[bookmark: _Hlk534044427][bookmark: _GoBack]Planning a Participatory Research Project with Young People
This Essay will focus on the critical consideration of the theory of Participatory Research with young people, as well as how to design a small-scale Participatory Research Project which young people could benefit from through their involvement. This essay will additionally look at the theory of ethics and morality, as well as the method and methodology of data gathering, within this participatory research study. 
Firstly, it is important to define Participatory Research with Young People and Children to gain a clearer understanding of the strengths, weaknesses and limitations of its use. Participatory research is more than just children and young people taking part in research, it has its own spectrum of involvement and empowerment and can help in developing future practice rather than just theorize about any given subject.
[bookmark: _Hlk533679730][bookmark: _Hlk533678967][bookmark: _Hlk534475454][bookmark: _Hlk533683050][bookmark: _Hlk533686272]Arnstein’s Ladder (1969 cited in Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell, p.145, 2015) suggests that there are eight stages at which children and young people’s degree of participation can be measured. These stages have been later categorised by Hart (1992 cited in Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell, p.145, 2015), and are listed from lowest to highest as, Manipulation, Decoration, Tokenism, Assigned but informed, Consulted and informed, Adult-initiated shared decisions with children, Child-initiated and directed, and lastly Child-initiated shared decisions with adults. Additionally, Hart (1992 cited in Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell,  2015), notes that the first three stages are non-participatory, due to the nature of being adult initiated and led, whereas the remaining five stages are degrees of participation. However, Shier (2001 cited in Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell, 2015) has expanded on the five participatory stages and describes the participatory stages from lowest to highest as, children are listened to, children are supported in expressing their views, children’s views are taken into account, children are involved in decision-making, and lastly children share power and responsibility for decision-making. In a nutshell, participatory research is focused on children’s and young people’s empowerment to work with, not for, adults to achieve a common goal. The author of this essay would plan to conduct research at the highest possible level of participation, however notes that dependant on circumstances of the study, the level of participation may vary.
The author of this essay would like to note their own bias, as they have a proactive stance towards the use of participatory approaches, due to the nature of children and young people knowing best what is affecting them in their lives, as well as being an advocate for children and young people to voice their beliefs, opinions and concerns.
[bookmark: _Hlk533951497][bookmark: _Hlk533954206]Additionally, the author of this essay would like to point out that the assignment task is to produce a ‘small-scale’ participatory research project that young people would benefit from through being involved. For extensive developmental research the author would consider using a Participatory Action Research Project if the scale were to be larger and not-time-constricted, as the use of Participatory Action Research would be more effective in developing ongoing change, however it would be more difficult to identify specific areas of needs and draw the project to a close (Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell, 2015).
Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell (2015) suggest, when designing a Participatory research project, it is vital to consider the multitude of ways in which an individual can participate or contribute. Some of the authors considerations include: What is the researchs main question or task, and in what way is it researchable; what issues may arise, especially within the realms of power and control; what exactly is meant by participation, and to what degree or level are young people involved? 
Before any kind of research can be conducted with children and young people, the initial researcher would have to do a small amount of preparatory research first, such as where and how to conduct the research and who will be targeted, and hence mostly effected by the research. Then the researcher would have to engage with young people, establish and maintain boundaries, and encourage participation, as well as promote a general understanding of the purpose of the research. Once these steps are completed the search for the research’s question can begin. In order to find the researchable question, one would first have to have had extensive interactions and dialogue with young people to find out what their needs and interests are, and what they would like to change, as well as promote a greater understanding of the researchable subject among the research team, to assert a clear unanimous sense of direction for the study. 
[bookmark: _Hlk534318780]According to Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell (2015), the Children’s Research Centre have developed a child and young person focused programme which is designed to train children and young people in the ways of research, by promoting research skills as well as how to identify researchable questions and conduct research. However, it is often not possible for young people to be involved in the decision-making process of finding the research question. According to Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell (2015), this is mostly due to Ethical Approval Committees needing to approve with the research’s ethical conduct prior to the involvement of young people, as well as having to meet specific targets set by the funders of the research. This may cause the research itself to be less participatory by nature, as young people have no say in the matter, and additionally may make the research less relevant to young people, potentially causing less participation of young people and affect the overall validity of the study.
When designing this participatory research project, the author considered establishing relationships with young people, prior to ethical committee involvement, to gain insight into key areas of young people’s needs, interests and concerns before defining the research’s purpose and questions. The author plans to utilize relationships previously developed through personal and professional interactions with young people, using methods such as mind-maps, dialouge and focus groups to discuss key issues within their lives and communities and devise the research’s question from these interactions in order to maintain the participatory status.
Good ethical boundary management is crucial for participatory research to be viable and successful. One key issue regarding ethics and boundary management, especially in the realms of working on the same level as children and young people, is the potential for dual relationship problems to arise. According to Banks (2010) the term ‘dual relationships problems’ is used across professions, it describes potential conflicting obligations and expectations that may occur when a professional has not only a professional relationship with another person but also a non-professional relationship with the same individual, for example could having a relative, friend of the family or even personal friend participate in research influence professional judgement and decision-making? The author agrees with Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell (2015) and believes that, in cases like these researchers must rely on their own personal judgement, as to whether the research is going to plan, do changes or decisions need to be made or in some cases postpone or even abandon the research altogether. 
As to what Methods and Methodology of data gathering will be used in this participatory research project, the author plans to use a mixed method approach, gathering and analysing Qualitative and Quantitative data, ensuring for a more accurate and valid analysis of situations and scenarios, as it grants researchers a wider view on the subject matter (Creswell, 2013). Some of the Authors preferred qualitative and quantitative methods include: informal consultations with individual young people as well as group discussions, questionnaires, and drawing and writing journals. However, rather than telling the participants how and what methods to use, the author would allow for the young people involved in research to devise their own methods and methodology of data collection and analysis, to maintain the participatory status. The author may decide to sow a seed of thought within young people, rather than give young people direction, however the author wishes to do so only if the research is stuck in a specific phase or if the research is at risk of losing participants due to lack of interest. The author also notes that this action in itself could be seen as an ethical dilemma, as it implies that the participatory research has the potential to lose its participatory status, due to the initial researcher subliminally influencing the decisions of young people, making the research more adult initiated. Some of the common participatory methods of data gathering include: focus groups, multi-stakeholder meetings, participatory inquiries, oral testimonies and story collection, photo and video stories as well as drawing and essay writing. 
[bookmark: _Hlk533705021]According to Graham, Powell, Taylor, Anderson and Fitzgerald (2013), there is an Ethics Charter comprised of seven aspirational commitments, developed to unify and inspire researchers globally with the aim to raise the status, rights and well-being of all children. These commitments are designed for any researcher wishing to undertake research involving children, regardless of contexts. The seven statements include: Ethics in research involving children is everyone’s responsibility; Respecting the dignity of children is core to ethical research; Research involving children must be just and equitable; Ethical research benefits children; Children should never be harmed by their participation in research; Research must always obtain children’s informed and ongoing consent; and ethical research requires ongoing reflection. 
[bookmark: _Hlk533951759]However, even participatory research does not come without its own ethical dilemmas, for example, in the realms of obtaining children and young people’s informed and ongoing consent, young people may wish to participate in a research project that they may feel matters to them and give their consent, but their parents or guardians may disagree with their involvement and forbid the young person from participating. This directly contradicts the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which according to Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell (2015), is adhered strongly to in participatory research, especially Article 12 which 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.
[bookmark: _Hlk533685712](United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, p.5, 1990)
[bookmark: _Hlk534212064]In order to maintain young people’s rights, the author would conduct the research in a voluntary manner, meaning the young people have the freedom of choice to participate or abstain whenever they desire.
[bookmark: _Hlk533709171]Moreover, it can be hard to define how participatory work should be structured and conducted, as a young child’s experiences and knowledge can vastly differ from that of a young persons or adults, furthermore it is questionable as to where and when the line is drawn between ‘Child’ and ‘Young person’. An additional factor to consider is the confusion of word meanings, such as the definition of ‘Children’, ‘Youth’ and ‘Young People’. Graham et al (p.7, 2013), note that although not defined by international law, the United Nations use the term ‘youth’ for any individual aged between 15 and 24 years of age, whereas the National Occupational Standards (Learning and Skill Improvement Service, 2012) define ‘Young People’ as individuals between the age of 11 to 25 years old, and Article 1 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990) defines ‘Children’ as any person between birth to 18 years of age. This can effect a research drastically as this confusion will, no doubt, have an impact on the ethical approach of the study. 
Ethics are largely informed and influenced by individual morals and may clash and cause conflict in a participatory environment, for what one person may agree to another may disagree. There are key ethical theories that can give insight into how an individual may act or react to different ethical issues, these include: Absolutism, with a set of moral rules that applies to all moral and ethical issues and phenomena, which is believed to be shared by everyone and are unlikely to change, regardless of time or circumstance; Relativism, with a variety of acceptable rules that are changeable dependant on the situational circumstances of the dilemma; and Kohlberg’s Cognitive Moral Development Theory (1971).
[bookmark: _Hlk534477733][bookmark: _Hlk533864144]Moreover, Kohlberg (1971) explains how people make moral decisions and refers to this phenomenon as the cognitive moral development theory. The theory describes a set of three levels, each comprised of two stages at which an individual may operate.
Kohlberg (1971) describes the first and second stage as: Obedience and punishment, and Instrumental purpose and exchange. Stage one focuses on a more childlike submission in order to avoid punishment, whereas stage two focuses on making decisions to benefit the individual, much like a reward scheme. Due to this nature, the first level is known as the Pre-conventional level, where morals are governed by rules and labels such as good or bad and right or wrong, which is mostly heavily influenced by an individual’s parenting and upbringing. People within this level are often more concerned with themselves and how phenomena and issues affect them.
Kohlberg (1971) describes the third and fourth stage as: Interpersonal conformity, and Social system maintenance. Stage three focuses on the replicating of other people’s morals as well as the compliance with the expectations of others, whereas the fourth stage focuses on the legal obligations and social order, such as respect for authority and fixed laws. Due to this, the second level is known as the Conventional level, where the moral influence is more associated with a social and political agenda. The Focus of this level is placed on conformity, such as following rules and copying- or following others. 
Kohlberg (1971) describes the fith and sixth stage as: Social contract and individual rights, and Universal ethical principle. Stage five focuses on how laws serve society and whether these laws are justifiable, whereas stage six focuses purely on what is right in any given circumstance or context. Due to this, the third and final level is known as the Post-Conventional level, where an individual’s morals are more focused on what they personally believe is morally correct for the greater good of society, often bending the rules or disregarding laws.
[bookmark: _Hlk534478037]Working together in a morally enforced manner, emphasizing justice and respect to all involved, will strengthen relationships, giving children and young people and adults involved in the research further assistance in enacting their duties, responsibilities and expectations, leading to a more prosperous research environment. This is backed by Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell (pp.39-40, 2015) who believe that ethics in participatory research is about relationships and how people work together, relating to professional practice, rules and code of conduct. Graham et al (2013), note that a researcher’s personal beliefs, values, knowledge, assumptions, attitudes and experiences can disrupt ethical decision-making. Hence, the author recommends for researchers to participate in critical reflection, problem solving, collaboration, learning and engagement as well as cross-cultural, inter-sectoral and cross-disciplinary dialogue throughout this research project (Graham et al. 2013)
[bookmark: _Hlk533695035]Sohng (1995) notes that, participatory research is a collaborative and empowering process because it brings individual people together around common needs and issues and validates their experiences and encourages individuals to partake in critical reflection and analysis. Additionally, it also has the benefit of presenting the knowledge and experiences of the participants as additional resources, which the researchers can critically reflect upon and may contextualise what might have previously felt like personal, individual problems or even weaknesses (Sohng, 1995). Due to this, the use of participatory research can be a very effective tool regarding depth of understanding and analysis for future development and practice. However, Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell (2015) note that some adults considering doing participatory research may find the power realignment unsettling, this is mostly linked to the belief that their power and authority is being taken away from them and given to a lesser experienced and mature subject. Furthermore, adults often perceive children as inexperienced, this is commonly attributed to social status as well as age and maturity, and young people are often treated more as upcoming adults rather than young people (Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell, 2015).
Undergoing research with children and young people is crucial to understanding children and young people’s lives, by involving children and young people in research and utilizing their experiences, knowledge, beliefs, values and opinions a study may gain in validity and overall value (Graham et al. 2013). Participatory research is often found to provide participants, regardless of how much or little, participants are involved, with a sense of ownership. This ownership may inspire young people to seek difference and change, whether on a personal scale, community scale, national scale or even global scale. 
Participatory research involves children and young people in the processes of research with more depth. By involving children and young people in the development, implementation, monitorisation and evaluation aspects of research, children and young people’s voices, views and opinions can be noticed, heard and developed, and relationships and partnerships between children, young people, adults, organisations and communities can be established. Considering that young people’s voices are recognized and promoted through participatory research involvement, young people are more likely, and more capable of seeking the desired change, especially when young people achieve a desired level of empowerment.
The author agrees with Groundwater-Smith, Docket and Bottrell (2015), regarding one of the key issues in the design and development of a participatory research project, in that there is no one-way approach to designing or developing the research. This is most notably due to the uniqueness of all of the participants and their views, methods, ideas and opinions. Participatory research is much more about going with the flow rather than following a set of governing steps towards research, other than the requirement of ethical code of conduct.
To summarize the authors participatory project mentioned throughout this essay, the author of this essay plans to consult with young people using a variety of data collection methods, such as qualitative and quantitative mind-maps generated through personal discussions and focus groups, prior to the ethical approval committee’s involvement to determine the research’s purpose and question. The author plans to conduct the study in a voluntary manner, so that young people may come and go as they please, additionally, young people are to be involved in every aspect of the study and will decide on their own methods of data gathering to promote understanding and knowledge and grant young people with the empowerment to conduct further research, either on their own or as part of a greater community, even if the initial researcher decides to move on to other projects. All participants are to engage in reflection to identify areas of needs, concerns and future development.
In conclusion this essay has discussed the theory of participatory research with young people and looked at how the author would recommend designing and developing a small-scale participatory research project. This essay has also discussed some of the ethical dilemmas that may occur and notes how these are dependent and influenced by the morals of the research participants and the researcher’s initial approach, especially regarding the method and methodology of data collection of the study. 
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