TOP TIPS FOR RESEARCH AND CONSULTATION WITH CHILDREN AND YOUNG
PEOPLE
These top tips have been accumulated over the years. They have been compiled and
edited by Michael Gallagher as an online resource for the continuing professional
development course “Listening to Children: Research and Consultation”. This course is
run by the Centre for Families and Relationships (CRFR) at the University of Edinburgh.
Michael.Gallagher@ed.ac.uk http://www.crfr.ac.uk/cpd/listeningtochildren/
Note from the editor
I compiled this list of research tips from responses to an e-mailshot in October 2004 and
subsequently updated in 2007. The overwhelming response to this mailshot led me to
consider alternative uses for the tips beyond the online resource for which they were
compiled. In particular, I decided that the contributors should be given a copy of all of
the top tips as recompense for donating their insights. As most of them will probably
carry out further research with children and/or young people in the future, it is my hope
that this document could be of practical use to them in their work.
Some tips submitted were edited slightly, though every attempt was made to preserve
their meaning. Others were excluded to prevent repetition, or, in exceptional cases,
because the contributors had misunderstood the nature of the exercise. Where
possible, I have fully attributed all the contributions. However, if contributors have any
grievances with my editing, then correspondence should be sent to the e-mail address
above. I will endeavour to resolve any such problems amicably.
Please bear in mind that contributions were offered on the understanding that they
would be part of a teaching resource, rather than, say, a publication. Thus I would ask
any readers who wish to quote from this document in a paper or text for publication to
seek the permission of the relevant contributors first, if only out of professional courtesy
(if necessary, please e-mail me for contact details).
Any readers who are inspired to make further contributions should e-mail their top tips
to the address above. I will add any new contributors’ e-mail addresses to my
distribution list for this document, unless instructed otherwise. It is my hope that, in time,
a more extensive second edition might be compiled and circulated once again. In
particular, I would like to include contributions from children and young people who have
been involved in research projects, as their perspectives are under-represented in this
edition.
Finally, a big thank-you to all those who freely volunteered their advice. Colleagues
have commented on the diversity of both the contributions and the contributors, and the
document certainly testifies to the liveliness and healthiness of the field of research with
children. I feel that reading the tips has improved my own abilities as a researcher, and I
hope that others will have similar experiences.
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General tips
No suits
Informal atmosphere
Keep your language simple
Have patience with children and young people
Take the time to listen
Be aware that not all young people are the same and have the same views
Have food and drink that young people like
Make sure to create a good relationship with the parents of the young people
(Children and Young People’s Forum, Office of the Minister for Children, Ireland)
Children and young people are the experts on their own lives.
(Gwynedd Lloyd, School of Education, University of Edinburgh)
Make no assumptions that children will speak to you. Don't launch in, take time to play
with them or, in the case of older children, find out something about them - not what
someone else has told you but something they say themselves.
(Frances Scott, Learning and Development Adviser, Scottish Social Services Council)
Be in touch with what children are interested in (i.e. current things/fads/ football teams
etc...) and use this knowledge to connect and start your conversation. I have always
found children more likely to tell me things about their worlds, if I have some
understanding of what is important in their worlds!
(Jennifer Turpie, Director of Research and Policy, Children in Scotland)
Prior to contemplating research with children or young people, spend some nonresearch time with them (say in a voluntary setting). Understanding the world of children
can be an excellent pre-requisite to using research techniques on and with them.
(John Thain, School of Health, University of Wolverhampton)
Be patient and persistent. A process of dialogue with anyone - adults or children - takes
time.
(Bianka Atlas, Legal Research Counsel to the Principal Family Court Judge of New
Zealand)
Make it fun!
(Rachel Thomson, Lecturer in Children and Young People, Open University)
Take a selection of games e.g. connect 4, draughts, etc. Offer to play these as a settling
in/conclusion - and mention this/show them at the beginning of contact - can be helpful
even if not used just to set a more informal tone.
(Gillean McClusky, Research Associate, Scottish Traveller Education Programme,
University of Edinburgh)
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Use lots of eye contact, smiles, warm heart, fun and laughter (if appropriate): children
figure out in a split second whether you are really with them/interested or just extracting
information from them. They need to see you care, that you can engage with them as
they would like to be engaged with. They need you to understand why they may/may
not be responding.
(Leslie Groves, freelance social development/child rights consultant)
Children can spot phonie a mile off so don't try to be cool and in tune, be yourself.
(Frances Scott, Learning and Development Adviser, Scottish Social Services Council)
Don't 'dress down' when doing research with kids - you're only fooling yourself. Don't
call them kids either.
(Dr. Tom Hall, School of Social Sciences, Cardiff University)
For men: don't wear shorts. Children will want to stroke your hairy legs.
(John Horton, Centre for Children and Youth, University College Northampton)
The thing I would advise people is to make sure you think about what you wear as you
need to ensure you are able to 'muck in'. For women, this includes considering not
wearing anything even remotely low cut (I know it sounds a bit crude) as children will
quite happily pull on your clothing and put things down your top.
(Verity Campbell-Barr, Research Assistant, Kent Early Years Development and
Childcare Partnership)
As a lady, mind your dressing. Don't wear mini skirts or body exposing dresses.
(Ada Nnaemeka, MSc student, University of Edinburgh)
A warning: research with children can be extremely exhausting!
(Verity Campbell-Barr, Research Assistant, Kent Early Years Development and
Childcare Partnership)
Like the creepy uncle in the fabulous Richmal Crompton's Just William stories, anyone
who thinks they are 'good with boys' (sic) - read 'good with children' - needs to question
themselves and be questioned. Some adults (researchers) will be 'good with children' no question - but it not always the ones who think they are!! (The uncle patronises
children and colonises childhood space).
(Dr. Owain Jones, School of Geographical Sciences, University of Bristol)
Be clear about who you are - and who you are not, e.g. social worker.
(Gillean McClusky, Research Associate, Scottish Traveller Education Programme,
University of Edinburgh)
Be mindful of when and where you (as an adult/researcher) have power over children.
Also be sensitive to when the reverse is true and a child exerts her/his power over you.
(Jane Brown, Senior Research Fellow, Moray House School of Education, University of
Edinburgh)
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Be prepared to document young people's participation in the research process, for
example certificates for records of achievement.
(Rachel Thomson, Lecturer in Children and Young People, Open University)
Children and young people have views, experiences and knowledge that are unique to
their own situation within society and which must be acknowledged. They have the
ability to make important decisions and it is our responsibility to engage them in the
consultation process and empower them make choices in matters affecting them. What
they are asking for is respect, dialogue and action. Some of the changes children and
young people want are difficult to achieve, cost a great deal and take time to implement,
however this does not invalidate the relevance.
(Deb Ruiz-Dove, Childcare Development Officer, Bedfordshire Early Years
Development and Childcare Partnership)
A seemingly obvious point, but often overlooked: it is important, prior to beginning
research with children, for the researcher to be aware of her/his own understandings
and preconceptions of childhood, children/young people. Such awareness can
contribute to a greater flexibility in methods and data collection.
(Anne-Marie Smith, Institute of Latin American Studies, University of Liverpool)
Children read countenance easily so don't wear a worried look while dealing/working
with them.
(Ada Nnaemeka, MSc student, University of Edinburgh)
Children are more likely to feel free, get closer and disclose their problems to adults
who can listen to them patiently, tell them stories, etc. You should have a child-like
heart. Play with them and don't scold or scream at them.
(Ada Nnaemeka, MSc student, University of Edinburgh)
When children ask, be prepared to join in their games. Women: if you wear trousers and
flat shoes you will be more able sit on the floor or participate in chase, football, skipping
etc. It doesn’t matter if you aren’t very good. At 48 I was asked to join a game of chase,
I knew I would be selected as the chaser so I said that I wasn’t very fast at running. The
children let me catch them. I was also asked to show how I did handstands, this I
declined – we all have to draw the line somewhere!
(Sue Milne, Researcher, Centre for Research on Families and Relationships, University
of Edinburgh)
There are lots of things to remember: like bringing an extra set of batteries and checking
the machine is working. Also watch for extraneous noises like someone kicking the
table or tapping a pencil, they are murder on your ears when you come to transcribe; for
the same reason, don’t feed children crisps or drinks with straws during the interview.
(Sue Milne, Researcher, Centre for Research on Families and Relationships, University
of Edinburgh)
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Don’t put your tape recorder on the floor. I did this in my first ever research interview as
a new PhD student with a group of 5 year olds. I thought it would be a good idea to sit
on the floor with the children and place the tape recorder in the centre of our circle. On
leaving the school I played back the tape only to hear the noise of one little boy’s Velcro
shoe fastening being pulled open and closed … open and closed … for the duration of
the interview. Made transcription difficult to say the least!
(Sally McNamee, King’s University College at the University of Western Ontario,
Canada)
Think carefully about the way children and young people may perceive your research
equipment. I had arranged to meet two young people at the early stages of my research
on 'looked after' children's involvement in decision making. I'd brought along different
leaflet designs, the consent forms, activities I wanted their views on etc. I asked about
the use of a tape recorder and straight away they both said it reminded them of being
interviewed by the police. I asked them if they had any ideas on how I could use it in a
way that didn't remind them of the police. The lad said 'that's easy!' and started putting
different stickers on it (that I had brought for some of my activities) which he explained
'made it fun'. I used the tape recorder in its newly designed form from then on and have
had lots of positive comments about it. I try to carry extra stickers with me as some
children have asked if they can add one too. This idea could also be used on notebooks
or other pieces of equipment.
(Louise Hill, PhD student, University of Edinburgh)
It will be through knowledge, dialogues and inter, intra and transdisciplinary practices on
childhood that will be able to find the way to exceed a partial vision of childhood and the
social and cultural worlds of the children. The question that is placed here is of as if they
can become compatible boardings and speeches on childhood, when they are opposed,
for example of the Sociology of Childhood and the Psychology of Development. The
reply it could be in defining "transaction zones" that become possible the meeting, the
dialogue and the negotiation between these different boarding’s.
(Catarina Tomás, Institute of Child Studies of University of Minho, Portugal)
The existence of other visions and other voices on childhood worlds is not synonym of
clutter or methodological chaos, is before a last and legitimate expression of the proper
complexity and multidimensionality of the phenomenon to study.
(Catarina Tomás, Institute of Child Studies of University of Minho, Portugal)

Designing your research or consultation
Put children first - don't involve them unless there is really something in it for them.
(Dr. Mary Duffy, Barnardos Policy & Research Unit)
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Don’t assume that because a young person has been involved because of a particular
issue, they will continue to want to be consulted about this. Young people report being
‘over consulted/involved’ because they’ve been involved before.
(Pam Hibbert, Principal Policy Officer, Barnardos)
Don’t ‘professionalise’ children and young people – their views matter because they are
theirs, not something they have become adept at saying.
(Pam Hibbert, Principal Policy Officer, Barnardos)
Think about how you could involve young people in the design of the research project.
(Fiona Hodgkiss, Researcher, Children and Social Care Analysis, Scottish Executive
Education Department)
Start with a blank sheet - the more discretion young people can exercise over the
content and direction of the project, the more confident they will be that their views are
being taken seriously.
(Bianka Atlas, Legal Research Counsel to the Principal Family Court Judge of New
Zealand)
Researchers need to build considerable time - probably much more than they originally
anticipate - in order to deal with access and permissions, prior to conducting research
with children.
(Helen Sweeting, MRC Social and Public Health Sciences Unit, Glasgow)
My top tip would be on the importance of planning, preparation, pilot and time. That the
quality of the work is dependent upon giving sufficient time and thought to planning and
preparation - once you are into the actual work, research, it can often then be too late to
make corrections or adjustments. Piloting is a great help to planning and preparation. In
this, time is a crucial, and essential, resource - lack of time is an enemy of quality work.
(Mike Jones, Researcher, The Children’s Society)
I think it's vital to establish, during the planning stage, who is signed-up or 'on board';
obviously the exercise will be of limited value if those with a policy/decision-making role
are not involved, do not accept the results/messages from listening to children, are not
able/prepared to act upon those findings or 'cherry pick' which messages they are
prepared to hear. From our experience, even a firm commitment in advance can
unravel if the results are too challenging or inconvenient.
(Tony Dobson, Researcher, The Children’s Society)
Prior to beginning any research project relating to children and young people, all
researchers should identify and assess the ethical considerations relevant to their
proposed research.
(Nancy Bell, PhD candidate, Glasgow Centre for the Child & Society, University of
Glasgow)
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Before you plan any research with children, talk to them informally about your research
questions and how they think these might be approached.
(Martin Richards, Professor of Family Research, Centre for Family Research,
Cambridge)
Whenever possible, undertake a pilot study because this will undoubtedly reveal hidden
hitches, mistakes or biases, or reveal new unthought of outcomes/results.
(Bernadette Maloney, Researcher, Derby University)
Pilot extensively with young people. This doesn't just include the tools, but also the
research questions. Make sure the research makes sense to children and young
people. If it doesn't you haven't thought it through enough yet.
(Rachel Thomson, Lecturer in Children and Young People, Open University)
Only ask young people/children questions that they can answer from their own
experience.
(Rachel Thomson, Lecturer in Children and Young People, Open University)
Children can only talk about what they know, so you need to empower them to think
outside normal experience. For example, children being asked about their dream
playground drew their school playground with security guards in it to protect them and it
from inner city stuff. After a trip to a staffed playground, they were asked to stick stars
on their favourite thing so they stuck them on the playworker as they had not previously
known such a species exists. Their drawings after the visit showed water, complex
structures and fantasy, whereas the first ones had shown monkey bars.
(Simon Rix, Play Development Worker, Haringey Play Association)
Try to have the confidence to encourage children to talk about their everyday lives, to
listen to what they have to say, to let them set the agenda and contextualise their own
concerns. Think twice (and reflexively) about structured techniques - draw and write,
picture response, ranking, etc. They have their place, but do we hide our insecurities as
adult researchers behind them?
(Prof. Kathryn Backett-Milburn, Research Unit in Health, Behaviour and Change, Codirector Centre for Research on Families and Relationships, University of Edinburgh)
Don't overestimate the amount of time you usually have with children or young people.
Forty five minutes to an hour is usually the maximum. Plan accordingly.
(Susan Elsley, Head of Policy and Research, Save the Children)
Don't let yourself fall into the trap of thinking that if you just take a certain number of
steps and precautions, plan well, reflect on your practice, etc. your research will run
perfectly. All of these things will help, but there will still be situations which you hadn't
expected, and which you make a mess of. Research is by nature full of botches and
blunders. This doesn't in any way invalidate the knowledge it produces.
(Mike Gallagher, University of Edinburgh)
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There are no rules for research with children! When apparent ‘formal’ methods do not
work, it is important to acknowledge ‘just hanging out’ time with groups of children as
valuable data in itself. It’s O.K. to bin the questionnaires or work-sheets and follow your
instinct, or the children’s lead in some cases.
(Anne-Marie Smith, Institute of Latin American Studies, University of Liverpool)
Don't consult young people on what they can't affect. Work extensively with
professionals and adult communities who have a stake or affect on the
process/service/environment to ensure you are get this right, use participatory
processes with adults to as the culture of consulting needs to work the whole way
through. Then ensure there is a conduit behind the direct work with young people to
ensure their voices will be weaved into the complex decision making processes. Make
this complexity explicit - this helps everyone, children and adults, to build consensus.
(Anne Cunningham, Education Consultant, The Lighthouse, Scotland's Centre for
Architecture, Design and the City)
Encourage creativity - it's transformational and allows aspirations to become
possibilities.
Remember that young people have different learning preferences so you need to work
visually, spatially, kinaesthetically as well as through language so they can
communicate in ways that provide you with different information. Develop these different
literacies in yourself.
(Anne Cunningham, Education Consultant, The Lighthouse, Scotland's Centre for
Architecture, Design and the City)
Say when you don't understand something - young people often have deep and
complex ideas.
(Anne Cunningham, Education Consultant, The Lighthouse, Scotland's Centre for
Architecture, Design and the City)
Give adults a real role, value everyone, young people will notice if you don't and it will
affect what they tell you (e.g. teachers as learning evaluators or observers from their
perspectives). Explain all roles to children and adults together, then they can self
regulate more. Be kind, don't be surprised when adults drift into their 'norm'- after all it’s
what they do everyday!
(Anne Cunningham, Education Consultant, The Lighthouse, Scotland's Centre for
Architecture, Design and the City)
Do not assume that all young people want to make animations or investigate their
environment on a skateboard - some might want to sit at home and read Foucault. After
all these are people you've just met - allow them to have potentials you couldn't have
imagined.
(Anne Cunningham, Education Consultant, The Lighthouse, Scotland's Centre for
Architecture, Design and the City)
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Dealing with difference
This may seem very basic but don’t assume that young people are only interested in
issues that directly affect them – for example, disabled children don’t want to only be
involved about disability issues.
(Pam Hibbert, Principal Policy Officer, Barnardos)
Before doing research with children, be critically reflexive about whether you think there
may be potential differences researching with children rather than adults and,
importantly, why? Do not assume that there will automatically be differences, and be
aware that if there are, it could be because of the ways childhood is constructed in our
society, or because of your own adult assumptions and/or skills in communicating with
children, rather than because children are inherently different.
(Samantha Punch, University of Stirling)
Working with children means embracing diversity. It isn't just about finding good ways to
communicate with children, the challenge lies in finding ways to communicate with
individuals. In working with those who have additional needs, listen to the advice of
those who know them well ...and then take a step back and make your own choices.
Sometimes you get pearls of wisdom, others you'll get led down the (un-child-friendly)
path...
(Michelle Pyer, PhD Student, Centre for Children and Youth, The University of
Northampton)
Working with children in single gender groups yields a very different range and quality of
information than mixed groups. Depending on your research focus, it is useful to
incorporate both, where possible. (Margaret Rogers, PhD Student, Children’s Research
Centre, Trinity College, Dublin)
I would say that the most important thing to consider when working with young people
who have Down's syndrome or Additional Support for Learning Needs is to find out as
much as you can about the individual or individuals that you wish to consult or do
research work with. This should be in terms of both their learning needs and personality.
The need for preparation is crucial in terms of the visual tools that you will require.
(Karen Bain, Children's Worker, Down's Syndrome Scotland)
Make every single child feel valued, and that their input is really important.
(Leslie Groves, freelance social development/child rights consultant)
When working with primary aged children and particularly those with Special Needs we
found it helped to create scenarios using well known stories and ask the children what
they thought should happen to make the characters feel comfortable in school. This
meant we did not refer directly to any disability or difficulty, nor to the children
themselves. Instead the children identified with the fairy tale characters and explained
freely what was needed to make them able to be happy, play and learn in a school
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designed for a different type of character. This yielded excellent proposals for schools
and lesson plans on 'difference' for teachers. (for Coventry Education Service)
(Adrienne Katz, Young Voice. The charity making young people's views count)
Don't underrate or belittle any boy no matter the age as they see themselves as men
already.
(Ada Nnaemeka, MSc student, University of Edinburgh)
If you want to explore gender issues, or even the possibility of exploring gender issues,
then beware: young boys' and girls' voices tend to be indistinguishable on tape
recordings! Maybe get them to say their name before they speak? Or video the group
interview?
(Emma Uprichard, Department of Sociology, University of York)
Doing focus groups
I use 'Great, ok and rubbish' stickers that the young people can stick on any part of the
leaflets, activities etc. It can open up the discussion and is a great way for them to tell
me that something is rubbish!
(Louise Hill, PhD student, University of Edinburgh)
Location and area lay out of interviews/focus groups/observation can impact upon the
atmosphere and therefore content.
(Bernadette Maloney, Researcher, Derby University)
Bear in mind that children will talk about different stuff more openly in different contexts.
I once conducted focus groups in a youth group. The young people talked about
smoking, relationships and getting into trouble at school. When I conducted interviews
in their own homes, they were far less open about such stuff and talked about things
within the frame of reference of their own household (times to be in, rules about TV etc).
(Pete Seaman, Research Fellow, Glasgow Centre for the Child & Society)
Understanding the power dynamics in a group of children is crucial: who is/isn't talking,
why not, is it appropriate to bring in the quieter ones, how can you do this in the least
disruptive manner so that there will be no repercussions afterwards for speaking out?
(Leslie Groves, freelance social development/child rights consultant)
Game formats for focus groups work well and can increase participation without
exposing individuals as everyone takes a turn.
(Rachel Thomson, Lecturer in Children and Young People, Open University)
Make the children feel as comfortable as possible by having some control over the
direction, content and running of the sessions. I find this can be done by letting them
choose their own additional warm-up games, or playing games when they are restless and thus rescheduling the session. Or getting them involved in setting up the room,
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scribing out answers, asking the questions, and also letting them chat for a while about
things that you may think are not directly relevant but they want to discuss. You can
usually steer the discussion back into the topic quite easily.
(Claire Lanyon, National Children's Bureau)
Don't cram a group session with children and young people with too many different
participatory methods. Keep the session simple so that you can remember what you are
doing and the participants are not overwhelmed by the range of activities
(Susan Elsley, Head of Policy and Research, Save the Children)
It helps to have two people to facilitate a focus group - one as the lead facilitator and
another person to handle the mechanics.
(Kay Tisdall, Senior Lecturer, University of Edinburgh)
It is well worth talking to the youth leader, teacher, personal assistant in advance of the
focus group, to discuss their role within it. Otherwise, such people can begin answering
for the child or young person rather than facilitating their participation.
(Kay Tisdall, Senior Lecturer, University of Edinburgh)
In designing a focus group, I need to make sure I spend the most time on a key
objective - and not lots of time on warm ups that don't meet the research agenda.
(Kay Tisdall, Senior Lecturer, University of Edinburgh)
Always worth having a 'cool down' planned for a focus group - just in case you have
stirred up a lot of energy or potentially sensitive issues.
(Kay Tisdall, Senior Lecturer, University of Edinburgh)
Interviewing children
Don't be afraid to actually hand over the tape recorder to the children - this became a
key way of getting them to speak one at a time and not speaking over one another. In
some small group interviews, one or two particular child(ren) would play the role of
'interviewer', thus making my role by and large redundant, which was great! I just
handed over my interview guide and off they went! They loved it, I loved it, and the data
was incredibly rich. It also made transcribing and transcripts a lot easier. (Emma
Uprichard, Department of Sociology, University of York)
Don't underestimate the tried and tested methods of straightforward interviewing
techniques. Children and young people like talking!
(Susan Elsley, Head of Policy and Research, Save the Children)
If you have arranged to interview a young person or a group of young people, ring them
up the day before (or in the morning if you are meeting them in the afternoon or
evening) to remind them that you are coming. In my experience young people can
forget about appointments and may be out, about to go out, asleep or otherwise
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unprepared when you arrive. This can be embarrassing for you both. Give them the
opportunity to Be Prepared!
(Jessica Datta, National Children's Bureau)
Make sure you ask if interviewee has any difficulty with reading or writing etc. This
sounds obvious but it amazes me how often adults working with children do not tell you
basic information unless you ask specific questions like 'does he have dyslexia?'
(Gillean McClusky, Research Associate, Scottish Traveller Education Programme,
University of Edinburgh)
Make sure that the questions can be phrased in lots of different ways; so the idea of a
"structured" interview is perhaps a non-starter. What one child understands won't be
what another understands, so be versatile in finding ways of saying the same thing.
(Frances Scott, Learning and Development Adviser, Scottish Social Services Council)
Be clear about the length of time involved in the meeting.
(Gillean McClusky, Research Associate, Scottish Traveller Education Programme,
University of Edinburgh)
I think you have to be ready to experiment with the games and/or props that you use in
the interviews with children. And you have to learn to live with the anxiety when
something does not work out as expected. Read up on games that others have used
and spend some time adapting them till you feel comfortable using them, and you have
found that they work either as intended or they support your interview communication in
some way. Keep some extra game(s) in your bag, just in case your chosen game(s)
does not suit the child with whom you are working. Keep the games in good condition,
sorting them, washing them after every interview.
(Helen Kay, contract researcher)
People seem to be happy for me to audio-tape the interview or focus group if I explain
to them that this is because (a) I have difficulty writing down and talking, and (b) I want
to ensure I have an accurate record of what they have said. Children often really like
hearing themselves on the audio tape.
(Kay Tisdall, Senior Lecturer, University of Edinburgh)
Never underestimate how tiring interviewing in homes can be. Even sitting and having a
cup of tea with the parents can leave you exhausted as you are having to do a lot of
presentational work, and sometimes you won't feel like doing it.
(Pete Seaman, Research Fellow, Glasgow Centre for the Child & Society)
Observation of young children
Adult researchers should not expect, or aim, to fully enter the worlds of children or 'see
through their eyes' - common assumptions in some qualitative methods. I think such
aims are questionable in ontological, epistemological and ethical terms.
(Dr. Owain Jones, School of Geographical Sciences, University of Bristol)

12

Start by jotting down things which strike you as interesting, rather than trying to record
everything that happens.
(Mike Gallagher, University of Edinburgh)
Get down as low as you can - sit on the floor, kneel, crouch, whatever - and get into the
thick of things. If you have to bend down every time a child wants to speak to you, it'll be
hard work.
(Mike Gallagher, University of Edinburgh)
Make a point of learning all the names of the children in your study group as soon as
possible.
(Mike Gallagher, University of Edinburgh)
Designing a self-report questionnaire
Enabling children and young people to participate in questionnaire design from the
outset through consultation ensures it is young people led. They are best placed to
inform us on issues to consult on, ways to engage with their peers and practical
considerations such as what language to use.
(Young Voice, Children's Research Charity)
In preparing research tools such as questionnaires and interview guides, consider
whether preparatory discussions and piloting work with children has included sufficiently
heterogeneous individuals. It will not be possible to pilot tools with children from every
relevant permutation of circumstance but it is important to do whatever you can to be
sensitive to the wide range of family and household circumstances in which children
might live and the diverse experiences they might have. For example, I know from
personal experience that the child whose mother or father has died may not welcome
the presumption that they are alive.
(Lynn Jamieson, Co-director Centre for Research on Families and Relationships,
University of Edinburgh)
When using questionnaires which will be filled in by groups of children at the same time
(e.g. in school), include an activity at the end (e.g. wordsearch). This means that those
who finish early have something to do and don't make others who are slower feel dumb.
(Rachel Thomson, Lecturer in Children and Young People, Open University)
Use as much visual material as possible - questionnaires need not be entirely text and
there is nothing wrong with decoration. Why not spend some proper money on the
research materials? Use a designer, show that it is important.
(Rachel Thomson, Lecturer in Children and Young People, Open University)
Multiple methods
Read the children a story then they will read one for you too.
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(Julia Chen, past MSc student, University of Edinburgh)
A key means of witnessing and attempting to represent children's worlds is to watch and
listen to them together (as far as it appropriate to the specific research task) and,
beyond that, to let them do their own research and reporting (as is happening in some
initiatives). This is all about power relations and children being in their own worlds.
(Dr. Owain Jones, School of Geographical Sciences, University of Bristol)
Working on sensitive issues such as divorce with children aged 9 -11 we found that
creating story boards works well. A cartoonist drew one scene on a set of 6 blank
squares. The child was asked to draw either what he or she thought the parents could
have done differently in the same situation, or to draw how they thought the children in
the scene were feeling. They then talked this through with the researchers explaining
their drawings. Some chose to draw what they thought happened next.
(Adrienne Katz, Young Voice. The charity making young people's views count)
Ask the same question in loads of different ways with the answers in varying mediums.
[In research about children’s views on playground improvement,] one little girl who was
full of ideas drew a swimming pool every time there was a drawing session, even
though it didn’t fit in with her other ideas and she knew there wasn't enough
money...[because] swimming pools were the only thing she felt competent to draw!
(Simon Rix, Play Development Worker, Haringey Play Association)
Multiple methods must be entirely flexible! Much of the literature on methods for
research with children is based on a Northern context of childhood; this is important to
bear in mind when carrying out research within different socio-cultural contexts.
Methods perceived to be ‘child-friendly’ in a Northern context may not work at all
elsewhere where children are not used to, for example, group discussions or expressing
opinions. Therefore be prepared to take time to respond and adapt to the realities of the
children you are researching, and adapt research accordingly. This may involve
scrapping all ‘formal’ methodology plans, and just observing or playing marbles with
children.
(Anne-Marie Smith, Institute of Latin American Studies, University of Liverpool)
I have a methodological tip, that arose whilst piloting a study on sleep and young people
(aged 13/14 years), I gave them a small audio tape recorder to record a sleep diary over
the period of a week. It took me 3 months to retrieve 9 of the 10 recorders I gave out,
and of these 9 only 6 were usable. Solution? I gave the next group a choice of
emailing me, writing their sleep diaries, using the tape recorder or blogging to a secure
site – the result was much better, they especially liked to blog (but beware assuming
everyone has access and/or knowledge of IT). So my tip is to be creative in the way
you engage young people to take part in your research by using methods that they feel
comfortable with and enjoy doing. Giving them a choice of how they record data could
mean they are more likely to take part, and continue to take part.
(Sue Venn, Research Officer, Centre for Research on Ageing and Gender, University of
Surrey)
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Be prepared to be flexible and open to negotiation. I had asked children to take
photographs of ‘places and things in their area, but not people’ as I had concerns about
privacy, intrusion etc. A number of children came to me and said they wanted to include
photos of friends and family and they were important to them, so we agreed that they
would get permission from any people they photographed. Their inclusion added
greatly to the data, as the social aspects of children’s lives are indivisible from their
environment – a point the children intrinsically understood. (Margaret Rogers, PhD
Student, Children’s Research Centre, Trinity College, Dublin)

Thematic analysis
Be aware that emotions experienced during fieldwork constitute important data. They
can reveal a lot about the researchers own preconceptions about childhood and
children. An analysis of these emotions and reactions (recorded in a fieldwork diary,
another key tool for data collection) will feed important points into the final theoretical
and empirical analyses.
(Anne-Marie Smith, Institute of Latin American Studies, University of Liverpool)
Start thinking about analysis while you're still collecting your data. Keep notes - either
mental or written - on recurring themes. That way, when you come to the formal
analysis stage, you'll be well prepared, and things will run much more smoothly.
(Mike Gallagher, University of Edinburgh)
In children’s drawings, whenever possible we and we talked with the children about the
drawing to understand its opinions and meanings. He was never our goal to interpret
children’s drawings without the “voice” of the child.
(Catarina Tomás, Institute of Child Studies of University of Minho, Portugal)
An effort of triangulation is necessary, not in a traditional sense of search of the last
truth, but to establish partial connections and to multiply the field of the possible ones.
So, triangulation is a strategy that allows confronting actor’s different positions and the
meanings expressed by them. The multiplicity of data, methods, and, the knowledges
brought by other disciplinal fields, allowing reducing, in this way, the risks of the
conclusions to be hurled, to mirror the vision and analysis of the investigator and to
reproduce wrong meanings.
(Catarina Tomás, Institute of Child Studies of University of Minho, Portugal)
Dissemination
Avoid smash and grab operations. Too many adults ask for one-off views and don't do
enough to make sure information goes back meaningfully to those who provided it.
(Dr. Mary Duffy, Barnardos Policy & Research Unit)
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It is vital to provide some form of feedback to young people in the dissemination phase,
whether it is a letter or a young person’s version of the findings. Showing them what is
being done with their contribution enables them to feel empowered and can help ensure
they continue to participate in future research.
(Young Voice, Children's Research Charity)
One of the things that I have learnt from my experiences consulting with children is to
show them results and do this, at least in part, very quickly! If children see the proof that
they are being listened to then they are more likely to get involved again, rather than get
disillusioned with the whole process (i.e. "Not another consultation....").
(Pippa Cosimini, Play Development Manager, London Borough of Enfield)
The one tip I would like to share relates to dissemination. We are getting better at
involving children as active participants in research but we are still not very good at
involving them in the dissemination of that research. We need to give more attention to
how we give children genuine opportunities to disseminate from their perspective with
their voice and in their style, which may not be as polished and 'eloquent' as an adult
dissemination but should have equal value.
(Mary Kellett, Director, Children's Research Centre, The Open University)
Dissemination is important in socially relevant research and often students are
encouraged to send copies of their report to participants. When the research involves
children, more often the report is sent to organisations (schools, youth clubs) through
which access was gained rather than the children themselves. It is useful to think of
other ways (factsheets, posters and discussions) of ensuring children are informed and
have opportunities to comment on the findings and feedback how they feel they have
been represented. This will further inform and enhance your research.
(Dr. Lorraine van Blerk (nee Young), Research-Lecturer in Children's Geographies,
Brunel University)
Have something as an end product that is concrete and not a piece of policy that may
come into being by the time the children are young adults. In our case we invited all the
participants and their families to two Family Fundays and sent them all a map of outdoor
play spaces in Tower Hamlets. This was produced specifically for the project from the
children's request for more fundays and more information about where to play in the
borough. The map contained pictures and text generated during the research and has
proven to be popular with children and adults alike.
(Suzannah Carey, Play Association, Tower Hamlets)
Children and young people’s versions of the research findings are invariably more
popular than the longer ‘adult’ version. Think of ways in which research can be
presented in different forms and ways and for what audiences. And design matters. Use
pictures, photographs, graphics, websites and short videos to help communicate
research, whatever the audience (even academics and policymakers secretly like
something more interesting).
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(Susan Elsley, Independent consultant, Children’s policy and research)

Handling the media
Tell children and young people what you have found out, not just those who were
involved in the research. Get cover on children and young people’s media as well the
traditional adult media such as Newsround, Children’s Express (young journalists),
magazines, young people’s sections in newspapers and relevant websites. (Susan
Elsley, Independent consultant, Children’s policy and research)
If children and young people have been involved as researchers or advisors. encourage
them to write a ‘think’ piece for a newspaper on the research findings. (Susan Elsley,
Independent consultant, Children’s policy and research)
Never ever underestimate how complicated it is dealing with the media. If children and
young people are involved in interviews, give them opportunities for training on dealing
with the media and role playing an interview. Discuss with the young people how much
they want to tell a journalist and what could end up in print. Be near at hand to give
them support when doing interviews. Try and make sure that TV and radio interviews
are pre-recorded rather than live- blips and difficult questions can then be edited out
and it gives you more control. (Susan Elsley, Independent consultant, Children’s policy
and research)
Journalists want a good story so think about how research can be presented in an
interesting way without compromising your research findings or individual children and
young people. Be ready for a flurry of media attention if your findings are particularly
controversial or the news is slow that day. If that happens make sure you are not the
only one on hand to do the interviews as it can be really exhausting. (Susan Elsley,
Independent consultant, Children’s policy and research)
Some days of the week are better than others for getting coverage. Work out if you want
a news item or a longer feature piece in a newspaper. Summer holidays and Christmas
(sorry!) can be surprisingly good times to get coverage because there are not some
many other news stories to compete with. (Susan Elsley, Independent consultant,
Children’s policy and research)
Journalists like using one or two simple statistics. Think about which ones you want to
use in advance and make sure that they accurately represent the core messages from
your research. (Susan Elsley, Independent consultant, Children’s policy and research)
Journalists also like really gritty quotes that tell a story. These can be a good substitute
if there is no one available to talk directly to the media or if it is not possible for children
and young people to be interviewed. Make sure your quotes are as lively as possible
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and be prepared for them to be edited. (Susan Elsley, Independent consultant,
Children’s policy and research)
Work out in advance what you are going to do about consent for children and young
people to take part in media activities. Think about whether consent for photographs or
filming is needed. Consider if it is ok to identify children by name or by school or group.
These things can take a while to sort out and sometimes you only have a few hours
notice. (Susan Elsley, Independent consultant, Children’s policy and research)
Children and young people usually find doing media stuff really exciting and interesting.
Working out ways in which they can be involved which are safe, fun and give them a
chance to have their say. (Susan Elsley, Independent consultant, Children’s policy and
research)

Accessing children through schools
Be aware of the route by which you reach children. As an adult introduced to them by a
teacher, parent or youth worker, you can be seen as an ally of this particular adult.
Consequently, accounts can be framed in terms of what the children know that
particular adult approves of or disapproves of.
(Pete Seaman, Research Fellow, Glasgow Centre for the Child & Society)
School staff can have particular ideas about what research should be - and that usually
is quantitative and not qualitative.
(Kay Tisdall, Senior Lecturer, University of Edinburgh)
Schools are presently being inundated with requests for research. One needs to be
clear why they should choose to be involved in your research.
(Kay Tisdall, Senior Lecturer, University of Edinburgh)
It takes ages to get into a school - find a link person there and pester them to liaise with
you. School secretaries can be a little like doctor’s receptionists, plus having a name to
deal with provides a much speedier response. Make your case well and have all the
paperwork to hand. Schools are not going to let a load of babbling fools loose on their
classes!
(Suzannah Carey, Play Association, Tower Hamlets)
We should have made the links between the research we were doing and the
educational value this would have to the class. For example, on a mapping exercise
children were using co-ordinates (maths) and discussing and evaluating their local area
(geography).
(Suzannah Carey, Play Association, Tower Hamlets)
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Don't contact a school until you have prepared a very short, succinct, clear statement of
what your research is about. Teachers don't have much time, I have a tendency to
waffle on vaguely in a rather abstract way. This hasn't done me any favours in the past!
(Mike Gallagher, University of Edinburgh)
Don't expect school staff to share your concerns about consent; and don't let this put
you off, either.
(Mike Gallagher, University of Edinburgh)
Obtain informal access permission from the head of the school before writing to the
local education authority. This is more courteous from the school's point of view.
(Mike Gallagher, University of Edinburgh)
Plan your research to fit in with the school’s timetable, usually a 45 minutes lesson slot.
This is start to finish; the teacher’s introduction to your closing remarks. If you ask for
the session before break (the morning one – not all schools have an afternoon break)
there will be time for those children who want to ask additional questions to stay behind.
(Sue Milne, Researcher, Centre for Research on Families and Relationships, University
of Edinburgh)
Think about the room which the school allocates for your interviews with children. For
example, at one small village primary school I carried out interviews in the ‘quiet
room’. Unfortunately the quiet room was also where the school’s musical instruments
were stored. The group interview I was attempting to do became sidelined when one of
the children found the box of tambourines. Ever tried to interview six 5-year-olds playing
tambourines?
(Sally McNamee, King’s University College at the University of Western Ontario,
Canada)
If you are asked for coffee in the staff room and have time do go. It is a good
opportunity for teachers and researchers to interact. However, this depends on the type
of research you are doing. In undertaking participant observation, I tried to spend as
much informal time with the children as possible. I therefore avoided ‘teacher-only’
spaces. I sought to develop and maintain contacts with all the staff –
dinner ladies and the janitor as well as the teachers – through daily greetings and chats.
(Sue Milne, Researcher, Centre for Research on Families and Relationships, University
of Edinburgh)
When conducting self-completion questionnaires in schools, if possible administer them
yourself so that you can answer any queries including questions about yourself. You are
asking a series of personal questions; why shouldn’t the children or young people find
out something about you? Also, be aware that the teacher may want to stay in the room
and help children who have difficulties with reading or understanding. This may
compromise confidentiality. I once had a teacher reading through the children’s
questionnaires when I had collected them in. I subtly moved them to my bag.
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(Sue Milne, Researcher, Centre for Research on Families and Relationships, University
of Edinburgh)
Gaining consent of children (and parents)
Write a clear information leaflet.
(Priscilla Alderson, Professor of Childhood Studies, University of London)
Don't make consent forms and letters for children and young people or parents/carers
long and complicated. Talk through ethical and consent issues face to face as well as
giving out written information.
(Susan Elsley, Head of Policy and Research, Save the Children)
Make explicit (e.g. in the form of a Statement of Intent) at the outset of a project with
children what it is that you wish to achieve, and why.
(Bianka Atlas, Legal Research Counsel to the Principal Family Court Judge of New
Zealand)
Get children and young people to pick their own pseudonym to maintain their
anonymity.
(Susan Elsley, Head of Policy and Research, Save the Children)
In institutional contexts (e.g. schools): (i) do your very best to negotiate informed
consent, whilst (ii) recognising that this will almost certainly be completely impossible
under the circumstances. Consent is not a very meaningful concept in situations where
children's compliance is compulsory by law.
(Mike Gallagher, University of Edinburgh)
Informed consent is an on-going process, not a ‘one-off’ event at the outset. Allow and
be prepared for children to opt out or in at different stages and make provision for this
(i.e. regularly reiterating that participants have a choice to engage or not; making this a
real choice by providing alternatives; not making them feel that they are being unhelpful
or incompetent by not complying with all requests; welcoming children who may have
chosen not to participate at the outset but who changed their minds). This also needs
to be negotiated sensitively with key ‘gate-keepers’ such as teachers, childcare or youth
workers or indeed parents, especially in setting such as schools/classrooms, where non
compliance may be seen as deviance, rather than choice.
(Margaret Rogers, PhD Student, Children’s Research Centre, Trinity College, Dublin)

20

