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Foreword from Her Excellency, the President of 
Malta

An old English proverb claims that 
‘children should be seen and not 
heard’, meaning that children should 
keep their thoughts to themselves. 
While this proverb has endured 
over time, unfortunately so have 
the sentiments behind it. This 
means that children often lack the 
opportunity to share their thoughts 
and aspirations. 

Where such sentiments exist, 
children are often also denied 
the attention that they deserve. 
As adults, we often fall short of 

acknowledging children as individuals in their own right, and as the full 
holders of universal human rights. These rights are enshrined in the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which is the most widely 
ratified Convention by nearly all the countries of the world. Article 12 of 
this Convention specifically highlights the right of children to express their 
views freely in matters involving them, and to be given due weight and 
recognition in turn.

It is my sincere wish that the fundamental right of children to be heard is 
more effectively incorporated in our current policy planning and practices. 
We must move away from consulting with children in arbitrary and 
superficial ways, and move towards the adoption of consistent mainstream 
initiatives, which support children to contribute their ideas. We must also 
support professionals to create the necessary structures which empower 
children to participate more meaningfully. To this end, we must constantly 
work to promote and strengthen good practices, which encourage children 
to realise their full potential as active citizens. 

The current limitations in doing so are perhaps indicative of a wider 
uncertainty on how best to listen to children. Spaces for children to be heard 
must be inclusive and meaningful. We must work to share good practices in 
this field, and to create supportive environments in which we can learn from 



one another, and specifically, to learn from children themselves.

My Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society has, since its inception, explored 
ways of actively including, listening to, and learning from children. This has 
arisen both out of a sense of duty, as well as an inherent conviction of the 
value which children bring when they are able to share their views. One 
particularly important space that has been created is through the work of 
the President’s Secret Garden concept, led by members of the Children’s 
Hub, within my Foundation. 

The National Institute for Childhood, a research entity within my Foundation,  
has led the initiative to put this policy paper together. This policy paper is part 
of an exercise on how children can be supported to participate meaningfully 
in society. Through this paper, the National Institute for Childhood explores 
key principles of child participation, while also proposing innovative 
recommendations. This paper is a valuable contribution to the ongoing 
dialogue in the field of child participation, as we continue to explore and 
strengthen ways of bringing children’s voices into the mainstream. 

It is my hope that the recommendations of the National Institute for 
Childhood will be widely and carefully considered, to effectively move 
forward in this important area of democratic participation. 

Children are human beings, and must not only be seen, but, above all, heard.

H.E. Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca
President of Malta 



A Message from the Director-General

Children’s  rights  have long been 
at the heart of the President’s 
Foundation for the Wellbeing of 
Society. Since its inception over 
four years ago, child participation 
has emerged as a key priority area 
in our work, through a human rights 
perspective which is vital as part of an 
overall understanding of wellbeing. 
It is difficult, if not impossible, for 
people to have wellbeing in practice 
if their fundamental human rights 
are not respected. This crucially 
extends to children, whose rights are 
enshrined within the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Child. It includes the right for children to express their 
views freely in all matters affecting them, being given due weight in the 
process. Children must have the opportunity to be heard, and it is the 
responsibility of adults to ensure that these opportunities are purposely and 
meaningfully created. Within the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing 
of Society, we have worked towards this in a variety of ways. As part of an 
annual conference series, the Foundation holds a National Conference on 
Child Wellbeing, which brings in the principle of child participation as one 
of its main underlying tenets. The fourth in the conference series, this time 
explicitly focusing on children’s voice in policy development, has created 
the occasion for these reflections and recommendations to be shared with 
you today. I would like to express my thanks to the National Institute for 
Childhood for bringing this together, and I encourage stakeholders to take 
heed of the recommendations being put forward here.

As part of its day to day work, the Foundation strives to uphold principles 
of child participation through the efforts of the Children’s Hub, who create 
the space to listen to children attentively, taking their views and opinions 
seriously. The Hub works for each child to be given a platform which 
encourages them to be active participants, making their views known both 
within projects undertaken by the Foundation, and more broadly in all 
matters affecting their own lives. In setting up and running the Children’s 
Council and Young Person’s Council, the Children’s Hub works to have 



the Foundation’s wider mission of fostering and promoting wellbeing be 
informed by children’s perspectives. The young members of the councils 
are supported to form and express their ideas, opinions and thoughts, 
assisting the Foundation in turn to understand the various facets of 
wellbeing through their eyes. The Hub’s work has more recently taken on 
an international dimension through partnerships with organisations such 
as Eurochild, and I look forward to seeing the Foundation’s work on child 
participation continue to go from strength to strength.

These initiatives must come together, that we may collectively find ways of 
mainstreaming child participation across various structures and practices. It 
is a right which is often taken for granted when it comes to adults, and yet is 
still far too easily overlooked when it comes to children. Let us support one 
another in our broad efforts to raise and amplify children’s voices, that they 
may be heard and respected in the manner they deserve. As human beings 
in their own right, they are owed no less.

Dr Ruth Farrugia
Director-General

President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society



A Word from the Chairperson

The National Institute for Childhood 
(NIC) within the President’s 
Foundation for the Wellbeing of 
Society is delighted to present 
“Children and Public Policy in 
Malta: achieving meaningful and 
purposeful participation”. This 
publication speaks to the core of 
the NIC’s mission. Since its inception 
in 2014, the Institute has striven 
to create spaces where children’s 
voices may be represented and 
acknowledged in their uniqueness 
and diversity. In order to achieve 
this goal NIC is deeply committed to 

collaborating with any institution or person/s working with children or with 
any matter concerning children. Moreover, one of its strategic objectives 
is the identification and dissemination of good practices which maximise 
children’s opportunities to safely and freely participate in decisions about 
their lives. 

This paper is an invitation to all those involved in policy development to 
reflect about their practice and engage in discussion and debate about 
how they can ensure the implementation of Article 12 of the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. In the General Comment on Article 
12, the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (2009) states:

‘Achieving meaningful opportunities for the implementation 
of Article 12 will necessitate dismantling the legal, political, 
economic, social and cultural barriers that currently impede 
children’s opportunity to be heard and their access to 
participation in all matters affecting them. It requires a 
preparedness to challenge assumptions about children’s 
capacities, and to encourage the development of environments 
in which children can build and demonstrate capacities.’

Several issues raised by this comment are addressed in this publication. The 
notions of children and childhoods, how these vary over time and place 



together with the possible implications of the adult gaze on children are 
considered.  Children can exercise their right to participate if their voices 
and agency are acknowledged and respected.  The concepts of children’s 
voices and agency take centre stage in the paper and are explored and 
problematised. This is followed by an examination of participation. Achieving 
meaningful and informed participation is certainly no mean feat and in this 
light, initiatives, challenges and gaps in children’s participation in policy 
development  are considered. International and local examples, identified 
from the educational, legal and other sectors are also drawn upon. The 
conclusion to the paper includes some guidelines for children’s participation 
in policy development. These were extracted from the research literature 
and from examples of international and local best practice. 

It is hoped that the launch of this publication will serve as an opportunity 
for a vigorous renewal to our collective commitment to the implementation 
of Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

I would like to thank a number of people who have made this publication 
possible; the other members of the NIC who I co-authored the work with, 
namely; Dr Sandra Hili Vassallo, Mr Daniel Mercieca and Professor Valerie 
Sollars, together with Dr Victoria Farrugia Sant’Angelo a former member 
of NIC, who also gave a contribution. I would also like to acknowledge the 
contribution of the Core Team within the President’s Foundation for the 
Wellbeing of Society.     

Dr Maureen Cole
Chairperson

National Institute for Childhood



Children and Public Policy in Malta: achieving 
meaningful and purposeful participation

Abstract

This paper presents and problematises some of the issues inherent in 
achieving meaningful and purposeful child participation in public policy 
development and proposes how such participation can be strengthened 
and improved. This is achieved through a theoretical consideration of key 
concepts and a focus on practice. The theoretical consideration addresses 
the challenges in developing perspectives on children and childhoods, 
whilst critically engaging with the conceptualisation of ‘voice’, ‘agency’ and 
‘participation’. From a theoretical point of view, the paper underscores the 
importance of contexts in understanding childhoods and the need for a 
conceptualisation of child voice and agency as dynamic notions situated 
within child-adult relations. In terms of practice, the paper reviews child 
participation initiatives within the local context in order to highlight the 
strengths, challenges and lacunae arising from the complexities of the field. 
By reviewing such initiatives and considering different forms of participation, 
the paper identifies key principles and proposes recommendations which 
can guide practice. Moreover, it focuses on strategies which may be 
employed to engage children and young people in the process of policy 
development.

Preamble

One of the objectives of the National Institute for Childhood (NIC) within the 
President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society (PFWS) is to identify 
good practice that promotes working with children in ways which maximise 
their opportunities to safely and freely participate in decisions about their 
lives. In line with this principal objective, NIC is undertaking a review of 
children’s active participation in the development of local legislation 
and public policy. Informed by such insights, NIC would like to identify 
some principles and share recommendations to strengthen or improve 
meaningful and purposeful participation. This paper “Children and Public 
Policy in Malta: achieving meaningful and purposeful participation” which 
is being launched by NIC (27th November 2018), considers how the local 
context supports or constrains children’s voices from being acknowledged 
and endorsed. 



Introduction

The notion that children and young people participate in decisions 
which influence their lives is enshrined in Article 12 of the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) and is also referred to 
in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(2006).  In several countries such participation is further supported by 
legislation, policy and structures. Several government ministries, entities 
and agencies have included children and young people in decisions about 
policies and services. Their participation in these processes has “… gained 
increased prominence in international, regional and national settings, with 
a proliferation of policies and participation activities” (Tisdall, 2013, p.183). 

One of the more recent local examples of children’s participation in policy 
development is the consultation process carried out in 2015 by the then 
Ministry for the Family and Social Solidarity, in the drawing up of the 
National Children’s Policy. The Ministry collaborated with the Ministry for 
Education and Employment and consulted four to seventeen-year-old 
children (N=311). The data drawn from this consultation were analysed in 
terms of the children’s likes, dislikes and aspirations in relation to their home 
environment; social wellbeing; health and environment; education and 
employment; and leisure and culture. The Ministry for the Family, Children’s 
Rights and Social Solidarity, as the author of the National Children’s Policy 
(2017) claim that they built on previous consultation exercises conducted 
with children with a view to empowering them to become “...active partners 
in the development, implementation and evaluation of policies and measures 
which concern them” (p.17). As a means of illustrating children’s views, 
the policy document incorporates verbatim responses and drawings. In 
addition, the Office of the Commissioner for Children has produced a child-
friendly version of this Policy and during the forthcoming year, children will 
be involved in monitoring its implementation (S. Garcia Imbernon, personal 
communication September 11, 2018). 

The exercise of consulting children in the drawing up of the National 
Children’s Policy (2017) is a positive and significant development. Yet it also 
draws attention to several crucial issues inherent in achieving meaningful 
and purposeful participation, namely: 

•  Whose voices are being heard and how are inclusivity and widespread 
representation ensured?

• How do methodological decisions (e.g. an adult-structured 



questionnaire) affect children’s participation process and outcome?

• How does children’s participation contribute towards a policy’s 
objectives, design and implementation? 

• How is any impact on policy-making communicated to children?

This paper purports to highlight some of these issues, identify key principles 
in ensuring child participation and propose recommendations as a guide for 
future initiatives which seek to ensure children’s meaningful participation. 
The subsequent sections provide background information which serves to 
contextualise the development of children’s agency, voice and participation 
over time resulting from the cultural shifts and understandings about 
children and childhoods. 

Defining ‘Children’ and ‘Childhoods’

The English Oxford Living Dictionary1 offers several definitions for ‘child’, 
including: 

• A young human being below the age of puberty or below the legal 
age of majority;

• A son or daughter of any age; 

• An immature or irresponsible person; and

• A person who has little or no experience in a particular area. How is 
any impact on policy-making communicated to children?

The Merriam-Webster2 dictionary includes a definition of a child by 
referring to “a young person especially between infancy and youth”. Such 
definitions are indicative of a particular positioning with regard to children 
and expectations about their abilities or lack of them. However, individual 
and generally-accepted definitions of ‘children’ are influenced by the way 
societies have been conditioned to regard them and by the way children 
have been portrayed especially, though not exclusively, through the media.

A well-thought out and carefully crafted policy document which purports 
to promote children’s voice, agency and meaningful participation, must 
consider the intricacies and challenges associated with a thorough 

1   https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/child 

2  https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/child 



understanding and appreciation of children and their childhoods. In 
order to achieve such an understanding, it is appropriate to consider how 
children and their childhoods have been viewed through different lenses 
and perspectives, especially those presented by history, social geography, 
psychology, anthropology and sociology. Indeed, different perspectives 
may result in conflicting views but in attempting to create or construct a 
universal notion of the ‘child’ or a ‘global’ conceptualisation of childhood, 
differences across children’s experiences must be considered without losing 
sight of commonalities. 

Contextualisation is crucial. Defining children and their childhoods 
depends on when and where children are born and raised, together with 
relationships children forge with their immediate and extended social 
network. The culture, norms, attitudes and expectations which surround 
children contribute greatly to defining who they are and to determining the 
childhood which they experience. 

Perspectives on children and childhoods 

The fact that constructions of children and childhoods have and will continue 
to change (Morrow, 2011) must be embraced. Kehily (2015) claims that:

Historical studies provide a rich source of knowledge about 
children and childhood in the past and the present. Many of the 
issues that concern contemporary studies of childhood have a 
historical trajectory that elucidates and informs the present in 
powerful ways.       
                                                                       (Kehily, 2015, p.2)

Although there are contrasting views about children and childhoods, Clarke 
(2003) contends that despite the somewhat controversial claim by Ariès 
- that childhood did not exist before the seventeenth century - there is 
general agreement that between the seventeenth and present centuries a 
change in children’s roles within families and the broader society occurred. 
Views and perceptions about children, their roles and the relationships 
within and beyond families, changed. This implies that ‘childhood’ is a social 
construct defined as, “a theoretical perspective that explores the ways in 
which ‘reality’ is negotiated in everyday life through people’s interactions 
and through sets of discourses” (James & James, 2008, p. 122). In other 
words, “children have different roles, undertake different activities in 
different historical periods and in different cultures” (Morrow, 2011, p.4). 



In the Western world, one of the earlier images of the child during the 19th 
and early 20th centuries was that of child labourers: children were expected 
to work because of widespread poverty and the need to contribute to the 
family. Exploitation of children was rife. While acknowledging that child 
labour has not been totally eradicated across the globe, modern-day 
mainstream portrayals of children present them as cared for, well-nourished, 
protected, educated and expected to develop into well-balanced and 
responsible citizens. Education which initially was reserved for boys from 
the aristocratic families, gradually became accessible to girls in well-to-do 
families, middle-class families and subsequently accessible to all citizens 
irrespective of their socio-economic status or means. Children became 
“economically meaningless” but “emotionally priceless” for their parents 
(Zelizer, 1985). 

Adult perceptions may offer simplified views of children’s realities as they 
tend to be construed and constructed on the basis of what the adults 
themselves have experienced and what is demonstrated around them. For 
example, the image of well-educated children growing up in supposedly 
comfortable backgrounds and consumer-rich societies, is only one 
perspective of the child in modern times; a perspective which easily masks 
the reality experienced by many children who, in stark contrast, are growing 
up in poverty-stricken backgrounds. 

Different professions perceive children, their abilities and childhood 
matters differently, even within the same societies. For example, within 
the educational field, policies consider children as learners who are 
in the process of becoming citizens. Often, they are prepared to fit in a 
competitive, labour-market economy. On the other hand, within the social 
welfare context, policies consider children and young people as vulnerable 
beings, at risk of all sorts of abuse (Morrow, 2011).  Holland (2004) reports 
that the media portrays children in a manner which targets emotions with 
dominant images projecting children and young people as being ‘cute’ or 
‘at risk’.  Such practices have led Holland (2004) to conclude that, “Of all 
social groups, children have been the least able to explore their view of 
themselves in the public domain. They have found themselves trapped by 
received definitions, which are underpinned by powerful adult emotions” 
(p.205).



Changing perspectives, challenging images: voices and 
agency 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), 
is one of the earliest invitations for adults to change their views about 
children and childhood: Article 12 in particular emphasises children and 
young people’s rights to their own opinion and the right to express these 
views and be heard.

States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming 
his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all 
matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given 
due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child. 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx

With the near universal ratification of this declaration, governments have 
responsibilities to ensure that children and young people’s voices are heard, 
and their views are acted upon. Stating that childhood and children’s lived 
experiences differ, borders on an understatement. Yet this undisputable 
veracity needs to be at the forefront of policy initiatives to ensure that all 
voices are heard.  Participation rights challenge earlier perceptions about 
children and young people: the latter are not simply inactive, incompetent 
or inept. They are not going through life on a journey to ‘becoming’ adults 
but are highly competent human beings in their own right (Thomas, 2018).  
Encouraging children and young people to participate in all matters that relate 
to them, their families, environments and society, indicates a diametrically 
opposite view from earlier definitions of children and childhood. 

The conceptualisation of children and childhood has changed radically over 
time and this has led to the ‘new paradigm’ of the sociology of childhood 
(Prout & James, 1990; Thomas, 2018); a paradigm which revolves around 
two central ideas: the notion of ‘childhood’ as a social construction and the 
agency of children who are social actors. 

Children and young people matter.  They matter because their views 
and ideas are needed because they are full members of society. Within 
their communities, they need to be listened to and included in decision-
making processes. This position assumes and recognises that children have 
capabilities and agency.  Adults should attempt to encourage and facilitate 
participatory processes as children and young people can contribute to 



shaping the world around them. With suitable policies and procedures in 
place, young people can be “responsible citizens, effective contributors, 
successful learners and confident individuals” (Curriculum for Excellence, 
2007). 

The development of policies for successful participation of children and 
young people requires an interdisciplinary approach. Quantitative data are 
important but qualitative information provides possibilities which explore the 
richness of the real and lived experiences from the perspectives of children 
and young people. Children and their roles differ over time both within and 
across different societies and countries. Their successes, achievements and 
worth are measured by different criteria. It is the responsibility of various 
authorities, ministries, professions and entities to draw up policies, design 
strategies, create infrastructures and cultivate a culture of participation 
promoting children’s and young people’s voices and agency.

Conceptualising ‘children’s voice’ and ‘participation’

The conceptualisation of ‘children’s voice and participation’ is not without 
its challenges. The enthusiasm generated by researching children’s voices 
has perhaps obscured the need to critically consider concepts and practices 
within the act of ‘giving or eliciting voice’. For example, we tend to assume 
that the child’s voice is an independent and static feature awaiting discovery. 
Literature within childhood studies (Thomas, 2012, Fielding, 2007, Mannion, 
2007, Tisdall, 2010, Graham & Fitzgerald, 2010) suggests that voice and 
participation research need reframing and re-conceptualisation, moving 
beyond romanticising the child’s voice towards what may be described as 
“a more sophisticated theory of children’s participation” (Thomas, 2012, p. 
453).  

Child participation and voice research needs to focus on child - adult 
relations and spaces. Rather than static “beings”, both adults and children 
“can be conceived of as ‘becomings’ cohabiting overlapping and emergent 
spaces” (Mannion, 2007, p. 411). Tisdall and Punch’s (2012) invitation is to 
“reclaim and consider ideas that incorporate change, transition, contexts 
and relationships, moving beyond concepts that are unduly fixed and static, 
with unhelpful dichotomies ignorant of cultural and contextual variations” (p. 
254). Research in this area also involves critically examining how the concepts 
of ‘voice’, ‘agency’ and ‘participation’ are social constructions which can be 
located in a contemporary culture and which need to be scrutinised rather 
than taken for granted. Gallacher and Gallagher (2008) comment that the 



lack of such critical scrutiny has sometimes led researchers to uncritically 
equate participatory methods with better or more authentic data. A more 
sophisticated theory of childhood participation within public policy needs 
to actively consider such critical ideas and how they can be incorporated in 
the practice of consulting, listening to and analysing children’s views during 
the policy-making process.

Komulainen (2007) proposes the alternative concepts of ‘multivoicedness’ 
and ‘mutuality’ alongside the conceptualisation of voices as located within 
adult - child relations. These may be particularly relevant to public policy 
consultations. Such concepts invite us to problematise the taken-for-
granted knowledge “that children have message-like thoughts that can 
be exchanged, and intentions that match the situations defined by adults” 
(p.25). This sets the stage for a consideration of how children’s voices can be 
construed as processes set within adult - child relationships including those 
between the adult policy maker and the consulted child, the policy maker 
and the child’s guardians and ultimately the child and his/her guardians. 
Such a conceptualisation foregrounds construction and uncertainty. Such 
uncertainty presents an important dilemma. 

If in thinking about children’s voices, adults only highlight social construction 
and social presentation, they risk side-lining children’s real agency and 
activity (Alderson, 2013). In fact, Alderson criticises childhood research 
where “analysis may float above the physical being instead of being 
grounded in it” (p.82). It is indeed challenging but equally necessary to 
conceptualise child participation in policy making as based on children’s 
real experiences and how they may be heard and accurately understood. 
In conducting research with children, Alderson (2013) proposes that adults 
“can work to separate the objects we experience and perceive, from our 
experiences and perceptions” (p.73). This can also apply to adult policy 
makers consulting children. This challenging view implies the need for a 
separation between knowing and being. In the scenario of consulting 
children, this means an attempt at a separation between the ‘adults’ 
knowing’ and the children’s independent being. This is particularly relevant 
within a number of fields where children’s independent being is frequently 
thought about and constructed through the lens of ‘adults’ knowing’ i.e. the 
language, culture and values of that particular field. 

For example, within the mental health field, literature draws attention 
to the manner in which children who access mental health services are 
conceptualised, talked about and listened to. Findings of a qualitative study 
on the perspectives of institutionalised youths who received a psychiatric 



diagnosis show how reliance on a medical model which “positions youths 
as self-contained, passive objects of study” (Polvere, 2014, p.191), impacts 
how youth’s agency is perceived and how it is constrained by adults. Within 
the field of out-of-home care, Holland (2009) comments on how the 
preponderance of a clinical language within the field tends to categorise 
children living in out-of-home care as a “pathologised other” (p.231). 
According to Stanley (2007), this has resulted in an under representation of 
these children’s views regarding services received. 

Acknowledging that children’s independent being can be thought about as 
separate from the adults’ frames of reference, supports a scenario where 
children’s views in policy consultations can still be studied as independent 
from the policy maker.   Yet, whilst on the one hand one can think about 
children’s views as existing before the onset of the adult’s gaze, one also 
needs to concurrently appreciate that children’s views and agency emerge 
from and are co-created within particular adult-child relations, including the 
consultative relationship. By acknowledging such complexity, a simplistic 
view which only looks at the surface value of children’s one-off utterances, 
can be avoided. 

Another example within the mental health field, stems from literature which 
considers how power issues within the adult-child helping relationship may 
unintentionally constrain children’s voices and agency within research which 
seeks to listen to their views (Aubrey, 2005; Cavet & Sloper, 2004; Midgley 
& Navridi, 2007; Polvere, 2014). Gibson and Cartwright (2013) recommend 
careful consideration of the internal and external constraints on the child’s 
agency and refer to constraints which arise from the very nature of the 
adult-child helping relationship. These include the child’s perceived power 
to criticise their adult helpers, feelings of indebtedness towards their helpers 
and a sense of wanting to fit into the system of care. 

Such conceptual considerations highlight two seminal aspects:

• the need for a conceptualisation of children’s voice and agency which 
considers how the policy maker’s positioning impacts and mediates 
children’s voices, without reducing and trivialising what children say; 
and

• the need for policy makers to critically consider the design of child 
consultative processes

The latter consideration needs to include an awareness of how political, 
cultural and structural constraints alongside one’s values and beliefs, may 



be impacting such design. The General Comment on Article 12, (United 
Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2009) directs the adults’ 
attention towards what needs to be addressed in order to achieve this.

Achieving meaningful opportunities for the implementation 
of Article 12 will necessitate dismantling the legal, political, 
economic, social and cultural barriers that currently impede 
children’s opportunity to be heard and their access to 
participation in all matters affecting them. It requires a 
preparedness to challenge assumptions about children’s 
capacities, and to encourage the development of environments 
in which children can build and demonstrate capacities.

The subsequent section presents initiatives which have been undertaken 
in the local context in order to promote children’s participation whilst 
simultaneously highlighting challenges and lacunae arising from the 
complexities of the field.

Achieving meaningful and informed participation: initiatives, 
challenges and lacunae

The democratic and emancipatory appeal within the concept of children’s 
participation has indeed attracted the attention of many. Within the 
local context, interest in acknowledging children’s insights and agency 
has increased, as can be witnessed by the initiatives which have sought 
children’s participation. Such initiatives include:

• Kunsill Nazzjonali taż-Żgħażagħ (1992);

• the setting up of Student Councils in schools (1999-2000);

• Nature Trust’s EkoSkola (2003);

• the Commissioner for Children’s Council for Children (2003);

• Aġenzija Żgħażagħ (2011); and

• the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society Children’s Hub (2014).

The Office of the Commissioner for Children31 was set up to oversee the 
implementation of various UNCRC provisions by government authorities 
in domestic legislation. The Commissioner is responsible for carrying 

3   The Commissioner for Children Act, Act VII of 2003, Chap 462 of the Laws of Malta    



out a Child Impact Assessment about any decisions or proposals, which 
affect children. In addition, the Council for Children established under the 
Commissioner for Children Act, comprises representatives from various 
Ministries and includes children. 

In 2009, the Department for Social Welfare Standards within the Ministry 
for the Family and Social Solidarity, was entrusted with developing the 
National Standards for Out-of-Home care for children and young people. 
The Working Group responsible for the drawing up of these standards 
ensured that children were involved and consulted during the entire process 
ahead of the final publication of these standards. Today, these standards 
have been shored up by the coming into force of the Social Care Standards 
Authority Act (2018)42. 

The National Children’s Policy (2017) advocates for the active participation 
of children on a social, legislative and judicial basis. The three guiding 
principles underpinning this Policy include protection, provision and 
participation. The importance of participatory citizenship is considered as 
a means of strengthening a sense of civic responsibility whilst developing 
children’s self-esteem, resilience and autonomy. 

Despite these positive measures many children still remain out of direct 
and active participation or consultation about issues which impact them. 
Moreover, the conceptualisation of children as knowledgeable and agentic 
does not seem to have pervaded important fields which impact children’s 
lives. 

For example, in the health sector, children’s views are rarely sought or 
acknowledged. Children are hardly ever involved in decision-making 
processes concerning their health and their voices appear to occupy a 
marginalised position in decisions which concern them (Coyne, 2008).  More 
collaboration between health organisations and health care professionals 
dealing with children and young adults can help to ensure that planning 
new services and upgrading existing ones would also involve the clients 
themselves. “Children and young people value the role of empathetic adult 
professionals in listening to their opinions and helping them effect change; 
particularly when activities are supported by professionals familiar to them” 
(National Children’s Bureau, 2016).

4   Social Care Standards Authority Act, Act XV of 2018, Chap 582 of the Laws of Malta  



In the legal field, although meaningful and informed participation by children 
is a right defined by the UNCRC which Malta ratified in 1990, this has not yet 
been transposed to national legislation. This, despite the relatively recent 
inclusion of the term “children’s rights” as part of the portfolio of the Ministry 
for the Family and Social Solidarity. Bouma, Lopez, North and Grietens 
(2018) highlight that “embedding children’s participation in legislation and 
policy documents is one important prerequisite for achieving meaningful 
participation” (p. 279).

The human rights of children are catered for generically by the Constitution 
of Malta, which however does not contain specific provisions for children 
but treats them along the same line as adults. A review of the local literature 
predominantly obtained from unpublished dissertations submitted to the 
Faculty of Laws, points towards an underlying lack of emphasis on the full 
and active participation of children and the establishment of a pertinent 
set-up that both fully encourages and implements it (Caruana, 2016; Mifsud, 
2008; Grima, 2007). These studies involve separation cases, care orders 
and care and custody proceedings, which highlight a need for increasing 
the opportunities and occasions of child participation in legal and judicial 
matters. For example, the appointment of a child advocate has been 
suggested on several occasions as a measure to enhance child participation 
in a concrete way. Caruana (2016) analyses the level of child participation 
in the process of the issuing of a child protection order. The study mentions 
direct participation, namely presence during proceedings and indirect 
participation through legal representation. The author reiterates that the 
presence of a child representative would ensure that it is the child himself 
who is being heard and represented and not the parents. Moreover the 
need for regulation and training of child representatives is recommended. In 
2008, Mifsud had already pointed out that “The debate on whether children 
should be involved in Court Proceedings which affect them directly, is not 
a novel discussion” (p. 17). So one wonders why such participation has not 
materialised within the judicial field. Farrugia & Turner (2015) claim that this

“shortcoming may be attributed to the general cultural attitude 
that views children as passive rather than active subjects. 
Moreover, both parents and local authorities hold a paternalistic 
mentality, which overprotects the child rather than seeking to 
help children actualise their own potential.” (p. 1). 



A further challenge in achieving child participation within both the legal 
and judicial contexts seems to be related to the nature of the organisational 
setup which positions children as powerless dependants. For example, 
the 2003 Civil Court and Family Court regulations provide for an office 
of mediators and child advocates representing the best interests of the 
child. Furthermore, a number of Civil Code provisions stipulate that in cases 
concerning children, such as separation or divorce proceedings, a child 
advocate may be appointed on the request of the judge, parents or mediator. 
Children’s participation and consultation in legal and judicial proceedings 
were included in the Child Protection (Alternative Care) Act 201453. The 
National Commission for Child Policy and Strategy then commissioned with 
drafting this Act actively sought children’s participation and introduced 
the roles of the child advocate, the child protection guardian and the child 
mediator. Yet, despite these laudable initiatives, there are still challenges in 
implementing the regulations: firstly, the request for mediators and child 
advocates must come from adults; secondly, there is a need for increased 
awareness about the existence of such mediators and child advocates, who 
are still very small in number. 

This brief scanning of the local landscape for child participation presents us 
with some creative and valued initiatives. It nonetheless also points us in the 
direction of sectors where the level of child participation is rudimentary or 
lacking. The next part of the paper will explore the notion of ‘participation’ 
and present some international and local examples of different forms of 
participation.

Achieving Children’s Participation

This section of the paper focuses on strategies which may be employed to 
engage children and young people in the process of policy development. A 
number of frameworks and models of participation have been developed. 
Although not specific to children, one which is helpful, and often referred to, 
is that developed by White (1996) who identified four forms of participation. 
She notes that these may not necessarily be found in their pure state. 
However, they are useful in understanding different forms of participation.

5 The Child Protection (Alternative Care) Act, Act III of 2017, Chap 569 of the Laws of Malta 



Nominal Participation 

Nominal participation is mainly for display and suits ‘top-down’ interests 
which want legitimation for decisions while the ‘bottom-up’ interests want 
inclusion (Tisdall, 2013). White (1996) quotes an example from Zambia where 
large numbers of women’s groups were formed by various government 
departments. The setting up of these women’s groups demonstrates that 
“…the departments are `doing something’ and have a `popular base’,…” 
(White, 1996, p. 8). This suggests that their interest in women’s participation 
is primarily for legitimation. A substantial number of women went along with 
this, saying that they were members of groups, however rarely attended 
meetings. In this way they felt included and had their names on the books. 
This indicates that in most cases “…the women’s participation is nominal, 
and the groups mainly serve the function of display” (White, 1996, p. 8). 

In citing a study commissioned by the Children’s Society (UK) intended to 
examine ‘contemporary childhood’, Kellett (2010) notes that seven of the ten 
review members were professors, one being the Children’s Commissioner 
for England, two clerics and a programme manager representing the 
commissioning organisation. Data was collected from many children. 
However, they were not involved at any stage of the commissioning, design 
or review stage of the inquiry (Kellett, 2010). Locally, nominal participation 
is sometimes witnessed at school prize day ceremonies when children read 
‘scripts’ which are prepared by adults and which reflect adults’ interests. 
The children are happy to go along by reading the prepared ‘scripts’. 

Instrumental Participation

This form of participation is intended to achieve a particular objective. “’Top-
down’ interests may consult local people as an efficient and cost-saving 
exercise; for the local people, such consultation is a demand or cost on 
them” (Tisdall, 2013, p. 185). White (1996) quotes the example of a number 
of African countries which had money for infrastructural projects reduced 
by international funders. Local people were invited to provide the labour 
to build schools and their labour was considered `local counterpart funds’. 
Their labour also served as a guarantee to their commitment to the project. 
This meant that funders could simply provide input for raw materials. For 
the local people, participation in the project was time taken away from 
paid employment, household responsibilities or leisure. However, if they 
wanted the school, they had little choice. White (1996, p.8) concludes that 
“Participation in this case is instrumental, rather than valued in itself. Its 



function is as a means to achieve cost effectiveness, on the one hand, and 
a local facility, on the other”. 

A local example of instrumental participation is sometimes witnessed when 
a school decides to participate in a competition. The initiative is adult-
driven, and children feature as the ones following instructions to collect, 
for example, spent batteries or plastic bottles for the school to be able to 
obtain a good placing in the competition. Participation in this case is clearly 
a means rather than it being valued in itself. 

Representative participation

This is a form of participation which provides “…‘bottom-up’ interests with 
‘voice’ in decision-making. For ‘top-down’ interests, this can lead to better 
decision-making and thus more sustainable and effective results” (Tisdall, 
2013, p. 185). The example which White (1996) gives to illustrate this form of 
participation is of a Bangladeshi NGO that wanted to set up a cooperatives 
programme. The NGO invited local people to form their own groups, develop 
rules for their functioning and develop their plans. This participatory process 
allowed the local people a voice in determining the nature of the project. 
This way the NGO also avoided the risk of creating an “inappropriate and 
dependent project” besides guaranteeing its “sustainability” (White, 1996, 
p. 8).  

A poignant example of representative participation can be illustrated by 
events during one of the editions of EkoSkola parliament (P. Pace, personal 
communication October 5, 2018). This included children with disabilities 
who attended Resource Centres. The representatives of one of the Centres 
were wheelchair users. These children were unable to attend the sitting 
because the parliament building, at the time, was not accessible to them. 
This meant that they could not present their views. Children from the other 
school decided, of their own accord, to present their absent colleagues’ 
ideas and to talk about the problem of inaccessibility of the parliament 
building. 

Transformative participation

This participation is both a “means and an end”. The aim is empowerment 
for both “top-down” and “bottom-up” interests (Tisdall, 2013, p. 185). The 
practical experience of being involved “…in considering options, making 
decisions, and taking collective action to fight injustice is itself transformative. 



It leads on to greater consciousness of what makes and keeps people poor, 
and greater confidence in their ability to make a difference” (White, 1996, 
p. 8-9).

An encouraging example of transformative participation occurred in 
a local primary school. The children in the school became aware of the 
harm caused by balloon releases and decided to raise it on the agenda 
of EkoSkola and in parliament. Although children’s concerns were not 
given much heed, they did not give up and raised the issue with Puttinu 
Cares Cancer Support Group ahead of a marathon. The Support Group 
willingly accepted proposals made by the school children as alternatives 
to the balloon release. Children proposed the release of pigeons and soap 
bubbles. This initiative served to raise awareness about the issue and since 
then, other organisations have chosen alternatives to balloon releases. (P. 
Pace, personal communication October 5, 2018). 

A wide range of participative means are used to involve children and young 
people in policy development. These include large- and small-scale research 
exercises; research by the young people themselves; consultation events 
where adults obtain information from children (Tisdall & Davis, 2004); 
and the involvement of children and young people in the development of 
children’s versions of particular government strategies (Cavet & Sloper, 
2004). In addition, artistic methods such as role-play, drama and puppets 
are also used in a few cases (Franklin & Sloper, 2006). 

Examples of Children’s Participation in Policy Development 

Tisdall (2013) quotes the example of the Youth Commission on Alcohol 
(Scotland) where 16 young people were recruited to form part of the 
commission through an open call. The Youth Commission was supported 
by an advisory group which was made up of members from the Scottish 
Government, media, business, education, health, police and voluntary 
organisations. It was the Youth Commission itself which undertook various 
consultations, surveys and investigations and many of the recommendations 
they made in their report became part of the Government’s policy agenda 
(Tisdall, 2013).  

This face-to-face exposure helped us to not only gain an 
insight into the key issue, but also to interact throughout the 
process with greater confidence so that we could maximise the 
opportunities presented to us. (p. 187). 



Young people participating in this initiative saw themselves as more than 
beneficiaries. Tisdall (2013) draws on Paul (2011) who quotes one of the 
youth commissioners:  

The open call meant that all were eligible to apply and the process was 
transparent. The selection criteria adopted attempted to ensure diversity. 
Furthermore, more children and young people were involved in the process 
through the consultations, surveys and other investigations. “Efforts 
were made to ensure the children, young people and policy-makers had 
congruent motivations and responses to children and young people’s 
involvement” (Tisdall, 2013, p. 187). The bureaucrats involved in the process 
were committed and tried to work in ways that best suited the children and 
young people. The process of participation took place over a period of time 
and “had particular channels into political decision-making” (Tisdall, 2013, 
p. 188). 

What makes for good practice in the example of the National Children’s 
Policy (2017) which was referred to earlier in this paper? Children of all 
ages were consulted and the aim was to have a representative sample of 
each age group. In addition, the tools used were adapted according to 
the children’s age group and designed to obtain responses through close-
ended questions, open-ended questions and other means such as drawing, 
stories, poetry and song. This facilitates the children and young people’s 
participation as it allows them to express themselves through the means 
that best suit them. The authors of the policy also drew upon information 
which had been collected through other consultation exercises which had 
been carried out in recent years thus acknowledging other children and 
young people’s contribution. 

In conclusion a number of guidelines for children’s participation in policy 
development are being proposed. These are drawn from the research 
literature and from international and local best practice.



Guidelines for Children’s Participation in Policy Development

1.  Policy makers must believe in children and young people and value their 
contribution. They must nurture a listening culture. 

2. They need to reach out to children and young people from socially 
excluded groups (Cavet & Sloper, 2004). 

3. The socio-legal context in which we operate must promote children and 
young people’s participation (Horwath, Kalyva, & Spyru, 2011). 

4. Policy makers must ask the children and young people themselves 
about what helps them to participate effectively. Moreover, it is good 
practice for policy makers to set up reference or advisory groups made 
up of a small group of children/young people to act as advisors to the 
consultation process (McCarry, 2012). 

5. Consultation with children and young people should employ a variety 
of mechanisms as this ensures that children and young people who use 
different styles of communication are included. 

6. The consultation must take place in child-friendly environments. 

7.  Recruited children and young people should be given clear information 
about what to expect and should also receive feedback about how their 
views have been utilised and whether they have resulted in changes in 
policy once the consultation process ends. 

8.  Policy makers and professionals must be open to using what might 
seem unorthodox ways of encouraging participation. Tisdall & Davis 
(2004) give the example of a group of young people who produced a 
rap CD.  

9.  Policy makers must not set a priori limitations on the contribution 
of children and young people. Adu-Gyamfi (2015, p. 370) notes that 
evidence-based policy requires “...the integration of experience, 
judgement and expertise supported with evidence from research”. 
Fifteen to seventeen-year-old young people were seen as lacking the 
ability to contribute to any of the matrix of experience, judgment and 
expertise required for “...evidence-based public policy discourse” (Adu-
Gyamfi, 2015, p. 370). This is certainly a big a priori limitation. 

10. Key adults who are responsible for ensuring children and young people’s 
participation in policy development must receive relevant training. 
Participating children and young people may also require training to be 
able to contribute effectively. 



11. The role adults play in the process of engaging children and young 
people in policy development needs to be clear. 

12. Children’s participation in policy development needs to be well 
resourced. 

13. The participation initiatives should be evaluated in terms of the impact 
which the children’s contribution has made on the policy.
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