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Child and Adolescent Participation: 

Reconfiguring the Tensions 

Harry Shier 

CESESMA, San Ramón, Nicaragua   www.harryshier.net 

In 2007-08 I held a Practitioner Fellowship at the University of 

the West of England as part of an international research project 

called ñNon-governmental Actors in New Governance Spaces: 

Navigating the Tensionsò. 

I used the opportunity to interview (adult) expert practitionersô in Nicaragua 

and Great Britain, to explore their thinking about children as public actors. 

International  research team: 

England, Wales , Bulgaria, 

Nicaragua 

http://www.harryshier.net/
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Findings:  

 

Some differences between Nicaragua and the UK 

1. Emphasis on child as service-user (consumer) in the UK. But not in 

Nicaragua, where services have to be fought for, rather than simply 

consumed. 

2. In Nicaragua, effectiveness of participation was seen to lie in the capacity 

of the children and young people involved. In the UK, effectiveness seen to  

depend on the capacity, resources and commitment of the facilitating 

NGO. 

3. In the UK, resourcing and time issues seen as major challenges to be 

faced. In Nicaragua the main challenges were the search for new 

methods, new opportunities, and extending participation into new settings.  

 

But, on the whole, what emerged were a number of key issues that were 

common to both countries. I described these as the ñtensionsò. There were  

15 of them. 

Children as public actors 

  Navigating the Tensions 

My original paper (practitioner-friendly version):  

Shier, H. (2009). Children and Young People as Active Citizens: A practitioner's guide 

to navigating the tensions. In V. Harris (Ed.) Understanding Partnership Working  

(pp. 34-44). Bristol: University of the West of England. 

http://www.harryshier.net/docs/Shier-Navigating_the_Tensions_practitioners_guide.pdf 

Spanish version also available at www.harryshier.net 

http://www.harryshier.net/docs/Shier-Navigating_the_Tensions_practitioners_guide.pdf
http://www.harryshier.net/docs/Shier-Navigating_the_Tensions_practitioners_guide.pdf
http://www.harryshier.net/docs/Shier-Navigating_the_Tensions_practitioners_guide.pdf
http://www.harryshier.net/docs/Shier-Navigating_the_Tensions_practitioners_guide.pdf
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Since then my thinking has changed. Now I believe that what at first seem to manifest 

themselves as ótensionsô or polarities can often be reconfigured ï using the ancient Chinese 

Yin-Yang concept ï as complementarities that can be integrated in a single complete idea. 

 

Instead of ótensionsô or contradictions 

to be navigated... 
No, go that way Go this way 

We can learn to understand 

how both are part of a more 

complex reality, and how 

they can be integrated. 

For example: 

First group: Tensions between participation as 

social control and participation as liberation 
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Tension 1 

The child as consumer/ 

service user 
The child as activist 

The child who is 

 a user of public 

   services   

      The child 

       who is an 

    activist and 

  change-maker 

The child/adolescent who is a user of public services ... 

... can also be the active citizen who takes action 

(individually or collectively) to transform  those 

services ï make them work better for everyone. 

It just takes adults who engage with this child/ 

adolescent to share this vision. 

Tension 2 
Adultsô  agendas 

(often those of governments or 

authorities) 

Children and 

adolescentsô agendas 

Children as 

advocates and 

 advisers  

   on public  

            policy 

      Children 

      organising 

campaigns on 

the issues that  

        concern 

                them 

Supporting children to advocate and campaign 

on their own issues..... 

... doesnôt stop them from also advising govern-

ment and local authorities on matters that are 

priorities for public policy.  

It just takes adults who engage with them to see the value in both. 
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Tension 3 

Consultation Shared decision-making 

Children repond 

to consultations 

  on major  

     issues 

      Children  

       and adults 

collaborate and 

plan actions 

           together 

 

Supporting children to get involved in collaborative 

decision-making... 

... Doesnôt mean they canôt respond in an organised 

way when someone wants to know their views.  

Again, it just takes adults who engage with them to see the value in both. 

Tension 4 
ñInvited spacesò 

(Power of the adult to invite 

participation or otherwise) 

ñPopular spacesò 
(Also known as ñclaimedò  

or ñcreatedò spaces)  

Children may 

accept invitations 

to engage in 

   adult-run  

       spaces. 

      Children 

      gather and 

organise in their 

own spaces 

 

By supporting children in organising, discussing 

issues, gathering information in their own safe 

spaces... 

... We make sure they are well-prepared when they 

accept invitations to enter the lionsô den and engage 

with adults where the real decisions are made.  

We need to protect and facilitate the childrenôs own spaces, and accompany 

them when they are ready to engage with adult decision-makers 


