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ABSTRACT
Models relating to the participation of children are often explicitly aimed at
facilitating or evaluating participation in decision-making processes on
local levels. However, these models often build on hierarchically ordered
‘ladders’ of children’s involvement starting with passive involvement and
increasing gradually to highly active engagement. Such models become
problematic when designing or evaluating participative activities for
young children. On the basis of two ethnographic studies conducted in
children’s libraries, we propose an alternative model based on a view of
participation as processual rather than definitive. Theoretically, the paper
draws mainly on human rights theory as well as on theories and
concepts derived from childhood studies such as participation and
citizenship. The new model of participation demonstrates how the idea
of participation can be operationalized at practical levels to include the
very youngest children.
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Introduction

Interest in the participation of children and young people in civic society has been gaining momen-
tum in recent years particularly as a consequence of the 1989 ratification of the UN Convention on
the Rights of the Child (CRC). While earlier international manifestos have paid attention to chil-
dren’s right to provision and protection, the CRC refers in a number of its articles to children’s rights
as citizens and to participation. Sweden’s ratification of the CRC entails that it has become a require-
ment for all its municipalities, authorities and institutions that concern children to relate to the
CRC’s guidelines. However, a research overview conducted by the Swedish National Agency for
Education (Skolverket 2003) shows that young people far up in their teens have vague ideas of
what their own citizenship implies and of democratic processes. It was found that many were unsure
of what democracy entails and were unaware of how they could influence society. The report con-
cludes that young people who lack a sense of citizenship are unlikely to take the opportunities that
actually exist to exert influence. Such a conclusion makes it imperative to reconsider how children
can be fostered to active citizenship from an early age and to involve them in participative processes.

Participation is usually viewed as a prerequisite for citizenship or as a method through which full
citizenship can be achieved or as both. However, the concept itself is highly contested which leads to
difficulties when institutions attempt to operationalize it in activities for children. In Sweden, insti-
tutions such as schools, public libraries and museums as well as local authorities have been struggling
to find ways of allowing children to influence activities in the spirit of the CRC (Nordenfors 2010;
Sandin 2011). Difficulties have been tied up with views of participation as something that concerns
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decision-making, and that children’s participation is an issue of the degree to which they can share in
decision-making. Children’s participation has also become strongly connected to a child’s age or
maturity, not least through the wording in CRC:

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. (CRC 1989, Art. 12)

Participation has come to be regarded as an activity carried out by competent, responsible, reflexive
individuals, that is, adult-like individuals (Clark and Richards 2017; Wyness 2013). This understand-
ing of participation excludes children on the grounds of their age, as well as ignoring participation
that is expressed in other ways than through spoken language (Horgan et al. 2016). However, chil-
dren are defined in CRC as all human beings under the age of eighteen, which implies that efforts to
involve children should even include the very youngest. As Holt (2013) points out, subjection from
the beginning of life is permeated by norms and power relations. Based on our conviction that all
children can exert influence in issues that concern them the objective of this article is to propose
a new model of participation that regards participation, not as decision-making, but as an ongoing
process and that includes even the very youngest children. In order to do so we build on the findings
of two ethnographic studies situated in the context of children’s libraries. Firstly, we will explore the
contribution of earlier models of participation.

The contribution and limits of earlier models of participation

Since the ratification of the CRC, participation, at least in a Swedish context, has become a buzz-
word in guidelines for institutions involving children. However, the concept itself is somewhat
vague and, in similarity with other popular concepts that many can agree on, its usefulness is partly
dependent on this vagueness – it can be interpreted and applied in so many ways. Two of the most
well-known models developed to assist public institutions in facilitating the participation of children
in developing or influencing activities are those of Roger Hart (1997; 2008) and Harry Shier (2001).
These models build on hierarchically ordered ‘ladders’ of children’s involvement starting with pas-
sive involvement and increasing gradually to highly active engagement. They both visualize partici-
pation in terms of the degree to which children and young people can influence a given project or
activity. Hart’s ladder describes degrees of participation varying from projects where children are
used as decorative symbols merely suggestive of participation to projects that are initiated by chil-
dren and carried out in collaboration with adults. They are also child-focused in the sense that par-
ticipation is understood as something that emerges from children themselves and is to some degree
dependent on the child’s age and maturity. This suggests that it is hardly to be expected that the
youngest children can decisively influence institutions that affect their own lives. However, these
models should not be interpreted in the sense that that the uppermost rungs of the ladder are the
ultimate goal of participative projects. Free choice and context are also important elements of the
notion. Participation is not always possible or even desirable in all situations (Mcneish 1999).

Everyday understandings of participation include notions that it is about handing over decision-
making to children. This can be associated with the idea that influence and power are quantifiable
and can be ‘shared out’ between different actors i.e. that you can have, or not have, power, and if
someone (a child, for example) gets more power, then someone else (an adult, for example) will
have less. In accordance with Gallacher and Gallagher (2008), we argue that power is something
that is exercised, it permeates everything we do and it builds on interaction (Clark and Richards
2017; Richards, Clark, and Boggis 2015). What is of interest is not who ‘holds’ power but how it
is exercised and negotiated, in which contexts and with what effects. The view of participation
that we will develop in this article is rooted in this view of power where communication and mutual
respect are essential aspects. Another problem is that attention tends to be focused on participation
in terms of individuals’ freedom of choice (choosing to take part or not) rather than on participation
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as collective action (doing things together). In concurrence with Johannesen and Sandvik (2009, 31)
we take the view that participation is about ‘being part of a collective where one is respected and
included regardless of opinions and attitudes’.

While Hart’s and Shier’s models are useful in the gauging of children’s active participation in
organized activities, they are dependent on both children’s awareness of the idea of participation
and their ability to express themselves verbally. Both models break down the notion of participation
to concrete practical questions: Have children been invited to give an opinion? Are they listened to?
Can they take initiatives themselves? To what degree have they been involved in decision-making
processes? Implicitly however, some children are excluded on the grounds that they are too young.

Like several other researchers (Clark and Richards 2017; Horgan et al. 2016) we regard partici-
pation as an ongoing relational process carried out by individuals in their everyday lives, in play,
learning and work. The notion of the autonomous individual is replaced by an understanding
that everybody, not just children, are dependent and incomplete (Lee 2001). Specifically, Holt
(2013, 646) argues that it is important to consider infants, since ‘the vulnerability and relationality
of infants is merely a particularly stark expression of the intersubjectivity and interdependence of all
human beings’. This view envisages children, adults, place and objects in interaction and step by step
driving the process further. Participation in this sense is not dependent on age, maturity or compe-
tence and seen as a relational process where nothing is defined in advance, but that the child, the
adult and the place are defined during the process.

Background to the development of the model

In light of the research projects we were involved in where library staffwere struggling to find ways of
implementing participation for the very youngest children, the ladder models proved inadequate and
led us subsequently to develop our own model on the basis of the findings of the projects mentioned
earlier and which we describe briefly below.

The empirical material was generated by two ethnographic projects. The first project was focused
on young children’s (0–5 years) participation in cultural activities in a municipal library. Its research
objective was to follow the development of a cultural centre for preschoolers in Borås city library by
seeking children’s and their caregivers’ perspectives on cultural activities and their understandings of
the concept of participation. We also sought to find methods of actively working with participative
processes and to relate our findings to research on childhood, participation and empowerment. The
second project, which also covered three years, was similar in that the idea of participation and how it
can be operationalized in library work was central. In the latter project the children’s department in
Malmö city library was renovated and reorganized at the same time as the staff embarked on a course
of professional development designed to allow children to influence the renovation and reorganiz-
ation processes. The staff were particularly interested in finding ways of implementing the idea of
participation in this development process and we were invited to follow this process (see report,
Johansson and Hultgren, 2018).

In total, the empirical material consists of participative observations, (field notes, photographs
and video sequences) of happenings, play, workshops with children and other activities; individual
and focus group interviews with caregivers, library staff and politicians (Borås); and ongoing dialo-
gue and workshops with the project staff. In the analyses of both projects we took a grounded analy-
sis approach which entailed developing concepts and thereby constructing a model as we worked. In
the following we attempt to describe this process of model-building and to illustrate its different
levels and aspects with the empirical material generated by the projects.

Building a model

The model of participation consists of three interdependent levels: an ontological level, an ideo-
logical level and an implementation level. The idea is that the implementation level, where the

CHILDREN’S GEOGRAPHIES 377



concrete work is carried out, is grounded in an ontological and an ideological level, and that the
two top levels need to be made visible and concretized. Ontology concerns worldview and human
perception. The consequences of the ontological level are translated into the ideological level in
the form of goals, guidelines, policies and theories. What is carried out at the third level is
thereby anchored in the ontological and ideological levels. Ontologies of children can differ; chil-
dren can, for example be regarded as human becomings following predetermined developmental
phases or as blank sheets subject to environmental influences, or as little devils in need of dis-
cipline or, as basically unique human beings. Various policies, theories and goals guide those
who work with children and who design programs and activities for participation. Starting
from the implementation level, without having considered the two top levels thereby implies
the risk of misunderstandings, conflicts and not achieving the expected results (c.f. Cele and
van Burgt 2015; Gallacher and Gallagher 2008).

The ontological level of participation

In our case the ontological level draws strongly on human rights theory where we emphasize that
‘Children’s rights are human rights’ (Wall 2017). We depart from an ontology implying that
human beings are constantly becoming, that we create ourselves, each other and the world around
us through our preunderstandings and that we ‘become’ in communication with others. Several
childhood researchers have helped us in substantiating this view, for instance Lee (2001) who main-
tains that we are all ‘becomings’ and thus form each other. Ethicist and philosopher JohnWall (2017)
describes the CRC as a landmark document because for the first time in international law it includes
children’s rights to public participation, but he also has reservations. Although, as Wall points out,
human rights theory is always evolving and responsive to societal development it has nevertheless
‘lagged behind actual children’s rights practices’ (2017, 39). His critique of the CRC concerns
what he sees as its adultism, i.e. that the manifesto is biased towards adults as norm. In his view,
rights concerning children need to be focused less on ‘child saving’ and more on ‘child empower-
ment’ (2017, 4). He builds a strong case for rethinking human rights to fully include and empower
children and young people:

Child saving is the assumption that children’s rights exist primarily as means for children to be taken care of by
adults: to be protected from various kinds of violence and harm and to be provided with various kinds of enti-
tlements and resources. These ways in which adults take responsibility for children are certainly important. But
they reduce children only to human rights objects, denying them opportunities also to act as human rights
subjects.

Child empowerment, in contrast, means that children’s rights are founded on a deeper respect for children as
equally important contributors to societies. Just as for adults, rights to protections and provisions do not have to
exclude rights to participation. Rather, in whatever new and imaginative ways would be necessary, children
need and deserve to be included as fully empowered members of the human rights community. (Wall 2017, 4)

Wall’s position echoes developments in childhood studies, for instance, in James’ and Prout’s (1997, 5)
seminal study which recognized that children need to be understood as ‘actively involved in the con-
struction of their own social lives, the lives of those around them and of the societies inwhich they live’.

Many childhood researchers have questioned the normative view of the world as composed of
independent adults and dependent children (e.g. Holt 2013; Johansson 2005; Lee 2005; Mayall
2002; Moosa-Mitha 2005). Wall’s (2017) contribution lies in the strength of the case he makes for
including children in human rights theory on the basis of diversity or difference rather than maturity.
Citing the feminist philosopher Ruth Lister, Wall (2017, 37) argues that children have ‘the basic right
to have society recognize their uniquely different lived experiences’. The implications of going
beyond age as a means of differentiating between people implies developing a more fruitful ‘culture
of communication’ (Christensen 2004) with children where adults have a particular ethical respon-
sibility to recognize, accept and confirm children (Wall 2010).
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Taking the standpoint that differences between people enrich and contribute to societal develop-
ment by increasing our understanding of our own worlds as worlds that include others, the model we
propose has a difference-focused perception of citizenship, where differences such as age, sex, origin,
ability, etc. are not viewed as problems or deviations but quite the opposite – as resources in a society.
Children are viewed as ‘differently equal’ but equally valuable thus acknowledging their presence and
agency (Moosa-Mitha 2005, 386).

On the ontological level the staff in the children’s department of Malmö city library, for instance,
worked with the idea of participation in a research reading circle. They read texts drawing on child-
hood studies as the basis for discussions of theoretical concepts in relation to their work and to the
renovation of the library. In a questionnaire sent out shortly after the new children’s library was inau-
gurated the staff commented on the value of the reading circle to their understanding of participation:

It left a clear picture that what is required is a great deal of preparation and thinking before the work starts. We
know now that everyone in the department needs to apply this way of thinking [about participation] to every
single aspect when we are about to make small or big changes. Participation isn’t really about physical objects
and resources, it’s s really an approach to our work. (Johansson and Hultgren 2018, 71)

The ontological level is reflected in the comment above in that the staff has come to view participation
as a relational and communicative approach to their work and their visitors and which they apply, for
instance, by observing interactions between people within and with the library environment.

The ideological level

The ideological level derives from the ontological level and is formulated in this case in the values of
the public library. Leckie and Hopkins (2002, 333) define the ideology of the public library as ‘inher-
ently democratic, neutral, educational and inclusive’. One of the core values of the International Fed-
eration of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA 2017) is ‘the belief that people, communities
and organizations need universal and equitable access to information, ideas and works of imagin-
ation for their social, educational, cultural, democratic and economic well-being’. Leckie and Hop-
kins (2002) describe the public library as:

a spatially unrestricted communal meeting ground for all members of a pluralistic society, a shared site for
people of various classes, ethnicities, religions and cultures to mingle and create the heterogeneity of open
democracy. (Leckie and Hopkins 2002, 332)

Implicitly, age is not a consideration; everyone is welcome to a public library. Articles 12 and 13 of
the CRC are, however, more explicit and of particular interest to libraries as they concern children’s
right to information, freedom of expression and to be heard in matters that concern them. The rati-
fication of the CRC in 1989 and current debate on incorporating the CRC in Swedish legislation has
generated interest in the issue of the inclusion and participation of children in Swedish public insti-
tutions and has led in many cases to formulations in Swedish steering documents that explicitly pay
attention to children’s participation.

As a result of the research reading circles in the children’s library in Malmö, the staff formulated
their ideological values in a written manifesto and published it on their blog:

. Children and their adults can influence our activities in different ways.

. We take their views and suggestions seriously and reflect them in what we do.

. Our visitors can and do leave an impression

. Participation is a relationship

. Participation is about listening, showing respect, inclusion and communication (Malmö Stad
2015)

Several aspects of participation are encompassed in this manifesto: access, influence, respect, dia-
logue and communication. Not least important is the view that it is not possible to determine in

CHILDREN’S GEOGRAPHIES 379



advance how participation will occur or what the consequences of participation might be; rather that
the library undertakes to afford the participation of children and their caregivers.

The manifesto above constitutes a commitment to participation as a relational process and it takes
further support from a range of sociocultural theories such as theories of play in the design of activi-
ties and space. Cultural activities for children and children’s play are not, in this perspective, viewed
as a means for adults to fulfil goals beyond playing itself, for example, for reaching the learning goals
of a school curriculum. Play and engagement in cultural activities are regarded as valuable in them-
selves. Our departure point is that what children have in common is the fact that they are young,
dependent and controlled by adults. This is something they deal with in play and which helps
them to expand their spheres of action. We regard it as a way of being with others, as a set of social
skills involving knowing how to get others to play, how to perform play and how to use play tools
such as toys and stories (Bishop and Curtis 2001; Corsaro 1985; Thomson and Philo 2004). In recent
years theories of materiality and embodiment have enriched childhood studies (eg. Anuerin Smith
and Dunkley 2018; Olsson 2009; Prout 2005; Skar and O’Brien 2016) by allowing us to understand
children’s participation also in terms of embodiment, spatiality and materiality. In a view of partici-
pation as processual focus shifts from ‘being’ to ‘doing’, from a question of what a child ‘is’ to how
children’s participation is ‘done’. This is closely intertwined with the affordances of a place or situ-
ation (Johansson and Hultgren 2015).

The formulation of an ideological level commits the libraries to sensitiveness to children’s play
and ways of learning and being. One of the members of the reference group for the children’s cultural
centre in Borås took the following view:

It’s about listening to what children say about the room, their experiences of the place, to play with that thought,
to talk to them, to check out the smallest ones, how do they move around in the space? What are they doing?
You have to be sensitive to what they’re doing […]That’s the only way for adults to get any ideas about what to
do with the space, and what to bring into it. (Johansson and Hultgren 2015, 56– 57).

The ideological level is expressed in the mission goals of institutions and their steering documents
and draws on the values of the ontological level. In the next section we will exemplify how partici-
pation as process can be implemented in the public space of the children’s library.

The implementation level

The implementation level translates the ontological and ideological levels into practice through
activities, meetings, design and artefacts. When participation is defined as being part of a collective
where one is respected and included regardless of age or other differences and as an ongoing process,
promoting participation entails finding ways of including, involving, inspiring and challenging the
library visitor.

Inclusion
Inclusion is a precondition for participation – the child that is not included can neither participate
nor influence. Inclusion goes beyond stating that everyone is welcome; people can be excluded on a
number of grounds: physical, linguistic or cognitive ability, age, or social and economic factors.
Inclusion thus implies the possibility for everyone that belongs to the target group to be able to
attend. A library’s inclusiveness has to be extended to children’s caregivers and this implies that cer-
tain requirements must be met that fulfil even their expectations. Convenience (physical, functional
and psychological) proved to be an important issue when it came to inclusion. Information about the
activities must be disseminated in a way that does not exclude people due to language or not having
the appropriate contacts.

It must be easy to get there. Is there a carpark, a nearby bus-stop? Are there possibilities for heat-
ing babyfood and having coffee? A secure pram park is essential. A not insignificant aspect for
parents jostling with feeding and sleeping times is that entrance is free and the library is open
every day.
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Inclusion is manifested in physical arrangements – small children should be able to see and reach
materials by themselves. In the cultural centre for children project the staffwent beyond normal pub-
lic access requirements in the form of wheelchair ramps and toilets for disabled in their planning.
They considered how they could further enable a sense of community and participation. For
instance, in a room designed primarily for reading they installed a seating gallery in three tiers in
the form of curved open carpeted steps rather than sofas which can be occupied by some thus exclud-
ing others. Neither did they want the floor to be the only seating option which can be uncomfortable
for some adults, grandparents in particular. The seating gallery provides plenty of space and at the
same time captures the attention of toddlers learning to climb and walk.

Inspiration
Inspiration concerns the affordances of the place: it should be a place that invites exploring, exciting
experiences, creative activities, stimulation of all senses and opportunities to extend the body’s pos-
sibilities. According to the parents who participated in focus groups it is also important that children
can ‘make their mark’, at least temporarily. Horton and Kraftl (2006, 272) argue that events, feelings
and actions connected to places make them meaningful and ‘more than mere containers for action’
(c.f. Gallacher 2005). According to Jones (2000:30) an attractive space that stimulates creativity
should be ‘otherable’ i.e unfinished and possible to alter in interaction with the specific situation
and the specific visitors. In Borås a space was created that is largely empty and thus open for different
types of activities – a performance or a story telling session. The walls can be used temporarily for
film projections, for instance, of a babbling brook in the forest. Sound and lighting can also be used to
create different atmospheres and things can be placed in the room to attract the interest of the visitor.
The idea behind this flexibility is that the room is always recognizable in itself to its young visitors but
at the same time can afford a new challenge or experience on each visit.

In the first project the staffworked with technologies to inspire and engage, for instance digital touch
screens built into shelves at toddlers’ eye-level. Tunnels under specially designed book-boxes invite
crawling and discovery, and floors that slope slightly challenge toddlers learning to walk. Dens, steps
and corners to turn, stools that can be rolled, climbed on, sat on or used to build things with invite
and inspire. Generously proportioned armchairs and sofas invite relaxation and reading experiences.

The following extract is taken from our field notes on the inauguration of the renovated library in
Malmö:

Two brothers pass by. ‘Shall we climb up there?’ suggests one of the boys and points at the ladder up to a den.
They regard the ladder for a little while in silence; then the boy who suggested climbing climbs up while the
other watches. When he reaches the den he shouts happily that it was easy ‘I’m up now!’ and his little brother
accepts the challenge and climbs up too. […] I see a little 2 year-old boy inside the hollow ‘tree’. The entrance is
too small for an adult. He smiles at me and says ‘I can stand in here!’ (Johansson and Hultgren 2018, 33)

In this case the library affords children the possibility to occupy spaces where adults cannot enter as
well as challenging them physically. Children’s attraction to dens and den-making has been
explained in research as their desire to exert control over their space and time and to deflect the regu-
latory gaze of adults (e.g. Gallacher 2005; Smith and Barker 2000). However, from a participative
perspective it might not always be helpful to view the regulation of space and its use in terms of
an adult vs child narrative. While seeing the benefits of affording children the possibility of engaging
independently with their environments children may not want or be able to encounter these environ-
ments alone (Benwell 2013). Benwell argues for a more interactive understanding of adult–child
relations that takes into account that protection is often appreciated by children and helps them
to feel secure in unfamiliar places.

Involvement
Involvement refers to active participation in creating the activity or place. It can be achieved in sev-
eral ways. Before the environment was formed and during the process the project leaders in both
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Borås and Malmö interviewed parents and observed the visitors’movements and doings in each set-
ting. In Malmö they also engaged children in workshops with different tasks and followed up with
feedback from the groups. For example, they made a new classification system with the help of chil-
dren, taking their departure point in children’s ways of categorizing. A part of the environment was
designed with inspiration from children’s suggestions of a forest with dens, and an acknowledgement
of these efforts came from a boy who saw the place for the first time and exclaimed: ‘I recognize
everything here. We did it!’

The final name of the children’s library in Malmö, Kanini, was the result of another kind of par-
ticipation where children were invited to suggest names that the inhabitants of Malmö later voted on.
A third kind of participation is when visitors can continually influence the room. In both libraries
there are boards and shelves to exhibit children’s creations. In Malmö, they also have a ‘Squiggle
machine’, a large digital device with a happy face and a hole in its ‘stomach’, into which children
can feed drawings. When the child presses a button, the image of the drawing ‘flies’ out into the
library environment and dances around on a wall.

Challenge
Challenge means that the environment includes not-yet defined in-between spaces; that the room is
ambiguous, there are more things to explore, understand and define. The room and the things in it as
well as the staff challenge the children, and the children in turn challenge the room. It is not a place
for delivering education, where the adult tries to inform the children of adult understandings, nor a
place for free play, but a social space where adults and children interact with each other, the things
and the environment.

The following excerpt from our fieldnotes in The Cultural Centre project in Borås is taken from
an expedition with preschoolers and their teachers to the local open air museum:

The museum curator points out a large round stone called ‘the lifting stone’, she explains that many years ago,
when labourers were looking for work, the employers would only take on the strongest men. Whoever could lift
the stone would get the job – ‘Like Pippi’ said one girl [referring to Astrid Lindgren’s character Pippi Longstock-
ing, the strongest girl in the world]. All the children immediately wanted to try and lift the stone but it won’t
budge. A boy suggests that we adults try. We can’t budge it either. Everyone joins in the effort to move the stone
and we manage to lift it up on one side. Underneath there’s a note, it says ‘Pontus was here’. At the children’s
suggestion, the curator writes ‘XX preschool was here too’ and puts the note back. The children are delighted.

This little incident illustrates a moment in time when adults and children leave their roles and join in
a common pursuit. The adults could have chosen not to allow the children to risk trapping their fin-
gers, the children could have mocked the adults’ lack of strength but instead the children learned
how heavy the stone was and that cooperation can make the impossible possible. The curator con-
tributed with the story, her pen and writing skills to allow the children to leave their mark. Each per-
son, the story, the stone, the note and the pen all contributed to the experience in their own way and
each was equally important. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) use the concept ‘lines of flight’ to describe
participative situations where it becomes possible to leave dichotomies such as child–adult and tea-
cher-pupil and thus create something new and unexpected. The challenge of the stone could be said
to have opened ‘a line of flight’. Routines, rules and regulations often define what activities can take
place within a space. In strictly defined environments there is less chance for the emergence of lines
of flight, particularly when children’s activities are tightly organized in order to reach predefined
goals, for instance learning a particular skill or about a predefined topic. Such activities do of course
have their place but the point is that environments for children can and should be designed to afford
possibilities for lines of flight to open (Olsson 2009).

Being able to play in a library environment is also important because today children are inspired
by stories and genres offered through a whole range of media platforms – film, computer games, tv-
series, books and toys. The reference in the excerpt above ‘Like Pippi’ could be a child making sense
of what it means to be strong and using cultural references to do so. Children use stories to play and
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they express themselves culturally through play as well as creating their cultural identities as
children.

In summary, a view of children as individuals who can contribute and an environment that
includes, inspires, involves and challenges entails creating an ‘enabling’ environment and holding
an ‘enabling’ view of childhood.

Testing, experimenting and reflecting

In the research projects we observed that the staff developed ways of working with participation that
we summarize in the diagram below: Figure 1.

Louise Holt (2004) addresses the issue of relations between children and adults from an ethical
perspective through the concept of ‘empowering research’, which includes not just the method-
ology, but the whole research practice. It means that the researcher – and in our case also the
librarian – needs to be self-reflexive and aware of his/her own subjective role in power relations
The staff in Malmö worked methodically by building on their understandings through communi-
cation with the visitors, the room and their colleagues. We illustrate this method through a her-
meneutic circle beginning where the staff sensitively observe and inquire how the library and its
materials are being used and how they themselves interact with their visitors and curiously put
questions to them in order to get more information. Based on these observations they introduce
changes on an ongoing basis in the environment or in the ways in which they treat visitors. They
observe the effects of different interventions and discuss their experiences with colleagues. Staff
development is thus a naturally recurring phase in the circle. Hermeneutic circles are actually spir-
als where a preconception forms the basis of a preliminary interpretation which is then tested and
leads to a deepened understanding. This in turn has repercussions on activities and how they are
interpreted. Each turn in the spiral implies deeper understanding of the phenomenon of interest.
This approach is characterized by the ambition to develop the library as a place for children’s own
agendas where children are acknowledged as fellow citizens but also as ‘interdependent with
others’ (Moss and Petrie 2002, 107).

One part of the experimental activities was that in Malmö the staff gave themselves special assign-
ments to carry out during two week periods. These assignments became fruitful exercises not only for
finding ways of promoting children’ s participation but also for the staff themselves to discover what
happens when they leave their own comfort zones. One such assignment was to test the difference
between greeting each visitor – or not to say anything at all. In another assignment the staff equipped
themselves with tool belts decorated with colourful badges and full of small things that stuck up over
the edges of pockets – an iPad, a toy. Yet another was to wear slippers in the shape of animals –

Figure 1. Implementing participation.
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hedgehogs and rabbits, etc. – or to wear funny hats. The following comment was posted on the
library’s blog:

We bought the belts to see if they would make us more visible in the library to our visitors and also to carry
practical things in. We soon found that we could include things that aroused the children’s interest and curi-
osity and that opened the way for conversations and meetings. (Johansson and Hultgren 2018, 34)

The experiments with the slippers and the belts revealed that they worked as conversation starters.
The things themselves constitute an intermediary between two people who meet. The child can focus
on the funny slippers without having to look at the librarian’s face and at the same time the toy in the
belt can define the librarian. One librarian told us about two siblings who were attracted by a toy frog
in her belt. The next time they came to the library the eldest child said to the librarian ‘it’s you with
the frog!’ The belt and other accessories become a way of leaving the information desk and the librar-
ians carry instead their professional identity with them. At the same time, this identity put them on
more equal par with their visitors as they are both in the same place and without a barrier between
them. This is not to say that there are no disadvantages in leaving the desk or that all librarians feel
comfortable wearing funny slippers, the point is rather that experimenting helped staff find ways of
working with participation, and their experiences gave rise to collegial reflections which in turn
stimulated new experiments leading to new insights.

A simple experiment in the library had quite a considerable impact. The staff set up a board with a
large paper on it and a supply of coloured pens. Above they placed a sign that read ‘Hi, we’re called
Catharina and Lisa. What are you called?’ The idea was that as children usually like writing their
names, to invite them to make an impression by writing them on the board. The board was placed
in the entrance to the library and immediately noticed. It soon became a ‘must’. The task itself is an
easy one, most children over a certain age can write their names, it can be done quickly and does not
require reflection. By writing your name you demonstrate that you are there, you ‘write yourself’ into
the room and it is likely that it strengthens children’s sense of belonging. On one occasion the board
was replaced with a notice with information about a cancelled storytime, but the visitors wrote their
names on it anyway. This suggests that they had made it their own, it had become a ‘children’s place’
(Rasmussen 2004). Another aspect of the nameboard connects it to the CRC (1989); article 7 accords
all children the right to their own name, a name is an individual’s unique characteristic, that which
separates us from others. To call someone by their name is to recognize the other person and to be
called by your name is to be seen. Knowing someone’s name is the basis of a relationship. The staff
found that the children seemed to like being called by their names and that it made it easier to com-
municate with them:

Knowing a child’s name is really important, the child is seen as an individual. Sometimes when I’m showing the
library [to groups] they can spread out, but if I know their names it’s easier to capture their attention. Names
build relationships and participation (Johansson and Hultgren 2018, 40)

The staff also worked with surprising their visitors, for example by presenting an unannounced pup-
pet show just for those who happened to be there. According to the vision of the Danish library
researchers Hvenegaard Rasmussen and Jochumsen (2010), in the library of the future the visitor
will come not just to borrow something but to explore an inviting space that affords meetings
with other people or to see if anything new is happening. We could give many examples of how
the staff experimented in the libraries as well as examples of hindrances and frustrations, and of
new issues that emerged in the wake of change. The point is, however, that the staff’s method of
implementation is focused on process and communication rather than preconceived outcomes.

The child citizen

The empirical studies have allowed us to identify how children and parents ‘do’ participation in
embodied ways and through interaction with others and things. We see participation as people
doing things together, each making their own unique and valuable contributions and where even
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the desire not to participate or only a little is respected. The model of participation we present here
describes participation as processual, observable and as happening in the meeting between people,
places and things. Focus is on the process itself and the opening of lines of communication rather
than on the outcomes of particular activities.

Our point of departure is thus that a model of participation must first be equally applicable to all
children, regardless of age or other differences and secondly, that participation is not defined once
and for all, but constantly redefined during the process of every specific activity or situation. Such an
enabling approach presupposes that every child is met as an individual and not as a representative of
a category. The difference – in age, gender, origin, ability – is the point of departure and enriches the
possibilities of the affordances of the place. We often think the other way around; we presuppose a
specific child when we think of participation, for example a child that is verbal, social and coopera-
tive. Equality then tends to be equated with sameness.

Citizenship is often interpreted on the basis of rights and responsibilities that not all citizens can
live up to (Davis and Hill 2006). Citizenship, according to Moosa-Mitha (2005), has always been a
question of inclusion and exclusion. A traditional view of citizenship includes the right to vote, to
participate in political decision-making, to get married and the right to be an independent economic
actor (Marshall 1997). From being reserved for male, property-owning adults, citizenship has
become the right of every adult over the age of 18 in Sweden. In this light children are ‘nearly
citizens’.

However, if citizenship is defined on the basis of the participation people exercise through living
in a society, then it cannot be something they qualify for through status, age or competence. Rather,
it is society that must qualify itself to attend to all its citizens’ competences and citizenship is under-
stood as inclusive and built on the idea that people are differently equal and equally valuable. This
puts focus on a society where process and not results are its most important aspects and where com-
munication between people is held open. In this sense children’s libraries can constitute a forum for
active citizenship.

In its broadest meaning participation is about being a member of society and includes both adults
and children. In a rights and citizen perspective based on difference each library visitor is met as
‘another’ in the sense someone who has a unique perspective and can contribute something. For
a library that is in a continuous relational participation process, each visitor is valuable and the
library is welcoming, not just to all but to each and every one.
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