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Chapter 1

An Introduction: Our Journey to Unlock 
the Ethics of Research With Children
Sam Frankel

Learning Allowed, UK

This project is personal. I am a researcher whose primary participant group is 
children, and I have sat on and chaired a research ethics board (REB). I under-
stand the reason for ethical oversight but have always questioned the reliance on 
assumptions that the process is riddled with. It creates a foundation for the design 
and delivery of research that is anachronistic, patriarchal, colonial, one dimen-
sional and adult centred. The result – an ethical framework that is uncomfortably 
out of step with the participant group it is set up to ‘protect’ – undermining 
researcher choice and methodological design and stifling both the protection and 
ultimately the effective participation of child participants.

It has been notable that this is an issue for others too.
This project, of which this book is the first part, has raised serious questions 

about how the ‘process’ that has been created for conducting research constricts 
the researcher’s capacity to contribute to advancing knowledge. We have heard 
repeatedly from researchers about how they:

• chose not to conduct research with a particular group because of the hassle 
getting approval would involve;

• designed their research to get approval;
• felt constrained and could not evolve the research once it had started;
• had considered the need to subvert the process to boost participant 

engagement;
• recognised the tensions between a medicalised model for research approval and 

the passive view of the child connected with it, in contrast to discipline accepted 
understandings of the child as an active meaning maker.

This book is therefore requiring us to make a choice about the type of research 
we want. Our intention is to make a case for reforming the research process 
through a deeper and more informed understanding of the relationship between 
the participant, the researcher and any approval or oversight body. Our premise is

The Ethics of Unlocking Research with Children, 1–16 
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that finding ways to unlock greater participation will generate more meaningful 
research that will offer new insights and understandings about children and their 
everyday lives. Without this shift we are in danger of research – at best only 
allowing us to understand a part of the issue, and at worst missing what the issue 
is altogether!

Our focus on ethics is implied throughout, as we discuss the design of and the 
process for initiating and conducting a research project. It allows us to reflect on 
the procedural actions required not only to enable research but also to be more 
philosophical about what a call to be ‘ethical’ means for the parties involved. It is 
also important to note that our discussion develops from a standpoint rooted in 
childhood studies. The active competencies of children as social meaning makers 
create a particular angle that drives and directs the discussions that emerge.

Here, we set out the unique path we have created to support this collection, 
which as well as offering a context for the writing that follows also provides some 
interesting commentary to provoke thinking on this topic.

Our Journey
To reach the content – the chapters in our collection – we must start by talking 
about the journey.

Little did I expect that a workshop in June 2023, on children’s voice, would 
evolve into a full-scale project on re-imagining research design and the ethics 
process. During the event, two defining themes emerged. . .

(1) Children’s voices needed to be heard.
(2) The processes that ‘allowed’ children to participate were complex, variable 

and disconnected.

A characteristic of the way in which people had experienced ethics was 
isolation. Finding a forum where the challenges of the process could be shared 
and discussed created a sense of solidarity. As a group, an awareness formed that 
these challenges were being experienced widely by those researching with children 
and taking the time to understand and explore this area better would be well 
spent.

A collaborative project began to emerge – we would write a book.
First, we would run a workshop for any people who were interested – 

exploring themes and ideas relating to unlocking the part children were able to 
play in research.

As a response to that workshop contributors could present an abstract – 
sharing ideas they would like to develop. This would lead into a second workshop 
and an opportunity to invite comment on how those abstract ideas had developed, 
alongside an invitation to hear from children and young people.

The workshops were to be followed by two writing days, providing space for 
reflection, conversation and getting something down on paper!
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As these events became so defining to the process as a whole – it seems 
important to share some of what came out of them – particularly Workshop 1 and 
2 and our first writing day.

Workshop 1
A group of interested academics were invited to a 1 day workshop in February 
2024, to explore the following three themes:

(1) What are the ingredients that inform ethical decision-making in research 
with children?

• How are decisions made and why?
• Who makes these decisions?
• What training informs decision-making?
• How well equipped are REBs to respond to the specialised approaches in 

areas such as childhood and youth studies?
(2) How are creative methodologies relevant/necessary to capture the voices of 

minority groups?

• How influential are REBs in shaping methodological choices?
• As a result. . .what choices are being made and why?
• How are those choices impacting research?
• How are we/how could we approach consent?

(3) How might we bring about change and advance effective practice in ethical 
decision-making and research design (both within universities and beyond)?

• How are existing practices impacting knowledge?
• What role should/do universities play in shaping attitudes towards 

research with children and young people?
• Where might reimagining approaches to ethics have an impact?
• Why is this relevant/needed?

To guide our discussions, we asked:

• Where are we?
• Where do we want to be?
• How are we going to get there?

I will use this format to provide a simple summary.

Where Are We

Perceiving Risk: (Participation vs Protection)

How we make decisions about children in research – design the methods, make 
decisions about ethics approval – is defined by risk.

An Introduction 3



Levels of risk, however, are not constant and alter based on a variety of 
variables.

How one comes to see that risk will also be influenced by a range of factors 
from experience through to the role you are playing within the research. Whether 
one is involved in the research as a member of an ethics board, as a researcher, 
participant or gatekeeper – our understanding of and our perception of risk will 
include. . .

• the image we hold of the child;
• our experience of the research approach;
• our relationship with others in the research ecosystem;
• the responsibility we believe is attached to our role.

As an example, a contrasting ‘image of the child’ is clearly seen between 
members of the ethics board on one side and the researcher on the other. The ‘best 
interest of the child’, for an ethics board, will be driven by an assessment framed 
by the ‘medicalised’ model universities have inherited for ethics review in which 
children are commonly seen as objects in an adult framework. This contrasts with 
the childhood studies researcher, who is more likely to be oriented by a desire for 
children to be co-participants. Here, ‘best interests’ requires a continued focus on 
potential risks, but one that is understood with insight from children – with 
participation being key to meaningful ‘protection’.

Both have a shared desire for the ‘best interests’ of child participants, however 
the paths to achieve these and the understandings that underpin them are 
fundamentally different.

Adult Centric vs Child Centred

The ethics format for participative research with children relies on historic pro-
tocols that were created to respond to understandings of children fixed by defined 
stages of development. The result – a process that continues to centre on adult 
assumptions about the child, rather than any more progressive thinking about 
children as meaning makers.

This is illustrated by the fact that current formats for the preparation for 
research with children, do not involve the child at all. Ethical decision-making, 
although set to protect the child, does this through a focus on adults – some 
known to the child and others who are not. The researcher – in order to achieve 
ethics approval ends up with two key audiences: adult gatekeepers and adults on 
an ethics board. The researcher has to predict and then mitigate the assumed 
understandings these adults have for the children to be worked with, without at 
any point, inviting those children to be integrated into the discussion.

This model inherently requires adults to engage with other adults in a way that 
is commonly accepted and understood by those adults, on issues that relate to 
children. This sits very uncomfortably alongside the depth of research on enabling 
the voice of children. It is somewhat ironic that the academy – here reflected in the
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form of childhood studies, which seeks to champion children’s participation, finds 
the access point to unlocking this is restricted and limited by a framework that is 
engineered to doubt children’s competence and instead we rely on a system that 
asks certain adults to make assumptions on the unsound basis that the ‘adult 
knows best’.

Control vs Choice

A practical reality of the tension is a sense that an ethics board wants control, 
which impinges on the researchers (and participants) desire for a level of choice.

Discussions flagged questions around whether, for example, more creative 
methods limit control and therefore increase risk? An illustration of this is seen 
through projects that desire to use co-production. Co-productive methods open 
up a space for children to be involved in the research design itself. However, this 
does not sit easily alongside a framework for ethics that requires pre-approval – 
where the methods and approach must be defined before even meeting with 
participants, limiting possibilities for adaption based on participant voice (both in 
terms of hearing their needs and also any ideas they have for the project).

This tension over the need for ethics board to be in control of a process that 
was forever changing meant that researchers talked openly about the potential for 
the research process to be subverted – where one might apply for certain methods 
only for these to evolve to something slightly different during delivery. The 
outcome of this meant that researchers were realistic about the dangers that might 
be incurred, where a researcher might choose not to disclose a change on the basis 
that they wanted to keep the research timetable on track.

Despite there being increased examples of creative methodologies that reflected 
child centred engagement, researchers felt anxious about embracing these – 
relying on more traditionally accepted and known approaches, which were 
understood and deemed ‘safe’, in order to satisfy not only ethical decision-makers 
but also gate keepers.

Where We Want to Be

The process at the moment was seen to limit and restrict – therefore, there was a 
common sense that it was important to explore what change might look like.

The driving fear was that a decision-making process for children that is based 
on adult assumptions tied to a medical model of understanding children and risk – 
limited the way in which researchers approached research design and ultimately 
what research was able to produce – restricting knowledge output(s).

To move beyond those assumptions a common theme was to connect ethical 
decision-makers to the research itself (the researcher and participants). A format 
that encouraged conversation not only before but during the research would 
create a more meaningful level of protection.

Existing models can leave the researcher, participants and ethical 
decision-makers vulnerable. By embedding a means for greater communication 
and access to the process itself, the potential to demonstrate a real ethic of care is 
presented.
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How to Get There?

Conversations were wide ranging but ultimately, they reflected a series of five 
targets to promote effective change – these were:

(1) tackle assumptions;
(2) prioritise meaning (not risk);
(3) ensure a common/accessible language for research;
(4) promote awareness and understanding through increased training and 

resources;
(5) advance the centrality of collaboration/partnership within the research 

process.

It was agreed that these would become an informal focus as we continued to 
think and consider the issues.

I will return to each of these in more detail later.

Workshop 2
A second workshop in May 2024 allowed us to invite some children and young 
people to join the conversation. As was noted above, an ethical approach to 
research that lacks children’s contribution is restrictive, here the aim was to open 
a space for discussion to get a sense of children’s awareness, interest and opinions 
around the research process.

The session was split into two parts. While the adults who were writing a 
chapter met in a separate room to discuss their progress, we ran a series of 
activities, facilitated by a group of undergraduate and post graduate students for 
children from one class from a local primary school and some secondary aged 
children linked to the charity Time Matters. The second part of the session invited 
the adults back in for a ‘question and answer’ session in which adults rotated 
around the room and the children shared their reflections on the activities they 
had taken part in.

The activities (undertaken as a carousel) were as follows. . ..

What Is Research

• How would you define research?
• What are the similarities and differences in your definitions?
• What’s missing?

Discussions covered a range of areas. For some research was about being 
curious – to ‘learn more’ or to ‘feel smart’ – for others it was simply about knowing 
what tools to access to ‘look up’ what was required. Although the use of the 
internet and apps invited a sense that ‘research’ is something done for us, rather 
than something we do – there were plenty of others who talked about research in 
the context of relationships – how we discover through talking with one another.
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Whose Voice Counts?

• Reflect on whether some voices are more important than others in research. . .

Groups were asked whose voice should be/is included – as they discussed a 
continuum with children at one end and adults at the other – in relation to the 
following themes:

• climate change;
• uniform/dress code;
• happy eating;
• building a new playground;
• redesigning a library;
• the school curriculum.

If the topic related to something that children wore, did or ate, then the 
children’s voices did not need adult input as well. For broader issues with a 
greater community focus the children seemed aware that coming together with 
adults was important. Notably it looked like climate change was the topic where 
that cooperation was of greatest benefit.

How to Research?

This activity explored different types of research methods with an initial focus 
on. . .

• observation;
• focus group;
• interview;
• survey.

The facilitators asked the children how they felt about these approaches – with 
additional questions exploring whether they would prefer to engage online/face to 
face or if they preferred the idea of one to one or group engagement.

The aim here was to get a sense of how children experienced being researched. 
One example of this came from reflecting on methods that involved ‘observing’ 
children. The idea of adults watching a child – triggered a series of interesting 
discussions that highlighted the contrast between doing the watching and being 
watched!

Much of the conversations in terms of preferences reflected children’s perceived 
personal learning strengths, which raised some interesting questions about child 
led methodologies – particularly as children talked enthusiastically about creative 
data gathering techniques linked to the arts.
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What Limits Research

What is it that might stop someone from getting involved, what can be done to 
mitigate risk or enable engagement.

Given options:

• feeling used;
• no discussion;
• doesn’t matter to me;
• not given a choice;
• unfair;
• mean;
• not interested.

Not being given a choice seemed to stand out as a key reason why children 
might not want to take part. This seemed to correlate with answers around 
whether the research was of interest or mattered to the participants and the extent 
to which that might limit engagement.

Throughout – there was a clear sense that the children recognised their 
vulnerability within the process – they talked about someone being mean to them, 
feeling left out or that their voice did not really count. There was a sense from 
some children that once in a process they could be ‘judged’, separated from their 
friends and not be given the chance to have breaks or even food!

There were many conversations in which children questioned how their indi-
vidual contribution mattered – would their ideas be used or not? Taking part 
needed to mean something – not only that it was important that any contribution 
was not ‘boring’ but ‘fun’.

A Reflection

This was not research, it was just a series of conversations. What is shared above 
are extracts from those conversations that I heard or picked up on. We are not 
claiming any research value from this interaction but more stating it as part of a 
developing sense of awareness that came to underpin the process as a whole. 
What we, as a group of adults, took from speaking with the children was the value 
of ensuring there is a space for them to frame the research encounter. To not 
include children’s voices, to accept adult assumptions about research design is not 
only limiting but one might argue is ethically questionable.

As the adults (the facilitators and chapter authors) reflected on the workshop, 
it was clear that children’s relationship to research was of significance in a world 
where content is so freely accessible. It highlighted the need for research as part of 
everyday enquiry. Ultimately the workshops reinforced a commitment to the 
importance of enabling children to be involved in the skill of researching, creating 
opportunities to advance curiosity in meaningful ways.

8 Sam Frankel
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