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Chapter 3 
Participation of children in child 

protection investigations: Views and 
experiences of Dutch professionals 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on: Bouma, H., López López, M., Knorth, E.J., & Grietens, H. (2019). 
Participation of children in child protection investigations: Views and experiences of Dutch 

professionals. Journal of Social Work (accepted with revisions). 
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Abstract 

According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 

participation is a right for all children. Participation can contribute to positive outcomes 

of child protection trajectories (Križ & Roundtree-Swain, 2017; Vis et al., 2011). 

Professionals play an important role in facilitating participation for children. In the Dutch 

context, we know little about their views on this issue. In this study, 31 professionals 

conducting child protection investigations in the Netherlands were interviewed. Thematic 

analysis showed professionals’ views are related to their experiences with facilitating and 

challenging factors on three levels: the direct interaction with children and parents (micro-

level), the organizational level of their work environment (meso-level), and the overall 

child protection system (CPS; macro-level). Our results demonstrate a link between 

professionals’ views and attitudes and contextual factors. In addition to other studies, some 

professionals in our study mentioned moral reasons for children’s participation and 

explained how children’s vulnerability could also be a reason for involving children 

instead of just protecting children from participation. This knowledge could be used for 

evaluating and improving children’s participation in child protection practice, in line with 

children’s participatory right.  

 

Keywords: participation, child protection investigations, semi-structured interviews, 

professionals, the Netherlands, children’s rights  

  

 

3.1 Introduction 

3.1.1 Meaningful participation   

According to article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), all children have the right to express their views and their views being 

considered in all matters affecting them. This participatory right is crucial for the fulfilling 

of other children’s rights (CRC, 2009; Heimer & Palme, 2016). The Committee on the 

Rights of the Child (CRC) states that it is only possible to act in the best interests of the 

child and to protect children against violence by respecting their participatory right (CRC, 

2009). Accordingly, research shows that participation of children can contribute positively 

to their well-being and to the success of interventions (Balsells et al., 2017; Healy & 

Darlington, 2009; Heimer et al., 2018; Križ & Roundtree-Swain, 2017; Vis et al., 2011). 

In this study, we use the term ‘meaningful participation’, which is defined as the 

experience of children being listened to and taken seriously, and requires recognising 

children as experts of and competent meaning-makers in their own lives (Davies & 

Wright, 2008; Grover, 2004; Lundy, 2007). Children are primary service users and 

‘distinct individuals’ whose views are an essential element in decision-making processes 

(Archard & Skivenes, 2009; Heimer et al., 2018; Van Bijleveld et al., 2015). The CRC 

(2009) emphasizes that States should presume that all children have the capacity to form 

their own views and provides three main dimensions of meaningful participation: 

informing children as a prerequisite for meaningful participation, providing children the 

opportunity and encouraging them to express their views, and considering their views in 

decision-making (Figure 1). In addition, participation should be seen as an ongoing 

process in the different phases of the child protection system (CPS) (Bouma, López López, 

Knorth, & Grietens, 2018; CRC, 2009). Professionals need to reconsider and discuss 

children’s participation constantly; when children were not willing to participate before, 

they may be willing and ‘ready’ to participate at another moment (Dillon et al., 2016).  



535528-L-bw-Bouma535528-L-bw-Bouma535528-L-bw-Bouma535528-L-bw-Bouma
Processed on: 17-9-2019Processed on: 17-9-2019Processed on: 17-9-2019Processed on: 17-9-2019 PDF page: 59PDF page: 59PDF page: 59PDF page: 59

3

PROFESSIONALS’ VIEWS AND EXPERIENCES

59 

Abstract 

According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), 

participation is a right for all children. Participation can contribute to positive outcomes 

of child protection trajectories (Križ & Roundtree-Swain, 2017; Vis et al., 2011). 

Professionals play an important role in facilitating participation for children. In the Dutch 

context, we know little about their views on this issue. In this study, 31 professionals 

conducting child protection investigations in the Netherlands were interviewed. Thematic 

analysis showed professionals’ views are related to their experiences with facilitating and 

challenging factors on three levels: the direct interaction with children and parents (micro-

level), the organizational level of their work environment (meso-level), and the overall 

child protection system (CPS; macro-level). Our results demonstrate a link between 

professionals’ views and attitudes and contextual factors. In addition to other studies, some 

professionals in our study mentioned moral reasons for children’s participation and 

explained how children’s vulnerability could also be a reason for involving children 

instead of just protecting children from participation. This knowledge could be used for 

evaluating and improving children’s participation in child protection practice, in line with 

children’s participatory right.  

 

Keywords: participation, child protection investigations, semi-structured interviews, 

professionals, the Netherlands, children’s rights  

  

 

3.1 Introduction 

3.1.1 Meaningful participation   

According to article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), all children have the right to express their views and their views being 

considered in all matters affecting them. This participatory right is crucial for the fulfilling 

of other children’s rights (CRC, 2009; Heimer & Palme, 2016). The Committee on the 

Rights of the Child (CRC) states that it is only possible to act in the best interests of the 

child and to protect children against violence by respecting their participatory right (CRC, 

2009). Accordingly, research shows that participation of children can contribute positively 

to their well-being and to the success of interventions (Balsells et al., 2017; Healy & 

Darlington, 2009; Heimer et al., 2018; Križ & Roundtree-Swain, 2017; Vis et al., 2011). 

In this study, we use the term ‘meaningful participation’, which is defined as the 

experience of children being listened to and taken seriously, and requires recognising 

children as experts of and competent meaning-makers in their own lives (Davies & 

Wright, 2008; Grover, 2004; Lundy, 2007). Children are primary service users and 

‘distinct individuals’ whose views are an essential element in decision-making processes 

(Archard & Skivenes, 2009; Heimer et al., 2018; Van Bijleveld et al., 2015). The CRC 

(2009) emphasizes that States should presume that all children have the capacity to form 

their own views and provides three main dimensions of meaningful participation: 

informing children as a prerequisite for meaningful participation, providing children the 

opportunity and encouraging them to express their views, and considering their views in 

decision-making (Figure 1). In addition, participation should be seen as an ongoing 

process in the different phases of the child protection system (CPS) (Bouma, López López, 

Knorth, & Grietens, 2018; CRC, 2009). Professionals need to reconsider and discuss 

children’s participation constantly; when children were not willing to participate before, 

they may be willing and ‘ready’ to participate at another moment (Dillon et al., 2016).  



535528-L-bw-Bouma535528-L-bw-Bouma535528-L-bw-Bouma535528-L-bw-Bouma
Processed on: 17-9-2019Processed on: 17-9-2019Processed on: 17-9-2019Processed on: 17-9-2019 PDF page: 60PDF page: 60PDF page: 60PDF page: 60

CHAPTER 3

60

 

E
va

lu
at

in
g

E
va

lu
at

in
g

In
te

rv
en

in
g

Id
en

ti
fy

in
g

Id
en

ti
fy

in
g

In
fo

rm
in

g 

a.
 R

ig
ht

 t
o 

gr
ow

 u
p 

in
 

sa
fe

ty
 (

ar
t.

 1
9)

; 

b.
 R

ig
ht

 to
 p

ar
ti

ci
pa

te
 (

ar
t.

 
12

);
 

c.
 P

os
si

bi
lit

ie
s 

to
 

pa
rt

ic
ip

at
e;

d.
 C

on
se

qu
en

ce
s 

of
 

pa
rt

ic
ip

at
io

n;
 

e.
 P

ar
ti

ci
pa

ti
on

 p
ro

ce
ss

; 

f.
 F

oc
us

 a
nd

 a
im

 o
f 

pa
rt

ic
ip

at
io

n;

g.
 P

ot
en

ti
al

 im
pa

ct
 o

f 
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

io
n;

 

h.
 C

on
te

nt
: w

ha
t i

s 
ha

pp
en

in
g 

an
d 

w
ha

t t
o 

ex
pe

ct
; 

i. 
D

ec
is

io
n

s;
 

j. 
H

ow
 p

er
sp

ec
tiv

es
 a

re
 

gi
ve

n 
w

ei
gh

t i
n 

de
ci

si
on

-
m

ak
in

g.
 

H
ea

ri
n

g 

a.
 P

os
si

bi
lit

ie
s 

to
 e

xp
re

ss
 

vi
ew

s 
an

d 
op

in
io

n;

b.
 G

at
he

ri
ng

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

fr
om

 th
e 

ch
ild

; 

c.
 W

ill
in

gn
es

s 
to

 li
st

en
 t

o 
th

e 
ch

ild
;

d.
 D

ia
lo

gu
e 

w
ith

 th
e 

ch
ild

;

e.
 In

di
vi

du
al

 m
ee

tin
g 

w
ith

 
th

e 
ch

ild
. In
te

rv
en

in
g

In
vo

lv
in

g 

a.
 H

ea
ri

ng
 o

pi
ni

on
 a

nd
 

vi
ew

s 
be

fo
re

 d
ec

is
io

ns
 a

re
 

m
ad

e;
 

b.
 In

vo
lv

in
g 

in
 d

ec
is

io
n-

m
ak

in
g;

  

c.
 C

on
si

de
ri

ng
 c

hi
ld

 s
 

pe
rs

pe
ct

iv
e 

in
 d

ec
is

io
n

-
m

ak
in

g.
 

In
ve

st
ig

at
in

g

Id
en

tif
yi

ng

E
va

lu
at

in
g

 

Fi
gu

re
 1

. D
im

en
si

on
s o

f m
ea

ni
ng

fu
l p

ar
tic

ip
at

io
n 

in
 th

e 
ch

ild
 p

ro
te

ct
io

n 
pr

oc
es

s (
B

ou
m

a 
et

 a
l.,

 2
01

7)
 

 

Furthermore, several studies report on the importance of a trust relationship 

between professionals and children (Berrick et al., 2015; Gallagher, Smith, Hardy & 

Wilkinson, 2012; Husby, Slettebø & Juul, 2018; Vis et al., 2012; Winter, 2009). Providing 

a safe and inclusive space for children to express their views is a prerequisite to enable 

them to feel free to say what they want and to hear their authentic voices (Lundy, 2007; 

Van Bijleveld et al., 2015).  

Finally, children’s right to participation “imposes a clear legal obligation for the 

State”, but “… expressing views is a choice for the child, not an obligation” (CRC, 2009, 

p.8). Giving children choice on whether and how they want to participate is fundamental 

to creating a safe space and facilitating their voice (CRC, 2009; Lundy, 2007).  

3.1.2 Role of professionals  

Children’s participation in child protection comes with challenges on different levels. On 

the macro level, legislation and policy including clear guidelines on children’s 

participation are needed, but on the practice level professionals play a crucial role in 

making participation ‘really happen’. Children depend on professionals to make their 

voices heard, as the professionals decide whether and how they facilitate participation 

(Archard & Skivenes, 2009; Dillon et al., 2016; Lundy, 2007; Pöllki et al., 2012; Van 

Bijleveld et al., 2015). Studies on professionals’ perspectives regarding children’s 

participation report on the importance of organizational aspects for professionals’ 

experiences as well as on the influence of professionals’ views, attitudes and skills (see, 

for instance, Ten Brummelaar et al., 2018).  

On the level of the professional, their understanding of participation and reasons 

to (not) involve children are relevant. Several studies show that professionals value 

children’s participation, but that their understanding of what participation entails and their 

reasons for enabling children’s participation differ (Berrick et al., 2015; Healy & 

Darlington, 2009; Križ & Skivenes, 2017; Van Bijleveld et al., 2014). Archard and 

Skivenes (2009) describe instrumental reasons focusing on collecting information or 

evidence for their decision-making and implementation of decisions, and moral reasons 

seeing children’s participation from a rights perspective. Besides this, professionals’ views 

on ‘childhood’, including whether children are capable to form and express their views, 
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influence their conceptualisation of children’s participation (Vis & Thomas, 2009). 

Furthermore, professionals’ skills on communicating with children and whether they feel 

comfortable is also important for children’s participation (Vis et al., 2012).  

On the organizational level, first clarity about professionals’ roles is important. 

Complexity of their roles and tasks can complicate children’s participation according to 

professionals. For example, the organizational focus on risk assessment can make that 

building relationships and participation become less of a priority (Archard & Skivenes, 

2009; Horwath, 2011; Pöllki et al., 2012; Sanders & Mace, 2006; Van Bijleveld et al., 

2014; 2015; Winter, 2009). Second, professionals feel that the structure of the CPS is 

important for children’s participation (Gallagher et al., 2012; Van Bijleveld et al., 2014; 

Vis et al., 2012; Vis & Fossum, 2015). For instance, a formal, adult-oriented system can 

intimidate children (Sanders & Mace, 2006). Third, facilitation and stimulation within the 

organization is important for professionals. Time, organizational norms, support from 

management and supervisors, and the facilitation of tools and training are all significant 

to stimulate children’s participation (Horwath, 2011; Sanders & Mace, 2006; Van 

Bijleveld et al., 2014; 2015; Vis & Fossum, 2015; Winter, 2009).  

3.1.3 Aim of this study  

In 2015, the Dutch youth care system, including the CPS, changed with the 

implementation of the Youth Act. This act considers children and parents as agents of their 

own lives and emphasizes the importance of talking with instead of about them, aiming to 

use and strengthen their responsibilities and problem-solving abilities (Memorie van 

Toelichting Jeugdwet, 2013). In line with this, the importance of children’s participation 

is underlined in Dutch child protection policy (Bouma et al., 2018). However, despite this 

focus, the Dutch government backed a resolution in 2016 that children’s participation in 

child protection investigations needs to be improved (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 

2016).  

Professionals play a crucial role in the implementation of children’s participation 

in child protection practice; their views on children’s participation influence whether and 

how they facilitate opportunities for children to participate. Therefore, it is important to 

understand their views and experiences (Horwath, 2011). To answer our overall research 

 

question ‘How do professionals view and experience children’s participation in child 

protection investigations under the Youth Act 2015?’, we formulated three specific 

questions: 1) What are challenges and helping factors for professionals to facilitate 

children’s participation in child protection investigations?, 2) What does children’s 

participation in child protection investigations involve according to professionals?, and 3) 

What are professionals’ views regarding the importance or necessity of participation?  

 

3.2 Methodology 

3.2.1 Participants  

Two agencies conduct child protection investigations in the Dutch CPS. Every citizen can 

contact the Advice and Reporting Centre Domestic Violence and Child Maltreatment (in 

Dutch: Advies- en Meldpunt Huiselijk Geweld en Kindermishandeling – AMHK) to ask 

for advice or to report a case. The AMHK can advise the caller, investigate reports and 

refer families to organizations offering voluntary support. The Child Care and Protection 

Board (in Dutch: Raad voor de Kinderbescherming – RvdK) becomes involved when a 

compulsory child protection measure seems to be necessary. This agency investigates the 

necessity of a measure and can request the juvenile court to enforce this (Memorie van 

Toelichting Jeugdwet, 2013). 

Recruitment. Three sites of the AMHK and three sites of the RvdK (a selection based on 

including urban as well as rural areas in different regions of the Netherlands) invited 

professionals conducting child protection investigations to participate in our study, by 

sharing our informative leaflet about the project. Professionals who were willing to 

participate were asked to contact us (convenience sampling, cf. Given, 2008).   

Sample. The recruitment efforts led to 32 responses, which, after one drop out, resulted 

in 31 interviews: 19 with professionals of the AMHK and 12 with professionals of the 

RvdK. All professionals in this sample were child protection investigators. Among the 

participants, there were 25 females and 6 males between 25 and 62 years old. Most 

participants followed higher professional education related to social work, 7 professionals 
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Toelichting Jeugdwet, 2013). In line with this, the importance of children’s participation 

is underlined in Dutch child protection policy (Bouma et al., 2018). However, despite this 

focus, the Dutch government backed a resolution in 2016 that children’s participation in 

child protection investigations needs to be improved (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 

2016).  

Professionals play a crucial role in the implementation of children’s participation 

in child protection practice; their views on children’s participation influence whether and 

how they facilitate opportunities for children to participate. Therefore, it is important to 

understand their views and experiences (Horwath, 2011). To answer our overall research 

 

question ‘How do professionals view and experience children’s participation in child 

protection investigations under the Youth Act 2015?’, we formulated three specific 

questions: 1) What are challenges and helping factors for professionals to facilitate 

children’s participation in child protection investigations?, 2) What does children’s 

participation in child protection investigations involve according to professionals?, and 3) 

What are professionals’ views regarding the importance or necessity of participation?  

 

3.2 Methodology 

3.2.1 Participants  

Two agencies conduct child protection investigations in the Dutch CPS. Every citizen can 

contact the Advice and Reporting Centre Domestic Violence and Child Maltreatment (in 

Dutch: Advies- en Meldpunt Huiselijk Geweld en Kindermishandeling – AMHK) to ask 

for advice or to report a case. The AMHK can advise the caller, investigate reports and 

refer families to organizations offering voluntary support. The Child Care and Protection 

Board (in Dutch: Raad voor de Kinderbescherming – RvdK) becomes involved when a 

compulsory child protection measure seems to be necessary. This agency investigates the 

necessity of a measure and can request the juvenile court to enforce this (Memorie van 

Toelichting Jeugdwet, 2013). 

Recruitment. Three sites of the AMHK and three sites of the RvdK (a selection based on 

including urban as well as rural areas in different regions of the Netherlands) invited 

professionals conducting child protection investigations to participate in our study, by 

sharing our informative leaflet about the project. Professionals who were willing to 

participate were asked to contact us (convenience sampling, cf. Given, 2008).   

Sample. The recruitment efforts led to 32 responses, which, after one drop out, resulted 

in 31 interviews: 19 with professionals of the AMHK and 12 with professionals of the 

RvdK. All professionals in this sample were child protection investigators. Among the 

participants, there were 25 females and 6 males between 25 and 62 years old. Most 

participants followed higher professional education related to social work, 7 professionals 
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had a master’s degree. The time working at the agency ranged from 3 months to 25 years, 

with an average of 7 years.  

3.2.2 Data collection  

We investigated professionals’ views on children’s participation in child protection 

investigations by means of semi-structured interviews. The three specific questions 

formed the basis of our interview scheme and represented the structure of the interviews. 

For example, we asked professionals ‘How would you define participation of children in 

child protection?’ and ‘Which factors do support you in children’s participation?’.  

The recruitment of professionals and conducting of interviews took place 

between March and September 2017. The interviews were conducted individually and 

face-to-face, at the child protection agencies, by the first author and a Master student 

involved. The duration of the interviews was mostly between 30 and 45 minutes, with an 

average of 35 minutes. Participants were given the opportunity to receive the transcribed 

interview, and were informed about the progress and the results of the study.      

3.2.3 Data analysis  

The interviews were recorded and transcribed literally. Based on the specific questions, 

we made three categories: 1) Challenging and helping factors, 2) Definitions of children’s 

participation, and 3) The importance of participation. Using Nvivo 11 (Mortelmans, 2011), 

we thematically analysed the transcripts in an inductive way within those three categories.  

For each interview, after having listened to the audiotapes, read the transcripts 

and written down our initial ideas to familiarise ourselves with the data, we coded the data 

in a semantic way. We categorised the codes under the three categories and organised 

them into overarching clusters. This resulted in a set of clusters representing the 

relationship between the codes per specific question. We made a synthesis of each 

interview, in which we explained the relationship between the clusters and the codes 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Next, by re-reading the syntheses and the clusters for the three categories, we 

tried to identify links between the clusters of all the interviews together by organising them 

 

in overarching themes. This resulted in a set of themes per specific question (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006).  

3.2.4 Ethical considerations  

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Department of Pedagogical and 

Educational Sciences at the University of Groningen. Participants signed an informed 

consent document and were notified that all information would be reported anonymously 

and handled with confidentiality. In the transcripts, the data were anonymised by deleting 

identifiable information such as the names of professionals and locations of child 

protection agencies. The data were stored at the university’s secured network.  

 

3.3 Results  

Our analysis shows that professionals’ views, attitudes and experiences regarding what 

children’s participation includes and its importance are related to several challenging and 

helping factors on different contextual levels (Figure 2). First, on the micro-level of the 

direct interaction between the professional, child and parents, professionals describe 

characteristics of children and parents. Second, professionals mention factors on the meso-

level of the organization. Third, factors on the macro-level of the wider CPS are 

influential, as the organization and thereby the professionals have a specific role in the 

overall chain of child protection. 

The views and attitudes of professionals (represented in the centre of the figure) 

regarding children’s participation are related to the challenging and helping factors on 

these different levels. Professionals explain their views on what children’s participation in 

investigations involves, as well as their perceptions of its added value for the investigation 

and for the child. All themes that resulted from all our analysis are described under these 

sections below.  
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with an average of 7 years.  

3.2.2 Data collection  

We investigated professionals’ views on children’s participation in child protection 

investigations by means of semi-structured interviews. The three specific questions 

formed the basis of our interview scheme and represented the structure of the interviews. 

For example, we asked professionals ‘How would you define participation of children in 

child protection?’ and ‘Which factors do support you in children’s participation?’.  

The recruitment of professionals and conducting of interviews took place 

between March and September 2017. The interviews were conducted individually and 

face-to-face, at the child protection agencies, by the first author and a Master student 

involved. The duration of the interviews was mostly between 30 and 45 minutes, with an 

average of 35 minutes. Participants were given the opportunity to receive the transcribed 

interview, and were informed about the progress and the results of the study.      

3.2.3 Data analysis  

The interviews were recorded and transcribed literally. Based on the specific questions, 

we made three categories: 1) Challenging and helping factors, 2) Definitions of children’s 

participation, and 3) The importance of participation. Using Nvivo 11 (Mortelmans, 2011), 

we thematically analysed the transcripts in an inductive way within those three categories.  

For each interview, after having listened to the audiotapes, read the transcripts 

and written down our initial ideas to familiarise ourselves with the data, we coded the data 

in a semantic way. We categorised the codes under the three categories and organised 

them into overarching clusters. This resulted in a set of clusters representing the 

relationship between the codes per specific question. We made a synthesis of each 

interview, in which we explained the relationship between the clusters and the codes 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Next, by re-reading the syntheses and the clusters for the three categories, we 

tried to identify links between the clusters of all the interviews together by organising them 

 

in overarching themes. This resulted in a set of themes per specific question (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006).  

3.2.4 Ethical considerations  

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Department of Pedagogical and 

Educational Sciences at the University of Groningen. Participants signed an informed 

consent document and were notified that all information would be reported anonymously 

and handled with confidentiality. In the transcripts, the data were anonymised by deleting 

identifiable information such as the names of professionals and locations of child 

protection agencies. The data were stored at the university’s secured network.  

 

3.3 Results  

Our analysis shows that professionals’ views, attitudes and experiences regarding what 

children’s participation includes and its importance are related to several challenging and 

helping factors on different contextual levels (Figure 2). First, on the micro-level of the 

direct interaction between the professional, child and parents, professionals describe 

characteristics of children and parents. Second, professionals mention factors on the meso-

level of the organization. Third, factors on the macro-level of the wider CPS are 

influential, as the organization and thereby the professionals have a specific role in the 

overall chain of child protection. 

The views and attitudes of professionals (represented in the centre of the figure) 

regarding children’s participation are related to the challenging and helping factors on 

these different levels. Professionals explain their views on what children’s participation in 

investigations involves, as well as their perceptions of its added value for the investigation 

and for the child. All themes that resulted from all our analysis are described under these 

sections below.  
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Figure 2. The relationship between professionals’ views on children’s participation and 

their experiences with contextual factors on three levels  

 

3.3.1 Challenging and helping contextual factors   

Macro level - CPS.  Professionals emphasize that participation of children depends on the 

professionals’ role in the CPS; for instance, they describe how children’s participation is 

different for a guardian of a child as for them in conducting child protection investigations. 

Professionals report that in an investigation they are only involved shortly and not in a 

therapist role. Some describe themselves as ‘only a passer-by’ in the life of the child. This 

complicates building a trust relationship with the child and by this the communication with 

the child: “But in general we do not speak them often and I think that is an obstacle, 

because with some children you first need some trust before they can talk, so that is 

difficult.” 

 

Meso level - Organization.  On the level of the organization, professionals address that 

having a vision on child participation and paying attention to the issue within the 

organization are important. They underline the relevance of training ‘communicating with 

children’ as this requires particular skills. In addition, professionals express their (varying) 

views regarding the policy guidelines on children’s participation within the organization 

and the time they can spend on this.  

First, professionals perceive vision and attention within the organization 

regarding children’s participation as helpful. Professionals experience that having a vision 

within the organization works encouraging, so that participation is the standard and ‘just 

obvious’: “Yes, and the vision really! I like that. I really like that. In that respect everyone 

is, but in particular [manager], of course always very engaged with that. And that is nice, 

that stimulates.” They feel supported when they can collaborate with colleagues in 

conversations with children, when participation of children is discussed within the 

organization and when they can ask colleagues for help and advice. Furthermore, practical 

facilities are important for professionals, such as the availability of a car for home visits 

and a child-friendly room when meeting children at the office.  

Second, although most professionals feel skilled and comfortable in the 

communication with children, they underline the importance of training as they 

experience communication with children as ‘an art in itself’, and different from 

communication with adults. Professionals consider the location and way of 

communication as very important and advise to be creative, open and flexible to be able 

to adjust their communication to the child: “And I would like to do that in, yes an out of 

the box. She could also write a letter when she feels comfortable with that or that we have 

a phone call. And she could say: ‘at the office or at home or at school’. Also in this we 

can think about various ways. In that I think: adjust to the child.” Tools such as the Three 

Houses Assessment Tool (Weld & Parker, n.d.) are helpful to reach this goal. However, 

there are specific situations in which professionals experience more difficulties in 

communicating with children. They differ in the ages of children they feel most 

comfortable to communicate with and some professionals describe difficulties when 

children do not speak Dutch, have psychiatric problems or intellectual disabilities, or 

‘don’t want anything’. Whereas some professionals experience that they receive enough 
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Figure 2. The relationship between professionals’ views on children’s participation and 

their experiences with contextual factors on three levels  

 

3.3.1 Challenging and helping contextual factors   

Macro level - CPS.  Professionals emphasize that participation of children depends on the 

professionals’ role in the CPS; for instance, they describe how children’s participation is 

different for a guardian of a child as for them in conducting child protection investigations. 

Professionals report that in an investigation they are only involved shortly and not in a 

therapist role. Some describe themselves as ‘only a passer-by’ in the life of the child. This 

complicates building a trust relationship with the child and by this the communication with 

the child: “But in general we do not speak them often and I think that is an obstacle, 

because with some children you first need some trust before they can talk, so that is 

difficult.” 

 

Meso level - Organization.  On the level of the organization, professionals address that 

having a vision on child participation and paying attention to the issue within the 

organization are important. They underline the relevance of training ‘communicating with 

children’ as this requires particular skills. In addition, professionals express their (varying) 

views regarding the policy guidelines on children’s participation within the organization 

and the time they can spend on this.  

First, professionals perceive vision and attention within the organization 

regarding children’s participation as helpful. Professionals experience that having a vision 

within the organization works encouraging, so that participation is the standard and ‘just 

obvious’: “Yes, and the vision really! I like that. I really like that. In that respect everyone 

is, but in particular [manager], of course always very engaged with that. And that is nice, 

that stimulates.” They feel supported when they can collaborate with colleagues in 

conversations with children, when participation of children is discussed within the 

organization and when they can ask colleagues for help and advice. Furthermore, practical 

facilities are important for professionals, such as the availability of a car for home visits 

and a child-friendly room when meeting children at the office.  

Second, although most professionals feel skilled and comfortable in the 

communication with children, they underline the importance of training as they 

experience communication with children as ‘an art in itself’, and different from 

communication with adults. Professionals consider the location and way of 

communication as very important and advise to be creative, open and flexible to be able 

to adjust their communication to the child: “And I would like to do that in, yes an out of 

the box. She could also write a letter when she feels comfortable with that or that we have 

a phone call. And she could say: ‘at the office or at home or at school’. Also in this we 

can think about various ways. In that I think: adjust to the child.” Tools such as the Three 

Houses Assessment Tool (Weld & Parker, n.d.) are helpful to reach this goal. However, 

there are specific situations in which professionals experience more difficulties in 

communicating with children. They differ in the ages of children they feel most 

comfortable to communicate with and some professionals describe difficulties when 

children do not speak Dutch, have psychiatric problems or intellectual disabilities, or 

‘don’t want anything’. Whereas some professionals experience that they receive enough 
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training and that this is facilitated within the organization, others report that they would 

like to receive more or specific training, for example to ‘get more tools’ and to 

communicate with younger children or children with mental disorders.  

Third, there are the organization’s guidelines and policy on children’s 

participation. For many professionals the policy on children’s participation is clear; they 

state that it is compulsory and part of the investigation that one at least sees children and 

speaks with children from a certain age. On the one hand, some professionals find it 

helpful and important that it is compulsory through policy and checked: “It is quite a strict 

rule that you just always do this. And when you derogate from this, you have to justify this. 

And I think that is good, as there are of course many things which don’t have to do so 

much with the child which maybe sometimes could make you think that it is not necessary 

this time. Or that you need to finish something before a certain date and that it is in your 

planning not possible to set a meeting. So that these could be no reasons.” Some 

professionals experience that there is not enough control whether the guidelines are being 

followed, which can make children’s possibilities to participate dependent of the 

individual professional. On the other hand, some professionals value freedom and 

flexibility in policy for your own approach and feel that standard policy is not possible; 

this approach should be ‘tailor-made’: “The only thing that hinders me is that there is a 

standard agreement that you always talk with children. Have to talk. I think that is an 

‘unless’, and for me that ‘unless’ is quite soon.”  

Fourth, time pressure and a heavy workload are considered as important themes 

by professionals. Some professionals experience time pressure and a heavy workload as 

a barrier for children’s participation, as they experience the focus on ‘producing’ and the 

waiting lists as pressing: “When the only thing left is to meet the children in your 

investigation and everything is clear and six emergency cases are interfering, you need to 

be strong to say: ‘I still want to speak to those children’. […] So that is a barrier, that you 

always have more work to do than you are able to.” However, other professionals who 

also express to experience time pressure and a heavy workload state that this can never be 

an argument regarding children’s participation. Some professionals state there is always 

room and time to meet with children. Other professionals describe the importance of 

meeting the child during the child protection investigation and state that they will never 

 

let them be rushed by time or workload: “I want to be able to look myself in the eye, and 

also the child, and say that I did the right thing for the child in this situation. And if that 

means that I didn’t achieve my production standards and time standards, fine.” 

Micro level - Children and parents.  In the direct interaction with children and parents, 

professionals acknowledge children’s capabilities to participate, but they also note that 

children do or cannot always speak freely and therefore participation differs per child. 

Furthermore, professionals address the vulnerability of children. Regarding parents, 

professionals feel that their attitude is important for children’s participation.  

Children. First, participation differs per child according to professionals. Whereas for 

many professionals children’s participation and the way of involving them mainly depend 

on their age, professionals also mention other child characteristics such as disabilities, 

developmental level and mental disorders. Related to the age of the child, professionals 

mainly make the distinction between ‘seeing’ or ‘hearing’ the child. Most of them at least 

want to see the child during the investigation. A professional emphasizes that the age of 

the child could never be an excuse: “Imagine that it is about a baby, then in any case I 

want to see the child. […] This is what your investigation is about, so it would be very 

strange when you haven’t seen someone.” However, some professionals perceive that it is 

not always necessary to see younger children during the investigation: “Very young 

children, you see them when they are present when you talk with the parents. […] But I 

won’t visit children at their day care or something, no, not at all.” The age limits 

expressed by professionals for talking with children differ widely. Whereas some 

professionals express that they want to speak with children as young as possible and 

mention ages of two or three years, others set the threshold at six years. Some professionals 

even mention age limits between eight and ten years.  

Although participation differs per child, most professionals experience that a way 

of participation is always possible for children. They feel that children get a lot about the 

situation and can tell about their perception, as a professional states: “I think it is an 

underestimation of children when you don’t involve them in this, then you don’t take them 

seriously enough.” Professionals emphasize that children can be open and honest and that 

sometimes they can come with good solutions. However, professionals also indicate that 
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training and that this is facilitated within the organization, others report that they would 

like to receive more or specific training, for example to ‘get more tools’ and to 

communicate with younger children or children with mental disorders.  

Third, there are the organization’s guidelines and policy on children’s 

participation. For many professionals the policy on children’s participation is clear; they 

state that it is compulsory and part of the investigation that one at least sees children and 

speaks with children from a certain age. On the one hand, some professionals find it 

helpful and important that it is compulsory through policy and checked: “It is quite a strict 

rule that you just always do this. And when you derogate from this, you have to justify this. 

And I think that is good, as there are of course many things which don’t have to do so 

much with the child which maybe sometimes could make you think that it is not necessary 

this time. Or that you need to finish something before a certain date and that it is in your 

planning not possible to set a meeting. So that these could be no reasons.” Some 

professionals experience that there is not enough control whether the guidelines are being 

followed, which can make children’s possibilities to participate dependent of the 

individual professional. On the other hand, some professionals value freedom and 

flexibility in policy for your own approach and feel that standard policy is not possible; 

this approach should be ‘tailor-made’: “The only thing that hinders me is that there is a 

standard agreement that you always talk with children. Have to talk. I think that is an 

‘unless’, and for me that ‘unless’ is quite soon.”  

Fourth, time pressure and a heavy workload are considered as important themes 

by professionals. Some professionals experience time pressure and a heavy workload as 

a barrier for children’s participation, as they experience the focus on ‘producing’ and the 

waiting lists as pressing: “When the only thing left is to meet the children in your 

investigation and everything is clear and six emergency cases are interfering, you need to 

be strong to say: ‘I still want to speak to those children’. […] So that is a barrier, that you 

always have more work to do than you are able to.” However, other professionals who 

also express to experience time pressure and a heavy workload state that this can never be 

an argument regarding children’s participation. Some professionals state there is always 

room and time to meet with children. Other professionals describe the importance of 

meeting the child during the child protection investigation and state that they will never 

 

let them be rushed by time or workload: “I want to be able to look myself in the eye, and 

also the child, and say that I did the right thing for the child in this situation. And if that 

means that I didn’t achieve my production standards and time standards, fine.” 

Micro level - Children and parents.  In the direct interaction with children and parents, 

professionals acknowledge children’s capabilities to participate, but they also note that 

children do or cannot always speak freely and therefore participation differs per child. 

Furthermore, professionals address the vulnerability of children. Regarding parents, 

professionals feel that their attitude is important for children’s participation.  

Children. First, participation differs per child according to professionals. Whereas for 

many professionals children’s participation and the way of involving them mainly depend 

on their age, professionals also mention other child characteristics such as disabilities, 

developmental level and mental disorders. Related to the age of the child, professionals 

mainly make the distinction between ‘seeing’ or ‘hearing’ the child. Most of them at least 

want to see the child during the investigation. A professional emphasizes that the age of 

the child could never be an excuse: “Imagine that it is about a baby, then in any case I 

want to see the child. […] This is what your investigation is about, so it would be very 

strange when you haven’t seen someone.” However, some professionals perceive that it is 

not always necessary to see younger children during the investigation: “Very young 

children, you see them when they are present when you talk with the parents. […] But I 

won’t visit children at their day care or something, no, not at all.” The age limits 

expressed by professionals for talking with children differ widely. Whereas some 

professionals express that they want to speak with children as young as possible and 

mention ages of two or three years, others set the threshold at six years. Some professionals 

even mention age limits between eight and ten years.  

Although participation differs per child, most professionals experience that a way 

of participation is always possible for children. They feel that children get a lot about the 

situation and can tell about their perception, as a professional states: “I think it is an 

underestimation of children when you don’t involve them in this, then you don’t take them 

seriously enough.” Professionals emphasize that children can be open and honest and that 

sometimes they can come with good solutions. However, professionals also indicate that 
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children do not or cannot always tell everything or be fully honest, for instance because 

of the lack of a trust relationship, anxiety, loyalty towards parents or their trust being 

damaged. Therefore, some professionals experience that children are not (always) capable 

to participate.   

Furthermore, professionals often describe children as vulnerable and therefore 

emphasize the need to be careful and precise. On the one hand, some professionals state 

that this vulnerability is a reason to involve children, to stand up for children and to take 

away feelings of insecurity and guilt: “Because it already is a lot and so many things 

happen behind your back already. So then I think that we […] should do that, put all one’s 

cards at the table.” One professional reports how participation can diminish children’s 

responsibility, as this can give them trust in adults again. On the other hand, for other 

professionals this vulnerability emphasizes the need to be careful with involving children, 

as this can be a burden for the child. They experience a tension between children’s 

participation and letting children ‘being a child’ without burdening them with ‘adult 

issues’.  

Parents. Professionals explain that the attitude of parents is important for children’s 

participation as parents play an important role and have much influence in this. Many 

professionals explain that permission of parents or at least informing parents beforehand 

about meeting the child is needed. Although transparency towards parents is important for 

professionals, this can be difficult: “I feel sometimes that parents can be hindering in this. 

While parents sometimes preserve that children did not get anything from the situation. 

And then they find it nonsense that someone is going to talk to their child about domestic 

violence.” Also informing parents afterwards about the meeting with the child can be 

complex according to professionals, for instance when children shared negative 

information about their parents. Some professionals perceive that the focus in child 

protection investigations is too much on parents and that this should be more child-centred. 

Furthermore, professionals describe parents’ influence on what children tell, for example 

whether children can be open to professionals because of loyalty towards their parents: 

“Sometimes children are still struggling with ‘if I say something like this here, what is 

mom going to think about this?’. […] So sometimes you see that they are not fully in the 

 

conversation, then they are also still at home.” This underlines for professionals the 

importance of talking with the child in private without the presence of parents.   

3.3.2 What is participation?  

In the interviews, professionals share how they view and facilitate children’s participation 

in child protection investigations by explaining their views on the definition and moments 

of participation, and their ideas regarding informing, hearing and involving children. An 

important theme and point of discussion is about informing children at the end of the 

investigation.  

Professionals report on participation as a broad concept, which differs per 

situation and role and they define children’s participation as ‘giving a voice’, ‘being 

listened to’, ‘involving’ and ‘being taken seriously’. More concretely, professionals 

explain children’s participation as ‘seeing’ and/or ‘hearing’ the child. Furthermore, 

professionals mainly describe participation as an opportunity or choice for children instead 

of an obligation.  

Many professionals want to see or hear the child as soon as possible in the 

investigation process. Some professionals address the importance of involving children 

throughout the whole process, for instance: “So I think that you cannot involve a child, 

keeping in mind the age and the level, too early and too long in the process.”  

As regards informing, professionals think that being open and transparent and 

giving explanations to children is important during a child protection investigation. 

Professionals focus on explaining the concerns or the report, the investigation, and their 

role. Some professionals mention the importance of explaining children what they will do 

with their information, for instance sharing it with parents, and that they cannot promise 

confidentiality. Some professionals also emphasize the importance of setting a norm 

regarding violence and telling children that they are not guilty or responsible for the 

situation. When hearing the views of the child, professionals often ask about how the child 

and family are doing, and what their strengths and concerns are. They also discuss the 

child’s wishes and needs. It is more difficult for professionals to operationalize whether 

and how they involve children’s views in their decision-making. They mention that they 
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children do not or cannot always tell everything or be fully honest, for instance because 

of the lack of a trust relationship, anxiety, loyalty towards parents or their trust being 

damaged. Therefore, some professionals experience that children are not (always) capable 

to participate.   

Furthermore, professionals often describe children as vulnerable and therefore 

emphasize the need to be careful and precise. On the one hand, some professionals state 

that this vulnerability is a reason to involve children, to stand up for children and to take 

away feelings of insecurity and guilt: “Because it already is a lot and so many things 

happen behind your back already. So then I think that we […] should do that, put all one’s 

cards at the table.” One professional reports how participation can diminish children’s 

responsibility, as this can give them trust in adults again. On the other hand, for other 

professionals this vulnerability emphasizes the need to be careful with involving children, 

as this can be a burden for the child. They experience a tension between children’s 

participation and letting children ‘being a child’ without burdening them with ‘adult 

issues’.  

Parents. Professionals explain that the attitude of parents is important for children’s 

participation as parents play an important role and have much influence in this. Many 

professionals explain that permission of parents or at least informing parents beforehand 

about meeting the child is needed. Although transparency towards parents is important for 

professionals, this can be difficult: “I feel sometimes that parents can be hindering in this. 

While parents sometimes preserve that children did not get anything from the situation. 

And then they find it nonsense that someone is going to talk to their child about domestic 

violence.” Also informing parents afterwards about the meeting with the child can be 

complex according to professionals, for instance when children shared negative 

information about their parents. Some professionals perceive that the focus in child 

protection investigations is too much on parents and that this should be more child-centred. 

Furthermore, professionals describe parents’ influence on what children tell, for example 

whether children can be open to professionals because of loyalty towards their parents: 

“Sometimes children are still struggling with ‘if I say something like this here, what is 

mom going to think about this?’. […] So sometimes you see that they are not fully in the 

 

conversation, then they are also still at home.” This underlines for professionals the 

importance of talking with the child in private without the presence of parents.   

3.3.2 What is participation?  

In the interviews, professionals share how they view and facilitate children’s participation 

in child protection investigations by explaining their views on the definition and moments 

of participation, and their ideas regarding informing, hearing and involving children. An 

important theme and point of discussion is about informing children at the end of the 

investigation.  

Professionals report on participation as a broad concept, which differs per 

situation and role and they define children’s participation as ‘giving a voice’, ‘being 

listened to’, ‘involving’ and ‘being taken seriously’. More concretely, professionals 

explain children’s participation as ‘seeing’ and/or ‘hearing’ the child. Furthermore, 

professionals mainly describe participation as an opportunity or choice for children instead 

of an obligation.  

Many professionals want to see or hear the child as soon as possible in the 

investigation process. Some professionals address the importance of involving children 

throughout the whole process, for instance: “So I think that you cannot involve a child, 

keeping in mind the age and the level, too early and too long in the process.”  

As regards informing, professionals think that being open and transparent and 

giving explanations to children is important during a child protection investigation. 

Professionals focus on explaining the concerns or the report, the investigation, and their 

role. Some professionals mention the importance of explaining children what they will do 

with their information, for instance sharing it with parents, and that they cannot promise 

confidentiality. Some professionals also emphasize the importance of setting a norm 

regarding violence and telling children that they are not guilty or responsible for the 

situation. When hearing the views of the child, professionals often ask about how the child 

and family are doing, and what their strengths and concerns are. They also discuss the 

child’s wishes and needs. It is more difficult for professionals to operationalize whether 

and how they involve children’s views in their decision-making. They mention that they 
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outline children’s stories in the investigation report and that their views are taken into 

account in the decision-making process in the same way as the information provided by 

other parties involved. However, they emphasize that this does not mean that they per se 

‘decide what children want’. Furthermore, professionals mention considering children’s 

wishes in the investigation process, for instance by discussing an appropriate location for 

the meeting or discussing the description of the child’s story together.  

An important theme concerns informing children at the end of the investigation. 

Here we see a difference between the AMHK and the RvdK. Whereas professionals 

working at the AMHK mainly seem to have one meeting with the child during the 

investigation, it seems to be more common at the RvdK to see the child twice and inform 

the child about the decision. Most professionals of the AMHK explain that they do inform 

older children sometimes directly (for example, by a letter addressed directly to the child, 

a phone call or during a meeting), but that the feedback about the decision is generally 

communicated through the parents, especially when children are younger: “Most of the 

time you send a letter or call parents: this and this is what we discussed and decided. And 

then I think okay, actually you just assume that the children are hearing this as well.” 

Some professionals want children to get a ‘neutral message’ and clarity in times of 

uncertainty and unsafety. Professionals of the RvdK describe the complexity of informing 

children about the decision, in particular younger children. They report on the difficulty 

to explain children what a supervision order entails or to explain that they only advise the 

juvenile court and that this is not the final decision. A professional tells that there can be 

up to half a year between their advice and the final decision by the court.  

3.3.3 The importance of children’s participation 

As some professionals express that they always want to see or speak with children, others 

feel that this is by no means always needed. However, most professionals seem to be ‘in 

between’: from their perspective as investigator, they underline the importance and added 

value of children’s participation, but also express their doubts and emphasize that 

involving children needs to be considered carefully as they are only involved for a short 

period of time.   

 

Added value for the investigation. On the one hand, professionals emphasize that 

children’s participation is essential and always of added value, as talking with a child, but 

also an observation, always ‘tells you something’; participation is necessary to collect 

information and to get a clear picture of the situation. Moreover, the investigation is about 

the child, as a professional explains: “I cannot conclude an investigation without seeing 

the child, can I?! […] It is an impression. I can get written down from professionals what 

type of child it is, but talking with them myself is of much added value.” Professionals tell 

that it is needed to get insight into the own perception of the child, which is what the 

investigation is all about: “Also because they can have their own opinion and their 

perception is very important. Because some children don’t suffer at all from a high conflict 

divorce, and other children suffer a lot, you know. Even within a family that can be very 

different.” Some professionals tell that participation of children is needed to obtain a 

complete and accurate picture of the situation. At last, professionals explain how 

informing parents about children’s stories and perspectives can have great impact on them; 

it can open parents’ eyes on what children get about the situation and what the impact on 

the child is.  

However, on the other hand, professionals also feel that involving children should 

always be a conscious choice. It is important to consider whether participation of the child 

is of added value for the investigation, and that it is not a goal in itself or just following 

the guidelines. Some professionals describe that when the situation and/or decision is 

already clear to them, based on information from others involved such as parent and 

teachers, this can be a reason not to involve the child, as they, in their role as investigator, 

already have enough information: “I am purely an investigator, and when I as investigator 

know what the problem is and which support has to be arranged, then I sometimes let it 

go.” Furthermore, whether professionals perceive children’s participation of added value 

seems to depend on the report made. For instance, professionals mention that when the 

report made is not truthful, does not concern the child or does not raise concerns, they 

sometimes not meet with the child.  

Benefit for the child. On the one hand, professionals feel how participation is important 

and helpful for children. Children are often more aware of the situation ‘than one thinks’, 

professionals emphasize: “As they are very aware when things are not right, also when it 
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outline children’s stories in the investigation report and that their views are taken into 

account in the decision-making process in the same way as the information provided by 

other parties involved. However, they emphasize that this does not mean that they per se 

‘decide what children want’. Furthermore, professionals mention considering children’s 

wishes in the investigation process, for instance by discussing an appropriate location for 

the meeting or discussing the description of the child’s story together.  

An important theme concerns informing children at the end of the investigation. 

Here we see a difference between the AMHK and the RvdK. Whereas professionals 

working at the AMHK mainly seem to have one meeting with the child during the 

investigation, it seems to be more common at the RvdK to see the child twice and inform 

the child about the decision. Most professionals of the AMHK explain that they do inform 

older children sometimes directly (for example, by a letter addressed directly to the child, 

a phone call or during a meeting), but that the feedback about the decision is generally 

communicated through the parents, especially when children are younger: “Most of the 

time you send a letter or call parents: this and this is what we discussed and decided. And 

then I think okay, actually you just assume that the children are hearing this as well.” 

Some professionals want children to get a ‘neutral message’ and clarity in times of 

uncertainty and unsafety. Professionals of the RvdK describe the complexity of informing 

children about the decision, in particular younger children. They report on the difficulty 

to explain children what a supervision order entails or to explain that they only advise the 

juvenile court and that this is not the final decision. A professional tells that there can be 

up to half a year between their advice and the final decision by the court.  

3.3.3 The importance of children’s participation 

As some professionals express that they always want to see or speak with children, others 

feel that this is by no means always needed. However, most professionals seem to be ‘in 

between’: from their perspective as investigator, they underline the importance and added 

value of children’s participation, but also express their doubts and emphasize that 

involving children needs to be considered carefully as they are only involved for a short 

period of time.   

 

Added value for the investigation. On the one hand, professionals emphasize that 

children’s participation is essential and always of added value, as talking with a child, but 

also an observation, always ‘tells you something’; participation is necessary to collect 

information and to get a clear picture of the situation. Moreover, the investigation is about 

the child, as a professional explains: “I cannot conclude an investigation without seeing 

the child, can I?! […] It is an impression. I can get written down from professionals what 

type of child it is, but talking with them myself is of much added value.” Professionals tell 

that it is needed to get insight into the own perception of the child, which is what the 

investigation is all about: “Also because they can have their own opinion and their 

perception is very important. Because some children don’t suffer at all from a high conflict 

divorce, and other children suffer a lot, you know. Even within a family that can be very 

different.” Some professionals tell that participation of children is needed to obtain a 

complete and accurate picture of the situation. At last, professionals explain how 

informing parents about children’s stories and perspectives can have great impact on them; 

it can open parents’ eyes on what children get about the situation and what the impact on 

the child is.  

However, on the other hand, professionals also feel that involving children should 

always be a conscious choice. It is important to consider whether participation of the child 

is of added value for the investigation, and that it is not a goal in itself or just following 

the guidelines. Some professionals describe that when the situation and/or decision is 

already clear to them, based on information from others involved such as parent and 

teachers, this can be a reason not to involve the child, as they, in their role as investigator, 

already have enough information: “I am purely an investigator, and when I as investigator 

know what the problem is and which support has to be arranged, then I sometimes let it 

go.” Furthermore, whether professionals perceive children’s participation of added value 

seems to depend on the report made. For instance, professionals mention that when the 

report made is not truthful, does not concern the child or does not raise concerns, they 

sometimes not meet with the child.  

Benefit for the child. On the one hand, professionals feel how participation is important 

and helpful for children. Children are often more aware of the situation ‘than one thinks’, 

professionals emphasize: “As they are very aware when things are not right, also when it 
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has nothing to do with themselves. […] We notice that children have very good ‘feelers’ 

and know very well what is going on.” Therefore, participation can be important for 

children to take away feelings of uncertainty and uneasiness. Professionals address the 

importance of explaining children that they are not guilty or responsible for the violence; 

they want to set out to children that their situation is ‘not normal’. Furthermore, 

professionals see participation as doing justice to the child and the child’s right to 

participate, as their investigation is all about the child. A professional expresses that 

involving children can be an important message towards children: “What you are doing 

when you are only talking with parents and leaving the child out, actually you say to the 

child ‘you are not important’.” Moreover, they state that children appreciate to tell their 

story and to think along in the process; this can be important for children’s future, to 

positively look back at their trajectory in the CPS.  

On the other hand, other professionals express that participation is not always the 

best for the child, as it can be very intrusive and tense and be a burden for them. 

Professionals relate this to their role in the chain of child protection and their short 

involvement: “There are so many people who want to know everything of them who do 

never meet again, which makes me think, yes... For me, it feels often not right when I don’t 

approach children, but I think, yes, is this for the child that much better?” Therefore, one 

should always consider whether the child does benefit from it, and not just whether it is 

beneficial for the investigation. To prevent burdening the child with ‘another new face’, it 

is an important consideration for professionals whether it would be possible that other 

professionals (who are already involved or will be involved) talk with the child or to 

collect information about the child from these professionals. A professional expresses that 

sometimes not involving the child can do justice to the child: “We are passers-by, so we 

have to take the child seriously. And sometimes a child is a very important source of 

information. But in an emergency intervention it is sometimes already clear that an 

emergency worker will be involved, who can decide on the perspective in calmness, who 

will visit them several times. Then I can sometimes choose to not speak the child, as I then 

listen to the story, within the time that a child can concentrate, let’s say half an hour, 

saying ‘that is a nice story, thank you, and you will never see me again from tomorrow on, 

 

because I arranged someone else who will take over’. I don’t think that is an honest 

message”. 

 

3.4 Discussion 

Although the importance of children’s participation is emphasized in Dutch child 

protection policy under the Youth Act 2015, improvements in child protection practice are 

still needed. Professionals play an essential role in ensuring meaningful participation for 

children in child protection practice. This study aimed, by performing interviews with 31 

professionals, to provide insight into their views on and experiences with children’s 

participation in Dutch child protection investigations in the new context of the Youth Act 

2015. It shows how professionals’ views are determining the implementation of children’s 

participation in the investigations they conduct. Furthermore, we see how these views are 

related to the context in which professionals work: the interaction with the parents and 

children, the organizational factors of the AMHK and RvdK, and the perception of their 

role in the CPS all influence how they view (the importance of) participation in the 

investigation phase of the CPS.  

Looking at the core dimensions of meaningful participation, this study shows, in 

line with other studies, that professionals describe their way of informing and hearing 

children quite concretely, but that it is more difficult to operationalize whether and how 

they involve children‘s views in decision-making (Archard & Skivenes, 2009; Kennan, 

Brady & Forcan, 2018; Van Bijleveld et al., 2015). Regarding informing, professionals 

mainly seem to focus on the content of the child protection investigation. For instance, the 

importance to inform children about their right to grow up free from all forms of violence 

is only mentioned by some professionals. As in the study of Pöllki et al. (2012), those 

professionals explain that it is necessary to place the family’s situation in the right 

perspective, as children can consider violence as ‘accepted practice’ and feel guilty and 

responsible for what happens in their family. At last, there is no consistency among 

professionals on informing children about the decision and the way to the decision at the 

end of the investigation. Informing children about the decision and whether and how their 

views are considered in this process is an important tool for ensuring that children’s views 



535528-L-bw-Bouma535528-L-bw-Bouma535528-L-bw-Bouma535528-L-bw-Bouma
Processed on: 17-9-2019Processed on: 17-9-2019Processed on: 17-9-2019Processed on: 17-9-2019 PDF page: 75PDF page: 75PDF page: 75PDF page: 75

3

PROFESSIONALS’ VIEWS AND EXPERIENCES

75 

has nothing to do with themselves. […] We notice that children have very good ‘feelers’ 

and know very well what is going on.” Therefore, participation can be important for 

children to take away feelings of uncertainty and uneasiness. Professionals address the 

importance of explaining children that they are not guilty or responsible for the violence; 

they want to set out to children that their situation is ‘not normal’. Furthermore, 

professionals see participation as doing justice to the child and the child’s right to 

participate, as their investigation is all about the child. A professional expresses that 

involving children can be an important message towards children: “What you are doing 

when you are only talking with parents and leaving the child out, actually you say to the 

child ‘you are not important’.” Moreover, they state that children appreciate to tell their 

story and to think along in the process; this can be important for children’s future, to 

positively look back at their trajectory in the CPS.  

On the other hand, other professionals express that participation is not always the 

best for the child, as it can be very intrusive and tense and be a burden for them. 

Professionals relate this to their role in the chain of child protection and their short 

involvement: “There are so many people who want to know everything of them who do 

never meet again, which makes me think, yes... For me, it feels often not right when I don’t 

approach children, but I think, yes, is this for the child that much better?” Therefore, one 

should always consider whether the child does benefit from it, and not just whether it is 

beneficial for the investigation. To prevent burdening the child with ‘another new face’, it 

is an important consideration for professionals whether it would be possible that other 

professionals (who are already involved or will be involved) talk with the child or to 

collect information about the child from these professionals. A professional expresses that 

sometimes not involving the child can do justice to the child: “We are passers-by, so we 

have to take the child seriously. And sometimes a child is a very important source of 

information. But in an emergency intervention it is sometimes already clear that an 

emergency worker will be involved, who can decide on the perspective in calmness, who 

will visit them several times. Then I can sometimes choose to not speak the child, as I then 

listen to the story, within the time that a child can concentrate, let’s say half an hour, 

saying ‘that is a nice story, thank you, and you will never see me again from tomorrow on, 

 

because I arranged someone else who will take over’. I don’t think that is an honest 

message”. 

 

3.4 Discussion 

Although the importance of children’s participation is emphasized in Dutch child 

protection policy under the Youth Act 2015, improvements in child protection practice are 

still needed. Professionals play an essential role in ensuring meaningful participation for 

children in child protection practice. This study aimed, by performing interviews with 31 

professionals, to provide insight into their views on and experiences with children’s 

participation in Dutch child protection investigations in the new context of the Youth Act 

2015. It shows how professionals’ views are determining the implementation of children’s 

participation in the investigations they conduct. Furthermore, we see how these views are 

related to the context in which professionals work: the interaction with the parents and 

children, the organizational factors of the AMHK and RvdK, and the perception of their 

role in the CPS all influence how they view (the importance of) participation in the 

investigation phase of the CPS.  

Looking at the core dimensions of meaningful participation, this study shows, in 

line with other studies, that professionals describe their way of informing and hearing 

children quite concretely, but that it is more difficult to operationalize whether and how 

they involve children‘s views in decision-making (Archard & Skivenes, 2009; Kennan, 

Brady & Forcan, 2018; Van Bijleveld et al., 2015). Regarding informing, professionals 

mainly seem to focus on the content of the child protection investigation. For instance, the 

importance to inform children about their right to grow up free from all forms of violence 

is only mentioned by some professionals. As in the study of Pöllki et al. (2012), those 

professionals explain that it is necessary to place the family’s situation in the right 

perspective, as children can consider violence as ‘accepted practice’ and feel guilty and 

responsible for what happens in their family. At last, there is no consistency among 

professionals on informing children about the decision and the way to the decision at the 

end of the investigation. Informing children about the decision and whether and how their 

views are considered in this process is an important tool for ensuring that children’s views 
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are really taken into account (CRC, 2009). Moreover, research shows the importance of 

this information for children to experience that they are being listened to and taken 

seriously (Pöllki et al., 2012; Van Bijleveld et al., 2014).  

This right to participate is a right for all children. Children involved in the CPS 

are often viewed as ‘vulnerable’, which can make it more difficult for them to be heard 

(Heimer & Palme, 2016; Keddell, 2018). Although professionals in our study addressed 

the vulnerability of children, they also viewed this vulnerability as an important reason for 

participation; this is not just leading to protecting the child at the expense of participation 

as found in many other studies (Archard & Skivenes, 2009; Heimer & Palme, 2016; 

Horwath, 2011; Keddell, 2018; Pöllki et al., 2012; Sanders & Mace, 2006; Van Bijleveld 

et al., 2014; 2015, Winter, 2009). Moreover, professionals in our study also address moral 

reasons for children’s participation, referring to children’s right to participation, whereas 

Archard and Skivenes (2009) report that professionals mainly describe instrumental 

reasons. However, the possibilities to participate seem to differ per child, mainly related 

to age. As reported by others, older children seem to have more possibilities to participate 

(Berrick et al., 2015; Horwath, 2011; Križ & Roundtree-Swain, 2017; Križ & Skivenes, 

2017; Pöllki et al., 2012; Vis & Thomas, 2009). The CRC (2009), however, discourages 

the use of age limits in law and practice; States are obliged to ensure the implementation 

of this right, also for those children often experiencing difficulties in making their views 

heard. Furthermore, as professionals differ in the way they concretise children’s 

participation in their investigations and as the age limits used differ widely between 

professionals, possibilities for children to participate differ per professional and therefore 

between children.   

Furthermore, to enable children to make a choice whether they are willing to 

participate in the investigation, they need to be informed adequately. Besides informing 

children content wise, it is important that they are informed about their right to participate 

and the possibilities to participate in the investigation (CRC, 2009). As mentioned by some 

professionals in this study and reported by Lundy (2007) as essential for creating a safe 

space, deciding together with children whether and how they want to participate can be 

helpful. By this, children are not only involved in the final decision-making, but also in 

 

the choices and decisions made in the process of the investigation, which can give them 

some control in this process and choices regarding their participation.  

At last, as in the study of Vis and colleagues (2012) in Norway, professionals 

experience that talking about issues regarding child protection requires building and 

maintaining a lasting trust relationship. In our study, professionals experience that their 

role as investigator and their short-time involvement complicates the development of a 

trust relationship with children. This makes professionals discuss and question the benefits 

and burden of participation for children and the role other professionals involved should 

play in this. Vis and colleagues (2012) emphasize that such a division of the 

responsibilities for the different phases of the CPS is not child-friendly, as this brings 

children into contact with a high number of agencies and professionals which can make it 

difficult to engage them at some point.   

3.4.1 Strengths and limitations  

This study contributes to our understanding of professionals’ views, attitudes and 

experiences with children’s participation in Dutch child protection investigations under 

the Youth Act 2015. First, by providing insight into professionals’ views and attitudes 

towards children’s participation, this study helps to understand professionals’ 

conceptualisation of children’s participation from their role as ‘child protection 

investigator’. Second, by listening to professionals’ experiences with facilitating 

children’s participation in child protection practice, this study provides insight into helping 

factors and challenges on different levels, which could contribute to the improvement of 

children’s participation in child protection practice. Furthermore, by focusing on the 

investigation phase, we examined children’s participation at the start of the chain of child 

protection. Participation ‘from the start’ is important for children, as they can become 

disappointed and pessimistic regarding their possibilities to participate when they have 

had negative experiences with previous participatory processes (Van Bijleveld et al., 

2014).  

However, this focus on one phase of the CPS also forms a limitation of this study: 

besides that participation from the start is important, participation can only become 

meaningful when it is continued throughout the chain of child protection. Furthermore, 
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are really taken into account (CRC, 2009). Moreover, research shows the importance of 

this information for children to experience that they are being listened to and taken 

seriously (Pöllki et al., 2012; Van Bijleveld et al., 2014).  

This right to participate is a right for all children. Children involved in the CPS 

are often viewed as ‘vulnerable’, which can make it more difficult for them to be heard 

(Heimer & Palme, 2016; Keddell, 2018). Although professionals in our study addressed 

the vulnerability of children, they also viewed this vulnerability as an important reason for 

participation; this is not just leading to protecting the child at the expense of participation 

as found in many other studies (Archard & Skivenes, 2009; Heimer & Palme, 2016; 

Horwath, 2011; Keddell, 2018; Pöllki et al., 2012; Sanders & Mace, 2006; Van Bijleveld 

et al., 2014; 2015, Winter, 2009). Moreover, professionals in our study also address moral 

reasons for children’s participation, referring to children’s right to participation, whereas 

Archard and Skivenes (2009) report that professionals mainly describe instrumental 

reasons. However, the possibilities to participate seem to differ per child, mainly related 

to age. As reported by others, older children seem to have more possibilities to participate 

(Berrick et al., 2015; Horwath, 2011; Križ & Roundtree-Swain, 2017; Križ & Skivenes, 

2017; Pöllki et al., 2012; Vis & Thomas, 2009). The CRC (2009), however, discourages 

the use of age limits in law and practice; States are obliged to ensure the implementation 

of this right, also for those children often experiencing difficulties in making their views 

heard. Furthermore, as professionals differ in the way they concretise children’s 

participation in their investigations and as the age limits used differ widely between 

professionals, possibilities for children to participate differ per professional and therefore 

between children.   

Furthermore, to enable children to make a choice whether they are willing to 

participate in the investigation, they need to be informed adequately. Besides informing 

children content wise, it is important that they are informed about their right to participate 

and the possibilities to participate in the investigation (CRC, 2009). As mentioned by some 

professionals in this study and reported by Lundy (2007) as essential for creating a safe 

space, deciding together with children whether and how they want to participate can be 

helpful. By this, children are not only involved in the final decision-making, but also in 

 

the choices and decisions made in the process of the investigation, which can give them 

some control in this process and choices regarding their participation.  

At last, as in the study of Vis and colleagues (2012) in Norway, professionals 

experience that talking about issues regarding child protection requires building and 

maintaining a lasting trust relationship. In our study, professionals experience that their 

role as investigator and their short-time involvement complicates the development of a 

trust relationship with children. This makes professionals discuss and question the benefits 

and burden of participation for children and the role other professionals involved should 

play in this. Vis and colleagues (2012) emphasize that such a division of the 

responsibilities for the different phases of the CPS is not child-friendly, as this brings 

children into contact with a high number of agencies and professionals which can make it 

difficult to engage them at some point.   

3.4.1 Strengths and limitations  

This study contributes to our understanding of professionals’ views, attitudes and 

experiences with children’s participation in Dutch child protection investigations under 

the Youth Act 2015. First, by providing insight into professionals’ views and attitudes 

towards children’s participation, this study helps to understand professionals’ 

conceptualisation of children’s participation from their role as ‘child protection 

investigator’. Second, by listening to professionals’ experiences with facilitating 

children’s participation in child protection practice, this study provides insight into helping 

factors and challenges on different levels, which could contribute to the improvement of 

children’s participation in child protection practice. Furthermore, by focusing on the 

investigation phase, we examined children’s participation at the start of the chain of child 

protection. Participation ‘from the start’ is important for children, as they can become 

disappointed and pessimistic regarding their possibilities to participate when they have 

had negative experiences with previous participatory processes (Van Bijleveld et al., 

2014).  

However, this focus on one phase of the CPS also forms a limitation of this study: 

besides that participation from the start is important, participation can only become 

meaningful when it is continued throughout the chain of child protection. Furthermore, 
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this study involved a convenience sample (Henry, 1990), as professionals were not 

selected at random and only those who were willing to participate were interviewed.  

3.4.2 Recommendations 

Research.  Future research could examine other phases of the CPS to investigate 

‘participation as an ongoing process’. This could provide further insight into the different 

roles professionals have in the different phases of the CPS and how this is related to their 

views on children’s participation. Furthermore, to learn more about children’s 

participation in child protection, the views of children are important to investigate (Grover, 

2004). Examining children’s views on the issues professionals address, such as the short 

involvement of professionals and whether participation is helpful for them in child 

protection investigations, could give insight into their needs and wishes and provide 

professionals with guidelines to help them feel more secure about involving children.   

Practice.  Professionals play a crucial role in facilitating children’s participation in child 

protection practice (Van Bijleveld et al., 2015). First, this study provides insight into 

whether professionals’ views are in line with the different dimensions of meaningful 

participation. For instance, this shows that increasing awareness is needed on the 

importance of informing children about their right to grow up safely and the importance 

of informing children about the decision and how their views were taken into account. 

Furthermore, insight into how children’s views can be considered in decision-making 

practice could support professionals. Knowledge about what meaningful participation 

entails can be translated into guidelines for professionals and make children’s 

opportunities to participate less dependent of the individual professional (Morris et al., 

2013). Second, taking into account the helping factors and challenges professionals 

experience on the management and policy levels could support professionals and thereby 

improve children’s participation. On the level of the overall CPS, it is important to 

consider the ‘child-friendliness’ and ‘participation-friendliness’ of the Dutch CPS as many 

different professionals are involved in the different phases (Vis et al., 2012). Attention for 

children’s participation throughout the chain of child protection is needed to ensure 

continuity for children. Therefore, improving insight into the roles, responsibilities and 

views regarding children’s participation of the different organizations and professionals 

 

involved in the different phases is necessary. On the organizational level, facilitating 

participation is important for professionals. Paying attention to participation and 

discussing it within the organization is needed, for instance to provide professionals the 

opportunity to ask for help and advice, but also to build a common view on children’s 

participation and to get insight into professionals’ needs regarding children’s participation, 

such as time, guidelines and training. On the level of children and parents, awareness of 

the necessity of collaboration with parents is important, as parents play an important role 

in children’s participation according to professionals. Furthermore, more attention for 

participation of children who often get less possibilities to participate, for instance by 

training professionals in talking with younger children and non-verbal communication, is 

important. This should make participation possible for all children in accordance with 

article 2 of the UNCRC (CRC, 2009).  
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