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Abstract: Over the last twenty years, childhood studies has challenged the schooled and 

developmental models of childhood. The children’s rights agenda has combined with academic 

childhood studies, to emphasise that children are and can be social actors and to seek ways to 

recognise and support their participation rights. For those who promote the participation of children 

and young people, there is considerable enthusiasm to involve them in all research stages—from 

research planning, fieldwork, and analysis to dissemination, leading to growth in what is often 

called ‘child-led research’. This article draws upon an empirical study of ‘child-led research’ 

projects, undertaken in Bangladesh, Jordan and Lebanon, for a critical examination of the meanings 

and implications of ‘child-led research’. In particular, this paper explores what counts as knowledge 

in social science research within contexts of generational difference and power. 
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1. Introduction 

As more academics, research institutions and practitioners have engaged children and young 

people 1  in research processes and recognised the value of their contributions as research 

respondents, there has been a significant ‘turn’ in childhood studies research from undertaking 

research on them to undertaking research with them (see Wyness 2006; Spyrou 2018; Tisdall 2018). 

While, in the past, adults were often treated as informants on behalf of children and young people, 

researchers increasingly respect that they can respond and participate on their own behalf and 

provide meaningful contributions to address the research questions. Research itself is no longer the 

sole preserve of adults; children and young people themselves are increasingly taking on different 

roles within research processes, from advising research studies as consultants, to peer researchers 

collecting and analysing data, to research collaborators. Furthermore, in recent times, academia and 

practice have supported an increasing engagement of children and young people as leading the 

research on issues that pertain to their everyday lives (e.g., Thomas 2015; Brady et al. 2018), which is 

frequently called ‘child-led research’. Children and young people have thus moved from being the 

objects of research to the subjects of research and have now become the researchers themselves. 

The combination of understanding children and young people as competent social actors, 

childhood as a social construction, and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child’s (UNCRC)2 

recognition of children and young people as right-holders has resulted in research becoming a fresh 

opportunity for children and young people’s participation (Fleming 2011; Lundy and McEvoy 2011). 

                                                 
1 This article generally uses the phrase “children and young people”, following young people’s typical 

preference to be referred to as the latter in the UK. Broadly, “children and young people” refers to children 

up to the age of 18, following the definition within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
2 For example, Article 12(1) of the UNCRC states: “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”. 
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Child-led research initiatives have been carried out: by academic institutions (Kellett 2005; Newell et 

al. 2012; Johnson et al. 2014); by NGOs as part of their international development programmes (Save 

the Children 2010; CESESMA 2012; World Vision 2013; Challenging Heights 2015); and by 

educational institutions (Thomson and Gunter 2007; Roberts and Nash 2009; Spalding 2012; Wood 

2015). Other initiatives are prompted by pressure from the international community or results from 

the UNCRC Committee’s concluding observations, which encourage States Parties and multilaterals 

to engage children and young people in knowledge production on how they exercise their rights in 

light of the implementation of the UNCRC (Miller 2007; European Union 2015).3 

A growing literature demonstrates that child-led research, as a participatory approach, has 

proven immensely promising in influencing decision-making, by connecting children and young 

people’s own findings to key stakeholders and decisions makers, ultimately creating change that 

leads to better lives for themselves and/or other children and young people (e.g., Cahill 2007; Newell 

et al. 2012; Houghton 2015; Tisdall 2016). In doing so, child-led research raises questions about what 

constitutes knowledge in social science research, within contexts of generational difference and 

power. This article addresses such questions, by drawing upon an empirical study of child-led 

research projects. The projects were led by young researchers, aged 12 to 18, and were undertaken as 

part of World Vision4-supported child-led research. World Vision has engaged and supported a 

number of child-led projects, through its various country offices across different regions. This paper 

discusses two child-led research projects sponsored by World Vision, in which Bangladeshi children 

investigated the lack of birth certificates and the possible legal implications (in Dhaka, between 

December 2013 and March 2014), and Syrian refugee children studied their lives as refugees in the 

host countries of Lebanon and Jordan (January to September 2015). A subsequent research study was 

then undertaken of these projects by Cuevas-Parra, with the young researchers and adults involved, 

to critically explore how the processes and outcomes of children and young people’s participation in 

their own child-led research contribute, positively or negatively, to decision-making processes in the 

context of international development programs. In this study, the young researchers acted as research 

participants, not as researchers (see below for discussion). The study provides evidence for the 

analysis and discussion in this article. 

The article begins by exploring definitions of child-led research and contestations within the 

literature about its credibility as social research. The article then grounds the reader in the child-led 

research projects and the subsequent research study. Based on these projects and research study, the 

article presents a critical consideration about what is essential for research to be ‘child-led’ and for 

the activities to be ‘research’, with three main themes arising from the empirical study: (a) how the 

research is carried out; (b) how adults and organisations are involved; and (c) how (and if) the 

research has impact. The article concludes that ‘child-led’ research does challenge traditional social 

                                                 
3 The peer review process was suitably testing, in asking whether we could group these activities together as 

they were not all subject to the ‘strict ethical considerations and processes that researchers comply with’. We 

agree that this is an important and complex issue that continues to challenge us. It is a subject mentioned but 

not central to the empirical study, so we cannot conclusively address. Further the comment is not so much 

about the ethics of child-led research, but of research undertaken by different adult-based institutions. We 

would reflect that it merits more investigation and discussion. For example, academic ethical regulation has 

considerable flaws and particularly in regard to children and children’s rights (Morrow 2009; Farrell 2005; 

Alderson and Morrow 2011). There is much to learn from the experience of non-academic organisations, who 

have worked long and in-depth to consider child protection and safeguarding, social media and knowledge 

exchange, which has much to inform academic institutions (Tisdall et al. 2009). We do not inherently perceive 

academic ethical regulation as superior to other organisations’ processes but rather perceive respective 

strengths and weaknesses. A host of debates should be held about ethical regulation, frameworks and 

practices, which far more fully engage in learning from children and young people’s own experiences and 

fundamental principles of safeguarding, respect and wellbeing, which require both empirical and conceptual 

attention.  
4 World Vision is a development, humanitarian and advocacy organisation dedicated to working with 

children, families and communities to overcome poverty, humanitarian disasters and injustice (World Vision 

2013). 
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research methods and criteria as do other forms of co-production and participatory action research 

with adults, in terms of claims to knowledge, credibility, legitimacy and purpose. 

2. What Is Child-Led Research? 

Whilst exploring the role of children and young people in research, Kellett defines child-led 

research as: 

Research that children design, carry out and disseminate themselves with adult support 

rather than adult management. (Kellett 2010, p. 195) 

From Kellett’s definition, child-led research has two central components: the extensive role of 

children and young people across the different phases of the research process and the less controlling 

role of adults. Thus child-led research has the potential to disrupt typical versions of generational 

orders and hierarchies in research, where adults are more likely to have the management power of 

research design, fieldwork and dissemination, with children and young people at best assisting them. 

Considering Kellett’s two components, projects undertaken by children and young people using 

other labels (such as co-design, co-production, participatory action research, and social research) can 

be seen as very similar in process if not discourse—this shows the expansion of this sort of 

participatory research activity. In all these forms, the premise is that children and young people must 

have substantial control throughout the research stages and adults are supporting, rather than 

managing or undertaking, the research. 

This article retains the use of ‘child-led research’ for two reasons. First, practically, this is the 

phrase used by World Vision who supported the projects considered in this article. Second, 

conceptually, the phrase leads us directly into the contestation of generational hierarchy and the 

production of knowledge. This is demonstrated by considering three leading commentators on ‘child-

led research’, who suggest different options on how to evaluate and value such activities.5 Kellett 

acknowledges the contestation, with the final paragraph of her 2005 paper on ‘children as active 

researchers’: 

One of the great imponderables is whether child-led research can continue to grow within 

existing adult research parameters or whether we need to begin to consider a new paradigm 

to accommodate it. What is clear is that research by children is fundamentally different from 

adult research about children and we cannot use the same norms of reference nor the same 

terms of measurement and assessment. The time to begin that deliberation process is now 

before we are overtaken by a wave of child-led research which we are ill-prepared for and 

have not properly considered how to receive it, measure it or value it. (Kellett 2005, Section 

14) 

Kellett suggests that there is a fundamental difference between adult-led and child-led research and 

that they should be assessed differently. She implies that they can have equal merit, if such 

assessments were developed particularly for child-led research. Hammersley (2017), writing over ten 

years later, comes to a different conclusion. He also sees children’s activities as fundamentally 

different from adult research but child-led activities are not social research: 

Indeed, I question whether participatory inquiry, especially when it is child-led, is a research 

method at all … In methodological terms, I think it is important to recognise that social 

research is a specialised activity that demands knowledge and skills that a very small 

proportion of adults—and hardly any children—have, and ones that cannot by acquired 

quickly. … Research involves responsibilities, both as regards seeking to ensure the validity 

of the findings and respecting ethical considerations—and researchers must be in control of 

                                                 
5 Other resources include Petrie et al. (2006), Connolly (2008), Holland et al. (2008), Spyrou (2011), Tisdall 

(2012), Lundy and Blue Swadener (2014), Bradbury-Jones and Taylor (2015), Thomas (2015), Van Blerk et al. 

(2016).  
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research decisions if they are to live up to those responsibilities … (Hammersley 2017, p. 

122) 

Hammersley thus questions the knowledge and skills of children and young people as social researchers 

and their ability to take on the responsibilities required of research, both analytical and ethical. 

Hammersley recognises, in this critique, that much depends on how social research is defined. 

This is picked up by Spyrou in his 2018 book: 

Indeed, if the goal of research is not exhausted by the need for validity, reliability, rigour 

and so on, but also encompasses the need for participation, political engagement and social 

change, then one can envision a place for research produced by children in the larger world 

of research. (Spyrou 2018, p. 166) 

Spyrou’s answer, then, is to widen the definition of social research to include children and young 

people’s activities. He goes on to show how the involvement of children and young people, and their 

own perspectives, can test and widen ideas and assumptions of adult researchers—potentially to 

make everyone’s research more rigorous. Thus, between Kellett, Hammersley and Spyrou we have 

different options to consider child-led research: for Kellett, child-led research is research but needs to 

be assessed differently than adult-led research; to Hammersley, it is a participative inquiry but not 

social research; and, for Spyrou, child-led research could be research if the goals of research were 

expanded. This article will return to these options in the conclusion, to consider in light of the study’s 

findings. 

More generally in social research methods textbooks and literature, there is contestation about 

what social research does and should consist of. In his seminal methods textbook on social research, 

Blaikie (2009) describes social research as one of the main contributors to scientific knowledge 

generation, which is achieved through acquiring specific types of information using queries, which, 

in conjunction with the research purpose, identify and produce a particular form of knowledge. 

According to May (2011a), social research is not just a data-gathering process, but is determined by 

the relationship between empirical data and social theory: 

We aim, with our training and experiences of doing research in mind, together with the 

perspectives that guide our thinking, to understand the social world. This requires the 

development, application, testing and even falsification of social theory. (May 2011a, p. 27) 

Following this view, social theory is essential to social research, as it interacts with practice to lead to 

particular understandings of the social world. Such theorisation, however, is arguably not a neutral 

interpretation of empirical data but embedded in all the practices of social research—from the 

questions to be asked, to the research design, to the analysis and outcomes—with social and political 

implications. Standpoint feminism, for example, has played a leading role in recognising the power 

of producing knowledge. May writes about its contribution: 

If a certain type of knowledge predominates in a society, this is not necessarily because it is 

scientific, but due to the power that certain groups have to define what is right or wrong, or true 

or false. (May 2011a, p. 38). 

To date, adults and particular adults (funders, academics, peer reviewers, etc.) have largely defined 

what is scientific knowledge and what is social research (Hordijk and Baud 2006; Cahill 2007; Schäfer 

and Yarwood 2008). Child-led research is a potential challenge to this, particularly for the potential 

for children and young people to be producers of knowledge, which is ‘scientific’ and can help 

explain and understand the social world. We will explore this potential below, through examples of 

child-led research. 

3. Examples of Child-Led Research: The Empirical Study’s Methodology 

This article draws upon an empirical study of child-led research projects undertaken in 

Bangladesh, Jordan and Lebanon. The term ‘young researchers’ is used here and subsequently in 
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discussing the projects, to refer to the children and young people who undertook the child-led 

research, because it is the term they explicitly asked to be used. 

World Vision has developed a series of child-led projects, through its various local offices world-

wide. Two of these became part of the empirical study. The first one, Bekaa and Irbid, involved Syrian 

refugee children who conducted their own child-led research on issues relevant to their lives as 

Syrian refugees in the host countries of Lebanon and Jordan. This was carried out from December 

2013 to March 2014 as part of the activities to mark the third anniversary of the war in Syria and 

provided an opportunity for them to express their concerns, needs and aspirations. The second 

project, Dhaka, was conducted from January to September 2015. Members of a Children’s Parliament 

in Bangladesh chose to investigate that lack of birth certificates and the possible effects of not having 

this legal registration. The young researchers from Dhaka, Bekaa and Irbid led the research and 

developed research questionnaires, collected and analysed data and prioritised their findings in order 

to provide a set of recommendations on how to make changes in their lives. The child-led research 

projects were framed by World Vision’s guidelines in terms of child protection and safeguarding, 

which include informed consent process for the young researchers and their research participants, 

processes to ensure the safety and wellbeing of children and young people, and protocols for 

dissemination 

The subsequent empirical research study critically explored how the processes and outcomes of 

children and young people’s participation in their own child-led research contribute, positively or 

negatively, to decision-making processes in the context of international development programs. 

Qualitative research was undertaken with 34 young people, aged 12 to 18, who had acted as young 

researchers within the above projects. Of these 34 young researchers, 20 were girls and 14 were boys. 

All children and young people who had been involved as young researchers were invited to be part 

of the study; out of the 65 young people, 31 were not contactable and all contactable young 

researchers agreed to participate. Fourteen adult professionals were interviewed, selected because 

they had acted as facilitators, worked in the design of these projects or dissemination of the child-led 

research findings. These constituted all the professionals who took on these key project roles. The 

methods for data collection included focus groups, semi-structured interviews and observation, 

which together facilitated the exploration of the personal knowledge, experiences and attitudes of 

the research participants (Ritchie 2009). Focus groups, for example, used a variety of methods with 

the young researchers, including a ‘learning from our experiences’ tool, a ‘road map’ tool and a 

‘collaging our ideas’ tool. Young people were involved in 2 focus groups, initially, followed by 

subsequent discussion groups to discuss findings. The research was undertaken with the young 

researchers in their own language, with an interpreter translating between the young researchers and 

the adult researcher, Cuevas-Parra. The sessions with young people were all transcribed first in the 

original languages and then translated into English. Queries about certain words that did not 

translate easily became sources of reflection and exploration, in subsequent discussions with the 

young researchers. Interviews with adults were undertaken in English. Analysis was primarily 

thematic, seeking to answer the research questions deductively as well as recognising emerging 

issues from the data (Guest et al. 2012). Attention was given to differences across study participants, 

such as gender and age; for the findings discussed in this article, no significant differences were 

identified although there were certain differences by gender on other issues (see Cuevas-Parra 2018). 

Young people were not themselves researchers in this study because they felt their current 

commitments and responsibilities (e.g., school and household chores) were too considerable at the 

time. Further, some young researchers expressed ‘research fatigue’ due to having finished their 

project recently and were not ready to join a fully new project. The young researchers provided 

helpful advice on the research design and methods and were involved in validating the findings 

through subsequent discussion groups with Cuevas-Parra. 

Ethics were given considerable attention throughout the study. Detailed protocols were 

considered initially and throughout the research, covering such issues as informed consent, ensuring 

confidentiality, acknowledge the cultures of the research sites, and refraining from presenting 

information that may potentially harm participants (Marshall and Rossman 2006) (for further 



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 44 6 of 15 

 

information, see Cuevas-Parra 2018). All participants gave their informed consent for inclusion before 

they participated in the study. To ensure the participants’ privacy, data were anonymised and all 

identifiers, such as family names and contact details, were removed from the notes (Preston-Shoot et 

al. 2008). Pseudonyms are used in reporting on the study, including within this article. As this 

research was conducted at distinct sites characterised by their own traditions and heritages, the 

ethical considerations were tailored to reflect the cultures of the sites (Skelton 2008), including 

respecting local traditions, customs and local knowledge. The study was conducted in accordance 

with the Declaration of Helsinki, as required and approved by the Research and Ethics Committee of 

the School of Social and Political Science, University of Edinburgh. 

Three themes arose from the analysis, which are pertinent to the agenda of this article: 

(a) How the research is carried out: the centrality and importance of the young researchers’ 

experiences 

(b) How adults are involved: adult and organisational control, facilitation and support 

(c) How the research has impact: who decides on knowledge exchange 

These are discussed below. 

4. How the Research Is Carried Out: The Centrality and Importance of Young Researchers’ 

Experiences 

The experiences of the young researchers were considered essential to their projects. According 

to the study participants, what made this type of research different from other types of research was 

its ability to broadly and deeply learn of and from children and young people’s experiences. 

The first finding here is well-rehearsed within childhood studies (e.g., Cahill 2007; Schäfer and 

Yarwood 2008; Ansell et al. 2012; Törrönen and Vornanen 2014)—but very important to, and 

consistent across, study participants. The young researchers were perceived as being particularly 

good at researching other children and young people. They were described as especially good at 

recruiting children and young people, by having peer and community networks not accessible to 

adult researchers. They were described as having particular skills in communicating with other 

children and young people, in ‘ordinary’ or ‘easy to understand’ ways. With these abilities, they were 

then able to gather information that otherwise would not have been elicited. This view is exemplified 

by Amal, a young researcher from Lebanon: 

We discovered issues that were covered or hidden, and we brought them into the light and 

exposed them to the public. We explained in detail the things that affect children. (Amal, 

aged 16, Lebanon) 

Thus, young researchers would both improve the content of the research—learning of issues that 

otherwise would not have been known—and the quality of the research—the young researchers 

would learn in detail about how children are affected. Common across the study participants was the 

view that, assisted by improved recruitment and communication with peers as compared to adult 

researchers, the young researchers would gather better data and thus generate better knowledge. 

The second finding brings in the young researchers’ experiences in another way, to their projects. 

The young researchers saw their own experiences as a crucial resource for the generation of 

knowledge, in their projects. Faria’s view is typical of other young researchers, when she said: “We 

know more and better about what happened to us. So, we can research our own issues” (Aged 13, 

Bangladesh). Thus, young researchers are better able to identify the research issues to be researched 

than adults, from the start: taking on a key role in research initiation and design, of problem 

identification. The young researchers also perceived their experiences as key to their data analysis 

and production of findings. A quotation from one young researcher exemplifies this: 

When we write about ourselves this becomes like an eye witness, because it happens to us. 

(Malik, aged 14, Jordan) 
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In the analysis phase, the young researchers reported exploring the issues from their personal 

perspectives, using their individual experiences to understand the topics under examination and 

presenting new insights. The young researchers thus included their own personal experiences as part 

of the research data. Further, these experiences were used as a resource for analysis. The young 

researchers perceived such use of their personal experiences as a considerable strength and central to 

what makes child-led research. 

From a social research perspective, how can we consider this approach? Following Hammersley, 

we could conclude that child-led research is not meeting the rigorous standards of social research—

the research design and even more problematically the analysis is unduly subjective, too reliant on 

the particular researchers involved (for a review of such critiques, see May 2011a; Ansell et al. 2012). 

The young people could be seen as lacking the knowledge and skills to recognise their subjectivity 

and consider it accordingly. The young people thus risk not taking on the responsibilities of social 

researchers, in generating findings. Yet, several young researchers reflected on the data-gathering 

and analysis stage, which suggests that attention was given to this risk. For example, Kamira 

commented on how his own experiences were similar and different from those he researched: 

Before, I thought that my problems were only my problems but, when I interviewed other 

children, I learned that we shared similar problems and others suffered more than me and 

they had another kind of problems. (Kamira, aged 16, Jordan) 

Kamira was thus open and able to perceive both the similarities with and differences from his own 

experiences, in undertaking and reporting on the research. This is a similar finding to other child-led 

research, where young researchers are often highly sensitive to claims that they are ‘unrepresentative’ 

and prioritise research methods that reach out to a range of other children and young people to ensure 

they have a breadth of perspectives (Ansell et al. 2012; Tisdall 2015; McMellon and Mitchell 201). 

Young researchers can be very aware of the potential criticisms of their own bias. 

Considering the young researchers’ reflections from the projects, at least two other possibilities 

arise to understand their use of experiences. The first is autoethnography, which is increasingly 

discussed in academic literature. An early and seminal definition of autoethnography is given by 

Reed-Danahay: it is “a form of self-narrative that places the self within a social context” (Reed-

Danahay 1997, p. 9). May (2011b) puts this more simply, describing autoethnography as a research 

method using “the researcher’s own experiences as ethnographic data” (p. 2); Butz and Besio (2009) 

defines autoethnography with more complexity as a form of non-conventional writing that “radically 

foregrounds the emotions and experiences of the researcher as a way to acknowledge the inevitably 

subjective nature of knowledge, and in order to use subjectivity deliberately as an epistemological 

resource” (p. 1662). This definition goes to the heart of the controversies over autoethnography, as a 

social research method, because it questions what constitutes social science knowledge. While some 

autoethnographers respond to critiques by favouring narrative truth to the subjective experience, 

other autoethnographers argue for focusing on personal experiences for “their ability to speak about 

collective social processes beyond the individual experiences” (May 2011b, p. 3). It is this latter 

argument that chimes with the young researchers’ views about integrating their experiences, as 

exemplified above. They describe their own experiences as resources for the research, both in terms 

of focus and analysis. While their research written outputs do not follow the practices of 

autoethnography in terms of narrative presentation and other alternatives (see Butz and Besio 2009 

for typology), nor do they position their research as autoethnography, there are commonalities in 

terms of the valuing and place of personal experiences to illuminate the social and the collective. 

Standpoint research also privileges biography and experience. Developed by a number of 

disciplines, such as feminism and disability studies (e.g., Oliver 1997; Connolly 2008; Cornwall and 

Fujita 2012; Mackenzie et al. 2012; Rayaprol 2016), biography and experience are central to producing 

valuable research. Because women and disabled people have too often been excluded from or under-

valued by the public realm generally and social research in particular, their experiences and 

biographies can provide unique opportunities for undertaking research (May 2011a). These 

experiences are a starting point for research, but not the end, as the research then situates such 

experiences in a wider context and knowledge becomes a social activity (Harding 1987; May 2011a). 



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 44 8 of 15 

 

Spyrou (2018) explores the potential of child-led research to be considered standpoint research, on 

the basis of shared experiences of childhood—in part shared because of generational power 

structures that render children as a minority group. The young researchers’ own reflections are akin 

to such discussions, as demonstrated above. They describe themselves as having a shared standpoint 

with other children in similar positions (not all children, but young refugees in Jordan or in Lebanon, 

or young people or children in their local communities in Bangladesh) and their research as key to 

making their and other children’s knowledge known and valued. 

Both autoethnography and standpoint theory are research approaches that fundamentally 

question the generation and valuing of knowledge in social research. They challenge and illuminate 

the power relations underlying social research. But standpoint theory, and even more so 

autoethnography, are not accepted by all social researchers and continue to be critiqued for their 

subjectivity. They do provide resources to consider how young researchers use their own 

experiences, which parallel the young researchers’ own explanations, and highlight the contestations 

of knowledge production in child-led research. 

5. How Adults Are Involved: Adult and Organisational Control, Facilitation and/or Support 

When the study asked about the definition of child-led research, both the young researchers and 

adult participants commented extensively on the role of adults and organisations. The claim was for 

child-led research, not child-only research. A clear commonality across all the projects was that adults 

were involved, and that all study participants thought adults and organisational support were 

essential for these forms of child-led research to exist and flourish. 

Thus, this raises the question, if adults were involved, then how was it child-led? Again, both 

the young researchers and adult participants were consistently clear on the respective relationships. 

Adults were to facilitate, to provide logistical support, to provide advice but the young researchers 

decided how to carry out the research, the topics to investigate within that, the analysis and the 

findings. As exemplified by Abdulla, the young researchers typically commented on this 

emphatically: “We decided to do the research, we prepared the questions. We interviewed other 

children and wrote the report. No adults did this job for us” (Aged 18, Jordan). As with Abdulla, the 

young researchers were consistently confident that they were decision makers across the different 

phases of their research processes. The young researchers claimed ownership of their child-led 

research projects with the understanding that the adults provided support. The extent and 

consistency of this clear and confident articulation implicitly addresses the argument that these 

projects were not child-led. Sometimes this argument was made explicitly by adults outside the 

projects, such as the German Government Minister’s surprise and appreciation, on reading the report 

and meeting with the young researchers from Jordan and Lebanon, that this was their own work. The 

young researchers’ and adult participants’ own definitions of child-led research were in counter-

point to critiques that they may not be truly the children’s own work. 

The adult and organisational involvement did create issues of power and control. One example 

was who instigated the research, both in terms of content and process. In the child-led research by 

Syrian refugees, World Vision brought together the young researchers in the first place and an agenda 

was already set—the experiences of young Syrian refugees in their host countries. Within this was 

considerable scope for the young researchers to decide in the research project but the agenda was not 

fully open. In Bangladesh, the young researchers decided the research topic. The Bangladeshi project 

was part of longer-term community work and thus the children and young people’s own agenda 

could influence even earlier on in the research process than in Jordan and Lebanon. Longer-term 

relations with adults and supporting organisations provided more opportunity for children and 

young people’s control from the start of research design. 

The adult facilitator was an essential pivot to the power balance between adults and children. 

The study shows that when the adult facilitators embraced the concept of children and young people 

as competent researchers and took a facilitating but not controlling role, then children and young 

people felt they could indeed carry out the research (see Le Borgne and Tisdall 2018 for similar 

findings). As vitally important to the young researchers were their relationships with the adult 
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facilitators, and the facilitators’ personal and professional style. If the adult facilitator were friendly, 

interested in the young people as individuals, fun and supportive, then the adult worker was 

described as a considerable support both to the young researchers individually but also for the 

research’s success. Tahirah, a 13-year-old Syrian young researcher, shared a commonly expressed 

view about their adult facilitator: “He had a good heart and was very kind”. Dalia, aged 14, built on 

this reflection and added: “He was always smiling and helping us. He supported and gave very 

positive comments even though we knew that the things were not perfect. He was always cheering 

us up”. Child-led research undertaken in other countries point to the importance of fun and support 

not only as central to ensuring that the young researchers continue with the research but as an ethical 

requirement (e.g., Houghton 2015). Adult study participants reflected that such qualities are not 

normally part of job recruitment procedures for these kinds of post: research degrees or skills would 

be far more likely to be part of a job specification. These affective, emotional elements of trust and 

relationships are perhaps under-recognised and under-valued by adults and organisations but are 

very important to young researchers. 

In short, the young researchers and adult participants in the study were emphatic that the 

projects were child-led research. Adults had a distinct role, to provide support, facilitation and 

sometimes knowledge, but not to control. The reassertion of adult-child hierarchies and the 

generational order hovered, however, with adult practitioners or organisations able to take back their 

control should they not recognise the young researchers as competent. The emotive elements of trust 

and relationships were important to the young researchers’ continued commitment to and success of 

the project; these are not always recognised by adults and organisations as ethical and central 

principles to research and its facilitation. 

6. How the Research Has Impact: Who Decides on Knowledge Exchange? 

What happens to research findings and their impact has become of increasing interest to social 

research, both theoretical and practically (Lomas 2000; Nutley et al. 2009; Morton and Fleming 2013; 

Morton 2015). Commonly known as ‘knowledge exchange’ in the United Kingdom, the phrasing 

highlights the role of knowledge within this aspect of the research process. Social research, then, 

needs to consider not only knowledge generation but the exchange of knowledge, its dissemination 

and its impacts on policy and practice. 

The power and control of certain adults in knowledge exchange became particularly evident in 

the child-led research projects. For the child-led research by Syrian refugees, adults and organisations 

took the lead in the knowledge exchange phase, to ensure the research had an impact beyond the 

community boundaries where the young researchers lived. Further, the supporting local officers 

were concerned that the young researchers were ‘vulnerable’, as they were not always welcomed 

locally due to their refugee status. In order to prevent any child protection incidents, the young 

researchers were not substantially involved in public activities, such as the report launch and 

meetings with key stakeholders to publicise the findings. The young researchers were not part of this 

decision but they broadly accepted it as they agreed with the risks outlined by the adults. Adult 

participants in the study reflected that they could have involved the young researchers more in the 

decision-making, particularly in developing the knowledge exchange strategy. The adults’ focus on 

the young researchers’ vulnerability led to excluding them from such potential decisions. 

This study found that the young researchers were not aware of the full range of dissemination 

activities, and indeed where the research had been picked up and potentially influenced decisions—

some quite high level in the United Nations. Hanadi, a Syrian refugee young researcher, expressed 

his feelings on this: 

When we were writing the report, I did not expect too many things but [I hoped] at least to 

do something that can touch people’s hearts, their feelings. I wrote a quote and felt this 

quote touched me, and I was sure that it could touch other people. I expected that this small 

paragraph would touch people, but I do not believe it made a change in our lives… (Hanadi, 

aged 16, Lebanon) 
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In this reflection, Hanadi expressed frustration because she thought that her contribution to the 

research, especially the appealing quote she wrote by herself, did not “touch people’s hearts” as she 

expected. However, Hanadi did not know that this quote was used several times in international 

forums and conferences and reproduced in blogs and newspapers. This situation reflects one of the 

criticisms of children and young people’s participation, which is the lack of feedback from 

organisations and adults who engage in dialogue with them (e.g., Alderson 2001; Davis 2009; Skelton 

2008; Tisdall 2014; Sharpe 2015). 

This contrasts with the young researchers who were highly involved in knowledge exchange in 

Bangladesh. For instance, in Bangladesh, the young researchers developed their own knowledge 

exchange strategy to identify and reach relevant decision makers, including a media action plan 

targeting editors and journalists to promote their findings. One young researcher explained their plan 

and its progress: 

We are halfway; we have done many things to make a change with our research, but we 

need to do more. I thought that our work finished with the report writing, but then we 

wanted to do more and more. People need to know about our findings and the government 

needs to change many things. (Abhoy, aged 14, Bangladesh) 

Abhoy’s explanation places himself and his associates as the key actors in this plan and expresses 

both a sense of achievement (we have done many things) but that more was needed and planned. 

The young researchers were able to take such knowledge exchange activities forward because both 

adult facilitators and the organisation provided the community contacts so that the young researchers 

could tap into decision makers, often local ones, and have clear commitments and plans for change. 

The prior and background work of the adults and supporting organisation assisted the young 

researchers to take forward their knowledge exchange strategy, but the young researchers felt 

ownership of the strategy and it was for them to carry out. 

The differences between the projects highlight how generational order can reassert itself in child-

led research through knowledge exchange. The ability to disseminate, to influence, to connect with 

local, national and international stakeholders is an aspect of power over and of knowledge. It was a 

particular tenuous one for the young researchers to claim and promulgate their own and their 

project’s knowledge and they were highly reliant on the supporting adults and organisations. In 

Bangladesh, adult and organisational networks became resources for the young researchers to plan 

and carry out their knowledge exchange strategy. In Jordan and Lebanon, concerns about the young 

researchers’ vulnerability and the organisation’s focus on international impact resulted in the young 

researchers being less involved in deciding on the knowledge exchange strategy and less aware of 

what impacts their research had made. 

7. Conclusions 

Child-led research is challenging ‘traditional’ social research, by questioning what constitutes 

knowledge, within contexts of generational difference and power. It does so in at least three ways: 

how researchers’ personal experiences generate knowledge, the roles of supporting adults and 

organisations for young researchers, and questioning adult control of knowledge exchange. 

All participants saw the young people’s experiences as essential to their ability to be, and the 

benefits of being, young researchers. Such experiences were considered as creating better knowledge, 

because of improved recruitment, communication style, content and analysis. This questions the 

presumed expertise of adult researchers to carry out these tasks, requiring particular skills gained by 

training and research experience: it upsets the presumption that these are required to produce better 

knowledge. 

Another consistent finding across the participants and projects was that child-led research did 

require adult and organisational involvement—but that adults and organisations needed to facilitate 

and not manage. This would retain the integrity of the child-led research process, so that the 

knowledge production was indeed theirs. As reviewed above, Kellett and others define child-led 

research as young researchers having considerable control over all aspects of research, from design 
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to fieldwork to analysis. The study discussed here suggests that this generation of knowledge is 

central to the definition of child-led research—but also the use of this knowledge to influence policy 

and practice. All study participants were very explicit that child-led research intended to have an 

impact, in particular to improve their and other children’s experiences. The study took an iterative 

approach with participants, to test out and agree a definition of child-led research. The resulting 

definition is: 

Children and young people lead their own research process (designing the questionnaires, 

collecting information, analysing the results, and writing and disseminating their report). 

In this process, children and young people can be assisted by an adult facilitator, but this 

adult only helps the young researchers and doesn’t manage or direct the research project. 

Child-led research is always connected to children’s and young people’s interests and their 

motivation to make a difference. (World Vision 2015, p. 9) 

This emphasis on impact is challenging. While it precludes young researchers investigating topics 

that are not central to children and young people’s interests, it draws attention to the power over 

knowledge exchange: that we need to consider as much how the knowledge is used as how it is 

generated in child-led research. 

Research, with its exchange between social theory and empirical ‘evidence’, is fundamentally 

about the generation of knowledge. It makes particular claims to credibility and legitimacy, by being 

more than opinion, to being knowledge that has value and thus has power. The study’s adult 

participants frequently used the terms credibility and legitimacy to value the child-led research, 

particularly in relation to the young researchers’ control over the research process and the quality of 

the process itself. The child-led research was positioned as a participatory activity—but a particular 

one that also counted as research. 

Kellett, Hammersley and Spyrou offer different resolutions for child-led research in relation to 

(valued) social research, as reviewed above. Kellett suggests that alternative assessments can be used 

to measure and assess child-led research. This study points to some criteria that are not always 

contained in adult-led research: ethical principles to ensure the wellbeing and enjoyment of both 

research participants and researchers; the extent of researcher control and investment; the role of 

researchers’ personal experiences. But we challenge whether the criteria need to be so different 

between child- and adult-led research but rather between different types of social research. 

Hammersley’s view is testing, in whether children and young people (or indeed most adults) 

can have the necessary skills and knowledge to carry out social research. Given the range of skills 

that children and young people have shown in this regard in different research contexts,6 it would 

seem that this is very possible but not necessarily always present in child-led research. His discussion 

is even more testing when considering the responsibilities of undertaking research, ethically and 

analytically. This study shows that the young researchers took such issues seriously and the adult 

facilitators sought to support them in doing so. One answer to Hammersley could be the distributed, 

collective nature of the research enterprise of these projects. Unlike the ‘lone academic’ researcher and 

an individualised responsibility, the young researchers worked as a group, with adult workers and 

organisational scaffolding, to undertake this research. In a sense, this combination had collective 

responsibilities for ethics and analysis rather than the more individualistic responsibility familiar to 

academic researchers. 

The study’s conclusions are closer to Spyrou’s suggestion about how inclusive the definition of 

social research is and whether it can include aspects such as participation and social justice. We take 

his suggestion further, to consider the potential similarities with standpoint research that he 

addresses as well as the claims and contestations of autoethnography. As these alternative research 

approaches illuminate, what is at stake is who controls the generation of power over and use of 

knowledge. This is not a child–adult only question, but one that is evident in other hierarchies and 

                                                 
6 For example, the Youth Research Academy training in mixed methods, through the McCreary Centre Society 

(https://www.mcs.bc.ca/) and the young peer researchers in Growing up on the Street 

(https://arcg.is/0L8PSm). 
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orders, as is being questioned in research labelled as co-production or co-design and participation 

action research (e.g., see Beebeejaun et al. 2013; Durose et al. 2011; Campbell and Vanderhoven 2016). 

The question then becomes not of child-led research being legitimate research but of social research’s 

claims to knowledge, legitimacy and credibility. 
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