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Children’s views on engaging in European and international decision-making

Report from the Speak to the World consultation 
with children and young people

Austria

With financial support from the EU’s Fundamental 
Rights and Citizenship Programme

The Ludwig Boltzmann Institute of Human Rights (BIM), 
founded in 1992, is the largest independent human rights 
research institution in Austria, dealing with human rights 
issues on the national, European and the international 
level. It is BIM’s main objective to offer a link between 
academic research and practitioners, through co-
operation with civil society, inter-governmental and state 
actors and the private sector. Protection of children’s 
rights has become one key area of the Institute’s 
research and training activities, dealing with a variety 
of topics including the constitutional rights of children, 
child protection from violence, exploitation and child 
trafficking, and child participation. 

The consultation event was part of the European 
Commission funded project ‘Children’s views on 
engaging in European and international decision-
making’, exploring children and young people’s views 
and experiences of their involvement in European 
and international decision-making. This project was 
coordinated by the Children’s Rights Alliance for 
England (CRAE) and was carried out with partners in 
Austria, Estonia, Ireland and Romania and associate 
partners in the Republic of Moldova and Russia. The 
project comprised several elements, including a survey 
of European non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
a literature review and consultation events with children 
and young people in partner countries.

This is a report on the consultation event held at the 
Europahaus venue in Vienna. Separate reports have 
been published on the consultation events held in 
the four other partner countries. The findings and 
recommendations from the country consultation events 
have been incorporated into the main project report, 
Speak to the World: Children’s views on engaging in 
European and international decision-making. 

Section 1: Introduction 

‘...because we are so many.’

Ludwig Boltzmann Institute
Human Rights



Children (morning session of the event):

There was a total of 61 child participants, between the ages 
of 7 and 10, with a large majority aged 7 and 8 years old. 

There were some practical challenges to the collection of 
information relating to children's ethnicity. This is because no 
clear concept of “migrant background” and relevant criteria 
exists, and, furthermore, in the Austrian context not all of 
these aspects is information which is commonly available to 
the teacher. Therefore, exercises were used at the beginning 
of the workshop asking children and young people to group 
themselves according to age, countries of origin, languages 
etc (similar exercises were used in the afternoon). According 
to these exercises, a clear majority of children came from 
Austria, but we also had children from Gambia, Bangladesh, 
Azerbaijan, Hungary and Serbia. In relation to languages 
spoken at home, the group comprised of children speaking 
German (majority) and others speaking Chinese, Mongolian, 
English, French, Spanish, Arabic, Turkish, Greek, Serbian, 
Hungarian and Finnish.

Young people (afternoon session of the event):

There were 33 participants, between 14 and 16 years of 
age, 8 of them with “migrant background”.

A former Austrian child delegate to the 2002 UN General 
Assembly Special Session on Children had been invited 
to the event. Unfortunately, she was not able to join us but 
kindly agreed to have her case used as an illustrative “role 
model” for the introductory section of the event.

Methodology

The project terms of reference did not limit the project to 
young people only and in order to understand challenges in 
relation to participation of younger children it was decided 
to include children of primary school age. However, this 
approach made it necessary to develop two separate 
methodologies for the two main groups, one aiming at 
children of about 8 years and another at young people of 
about 15 years of age.

Consultation questionnaire for young people

As an additional instrument, a questionnaire based on the key 
questions asked for in the project’s briefing document for the 
event was developed in order to allow responses from those 
children and young people who were not able to join the 
groups in January. Moreover, the questionnaire was used as 
a stock-taking tool for the young persons already registered, 
assessing their level of understanding and interest in European 
and international decision-making processes. It was not 
sent to primary school children, as several questions, terms 
and concepts used would have needed more explanation in 
advance, which was not possible in the context of this project. 
In the end, 53 completed forms were received. This was not 
intended to be representative of Austrian children and young 
people but, through its quite diverse constituency, it offers 
at least a glimpse of the overall picture on young persons’ 

Participants

A total of 94 (out of 108 registered) children and 
young people participated in the national consultation 
event in January 2011 in Vienna. 

Ages % of participants, 
n=94

0-5 years 0

6-10 years 65%

14-16 years 35%

Gender distribution

Total Male: 35 = 37%

Female: 59 = 63%

Per age group 6-10 years, n= 61

Male: 27 = 44%

Female: 34 = 56%

14-16 years, n = 33

Male: 8 = 24%

Female: 25 = 76%

The event was divided in two main parts, addressing 
two different target groups, namely children of primary 
school age in the morning session and young people of 
secondary school age in the afternoon.

Written by 
Helmut Sax, Ludwig Boltzmann Institute of Human Rights, Vienna/Austria 
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support and feedback!
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views on the subject. The results of the questionnaire have 
been integrated into the rest of this report. The composition of 
respondents to the questionnaire was as follows:

Age: 13 years (7 respondents); 14 years (23),  
15 years (7), 16 years (13)

Gender: almost twice as many female students (33) 
as male students (17)

Type of school: almost twice as many students from 
higher secondary schools (‘Gymnasium’, 34) as from 
general secondary education (‘Hauptschule’)

Place of residence: 19 respondents from Vienna, 
followed by Lower Austria (17) and Upper Austria (16); 
32 of the total living in major cities (including Vienna), 
16 living in the countryside/smaller towns

Nationality: 47 Austrian nationals, other nationalities 
include Germany, Bosnia, Croatia, Romania (1 each)

NB Figures do not always add up to 53 because not all 
young people gave demographic information.

Translation of children’s guide and separate version 
adapted for younger children

In parallel to these activities, a ‘Children’s guide to European 
and international decision-making’ developed by CRAE  
was translated into German. The guide was sent to 
secondary school teachers for initial preparation (together 
with the questionnaire).

Furthermore, it was decided to develop a separate version 
adapted for younger children (only eight pages, with less 
text and slightly adapted structure), as the full version 
was considered too long and also partly difficult to read 
for eight year-old girls and boys. This adapted version 
was sent to primary teachers in January 2011 in advance 
of the event for possible preparation. All participants of 
the event received an information package at the end, 
containing printed versions of the children’s guide and the 
special edition for primary school children.

National consultation event

The programme started with an introduction to the workshop 
in the plenary, explaining background and purpose of the 
project. This included basic information about European and 
international organisations (using institutions’ logos, maps 
of Austria, Europe, world etc for illustration in the case of 
primary school children during the morning workshop) and 
participatory processes. After this introduction, given the 
large number of participants, both the morning workshop 
for the children and the afternoon workshop for the young 
people split into three sub-groups, respectively. 

Children’s workshop (morning session)

In the context of the younger children, methods used 

focused on team and group work and on simulation 
exercises. Based on previous experiences and feedback 
already provided from teachers in advance, the organisers 
were already aware of the very limited experiences of 
children about European and international processes and 
institutions. Therefore, the workshop for young children 
focused more on understanding of decision-making 
processes in general, child – adult relationship, importance 
of rights (versus needs) and participation and on the 
lessons to be learned for good participation processes for 
young children. Each of the three sub-groups consisted of 
about 20 children, with facilitation and (adult) volunteers for 
observation and note-taking during the workshop. There 
was a break between all of the following activities (although 
no candy machine and no bread with chocolate cream 
was served, as some children noted).

‘Who decides?’

In the first exercise, children were asked questions on 
who should decide in different settings. For example, who 
decides on dressing in the morning, packing of luggage 
when going on vacation, staying out at night etc. For 
each setting, three questions were asked in the context of 
the age of children (5 years – 10 years – 15 years) in order 
to make visible any changes in the child-adult relationship 
depending on age. Children were given three possible 
options for answers: children themselves decide – their 
parents decide – both decide/joint decision. Children 
used colour-coded cards for this purpose, by raising their 
hands with the respective card for voting. 

‘Journey to a new land’

For this simulation exercise, sub-groups were formed 
and declared to be ships on the way to discover new 
land – fully packed with a wide variety of useful things 
(represented through cards with images), from watches 
and computers to important requisites needed to provide 
education, protection from violence and free speech 
etc. Unfortunately, two big waves damage the ship 
twice and the heavy load must be reduced, requiring 
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the children to decide what goes overboard and what 
remains on the ship. The exercise aimed at two different 
results, first on what selection of things had been made 
(regularly involving elimination of  personal needs for the 
sake of community interests, providing a good basis to 
discuss concepts of children’s rights) and, second, on the 
selection/decision-making process itself. 

‘Best participation’

Three big sheets of paper were put on the wall, complete 
with pictures for illustration, asking three questions:

•	 Through which means do I like to participate in decisions?

•	 With whom/in which setting do I like to participate?

•	 On which issues do I want to participate?

The context for these questions was explained to the 
children and they received sticker dots to mark those 
options they preferred most.

At the end of this activity an immediate feedback exercise 
took place using a green circled paper as a ‘target’ 
(immediate feedback exercises were used in view of the 
young age of the children). 

Young people workshop (afternoon session)

For working with the older young people a different 

methodology was adopted using team and group work, 
World Café and play activities (TV/radio spot to be 
presented).

‘Youth-friendliest community’

The programme for the young people started with an 
adapted version of the ‘journey to a new land’ activity. 
Again this exercise was used to build the bridge both to 
an understanding of decision-making processes and child 
rights concepts vis-à-vis a needs-based approach.

‘World Café’

For the second exercise the World Café method was 

used to discuss more specific questions in relation to our 
project. These were general conditions for meaningful 
participation, specific appropriate means, and topics 
relevant to young persons in relation to European and 
international decision-making.

‘EU-sponsored TV/radio spot’

The third activity aimed at the young persons’ creative 
potential, asking them to develop a TV or radio spot on 
behalf of an EU campaign to promote child and young 
people’s participation. 

Feedback about the young people’s workshop was asked 
for immediately at the end of the session (again using the 
green circled targeting area), with an additional more in-
depth evaluation exercise for the young people at the end 
of the whole event. 

Over the following days, a summary of the event was put 
on the Institute’s website for documentation: http://bim.
lbg.ac.at/en/news/what-do-children-and-young-persons-
think-about-participation.

Evaluation exercise
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Section 2: Key findings 

The event once again confirmed the complexity and 
difficulties of constructing ‘children’ as one social group 
– they are clearly not one homogeneous group, and any 
activity targeting them needs to be appropriately designed 
to meet the needs and interests of the respective age 
group. This has become particularly evident in the context 
of the subject under discussion.

The topic would be a challenging one for discussion 
with adults and it was all the more difficult to engage 
with primary school children in such a process. At 
this age, there is only very limited experience and 
understanding of institutions and how they work. Many 
children have heard at least about the European Union 
from media news, discussion with parents, to some 
extent from EU-sponsored initiatives and from projects at 
school. Less have heard, for instance, about Council of 
Europe activities or about the United Nations (although 
one young participant aptly stated: ‘it cares that we have 
peace in the world’). Another difficulty, especially for 
younger children, lies in the use of concepts of ‘decision-
making process’ and terminology (e.g. ‘discrimination’) 
which needs translation and substantial explanation.

Having said this, however, it must not be seen as 
an argument to exclude young children from such 
discussions; on the contrary, as the discussions with the 
younger children showed, they have very clear views 
on participation and on decision-making in general, 
as well as on thematic issues relevant to them. Children 
were very much aware of “who decides what” and the 
relationship between age and responsibilities. Many 
of them reflected also on where they want to increasingly 
have a say. The children had strong feelings on the 
importance of participation. For example, when asked 
in one exercise about participation at home, one child 
stated: ‘yes, we have a say, because it’s interesting for 
parents to know the views of the children’. At the same 
time, different experiences of children with regard to being 
given opportunities to have a say became evident, one 
child claiming, for instance, to ‘never’ being asked by her 
parents about her opinions.

So, the challenge lies in:

•	 Developing appropriate means for involvement even 
for younger children

•	 Adequate preparation (including access to information) 
and, above all, 

•	 A clear view on the objectives of the participatory 
process (which needs to be communicated in a 
transparent and understandable way to children)

•	 Clarity as to whether the objective is about decision-
making or consultation; what are the expected roles 

of children and of adults and what commitment is 
necessary for implementation and follow-up.

This may lead to the conclusion that, under the 
specific circumstances, it is better to refrain from child 
participation in order to avoid tokenistic activities leading 
to frustrations among children.

In the context of young people, the workshop and the 
questionnaire results showed a more pragmatic, realistic, 
cautious and even sceptical approach by many of them. 
The principle of participation as a right, to be listened to 
and taken seriously, and to have adults respect opinions 
of young people equally to their own, was firmly rooted 
in the minds of young people - even in the context of 
complex European and international settings for decision-
making processes. However, the young people needed 
to be able to see evidence of their rights being respected 
in practice with a real chance for having an impact and a 
commitment for implementation.

Age sensitivity also emerged as an important aspect in 
relation to matters of how to get access to children and 
young people to inform them about opportunities for 
participation. Also in the context of this project, there 
was a heavy reliance on adults as multipliers to bring the 
message to children. In one working group (with primary 
school children), when children were asked about how 
it was decided to participate in this consultation event, 
only about one-third responded they were included in 
the decision. The younger the children, the more likely 
it would seem for adults (parents, teachers) to act as 
“gate-keepers”, filtering information and access to it. In 
the context of young people, on the other hand, more 
independent opportunities exist to directly reach them. 
Here it was striking to note the rapid increase of Internet-
based communication and information tools, in particular 
the relevance of social networks like Facebook. 

Another challenge in relation to accessing (child-friendly) 
information lies in the question of how to make best use 
of existing resources and information on participatory 
processes, including through the EU Commission’s 
information centres in member states, or various EU and 
Council of Europe websites and portals etc.

Moreover, the findings from the workshops suggest that 
schools, in particular, need to be much more aware of 
their role in participation matters – both in relation to 
their gate-keeping, information-filtering role, but also as 
a role model setting for participatory decision-making 
processes. This should go beyond individual commitment 
of a few teachers, or discussions in civic education or 
ethics classes only, but requires strong mainstreaming 
efforts for participatory, transparent decision-making 
processes with feedback opportunities as part of a school 
culture. Dedicated commitment is indicated, from school 
and educational authorities down to the individual class. 
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In relation to means of participation, results from the 
workshop seem to indicate that, with regard to the most 
attractive instruments for children’s engagement, it is those 
methods with the possibility for direct exchange (such as 
conferences, group discussions and also questionnaires) 
ranked highest among the options considered 
by participants (higher, for instance, than drawing 
competitions). Similarly, the World Café methods received 
the highest ratings among young people in the evaluation.

Concerning relevant topics for participation all children 
and young people were mainly interested in matters 
directly affecting them. The younger ones referred to 
food, health and education, for instance, whereas for the 
young people community-oriented matters such as public 
space, integration and migration and political engagement 
were much more prominent.

Furthermore, experiences of child-led organisations 
(and what it needs for children and young people to 
start organising themselves to counter adult-driven 
activities) should be taken into account much more when 
considering the setting up of child participatory processes 
on the European and international level.

   

Section 3: Understanding of 
European and international 
decision-making 

Key findings:
•	 Delegates had very limited knowledge (not only 

among younger children) about relevant European 
and international institutions in general, and even 
less on participatory processes – EU being the 
most well-known body compared to Council of 
Europe, UN and other international bodies

•	 Workshop discussions indicated that Austrian 
NGOs need to do more on promoting their own 
work at the European and international levels

•	 The most heard of participation opportunities are 
competitions, surveys and meetings with politicians.

The younger children had very limited knowledge of 
European and international institutions and decision-
making processes. Knowledge was also limited regarding 
possibilities for child participation in general and they 
personally lacked previous experiences with European and 
international decision-making processes. Consequently, 
the focus of the activities in the morning workshop with 
the young children was on participation and key general 
messages for European/international processes.

In addition, many of the older group of young people were 
not well-informed about participatory decision-making 
processes at the European and international levels. Some 
of them were not even familiar with the institutions offering 
such processes. Discussions at the workshop stressed 
that the school system has a strong role to play to open 
links with those mainly adult-driven processes, for example 
from the EU or the Council of Europe, and to open up direct 
access to children potentially interested in such efforts. 
Young people welcomed opportunities to meet politicians 
and had experience of this during election campaigns.

The consultation questionnaire for young people (sample 
= 53, but not all questions answered) asked whether the 
following institutions were known.

List of organisations: numbers % numbers %

EU Parliament Yes 48 91 No 3 6

EU Commission Yes 40 76 No 9 17

Council of Europe Yes 39 74 No 10 19

United Nations Yes 34 64 No 12 23

Austrian child and youth 
organisations also 
engaged on European/ 
international level

Yes 21 40 No 25 47

G20 Yes 13 25 No 33 62

G8 Yes 12 23 No 33 62

Report from the Speak to the World consultation with children and young people

Page 6

Austria



It is striking to note that almost one quarter of 
respondents aged 13+ stated they do not know the UN 
as an institution. Perhaps less surprising is the lack of 
information on the industrial countries leadership groups 
of G8 and G20 (unknown to 75% of respondents).

It is also noteworthy that a majority of young people did 
not seem familiar with cross-border activities of Austrian 
child and youth organisations, which suggests a need to 
improve promotion of such activities.

As to whether young people have heard of participation 
opportunities, the results were as follows:

• Participation in competitions (pictures, videos etc 
with European/International topics)

31

• Participation in European-wide surveys  
(e.g. Eurobarometer)

24

• Meetings with politicians  
(e.g. Members of EU parliament)

17

• Participation as Unicef junior ambassador 16

• Activities of Austrian child and youth organisations 
on European/International level

15

• Participation in video chats with political leaders 14

• Participation in European or  
International conferences

12

• Participation in the EU European forum on the 
Rights of the Child

10

• Participation in UN Youth Delegate Programme 7

• Participation in reporting processes on children’s 
rights in austria (e.g. The 2010 children’s report to 
the CRC committee in Geneva)

6

• Activities of the European Youth Forum 6

• Participation of young people in expert conferences/
meetings on European/International level

4

• Council of Europe consultations with young 
people (eg on child-friendly justice)

4

• Activities of the Austrian Federal Youth Representative 
Council at the European and International levels

1

(Numbers refer to no. of young people who indicated they 
know of this institution/ opportunity)

 
The most well-known participation opportunities (“top 5”) 
appeared to be:

•	 Various forms of competitions for children/young people

•	 European surveys

•	 Meetings/discussions with political representatives

•	 The UNICEF Youth Ambassador Programme

•	 Opportunities offered by Austrian NGOs (despite the 
earlier results claiming lack of information at least 
about existence of such NGOs).

In general, young people were much less familiar with 
(expert) consultation processes such as those organised 
by the Council of Europe. 

Section 4: Desire to be 
involved in European and 
international decision-  
making processes

Key findings:
•	 Interest depends strongly on selection of topics 

– the closer they were to their own lived reality 
the greater the desire to be involved. This was 
the case across age groups. The kind of topics 
interesting to them, however, varied by age and 
individual personal and social development

•	 A strong majority of young people saw both the 
importance (as a matter of principle and because 
they are affected by adult decisions) and the 
benefits (including promoting their own interests) 
of being involved in decision-making. However, 
young people tended to have very pragmatic, 
sceptical attitudes regarding the sincerity of adult 
commitments and the impact of involvement.

Generally, for the primary school age children, the more 
concrete and directly related to their own experience the 
topic was, the more interested they were in participation. 
Such topics included food and water, health and education 
issues. On the other hand, with regard to political processes 
or elections, reactions were more mixed, with some children 
considering them uninteresting and others complaining 
about it being unfair that adults have the right to vote (note 
that the voting age in Austria was lowered to 16 in 2007).

The ‘Who decides’ exercise showed that younger children 
were very much aware of age differences and varying 
degrees of responsibility. They also considered young 
people at the age of 15 as ‘almost grown-up’, which 
should give them the right, and opportunities, to have a 
say in everything relevant to them.

In relation to young people, the World Café method, in 
particular, demonstrated a strong interest in participation 
processes. Relevant topics for young persons included 
education, spare time activities, mobility and public 
transport, migration and integration, political participation 
and voting for young people, environmental issues, poverty 
and living conditions and youth employment. Of these, the 
strongest desire for direct involvement was expressed in 
relation to education, spare time activities, public space 
and political participation. Some participants, however, 
explicitly stated their interest in involvement at the local and 
national level rather than in the European or international 
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arena. These views can be linked to the young people’s quite 
pragmatic assessment of the real chances for having an impact 
on decision-making processes. A lack of experience was 
considered by some to be an obstacle to effective participation.

When asked how important they considered the 
involvement of children and young people in European 
and international decision-making processes in general, 
almost 90% of the young people (sample = 53) agreed 
that it was important:

Very important: 18

Rather important: 29

Rather unimportant: 6

Unimportant: 0

When asked to expand on the reasons for that importance, 
the same participants referred most frequently to:

•	 Adults’ decisions also have an impact on children and 
their future (21)

•	 Children have their own views which must be heard (14)

•	 Children bring in new, fresh, creative perspectives (7)

•	 Children have better insight than adults into their own 
affairs (6)

•	 Children have a right to participate in decisions (5)

•	 Adults must not decide about children without them (4).

Other statements included:

•	 The relevance of a learning experience for both adults 
and children and young people

•	 Participation helps children and young people to ‘get a 
feeling for politics’ and elections

•	 Children and young people ‘are less conservative’  
than adults

•	 Simply because children and young people are 
interested in participation.

Those participants who considered that involvement 
was less important gave reasons relating to their lack of 
influence, lack of understanding about how it works, but 
also that children ‘do not need to understand everything’.

When asked about key benefits of involving children and 
young people in European and international decision-
making processes, the main reasons stated were:

•	 Children and young people feel that they are taken 
seriously (42)

•	 Children and young people get a better understanding 
of topics relevant to European and international 
decision-making (28)

•	 Decisions will be taken in the interests of children and 
young people (24)

•	 Children and young people know what is in their 
interest (23).

Other statements included: 

•	 Politicians can be given new ideas

•	 Children and young people will not be overlooked 
anymore 

•	 ‘It's a matter of justice’.

Finally, participants were asked about individual interest in 
participation. In relation to the question of whether ‘you would 
be interested on being involved in European or international 
decision-making processes’, a clear, but cautious, majority 
indicated that they would (about two-thirds).

Those participants who would be interested in 
participating in decision-making processes also gave 
opinions on how this should happen:

•	 Through surveys and questionnaires (20) 

•	 Workshops (13)

•	 Competitions (10)

•	 Conference participation (6)

•	 Through elections (3).

Other suggestions included participation in reporting, 
discussions with decision-makers and voluntary work at 
NGOs.
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Section 5: Experiences of 
participation

Key findings:
•	 Workshop participants basically lacked previous 

experiences of involvement in European or 
international decision-making processes, with 
only a few exceptions among young people in 
the older group.

While some of the young children had participated through 
their school classes in projects dealing with international 
issues (poverty in Africa, rainforest conservation), none 
of them had experience of participation in European or 
international decision-making processes. This can be 
attributed to some extent to the fact that the current 
primary school level curriculum largely does not deal 
with several of the European/international organisations 
concerned in the context of this project.

Moreover, direct access of young children to information 
about these processes remains very limited, depending 
largely on individual engagement of adults and teachers in 
the school context. 

The results from the consultation questionnaire for 
young people confirmed the view that there is limited 
awareness of opportunities for children and young 
people’s involvement in European and international 
decision-making processes. There were very few personal 
experiences reported with 88% reporting none.

The main sources of information given on these limited 
opportunities were reported to have been obtained 
from school, followed by friends and Facebook/Internet 
information.

Section 6: The best  
international participation 
process

Key findings:
•	 Generally, there is a clear need for better 

communication about participation processes

•	 Schools, as a key social environment, have a 
particular responsibility to reach out to large 
groups of children and young people

•	 Schools, parents and other relevant actors, 
should be aware of their role model function in 
relation to creating a participatory, transparent 
and responsible culture and environment

•	 Creating ways to directly access children and young 
people to inform them about relevant processes 
(and to avoid potentially negative adult gate-keeping 
effects) remains difficult, although new Internet/
communication technology offers additional routes

•	 For younger children, parents play a particularly 
important role for making participation possible 
and they should be given a clear role in child 
participation processes (from preparation to 
follow-up)

•	 Any involvement must be based on transparent 
process and communication, with clear 
objectives, topics relevant to children and  
young people and commitment for realistic 
impact on decisions

•	 Participation efforts need thorough preparation 
for the children and young people but also for 
adults involved

•	 Young people were quite aware of responsibilities 
linked to such efforts and the need for their own 
serious and active engagement.

The final exercise of the primary school children aimed at 
getting children’s views on best participation processes, 
using pictures to ask questions on which topics, with 
whom and through which means they would prefer to 
engage in European and international processes. Due to 
the lack of concrete knowledge or ideas about European 
and international institutions and processes in general, 
results of this exercise remained rather general in relation 
to any form of children’s involvement in decision-making.

Against this background, children expressed their interest 
in participation mainly on matters directly relevant to 
them, such as food, water, health and education, but also 
protection from violence and having a say.
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In relation to questions as to with whom do they want to 
engage in such processes, most of them actually wanted to 
have their parents around. Other responses indicated that 
children wanted to be with their peers, working as part of a 
school activity and as part of a child organisation’s activity.

Concerning the most attractive methods for children, 
participants’ highest ranking suggestions were 
participation through discussion groups, questionnaires, 
conferences and interviews, while participation through 
competitions received the lowest score.

On the more practical side, based on the feedback of 
the children on the event, they appreciated the many 
interactive exercises and group work allowing for direct 
exchange with the others. On the other hand, because of 
the mixing of groups with children from different schools 
a few participants felt less supported and would have 
preferred to stay with their friends.

The workshop discussions with young people (of the older 
age group) showed a high level of reflection among them 
about their possible involvement in decision-making. In the 
context of the World Café, for instance, there was general 
agreement on an affirmative answer to the (provocative) 
question on whether participation is ‘useful’. Young people 
wanted to be taken seriously just like adults, they want 
equal access to all the necessary information and to see 
evidence of impact on decisions as well as commitment for 
implementation. At the same time, they were aware of the 
complexity of such undertakings, some calling, for instance, 
for only limited minimum ages for elections and recognising 
the requirement for a certain interest and commitment on 
behalf of the young people – complemented by increased 
attention to civic education in schools.

The World Café method brought up a broad number 
of suggestions of child and youth friendly means for 
participation (not necessarily limited to European 
and international level), including projects, interviews, 

hearings, Internet forums, questionnaires, volunteer work 
in NGOs, children’s parliaments and elections.

The TV/radio spot/play activity confirmed the creativity of 
young people and the relevance of peer approaches in 
getting the right messages to the right target groups, with 
one group composing a rap song, for instance. Regarding 
topics for their presentations (which were left to their own 
discretion), many of the spots dealt with children and 
young people’s participation in school (e.g. setting up a 
student parliament).

As far as results from the consultation questionnaire with 
young people are concerned, several aspects need to 
be seen here in combination in order to inform the best 
methods of achieving participation in decision-making:

•	 One key challenge is to get children and young people 
to know about a certain process

•	 The process must be clear and transparent and 
relevant enough to attract their interest

•	 It needs to be a serious effort with realistic impact on 
decisions.

When asked for their views on whether participation by 
children and young people has an impact on discussions 
and decisions at the European and international levels, 
respondents showed very mixed reactions. Only two (of 
51) were ‘definitely sure’; with 22 being ‘rather sure’;  23 
being ‘less sure’ and four thinking that they don’t have an 
impact at all.

However, many suggestions were given on the question 
of what are the key pre-conditions for a successful, 
influential decision-making process: 

•	 ‘Equal value’ to be given to any child or young person’s 
individual voice as compared to an adult’s voice (8)

•	 ‘Equal treatment’ (8)

•	 ‘Taking children and young people seriously’ (7)

•	 ‘Acknowledging the value of children and young 
people’s own involvement’ (7).

The respondents also had a quite critical view on their 
own role in, and requirements for, meaningful participation, 
stating the need for children and young people to take such 
processes seriously, calling for adequate preparation on 
their own and to have understanding of the process. Some 
(4) suggested setting minimum ages (one suggestion was 
for the age of 10) for participation in such processes.

Other important elements for participation identified by 
the respondents included:

•	 Proper preparation, including training on debating

•	 The need for a selection process of topics relevant to 
children and young people

•	 To have a clear commitment not just to listen to 
children and young people, but also to be ready to 
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accept and implement decisions taken.

In addition, respondents wanted to see more advocacy 
for children and young people’s participation and 
suggested the idea of obligatory participation projects in 
schools at least once a year.

In the same vein, when asked about how children and 
young people should best be informed about participation 
processes of the European and international level, the 
school system ranked highest:

•	 The school system (25 of 51 respondents)

•	 Facebook as an explicitly mentioned social network (23)

•	 TV promotion (17)

•	 Internet in general (8)

•	 Advertisements (in public places, in school, and ‘in 
shopping centres’) (6)

•	 Other media (radio, newspapers – one commented: 
‘children don’t read newspapers very often’)

•	 Holding promotional workshops to make children and 
young people aware of decision-making initiatives.

Interestingly, the role of parents in promoting opportunities 
for getting children and young people informed about 
participation opportunities was not mentioned at all by the 
older young people. 

Section 7: Evaluation

In order to get immediate feedback from the participants 
a simple but effective tool was used, both for children and 
for young people. This used green, circled targeting areas, 
consisting of five different sectors with the following statements 
(see pictures): ‘I have learned a lot’; ‘The topic is important’; 
‘My opinion was highly valued’; ‘I was able to have a say’; 
and ‘I felt comfortable’. All participants were given five smiley 
stickers (one for each sector) and were asked to rate the event, 
starting with ‘1’ as the highest level of satisfaction in the very 
centre of the circle, and ‘5’ as the worst at the circle’s outside 
border (corresponds to the Austrian grading system at school).

As already explained, the objective here was to easily 
receive feedback without the need to write detailed 
comments. A total of six such target areas were collected. 

In the above picture, one example from the children’s 
workshop is provided, showing for instance that while 
a broad majority of the children of this group seemed 
satisfied with the event, a few seemed to have felt their 
opinions were valued very little, if at all.
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Another issue which came up in the feedback and evaluation 
relates to the nature of the event, which was basically a 
consultation exercise, in order to extract expertise and 
views from the participants on certain matters, and not a 
training or sensitisation workshop for them. This became 
evident in some comments both from the younger children 
who seemed to have expected more input on child rights 
issues and for the young people who were eager to get their 
hands on information on participation processes. However, 
at the end of each session, both target groups were given a 
comprehensive information package to address that need, 
including a printed copy of the children’s guide in German; 
a further adapted small children’s guide; and several child 
and youth-friendly brochures from the EU Commission’s 
representation in Austria and from the Council of Europe.

In regard to the methods used, children liked particularly the 
‘who decides’ voting practice exercise and the ‘journey to 
a new land’ simulation, which provided useful grounds for 
discussion both on the concepts of child rights and decision-
making processes. The World Café activity clearly ranked top 
among young people.

Above all, it was an extraordinarily rich, intense and 
satisfying experience, particularly the event itself, which, 
however, would not have been possible without the 
support of our volunteer facilitators from the polis service 
centre and our interns/student observers!

Endla Street 6 – 18,  
10142 Tallinn, Estonia

www.lastekaitseliit.ee
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‘Young people must be 
better informed; but they 
themselves also have to 

take matters seriously…’


