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This book is dedicated to all children and adult survivors of child maltreatment, in
all its forms. The researchers who wrote this book aim to learn from and with you,
day by day, in order to improve the quality of the research that is done in this area.
We hope we can make a difference and encourage other authors to use participatory

research. Your voices and decisions matter.
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Laura Korhonen, Linnéa Lindholm, Maria Lindersson and
Ann-Charlotte Münger
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Foreword
Andreas Jud

In a world still full of atrocities, disasters and widespread poverty, there is
consensus that children are among the most vulnerable in our societies: As adults,
they suffer from the aforementioned phenomena, including victimisation by
strangers or peers. In addition, some children are subjected to violence by those
responsible for their upbringing: parents and other close caregivers (for a detailed
conceptualisation of children’s victimisation in multiple settings, see Finkelhor,
2008). This type of violence is commonly labelled child maltreatment and
encompasses the subtypes of neglect, sexual abuse, physical abuse and psycho-
logical maltreatment. Unfortunately, academia and child protection practice have
not yet converged regarding a uniform and operationalised definition for child
maltreatment; varied definitional approaches are still abundant (e.g. Jud & Voll,
2019). Consequently, epidemiological research on the prevalence of child
maltreatment is associated with large variances and lack of comparability (e.g.
Jud et al., 2016). Still, findings have unanimously confirmed the large size of the
problem: Studies regularly identify that more than 10% of respondents have
suffered from violence at the hands of caregivers in their childhood (e.g. Sethi
et al., 2015; Stoltenborgh et al., 2015). Despite definitional challenges, there is a
steadily growing evidence base on the prevalence of child maltreatment both
around the world and in Europe. Empirical information on who gets services and
protection by which type of services in a multidisciplinary field, however, is either
lacking completely for some countries or lacking relevant variables and reliable
coding in others. Additionally, available administrative data on child maltreat-
ment lack comparability across countries. Administrative data, however, are
needed to understand how well a child protection system addresses its challenges
and serves its vulnerable population, identify potentially underserved populations
and unintended regional variances in protecting vulnerable groups and so on (e.g.
Jud et al., 2016).

To counter the lack and deficiencies of administrative data in different sectors of
child protection systems on the European continent, more than 130 academicians,
researchers and professionals from different disciplines in 35 countries have gath-
ered in a network labelled Euro-CAN (http://www.euro-can.org), an acronym for
its title: Multi-Sectoral Responses to Child Abuse and Neglect in Europe: Incidence
and Trends. The initial 4 years of the network were sponsored by the European
Cooperation on Science Technology (COST) as COST Action 19106.

http://www.euro-can.org


Euro-CAN has established five working groups in an effort to mobilise
knowledge in improving data collection on documented incidents of child
maltreatment. Working Group 1 focuses on the challenging task to find pathways
towards making definitions of child maltreatment more comparable and stan-
dardized. Working Group 2 collects information on available administrative data
on child maltreatment in Europe and tries to access these data for secondary
analyses and comparisons across countries. In close connection with the latter,
Working Group 5 tries to elucidate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
reported incidents of child maltreatment. It is essential to not only ‘preach to the
converted’ who embrace the importance of data collection on child maltreatment
incidents but also advocate for this relevant task among policymakers and
administrators who are responsible for data collection. Working Group 4 dedi-
cates its efforts to the communication of our goals and output. The book you have
started to read, however, is a valuable output of Working Group 3, which focuses
on participatory approaches in epidemiological research on child maltreatment.
We are adamant in our convictions that victimised individuals are not to be
perceived simply as respondents of surveys or individual data points in records or
child files but empowered subjects in research on their suffering. Participatory
approaches will improve efforts to better understand how child protection systems
work and ultimately, minimise child maltreatment in upcoming generations.

Although the literature on participatory approaches in child protection is –

fortunately – trending upward in general, participatory approaches to epidemi-
ological research on child maltreatment are still largely terra incognita. This
edited book contributes to mapping the territory in 17 chapters contributed by 36
Euro-CAN members from different countries, disciplines and child protection
sectors. The coleaders of Working Group 3, Maria Roth and Ravit Alfandari,
together with Gemma Crous have assembled an overview that both highlights
gaps and needs and also identifies opportunities and examples of good practice.
Excerpts from four chapters give exemplary insight on major takeaways:
Filistrucchi et al. (2023) clarify that participatory approaches will not necessarily
bring up issues that are entirely new to professionals and academicians in the
context; they will, however, always add an additional layer and perspective to
better understand and contextualise the complexity of child maltreatment inci-
dents. Having been objectified for a major part of their life, survivors of child
maltreatment might once again feel objectified by non-participatory research on
child maltreatment and consequently, decline to respond, as Schlingmann (2023)
highlights. Giving voice to survivors might thus increase response rates. Partici-
patory approaches, however, move beyond increased response and an improved,
holistic understanding of child maltreatment. The ethical component of giving
voice to survivors of child maltreatment has the power to contribute a restorative
value to epidemiological research on the topic (Filistrucchi et al., 2023). Being
heard might thus potentially support a process of healing. In an overview of
recent participatory research projects with children on maltreatment, Alfandari
et al. (2023) highlight that there is a need not only for more participatory research
in general but also for higher degrees of children-led participation. The overview
on legal prerequisites in Europe for participatory research with children not only
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reveals both a large variance in pertinent legislations but also identifies potential
barriers for future research on the topic (Ntinapogias & Nikolaidis, 2023).

As the Chair of the Euro-CAN network and COST Action, I strongly
recommend that you read this entire book to find additional takeaways, spread
and multiply them, and include participatory approaches in your research. Ulti-
mately, this might add a mosaic puzzle piece to minimising children’s suffering in
the future. As Albert Einstein, the most famous son of the city that hosts my
university, allegedly put it: ‘There are no great discoveries and advances, as long
as there is an unhappy child on earth’.
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Introduction
Maria Roth, Ravit Alfandari and Gemma Crous

General Introduction
This book on ‘Participatory research on child maltreatment with children and
adult survivors: Concepts, ethics, and methods’ aims to explore, develop and
share theoretical concepts, ethical considerations and research methods critical to
collaborating in research with children and adult survivors of child maltreatment
and violence. This introduction highlights the needs of children in contemporary
society; provides a brief introduction to concepts underpinning children’s
participation in society and in research generally; and goes on to identify some
key challenges for children’s participation in research on the sensitive and painful
topics which are the focus of this book. This introduction concludes with a syn-
opsis of how the authors came to be collaborating on this writing venture, and an
outline of the three sections and 16 chapters which comprise this book. The book
offers a comprehensive and multi-faceted picture of how children and victims’
right to express their opinions on the violence affecting them can be effectively
gathered and fruitfully applied, using methods and perspectives drawn from
various disciplines. We trust that it will be a valuable resource for the develop-
ment of research, practice, teaching and the management of services.

Needs of Children
Children face a range of detrimental behaviours and acts such as sexual and
physical assault, neglect, psychological harm, and witnessing violence in varied
settings such as home, schools, community and online (World Health
Organization [WHO], 2020a). Accordingly, in this book, we adopt a broad
understanding of child maltreatment that covers all forms of physical and
emotional ill treatment, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, or com-
mercial or other maltreatment, and exploitation resulting in actual or potential
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harm to the child’s health, survival, development or dignity in the context of a
relationship of responsibility, trust or power (WHO, 2020b).

Global estimates suggest that more than half of all children aged 2–17 years –
or 1 billion children – experienced interpersonal violence in the past year (Hillis
et al., 2016). In the European region, an estimated amount of more than 55
million children younger than 18 suffer from child maltreatment, which causes the
deaths of 700 children younger than 15 each year (Pritchard & Williams, 2010;
Sethi et al., 2013, 2018). The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on child abuse
prevalence is still not fully actualised, yet it is expected that the rates will stabilise
at a higher level than before the pandemic (WHO, 2020a).

Interpersonal violence against children by parents or other caregivers, peers or
strangers continues to be a serious global public health and social problem (Hillis
et al., 2016). Experiences of violence during childhood can bear acute and long-term
negative consequences for individuals along the life course, including developmental
deficits, mental and physical health problems, poorer educational prospects and
reduced earnings from employment, thus imposing profound economic, health and
social burden on societies (Sethi et al., 2013, 2018; WHO, 2020a).

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by all United Nations
(UN) member states in 2015, includes an urgent call to action for all countries to
eliminate violence against children, as explicitly indicated in Target 16.2: ‘end
abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against and torture of
children’. As a way forward, the WHO’s national recommendations call for
countries to prioritise the collection of data on violence-related indicators to serve
data-driven national action plans to prevent and respond to violence against
children (WHO, 2020a).

In addition to positioning data collection on violence against children as a
precondition to effective response and prevention measures, the international
community has emphasised the importance of placing children at the heart of
these research efforts, such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC) Article 44 (UN, 1989), UN study on violence (Pinheiro, 2006), and
UN Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2015), and suggested including chil-
dren in research on violence ‘through their ethical, inclusive and meaningful
participation in evidence-based initiatives’ (WHO, 2020a, p. 80).

Yet to date, the scientific investigation of children’s reality of different forms of
maltreatment is still marked by the streetlight effect – i.e. we seek the truth under
the light, where the process of seeking is easy. We persistently ask parents and
professionals in different roles about what forms of violence children experience
and what help children and survivors of violence need, rather than looking where
the truth is: children and survivors.

This book provides significant knowledge, based on strong evidence,
embedded in the European context about participatory research on child
maltreatment and violence with children and adult survivors. Together, the
chapters of this book generate a colourful mosaic of contexts, theories and
methods relating to children’s and adult survivors’ participation in research about
their adverse experiences. It is expected to enrich the ongoing debates about
ethical concerns, challenges and benefits of participatory research in the field of
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child maltreatment and violence and point to further directions to achieve
progress.

Children’s Participation in Society
According to the UNCRC (UN, 1989), children are both deserving and capable
of participating in decisions concerning their life. Accordingly, children’s partic-
ipation is a process by which children express directly, individually or in a
community, their opinions and decisions on matters that concern them according
to their age and maturity (UN, 1989). Participation involves empowering children
by considering them active agents and allowing them decision-making power that
is usually preserved for adults (Shier, 2001; Sinclair, 2004; UNICEF, 2019). It is
an interactional process in which children continuously engage with others,
mostly adults, to achieve shared goals in a way that promotes mutual respect and
dignity (Casas et al., 2008; Chawla, 2001). Such forms of participatory interac-
tions are opportunities for children to construct meaning, share decisions and play
a useful role in their community (Casas et al., 2008; Chawla, 2001).

A well-established conceptualisation of participation views it as a multidi-
mensional construct with different degrees (Hart, 1992; Shier, 2001). Most
notable is Hart’s (1992) ladder of participation, which describes eight levels of
children’s participation, starting with the three non-participatory levels at the
bottom, i.e. manipulation, decoration and tokenism, and moving upward to more
meaningful participation through assigned but informed, consulted and informed,
adult-initiated shared decisions with children, and child-initiated and directed to
the final level: child-initiated shared decisions with adults (Hart, 1992). Subse-
quently, Shier’s (2001) model of children’s participation was designed to extend
Hart’s (1992) work and provide practical tool that can help professionals build an
action plan to promote children’s participation in different areas. Shier’s (2001)
tool presents five levels of participation: children being listened to, children sup-
ported in expressing their views, children’s views being considered, children being
involved in decision-making processes and, finally, children sharing power and
responsibility for decision-making. In addition, each level can be evaluated by the
degree of commitment to children’s empowerment via openings, opportunities
and obligations by which the participation becomes built into the system.
Together, Shier’s (2001) model provides an ordered sequence of 15 questions that
can help professionals decide on the level of commitment to participation and the
next steps to achieve greater participation.

Children’s Participation in Research
To fully understand children’s experiences, they must be involved in research
(Greene & Hill, 2005). To achieve this scope, the scientific community must create
participatory spaces and provide support and guidance to children (Smith &
Bjerke, 2009). Valuing different levels of children’s participation, this book con-
siders that good practices of children’s participation in research happen when
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research is done with children, rather than on or about children (Smart et al.,
2001). Doing research with children is about more than ticking a box or rein-
forcing the opinions and views of adults; it is also about including them in
different stages of the research process and making sure their opinions and
collaboration are included in decision-making. Children may take roles as
research advisers, data collectors, co-researchers or lead researchers
(Cuevas-Parra, 2020).

Under the influence of the sociology of childhood, traditional research
methods have been updated and included in the new paradigm of participatory
research, by which children are invited to take part independently or in cooper-
ation with adult researchers in different phases of the research: identifying and
phrasing the research questions, planning the research instruments, testing the
instruments, collecting data from other children and stakeholders, drawing con-
clusions and recommendations, disseminating the results of the research and
planning to act to address the problems revealed by the research (Fargas-Malet
et al., 2010; Larkin et al., 2014; Larkins, 2022). Involving children in roles that
recognise their contribution to the accumulation of knowledge is a recognition of
their value and capabilities. Therefore, researchers who want to make sure that
children’s participation is real need to focus on establishing a trusting and
comfortable situation to help children get involved in the research process
(Barriage, 2021).

In this book, children’s and adult survivors’ participation in research is defined
as any research that entails a degree of collaboration between those undertaking
the research and those who are typically the focus of the research (Pain, 2004).

Participation of Children and Survivors in Research on Maltreatment

From early ages, children directly or indirectly experience some forms of violence –
affecting themselves, their family members, their peers or other people in their
surrounding – anddevelop knowledge about it, which elicits some forms of behaviour
and is embedded in their knowledge about self and the context of their lives.

The global commitment reinforced by the UNCRC (UN, 1989) to guarantee
children’s right to protection from maltreatment (Article 19) and right to
participate in decisions about their life (Article 12) demands that researchers
conceptualise new research paradigms that allow children to participate as experts
informants on their victimisation experiences and as agents of knowledge con-
struction who can contribute to the design, application and evaluation of research
and dissemination of evidence-based knowledge.

The issue of participatory research with child victims has generated ongoing
debates (Bovarnick et al., 2018; Kiili & Moilanen, 2019). It involves arguments
rooted in the sociology of childhood, which recognises children as rights-bearing
agents capable of reflecting on the realities of their lives and proposing solutions,
alongside claims that children are less capable than adults regarding recalling
details of victimisation, exaggerating, avoiding or imagining elements of the
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experienced events, or being retraumatised by recalling them (Bovarnick et al.,
2018; Kiili & Moilanen, 2019; Sammons et al., 2016).

Expressing opinions about maltreatment might be difficult, especially for
children who experienced violence because it involves contradictory emotions
and risks or seems a betrayal of a person towards whom they feel ambivalent,
both loving and being angry at them. Their capability to express themselves is
often hindered by feeling powerless and dependent. Their agency might
diminish, being influenced by the context of authoritarian and patriarchal norms
and values, lack of resources and support, conflictual and abusive or neglectful
parenting, or marginalisation and discrimination in their communities
(Blanchet-Cohen, 2009). Therefore, researchers should contemplate what kind
of methods they design and how they mobilise children’s agency to get their
meaningful cooperation in researching different aspects of violence that affect
them (Jamieson et al., 2021).

This Book
This book is dedicated to sharing theoretical concepts, ethical considerations
and research methods critical to collaborating in research with children and
survivors of maltreatment and violence to reveal their authentic experiences. It
is designed to purposefully address the challenges discussed in the literature
about involving children and adult survivors in research about maltreatment so
to contribute to the development of effective and ethical participatory research
practice.

The book integrates theoretical and empirical knowledge developed by
European scholars that have as a common focal topic the participation in research
of children and survivors of violence that covers different forms of child abuse and
neglect in the family, school violence, abandonment, institutionalisation, violence
in deprived communities, exposure to life as a refugee and being left behind by
labour-migrant parents.

The authors of the book are members of a pan-European network,
Euro-CAN on Multisectoral Responses to Child Abuse and Neglect in Europe:
Incidence and Trends (Euro-CAN), supported by the European Cooperation on
Science Technology (COST Action 19106). The authors gather in a designated
working group aimed to promote children’s participation in research on violence
in any of the many forms it affects children’s lives in their families, institutions
or communities where they live to help them live a better life. The authors
represent varied disciplinary backgrounds, including education, psychology,
paediatrics and social work. They are academic researchers, professionals in
medical or social services and activists in civic associations of children and
survivors of violence.

In sum, this book offers a comprehensive picture of how the concepts of child
agency and victims’ right to express their opinions on the violence affecting them
can be fruitfully applied, using sound research methodologies drawn from
different disciplines and developed by a range of professions.
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Overview of Sections and Chapters of This Book
This book features 16 chapters organised in three sections.

Section 1

Section 1 establishes the overall grounding of participatory research with children
on maltreatment experiences by touching on theoretical, methodological, ethical
and contextual aspects. The first chapter is dedicated to theoretically debating the
main concepts developed in the framework of childhood studies: children’s
participation rights, children’s agency, and the views of adultism and childism.
Chapter 2 reviews existing literature on participatory research with children and
examines such research projects as those conducted by the EURO-CAN network,
aiming to present the key features of participatory research with children.

Chapters 2, 3 and 5 paint comprehensive pictures about the cultural and social
factors and formal policies and procedures that promote or hinder children’s
participation in research on violence. Chapter 3 discusses the main principles that
guide child participation in research from the point of view of children’s rights,
how data should be protected and ethical considerations, including topics such as
parental consent requirements and the consequences on the right of children to be
heard.

Chapter 4 is an analysis of the evolution of different ethical approaches,
mainly regarding the concepts of children’s gatekeeping: What are the conse-
quences of asking parents or care personnel for informed consent when studying
children’s experiences of family or institutional violence? The theoretical concepts
introduced in this section are returned to and applied in the subsequent chapters
of the book, through their critical examination and reflection on research
involving children on maltreatment. Chapter 5 deals with cultural factors
affecting the participation of children victims of child abuse and neglect in
research, analysing the example of Turkey, with its collectivist culture.

Section 2

Section 2 presents a diversity of approaches useful to promote the participation of
children of different ages and in different life contexts (Chapters 6–12). To
enhance the practical value of knowledge, the book presents pioneering examples
of effective participatory research initiatives with children from Sweden, Spain,
Portugal, Iceland, Hungary and Romania as contributions to the discourse on
child maltreatment. It demonstrates that despite the barriers imposed by extensive
data protection regulations and caregivers taking advantage of their rights to act
as gatekeepers, participatory procedures in research planning, data collection and
the interpretation of results are beneficial in establishing a more reliable under-
standing of children’s reality struggling to survive violence, discrimination and
neglect.
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This section includes chapters that explore the experiences of adult survivors of
childhood abuse, long-term consequences of violence, and survivors’ views on the
support and the treatment they received from professionals. Readers will learn
about what enhances healthy survival strategies and how professionals can better
engage in child-centred supportive approaches, serving children’s interests better.
The section reflects on varied methodological approaches to participatory
research, covering a large range of age groups and research typologies.

Readers will have the opportunity to understand how interviewing children
and youth in foster care in Spain became a relevant participatory tool (Chapter 6).
In Chapter 7, authors from Sweden present how their research centre (Barnafrid)
involves children with refugee backgrounds in research and development activ-
ities. They describe the Barnafrid methodology, which can become a working
model to understand the experiences and needs for safety of refugee children, in
the communities they live in. Chapter 8 outlines the contribution of Hungarian
foster kids for collecting young people’s views on everyday life topics, and then
develop digital tools considering the children’s opinions and needs.

Details on innovative community work with young people expressing their
feelings through artistic means are revealed by authors from Iceland in Chapter 9.
Children’s capacity to become co-creators of research methods is demonstrated by
Romanian researchers working on the topic of children left behind in trans-
national families by parents migrating for work (Chapter 10). Portuguese col-
leagues discuss the opportunities put in place by participatory action research
with children affected by community deprivation (Chapter 11). Examples of how
Sweden promotes children’s inclusion in research on violence and how children’s
voices have been articulated in different public enquiries that involve multiple
societal sectors such as social welfare services and health care can be seen in
Chapter 12.

Section 3

Section 3 approaches research on childhood maltreatment from the perspective of
adult survivors of violence, remaining in the framework of participatory research.
It presents how research with adult survivors of violence enhances child-centred
participatory practices by building on adult survivors’ retrospective accounts
(Chapters 13–16).

This section discusses different ways to conceptualise survivors’ contributions
to knowledge accumulation on childhood maltreatment. Chapter 13 analyses
models of working with mental health adult patients to capture their retrospective
accounts of childhood maltreatment and Chapter 10 presents a contribution from
Denmark. Chapters 14 and 15 (both from Germany) discuss the functioning of
adult survivors of childhood violence in research projects. This is seen as differing
in the degree of participation, inclusion and instrumentalisation. The roles
attributed to adult survivors also vary depending on how their ways of expression
are perceived; the adopted methods, like empowerment; or the use of creative
practices with a therapeutic function (Chapter 14).
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Childhood sexual abuse (CSA) survivors often reject research designs that ask
them to passively respond to surveys. The authors of Chapter 14 explore why
working with artists and art to capture sexual abuse is an approach that allows
more freedom of expression and opens new communication dimensions for sur-
vivors of sexual abuse. Chapter 15 presents the approach of an association of
survivors aiming for agentic participation in research. Their method encourages
survivors of violence to participate in all phases of the research process in a way
that may empower participants. Chapter 16 explores how researchers can give
voice to the survivors of institutional abuse in Italy and other countries and how
their contribution can be capitalised by raising community awareness of system
violence with help from the survivors.

Recommendations
This book demonstrated that children can and are generally willing to voice their
experiences of child abuse, neglect, abandonment and other forms of violence if
they understand the meaning of the research, and are given the skills and support
to express themselves and feel safe. It also suggests several steps to advance the
inclusion of children in research so that it could more effectively serve the uni-
versal goal of eliminating violence against children.

First, while children are typically mostly involved in the stage of conducting
the study, we recommend that children should play a leading role in all phases of
the research from the early stages of planning the research to the final stages of
disseminating its results. This will allow a rebalancing of the power between adult
researchers and child participants throughout the whole research process.

Engaging children in decisions on the research questions could advance
empirical investigation that addresses problems that are important to children
from their perspective. Studying issues that children prioritise as significant could
benefit the development of more pertinent and appropriate solutions and inter-
ventions so that the systems built to protect children will meet their mission.

Also, the inclusion of children in designing the research methodology could
promote the establishment of facilitating conditions for data collection and
maximise the potential for children’s participation. Children’s input can stimulate
innovative child-appropriate data collection strategies which follow the natural
ways children interact with their environment.

In the long term, taking a children-led approach to framing the research may
facilitate children’s narratives on violence as well as those groups that are typi-
cally less involved in research such as young children or children with disabilities.

It is also suggested that greater attention should be given to the inclusion of
children in disseminating research results. Scientific evidence presented through
this book makes a case for the benefits of providing child decision-making power
and control over approaches to distributing research findings. Through research,
children develop the skills and agency to advocate and act for changes in their
environments including families, institutions and communities.
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