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The child’s right to be heard is a cornerstone of the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child. Children growing up outside of their natural families particularly 
often find themselves in situations where this right should be fulfilled. In 
Russia, the child’s participation in decision-making at the time of their sepa-
ration from their parents, and during their stay in the children’s homes, is 
often overlooked by both static monitoring and academic studies. In our 
study we raise the following research questions: To what extent is the right 
of a child separated from his or her natural parents to participate in decision-
making respected? How does involvement in decision-making impact their 
psychosocial wellbeing? The study covered 215 children aged between ten 
and seventeen (mean age fourteen years) living in children’s homes in St. 
Petersburg. Our findings show that 42 % of children believe that they were 
not heard when the decisions affecting their interests were made. Talking 
with a social counsellor and having a trusted adult in the children’s home 
add to children’s perceptions that they have been heard. Limited participation 
in decision-making increases the odds of psychosocial difficulties in the 
binary logistic regression. We conclude that limited participation in decision-
making negatively impacts the effectiveness of work with children and their 
psychosocial well-being. Since the degree and effectiveness of children’s 
participation depends primarily on the attitudes of professionals and their 
ability to create trusting relationships with children, a further increase in 
children’s participation will require a change in the professional paradigm 
of specialists. Specific methods for increasing the participation of children 
should be introduced in the daily practice of child welfare workers.
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The child’s right to be heard is a cornerstone of the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UN 1989) ratified by the Soviet Union in 1990. Under this Conven-
tion, the state guarantees to every child capable of forming his or her own views 
the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child; the views 
of the child are to be given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity 
of the child (Article 12). For this purpose, a child has the right to speak before 
a court or in an administrative proceeding affecting their interests. With the evo-
lution of this right, the term 'child’s participation in making decisions that affect 
their interests' emerged. The Committee on the Rights of the Child defines chil-
dren’s participation as 'ongoing processes which include information-sharing and 
dialogue between children and adults based on mutual respect, and in which 
children can learn how their views and those of adults are taken into account and 
shape the outcome of such processes' (UN Committee 2009: 5).

Growth of the sociology of childhood became an important driver in un-
derstanding the significance of children’s participation. The sociology of 
childhood developed quite rapidly as a critical discipline within the field of 
childhood studies. Two key volumes that attempted to establish a new concep-
tual and empirical field for the sociology of childhood were published in the 
early 1990s by Allison James and Alan Prout (1997) and Jens Qvortrup (et al.) 
(1994). The sociology of childhood relies on the ideas and methodology of 
post-structural and critical discourse and feminist theory, seeking to streng-
then the involvement of children and adolescents in all aspects of sociology 
and the life of the society. Representing children as social actors is considered 
one of the most important theoretical developments in the sociology of child-
hood, because doing so deems children’s lives worthy of inquiry, recognizing 
children for their value in the development of social theory (James 2009). This 
approach requires a wider involvement of children in developing theory, poli-
cies and research, including matters of upbringing outside the natural family, 
child protection, healthcare and education.

The cornerstone to this emerging approach to childhood is that children 
and adolescents proactively create their own childhood, thus driving changes 
in the entire social environment. This contradicts the existing predominant 
perception of childhood, with children and adolescents perceived as passive 
recipients of care, being themselves immature and dependent (Corsaro 1997). 
The sociology of childhood claims to take the perspective of children and ado-
lescents seriously. Researchers and field specialists seek to find out, evaluate 
and make use of the views of children and adolescents, who are deemed to be 
experts in matters of their own lives.
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Children separated from their families and living in public care very often 
find themselves in situations where their opinions should be taken into considera-
tion. The child’s involvement in decision-making can take place in a variety of 
contexts, including the choice of daily activities, social and psychological support 
arrangements, decisions with regard to the child’s future, e. g. where and with 
whom he or she would live (Ten Brummelaar et al. 2018). Child participation in-
creasingly attracts the attention of researchers outside Russia. Their work confirms 
that the possibilities for children growing up outside their natural families to take 
part in decision-making processes are limited (Van Bijleveld et al. 2015; Cossar et 
al. 2016). At the same time, we know little about the opportunities for participation 
in decision-making among children in the context of the child protection systems 
in Russia. This has become the main problem that inspired our study.

The decision-making processes 
of young people in Russian residential care homes

Children’s participation in decision-making is commonly declared as a 
child’s right with positive implications both for the society and the child. Given 
this common perception, empirical studies of the consequences of children’s 
empowerment or disempowerment are surprisingly rare (Ten Brummelaar et 
al. 2018). Several studies report on the indirect effects of empowerment when 
in residential care, citing young people’s experiences related to the (lack) of 
participation. Reported negative outcomes include the emotional and behav-
ioural problems of children, such as oppositional behaviour as a consequence 
of being denied a voice; passiveness, as children stop asking or do not try to 
question or challenge a certain decision; and general bewilderment about how 
certain decisions relate to their own problems / situations (Ibid.). Madeleine 
Cocozza et al. (2006) point out that failing to include children’s perspectives 
may decrease the chance of abuse and neglect being discovered and acted upon 
speedily, as it is more difficult for children who have no experience of partici-
pation to speak out about their experiences of abuse.

Participation of young people in decision‐making procedures while stay-
ing in residential care may lead to better decisions and services; improve chil-
dren’s safety; make care arrangements more successful, and improve children’s 
psychosocial well-being. However, evidence for the effects of successful or 
failed participation is insufficient (Vis et al. 2011; Ten Brummelaar et al. 2018). 
This lack of empirical evidence does not imply that participation does not 
work, but is testimony to the lack of rigorous research in the field.

The Family Code of Russia sets out the right of a child to express their 
opinion whenever a matter that affects their interests is considered in the fa-
mily; the child also has the right to be heard at any court or administrative hear-
ing (Federal Law 1995: Art. 57). Moreover, it is mandatory to take into account 
the opinion of children aged ten and above, except in situations when it would 
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be against the child’s best interests. The development of the fundamentals of 
children’s empowerment, as well as fine-tuning and dissemination of relevant 
mechanisms and practices in Russia, has been going on for the last ten years. 
One of the six sections of the National Strategy of Actions in the Interests of 
Children for 2012–2017 (Decree of the President of the Russian Federation 
2012) is dedicated to the involvement of children in making decisions that affect 
their interests. That section, however, has been the least successful in terms of 
implementation (Rubtsov et al. 2016). Researchers attribute the failure to the 
absence of relevant public monitoring indicators, which gives implementation 
the appearance of being 'optional' (Kalabikhina, Kuchmayeva 2016).

Russia remains a country with one of the highest proportions of children out 
of parental care and has a relatively high level of institutionalisation among such 
children (Biryukova, Sinyavskaya 2017). According to researchers, staff and ad-
ministrators at such institutions often take decisions regarding the rights and du-
ties of children in their care at their own discretion, without taking into consid-
eration the children’s views (Kalabikhina et al. 2014). We have failed to identify 
a single Russian empirical study that would describe the existing extent of in-
volvement of children separated from parents in decision-making, especially 
in relation to the influence of such involvement on their psychosocial wellbeing. 
One potential reason why researchers avoid a focus on the child’s role in decision-
making is the predominance of the socialization perspective in childhood studies 
in Russia, while the sociology of childhood has not yet been broadly accepted and 
followed (Filipova 2016). In practical terms, the evolution of the child participa-
tion concept is impeded by a number of myths and stereotypes, such as the notion 
that children’s empowerment is damaging to the parental authority and contra-
dicts 'traditional family values' (Kalabikhina et al. 2014). Thus, in Russia the in-
volvement of children in decision-making at the point of their separation from 
parents is often overlooked by both statistic monitoring and academic studies.

The present article seeks to fill in the above gaps and answer the following 
set of questions: To what extent is the right of children separated from their parents 
to participate in decision-making respected in Russia (based on this study of 
St. Petersburg)? How does involvement in decision-making impact their psycho-
social wellbeing? We will answer these questions by considering first-hand opin-
ions of children in the child protection system, i. e. by involving them.

Studying children’s participation in decision-making: 
The case of institutional care in St. Petersburg

Sample

The study covered 215 children aged between ten and seventeen (mean 
age 13.8±2.2), living in nine care institutions in St. Petersburg. These institu-
tions were formerly known as children’s homes; since 2013 they have been 
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renamed as 'Centres for the Promotion of Family Upbringing'. The sample 
comprised 114 boys and 111 girls; 93 % of the respondents identify as ethnic 
Russians (russkii). In the sample, 56 % of children found themselves in a chil-
dren’s home for the first time before the age of 10; 37 % of children – at the age 
of ten to seventeen, and 7 % of respondents said they either did not know or did 
not remember how they had come to be in the children’s home.

The data in this survey were collected by means of a structured question-
naire. The questions were formulated in a simple concrete form, without the 
use of abstract and generalizing concepts, in a language understandable to 
children. A preliminary version of the questionnaire underwent a pilot study 
involving fifteen children. The survey and access to children’s homes was ap-
proved by the governing authorities (The Committee of Social Protection). 
Researchers made a presentation of the study aim and methodology to four-
teen directors of children’s homes. The directors of five institutions refused to 
participate. According to Russian law, the director of the children’s home is the 
official guardian of all children in the institution. In each of the remaining 
nine, we received written informed consent from director for the participation 
of all children in the survey.

All the children living in each institution who were on the premises on the 
day of the survey and conformed to the age limits were invited to take part in 
the survey. On the day of the study, according to the administrators of the 
children’s homes, some children were away in connection with sporting or 
learning competitions or treatment. There is a possibility that some children 
could have been intentionally excluded from participation in the study – the 
researchers did not have the opportunity to verify this due to the anonymous 
nature of the survey. Based on the official data on the number of children aged 
ten to seventeen in the children’s homes included in the research, the coverage 
of the children comprised 88 %.

The survey was carried out in two formats – self-completion of question-
naires in small groups (up to 10 children) and face-to-face interviews; the latter 
format was used if a child had vision, reading or attention span difficulties. The 
researchers appealed to the children as experts, stressed the significance of their 
answers, told that the survey results would be transferred to the governing au-
thorities, and offered to get acquainted with the questions before making a deci-
sion about participating in the study. All children were informed that they have 
the right to refuse to participate in the survey immediately or at any time during 
the study without any negative consequences. Six children chose not to partici-
pate. Researchers made sure that adult carers did not interfere into the process of 
filling out the questionnaires, and collected the children’s oral and written feed-
back on the questionnaire. Filling out the questionnaire took twenty to forty 
minutes. When discussing the questionnaire after filling it in, the children re-
ported that they considered the questions important and reflected their lives in the 
children’s home, and approved of the report being distributed to the governing 
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bodies. The methodology and procedure of this study were described in more 
detail in our earlier publications (Odinokova et al. 2017).

Measures

Children’s participation implies that the child’s opinion is presented on all 
matters relevant to them, on the one hand, and that consideration is given to their 
opinion when making decisions affecting their interests, on the other. This study 
did not attempt to see if children’s perceptions had been taken into account in 
decision-making at certain points in their lives, as this was outside the methodo-
logical scope of the study. We sought to study children’s subjective point of view 
with regard to their participation in decision-making. Children’s participation in 
decision-making was assessed on the basis of the following question: 'Do adults 
pay attention to your point of view when making decisions that are important for 
you (such as where and with whom you are going to live, where you are going to 
study, and on other important matters)?' A five-point scale was used to map the 
answers: always; almost always; sometimes; seldom; never.

Adolescent psychosocial wellbeing was measured using the Russian self-
reporting version of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, SDQ (Good-
man et al. 2005). The SDQ involves twenty-five items describing the positive 
and negative attributes of adolescents. The SDQ consists of five subscales of five 
items each: emotional symptoms, behavioural problems, hyperactivity/atten-
tion, peer problems, and prosocial behaviour. Scores for the first four subscales 
add up to a total difficulties score (TDS). We selected SDQ as the measure for 
children’s psychosocial wellbeing in the residential care setting because it is one 
of the most widely used measures of children’s mental health, and is sensitive to 
the treatment effects of specialist services for children (SDQ Website 2019).

In our further analysis, we also used the following measurements that 
describe the history and present conditions of living in children’s homes: we 
asked the respondents about the age when they had first come to live in the 
children’s home and the number of years spent in children’s institutions in total. 
Contacts with the relatives were assessed via the question: 'With whom of your 
family do you keep in touch?', prompted by a list of relatives. The quality of 
relationships with the staff of the children’s home was assessed via the ques-
tion: 'Is there an adult in this children’s home whom you can trust?' (Yes or No). 
Communication with the adults with regard to the child’s rights was assessed 
via the question: 'Have you ever discussed your rights with adults? Please 
specify all those with whom you discussed your rights (family member, child 
care professional [vospitatel’], social counsellor [sotsial’nyy pedagog], director, 
representative of the guardianship authorities [organy opeki], etc.)?'

To understand the children’s perception of whether their rights were vio-
lated in the children’s home, we asked them the following question: 'In your 
opinion, have your rights been violated in the children’s home?' (No, they have 
not; I am not sure; Yes, they have). The experience of abuse in the children’s 
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home was studied via the question: 'In the last 12 months, did anything of the 
following happen to you?' with the list of situations: 'somebody yelled at you, 
humiliated you, called you names, spread rumours, made you feel ashamed, or 
ridiculed…', 'somebody kicked, hit or beat you, twisted your ear, or did any-
thing of the same kind…',  'any other cruel or sad things, i. e. something was 
stolen, taken from you by force, or damaged; you were ignored, excluded from 
group games or activities; you were photographed or video recorded against 
your will; offensive posts and comments were published in the Internet.' The 
respondents would mark down the cases and their frequency.

In order to assess the extent of isolation of the children from the external 
environment, we asked them the questions: 'How often do you get outside the 
children’s home, and its grounds? (except for going to school)' and offered a 
5-point scale for their answers: At least once a week; 2–3 times a month; Once 
a month; Several times a year; Once a year.

Analysis

The findings were analysed in two stages. In the first stage we considered 
the extent to which the right of children separated from their family to be in-
volved in decision making is respected; and how this extent correlates with the 
social and demographic group the child belongs to, the age of arriving at the 
children’s home, and the existence of communication with adults with regard 
to the child’s rights.

In stage two, we verified the hypothesis that a child’s participation is an 
important factor of their current psychosocial wellbeing. We performed a bi-
nary logistic regression analysis to assess whether participation in decision-
making had driven children’s psychosocial difficulties, measured by SDQ, 
leading to odds ratios (ORs) and 95 % confidence intervals (95 %-CIs). In our 
analysis, we adjusted for variables that might confound the association between 
our dependent and independent variables: age, gender, age of the first exposure 
to the children’s home, existence of a 'trusted' adult in the children’s home, 
keeping in touch with family members, experience of abuse in the children’s 
home, lack of inclusion into the life outside the children’s home. A p-value be-
low 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

The quantitative and correlation-based nature of the study comes with 
certain limitations. In particular, we do not establish the contexts in which the 
child’s view was heard, and the cause-and-effect relationship between (mis-)
participation and psychosocial wellbeing.

Results

The distribution of answers to the question as to whether adults take account 
of the opinions of the respondents when making decisions that are important for 
the child is as follows: 28 % 'always'; 27 % 'almost always'; 23 % 'sometimes'; 
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10 % 'seldom'; 9 % 'never'; and 3 % children did not answer the question. For fur-
ther analysis, we dichotomized the values by the median and identified a group 
of children whose opinions were not sufficiently taken into account (answers: 
'sometimes',  'seldom', and 'never'), which constitutes 42 % of the sample. Our 
analysis (Table 1) shows that older children, those who have a trusted adult in the 
children’s home, and those who regularly go outside the children’s home are 
more likely to have been heard in decision making processes. Children reporting 
that adults 'always' or 'almost always' take their views into account are more 
likely to think that their rights in the children’s home were never violated as op-
posed to those children who get heard 'sometimes', 'seldom', or 'never'. Gender, 
ethnicity and maintaining family ties did not relate with the chance to be heard; 
neither did the age when the child first found him/herself in the children’s home 
(below ten, or ten and older). This latter finding was somewhat unexpected, as in 
Russian law the termination of parental rights is decided by court, and the child 
has the right to be heard by the court if he or she has already turned ten.

Table 1.
Distribution of various characteristics of respondents in their answers to the 

question 'Do adults take into account your point of view when making decisions 
that are important for you?' and Chi-square analysis of these differences
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Gender (male) 48.3 50.0 46.2 0.676 not sig.

Age (14+) 56.4 62.6 48.3 0.047 0.029

Nationality (Russian) 93.3 92.4 94.5 0.541 not sig.

Got into the children’s 
home for the first time 
at the age of 10+ 37.3 38.1 36.3 0.781 not sig.

Keeps contact with 
at least one natural 
relative 95.4 96.4 94.1 0.507 not sig.

Has a trusted adult 
in the children’s home 79.8 89.4 67.8 14.506 0.000

Goes outside 
the children’s home 
at least once a week 83.5 90.6 74.2 9.915 0.002

Believes that his/her 
rights were never violated 
in the children’s home 49.3 61.0 34.1 15.035 0.001
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International studies show that involvement in decision-making largely 
depends on the motivations and attitudes of the specialists dealing with the 
case (Van Bijleveld et al. 2015; Cossar et al. 2016). Respondents in our study 
(Table 2) most often discussed their rights with their carers (76 %); every sec-
ond child discussed their rights with the social counsellor (45 %); every third 
child with family members (33 %), or the director of the children’s home (29 %) 
and with representatives of the guardianship authority (28 %).

Table 2.
Distribution of positions of trusted adults of respondents in their answers to the 
question ’Do adults take into account your point of view when making decisions 

that are important for you?’ and Chi-square analysis of these differences
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Child carer 75.6 76.5 73.8 0.738 not sig.

Social counsellor 44.7 53.1 28.6 6.724 0.008

Family members 32.5 32.1 33.3 0.019 not sig.

Director 29.3 32.1 23.8 0.918 not sig.

Representatives of the 
guardianship authority 27.6 27.2 28.6 0.280 not sig.

Lawyer 17.9 23.5 7.1 5.012 0.019

None 12.2 11.1 14.3 0.260 not sig.

The possibility of being heard had a statistically significant relation with 
discussions regarding the rights of children held with the social counsellor and 
lawyer. Social counsellors in children’s homes are responsible for protecting 
the children’s rights; they are in contact with family members and prospective 
adoptive families, they plan professional education programmes together with 
the child leaving the institution and perform other duties requiring the child’s 
participation. Representatives of the guardianship authority are also responsi-
ble for protecting the children’s rights; their duties involve inspecting the con-
ditions of children’s lives, and ensuring that their rights and legal interests are 
respected by guardians (i. e. directors of children’s homes)  in  line with the 
Federal Law On Guardianship and Custodianship (2008). However, commu-
nication between children and these specialists does not increase the possibi-
lity of children being heard.

SDQ shows that every fifth child in our sample (22.5 %) has psychosocial 
difficulties (borderline or abnormal TDS). Involvement in decision-making 
shows a statistically significant relationship with the psychosocial difficulties 
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(Person Chi Square = 18.462; p≤0.000). Of those children who said their views 
were taken into account 'sometimes', 'seldom', or 'never', borderline or abnor-
mal TDS is registered in 38 % of cases; while among those children whose 
opinions were taken into consideration 'always' or 'almost always' – just in 12 % 
of cases.

Binary logistic regression shows a statistically significant relationship 
between psychosocial issues and limited participation in decisions, even if 
other factors are included into the model, such as the experience of abuse, 
contacts with family members, amount of years spent in the children’s home, 
existence of a trusted adult and the frequency of going outside the children’s 
home (Table 3). Limited participation made the odds of borderline or abnormal 
TDS with the child 2.5 times higher. The other independent variable with sig-
nificant input into the model is the abuse suffered in the children’s home in the 
last twelve months, which made the odds of borderline or abnormal TDS with 
the child 4.6 times higher. Thus, the experience of violence and the limited 
ability to be heard by adults together add to symptoms of mental health disor-
ders among children in children’s homes.

Table 3.
Regression analyses to assess associations between participation in decision-

making and psychosocial well-being (TDS) among children in residential care in 
St. Petersburg, Russia

Variables AOR (95.0 % C.I.) P-value

Abuse suffered in the children’s home 
in the last 12 months (yes) 4.617 (1.207–17.662) 0.025

Adults listen to the child when making important 
decisions (sometimes, seldom, never) 2.458 (1.001–6.039) 0.050

Goes outside the children’s home 
at least once a week (no) 1.913 (0.664–5.509) 0.230

Stayed at the children’s home for 5 years 
or longer (yes) 1.015 (0.527–1.954) 0.964

Keeps contact with at least one natural 
family member (yes) 0.711 (0.110–4.598) 0.720

Gender (male) 0.499 (0.203–1.225) 0.129

Existence of a trusted adult 
in the children’s home (no) 0.868 (0.310–2.429) 0.788

Age (14 +) 0.543 (0.217–1.357) 0.191

Constant 0.056 0.057

Nagelkerke R Square=0,231
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Conclusion

The study suggests that two of five children aged ten and above living in 
children’s homes believe that their views were not heard when making deci-
sions affecting the child’s interests. More often the child’s perspective is taken 
into account with senior teenagers and in the context of communication with 
the social counsellors and lawyers. Supposedly, the child’s opinion is more or 
less systematically taken into account in the context of choosing the trajectory 
of professional or vocational education at the time of completion of school edu-
cation (9th grade, about 16 years old). Involvement of lawyers is specific for 
the period of preparing the child to leave the children’s home (18–23 years old) 
as it is associated with the implementation of housing law and the determina-
tion of the next place of residence.

Our study shows that limited participation in decision-making increases 
the odds of psychosocial difficulties among children living in institutional 
care. This association can have two concurring explanations. On the one hand, 
the adults may tend to make decisions for children with unstable emotional 
status and behavioural issues, and discuss life plans with those children, who 
are easier to communicate with, because of their better mental health. On the 
other hand, the chance to be heard may be an independent factor of the child’s 
mental health, as suggested by other studies. For example, Svein Arild Vis et 
al. (2011) argue that children who have limited opportunity to participate in 
decision-making feel that they are not in control and are disoriented. Contrary 
to this, children involved in decision-making processes can better cope with 
stresses of changing life conditions. Further research based on a longitudinal 
methodology is needed to confirm the long-term effects of participation in 
decision-making on the mental health and social well-being of children within 
institutional care and after leaving the institutions – whether living with a fam-
ily or independently.

We have found that – along with the participation in decision-making – 
a crucial factor of psychosocial difficulties is experience of abuse in the chil-
dren’s home. Limiting the child’s chances to be heard also limits the chance of 
abuse becoming known to adult professionals, and reduces the opportunities 
for a child with no decision-making experience to report wrongdoing to adults. 
Our data proves the importance of paying attention to the child’s perspective 
in the context of the child protection system for better children’s safety within 
the walls of the institution and better mental health.

The extent and effectiveness of children’s participation largely depends 
on the professional paradigm of people involved in the case (Van Bijleveld et 
al. 2015; Cossar et al. 2016). In our study, we found that talking with a social 
counsellor, but not with a representative of guardianship authorities, adds to 
children’s perceptions that they have been heard. This raises questions about 
the knowledge, attitudes, and professional competence of the representatives 
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of the guardianship authorities, who are the main stakeholders in the child 
protection field in Russia. To some extent, this result is explained by the fact 
that the professional standard of the specialist of the guardianship bodies was 
introduced relatively recently, in 2015. In addition, the existence of a trusted 
adult in the children’s home is associated with the children’s perception of be-
ing heard when important decisions are made.

Multiple barriers exist in the way of creating opportunities for children’s 
participation, such as professionals’ lack of understanding of what participa-
tion actually means, their perception of the young person as immature, and the 
urgent impulse to protect the child by not letting him or her participate in 'dif-
ficult' decisions. Our results indicate the need to increase knowledge and im-
prove attitudes among professionals in relation to children’s participation. 
Children’s participation should not remain a matter of legal and academic 
discourse, but must be introduced in everyday practices.

The study demonstrated that children have an intense need to communi-
cate their opinions to decision-makers. The survey gave them such an oppor-
tunity, which they used with a responsible attitude. Children’s participation in 
decision-making can increase the effectiveness of interventions by better ad-
justing them to the child’s needs and allowing for more issues to be addressed 
and more realistic plans to be made.
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