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Introduction

Save the Children works in more than 120 countries.
We save children’s lives. We fight for their rights.
We help them fulfil their potential.

This guide was written by Gerison Lansdown and Claire O’Kane
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Preface
In recent years, non-government organisations (NGOs) working to promote children’s
rights, as well as governments and donors, have emphasised the need to develop
better indicators against which to monitor and measure children’s participation in terms
of three key aspects: structure, process and outcomes. Numerous models have been
explored, and discussions have taken place across many different agencies and in
different regions of the world, to identify indicators that are not only meaningful but
based on data that can be collected and analysed with relative ease.
This monitoring and evaluation (M&E) toolkit builds on those discussions and their
outputs, taking as its starting point a document called Criteria for the Evaluation of
Children’s Participation in Programming, which was produced in collaboration with
partners of the Bernard van Leer Foundation in Brazil and published in 2004.1 That
document set out a conceptual framework for monitoring and evaluating how children
participate in projects and programmes. It was further developed for UNICEF’s Middle
East and North Africa (MENA) region in 2008, incorporating perspectives from the
region as well as adding a dimension on measuring children’s participation in their wider
society.2 It was subsequently amended to more fully reflect the interpretation of
children’s participation given by the Committee on the Rights of the Child in its General
Comment on Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC).3 It also incorporated feedback from participants at a conference in Canada
on accountability, monitoring and evaluation held in 2009, and from a consultative
review across Save the Children UK, also in 2009.4
This final version of the toolkit has been produced following an 18-month pilot, funded
by the Oak Foundation. It involved ten projects from nine countries in different regions
of the world, in partnership with Save the Children, UNICEF, Plan, World Vision and
The Concerned for Working Children. The participating organisations were:
	Save the Children, Nepal

l

	The Concerned for Working Children, India

l

	Neighbourhood Community Network, India

l
l

World Vision, Ghana

l

World Vision, Zambia

	EveryChild, Malawi

l
l

Plan, Guatemala

l

Plan, Ecuador

	Centre for Education in Health and Environment (CESESMA), Nicaragua

l
l

African Movement of Working Children and Youth, Nigeria

Representatives of these organisations met in Nairobi in 2011 to familiarise themselves
with the draft M&E toolkit and to receive guidance on the methodology for piloting it.
The aim was to work collaboratively with children and young people to test the tools
and other materials to assess their relevance, accessibility, practicality, and usefulness in
contributing towards a greater understanding of what children’s participation involves,
and how to engage children in meaningful participation, as well as its outcomes and
value. Over the next 18 months, those who took part in the Nairobi meeting piloted
the toolkit; they produced six-monthly progress reports and participated in regular
v
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webinars to share experiences. They met again in Accra, Ghana, in May 2013, together
with some of the children and young people they work with, to review and share
findings. The richness of those experiences cannot be adequately reflected here, but
overall, the feedback made clear that the materials were greatly valued by the
participants and their respective organisations.
Those participating in the pilot used the toolkit to undertake a rigorous scrutiny of the
participation work they were involved in, with other adults and with children and young
people. They found that using the toolkit helped in a number of ways. For example:
l

l

l
l

l
l

it enhanced people’s understanding of children’s participation (for children and
adults alike)
it led to improvements in the quality of participation, making it more inclusive and
using it to strengthen child protection
it helped children and adults clarify their goals and measure progress in attaining them
it provided visible feedback for children on the nature and outcomes of their
involvement
it produced accessible results that were relatively easy to interpret
the visual nature of many of the tools and subsequent representation of information
gathered enthuses children and maintains their interest.

The piloting of the toolkit also produced many creative and constructive suggestions
about how the materials could be improved. These included: sharing other locally
developed tools for gathering data; simplifying some of the concepts and language used;
adapting activities for younger children and children with disabilities; emphasising the
importance of sensitisation with adults; and highlighting the need to invest sufficient
time in the process of monitoring and evaluation.
One of the most powerful messages arising from the pilot was the imperative for
organisations working with children and young people to engage in more effective
monitoring and evaluation of their participation work. All those involved in the pilot
emphasised the significant benefits they had experienced through using the toolkit,
from helping them to better understand why they were doing this kind of work, to
strengthening and improving its scope and quality, and analysing – and indeed,
celebrating – its outcomes more effectively. In particular, all the participants emphasised
the fundamental importance of gaining organisational commitment to monitoring and
evaluating the outcomes of children’s participation activities.
This toolkit is the culmination of all the processes described above. It reflects the
learning and accumulated experiences of all the organisations participating in the
18-month pilot, including the direct contributions of the children and young people
who were involved. We hope it will inspire other organisations everywhere to
recognise that it is relatively easy to effectively monitor and evaluate children’s
participation, and that it brings important and mutually reinforcing benefits, which
more than justify the investment needed to undertake it.

vi

1 What is the M&E toolkit?
The toolkit is intended for use by practitioners and children working in participatory
programmes, as well as by governments, NGOs, civil society and children’s organisations
seeking to assess and strengthen children’s participation in their wider society. It provides:
l

l

l

25 indicators to help you map the extent to which children’s participation is
institutionalised at different levels of society
tools to help you monitor and evaluate the scope, quality and outcomes of children’s
participation in any given service, programme, initiative or project
a 10-step guide to help you undertake a participatory monitoring and evaluation
process, with children and other stakeholders.

The toolkit can be used for a number of purposes:
l

l

l

l

to analyse progress in implementing children’s participation in your context or
country and to determine priorities for building a culture of respect for children and
young people’s right to express their views and be taken seriously
to help determine the nature and potential of participation at the outset of a project
or programme
to establish goals for participation and help monitor the extent to which those goals
are realised
to monitor and evaluate the scope and quality of participation, and any changes it has
effected, at the end of a project or programme.

The toolkit provides a conceptual framework for measuring children’s participation,
together with guidance on how to undertake monitoring and evaluation and practical
tools that can help you gather the information you need. It can be used by organisations
working directly with children, by child- and youth-led organisations, and by
governments that are committed to fulfilling their obligations to respect children’s
right to participate.
The toolkit comprises six booklets:
Booklet 1 explains the background to the toolkit and provides an overview of
children’s participation. It includes a brief guide to monitoring and evaluation, with
definitions of key terms and some useful resources.
Booklet 2 provides a framework for measuring the extent to which a respectful and
participatory environment for children has been created in a given situation or country,
and has practical tools to help you do this. It introduces three categories of indicators:
a) protecting the right to participate; b) promoting awareness of the right to participate;
and c) creating spaces for participation.
Booklet 3 provides a conceptual framework for measuring the scope, quality and
outcomes of children’s participation in any given context. It introduces a series of
benchmarks and matrices that can help you conduct more effective monitoring and
evaluation of children’s participation.
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Booklet 4 provides a 10-step guide to help you undertake a participatory monitoring
and evaluation process, with children and other key stakeholders. It offers guidance on
how to identify your objectives and indicators against which to measure progress, and
guidance on how to ensure systematic data collection, documentation and analysis of
the monitoring and evaluation findings.
Booklet 5 provides a range of tools that you can use with different stakeholders,
especially children and young people, to gather and analyse the information you need
to monitor and evaluate the scope, quality and outcomes of children’s participation.
Many of the tools have been specifically adapted to gather information that relates to
the matrices in Booklet 3.
Booklet 6 has been produced by young people who have been involved in the piloting
of the toolkit. It provides guidance for adults, children and young people on what they
should bear in mind when monitoring and evaluating work on children’s participation.

photo: cesesma

Children participating in a focus group as part of an M&E project baseline process in Waslala, Nicaragua.
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2 Participation: setting
the context
Defining childhood
The definition of a child or a young person varies widely across different countries
and cultures. In some countries, the term ‘child’ is used to describe someone up
until around 12 years of age, after which the term ‘youth’, ‘young person’ or
‘adolescent’ is used to describe them. In some cultures, ‘young person’ is used
to describe people up to the age of 25 years, while in others it extends to 30
and beyond.
However, for the purposes of this toolkit, the terms ‘children’ and ‘children and
young people’ are used interchangeably to apply to anyone up to the age of
18 years, using the definition of a child stated in the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child.

What participation means
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) recognises that
children are not merely passive recipients, entitled to adult protective care. Rather,
they are subjects of rights who are entitled to be involved, in accordance with their
evolving capacities, in decisions that affect them, and are entitled to exercise growing
responsibility for decisions they are competent to make for themselves. Article 12 of
the UNCRC is a unique provision in a human rights treaty, addressing the legal and
social status of children under the age of 18 years who lack the full autonomy of adults
but nevertheless are subjects of rights. It states that every child who is capable of
forming views has the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting him or
her, and that their views must be given due weight in accordance with their age and
maturity. Furthermore, children are entitled to be heard in any judicial or administrative
proceedings that affect them, either directly or through a representative. This is a
fundamental right, and the Committee on the Rights of the Child has identified it as
an underlying principle which must inform the implementation of all other rights. 5
Together with Articles 5 and 13–17 of the UNCRC, Article 12 introduces a philosophy
of respect for children and young people as active participants in their own lives.
Article 5 clarifies that when providing direction and guidance in the exercise by
children of their rights, parents and other guardians must have regard for the evolving
capacities of children. In other words, they need to recognise that children acquire skills
and competencies as they grow up and they are able to take an increasing level of
responsibility for decisions that affect them as these capacities develop. Articles 13–17
address the child’s right to freedom of expression, religion, conscience, association,
assembly, privacy, and information. Overall, this cluster of civil rights has been broadly
conceptualised under the term ‘participation’. The Convention itself does not use the
term ‘participation’, but the term has been adopted by the Committee on the Rights
of the Child, as well as by many other organisations around the world that are working
on children’s rights, as shorthand to describe the realisation of these rights.
3
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The Committee on the Rights of the Child has stressed that the right to participate
applies without discrimination to all children capable of forming views, irrespective of
age, gender, disability, ethnicity, religion, family income, or other factors. It applies to
all areas of their lives, from the family, school, local communities and public services
to wider government policy.6 The Committee also emphasises the fundamental
importance of providing children with the information (in accessible formats), time
and space they need to be able to participate safely and effectively.
In summary, the Committee places an obligation on governments to fulfil, protect
and respect the right of girls and boys to express their views, as individuals and
as a constituency, in all matters of concern to them, and to have their views taken
seriously. However, this obligation poses profound challenges to the status of children
in most regions of the world, where they have not traditionally been deemed to have
the experience, knowledge or understanding necessary to be directly involved in
contributing to – let alone taking responsibility for – major decisions affecting their lives.
Since the UNCRC was adopted in 1989, thousands of initiatives have evolved in all regions
of the world to create space for children and young people to begin to influence the laws,
policies, services and decisions that affect their lives. They have been engaged in advocacy,
social and economic analysis, campaigning, research, peer education, community
development, political dialogue, programme and project design and development, and
democratic participation in schools. Globally, this experience has highlighted a number of
issues. On the positive side, this broad array of experience has demonstrated that:
l

l

l

l

l

l

children and young people have unique perspectives and expertise that can shed
light on the challenges they face and on the best strategies for resolving them
children, when provided with the opportunity, necessary information and support,
can and do make a significant contribution to decisions affecting their lives
children want greater control over the issues that affect them, at the individual and
collective levels
adults commonly underestimate children’s capacities and are positively impressed
when they see children actively contributing to discussions
children’s participation can enhance the quality of legislation, policy-making and
service provision relevant to their lives, with consequent positive outcomes for the
realisation of their rights
children and adults consistently report that participation improves children’s skills,
confidence and self-esteem.

However, experience with children’s participation around the world to date has also
revealed that:
l

l

l

4

the right to participation remains patchy, with many countries showing little sustained
commitment to creating the legislative, policy and cultural changes necessary for
participation to become a reality for all children
too little evidence has been gathered on the sustained impact of participation, and
on which approaches are sustainable and effective in different settings
there is a need for improved indicators and tools with which to measure the work
that is being undertaken.

photo: tul pinkaew/save the children
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A club in a primary school in Vietnam where children discuss topics such as children’s rights and
how to prepare for possible disasters.

Overall, the full realisation of children’s participation rights continues to be impeded
by many long-standing practices, cultures and attitudes, as well as by political and
economic barriers.7 And while many children find it difficult to get their voices heard,
some groups of children face additional hurdles, including younger children, girls,
children with disabilities, working children or those out of school, children from
indigenous or minority communities, and poorer children. The Committee on the
Rights of the Child has also expressed real concern that even where there are
opportunities for children to be heard, the quality of their participation can often be
poor. Governments and organisations working to promote children’s right to participate
need to develop a better understanding of what Article 12 involves, how to implement
it in relation to children of all ages, the approaches needed to achieve meaningful and
ethical participation, and how to measure what is being done in terms of participation
work, and what it is achieving.

Why participation is important
Participation is a fundamental right of children and young people. It is also a means
through which their other rights can be realised. It is important for a number of reasons:
	The active engagement of girls and boys provides information on, and insights into,
their lives that can inform legislation, policies, budget allocations and services, and
can lead to the best possible outcomes across a range of rights, including health,
education and family life.

l

	Empowered children can become active and effective advocates for the realisation
of their own rights.

l
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	Children acquire skills, knowledge, competencies and confidence through
participation. It therefore enhances their development and contributes to: the aims
of education outlined in Article 29; their optimum development, in accordance with
Article 6; and their capacities to exercise their rights, consistent with Article 5.

l
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l

l

l

Participation promotes civic engagement and active citizenship. Through participating
in discussions about matters that concern them, children can acquire the capacity to
contribute to building peaceful and democratic societies that respect human rights.
Participation contributes to a culture of respect in which decision-making is
undertaken through negotiation rather than conflict.
Participation helps to build accountability and promote good governance. It is a
means through which governments and other duty-bearers can be held to account.
Recognising children’s right to be heard can make an important contribution towards
more transparent and open government.

Challenges to achieving progress
Children’s rights organisations have devoted considerable efforts and resources to
promoting children’s participation in a wide range of areas, including health, education,
protection, environmental campaigns, disaster risk reduction, the media, and in
governance. However, to date, these investments have not led to significant and
sustained change either in children’s status or role in society. It seems clear that children
and young people’s civil rights are less well understood than their rights to survival,
development and protection; but realising their civil rights also presents more significant
challenges to adults in positions of power and to social attitudes that determine the
level of respect for children as active agents in their own lives. This lack of change may
be attributed to a number of diverse factors:
l

l

6

Participation leads to better protection. Children who are silenced and passive can
be abused by adults with relative impunity. Providing children with information,
encouraging them to articulate their concerns, and introducing safe and accessible
mechanisms for challenging violence and abuse are key strategies for providing
effective protection. Children who have access to information about health and
sexuality are better able to protect themselves from unwanted pregnancy, sexually
transmitted diseases, and HIV. Child workers who form and join associations may be
able to protect themselves better against exploitation and abuse by their employers.

Lack of clarity as to what ‘participation’ means: ‘Participation’ is used to
describe a wide range of diverse activities, which are often short-term, one-off
processes that provide only limited opportunities for children to realise their civil
rights. Arguably, there has been too much focus on Article 12, the right to be heard,
and insufficient attention to the other aspects of participation enshrined in the
UNCRC – for example, the right to information, to seek redress, and the right
to respect for an individual’s evolving capacities in the exercise of their rights.
Lack of legislation to establish the right to participate: Realising children’s
right to participation requires the introduction of legislation to affirm or ‘institutionalise’
their entitlement; it is not sufficient to rely on goodwill or commitment on the part of
individual adults.

l

l

l

Cultural barriers and adult resistance: In many cultures, children are
expected to be silent in the presence of adults. They are not encouraged to express
their views or ask questions at home, at school or in community gatherings, nor are
they recognised as having the capacities to do so. Furthermore, the presence of
children in public roles challenges the existing relations between children and adults,
and requires significant social adjustment.
Lack of adult capacities: Initiatives to promote participation often fail because the
adults working with children lack the skills and experience required to implement such
work. In some cases, adults do not really understand how to relinquish their power and
control over children in favour of an approach based on partnership or collaboration.
Fear of negative outcomes: In most societies, children lack power to influence
their own lives. Participation can and does involve some redistribution of power,
and this can lead to potential exposure to risk. Teachers, employers and politicians
(among others) may not respond well initially if children challenge the way things are
(for example, the way they are treated, or how resources are distributed). This can
result in retaliatory action against children. Some people argue that children need to
be protected from such risks and should therefore not be encouraged to participate
in certain arenas.

2 Participation: setting the context

l

Lack of tools for monitoring and measuring participation: If children’s
participation rights are to be realised, it is important to develop standards and
indicators against which to monitor and measure what has been achieved and why.
Although there has been much debate about developing standards, tools and
indicators to help monitor and measure what is being achieved through participation
and how, none have yet been agreed or applied systematically.

What needs to change?
There has been considerable progress in exploring and applying the concept of children’s
participation since the UNCRC was adopted in 1989, but it is still at a very early stage of
development. There is still too much emphasis on short-term and unsustainable projects.
More investment is needed to institutionalise children and young people’s participation by
promoting the cultural and societal changes needed to bring about a step change in their
status and role. Bringing about this step change requires some key actions by governments
and by those organisations working to promote children’s participation:
l

Introducing the necessary legislative changes to protect and promote
children’s right to participate. There is a need for legislation establishing the
obligation and right to set up democratic bodies in schools, to affirm the obligations
of parents to listen to their children, to introduce complaints mechanisms and
appeal procedures in all relevant areas of public policy (including education, health,
protection, and juvenile justice), and to guarantee independent advocacy or
representation when seeking redress against rights violations or defending against
prosecution. Relevant legislation covers a wide range of issues, from prohibiting
harmful acts such as early marriage and female genital mutilation, to lowering the
age at which citizens are entitled to vote.

7
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l

l

l

l

l

Providing appropriate and accessible information on rights for children
of all ages and abilities. Children cannot exercise their rights unless they have
access to information in a format that they can easily use and understand.
Investing in sensitisation and awareness-raising of adults. Much more
work needs to be undertaken with adults to sensitise and educate them about
children’s participation rights and their positive implications. Indeed, participation
necessitates work with adults as much as with children. This involves providing
specific training to build the capacity of professionals working with and for children,
as well as sensitising parents, the media, and other influential groups.
Introducing mechanisms for systematically influencing public decisions
at all levels. This includes promoting access to information and training to support
children’s right to participate, developing child-friendly and collaborative public
services, supporting child-led organisations and peer education, facilitating access
to the media, helping to mobilise communities, and engaging in dialogue with
government in all relevant aspects of policy development.
Improving the quality of programmes or initiatives to promote
children’s participation. This includes promoting practices that are ethical,
child-sensitive, relevant, inclusive, safe, well supported, and understood in the
context of children’s families and communities.
Demonstrating a commitment to monitor and evaluate progress in
realising children’s right to participate. There is an urgent need to develop
and agree indicators to measure work to support children’s right to participate.

photo: save the children

Children at a reception centre in Zimbabwe for unaccompanied children who have been deported
from South Africa.
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3 Monitoring and
evaluating children’s
participation
The case for monitoring and evaluation
As already stated, there has so far been relatively limited investment in monitoring and
evaluating the scope and quality of children’s participation, and any changes it has led to.
While there is considerable anecdotal evidence of its benefits, there has been relatively
little sustained or independent research to explore this systematically. This partly
reflects the very real practical and ethical difficulties inherent in developing effective
tools with which to measure achievements.
But there is a powerful case for investing in more rigorous mechanisms for measuring
children’s participation. Developing accessible and shared benchmarks, standards and
tools will:
l

help define the legislative and policy environment needed to promote and respect
children’s right to participation

l

clarify who are the duty bearers and their responsibilities

l

enable children to gain a greater understanding of what they hope to achieve

l

l

l

l

help assess the strengths and weaknesses of initiatives, and clarify which procedures
and practices are helpful and which are redundant or obstructive
help identify what support and resources are needed to strengthen children’s
participation
provide evidence to support the case for political commitment to the realisation
of children’s participation rights
encourage donors to see the benefits of investment in strategies to promote
child participation.

If children’s participation is to be sustained, replicated, resourced, and institutionalised
into the wider communities in which children live, it is necessary to develop methods of
measuring what is being done and how it is affecting children’s lives. It is only by doing
this, and demonstrating that monitoring and evaluating participation work can make a
significant contribution to improving children’s lives and realising their rights, that it will
be possible to argue the case for continuing investment in strategies to promote
participation and, indeed, to build and share a collective understanding of what
constitutes effective participation.

What is participatory monitoring
and evaluation?
Booklet 4 provides a 10-step guide to help you prepare for and implement
participatory monitoring and evaluation of children’s participation work involving
children, young people and other key stakeholders. Here, we briefly describe the
key concepts involved and what they mean. (There is a fuller list of terms associated
with monitoring and evaluation in the Appendix in Booklet 4.)
9

l

l

l

l

l

l

10

Monitoring is the systematic and continuous assessment of the progress of a piece
of work over time. It is an ongoing process to check that a service or programme
is ‘on track’ towards achieving its goals and should result in ongoing improvements
being made to the service or programme. There are some key questions to
consider, including:
– What is the purpose of the information?
– What types of information will be needed?
– How can the information be collected with the least possible effort?
– Who will collect the information?
– Who will analyse the information?
Indicators are facts which provide an objective measurement for assessing the
state or level or condition of something, usually in an area where there is a desire
to see change – for example, teachers are provided with training in children’s rights;
schools are required to establish democratic school councils; teachers are prohibited
from using corporal punishment. Ideally, indicators are agreed before the start of
activities that aim to bring about change, so that their effects can be consistently
and systematically measured.
Inputs are the investments that are made to enable a project or programme to
begin. In relation to participation, inputs might include initial training for staff and
children on the UNCRC, visits to other projects to see how they are approaching
participation, or developing materials to use in activities.
Activities are the core elements of a project or programme that are designed
specifically to achieve its objectives. They might involve research, campaigning, peer
education, setting up and running an organisation, or producing a publication.
Outputs are activities or investments that are made in order to realise the
objectives of a programme or project. Depending on the nature of the programme
or project, this might be, for example, the number of children or adults provided
with training, the completion of a piece of research, or the production of campaign
materials. The outputs contribute to the objectives of the programme or project,
but are not in themselves evidence of whether those objectives have been achieved.
For example, an output might be the creation of a children’s parliament, but the
act of setting up a parliament alone will not tell you whether it has achieved
the objective of giving children a real opportunity to get their voices heard by
decision-makers.
Outcomes are the short-term or medium-term results achieved by the programme
or project. You need to know whether the action(s) you took led to the desired
changes you were seeking to achieve. Evaluation should be less concerned with
outputs (eg, the materials produced) or indicators (eg, the proportion of children
involved in an initiative) and much more concerned with outcomes – for example,
whether children experienced a significant change in the extent to which they are
listened to, or whether children have been successful in challenging practices that
violate their rights. You could ask questions such as: How much did things change?
How well did they change? Is anyone better off?

l

Impact is similar to outcomes, but refers to the positive or negative long-term
effects produced by interventions through a programme or project. It can be a
direct or indirect impact, and it can be intended or unintended. For example, you
might be implementing a programme to establish a children’s parliament at the local
community level. The outcomes could be that policy-makers discussed the issues
raised during a children’s meeting, and the impact would be a change in policy over
an issue raised by children. The impact of the programme in the longer term might
be a gradual shift in attitudes towards young people in the wider community, with
greater recognition of their potential contribution within the community.
Evaluation is an assessment of the programme at a specific point in time, based on
the information gathered in the monitoring process. It compares the actual project
outcomes or impacts against the planned objectives. It looks at what you set out to
do, what you have achieved, and how you achieved it. Evaluation can take place during
the lifetime of a programme or project to help assess its relevance, effectiveness,
efficiency, impact and sustainability, and can also be undertaken at the end, to give
a final assessment of what has been achieved. It can explore both the positive and
negative outcomes, intended or unintended, and should result in recommendations to
improve the running and the impact of the service or programme (or others aiming to
achieve similar objectives). You should consider how to monitor activities and impact
right at the very start of the programme cycle, when determining your objectives. It is
essential that you monitor the choice of objectives and ensure that they are the right
objectives before you start providing inputs.

3 Monitoring and evaluating children’s participation

l

Throughout the programme cycle, the process of monitoring and evaluation needs to
take place along the following lines. The programme should result in outcomes linked
to the original objectives, referring to the indicators that were agreed at the outset. It is
important to involve children and young people at every stage of the cycle.

Figure 1: Monitoring and evaluation within the programme cycle
Review
objectives
Evaluate
outcome

Determine
objectives

Measure
outputs

Agree
indicators

Monitor
progress

Make necessary
inputs

Undertake
activities
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Issues to address in measuring, monitoring
and evaluating children’s participation
There are a number of issues to address in measuring, monitoring and evaluating
children’s participation, as follows.
l

l

l

l
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Using universal indicators: It is important to construct universally applicable
indicators in order to be able to measure and track progress across countries.
However, there are as yet no commonly agreed international indicators against
which to measure children’s participation. The broad-ranging support provided by
key international agencies in contributing to this toolkit demonstrates a commitment
to working together to develop and agree such indicators. Furthermore, the Council
of Europe has developed ten participation indicators that are consistent with those
embodied in this toolkit. In other words, a consensus is beginning to emerge around
key indicators that can be applied to measure progress in strengthening the extent
to which there is respect for children’s right to participation in a given country
or context.
Understanding the context: Any analysis or measurement of change needs to
take account of and reflect the local cultural, economic, social and political context.
What constitutes progress in one country may not be significant in another. For
example, the creation of a children’s council engaging with the local municipality may
be relatively easy to achieve in Norway, but would represent a huge shift in cultural
and political terms in a country with no history of democratic engagement, such as
Yemen or China. The toolkit can help you track progress at different levels, including
the national level.
Involving children in developing indicators: It is vital that children are able
to contribute to the development of international indicators. However, it has
not been possible to undertake a global consultation with children during the
development of this toolkit. The indicators which have been identified for mapping
country progress are drawn from wide-ranging experience of many previous
consultations with children. They reflect concerns and issues raised by children in
many different contexts and countries. Furthermore, children have been actively
involved in piloting and validating the toolkit in the nine countries involved.
Using quantitative and qualitative data: Many outcomes associated with
children’s participation rely on qualitative rather than quantitative data. Quantitative
data provide information in terms of numbers or percentages, such as the number
of schools with school councils, or the percentage of children attending criminal
proceedings who are represented by a lawyer. On the other hand, qualitative data
provide information about children’s experiences – for example, whether children
feel they are listened to by doctors and nurses, or whether a club they belong to
has succeeded in changing a national or local government policy. Obviously, this
information can be harder to collect. However, it is far from impossible, and
consistent evidence from qualitative data, pointing to comparable outcomes across
programmes, provides a more meaningful and often richer source of information that
can be used to improve and strengthen activities to support children’s participation.

l

l

Focusing on sustainable outcomes: Many of the desired outcomes of
participation relate to sustainable long-term changes in children’s lives that cannot be
measured within a short time period. Organisations working to promote children’s
rights need to do more advocacy work to encourage donors to invest in these
longer-term outcomes. For example, children and young people might want to be
involved in a campaign to end the use of physical punishment in the family. This will
inevitably be a very long process. Not only does it often take years to achieve a
change in the law, but even after legislation is introduced, it can take many more
years to bring about a change in attitudes and practices within communities.
Attributing cause of change: It is not always possible to make direct links
between the goals and activities in a given programme or project and any change
that follows. For example, a local children’s club may be engaged in advocacy to
stop young girls entering into early marriage. However, there may also be wider
campaigns around the same objective. If the government eventually changes the law,
imposes greater penalties for breaches of the law, or introduces better training for
the police to enable them to protect girls more effectively, it may be difficult to
decide how to attribute those improvements. Furthermore, it is important to bear
in mind that external events which are unconnected to the programme may have
a significant impact (positive or negative) on whether it achieves its outcomes: for
example, a change of government, increased access to information technology, or
the onset of a humanitarian crisis.

3 Monitoring and evaluating children’s participation

l

Acknowledging negative outcomes: The outcomes of participation may not
always have a positive impact, either on children or their communities. Children’s
involvement in a campaign to claim their rights might, for example, expose them to
harsh media criticism, social exclusion within their community, or even arrest and
assault by police or security forces. It is important that any negative outcomes
are recorded; they provide invaluable information and learning to help other
programmes to advise children more effectively on how to keep themselves safe,
how to avoid placing children at undue risk, and how to build on strategies to
strengthen protection. It is also important to reflect on the balance of providing
opportunities for participation against the potential risks that might be incurred.
You will need to assess what is an acceptable level of risk in any given situation.

photo: piers benatar/save the children

A children’s council
meeting in a village
in Tanzania.
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4	Ensuring ethical
participation in
monitoring and
evaluation
The basic requirements
of ethical participation
In all participation work with children it is essential to have regard to the basic
requirements of meaningful and ethical participation. These requirements have been
elaborated in the Committee on the Rights of the Child General Comment, No.12,
‘the right of the child to be heard’.8 It demands that all processes in which a child or
children are heard and participate must be:
1	Transparent and informative – children must be provided with full, accessible,
and age-appropriate information (that is also sensitive to children’s diversity) about
their right to express their views freely; information should include how their views
will be given due weight, how the participation will take place, and its scope, purpose
and potential impact.
2 Voluntary – children should never be coerced into expressing views against their
wishes and they should be informed that they can cease their involvement at
any stage.
3 Respectful – children’s views have to be treated with respect and children should
be provided with opportunities to initiate ideas and activities. Adults working with
children should acknowledge, respect and build on good examples of children’s
participation – for instance, in their contributions to the family, school, local culture,
and work environment. Adults also need an understanding of the socio-economic,
environmental and cultural context of children’s lives. People and organisations
working for and with children should also respect children’s views with regard to
participation in public events.
4 Relevant – the issues on which children have the right to express their views must
be of real relevance to their lives and enable them to draw on their knowledge, skills
and abilities. In addition, children need to have opportunities to highlight and address
the issues they themselves identify as relevant and important.
5 Child-friendly – environments and working methods should be adapted to
children’s capacities. Adequate time and resources should be made available to
ensure that children are adequately prepared and have the confidence and
opportunity to contribute their views. You need to consider that children will need
differing levels of support and forms of involvement according to their age and
evolving capacities.
6	Inclusive – participation must be inclusive, avoid existing patterns of discrimination,
and encourage opportunities for marginalised children (girls and boys) to be involved.
Children are not a homogenous group and participation needs to provide for
equality of opportunity for all, without discrimination on any grounds. Programmes
also need to ensure that they are culturally sensitive to the situation of children from
all communities.
14

8 Safe and sensitive to risk – in certain situations, encouraging children to express
their views may put them at risk. Adults have a responsibility towards the children
they are working with and must take every precaution to minimise the risk to
children of violence, exploitation or any other negative consequence of their
participation. Actions to mitigate such risks and provide appropriate protection
include developing a clear child protection strategy, which recognises the particular
risks faced by some groups of children, and the extra barriers they face in obtaining
help. Children must be aware of their right to be protected from harm and must
know where to go for help if needed. Investment in working with families and
communities is important in order to build understanding of the value and
implications of participation, and to minimise the risks to which children may
otherwise be exposed.
9 Accountable – a commitment to undertaking regular follow-up and evaluation
of participation activities is essential. For example, in any research or consultative
process, children must be informed as to how their views have been interpreted
and used and, where necessary, given the opportunity to challenge and influence the
analysis of the findings. Children are also entitled to receive clear feedback on how
their participation has influenced any outcomes. Wherever appropriate, children
should be given the opportunity to participate in follow-up processes or activities.
Monitoring and evaluation of children’s participation needs to be undertaken with
children themselves at the centre of the process.

photo: cesesma

Children participating in
a focus group as part of
an M&E project baseline
process in San Ramón,
Nicaragua.
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7 Supported by training – adults need preparation, skills and support to facilitate
children’s participation effectively – for example, they need to develop listening skills,
and to know how to work with and engage children in accordance with their evolving
capacities. Children themselves can be involved as trainers and facilitators on how
to promote effective participation; they require support to develop or strengthen
necessary skills – for example, awareness of their rights, and training in organising
meetings, raising funds, dealing with the media, public speaking and advocacy.
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A child in a refugee camp in Iraq with a drawing she did to highlight children’s rights
for Universal Children’s Day.

A checklist for ethical participation
in monitoring and evaluation
You need to think about the following checklist of actions to make sure that these basic
requirements are respected in any process of monitoring and evaluation with children:9
	Start thinking about how you are going to involve children in monitoring and
evaluation from the earliest stages of any project or programme.
	Ensure that you have informed consent from children and that they know they can
withdraw from activities at any stage if they change their mind; also ensure that you
have informed consent from children’s parents and caregivers.
	Support children, especially those from the most marginalised or disadvantaged
groups, to participate in feedback, monitoring, evaluation, and follow-up processes.
Assess and mitigate risks associated with children’s participation in the M&E process.
	Ensure that you do not create false expectations, that you address issues of material
or symbolic rewards for participation in a transparent and fair way, and that you
manage all expectations in this respect.
Introduce confidential reporting mechanisms that are accessible to girls and boys, to
ensure that all children can easily share concerns or reports about child abuse.
These concerns must always be followed up sensitively and promptly by the
appropriate agencies.
	Equip children with the skills and confidence to use participatory monitoring tools
to support their active role in monitoring and evaluation.
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Plan M&E activities at times that suit children and do not interfere with their school
work, or other important household duties or responsibilities.
Make efforts to ensure a safe environment where children and young people feel
safe to share negative experiences and criticisms about participation in programming
without fear of repercussions.
	Ensure respect for the privacy and anonymity of the children and young people
involved during M&E processes; however, you should respond sensitively to any
disclosures of child abuse, applying the relevant child safeguarding policies.
	Disaggregate all information and findings according to gender, age, ethnicity, caste,
religion, disability, HIV status, socio-economic status and other relevant factors.
Give children rapid and clear feedback on the impact of their involvement, the
outcome of any decisions, the next steps, and the value of their involvement.
	Communicate the results of M&E back to all the children involved in an accessible
and child-friendly way and make sure their feedback is taken into account in
future work.
	Ensure that any mistakes identified through evaluation are acknowledged and that
the organisation is committed to using the lessons learned to improve its practice
around children’s participation in the future.
	Evaluate how adults have understood and implemented children’s priorities and
recommendations into their policies, strategies and programmes.

4 Ensuring ethical participation in monitoring and evaluation

	Develop child-sensitive indicators with children to enable them to identify their
priority concerns and the goals they want to achieve.

	Discuss sustainability of support with children, and provide clear feedback to them
regarding the extent/limit of commitments to support children’s ongoing initiatives
and organisations. If ongoing support is not possible, provide children with resources
and support to make contact with other agencies who can support them.
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5	Reflections and
lessons learned
The piloting of this M&E toolkit, and other relevant initiatives, has highlighted some
important lessons about the experiences of involving children in M&E of participation,
which provide useful pointers for future work.10
l

It is extremely useful to undertake a baseline assessment of the situation before
undertaking a participatory initiative that you plan to monitor and evaluate. The
baseline will provide you with an understanding of the current environment, against
which you can then measure any changes as a result of your activities. For example,
if children are planning a project to reduce corporal punishment in schools, they will
need to know some basic information before they start. This includes how frequent
the practice is, teachers’ and parents’ attitudes to it, the experiences of children
themselves, and what existing legislation and policies say about the use of corporal
punishment. Once the project is underway, you will be able to track changes
and demonstrate how and what children have been able to achieve through
their activities.

	Commitment to and application of the nine basic requirements for ethical
participation are essential at all stages of the M&E process.

l

	Significant investments of time are needed for participation to be meaningful – it
involves supporting children’s engagement in all stages of the process, and working
at times when children are available, such as school holidays and weekends.

l

l

l

l

l

l
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It is important to support children to identify appropriate time frames within which
they hope to achieve their objectives, as it can take many years to achieve tangible
changes in attitudes and practices.
Investment in building the skills and experience of staff is essential if they are to have
the confidence and competence to work collaboratively with children.
Participatory M&E is a social process. It involves understanding and negotiating
complex social dynamics and power relations. Adults generally have a lot more
power than children. There are also power differences among children, as individuals
and as groups. It is therefore necessary to recognise and negotiate these power
relations if all children, particularly the most disadvantaged, are to be afforded a
genuine opportunity to voice their views and influence outcomes.
In many countries, children are actively discouraged from speaking out or challenging
adults. If they are to be able to contribute effectively to M&E processes, they need
to be supported and encouraged to criticise without fear of retribution. Adults
involved in these initiatives also need to be supported to accept criticism and
respond constructively.
Participatory tools can be effectively used by children to gather and analyse
information from children and adults and to transform children into young
researchers and evaluators. Tools may need to be adapted for different groups of
children – for example, younger children, children with disabilities, children who
cannot read.

Girls and boys of different ages and backgrounds, when provided with support
and information, can demonstrate significant skills and confidence in researching,
evaluating, and documenting activities.

	Children and staff have been empowered through their involvement in
M&E processes.

l

	The quality of participation, as well as the scope of children’s engagement, is often
significantly enhanced as a consequence of M&E processes.

l

l

A commitment to participatory M&E needs to be embedded into an organisation’s
ongoing M&E systems, mechanisms and tools. Participatory M&E offers more
inclusive ways of assessing and learning that are also more responsive to the needs
and aspirations of those most directly affected, ultimately making the organisation
more accountable to children. Thus, organisations should encourage creative ways
to support children’s participation in ongoing M&E processes in all relevant
thematic areas.

5 Reflections and lessons learned

l
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A girl holds up a drawing of what happened when her home in Pakistan was flooded, leaving her
and her family stranded for days.
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1

Introduction

This toolkit looks at how to monitor and evaluate children’s participation in
programmes, communities and in wider society. It is aimed at practitioners and
children working in participatory programmes, as well as governments, NGOs,
civil society and children’s organisations seeking to assess and strengthen
children’s participation in society.
The toolkit comprises six booklets:
Booklet 1: Introduction provides an overview of children’s participation, how
the toolkit was created and a brief guide to monitoring and evaluation.
Booklet 2: Measuring the creation of a participatory and respectful
environment for children provides a framework and practical tools to measure
children’s participation in their community and society.
Booklet 3: How to measure the scope, quality and outcomes of children’s
participation provides a conceptual framework for children’s participation and
introduces a series of benchmarks and tables to measure children’s participation.
Booklet 4: A 10-step guide to monitoring and evaluating children’s
participation looks at involving children, young people and adults in the process.
It includes guidance on identifying objectives and progress indicators, systematically
collecting data, documenting activities and analysing findings.

Booklet 6: Children and young people’s experiences, advice and
recommendations has been produced by young people who were involved
in piloting the toolkit. It consists of two separate guides: one for adults and
one for children and young people.
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Booklet 5: Tools for monitoring and evaluating children’s participation
provides a range of tools that you can use with children and young people, as well
as other stakeholders.

