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Abstract
The interplay between participation and protection often sits in tension in research with children and young people (CYP), especially
on topics related to violence and abuse. Drawing upon our three doctoral research projects, which involved different contexts and
participatory approaches (Consultative, Co-produced, and Co-research), we acknowledge the imperative balance between par-
ticipation and protection as mutually reinforcing rather than a hierarchy. The first, a Consultative participatory project with young
people who have displayed harmful sexual behaviour, explored their perspectives of safety, risk, and rights under the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (n = 4, 13–18 years). The second, a Co-produced approach, through a series of participatory
workshops, engaged CYP in co-creating knowledge, understanding and recommendations on addressing sexual violence (n = 29, 13–
18 years). The third, a participatory action research project with LGBTQ + young co-researchers, explored domestic abuse help-
seeking through shared decision-making, co-designing, and co-analysis of the research (n = 12, 16–25 years). We reflect on the
differences and intersections within our approaches to balancing protection and participation, particularly in embedding ongoing
consent, co-creating safety, and promoting young people-led understanding instead of adult-centric views.We argue for participatory
methods to reflect a balancing act between fulfilling rights to participation and protection.
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Background

Commitment to fulfilling children’s rights to be heard and ex-
press their views through their participation in research has been
increasing in the past three decades following the adoption of the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(Carnevale, 2020; Cody, Bovarnick, & Soares, 2024; Coyne &
Carter, 2024; Morrison, 2023). However, child-centred under-
standings and perspectives on addressing violence in their lives
are often missing (Ritterbusch et al., 2023). Children and young
people (CYP) have historically been excluded from participating
in research or decisions related to their lives due to concerns
about their risks, vulnerability, and potential for harm

(Whittington, 2019b; Ellis, Hickle, & Warrington, 2023;
Morrison, 2023). Participatory research (PR) is an effective
methodology and approach to promoting CYP’s meaningful
participation in research. PR with CYP involves representing
their voices and promoting their agency and capacity following
strengths-based perspectives (Coyne & Carter, 2024). Engaging
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CYP in research on violence and abuse contributes to a CYP-
informed understanding in contrast to adult-centric interpreta-
tions dominating academic literature and practice (Hackett, 2017;
Kosher & Ben-Arieh, 2020; Roth, 2023). Research with young
people on sexual violence reveals that they found the experience
beneficial, such as improved awareness of the issue and feelings
of empowerment (Cody et al., 2024; Hamilton et al., 2019;
Warrington et al., 2024). Thus, PR can potentially create new
knowledge, forms of meaningful participation, and transfor-
mative experiences for CYP.

In this paper, we use the term children and young people
(CYP) to include children under eighteen, given our interest in
children as rights holders under the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), and young people above
eighteen. It is important to highlight that human rights do not
cease beyond eighteen, and ‘young people’ can be defined up to
age twenty-four (World Health Organization, ?2011). Traditional
constructions of childhoodmay affect how children are treated in
the research process as a conceptual ‘other’ compared to adults.
These constructions are often grounded in philosophies of ex-
clusion and control (Woodgate et al., 2017) and adultism,
meaning systems that privilege adult views and subordinate
children (Morrison, 2023; Cody et al., 2024). Key aspects of the
social constructions of children and childhoods often rest in
opposing binaries such as innocent or knowing, deserving or
undeserving, and at or at risk (Robinson, 2008, p. 16).

Ethical guidelines for research with children are premised
on constructions of childhood, such as their vulnerability.
CYP may be excluded from research if they are perceived by
adults as unable to engage in the participatory process due to
their age, ability, or personal circumstances. However, we
argue that excluding CYP from the research process can be
less ethical since their exclusion from participation can be
considered unethical (Pickles, 2020). Scholars suggest ad-
dressing ethical dilemmas that occur at the moment and re-
sponding to CYP involved in an empathetic manner
(Whittington, 2019a; Ellis et al., 2023) and following an ethics
of care. Our projects illustrate the possibilities of involving
CYP in research on violence and abuse. We seek to reiterate
rights to participation and protection as complementary and
reinforcing not opposing. This constant balancing of tensions,
which cannot be separated from and simultaneously
strengthen each other, underscores the rationale of using
participatory methods within our three distinct research
projects and how we navigated participation and protection
depending on our project’s situational and contextual nature.

At times, Hart’s (2008) influential ladder of participation has
been mistaken to imply that the higher levels on the ladder are
better forms of participation (Wilkinson & Wilkinson, 2024).
Other non-hierarchical models of participation have been pro-
posed, such as Lundy’s model, which proposes four elements of
Space, Voice, Audience, and Influence. These models demon-
strate CYP’s varying levels of involvement in the research
process, which should not be considered in a hierarchical manner
of ‘more’ or ‘less.’. These interactions require greater and

constant attention to the balance between participation and
protection rights in research on sensitive topics.

The Balancing Act

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC) Article 12, is widely regarded as a fundamental
principle and a means through which other rights are realised’
(Lansdown, 2011, p. 3). Children’s rights are interdependent
and indivisible from one another (UNCRC, 1989). There is a
growing recognition of CYP’s participation as being funda-
mental to upholding collective rights of other CYP (Mitchell
et al., 2023). The responsibility of ensuring that harm and risk
is minimised and CYP are protected lies with the researcher
including ethical implications of silencing CYP through their
exclusion from participation (ESRC, 2024). Equally, Daley
(2015, p. 122) problematises the ‘heavy focus on protection’
in research with CYP ‘without due consideration to enabling
participation’. Protection must not be distinct from partici-
pation: recognising the latter (information, expression and
influence) as a necessary component of protection
(Warrington & Larkin, 2020).

Our vision of a balancing act captures the experience of
walking a metaphorical tightrope through the process of
participating in research on these sensitive topics. This act
involves constant tiny repositions, multidimensional motion,
and developing skills to do fast and slow rebalances depending
on the situation with the CYP engaged in the research. As we
grappled with balancing CYP’s right to participation and
ensuring their protection, we found ourselves performing our
balancing acts: walking the tightrope between different
methodological and ethical considerations in conducting PR
with CYP. Our collective experiences shed light on the in-
tricacies of this balancing act, offering valuable insights and
strategies which help us maintain or, at times regain, our
footing through our research projects. We consider the dif-
ferences in striving to fulfill participation and protection rights
in the context of research into violence and abuse across a
continuum of participation - Consultative, Co-produced and
Co-research Our shared interest in CYP’s participation in
research related to violence and abuse stems from our doctoral
research projects and their connections. We share a curiosity
about the meanings and experiences of CYP that can chal-
lenge, complement, and expand adult-centric understandings
of complex and often distressing social issues (Figure 1).

Children’s rights offer an ‘essential theoretical framework to
advocate for children’s and young people’s role at the centre of
addressing sexual violence’ (Warrington et al., 2024, p. 352).
This paper seeks to explore how rights to participation can be
made ‘real’ with CYP in research around socially sensitive
subjects including violence, harm and abuse. We argue for
participatory methods in violence and abuse research with CYP
to be viewed as a balancing act between fulfilling rights to
participation and protection. We draw on this metaphor to
contextualise our argument and shared reflections illustrating our
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commitment to the ongoing navigation of participatory processes
with CYP. Drawing upon practical ways that we negotiated the
ongoing balancing act offering as a contribution towards making
‘real’ what can often rest in theoretical discussions.

Thematic Reflections of Our Three Balancing Acts

Depending on the research topic and the experiences of the
CYP we worked with, our three projects adopted different
balancing acts of embedding protection and participation.
Drawing on our shared participatory ethos and commitment to
the rights framework in our projects, we took part in collective
reflective conversations around balancing these tensions
leading us to key commonalities and differences in our PR
processes. These reflections may help support future re-
searchers engaging in PR with CYP on violence and abuse
topics to perform their balancing acts of supporting CYP’s
participation with sensitive and ongoing attention to safety.

Theme One: Embedded and Ongoing Consent. We argue that
the dynamics of the balancing act are inextricably connected to
initial and ongoing consent and flexibility through the research
process (Ellis et al., 2023; Warrington et al., 2024; Whittington,
2019a). Some CYP may have experienced their consent being
breached so consent at every stage, conversation and activity
during the research process was vitally important. Like other
scholars, we viewed consent as embedded, ongoing, and
constantly negotiated, contrasting with traditional and regula-
tory ethical frameworks that prioritise gaining informed consent
at the start of the project alongside the right to withdraw from
the project (Whittington, 2019b; Ellis et al., 2023).

Theme two: Sharing decision-making when co-creating and
maintaining safety. The balancing act involves ensuring

CYP’s safety from harm while not constraining spaces for
participation. This theme connects to the ethical guidance on
balancing considerations that the benefits of CYP’s partici-
pation outweigh potential risks and harms of being involved in
violence and abuse research (Ellis et al., 2023; Graham et al.,
2013; Roth, 2023). Across all three projects, the research
processes promoted safety for and with CYP but not at the
expense of enabling opportunities for participation. Involving
CYP in collaborative safety planning entails an expansive and
inclusive approach to participation (Warrington et al., 2024).
We highlight the importance of building relationships and
shared decision-making to assist safety practices within PR. It
sheds light on the crossover of protection (e.g. shared rules and
agreements) and participation (e.g. being involved in creating
these shared agreements). Like prior studies, all three projects
applied the co-creation of visual safety agreements to set
expectations between the researcher and CYP to provide
spaces for conversations around safety (Furman, Sing,Wilson,
Alessandro, & Miller, 2019; Doucet et al., 2022).

Theme three: mapping CYP-centred understandings and dis-
rupting adult-led narratives. PR is characterised by shared
meanings and co-construction of knowledge (Wilkinson &
Wilkinson, 2024). It involves giving CYP more opportunities
to influence and direct the research process toward promoting
more equitable and CYP-centered research relationships that
values CYP-centered understandings (Cuevas-Parra & Tis-
dall, 2019). Our three projects used mapping in distinct ways
to transform the narratives of complex concepts that disrupted
adult-centric understandings. The role of mapping as a method
demonstrates a balancing act of participation by amplifying
CYP’s perspectives using visual and creative methods like
maps as vehicles for their understandings and experiences to
be presented (Ergler & Freeman, 2020).

Figure 1. Balancing Act (adapted from the continuum of Bradbury-Jones, Isham, & Taylor, 2018).
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Our Three Balancing Acts

To illustrate our individual and collective balancing acts, we
discuss our three doctoral research projects that engaged with
CYP around issues of violence and abuse. Our three projects
performed balancing acts at differing points of a continuum of
participation (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2018) ranging from Con-
sultative (Lynne), Co-produced (Janelle) and Co-research (Cait).
Building on the continuum concept, we drew upon our project’s
common characteristics and values as wemovewithin and across
a continuum. These include our commitment to practising em-
bedded and ongoing consent, promoting shared safety, and
valuing young people-centric perspectives. Through our ex-
plorations and dialogue between each project, we seek to
challenge any implicit hierarchy or ‘better’way of doing PR.We
do not envision the continuum as a scale of increasing partici-
pation in which each project is statically placed but rather il-
lustrate the different balancing acts between protection and
participation that relate to the contexts of our three projects.

Balancing act One: Consultative Project with Young
People Who Have Displayed Harmful
Sexual Behaviour

The motivation for Lynne’s doctoral research originates from
her extensive experience as a social worker in Scotland,
spanning more than two decades, including over thirteen years
as a Senior Practitioner working with CYP who have expe-
rienced abuse and/or engaged in Harmful Sexual Behaviour
(HSB). HSB can be understood as:

Sexual behaviours by children and young people, under the age of
18, that are developmentally inappropriate, harmful towards self
and others, or abusive towards another child, young person or
adult (Hackett et al., 2019).

In the UK, it is estimated that around one-third of sexual
abuse of a child is committed by another child under 18
(Hackett et al., 2019; 2019). Balfe et al. (2019, p. 189)
highlight the ‘shockingly wide catalogue of trauma and harm’

saturating the highly disrupted ‘sociological worlds’ of CYP
who displayed HSB, many of whom have experienced high
levels of violence, neglect, deprivation, physical, emotional,
and sexual abuse. These CYP often navigate fragmented,
intersecting systems of welfare and justice, and much of the
research focuses on individual risk factors rather than the
broader social and ecological contexts of their lives. Lynne’s
project sought to address this gap through a consultative
participatory study with teenage boys who have displayed
HSB. The aim was to learn from their experiences of safety,
risk, and rights to understand more about the social and spatial
dynamics of safety and risk. This study challenges the pre-
vailing tendency to individualise HSB, instead situating the
issue within the broader sociological contexts of CYP’s lives.

The study was carefully designed to be safe, sensitive, and
rights-respecting, focusing on both protection and participa-
tion. After receiving university ethical approval from the
Department of Sociology, Durham University, Lynne sought
approval from ten welfare and justice agencies, securing
consent from six. A key aspect of this sensitive research was
the inclusion of a “Research Supporter” for each participant
who was an adult with an established relationship with the
young person to ensure safety and support throughout the
process. They were also a point of contact should the par-
ticipant disclose the risk of significant harm to themselves or
someone else. The key aspects of their role were to support the
young person through the research process, including support
should they become distressed through taking part and, im-
portantly, if they decided to withdraw consent at any point.
Three potential participants were excluded before any direct
engagement due to concerns about their emotional safety.
Through paced initial engagement, four young people con-
sented to participate, meeting between 3–5 times.

A ‘research toolbox’ was developed to give participants
multiple ways to share their experiences, ensuring choice and
control throughout the process. The ‘toolbox’ included ma-
terial such as writing, drawing, Lego, clay, and the option of
exploring physical spaces they spend time in. The most used
medium for exploring everyday social worlds in the research
toolbox was the Meta Quest 2 Virtual Reality (VR) headset
that allowed the participants to explore places via the virtual
environment accessed through the Meta Wander app that uses
data from Google Street View navigated using two touch
handheld controllers. The virtual environment can be un-
derstood as a computer-generated space where the movements
of the user are tracked in different ways which then digitally
render the surroundings through visual, audio, haptic and
tactile feedback, with the headset and handheld controllers,
creating an interactive digital environment that aims to replace
the cues of the real environment (Fox et al., 2009).

Fostering and sustaining relationships with gatekeepers, often
over long periods, proved very important in ensuring that safety
and sensitivity was in place before, during and after the research
process. Often, these key relationships progressed into the
‘Research Supporter’ role. This was discussed as part of the
engagement and formed part of the ‘Safe and Sensitive Doing
Research Plan’ designed to attend to the greater balance of
protection required in the research process of this project. Within
a ‘legacy of distorted consent’ (Hackett, 2017, p. 129) consent
and/or assent in a research situation can leave CYP with un-
certainty around meaningfully dissenting or withdrawing con-
sent, faith in adults hearing their views and trust in adults to keep
them safe. No payment or compensation was offered for par-
ticipation. Given the significant social stigma around HSB, it was
very important to fully anonymise participants’ identities and
places explored at every point of the research process and
outputs. Lynne drew upon the Lundy Model of Participation so
two specific national level policy ‘audiences’ were negotiated at
the beginning of the research process who will respond to
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creative research briefing and write to participants to acknowl-
edge their contributions and reflect on key findings.

Reflections on Theme One: Embedded and Ongoing Consent. The
‘Research Supporter’ role helped to create space for the young
person to understand what taking part would involve ensuring
enough time to think this through and ask questions so they
could make informed decisions about taking part or not. It was
important that participants understood throughout that even if

consent was given it could be withdrawnwithout explanation or
any consequences, directly or through their Research Supporter.
Daley (2015) acknowledges that it can be easier for CYP to
decline to participate with a familiar adult rather than directly
with the researcher. An ‘About Me’ form (Figure 2) was de-
signed to capture aspects of the sample such as questions about
themselves and the context of the HSB but participants were
encouraged to consider if and how theywouldwant to complete
this form with their Research Supporter. Some declined, one

Figure 2. About Me Form for participants (project 3).
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completed the partial form and another completed it all. The
balancing act here reflected increased sensitivity around shame
and stigma that young people can experience related to their
behaviour and past experiences which can be reified through
our systemic responses.

Reflections on Theme Two: Sharing decision-Making when Co-
creating and Maintaining Safety. For Lynne, the ‘Safe and Sen-
sitive ‘DoingResearch’Plan’ became away of discussing safety in
the research process with each participant. It was significant to
discuss safety in the research process and space including who the
participant would like the researcher to talk to should they become
distressed, make a disclosure suggesting themselves or someone
else was at serious risk of harm and giving clear protocols as to
how this would be managed so the participant was comfortable
and clear about next steps that would be taken. As such, this
balancing act emphasised early and ongoing consideration and
discussion with participants and their Research Supporters as part
of the consultative process. Safety was maintained through clarity
and transparency during these discussions.

Reflections on theme three: mapping CYP-centred understandings
and disrupting adult-led narratives. The method of mapping was
used to understand boys’ sociological worlds ‘as they see it’.
This approach centred on young people’s experiences,
meanings, and understandings in their everyday ‘life worlds’.
Interestingly, despite using mapping as the method, maps as
first anticipated did not emerge and the ‘research toolbox’
seemed to spark stories rather than create maps prompting an
iterative turn to Narrative Inquiry which is the study of in-
dividual and social experience through the stories that people
tell (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Notes serving as memory
prompts, rather than maps, were made on the paper with big
pens so the participant could see everything noted and Lynne
would check at the end of each session if they were still giving
consent for this information before making detailed notes after
each data generation session. Challenging adult constructions
of concepts, participants were asked to share what ‘safety’,
‘risk’ and ‘children’s rights’ means to them so, as far as
possible, the research focused on their meanings rather than
the researcher’s conceptual understanding. This approach
proved powerful for allowing different meanings and expe-
riences to be understood that potentially challenge and contest
dominating knowledge, understanding and language within
the research, policy and practice landscape of HSB.

Balancing act Two: Co-Produced Project with Young
People Exploring Sexual Violence Prevention

In conducting her doctoral research project, Janelle drew on
her previous practice experience in policy advocacy cam-
paigns related to child protection in the Philippines. The study
aimed to advance prior knowledge on sexual violence, its
prevention, and participatory research on violence and abuse
with CYP. In doing so, it strived to demonstrate the value of

integrating young people’s perspectives, thus improving the rel-
evance and responsiveness of sexual violence prevention initia-
tives. The study focused on sexual violence, recognising its
widespread prevalence among CYP globally. The research was
timely amid the heightened attention to sexual violence among
young people, globally and in the UK, among young people in
schools (Horeck et al., 2023; Together for Girls, 2024). UNICEF
published its global and regional estimates on the scale of sexual
violence for the first time, indicating that approximately 82million
girls and 69 million boys experienced sexual violence in the last
year (Together for Girls, 2024). The immediate and long-term
outcomes associated with experiences of sexual violence have
been reported extensively in prior research (Almuneef, 2021;
Downing et al., 2021). In the UK, Everyone’s Invited Web site
contained thousands of anonymous testimonies on sexual violence
among young people (Donovan et al., 2023; Everyone’s Invited,
2020), prompting government reviews and policy updates
(Department for Education, 2023, OFSTED, 2021, Women and
Equalities Committee, 2023). These developments highlighted the
massive scale of sexual violence among young people and its
increasing normalisation and minimisation among them, resulting
in low rates of disclosure and help-seeking (OFSTED, 2021).

Janelle’s project adopted a Co-produced approach in en-
gaging two groups of young people (n = 29, 13–18 years old)
from a youth club and further education (FE) institution in
Northeast England. The young people involved were from the
general population with no known or disclosed experience of
sexual violence. Yet, it is recognised that young people are
affected by various forms of sexual violence even if they did
not disclose it. As such, she disseminated recruitment posters
to the gatekeepers, and then the young people joined the
sessions voluntarily. In both groups, the project was explained
through an initial workshop so the young people could decide
if they wanted to join the succeeding workshops. This in-
formed consent process will be described in more detail within
the embedded and flexible consent theme.

Janelle adopted different approaches to relationship-
building depending on the group composition. The youth
group entailed a prolonged engagement across a year, and they
knew each other so she focused on the young people building
a connection with her. The FE group did not know each other
before the project so they needed more getting to know each
other such as icebreaker activities. In both groups, food and
games served as a bridge for deepening relationships in an
enjoyable manner. Following a young people-led and flexible
design, the project involved iterative participatory workshops
(n = 18) using individual, paired, and group activities. Each
workshop was approximately an hour long with an icebreaker
game, main activity, and feedbacking session. Data analysis
integrated young people-informed and researcher-led reflex-
ive analysis. Data collection and analysis happened concur-
rently such that Janelle validated her analysis of the co-
generated insights with the young people at different points
of the process. After completing the workshops, she con-
ducted reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
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She conducted a reflexive workshop with the young people to
discuss the findings synthesised from the thematic analysis as
a collaborative and creative approach to member-checking
(Ryu, 2022).

In the Co-produced project, Janelle practiced ongoing con-
sent, indicating to the young people that they did not have to
attend or take part in all the workshops. This flexible approach
meant that the young people had varying levels of participation,
and they could drop in and out of any workshop they preferred.

The gatekeepers of both groups confirmed that they did
not need separate parental consent forms or processes.
Janelle obtained ethical approval from Department of So-
ciology, Durham University. The ethics board sought
clarification about a separate opt-out form for parents and
suggested that this would be included in the young person’s
consent form. To address these concerns, she established a
collaborative partnership with the participating youth or-
ganisations to share the accountability in safeguarding
young people and assuring the parents of their safety. In-
stead of the opt-out provision in the young people’s consent
form, a general announcement/letter was sent on her behalf
to all parents of young people involved in the organisation.
The study followed an opt-out parental consent process
meaning parents who explicitly expressed that they did not
want their child to participate was followed. This strategy
demonstrates the balancing act between upholding the
autonomy and rights of young people to consent to their
participation in the research yet responding to parental
concerns when expressed and promoting their protection
rights (Roth, 2023). The consent process was underpinned
by the Gillick competence principle which recognises
young people’s competency to make their own decisions
and understand the implications of those decisions. It often
applies to young people aged 14 years and older in various
instances, such as access to healthcare or youth work
(NSPCC, 2020).

Janelle developed a safeguarding plan that was discussed with
the young people and the gatekeepers. It included the process for
managing disclosures and distress while involving the young
people in the decision-making. She followed the organisations’
child protection protocols, including ensuring that another adult
would be in the room during sessions. This collaborative ap-
proach indicates that safeguarding was a shared responsibility
between her and the organisations. The young people’s confi-
dentiality and anonymity were protected by using non-
identifiable information in writing up the analysis. No com-
pensation was given to the young people. Still, she shared tokens
of appreciation like food, small items, and certificates of par-
ticipation as part of the relationship-building process.

Reflections on Theme One: Embedded and Ongoing Consent. In
the Co-produced project, Janelle embedded the consent
process in recognition of the evolving capacities of CYP to
make informed decisions about their participation in the
research. Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, CYP may

feel unprepared or uncertain about what to expect with their
involvement and pressured that they have already com-
mitted to joining the project (Ellis et al., 2023). Allowing
them to try the activities in the first workshop before
seeking formal consent gave them a clear option to decide
independently whether they wanted to join or opt out if
they did not want to continue with their participation in the
project (Ellis et al., 2023). Janelle’s approach involved a
balancing act between following procedural ethics re-
quirements on obtaining informed consent while allowing
young people to make an informed decision. This approach
is grounded in the relationship and rapport between her and
the young people following an ethics of care.

Reflections on Theme Two: Sharing decision-Making when Co-
creating and Maintaining Safety. The Co-produced project
involved conversations between the need for safeguarding,
the many potential benefits to partaking in the research, and
creating safe space agreements (Warrington, 2020). The
young people decided on the values and principles necessary
to work together, such as respect, trust, and understanding.
The young people co-created safety with Janelle concerning
the ongoing consent and relationship-building process. She
asked them regularly throughout the sessions if they wanted
to continue, pause, or resume another time. It applied to not
only individual sessions but the project itself. Enabled by the
trust built with her, they felt comfortable to express when
they did not want to continue due to various feelings related
to the topic or their personal lives. She co-created safety with
them by opening spaces for them to share their feelings about
their participation and not fear her reaction. Her approach
involved a balancing act between fulfilling the requirements
of her doctoral research to collect sufficient data and valuing
young people’s feelings if they wanted to stop the session or
project at any point.

Reflections on theme three: mapping CYP-centred understandings
and disrupting adult-led narratives. Janelle used mapping to
serve as a visual guide in discussing sensitive topics and in
co-producing understanding of an issue with the young
people (Ellis et al., 2023). As a powerful example, body
mapping facilitated conversations with young people on
dealing with and challenging shame. The collective ap-
proach of the body map served as a way for the young
people to disrupt the dominant adult-led narratives of sexual
violence as shameful. Collaborative concept mapping was
used as a way of promoting young people-led under-
standings of sexual violence. Placing her answers alongside
the young people’s insights helped her validate if she un-
derstood the themes and concepts that were most important
to the young people (Figure 3). In her balancing act, Janelle
was mindful of not imposing her insights on the young
people yet also not silencing her contributions by taking a
purely facilitator instead of researcher role in the discus-
sions (Wilkinson & Wilkinson, 2024).
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Balancing act Three: Co-Research Project with Young
People Exploring Domestic Abuse Help-Seeking

Alongside her doctoral research, Cait’s experience as a youth
worker and more recently a digital youth worker, particularly
with LGBTQ + young people, has supported her approach. In
the context of the heteronormative, cisnormative ‘public story’
within the field of domestic abuse (Donovan & Barnes, 2020),
young people’s relationships are often viewed as naı̈ve and
unimportant (Wood, Barter & Berridge, 2010), and with little
research that focuses on the intersection of sexuality and age in
experiences of domestic abuse, LGBTQ + young people were

invited to be co-researchers, rather than participants, within
the project. As co-researchers, they co-designed the research
project from the research questions and methods to im-
plementation, co-analysis, and dissemination of the research.
The project was facilitated through over 30 meetings, most of
which took place online and with four in-person full days
across 15 months. Through collaboratively surveying 93
LGBTQ + young people and interviewing five service pro-
viders, the co-researchers co-analysed their findings to co-
produce new knowledge and solutions for improving help-
seeking for LGBTQ + young people. The aim was not only to
improve services but also provide LGBTQ + young people

Figure 3. Collaborative concept map on understanding sexual violence. Janelle’s answers are in black ink while the young people’s are the
colored ones. (Project 1).
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with opportunities to share decision-making and gain expe-
rience in researching their own lives. The work was dis-
seminated through multiple outputs such as a zine, workshops,
social media and a launch event.

A key potential of Participatory Action Research (PAR)
with young people is to facilitate the recognition and critical
reflection on ideas and experiences, envision improvements
and see themselves as capable of fighting for social justice
(Abo-Zena & Pavalow, 2016). As the project focused spe-
cifically on help-seeking including those affected by the is-
sues, being researched is essential for improving them and
enacting social change (Coyne & Carter, 2024). Cait’s project
involved young Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Queer +
(LGBTQ+) people (n = 12, 16–23 years old) as co-researchers.
Seven co-researchers identified as cis-gendered (five women
and two men). Four co-researchers identified as trans* (two as
trans men/ masculine, one as a trans woman and one non-
binary). One co-researcher identified as non-binary but not
trans. Five co-researchers identified as White, one as Indian,
one as Black, one co-researcher identified as White and Asian
and four co-researchers did not disclose their ethnicity. Co-
researchers were recruited through LGBTQ+ and/or youth
organisations, schools with an LGBT group and universities
across the Northeast of England. This approach ensured that
the young people already had existing support services and
thus referral and safeguarding processes in place.

The PAR process was openly explained to the co-
researchers during recruitment and their discussions and
decision-making led to the survey and interview data that was
generated and the co-analysis of their findings. Relationships
were built between Cait and the co-researchers and between
the co-researchers themselves which were vital to building
trust and continued engagement over the 15 months of the
project. All meetings were voice recorded and transcribed and
outputs, including online whiteboards co-created during
meetings, formed the data that was analysed as part of Cait’s
doctoral research.

The research gained ethical approval by the Department of
Sociology’s ethical committee at Durham University to start
the project with the co-researchers. All co-researchers signed
consent forms after receiving an information sheet and having
conversations about the process. As all co-researchers were
above 16, parental consent was not necessary. All co-
researchers signed a confidentiality agreement in which
they provided a ‘trusted adult’ that Cait could contact if they
were at risk of harm or harming others. Once the research
activities (survey and interviews) were co-designed with the
co-researchers, Cait gained an amendment to the ethics ap-
plication to include these activities. Anonymity was decided
on a case-by-case basis. Some co-researchers wanted to re-
ceive recognition for their work and have their first name to the
project during dissemination, others remained anonymous. All
co-researchers were pseudonymised when writing up the
research. Similarly to Janelle’s co-produced project, co-re-
searchers’ ongoing consent meant meeting attendance was

flexible. As a result, some attended more meetings than others
with some co-researchers not attending for a couple months
and then returning to the project, but no co-researchers for-
mally withdrew from the project. All co-researchers received
vouchers at each phase of the research whether or not they
attended any meeting during that phase. Though researching
sensitive topics, particularly around domestic abuse, may be
difficult, the co-researchers were not explicitly asked to dis-
cuss their own experiences of domestic abuse, instead, they
focused on help-seeking. Throughout the research, co-
researchers were signposted to support organisations and
had opportunities for one-to-ones with Cait. Alongside po-
tential risks and need for safeguarding, there were many
potential benefits to partaking in the research such as gaining
research experience, opportunities to meet and learn with other
young people, a greater understanding of domestic abuse help-
seeking and contributing to new knowledge on topics that
affect them.

Reflections on Theme One: Embedded and Ongoing Consent. Co-
researchers were asked to fill out a ‘Tell me about you’ form so
that Cait was aware of their demographics, identities and
preferences. All questions had open responses for co-
researchers to self-identify and write as much or as little as
they wanted to share with the researcher at that moment. Co-
researchers were never asked explicitly whether they had
themselves experienced abuse. The co-researchers all received
vouchers as a token of appreciation whether they attended one
or all meetings, ensuring that they were incentivized to par-
ticipate due to their own interests, mutual reciprocity and
enjoyment. One of the co-researchers appreciated this ap-
proach: ‘our roles are designed in such a way that we can dip
in and out of the project… I could easily readjust and catch up
on whatever I missed and contribute as soon as I got the time.’
In this way, differing attendance at meetings was a testament to
the process of flexible and ongoing consent.

Reflections on Theme Two: Sharing decision-Making when Co-
creating and Maintaining Safety. Embedded within the project’s
PAR processes, the co-researchers had shared decision-making
over different aspects such as meeting frequency, methodology,
and dissemination. Cait worked with the co-researchers about
expectations of themselves and the researcher by co-creating
safer and braver space and working agreements (Figure 4;
Murphy et al., 2021). Relationship-building with co-researchers
entailed continually referring to and editing the agreements as
the project continued. Cait’s research took place over regular
online and in-person meet-ups which sought to build trust
through open and transparent communication between her and
the young people in a long-term process. This highlights the
importance of longer-term research projects, meaning continual
contact over a period of time and not one-off or a couple of
sessions. Trust can also be built by being willing to share (some)
ownership through supporting decision-making regarding the
trajectory of the project.
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Reflections on Theme Three: Mapping CYP-Centred Understand-
ings and Disrupting Adult-Led Narratives. Cait centred young
people-led understandings through the digital mapping on
online whiteboards where co-researchers could anonymously
place comments, pictures or post-it notes which acted as
prompts or aids for further discussion via chat or voice channels
during online meetings. All co-researchers could access these
whiteboards during and outside meetings and were often built
upon throughout the research process. This online blank space
blurs the boundaries between physical and virtual spaces
(Mütterlein & Fuchs, 2019) allowing for collaborative dis-
cussions of their identities, ideas and understandings instead of
relying on adult-centric definitions or concepts.

The project supported the co-researchers to define their
own narratives and understandings of LGBT + identities and
experiences. At times, they negotiated how their individual
identities and differing understandings of those identities
might affect others in the group. For example, when dis-
cussing domestic abuse, one co-researcher wrote that being
LGBTQ+ ‘spell(s) vulnerability’ whereas another co-
researcher felt there is ‘nothing intrinsically that would
cause LGBT + people to be more vulnerable’. The ability to
map their thoughts anonymously illustrates a balancing act of
protection for young people who have different levels of
comfort and openness through participating within opening
spaces for conflicts and synergies.

Discussion

We sought contribute to existing knowledge on PR with CYP
on violence and abuse by providing practical and ethical

reflections (see Cody et al., 2024;Warrington et al., 2024). The
balancing act represents an alternative model that considers
CYP participation as nuanced and contextual, aligning with
Coyne and Carter (2024) point on researchers’ adaptability to
CYP’s diverse identities. Our metaphorical balancing act
captures the importance of holding together rights to partic-
ipation in research with ensuring safety in all that we do. This
highlights that there is no single ‘rule book’ for making
children’s rights ‘real’ in the context of research on matters
which affect them. It is an ongoing balancing act embedded in
respecting CYP’s contributions to knowledge and promoting
their agency, and control in the participatory process (Coyne &
Carter, 2024; Warrington, 2020; Whittington, 2019b).

Researching with Children’s Rights

Our three doctoral projects received ethical approval through a
university department institutional ethics committee with a
long legacy of participatory research, likely creating a con-
ducive context supporting our endeavours. Situating research
with children’s rights, positions CYP as rights holders and
researchers as duty bearers which compels attention and
compliance with UNCRC principles (Ranta, 2023). As novice
researchers embarking on our first participatory research
projects with CYP, we faced doubts about our capacity to
ensure young people’s safety and protection throughout the
research process while promoting their participation. Never-
theless, protection and participation rights need not conflict
with one another but compel varying and socially sensitive
approaches depending on the context of the CYP, researcher
and the subject matter. Some projects needed to embed more

Figure 4. Safer and braver spaces agreement.
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protection and safeguardingmechanisms than others, but it did
not make them less participatory. Therefore, our balancing
acts required each researcher to assess the differing contexts of
the research content and the time available before embarking
on the process. It also involved carefully and comprehensively
preparing safeguarding mechanisms to ensure their specific
CYP’s protection in the research process, and to engage young
people in the co-production of the safety plans as individuals
and as a group. At times, we varied the ‘weight’ or ways in
which different CYP participated, even within the same
project. Our movements or balancing acts were responsive to
the requests, wants and needs of the CYP we engaged. For
example, Lynne (Consultative project) changed expectations
from collaborative map-making to stories of experiences,
Janelle (Co-produced project) adjusted her initial plan that the
young people might be co-researchers towards being col-
laborators in iterative workshops, and Cait’s (Co-research
project) limits to shared decision-making were based on co-
researchers not wanting too much responsibility.

Our CYP-centred approach recognises their agency by
drawing on everyday, relational ethics to work transparently
yet creatively within traditional regulatory frameworks.
(Carnevale, 2020; Ellis et al., 2023; Warrington et al., 2024).
We argue that the day-to-day decisions made through this
balancing act may be more ethically justified then those made
before the research process. These decisions involve balancing
consent, flexibility and safety.

The practice of consent figured prominently across the
three projects, each requiring a commitment to the balancing
act. These approaches involved respecting CYP’s preferred
modes of participation, self-identification, and constant re-
confirmation of their right to opt-out or withdraw at any point
(Coyne & Carter, 2024). Respecting rights to participation and
protection cannot be separated from the other but are de-
pendent upon sensitive and respectful negotiations. The
balancing acts around consent in the Co-research and Con-
sultative projects arguably required greater sensitivity to
participation and were particularly influenced by dimensions
of self, social and systemic identities. Both projects used forms
that respected the self-identities of CYP and did not reify static
representations of selfhood. They supported CYP’s choice and
control over what they wanted to share as a means to provide
closer attention to the balance of protection. Meanwhile, the
Co-produced project valued the young people’s agentic
identity in making informed decisions in their participation
before obtaining their formal consent.

Distinct contexts and needs of the CYP involved in the
projects led to different approaches to creating and negotiating
safety plans or agreements (Coyne & Carter, 2024). When
managing the balancing act, each project required differing
weights of focus on prior planning, relationship building and
shared decision-making. Due to the nature of the Consultative
project’s research topic, sensitive attention to safeguarding
principles was considered in partnership with participants to
give them a sense of choice and control over how the researcher

can balance these protective strategies should they be used.
Conversely, for the Co-research project and Co-produced
project, as the young people involved did not have lived ex-
perience of the topic as part of the selection criteria, their
balancing acts had less emphasis on prior planning of safety
protocols. Both projects involved building trusting relationships
in which an ongoing and iterative process of shared decision-
making about safety can materialise.

Different Approaches to Facilitating
CYP Centred-Understandings

The Co-research project differed slightly from the Co-
produced and Consultative projects, as the discussion of
their identities as co-researchers and LGBT + young people
were more closely linked to the concepts they explored.
Meanwhile, the Consultative project illustrated a child-centred
research relationship wherein Lynne respected the young
people’s preference to communicate through narratives in-
stead of maps (Cuevas-Parra & Tisdall, 2019). It allowed CYP
to exercise more power in the research process along with the
flexible options of communicating via the research toolbox.
Whilst Lynne observed in her Consultative project that
mapping did not seem to be the best way for the boys in her
project to communicate about safety and risk, the approach
proved to be useful for young people in the Co-produced
project. The difference in contexts, approaches, and topics for
the Co-produced and Consultative projects may have influ-
enced the usefulness of the activity, particularly the differences
between individual and group-based activities. The Consul-
tative project required higher degrees of sensitivity and pro-
tection, such as protecting the identities and anonymities of the
young people, so it was not possible for them to come together
and create a collaborative map or engage in group activities
together. In contrast, some young people were named as
contributors to the Co-research project, others were not.

Conclusion

Children and young people have valuable perspectives that
situate them as critical partners and stakeholders in research
striving to advance knowledge and practice around issues
which affect them and others. Embedding young people’s
perspectives to enhance understandings of violence and abuse
can inform and improve prevention programs and service
provision attuned to their needs (Kosher & Ben-Arieh, 2020;
Roth, 2023). By articulating our individual and collective
doctoral journeys that sought to foreground CYP’s partici-
pation and perspectives with careful attention to sensitivity
and safety we aim to contribute to advancing the im-
plementation of rights-based research including sensitive
topics of violence, harm and abuse. This paper builds on
research in recent years on participatory research with CYP
and participatory research with CYP on violence and abuse,
particularly those with lived experiences of abuse (see Ellis
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et al., 2023; Cody et al., 2024). This paper contributes to this
growing body of work by presenting practical examples of
several balancing acts on embedding participation and pro-
tection rights in research with CYP. Discussions on children’s
rights and the often-mentioned tension between participation
and protection rights typically focus on the conceptual and
theoretical aspects. Our paper takes the discussion further to
show how rights to participation were made ‘real’with CYP in
research around socially sensitive subjects including violence,
harm and abuse. Illustrating with examples, we demonstrate
the continual negotiation between participation and protection
taken within our distinct approaches. In doing so, we support
our central argument that participatory methods in violence
and abuse research with CYP must be viewed as a balancing
act between fulfilling rights to participation and protection.

We propose several recommendations to researchers in-
terested in conducting PR with CYP on violence and abuse
issues. First, we urge researchers to identify the ‘weight’ of
protection and participation needed through the research
design. Practical considerations include reflecting on the
identities of the CYP involved and their experiences of vio-
lence and abuse. Second, we encourage reflexivity on re-
searcher positionality and the positionality and contexts of the
CYP engaged. Like our experience, it involves reflecting upon
the moment-to-moment decisions that researchers must make
to balance the fulfilment of the participation and protection
rights of CYP (Ellis et al., 2023). We also engaged critically in
our existing assumptions and understandings of CYP,
knowledge, and the field of violence and abuse.

We contribute to the discourse on CYP participation
models by proposing the balancing act as a metaphor to
understanding CYP’s participation including violence and
abuse research. We extend the discussion beyond whether the
project was initiated by adults or CYP and the stages of the
research process they are involved in, arguing that their
participation in the project is dynamic depending on the
project context, identities and context of the CYP. The bal-
ancing act requires an ongoing focus on participation and
protection rights at different points of the research process. It is
more pronounced in violence and abuse research with CYP
due to the sensitive nature of the issues covered.We emphasise
how CYP’s knowledge can, in collaboration with adult un-
derstandings of such complex and sensitive issues, contribute
to the field of knowledge around their experiences and un-
derstandings of violence and abuse (Kosher & Ben-Arieh,
2020). We call for greater attention to participation beyond a
methodology alone and recognise this as a way of respecting
rights (particularly under article 12 of UNCRC). However, this
requires careful, sensitive and ongoing attention to the bal-
ancing act as an imperative. Children and young people are not
a static or singular social group and will have intersecting and
unique needs, individually and collectively when being
considered as potential participants in research. We have
offered our interconnecting reflections on how we negotiated
the balancing act as clear practical examples to advance what

can often sit within theoretical discourses. We argue that
ongoing and persistent attention to the balancing act between
participation and protection supports CYP’s participation as a
means in which protection rights can be realised.
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