held to be too 

vulnerable or incompetent for participation.  There were two considerations 

for meaningful practice here. The first was that given the rationale for 

participation, their vulnerabilities and emergent competencies require 

recognition and support in practice rather than serve as a block to participation.   

It was further suggested here that conceptual approaches and guidelines may 

be a remedy for the challenge to participation posed by adult dispositions, as it 

could frame the intentionally of those adults, thus promoting more meaningful 

participation. 

The issue of representation and engagement was also considered, as it was 

noted that dispositions and characteristics of young people regarding 

participation could lead to a bias in sample that has implications for their 

representativeness in the production of knowledge that is intended to 

influence policy and service delivery for a more diverse cohort of young people. 

This issue could be amplified by their own personal attributes and whether they 

engage in participation or not.  For this reason, attention to recruitment and 

engagement strategies that aim to be as inclusive as possible are 

recommended, included the methods of facilitation, ensuring that the format 

of participation is accessible and youth friendly.  
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Chapter 4: Recognition Theory 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter considers the relevant literature regarding Recognition Theory and 

its utility in application to the collective participation of young people in care. 

The relevant literature will be presented in five sections. The first section 

summarises Honneth’s development of Recognition Theory through a synthesis 

of psychoanalytical and philosophical thought. In the second section, 

Recognition Theory will be considered in terms of its function as a critical 

theory that aims to explain social change and individual growth. This will entail 

an exposition of Honneth’s consideration of justice as recognition, injustice as 

disrespect, and the inevitable struggle for recognition that emerges in 

intersubjective social life. In the third section a reflection on the criticism 

levelled at Honneth’s conceptualisation of recognition is intended to expose 

any weaknesses that may affect the application of theory to the analysis of 

youth participation. This will be followed by an account of the application of 

Recognition Theory in the context of social work in general, and to children and 

young people in care in particular. The fifth section will then explore the 

salience of Recognition Theory to children’s and young people’s participation.  

4.1.1 Background to Recognition Theory 

Honneth’s (1992, 1995) intent was to build a normative social theory of 

progress that is founded on the concept of recognition as a fundamental 

element in intersubjective processes between individuals, between individuals 

and states, and individuals and communities that prompts personal and social 

development (Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010:348; Thomas, 2012: 454-5; Smith et 

al., 2017:1614; Warming:2015:250). These intersubjective processes consist of 

a delicate interplay between ‘human agency’ and wider cultural forces 

occurring in the context of unfolding historical social relations (Houston, 

2016:5; Houston and Dolan, 2008:462).  Honneth (1995) framed these 

intersubjective processes in society through the conceptual lens of 

‘Recognition’. The appropriate recognition of the other in intersubjective 

relationships requires a motivational willingness within interpersonal 
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engagements that goes beyond mere acknowledgement towards appropriate 

response (Honneth, 2001 cited in Warming, 2015:250; Lepold, 2019:247).  This 

means that for the conditions of recognition to be met, A must recognise B, A 

must have an attitude that is affirmative of an evaluative feature of B (like B’s 

nature as a needy being) and this attitude must find expression in appropriate 

actions of A towards B (Lepold 2019:247). This form of recognition is not just a 

courtesy we owe people, it is a ‘vital human need’ (Taylor, 1992:26 cited in 

Garrett 2010: 1518).  

Honneth’s (1992, 1995) developed his theory of recognition from a synthesis 

of a range of sociological, psychological, and philosophical perspectives.  

Beginning with Hegel’s (1979) work, Honneth (1995:14) drew the concept of a 

‘framework of ethical bonds’ maintaining that social theory could not consider 

a society in terms of ‘the acts of isolated subjects’ given the social nature of 

man. Hegel (1979) considered contextualised social relationships to be the 

facilitator of identity formation, which he explained through an inter-

subjectivist paradigm characterised by exchange and reciprocity of mutual 

recognition (Häkli et al., 2018:3; Houston, 2016:6).  These contextualised social 

relationships were considered to be ethical bonds in that they were framed by 

the norms and values of a given community where intersubjective coexistence 

is the priority, thus allowing for an ethical life (Barry, 2016:94).  

However, Hegel’s ideas lacked an empirical base, so Honneth looked to the 

social psychology of Mead (1967) who considers intersubjective recognition as 

the foundation for our sense of self (Thomas, 2012: 455).  He also drew upon 

Fichte’s (2000) supposition that self-consciousness was formed out of a 

circular, reciprocal reaction with another’s consciousness (Houston, 2016:7). 

From these works, Honneth conceptualised the intersubjective recognition of 

the other as generative of societal expectations of behaviour in formative 

processes concerning the social and moral development of humans (Houston, 

2016:7; Houston and Dolan, 2008:459).  

Honneth (1995) then turned to ‘psychoanalytical’ studies in order to further 

develop an empirical base for his abstract theorisation (Garrett 2010: 1520). He 

refers to attachment theory by Bowlby (1907–90) which concerns the ‘good 

enough’ conditions for the socialization of young children. Bowlby concludes 
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that the quality of interpersonal relationships during infancy provide a basis for 

all later forms of affectional bonds. This conclusion is supported by the 

discovery that a mental illness could be traced back to ‘interpersonal 

disturbances’ in early attachments (Honneth, 1995: 97). Conversely infants 

responded to with loving concern by the primary caregivers will develop a 

‘body-related self-confidence’ (Thompson, 2006: 26; Garrett 2010: 1520).  

Honneth continued to reflect on the quality of interpersonal relationships 

drawing from Feuerbach’s anthropocentric paradigm of philosophy that 

positioned social subjects as emotive and reactive to life experiences rather 

than as rational automatons. For Feuerbach, the social aspect of our being was 

unavoidably anchored in our needs and a disregard for this dimension of 

human life was to show disrespect. From this disregard of needs the subject 

may experience hurt, shame, outrage, or humiliation (Houston, 2016:5).  

 
Honneth also considered the work of Jurgen Habermas (1986) who emphasised 

the intersubjective nature of social life when he established the conditions for 

egalitarian decision making through communicative action: a situation where 

speakers listened to each other and attempted to understand what was being 

said in order to reach a consensus. This was differentiated from conversations 

where speakers were strategic in intent, using power to manipulate the 

discourse in accordance with pre-determined ends (Houston, 2016:7). Whilst 

Honneth agreed with the significance of communication, he did not perceive it 

to be the crucial engine driving emancipation. Rather, he saw the primary 

impetus for change arising from claims to rightful identities in the widest sense 

possible (Houston, 2016:7). Building on these theorists, Honneth posited the 

fundamental importance of relationships, interdependence and 

intersubjectivity to human and social development through non-instrumental 

social relations involving recognition in various phases and spheres of life 

(Honneth, 1992 in Hooper & Gunn, 2014:478). From the resulting synthesis of 

ideas, Recognition Theory emerged.  

 

4.2 Recognition Theory 

This section will outline Recognition Theory, first discussing how it is a theory 

of justice that is underpinned by recognition which promotes human 

flourishing and social change. This will be followed by an outline of the tripartite 
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model of recognition which form the basis of the analytical categories in the 

second round of deductive analysis. 

4.2.1 Justice as Recognition 

Honneth (1995) argues that recognition of the “other” is a central principle 

around which praxis in social justice turns (Houston, 2016; Sirriyeh & Ní 

Raghallaigh, 2018:91).  He refers back to theories of natural law in 

consideration of social justice which aim to bring about dignity, human rights, 

and the guarantee of security or liberty and the exposition of the conditions 

which preserve or generate it (Honneth, 1995:187). Honneth draws upon the 

Rawlsian concept of primary goods, the Hegelian philosophy of right, along with 

Raz’s explication of the preconditions of human wellbeing (Honneth, 

2004:356). Following these thinkers Honneth’s (2004:354 & 356) conception of 

social justice encompasses considerations of social inclusion, equality and 

autonomy which enable human flourishing. He also considers societal 

development, noting the regulatory aspects of recognition in identity 

formation and socialisation as processes of social integration which facilitate 

inclusion in society. He then links the ideas of human development and societal 

reproduction by arguing that for societies to claim legitimacy in their 

production of order structures, they must be able to guarantee reliable 

relations of mutual recognition at various levels (Honneth, 2004:354).  

 

This means that for Honneth, justice, or wellbeing of a society is measured 

according to the degree of its ability to secure conditions of mutual recognition 

which support personal identity formation, and hence individual self-

realization (Honneth, 2004:354). He suggests that there are preconditions for 

justice in society which arise in the kind of social relationship that subjects 

maintain with one another. If the concern is with a relationship shaped by an 

appeal to love, then the principle of need has priority, whereas in legally shaped 

relationships the principle of equality takes priority, and in cooperative 

relationships the principle of merit (Honneth, 2004:358). 

 

“The three principles of recognition that regulate in our societies, love, equality and 

merit that collectively determine what ought currently to be understood by the idea of 

social justice” 
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                                                                    (Honneth, 2004:355).   

Honneth endeavoured to explain where and how these intersubjective 

moments of recognition underpinned by the three principles of recognition 

occur using a tripartite model (Honneth, 1995:169: Houston, 2016:7; Thomas, 

2012: 455). This categorical typology of recognition defines how each type of 

recognition relates to particular types of relationships in various contexts of 

human experience which are conceptualized as spheres of recognition 

(Honneth, 1995 in Warming:2015:25). Each has its own implications in terms of 

the moral requirements regarding social interaction (Honneth 2003). Whilst all 

three types contribute to different dimensions of the self-development, they 

cannot replace each other (Warming:2015:250). These three forms of 

recognition are known as Love, Rights and Solidarity (Honneth, 1995).  

 

4.2.1.1. Love  

The first form is emotional recognition which occurs in the sphere of primary 

relationships of regard or affective relationships. These types of close intimate 

relationships are constituted by strong attachments that meet the need for 

love and care (Honneth 2003: 92; Honneth, 1995: 25 in Thomas, 2012: 455). 

Emotional recognition involves the sense of being something special for 

someone else, where interactions are characterised by responsiveness and 

care, in which subjects mutually confirm each other with regard to the concrete 

nature of their needs and emotions (Hooper & Gunn, 2014: 478: Warming, 

2015:251).  The love and care provided by these relationships are particularly 

important for children and young people as emotional recognition during early 

childhood is essential to the formation of a person’s core identity, affecting an 

individual’s perceptions of, and reactions to their social world (Honneth, 1995; 

Thomas, 2012: 456; Warming:2015:250).   

 
When this recognition is successfully obtained, the outcome is a mutual 

recognition of independence ‘supported by an affective confidence in the 

continuity of shared concern’.  The acquisition of self confidence in 

intersubjective relationships then allows individuals to articulate their own 

needs (Honneth, 1995:176). However, if emotional needs in formative 

attachments are not met, the development of psychopathological disorders is 
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a concern (Honneth, 1995:107; Warming:2015:250). This means that 

recognition in the intimate sphere in childhood provides a foundation for 

entering intersubjective relationships throughout the life course (Houston & 

Dolan, 2008:460; Thomas & Stoeklin, 2018: 75; Warming 2006:32-3). This first 

form of recognition is conceptually prior to every other form of recognition as 

it is concerned with the development of individuals through social life which 

‘cannot be abstracted from the interactive relationships in which the process 

of maturation takes place’ (Anderson, 1995, p. xiii in Garrett 2010: 1519).  

Anderson (1995: xiv in Garrett 2010: 1520) argues that an individual’s 

possession of ‘self-confidence’, born out of and maintained in loving 

relationships, is a prerequisite to the acquisition of self-respect.   

 

4.2.1.2 Rights 

For Honneth, self-respect is ‘one’s sense of possessing of the universal dignity 

of persons’ and it is in the legal recognition of a subject that the foundation of 

self‐respect is laid (Honneth 2003; 92; Paulsen & Thomas, 2018: 163).This is a 

form of legal  recognition that occurs in the sphere of cognitive-formal 

relationships found within the law, where the individuals are recognized as 

abstract legal persons and afforded rights and equality as a morally sound  

member of civic  society (Honneth, 1995: 25; Honneth, 2003:92; Hooper & 

Gunn, 2014: 478). The acquisition of self-respect arises from the understanding 

that an individual possesses legal rights and responsibilities, on an equal basis 

with others (Honneth 2006 in Warming 2006:33; Smith et al., 2017:1616-7). 

This second form of recognition requires mutual respect between actors that 

is progressed through a cognitive recognition of the others existential status, 

like that which is promoted by an agreed body of rights.  

 
Of relevance to participants in this study who share certain experiences by 

virtue of their status, it is important to note that Honneth can be said to 

interpret the notion of rights in the widest possible sense spanning inequity, 

prejudice and exclusion (Houston and Dolan, 2008:461). So the existential 

status conferred by this legal form of recognition can be framed as social justice 

as Honneth’s conceptualisation of rights encompasses civil, political, and social 

dimensions (Honneth, 1995 in Warming:2015:251; Houston, 2009:1282; 

Thomas, 2012: 456).  The recognition of rights implies active support due to the 
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centrality of intersubjective relations in Recognition Theory. It is thus possible 

to agree upon the right of all individuals to influence their own lives, but 

without active support, in practice it falls short of recognition (Lepold 2019:247; 

Warming 2006:33). If this second form of recognition is realised this contributes 

to the concept of self-respect, which is a precursor to social respect which 

emerges from the third form of recognition (Thomas, 2012: 456).  

 

4.2.1.3 Solidarity 

The third form of recognition is found in the relationship between individuals 

and their society or community, which forms the  basis of self-esteem (Honneth 

2003; 92; Honneth, 1995: 25 in Thomas, 2012: 455; Paulsen & Thomas, 2018: 

163). This form entails the recognition of an individual’s achievements, abilities 

and strengths or contribution to a community (Honneth 2003; 92; Houston, 

2016:7). Whereas ‘self-respect is a matter of viewing oneself as entitled to the 

same status and treatment as every other person, self-esteem involves a sense 

of what it is that makes one special, unique’ (Anderson, 1995: xvi in Garrett, 

2000:171). This means that self-esteem occurs through the relationship to the 

group, the community, or the society, in which the participation of the 

individual is recognized as being of fundamental value for the community in 

question (Warming:2015:251). This then allows individuals to relate positively 

to their own particular and specific traits, abilities, and accomplishments 

(Honneth, 1995:125; Honneth 2003: 144 in Warming 2006:34). To be successful 

in the promotion of individual self-esteem, social recognition must be active in 

the sense of appreciation of his or her contribution, regardless of whether his 

or her participation and contribution are similar to or differ from the 

participation and contributions of other members. This requires solidarity 

within communities or groups (Warming, 2015:252). 

For Honneth, solidarity arises from a ‘felt concern’ for the other’s value 

(Houston & Dolan, 2008:461). Hooper and Gunn (2014:478) apply this concept 

to children in care, arguing for ‘solidarity with diverse, unconventional 

lifestyles’ through acknowledgement by a community which offers space for 

individuation, autonomy and self-realisation. The communal aspect of 

solidarity is important as Houston and Dolan (2008:465) identify social 

networks of durable bonds as facilitators of this form of recognition. Following 
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Cutrona, they maintain that those who share a similar experience of adversity 

can, through maintaining solidarity within social networks, develop a collective 

sense of resilience, purpose and direction while offering support to one 

another. The notion of a shared purpose also leads Thomas (2012: 457) to the 

conclusion that solidarity is more readily achieved within a group with shared 

goals and values, rather than in the wider society. This is because this form of 

recognition involves intersubjective evaluation as a precursor to reciprocity 

which are based on the historically variable prevailing values and goals that 

‘taken together, comprise the cultural self-understanding of a society’. 

Therefore, the esteem given to individuals and groups as a result of their 

lifestyles, attributes and contributions is contextually variable depending on 

the dominant interpretations of societal goals in each historical case’  

(Honneth, 1995: 121-2 & 126  in Thomas, 2012: 457).  

4.2.2 Injustice as Disrespect 

As Honneth (2004:358) conceives of justice as embedded in social relations, 

then it follows that injustice is likewise situated. For Honneth (2004:352) the 

experience of social injustice is always measured in terms of misrecognition, or 

disrespect, which involves the withholding of some recognition held to be 

legitimate. As a person develops their identity as an individual and member of 

society through patterns of reaction in social forms of interaction regulated by 

normative principles of mutual recognition, the absence of recognition will be 

followed by experience of disrespect or humiliation that has damaging 

consequences for the individual's identity formation (Honneth, 2004:354). This 

experience of injustice is an unavoidable feature of social life which manifests 

repeatedly and spontaneously as humans are inherently vulnerable to 

disrespect due to their dependency on others (Honneth, 1992 in Hooper & 

Gunn, 2014:478; Lepold 2019:248).   

Honneth (2004:351) contends that individuals desire to avoid humiliation and 

disrespect, rather than the classic elimination of 'inequality'. This is based on 

an understanding that that human dignity comprises a central principle of 

social justice. This means that disrespect as a form of behaviour does not 

represent an injustice solely because it constrains subjects in their freedom for 

action or does them harm. Disrespect is injurious because it impairs these 

persons in their positive understanding of the self that is acquired by 
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intersubjective means (Honneth, 1992:189). Honneth (1992:188) draws a 

systematic distinction between different forms of disrespect.  

4.2.2.1 Disrespect to Physical and Emotional Integrity 

The first form of disrespect pertains to a person’s physical integrity which 

includes physical maltreatment and abuse in which a person is forcibly deprived 

of the opportunity to dispose freely over their own body (Honneth, 1992:190; 

Houston, 2016:13). In considering the application of Recognition Theory to the 

experience of children in care, Warming (2015:251) demonstrates that 

emotional abuse and neglect deserve attention here as categories of disrespect 

given the potential for psychic injury as this entails a misrecognition of need.  

Therefore this first form of disrespect can be generated by all forms of abuse 

that result in threats to physical and emotional integrity (Houston & Dolan, 

2008:460). These experiences result in pain and the feeling of being 

defenceless at the mercy of another, which can generate shame, and the loss 

of self-confidence and trust in the world acquired through emotional 

attachment.  This effects all practical interaction with other subjects that is 

expressed in unconditional respect for autonomous control over his own body 

as part of the socialization process (Honneth, 1995:132; Houston, 2016:13).  

4.2.2.2 Structural Exclusion as Disrespect 

The second form is structural exclusion from rights accorded others which 

undermines self-respect (Honneth, 1992 in Hooper & Gunn, 2014:478). This 

structural exclusion implies that an individual is not deemed to possess the 

same degree of moral accountability as other members of society who all 

possess the same moral rights. For the individual, having socially valid legal 

rights withheld from him or her signifies a violation of the person's 

intersubjective expectation that he or she will be recognized as a subject 

capable of reaching moral judgment. This means that they are deprived of 

cognitive respect for moral accountability (Honneth, 1995:190-1). This denial 

of rights affects personal autonomy, diminishing the status of a fully-fledged 

citizen endowed with moral entitlements to take part in social interactions. So, 

it is a form of degradation, including a loss of face and self-respect, 

accompanied by shame of a subject is no longer recognised as capable of 

forming moral judgements (Honneth, 1995:190-1; Houston, 2016:13). 

Warming (2015:251) argues that this legal recognition goes beyond formal 



76 
 

rights towards inclusion of all individuals in society on an equal basis.  

Therefore, the perception of being treated differently from others in the 

society may be experienced as disrespect. This form of disrespect can have an 

impact at a societal level as a denial of rights may lead to the exclusion of 

individuals or groups which constitutes a threat to social integrity (Houston & 

Dolan, 2008:460). 

4.2.2.3 Disrespect to Status 

The third form of disrespect is the devaluing, or denigration of 

individual/collective lifestyles which undermines self-esteem (Honneth, 1992 

in Hooper & Gunn, 2014:478). Honneth considers this form of disrespect to be 

evaluative in nature, based on the perceptions of others who would devalue 

individual or collective lifestyles as a hierarchy of societal values may result in 

the denigration of certain ways of living or thinking. This devaluation of 

particular social groups or social movements may produce cultural struggles 

using symbolic force, through exclusion from the definition of what is worthy 

of esteem with reference to general goals, or the value of the abilities 

associated with their way of life (Houston and Dolan, 2008:461; Thomas, 2012: 

457).  This has implications for the dignity of a person as their "status” is 

dependent on the degree of social acceptance forthcoming for an individuals 

or groups method of self-realization within the parameters of cultural 

traditions in their society. If individuals are not regarded with positive 

significance within their communities, they can no longer conceive of 

themselves as a being worthy of esteem. Nor can they acquire encouragement 

in the form of group solidarity which has consequences for self-realization 

(Honneth, 1992:191). This depreciation of identity by the community at large 

has the potential to inflict damage and harm, imprisoning individuals within a 

‘false, distorted, and reduced mode of being’ (Anderson, cited in Honneth, 

1995: xi in Graham and Fitzgerald, 2010:349). If the outcome of social 

recognition is self‐esteem and a sense of personal capacity, then a lack of self‐

esteem, and uncertainty about one's own worth, can jeopardize one's sense of 

agency (Paulsen & Thomas, 2018: 164). For this reason it constitutes an insult 

which threatens social standing and integrity amongst peers and may lead to 

psychic scars (Houston & Dolan, 2008:460; Houston, 2016:14).  
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The following table synthesises the discussion on Recognition Theory into a 

typological frame which will form the basis of the second round of data analysis 

discussed in Chapter 8. 

Table 1 Forms of Recognition and Disrespect 

Class of 

Recognition  

Sphere of 

Recognition 

Form of 

Misrecognition 

Disrespect/Injury 

Love: 

Emotional 

Recognition: 

Affective in 

Nature 

Intimate 

Relationships-Love 

Being regarded 

positively in close and 

intimate relationships 

Dis-respect to physical 

integrity, emotional 

humiliation, abuse, 

neglect. 

Misrecognition of 

needs. Sense of being 

at the mercy of 

another 

Individual needs 

unmet and injury 

to bodily integrity 

resulting in a loss 

of trust and self 

confidence 

Rights: Legal 

Recognition: 

Cognitive in 

Nature 

Civil Society-Rights 

Being respected as a 

morally capable 

person and treated 

fairly as other people 

in civic society  

Structural Exclusion: 

Denial of rights and of 

status as a morally 

capable person. The 

diminishing of 

autonomy 

Shame at denial of 

moral capacities 

and injury to 

dignity resulting in 

a loss of self-

respect. 

Solidarity: 

Social 

Recognition: 

Evaluative in 

Nature 

The Community-

Regard 

Being held in regard 

for their unique 

contribution to social 

life. Solidarity with 

diverse lifestyles.  

Mis or non-recognition 

as a valued and unique 

member of a 

community. Lack of 

solidarity with and 

devaluing of Diverse 

lifestyles. Depreciation 

of identity as member 

of society 

Loss of self-

esteem, 

uncertainty of 

one’s own worth 

can jeopardise 

agency, living in a 

reduced false 

mode of being 

(Adapted from Honneth, 19925:129; Hooper & Gunn, 2014; Houston & Dolan, 2008; Paulsen & 

Thomas, 2018; Anderson, cited in Honneth, 1995: xi in Graham and Fitzgerald, 2010; Warming, 

2015; Thomas, 2012). 

4.2.3 Recognition as Structuring Force for Change 

Honneth’s (1995) conception of recognition is as a structuring force in society 

that underpins social progress through individual development in a social 

context (Houston and Dolan, 2008:460; Thomas, 2012; Thomas & Stoeklin, 

2018: 76).  This is because of the struggle for mutual recognition emerging from 

intersubjective relations of disrespect, and societal pressures arising from 
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practical and political institutions as generators of conflict. He argues that 

individuals recurring claims for intersubjective recognition of their identity is 

deeply institutionalized into social life as a moral tension, transcending the 

level of social progress, and so gradually leads to stages of conflict (Honneth, 

1995: 5 in Thomas, 2012:455). For this reason, there is a risk that if human 

beings are systematically denied recognition, the result will be individual 

pathological development and societal disorder because as Honneth puts it, it 

“injures them with regard to the positive understanding of themselves that 

they have acquired intersubjectively” (Honneth, 2007 in Warming, 2015:250).  

This injury can serve as a source of normative insight for individuals gained 

through “negative emotional reactions” or “psychological symptoms” which 

cause an individual to come to the realisation that they are being illegitimately 

denied social recognition (Lepold 2019:249-50). For this reason, Honneth 

(1995) argues that the experience of injustice can be a catalyst for social change 

which would generate morally motivated social conflicts arising from 

experiences of injury and disrespect through intersubjective struggles for 

recognition (Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010:348; Heidegren 2004: 365; Houston, 

2016:5; Lepold, 2019:249; Thomas, 2012: 454-5).  As struggle arises as a 

response to morally motivated social conflicts which require some sort of 

redress, the correct recognition of the other in socially embedded constitutive 

relations between individuals and groups may produce favourable outcomes 

acting against harmful distortion in social relationships and thereby make life 

more ethical (Häkli et al., 2018:2; Heidegren 2004: 365).   

4.3 Criticism of Recognition Theory 

In recent times a number of scholars have set out to criticise identity-based 

recognition by drawing attention to its unsatisfactory provisions. A number of 

these criticisms are relevant to consider before applying theories of recognition 

to young people’s participation in the realm of child welfare and the childcare 

system. 

4.3.1 Honneth’s Exclusion of Children from Rights and Solidarity 

According to Thomas (2012: 464) if Honneth’s model is to be applied to 

participation, it must first be critiqued for its inherent bias against children’s 

agency, sociality and citizenship (Thomas, 2012:458). In Warming’s (2015:251) 
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analysis of adultism in the theory, Honneth does not problematize the 

generational order and takes children’s exclusion from the group of morally 

responsible persons as natural.  This may be because this theory builds on 

traditional developmental psychological constructions of human development 

where children are considered only in the first form of recognition and are not 

recognised as universal rights bearers or contributors beyond this point. This 

does not align with a sociological understanding of childhood wherein children 

are seen as agentic beings rather than passive recipients of care (Thomas, 2012: 

457-8; Warming:2015:249).  

It is argued here that Recognition Theory is applicable to sociological research 

concerning children and young people beyond the developmental importance 

of love, or emotional recognition despite criticism to the contrary. As Thomas 

(2012:456) reminds us, Honneth does suggest that there is an ‘essential 

indeterminacy’ as to what constitutes the status of a responsible person. This 

leads to a structural openness on the part of modern law that enables an 

extension of the classes of people to whom basic human rights are extended, 

and the types of right to which they are entitled, including young people in care 

(Thomas & Stoeklin, 2018: 75).  Thomas & Stoeklin (2018:76-7) go beyond this 

point by arguing that the adoption of the UNCRC (1989) demonstrates that 

children do belong to the class of morally responsible persons and are 

therefore holders of rights. Furthermore, they are entitled to respect as they 

are people with talents and capabilities, who contribute to society and culture 

a variety of ways, and so are deserving of esteem (Thomas & Stoeklin, 2018: 

76-7). This assertion is bolstered by consideration of literature relating to the 

agency of children and their contributions to social life, albeit constrained in 

intersubjective generational relationships (Pugh, 2014:73-4). This discussions 

demonstrate that the experience of childhood spans the civic and social realms, 

as well as the realm of intimate relationships and therefore affirms that the 

application of Recognition Theory to lived experience is apt. 

4.3.2 Insufficient Critique of the Structural Generation of Misrecognition.   

An important critique of Recognition Theory is that it takes insufficient account 

of power as Honneth has focused on the consequences of suffering 

misrecognition rather than on the more fundamental question of its causes, 
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the realities of oppression and the role of the mis-recognisers (McNay, 2008; 

Garrett, 2010: 1525). McNay’s (2008:9) critique is that a focus on individual 

instances of interaction in Recognition Theory obscures the extent to which 

identity and subjectivity are framed by ‘structural dynamics of power’ which 

operate at one remove from the immediate relations of everyday life (McNay, 

2008: 9). Generally, within Recognition Theory, oppression tends to be 

perceived as a form of ‘interpersonally engendered misrecognition’ rather than 

a form of exploitative interaction that is ‘systematically generated (McNay, 

2008: 9; Houston, 2016: 9).   

This criticism ignores the fact the forms of (mis)recognition are understood to 

be framed by particular types of social relationships in particular spheres of 

society, thus allowing for deeper analysis that goes beyond interpersonal 

disrespect highlighting as it does the social structures in which recognition is 

achieved or denied (Honneth, 1995). Thomas (2012:463) demonstrates this in 

the discussion regarding children’s status as rights bearers where political 

disenfranchisement is a barrier to participation on equal terms due to their 

social positioning in the generational order. Following Thomas (2012) it is 

argued here that an analysis of participation based on Recognition Theory that 

is cognisant of context and status allows for reflection on the structural 

generation of misrecognition.   

Fraser also criticises the focus on the individual interactions maintaining that 

this ignores the status of the individual in society (Fraser, 2003: 31 in Garrett, 

200:172). For Fraser (1995, 2003 in Houston, 2016:9) social justice requires 

more than the ‘restoration of wounded cultural identities’ but also in the 

reinstatement of the subject’s status in social and economic life and parity of 

participation in social situations. This requires the redistribution and attention 

to the institutionalised generation of status as opposed to a focus on ‘cultural 

injustice’ whose remedy is symbolic, entailing revaluing disrespected groups 

(Barry, 2016:102; Fraser, 2000). Garrett (2010:1530 & 2000:174) contends that 

Fraser’s approach to recognition is a better fit in some respects with the 

multifaceted nature of oppression and subjugation present in the discourse of 

social work, which aims to engage with people whose lives (and life chances) 

are determined by their positioning within a grid of intersecting forms of 

stratification.  
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As argued previously regarding young people’s experience of participation and 

their status in the civic realm, the application of Recognition Theory captures 

the concept of status. This is because the concept of spheres of experience 

carry meaning for the subject’s positioning within them. For instance, 

individuals are dependent in status in the sphere of intimate relationships in 

childhood, have a status as morally sane citizens in the civic sphere, and as 

valued members of a community in the social sphere if they are experiencing 

just recognition (Honneth, 1995; Lepold, 2018).  

The status subordination of young people can be seen clearly in analysis that 

reflects on participation or draws on Recognition Theory, affirming that this 

criticism can also be overcome through consideration of the nature of 

intersubjective relationships in particular spheres of society. This can be seen 

in Thomas’s (2012) argument that because young people are not yet perceived 

to have full status as civic agents, political disenfranchisement results, which is 

a denial of their status as rights holders. Furthermore, Warming (2015) has 

demonstrated that it is particularly important to integrate issues of status in a 

recognition-based analysis of a young person in cares lived experience. She 

explores how a struggle for recognition can fail in particular as a result of their 

institutionally marginalised, subjugated status within the care system where 

corporate values, and the primacy of parental rights generate the experience 

of disrespect for this young person.   

The second aspect of Frasers (2000) criticism is that Recognition Theory ignores 

the structuration of experience by institutionalised forms of maldistribution, 

which is also linked to subordination of status with implications for parity of 

participation. This aspect of criticism holds weight, in that it is not addressed at 

all within Recognition Theory and is a well discussed variable with implications 

for parity of participation. It is suggested here that this criticism of Recognition 

Theory can be overcome in this application to a study on rights-based 

participation if a contextual analysis includes a consideration of resource 

implications in childcare systems where recognition is secured through the 

practices of state agencies given the dependencies of young people in care on 

public provision to provide for them in a way that supports their needs for 

recognition.  
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4.3.3 Insufficient Account of the State 

Moving from a consideration of social structures at large to the state in 

particular it can be argued that an account of institutionalised misrecognition 

and disrespect is missing (Garrett, 2010: 1517). This has the potential to 

produce unwanted repercussions given that most social workers carry out their 

duties as highly regulated agents of the state (Garrett 2010: 1519). According 

to Garrett (2000 & 2010) this under-theorising of the state in social work 

applications of Recognition Theory risks (mis) recognition and conflict in face-

to-face interactions (Garrett, 2000:178). This is because the neo-liberal state, 

across jurisdictions, can be regarded as a builder and consolidator of 

‘difference’ through public planning and service delivery, for example welfare, 

which affects are differential access patterns to public life thus re-making and 

reinforcing relations of identity/difference’ (Garrett 2010: 1530). Thus, the 

state as the structuring force for public order may be responsible for the 

discursive promulgation of categories and labels attached to particular groups, 

including young people in care (Garrett 2010: 1529). Furthermore, by its very 

nature, the state cannot be conceived of as a ‘neutral delivery system’ that may 

resolve struggles for recognition because particular state formation is never 

outside of social and economic relations but are themselves products of cyclical 

struggles within society (Garrett 2010: 1528).  

This is not to say that Honneth’s theory is not sufficient to apply to practice in 

public social settings.  Lepold (2018:248) argues that the theory of recognition 

presupposes social institutions as the three forms of reciprocal recognition are 

already “institutionalised in every social reality”. This point is particularly 

salient to social work practices defined by the regulations of state bodies where 

caring, rights and solidarity overlap. Therefore, it is reasonable to suspect that 

the exposition of the state as a consolidator of difference, and a facilitator of 

recognition can be revealed in analysis of the childcare context.  

4.3.4 The Struggle for Recognition as Impetus to Change 

Some individuals in contact with social work and related services, who are 

subjected to social suffering and (mis)recognition, have responded by 

collectivising their experiences and forming ‘survivor’ and campaign groups 

(Garrett, 2000:172). However, Lepold (2019:250) has queried the assumption 

that struggles for recognition lead in the medium term to improvements in the 
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collective life of a society. First Lepold (2019:255) declares a level of scepticism 

that parties to a struggle always treat each other as normative co-authorities.  

Furthermore, Lepold (2019:254) argues that it is not easy to see how someone 

whose value has just been called into question can find the strength to resist 

the disrespect he or she is experiencing. Depending on the gravity of the 

disrespect endured, and the effect on the individual, it may not be possible for 

individuals to become aware of their normative expectations in every case 

(Lepold 2019:255). This exposes a central gap in Honneth’s assumption that 

experiences of disrespect, engendering the emotion of shame, lead ipso facto 

to social struggle aimed at seeking withheld recognition (Houston, 2016:5).  

This criticism holds particular weight when considering the theory as applied to 

young people in care and their experiences given their dependent status in 

intergenerational relationships that are institutionally framed (Fraser, 2000: 

Thomas, 2012: Warming, 2015). The literature on rights and participation 

reveals that young people are particularly dependent on adult support and the 

initiation of practices to support what could be termed as a struggle for the 

recognition through participation as a means to exert influence on matters that 

affect them (e.g. Hill et al., 2004: Tisdall, 2008; Tisdall, 2017).  In considering 

the case discussed in dissertation, this point requires reflection on the 

institutional structures and the status of actors within them that enables or 

constrains their capacity to achieve a struggle for recognition.  

4.4 Recognition Theory in Literature: Social Work and 

Children in Care  

Recognition Theory has gained substantial ground in social work research. This 

is because recognition as an ideal, moral category of intersubjective political 

life may offer a philosophically moral, and social psychologically grounded 

normative framework for social work practice in encounters with users of social 

services (Garrett 2010: 1517; Häkli et al., 2018:2; Kallio, 2017:93; Warming: 

2015:250).  A consideration of Recognition Theory regarding support in social 

work services has salience for practice with members of marginalised and 

subaltern groups who may be systematically denied dignity, self-esteem and 

recognition. Such processes of denial and disrespect may extend into the 

practices of social work interventions which can result in inadequate or abusive 
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‘care’ practices (Garrett 2010: 1526). Garrett (2010:1518 & 26) notes the 

increasing application of Honneth’s conception of recognition to social work 

practice in face to face encounters as an ethical framework that emphasises 

respect for such marginalised persons and the relational aspect of life.  

In addition to providing a frame for practice in social work research, 

Recognition Theory also provides a frame for analysis for the context in which 

social work supports are delivered. As Houston (2016:4 citing Croft & 

Beresford, 2008) points out, social work practices traverse public and private 

spheres, between personal lives, civic status and the social world encompassing 

the ‘the social and personal; the psychological and the public, the individual 

and the collective; with the self and agencies affecting it’.  These spheres are 

analogous to the spheres of recognition in Recognition Theory (Houston, 

2016:4). Houston (2016:5) maintains that this multidimensional understanding 

of social life is important for social work theory as the conditions for practice in 

neo-liberal contexts generates conflict between its core values of practice (such 

as respect) and the political ideologies underpinning western states, thus 

producing elements of the struggle for recognition in practice. This struggle is 

evident at a practice level where social work practice ideals meet the 

rationalised prescription of neoliberal management including accountability, 

quality control, risk management and surveillance (Houston, 2009:1275; 

Houston & Dolan, 2008:467). This instrumental rationality has been criticised 

for producing an iron cage of regulation that has a negative impact on social 

work, as practised in many Western countries generating conflicts in practice 

that preclude the attainment of social justice (Houston, 2009:1288; Houston, 

2016:5; Houston & Dolan, 2008:467).  

4.4.1 Recognition Theory and the Childcare System 

There is an emergent trend towards the application of Recognition Theory in 

North European literature that is often focused on social pedagogical practices 

concerning looked-after children and young people as a conceptual framework 

for their care (Häkli et al.,2018:4; Houston and Montgomery 2017 in Smith et 

al., 2017:1614; Lausten and Frederiksen,2016:93; Warming, 2015).  This is 

because the theory holds relevance for an explanation of human development 

and social justice that is promoted in interactional practices in particular 

contexts (Häkli et al., 2018:4; Smith et al., 2017: 1607; Warming, 2015:249). 
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Warming (2015;249) demonstrates how the application of Recognition Theory 

to empirically observed professional practice may demonstrate the analytical 

potentials of Honneth’s concepts of recognition and disrespect as a tool of 

theorising childhood under corporate parenting linking the ‘personal along 

with the public’ and ‘the emotional along with the rational’.  In this way 

Recognition Theory offers a tool for a normative evaluation of how a social 

institution can ensure that just recognition is attained (Thomas et al., 2016: 

517). However, as yet the application of Recognition Theory remains relatively 

scant in Anglophone social work literature (Häkli et al.,2018:4).  

 

4.4.1.1 Emotional Recognition: Caring for Children and Young People in Care  

The first form of emotional recognition is of particular relevance to the 

consideration of caring about children in care as a potential framework for 

exploring elements of good quality relationships, particularly between children 

and young people and their care professionals. This may be particularly 

important given the fact that children’s sense of self and others, could be, or 

have been threatened by acts of child abuse leading to impaired self-

confidence in later life (Houston, 2016:8; Smith et al., 2017; Ridley et al., 

2013:60).  Applying Honneth’s theory of recognition to the practice of caring 

for young people in foster care can provide a frame for practice that counteract 

prior experiences of injustices. Honneth’s three forms of recognition that form 

the basis of the conditions for identity formation are not inconsistent with a 

large body of research that identifies key elements of children’s resilience 

including their need for security, self-esteem, and self-efficacy (e.g. Masten et 

al., 1990 in Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010:348).  The first form in particular 

captures the psychosocial implications of intersubjective relationships, and so 

can be useful in order to develop a relational understanding of social work 

practices, including the supportive relationships between practitioners and the 

young people providing a road map to practice (Ridley et al., 2013: 60).  

Häkli et al., (2018:2) demonstrated the utility of applying Recognition Theory 

to welfare practice in Finland where concerns were voiced about the negative 

labelling of service users as ‘problem youth’ with implications for outcomes 

(Häkli et al., 2018:1). Häkli et al., (2018:1-2) make a case for the positive 

recognition in order to foster children and young people’s wellbeing as part of 



86 
 

everyday interactions in affective relationships in institutional and non-

institutional settings (Häkli et al., 2018:1 &5-7). Recognition Theory has also 

been used as a frame to consider the needs of care leavers making the 

transition into adulthood. Paulsen & Thomas (2018: 163 &178) applied 

Recognition Theory to the transition to adulthood from child welfare services 

in Norway and found that the young people expressed a need for recognition 

through good relationships as a prelude to the attainment of rights throughout 

this process. Sirriyeh & Ní Raghallaigh (2018:89) also examine foster care for 

unaccompanied refugee minors (henceforth URM) through the lens of 

recognition. Sirriyeh & Ní Raghallaigh (2018:93) suggest that ‘emotional 

recognition’ through the provision of constant and reliable affection 

maintained on an ongoing basis supports self-confidence which is of great 

importance to the URM, who are separated from family and have endured 

difficult and potentially traumatic circumstances which constitute disrespect 

across the three spheres of recognition. 

Smith et al., (2017) argue that Recognition Theory is better suited to a 

consideration of relational work with children and young people in care than 

Bowlby’s attachment theory. Smith et al., (2017:1611) criticise the dominance 

of attachment perspectives, which foregrounds the importance of the early 

relationships of childhood with a particular primary care giver. They challenge 

the taken-for-granted assumption underpinned by attachment theory that 

family or substitute family care is a preferred option to residential care, which 

is based on a belief, not necessarily supported by evidence that family care can 

provide a consistency in relationships that residential care cannot (Smith et al., 

2017:1609).  Smith et al., (2017:1611) argues that this claim is contestable, 

citing studies which evidence the issue of placement instability as evidence of 

dissonance between empirical findings and rhetoric, asserting that it is one of 

the major reasons why outcomes for children in care are often so 

disappointing. 

Attachment theory is seen to limit considerations of appropriate care models, 

such as those provided by professionals, as it pathologises certain patterns of 

attachment in non-standard relationship experiences (Smith et al., 2017:1611 

&1615). Conversely, Recognition Theory positions the child as full of potential 

and this lends itself to a more holistic, reciprocal and respectful perspective on 
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professional–child relationships, which align with what children and young 

people value in their encounters with social work (Smith et al., 2017:1611-15). 

The argument put forth by Smith et al. (2017) is that care is more appropriately 

considered a moral and a practical task rather than an attempt to replicate an 

ideal derived from a particular relationship model derived from biology (Smith 

et al., 2017:1613-4). They refer to work with adolescents, that discusses how 

ideas of ‘mattering’ may be more appropriate than attachment. The concept of 

mattering would suggest that, when a young person feels they matter to others 

and to themselves, then they tend to do well. Conversely, they may struggle 

when they feel that they don’t (Smith et al., 2017:1611-2). This is a concept that 

Recognition Theory captures in terms of both emotional regard and social 

esteem.  Recognition does not prioritise a biological attachment relationship, 

but does acknowledge the important source of comfort, warmth, and 

familiarity to be gained from close relationships with a small number of people. 

Foster-carers or residential care workers are, in most cases, not trying to be a 

child’s ‘mother’, may nonetheless offer a close emotional connection that may 

be called love (Smith et al., 2017:1616). 

In addition to a frame for the promotion of enhanced practice, Recognition 

Theory can also be a way of identifying when caring practices fall short. 

Warming (2015:248) outlines the lived experience of one young subject in 

order to map their experiences of (mis)recognition in the care system. In doing 

so she argues that the life of children in care unfolds as a continuous struggle 

over recognition with negative consequences for their wellbeing (Warming, 

2015:248). Warming (2015: 255) reflects on this issue as she considers the 

dearth of affective regard and opportunities to be held in esteem for this young 

person in care and the resulting struggle for recognition that ensues. She 

further maintains that while these struggles take place in face-to-face 

interactions, the violence of recognition is based on wider social structures, 

such as the generational order, ‘familization’ of children’s emotional needs 

within the private sphere and a problematising, individualistic diagnostic 

approach to deviation (Warming:2015:251). She notes that this child in care 

experiences her supportive relationships as emotionally unfulfilling as they are 

framed by discourses, governance strategies and professional attitudes that 

may prevent the development of meaningful affective bonds. This less-than-
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ideal situation can have negative consequences for the children’s self-

confidence and self–other relationship (Warming, 2015:255).  

4.4.1.2 Legal Recognition: Structural Inclusion for Children in Care: Accessing 

their Rights 

Recognition Theory is also applied in the consideration of structural inclusion 

in general, and rights attainment, for young people in care, including 

participation in decisions about their own lives (Paulsen & Thomas, 2018: 164). 

Of course participation itself is a legal form of recognition enshrined in Article 

12  that makes it imperative to consult, and enable participation in decision-

making through structures of care about issues that are important to young 

people (Smith et al., 2017:1617). However, Houston & Dolan (2008:463) 

expand the conception of rights for young people in care to include access to 

the kinds of reciprocal support that becomes a given for any person that is held 

in positive regard by others in society in a practical extension of Recognition 

Theory via social support. Ridley et al. (2013: 61) maintain that when support 

that acknowledges children and young people as rights holders with 

entitlements to a service or to resources is available, this contributes to 

development of self-respect and dignity.  Therefore, the support available to 

an individual is central to the pursuit of a just society (Houston &Dolan, 2008 

:463). Sirriyeh & Ní Raghallaigh’s (2018:94) research with URM’s demonstrates 

this point as legal recognition was facilitated through access to concrete and 

advice support, in addition to advocacy which was critical for this cohort given 

their relationship to legal structures as a result of their status.   

However, Warming’s (2015:257) case illuminates how the acquisition of legal 

recognition may be counteracted by power relations producing struggles in a 

childcare system. In her worked example, a young person’s formal right to the 

maintenance of a social network is violated through acquiescence to parental 

wishes despite a hegemonic discourse on social networks as a valuable 

resource in children’s lives. This occurs as a paradox arising from the 

generational order that prioritises parental rights over the young person’s 

rights. Warming (2015:257) argues that young people in care are particularly 

vulnerable to this form of right violation as a result of their looked after status, 

and that this has negative consequences for the young person’s self- respect by 

means of the experience of being treated as less morally sane than others. 
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Warming (2015:251) further suggests that the negative dispositions of young 

people in care towards social work practitioners may result from a deprivation 

of legal recognition. In a further criticism of legal recognition in the childcare 

system. Paulsen and Thomas (2018: 168-9) repeat this contention that the 

construction of children as objects of concern, rather than morally sane citizens 

means that child welfare services struggle to include children and young people 

in collaborative participation processes that might improve their circumstance 

and experience of care that can result in ‘misrecognition’ by institution. They 

contend that this negatively impacts self-confidence, self-respect, and self-

esteem (Paulsen and Thomas, 2018: 168-9).  

4.4.1.3 Social Recognition: Solidarity with Young People in Care 

In social work practice with children and young people in care, ‘solidarity’ can 

be conceived of as promoting a child’s position in wider social structures 

through a strengths-based perspective (Häkli et al., 2018:4). Central here is the 

premise that young persons are seen and heard as they wish to be encountered 

and appreciated as ‘who they are’ through the unique characteristics and 

matters they themselves find significant. This avoids the labelling and 

problematising aspects of social work practice in the moment of interaction 

(Häkli et al., 2018:8). This form of social recognition enables self-esteem, which 

is dependent on the community’s acknowledgement of a person’s attributes 

and accomplishments which can be considered to be a precursor to self-

realisation in society. This form of social recognition available in social networks 

contributes to a sense of social solidarity within communities (Houston, 

2009:1282; Houston and Dolan, 2008:460 &463).  

 

In Sirriyeh & Ní Raghallaigh’s (2018:94) study, foster carers provided 

opportunities for ‘social recognition’ or solidarity when they recognise the 

competencies of the young people in their care, related to schooling and extra-

curricular activities, and their contribution to the family and to the wider 

community. These opportunities for social recognition that arose from the 

support for participation in the lives of their family and community was 

perceived to build up their confidence and social networks (Sirriyeh & Ní 

Raghallaigh, 2018:95). Furthermore recognising, valuing, and nurturing their 

contribution and competencies enabled young people to assert some agency 
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and reciprocate in relationships. This was perceived to be beneficial in that it 

allowed young people to move beyond a sense of being passive recipients of 

hospitality (Sirriyeh & Ní Raghallaigh, 2018:95). Likewise Häkli et al.’s (2018) 

utilisation of positive recognition of youth in care can be said to be an act of 

solidarity that holds the young people in esteem for their unique capabilities. 

This contrasts to early intervention models where youth are viewed as 

problems to be solved (Häkli et al., 2018:8).  

 
The value of being listened to as an act of solidarity with their lifestyle emerged 

in Ridley et al. (2013: 61) research where young care experienced people 

emphasized the importance of practitioners relating to them about topics they 

were interested in, and having normal conversations while being prepared to 

hear difficult things and acknowledging the child’s perspective and experiences 

(Ridley et al., 2013: 61). Paulsen & Thomas (2018:164) also found social 

recognition features strongly in young people's accounts of their experiences 

relating to their case workers, and this affects whether not a sense of agency is 

obtained for the young people transitioning from care in their study. The 

experience of social recognition or solidarity is not limited to the interactions 

between professionals or carers and youth in care. However, despite potential 

benefits arising from social recognition, caution is urged by Häkli et al. (2018:9) 

who argue that emphasising strengths indiscriminately may also hide and 

complicate structural inequalities and justify individual responsibility over 

one’s own wellbeing in an act of misrecognition that may align with social 

power hierarchies.  

 

4.4.1.4 Overlap of forms of Recognition in Practice 

Paulsen and Thomas (2018: 168) note that the categories of recognition tend 

to overlap, arguing that each component is important for the realization of the 

others. In Häkli et al.’s (2018:5) account of positive recognition with 

marginalised youth, engagements in everyday practices through primary 

relationships of regard with significant others are not distinct from inclusion or 

exclusion at broader scales. Positive experiences in everyday environments 

involving affectionate relationships may contribute to broader resilience 

against difficult circumstances through increased engagement in the society. In 

Sirriyeh & Ní Raghallaigh (2018:94) the experiences of advocacy and support 
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were often narrated by foster carers and young people as key ‘turning points’ 

in developing relationships of trust and building conditions for emotional 

recognition, demonstrating an overlap between support for legal recognition 

and the subsequent perception of emotional support for URM in foster care. 

Likewise, there is a correspondence of the need for a good relationship to 

support emotional recognition, the need for participation to support legal 

recognition, and the need for affirmational support to support social 

recognition in the young people’s accounts in Paulsen & Thomas (2018: 168) 

study of young care leavers.  

4.5 Recognition Theory and Participation 

This section will consider the utility of Recognition Theory applied to the 

participation of children and young people in care. It is argued that reported 

despite widespread participatory practices, the voice of the child often remains 

unheard (Kallio et al., 2015). Graham and Fitzgerald (2010:343) argue that this 

ambiguity in practice suggests we have not yet resolved how best to theorise, 

interpret and practice children’s participation. Graham and Fitzgerald 

(2010:344) suggest that reimagining participation in terms of recognition may 

help to move beyond tensions in practice in order to reflect on what might 

constitute a deeper acknowledgement of the status and voice of children as 

participants in contemporary life (Graham and Fitzgerald, 2010:344). Thomas 

(2012:454) argues that the application and development of theory to 

participation should extend our understanding of what goes on when children 

and young people ‘participate’. He maintains that this would allow 

consideration of the reasonable objectives of work to promote their 

participation, along with reflection on the constraints and challenges. 

Furthermore, it offers the possibility of escaping the limitations of other 

theoretical approaches that focus on one dimension, such as deliberation or 

influence (Thomas 2012:463).   

 

The reason that Honneth’s theory of recognition can transcend a focus on 

deliberation or influence is because it is both a theory of individual 

development in a social context, and a theory of social change in a historical 

context (Thomas,2012:457). Its relevance derives from an understanding that 

intersubjective interactions play a fundamental role in how children and youth 



92 
 

come to develop a sense of identity in and through their mutual relations, as 

well as in encounters with professionals (Graham and Fitzgerald, 2010:351; 

Häkli et al., 2018). In collective participation where individuals work together 

to enhance the wellbeing of others a sense of personal capacity enhanced 

resilience, and a sense of self-efficacy can emerge from this situated form of 

recognition (Houston, 2016:9). Moreover, if participation is successful the 

result may be a sense of full self-realisation, through the recognition of rights 

as full participants who are empowered to take an active role in deliberating 

on policy and practice rather than being positioned as passive recipients of 

services (Houston, 2016:8). This means that Recognition Theory can also be 

applied to the consideration of the development of a sense of capacity which 

can be linked to a positive sense of self through the concept of social 

recognition or esteem (Houston and Dolan, 2008:461; Thomas, 2012: 457).   

 
In considering the fact that participation is initiated and facilitated by adults, 

Recognition Theory provides a way to frame the intersubjective and 

intergenerational patterns of interaction that can translates into possibilities 

for progressing children’s participation as relationships with important others 

are a key feature of self-actualisation and fulfilment (Graham & Fitzgerald, 

2010:349). As Thomas (2012: 463) contends all three modes of recognition 

(love, rights, and solidarity) are essential for children and young people’s full 

participation. Children do not engage fully if “they do not feel a sense of 

warmth and affection; they cannot participate equally if they are not respected 

as right‐holders; and they will not have a real impact unless there is mutual 

esteem and solidarity, and a sense of shared purpose”. Graham and Fitzgerald 

(2010:349) suggest that for this reason recognition should be considered as a 

precondition of children’s participation, because it is as crucial to participatory 

practice that meets their needs for care and protection.  For example Hooper 

and Gunn (2014: 477) writing about participation in research through the lens 

of recognition discuss how relationships precede and enable greater collective 

participation promoting a sense of empowerment which is conceived of as 

children’s well-being, or human flourishing (Hooper & Gunn, 2014:477).  In this 

way supportive relationships within participation for young people can 

facilitate the acquisition of a sense of esteem, through the attainment of 
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respect for their rights (Warming:2015:251; Houston, 2009:1282; Thomas, 

2012: 456-7; Thomas & Stoeklin, 2018: 75).  

 

4.5.1 Recognition Theory Applied to Collective Participation 

Recognition has been applied to collective participation in practice by Thomas 

(2012) and Warming (2006). Thomas (2012:459) reflected on young people’s 

fora called the Funky Dragon in Wales. In reflecting on variable control over 

agenda setting and the influence of external agencies (Thomas (2012; 461) 

suggested that this could be interpreted in terms of struggles for control arising 

from misrecognition. However, in considering the perspectives of both young 

people and professionals he concluded that there was more to participation 

than the attainment of rights in practice.  He noted that the worker considered 

the purpose of the group to be the promotion of voice in public affairs, 

friendship and solidarity and community action. These purposes can be 

considered analogous to love (friendship), rights (promotion of voice) and 

solidarity (community action). Likewise, for the young people involved the 

opportunity to be heard and recognised by adults; to develop skills and 

capacity; and to become part of the community were important components 

of their experience. However, the young people and adults weighted these 

purposes differently. In this study young people talked more about friendship, 

and the adult worker talked more about capacity-building to achieve the other 

purposes (Thomas 2012:460). Thomas (2012:461) further maintained that that 

positive relationships of primary regard were of utmost importance for the 

young people and foundational for all the other activity, bolstering continued 

engagement (Thomas 2012:461). 

 In reflecting on the place of rights in the project, Thomas (2012:461) that this 

concept is somewhat more ambiguous. The young people did not often talk 

about rights explicitly, although they did frequently talk about ‘getting their 

voices heard’ in a way that implied a sense of entitlement (Thomas 2012:461). 

Within the Funky Dragon study, the young people seemed more affected by 

the issue of esteem rather than the attainment of rights (Thomas 2012:461). 

When some young people are recognised by adults in the street, they felt 

particularly proud of contributions that they made that made an impact on the 

adults through participation who recognised them (Thomas 2012:462).  
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Warming (2006) has applied Recognition Theory to the collective participation 

of young people in care. Warming (2006) discusses the dilemmas and 

possibilities of giving voice to children in foster care based on the “Børnetinget” 

(Children’s Parliament) in Denmark, an action research project that aimed to 

give voice to foster children so that their knowledge could influence policy and 

practice influencing. This “Foster Children’s Parliament” and a web-based 

“foster children’s public forum” intended to empower young participants 

through participatory research,  by demonstrating solidarity through  active 

support for the issues, concerns and wishes raised by children, and  by 

recognition of their participation, in the sense of explicitly valuing and 

appreciating each child’s particular contribution to the research process and 

the results (Warming 2006:28 & 32). In line with Recognition Theory’s 

acknowledgement of the intersection between private and public, it is 

Warmings (2006) contention that participation in this research illuminated the 

political dimension of private experiences.  In sharing these experiences, it 

emerged that although foster children have the formal right to have a say 

regarding important decisions in their lives in their individual circumstances, 

they experience insufficient legal recognition. Moreover, many foster children 

report that they only have a say as long as their perceptions and desires are not 

significantly at odds with what the professionals identify as the best interests 

of the child (Warming,2006:41). In terms of Recognition Theory, the infrequent 

involvement of foster children in major and minor decisions affecting their 

everyday lives as well as in social work practice and research is held to be 

caused (or increased) by societal causes resulting in the “systematic violation 

of the conditions for recognition” (Honneth, 2003: 39 in Warming, 2006: 45). 

Despite the limitations to the attainment of legal rights in their individual 

circumstances, Warming (2006:42) maintains that the collective participation 

for foster children is as much about emotional and social recognition as it is 

about legal recognition (Warming,2006:42). For foster children, participation is 

not only about having a say and being listened to; rather, it is more about taking 

part and being valued. Furthermore, children’s experience of having a say and 

being involved and supported appear to depend greatly on social relationships 

characterized by emotional and social recognition rather than formal rights. 

These relationships that support the ability to feel sufficiently secure and 
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confident to participate is at least as important as the ‘grand social service 

design’ for children’s agency and participation (Warming,2006:42).  

4.6 Summary 

In this chapter a consideration of the utility of Honneth’s Theory of Recognition 

to the collective participation of young people in care began with a 

consideration of the development of this theory from psychological and 

philosophical theories of human development and flourishing that foreground 

the intersubjective nature of human life. This allows for a full understanding of 

how social justice and individual development can be achieved through 

intersubjective recognition of individuals across three spheres of experience, 

that take three particular forms, love, rights and solidarity, that span three 

spheres of human experience, from intimate relationships of primary regard to 

the civic sphere of rights, and the sphere of society, or community. Recognition 

across these spheres produces human goods such as self-confidence, self-

respect and self-esteem that promote human flourishing, however if one of 

these forms of recognition is missing then can be consequences of psychic or 

physical injury for the individual concerned.   Furthermore, by virtue of 

individuals dependency in intersubjective relationships, they are vulnerable to 

disrespect, to their physical or emotional integrity, self-respect as moral 

persons entitled to inclusion in society on an equal basis to others, and to their 

status as members of society. These experiences of disrespect can have a 

negative effect on a person’s sense of self.  

Following the exposition of Recognition Theory, a reflection on its critiques in 

literature which was intended to illuminate issues relating to its applicability to 

children and young people’s collective participation while in the care of the 

state. This includes a focus on individual interactions rather than the structural 

or institutional generation of disrespect. Furthermore, the theory itself is 

perceived by some to be adult centric in orientation apart from the first from 

which reflects on individual development couched in affective relationships. 

The status of children as rights holders and their capacity to claim recognition 

on their own terms is questioned here. However, as Thomas & Stoeklin (2018) 

maintain there is a general openness in the theory regarding the class of 

persons to whom rights are applicable and the development of the UNCRC and 
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the sociological approach to childhood have demonstrated that children and 

young people are in fact rights holders. Furthermore, it is argued that 

Honneth’s conception of recognition presupposes social institutions and the 

structures they generate which allows for a consideration of status, so a 

structural analysis of the conditions in which recognition or disrespect arises is 

possible.  

Following this consideration of critiques, the application of Recognition Theory 

to social work practice unfolds its potential when applied both as a frame for 

practice and an analytical tool. As a tool for analysis in this field the theory 

spans ‘the social and personal; the psychological and the public, the individual 

and the collective; with the self and agencies affecting it as does social work 

practice (Houston, 2016:4). Within social work practice, recognition is 

positioned as a fruitful frame for ethical practice given its focus on social justice 

arising in relational interactions. For example, when it is applied to children and 

young people in care it provides a frame for caring practices that may address 

emotional needs, underpin the attainment of rights and esteem, which can 

promote the positive development of identity, wellbeing and resilience  

Finally, Recognition Theory is weighed in terms of its utility to developing an 

understanding of what happens in collective participation.  As in the literature 

on collective practices, adult dispositions and practices loom large in 

Recognition Theory, and the active provision of recognition has been suggested 

as one way to promote successful participation (Thomas, 2012). Furthermore, 

the application to the collective participation of young people illuminates the 

fact that emotional and social recognition may take precedence in the accounts 

of young people, which is an interesting finding given the difficulties arising in 

participation literature in attaining influence. This may enhance our 

understanding of participation as an opportunity for recognition and 

development that enhances esteem and promotes civic transformation, 

transcending the disjuncture’s in discourses surrounding the “needy” 

“developing” and “agentic” child.   
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Chapter 5: Context & Practice 

 

5.1 Introduction 

In line with the learning in the previous chapter regarding the influence of 

context on participation this chapter will begin with an overview of the policy 

and legislation context in Ireland in which it is embedded as this provides the 

impetus for practice (Larkins et al., 2015). It will begin with an account of the 

historical failings in the child welfare and protection system to listen to children 

under its care in order to establish the rationale for participatory practice in 

this context in Ireland in Section 5.2.  In Section 5.3 the increasing incorporation 

of Article 12 into policy will be traced, followed by a consideration of relevant 

legislation in Section 5.4, so that the contextual drivers of participatory practice 

in Ireland can be considered. As participation in this initiative intended to 

enable young people in foster care to input into service and policy 

development, in Section 5.5, recent reviews of the service context will be 

considered in terms of challenges that may present during the provision of 

foster care services. This will be followed by a description of the model of 

collective participation in Section 5.6.   

 

5.2 The Impetus Towards Participation in the Irish Context. 

The ratification of the UNCRC (1989) in 1992 compelled the Irish state to 

undertake ‘all appropriate legislative, administrative and other measures’ for the 

implementation of children’s rights, including children’s right to freely express 

their views in all matters affecting them, and for these views to be given due 

weight in line with their age and maturity as per the requirements of Article 12 

(OCO, 2017:2).  

However, this was not the only impetus for participatory practice as historical 

inquiries led to successive reports which criticised Irelands welfare and protection 

system for its responses to, and care of children who came into contact with it. 

Early inquires on historical failings of institutions of childcare in Ireland in the 

Kennedy Report in 1970 paved the way for the Taskforce on Child Care Services 

Report (1980). This report recommended that future legislative instruments 
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allowed the courts to give precedence to the rights and interests of the child, 

particularly those who come into contact with welfare services.  Over the four 

decades since the publication of the Kennedy Report (1970) successive inquiries 

including the Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse; The Implementation Plan, 

known as the Ryan Report (2009) have been published (McGing, 2012). These 

reports outlined how the abuse of children in contact with the child protection 

system could continue to experience harm due to a lack of opportunity to be 

heard in a safe environment, disbelief when disclosures were made and 

subvention of the rights of children to those of the family (Corbett, 2015: 2; Forde 

et al., 2015: 28-9; Barnados et al., 2009; McGing, 2012: 472). While Ireland was 

initially slow to respond to its obligations under the UNCRC, the knowledge 

generated by these inquiries had a significant impact on children’s policy, and 

cultural attitudes creating an impetus towards practice that gives greater effect 

to the voices of children and young people (Corbett, 2015: 2; Hayes, 2002:90; 

O'Donnell, 2016: 13). 

 

5.3 Policy 
The increasing integration of the UNCRC (1989) in general and Article 12 in 

particular, into policy can be seen in five policy documents that illustrate the 

continued evolution in understanding and practice relating to the participation 

of children and young people in matters that affect them in Ireland. This is an 

important contextual consideration as Hayes (2002:5) contends that policy that 

is constructed in the spirit of children’s rights is more likely to generate 

integrated responses that are sensitive to individual needs. Given the historical 

tendency to subsume the rights of the child to adult authority in the Irish 

context, the repositioning of children as discrete rights holders themselves, and 

a specific social group to be considered in parallel to the family unit refocused 

policy provisions  on their needs, while promoting respect for them (Hayes, 

2002:5). Furthermore, the provisions of the UNCRC (1989) provide a frame for 

practice that allows the mapping of targets to specific articles within the 

Convention and the creation of monitoring mechanisms (Hayes, 2002:6).  

5.3.1 The National Children’s Strategy (2000) 

The National Children’s Strategy was developed as a response to the CRC 

Committee’s (1998) recommendation for a comprehensive National Strategy 
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for Children, that incorporates the principles and provisions of the UNCRC in a 

systematic manner as part of their review of progress post ratification. This 

included the promotion and facilitation of children's participation and respect 

for their views in decisions and policies affecting them in both the public and 

private spheres (O'Donnell, 2016: 29).   Whilst it did not attain full incorporation 

of the UNCRC, this document positioned children as active participants in policy 

and service developments through two goals. The first being to promote the 

voice of the child in matters which affect them, and the second, to promote 

evaluation and research so that their lives will be better understood (DoHC, 

2000:11; Hayes, 2002:6). The second goal indirectly deepens the rationale for 

participation as quality supports and services cannot be delivered without an 

understanding of children’s experiences, and this requires their participation in 

evaluation and research.   However, Hayes (2002:69) critiques the strategy 

from a rights-based perspective noting that while in principle all actions will be 

‘integrated’ children are not named as stakeholders despite the prominence of 

the concept of giving children a voice within the strategy.  Moreover, the adult-

centred perspective frames participation as a process that is managed by 

adults, who delineate the scope of participation for the child. This view of 

participation fails to centre the child in process and is deficient in terms of rights 

realisation. 

5.3.2 The Agenda for Children’s Services (2007)  

In 2007 the Office for the Minister for Children published the Agenda for 

Children’s Services that built on the National Children’s Strategy to develop a 

handbook for practitioners in children’s services to enable evidence based and 

outcomes focused practice that is in line with the UNCRC(1989). In the pursuit 

of better outcomes this document promotes the participation of service users 

as rights holders in the planning, implementation and evaluation of such 

services (Office for the Minister of Children, 2007:38). This was a practical 

document that promoted reflexive practice by stakeholders at various levels, 

with some practitioners identified as key facilitators of participation in order to 

ensure they supported participation by service users (Office for the Minister of 

Children, 2007:19 & 22 & 31). This document represents an advance on the NCS 

(2000) as it prompted reflection on the practical requirements of participation, 

moving beyond consideration of adult dispositions.  
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5.3.3 Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures (2014) 

Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures (2014) is a comprehensive document that 

aimed to guide policy development relevant to children across relevant 

government departments. This document achieved the further incorporation 

of the rights of children as outlined by the UNCRC (DCYA, 2014:2-3). It is notable 

that this policy document was informed by substantial public consultations that 

included 66,705 responses from children and young people demonstrating 

participatory principles in its construction (DCYA, 2014:12). In this document, 

Goal 3 is of particular interest as it translates the participatory principle of 

Article 12 into this policy framework through promoting the involvement of 

children and young people in the decisions that affect their lives at both a local 

and national level as fundamental to social inclusion, including young people in 

care (DCYA, 2014:31-2 &83; Kilkelly, 2014:6).  In this document the 

conceptualisation of participation evolved from the adult centric listening 

activity espoused in the NCS (2000) towards a more active respect for young 

people’s participation through a process of engagement that is respectful of 

their dignity, perspectives and contributions, and involves responding to them 

appropriately, for example through feedback. Furthermore, it is acknowledged 

that ‘seldom-heard’ children (e.g. children with disabilities) are harder to reach 

and hear, but their voices are no less important and certain accommodations 

and supports are required to ensure that they are heard.  

5.3.4 National Participation Strategy for Children and Young People 

(2015-2020) 

The National Strategy on Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision-

Making (2015–2020) incorporates Article 12 into its provisions in order to 

address the challenges in children and young people’s lives through 

appropriate participation in decision-making (DCYA, 2019:4). This strategy 

prioritised the participation of children and young people at a statutory level in 

relation to the social services delivered to them, the development of policy and 

legislation, and research (DCYA, 2019:5). Using a definition consistent with 

Article 12 of the UNCRC and Article 24 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, 

this document describes participation in decision-making as “the process by 

which children and young people have active involvement and real influence in 

decision-making on matters affecting their lives, both directly and indirectly” 
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(DCYA, 2019:6). The principles of non-discrimination and the notion of the 

evolving capacities of children and young people are endorsed, with particular 

efforts required to ensure the participation of hard-to-reach young people 

required. In line with the principle that rights under the UNCRC are indivisible 

this document makes specific reference to the protection of children and young 

people from harm in participatory processes. Finally, in line with the General 

Comment on Article 12 of the UNCRC, all participatory processes should be 

transparent and informative, voluntary, respectful, relevant to children’s lives, 

in child-friendly environments, supported by training, safe and sensitive to risk, 

and accountable (DCYA, 2019:9).  This policy document adopted the Lundy 

(2007) model as a framework for practice which is significant in terms of the 

incorporation of rights into policy given the fact that this model translates the 

requirements of Article 12 into practice.  

5.3.5 Tusla’s Child and Youth Participation Strategy (2019-2023) 

Tusla’s Child and Youth Participation Strategy (2019a) focuses specifically on 

how children and young people interacting with their services are to be 

supported in decision-making. It is based on a systematic review of the 

literature by Kennan, Brady and Forkan (2016) that explored the effectiveness 

of structures and procedures intended to support children’s participation in 

child welfare, child protection and alternative care services. In line with the 

evolving integration of Article 12 into policy and practice, Tusla also engaged 

and consulted with young people, in addition to other key stakeholders in order 

to better understand the challenges and requirements involved in further 

embedding participatory practices (Tusla, 2019a:10). This document affirms 

the utility of participation to improved policy development and service 

delivery, decision-making, the promotion of children’s protection, the 

development of children’s skills and  development along with changing 

attitudes amongst practitioners where service users are more likely to be seen 

as resources in  practice (Tusla, 2019a:14). There is also an acknowledgement 

that organisational culture and capacity must be addressed given the fact  that 

children and young people’s participation cannot be an isolated activity or 

simply a matter of good practice at the discretion of the individual worker if 

they are to be compliant with  national and international law, policy and 

standard (Tusla, 2019a:16). Tusla has also continued to use the Lundy model to 
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underpin its approach and training in participatory practice, however in this 

document there is a clarification that reaffirms the interpretation of influence 

following Lansdown (2010) noting that under Article 12, children and young 

people do not have the definitive say in the decision-making process. Their 

views should be given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity 

with adults retain responsibility for the outcome (Tusla, 2019a:11). 

 

5.4 The Legislative Context 

There are four legislative Acts that have relevance to the participation of young 

people in care in decision making processes. The impact of these Acts ranges 

from constraining agency regarding participation through the gatekeeping by 

guardians, to compelling participation through specific provisions.   

 

5.4.1 The Child Care Act 1991 & The Children Act 2001 

The participation of children in care is provided for in a number of specific 

circumstances within legislative articles in Ireland. An individual child can be 

consulted on decisions affecting their life under the Child Care Act (1991) and 

accompanying Regulations, the Children Act 2001 (Corbett, 2015: 5). However, 

adult dispositions can impede the collective participation of children and young 

people in care under other provisions within the Child Care Act (1991) relating 

to guardianship.  The type of care orders a child or young person is under 

defines the consent holder for that particular child, with the parent(s) as 

consent holders for those under a Voluntary Care Order and the principle social 

worker as guardian for those under a Care Order. As the participation of 

children and young people in care in various activities is dependent on consent 

from the relevant guardian, this legislation has the potential to interact with 

the attainment of participative rights for this particular cohort. So, if a child or 

young person   is under a Voluntary Care Order as per Part II: The Promotion of 

Welfare: 

Section 3: (1),(b)having regard to the rights and duties of the parents, whether under 

constitution or otherwise (i) regard the welfare of the child as the first and paramount 

consideration and (ii) in so far as is practicable, give due consideration, having regard 

to his age and understanding, to the wishes of the child. 
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Under this provision the parents retain ‘control’ over the child, and their 

participation in decisions that affect them is governed by, their parents first, 

those with the power to implement the provision and their assessment of the 

welfare of the child as first consideration next, and the practicalities of the 

particular case next.  The issue of consent in this instance where the child’s 

guardians remain the consent holders has implications for participatory 

practices in collective decision-making as social workers must seek out the 

informed consent from the guardian, before seeking the consent of the child 

and this requires time resources to be set aside. The percentage of children and 

young people under a voluntary care order at the end of 2015 was 35% which 

is a significant number when considering the social work resources required to 

ensure their participation in collective decision-making is possible should they 

wish to engage with it (Brady et al., 2019; Tusla, 2015:76). It has been argued 

in research that the requirement to seek parental consent can prohibit youth 

from participative opportunities (Kennan,2016:86).  

  
If the child is under an Emergency Care Order or Interim Care Order under Part 

III: The Protection of Children in Emergencies, there is no mention of 

consideration for views of the child. However, under Part IV: Care Proceedings, 

in implementing a Care Order as per Section 3, the health board (now CFA): 

shall (a) have the like control over the child as if it were his parent; and (b) do what is 

reasonable […] in all the circumstances of the case for the purpose of safeguarding or 

promoting the child’s health , development or welfare.  

Under Section 18, the Health Board (now the CFA) is identified as the consent 

holder for the child, and this removes challenges regarding time resources in 

the consent process.  

5.4.2 Article 42 

As a result of the knowledge that a failure to vindicate the rights of children can 

lead to substantial harms arising from the successive reports discussed in 

Section 5.2, calls for constitutional reform led to a development of significant 

legislative importance. In 2012, the 31st Amendment of the Constitution was 

passed into law, with the addition of Article 42, that explicitly outlined the 

rights of children in a move towards the substantiation of rights as conceived 

under the UNCRC (McGing, 2014: 471). The Thirty-first Amendment of the 
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Constitution (Children) Act 2012, Article 42A states that the State “recognises 

and affirms the natural and imprescriptible rights of all children and shall, as far 

as practicable, by its laws protect and vindicate those rights”. Kilkelly (2014:11) 

declares this to be a potential game changer in Irish law in that can be used 

both to make children’s rights actionable in the courts and more importantly, 

to drive child rights-based reform of law and policy. Indeed, Article 42A is the 

only legislative instrument that specifically recognises participative rights while 

delineating a definition of the voice of the child that is in line with Article 12 

(Corbett, 2015:3; IHREC, 2015: 6; Kilkelly, 2014: 11).   

5.4.3 The Child and Family Agency Act 2014 

An example this legislative action is to be found in The Child and Family Agency 

Act 2014, which establishes the new Child and Family Agency, Tusla, and 

includes the following two provisions on hearing the voice of the child in 

Section 9(3) which states that: 

“The Agency shall, when planning and reviewing the provision of services in connection 

with the performance of functions under section 8(1)(a), (b) or (c), ensure that 

consideration is given to the views of children.”  

 

Additionally, Section 9(4) states that:  

“The Agency shall, in performing its functions in respect of an individual child under the 

Child Care Act 1991, the Education (Welfare) Act 2000, the Adoption Act 2010 or section 

8(1)(c) or 8(3), ensure that the views of that individual child, where that child is capable 

of forming and expressing his or her own views, be ascertained and given due weight 

having regard to the age and maturity of the child.” 

 
While this legislative instrument promotes participation, it has been argued 

that this instrument also fails make specific reference to the rights of the child 

in its provisions that may have enhanced its utility (Kilkelly, 2014: 7).  

 

5.4.4 The Children First Act 2015 

The Children First Act (2015) provides parameters for protective practice when 

working with children and young people, both universally and in particular 

contexts.  It is also relevant to a consideration of participation relevant to 

children and young people in care as Section 2 5(c) refers to its application in 

“formal consultation with, or formal participation by, a child in respect of 

matters that affect his or her life”.  A further relevance of this Act relates to its 
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protective provisions which must be integrated into practice. The Children First 

Act (2015) highlights the particular vulnerabilities of children in care under 

Section 10 (4) and (5).  As this act further outlines how children with particular 

vulnerabilities can be safeguarded under Section 10(8) it provides a frame for 

best practice in child welfare and protection systems that is of relevance to 

initiatives that aim to promote the participation of a cohort of children and 

young people who have experienced trauma and may have continued 

vulnerability depending on their particular circumstance (Kilkelly, 2014: 7). This 

includes a mandate to report disclosures of abuse or harm. However, this 

legislation may also constrain access to collective participation, where children 

are deemed to be a risk to others they are excluded from collective 

participative opportunities.   

5.5 Service Context  

The National Child and Family Agency of Ireland, Tusla, is the statutory body 

charged with the care of children who cannot be looked after at home. At the 

time this study was being conducted there was approximately 6127 children in 

the care of Tusla, 66% of whom were in general foster care, 27% of whom were 

in relative foster care, 6% who were in residential care, with the remaining 2% 

receiving unspecified care (Tusla, 2018b). Most young people in Ireland are in 

long-term care, which is defined as being in care for one  calendar year or more, 

and there is evidence that Irish young people tend to ‘drift’ from one long-term 

care placement to the next. In terms of length of time in the system, 45% of 

young people nationally are in care for more than five years, 43% are in care 

for one to five years and 11% are in care for less than one year (Gilligan, 2019: 

2). Given the length of time that young people  spend within the alternative 

care model, it is important to reflect on and evaluate their expereinces given 

the importance of knowldege regarding their circumstances as a driver of 

effective practice (DCYA, 2014:33 &104).  

5.5.1 Participation in Tusla 

While great strides have been made in terms of service improvements, 

Shannon (2016:6-7) re-emphasised that the development of an effective child 

protection system must take account of the views of children. He warned that 

a failure to do so presents a significant risk that programmes, and services will 
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not understand and appreciate matters from the child’s perspective and 

thereby fail to fulfil their objectives.  Whilst this study was ongoing, Tusla was 

working towards greater service user participation as part of its programme of 

Prevention, Partnership and Family Support (PPFS) completed in 2018 (Tusla, 

2019). During this phase of organisational development, the implementation 

of participatory initiatives within the PPFS programme included the 

development of a National Children’s Charter, participation training and a 

toolkit for practitioners, a quality assurance framework for participation, a 

child-friendly complaints service and a seed fund initiative. Three national 

conferences on child and youth participation were also convened during this 

period. The collective model of participation that facilitated youth input into 

policy development and service provision that this study explores was 

established during this period (DCYA. 2019: 16; Kennan et al, 2017: 41-2). 

5.5.2 Review of Service Provision  

As collective participation is implemented as a means to improve policy and 

service provision, this section considers historical reviews of social work service 

provision in Ireland in order to ascertain the nature of challenges to service in 

this context. This would require attention to reviews of service provision as it 

is maintained that structural issues are the root cause of the challenges faced 

by children and young people in care (Larkins et al., 2015; Kilkelly, 2007; 

Goodyer, 2013).  

 The quality-of-service provision for young people in care has been monitored 

and reviewed over time, by Tusla, the Office of the Ombudsman for Children 

and HIQA (Health Information and Quality Authority). It is important to note 

that from its inception the newly formed Child and Family Agency inherited 

poorly resourced structures with which to provide a safe and effective service 

(Tusla, 2015: 92; Costello, 2016).  The Office of the Children’s Ombudsman 

(OCO) noted that pressure on resources within childcare systems can mean 

that services are resource-led rather than needs-led (OCO, 2013:18; Burns & 

McCarthy, 2012: 25). This concern was reiterated by the Irish Human Rights and 

Equality Commission (2015:7) who maintained that inadequate resourcing has 

implications for service provision that ensured children’s rights were 

vindicated. This issue of adequate human resources is threaded through a 

succession of service reviews.  
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In 2013 the Office of the Ombudsman for Children (OCO) conducted a meta-

analysis of recurring problems faced by children and young people in care due 

to a growing concern that the problems were manifestations of systemic 

difficulties (OCO, 2013:5-6). This report found inadequate supervision and 

review of foster care placements, care planning and crises management (OCO, 

2013:15-6 &18). Of further concern is the issue that more than half the children 

who made complaints, or had complaints made on their behalf, had child 

protection issues that were not adequately dealt with (OCO, 2013:21-2). The 

OCO also reported that some children in the care of the State had no social 

worker allocated to them for long periods of time or assigned to them on an 

irregular basis with implications for their safeguarding (OCO, 2013:22).  

The inadequate support and supervision of foster carers continued to be an 

issue which resulted in circumstances that were considered risky for children in 

care in HIQA’s Review of Foster Care Services 2017-2018 (2019:10-12). More 

recently, HIQA (2020) has facilitated the participation of children in young 

people in care in the review of the service they experience and found that some 

young people  continued to express dissatisfaction with certain aspects of their 

care provision, such as separation from their families, variable experience of 

social work support and a sense of not being heard in issues that affect them 

(HIQA, 2020: 20-24). These issues echo the experiences of young people in care 

who took part in a consultation conducted by McEvoy and Smith (2011) prior 

to the establishment of Tusla. The consistency of inadequate support over time 

in these reports indicate ongoing challenges with service provision.  

More recent reviews have drawn on the experiences of professionals and 

caregivers. A national consultation with social workers and foster carers 

revealed concerns that staff levels and organisational capacity were insufficient 

for the delivery of an appropriate quality of care (Quality Matters, 2017: 19). A 

number of structural issues were also identified during the course of this 

consultation. These consultations highlighted that there is a lack of clarity and 

consistency in relation to the operationalisation of many polices and work 

processes. Differences in approach, interpretation, and implementation of 

policy were reported as leading to significant frustration, inefficiencies, 

perceptions of decisions being made based on personality rather than policy or 

process, and, in some cases, to ineffective practice. Concerns were also raised 
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about how specific work practice issues that were raised repeatedly within the 

system were not addressed in a timely or consistent manner (Quality Matters, 

2017: 15).  

Supports for foster carers and relative carers continued to be negatively 

impacted by strained social worker staff capacity and organisational supports 

(Quality Matters, 2017: 19).  These capacity constraints were viewed as having 

a direct impact on the quality of supports and services. Most notably, 

consultation participants viewed these constraints as a key contributor to 

placement breakdown creating a cyclical effect that further increased the strain 

on stakeholders and the fostering system (Quality Matters, 2017: 19). A 

number of legal issues emerged from this consultation with a need for the 

development of clear policies, processes, and guidance for issues such as cross 

border travel, care orders and parental permissions (Quality Matters, 2017: 16-

7). 

It is important to note the weak areas of service provision due to the focus of 

the dissertation, however these reports did contain positive information. For 

example, HIQA (2020:52) found that most children in their sample had a 

positive experience of care receiving child centred services that met their needs 

via supportive relationships in which they felt valued. The consultation with 

social workers and foster carers revealed that a majority of social workers 

reported that they were supported by management in the conduct of their 

work, and reported positive working relationships with the foster carers to 

whom they provided support (Quality Matters, 2017:5). Foster carers reported 

a sense of altruism which emerged as a strength in their accounts and felt that 

they understood how the system worked, and that foster carer reviews were 

helpful (Quality Matters, 2017:5). 

 In relation to human resources and capacity it is important to note that Tusla 

has been working to increase staffing capacities through a National Strategy on 

Recruitment and Retention of Social Workers that was completed in 2018 

(Quality Matters, 2017: 30). Tusla’s (2018a) data indicates that during the 

lifecycle of the fora approximately 90% of children in care nationally have a 

social worker, and that approximately 93% of children in foster care have a care 

plan (Moran et al., 2019:4; Tusla 2018a). This is positive, but it means that there 
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may be a small cohort of children and young people in care who are in receipt 

of insufficient service with all its attendant implications for poor quality care. 

In addition to this, social work allocation rates vary by region with some areas 

more affected by others (Tusla, 2018). This is an important finding as whether 

social work support is experienced as adequate or not depends on staff and 

organisational capacity.   In recent statements to the press, the CEO of Tusla 

highlighted ongoing funding deficiencies, staffing issues and infrastructural 

issues, that suggest the persistence of structural challenges and resourcing 

within this agency (Baker, 2020; Pollak, 2020) 

5.6 Description of the Tusla / EPIC Fora  

Tusla established collective fora in conjunction with Empowering Children in 

Care (EPIC) an independent advocacy agency for children and young people in 

care.  In October 2014, three local youth fora were established by Tusla in 

conjunction with EPIC. Meetings had taken place in Dublin North City, 

Cavan/Monaghan, and Cork. This comprised a pilot phase of the project (Daly, 

2016). The key aim of the Tusla and EPIC fora, is to consult with young people 

in foster care and to seek their views on care-related issues that are important 

to them, while supporting their emotional and social wellbeing. They offered a 

formal mechanism by which young people can be facilitated and supported to 

engage directly on the reform and monitoring of care locally with the 

management of Tusla and nationally with senior policymakers. Following the 

pilot phase, a further six fora had been established by January 2016 which 

expanded to a total of fifteen fora established nationwide by 2017 (Kennan et 

al., 2017). By the second half of 2018 the fora were winding down operations 

as their objectives were held to be complete. 

The fora were planned and overseen by regional working groups consisting of 

diverse practitioners within a local area, who reported back to a National 

Oversight Group and Regional Directors of Services. These working groups 

convened a diverse range of actors depending on the locale. These could 

include principal social workers, social workers, social care leaders, 

participation officers, a children’s rights officer, advocates, and voluntary and 

community sector partners. These working groups, along with the fora, were 

coordinated on a national basis by the EPIC Participation Development 

Coordinator. This role was crucial to ensuring that the aims and principles of 
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the collective model were achieved through effective coordination and youth 

engagement processes. A key component of each group is access to a decision-

maker in that locale, such as a Principal Social Worker or an Area Manager. 

These working groups operated in an organisational capacity, providing 

oversight to local fora, agreeing practice parameters such as age limits, liaising 

with social work departments to identify candidates, and in some cases 

engaging with social workers to assess whether the forum was a suitable 

participation opportunity for particular children. The working groups also 

managed practical and logistical considerations, such as recruitment, fora 

dates, locations, and types of facilitation offered. The agenda for the fora was 

set by the young participants themselves, through agenda days facilitated by 

the EPIC Participation Development Coordinator. 

The working methods at an operational level varied across the six fora sampled, 

with some areas engaging outside facilitators to workshop with the young 

participants using creative techniques, and others working through roundtable 

discussion and group work processes. Each forum was facilitated and guided by 

members of the working groups with support from the EPIC Participation 

Development Coordinator at child-friendly times. 

Recruitment strategies entailed mailing children and young people in the 

catchment area, and direct invitation via social worker or care worker. 

Recruitment levels were relatively low for each area; areas with larger numbers 

of children in care, such as Dublin and Cork, had higher numbers. Areas with 

larger geographical areas to be covered reported challenges with access to the 

forum due to logistical reasons.  

5.7 Summary  

Horwath et al., (2012: 160) contend that the policy and legislative context 

regarding children’s participation rights, the ways in which those rights are 

interpreted at governmental and organisational levels will all influence 

whether participation is experienced as meaningful. It is clear that in policy, 

legislation and constitutional reform, Ireland’s law and policy evolved towards 

greater respect for children’s participative rights, including within the child 

protection and welfare contexts (Corbett, 2015:1; Kilkelly, 2014: 11). This is 

evident in the evolving policy provisions, moving from vague instructions for 
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practice within the National Children’s Strategy (2000), through to a practical 

handbook that prompts practitioner action in the Agenda for Children’s 

Services (2007), followed by a rights-based definition and recognition of the 

benefits of participation in Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures (2014). This 

trajectory culminates in a right based prescriptive model included in the 

National Strategy for Child and Youth Participation in Decision-making (2015), 

that is followed through to a policy document with a specific focus on children 

and young people in care in the Tusla Child and Youth Participation Strategy 

(2019).  

A review of the legislative context revealed that it may both compel and 

constrain participatory practice for young people in care. Their participation in 

childcare processes is compelled by the Child Care Act (1991) and the 

Children’s’ Act (2001), and in a move geared towards greater substantiation of 

children’s rights, the Thirty-first Amendment of the Constitution (Children) Act 

2012, Article 42A. The founding legislation (2013) of Tusla also contains a 

provision that promotes participation for children and young people in care in 

the development of service and policy provision. However, participation may 

also be constrained by the guardians of young people in care as prescribed by 

the Child Care Act (1991) and the Children First Act (2015), where 

considerations of a child’s best interests. The founding legislation (2013) of 

Tusla also contains a provision that promotes participation for children and 

young people in care in the development of service and policy provision. 

However, participation may also be constrained by the guardians of young 

people in care as prescribed by the Child Care Act (1991) and the Children First 

Act (2015), where considerations of a child’s best interests. 

Translating the principles of policy into practice can be challenging due to 

conflicting agendas, mandates, resource implications (Byrne & Lundy, 

2015:266).  Given the challenges that have been identified in reports regarding 

challenges within the care system and the implications for children and young 

people’s experiences, their participation in service and policy development is 

important. Within the service context of Tusla, a commitment towards 

embedding participation in organisational culture and practices is evident. 

However, participatory practice requires resources and Tusla inherited 
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structures that were in need of reform and investment. A review of reports, 

ranging from prior to the inception of the agency, up until the implementation 

of the collective model reveals ongoing structural and resourcing issues that 

can negatively impact young people in care.  

Finally, this section gave a description of the collective model, from its 

development and aims, to its organisational structure, and participative 

practice in order to aid further reflection on this initiative. This model has 

communication structures that would facilitate access to decisions makers, is 

flexible in terms of its local facilitation methods and ensures that young people 

have an opportunity to set the agenda. 
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Chapter 6: Methodology 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodological frame of this dissertation. In Section 

6.1, the aims and objectives will be restated, this will be followed by an outline 

of the ontological and epistemological perspectives, as the philosophical 

position relating to the construction of knowledge informs the appropriate 

methodological approach, which will be discussed in Section 6.2. This is 

followed by an outline of the ethical considerations relevant to this research in 

Section 6.3 and their integration into the research design.  Section 6.4 contains 

a discussion of the research methods. In the first part, the rationale for 

sampling and the recruitment process will be presented. This will be followed 

by a consideration of field work methods from rationale to design and 

implantation. This will be presented in two parts focusing on first on youth 

engagement in research, and secondly on stakeholder engagement.  This will 

be followed by the rationale for documentary analysis. Following this, the 

methods and processes of data analysis will be discussed on Section 6.5. Finally, 

in Section 6.6, this chapter will conclude with a reflection on the quality of the 

research.  

6.1.1 Aim and Objectives 

The aim of this dissertation is to reflect on a collective model of participation in 

order to deepen understanding regarding the meaningfulness of participation 

for children and young people in decision-making processes intended to 

improve policy and service provision. To achieve this, aim the following 

objectives were identified.  

• To explore whether the collective model has facilitated the attainment 

of participative rights as per the requirements of Article 12. 

• To further reflect on the collective participation of young people in care 

through a theoretical lens in order to deepen understanding of its value in 

practice to young people. 

• To synthesise the learning from the exploration of rights attained in 

practice and subsequent application of theory to the findings in order to 

consider the implications for future practice. 
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In order to achieve these aims, a multi method qualitative inquiry informed by 

an interpretivist approach was conducted, in which the collective model of 

participation was positioned as an object of human experience (Creswell, 

2007:58). This research was conducted in three phases, the first phase entailed 

data collection through fieldwork using qualitative methods including focus 

groups, semi structured interviews and documentation in order to capture the 

meaning given to this social phenomenon by the diverse actors who experience 

it (Mullan et al., 2007:420: Sirriyeh & Ní Rallaghaigh, 2018:92). This was 

followed by a round of deductive analysis using the Lundy (2007) model as a 

frame to assess the attainment of participative rights using the concepts of 

space, voice, audience and influence.  As not all the emerged from the conduct 

of this research could be captured by the Lundy (2007) model, a second phase 

of abductive reflection and analysis took place using Recognition Theory as a 

frame.   Abduction begins with the observation of a problem, or a gap in 

understanding, then proceeds to reference existing theories or explanations to 

develop a new and better situated explanation of the phenomenon being 

analysed (Padgett, 2016:42). Following Warming (2006, 2015) and Thomas 

(2012), Recognition Theory was used in a second phase of data analysis in order 

to deepen the understanding of what participation means for the young people 

involved through a more entire account of the phenomena within a theoretical 

frame (Creswell, 2007; Padgett, 2016:28).  

 

6.1.2 Ontological Perspective 

Within the social sciences competing theoretical approaches are underpinned 

by particular ontological perspectives regarding the nature of reality when 

studying the social world (Creswell, 2007: 16; Ormston et al., 2014:4). A 

positivist approach to social research is based on the notion that there are 

objective social facts to be discovered and that these can be uncovered using 

quantitative techniques (Sarantakos, 2013:28-30).  In this approach reality, as 

an objective social fact, can be perceived by the senses as it is independent of 

human consciousness. Furthermore, all humans perceive reality in the same 

way as all objects generate the same meanings. Therefore positivism proceeds 

on the basis that there are universal causal laws that influence the course of 
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social events and knowledge generated by observable phenomenon is to be 

trusted (Ormston et al., 2014: 4; Sarantakos, 2013:28-30-3).  This approach is 

useful in large-scale studies that focus on widespread phenomenon utilising 

quantitative techniques where the results obtained must be comparable to 

other results, either in the same period or in a longitudinal study. As 

quantitative methods aim to neutralise researcher bias, this methodology is 

often held to be more trustworthy (Padgett, 2016:22,24&28).   

This research however is embedded in an interpretivist approach, which differs 

from a positivist approach in that it is based on the idea that reality is under 

construction via a process of personal interpretation by the social actors 

involved. This means that the experience of social phenomena is subjective in 

nature and cannot be understood outside of social and cultural contexts where 

meaning is constantly under construct by social actors within intersubjective 

interactions (Bryman, 2008: 19; Sarantakos, 2013: 37-40; Winter, 2010:187). 

This ontological position assumes that no external reality exists outside of our 

beliefs and values, therefore, no one universal experience of reality exists so 

the meaning given to social phenomena is open to change, negotiation, and 

revision (Ormston et al., 2014:5; Padgett, 2016:28; Saini & Shlonsky, 2012:13).  

The rationale for adopting an interpretivist position is that the social 

phenomenon of collective participation in practice emerges as a result of new 

perspectives arising in the latter stage of the last century concerning rights in 

childhood, capacity and agency. However, this social phenomenon is 

embedded in a risk adverse context that emphasises vulnerability and need. 

Given that variable constructions of childhood have implications for their 

engagement in social phenomena, an interpretivist approach was chosen to 

allow a reflection on how the meaning of participation unfolds in 

intersubjective relations in a particular context (Bryman, 2008: 19; Sarantakos, 

2013: 37-40; Winter, 2006:61). Because this research recognises that the 

construction of social reality through intersubjective interaction is embedded 

in a specific context, it does not preclude or eliminate the possibility that formal 

structures outside of interaction can influence the social phenomena under 

investigation (Bryman, 2008:20).  This ensures the avoidance of a potential 

weakness of the interpretivist approach that, if it is adhered to strictly, may fail 
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to consider the impact of social structures and institutions upon the specific 

issue or phenomenon observed (Sarantakos, 2008: 41).  

6.1.2.1 Epistemological Position 

The ontological position adopted within research has implications for the 

epistemological assumptions regarding knowledge (and its limits) and our 

understanding of the social world (Ormston et al., 2014:5).  If the study of any 

social phenomena, as occurring in particular historical, social and cultural 

contexts, concerns agents whose self-determination and creativity shape the 

social world through interaction, then a focus on the meaning and 

interpretation warrants consideration of the socially constructed nature of 

these perspectives, and the researcher is not outside this process (Ormston et 

al., 2014:11-2; Saini & Shlonsky, 2012:13). Under the interpretivist paradigm, 

the induction or application of theory in the process of analysis is subjective, 

and open to reinvestigation and reinterpretation (Saini & Shlonsky, 2012:13).  

In fact, an objective research stance is impossible as this approach is mediated 

by the ideas and assumptions of the researcher as knowledge is not passively 

received, it is actively constructed and mediated by human beings, therefore 

any knowledge produced is provisional and potentially fallibistic (Ormston et 

al., 2014:12-3).  

6.2 Rationale for a Qualitative Approach  

Any methodological choices made must reflect the theoretical underpinnings 

and epistemological concerns, the research questions and the target group 

(Martin et al., 2015:44). Firstly, given that reality is held to be socially 

constructed, and social phenomena are variable, complex and difficult to 

measure in terms of the subjective experience, a focus on the emic,  and the 

ideographic are argued to be appropriate to this research (Saini & Shlonsky, 

2012:14). This necessitates the use of qualitative methods of inquiry which 

allow an examination of individual subjective experience with attention to the 

nuances that intersubjectivity produces in a study of a social phenomenon such 

as a model of collective participation, rather than focus on producing 

quantitative results from standardised responses (Damiani-Taraba et al., 

2018:80-1; Mason, 2008:359 Ormston et al., 2014:3; Saini & Shlonsky, 2012:11-

2).   
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Qualitative methods differ from quantitative methods, as they are non-

standardised, adaptable methods that are sensitive to the social context of the 

study. The practices of a qualitative inquiry as a situated activity ‘locates the 

observer within the world’ through a “set of interpretive, material practices 

that make the world visible’. These practices transform the world into a series 

of representations including field notes, interview conversations, photographs, 

and recordings (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000 in Saini & Shlonsky, 2012:11). The 

data produced is rich in detail, and complex, which requires the researcher to 

be attentive to emergent themes and categories, give careful consideration to 

the method of analysis used and remain reflexive in terms of their reporting 

(Ormston et al., 2014:4).  

The qualitative approach as grounded in the perspectives of respondents has 

an advantage over standardised quantitative methods which by design 

preclude participants from contributing to meaning making in terms of their 

experience. This centrality of participant narratives in the qualitative approach 

can draw out the particular subjective meanings ascribed to activities within 

contextualised systems, or social phenomena. Therefore, its application to the 

study of marginalised or oppressed groups can be particularly fruitful as it 

allows for a participant centred account of a phenomena through the use of 

more open-ended research questions (Creswell, 2017: 24; Saini & Shlonsky, 

2012:9-11).  

This approach is arguably highly appropriate for research with looked after 

young people in general.  Firstly, there is a tendency to rely on adult proxies for 

information and a focus on problems within the literature which can serve to 

mask the complexity of their, lives including the many aspects of their lives 

where they are successful (Chase et al., 2006 in Holland, 2009: 226; Dixon et 

al., 2018: 15; Williams & Rogers, 2016). Therefore, the inclusion of young 

people’s subjective accounts of lived experience can highlight the multiplicity 

of their experiences, bringing these voices into the public domain which is 

important given the paucity of work that actively seeks the views of children 

and young people who are looked after (Mannay et al, 2018:2; Winter, 

2006:61). The centring of subjective experience and meaning making may be 

particularly beneficial for a consideration of the participation of young people 

in care whose experience of participation rights in practice may be framed by 
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adult practices and agendas (Holland, 2009: 231).  Secondly this this approach 

can generate insight regarding experience that may not be possible with 

quantitative approaches when the topic has not been well studied.  Damiani-

Taraba et al. (2018:80-1) found this approach to be fruitful when exploring 

youth’s feelings and thoughts about their experiences with child protection and 

what they might find helpful in improving services.  

6. 3 Ethical Considerations 

All research must consider how to integrate ethical considerations into 

research processes as this protects research participants, researchers and 

research institutions from bad practices that could cause harm or disrepute 

(Alderson & Morrow, 2011 in Kennan, 2016:20; McEvoy & Smith, 2011:14). The 

protection of research participants is particularly crucial when considering the 

participation of potentially vulnerable young people in care.  A sensitivity to the 

needs of this cohort requires particular attention to be paid to the basis of the 

study, the adequacy of appropriate research design, strategies, and protocols, 

and its implementation in practice (Mudaly & Goddard, 2009; Randall et al. 

2016). The foundational principles of ethical research are beneficence (to do 

good) non-maleficence (avoid harm), autonomy (respect for participants) and 

justice (fairness) (Beauchamp & Childress, 2001; Mudaly & Goddard, 

2009:263). These principles promote a respect for the participant in research 

underpinning actions that are virtuous and calculated to achieve good ends, 

while avoiding the infliction of harm (Tangwa, 2009: S4).  This study derives its 

ethical considerations from these principles which are articulated into 

actionable considerations by the Sociological Association of Ireland’s (SAI, 

2003) recommendations regarding integrity in research in general, and DCYA’s 

(2012) recommendations for research with children and young people in 

particular.   

The main considerations are as follows. First, there is a responsibility to conduct 

high-quality scientific research which entails a consideration of the merits of 

research, and  of who ought to receive the benefits of research and bear its 

burdens (beneficence and justice) (DCYA 2012:1; SAI, 2003:6).  Following this, 

a commitment to the well-being, protection, and safety of participants in the 

moment of research, and a duty to respect the rights and wishes of 

participants, while safeguarding of the interests of those involved in, or 
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affected by the research (beneficence and non-maleficence) (DCYA 2012:1; SAI, 

2003:6). Finally, the accurate and truthful reporting of research findings, 

targeted to the appropriate audience must be considered (beneficence, non-

maleficence, justice) (DCYA 2012:1; SAI, 2003:6). From these core ethical 

principles, the following list of six concepts to be considered in ethical research 

were derived, the first three being universal in application, the final three being 

particular to research with young people.  

6.3.1 Minimising the Risk of Harm 

The principles of beneficence, non-maleficence and justice underpin the 

primary concern of research ethics, which is the protection of participants from 

harm. This places a moral obligation upon the researcher to look after the 

welfare of the participants and consider the risk of harm (physical, 

psychological, or social) that may arise from the research (Beauchamp & 

Childress, 2001; ESRC, 2010: 39; Kennan, 2016; SAI, 2003:6; Sobočan et al., 

2019:807). The degree of risk may vary based on the level of physical, 

psychological or social vulnerability in the study population or sample, in this 

case children in care are vulnerable to potential distress arising from reflection 

on their experience of care (DCYA, 2012:2; Dixon et al., 2018:7; McEvoy & 

Smith, 2011:14; SAI, 2003:6). For this reason, the researcher should seek to 

minimise distress and disruption while avoiding unwanted intrusion into their 

privacy. It requires a sensitivity to the diversity and individuality of children and 

a non-judgmental stance with regard to the children’s care experience and 

family circumstances (DCYA, 2012:6). If at any time during the research process 

there is an indication that a child’s safety or well-being is being negatively 

affected, the research must be suspended until the issue has been addressed. 

If through the course of the research the child appears to be negatively affected 

by the research, the parent or guardian must be informed and the child and 

family offered appropriate support (DCYA, 2012:4). Attention to the risk of 

harm is relevant in consideration of sampling, strategies, as research should not 

unjustly single out or overburden any group of children for increased exposure 

to research risk on the basis of their social circumstance (DCYA, 2012:6). This is 

a salient consideration for this study as care-experienced young people are 

arguably asked more than any child to repeatedly voice their own stories whilst 
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paradoxically they have been denied a voice when it comes to making decisions 

about their lives (Dixon et al. 2018:7).   

6.3.2 Informed Consent 

Informed consent respects the autonomy of potential participants as well as 

upholding beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice, and is integral for respect 

for research participants (SAI, 2003:6).  For consent to be valid, it has to be 

informed requiring the researcher to take the steps necessary to ensure that 

the person whose consent is being sought has been given sufficient information 

and has been supported in developing an adequate understanding of the 

research (SAI, 2003:6). This consideration poses challenges in the recruitment 

of young people where their capacity to understand the consequences of 

participation in the research must be considered. This means that the 

recruitment material must be presented in an age-appropriate manner, well in 

advance of the research in order to allow adequate reflection and the 

opportunity to ask questions, with adult support to assist young people with 

this decision (DCYA, 2012: 2-3: Kendrick et al., 2008).  For all potential 

respondents, this information should include the project’s aims, methods and 

potential outcomes. Issues such as access to and use of the data should also be 

outlined at this stage. Potential participants should also be made aware that 

their participation is entirely voluntary and that they are free to withdraw at 

any time without any negative consequences attached to this decision (DCYA, 

2012: 3; SAI, 2003: 6). These considerations are even more important in the 

context of social care situations, where young people may be accustomed to 

adults making decisions on their behalf.  These power relationships may unduly 

influence the child’s decision to participate in a research study. Appointing an 

individual from outside the organisation to act as an intermediary between the 

children and the internal researchers will help to ameliorate this problem 

(DCYA, 2012:6). 

In addition to consent from young participants, in Ireland, the formulation of 

parental rights means that there is a requirement to seek parental and/or 

guardian (informed) consent is required for a child (defined in Ireland as a 

person below the age of 18) to participate in research. Where a child is in the 

care of the State, additional requirements may be necessary (DCYA, 2012:2). In 

Ireland, the guardian of young people in care is defined by legislation relating 
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to the type of care order a young person is subject to. If a child is under a 

Voluntary Care Order as per Part II of the Child Care Act (1991), the parents 

retain 'control' over the child. Participation in decisions that affect them is 

governed by their parents first and their consent is required to ensure access. 

For those young people under a voluntary care order, parents retain the right 

for consent so social workers must seek their informed consent before seeking 

the consent of the child. All efforts must be made to gain parental consent but 

in the absence of parental consent or where it is not appropriate, the Principal 

Social Worker for that area can act as the child's guardian, in which case 

obtaining consent for participation in the research is more straightforward.  

 

6.3.3 Confidentiality and Anonymity 

Confidentiality implies that research data that includes identifiable information 

on participants should not be disclosed to others without the explicit consent 

of the participants. The principle of anonymity is that individual participants 

should not be identifiable in research documentation, unless agreed to by the 

participant (DCYA, 2012: 2-3: SAI, 2003). There is an onus on the researcher to 

inform the research participants as to how this will be achieved in practice (SAI, 

2003:6). Research respondents must be anonymised in the data by ensuring 

the removal of individual identifiers, this may include removing geographical 

markers, age, and gender characteristics.  All research outputs and publications 

must be checked carefully to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. Where 

there is a need to store personal data for the purpose of the research, it must 

be kept in a safe and secure environment, i.e. system and physical security 

safeguards must be in place (DCYA, 2012:3).  

In addition to these research principles, the Data Protection Acts 1988 and 2003 

(Government of Ireland, 1988 and 2003) is applicable to research-related 

activities, including the collection, storing, accessing and disclosing of personal 

data held in either electronic or manual filing systems by individuals or in 

general organisational records.  Key points of the data protection legislation 

include that only the minimum amount of personal data required should be 

sought and retained, that personal data may not be used for any other purpose 

other than that specified at the point of collection and cannot be retained once 

the initial purpose has ceased. Furthermore, access to research data by others 
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(e.g. colleagues, research staff) is contingent on prior consent obtained from 

the research participants. Finally, any limitation in relation to confidentiality 

must be explained to participants when consent is sought, which in research 

with young people includes a disclosure of harm or the risk of harm (DCYA, 

2012:3).  

6.3.4 Child Protection 

A specific concern in research with young people is appropriate response to 

disclosures of abuse and harm, as child protection and best practice principles 

and legislation alter the usual rules and conditions of research for young 

participants in terms of confidentiality and anonymity. Where a child or young 

person discloses that they or others are at risk of significant harm, or where the 

researcher observes or receives evidence of incidents likely to cause serious 

harm to the child, the researcher has a duty to take steps to protect the child 

and/or other children (Daley, 2013:1050; DCYA, 2011: 16). This potential 

situation requires that children and young people should be told at the outset, 

and as necessary during the course of an interview, that confidentiality cannot 

be guaranteed if information of this type emerges (DCYA., 2012:4). If a concern 

arises as per the legislative requirements under the Children First Act (2015) 

the researcher must report any such disclosures or observances to Tusla as this 

agency has a statutory responsibility to protect children (DCYA, 2011:3). This is 

to take place through standard reporting procedures via a designated liaison 

person within the organisation. Furthermore, it is a requirement that 

researchers are Garda-vetted and have adequate skills and training. It is further 

recommended that research is conducted with trusted adults present (DCYA, 

2011 :14). 

6.3.5 Legal Obligations and Policy Commitments 

All research involving children should be carried out within the framework of 

Children First: National Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of Children 

(DCYA, 2012:5). This requires the development of research protocols that will 

ensure the correct response to a disclosure of abuse or harm. The requirements 

of the UNCRC (1989) are also relevant to this research. This provides for free 

expression for children who are capable of forming their own views (Articles 12 

and 13) and the right to access appropriate information (Article 17) (DCYA, 

2012:5). 
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6.3.6 Child Centred Inclusive Approach to Research 

The final ethical consideration in this research entails adopting a child centred 

inclusive approach. This is important as the successful participation of children 

in research is associated with their understanding of the process and making 

informed decisions to become involved and having the opportunity, where 

feasible, to become actively involved in different stages of the research 

endeavour. Researchers have a responsibility to provide whatever assistance is 

required to ensure successful participation. This can include design of an 

appropriate methodology, the inclusion of children, when appropriate, in key 

decision-making aspects and the interpretation of results. The dissemination of 

research findings to children in appropriate formats is also an important 

consideration as is making every effort to ensure that positive change for 

children is an outcome of the research (DCYA, 2012:5).  

6.3.7 Integration of Ethical Principles into Research Design and Processes. 

The integration of these six ethical principles into the research designs and 

processes is illustrated in the following table.   

Table 2 Integration of Ethics into Research 

Ethical 

Consideration 

Integration into Research 

Minimising the Risk of 

Harm 
 

Informed Consent (Appendices I-X) 

Opportunities for dissent and disengagement (Section 

6.5.1.4) 

Onsite support from Advocates and Tusla Staff (Section 

6.5.1.4) 

Debriefing exercise (Energy Graph) (Section 6.5.1.4) 

Support Pack (including contact details for research team) 

(Section 6.5.1.4) 

Child Protection Protocol disclosed at start of research and in 

Consent Packs (Appendices VI-XII; Section 6.5.1.4)   

Disclosure Protocol (Appendix XII) 

Informed Consent Informed Consent (Appendices I-X) 

Support from EPIC to make the decision to participate 

Confidentiality and 

Anonymity 

All Data as presented was anonymised 

Data  that contains participant information will be securely 

stored in locked storage in the UNESCO Child and Family 

Research Centre for a period of up to five years after the 
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conduct of the research as per the University Data Retention 

Guidelines and the Data Protection Act (1998 &2003). After 

this period of time this information will be shredded so no 

identifying data can be retrieved.  

 

The electronic recordings will be stored in a password secured 

file in university computers only accessible to the researcher. 

This information will also be destroyed after a period of five 

years 

.  

The principle of confidentiality will be made clear in the 

participant information sheets as will the purpose to which the 

data will be used (Appendices I-X).  

 

With regard to child and youth participants there are 

limitations to the principles of Confidentiality and Anonymity 

under the Child First (2011) Protection Guidelines and NUIG 

Child Protection Policy (2011).In line with good practice, these 

limitations will be communicated to participants at the outset 

of the focus groups and in the information packs (Appendices 

IV-X).  

Child Protection Disclosure and Distressed Person Protocols (Appendix XII) 

Legal Obligations and 

Policy Commitments 

Child First (2011) Protection Guidelines 

NUIG Child Protection Policy (2011) 

Data Protection Regulation (1998 & 2003) 

DCYA (2012) Guidance for Developing Ethical Research 

Projects Involving Children 

UNCRC (1989) Article 12  

Child Centred Inclusive 

Methods 

Use of Visual Framing for questions to assist comprehension 

and facilitate engagement (Section 6.5.1.4) 

Format devised to facilitate engagement and dissent and 

provide opportunity to ask questions (Section 6.5.1.4) 

Consultation regarding Research Design (Section 6.5.2.1) 

Ethical Approval Granted by both NUI Galway Research Ethics Committee 

subject to yearly review, and from Tusla Research Ethics 

Committee (Section 6.3.8) 

 

6.3.8 Ethical Approval  

Ethical approval was granted by NUI Galway and Tusla, the Child and Family 

Agency before fieldwork began. An experienced researcher accompanied the 
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PhD researcher who had a background in youth work, and all were Garda 

vetted prior to fieldwork commencement.   

6.4 Research Methods: Rationale, Design, and Implementation  

This section lays out the rationale for research processes and data collection 

tools and their subsequent design, underpinned by a consideration of the 

attainment of rights and the intended research participants (Martin et al., 

2015:44).  First, the sampling and recruitment process will be outlined. This will 

be followed by a discussion of youth engagement in research as both 

contributors to the design and as research participants in focus groups. This 

discussion will include an overview of the rationale for, and design of the data 

collection tool and its implementation. This is then followed by a discussion on 

adult stakeholder engagement, and the design and implementation of the data 

collection instrument, before considering documentary analysis.  

 6.4.1 Sampling 

In this study, various respondents are engaged in this context specific social 

phenomenon in different ways, and the potentially variable nature of their 

experience was given attention in the sampling process (Christensen and Prout, 

2002: 484 in Sinclair, 2004). The participation of young people in care is framed 

by their intergenerational dependence on a variety of professional actors. 

These stakeholders’ perspectives on practice may be defined by role, proximity 

to practice and personal values, so their own subjectivities are part of the 

construction of the social phenomenon of participation within the particular 

context of the childcare system (Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018:80-1; Mason, 

2008:359). Sampling stakeholders from different agencies, at differing levels 

relating to their power as decision makers, allows for the variable perspectives 

of diverse actors within this particular social phenomenon to be explored 

(Horwath et al., 2012:157). Likewise, young people’s subjectivities may be 

informed by age, length of involvement in the fora, or their geographical 

location which may affect their experience of service provision, or the group 

dynamics of particular forums (Thomas & Percy Smith, 2012).  For this reason, 

the sampling process focused on achieving diversity in categories of 

respondent by age, professional profile, geographical location and length of 

time their fora were in operation as this has proved useful in other studies 
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focused on public or collective participation (e.g. Fleming et al., 2014; 715-6; 

Horgan et al., 2015; Sirriyeh & Ní Raghallaigh, 2018:92; Thomas & Percy Smith, 

2012:490; Wright et al., 2006: 93; Wyness, 2009).   

 
Capturing this diversity necessitated a non-probability purposive sampling 

strategy that allows for the identification of variable characteristics within 

similar cases in order to facilitate the capture of a sample that could capture 

diversity in experience (Lewis, et al., 2003).  This approach differs from 

probability sampling as used in quantitative research where elements in the 

research population are chosen at random but have a known probability of 

selection that ensure a statistically representative sample in order to test a 

hypothesis. However, non-probability sampling is more appropriate for 

qualitative research as units can be deliberately selected to reflect particular 

characteristics or features of groups within specific social phenomena (Lewis et 

al., 2003: 78). This sampling strategy meant that fora that display variation in 

characteristics were selected so that subgroups can be compared which 

ensured greater reliability in representativeness of the sample. The sampling 

of adult stakeholders was dictated by the fora sample as it would allow for 

greater reliability in interpretation if the views of the adult and young 

participants differed as they would share the experience of a particular 

localised social phenomena (Lewis, et al., 2003: 78; Cornwall & Jewkes, 2001: 

1670; D’Cruz & Gillingham, 2017:442; Glynn & Mayock, 2019: 83).  

 
Regarding the sampling of youth participants an initial eight fora areas were 

purposively sampled to allow for the greatest breadth of participant 

demographics, from rural to urban areas, from youngest to oldest, from the 

longest in operation to the shortest. However, it was only possible to conduct   

focus groups in five of the sampled areas.  It was reported by the research 

facilitator that the youngest group had not identified with the being in care and 

so had only met for one social outing. A residential group had failed to initiate 

due to problems managing the staff support required to facilitate young 

people’s attendance. It was also reported as impossible to convene the oldest 

group within the research timeframe as most were aging out of the care 

process and had busy schedules. The final sample included nine males and 
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nineteen females, over five different fora areas, ranging in age from twelve to 

eighteen, however the majority of participants were over fourteen.  

Stakeholders attached to the sampled local fora were also invited to interview 

with a final sample of twenty adults agreed to participate from seven of the 

sampled areas.  Fifteen Tusla staff including Area Managers (n=3), Principal 

Social Workers (n=3), Social Workers (n=3), Social Care Leaders (n=4), a 

Business Manager and a Participation Officer.  Five staff from EPIC took part 

including Advocate Management (n=2) and Advocates (n=3). 

Table 3  Research Participants by Area 

Area Young Participants Stakeholders 

Cork 0 3 

Dublin North 5 1 

Dublin South  5 1 

Mid-West 7 3 

Galway 4 6 

Donegal 7 2 

Cavan/Monaghen  0 2 

National  0 2 

Total 28 20 

 

6.4.1.1 Fora Profiles 

The following table presents the profile of the five fora where research was 

conducted. It was possible to present a snapshot of the sixth forum as a result 

of stakeholder engagement in research.  These profiles include the 

distinguishing demographic characteristics of the fora, the duration of its 

activities, and the numbers of participants in relation to the number of children 

in the catchment area. The roles of stakeholders attached to the fora in both 

planning and facilitation roles is outlined, as are the activities engaged in by the 

fora, and the type of facilitation that was used to facilitate the expression of 

views and the outputs produced as a result. 
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               Table 4  Fora Profiles 

 

 

6.4.1.2 Recruitment  

With regard to the young participants informed consent was sought from both 

the relevant guardian/consent holder and potential young participants through 

the dissemination of information and consent packs. This was facilitated by the 

primary gatekeeper within the fora, the EPIC Participation Coordinator who 

distributed the consent packs to the secondary gatekeepers, the local area 

principal social workers (Kendrick, et al., 2008; Wright et al.,2006: 93). The 
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direct recruitment of young people was not possible for data protection 

reasons. In order to ensure guardian consent was obtained prior to seeking the 

consent of the young person, the principal social worker for each area had to 

identify the guardian and had to consider the issue of informed consent for the 

young person. If the young person was under a Voluntary Order, then the 

principal social worker must dispatch the required information and consent 

document to the relevant guardian through their assigned social worker. This 

process of consent was reported as challenging and had potential implications 

for access and representation within the research for the young people. 

For the young participants, the information and consent sheets in the consent 

packs were tailored to a diverse age range using child friendly, accessible 

language. These consent packs all outlined how the research will be collected, 

who the researchers are, and what potential participants must do if they would 

like to take part. It was also stated that they did not have to take part if they 

did not want and could withdraw at any time. While the right to anonymity and 

confidentiality was assured, the young people were also alerted to the limits of 

confidentiality in the event of a disclosure of harm. The details of the University 

Ethics Committee were also provided so that respondents or their caregivers 

could make a complaint regarding the conduct of this research if they so 

wished, Finally, the young people were advised that the data collected would 

be used for reports and a PhD dissertation (Appendices III-X; DCYA, 2012; 

Kendrick et al., 2008: 87). 

With regard to stakeholders, information and consent packs were distributed 

to potential participants via email directly from the research team (Kendrick, et 

al., 2008; Wright et al., 2006: 93). These consent packs contained the same 

information as the youth targeted consent packs.   

6.4.2 Youth Participation in Research Processes 

This section outlines youth participation in the research, focusing first on young 

people as contributors to the development of research processes, focusing first 

on the rationale for this practice and secondly on its implementation.  Next, 

young people’s engagement as participants in focus groups will be outlined, 

focusing first on the rationale for methods used, and secondly on the 

implementation of the data collection tools in the field.  
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6.4.2.1 Youth Advisors  

In considering the collective participation of young people in care in rights-

based practice it seems appropriate to consider a participatory approach to 

research so that the methodology or approach adopted reflects the overall 

goals and purpose of the research or development work (Clark, 2005: 491-2; 

Daly, 2009:462-471; Dixon et al., 2018: 13; Leeson, 2007:275).  This is because 

participation in the research design and analysis extends youth participation 

rights into research processes reflecting respect for their emerging capacities 

and unique insights critical to an understanding of their world (Bell, 2008; 

Kellett, 2010: 195: Kennan and Dolan, 2017:302; Shamrova and Cummings, 

2017: 400). Youth participation in the development of research processes can 

also enhance the development of methods needed to support participation 

and provide an awareness of context specific needs in order to formulate more 

youth-appropriate questions ensuring effective data collection (Mannay et al, 

2018:4; Martin et al., 2015:41; Winter, 2006: 61).  

 
For these reasons participatory processes were planned to enable young 

participants to inform the development of appropriate user-friendly methods 

to maximise participation in data generation, along with participation in 

reflection and analysis to ensure that their right to voice was respected (Clark, 

2005:491-2; Kennan & Dolan, 2017: 302; Thomas & O'Kane, 1998: 341). It is 

acknowledged that this level of participation is limited in that the young people 

were positioned as contributors rather than collaborators in the research 

process due to the top-down initiation of the research project, its aims and 

research questions (Bessell, 2011:499; Mannay et al, 2018:4).  

 
However, engaging young people to the research process was limited by 

logistics. For this reason, the local forum was recruited to be the youth advisory 

group in order to offset any challenges regarding travel, accompaniment and 

scheduling. However, it proved challenging to convene a group outside of the 

fora schedule due to constraints on the young people’s timetables.  Only two 

members of the local fora aged between twelve and thirteen years could 

attend this consultation session to advise on the clarity of questions and 

language used during the focus group discussions, along with the accessibility 

of the wording and information in the consent packs. Discussion in the routines 
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and rituals of their forum also informed the format and activities of the focus 

groups.  It was further intended to convene a feedback and dissemination event 

where young participants could reflect collaboratively with the researchers on 

the emerging themes. It was hoped that representative members from all the 

fora, including those that were not sampled could attend this meeting in order 

to ensure that the findings were representative of the young people’s views. 

However, due to ongoing challenges around consent, transport, 

accompaniment and schedules this event proved impossible to convene.  

 

6.4.1.2 Rationale for Focus Groups  

This research format is a form of collective research participation in which data 

is generated through interactive discussion around the research topic that 

generates insight into the social construction of shared meaning which 

interviews alone might not capture (Finch et al., 2014: 212-3). There are a 

number of key strengths that make this research format appropriate for the 

young participants in this study.  This data collection instrument is useful if the 

sample population shares a background or relationship to the research topic 

which is the case for the fora members in this study (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:60).  

It has also been suggested that focus group participation is particularly suitable 

for children and young people as they replicate a natural and familiar form of 

communication in which children talk together with peers in a format that is 

less intimidating than a face-to-face interview (Gibson, 2012: 150; Seim & 

Slettebø, 2011:502). Focus groups also allow young people to be more active 

in terms of directing the conversation within research as it redresses the power 

imbalance between researcher and researched (Callaghan et al., 2003: 52; 

Daley, 2013:1044; Paulsen & Thomas, 2018; 165). In addition to this, the format 

of the focus group is adaptable to the characteristics of the group in line with 

their emerging capacities depending on the activities chosen (Horgan et al., 

2015:38; Selwyn et al., 2017: 10). It also allows for the preparation of young 

people for participation that requires building trust, as when young participants 

feel comfortable and confident  this allows young people to seek clarification 

and maximises the richness of the data that can be obtained (Gibson, 2012: 

150; Horgan et al., 2015: 38). Finally, this format can facilitate ongoing consent 

and dissent as parallel activities allow children to exercise choice in terms of 
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engagement and disengagement (Heath et al. 2007:414; Mannay et al., 

2018:4).  

 
A drawback of focus groups is that group dynamics can inhibit minority 

viewpoints through normative pressure within the group (Callaghan, 2003:52; 

Daley, 2013: 1049; Kendrick et al. 2008: 85). This may be because cognitively, 

teens are transitioning from concrete to more abstract reasoning abilities and 

become concerned with the idea of an audience, so their relationship with the 

group, and the moderators and facilitation of the group are important 

considerations (Daley, 2013:1044& 1052; Holland et al, 2010: 363; Horwath et 

al., 2012:159). This issue is arguably heightened when conducting focus groups 

with young people who have experienced adverse prior life events requiring 

skilful facilitation to promote safety within the group (Horwath et al., 2012:59).  

Time constraints and a prescribed agenda can also serve to limit conversation 

in focus groups (Daley, 2013:1049 & 1053).  

 
While acknowledging the potential challenges of this approach it was decided 

that this form of group discussion and reflection was appropriate.  Focus groups 

have been widely used with children in care (Dixon et al., 2018; McEvoy & 

Smith, 2011; Mullan et al, 2007:420; Selwyn et al., 2017; Seim & Slettebø, 

2011:502; Sirriyeh & Ní Raghallaigh, 2018; Thomas & Percy Smith, 2012), 

vulnerable young people (Brunnberg & Visser-Sherman, 2015; Horwath et al., 

2012) the discussion of difficult topics (Houghton, 2015), and the development 

of policy and practice (Callaghan et al., 2003; Nolas, 2011). In this case, the 

format bears a similarity to the fora meetings and so would mimic familiar 

forms of communication that would encourage open debate and shared 

recollection of participation in decision-making. Moreover, the use of this 

format for a pre-existing group could facilitate engagement in a time 

constrained research timeline due to the establishment of group trust prior to 

fieldwork commencement (Horgan et al., 2015: 38; Seim & Slettebø, 2011:502).  

 

6.4.1.3 Rationale for Creative Methods and the Visual Framing of Questions 

There literature reveals an increasing use of creative visual methods as a tool 

to capture the subjective experiences and perspectives used in qualitative 

research that respects the agency and status of young people as expert 
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informants about their own lives (Horgan et al., 2015: 30; Mannay et al, 2018:3; 

Mason, 2008:359; Winter, 2006: 61). Dixon et al., (2018: 15) notes that the use 

of social media, poetry, song, film and photographic artwork are increasingly 

employed to provide a platform for young people in care to communicate their 

views.  Kendrick et al. (2008: 85) utilised a range of creative artistic methods in 

group workshops over one hour including art, photography and written work 

to explore children’s conception of home.  In Mannay et al.’s (2018:4-5) focus 

group, questions were framed in visual activities such as a bombs and shields 

task where participants could consider what had acted as barriers and 

protectors in their educational journeys. McEvoy and Smith (2011:14) used 

lifelines, body maps, workshops and feedback sessions to explore issues within 

the care experience, as well as a variety of voting mechanisms where young 

people had the opportunity to weight their votes behind the priority issues for 

them in these consultations. O’Kane (2000) also used visual framing in her 

research surrounding participation in decision making for children in care using 

diamond decision squares as a ranking tool to illuminate the weight given to 

the decisions of various actors in the decision-making process. 

 
It is argued that a key benefit to using creative approaches as a frame to 

questioning is that they can be modified and adapted to accommodate variable 

ages and capacities in different groups, supporting participation in that is 

appropriate to the age, level of ability, interest and concentration of each 

particular cohort (Dixon et al. 2018:15; Horwath et. al. 2012: 157; Mannay et 

al..2018:1; McEvoy & Smith,2011:14; Winter, 2012). A knowledge of a 

particular cohort’s needs can help promote a more ethical design. For example, 

more informal techniques may help to reduce anxiety for young people and 

encourage participation in research. This can be particularly important for 

those who are anxious about their reading or communication skills (Kendrick et 

al., 2008: 84). For example in Mannay et al.’s, (2018:5) experience with young 

people who may be anxious regarding participation, the visual activities can 

shift the gaze to the creative product, which engendered a less intensive and 

invasive form of conversation and communication (Mannay et al, 2018:5). 

 
Kendrick et al., (2008:84) cautions that a combination of techniques should be 

considered so that young people are not patronised by using only child friendly 
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techniques, requiring an understanding of who the research cohort are before 

design. Despite attempts to support participation in research using this 

approach, Mannay et al. (2018:4) found that in application some of the 

interviews reverted to a researcher led question and answer format. This may 

have inadvertently closed down opportunities for participants to express their 

own ideas and experiences. They felt that this could be attributed to a range of 

factors, including the differential experience in working with both creative 

methods and children and young people within the research team; the 

participants’ varied levels of reticence or openness; the suitability of the 

activity in relation to participants distinct preferences or the pressure to 

produce data within a set time frame (Mannay et al, 2018:4). However, it is 

clear from practice is that these techniques can facilitate the participation of 

children and young people from different backgrounds and circumstances, 

addressing issues such as capacity and support for participation. For this 

reason, the visual framing of questions was integrated into the research design 

in a way that could frame discussion amongst a varied group of young people 

while being adaptable for use with different groups desired level of 

engagement.  

 

6.4.1.4 Focus Group Design 

In addition to the visual framing of questions, engagement strategies, such as 

group work techniques and a consideration of enjoyment were incorporated 

into the design of the focus group format to promote participation in 

recognition of the burden of participation for the young people and the need 

to develop trust prior to discussions (Houghten, 2015: 243). This was achieved 

through the use of icebreakers to introduce the young people to the 

researchers and including breaks in the discussion for games and snacks to 

prevent participation being experienced as onerous (Gibson, 2012: 150; 

Houghton, 2015:243).  

  
The research questions for the focus groups were derived from the Lundy 

(2007) voice model concepts of space, voice, audience, and influence 

translated into visual frames to support understanding of the concepts (Horgan 

et al., 2015). With regard to space, the questions focused on the perception of 

the fora as an appropriate space to discuss the sensitive topic of care 
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experiences. A graffiti wall was used to provide young participants with a way 

to express themselves and their feelings around participation in this space. 

With regard to voice, the questions focused on all those activities or practices 

that supported the young people to give voice to their experience. An activity 

frieze for the graffiti wall was developed to explore the activities that took place 

within the fora operations and helping hands could be placed on the frieze to 

show how adults helped young people raise their voices. The idea of the 

perceived audience and appropriate audience was explored through questions 

concerning their perceptions of who is, and who should be listening to the 

young people using visual listening scales that explored the extent to which the 

young people felt heard. This then prompted discussion on influence evidenced 

through feedback and perceived actions or changes that resulted from their 

participation.  

 
These focus groups included protocols which were designed with the aim of 

conducting safer research with young people in care, paying due attention to 

the potential needs of this cohort (e.g., Daly, 2013; Daley,2015; Mudaly & 

Goddard, 2009; Randall et al., 2016). Ongoing consent was not taken for 

granted. The right of participants to disengage from the research was affirmed 

before the focus group started (Bessell, 2011:499; Liabo, et al., 2017). 

Safeguards such as opportunities for dissent were integrated into research 

processes to further promote the welfare and protection of young participants. 

Physical movement in and out of the focus groups was supported by the 

presence of the forum facilitators in a separate area, and alternative activities 

such as note taking and chart decoration were available (Graham et al., 

2015:337; Mudaly & Goddard, 2009; Randall et al., 2016). The risks of 

disclosure and the potential for discomfort and distress were considered 

carefully. Distressed person and child protection protocols were included in the 

design and the limits of confidentiality were discussed at the start of the focus 

groups (Daly, 2013; Mc Evoy & Smith, 2011: 11; Mudaly & Goddard, 2009; 

Randall et al., 2016).  

Their wellbeing was monitored at the start and end of the focus group. An 

energy graph was used as a visual measurement tool at the start and end of the 

discussion to enable researchers to identify concerns at the start of the 
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research and debrief the young people at the end (Daley, 2015: 127; Kendrick 

et al., 2008:88). This graph allowed researchers to compare how the young 

people were feeling before and after research participation, addressing any 

concerns in a timely manner.   In addition to this, the provision of support packs 

with the contact details of support services and the research team was 

distributed as a way to address any delayed emotional need that may arise as 

a result of participation after the focus group had ended (Mudaly & Goddard, 

2009; Randall et. al, 2015).  This variety of activities and attendant research 

protocols meant that notions of competence or vulnerability informed the 

methods used to ensure inclusion, rather than exclusion (Graham & Fitzgerald, 

2010:142; Hill at al., 2002:84).  

The following chart outlines the focus group format and activities.  

Table 5 Focus Group Format 

Activity Content Rationale 

Introduction 

and Icebreaker 

 Alphabet Name Game. 
 

How have you heard 

about this Fora?  

What is a researcher, 

and what is research? 
 

Ongoing 

Consent and 

Disclosure 

protocol 

What research is about, you can 

pass a question leave or do 

something else. No secrets if in 

danger/ or if someone is 

harming you. 

Informed consent and 

limits of confidentiality 

Energiser An Energy Graph Any concerns about 

research 

Space A Graffiti Wall and Chat Is the forum a safe 

space to talk about 

being in care? 

Voice A Frieze for the Wall and Chat What kind of activities 

do you do? How are you 

supported to speak 

about your experience? 
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6.4.1.5 Reflection on Focus Group Implementation 

Five fora in total were visited on days that the fora were meeting to maximise 

participation and reduce logistical burdens for the primary and secondary 

gatekeepers and the young people involved. Two researchers conducted the 

focus groups meetings in the familiar location of the four of the fora’s regular 

meeting spot which was advantageous as the young participants felt 

comfortable there. However, one meeting took place at the Institute for Life 

and Society in NUI Galway. At all of the fora focus groups, stakeholders involved 

in running the group were present, but not in the room and this meant that 

young people had the freedom to leave the focus group at any time, and return 

should they wish which proved useful for two young people in two different 

locations.   

 
The groups varied in terms of their engagement with the research. The 

youngest group were not able to engage with the second section of 

questioning, however it emerged in later fieldwork that the fora 

communication structure was weak in this area and this would have made the 

topics under discussion, audience and influence irrelevant to their experience. 

What was important to this group was their social bonds with each other and 

their adult “supporters”, so the researchers played games and shared snacks in 

order to experience their forum activities with them.  

 
The oldest group, who were aging out of the care system, had prepared a 

slideshow of their activities which they presented with their social worker in 

Break Pizza, Chat, Games Enable Concentration 

Audience and 

Influence 

Mask of the Expert or Diamond 

Decision Box 

Who's listening to what 

you say and how much 

influence do you have 

about what happens 

next? 

Reflection Energy Graph Any issues with the 

research? 

Close Support Sheets Just in case……………. 
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lieu of the helping hands exercise. This was felt to be a useful exercise as they 

could not remember all the activities that they had been involved with over the 

years. The remaining three fora were conducted with older teenagers, where 

the focus group was discussion orientated throughout. One forum used their 

meeting as a place to reflect on the challenging nature of some care 

experiences and process emotions, and this continued into the focus group 

discussion. Another forum was very well connected to decision-making 

structures and had a diverse membership of varying abilities with members 

actively helping each other to contribute to research. Another group worked 

through discussion and were very task orientated and proud of their product 

and this was reflected in the focus group discussion.  All the young people 

received a certificate to thank them for their involvement, a goodie bag with 

some treats and a small notebook in which to collect memories and messages 

from each other. 

 

The following figure provides samples of how the young people engaged with 

the debriefing tool and visual question frames. 
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Figure 2 Examples of Creative Framing of Questions in the Focus Groups 

6.4.3 Stakeholder Engagement Through Semi Structured Interviews 

Frances et al. (2009) outlines the three types of interview, structured 

interviews which follow a predetermined and standardised list of questions 

which are asked in almost the same way and in the same order. At the other 

end of the continuum are unstructured forms of interviewing where the 

conversation in these interviews is directed by the informant rather than by the 

set questions. In the middle of this continuum are semi-structured interviews. 

This form of interviewing has some degree of predetermined order but still 

ensures flexibility in the way issues are addressed by the informant. In this way 

semi-structured interviews strike a balance between a structured interview and 
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unstructured interview in that the questions allowing the respondent to 

answer based on their own experience while having a focus that allows a topic 

to explored and compared across cases (Srivasta & Thomson, 2009:75). Semi-

structured interviews were considered appropriate for data collection with the 

proposed sample of stakeholders to allow for rich qualitative explorations 

focusing on an individual’s perspective allowing for deep exploration of issues 

from a personal point of view, to understand complex processes and issues 

(Horgan et al., 2015:43; Lewis & McNaughton Nicholls, 2014:56; Martin et al., 

2015:45; Ritchie & Lewis, 2003:60; Wyness, 2009: 538).  

This data collection instrument is also useful when the sample group is diverse, 

for example in professional affiliation or geographical dispersion (Ritchie & 

Lewis, 2003:60). Another advantage of this mode of data collection is that it 

allows the researcher to overcome logistical barriers. Busy professional 

schedules precluded a group format as it would be difficult to obtain the kind 

of representativeness needed between variable cases in order compare 

discussion across areas (Ritchie & Jewkes, 2003; Sirriyeh & Ní Rallaghaigh, 

2018:92). In order to overcome any logistical barriers to participation these 

interviews were conducted over the phone or in person in order to maximise 

the participation rates of personnel given the demands on their time for 

professional duties (Horgan et al., 2015:43). Out of twenty interviews 

conducted with stakeholders, six were conducted face to face, and fourteen 

were conducted by telephone. There is a concern that telephone interviews 

may be of lower quality, however there was no discernible difference in 

engagement from stakeholders as all were invested in the object of study (Yeo 

et al., 2014:182-3).  

The semi structured interviews explored stakeholders’ perspectives on three 

topic areas in order to exploration of adult support for participation in terms of 

the provision of space, the facilitation of voice, access to audience and 

response to the young participants voices (Wright et al.,2006: 93). The first 

topic concerned practitioner understanding of the model at the level of 

planning and influence. The second section focused on the mechanics of 

participation at a local level, and the third section explored the stakeholder’s 

personal contingent perspectives regarding the outcomes of participation and 

their reflection on practice (See Appendix XI). The line of questioning within 
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these topic areas began with broad mapping questions to set the parameter of 

the topic e.g. “could you describe what this model is for?”.  This could be 

followed by probing questions such as “in your perspective, what was the 

strength of that particular approach?” to allow for the meaning given to that 

phenomena by that particular stakeholder to be unfolded.  While the 

interviews were centred around these three topics it was considered useful to 

remain flexible in terms of the focus of conversation due variation within the 

sample of stakeholders in different roles across two organisations, and so 

expansion and clarification were sought often to explore in depth aspects of 

respondent experiences (Wyness, 2009: 539; Yeo et al., 2014:193-4 & 209).  

6.4.4 Documentary Analysis 

The final consideration relates to a consideration of documents relating to the 

conduct of the fora, including planning documents, reports and the products of 

the fora themselves. This consideration of multiple sources of data has been 

used by Havelick et., al. (2016:4) and Sirriyeh & Ní Raghallaigh (2018:92) to 

achieve a more comprehensive picture and to enhance trustworthiness and to 

prevent bias.  

6.5 Data Analysis 

The aim of qualitative research is to collect data in order to provide materials 

for an empirical analysis of a phenomenon in order to produce an explanation, 

or theory for it (Flick, 2019:7; Mirza et al., 2014:1982). There are three forms 

of inference available in the process of qualitative data analysis that enable the 

production of explanations, theory or meaning.  These are deduction, 

induction, and abduction (Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 50). In qualitative 

research, deduction often means that data are analysed using an existing 

theoretical framework as an analytical tool or lens (Kennedy & Thornberg, 

2014: 50).  This means that deductive reasoning begins with rule and proceeds 

through a case to arrive at an observed result, which demonstrates or falsifies 

the theory (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012: 170). While the use of a theory or 

frame can be useful in a deductive approach in an evaluation or assessment, a 

weakness is that researchers only attend to aspects of the data prescribed by 

the theory while overlooking other aspects of the data that are outside its 

scope of the theory (Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 50). In contrast, inductive 

approaches start with a collection of given cases, examining their implied 
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results in order to make a general statement as patterns, concepts and theories 

emerge from data without pre-supposing such outcomes a priori (Kennedy & 

Thornberg, 2014: 51; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012: 171). Inductive approaches 

have been criticised for the assumption that inductive conclusions represent a 

general truth, on the basis that they are always hypothetical and fallible. 

Furthermore, the assumption that ‘pure’ induction is possible has been 

criticised, due to the challenges of collecting and analysing theory-free 

(Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 51). 

 
Abduction has a logical form distinct from induction and deduction, although 

the definition of abduction differs amongst various authors (Mira, 2014: 1987; 

Timmermans & Tavory, 2012: 170). This may be because the originator of this 

concept, Peirce (1960/1979) used different terms when writing about 

abduction (i.e. abduction, retroduction, presumption, and hypothesis) 

(Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 51). For example, Ormston et al. (2014:7) refers 

to the abduction of a technical account, using categories derived from 

respondent perspectives, whereas their use of the term retroduction is a 

process of trying different models for fit as an explanation for patterns 

emerging in data, which is held by other authors to be abduction.  

 In this research, abduction is held to be a creative inferential process entailing 

a repetition of deductive approaches that is driven by anomalous findings, or 

weaknesses in how well a theoretical frame can explain the empirical data 

(Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014:52: Mirza et al., 2014:1981-2; Thomas G, 

2010:578; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012: 172-4). Abduction begins with a gap in 

understanding, then proceeds to reference existing theories or explanations to 

develop a new and better situated explanation of the phenomenon being 

analysed (Padgett, 2016:42). This may result in the modification, elaboration, 

or rejection of existing theories or hypotheses depending on how well the data 

supports the explanations and fits with observable phenomena (Kennedy & 

Thornberg, 2014: 52). In this approach to data analysis the researcher strives 

to be open and sensitive to the data while also allowing for the use of pre-

existing theories as a source of inspiration, and identification and 

interpretation of patterns (Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 52). Abductive analysis 

is based on the researcher’s reflection and observations on the data, therefore 
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the researcher’s biography, affinity and familiarity with broader theoretical 

fields (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012: 173).  

It is from this positionality that a weakness of abductive analysis can be 

identified relating to the claim for the ‘generality’ of the conclusions which 

could be held to be flawed due to the contingent nature of researcher decision 

making. This may produce implications for the action guiding potential of the 

research findings (Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 53; Lipscomb, 2012:244). For 

this reason, Paavola (2004 in Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 53) emphasizes the 

importance of adopting strategic rules in abduction by requiring that the 

hypothesis explain, or at least be consistent with, most other clues and 

information that are available concerning the empirical case. The strategy to 

overcome the weakness in abductive analysis included heavy reference to the 

existent literature with regard to the thematic categories derived from 

respondent perspectives, and the use of theory to create strict categories to 

which thematically coded data can be organised through deductive data 

analysis (Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 53; Spencer et al., 2-14:272).  

 

6.5.1 Framework Analysis 

Framework analysis was chosen as the tool used for the deductive analysis of 

the thematically coded data in order to structure an account of a particular 

phenomenon as perceived by respondents and relate that back to a specific 

model in the first instance and a theory in the second (Kennedy & Thornberg, 

2014: 52; Spencer et al., 2-14:272; Srivastava & Thomson, 2009). The use of 

Framework Analysis as a tool for deductive analysis has a number of 

advantages. Ritchie and Spencer (1994 in Ward et al., 2013) suggest that 

framework analysis is particularly suited for applied policy research that has 

specific questions, a limited time frame, a pre-designed sample and a priori 

issues. A further strength of this form of analysis is that both questions and 

theory can be used to create a working frame for analysis allowing for 

categorisation and analysis when concepts or themes are interwoven or 

dispersed while foregrounding the perspectives of the respondents (Gale et al., 

2013: 4-5; Padgett, 2016:254; Spencer et al., 2014: 283; Srivastava & Thomson, 

2009:7).  
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 Lundy’s (2007) voice model of participation was used to construct a deductive 

analytical frame in the first round as it frames policy and practice in the context, 

through articulation of Article 12’s principle into practice variables and so could 

enable an exploration of practice as understood in rights-based terms prior to 

a more critical reflection. Other participation models that measure concepts 

such as the degree of power sharing (e.g. Hart, 1992) or the nature of power 

sharing as appropriate to circumstances (e.g. Lansdown, 2010) were 

considered. These models could provide a benchmark against which the 

attainment of participative rights could be assessed, or whether the form of 

participation was appropriate for the context. However, this phase of analysis 

sought to reflect on the attainment of rights in practice, and Lundy’s (2007) 

model offered a focused frame to explore elements of practice as a precursor 

to critical reflection on Article 12.   

 Following the initial assessment of rights in practice as framed by the Lundy 

(2007) model, it became clear that this frame did not capture all of the data 

produced. In a process of abductive reflection underpinned by apriori 

knowledge gleaned from literature, notably from Warmings (2006, 2015) and 

Thomas’ (2012) use of Recognition Theory, Honneths’ theory of human 

development and social change emerged as a frame for analysis that could 

better capture the data in its entirety (Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 52; 

Padgett, 2016:42; Spencer et al., 2014:286).  This led to a second round of 

deductive framework analysis, using categories derived from the three forms 

of recognition and three forms of disrespect in Honneths (1995) theory.  

 
The conduct of Ritchie & Spencer’s (1994 in Srivastava & Thomson, 2009) 

Framework Analysis within this research is discussed below, in order to reveal 

how this analysis has processed data in order to reveal information about the 

social phenomena under consideration by filtering participants data through an 

analytic framework derived first from a prescriptive model of rights-based 

participation and second from a theory of human development and social 

change.  Framework analysis involves a five-step process that involves, 

familiarisation, identification of themes, indexing data, charting the data into 

an analytical frame, and analysing the resulting data (Ritchie & Spencer, 1994; 

Spencer et al., 2014:282-3; Srivastava & Thomson, 2009).  
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1. The first step, familiarisation occurred through the reading and 

rereading of transcripts, which were professionally transcribed, in order to 

develop an awareness of what different actors were saying that is relevant to 

the research question.  

 

2. The second step that follows from this process of familiarisation 

involved the identification of themes from apriori knowledge gathered from 

literature reviews, transcripts and the research objectives. At this point the 

creation of thematic categories occurred that aimed to be as neutral in 

description as possible, to avoid the overlay of bias on the emerging categories.  

These first-round themes identified included relationships, activities, 

processes, benefits and challenges, perspectives on the model and the 

experiences of care.  

 

3. The third step included the indexing and sorting of the data into an 

initial thematic catalogue using NVivo where the primary consideration was 

bringing data together that belonged together under the identified thematic 

category in its own particular node. For example, if the content of the data 

entailed a discussion on relationships, then that was coded into its own 

thematic node. This was further organised into more specific subcategories 

such as relationships with peers, relationships with facilitators, relationships 

with family, and relationships with social workers (see fig. for examples of 

decision making in the coding process).  

 

 Table 6 Indexing and Sorting into Themes in NVivo 

Source Data Theme Identified 

“I’d say what really brought us together was the 

adventure day out……. We went on this day out; it 

was so cool to like an adventure centre”  

 

Primary: Relationships 

 

Secondary: Activities 

 

 

“We have two that are representing our group now 

on the national Fora thing in Athlone and you know 

they’re looking forward to going to Athlone and 

Primary:  Access to Audience 
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4. The fourth step was to organise and chart these thematic categories 

onto an analytic frame. The first analytical frame was derived from the Lundy 

(2007) model (see fig. for illustration of framework analysis). This analytic 

frame had six categories, four derived from the categories of the Lundy (2007) 

model. In order to be charted into this analytical frame the data had to meet 

the operational definition of the relevant category within this frame.  For 

example, in order to be charted under Space, the data must illuminate the 

perception (or not) of the fora as a safe space, free from fear of recrimination 

in which young people can speak freely. In order to be charted under Voice, the 

data must show evidence (or lack of) practices and activities that facilitate 

young participants’ voice. In order to be charted at Audience that data must 

provide evidence (or a lack of) of young people’s views being transmitted to 

decisionmakers, and to be charted under Influence the data must show 

evidence (or lack of) of the outputs of participation having an effect. The 

following chart represents how the initial themes were sorted into the Lundy 

model frame.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

nervous I suppose to see what else is in store for 

them” 

“The bit about the fora was that it was relaxing sort 

of low stress environment. And a nice and neutral 

sort of environment. If you’re at childcare reviews, 

its’ kind of stressful and worrying and you 

know…whereas the fora allowed stuff to emerge 

naturally in a non-stressed environment” 

Primary: Processes and Environment of 

Participation 

 

Secondary: Challenges with Review and 

Supervision Procedures  

“It’s not really gone to other people though”  Primary: Perception of Influence 
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Table 7.  Sorting data into the Lundy Model Frame 

 

In this round of analysis not all of the data was captured by the analytic frame 

provided by the Lundy (2007) model in terms of the discussions that unfolded 

regarding the experiences of challenges in the care process. Furthermore, the 

discussion of benefits that arose for the young people as a result of 

participation remained at a level of description, rather than explanation. As the 

discussion on participation is weighted to description, a return to the literature 

in an abductive process of reflection preceded a second round of deductive 

analysis in order to deepen understanding of participation through the 

application of theory.  

 
Following Warming (2006 & 2015) and Thomas (2012), Recognition Theory 

seemed to provide a fruitful frame for recognition, capturing as it did the 

importance of relationships in collective participation and the experience of 

challenges in the care system, in addition to the concept of rights. A review of 

the literature relating to Recognition Theory, its utility in social work analysis, 

caring practices with children in care and collective participation facilitated the 

development of a typology of Recognition and Disrespect. This typology formed 

the basis formed the basis of a second deductive analytical frame into which 

the thematically coded data could be organised in order to test the theories fit 

for the data and capacity to generate meaning.   

Themes Space Voice Audience Influence 

  SH Y

P 

SH YP SH Y

P 

SH Y

P 

Relationship * * * *     

Activities * * * * * * * * 

Processes/ 

Environment 

* * * *  *  * 

Product/Outputs    *  * * * 

Evidence of 

Influence 

      * * 
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In this round of analysis, the data must meet the requirements of the 

definitions provided by the typology in order to be charted into the framework. 

The first three categories in this frame entailed the experience of disrespect, in 

the sphere of relationships of primary regard, the sphere of civic society, and 

the sphere of community. In addition to judging did the data meet the criteria 

of disrespect, evidence of injury to self-confidence, self-respect and self-

esteem was also sought. Then, the data was scrutinised for evidence of 

recognition across the three spheres of experience and likewise the data was 

scrutinised for the benefits of recognition in each sphere, namely self-

confidence, self-respect, and social esteem. This secondary round of analysis 

successfully captured thematic categories of data that did not fit into the 

framework of Lundy’s (2007) model during the initial round of data analysis, 

and so expanded the inclusion of respondent perspectives in the resulting 

discussion. 

           Table 8  Indexing and Sorting into NVivo 

 

 

Source Data Thematic Indexing  

“But kids that have been isolated … and feel lonely and 

feel different to other kids need to know that there’s 

someone on their side and they know; they understand 

that if they ever want anything they’ve to go to their 

social worker but can they really talk to their social 

worker?  Do they know them?  Or does the social 

worker know them?” 

Primary:  Social Work 

Support 

 

Secondary: Lack of Access 

 “there were pieces that related to us like [participant] 

had one about being in foster care but didn’t want to 

tell anyone, cos like it would change everything o then 

we had like a part for , what was it, you had one with 

your brother cos ye don’t get to see your brother” 

Primary:  Identity as 

Looked After Person 

 

Secondary: Relationships 

“Like say for me for example: when I first came to the 

Fora group I was kind of like; I was kind of nervous 

about talking in front of people and then being part of 

the Fora group helped me talk in conferences as well as 

like going to Switzerland and stuff because of Epic.  

Like that helped me hugely and they help you as well, I 

know that for a fact” 

Primary: Personal 

Development 

 

Secondary: Esteem  
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 Table 9 Charting Data into A Frame Derived from Recognition Theory using Typologies as a 

basis for Decision Making 

Theme Disrespect 

in Primary 

Relationshi

ps 

Evidence of 

Injury 

Disrespect 

To civic 

Rights 

Evidence of 

Injury 

Disrespect 

To 

Standing 

Evidence of 

Injury 

 SH YP SH YP SH YP SH YP SH YP SH YP 

Social Work 

Support 
* * * * * *   * *   

Relationship * * * * * * * *     

Placement  * * * * *  *     

Identity   * *     * * * * 

Experiences 

of Care 

Processes 

    * * * *  *   

 

 

Theme Love 

Relationships 

Of Regard 

Confidence 

Emotional 

needs 

Rights 

Structural 

Inclusion 

Self-

Respect 

Solidarity 

Merit 

Capacity 

 

Esteem 

Belonging 

 SH YP SH YP SH YP SH YP SH YP SH YP 

 * * * * * * *  * * * * 

 

The final stage involves the mapping and interpretation of the key 

characteristics as laid out in the charts. This stage of analysis generates a 

schematic diagram of the phenomenon that guides interpretation of the data 

set. Interpretation entails defining concepts, mapping the range and nature of 
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phenomena, creating typologies, finding associations, and providing 

explanations (Padgett, 2016; Ritchie and Spencer, 1994:186). This induction of 

a conceptual schema particular to the collective participation of young people 

in care in order through synthesis using a hybrid of model and theory  in order 

to better explain the phenomenon under consideration  (Kennedy & 

Thornberg, 2014: 52; Padgett, 2016: Srivastava & Thomson, 2009). The 

synthesis of an assessment of the Lundy (2007) voice model as a description of 

practice with the reflection on participation enabled through the Frame of 

Recognition Theory enables a deeper understanding of what participation 

means for this particular cohort of young people in this particular context. This 

stage of analysis will be discussed in Chapter 9.  

6.6 Evaluating the Research  

Qualitative research has been criticised for the absence of a standard means 

for assuring reliability and validity. Validity refers to well-founded findings that 

accurately reflect the phenomenon being studied, and reliability refers to 

potential for the findings to be replicated if the research processes are 

repeated (Lewis et al., 2014:354). The evaluative standards of reliability and 

validity are designed to establish trust and confidence in the findings, establish 

the consistency of the methods used over time, ensuring an accurate, authentic 

representation of the population studied, without which erroneous findings 

can disseminated with implications for their further use (Magilvy & Thomas, 

2011:151; Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001:526). It has been argued that 

these are concepts native to quantitative research that seeks to make general 

statements on the research object, or subjects on the basis of the findings 

(Kiernan & Hill, 2018:253; Lewis et al., 2014:354). 

 Rather than make general universal statements on findings, qualitative 

research by nature is focused on deep understanding of context specific, 

singular phenomena (Magilvy & Thomas, 2011:151-2). For this reason, Maxwell 

(2002 in Kiernan & Hill, 2018:253) has argued that these typologies cannot be 

directly applied to qualitative research without distorting a priori paradigmatic 

assumptions.  However, this is not to say that questions of “validity” do not 

remain salient, but the application of standards are difficult because of the 

necessity to incorporate both subjectivity as well as creativity into the 
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qualitative research process (Kiernan & Hill, 2018:253; Whittemore, Chase, & 

Mandle, 2001:522). Though these standards are not directly applicable to 

qualitative research, some kind of validity criteria and methodological or 

technical procedures are needed to ensure the authentic representation of the 

phenomenon under investigation and guard against credibility threats 

(Hammersly, 1992 in Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001:526).  

This research has utilised concepts developed by Lincoln and Guba (1985 in 

Magilvy & Thomas, 2011:152). They reflected on the question of qualitative 

rigour in research underpinned by a philosophical position that holds that it is 

impossible to identify a single, generalisable, external “truth” regarding social 

phenomena. This is because each person has their own particular perspective 

that is filtered through the lens of cultural, experiential, environmental, and 

other contextual influences (Magilvy & Thomas, 2011:152).  For this reason, the 

concept of trustworthiness was developed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as being 

more suitable to qualitative inquiries. Within this study, trustworthiness is 

demonstrated through consideration of the following criteria: credibility, 

dependability, transferability, reliability and congruence and goodness (Lincoln 

and Guba, 1985; in Horgan et al., 2015 p.244; Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 

2001).  

 

6.6.1 Credibility 

Early on, Lincoln and Guba (1985) identified credibility as an overriding goal of 

qualitative research which refers to the conscious effort to establish confidence 

in an accurate interpretation of the meaning of the data ensuring that 

interpretations are trustworthy and reveal some truth external to the 

investigators’ experience (Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001:530). The 

achievement of credibility criteria can include the effectiveness of appropriate 

methods in collection and analysis, including the assessment and use of 

transcripts and quotes paying attention to representation within the findings 

(Horgan et al., 2015 pp.44-5; Magilvy & Thomas, 2011:152-3).  In this study it is 

argued that the methods used were appropriate to the needs of the young 

participants and stakeholders, in particular the young participants were 

provided with support to express their views. Digital audio-recording was used 

to facilitate accurate verbatim transcription for thematic analysis. Additionally, 
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the use of purposive sampling to better reflect the demographics the research 

refers to enhances claims to credibility, as does  the grounding of the findings 

in the verbatim account of respondent’s experience taken from this 

professionally transcribed data (Horgan et al., 2015 pp.44-5; Thomas & 

Magilvy,2011). 

 

6.6.2 Transferability 

Transferability refers to the ability to transfer research findings or methods 

from one group to another, or to other contexts with different subjects 

(Magilvy & Thomas, 2011:153).  To facilitate and enhance the transferability 

and therefore the value of the project’s findings, a description of the 

characteristics of the fora and the context in which it is embedded to allow for 

comparison of similar phenomena (Horgan et al., 2015:44-5). However, a 

particular strength of this research and its transferability to research studies 

relating to participation rights for children and young people derives from the 

deductive use of Framework Analysis. Deriving an analytical frame from the 

Lundy (2007) voice model promotes the criteria of transferability, that is the 

ability to transfer the methods and questions from one group to another, in 

differing contexts through its clear articulation of the requirements of 

participative practice (McCafferty, 2017; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).  Regarding 

the second round of data analysis the power of transferability is somewhat 

reduced, as the questions asked in fieldwork were not developed with 

Recognition Theory in mind, and the data gathered regarding participation for 

this particular cohort is heavily referent to their unique experiences as looked 

after young people in a particular context.  However, the principle of 

transferability is maintained as the analytical frame itself remains transferable 

on the basis that the theory and the data analysis tool provide a clear frame to 

observe recognition and disrespect in similar social settings. 

 

6.6.3 Congruence 

Despite the elusiveness of generalizability in qualitative research, study 

findings should evidence congruence, which should be affirmed by the 

congruence of the findings in relation to existing literature, between the 

research question, the method, and the findings; between data collection and 

analysis; and between the findings and practice (Whittemore et al., 2001:532). 
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In this study the assessment of rights-based practice is underpinned by the 

Lundy (2007) voice model from the original assessment objectives, through to 

the design of data collection instruments and the development of a rights-

based frame. The findings from this round of data analysis discussed in the next 

chapter are congruent with discussions around successful participatory 

practice discussed in literature. The second round of data analysis 

demonstrates congruence in the method of analysis used in the first round, as 

the findings are framed by a theoretical frame derived from existing literature. 

Likewise the findings from this round of analysis as discussed in Chapter 8 have 

congruence with the discussions in literature.  

6.6.4 Goodness  

The ethical design and conduct of a study are also an important validity 

criterion of qualitative research according to Whittemore, Chase and Mandle, 

(2001:532). This entails conducting research in ways that are sensitive to the 

nature of human, cultural, and social contexts, including multiple perspectives 

and explicit ethical consideration in design and conduct of the research should 

be explicit. Lincoln (1995 in Whittemore, Chase & Mandle, 2001:352) also 

argued that sound “research serves the purpose of the community in which it 

was carried out rather than simply serving the community of knowledge 

producers and policymakers”. Section 6.4 demonstrates the integration of 

ethics into research design and processes. This research utilised a two-phase 

analytical process to ensure that the perspectives of young participants were 

captured as completely as possible. This entailed the use of Recognition Theory 

to capture the experiences of disrespect and so move beyond an 

instrumentalist account of participation in order to better represent their 

concerns. Furthermore, this research will be published in academic journals in 

order to develop conversations around what constitutes good practice and how 

participation can be understood with a sensitivity to those issues that concern 

young people the most.  

6.6.5 Dependability  

The criteria of dependability occur when another researcher can follow the 

decision trail used by the researcher. This can be achieved by (a) describing the 

specific purpose of the study; (b) discussing how and why the participants were 

selected for the study; (c) describing how the data were collected and how long 
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the data collection lasted (d) explaining how the data were reduced or 

transformed for analysis; (e) discussing the interpretation and presentation of 

the research findings; and (f) communicating the specific techniques used to 

determine the credibility of the data (Magilvy & Thomas, 2011:153).   

 
The detail provided in this methodological chapter is intended to facilitate the 

readers assessment of dependability through clear exposition of the decisions 

made throughout, beginning with the aims and objectives, which are reflected 

in the methods chosen, the presentation of findings and the subsequent 

discussion. Furthermore, the use of the Lundy (2007) model of participation, 

for data collection tools, and the development of the initial analytical frame 

enhances the dependability of researcher judgements in the analytical process 

(Horgan et al., 2015; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). However, as the research 

questions and data collected tools were derived from the Lundy (2007) model, 

the second round of analysis that utilised Recognition Theory as a frame means 

that there could be variation in data gathered in other projects with young 

people in care, were the data collection tools designed to undertake an 

exploration of disrespect and injustice. However, the application of this 

theoretical frame through abductive logic allowed for a fuller expression of 

young people’s views as they arose during the focus groups. This means that a 

weakness of deductive analysis was avoided, which is a risk of omitted or 

ignored data that does not fit the frame of analysis (Kennedy & Thornberg, 

2014: 50). This allowed the researcher to reflect on the experience of the young 

respondents in a structured way that transcends the instrumental application 

of the Lundy model as an evaluation for practice while maintaining integrity in 

the analytical process (Magilvy & Thomas, 2011:153; Whittemore, Chase, & 

Mandle, 2001:531).  

 

6.6.5.1 Researcher Reflexivity 

This epistemological assumptions of this research regarding the subjective 

nature of meaning making in an interpretivist paradigm, maintains that an 

objective stance to the interpretation of data is impossible, as it will be 

mediated through the researcher (Ormston et al., 2012:12-3). Researcher 

subjectivities may result in research outputs that are presented in such a way 

as to highlight some aspects of the social phenomenon, but omit or ignore 
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others, therefore a disclosure of researcher positionality is important as it 

forms part of the context for findings (Padgett, 2016:264; Patton, 2002: 64; 

Flick, 2019:7). This requires reflection on the social positions, personal 

experiences, political and professional beliefs of the researcher, as these colour 

our view of the phenomena being researched, and may affect the research 

process, data analysis and our interactions with respondents (Berger, 2015: 219 

&221; Magilvy & Thomas, 2011:153; Timmerman and Tavory,2012: 172; 

Whittemore et al., 2001:531). If this issue is left unattended, then subjective 

reality of the researcher has the potential to pose a threat to the credibility of 

the research findings (Konrad,2005 in Sobočan et al., 2019: 809).  

In reflecting on my research positionality, it is important to consider how I 

relate to the research subject matter and the respondents, particularly as 

someone who has had similar experiences to the young participants. The 

notion of insider/outsider status is understood to mean the degree to which a 

researcher is located either within or outside a group being researched (Gair, 

2012:137).  Having a common experience, background or status to research 

participants is said to confer insider status on researchers (Gair, 2012:137).  A 

strength of this particular position in research is that an insider research may 

have a particular insight into the shared common experiences of the research 

population (Berger, 2015: 223; Gair, 2012:138). Although a risk remains that 

this research positionality if unexamined may blur boundaries through the 

imposition of   values and beliefs, and the projection of biases (Berger, 2015: 

224). However, in reflecting on research positionality, some authors maintain 

that the insider/outsider binary is not so clear cut and neither position can be 

said to definitively confer critical awareness, empathy or insight (Gair, 

2012:138 & 141). I believe this analysis is relevant therefore, a reflection on my 

biography and methodology is necessary to aid the readers assessment of 

researcher dependability in this case.   

My researcher positionality is presented here in order to illuminate my own 

“socially cultivated” viewpoints may colour the research (Timmermans & 

Tavory, 2012: 172). Firstly, I am a researcher with the experience of being 

looked after by a state organisation. While this experience was positive overall, 

providing me with a structured and calm living conditions, my experience was 

also one of uncertainty as I was neither informed, nor consulted, nor given time 
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to prepare for changes as I moved through the system. I have also experienced 

inadequate social work support and lack of consultation within these processes 

resulting in an extended period of unaddressed need prior to this journey. 

These experiences have given me insight into the importance of space for 

young people in practice, to enable their voices, to address their concerns and 

restore a sense of certainty in their lives.  

From my education in sociological thought, I have an awareness that people’s 

lives and experiences are framed to a certain extent by the social structures in 

which they live their lives. This knowledge, in conjunction with experience gives 

me a heightened sensitivity to the influence of context on people’s lives. As a 

result of this educational experience, I was introduced to the concept of social 

justice, which to me means having the opportunity to live a life that is 

reasonable by the standards within your society, free from oppression, 

exploitation, and harm. I am drawn to this concept, having experienced 

vulnerability, deprivation and marginalisation during childhood as a result of 

forces beyond my control. It has been a motivation for me to seek opportunities 

in which to address issues of marginalisation and social injustice in youth work, 

as well as education. 

Returning to the concept of positionality, Beals et al., (2020:593) argue that 

researchers from marginalised communities’ traverse multiple spaces, roles 

and positionalities and so following Krebs (1999) use the term "edge walking”. 

In this sense, researchers are not necessarily insiders or outsiders, but “edge 

and margin navigators” (Beals et. al, 2020: 598- 600). It is my contention that I 

occupy this liminal space as a researcher, on one hand my motivation and 

values which are derived from my biographical similarities with the young 

respondents that led to my interest in this research topic. However, I am also 

distanced from the experiences of respondents as my experience is over two 

decades removed, took place under a different organisation, and predated the 

inclusion of participative rights into organisational policy and legislation in this 

area. Furthermore, through professional practice, I have gained insight into the 

current practice values that drive continued progressively better practice in 

welfare and protection in particular the focus on rights and participation that 

have modified my views of practice over time.  
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 However, as a researcher with this particular biography, I felt that it was crucial 

to ensure that my own experience of voicelessness was not transposed onto 

the current research participants through my own subjective lens and that their 

experiences were represented as fully and as accurately as possible. This 

sensitivity has had an influence on my research decision-making. In reflecting 

on my positionality, methodological decisions were made that were intended 

to ensure that the findings were tethered to concepts that addressed the 

concerns of the young people, in addition to the rights-based evaluation. In 

order to demonstrate that distortion was avoided, these methodological 

decisions has been outlined in full in this section.  

Nonetheless, there is a risk of bias so this must be given attention in decision-

making to ensure researcher dependability. The rationale for conducting the 

research is one area that may be subject to bias.  However the initial research 

question regarding an exploration of participative practice as framed by Article 

12 was predefined through consultation with Tusla, and there is a clear 

rationale in literature for research regarding this topic. The risk of bias was also 

ameliorated through the use of models and theories with their clear 

categorisation of practice requirements and forms of intersubjective 

experiences. The theoretical lens was chosen because it allowed the most 

thorough capture of thematic categories of data, rather than reflecting my own 

concerns.  Given the flexible nature of qualitative data collection, the 

deployment of two researchers (myself included) in the field when researching 

with young people and the subsequent debriefing discussion further enhancing 

dependability. During decision making in the analytical process, the strict 

definitions of cases in framework analysis constrained researcher decision 

making which guard against unreliable overly subjective accounts of the 

phenomenon (Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 53; Spencer et al., 2-14:272).  

Furthermore, during supervision the data was presented at various stages of 

analysis allowing for discussion and monitoring of decisions at various points 

research processes.  

This is not to say my own subjectivity was not brought to bear on the research. 

It could be argued that my particular trajectory through life including later 

educational and experiences, and experiences of social support have bolstered 

my capacity to engage in a ‘struggle for recognition’ for those whose 
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experiences I recognise as similar to my own. This in itself is a strength of my 

liminal position and demonstrates the acquisition of capacity over time. When 

this is considered in light of the lack of capacity the young people would have 

to address issues that affect them without institutional support, it 

demonstrates that with the right experiences over time, a ‘struggle for 

recognition’ as an act of solidarity can emerge.  

6.7 Summary 

This chapter has unfolded in seven sections. The first section entailed a return 

to the research aims and objectives in order to set the scene for a consideration 

of the methodology. The discussion of the methodology begins with a 

consideration of the ontological and epistemological underpinnings in order to 

set out how the beliefs about knowledge and the nature of reality that 

influence the research as a whole. This research is embedded in an 

interpretivist paradigm which holds that reality is under construction via a 

process of personal interpretation by the social actors involved and that the 

experience of social phenomena is subjective in nature and cannot be 

understood outside of social and cultural contexts. This means that any 

understanding of reality of subjective in nature and open to re-interpretation. 

For this reason, a qualitative approach to data collection was chosen in order 

to centre the particular perspectives of diverse respondents, and the meanings 

they give to the social phenomena. 

As this research includes young people in care in discussion on their care 

experience, this research has the potential to generate risks to participant 

wellbeing. A consideration of ethical issues has allowed for the development of 

an ethical frame and the inclusion of certain research protocols designed to 

promote participant wellbeing and safety.  

Following this a review of qualitative research focusing on collective 

participation with vulnerable groups was conducted in order to identify the 

most appropriate methods of data collection and create a rationale for their 

use. The methods identified as suitable included, focus groups using creative 

methods to frame the questions and enhance participation, youth participation 

in research design to enhance the accessibility of the research, semi structured 

interviews with staff of diverse affiliations and documentary analysis to 
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understand processes and structures. These approaches would prioritise 

subjective experience due to the rich data that could be generated through 

group discussion or in depth, flexible questioning. A description of research 

design processes followed the relevant rationale, where the data collection 

instruments, and their design are discussed. This is followed by a description of 

research implementation, the challenges that arose and a consideration of how 

this influenced the research.  

The processes of data analysis were then discussed, in order to illuminate the 

generation of findings through a process of framework analysis. The final 

section entails an evaluation of the research through the concepts of 

credibility, transferability, dependability, congruence and goodness, along with 

a reflection on researcher positionality that would enable a reader to evaluate 

the trustworthiness of this research overall.  
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Chapter 7: Evaluation of Collective Participation with 

the Lundy Model  

 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings of the first round of deductive data analysis 

in which the attainment of rights within this model of collective participation is 

considered using the four practice requirements of the Lundy (2007) Model as 

a frame for analysis. As there is a significant overlap between Space and Voice, 

and between Audience and Influence, this section is divided into two parts 

reflecting the links between the concepts within the Lundy Model. This is 

followed by a third section relating to the challenges relating to collective 

participation in the development of service delivery and policy implementation 

in the childcare arena in Ireland.  

7.2 Space & Voice  

The concepts of space and voice are chronologically first in the process of 

participatory practice and interlinked in practice. Lundy (2007) asserts that the 

space for participation must be a safe space, free from fear of recrimination 

and with no discrimination regarding access, be that on the grounds of 

disability or perceived capacity to participate. The safe space is a prerequisite 

for the facilitation of voice, which interacts with the right to guidance and 

information provided for in the UNCRC (1989).  

In the fora supportive relationships emerged as a key theme under the safe 

space category which in this study means feeling safe to express the 

experiences of care and opinions about service provision without fear of 

judgement, recrimination or loss of services.   

Common experiences relating to being in care shared by the young participants 

within the peer group was an aspect of the perception that it is safe to give 

voice to experience and express views. The young people were aware that their 

status as looked after young people was different from the majority of their 

peers and this created a sense of self consciousness. One stakeholder active on 
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a national basis noted the tendency to secrecy amongst this cohort, which 

could be attributed to a fear of stigma, shame or judgement or unresolved 

emotions if they disclose their unique experience as looked-after children in 

their foster care communities.   

“No, […] it’s much easier to talk to someone who is in the same scenario as you, and 

then you don’t have the awkward silence and saying, ‘Is that because, do you see your 

Dad or see your Mum?’ That whole awkwardness of it, awkwardness about being in 

care”. (Young Person Case Area 1) 

 “We’re all in care so like we don’t judge each other” (Young Person Case Area 2). 

“What came up at that agenda day was that children in care didn’t want to talk in that 

sort of an open forum (an opportunity for young service users across a wide range of 

services to feedback on experiences) about their experiences because they’re giving 

information to other people that they didn’t want to give out” (Respondent 13). 

 “They spend so much time hiding their care identity in school, with friends, explaining 

it away because other young people don’t understand; kids would say oh they think I’m 

adopted, or my parents are drug addicts or whatever.  […]  we asked them how many 

of you have told your friends that you’re in care and of the ten of them one young 

person [had].  That’s a big, big secret to tell” (Respondent 6). 

However, in the fora, all young people shared a status and common experience 

as looked after status of the young participants which facilitated the 

development of relationship. These relationships were not just built on the 

foundation of shared experience but were nurtured by ongoing team building 

and fun activities as part of the general operation of the fora and through one-

off events which were an important part of the fora experience, rewarding 

young people for their participation with enjoyable activities. These activities 

varied by location, and included trips to adventure centres, day trips, overnight 

stays facilitated by partner organisations at retreat locations, games and 

cinema nights or meals out. This allowed the young people to develop a 

positive regard for the facilitators, but also allowed the whole group to get to 

know each other as unique individuals beyond their looked after status as these 

relationships unfolded over time in shared group practices.  

“I’d say what really brought us together was the adventure day out. We went on this 

day out, it was so cool, to, like, an adventure centre. It was the day poor [participant] 

over here lost his shoe in a bog! It was so funny.” (Young Person, Case Area 3) 
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“Yeah, we have the pizza, the ninja” … “and mafia, mafia, mafia” … “oh my god yeah” 

…  “It’s like a card game and I can knock you out, and I can’t keep a straight face and I 

remember me and [participant] were sitting beside each other and we both got the 

same card and he didn’t know that we were both in the mafia even though he said it 

real low and then I  started to laugh and couldn’t keep a straight face” (Young People 

Case Area 4). 

“We started the day with these exercises out in climbing walls and different things like 

that which we all participated in with the children so again that level, a bit of fun, a bit 

of camaraderie, a bit of slagging, bit of banter and then that translated back into the 

room then when the ice was broken a bit you know?” (Respondent 14)  

The development of supportive relationships over time as an evolving process, 

in an informal format differed significantly from other individual participation 

opportunities such as care reviews which are more formal in nature. The ratio 

of youth to adult was higher, and this, along with the relaxed, environment 

which was actively promoted by adult facilitators, was intended to increase the 

feeling of security in the participatory space in order to allow them to fully 

express their views or experiences. 

“No one is going, ‘How’s it going for you?’ and your foster carer is sitting beside them, 

‘Yes, grand!’ But it gives them a chance to think about, well, what’s that like for you?” 

(Respondent 20) 

 “It is about relationship and trust building as well.  If you can build a group where trust 

and respect are paramount within the group, well then you are going to get more 

honesty.  And you get young people to engage a lot more too in something they enjoy 

doing. So, we played the games with them, we didn't just stand back and let them play 

by themselves or direct them how to play.  [We] try and make them feel as comfortable 

as possible and you don’t want to look like too official” (Respondent 4).  

“It doesn’t just take once or twice for people to meet up. […] For people to be able to 

talk about I suppose their own experiences and you know? Their own wishes and views. 

That would take much longer than that […] That space that wasn’t rushed and there 

was no kind of motive […] it takes people a while to come out of their shell and it takes 

people a long time to come up with ideas.” (Respondent 9). 

“It’s all about relationships with teenagers do you know what I mean?  And a space for 

them to kind of just say what they want to say and it’s ok and it’s ok not to be happy all 

the time in care and it’s ok to kind of think you know people maybe are on your back or 

you don’t like social workers and that’s ok you know.”  (Respondent 12)  

The perception of a safe space was evident in the accounts of some young 

participants who gave examples of feeling safe to express their views without 
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fear of recrimination through the non-judgmental and supportive stance of the 

adult facilitators.   This is a crucial point given the dependency of the young 

people on adult professionals in care processes and the attachment of some of 

the adult facilitators to the agency responsible for the care. Another young 

person related a sense of safety in expressing emotion as the adult facilitators 

were able to help them manage difficult feelings as they arose. Adult facilitators 

were intentional in their practice and committed to the wellbeing of the young 

participants in the moment of participation and were alert to any needs for 

further needs for support that may arise.  

Oh my God, no seriously, I need to leave, no word of a lie, I went on a rampage for 

about fifteen minutes and I was just like, ‘I hate social workers, I hate everything’, but 

the thing was like they understood.” (Young Person Case Area 3). 

“It’s like whenever we ever we open up to anything they like distract us to kind of coping 

mechanisms […] I really want to come to here because I’m like really close to people in 

this group …… and like they don’t judge you like.” (Young Person Case Area 4) 

“There was staff there, so if any young person was finding it difficult, whatever was the 

issue, or you know? They had somebody to talk to and we had actually organised that 

amongst ourselves as well as a team; that if there was anybody who needed to have a 

time out or any of the young people that we would you know? Make a space available 

for them to talk one on one with somebody, just to check that they were ok”. 

(Respondent 7). 

It is clear from these accounts that there is overlap and linkage between the 

first two elements of participative practice in the Lundy (2007) model. Young 

people’s accounts of their experience in care and their views of the services 

they receive is supported through the supportive stance of facilitators and the 

understanding of their peers, and this bolsters their freedom of expression. 

“You don’t just have like the support of EPIC. Other young people like us are here; we 

support each other and sort of help each other through it. Like, say for me, for example: 

when I first came to the Fora group I was kind of like, I was kind of nervous about talking 

in front of people, and then being part of the Fora group helped me talk.” (Young Person 

Case Area 3) 

 “So, I think it gives them that space and it gives them that permission to actually say 

what they think because once they voice it and they know they can voice it there 

because they know everybody else there knows what they’re talking about, that kind 

of sparks a big conversation and you know? They’re all aw that happened to me […] 
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[we ask] now could you funnel that down to something that we’re telling the system, 

this is what we’d like to see change”. (Respondent 14). 

At a national level there was a commitment to allowing the young participants 

to set the agenda of the fora, and this was evident in practice at the operational 

level. At this level each forum sampled focused on an issue of importance to 

them identified during a consultation and agenda setting day facilitated by the 

EPIC Participation Coordinator.  

“This is a decision we make in the beginning. You can either direct those fora to look at 

things you want them to look at, or you can have an open agenda where the young 

people decide what it is they do.” (Respondent 13) 

“The young people set the agenda in the fact that they identify their topic you know 

and then each time we come back we work on their topic […] then they’ll decide that, ‘I 

want to ask about a review, I want to ask what this means or […] I just want to play 

games or I just want to sit around and chat or listen to some music.”(Respondent 20) 

  

“They’re not bossy like……. they don’t say you have to do this or you have to do that, 

they just…….it’s not like they would let us do whatever they want, but they’re not 

like…they’re not bossy…they feed ye…. And they let you have fun” (Young Person Case 

Area 2) 

In line with their right to information (Article 17) and guidance (Article 5), and 

the role of adults to support their evolving capacities to participate through 

support the young people participating in these fora were actively assisted in 

the expression of their views. Examples of this include providing information 

regarding their rights and entitlements so that they understand the issues on 

which they reflect.  This could also entail the engagement of key decision 

makers in the area to support them in their decision making.  

“Most importantly that they know their rights; I think that’s always key you know, I 

think a lot of the time, sometimes young people aren’t clear themselves on what they 

can ask for and or what they can’t ask for.” (Respondent 17). 

“Yeah. [EPIC Management] wrote down the questions that the people said, and she 

brought it to the big boss I think it was.” (Young Person Case Area 3). 

“We also had a question and answer session with the area manager who sat in a circle 

with us and they asked questions and I suppose we were very conscious of 

communication and that was something that was done in a reflective manner.” 

(Respondent 16) 
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The support of advocates and Tusla professionals was important as facilitators 

of rights in terms of voice as they were able to engage with the organisational 

channels of communication and decision-making structures as intermediaries 

on behalf of the young people and had specific knowledge regarding service 

provision. Some of the young people viewed them as allies that would assist 

them and could assist them effectively because of the authority they perceived 

to be attached to their professional position. However, these young people 

were also aware that there was a hierarchy of decision makers that tempered 

their expectations.  

Interviewer: “Epic help you have your voices to be heard so they’re listening to you?” … 

“They reinforce everything because it’s professionals working with professionals; we’re 

not professionals.” […] “Because if you’ve like say like hundreds of people nagging 

saying oh we want to change this and we want to do that and we want to do this, social 

workers have more priorities than that but if you tell like Epic; Epic then can work with 

the professionals to make the decision and team up with them.”  

 “Yeah, because the [social workers]; like everyone in there now is under this company’s 

name.  Like everyone in there, everyone that we work with, people we see every single 

day is all hired through these people.  So, we could chat away to these people, but it 

has to go to these people.” (Young Person Case Area 1). 

The facilitation of voice through enabling activities and methods that support 

the expression of young people’s views varied by area depending on the 

availability of resources, access to activities and events, and the young people’s 

preference for working methods. For example, one forum chose to focus on 

social activities. Others worked principally through group discussion to produce 

outputs that they hoped would influence practice or improve the experience of 

care. Some of the fora worked in tandem with creative professionals to reflect 

on their identified concerns and produce artwork and raps. Another forum 

used their overnight stays as an opportunity to immerse themselves in their 

project.  Some young members had the opportunity to travel to international 

knowledge sharing events for young people in care, bringing back learning that 

they could share with their forum.  

“…. Discussion mostly.  Sitting down taking, making decisions as a group” … “Listening 

to each other” ……."Well it’s sort of helps us with other ideas so like if someone says 

something, what they think then we add on to it” ….” We’ll see what comes out of it” 

… “That makes more sense” (Young People Case Area 1). 
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“It was just learning about the care system in Scotland and how it differs to Ireland.  

And like it was like, it was interesting; you’d be sitting there and like oh if you could take 

this from the Scottish one and give you this from the Irish one you know.” (Young Person 

Case Area 3). 

 

 “So that was always a challenge trying to agree the dates and I think that’s why a 

couple of times the overnights worked really well for us. We were able to get a good 

group of the guys together and have that additional time with them that you wouldn’t 

have maybe within a group setting where you’re coming in for a few hours and you’re 

anxious; you’ve to get them out, you’ve to get them back, fed etc.  where the times we 

had the overnights, we were under less pressure” (Respondent 17).  

 

“Little projects, like we are doing here, little brainstorming sheets. Like, we are doing a 

book, […] so I think everyone is given a little project to do saying write down what they 

think foster means and what they feel about fostering, like that little thing. We 

brainstormed keywords and then we came up with the definition, and then we just kind 

of put it together in an easier form for everyone to understand.” (Young Person Case 

Area 5) 

 

The outputs of the fora sampled included a video that related the variety of 

different feelings that could be evoked on a transition into care as a training aid 

for practitioners and foster families, and a rap to promote awareness of young 

people’s experiences and perception of being in care and the importance of 

having their voice heard.  There were also outputs that could be utilised in 

practice such as a leaflet to advise on file access, including information on how 

young people could be supported in accessing their information. Young people 

also produced a dictionary of care words to help young people understand the 

jargon that was used by professionals, and a booklet that could be filled in by 

foster families that would provide placement information intended to help 

young people adjust to their new surroundings. Young people also advised on 

improvements to care review forms and processes. The fora’s that were not 

sampled produced a Children-in Care Directory and a poster of positive 

messages for the social workers who worked with them (Tusla, 2018a)   

7.3 Audience and Influence 

The requirement of an audience with key decision-makers as part of Lundy’s 

(2007) voice model is evidenced in direct (face to face and direct 

communication) and indirect (secondary reporting on behalf of young people) 
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access opportunities inbuilt or arising from the fora processes. Decision-makers 

relevant to the fora include Principal Social Workers, Area Managers and a 

National Oversight Committee that includes Directors of Service and the 

National Policy Officer. Indirect access was provided to these audiences 

through inbuilt reporting structures of the general operation of the fora. 

Opportunities for a direct audience with decision-makers and social work 

practitioners also occurred as part of the fora operations, as a response to 

requests for information, or through networking events such as attendance at 

a national participation conference or international events.  

 “The first group there went on to present at national Fora, they presented their rap at 

different national meetings, they’ve you know? They’ve done a lot of presentations 

around that and they’ve also had a number of open days that we did just to invite other 

children in.” (Respondent 14) 

“With the older age group, it’s you know. Very clear, look, we’re bringing this back […] 

They’re happy enough for it to be brought back and then things like they would have 

done you know the national children in care day, so they stood up and did their 

presentation on the forum so that’s, you know? There would be a variety of not just 

managers; there would be a variety of services there as well.” (Respondent 8).  

 “They talked to us a little bit about their involvement in you know their reviews etc.   

So, any information that we got we fed back to our wider teams with their permission.” 

(Respondent 17) 

However, while all adult stakeholders were aware of reporting and feedback 

activities, it was not always clear to some young participants as to who was 

listening. This perception of non-responsiveness may be evidence that 

communication practices need development in terms of feedback to the fora. 

“It’s not really gone to other people though.” (Young Person Case Area 4) 

Interviewer: “Ok, and do you ever hear from those guys like do they ever send messages 

to the forum?”  “No…. “They send vouchers to get a hot chocolate.” (Young People Case 

Area 2) 

“Interviewer: “Do you ever get feedback on the information that you give Tusla?” … 

“No” ….  Interviewer: “So the booklet you did, did you get any feedback? … “Oh, we get 

feedback on that.” (Young Person Case Area 5) 

Some areas that had direct access to primary audiences and the experiences of 

recognition that resulted from this, were proud to have been recognised, while 
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other young participants reported feelings of empowerment resulting from the 

perception of being heard and responded to in their locality. 

“They thought we were brilliant. There was a lawyer there.” (Young Person Case Area 

5) 

“Yeah.  Literally like I feel like a Superhero when I come in here because people listen to 

us, like Epic listens to us and we have; we feel like we can actually; we’re getting 

somewhere like.  One day we’ll make a change.” (Young Person Case Area 3) 

With regard to the practice requirement of Influence, there were accounts 

given of indirect influence on social work practice at a local level, primarily 

concerning small tweaks to practice prompted by practitioner reflection and 

response as a result of listening to direct experiences. These included changes 

to interactions with young people, and changes to the childcare review 

environment and forms. In the areas in which this took place a stakeholder 

noted that this was beneficial to the young people’s perception of the agency 

services.  

“They have changed the access rooms. I was actually talking to the child-in-care 

reviewer, and we are looking at foods for the child and care review] […] calming foods, 

so lollipops, sucky bottles, crunchy foods if you are feeling angry, popcorn.” 

(Respondent 2) 

“One of the things that we did discuss that was fed back to my team was how certain 

patterns kept coming over, like the change of social worker was a big one for them,[…] 

, oh here’s another person now to ask my background to why I came into care, how I’m 

feeling […]How would you feel [social workers name] if someone came into your house 

and was like right? Tell me everything about you. Do you know? And tell me how you’re 

feeling […]? They felt it was maybe a little bit rushed sometimes about how they would 

get to know them and get to understand them and so I certainly brought that back to 

the team and said you know? I think, for myself as well, for all of us just to take it a bit 

slower, that when we go out and see them for the first time maybe we don’t ask a lot 

of questions.” (Respondent 9) 

One forum discussed how they addressed the issue of access with their families 

due to the discovery of collective identification of patterns in experience 

through discussion and the support of the facilitators.  

 “Definitely.  You feel alone before the group kind of thing.  So, like say if I felt I wanted 

to see my father, but I wasn’t in a group; like I can’t do anything about it.  We’ve done 

something about it as a group.” (Young Person Case Area 3) 



169 
 

It is important to note that there may be limits to the influence on service 

delivery and policy that a forum can exert on service and policy development, 

particularly in the arena of child protection and welfare, where legislation and 

organisational resources can constrain responses to the young participants 

views. Some stakeholders acknowledged this reality, although there was an 

empathetic response from one stakeholder who engaged directly in fora 

facilitation and so could directly respond to the challenges young people faced.  

“But I think there are obviously going to be situations sometimes where we can’t do; 

particularly maybe where we’re bound by law where it’s just not negotiable and we’re 

going to have to say to the kids no actually we can’t do that one…then we’re going to 

have to manage if they’re very angry about that, just manage that piece.  It’s not 

something we can change necessarily.  But also; that won’t necessarily be a negative 

experience for them because that will be about; that’s a bit like life.  Some stuff you 

can’t, do you know what I mean?” (Respondent 18) 

“And empathise with them because I said look, if I was going on holidays, I wouldn’t 

like to have to have a letter received (consent to travel) before I go. […] And you know? 

I could really see how they feel you know. But there were just some things that I suppose 

we, kind of an inability to do anything about. Other things we could certainly do things 

about, if it’s about practice from social work you know?” (Respondent 9)  

The six outputs from the fora were published on the Tusla website, with the 

intention being that they would begin to inform practice on a nationwide basis. 

The route to national dissemination was a slow process due to the time 

required at a management level to reflect on the recommendations and ensure 

that they do not interact with legislative or policy-based requirements of 

practice in a child protection and welfare setting. This means that the young 

participants who contributed to the outputs may not benefit from their 

implementation or have a chance to experience recognition for their inputs 

during their time taking part on the fora. 

7.4 Challenges to Implementation 

Despite positive feedback on the operations of the fora, and the potential for 

influence on practice arising from the outputs of the fora, challenges to 

implementation are evident. Firstly, engagement from practitioners and decision-

makers differed among fora areas.   

“In some working groups we don’t have social workers or we don’t have principals or 

area managers involved and they’re the groups I feel are least effective in terms of; 
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they’re effective in terms of the young people coming together and there’s all of that 

really important work like feeling part of that care community, really being 

acknowledged and valued as young people, having the opportunity to have your say, 

but there’s no influencing audience.” (Respondent 6) 

In one area a lack of social worker involvement may have had implications for 

the perception of actionable challenges identified by the young people, due to 

a lack of personnel with specific knowledge of social work practices, legislative 

and policy requirements. An issue that the young people had identified as 

something worthy of consideration that had been addressed in other areas was 

not considered actionable by their facilitators. This lack of engagement was 

perceived to be linked to the high caseload of social workers. 

 “Reviews came up, the whole system, reviewing of care plans and that whole process 

and filling up these stupid forms that they had to fill up.  And then going to a meeting 

where it was already decided before you went in anyway, you know.  They seemed fairly 

okay about accepting that reviews are things that need to happen, they have never 

been nice things, there is no way of making them nice, they are what they are.” 

(Respondent 4) 

Recruitment for the initiative was low across all fora sampled despite concerted 

efforts to invite all young people within the identified target ages of the local 

fora.  

“There’s a big cohort in [Urban Area] we sent out hundreds of invitations.  We sent out 

an individual invitation to every young child in care in the age group 13 to 17, we sent 

out a letter to their foster carer and we sent out a letter to their social worker.  Now we 

got 17 people turned up on the day.” (Respondent 1) 

For both young people and facilitators, time to attend with the pressures of 

school, social, and familial life and extracurricular activity was seen to be a 

potential barrier to participation.  

“Now a lot of the reasons was that people had athletics on a Saturday and some people 

lived very far away and foster carers are commuting them in and out of [town in rural 

area] for access maybe twice a week and then to come again on a Saturday was, oh 

hello, really![…] We rang every one of them to see if there was any difficulties with 

transport and different people had different things on a Saturday, some of the kids had 

family access on a Saturday, some went home at weekends so they weren't actually in 

care on a Saturday or Sunday and some of them didn't want to join a group […].  A lot 

of them didn't want to be known that they were in care but I would say after doing this 

group once […] I think for those young kids, having got them to that first meeting they 
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probably would have continued to come.  But maybe that young person needed a 

worker to go out and meet them in the house beforehand on the day of the group, pick 

them up, go for a nice coffee on the way and then drive up […] There was no problem if 

they were stuck for transport and they were paying the foster carers, there was no 

problem you could apply for your travel.  […] But I did think foster parents as well 

sometimes are travelling all week, Monday to Friday, and then on a Saturday it is like 

the day that you just want to get your washing on […]  It was hard.” (Respondent 2) 

“It’s kinda hard with school and everything, though. It’s a bit, if like they put it on a 

certain day, you know like if you have football, you have training every, nearly every 

Saturday, and people make themselves dedicated to going to it.” (Young Person Case 

Area 2)  

There were also challenges to implementing a universalist rights-based 

approach in this model of collective participation. Offering universal access to 

the fora as required by the Lundy (2007) Model was not always possible. In this 

study, accounts were offered as to why some children and young people must 

be excluded for reasons relating to their own well-being or the welfare of 

others. 

“For example, if there were children in this list and some of them had been sexually 

abused and then there was other children on this list who were perpetrators.  Or if there 

were two children, siblings maybe who can't have access for whatever reasons.  […] 

there wasn't a lot of young people that we couldn't invite.” (Respondent 4) 

7.5 Summary 

This chapter focused on the first objective which was to explore the attainment 

of participative rights as understood by the requirements of Article 12. These 

findings demonstrate that practice in this area as underpinned by the Lundy 

model is of utility in promoting the right to participation as per the 

requirements of Article 12.  The space, practices and structures of this 

collective model largely supported the participation of young people in care to 

express a view on matters that affect them to a relevant audience, either 

directly, in meetings or conferences or indirectly through localised reporting on 

learnings. Furthermore the practices and conditions of participation within 

these fora are in line with the requirements of successful participation outlined 

in literature, including practice as process over time, supported by child friendly 

methods where the facilitation of views was promoted through trusting 

relationships.  
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However, this round of analysis has also revealed that there is room for 

improvement in terms of the communication structures to support the sense 

of being heard for all young people as this was not a universal aspect of 

experience. It is argued here that there is a need to reflect on opportunities to 

enhance the young people’s perception of meaningful participation through 

formalised recognition processes, feedback and increased access to direct 

audiences, particularly for those in more decentralised rural areas.  

Another challenge to practice relates to the engagement of stakeholders and 

youth. In one fora lack of project-based activity is possibly attributable to 

limited practice knowledge due to a lack of social work involvement with the 

forum. For this reason, developing the organisational capacity to support 

participation through appropriate facilitation would be required if effective 

participation is to be consistently achieved.  The recruitment rates of young 

people remained low and unexplained, although some practitioners feel this 

may be due to their busy schedules, and the logistics needed to support their 

participation evidencing the external factors that enable or constrain 

participation. Nonetheless it is the case that ‘hard to reach' groups, for 

example, youth in residential care, may not have had their interests 

represented by the conduct of these fora. This has potential implications for 

any future effects arising from the influence of the fora’s outputs on policy and 

service development for young people in care. However, as not all thematic 

categories of data were captured in this round of rights based deductive 

analysis, so this remains an incomplete account of participation, particular with 

regards to the meaningfulness of the experience for the young participants.   
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Chapter 8: Through the Lens of Recognition Theory 

 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings of the second round of deductive analysis 

that utilised Recognition Theory in order to fully capture the perspectives of 

respondents and deepen an understanding of what makes participation 

meaningful. This round of data analysis allowed for challenging experiences 

within the childcare system to be captured by the concept of disrespect, while 

positive experiences within the participative space were captured by the 

concept of recognition. This presentation of the findings will begin with a 

discussion of the challenging experiences within the care system as framed by 

the concept of disrespect, followed by a presentation of the beneficial aspects 

of fora participation through the concepts of love, rights and solidarity. This will 

set the foundation for a deeper exploration of participation in this initiative 

beyond the prescriptions of Article 12 in the subsequent discussion in Chapter 

9.  

8.2 Injustice as Disrespect 

Whilst the focus of the research questions was on the attainment of 

participative rights as framed by the Lundy (2007) model, challenges within the 

care system and difficult experiences emerged in both youth discussion and 

stakeholder accounts. These accounts were sorted into categories of disrespect 

which will be discussed below.  

8.2.1 Disrespect to Emotional and Physical Integrity  

The first form of disrespect pertains to a person’s physical and emotional 

integrity which includes physical and emotional maltreatment, abuse and 

neglect, and a misrecognition of need. These experiences can result in pain and 

the feeling of being defencelessly at the mercy of another, which can generate 

shame, and the loss of self-confidence and trust in the world (Honneth, 

1992:190; Houston, 2016:13; Warming, 2015:251). This section will discuss the 

risks to emotional and physical integrity experienced by the young participants 

in this study. 
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Accounts of young people’s transition into care and movement between 

placements reveal how emotionally difficult the experience of care can be. The 

young people discussed these transitions in terms of disruption, change, 

uncertainty, and the loss of relationships.  In some young people’s accounts, 

there is a sense of being unwanted for reasons that are unclear. This 

demonstrates how emotional injury is a risk in the disruption, or malfunction 

of caring relationships that is a feature of the care system. These experiences 

all constitute a risk to the emotional integrity of young people.  

“We did all pull together; we said what’s the problem, what is the problem.  So we 

decided that the problem was when you’re moving placement and that, it’s very 

uncomfortable and you don’t know where you’re going; you don’t know anything about 

the house” (Young Person Case Area 1) 

“I know for me it’s completely different; like I only came into care when I was 11 and 

that huge change from actually growing up with your Mam to then suddenly being 

shipped out and then sent everywhere.” (Young Person Case Area 3) 

“Yeah, I’ve been through a lot of foster families, this is my 5th one I think and like it’s 

just like; it’s just silly things that they got rid of me.” … “I know that feeling” … “Like my 

sister; she was moved because she didn’t get on with the person, she was living with 

but like the person she was living with didn’t make an effort to get to know her.” (Young 

People Case Area 3) 

The disruption to relationships with social workers may also be upsetting when 

this relationship is perceived to be positive and supportive, as young people 

felt understood, that they were listened to, and  held  in positive regard. This 

loss was hard to experience, even when the reasons were known and 

understood. This is an unintended emotional wounding that is unavoidable in 

professional contests of care yet is a form of disrespect to their emotional 

needs for continuity of positive relationships of care.  

“My social worker who was in this group but she left last year to go to Australia, (social 

worker),  like I still don’t have a social worker, I only have the people in this group to 

talk ta and like I don’t even open up to my Mam, like my foster mam about everything” 

…“I got upset because my old social worker had to leave like, because like she’s 

pregnant, but I still got upset, but like she won’t be back for like another year and a half 

because she had triplets” (Young People Case Area 4)  

Regardless of whether the relationship with the social worker was perceived as 

positive or not, high turnovers in staff have can cause upset for some young 
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people as they have to reintroduce themselves to a succession of new social 

workers. The experience of emotional injury arising from the periodic 

disruption to primary relationships in which their care needs are met care arose 

in the discussion of some young people who found it hard to trust new social 

workers. In addition to this sense of a loss of trust, having to repeat their story 

to new social workers was experienced as distressing. These challenges 

highlight the risks of unstable relationships of care in the childcare system for 

emotional wellbeing.  

“I found it hard like because I’m in foster care around four and a half years, but I’ve 

had eleven or so social workers, so I find it hard to open up” … “Yeah you tell literally 

the story to social workers, I dunno how many times but it just went on and on and on, 

just going on about the past and it makes you really upset about it.” (Young People 

Case Area 4) 

Insufficiencies regarding the timely access to social work support emerged as 

an issue that concerned some stakeholders.  This can be interpreted as a form 

of disrespect to the emotional needs of the young people, with inconvenient 

and upsetting effects on a young person’s life in the short term. However, this 

also has the potential to have long term consequences for the sense of 

confidence that their needs will be met in the childcare system. Furthermore, 

this inadequate access to social work support prevents the development of 

relationships that may be of great value to meeting the needs of the young 

person in care.  

“If is that they have a question that they need answered by a social worker [..] there’s 

no response because there’s no allocated social worker.  That child continues to be 

disaffected from the system that’s supposed to be caring for him.  They want to know 

can they go on the overnight on Saturday night with their friends […] the social worker 

doesn’t get back to them […] until 7 or 8 months.” […] “we have straight away a child 

who doesn’t believe and trust that the system is there to care for them and is doing the 

best they can.” (Respondent 6)  

“But kids that have been isolated, […] and feel lonely and feel different to other kids 

need to know that there’s someone on their side and they know; they understand that 

if they ever want anything they’ve to go to their social worker, but can they really talk 

to their social worker?  Do they know them?  Or does the social worker know them?” 

(Respondent 19) 

In the young people’s discussion, it emerged that social work support was 

experienced as unreliable, or uncertain with implications for their sense of 
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being cared for and their experience of having their needs met within 

relationships of care under corporate parenting. One young person mused on 

the possibility that social workers may be working on their behalf in a way that 

was not evident to the young people, which is evidence of a kind of faith that 

they are being looked after in the system. But in other accounts there is a sense 

of needs going unmet, with implications for the young people’s ability to trust 

in the professionals whose work and decisions frame their lives.  

“Oh, social workers do listen, but they say they will do something one week but when 

it comes to that week, they move it on to another week” …   “it’s true like that’s actually 

what they do” …  “they’ll say that they will try and arrange for ye to meet this month 

and then” …” they’ll keep moving it on and moving it on” …   “yeah, they’ll just get your 

hopes up for nothing”. (Young People Case Area 2).  

“Because like their dates and their times and their meetings are just everywhere; I’m 

quite sure a lot of people could agree on this point” […] “They’re doing a bad job!” …” 

They’re a varied grouping and they did terrible jobs!” (Young People Case Area 1) 

“They do listen but” …  “They don’t do anything about it” … “We might think they’re not 

doing anything about it” … “Maybe they listen… “But they don’t like to.” (Young People 

Case Area 3) 

“Cos a lot of time they make snap decisions and your left there, kind of in limbo though” 

…   “yeah, and ye don’t know what benefits there are, it’s like ok now your moving why, 

dye know or things like that.” (Young People Case Area 4) 

Some young people were aware that this was an unintended effect of 

resourcing issue rather than evidence of inaccessible uncaring professionals. 

However the fact that young some people felt that they were a low priority is 

a worry given the importance of feeling cared for in primary relationships of 

regard for their wellbeing.  

“There’s not enough of them […] For the amount of people in care now in Ireland there’s 

not enough social workers to facilitate everyone.  It should be only like one social worker 

to 10 people but it’s up to like one social worker has about 50, 70 people.”  (Young 

Person Case Area 1)  

“Like they do listen to ye” …  “like they’re busy so like” … “they’ve a lot more serious 

case” (Young People Case Area 2) 

Some young people discussed unsatisfactory relationships in which they 

perceived the social workers to be unreliable, disrespectful, and untrustworthy 

in terms of their responses to the young people. For one young person this 
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unreliability was taken to mean that their social worker was feigning care for 

them.   In another young person’s account, there is a sense that they felt 

invaded in supervision processes by professionals with whom they did not have 

a supportive or engaged relationship and this resulted in feeling disrespected. 

In another young person’s revealed how a lack of responsive support from a 

professional was held to be the reason for a failure in their protection and 

wellbeing that left them homeless. The result of this situation was a serious risk 

to the physical integrity of the young person that had lasting emotional effects. 

There was a palpable sense of anger at this professional and their perceived 

lack of accountability for this situation.  These accounts also provide examples 

of how a lack of trust and confidence in others on whom they rely for care can 

arise as a result of unsatisfactory social work support in which their needs for 

supportive, responsive caring relationships went unmet.  

 “I think, well not all social workers now, but I think they’re fake like (inaudible)”..”yeah, 

the social worker I had, so you ask for something and they’re like, yeah, we’ll try […] 

and they just forget about it”… “Interviewer 2:  so [young person] you were saying that 

they don’t really listen, it’s like they’re not taking you seriously is that it?”… “it’s like 

they’re not, dye know like, they’re not really that respectful like, so like looking and 

going in your room” (Young People Case Area 2). 

“Mine was really infuriating… he left me homeless, he was an absolute [expletive] […] I 

put a complaint in, I was speaking to (manager) about him and am, he didn’t apologise 

for what he did, and he was supposed to apologise for it and am, he apologised for the 

day in general, but he didn’t apologise for his part so he’s [an expletive]” (Young Person 

Case Area 4). 

For one of the young people the implications of this injury arising from 

disrespect in the realm of primary relationships, is that it would prevent them 

seeking support from that social worker, which has the potential to increase 

their vulnerability to disrespect given the centrality of social workers in 

managing the lives of young people in care.  

“It’s not that they don’t listen it’s that they ah, if I had a problem my social worker 

wouldn’t be the first-person Id jump to talk about it” (Young person Case Area 2). 

A sense of a lack of integration into foster families was also discussed by some 

young people.  This can be interpreted as an example of being outside the 

affective bonds of the family.  There was a feeling in one area that their foster 

families regarded their care as a professional practice rather than an emotional 
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task. This risks the young people feeling that their emotional needs for care and 

affection are not being met.   

“Like literally they’re like babysitters except they’re higher-class babysitters” … “And 

they’re paid very well for us” … “Very well” … “And they have to go to courses for us 

like” … “If I was getting paid to look after I’d have about 50 of them out in the back 

garden!  I’d be a billionaire in a week!  Bring in child number 52!” (Young People Case 

Area 1) 

8.2.2 Structural Exclusion and Failure to Attain Rights as Disrespect 

The second form is structural exclusion from rights accorded others which 

constitutes a form of degradation that diminishes autonomy and undermines 

self-respect (Honneth, 1992 in Hooper & Gunn, 2014:478). Warming 

(2015:251) argues that this legal misrecognition recognition goes beyond 

formal rights towards inclusion of all individuals in society on an equal basis.  

Therefore, the perception of being treated differently from others in the 

society may be experienced as disrespect. 

Challenges in accessing social work support, or indeed being allocated social 

worker as discussed in the previous section constitute a disrespect to the rights 

of children in care to have access to a social worker given the statutory 

obligation for Tusla to provide adequate supervision and review of their 

placement under the Childcare Act (1991) Sections 17 and 18.  This is also a 

right afforded them under Article 25 (UNCRC 1989) which states that whilst in 

care children have the right to a regular review of their treatment, the way they 

are cared for and their wider circumstances . In one forum area all young 

participants reported that they did not have an allocated social worker.   

 “It came from the young people that they find it difficult getting in touch with social 

workers sometimes.” (Respondent 1)  

“I don’t even have a social worker” … “we don’t” (Young People Case Area 4). 

 “Well I don’t have a social worker so” …  “what??” …  “You don’t have a social worker?” 

… “I had a new social worker but then she had to leave, and I was meant to get a new 

one and I didn’t” (Young People Case Area 2) 

If this statutory requirement is not met there are implications. As one 

stakeholder reflected on the fact that young people had to be understanding 
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of resourcing issues within Tusla, their reflection revealed this issue as a form 

of disrespect to the young people’s right to have their childhood protected.  

“It’s not ok to go back 9 months later, oh you did ask a question but there was nobody; 

resources, caseloads.  That’s not the child’s responsibility.  We’re almost adultifying 

children, kind of saying well you just have to accept that this is the system.  The child 

has a right to live their life without [that responsibility] the very short period that they’re 

a child.” (Respondent 6) 

In addition to this, some stakeholders felt that there was an unaddressed need 

for additional support and information to help young people understand what 

was happening in terms of their access, and involvement in care review 

processes. This is in line with their rights under Article 5 (UNCRC 1989) that 

requires parents or guardians to provide guidance, information and direction 

to their child and Article 17 (ibid.)  which requires that they receive information 

from a variety of resources. The following accounts indicate that the support 

and guidance to understand and navigate their care experiences was not 

enough for some young people. As Tusla functions in loco parentis this 

responsibility falls to the organisation.  

“The other thing that came up was about access and having access with their families 

and it being explained to them why they can and why they can't and sometimes they 

didn't understand why they couldn't.  But then there were reasons behind that too that 

they hadn't been told or maybe information that is sensitive at the minute.  They kind 

of accepted it is an issue for some people more than others.” (Respondent 4) 

“And I’m there thinking like who is their advocate with them; they’re with foster carers 

or they’re with their parents and foster carers and parents are in the one room; can a 

child really express themselves?  Like it’s a horrible situation to put a child in.” 

(Respondent 19) 

A disrespect to young people’s rights to be involved in the decisions that affect 

them under Article 12, Article 17 and Article 5 to receive information, guidance 

and support is also evident in accounts regarding the uncertainty surrounding 

placement changes. The following account demonstrates that this lack of 

recognition for rights in practice can produce threats to emotional integrity, 

foregrounding the protective function of rights for children and young people, 

particularly those that are in care.   

“They spoke about I suppose coming home on a Thursday night and being told that 

they’re moving on Saturday.  Or coming home and find their bag’s already packed and 
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they’re moving then and there when they come home from school and the stress and 

anxiety that that caused and they spoke about you know being in the back of the social 

worker’s car and not knowing where you’re going, who you’re going to meet,  […] 

Where am I going […] all the questions that they kind of had in their heads as they were 

driving to the house […], so it's questions like, ‘Who lives in the house?  What are your 

names?  Do you work or go to school?  Who visits the house often but doesn’t live 

there?” (Respondent 20) 

The experience of surveillance and control that is particular to care was 

perceived as problematic by some young people. This is an experience that is 

particular to being a looked after child and their awareness of this seems to 

suggest that they experience this as a degradation to their status as a person 

entitled to the same treatment as others, although this is an unintended 

denigration by unavoidable systemic processes.  Whether it was the recording 

of everyday activities requested by social workers that felt intrusive, or the 

knowledge that a record of your life framed by social work concerns and 

priorities was being developed over time, young people felt scrutinised and 

judged. In a way, the supervision of young people in care can be said to make 

their lives the subject of a kind of scrutiny that can feel public and invasive to 

the young person that might lead them to perceive that their right to privacy 

under Article 16 (UNCRC 1989) is being breached in a manner not shared by 

their peers.  

 “I think that the social workers don’t actually (Inaudible) because my foster parent was 

saying like she has to write down every night oh [participant] played Xbox today, he 

went down to his friend’s house and stuff like that; they have to know everything I’m 

doing at what time and say a visitor came to the house.” (Young Person Case Area 3) 

 “And there’s things on our files like that we don’t” … “We don’t even know about.” … 

“That we won’t understand; because you know there’s black out when they’re talking 

about someone else; say if I got into a fight with my sister; everything that my sister 

said would be blocked out.” (Young People Case Area 3) 

The experience of surveillance within the childcare system was extensive 

enough for one participant that they made a joke about it during the 

introduction to the research when the recording of the session was explained 

and commenced. 

 “I’m being recorded everywhere!” (Young Person Case Area 1) 
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Following Warming (2015) who argues that a sense of being treated differently 

to others constitutes a form of disrespect in the civic sphere that constitutes a 

form of structurally generated exclusion, the following accounts highlight how 

this highly regulated type of childhood can be difficult for young people to deal 

with as it can prevent them enjoying the same experiences of childhood as their 

peers who are cared for at home.  

“Or getting consent forms signed for things, some kids bring them home and have them 

in the following day because mammy or daddy signed it whereas for kids in care it has 

to go through a whole rigmarole, to a social worker who decides where it goes to and 

get mum to sign it or get a team leader to sign it before it comes back.” (Respondent 4)   

“They had different questions that they couldn’t get their head around […] and some of 

them were like permission to travel and stuff like that you know? And things about 

them feeling kind of frustrated with having to get permission and a letter to kind of 

leave the country […]  One person said that they felt imprisoned” (Respondent 9) 

8.2.3 Disrespect to Status and Lifestyle 

The third form of disrespect is the devaluing, or denigration of 

individual/collective lifestyles which undermines self-esteem (Honneth, 1992 

in Hooper & Gunn, 2014:478). If individuals are not regarded with positive 

significance within their communities, they can no longer conceive of 

themselves as a being worthy of esteem. Nor can they acquire encouragement 

in the form of group solidarity which has consequences for self-realization 

(Honneth, 1992:191). This disrespect constitutes an insult which threatens 

social standing and integrity amongst peers and may lead to psychic scars 

(Houston & Dolan, 2008:460; Houston, 2016:14).  

Within the care system the lives of young people are uniquely structured by 

various regulatory and practice-based requirements that frame their lived 

experience. This account an of adult stakeholder illustrates the reality of life 

under corporate parenting. Engagement in particular processes, dependencies 

on professionals and separation from their families could be said to form the 

basis to of a shared collective lifestyle under corporate parenting.  

“More than any other child in the State and the State are these children’s parents like 

it or not.  So, I mean very few children who live at home with their Mam and Dad are 

just told what’s happening.  They’re often asked their opinion; they’re not told you’re 

moving now to your Granny’s, good luck.  You go to a meeting to hear that news or you 

might get a letter or the social worker that you don’t know will come out and tell you 
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that information.  We would never treat children who live with their parents in the way 

that we treat children and young people who are in State care.  These are already the 

most traumatised children that we have.” (Respondent 6) 

This is an important point as for many young people in this study there is an 

awareness of being different, and sadness over their circumstances. The 

accounts reveal that this is something that is difficult for them to be open about 

in their communities, due to the emotion it evokes, and the complexities of 

their lived experience, with one young person reflecting that care experiences 

are inappropriate for general discussion with their peers. 

“I can’t talk to anyone in my school about my foster care because there’s only one or 

two people in foster care in my school and like I can’t go around saying stuff about my 

Ma and Da; like if it makes me upset a bit because my Ma and Da have been; I’ve been 

in foster care since I was 3 and I’ve been; like 13 years now and like I felt like everyone 

else is like different to me.  They have parents, they live with their parents and most of 

the people that are in foster care; most of the time I never see my Mam.” (Young Person 

Case Area 3) 

“If you tell your friends, because sometimes it is hard to explain, because I usually call 

my foster parents by their actual name, so sometimes they are like, 'who is that?'  'Oh, 

that is my mum.'  And they are like, 'why do you call her by her name?'” ... “You have 

to be careful about who you tell because there are kids who don't understand, it is a 

very adult problem” (Young People Case Area 5). 

Some stakeholders discussed how the particular circumstances of being in care 

can impact on a young people’s experience in a way that can produce 

conditions in which it is difficult to experience esteem and solidarity. This sense 

of being different from their peers and managing the reality of their status can 

cause challenges when it comes to integrating into their new communities.  

“They thought themselves that when they go to their youth clubs in the communities 

they get segregated right away because their foster parents are known, they may have 

been known in the community to not have any children until all of a sudden they have 

a 15-year-old.” (Respondent 2) 

I suppose they feel different in school groups and stuff because everyone in the school 

group is talking about their mum and their dad and their mum bringing them here or 

their dad bringing them there or their brothers and sisters all going off together.  

Whereas some of these kids are like, 'I don't see my brothers or sister, or I don't see my 

mum or dad.  My mum won't be bringing me.” (Respondent 4)  
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 “I think what has been profound for me is just how isolated some of these young people 

are, how lonely they are, how different they feel.” (Respondent 1)  

Another stakeholder recounted how a young person had internalised a 

negative stigmatising narrative surrounding young people in care as being 

essentially “bad” that was very detrimental to the perception of themselves as 

a valued member of their communities. Another young person expressed the 

view that this low value and negative perception of children in care was 

endemic amongst Tusla professionals. This has implications for the wellbeing 

and self-esteem of the young people centred in these accounts.  

“Even on the very first Fora we had, on the second day one young fella came up and 

said I had thought that if you’re in care it meant that, said I thought all people in care 

were scumbags because that’s what the media told me, and he said because I was in 

care then I presumed I was a scumbag too.” (Respondent 11) 

“It’s kind of like Tusla just; everyone thinks that children in foster care are in foster care 

because they did something bad.” (Young Person Case Area 3) 

Unfortunately, in another stakeholder account, this stigmatising narrative 

became a part of another young person’s reality as a young participant was 

bullied because of her looked after status in a blow to her sense of self as being 

valued by her community. This is a clear devaluing and exclusion of an 

individual based on status that poses a risk to self-esteem. 

“One girl in the group said: it was interesting that when she was in national school, she 

had a best friend who then in secondary school went on to use her information about 

being in care to use against her, you know almost to bully her.” (Respondent 12)  

Some respondents felt that the public discourse surrounding the care system 

and looked after young people was not helpful in terms of representing young 

people the care system, and this contributes to young people’s negative 

perception of themselves and their lives. One noted that this potentially 

stigmatising public discourse surrounding care did not capture the fact that 

most children in care have many valuable characteristics that go unrecognised 

through a focus on deficits and shortcomings in problem cases. This risks the 

generation of disrespect or denigration of looked after young people by virtue 

of their particular status within the wider community.   

“Imagine you are a young people in care, and you are listening to that and again what 

they are saying is they are sick of the media only saying bad things.  Why?  Because 
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when they go into school and somebody knows they are in care it suddenly becomes 

the stick to beat them with because what other kids do is they take the negativity, which 

is often about the system, but they think it is about being in care so you become 

stigmatised.  And so, they are saying to us, […] what are you doing to change the 

media's attitude?  What is the minister doing to change the media's attitude?” 

(Respondent 1) 

“I think sometimes when the wider society thinks of young people in care they think of 

young people who are causing difficulties in their communities; they think about young 

people who are involved in the criminal justice system, they think of young people who 

are out of school.  And that can happen and that is a small percentage of young people 

who struggle with being in care and struggle with all the wider issues but we also have 

a group of really talented, lovely and engaging fun young people that anyone would be 

happy to have in their homes in care as well and I think that’s the bit for me that really 

came through to me personally is just sometimes how well some of these young people 

were doing despite the adversity they’ve had to go, despite some of them really having 

poor starts in life.” (Respondent 17) 

A focus on the young person’s challenges and problems in social work 

processes can also exacerbate this perception. One stakeholder reflected on 

professional engagement can be a form of unintended misrecognition of need 

in terms of a trusting relationship to be developed before delving into personal 

experiences with the young people. This stakeholder also perceived that a 

focus on difficult experiences in interaction with the young person to represent 

a deficit view of that young person that is focused on their looked after status 

and adverse experiences rather than a positive regard of their holistic 

personhood and unique characteristics.  

“Sometimes, I think with children and young people we’re always looking for the sad 

story even in terms of like, it’s always about getting right in there.  Sometimes we don’t 

get to know the individual, what they like, what makes them tick, what they’re 

interested in; what really gets them fired up and yet we think we have the right to go 

and ask them how they feel about going home to see their Mam.” (EPIC Management 

1) 

Another stakeholder felt that there was a need for more work on this issue to 

help young people process and cope with their unique experience as a looked 

after child, both for their sense of self, and as an aid to navigate relationships 

within their community give their particular identities and lifestyles that result 

from being in care.  If this was achieved this would constitute a form of 
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solidarity with particular lived experiences that also meets the emotional needs 

of young people.    

“I’ve kind of thought about this a lot lately, a lot of stuff around care is about 

confidentiality, privacy, the in care rules, everything is kind of a secret and therefore 

you know when we don’t talk about it as part of family make up you know what I mean 

in school or stuff like that and in our daily talk you know; kids are carrying a huge 

responsibility in keeping this secret you know where if we were talking about it in the 

sense that this is just the way it is and people don’t all live with their parents you know; 

we don’t give them the tools or the confidence to be able to answer why they don’t live 

with their Mam and Dad.  So I think that identity piece is huge for care leavers you know 

and for young people in care because I don’t know that we do enough work with them 

around being sure of what they can say or how to say it to people when they’re asked 

questions about being in care.” (Respondent 12) 

8.2.4 Overlap in Categories  

There is significant overlap in forms of disrespect experienced by the young 

people whose lived experience is situated at the junction of personal lives and 

state intervention resulting in a very particular kind of status in society. Various 

thematically coded accounts of challenges in the care system could be 

categorised as representing multiple forms of disrespect. An example of the 

overlap in disrespect to emotional integrity and failure to attain rights may be 

seen in accounts that demonstrate a lack of information and support for young 

people regarding important events in their lives that is their right to receive 

from those responsible for their care. For some this results in emotional 

distress due to this unmet need for support and information that would help 

them understand their circumstances and deal with challenging events.  

“I wasn’t told when my Mum was sick and then all of a sudden, she was put into an 

induced coma and the next day she died and like I wasn’t told that; she was sick for my 

whole life.”  (Young Person Case Area 3) 

“There was some man like, a social worker and he just came up with a woman and I 

was the only one there like and I was about to be put into foster care for no reason and 

I was brought back home because there was no reason, there was no story behind it 

[…] so after six months or so I was brought back home like to […] and my mam and dad 

didn’t know what to say at all, […] but am I always thought it was my fault, cos I was 

so young like and on my mams birthday cards and all this I was like, I’m so sorry I left” 

(Young Person Case Area 4) 

“And the daunting thing and the frightening thing for them was the lack of information 

that they were given at the various stages. Very often there is decisions being made by 
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social workers and there are all sorts of you know? Reactive decisions, reactive 

comments, all sorts of things going on and the young person is kind of left in the dark. 

There is people talking to people and the young person only comes in at the tail end 

then when they are being moved from their placement kind of at short notice and they 

don’t have all the information that or enough information that would put their mind at 

ease a bit more you know?” […]  “In the time of coming into care and what that was 

like, and almost in all cases really it was a very how would you put it? Uncomfortable 

experience, a very very frightening experience, a very you know? Missing so much 

information and they were thinking, mentioning how it could have been better.”  

(Respondent 5) 

Unreliability and unavailability in terms of social work support had 

consequences for the young people’s rights to maintain relationships with their 

families constituting a disrespect to both their rights as individuals to maintain 

familial relationships, and that risks emotional injury as a result of an unmet 

need to maintain important relationships in their lives. 

“I started crying at my one, at all of them like but it was just so emotional” … “there 

were pieces that related to us like [participant]  what was it, you had one with your 

brother cos ye don’t get to see your brother” … “yeah like my older brother”… “she goes 

on like how there’s 168 or whatever hours in a week but she only gets to see her brother 

and sister for two, I don’t even get that”… “I don’t get to see them at all” …” yeah, every 

few months if I’m lucky” (Young People Case Area 4). 

“This month I’ve missed access because we; the date they had we didn’t know so no 

one turned up and then our social worker she was away […] she rang and she was like 

why weren’t you at access and we were like how were we meant to know access was 

on like.  And we’re not getting access now this month because we missed that one” … 

“It’s the same with my younger sister; we’ve missed around 2 months access.  I miss 

access a lot with my younger sister due to the social worker not being able to try and 

keep her date and her time updated.  So, like every month it’s a different day and she 

can’t decide on the day it is, because her own; like her own wee job being everywhere”. 

(Young People Case Area 1) 

This sense of the unreliability of social work support also emerged in discussion 

regarding challenging situations within their foster family in which disrespect 

as a result of status in relationships of primary regard emerged as a theme in 

the following discussion.  The issues emerging in this conversation include 

feeling that the accounts of natal family members are prioritised over theirs 

when there is disagreement.   In their discussion regarding discipline in the 

foster there is a sense of being at the mercy of another’s judgment on the basis 
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of age, in addition to a denigration of their status because they are a looked 

after child. This perception of disrespect as result of status within the family is 

unique to young people in care which may result in feelings of powerlessness 

that are magnified in relationships that may not be experienced as altogether 

reliable. In this case disagreement and discipline are experienced as unjust, 

with implications for their sense of trust and wellbeing in their primary 

relationships of care.    

 “Just say like there is a really mean foster parent and you tell the social worker, but 

they don’t believe ye, just imagine” […] “when you’re getting blamed for something you 

don’t do or like, their rude on you or accuse you of doing something” …   “no when 

you’re in an argument, so like the adults are more in control, none of them really matter 

so like for example no WIFI or ye get your phone taken off you. Like if there were other 

people in the house and ye got into an argument with them and they make you say 

sorry like, you’re like taking the meaning out of being sorry.”   (Young People Case Area 

2).  

A disrespect to young people’s right to participate in decisions that affect them 

can also result in a sense of being at the mercy of other people’s judgements 

throughout care processes, with implications for young people’s emotional 

wellbeing. This was evident in the accounts of stakeholders who spoke of young 

people’s difficulties expressing their views in particular circumstances which 

would allow for the identification of needs.   

“When I meet these young people outside of my day-to-day work what strikes me, what 

is a consistent issue for them and particularly as they get older is what they feel is the 

very much lack of say in their own lives.  I as a social worker and social work manager, 

I am sitting there listening to that and I know the hundred reasons why that might be 

the case, but I think something happens when you switch that bit of your brain off and 

just listening to the experience because I think what you realise is we have to try harder 

I think to find a way really to give children a voice.” (Respondent 1) 

“If a child is not there then they are just subject to those decisions.  They’re not part of 

them.  So, they’re told when they’re going to access, or they’re told when access will 

happen.  Now that creates disempowered children; it creates disempowered angry 

adults and it creates adults who are not able to move on from the care system and in 

some way or another for some young people they will always be in care because they’ll 

move on from the care system to homeless services or other institutions and be always 

reliant on paid professionals to help them, to support them through navigating normal 

life experiences.” (Respondent 6) 
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This sense of being at the mercy of another emerges in the account of one 

young person who spoke of having their wishes disregarded when it came to 

sharing personal information with a non-resident parent that caused conflict 

due to a lack of cultural sensitivity and consideration to the effect it may have 

on their close relationships with their family. This young person felt that a 

statutory obligation to keep a parent informed could have been met by telling 

the resident parent and that the fallout they experienced as a result of this 

social work decision could have been avoided. This demonstrates the impact of 

social workers control over decision making on familial relationships and may 

very well have been a violation of the principle of best interests (Article 3), 

giving their views due weight under Article 12, as well as causing emotional 

harm to this young person.  

“Well I didn't want my dad finding out something about me and they had to tell my dad anyway, 

that kind of thing."…Interviewer: So that is not really following through on what you want, you 

have actually said, 'I don't want him to know.' “Yeah, I said that I don't want my dad knowing this 

but they told my dad anyway, but they didn't tell my mam when my mam was in Ireland and my 

dad was in Asia, so my mam would be quicker to know it but they didn't do that.” (Young Person 

Case Area 5) 

Being recognised solely in terms of their status as a looked after young person 

emerged as problematic in the accounts of one group of young people. Young 

people reported that they only seen their social worker when something was 

wrong resulting in a sense of unease at meeting them. They felt that social work 

professionals focused only on negative experiences and made decisions 

regarding their lives on the basis of their status as looked after with no regard 

to personal attributes. This concern was linked to the experience of surveillance 

and control through social work supervision and review processes. This 

transects the categories of being held in primary regard, being respected as a 

morally capable person and being esteemed for their unique contributions to 

their families and communities and risks injury to their self confidence in 

relationships with other people, their self-respect through having the same 

rights as their peers and their self-esteem as valued social contributors.   

“Like in our files, there’s another thing about these that; social workers write down the 

negative things.  I did for example a 3-year course in self-defence; that’s not in my file.  

But the one time that maybe; the first time I said a bold word that’s in my file because 

I was being bold.”   …    “They don’t; I think what we’re trying to say there is that not all 

the positive stuff that’s happened goes into the file. But all the negative stuff goes in.”   
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…   “They don’t ever miss anything negative, but they’ll skip on the positive stuff.” 

(Young People Case Area 3) 

 “And my foster parent wants to give me a key to the house and, coming in from school 

and do things by myself but the social workers won’t allow it […] Just little things like 

that.  The social worker stops you doing that.  Just kind of like pushes you back a bit.  

Am I not mature enough to have a key to my house?  That sort of thing.  It’s a bit 

demoralising […] It’s just silly being stuck in the house.” (Young Person Case Area 3).  

“Like when you see social worker, they’re just like God you know what did I do?  It’s 

always something negative with the social worker.  A lot of parents, the families hate 

social workers or their social worker.  And some families can love their social worker 

but like I’m pretty sure a lot of people would agree in dislike of their social worker”. 

(Young Person Case Area 1) 

Resourcing difficulties within the organisation may also be implicated here. It 

could be argued that these resourcing difficulties arise from a wider systemic 

lack of solidarity with the experiences of young people in care in governance 

structures where a focus on numbers, such as the percentage of young people 

with an allocated social worker may not capture the nature of their experience 

of service provision.  

“Social workers caseload they are so big that the only time they have interaction with 

the young people is when stuff goes wrong.  The kids that are quiet and getting on with 

their stuff, the social workers don't have time to go out visiting them because Johnny 

down the road is after being arrested for something else and I have to go down and 

deal with him.  So young people get used to the social workers coming when things are 

going wrong, and the social workers are used to going out to visit the kids to have a 

talk to them about something they are after doing wrong.  They don't get these 

opportunities to spend quality enjoyable time together.” (Respondent 4) 

The accounts of respondents within this section have illuminated how the day 

to day experience of being in care risks injury to the emotional and social needs 

of young people in care, along with a denigration of their status due to not 

being treated the same as others in their community, of ruptures to 

relationships, insufficient access to support and challenges regarding 

integration into their families and communities.  

8.3 Recognition 

In a second round of data collection the experiences of young participants 

within the fora were analysed using this typology of Recognition Theory as a 
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frame. Here the data is presented thematically, with a consideration of the 

forms of recognition that have been achieved for the young people because of 

their participation in the fora.  

8.3.1 Love 
The first form of recognition discussed here is emotional recognition, or love, 

which occurs in the sphere of affective relationships, that meet individuals 

needs for care, either through positive reciprocal regard or support (Honneth 

2003: 92; Honneth, 1995: 25 in Thomas, 2012: 455;Houston & Dolan, 

2008:463). Emotional recognition in childhood is essential to personal identity 

formation and forms the basis for intersubjective relationships throughout the 

life course (Houston and Dolan, 2008:460; Thomas & Stoeklin, 2018: 75; 

Warming:2015:250).  If emotional recognition is successfully obtained, then the 

individual acquires a sense of self-confidence (Garrett 2010: 1520).  

 
Within the fora young people could access emotional support in the primary 

relationships of regard they developed with their facilitators and peers. In 

particular peer support was considered to be especially valuable by both young 

people and practitioners. This was due to the unique understanding that the 

young people had of each other’s situation, which allowed them to extend 

support to each other as they discussed their experiences in order to identify 

actionable projects. This was considered important as some young people did 

not feel that they had the opportunity to discuss their situations with others 

before participating in the fora.  

“You don’t just have like the support of Epic; other young people like us are here; we 

support each other and sort of help each other through it”. (Young Person Case Area 

3). 

“They understand you like and it’s really nice, cos like, I only have one person to talk to 

outside of this group and I feel really bad if I open up too much , in case I scare them 

away or something, and then but like it’s nice to have a load of people to open up to 

that like you trust to open up to , sometimes they are going through the same thing as 

you are” (Young Person Case Area 4). 

“And I started to cry like; we were just so angry because before Epic we didn’t talk to 

anyone about that.  So, we went to Epic and we literally just let it all out like.” (Young 

Person Case Area 3). 
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Adult facilitators also recognised and actively responded to emotional and 

practical needs for support, demonstrating ongoing care for the young people 

that extended beyond the forum meeting. One stakeholder felt that the young 

participants were aware that this care for their wellbeing was ongoing and that 

this helped them to seek support if needed.   

“And they know that they will be looked after in the place as well, no one has ever left 

to go home without somebody checking in that they’re ok again, if they need time out 

or space on their own or with one or two of us to go out with them, that’s no problem 

as well. You know? And again, I think the fact that they will bring up issues however 

difficult it is, they know that they will get answers to that. You know? Some of them will 

have asked for advocacy during a session that we’ll then can work on the following 

week or whatever and that can be resolved then.  They always know that not only will 

we mind them, but the rest of the group will mind them as well and there’s never 

pressure on, and I think this is what started, there was never pressure on them to tell 

us anything that they didn’t want to.”  (Respondent 11) 

The opportunity to develop these relationships between stakeholders and 

young participants in an informal youth centred space was also seen to be 

beneficial to the discovery of need as it differs from often fraught care 

processes, where their engagement could be framed by professional agenda 

rather than the young person’s own priorities and concerns.   

“I think it was good for them to see a social worker kind of do you know? I don’t know, 

difficult to say but I suppose I wasn’t on a visit do you know? There was no agenda, it 

was just, and if they had a question do you know? You could just answer away, of course 

they could do that with their own, but it was just a bit more of a kind of a relaxed, you 

know? More relaxed setting for them to do that you know?” (Respondent 9) 

“The fora it is very, it was very useful that way. Now you could survey […] do all sorts 

but I mean I think there is nothing like sitting down over a bit of pizza and chatting 

about you know? What their experiences are you know?” (Respondent 5) 

In addition to the emotional recognition and support available to young people 

as participants in the fora, friendship emerged as one of the key benefits of 

participation. These affective relationships in emerge as a result of an individual 

being held in positive regard in reciprocal relationships were highly valued by 

the young people and stakeholders as one of the most important aspects of 

fora participation. Some stakeholders thought that if the fora were a social 

space rather than a participative space, the young people would still be happy 

to engage. 
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“Oh yeah, we organise occasions” ... “like we get to organise care day, we invited 

people in our age group like, it went up to sixteen and we had to pick something 

appropriate for everyone, so we went bowling and laser tag.” (Young People Case Area 

2) 

“They keep coming back to that all the time, we’ve made friends here, we’ve made 

friends here, this is the most important thing, you know. Just run groups we don’t have 

to have an agenda, just have us call in in the evening time.” (Respondent 11) 

“What they seem to want to be doing is to value the time that they have together and 

to try and create more social opportunities for children in foster care around their same 

age and to do that as a group and offer opportunities for them to provide a social outlet 

for children in care.” (Respondent 3) 

“I think they’d be quite happy if we bring in a couple of pizzas.  They get to have 

something to eat together and just hear each other and talk.  I’ve a feeling they’d be 

happy enough with that bit.” (Respondent 16) 

In fact, some young people wished that the fora were ongoing and that they 

met with more regularity, as they valued the space and all it offered in terms 

of relationships and support.  This led to one fora area investigating the 

possibility of youth group supported by youth work as a follow on for the young 

people in care.  This idea of a social space for young people in care was also 

perceived as a benefit by stakeholders in this area. 

“A bit if like they put it on a certain day, you know like ammm, you know like if you have 

football, you have training every, nearly every Saturday and people make themselves 

dedicated to going to it” … “Yeah” … (Young People Case Area 2). 

“We’d all go on a youth club thingy if we had loads of people” …  “Well we mentioned 

this before like a youth [group] for foster children that are able to come to this group 

and if they’re willing to” (Young People Case Area 1) 

“A continuation would be good because the young people did express that they would 

like a youth club or something to follow on. So, the follow on for [place]could be a youth 

club.” (Respondent 2) 

The importance of the friendships that were made through group participation 

led to a sense of sadness at the potential loss of valuable affective relationships 

due to the conclusion of the fora’s lifecycle in some accounts. Some young 

people spoke of wanting to maintain relationships, others advocated for its 

continuance and reflected on ways that they could maintain involvement in 

future fora’s highlighting how positive this aspect of participation was for them.  
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“You see with the overnights this year is our last day meeting together as a group” […] 

“You know it’s sad because it’s like some of us won’t ever see each other again.”  …   

“We will surely; I’ll invite you to my 18th.  Don’t worry.” (Young People Case Area 1) 

“I’m sad though cos this group is stopping, but like we did promise that we would meet 

up once a year or something, for an event or something and this is kind of like an ending 

now, and we all nearly started crying at the overnight the last time though we were like 

no, it can’t end” … “yeah” … “yeah” (Young People Case Area 4) 

“They didn’t want to let go of the fora which is very good, and it wasn’t just for the pizza 

they were saying […]  They would like […]  just to continue and then what they wanted 

to do is keep meeting up with the participants, they have built up friendships in the 

group and what they were saying is, and this really struck me, they said if we’re running 

the group again could they maybe induct the new people in you know? […] I thought 

that was very powerful like, you know. People weren’t dying to head off you know? It 

was obviously a very relaxing space for them and a comfortable space for them.”  

(Respondent 9) 

This space also offered staff the opportunity to develop positive relationships 

with young people in which they could feel that they are held in a positive 

regard outside of care processes where the focus is on getting to know the child 

outside of their situation on a personal level.  This was perceived to fulfil a 

developmental need, allow stakeholders to build trust and role model healthy 

relationships.  

“Yes, it’s the small things that are the really important parts for them. The things that 

we’ll often dismiss or think that we have no control over. You know? And it’s not about 

changing the world and about changing the whole childcare system. It’s to take that 

one person on an individual basis and say how are you doing today?  You know?  It can 

be that simple at times.” (Respondent 11)  

“I think it is huge because young people relish, I mean they thrive so much in adult 

company when people are doing stuff with them, doing something for somebody is one 

thing but doing something with somebody is bigger relationship building.  Social 

workers do so much for these children in care, they advocate for them, they speak to 

the parents for them, they speak to the foster parents for them, they speak to the 

schools for them, they do all the review forms for them, they do all these things for 

them but when do they get an opportunity to do something with a young person?  To 

actually just pack up and head up and spend the day driving around [place] having a 

chat about nothing, or picking flowers, when do they get the opportunity to do that?  

And that is when the real relationship stuff happens and that is meaningful stuff to the 

kids.  The kids don't care if you never fill out a review form, they don't care if you never 

talk to their school.” (Respondent 4] 
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“We have to create role modelling other relationships, like role modelling a functional 

relationship so if you have got a social worker who doesn’t ask a child their opinion, 

they’re always going to feel somehow that they are the subject; that they’re not in 

charge of their own lives at all.” (Respondent 6) 

8.3.2 Rights 
Rights are a form of legal recognition within the law, where the individuals are 

recognized afforded rights and equality as a morally sound member of civic 

society (Honneth, 1995: 25 in Thomas, 2012: 455; Hooper & Gunn, 2014: 478; 

Honneth, 2003:92). The acquisition of self-respect arises from the 

understanding that an individual possesses legal rights and responsibilities, on 

an equal basis with others (Honneth 2006 in Warming 2006:33; Smith et al., 

2017:1616-7). However, the concept of rights can also be interpreted in the 

widest possible sense to encompass civic, social, and political dimensions that 

enable freedom inequities and inclusion in society (Warming:2015:251; 

Houston, 2009:1282; Houston and Dolan, 2008:461; Thomas, 2012: 456). This 

allows the development of self-respect where an individual can believe that 

they possess a universal dignity held by other members in their society as they 

are entitled to the same treatment (Garrett 2010: 1520; Honneth 2003; 92; 

Paulsen & Thomas, 2018: 163). 

The fora’s primary aim was to achieve the participative rights of the young 

participants under Article 12, through the facilitation of influence on policy and 

service development. However, the operation of the fora also allowed for the 

attainment of Article 42 of the UNCRC (1989) which affirms that Governments 

must actively take steps to ensure children and young people know their rights. 

In addition to being links to Tusla decisionmakers by virtue of their roles, staff 

who facilitated participation were knowledgeable in terms of the requirements 

of welfare practice, so they could provide information (Article 17) and guidance 

(Article 5) that supported the young people to identify and advocate for their 

rights, or gain understandings relating to their particular circumstances.  

“Young people didn’t understand, and I was able to say right ok, you know but this is 

why this happens, and this is why we do this, or this is why we do that.  So not only was 

it a way of them you know I suppose having a voice but also when questions of why we 

do certain things certain ways came up they got answers for that too there and then 

[…] So they could actually get information as well, answers to their questions and I 
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suppose there was always the things said that if we can’t answer this in the room we’ll 

take it away, we’ll get the answer and we’ll come back.” (Respondent 16) 

“There’s been a couple of times where we had information; we were just talking as a 

group, one of them was in […] and one of the young people was talking about; she 

thought her social worker; her social worker had been changed or that the social worker 

might be on leave or sick leave or something because she couldn’t get hold of her.  […]  

or somebody said well did you get on to her team leader; […] and she said well who is 

a team leader.  And well your social worker has a team leader who is your social 

worker’s boss and your social worker’s boss has a boss.  And if you don’t get hold of 

your social worker you can go to your social worker’s boss and they were all like, what?” 

(Respondent 6) 

“Like [Advocate] like [they’re] an advocate, [..] an advocacy worker? Like you can tell 

him anything and he’ll get it sorted for you and things like that like or he’ll contact your 

social workers and things like that like” …  “They help….” …  “yeah, yeah”” (Young 

People Case Area 4) 

“If you were fighting with your parents or something and you didn't know if you were 

right, or they were wrong and stuff like that and we come here and then you ask them 

because they are actual social workers so they can help.” (Young Person Case Area 5)  

8.3.3 Solidarity 
Solidarity in this study is held to be a form of social recognition that is found in 

the relationship between individuals and their society or community (Honneth, 

1995: 25 in Thomas, 2012: 455; Paulsen & Thomas, 2018: 163).  Honneth 

conceives of this active recognition of the other as solidarity arising from a ‘felt 

concern’ for the other’s value within social networks (Honneth, 1995: 121-2 & 

126 in Thomas, 2012: 457; Houston & Dolan, 2008:461). Hooper and Gunn 

(2014:478) outline ‘solidarity’ with children in care as an acknowledgement of 

‘diverse, unconventional lifestyles’ which offers space for individuation, 

autonomy, and self-realisation. This form of recognition focuses on the 

contributions and attributes of individuals, their achievements, abilities, and 

strengths (Honneth 2003; 92; Houston, 2016:7). Social recognition promotes 

self-esteem as it allows individuals to relate positively to their own particular 

and specific traits, abilities, and accomplishments as being of fundamental 

value to the community or group (Honneth, 1995:125; Honneth 2003: 144 in 

Warming 2006:34; Warming:2015:251).  
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In some young people’s accounts, the value of meeting others who share their 

particular lifestyle and status as looked after young people provided an 

opportunity to feel connected to a community. In the accounts of both 

stakeholders and young people a sense of being isolated in terms of their status 

and experience that was different from their peers was evident. However, the 

reciprocal social recognition within this community of shared experience 

relieved their sense of isolation and normalised their experience. In this space 

they could share their experiences and without fear of denigration because of 

their status. This means that the provision of the space could be interpreted as 

solidarity in action for these young people as they give and receive positive 

social recognition to others that share their lifestyles.   

“It’s important for them to see and to see other kids, that there is a normal part to it, 

that they are not the only ones with as they do say themselves, bad families.” 

(Respondent 19) 

“A lot of really young children that we meet think they’re the only ones in care and think 

this is the only thing that’s happening to their lives and you know? Which is great that 

they see others and then that they know they’re not alone in this.  […] They really are 

being valued and they’re listened to and their opinions are valued very much which is 

fantastic.” (Respondent 10) 

“So just knowing they are not (a) not the only ones, so therefore not that different.  

Because everywhere else they are, in the school, in the foster home, in the club, they 

might be the only kid in care and so they feel different.  But they suddenly come 

together with a group of other young people, and again the extraordinary thing is when 

you meet these young people and you will meet some of them, how normal they are, 

how different but how normal.  They are like every other group of young people that 

you will meet.  You will have different abilities, different personalities, different 

experiences, but what they share in common, and you will see that very strongly, these 

are a group of kids in care, they have a strong identity around that, and I think that 

gave them the strength to find their voice in a way.” (Respondent 1) 

One stakeholder gave an example of how their particular group  valued and 

included group members in reciprocal and supportive ways due to their 

capacity to empathise with each other as a result of their shared experience, 

showing understanding that the stakeholder felt was possible due to their own 

personal histories within the care system.  

“Yes, they are a lovely bunch but they are very thoughtful of each other and I suppose 

it is because they have their own story that nobody else in the group knows but yet they 
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know that everyone else in the group respects their story enough to not ask them.  So, 

because of that they don't make any issue with any behaviours in a young person 

because they know themselves that they have been through tough times or they have 

had times where they have... So, they just kind of accept that [name] over there is 

having a bad day and she is bouncing off the walls, sure let her off, she is entitled to be 

bouncing off the walls.” (Respondent 4) 

A stakeholder at a decision-making level, and another at a practice level 

reflected on their learning from involvement with the fora and noted how their 

perception of young people expanded as a result. As practitioners, the 

perception of the young people they cared for was often framed by their 

representation in process documents and reports, and their knowledge of 

difficulties that the young person experienced which can amount to a very 

negative account of an individual. However, as a result of engagement with the 

fora these stakeholders had the opportunity to gain a holistic view of the young 

person. This is an expression of solidarity through the recognition, and 

subsequent positive evaluation of their attributes and contributions as unique 

individuals.  

“I often see those children’s names coming across my desk you know? Signing for this, 

signing for that, signing for something else, reading reports and then I get to meet them 

you know? So I think what has always struck me with a lot of these children is how 

sometimes the system maybe accentuates their negatives and that’s probably because 

they need to gain access to certain services, so they have to do that to meet the 

threshold but when you meet the children in person you know? It has always struck me 

that they’re quite normal children you know what I mean?  They’re just your average 

child, there’s nothing, they’re not demons, they don’t […] have horns on their head but 

often times […]  they have been demonised or as I say certainly their strengths aren’t 

always accentuated and they have an awful lot of strengths.  So, I think it’s about how 

the system […]-maybe it’s an unintended consequence but almost discriminates or 

paints a picture of them which sometimes can hang around their necks for life […]  So, 

Professionals get to see them in that light as well rather than always being through the 

prism of you know? Because the foster parent says you're a problem today or the 

residential home says you're a problem today or your natural parents say you’re a 

problem today or the school says you're a problem today.” (Respondent 14) 

“I suppose being part of the department where particularly young people might have 

been going through awful times, very unstable placements, maybe actually having 

problems in terms of getting involved in drugs and stuff like that and drinking; all kinds 

of unsettled behaviour but they’re actually able to come into that room and you go my 

goodness, do you know they were able to sit, they were able to be articulate, they could 
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engage, they could contribute; I know you’re having an awful time but actually in that 

space they were great.” (Respondent 16) 

In one forum, management made a point of celebrating with their young 

charges representing active recognition for them as contributors to the group 

practices and valuable members of the community and is evidence of solidarity 

in practice. This active recognition of the young people as contributors also 

included a day out and a meal at the closing of the fora.   

 “At Christmas about two years ago we went to a hotel, all the young people were 

invited, [Name] who is the childcare manager, turned up, they launched the forum just 

with the young people and then went for a meal with them.  And it was powerful 

because it was a Saturday and here were two senior managers giving up their Saturday.  

[Name] brought two of his children along and they were, because I would speak to these 

young people afterwards, they were really struck by the fact that {Names] had taken 

the time.” (Respondent 1) 

Through social recognition by others which entailed recognition of their shared 

experiences and status as a looked after person, and a positive evaluation of 

their contribution to the group, and the project,  a sense of positive identity, 

self confidence and self-esteem  was possible for the young participants.  

“And I would find that that group has actually supported them to be proud to be in care, 

which was extremely... When we were trying to find a name to name the group fostered 

and proud was the name that they had come up with.” (Respondent 2) 

“I’m a totally different person than I was two years ago” … “oh Jesus Christ yes” (Young 

People Case Area 4) 

“You’re remembering how you kind of met with the young people at the beginning of 

the fora and then you’re looking two years down the road, you’re like wow, like that 

person wouldn’t, do you know? They were hiding under a rock and they are well out 

underneath that rock, you know what I mean?  The kind of confidence, you can see it 

grow a good bit you know?” (Respondent 9) 

“And I know [this forum] has helped me with like loads of different things.  I used to 

suffer with really bad social anxiety, anxiety in general.  I still have anxiety but it’s not 

that bad but like before [this forum] I couldn’t get on a bus by myself; I’d be too scared.  

I’d be nervous like; I have to tell the busman where I’m going; stuff like that.  And since 

[this forum] I’ve gone to the Ombudsman and spoke to him; I’d follow him for the day.  

The last conference I was introducing everyone; stuff like that.  I wouldn’t be able to do 

that if I didn’t have this experience.” (Young Person Case Area 3) 
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This sense of positive identity arising from being part of a community was 

evident in the decision of two groups to publicly proclaim their membership of 

their fora’s through branded hooded sweatshirts. This desire to claim a public 

identity as a member of a community of shared experience is of note given the 

sense of stigma or fear of negative reaction as a result of their status that arose 

in the accounts of stakeholders and young people.   

“Whereas here that’s gone, everybody here and they’re good people and I like them 

and we have fun, that’s my group, I feel, so I think the big thing is that it gives them a 

sense of identity and feeling that they’re not alone, that they’re not the odd one out so 

to speak and I think that’s extremely important for children to have that sense of 

identity and if they can’t have it in their family or community where do they get it?  And 

in this instance this group seem to have given them a big element of that you know?” 

(Respondent 14) 

 “If we got like half zips” … “Oh that would be so cool” (Young Person Case Area 2) 

“On the day of the conference they all wore the hoodies you know, and it was like going; 

it was their identity.  It was like this is our group you know.  You think they’d be dying 

for opportunities to not look the same but they actually kind of real; you know sort of 

relief in being part of a little club you know.  And for our Christmas celebration then you 

know which was just honouring all the stuff they’d done and reward them you know, 

presentations for tickets and stuff like that they actually wore the hoodies again.  There 

was no uniform requirement, but the meaning was essentially identity; it was their 

group, their club you know.  So, in that sense it really has given them a really positive 

sort of outlook on their group and being part of that group.” (Respondent 12) 

Making a space for young people in care to influence practice and policy 

enabled some young people to demonstrate altruism with regard to improving 

things for others not themselves, a form of solidarity for the lived experiences 

of others based on a felt concern for their experience which can be said to be 

an expression of valuing the others who share their circumstances but not their 

opportunities.  

“So, we decided to make a booklet on it.  So, all this information is available to a young 

person going into a new placement.  So, it’s there in front of them.  So, the goal was the 

booklet to be there.” […] “[We} spoke about what we did and like this isn’t going to 

affect us at all but it’s to affect the other young people who are going to come into 

care.” … “Future children.”  …    “Like we’re, our placements ended, well you’ve a good 

bit to go yet; I’m finished kind of done but like it’s not going to affect us.  It will affect 

the other young people, just for them.  That’s why we really did it.” (Young People Case 

Area 1)  
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Interviewer: “Very interesting, wow.  And who is that book for?” … “For everyone that 

is in fostering.” …[…]  “They don't have to ask more questions about it.” (Young Person 

Case Area 5) 

 “Not just the information and stuff of the file; how young people can get it and I think; 

from what we said at the conference, in the participation conference it started off 

saying that it was only just for young people in foster care but we kind of made it 

universal now so that it’s for residential as well.” (Young Person Case Area 3) 

8.3.4 Overlap in Categories of Recognition 
Emotional support and social recognition overlap in accounts that centre the 

development of affective relationships within the peer group that are based on 

shared lifestyle and status. Stakeholders perceived this aspect of fora 

involvement to be valuable to the young people as having a chance to get to 

know people who are in the same circumstances as themselves may also have 

provided them with an opportunity to be themselves in a way, they felt was 

not possible due to the perceived stigma of being in care in the general 

community with implications for their sense of self. So meeting others in the 

same circumstances seemed had implications for their sense of self as a young 

person in care, and met an unaddressed need for emotional support.  

“Well the first group there now they as I say were very positive, they all felt that they 

had you know? That they had learnt a lot, that they had, what a lot of them would say 

is you know? I go to school I don’t really feel I can talk but here I can because I’m the 

same as everybody else. you’re looking two years down the road know what I mean?  

Whereas where I’m out in school I feel I’m always the odd one out because maybe I 

don’t feel comfortable taking them home to the residential home I’m living in or to even 

admit that I’m in care you know?”  (Respondent 14) 

“The value they put on it was really about being able to meet people who had similar 

stories and to know that they weren’t the only ones in care you know and that was a 

big message; was that you’re not the only one.  And actually we never got into the why 

are you in care you know; it was a real safe space to kind of be from care and not feel 

you had to mind all that or be protective of your own information or who might know 

what.” (Respondent 12)  

“One thing that emerged was that it was almost a relief for some of the young people 

to meet young people that came from similar backgrounds and that’s why they wanted 

or they have talked about a youth club and stuff possibly as an outcome of this.  You 

know? So, they actually enjoyed meeting each other and they were very at ease with 

each other.  And you know? It made them feel less different. You know? […] they don’t 

know anybody else in care, you know?”  (Respondent 4).  
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Emotional support, and social recognition overlap in an account given by one 

stakeholder in which the opportunity to participate provided one young person 

with a better understanding of his journey through care. As this young person 

reflected on the different experiences shared by his peers throughout the care 

process, he developed a better understanding and acceptance of his own 

situation. The stakeholder reported that because his peers shared the same 

status as he did, which they recognised in socially symmetrical relationships of 

esteem, he was able to trust their perspectives and generate new 

understandings on his circumstance.   This sharing and reframing of 

experiences within a group that share a particular status and lifestyle is 

potentially valuable as the understanding generated comes from people who 

are not perceived as operating with an agenda as professionals might be.  

“He is quite isolated in his community and he is reluctant to go to youth clubs because 

he is in care.  He is very angry at his social worker because he doesn't think he should 

be in care and he struggles to fit in with the foster siblings in that house and would feel 

that they are favoured over him.  So when I go in and go individual work with this young 

person, with all the talking in the world I don't feel that I connect because I could be 

going on and on and on with that is my point of view.  You were never in care; you don't 

know what it is like to be me.  What I did notice about it, when I group young people 

together that they support each other.  So, the very, very first day that we had that 

group together […] would be extremely challenging in his placement and we have 

moved him so many times.  But when he came to the group, he met another young boy 

who had moved here from the [country] under horrible circumstances and is now in 

care and would be very grateful to be in care.  So when that little boy told his story in 

the group, not all of it but part of his story, it actually supported the man to realise that 

okay sometimes young people need to go into care for reasons that their social workers 

are right and it is not the case that everybody hates being in care.”  (Respondent 2)  

Another stakeholder reflected on how the sharing of experiences and 

information amongst this community and felt that the discovery of common 

challenges may help to depersonalise the challenging experiences that some 

young people face within the care system.  

“I think that bit where it gives them a chance to sit around and talk about those and 

realise that; because sometimes I think our young people can take things very 

personally, that people don’t want to help but actually say these are the systems we’re 

working within which they don’t necessarily always understand, that there can be very 

slow moving machines in agencies and stuff like that and actually that this is not just a 
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personal thing to me.  This is something that other young people in care face, in 

aftercare face.” (Respondent 16) 

The accounts in the preceding chapter that foreground positive relationships 

as a foundation to participative practice reveal a link between positive primary 

relationships of regard where a sense of trust between actors can promote the 

revealing of need, which in turn allows rights to be realised with assistance 

from adults. In fact one social worker reflected on how important relationships 

were in providing a foundation of trust that enhanced the capacity to work 

together to achieve a young person’s rights within the care process when 

reflecting on the young person’s relationships with the advocates that were 

built up outside of social work processes.  

“They kind of looked up to them and really valued what they had to say because I 

suppose [advocates] would have seen some of them young people in reviews you know? 

And would have went on visits and explained […] Each young person’s rights about 

being in care so I think [advocate] had some of the foundation, had a lot of trust built 

up with the young person, you know? Which is I think was a plus going in with the group 

you know?” (Respondent 9) 

As participation in decision making requires the recognition of a young person 

both as a rights holder, and a contributor, the attainment of rights and 

solidarity can overlap and result in the achievement of a sense of personal 

capacity. One stakeholder provided an example of how participation in the fora 

enhanced the capacity of a young person to advocate for themselves and their 

right to participate in decision-making that they used to show new group 

members how useful it was to know their rights in order to advocate for 

themselves throughout their own personal care journeys. Another stakeholder 

reflected on how valuable this was to young people in care, as the risk adverse 

system often prevented them from being involved in decisions in their own 

lives, with implications for the development of personal capacity.  

“He just put this in the middle of the table and said before I didn’t know I had rights 

before I met EPIC and said: two of these are really going to be done today, I have the 

right to be listened to and I have the right to be taken seriously.  So I now tell the young 

people that story because it shows how children’s rights work and how important they 

are for us and for them as well, to ensure that their rights are looked after all the time.” 

(Respondent 11)  



203 
 

“So therefore it’s more important for those children to be facilitated to be assertive, to 

know their rights, to know how they can participate, to be facilitated in that 

participation because not only does it make: I always think that sometimes with our 

young people when they are; we meet them when they’re much older, they come to us 

with problems and they really are looking for somebody else to solve them and that’s 

because they have been so disempowered by the system because when they were in 

care they were so cared for, to the exclusion of any kind of self-reliance or; they weren’t 

even allowed to build up their own skills because our system is so risk averse that we 

prevent them from actually doing the things that other kids do which is making the poor 

decisions, dealing with the consequences, learning from that and moving on.” 

(Respondent 6) 

This potential for a sense of capacity to develop following the exploration of 

collective experiences, the acquisition of knowledge regarding rights, and 

subsequent action supported within group processes is evident in the response 

of young people in one area regarding access with birth families. 

 “Definitely.  You feel alone before the group kind of thing.  So, like say if I felt I wanted 

to see my father, but I wasn’t in a group; like I can’t do anything about it.  We’ve done 

something about it as a group.” (Young Person Case Area 3) 

Interviewer: “And do you guys feel empowered?” …  “Definitely when we’re in here.  

Again, what I said earlier, I know everybody here has changed” … “Yeah.” … “We made 

a video on the first day and it was called Superheroes and literally I feel like a Superhero 

when I come in here.” … “Yeah.” (Young People Case Area 3) 

  8.4 Summary  

This second round of data analysis allowed for data concerning the experience 

of young people in their own personal care journeys, and the benefits of their 

participation within for a to be explored. The first key finding is that the 

experience of insufficient or unsatisfactory support throughout the care 

process risks disrespect to the emotional needs and integrity of young people, 

their structural inclusion on a similar basis as others, and attainment of their 

rights to information, support and guidance and denigration due to their status 

as a looked after young person.  Furthermore, a risk of, or actual emotional 

injury can arise as young people deal with disrupted relationships, difficult 

transitions and feelings of difference and stigma as a result of their looked after 

status.  It is evident that for some young people these three forms of disrespect 

have the potential to overlap throughout the care journey.  
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The second key finding of this round of analysis is that participation in the fora 

was beneficial as it facilitated access to forms of recognition including the 

opportunity to develop primary relationships of regard, access to information, 

guidance, and support, as well as recognition as positive contributors to group 

projects. These forms of recognition overlapped in practice, for example 

positive relationships with the adult stakeholders that allowed emotional 

needs to be met, also facilitated information, guidance, and support to be 

offered through exposition of need and so their awareness of rights could be 

increased. The young people also spoke of the emotional validation that was 

experienced in the relationships formed with their peers as they recognised the 

challenging nature of some of their experiences and shared them safely in the 

group in reciprocal relationships of regard that have elements of solidarity. This 

participatory opportunity provided an opportunity for stakeholders to 

recognise young people as contributors and valuable members of the forum 

community, providing an opportunity to develop a sense of self-esteem, while 

being supported to take action on issues that affect them facilitated a sense of 

personal capacity for some. The following section will reflect on a synthesis of 

two precedent rounds of analysis in order to explore what participation means 

for the young people, given their experiences as participants, and as young 

people in care.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



205 
 

Chapter 9: Discussion  

 

9.1 Introduction  

The overall aim of this dissertation is to reflect on a collective model of 

participation for young people in care in order deepen the understanding of 

what makes participation meaningful for them. This Chapter will achieve this 

goal through the synthesis of the findings that emerged in Chapter 7 and 

Chapter 8 with reference to the literature reviews undertaken in Chapters 2, 3 

and 4. This chapter will unfold in four parts. Beginning in Section 9.2, 

participation will be considered as an expression of Article 12.   Here the 

findings relating to the attainment of influence will be considered as framed by 

the Lundy (2007) model. Section 9.3 will consider participation through the lens 

of Recognition Theory, beginning with a discussion regarding the experiences 

of disrespect within the care system that emerged in respondent accounts. As 

participation is usually implemented in order to improve policy and service 

delivery, the findings relating to the attainment of influence will be weighed 

against the experiences of disrespect in the care system in order to consider 

the nature of influence attained and its relation to the concerns of the young 

people. Following this, the benefits of participation as captured by Recognition 

Theory will be discussed in Section 9.4.  before a synthesis of the findings is 

discussed in Section 9.5.  In this section a consideration of participation through 

the lens of Recognition Theory moves beyond an instrumental account of rights 

towards a more holistic explanation of this social phenomenon as having 

particular meaningfulness for young people in care beyond the leverage of 

influence. 

9.2 Participation as an Expression of Article 12 

The first objective of this dissertation was to explore the attainment of 

participative rights in a collective model of participation as per the 

requirements of Article 12. This section will discuss the findings that relate to 

this objective, beginning with an overview of the context in which this model is 

embedded, before reflecting on practice and the level of influence achieved.   
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Horwath et al., (2012:160) contend that the way in which governments and 

organisations interpret rights will influence whether they are experienced as 

meaningful. This is particularly true of participatory rights which are contingent 

in nature due to the adult interpretation of Article 12 in practice and their 

gatekeeping of participation using assessments of competency or vulnerability 

(e.g. Cordero Arce, 2012; Ife, 2008; Le Borgne & Tisdall, 2017).   

As discussed in Section 5.7, the Irish legislation and policy context has 

increasingly incorporated Article 12, and participatory principles into policies 

and legislation. Overtime consideration of why, and how participation can be 

supported has focused in from the general population of children and young 

people to the specific cohort of children in care. In addition to the expansion of 

participatory rights into legislation such as the Child and Family Agency Act 

(2013), the evolving incorporation of participation rights over time has 

culminated in the inclusion of the Lundy (2007) model in policy such as National 

Participation Strategy for Children and Young People (2015-2020), and Tusla’s 

Child and Youth Participation Strategy (2019-2023).  This model has been 

integrated due to the perception that it provides a clear guideline for 

participatory practice through the four concepts of space, voice, audience, and 

influence, thus enhancing the likelihood of rights being attained in practice 

(Cavet & Sloper, 2004:617; Forde & Martin 2016; McCafferty, 2017; Tisdall, 

2016).  

There is evidence that this model is of utility as frame for practice in this study. 

It has provided clarity as to the nature of participation, including the roles of 

adults, the purpose, objectives, and parameters for practice (Cavet & Sloper, 

2004). Furthermore, the practices framed by the four factors of the voice model 

were broadly in line with international thinking on the effective facilitation of 

participation. The Lundy (2007) model supported participatory practice as a 

process, not a moment. Over time this facilitated the development of quality 

relationships which underpinned the perception that it was a safe space in 

which young people can give voice to their experiences and opinions without 

fear of retribution or adverse outcomes (Archard & Skiveness, 2009; Cossar et 

al, 2016; Cornwall, 2008; Horwath et al., 2012; Lundy, 2007; Lundy et al, 2011). 

As part of this process, the facilitators provided the young people with 

information and support, using a variety of methods in order to support them 
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in giving voice to their experience including agenda setting days and creative 

facilitation. These activities were sensitive to the needs of the young people 

and drew on resources available in the local area to build their capacity to 

contribute to group projects (Archard & Skiveness, 2009; Horwath et al., 2012; 

Kelleher, et al., 2014; Matthews, 2003; Sinclair,2004; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 

2012).  

It has ensured that appropriate structures of communication were in place to 

relevant local decisionmakers and has supported the generation of outputs 

that are of potentially great value to children in care in certain moments of 

interaction with the care system (Larkins et al., 2014; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 

2012).  In order to fulfil the requirement of access to an audience of relevant 

decision makers, the operation of the fora included localised working groups in 

which local decision makers participated. EPIC’s Participation Development 

Coordinator also facilitated fidelity to the model and functioned as a conduit of 

communication between the fora and decision makers at both a local and 

national level thus providing structure to the network of discrete fora (Larkins 

et al., 2014; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012).  

In general, across the fora, there was feedback offered, along with honest 

discussions around the limits of influence if needed (Lundy, 2007). However, 

there were issues in some areas with the responsiveness of localised working 

groups that may have affected the perception of some young people that they 

had no access to an audience. This means that an avoidance of tokenism 

through feedback under the Lundy (2007) model did not always occur. This is 

also true of communication from the national level, although attendance at a 

participation conference, and other national meetings provided access to 

National level decision-makers for some young people, it was not a universal 

experience for this cohort. This has implications for the young people’s 

experience of participation as meaningful, particularly as the delayed rollout of 

the fora products may have meant that they did not have the opportunity to 

see their contribution substantiated in practice. This risks the perception that 

participation is symbolic, rather than substantive (Fitzmaurice, 2017:44; 

Horgan, 2017:105; Tisdall, et al., 2008:349).  This may be an issue in future 

practice as there is evidence that the personal impacts on young people are 
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influenced by the extent to which they feel they have actually effected change 

and positive outcomes (Checkoway, 2011:343; Forde & Martin, 2016:138-9).  

The recruitment of young people into the fora proved challenging as the 

numbers engaged in the fora were small relevant to the numbers of children in 

the catchment area (see Table 4 Fora Profiles). The stakeholders speculated 

that the reasons for this were mainly logistical, although, one respondent 

speculated that some young people may have needed extra encouragement 

and support to encourage their engagement. This is an issue that has received 

attention in the literature given the implications for representation that may 

arise as a result of a lack of diversity in participatory initiatives (Kelleher et al., 

2014:32; Matthews, 2003:157; Sinclair,2004:112). The unknown reasons for a 

lack of engagement with the fora means that it is not possible to reflect on the 

barriers that may have prevented engagement. Some young people may have 

not wished to participate for personal reasons; however, it is possible that the 

recruitment process did not motivate participation, or that it was not relevant 

to the young people (Kelleher et al., 2014:32; Matthews, 2003:157; Vromen & 

Collin 2010: 108; Sinclair,2004:112). This is an issue that warrants further 

reflection if engagement strategies are to improve recruitment in future 

initiatives (Kelleher et al., 2014: 28; Tisdall, et al., 2008: 350-1).  

Despite the challenges arising in recruitment, it is not necessarily true however 

that this has implications for the application of outputs to the general 

population in this example. As Tisdall (2008: 422) has noted young people do 

sometimes have common messages and demands as a group, because they 

may share certain experiences of inclusion and exclusion in a particular context. 

In this study the participants in most of the fora were able to collectively 

identify a challenge to address through group processes representing a 

commonality of experience. Moreover, there is congruence between the young 

participants experiences in the care system that prompted collective projects, 

and the themes discussed in the literature in Section 3.2 and Section 5.5.2. This 

includes unsatisfactory experience of social work support (e.g. OCO, 2013 & 

Goodyer, 2013), the experience of unstable placements and multiple 

disruptions to relationships (e.g. Bessell & Gal, 2009 & Moran et al., 2019)) and 

the threat to wellbeing posed by challenging experiences (Mullan et al., 2007 

& Moran et al., 2019). This congruence means that Tisdall’s (2008) assertion is 
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likely true in this case, except for the young people in residential care who did 

not get to participate for logistical reasons.  

The outputs developed had the potential to improve young people’s 

experience of care processes in particular instances of practice. For example, 

the placement booklet is of potential utility in reducing uncertainty and distress 

during transition between placements, access to files would help young people 

understand their histories and journey, and a dictionary of care jargon could 

help young people decipher the jargon of professionals. These potentially 

beneficial outcomes of participation were the result of reflection on both 

problems and solutions, to improve aspects of service experiences 

Participation in the fora was also successful in prompting stakeholder reflection 

on practice because of their engagement with the young participants 

perspectives of care processes, leveraging limited localised influence on 

practice (Damiana-Taraba et al., 2018; Forde & Martin, 2016; Horgan 2017; 

Marshall et al., 2015; Perry-Hazan, 2016).  The response of stakeholders to 

learning from the encounters with the young people resulted in improving 

review environments or building relationships before asking personal details.  

These issues have also been identified in literature as problematic. For 

example, the format, and the language used in review and supervision 

processes, (e.g. Cashmore 2002 :840; Kennan et al., 2016:16; Thomas, 

2011:393-4) or the discomfort entailed in building a new relationship with 

social workers (Bessell, 2010:499; Seim & Slettebø, 2011:503-4; Steenbakkers 

et al., 2016: 2).  

From this round of analysis using the Lundy (2007) model as a deductive frame 

it appears that overall, the participatory practice is well supported by the 

incorporation of the Lundy (2007) voice model into policy and practice in this 

context.  It can be argued that the fora attain what UNICEF (2010:15) describes 

as meaningful participation. This entails a genuine the use of appropriate 

strategies that reflect young people’s preferences over time, and an 

opportunity to influence decision-making, based upon honesty and clarity 

about the extent of, and limits to, that influence. However, this first round of 

data analysis conducted using the Lundy (2007) model as a frame for analysis 

did not capture all data that was collected, which is a weakness that emerges 

as a result of using a single deductive frame (Kennedy & Thornberg, 2014: 50). 
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These uncaptured, unexplained, thematically grouped data included the 

perspectives of respondents on the experience of life in the care system, and 

positive experiences within the fora. This required a return to the literature in 

order to identify a theoretical frame that could assist with the development of 

a more complete explanation of this social phenomenon (Kennedy & 

Thornberg, 2014: 52; Lipscomb, 2012:251).    

9.3 Participation Through the Lens of Recognition Theory  

The second objective of this dissertation was to further reflect on the collective 

participation of young people in care involving the application of Recognition 

Theory as an analytical frame to deepen understanding of its value in practice 

to young people. This allowed for a framed consideration of the experiences of 

young people in care in order to reflect on the nature of participation and 

quality of the influence obtained and its relevance to their concerns 

(Checkoway 2011; 341; Kelleher et al., 2014:29 Larkins et al., 2014:718; Tisdall, 

2017).  

9.3.1 Challenges in the Care System as Disrespect 

In respondent accounts certain aspects of the care experience were revealed 

to be challenging. The process of abductive reflection led to a return to the 

literature, and in the work of Warming (2006 & 2015) and, Thomas (2012), 

Honneth’s (1995) Theory of Recognition emerged as a comprehensive 

analytical frame for these experiences as it could  explain negative experiences 

in the care system through the concept of disrespect (Warming, 2015) and 

positive experiences within the participatory initiative could be more deeply 

understood through the concept of recognition (Warming, 2006; Thomas, 

2012).   

The experiences of life in the care system uncovered in this research reveal the 

‘paradox of care’ discussed by Ainsworth & Hanson (2012:146 & 150). This 

holds relevance for the young people in these fora as the ‘goodness’ of 

removing them from the care of inadequate caregivers is offset by the 

circumstances of care which can potentially create its own problems (Goemans 

et al., 2015; Moran et al., 2019; Mullan et al., 2007).  As in prior research, in 

this study the young people have experienced unreliable and disrupted 

relationships with social workers with implications for their experience of care, 



211 
 

access to timely support and information regarding the decisions being made 

on their behalf (e.g. McEvoy & Smith, 2011: 24; Morgan, 2006 in Goodyer 2013: 

398; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012:492). This could result in threats to the 

emotional integrity of the young people that was particularly acute in times of 

crises such as family loss, or transitions into care (e.g. Bessell, 2011; McEvoy & 

Smith, 2011; Mitchell & Kuczynski, 2010; Mullan 2007). It is argued here that 

these experiences span categories of disrespect to the young participants as a 

lack of access to timely support could be interpreted as both misrecognition of 

needs and denial of rights in social work practice (Bessel, 2010; Houston 

&Dolan, 2008: UNCRC 1989). This issue has the potential to be widespread 

given the high turnover of staff, high caseloads and frequency of placement 

moves reported in literature in the Irish context with attendant risks for the 

young people’s long-term wellbeing and relational stability (Burns & McCarthy, 

2012; Gilligan, 2019; Kilkelly, 2007; Moran et al., 2019; Mullan et al., 2007; OCO, 

2013; Quality Matters, 2017).    

Other young people perceived social workers to be unresponsive or 

unsupportive of them in difficult situations in their foster placement 

Unfortunately, the experience of unreliable social work support meant that 

some young people expressed a lack of confidence that their social workers 

would support them or respond to their needs (e.g. Bazalgette, 2014; Goodyer 

2013; McEvoy & Smith, 2011).  Some young participants acknowledged the role 

of resourcing, when they reflected on their experience of inadequate social 

work support. However, as the literature discusses, this experience of 

inadequate support could result in a sense that they are not cared for which is 

disrespect in the realm of emotional primary relationships (e.g. Bazalgette, 

2014; Houston & Dolan, 2008; Ridley et al., 2013).  

This lack of support and unmet need for information can lead to a sense of 

“being at the mercy” of others which is a threat to the emotional and physical 

integrity of the young people within care processes, as concerns aren’t always 

addressed or arrangements aren’t always honoured for this cohort of young 

people  (Honneth, 1995:132; Houston, 2016:13). This can be seen in the 

accounts of the young person who was left homeless, or the young person who 

felt unjustly disciplined with the support of their social worker. This sense of 

being at the mercy of others is also evident in discussions around transitions 
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into and through care as inadequate and unreliable support meant that young 

people experienced anxiety about their circumstances and the decisions being 

made on their behalf (Moran et al., 2019; Honneth, 1995:132). Honneth 

(1995:176) warns that an outcome of the experience of disrespect in 

relationships of primary regard, is a lack of confidence in relationships with 

others, which could prevent young people from articulating their needs 

(Houston & Dolan, 2008:460). This outcome of disrespect was evident in the 

account of one young person who said that they would not ask their social 

worker for help. This outcome is an issue given the historical vulnerability of 

children in the care system to abuse and harm as a result of being unheard 

(Lansdown, 2020; Martin et al., 2015).  

In considering insufficient and unreliable support from social workers which is 

a relationship of crucial importance to the welfare of the young person, it is 

important to note its effects on other relationships of primary regard (McLeod, 

2010:781; OCO, 2013:24; Bazalgette, 2014 :34).    In this study unreliable, or 

inconsistent support from social workers has been found to affect some young 

people’s access to their families. Some young people missed access 

arrangements with their siblings.  The discussion in research has revealed a lack 

of family contact to be particularly troubling for young people as it may be 

experienced as a loss, and could result in emotional distress (Bazalgette, 

2014:34; Bessell, 2010:500; McCarthy, 2016:376; Moran et al., 2019; Mullan et 

al., 2007). Insufficient and unsatisfactory social work support then, can have 

implications for the attainment of relational security in their valued primary 

relationships of regard, with their birth families resulting in unmet need and a 

threat to emotional integrity (Houston & Dolan, 2008:460; Sirriyeh & Ní 

Raghallaigh, 2018:93; Shuker et al., 2019:351; Warming:2015:255).  It is also a 

failure to attain their right to maintain contact with their families of origin 

under Article 9 (UNCRC 1989) which affirms the right of the child to remain in 

contact with their family unless it causes them harm.   

Some young people perceived that they were not integrated into the foster 

families, which can be interpreted as an unmet need for affective care in 

unsatisfactory relationships of primary regard, in which young people are 

supposed to be recognised as ‘being something special for someone else’ 

(Warming, 2015).  Some of the young people described their foster parents as 
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“professional babysitters”, others felt that they were not treated the same as 

other family members which has implications for their sense of being part of a 

family (Mullan et al., 2007: 429; Tobin, 2013: 47). This risks disrespect to 

emotional integrity as integration into the foster family is held to be very 

important for young people who experience disjuncture’s in other important 

relationships (McEvoy & Smith, 2011: 24; Shuker, 2019; Warming, 2015:256). 

These risks to the young person’s wellbeing, can be amplified in cases where 

social work support is considered to be insufficient as this has been implicated 

in placement breakdowns (Kilkelly, 2007:22-3; McEvoy & Smith, 2011: 24; 

Shuker et al., 2019:350; Quality Matters, 2017: 19).  

In addition to the disrespect to the young people’s needs for care, support and 

affective primary relationships of regard, the lived experience of some of the 

young participants was evidently shaped and constrained by policies, 

legislation and practices that can result in young people experiencing life 

differently from their peers. In this study, policies and procedures have been 

found to prevent young people from going on holiday with their foster families 

or going to particular social activities because of the need for consent and its 

interaction with the time constraints of social work practices (Mullan et al., 

2007: 428).  If rights are interpreted in the broadest sense to encompass social 

inclusion, then these experiences can be interpreted as a disrespect to the 

rights of young people to partake in normal activities of childhood and family 

enjoyed by their peers (Houston and Dolan, 2008; Warming, 2015).  

Young people in this study have also perceived social work processes to be 

intrusive and controlling. For example, some young people discussed being 

constructed as problematic within record keeping. One stakeholder reflected 

on how this can produce a particular image of the child as problematic ‘on 

paper’.   Others spoke of having their privacy violated or being prevented from 

developing autonomy by social work decision making (Kilkelly, 2007; Mullan et 

al., 2007: Rauktis et al., 2011). Here social workers appear to carry out their 

duties as highly regulated agents concerned with risk management and quality 

control where the priority is given to the processes of supervision and review 

that interacts with time resources that prevent engagement with young people 

outside of these processes in order to build the kind of relationships that young 
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people would find supportive (e.g. Bessell & Gal, 2009; Smith, 2016; Thomas & 

Percy-Smith, 2012; Warming, 2015).  

These experiences of the young people echo the findings of Rauktis et al. (2011: 

1229-30) regarding the negative outcomes of the regulated and surveyed 

nature of childhood in the care system. In the literature the experience of 

surveillance and control generated by a welfarist approach that positions young 

people as objects of concern and emphasises vulnerability resulting in 

conservative practice has implications for their sense of self and capacity to 

participate in social life on a par with their peers (Bessell & Gal, 2009: 284; 

Rauktis et al., 2011: 1231; Warming, 2015).   

For some young people in this study, this positioning as an object of concern 

under surveillance and review does not represent a fair evaluation of their 

attributes as capable individuals or contributions to public life through 

participation in social activities. These supervision and review processes were 

experienced as misrecognition of their value as social contributors due to their 

status as a looked after young person.  Furthermore, for some young people 

their positioning as an object of concern led to an exclusion from the goods of 

childhood enjoyed by their peers, such as the right to certain privacies, holistic 

recognition of their achievements as well as problems, or the progressive 

attainment of independence. This experience risks young people feeling that 

they are trapped in a ‘false, distorted, and reduced mode of being’ (Honneth, 

1995). Therefore, it could be argued that these experiences represent a 

denigration of their status in society, thus spanning the categories of disrespect 

to their rights interpreted in the broadest sense, and social misrecognition 

(Honneth, 1992:191; Warming, 2015).  

The inadvertent denigration of their status in social work processes is echoed 

within the accounts of the young respondent’s sense of ‘awkwardness’ 

regarding their identity as a looked after young person when amongst their 

peers. This risks a sense of isolation, as young people hide their circumstances, 

due to a fear of a negative reaction from their friends, their own sense of 

sadness and loss, or a concern that the topic of being looked after would be too 

adult to discuss with their friends. Their concerns were echoed in the accounts 

of the adult stakeholders who discussed the secrecy that resulted from a fear 
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of stigma, and the problematic internalisation of negative stereotypes 

regarding young people in care. These accounts illustrate how the experience 

of life under corporate parenting has the potential to produce negative 

consequences for the sense of self of young people in care a result of perceived 

stigma and discrimination and are congruent with the discussions in literature 

(Bazalgette, 2014; Bessell & Gal, 2009; Kilkelly, 2007; Mullan et al., 2007; 

Steenbakkers et al., 2016).  In these accounts there is a sense that there is a 

depreciation of identity and devaluing of their lifestyle as a looked after young 

person within their community, which threatens their social standing amongst 

peers and so risks injury to their self-esteem (Houston & Dolan, 2008:460; 

Houston, 2016:14; Hooper & Gunn, 2014).  Overall these accounts of 

challenging experiences that pose a threat to the emotional integrity, rights, 

and social inclusion of the young person are worrisome given the risk of poor 

longitudinal outcomes for care experienced people (Ainsworth & Hanson, 

2012; Bessell, 2010; Goemans et al., 2015; Mitchell & Kuczynski, 2010: 437; 

Mullan 2007: 426). 

Despite the critique that McNay (2008:9) put forth regarding Recognition 

Theories obfuscation of structurally generated disrespect, its use as a 

framework for analysis for the respondent’s accounts of challenges in the care 

system enabled the revelation of systemic issues that affect the lived 

experience of young people in care.  The generation of disrespect in this 

research seems to flow primarily from inadequate social work resources within 

the childcare arena, resulting in less-than-optimal meeting of needs, disrespect 

to rights and the amplification of stigma  and status denigration(Häkli et al., 

2018; Houston & Dolan: 2008; Kilkelly, 2007; Smith et al., 2017). These accounts 

also demonstrate how disrespect can be generated by particular processes 

within certain the welfare and protection system structures which may 

inadvertently function as a ‘consolidator of difference’ resulting in differential 

access patterns to public life while reinforcing relations of identity/difference’ 

(Garrett 2010: 1530). This aligns with commentators’ assertions that structural 

issues, and insufficient resourcing are a root cause of many problems present 

in the life histories of children in care (IHREC, 2015; Kilkelly, 2007; Goodyer, 

2013; McEvoy & Smith, 2011; OCO, 2013; Quality Matters, 2017).   
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9.3.2 The Limits to Influence  

The use of Recognition Theory to capture the data relating to the concept of 

disrespect allows for a reflection on the quality of the influence leveraged through 

fora participation, its relevance to the concerns of the young people, and the 

potential for participation to be impactful on the lived circumstance of children in 

care (Horgan, 2017; Tisdall et al, 2008).  This is because the theory allowed for an 

analysis of the experience of care by capturing the interaction between personal 

experience and the public provision of care with its implications for rights and 

solidarity, which can be weighed against the outputs and outcomes of 

participation (Houston, 2016:4). A consideration of the influence attained can be 

further enhanced by using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Framework (1994) to map 

the context of participation, and the interactions between social systems that 

frame the experience of care, and enable or constrain participation (Gal, 2017: 

57; Hayes et al., 2017:13-4; Herbots & Puts, 2015).  This then can form the basis 

for a deeper reflection on the nature and quality of the influence leveraged on 

policy and service provision in order to critically reflect on meaningfulness of 

participation for young people as framed by rights-based discourse (Cordero Arce, 

2012:399; Checkoway 2011; 341; Reynaert et al. 2009; Tisdall, 2017; UNICEF, 

2010).  

Returning briefly to the provisions of Article 12, that children have a voice in 

matters that affect them, and their opinions are given due weight in all actions 

and decisions that affect children’s lives, in public or private, or at local and 

national levels (Lansdown, 2001:2).  Proponents maintain that this Article 

positions children and young people as agents that can participate in the 

construction of their own life experience, rather than having their lives made 

for them (Cordero Arce, 2012; Freeman, 2007).  Moreover, participation in 

decision making is held to promote the revelation of oppression and injustice 

with potentially transformative effects (Freeman, 2007:8; Lansdown, 2001:2). 

However, whether these transformative affects are attained has been 

questioned by many commentators (Byrne & Lundy, 2015; Horgan, 2017; 

Larkins et al., 2014; Thomas and Percy-Smith 2012; Tisdall, et al, 2008:348; Vis 

& Fossum, 2013).  

There are grounds to query the transformative potential of participation in this 

initiative. In the first round of data analysis participation in this context as 
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framed by the Lundy (2007) model seemed promising, promoting practices and 

structures that enabled outputs which were intended to improve the 

experience of care at certain points of service delivery, such as meetings for 

review and supervision or transition between placements. However, when the 

outputs of the fora are considered in relation to the accounts of disrespect 

which are generated at a governance and institutional level (the exo-system) 

by the structuring of practices (the meso-system) and internalisation of 

identities (in the micro-system), it becomes clear that they are limited in terms 

of their ability to effect transformation in the issues that concern young people 

(McGregor et al., 2019).  

For example, the placement booklet may go some way to alleviate the anxiety 

and upset caused by the uncertainty around transitions into care and between 

placements in moments of practice, but it cannot address placement instability 

which has been linked in some cases to inadequate social work support, or 

other variables at work in the  child’s foster placement. Likewise, awareness 

raising, and training videos may go some ways towards foregrounding the 

young person’s perspectives in the minds of practitioners, but it does not 

overcome the inadequate and unreliable experience of social work supports.  

When considered in light of the disrespect that young people in care are 

vulnerable to, the outputs of the fora represented technical tweaks to elements 

of practice within the meso-system of social work practices, rather than the 

attainment of meaningful change in the conditions of their lived experiences 

which are uniquely structured in seemingly resource constrained practices in a 

welfarist childcare (exo) system overall (Bessel & Gal,2009; Häkli et al., 2018; 

Pollack, 2020; Rauktis et al., 2011; Warming, 2015; Quality Matters, 2017).  

The following chart outlines how  the challenging experiences that emerged in 

respondent accounts were considered, including  their perceived causes, and  

an evaluation of whether they were addressed through participation.  
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Table 10 The Extent to Which Issues Affecting Young People Were Addressed 

Challenging 

Experiences 

Perceived Cause of 

Challenges 

Addressed by Participation? 

Placement 

Disruption and 

Uncertainty 

Unknown.  Partially, in a limited a manner. Booklet 

produced to support transitions, but 

placement instability unaddressed. 

Dictionary to help young people 

understand care jargon. Access to files 

information leaflet. Does not address 

inadequate social work support. This is a 

structurally generated issue beyond the 

scope of the fora.  

Loss of/ 

Disruption to 

Relationships 

Unknown, Relationship 

breakdown, Insufficient 

resources to support 

family access. 

Variables in the micro-system and 

Structural/Resource issues in the welfare 

systems with implications for processes in 

the meso-system beyond scope of the fora.  

Insufficient or lack 

of timely access to 

social work 

support.  

Insufficient resources. Structural/Resource issue in the welfare 

system affecting processes in the meso-

system beyond scope of the fora.  

Unsatisfactory 

experience of 

social work 

support 

Poor relationships with 

Social Workers.  Social 

work engagement only 

in times of challenge or 

review. 

Partially, awareness raising materials 

produced by young people in care 

regarding the emotional impact of the care 

experience and localised Practitioner 

Reflexivity.  

Lack of 

integration into 

Foster Families  

Unknown. No, beyond the scope of the fora. 

Unaddressed 

need for 

information and 

support 

Insufficient access to 

support-linked to lack of 

social work support. 

Temporarily, through participation and 

access to support within the fora.  

Experience of 

surveillance and 

controls 

Regulations, and 

supervision processes.  

Partially, in a limited localised way due to 

practitioner reflection on social processes.    

Internalised 

stigma 

Public 

Discourse/unaddressed 

need for support. 

Partially, in a limited way for fora 

participants only, through the opportunity 

to meet their peers and engage in group 

processes.  
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Deficit view of 

child in social 

work processes 

Social work engagement 

only in times of 

challenge or review. 

Linked to lack of social 

work resources. 

Partially in a limited way, through 

practitioner reflection for those involved 

with the fora, and opportunity to recognise 

young people as contributors to group 

projects.   

 

As Häkli et al. (2018:9) has noted, structural and systemic level problems in 

welfare service provision cannot be remedied by means of recognition, in this 

case the legal recognition conferred in practice by Article 12. For example, it 

would require a redistribution of resources to address some of the  challenges 

that the young people experienced in terms of insufficient or unsatisfactory 

social work support and the knock-on effect of this across their lived 

experiences. This would appear to affirm Frasers (1995) criticism of Honneth’s 

conception of recognition, as taking insufficient account of the matter of 

redistribution and the status of people who would claim this redistribution 

within social life.  

This is a far more complex matter, that arises not just from within the 

organisational context, by in the wider context of governance and budget 

control (Baker, 2020; Pollack, 2020). This means that even though this model 

of collective participation achieves a kind of civic recognition of young people 

as rights bearers, and reveals injustices in their lived experience, it could not 

promote on its own the kind of structural transformation and inclusion that 

would substantially transform the conditions that give rise to disrespect 

(Honneth, 1995; Houston, 2016; Houston, 2009; Lansdown, 2001; Tisdall, 2017; 

Warming:2015). This highlights the limitation of rights-based practice in this 

instance to support the agency of young people to influence the conditions of 

their own life experiences, as their agency is limited by the social structures and 

institutions in which they attempt to exercise it (Cordero Arce, 2012; Freeman, 

2007; Prout & James 2015: 23; Tisdall, 2017).  

The following chart presents a contextual map of the generators of 

participatory practice and disrespect and the nature of influence leveraged on 

the generators of disrespect using the ecological framework to illustrate the 

outcomes of participation practice (Bronfenbrenner,1994; McGregor, 2019).  
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Figure 3 The Limited Attainment of Influence in Context.

 

9.3.3 Reflection on the Lundy Model 

While the attainment of transformation in the circumstances of the young 

people is limited, it remains true that the Lundy (2007) model has a certain 

utility in that it articulates how Article 12 should be translated into practice and 

provided a foundation for some of the helpful outputs produced by the fora. 

However, the limitations of this model as applied to practice reflects some of 

the criticisms that are directed at rights in general, and at typological models 

as frames for practice in the literature. Tisdall, (2015:807) maintains that the 

concept of participative rights as prescribed by Article 12 only suggest 

minimum standards in terms of practice and does not support the attainment 

of substantially meaningful impacts. Nor do rights in their construction capture 

the concerns of young people regarding matters of importance to them such 

as friendship and support.  

As the consideration of the nature of the influence obtained has revealed, 

participation in context is more complex and ambiguous than Article 12 would 

suggest, and the model seems to have lost potency due to the manner of its 

implementation in the welfare system (Cornwall, 2008; Herbots & Put, 2015; 

Seim and Slettebø, 2011). This seems to be because Lundy’s (2007) translation 
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of Article 12 into the four requirements of practice is contextually and 

structurally blind. In this study, its application prompted the operation of the 

fora, as a discrete participatory space in an institutionally localised 

communication structure. In its current form it does not support influence to 

be brought to bear on decisions that would make a radical difference to the 

concerns of the young participants. Despite its clear translation of principle in 

practice, it risks limited influence applied in social systems where nested 

networks of decision-makers contribute to the structuring of experience (Gal, 

2017).  

In this study, some experiences are often framed by the apparent insufficiency 

of service resources, which links experience to wider systems of governance 

and resource allocation.  Furthermore, the focus on transmitting voice to an 

audience of decision-makers and exerting an influence on service provision led 

to a focus on outputs, so there was no evidence of the transmission of 

experience that could not be remedied by fora participation to decision-

makers. Nor was there evidence of the amplification of experience to wider 

structures. This issue is discussed by Warming (2006), Mannay et al., (2018) and 

Tisdall (2017) who reflect on the necessity of advocacy and widespread 

dissemination to amplify young people’s voices and draw attention to their 

concerns. This radical edge is missing from the instrumentalist interpretation 

of participation using the Lundy (2007) model.   

Given that the structural generation of disrespect was beyond the influence of 

young people in this initiative focused as it was on policy and service 

development internal to the organisation, it is important to reflect on what was 

meaningful and valued by young people in the moment of participation (Larkins 

et al., 2015; Mannay et al., 2018). While analysing the data in the first round, it 

became clear that the instrumental practice of participation, as a means to 

achieving influence on the matters that affect them, was not necessarily the 

most valuable aspect of practice for all of the young people. This finding is 

congruent with the work of Warming (2006) and Thomas (2012) in this area.  It 

emerged that the social aspect of this initiative was just as valuable if not more 

for some young participants. While the social aspect could be captured as a 

category of benefit secondary to the attainment of rights, that accrued to 
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young people as a result of participation. This framing of perspectives remained 

at the level of description, rather than explanation.   

9.4 Meaningful Participation  

The lens of Recognition Theory moved beyond description to provide an 

explanatory frame, beyond what is done to ensure legal recognition, to what is 

happening for the young people in the moment of participation. Through this 

analytical lens the intersubjective relationships that promote the various forms 

of recognition take on greater significance which warrants consideration given 

the implications of each form of recognition for the young people who 

participate in the model. 

9.4.1 Love (Relationships of Primary Regard) 

In line with previous discussion regarding collective participation the 

friendships developed as a result of participation in the fora were valued by 

many of the young people and constituted a major benefit of participation 

(Forde & Martin, 2016:138-9; Thomas & Percy-Smith, 2012:498).  In fact the 

opportunity to form these friendships were as important to some of the young 

participants as the recognition of their legal rights (Honneth 2003: Honneth, 

1995: in Thomas, 2012; Warming, 2006).  This development of development of 

primary relationships of regard based on shared experience and trust 

supported the uncovering of a need for emotional support regarding aspects 

of the care experience that could be a precondition for wellbeing (Honneth, 

1995; Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010: Lundy, 2007). This is evident in the accounts 

of emotional validation as a result of sharing experience, and the resulting 

support available from both peers and facilitators which enabled some young 

participants to navigate and process challenging experiences (Hooper & Gunn, 

2014; Warming, 2006; Mitchell et al., 2010).  This can be seen in the example 

of a young man reflecting on the experiences of others in a way that supported 

the depersonalisation of his own experience, or the relief felt by some fora 

members as they were able to acknowledge that certain aspects of care were 

challenging to their peers, receiving validation and support for their experience 

from the group. 
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9.4.2 Rights  

 In this study the categories of recognition overlapped frequently. Thomas 

(2012 :463) maintains that children’s participation requires them to perceive a 

sense of warmth and affection in order to fully engage. This overlap between 

love and rights is important as the above example illustrates. For it is in the 

context of supportive relationships of positive regard that the young people 

can reveal their needs, and in doing be supported to access their rights and 

subsequently have the capacity to advocate for respect for their best interests 

(Garrett 2010; Kallio, 2017; Lansdown, 2001). For the fora participants 

discussing their experiences in a relationally safe space within a community of 

shared experience, supported by responsive adults, allowed young people to 

access information and support, as is their right under Articles 5 and 17, 

regarding their particular individual circumstances as well as collective 

concerns (Häkli et al., 2018; Houston & Dolan, 2008; Ridley et al., 2013; 

Warming). This can be seen in the actions of advocates using the uncovering of 

experience to transmit information about rights for children in care, and social 

workers and social care workers providing information about social work 

processes to the young people.  

9.4.3 Solidarity 

The active legal recognition entailed in providing a participative space 

underpinned by rights-based practice underpinned by Article 12 which affirms 

the agency and emerging capacities of the young participants is in alignment 

with the concept of social recognition, in which individuals are recognised for 

their contributions and value to group practices (Krappmann, 2010:501; 

Honneth 2003; Houston, 2016: Kosher et al., 2016: Lansdown, 2001). Through 

participation young people had the opportunity to be recognised for their 

contribution to the project and the value of their participation in the group 

practices, which is a prerequisite to a sense of self-esteem which was facilitated 

through these acts of recognition (Häkli et al. 2018; Honneth, 1995; Sirriyeh & 

Ní Raghallaigh, 2018; Thomas 2012; Warming, 2015). In addition to this, the 

sense of being held in positive regard in a social situation, based on shared 

lifestyles that had been perceived to be devalued served to normalise and 

depersonalise their care experience and transform their perception of 
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themselves through positive interactions with others in the same 

circumstances (Warming, 2006; Houston and Dolan, 2008:465).  

9.4.5 Benefits of Positive Recognition  

It was felt by stakeholders that participation in the fora enhanced some young 

people’s confidence, and self-esteem. Some young people also talked 

discussed personal growth, overcoming shyness and anxiety towards a sense 

of personal capacity through the experience of participation.  These benefits 

are in line with the idea that just recognition can enhance agency and a positive 

sense of self in relation to the world (Kallio, 2017; Paulsen & Thomas 2018; 

Thomas 2012; Thomas & Stoeklin, 2018). While this research did not probe as 

to what exact feature of experience promoted each benefit, in the literature on 

participation personal development and wellbeing have been linked to access 

to the relational support, information and actions that are provided by a 

participative space in which both individual and collective needs are fulfilled 

(Cockburn, 2005; Cashmore, 2002; Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018; Evans & 

Prilleltensky,2007;Forde & Martin, 2016; Liabo et al. 2017). It can be argued 

this participative space provided these conditions for these personal benefits 

to accrue for young participants. Individual needs were met through emotional 

recognition and affective relationships of regard, which enabled the attainment 

of rights for information and guidance.  The collective needs of this community 

of shared experience for social recognition were also met in group processes 

where their contribution to group projects in pursuit of collective goals were 

held to be valuable (Houston & Dolan, 2008, Warming, 2006). 

9.5. Synthesis: What does Participation Mean for the Young People 

The previous sections considered this model of participative practice in terms 

as both rights-based practice through the Lundy (2007) model, and experience 

through the lens of Recognition Theory. As this preceding discussion revealed, 

the circumstances of young people in care are shaped by a complex system 

which frames their lives through providing care in particular formats, supported 

by social work practices that entails particular review and supervision 

processes as underpinned by regulatory requirements (Gilligan, 2019). At times 

this uniquely structured childhood within the care system can mean that 

looked after young people experience a different sort of childhood from their 
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peers which may result in challenging experiences that may be experienced as 

disrespect (Kilkelly, 2007; Mullan, 2007). These experiences of disrespect may 

be inadvertent yet unavoidable due to the format and regulations structuring 

the lived experience of young people in care and insufficient service resources 

(Ainsworth & Hanson, 2012; HIQA, 2020; McEvoy & Smith, 2011; Mullan et al., 

2007; Quality Matters, 2017).  Addressing these challenges in practice was 

beyond the scope of the fora operations where the prescribed focus for action 

was facilitating young people to exert influence on the policies and practices of 

Tusla through project-based activities.  Whilst there the outputs of the fora 

could improve aspects of service provision, the circumstances of care that some 

young people find difficult remain unchanged.  However, the application of 

Recognition Theory to the findings reveals that in the moment of participation 

young people experience benefits in terms of emotional, social, and practical 

support.   

 

The third objective of this dissertation is to synthesise this learning from the 

exploration of rights attained in practice and subsequent application of 

Recognition Theory in order to deepen the understanding of participation.  The 

intent is to move beyond instrumentalism to provide a more fully developed 

explanation of what happens when young people in care participate and what 

makes it meaningful for them in order to consider the reasonable objectives of 

practice, given the tensions in practice regarding the attainment of influence 

as required by Article 12 (Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010; Thomas, 2012).  

9.5.1 Beyond Instrumentalism: Participation as an Act of Solidarity 

It is argued here that the circumstances within the childcare system risk 

generating disrespect, and there are potential implications for the emotional, 

and social integrity of young people in care. Conversely, participatory practice 

that incorporates Honneth’s (1995) conception of the just recognition could be 

of utility in promoting positive intersubjective interactions that support their 

wellbeing (Häkli et al., 2018).  If the forms of recognition are actively applied in 

participatory practice, and those forms of recognition are appropriate to the 

concerns and needs of the young person, this may go some way towards 

offsetting the forms of disrespect that are generated within social institutions 
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and structures of the childcare system (Garrett, 2010; Honneth, 2004:358; 

Houston & Dolan, 2008).  

Returning to the experiences of disrespect and the benefits of fora participation 

reveals how this may be possible. The experience of disrupted or unsatisfactory 

relationships risks disrespect to the emotional integrity of young people in care 

(e.g. (Houston & Dolan, 2008; Kilkelly, 2007; Mullan et al., 2007; Moran et al. 

2019).  This is because inadequate, or unsatisfactory support is a threat to 

young people’s confidence that their needs for care will be met, as revealed in 

accounts of young people who felt they were of low priority, devalued by their 

social workers, or unintegrated into their foster families (Hooper & Gunn, 2014; 

Warming:2015). However, participation provided young people with an 

opportunity to experience ‘love’ or care in primary relationships of regard 

(Houston & Dolan, 2008;). Access to affective relationships of primary regard 

which provide emotional validation and support as a direct response to the 

negative experiences within the care system which may have the potential to 

ameliorate some of the disrespect to the emotional integrity of young people 

in care, by providing alternative relationships in which their needs for care and 

support can be met (Honneth 2003; Honneth, 1995; Smith et al., 2017; 

Warming, 2015).   

 
Within this initiative, the young people were also actively recognised as rights 

holders and insightful contributors to policy and service development. If young 

people are restricted or regulated by social work supervision processes, then 

the fora may offer them an opportunity to demonstrate agency and capacity, 

as contributors to projects and group practices. Here rights overlap with 

solidarity, potentially supporting human development where before there was 

stasis (Häkli et al.2015; Thomas, 2012).  In addition to this, they were supported 

to understand, and advocate for their rights, and could seek information that 

would assist them to navigate their own experiences (Houston, 2016; Houston 

and Dolan, 2008; Thomas, 2012). Because of this they can experience 

intersubjective respect as individuals of moral worth entitled to inclusion, 

support and the attainment of rights (Honneth, 1995: 25; Honneth, 2003:92). 

Of relevance here is the findings of Tierney et al. (2008) who found that there 

was a dearth of opportunities for young people in Ireland to be informed as to 
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their rights while in care. When this is considered in relation to the issue of 

insufficient or inadequate social work support and the effect it has on young 

people’s access to timely support, information and guidance throughout the 

care process, this opportunity to access supplemental support could be very 

beneficial for young people.  Bessell (2010) has also suggested that the 

provision of information and support to young people information about care 

processes may minimize ambiguity and ameliorate stresses relating to 

uncertainty and change. This demonstrates how support as a practical 

extension of Recognition Theory can traverse multiple forms of recognition 

(Houston & Dolan, 2008).  

 
As part of the group, as contributors to group projects and as members of a 

community of shared experience, the fora provided the young people with the 

opportunity to develop a positive sense of self in relation to both their status 

as a looked after person and as an individual who is valued for their 

contribution to the group (Houston & Dolan, 2008).  Within this group social 

recognition is underpinned by solidarity which arises as a result of their shared 

goals, lifestyles and status as looked after young people (Houston & Dolan, 

2008; Thomas, 2012; Warming, 2006). This aspect of participation is arguably 

an important benefit of participation for young people in care who may have 

internalised a negative sense of identity due to the perceived or feared 

denigration of their status within their wider community (Bessell & Gal, 2009; 

Steenbakkers et al. 2016). Freedom to give voice to experience meant that 

within the fora they could access social support, an unaddressed need 

identified in both the literature, and their own accounts without fear of a 

denigration of their status should their circumstance be revealed (Honneth, 

1992; McEvoy & Smith, 2011; Mitchell et al., 2010: 185).  

 
Moreover, participation can ensure that young people are valued, for their 

abilities, attributes and insight that their lifestyle enables, promoting a sense of 

self-esteem that may not have been possible without participation in group 

processes within a community of shared experiences (Houston and Dolan, 

2008; Thomas, 2012; Warming, 2006).  So, this opportunity to contribute to 

group processes in a rights-based initiative intended to influence policy and 

service development may provide young people who have experienced 
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adversity and disrespect to develop a collective sense of resilience, purpose 

and direction (Houston and Dolan, 2008; Stein, 2011). 

 
As in Thomas’s (2012: 463) application of Recognition Theory to participation, 

a more holistic construction of the young person as participant emerges from 

a consideration of their experience. Thomas (2012) maintained that children 

do not engage fully if they do not feel a sense of warmth and affection; they 

cannot participate equally if they are not respected as rights-holders; and they 

will not have a real impact unless there is mutual esteem and solidarity, and a 

sense of shared purpose. Their agency is in fact relationally situated and cannot 

be exercised unless their needs in the moment of participation are addressed 

(Alanen, 2001:23; Duncan, 2019; Thomas, 2012). Therefore, the application of 

Recognition Theory to the experiences of young people in practice framed by 

the Lundy (2007) model reveals that participation as practice affirms the 

agency and capacity of young participants to produce solutions (albeit in a 

limited manner) for the challenges that they face, while simultaneously 

capturing their particular needs for care, support and recognition (Canosa & 

Graham, 2020; Hammersley, 2017; Houston, 2016:4; Tisdall & Punch, 2012). 

This multi-dimensional value of the participative space may be particularly 

important for the cohort of young people in this study who have been asked to 

reflect on their sometimes negative care experience, and so uncovered 

unaddressed needs for support, guidance and information, along with as a 

sense of status denigration as a looked after young person.  

The following chart is a visual synthesis of practice and experience which 

presents a more holistic view of the young person in care as participant in 

collective forms of participation that aim to influence policy and practice.  This 

figure captures the forms of disrespect experienced by the young people 

throughout their care experience and links them to the alternative sources of 

corresponding recognition that they could access through participation. While 

these young people in care may experience unsatisfactory experiences of 

emotional care and support in their care journey, they could access it in the 

fora, if young people cannot obtain information guidance and support in their 

own care circumstance, they can access it in the fora. If they experience 

denigration of their status as a looked after young person, or lack an 
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opportunity to demonstrate agency, they have an opportunity to access 

positive recognition as contributors in group processes.  Furthermore, the 

forms of recognition available because of fora participation are linked to the 

aspect of practice that enables that particular form. For example, access to the 

participatory space allowed young people to experience love and solidarity, 

love and solidarity allowed young people to realise their rights for information 

and support. Support for their voice allowed them to exercise agency in group 

projects, and achieve a certain level of influence, although the benefits of their 

projects are more likely to be experienced by future children.  

 

Figure 4 Synthesis: Beyond Instrumentality Participation is an Experience of Value 

By returning to Honneth’s concept of solidarity conceived of as a ‘felt concern’ 

for another’s value, which underpins the social recognition of individuals within 

a community or groups, an ethical frame for practice this particular cohort can 

be offered (Houston & Dolan, 2008:461). Namely, that providing a participative 

space for young people in care could be conceived of as an act of solidarity in 

response to a felt concern for their experiences as looked after young people 

within the childcare system (Ainsworth & Hanson, 2012; Hooper & Gunn, 2014; 

Warming, 2006).  As a result of this ‘felt concern’ or active recognition of the 

particular kinds of disrespect a young person may potentially face, the 

participative space could allow an active response to the realities of their lived 

circumstances and need for care and support, while recognising them as 

contributors and agents, experiences that may not be readily accessed in their 
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personal circumstances as framed by the childcare system (Houston & Dolan, 

2008).  

 
The experience of this ‘felt concern for their value’ can be accessed in the 

supportive relationships found in the participatory space which fundamental to 

the young person’s experience. Attention to the relational aspects of 

participation then, is central to practice. For this reason, participatory practice 

framed by Recognition Theory in social work contexts with members of 

marginalised and subaltern groups who may experience systematic disrespect 

has a particular utility (Garrett,2010: 1526).  Its relevance derives from the 

understanding that intersubjective interactions play a central role in how young 

people come to develop a sense of identity through intersubjective interactions 

in their personal relations, as well as in encounters with professionals (Graham 

and Fitzgerald, 2010:351; Häkli et al., 2018). As Hooper and Gunn (2014: 478) 

declare, the opportunity to participate can be an act ‘solidarity with diverse, 

unconventional lifestyles’ through acknowledgement by a community which 

offers space for self-realisation (Hooper & Gunn, 2014:478). 

  
This consideration of the participatory space as an act of solidarity for young 

people in care takes on a heightened importance when considered in light of a 

key criticism of Recognition Theory, that a collective ‘struggle for recognition’ 

cannot spontaneously occur without supportive intergenerational practices 

and structures (Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010; Lepold 2019: Sirriyeh & Ní 

Raghallaigh, 2018). The young people’s ‘struggle for recognition’ would not 

have been possible without the provision of a participatory space and the 

support of adults to raise reflect on experience and propose actions.  Even 

though the possibility of exerting influence in a complex context such as the 

childcare system is seemingly limited, and the conditions of disrespect may 

persist with implications for the development of identity and the capacity for 

self-realisation the ‘struggle for recognition’ is still supported in the space 

through access to alternative forms (Ainsworth & Hanson, 2012; Honneth, 

2004:354; Seim & Slettebø. 2011; Mullan, 2007). These considerations 

underpin the argument in this discussion, namely that participation has a value 

beyond the instrumentality of rights for young people in care, it is an act of 
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solidarity in light of their lived experience, and potential as contributors to a 

‘struggle for recognition’. 

9.6 Summary 

This chapter reflected on the findings of the dissertation beginning with the 

assessment of the attainment of participative rights for young people in care 

using the Lundy (2007) model as a deductive frame for analysis. This phase of 

data analysis found that the model was of utility in promoting practices that 

were broadly in line with the recommendations in literature, which resulted in 

the publication of outputs and access to an audience that could facilitate 

change in certain aspects of practice. However, not all thematic categories of 

data were captured by this round of data analysis. When the sometimes-

challenging experiences that could arise under corporate parenting were 

revealed in respondent accounts an analysis using Recognition Theory as a lens 

for experience revealed that the young people were vulnerable to disrespect 

due to their particular status as looked after young people.    

When these experiences of disrespect were compared against the outputs of 

the fora, it revealed that some challenges appeared to be generated by 

institutional structuring of experience and resource constraints in the 

environment. These generators of disrespect were beyond the influence of the 

fora, whose outputs and outcomes consisted of technical tweaks to practices 

and processes rather than any systemic change. This analysis affirmed an 

identified weakness of models and typologies in practice, that as they are 

context blind, they are vague and ambiguous in practice. In this case, while the 

Lundy (2007) was of utility in the moments of practice, prompting practices and 

outputs which may change aspects of practice, it is contextually and structurally 

blind and cannot remedy systemically generated challenges applied within the 

confines of instrumentalist institution bound practice.  

Despite this limitation to practice, in the moment of participation young people 

experienced benefits. These benefits were equivalent to the three forms of 

recognition which included the development of primary relationships of 

affective regard (love), an access point for the young people to seek practical 

support information and guidance as they navigated their own way through the 
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care system (rights), where they were valued as contributors to the group 

project (rights and solidarity).  

Recognition Theory applied to participation provided a deeper understanding 

of what made access to the participative space meaningful to the young people 

in care. Within this space, young people were not just recognised as agents, but 

also as having needs for support arising from their structurally generated 

vulnerability to disrespect. These two aspects of the young person must be 

recognised in participation as agency is relationally situated and must be 

enacted in the contexts of supportive relationships that meet emotional needs 

and provide practical support.   

Furthermore, the access to the three forms of recognition within the 

participatory space that some young people had been denied at times within 

their care journeys made participation meaningful beyond the instrumentalism 

of influence on policy and service development. The experience of these forms 

of recognition and the benefits that they may produce may go some way to 

ameliorate the experiences of disrespect in their lives, which may bolster their 

wellbeing while supporting their personal development.  For this reason it is 

argued that the provision of the participatory space is an act of solidarity from 

Tusla, as it meets unmet needs for support, and relationships of positive regard 

that depersonalise the circumstances of young people in a way that allows for 

a positive sense of self to develop where before there was a sense that they 

were devalued, or of low priority due to their circumstances within the care 

system.  
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Chapter 10: Conclusion  

 

10.1 Introduction 

This chapter begins with a return to the rationale for conducting this research 

followed by and a recap of the aim and objectives of the study as they have 

been addressed in this study including the key findings from objectives 1  and 

2 and the conclusion reached following their synthesis and reflection in 

fulfilment of objective 3. In Section 10.2 a return to the rationale for this 

research precedes a discussion of the academic contribution of this dissertation 

in Section 10.4. This will be followed by a reflection on the limitations of this 

research in Section 10.5, before the recommendations for future policy and 

practice is outlined.  

10.2 Return to the Rationale for the Research 

A review of the literature revealed that there was tension in practice between 

the aspiration of Article 12 and the realities of its realisation in terms of 

influence on policy and practice. Given the questions that remain around the 

validity of participation in practice due to variable outcomes, and the relatively 

underdeveloped theoretical work on children and young people’s public 

participation, this dissertation sought to deepen the understanding around 

what is happening in participation that makes it meaningful for young people 

in care (Hinton et. al. 2008:281-3; Larkins et al., 2015; Thomas, 2007). In doing 

so this dissertation has remained mindful of Larkins et al. (2015: 333-335) 

assertion that the discussion around children’s rights must centre their 

experience and contextualise practice.  

In order to address these concerns, this dissertation builds on an evaluation of 

rights-based practice through a process of abductive reflection and analysis to 

reach a deeper understanding of what meaningful participation is for young 

people who take part in a particular context through the application of theory. 

Beginning with a rights-based evaluation of practice in which findings are 

framed by the requirements of Article 12 as outlined in the Lundy (2007) voice 

model, research was initially conducted in order to reveal the extent to which 
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participation rights are obtained for this cohort of young people. Following 

reflection on the data, Recognition Theory was chosen for  a second round of 

deductive analysis, as it encompasses intersubjective relations within particular 

contexts, rights,  and disrespect and the meaning of participation for young 

people in terms of benefits accrued as a result of recognition.  

10.3 Return to Aims and Objectives 

    Table 11 Return to Aims and Objectives 

Aim To reflect on a collective model of participation to deepen 

understanding regarding the meaningfulness of participation for 

children and young people in care in decision-making processes 

intended to improve policy and service provision.   

Objective 1 To explore whether the 

collective model has 

facilitated the attainment of 

participative rights as per 

the requirements of Article 

12. 

Chapter 6: Integration of Lundy 

Model into methods and use as a 

frame for deductive analysis 

Chapter 7: Discussion of findings 

of first round of analysis using the 

Lundy model as a frame  

Objective 2 To further reflect on the 

collective participation of 

young people in care through 

a theoretical lens in order to 

deepen understanding of its 

value in practice to young 

people. 

Chapter 6: Use of Recognition 

Theory as a frame for analysis 

Chapter 8: Discussion of findings 

of second round of analysis using 

Recognition Theory as a frame 

Objective 3 To synthesise the learning 

from the exploration of 

rights attained in practice 

and subsequent application 

of theory to the findings in 

order to consider the 

implications for future 

practice. 

Chapter 9: Reflection the findings 

in relation to the literature. 

Synthesis of rights-based practice 

with the experiences of 

participation as framed by 

Recognition Theory to deepen 

understanding of what makes 

participation meaningful for 

young people in care  

 

The overall aim was to reflect on a collective model of participation in order 

to further develop an understanding of the meaningfulness of collective 

participation for young people in care. 
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Chapter 7 realised Objective 1 in that the findings outlined the attainment of 

participative rights for the young people in this collective model of participation 

using framework analysis (Ritchie & Spencer, 1994) that was derived from the 

Lundy (2007) model.  The primary findings from this round of data analysis were 

that supportive relationships within a community of shared experience and 

their knowledgeable adult facilitators were key to the perception of a safe 

space in which opinions and experiences could be voiced. Furthermore, the use 

of this model in this context as a frame for participation in policy prompted 

practices and communication structures that were broadly in line with the 

recommendation in literature regarding the successful attainment of 

participation. 

Chapter 8 realised Objective 2 through the application of Recognition Theory 

that could further explain data that was not captured by the first round of data 

analysis. This round of data analysis captured accounts of challenging 

experiences within the accounts of young people that revealed the sometimes-

inadvertent generation of disrespect within the particular context of the care 

system that had the potential to cause emotional injury for the young people. 

It further deepened an understanding of the identified benefits of 

participation, which revolved around access to information (rights), support 

(love, rights and solidarity), and care (love) in positive relationships of regard, 

that might allow for the development of a positive sense of self to emerge as a 

result of participation.    

Chapter 9 realised objective 3 through a synthesis of the utility of practice as 

framed by the Lundy (2007) model and with the experiences of young people 

within the model. When the outputs and outcomes of participation as framed 

by the Lundy (2007) model were compared to the experiences of disrespect 

that may affect the young people, this revealed the limitation of the model in 

practice. While the outputs of the fora are useful given the challenges that arise 

in certain moments of practice, they could not address the systemic generators 

of disrespect. However, the participative space provided an opportunity for 

young people to have unmet needs for emotional, social and practical support 

in what Houston and Dolan (2008) describe as an extension of the three forms 

of recognition into practice. This finding took on a significance when considered 

in relation to the forms of disrespect that the young people faced.  The 
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experience of recognition in the fora may go some way towards ameliorating 

the effects of disrespect by providing an alternative space in which love, rights 

and solidarity can be experienced when it is sometimes lacking in their care 

journeys. Given the potential injury to personal development and sense of self 

that the experience of disrespect may produce, the fora in practice are of utility 

beyond the instrumental aims of the practice prescribed by Article 12, they 

provide an opportunity to access the kinds of care, support and recognition that 

can promote positive personal development.  

10.4 Academic Contribution  

As there is relatively little work focused on the collective participation of 

children in care, this PhD contributes insights into experiences that may be of 

use in future practice, and it does so by foregrounding the experiences of those 

young people (Larkins et al., 2014). To achieve this end, an abductive approach 

to analysis was used to generate an explanation for a social phenomenon. 

Therefore, the contribution that it offers is built on the work of Lundy (2007) 

regarding the attainment of rights in practice, and Warming (2006, 2015) and 

Thomas (2012) and their use of Honneth’s (1995) Recognition Theory as a 

frame for experience. While Recognition Theory is more widely referred to in 

the Nordic countries, this dissertation adds to a burgeoning anglophonic 

literature regarding the application of Recognition Theory to the social work 

context in general, children in care particularly, and collective participation 

more specifically (Häkli et al.,2018).   

Regarding collective participation, this dissertation began with a rights-based 

analysis using the same frame that underpins policy, and henceforth practice 

in the Irish context, the Lundy (2007) model. In doing so has confirmed the 

utility of this model as a frame for practice. However, the validity of 

participation and the application of rights in practice has been queried by 

commentators. It has been noted that the discussion around collective 

participation does not evaluate the quality of influence attained on behalf of 

young participants in relation to their concerns.  Building on the insights offered 

by Warming (2006, 2015), namely that the personal lives of children in care are 

framed by structural factors, and that these challenges can be framed by the 

concept of disrespect under Recognition Theory.  The challenging experiences 
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of young people within the care system were refracted through the lens of 

disrespect, and then weighed against the types of influence leveraged through 

participation. 

In doing so, it confirmed the weakness of an instrumental application of a 

model of rights-based practice, that is to ensure practice respects rights. The 

Lundy (2007) model is useful in moments of application in practice where 

adults are facilitating voice or responding to the concerns of the young people.  

However, it is context blind, and provides no remedy for the structural 

generation of challenges within the childcare system, as it is apolitical and 

institutionally confined which limits the influence of the young people to 

technical tweaks to practice rather than any meaningful transformation of 

circumstance at wider structural levels. Without dissemination, or advocacy 

and activism, or indeed an expansion of accountability it is unlikely that this 

issue can be addressed.  

However, as Warming (2006) and Thomas (2012) have demonstrated, the 

experience of participation is valuable to young people for the emotional and 

social recognition that results. This dissertation proceeded tentatively towards 

a deeper understanding of participation theory through the synthesis of a 

rights-based practice frame, and Recognition Theory as a frame for experience 

in order to demonstrate that participation in practice is meaningful beyond the 

attainment of influence as prescribed by Article 12.  

This dissertation expands the idea of participation as both a vehicle for (limited) 

change, a site of human development, and a supplementary access point for 

support (Cashmore, 2002; Garrett, 2010; Honneth, 1995; Thomas, 2012). The 

agency of young people has been linked to intersubjective relationships of 

positive recognition, which have also been linked to the resolution of unmet 

need, and the evolution of capacities via supportive practices. Here, the agentic 

child capable of contributing solutions to the problems that affect them, is still 

dependent and in need of support and care which the participatory space 

provides. This is a key learning for participation practice that is initiated by 

organisations that work with children in care, or indeed other marginalised 

groups who experience structurally generated challenges in their day to day 

lives (Warming, 2006; Ainsworth & Hanson, 2012).  



238 
 

Finally, this dissertation makes the case that the provision of the responsive 

participative space where supportive relationships between members of a 

community of a shared experience and knowledgeable caring professionals can 

have a positive effect for young participants in the moment of practice, despite 

the challenges in attaining influence. It is for this reason, that in the particular 

context of  the care system, where there is evidence of disrespect in the 

accounts of young people and the literature has demonstrated a risk of poor 

longitudinal outcomes, that participation can be considered an act of solidarity 

by an organisation in that it can be said to be a recognition of  the young 

people’s potential, and the reality of their lifestyle and status  while providing 

the types of recognition that may be inaccessible at times in individual care 

journeys (Garret, 2010; Warming,2006).  

10.5 Limitations 

A major limitation within this research is related to the representativeness of 

youth voices due to the difficulties experienced in scheduling, and consent and 

the low numbers participating in the fora (Daley, 2015; Holland, 2009; Horgan 

et al., 2015; Kennan, 2016; Spyrou,2011). Out of over six thousand children in 

the care of the state at the time of this study approximately 150 young people 

participated in the fora. Out of this number, only twenty-eight young people 

took part in the focus groups.  

The recruitment of young people in care has been found to be challenging in 

prior research given their dependence on adults for facilitation (Fitzmaurice, 

2017: 43; Leeson, 2007: 269). A review of the literature reveals that the adult 

mediation of youth access to research generates challenges to participation 

that are widespread and ongoing (Aaltonen & Kivjarvi, 2018; Berrick et al., 

2000; Daly, 2009; Heptinstall, 2000; Kennan, 2016; McCarry, 2012; Moore et 

al., 2011).  In Ireland McEvoy & Smith (2011:12) in reflecting on the legislative 

requirements surrounding the participation of young people in care considered 

it possible that invitations to participate may not reach every consent holder. 

The challenge posed to recruitment and participation by the consent process 

persisted into this research and proved to be a major barrier to participation as 

reported by the primary facilitator of access to the field throughout this 

research process.  As a result of this challenges two focus groups had to be 
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rescheduled, and two young people had to be excluded from a focus group for 

whom no guardian consent was obtained.  

 
Challenges around consent and logistics resulted in unsatisfactory participation 

in research processes. This resulted in only two of the youngest members of 

the local fora being available to consult regarding methods, and the wording of 

the research questions.  It was also not possible to convene a planned analysis 

and dissemination event that would have included fora members from across 

the 15 initiatives, which means that the research findings as presented are 

mediated solely through the researchers (Damiani-Taraba et al., 2018:81; Seim 

&Slettebø, 2011:501). 

 
Furthermore the richness of data obtained from the stakeholders, who were 

interviewed for between half an hour and hour, was greater than that obtained 

from the focus groups, which were limited to an hour including preparation, 

research questions and debrief. This was due to the limited time available to 

conduct the focus group, as for logistical reasons it was conducted during fora 

meeting times. This is an ironic limitation of the research that arose due to the 

time limited nature of the focus groups, given the centrality of young people’s 

voices to practice, and the intent to amplify them in this research.  

 
A final weakness derives from the abductive approach to the research. The data 

collection tools were designed with reference to the Lundy (2007) model of 

participation, and while the subsequent application of Recognition Theory was 

illuminating, gaps in understanding remained due to the formulation of the 

methods from the Lundy (2007) model. For example, Honneth (1992:187-8) 

argues that struggle may be prompted by the experience of disrespect. The 

thinking is that these experiences prompt recurring claims to recognition which 

lead to interactions that may transform the basis of recognition over time 

(Houston and Dolan, 2008:460; Thomas, 2012; Thomas & Stoeklin, 2018: 76; 

Smith et al., 2017:1614). In this study the young participants were not asked 

what their motivation for participation in the fora was, and therefore it is not 

possible to say whether the experience of challenges within the care system 

were a motivation for participation as per the assertion that the experience of 

disrespect can lead to a struggle for change. Nor was it possible to link the 
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particular forms of recognition attained within the fora, with their 

corresponding outcome in terms of Recognition Theory.    

10.7 Recommendation for Future Research  

The findings of this research demonstrate that there is a value beyond 

instrumentalism, that is seeking influence on policy and practice. However, 

there are gaps in the understanding that the abductive reflection generated. It 

is recommended that future research in this area collect data using broader 

interview questions in addition to specific questions framed by Recognition 

Theory to address gaps in understanding. It is further recommended that any 

future qualitative research should be undertaken at different points during the 

lifecycle of the fora in order to better capture the attainment of personal 

benefits as a result of participation through establishing a baseline as a prequel 

to reflecting on experience.  

Given the challenges in ensuring the engagement of young people there is also 

room to consider the use of quantitative techniques to increase representation 

and enhance the generalisation of the findings. Emerson and Lloyd (2017) have 

successfully developed a Children’s Participation Rights Questionnaire (CPRQ) 

which is a scaled tool developed in consultation with young people that reflects 

the components of participation in a similar way to the Lundy (2007) model. 

However, Tisdall (2015) has queried the focus on rights in policy and practice 

orientated research.  She has argued that that the use of well-developed 

quantitative measurement tools that exist for wellbeing may help promote a 

more aspirational focus in policy, and provide a solid basis given the 

preponderance of qualitative practice. It is possible that such tools may lend 

themselves to adaption to the outcomes of recognition, and so deepen our 

knowledge regarding the links between forms of recognition and their 

consequences for individuals.    

10.8 Recommendations for Policy and Practice  

Lundy’s (2007) model has proven useful in framing practices and communication 

structures that can support the attainment of influence, particularly in 

organisations where the experience of the young person accessing a service at a 

particular moment in time might  need improvement. However, in organisations 

and state bodies where practices traverse public and private lives across various 
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levels of decision making involving complex issues and a large number of actors, 

the potential of this model to prompt change to systemic issues may be limited 

(Gilligan, 2019; Houston, 2016; Seim & Slettebø, 2011). For this reason, a more 

focused effort on collecting data on the experiences of young people, and the 

outputs and outcomes of the fora through the use of a Logic model as a planning 

and review tool may be useful (Brady et al., 2011). This would enable the collation 

and dissemination to the wider context of decisionmakers, both in the 

organisation and at a statutory level in order to better advocate for the 

improvement of young people’s circumstances (Warming, 2006; Mannay et 

al.,2018).  

Given the potential for unsatisfactory social work support to be experienced as 

disrespect, it is worth considering the engagement of advocates in 

participatory initiatives within child protection and welfare organisations. The 

use of advocates has been identified as being supportive of participation as 

young people may view them as an ally when giving voice to experience 

(Kennan et., al, 2016). In addition to the perception of allyship, the involvement 

of an external agency may lend legitimacy to participatory practice in this area, 

by ensuring the interests of the young person is not perceived to subsumed to 

organisational concerns.  For instance, in this case, the dedicated role of the 

EPIC Participation Development Coordinator from the independent advocacy 

network was central to the fidelity of the model on a national basis whilst 

ensuring that the voice of young participants was heard at local and national 

decision-making levels as this was the sole function of the role.  

The final recommendation for practice is derived from a consideration of the 

benefits of participation for the young people. The three forms of recognition 

available in positive intersubjective relationships of regard in practical terms as 

emotional, social, and practical support may serve to offset the unavailability 

of these forms of recognition in their lives (Garrett, 2010; Houston & Dolan, 

2008). Therefore, participatory practices within organisations or institutions 

that aims to include young people who may be marginalised, or experiencing 

challenges, whether these challenges derive from individual circumstances, 

institutional or structural origins, may have a more meaningful impact for the 

young people if it functions as an access point for support, in addition to 

contributing to solutions that may affect them (Garrett, 2010).   
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10.9 Concluding Remarks. 

Giving young people in care the space to participate using a model that 

converts the requirements of participative rights into practice allows them to 

leverage a limited, but valuable sort of influence that make improvements at 

certain points of practice. However, in considering the structurally generated 

challenges that they face, the model itself provides no remedy that can 

transform their circumstances. However, the participative space may 

ameliorate some of these challenges by providing an alternative access point 

to forms of emotional, social, and practical support that may not be available 

to them outside the participative opportunity. It can be a space where young 

people are respected as contributors, rather than objects of concern, while still 

meeting their unmet needs of support that arise from their particularly 

dependent status on resource constrained service provision in a way that can 

support personal development and wellbeing. This learning is highly salient to 

other initiatives that aim to support young people who may be marginalised or 

experiencing challenges. Therefore, future initiatives should be mindful of 

supporting the development of relationships that support the revealing of 

need, which underpins the attainment of rights, and provision of support, and 

allows for the development of a positive sense of esteem and capacity through 

participation in group processes (Honneth, 1995; Houston and Dolan, 2008; 

Thomas; 2012). 
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Appendix I: Practitioner Information Sheet. 

 

 

Dear (Name) 

This document gives you all the information you need to know about the 

conduct of this study. 

Purpose of this study  

The UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre has been commissioned by Tusla 

to conduct a focused programme of research and evaluation on the 

implementation and outcomes of Tusla’s PPFS Development and 

Mainstreaming programme. This study fits into this overall investigation into 

practice evaluation. 

What will this study focus on? 

As part of this study our team is involved in exploring children and youth 

participation in decision making structures. The overall aim of this study is to 

explore the extent to which the fora established by EPIC, in partnership with 

Tusla, facilitate the collective participation of children and young people in care 

and influence Tusla policy and practice.  

Who are the researchers? 

The researchers are Rebecca Jackson MA.- you can contact her at 

r.jackson1@nuigalway,ie or 086 199986 and Dr. Bernadine Brady - you can 

contact her at bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie or 091 495759.   

What do we plan to do? 

As part of this study, we would like to focus in detail on the workings of eight of 

the fifteen fora established to date. We will describe the model, explore the 

processes of the fora and assess the level of influence achieved through each of 

the eight fora. To do this, we wish to explore the perspectives of stakeholders 

mailto:r.jackson1@nuigalway,ie
mailto:bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie
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including staff, practitioners, as well as child and youth participants affiliated 

with the programme.  

What does it involve for you? 

We are inviting you to take part in a one to one interview to explore your 

perception of the local forum, its processes and its outcomes. The interview can 

either be conducted face to face or via telephone at a time you find convenient. 

It is envisaged that this interview could take up to one hour.  

What will happen with the information gathered? 

The information gathered will be submitted as an evaluation report with 

recommendations for future work in this area. The data gathered will also be 

used for academic publications and presentations and a PhD dissertation.  All 

information that is collected about you and the fora during the conduct of the 

research will be kept strictly confidential and will not be shared with anyone 

else. The information collected in this research study will be stored in a way that 

protects your identity and the identity of the young people involved. The 

recordings will be transcribed for analysis. We will store the original recordings 

securely for five years in accordance with NUI Galway’s Data Retention Policy 

after which they will be destroyed. Results from the study will be reported as 

group data and will not identify you in any way. 

As the researchers, will be adhering to Child First Guidelines (2011) and NUIG 

Child Protection Policy they will report any disclosures of abuse/risk of abuse to 

Tusla. This is the only time child and youth anonymity, and confidentiality will 

be waived. 

What if you are unhappy with the conduct of the interview or have received 

complaints about the research with the epic fora? 

If after taking part, you have any complaints regarding the conduct of this 

research, or you have questions regarding the conduct of the research with the 

child and youth forum you can contact Rebecca Jackson at 

r.jackson1@nuigalway.ie or 0861999846 or Bernadine Brady at 

bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie or 091 495759.    

mailto:r.jackson1@nuigalway.ie
mailto:bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie
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However, if you have any concerns about this study and wish to contact 

someone independent and in confidence, you may contact ‘the Chairperson of 

the NU! Galway Research Ethics Committee, c/o Office of the Vice President for 

Research, NUI Galway, ethics@nuigalway.ie. 

What happens next? 

We will be in contact with you shortly to make arrangements for your interview 

and to advise you of our forum study date. If you require further information in 

relation to this study, please feel free to contact Rebecca Jackson or Bernadine 

Brady. 

 

 

Thank you for time and we look forward to hearing from you soon. 

Yours sincerely 

 

Rebecca Jackson                                                      Bernadine Brady 

Child &Family Research Centre                            Child & Family Research Centre 

NUI Galway.                                                            NUI Galway. 

r.jackson1@nuigalway.ie                                     bernadine.bradynuigalway.ie     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:ethics@nuigalway.ie
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Appendix II: Practitioner Consent Form 
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Appendix III: Letter of Invitation for Guardian(s) 

 

Dear Guardian(s) 

We are writing to you to seek permission for your child/young person to take 

part in a study we will be conducting as part of the EPIC Forum on the (date 

tbc).  Tusla has asked the UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre at NUI 

Galway to study how the Tusla & EPIC fora help children and young people 

contribute to Tusla policy and practice. This is an important study as it will help 

us understand if children and young people can express their views about care 

in a safe and inclusive way and to make recommendations on future practice in 

this area. 

We would like to include your child in a focus group we will be conducting as 

part of the forum meeting on ___ (date). This will be a group process, lasting 

approximately one hour, where your child will be encouraged to input as much 

or as little as they wish into the group activities. We also intend to observe one 

meeting at the same date. If you or your child does not wish to take pat other 

creative and fun activities will be provided. 

This is a confidential study and you or your child won’t be identifiable. All 

information is anonymous and none of the researchers will have access to 

individual case files. Also, none of the services that you or your child might be 

accessing will be affected should you choose to take part or not. Participation 

in this study is voluntary. You and your child can decide whether to agree to 

take part.  

More details about this study are given in the Participant Information Sheet and 

we ask that you read this document. We also ask that you talk to your child 

about the study. We need the consent of Caregiver(s) and the assent of 

child/young person for them to take part. If you or your child / young person 

does not want to take part, then we won’t include them in our focus groups and 

other activities will be arranged for your child while the research is ongoing on 
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the day of the forum. Also, it is important to know that if your child changes 

their mind and wishes to withdraw from the focus group, they are free to tell 

the researcher they would like to leave. They can also choose not to answer any 

question at any time. 

 Either way, please return the consent forms in the stamped addressed 

envelopes provided to indicate your wishes. Thank you in advance for 

considering this invitation and we look forward to hearing from you in the 

future. 

Yours sincerely 

Rebecca Jackson                                                    Bernadine Brady 

Child and Family Research Centre                         Child and Family Research Centre 

NUI Galway.                                                            NUI Galway. 

r.jackson1@nuigalway.ie                                     bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie   
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Appendix IV: Participant Information Sheet for Guardian(s) 

 

Dear Guardian(s) 

This sheet is designed to give you more information about the study we will be 

conducting on children and young people in care’s collective participation in the 

Tusla & EPIC fora. As you know, the fora have been set up to provide a space for 

children and young people to talk about things that affect them whilst in care 

and to give them an opportunity to influence service delivery.  

So, what’s this all about? 

Tusla has commissioned the UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre at NUI 

Galway to explore whether the Tusla & EPIC fora help children and young people 

to express their views about being in care and whether their views are listened 

to and acted on by Tusla. This is an important study as it will help us to make 

recommendations on future practice in this area. 

What do I do? 

Take the time to read this information sheet and read the child and young 

person’s information sheet with your foster child carefully. It is important to 

think about what this study will involve, and your child’s wishes regarding 

participation. If you are happy for your child / young person to take part, please 

fill in the attached consent form and return it via the stamped addressed 

envelope provided. 

Who are the researchers? 

The researchers are Rebecca Jackson MA.- you can contact her at 

r.jackson1@nuigalway,ie or 086 199986 and Dr. Bernadine Brady - you can 

contact her at bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie or 091 495759.   

 

How will the research be conducted? 

mailto:r.jackson1@nuigalway,ie
mailto:bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie
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The children will take part in a focus group (a group interview with activities) to 

talk about their experience on the Tusla & EPIC Forum. The questions we will be 

asking will include - how do they think it works as a space to be heard, who do 

they think listens to them and what do they do with the information. We will 

also attend one of the meetings to see how it works.  

Does my foster child have to take part? 

No, they don’t have to take part. Either you or your foster-child can choose not 

to take part. However, we need your consent as well as your child’s consent to 

take part in the study. Taking part or not taking part will not make any 

difference to the services provided for your child. Your child can choose to not 

participate at any time, either for one or more questions or to leave the session 

if they wish. If your child does not take part they will be provided with other 

activities on the date. 

Are there any risks to taking part? 

We know that being in care is sometimes a difficult experience for a child or 

young person and that there is a small risk they might feel emotional or 

experience uncomfortable feelings talking to the researcher about this. If this 

happens you can tell them they should tell the researcher who will ask them if 

they want to continue the interview or not. If they need support EPIC staff will 

be on hand to provide assistance if needs be. There won’t be any negative 

consequences for your child if they want to stop taking part at any time. 

How will the information be collected and stored?  

All interviews with children and young people are recorded on an electronic 

recorder. This will be stored very safely so only the research team will hear the 

interview. All data gathered will be anonymised when making the report and 

there will be no personal information about your child passed on. 

Will someone be able to identify my foster child from what they say in an 

interview?  

No. Details about your foster child won’t be given to anyone else either and it 

won’t be possible for anyone to recognize your foster child.  
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What happens if a concern about risk to the child is talked about during the 

interview? 

If you or your child tells us about something that has put your child, or another 

child, at risk of harm or abuse, we will be obliged to pass this information onto 

TUSLA as part of our responsibility for child protection under Children First 

(2011) Guidelines. 

What if I am not happy with the research?  

We hope that this research process will be enjoyable for your child and they will 

not be upset or concerned. But if you are not happy with the research, you can 

discuss this Rebecca Jackson MA.- you can contact her at 

r.jackson1@nuigalway,ie or 086 199986 and Dr. Bernadine Brady - you can 

contact her at bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie or 091 495759.   

What if I want to talk to someone independent from the research team? 

If you have any questions or concerns about your foster child’s rights as a 

participant in this study, please contact the Chairperson of the NUI Galway 

Research Ethics Committee, c/o Office of Vice President for Research, NUI 

Galway. They are also contactable by e-mail at ethics@nuigalway.ie 

 

Thank you for considering this invitation, we look forward to hearing from 

you in the future 
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Appendix V: Consent Form for Guardians 

 

 

Consent Document for Caregivers. 

Please read the Participant Information Sheet before you agree/do not Agree 

to take part in the research. 

Please tick to indicate whether you agree to take part, or you do not agree. 

I have read the information sheets provided to me and I have  

           discussed participation in the research with my foster child. 

 

I understand that my foster child’s participation is voluntary and 

that they can choose to withdraw at any time.  

 

I agree to my foster child’s participation in the research project on  

           children and young people’s participation in Tusla & EPIC fora 

 

OR 

I do not agree to my foster child’s participation in the research 

           project on children and young people’s participation in Tusla & 

           EPIC fora 

Signed                                                                                     Date 
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Appendix VI: Information Sheet for Young People 

 

Dear EPIC Forum Participant 

This information sheet gives you information about the research study on 

children in care who participate on Tusla & EPIC fora. You are invited to take 

part in the research, and it is very important that you know what the project is 

about and what you are asked to do. Please take the time to read this document 

and ask your caregiver(s) for help if you have any questions. 

So, what’s this all about? 

You are being asked if you would like to take part in research on children and 

young people’s experience of taking part on the Tusla & EPIC fora. We would 

like to know what you think about this so we can tell the Tusla what you have 

told us and suggest ways to work on this type of project in the future. 

Why is it important? 

This research is important as it allows the Tusla, EPIC and us the researchers to 

understand how you feel about taking part in this project, what is good, what 

is bad and what could be made better. Most importantly we want to know if 

you think it helps if people listen to what you have to say about being in care.  

Why should I take part? 

Hearing children’s and young people’s opinion is very important for improving 

services for children in care. It is important that these services take account of 

your opinions to develop better services for children and young people. 

What do I do? 

If you would like to take part, talk to your caregiver(s) who also received 

information on the study. If would like to be involved in the research and your 

caregiver(s) are happy for you to take part, you can read through the consent 

form and once you are happy with it, you can sign the form. 
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If you agree to take part you will be asked to talk about taking part on the EPIC 

forum as part of a group, just like the forum!!! We will also ask you about who 

listens to you in the forum and does anybody else hear what you have to say, 

do you think it makes a difference. We would also visit one of the meetings to 

see how it works. 

Do I have to take part? 

No, you don’t have to take part! And even if you decide you’d like to take part 

in the research and then change your mind, that’s okay! Also, taking part or not 

taking part will not make any difference to the services provided for you. If you 

choose not to take part, you can still come along, and other games and creative 

activities will be provided for you on the day. 

 

What happens if I don’t want to answer a question? 

You don’t have to answer! If you don’t want to answer a question, you can 

choose not to answer and move on to the next question. And you can leave or 

choose not to take part at any time you wish. 

Could anything bad happen if I take part? 

During the group discussion, there is a small chance you might have 

uncomfortable feelings or emotions. If this happens, you should tell the 

researcher who will ask you if you wish to continue with the interview or decide 

not to take part anymore. EPIC staff will be outside the door and you can leave 

at any time. If you tell us something about you or another child that puts you 

at risk of harm, then we are required to pass this information on as part of 

our responsibility to keep children safe. 

How will the information be collected? 

We will take notes and the discussions will be recorded on an electronic 

recording device. We will keep the information safe and only the researchers 

will see or hear it. The researchers will look at notes from the group discussions 

to see what messages children and young people are giving at the meeting and 

we will put it into a report.  

Will anyone know they were my answers? 
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No. The information is confidential and anonymous. Nobody will be able to 

identify you. Any information that we will collect will be destroyed after five 

years and we will keep it locked safe away until then. 

Who are the researchers? 

The researchers are Rebecca Jackson MA. - You can contact her at 

r.jackson1@nuigalway,ie or 086 199986 and Dr. Bernadine Brady - you can 

contact her at bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie or 091 495759.   

Anything else I need to know? 

We will do our best to ensure that the research process is enjoyable and not 

upsetting for you. If you are not happy, you can talk to Rebecca or Bernadine. 

You can also ask your caregiver(s) to do this for you. If would like to take part, 

and your caregiver(s) are also happy for you to take part, you can read through 

the consent form and once you are happy with it, you can sign the form. 

 

Thank you for considering this invitation, we look forward to hearing from 

you in the future. 
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Appendix VII: Young People’s Consent Form 

 

Research on Children and Young People in Care’s Collective Participation in 

the Tusla/EPIC Fora. 

If you want to take part in the project on children in care involved in the EPIC 

fora, you must tick the boxes. Please read the Participant Information Sheet 

or ask your caregiver to do this for you. 

I have read the information sheet and talked about it with me 

           Caregivers. 

 

I know that I do not have to take part if I do not want to and I can  

leave the study at any time. 

 

 

I know that I don’t have to answer a question if I don’t want to.   

 

Please tick the box below if you agree to take part 

I agree to take part in this research and for information to go  

           into reports and academic papers.                            

Please tick the box below of you do not agree to take part 

I do not agree to take part  

My name is……………………………. 
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Appendix VIII: Youth Advisory Group Information Sheet 

 

 

Dear Participant and Caregiver, 

You are being invited to take part on a Youth Advisory Panel to help advice a 

team of researchers from the UNESCO Child and Family researchers from NUI 

Galway. Before you agree or disagree to take part in this group you should read 

very carefully the following information. Please ensure that you discuss this 

opportunity fully with your caregiver/foster child. 

Purpose/ Role of the Group 

A youth advisory panel is a group of young people who provide advice and 

support to organisations. The broad purpose of this youth advisory project is to 

provide insight and feedback into the research design process and to provide 

information that you think will be helpful to us as we go about our research due 

to your unique experience and insight.  

What is the research project? 

We would like to do research with children and young people to explore their 

experience of participation in the EPIC fora. We would like to find out what’s 

good, bad or could be improved about the EPIC forum. We want to find out do 

the children and young people feel listened to and do they think it has made a 

difference. The research itself will consist of focus groups, a type of group 

interview with individual fora in different areas and observation of the fora in 

action. 

Working Methods. 

This group would meet with the researchers three to four times over the conduct 

of the research with all costs incurred in meeting attendance met by the Child 

and Family research centre.  The meetings would consist of round table 

discussion of issues the youth advisory panel feel is important with regard to 
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the EPIC fora and the children’s and young people’s participation in the fora. 

Your opinion would also be sought in relation to question and activity choice for 

the focus groups to make sure that everyone would be able to understand what 

was being asked and we did not miss any important questions that we should 

be asking.  

Who will organise and chair the meeting? The meeting will be organised by 

EPIC staff and NUI Galway, but they would be timed so as not to disrupt school 

or other activities. NUI Galway researchers will have an agenda at the first-

round table discussion in that your views on the research are very important to 

us. 

Who are the researchers? 

The researchers are Rebecca Jackson MA.  and you can contact her at 

r.jackson1@nuigalway,ie and Dr. Bernadine Brady and you can contact her at 

bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie or 091-495795. Please feel free to contact us if 

you have any questions. 

How will information and resources be treated? 

All information gathered in the process of the advisory meetings will be treated 

as confidential in the final documentation however, a small group EPIC co-

ordinator will be aware of group membership but will not be able to identify 

individual inputs. 

Do I have to take part? 

No, you do not have to take part if you do not want to. Your participation is 

voluntary and if you choose to not take part at any time that is ok. The services 

you receive will not be affected whether you take part or not. 

Definition of terms relating to our research that we will be thinking about? 

Collective: relating to a group of people. 

Participation: Taking part. 

Fora: An Assembly Meeting Place. 

Space: Do children and young people have a place where their voice can be 

heard. 

mailto:r.jackson1@nuigalway,ie
mailto:bernadine.brady@nuigalway.ie
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Voice: Are all children and young people encouraged and supported to speak 

about their experiences. 

Audience: Does anybody listen to the children and young people, and who 

listens to them. 

Influence: Do the people that hear the voices of the children and young people 

take action based on what they have heard. 

Any questions? 

If you have any questions regarding this process, please feel free to contact 

(name) at (number) or (email). 

Signed 

Date 

Thank you very much for your time and we look forward to hearing from you 

in the future. 
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Appendix IX: Consent Form for the Youth Advisory Panel 

 

 

If you wish to take part in the youth advisory panel you must fill in this consent 

form and return it to us via the stamped self-addressed envelope.  

I have read the information sheet and I know what the role of the 

               Youth Advisory Panel is.  

 

I know that my participation is voluntary. 

 

   I know that I can choose not to take part at any time. 

 

If you agree to take part on the youth advisory panel, please tick the box 

below. 

I agree to take part in the Youth Advisory Panel. 

Or 

If you do not agree to take part on the Youth Advisory Panel, please tick the 

box below. 

I do not agree to take part in this Youth Advisory Panel. 

Name: 

Signed: 

Date: 
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Appendix X: Consent Form for Caregiver(s) Youth Advisory Panel 

 

 

If you wish to take part in the youth advisory panel you must fill in this consent 

form and return it to us via the stamped self-addressed envelope.  

I have read the information sheet and I know what the role of the 

              Youth Advisory Panel is.  

 

I know that my foster child’s participation is voluntary. 

 

I know that they can choose not to take part at any time. 

 

If you agree to allow your foster child to take part on the Youth Advisory 

Panel, please tick the box below. 

I agree to allow my foster child to take part in the Youth Advisory  

Panel. 

Or 

If you do not agree to take part on the Youth Advisory Panel, please tick the 

box below. 

I do not agree to allow my foster child to take part in this  

Youth Advisory Panel. 

Name: 

Signed: 

Date: 
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Appendix XI: Qualitative Interview Guides for Practitioners 

 

 

Begin with an opening question/statement such as the following; I’m doing a 

project on children in care’s participation on EPIC fora and I’d really like to gain 

some insight into how the fora are operating and also the unique experience 

you as a practitioner have of this model of collective participation.  

There are three thematic areas to explore and the following gives examples of 

types of question we might ask. 

Describe the Model: 

1 How do they understand the fora model of collective participation for children 

and young people in care, what is it for?  

2 What are its inputs (time, staff resources) and outputs (reports, changes in 

practice and policy)? 

Describe the Processes:  

3 How are the fora run in your area? 

4 Who takes the responsibility to organise the meetings?  

5 Do the young people have any responsibilities on the forum? 

6 How is the agenda set?  

7 Who takes the notes and writes reports?  

8 How do Tusla and EPIC co-operate? 

How Is This Model of Participation Viewed by Staff/Practitioners? 

9 In your opinion has this model been useful as a way to gather the views and 

experiences of children and young people in care?  
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10 Is there anything new that you have learned about children and young people 

in care as a result of this project? 

11 What has been the feedback you received from children and young people in 

care of their experience taking part if any? 

12 Have the reports generated been useful to you? 

13 Is there anything you would change about the operation of the fora? 

14 Do you know of other ways to gather the experience of children and young 

people in care and how do they compare to the fora? 

Other Information? Is there anything else you think is important for us to know that we 

might not have thought of here? 
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Appendix XII:  Foundation of Focus Group Plan 

 

Warm up and icebreakers: Introduce everyone in the room to the researchers 

and vice versa. Take a temperature reading. This activity to gauge how people 

are feeling involving movement along a temperature scale on the ground, from 

hot to cold using a variety of questions, to draw the researcher’s attention to 

an one who may be feeling nervous or unsure. This activity can be repeated at 

the end of the session to allow any remaining issues to be addressed and 

measure how the focus group was received. 

This research aims to be participatory in nature and involve a youth advisory 

panel in the construction of the research instruments, advising us as to the types 

of questions that should be asked and the types of exercises they think the 

children and young people will engage with a selection of exercises designed to 

elicit response will be developed using Lundy’s Voice Model Checklist for 

Participation (DCYA, 2015). 

Space: Provide a safe and inclusive space for children to express their views. 

1 Have Children’s Views been sought? 

2 Was there a safe space in which children can freely express themselves? 

3 Have steps been taken to ensure all children can freely express 

themselves? 

Voice: Provide appropriate information and facilitate the expression of 

children’s views. 

4 Have children been given the information they need to form a view? 

5 Do children know that they don’t have to take part? 

6 Have children been given a broad range of options as to how they might 

choose to express themselves? 
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Audience: Ensure that children’s views are communicated to someone with 

responsibility  to   listen. 

7 Is there a process for communicating children’s views? 

8 Do children know who their views are being communicated to? 

9 Does that person/body have the power to make decisions? 

Influence: Ensure that children’s views are taken seriously and acted upon 

where appropriate. 

10 Were the children’s views considered by those with the power to affect 

change? 

11 Are there procedures in place that ensure that the children’s views have 

been taken seriously? 

12 Have the children and young people been provided with feedback 

explaining the reasons for decisions taken? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



267 
 

 

 

Appendix XII Research Protocol 

Disclosure Protocol: 

With regard to child and youth participants there are limitations to the principles of 

Confidentiality and Anonymity under the Child First (2011) Protection Guidelines and 

NUIG Child Protection Policy (2011). In line with good practice, these limitations will be 

communicated to participants and their carer’s in information sheets for consideration 

before consent and assent is given. There is a slight risk of disclosure associated with 

participating in this study. This is due to the focus of the study on participation in 

decision-making processes for children in care. If a child or young person express that 

they or someone known to them has/or is being abused (either sexual, emotional or 

physical) or is at risk from experiencing abuse whilst in care we will pass on this 

information to Tusla staff attached to the fora as part of our mandatory obligation 

under Children First (2011) Guidelines and the NUIG Child Protection Policy(2011). The 

legal responsibility of the researchers and limits of confidentiality and anonymity will 

be made clear in the information sheets and consent forms provided.  

    Dealing with Distressed Participants Protocol:  

The following is the procedure for assisting participants who may become upset whilst 

taking part in the research project with the Tusla/ EPIC fora. EPIC and Tusla staff will be 

available on the day to assist with distressed person protocol. 

 1.If a child or a young person becomes upset the recorder will be switched off by the 

secondary researcher and the child/young person will be asked if they wish EPIC 

staff/Tusla staff to support them. They will be offered the chance to leave the study 

area with EPIC or Tusla staff. 

2.There will be a follow up contact made on the next day by EPIC staff/Tusla to see if 

they are ok and to ascertain of there is a need to link the participant in to any additional 

supports. 

3.During this follow up call they will be able to highlight any problems they had with 

the conduct of the research to enable the researchers to reflect on practice and 

minimise risk of distress in the future although this study will be designed from the 

start with this aim in mind. 
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