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Participation, Power and Voice: A Critical Evaluation of Qualitative Research with Young People
Part (1)
Introduction
Research involving young people has increasingly focused on participation and ensuring that young people’s voices are included within the research process. Participatory research is often viewed as a more inclusive approach, as it allows young people to become actively involved rather than simply being researched. However, despite the positive intentions behind participatory methods, there are still concerns surrounding power relationships, ethics, and the extent to which young people are genuinely able to influence the research process.
This assignment critically evaluates the article Power, agency and participatory agendas: A critical exploration of young people’s engagement in participative qualitative research by Holland et al. (2010). The article explores young people’s involvement in participatory qualitative research and examines issues relating to power, agency, and participation. This evaluation will critically analyse the research methodology used within the study, including the strengths and limitations of participatory qualitative research. It will also discuss ethical considerations, reflexivity, and the trustworthiness of the findings, while linking these issues to wider research theory and youth work practice.
Overview of the Study
The article by Holland et al. (2010) explores how young people are involved in participatory qualitative research, with a particular focus on issues around power, agency, and participation. The study considers whether participatory approaches genuinely allow young people to have a voice in the research process, or whether adults still maintain control over key decisions. It draws on qualitative research with young people, including those considered vulnerable, to examine how participation works in practice rather than just in theory.
The authors argue that although participatory research is often presented as empowering, in reality there are still challenges in ensuring young people are not simply included in a symbolic way. Instead, the study questions whether young people are actually influencing the research process in a meaningful and consistent way (Holland et al., 2010).
Methodology
The study uses a qualitative, participatory research approach to explore young people’s experiences of involvement in research. This approach is appropriate as it focuses on understanding lived experiences in depth rather than producing numerical or generalisable data. The researchers worked directly with young people and aimed to involve them in aspects of the research process, reflecting participatory methodology where participants are active contributors rather than passive subjects.
However, while this approach allows for rich and detailed data, it can also create challenges around consistency, reliability, and interpretation. Findings in qualitative research are often shaped by context and researcher interpretation rather than being fully objective (Creswell and Poth, 2018). In addition, qualitative research can limit how far findings can be generalised to wider populations.
Despite this, the approach is valuable in youth work research because it captures experiences and perspectives that may be missed in more structured approaches. It also aligns with the importance of understanding young people’s lived experiences in context (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018).
This approach is particularly useful in youth work research because it allows researchers to explore complex social experiences in more depth than quantitative methods. Young people’s experiences are not always easy to measure through numbers, so qualitative methods provide space for meaning, context and personal perspective. However, one limitation is that the interpretation of data can be influenced by the researcher’s own perspective, which may affect how findings are presented. This means the results are not completely objective, and different researchers may interpret the same data in different ways. In addition, qualitative research often uses smaller sample sizes, which can limit how far findings can be applied to wider populations. Despite this, the flexibility of the approach is useful when working with young people, as it allows participants to express themselves in more natural and less structured ways, which is important in youth and community settings.
Another point to consider is the role of the researcher in participatory qualitative studies. Even though young people are involved in the process, the researcher still plays a key role in designing the study, guiding the research direction, and interpreting the findings. This means that power is not completely removed, but rather shared in different ways. Because of this, there is always a risk that the researcher’s assumptions or expectations could influence how the data is understood. This is a common limitation in qualitative research, where findings are not purely objective but shaped through interpretation. However, despite this limitation, the approach is still valuable because it allows for flexibility and responsiveness during the research process, which is important when working with young people in real-world settings.
Ethics and Reflexivity
Ethical considerations are central to this study, particularly because it involves young people who may be considered vulnerable. Issues such as informed consent, confidentiality, and safeguarding are essential in this type of research. The article shows awareness of ensuring participation is voluntary and that young people understand what they are involved in.
However, even in participatory research, power imbalances between adults and young people can still influence how freely participants feel able to speak or make decisions. This raises important ethical questions about how equal participation really is in practice. The researchers also reflect on their own role in the research process, showing awareness that their position and influence can shape both data collection and interpretation (Finlay, 2002).
Ethical issues are particularly important when working with young people because they may not always fully understand the implications of participating in research. This makes informed consent more complex, as researchers must ensure that young people are not only agreeing to take part but also fully understand what participation involves. Safeguarding is also a key concern, especially when discussing sensitive topics that could cause emotional discomfort. Researchers must be careful to avoid causing harm or distress during the research process. Another important issue is the potential for pressure to participate, even in participatory research, where young people may feel influenced by adult researchers or authority figures. Reflexivity is therefore important because it allows researchers to reflect on how their own position, beliefs and behaviour may influence the research process. This helps improve transparency and strengthens the overall credibility of the study.
Another ethical challenge in participatory research is managing expectations. When young people are told they are “participating” in research, they may assume they will have more influence over decisions than they actually do. If this is not clearly explained, it can lead to misunderstandings or disappointment. This is why clear communication is essential throughout the research process. In addition, researchers must be aware of the emotional impact that participation may have on young people, especially when discussing personal or sensitive experiences. Ethical research practice therefore involves not only gaining consent but also continuously checking in with participants to ensure they remain comfortable and supported throughout the study.
Evaluation of Findings and Trustworthiness
The findings suggest that although participatory research aims to give young people more of a voice, this is not always fully achieved in practice. Levels of participation vary depending on context, meaning young people’s involvement can still be limited or shaped by adult researchers. This raises questions about how far the findings fully represent young people’s experiences, especially where power imbalances remain.
In qualitative research, trustworthiness is judged more by credibility and depth rather than generalisability. The focus is on how well the research reflects participants’ experiences rather than whether it applies to a wider population (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). While the study provides useful insight into participatory research, it also shows limitations in how far voice and agency can be fully achieved when adults still guide key stages of the process (Holland et al., 2010).
A key issue in evaluating qualitative research is trustworthiness, which focuses on credibility, dependability and the authenticity of the findings. In this study, although the researchers aim to represent young people’s voices, it is still important to question how accurately these voices are captured and interpreted. There is always a risk that researcher bias may influence how data is analysed, particularly when dealing with subjective experiences. In addition, while participatory research aims to give young people more control, the reality is that adult researchers often still guide the process, which may limit how far participation is genuinely equal. This creates a tension between the idea of empowerment and the practical reality of research control. As a result, although the study provides valuable insight into young people’s experiences, it is still important to recognise that the findings may not fully represent all participants’ perspectives.
It is also important to consider that participatory research can sometimes create a tension between ideal expectations and actual practice. While the aim is to empower young people and give them a stronger voice, in reality there are often practical limitations such as time, resources and research constraints that affect how much participation is possible. This means that participation may exist on different levels, with some young people being more involved than others. As a result, it is difficult to claim that participatory research always produces fully equal involvement. This does not reduce the value of the findings, but it does highlight the need to critically assess how participation is implemented in practice rather than assuming it automatically leads to empowerment.
Another important point to consider is how participatory research is interpreted within youth work practice. While it is often linked to empowerment and giving young people a voice, in reality the level of participation can vary depending on how the research is designed and carried out. This means that participatory approaches should not automatically be assumed to be fully empowering. Instead, they need to be critically assessed in terms of how much decision-making power young people actually have throughout the process. In some cases, participation may be more consultative rather than fully collaborative, which limits the extent to which young people can influence outcomes. This is important in youth work because practitioners need to be aware that simply involving young people does not automatically remove power imbalances. Therefore, careful reflection is needed to ensure that participation is meaningful rather than symbolic, and that young people are genuinely engaged in ways that influence both the process and outcomes of research.

Conclusion
Overall, this critical evaluation of Holland et al. (2010) has shown that participatory qualitative research with young people has both strengths and limitations. The study highlights important issues around power, agency, and participation, which are central to youth work and community research. While participatory approaches aim to increase inclusion and give young people a stronger voice, the article shows that adult researchers can still hold significant control over the research process, which may limit young people’s influence in practice.
The qualitative methodology provides rich and detailed insight into young people’s experiences, which is a clear strength, especially in youth work where understanding lived experience is important. However, it also raises issues around subjectivity, interpretation, and generalisability, meaning the findings cannot easily be applied to all young people in different contexts. Ethical considerations such as consent, safeguarding, and protecting participants are addressed, although power imbalances between researchers and young people remain a key challenge that cannot be fully removed, even in participatory approaches.
It is also clear from this evaluation that participation is not always straightforward, and in practice it can vary depending on how the research is structured and carried out. This means that participation may sometimes be more symbolic than fully shared, which raises important questions about how genuine “voice” really is in research with young people. Overall, this highlights the ongoing challenge of balancing participation with control, and ensuring that young people are not only included in research but are meaningfully involved in ways that influence outcomes.
In conclusion, the article is highly relevant to youth work practice as it highlights the importance of genuinely involving young people in research, while also recognising the real ethical and practical challenges involved in doing so. It reinforces the need for researchers and youth workers to be critically reflective about how participation is applied in practice, rather than assuming it automatically leads to empowerment.
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Part (2)
Research Ethics and Reflection in Youth Work Practice
Introduction
Research ethics and reflective practice are a key part of working with young people in youth work settings. When carrying out research or engaging with young people, it is important to make sure that ethical principles are followed to protect participants and ensure that their rights are respected. This includes things like informed consent, confidentiality, safeguarding, and making sure young people are not placed at risk of harm. In addition to this, reflective practice is important because it allows practitioners to think about their own role, behaviour, and influence when working with young people.
This portfolio will explore key ethical issues in research with young people, with a focus on how these apply in youth work practice. It will also look at participatory research methods and how young people can be involved in research in meaningful ways. In addition, it will include reflection on my own experiences from placement, including how I have seen ethics and participation applied in practice. Overall, this piece will link research theory to real youth work practice and show the importance of ethical awareness and reflection when working with young people.
Research Ethics in Youth Work Practice
Ethics in research with young people is essential because it ensures that participants are treated fairly, safely, and with respect throughout the process. One of the most important ethical principles is informed consent, which means young people must fully understand what the research involves, what they are agreeing to, and that they can withdraw at any time without any negative consequences. In youth work settings, this can sometimes be more complex because some young people may have different levels of understanding or confidence, so information needs to be explained clearly and in an accessible way. Confidentiality is also a key issue, as young people need to trust that anything they share will be handled appropriately and not disclosed without permission, unless there are safeguarding concerns.
Safeguarding is particularly important when working with young people, as researchers and youth workers have a responsibility to protect them from harm. This includes being aware of emotional wellbeing, especially when discussing sensitive topics that could trigger distress. Ethical guidelines such as those from the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2024) emphasise the importance of doing no harm and prioritising the welfare of participants at all times. However, even when these principles are followed, there can still be challenges in practice, particularly around power imbalances between adults and young people. These imbalances can affect how comfortable young people feel in expressing themselves, which is why ethical research also requires ongoing reflection from the researcher throughout the process.
Participatory Research Methods in Youth Work
Participatory research methods are often used in youth work because they aim to involve young people more directly in the research process rather than treating them as passive participants. This approach is based on the idea that young people should have a voice in decisions that affect them, and that their experiences are valuable in shaping understanding and practice. Methods such as group discussions, creative activities, peer-led research, and co-production are often used because they are more engaging and can feel less formal than traditional research methods. This can help young people feel more comfortable and willing to share their views, which is particularly important when working with groups who may not usually feel heard.
One of the main strengths of participatory methods is that they can empower young people by giving them a sense.
Reflection on Placement Experience
During my placement in a youth work setting, I have seen how important it is to apply ethical principles and participatory approaches in real practice, not just in theory. In sessions such as the weekly youth club, I noticed that young people are more engaged when they feel their opinions are valued and when they are given space to influence activities and discussions. For example, when planning activities, young people were often asked for their ideas and preferences, which helped them feel more involved and respected. This links closely to the idea of participation in research, where young people are not just participants but are actively involved in shaping what happens.
However, I also noticed that there are limits to participation in practice. Even when young people are given choices, adults still hold responsibility for structure, safety, and final decisions. This reflects the wider issue of power imbalance, where youth workers and researchers still have more control than young people. Reflecting on this has helped me understand that participation is not always equal, but it is about trying to create as much meaningful involvement as possible within real-world constraints such as time, safeguarding, and organisational rules. This experience has made me more aware of the importance of balancing safety with giving young people a genuine voice in both youth work and research settings.
During my placement in a youth work setting, particularly within a weekly youth club session, I have had the opportunity to see how ethics and participation work in practice rather than just in theory. One example of this was during a mental health themed session where young people were encouraged to discuss what support they feel they need in their everyday lives. At the beginning of the session, some young people were quite quiet and hesitant to speak, which showed me how important it is to create a safe and relaxed environment before expecting open discussion.
As the session developed, more young people began to contribute once they realised their opinions were being taken seriously and not judged. This linked directly to the idea of participation, as engagement increased when young people felt they had genuine influence over the conversation rather than just being spoken to. It also highlighted the importance of ethical practice, particularly around emotional safety, because discussing mental health required sensitivity and awareness of how different young people might respond.
This experience helped me understand that participation is not automatic and needs to be actively supported. It is not enough to simply ask questions; young people need time, trust, and reassurance before they feel comfortable engaging. I also became more aware of the power role I hold as a youth worker in training, as even small decisions such as how questions are asked or how space is managed can influence how young people respond. Reflecting on this has helped me realise that ethical practice is ongoing and requires constant adjustment based on the group and situation.
This experience has helped me develop a better understanding of how participatory approaches work in real youth work settings. It has shown me that while young people can be actively involved in discussions and decision-making, practitioners still need to balance this with safeguarding responsibilities and group management. It has also made me more aware of the importance of reflection in practice, as it allows me to think about what worked well and what I would change in future sessions.
This experience also made me think more critically about the balance between structure and freedom in youth work practice. On one hand, sessions need some level of planning and structure to make sure they are safe, purposeful, and inclusive for everyone involved. On the other hand, too much structure can limit young people’s ability to express themselves freely or shape the direction of activities. This links closely to participatory approaches in research, where there is often a tension between researcher control and young people’s involvement. In practice, I have noticed that even when young people are given opportunities to lead discussions or contribute ideas, adults still hold responsibility for guiding the overall direction of the session.
It has also made me more aware of how different young people engage in different ways. Some are confident and willing to speak in group discussions, while others prefer smaller group interactions or non-verbal activities. This means that participation is not one single approach, but something that needs to be adapted depending on individual needs and comfort levels. As a future practitioner, this has highlighted the importance of being flexible and not assuming that all young people will engage in the same way.
Overall, this reflection has helped me understand that ethical and participatory practice is not about removing all adult influence, but about finding a balance where young people feel heard, respected, and safe, while still being supported within a structured environment.


Linking Ethics, Participation and Professional Practice
When combining research ethics with participatory approaches, it becomes clear that youth work practice requires a careful balance between inclusion and responsibility. On one hand, involving young people in decision-making and research can be empowering and help build trust, confidence, and engagement. On the other hand, practitioners still have a duty of care, which means they must ensure that participation does not compromise safety or wellbeing. This balance can sometimes be difficult to maintain, especially when young people want more freedom in discussions or activities that may carry risk or sensitive content.
Another important aspect is that ethical practice is not something that is done once at the start of a project, but something that needs to be ongoing throughout. Situations can change quickly when working with young people, so youth workers and researchers need to continuously reflect on what is happening and adjust their approach where necessary. This links to reflective practice, where professionals critically think about their own actions and decisions in order to improve future practice. Overall, ethical and participatory practice in youth work is about being flexible, reflective, and aware of power, while still aiming to give young people meaningful opportunities to be involved.

Conclusion 
Overall, this portfolio has shown that ethics and reflective practice are essential when working with young people in both research and youth work settings. Ethical principles such as informed consent, confidentiality, and safeguarding are not just formal requirements, but are central to ensuring that young people are treated with respect and are protected from harm. However, this work has also highlighted that ethical practice is not always straightforward, particularly when dealing with power imbalances between adults and young people, which can influence how free and confident young people feel to participate.
The use of participatory research methods can help to address some of these issues by giving young people more involvement and a stronger voice. However, as seen in both research literature and practice experience, participation is not always fully equal, and adult practitioners still hold responsibility for structure, safety, and decision-making. This means that participation needs to be understood as something that exists on a spectrum rather than as a fixed outcome.
Reflecting on my own placement experience has helped me understand how these ideas work in practice, particularly the importance of balancing safeguarding responsibilities with giving young people genuine opportunities to be involved. Overall, this portfolio highlights the importance of being critically reflective, ethically aware, and flexible in youth work practice, while continuing to develop approaches that genuinely value young people’s voices.
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