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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Children around the world are being separated from parents and placed in alternative care. It is believed that for
Drl_VerS ) thousands of children, this separation is unnecessary. Our research sought evidence on the antecedents of such
Child-parents separation separation and how the placement of children into formal alternative care might be prevented. The study was

Alternative care

Prevention

Participatory research

Children and young people’s perspective

undertaken in eight countries each presenting varied socio-economic contexts and realised through partnerships
with national universities. This article, whilst emphasising the importance of the research methodology, has
placed a primary focus on findings from the research with children and young people and the information they
provided indicating the drivers of separation. Recognising how the participation of those with lived experience is
vital in understanding real-life situations and relevant solutions, the use of participatory research workshops
allowed for consultation with 517 children and care-experienced young people. Their voices were pivotal in
gathering evidence about factors that keep families united and situations that might lead to separation. A
particularly prominent finding was the many parallels in the insights children and young people shared with us
across the countries. A conclusion drawn from the evidence is that the separation of children from parents and
placement in alternative care can be prevented. This requires investment in legislation and policy that ensures
universal access to basic and specialist services and addresses a range of interconnected socio-economic factors.
The research findings were used to inform a set of recommendations aimed at policy makers and other stake-
holders at both a national and international level.

1 Throughout this article, we use the term ‘young people’ to refer to 2 We use the terms ‘children’ and ‘child’ to refer to 0-17 year olds as
those aged 18 to 25 although we also engaged with 17-year-olds in laid out in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
the young people’s workshops. This differs from the UN definition of (UNCRC) (United Nations, 1989).

‘youth’ as being 15-24 year olds (United Nations, 2013).
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3 Our use of the term ‘disability’ has been informed by the UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)
(United Nations, 2006) that includes ‘those who have long-term
physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in
interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective
participation in society on an equal basis’.

1. Introduction
1.1. International guidance and the use of alternative care

Recognition has been given to the importance of preventing the
separation of children from their parents and their placement in alter-
native care (Csaky & Gale, 2015). This paper explores research under-
taken across eight different national socio-economic settings with a view
to understanding the reasons children are separated from parents and
placed in formal alternative care. An emphasis has been placed on the
views of children and young people in relation to such reasons. A
principal objective was the gathering of evidence to help motivate and
inform changes to policy and service delivery that could prevent such
actions (Gale et al., 2024; Willi & Arisi, 2024).

The UNCRC (United Nations, 1989) clearly states that a child, ‘for the
full and harmonious development of his or her personality should grow
up in a family environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love and
understanding’ (para 6). States Parties that have ratified the Convention
hold responsibility to support families and address the circumstances
that may lead to risk of separation.’ The Guidelines for the Alternative
Care of Children (the Guidelines) (United Nations, 2009) underlines the
importance of efforts fully ‘directed to enabling the child to remain in or
return to the care of his/her parents, or when appropriate, other close
family members.” The handbook ‘Moving Forward’, written to accom-
pany the Guidelines, highlights the principle of ‘necessity’ (Cantwell
et al., 2012). This means no child should be deprived of parental care
unless rigorously assessed as a necessary safeguarding measure and an
action taken in their best interests. Such principles are also upheld in the
2019 United Nations Convention on the Promotion and protection of the
rights of children (United Nations, 2019) and the UNCRPD (United
Nations, 2006). In the latter, a directive clearly states that under no
circumstances should a child be separated from parental care on the
basis of disability of either the child or one or both of the parents.

Formal care is described in the Guidelines as that ordered by a
‘competent administrative body or judicial authority’ (United Nations,
2009) provided in a family environment, as for example, foster care and
formal kinship care. It also includes any residential setting whether or
not ordered by such official bodies. Efforts have been made to gather
accurate data on such factors as numbers and individual circumstances
of children within child protection systems and alternative care around
the world. However, evidence shows the lack of such data in many
countries (Delap & Mann, 2019; Desmond et al., 2020; Goldman et al.,
2020; Martin & Zulaika, 2016; Petrowski et al., 2017). Some have
estimated that, despite efforts to develop national child protection sys-
tems that adhere to principals of ‘gatekeeping, (Csaky & Gale, 2015, p.
2), millions of children continue to be placed in alternative care, and
most especially in large residential institutions (Desmond et al., 2020;
Goldman et al., 2020). Millions of children are also thought to be living
in informal kinship care, often with extended family (Delap et al., 2024;
Groza et al., 2011; Martin & Zulaika, 2016).

Some authors have indicated that many placements in care were
unnecessary with decisions based on factors unrelated to the safe-
guarding of a child or consideration of their best interests (Chaitkin
et al., 2017; Goldman et al., 2020; Martin & Zulaika, 2016; Wilke et al.,
2022). Previous endeavours have also been made to gather evidence on

1 All countries except the United States of America have ratified the UNCRC.
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the drivers of child-parents separation and reasons for placement in
alternative care (Laumann, 2015; Nankervis et al., 2011; Wilke et al.,
2022). However, perceived gaps in the evidence exposes the need for
further research and a better understanding of the antecedents to such
placement in different contexts (UNICEF & Eurochild 2021; Wilke et al.,
2022). Such evidence is vital for the development of effective ap-
proaches, service provision and other interventions that would help
prevent separation (Bjorbazkmo et al., 2022; Goldman et al., 2020;
Kalenjuk et al., 2024; Michail et al., 2023).

Preventing placement in alternative care is especially vital in light of
findings illustrating the detrimental impacts such experience can have
on well-being including increased risk of suicide, physical and mental
health issues, imprisonment, lack of income, and vulnerability to all
forms of exploitation (Goldman et al., 2020; Gypen 2017; Howard et al.,
2023; Simkiss, 2019; Stein, 2005, 2012; Stein, 2005, 2005, 2012, 2012,
2012, 2012; Stein & Munro, 2008; Waddoups et al., 2019; Weiler et al.,
2016).

1.2. The importance of participatory research methodology and
promoting the participation of children and young people

To our knowledge, multi-dimensional studies on drivers of separa-
tion have systematically failed to consider the direct perspectives of
children and young people thus highlighting a significant evidence gap
(Nankervis et al., 2011). This is coupled with a concern that significantly
more investment has been made in studies undertaken in high as
opposed to low and middle income countries, and overall, the lack of
participation of children and young people in differing contexts
(Acharya & Pathak, 2019; Hasan et al., 2021; Le Borgne & Tisdall, 2017;
Murray & Xie, 2024; Shamrova & Cummings, 2017; Zeinali et al., 2020).
This situation persists even though acknowledgement is given to the
right of children as laid out in Article 12 of the UNCRC to ‘express their
views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have
their views considered and taken seriously’ (United Nations, 1989;
Chrifou et al., 2024; McMellon & Tisdall, 2020). Furthermore, recog-
nition has been given to the value of the unique perspectives of children
and young people, the richness of knowledge they can contribute based
on their own experiences, and the way this enhances research (Cahill &
Dadvand, 2018; Clark & Statham, 2005; Halliday et al., 2019; Kalenjuk
et al., 2024; Proefke & Barford, 2023). To this end, importance has been
placed on their active involvement in helping to shape their ‘own social
worlds’ (Gilchrist et al., 2013, p. 577), and the services they and their
families might receive (Bell et al., 2023; Bjorbaekmo et al., 2022; Dar &
Chopra, 2024).

Essential to enabling the meaningful participation of children and
young people in research, and allowing their voices to be heard, is an
understanding of appropriate tools and methodology. A body of litera-
ture provides insight into the principles and methods of participatory
research and supporting the meaningful participation of children and
young people (Bradbury-Jones & Taylor, 2015; Bromark et al., 2023;
Dar & Chopra, 2024; Grant 2015; Jamieson et al., 2021; Kirby et al.,
2003; Laws & Mann, 2004; Nguyen et al., 2019; Proefke & Barford,
2023; Shamji, 2007; Welty & Lundy, 2013). Discourse on participatory
methodology also includes consideration of tools and approaches uti-
lised in community-based research, as for example, Youth Participatory
Action Research (YPAR) (Mountz et al., 2023; Smith et al., 2021). YPAR
is an approach that builds on Participatory Action Research (PAR) and
described as a methodology that increases meaningful youth participa-
tion in research, often with a view to achieving social change (Benninger
et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2021). PAR has been identified as a way of
challenging traditional methods and offering researchers different ways
to gather knowledge within a community setting (Mountz et al., 2023;
Smith et al., 2021; Smith-Carrier & Van Tuy 2024). Whilst critiques of
PAR and YPAR include concerns on such issues as power imbalances and
possible tokenism (Dedding et al., 2021; Lake & Wendland, 2018;
Shamrova & Cummings, 2017), such approaches have contributed to
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methodology incorporating a more creative approach with the use of
what Stenbom and Turunen describe as ‘aesthetic, experiential,
embodied and emotional ways of knowing and creating knowledge’
(Stenbom and Turunen, 2018:449). To this end, creative research tools
such as games, storytelling and drawing, are seen as appropriate ways to
question, explore, and generate knowledge about factors impacting the
everyday lives of research participants (Chevalier, 2019; Herrmann
et al., 2023; Kalenjuk et al., 2024; Kesby, 2000; Scott et al., 2023).

2. Background to the study

Our study was motivated by a concern that, as identified in section
1.2., not only are there perceived gaps in comparative research on the
multi-dimensional factors relating to antecedents of placement of chil-
dren in alternative care in different socio-economic contexts (Nankervis
et al., 2011; Wilke et al., 2022), but also a failure to systematically
include the voices of children and young people in such studies. To
address this situation, research was commissioned by SOS Children’s
Villages International and completed in 2023 and 2024 in eight high,
middle and low-income countries: El Salvador, Denmark, Cote d’Ivoire,
Indonesia, Kenya, Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon and Uruguay. The research
focussed on situations within households that might impact family unity
and lead to separation of children from parents and use of alternative
care. It also considered positive aspects of family life that could be built
on to maintain a loving and supportive environment, as well as identi-
fying gaps in multi-level and multi-sector approaches and services that
might help diminish the reasons child-parents separation happens. An
understanding of issues that impact decision making by professionals,
parents and other family members when choosing to place a child in
formal care was also sought (Gale et al., 2024).

Implementation of the research was supported by national member
organisations of SOS Children’s Villages. A call was made within the
organisation for participation that would allow for representation of
low, middle and high income countries and consideration of size of land
mass and populations within the five UN world regions.> A process to
select the participating countries was undertaken by a project steering
group internal to the organisation.

In each country, partnership was sought with a national university
and the engagement of at least one national researcher. The final
research team comprised an International Lead Researcher, nine na-
tional, and a UK based researcher, all of which were co-authors of
respective national research reports.® All but one are also co-authors of
this paper along with a researcher based in SOS Children’s Villages In-
ternational. In-country research was supported by national research
assistants.

3. The research framework

The research framework was informed by a set of theoretical con-
siderations and ethical research principles.

3.1. Theoretical considerations

The research theoretical framework was informed by a child-rights-
based approach. This relates to a recognition that the UNCRC is a
comprehensive and holistic framework that directs all actions relating to
children (United Nation’s Child Fund ECARO, 2018). In addition, un-
derstanding that it is multiple, inter-related factors that impact life
within a household (Benninger et al., 2021), the use of a socio-ecological
framework based on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory
(Bronfenbrenner 1977; 1986, 1994) was imperative in guiding the

2 https://www.un.org/en/model-united-nations/groups-member-states.
3 https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/publications/research-and-positio
ns/global-report.
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search for evidence on family life. Bronfenbrenner’s model places the
child at the centre of concentric circles organised into four levels that
help understanding of bi-directional and inter-related factors impacting
their lives both within the family and in the wider society (Antony,
2022; Davidson et al., 2019; Font et al., 2015). With the aim of studying
the efficacy of decision making in relation to placing a child in alter-
native care, the research framework also considered a systematic
approach as applied to the delivery of a national child protection system
(Wulczyn et al., 2010) and how this influences such determinations.

3.2. Research ethics

Ethical considerations applied to the governance framework of the
research included clearly defining the parameters of children and young
people’s participation, and that of other stakeholders, whilst taking into
consideration methodological options and the reality of timeframe,
budget and other available resources (Duckett et al., 2010; Smith et al.,
2021). An application for ethical approval for the research was sub-
mitted to, and granted by, a national university in each country.

Careful thought was given to developing age and language-
appropriate information sheets for potential participants and the
seeking of informed assent from children and consent from other young
people and adult participants through the use of assent/consent forms
(Bjorbakmo et al., 2022; Grasser et al., 2016; Robinson et al., 2023). The
practice of seeking assent was applied in relation to the willingness to
participate by those able to understand the proposed research but still
legally a minor in a country (Cotrim et al., 2021). Participants were
guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity in any reporting (Haag et al.,
2022; Hanson et al., 2023). Data transfer and storage was undertaken in
accordance with the General European Data Protection Regulation.”

Understanding documented concerns regarding power balance be-
tween researchers and participants, and especially any imbalance as a
result of adults’ domination of children and young people, careful
thought was given to the issue of reflexivity by the researchers and
attention was paid to their own perspectives, ideas, and beliefs (Haag
et al., 2022; Hermann et al., 2023; Kalenjuk et al., 2024; Martin et al.,
2023). This included their approach to ensuring sensitive interaction
with children and young people and working in a supportive manner
that allowed for, and respected, their active and meaningful participa-
tion (Bjorbzekmo et al., 2022; Hanson et al., 2023; Robinson et al., 2023;
Smith et al., 2021). Safeguarding was also an important concern (Furey
et al., 2010). A safeguarding protocol, including a referral process, laid
out the expected conduct of all researchers. A social worker or equiva-
lent was also present on the same premises as the workshops with
children in the event anyone became distressed.

The duty to create an environment of safety, trust and dignity, and an
approach in which participants felt valued, was an important consid-
eration (Cluver et al., 2020; McAra, 2016; Welty & Lundy, 2013).
Essential to our study was the engagement of national researchers who
were aware of the cultural context in which the research was taking
place (McMellon & Tisdall, 2020), especially as an emphasis was placed
on inviting participation from those living within vulnerable families
and/or communities (Bauer & Wiezorek, 2016). Furthermore, recogni-
tion was given to the importance of representation, and especially the
inclusion of children and young people whose opportunity to having
their voices heard may have been previously excluded based on such
factors as gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, culture and
disability (Bauer & Wiezorek, 2016; Clark & Moss, 2011; Hasan et al.,
2021; Moesby-Jensen, 2021).

4. Methodology

A vital component of the research was listening to those with real-life

4 https://gdpr.eu/.
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experience, and most especially, gathering the views of children and
care-experienced young people. This was informed by a number of
considerations including an understanding of the benefits and possible
challenges of participatory research with children and young people, as
well as being mindful of certain realities, such as available resources,
and how this might impact the degree of their involvement (Ducket
et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2021).

These considerations were also applied to the participation of other
key stakeholders including adult family members and professional
workers predominantly drawn from the social services workforce. The
study involved the collation and triangulation of both primary and
secondary data.

Recognising the importance the project placed on developing
appropriate participatory research methodology, it is the intention of
the authors to produce a further paper providing more in-depth infor-
mation on this factor. Further details on utilised methodology can also
be found online in a series of national and inter-national reports.®

4.1. Desk review

A desk review of hand sourced academic and grey literature was
undertaken focussing on several topics including theories and discourse
related to attachment (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991; Bowlby, 1969;
Zeanah & Smyke, 2008), family dynamics and influencing factors,
(Casaburo et al., 2023; Hill, 1949; Watson, 2012), Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs) (Asmundson & Afifi, 2019), resilience (Masten,
2018) and approaches to positive parenting (Sanders, 2023). Literature
relating to the participation of children and young people in research
was a further important consideration. Secondary research also included
a review of data, mainly drawing on grey literature, focussing on the
socio-economic conditions, the national child protection system, and the
use of alternative care in each of the eight participating countries. Dis-
aggregated quantitative and qualitative data on children entering the
child protection and alternative care system in all eight countries was
sought. However, only current, full, and reliable data was available in
Denmark.

4.2. Gathering of primary data

Primary data was collated through a series of participatory research
workshops with children and young people. This was complimented by
workshops with adult family members and interviews and surveys with
professionals.

4.2.1. Participation of children and young people

We felt it essential that our research sought the ideas and perspec-
tives of children and young people on the positive and negative factors
that influence family unity, and solutions that would help mitigate
identified challenges. Utilising a purposive sampling process, primary
data was gathered during a series of participatory research workshops
with 517 children and care-experienced young people in the eight
countries. This included 266 children, 140 girls, 125 boys and 1 non-
gendered, aged 13-15 years old (11-16 years old in Denmark) who
engaged in the research in all countries except Uruguay where govern-
mental permission was not granted. In addition, 251 young people (132
females and 119 males) aged between 17 and 25 years who had expe-
rienced alternative care and were now living back in the community,
participated in the research in all countries except Denmark.

The research process began by inviting a group of children and a
group of care-experienced young people in El Salvador and Lebanon to
participate in a series of research co-design workshops. The aim being
the development of research questions and methodology that could be

5 https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/publications/research-and-positio
ns/global-report.
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used with other children and young people across all participating
countries. By way of testing, evaluating, and adapting a series of age-
appropriate exercises, these children and young people helped develop
a set of research questions and methodology for workshops employing
different creative and inter-active exercises (Arias-Uruena et al., 2023;
Fayette & Bond, 2018; Levac et al., 2019; O’Grady, 2022) they thought
applicable for use in both their own and in other countries and could be
transferred across different county contexts and languages. Following
the design and piloting of the methodology, a further 54 participatory
workshops with children and young people were completed across the
eight countries. In each country apart from Denmark, the first work-
shops with children and with young people involved the evaluation of
the research methodology to ensure applicability in that setting.

Firmly believing all children have valid and relevant perspectives on
matters concerning their own life and that of their family and, in the
knowledge that children with disabilities have been particularly
excluded from research (Huus 2021; Parsons et al., 2020; Shakespeare,
2015), it was important to ensure their participation. With some minor
adaptations realised during the workshops themselves, the research
methodology allowed for two participatory workshops with children
with disabilities in Lebanon and Kyrgyzstan. In addition, at a later
period in the project. (Cecilie Kolonda Moesby-Jensen - co-author)
further developed the research methods for workshops with children
with disabilities in Denmark and Indonesia (Moesby-Jensen, 2019;
Moesby-Jensen, 2021 — both co-authors).

4.2.2. Primary data collection with adults

The methodology and questions developed during the co-design
process in El Salvador and Lebanon also informed those utilised dur-
ing adult family member research workshops conducted with 290 pre-
dominantly female participants. In addition, also applying a purposive
sampling process, 95 semi-structured interviews were completed with a
range of professional stakeholders including ministry heads of depart-
ment, social workers, judges, lawyers, other members of the social ser-
vices workforce from government, national NGOs, and international
agencies. An online survey utilising Qualtrics software sent out to pro-
fessionals with the same profile, was completed by 231 respondents in
all countries apart from El Salvador where there was insufficient
response.

4.3. Analysis

Data from each country was analysed followed by a cross-country
and thematic analysis involving all the collated research findings.
Attention was given to the importance of not losing children and young
people’s voices in the process of analysis and reporting and bearing in
mind the discourse highlighting what has historically been the more
assertive perspectives of adults (Kousholt and Juhl, 2023), including the
dominance of researchers, in the reporting of research findings
(Angelow & Psouni, 2025). To obtain an accurate understanding of their
input, the contribution of children and young people was initially ana-
lysed independently of adult participants. In total, they provided 4738
written answers on the factors they understand impact the unity of
families, both positive and negative, and 1136 responses when asked
about solutions to address the challenges they identified. All written
answers were transposed into digital Word documents and imported into
NVivo 11 data analysis software. A text query process was used to
extract and collate ‘instances’ of similarities and variances to inform
emerging and core themes.

Data gathered from adult participants was also entered into NVivo 11
and the analysis process was replicated. The online survey issued to
professionals utilised Qualtrics software and allowed for quantitative
and qualitative data analysis produced by the programme in graphs and
charts. All the primary research results were triangulated (Robson,
2002), and, along with findings from the desk review, were used to
inform a set of findings and recommendations for both a country and
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international level.

5. Results

The research findings have not only provided a coherent under-
standing of country-specific issues related to situations that can impact
the unity of families and the possibility of placement of children in
alternative care, but also a cross-country account illustrating many
similarities in the multiple and inter-related factors that can lead to this
situation. The findings below are initially presented from the unique
perspective of children and care-experienced young people. They are
then triangulated with data collected from adult family members and
professionals.

Of particular interest is the overall comparability of information
shared by children and young people across low, middle and high in-
come countries whilst also noting differing degrees of suggested prev-
alence, and a few country-specific exceptions. When asked about
solutions that would help address the challenges they had identified,
once again, there was a general agreement among children and young
people about what this might entail. In addition, the workshops with
children with disabilities elicited comparable findings to those gathered
from other children and young people and therefore, when reporting on
findings, we have not segregated the information from these different
groups. When the data gathered during research with children and
young people was triangulated with that provided by adult participants,
there were also similarities in the findings relating to factors that
contribute to unity or breakdown in a family and solutions.

5.1. What children and young people told us

During the research workshops, children and young people provided
their insights when asked about factors that might impact a family as
representative of those living in their local community. They also offered
a set of solutions that would help address identified challenges.

5.1.1. Factors impacting unity in the family home

In the first instance, analysis of children and young people’s narra-
tives regarding a typical home environment within their own commu-
nities and factors that contribute to strengths in the household, as well as
threats to the unity of families, provided rich data and a convergence of
the issues under discussion. Children and young people’s responses
illustrated how families can be impacted by multi-dimensional and
interconnected factors linked to the specific circumstances and contexts
in which they live. The analysis of these factors further led to the
emergence of three overarching primary themes across the collected
narratives: all forms of violence, both against children and between
adults in the household, poor familial relationships, and issues related to
poverty.

5.1.1.1. Violence. A recurring theme was physical violence and sexual
abuse as experienced, and witnessed by, children and young people in
the home, with suggested prevalence varying from country to country.
Verbal violence was frequently mentioned, with some highlighting the
way these behaviours contribute to an environment of fear and insecu-
rity. Findings also illustrate their awareness of violence between adults
in the home and concerns of domestic and gender-based violence. When
asked about factors impacting unity at home, examples of what children
and young people wrote include ‘violence against children’ and ‘not feeling
safe’, ‘you are forced to do bad things or to do work that does not make your
body or you yourself happy’, ‘verbal violence and touching’, ‘screaming’,
‘gender-based violence’, anger’, ‘punishment’, and ‘home doesn't feel like
home but like a punchbag’. There were many concerns about ‘parents being
angry’ and receiving of, ‘physical abuse from their parents’. One child
wrote, ‘violence is very common, then children go to orphanages, they don’t
have parent love, then they can even forget about parents’. Answers to
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questions about household unity also included violence and poor re-
lations between adults including references to ‘domestic violence’, ‘psy-
chological violence’, ‘fighting’, and parents who ‘argue all the time’. One
child wrote, when ‘a father comes home being drunk he can start beating not
only his wife but also children’. An exception to these findings was the
overall absence of such information from children in Denmark.

5.1.1.2. Emotional neglect and poor family relationships. When asked
about unity in households, answers revealed concerns regarding
emotional neglect, poor family relationships, and loss of attachment.
Children and young people referred to those who feel they are ‘not being
loved’ and ‘not being cared about’, and experience ‘emotional abuse’. They
said children and young people are not ‘trusted’, there is a ‘lack of
emotional psychological support’, ‘no understanding’, ‘disrespect’, and they
‘are not listened to’. This they said, translates into feelings of ‘insecurity’,
‘isolation’, and ‘solitude and loneliness’. One young person wrote that ‘no
love and affection makes you feel worthless.” The lack of attentive
communication, parents ‘not giving time to their children’, nor engaging in
recreational activities or eating meals together, and overall parental
absence, exacerbate negative emotions suggesting that both emotional
support, bonding, and quality family time are critical for fostering a
secure home environment. Children and young people said, ‘parents
loving one child more than the other’, favouritism in the family, and the
imposition of ‘high expectations’ of parents, further contribute to feelings
of inadequacy and distress. Children and young people feel the burden of
not letting parents down or of making them angry. For example, many
mentioned the need to ‘do well at school’, refrain from what parents
perceive as ‘bad behaviour’, how they should be ‘respectful’, and not have
‘bad’ or ‘toxic’ friends. Other concerns related to family breakdown
included issues of ‘separation’, ‘divorce’ and infidelity, especially that of
fathers, although this topic was less prevalent in Denmark. Death of a
parent/s and fear of being left without parental care were further
concerns.

5.1.1.3. Issues related to poverty. Issues related to poverty frequently
appeared in the information provided by children and young people in
all countries although, overall, this was reported to a slightly lesser
extent than issues related to violence and emotional neglect. When
asked about factors impacting the unity and happiness of families in
their community, responses clearly show that children and young people
are aware of and concerned about the struggles parents face with ‘bad
financial situations’ and such daily challenges as ‘lack of food,” ‘not having
a house to live in’, ‘not being warm,” and inability to access ‘basic needs’.
There are worries when ‘people in the family get sick and they have no
money for medicines’ or cannot pay for utilities such as ‘water and elec-
tricity’. They know parents worry when they are ‘unable to send their
children to school’ or find adequately remunerated ‘employment’. In
Denmark, although references were made to such issues, the degree of
poverty appeared to be less acute. Children and young people also
referred to concerns regarding parent’s use of ‘alcohol’ and ‘drugs’. Some
answers indicated an awareness of how ‘financial problems’ lead to
‘fighting’ and disruption in family relationships and that coping with
challenging life situations can be a direct cause of stress, tension, anger,
and family separation.

5.1.1.4. Positive factors in the household. Conversely, children and
young people said there is a sense of happiness and unity in households
when ‘parents love children and protect them’. When there is ‘under-
standing’ and ‘kind words’ are used. In relation to family solidarity, they
highlighted the importance of being able to ‘spend time together’, and
‘appreciation’ and ‘respect for each other’. These factors are especially
important when offered by, and between, parents and ‘that the parents
like each other’. They wrote about happy and secure families when there
is ‘sharing’, ‘good communication’, members ‘listen to one another’ and are
‘supporting each other’. Where there is ‘harmony’, ‘no violence’, ‘a



C. Gale et al.

peaceful atmosphere’, ‘trust’, ‘no conflict’, and ‘equality between genders’.
One young person wrote of ‘transparency — between the parents and chil-
dren — it is more than trust — not to hide anything from each other — to be
authentic — they should live in harmony.’ The stable presence of parents is
also important. Children and young people believe a family is happier
and more unified when ‘parents have a job’, there is a sense of ‘security’, a
‘good financial situation without any debts’, they see ‘their children in good
health’ and can ‘afford all children’s’ needs’. They said parents want their
children to have good futures, to prosper and be happy. One child wrote,
‘even if there is no financial stability, if parents love children, they would do
anything to make a child happy’.

5.2. Triangulation of all research data

Findings presented by children and young people were triangulated
with research results gathered from adult family members and members
of relevant professionals in each country. Overall consideration of fac-
tors impacting family life in terms of unity and dysfunction that might
lead to placement of a child in alternative care revealed distinct simi-
larities in information across all research participants and have been
clustered into those pertaining to the wider society and family level (see
Fig. 1).

All findings continued to highlight the multiple factors pertaining to
the three specific domains of violence, poor familial relationships, and
issues related to poverty, which are in turn shaped by various related
factors in the wider society. One differential in overall findings was a
greater number of workshop answers from children and young people
regarding violence and emotional neglect whilst adults gave almost
equal weight to all three domains. Understanding of these concerns was
further consolidated through data gathered during the desk review
process.

As children and young people had already noted, ‘lack of access to
basic services’, and issues related to ‘poverty’ are causes of stress and
anxiety for adults, and in some instances, a direct correlation to negative
coping mechanisms such as substance abuse, anger and violence Many
references were made to ‘domestic and gender-based violence’, living in
patriarchal male-dominated societies, and discrimination and
inequality. It is noted that the majority of participants in the adult family
workshops were women. In addition, a topic that arose many times was
the ‘inter-generational’ transmission of violence and poor and depleted
parenting skills. Adults also noted ‘pressure and stress due to life’s chal-
lenges’, and ‘psychological distress’ as negatively affecting family dy-
namics. Disability, either of the child and/or the parent(s), was a factor
leading to care placement decisions that received more attention from
adults than from children and young people. This is especially the case
when stigma and discrimination limit the equal opportunities for those
with disabilities, and where their access to essential and specialist ser-
vices is lacking.

Conversely, as with the answers provided by children and young
people, adults believe family unity is associated with ‘love’, ‘no violence’,
‘understanding’, ‘respect’, ‘trust’, and ‘honesty’, ‘care’. They indicated that
‘sharing’; ‘forgiveness’; ‘dialogue’, ‘equality’; and ‘harmony’ are also
important. They said having ‘economic stability, ‘employment’,” and being
able to care for the material needs of all the family, especially the
children, all relate to the ‘cohesion of the family’.

In some countries an intrinsic belief amongst many professionals, is
that a child living in a poor family is better off in a residential institution
even if there is love and care in the household. In response, alternative
care is perpetuated by funding from state, private and individual donors
for institutions that offer ‘social care’ for children from families facing
economic hardship, sometimes labelled as ‘boarding schools’.

Specific research questions were asked only of professionals in
relation to the efficacy of the child protection system, and in particular,
gatekeeping mechanisms (Cantwell et al., 2012; Csaky and Gale, 2015),
as well as factors influencing subjective and objective decision making
in relation to placement of a child in care (Gale et al., 2024). Where child
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protection systems are not fully implemented, and decisions are not
made in the best interests of the child, this is often due to insufficient
numbers and abilities of the social services workforce, limited access to
professional training, and a lack of other resources and data. Even in a
well-developed child protection system, as for example, in Denmark,
despite the high quality of training, social workers reported that the
strong emphasis on theoretical knowledge was not matched by sufficient
practical placements to adequately prepare them for real-world deci-
sion-making. These limitations hinder an effective response to protec-
tion concerns, and delivery of adequate support services that have been
informed by rigorous evidence gathering and analysis. Furthermore,
there is a distinct lack of an inter-sectoral approach to supporting
families.

6. Limitations

Although the principle of full and meaningful participation of chil-
dren and young people was an important consideration in our research
process, and we believe, the richness of the data they provided was
plentiful, robust and informative, we recognise the lack of their inclu-
sion in all phases of the research development, implementation, and
dissemination. This was due to several factors including limitations on
the pre-determined time and budget made available by the commis-
sioning organisation.

Whilst seeking diversity in terms of background and age, a decision
was made not to include unaccompanied and separated child migrants
as specific participants in the research as reasons for their separation
have been well-documented, including studies that included their per-
spectives (Family for EveryChild, 2022; International Organisation for
Migration 2013; United Nations Children’s Fund, 2018). A further lim-
itation was the smaller number of child participants and lack of care
experienced young people in Denmark, and the omission of children
from the research in Uruguay. Furthermore, due to local organisational
issues, workshops with children with disabilities were only held in four
of the eight countries. Nor did the research engage with a representative
number of participants of all ages with disabilities. In each country apart
from Denmark, the study was undertaken in two locations, one urban
and one rural or semi-rural, which we realise may not have fully re-
flected the situation throughout especially in such large and diverse
countries as Indonesia. In addition, a focus was placed on creative ac-
tivities to gather information through time-bound workshops rather
than discussion and we realise this may have limited the opportunity for
more in-depth exploration of some of the issues raised and for re-
searchers and participants to become better acquainted. It is also rec-
ognised that by allowing anonymity of responses, as for instance
utilising methodology that allowed children to provide their answers
confidentially, this may have obscured an understanding of the data
from the perspective of participant’s sex, gender, age and other
attributes.

7. Discussion and solutions

Overall, the findings highlight how it is a range of multi-dimensional
factors that can impact unity of a household and contribute to family
breakdown which in turn, may lead to placement of children in alter-
native care. This includes multiple, multifaceted, and interconnected
issues linked to social, cultural and economic factors within the wider
society coupled with systems of basic and specialist service delivery that
fail to meet the needs of the entire population. Findings also suggest gaps
in investment in national child protection systems in which, with the
exception of Denmark, the result of gatekeeping decisions predomi-
nantly leads to the use of alternative care as opposed prevention of child-
parent separation.

The evidence as well as possible solutions provided by children and
young people, and other stakeholders, has been essential in informing
what we believe to be relevant recommendations for the development of
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Factors within wider society

Impact at family level
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Effects

Inter-generational violence
Violence against children
Domestic/gender- based

violence

Inter-generational depleted

Family
dysfunction

parenting ability

Multi-dimensional aspects of
poverty

Family breakdown and

separation

Stress/poor mental health +
emotional well-being

Low resilience + depleted
coping mechanisms

Use of negative coping
mechanism (g.g. use of
violence/alcohol/ and drugs)

Fig. 1. Multidimensional factors leading to child-parents separation.

national policies and programmes that promote and enhance safety and
unity within families and help prevent placement in alternative care in
each country.°

7.1. Solutions identified by children and young people

During the research workshops, children and young people identified
solutions they thought would help address lack of unity, worry and
unhappiness in the family. In total, across the eight countries, there were
1136 written responses some of which were individual ideas and others
the result of group discussion to prioritise solutions. The information
below represents the most common themes that emerged.

The most common word used by children and young people was
‘help’. This referred to a range of ‘support’ needed to ‘solve’ ‘problems’
and improve unity in families. Children and young people highlighted
the need for actions to help ‘provide safety’ and ‘stop violence’ in families
including, ‘domestic violence’ and ensuring ‘all children are safe in their
home.’ References were made to the government’s responsibility in this
respect with suggestions including ‘there needs to be a child protection
policy from government’ and ‘child protection laws’ and ‘education about
protection and rights’. One group of young people prioritised having a
‘child protection commission’ with ‘an adult who helps’.

Amongst the primary solutions as suggested by children and young
people, is help in improving family relationships, especially those be-
tween parents and their children. A comment typical of many other
proffered solutions, was the need for support so that parents can ‘spend
time with children and respect them and love them and care for them’. Others
suggested helping parents understand the importance of giving their
children ‘emotional support’ and ‘encouragement’. One young person
wrote, ‘problems at home can be solved with love’. Other solutions included
a need for ‘psychosocial’ support and help in improving the ‘emotional
health’ of children, young people and parents.

In relation to access to ‘basic needs’, scoring highly in suggested so-
lutions is help with ‘money’, addressing ‘financial’ problems, and the
need for ‘financial stability’. Ensuring children get an ‘education’ as well
as access, and help with costs related, to ‘health’ services is also a pri-
ority. Adults need ‘secure jobs’, ability to provide adequate ‘housing’,
‘afford food’ and ‘clothes’, and pay for utilities. Children and young

6 https://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/publications/research-and-positio
ns/global-report.

people said not only is access to ‘employment’ and related ‘training’
important but so is help with ‘management’ of family finances. One
request from a young person, and representative of what others wrote,
asks ‘government [to] give help like money or facilities so the family can
increase their financial status so they will have a good life’.

7.2. Recommendations and implications for policy makers

The findings and solutions, and particularly those informed by
children and young people, illustrate the need for a multi-faceted and
coordinated response to address the factors contributing to family
instability and child-parents separation in child protection systems as
well as those of social protection, education, and health. Table 1 pre-
sents an outline of the nine primary recommendations derived from the
findings directed at policy-makers, aimed at enhancing preventative
child protection, ensuring basic living standards and social inclusion,
and implementing people-centred service delivery. More information
can be found in the report of Willi & Arisi 2024. Governments and
stakeholders across the eight study countries are encouraged to
contextualize these recommendations by grounding them in local and
national assessments of prevailing policy issues and systemic gaps.

A key recommendation focuses on the enhancement of violence
prevention programmes and the enforcement of legal frameworks pro-
hibiting all violence including that against children, as well as domestic
and gender-based violence. They suggest a focus should be placed on
ways to break the inter-generational aspect of violence within a family.
Resources for programmes and services that support parents when
struggling to maintain a home environment that is loving, and where
bonding, attachment and understanding are paramount are also
necessary.

Findings also suggest that combatting situations that cause stress and
tension in the home requires not only free, universal and unhindered
access to basic services such as education and health, including psy-
chosocial programmes, pathways into employment, and support
attaining adequate shelter, but also specialised support including that
for persons with disabilities or those struggling with substance abuse.
Financial stability is essential, so for example, social protection systems
should be established, or further developed, that provide security when
needed through such payments as child allowances, unemployment,
disability and sickness benefits. Policies and corresponding resources
that support access to work, training and help improve living standards
are also necessary.
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Table 1
Recommendations to improve support systems for families.
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Safe and supportive families and communities
Enhance preventative child protection

1.

Scale-up anti-violence programmes targeting adults and children

e Conduct public awareness initiatives to raise awareness of, and reject, violence.

o Strengthen legal frameworks and law enforcement that prohibits and prevents all violence.
e Provide access to support services for those experiencing violence.

. Expand parenting support programmes

o Increase investments in parenting programmes.
o Ensure parenting programmes are based on evidence and human rights.

. Reform child protection systems

e Update and harmonise legal and policy frameworks in line with children’s and other human rights.

e Strengthen gatekeeping to ensure alternative care is used only when necessary.

e Allocate and optimise resources to support prevention of family separation in national child protection systems.
e Support signposting and referral to family support and strengthening services.

e Empower professionals with necessary skills, working conditions, and resources, so they can adequately provide support to children and families in vulnerable situations.

Inclusive and equitable societies
Ensure basic living standards and social inclusion

4.

Develop inclusive social protection systems

e Develop inclusive labour market policies and opportunities for access to decent work.

o Enhance social protection to help individuals and households manage vulnerabilities and shocks throughout lives.
e Strengthen social protection support for children.

e Develop shock-responsive social protection programmes to support families in emergencies.

. Ensure universal access to support services

e Ensure inclusive access for families to adequate basic and specialised services.

e Provide specialised and focussed support services for families before the separation of children becomes necessary.

e Remove barriers to accessing support services, especially for the most vulnerable.

. Promote gender, disability, and age inclusion

e Promote gender equality in caregiving roles through policy and education initiatives.

o Confront patriarchal structures to prevent gender-based violence and caregiving inequalities.

e Address intersectional discrimination through legal and policy frameworks.

e Promote gender-responsive, disability-inclusive, and age-sensitive services for children and families.
e Engage communities in addressing stigma and discrimination.

Effective care and support systems
Implement people-centred service delivery frameworks

7.

Improve evidence- driven system design and delivery

Include children and families at risk of separation in official data and statistics.

Strengthen inter-sectoral cooperation to close data gaps on child-family separation.

Improve the use of data and evidence for family support, strengthening, and other interventions.
Ensure transparency, accessibility, and comparability of official data on child-family separation.

Invest in research to understand and prevent child-family separation.
Engage communities in addressing stigma and discrimination.
Strengthen monitoring and reporting on children’s care and protection.
Promote international knowledge-sharing on child-family separation.
8. Foster multisector collaboration and coordination

e Develop multi-sector and multi-stakeholder partnerships.

o Establish governance arrangements that support integrated service delivery.

e Promote person-centred approaches to service delivery.

e Develop legal, funding and monitoring structures that support service integration
9. Promote the participation of children and families

e Build capacity for participatory approaches in care and support systems

e Mandate participation of children and families in decision-making.

e Support advocacy and self-representation of children and families.

To achieve these aims, it is clear from the results of the research that
multi-sector collaboration is essential and that effective child and family
support requires partnerships across all sectors with streamlined
governance structures to ensure efficient service delivery. Advocacy and
programmatic work should also help promote inclusive and gender-
equitable societies and address issues of stigma, discrimination and so-
cial exclusion.

In all countries apart from Denmark, findings point to the need for
more intense reforms to national child protection systems. A much
stronger emphasis on gatekeeping is required giving priority to keeping
families together rather than use of alternative care and, ensuring all
decisions are based on the best interests of the child. The strengthening
of legal and policy frameworks should prioritise prevention of family
separation and allocation of sufficient financial resources is needed to
implement much-needed reforms. This includes increasing the social
services workforce, reducing case loads, clarifying roles and re-
sponsibilities of professionals and para-professionals, and providing

adequate remuneration and recognition. Improvements to professional
training are crucial for all those in differing professions holding a re-
sponsibility to protect children. Enhancing knowledge in such topics as
attachment theory (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991) and trauma-informed
practice, theoretical understanding of family stress and resilience the-
ories (Casaburo et al., 2023; Daneshpour, 2017; Hill, 1949; Masten,
2018), positive parenting practices (Sanders, 2023), and awareness of
the impact of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) on future genera-
tions (Asmundson & Afifi, 2019) would be highly beneficial. As high-
lighted earlier, although reports from governments, UN agencies, and
NGOs may provide partial information on child protection and alter-
native care, most countries in the study, except Denmark, lack
comprehensive, systematic, and rigorous systems for collecting, and
managing and analysing data that is then made publicly available.
Stronger regulation and resource allocation to ensure the collection of
comprehensive disaggregated data on children and families at risk or
already separated, would significantly facilitate decision-making
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regarding critical policy reform and service delivery.

Finally, but by no means least, it is clear that research and policy
development should embed participatory approaches by mandating that
children and young people’s voices, along with those of families and
other members of the community, are included in decision making that
shapes services as relevant to their actual lives and circumstances.

8. Conclusion

Our research conducted in eight high, middle and low-income
countries focused on the drivers of separation from parents and place-
ment in formal alternative care. Placing an emphasis on gathering and
integrating experiential data from children and care-experienced young
people, triangulated with information from adult family members and
social and child protection workers, provided a rich and valid under-
standing of drivers that can lead to child-parents separation and use of
alternative care across diverse socio-cultural and economic contexts.
Importantly, the research indicates that causality cannot be attributed to
a single factor, as separation typically arises from an interplay of mul-
tiple factors that can simultaneously function as causes, effects, and
consequences — critical considerations for decision-makers seeking to
prevent separation and safeguard children.

We believe the use of creative participatory research methods not
only allowed for easy transfer of research tools across different country
contexts and languages, but were instrumental in a robust exploration of
issues related to the negatives and positives within family life, and
appropriate solutions, from the various perspectives of those with lived
experience in these different contexts. Although we recognise the use of
timebound workshops did not allow for longer term engagement be-
tween researchers and participants, the emergence of distinct similar-
ities in the findings show a degree of saturation of evidence that
illustrates a confidence in the findings.

Utilising an ecological framework the research identified multiple,
multifaceted and interconnected circumstances within the family, and
wider society, that impact the unity of families. Of particular interest are
the many similarities expressed by children, young people and other
research participants indicating how families living in different socio-
economic and cultural environments can still face similar challenges,
though the prevalence and degree to which factors impact them may be
context specific.

Research results have identified how it is multiple factors that
contribute to child-parents separation and call attention to policy
makers and practitioners across national and international contexts that
placement in alternative care is preventable if the necessary and urgent
investment in policy, legislation, programmes and services is made.
What is also evident is the need for ongoing research into factors that
lead to the use of alternative care in different countries that will accu-
rately inform such policy, and service development and delivery, with
the aim of preventing thousands of children losing the care of their
parents.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Christine Gale: Writing — review & editing, Writing — original draft,
Supervision, Methodology, Investigation, Formal analysis, Data cura-
tion, Conceptualization. Mehrigiul Ablezova: Writing — review &
editing, Methodology, Investigation. Charlotte Bredahl Jacobsen:
Writing — review & editing, Writing — original draft, Methodology,
Investigation, Formal analysis. N.’Dri Kan David: Writing — review &
editing, Methodology, Investigation. Andhita Nurul Khasanah:
Writing — review & editing, Methodology, Investigation. Ian Milligan:
Writing — review & editing, Writing — original draft, Methodology,
Investigation. Cecilie Kolonda Moesby-Jensen: Writing — review &
editing, Methodology, Investigation. Paola Maria Navarrete Galvez:
Writing — review & editing, Writing — original draft, Methodology,
Investigation. Roseline Olumbe: Writing - review & editing,

Child Protection and Practice 7 (2025) 100260

Methodology, Investigation, Formal analysis. Rosalind Willi: Writing —
review & editing, Supervision, Resources, Project administration,
Methodology, Investigation, Conceptualization. Joumana Stephan
Yeretzian: Writing — review & editing, Writing — original draft, Meth-
odology, Investigation.

Ethical requirements

Ethical approval was sought and granted by the following univer-
sities to conduct research in the corresponding countries:

American University of Central Asia, Kyrgyzstan.

University College, Denmark.

International University of Grand Bassam, Cote d’Ivoire.

Universitas Islam Bandung, Indonesia.

Universidad Tecnoldgica de El Salvador.

Daystar University, Kenya.

Saint Joseph University of Beirut, Lebanon.

Universidad Catdlica del Uruguay.

Declaration of competing interest

The authors declare the following financial interests/personal re-
lationships which may be considered as potential competing interests:
Rosalind Willi reports financial support, administrative support, article
publishing charges, and travel were provided by SOS Children’s Vil-
lages. As described in the manuscript itself, SOS Children’s Villages
commissioned and funded the research in the eight countries. Local SOS
Children’s Villages offices provided administrative and logistical sup-
port in the eight study countries. The global Evidence and Learning
department at SOS Children’s Villages International supported coordi-
nation and publishing activities around the research. If there are other
authors, they declare that they have no known competing financial in-
terests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influence
the work reported in this paper.

Acknowledgements

Our deepest thanks go to the children, young people, families and
professionals who participated in and supported this research project.
Many thanks also to Dr. Philemon Yugi from Daystar university in Kenya
as well as the research assistants from across the eight countries for their
important contributions in the research. Sincere thanks are also due to
SOS Children’s Villages for providing funding for the research, espe-
cially Hermann Gmeiner Fund Germany, SOS Children’s Villages Nor-
way, SOS Children’s Villages Sweden, and SOS Children’s Villages
Denmark.

References

Acharya, K. P., & Pathak, S. (2019). Applied research in low-income countries: why and
how? Frontiers in Research Metrics and Analysis, 4(3). https://doi.org/10.3389/
frma.2019.00003

Ainsworth, M. S., & Bowlby, J. (1991). An ethological approach to personality
development. American Psychologist, 46(4), 333-341. https://psycnet.apa.org/d
0i/10.1037/0003-066X.46.4.333.

Angelow, A., & Psouni, E. (2025). Participatory research with children: From child-rights
based principles to practical guidelines for meaningful and ethical participation.
International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 24(1), 1-9. https://doi.org/10.1177/
16094069251315391

Antony, E. M. (2022). Framing childhood resilience through bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory: A discussion paper. Cambridge Educational Research e-Journal, 9,
244-257. https://doi.org/10.17863/CAM.90564

Arias-Uruena, L., & Vaghi, F. (2023). Online qualitative research with disabled children
and young people in Scotland: A reflection on its advantages and disadvantages, and
how limitations were addressed. Qualitative Research in Health, 4, Article 100362.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmqr.2023.100362

Asmundson, G. J. G., & Afifi, T. O. (Eds.). (2019). Adverse Childhood Experiences, Using
Evidence to Advance Research, Practice, Policy, and Prevention (1st edition). Academic
Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/C2017-0-03827-2.



C. Gale et al.

Bauer, P., & Wiezorek, C. (2016). “vulnerable families”: Reflections on a difficult
category. Center for Educational Policy Studies Journal, 4, 11-28. https://doi.org/
10.25656/01:12742

Bell, L., Omar, D., Gundersen, V., & Sanner, M. (2023). Only children know the
perspective of the child. Children and Youth Services Review, 154, Article 107139.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2023.107139

Benninger, E., Schmidt-Sane, M., & Spilsbury, J. C. (2021). Conceptualizing social
determinants of neighborhood health through a youth lens. Child Indicators Research,
14, 2393-2416. https://doi.org/10.1007/512187-021-09849-6

Bjorbakmo, W. S., Greve, A., & Asbjgrnslett, M. (2022). “This is Not Me” — A critical
discussion about methodological issues concerning agency and participatory sense-
making in qualitative research with children. International Journal of Qualitative
Methods, 21. https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069221118990

Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and loss: Volume 1. Attachment. New York: Basic Books.

Bradbury-Jones, C., & Taylor, J. (2015). 'Engaging with children as co-researchers:
challenges, counter-challenges and solutions’. International Journal of Social Research
Methodology, 18(2), 161-173. https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2013.864589

Bromark, K., Knutsson, O., & Weitz, Y. S. (2023). Co-designing a dynamic tool to enhance
participation for young people: A participatory design project with young service
users and social workers. Children and Youth Services Review, 127, 1-10. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2023.106856

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1977). Toward an experimental ecology of human development.
American Psychologist, 32(7), 513-531. https://doi.org/10.1037,/0003-
066X.32.7.513

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986). Ecology of the family as a context for human development:
Research perspectives. Developmental Psychology, 22(6), 723-742. https://doi.org/
10.1037/0012-1649.22.6.723

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1994). Ecological models of human development. International
Encyclopaedia of Education, 3(2), 37-43.

Cahill, H., & Dadvand, B. (2018). Re-conceptualising youth participation: A framework
to inform action. Children and Youth Services Review, 95, 243-253. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.11.001

Cantwell, N., Davidson, J., Elsley, S., Milligan, 1., & Quinn, N. (2012). Moving forward:
Implementing the ‘guidelines for the alternative care of children. University of
Strathclyde. Centre for Excellence for Looked After Children in Scotland.

Casaburo, G., Yzaguirre, M., Subramaniam, S., & Holtrop, K. (2023). A systematic review
of family stress theory in mental health research (2010-2020). Families in Society,
104(4), 557-569. https://doi.org/10.1177/10443894231152511

Chaitkin, S., Cantwell, N., Gale, C., Milligan, I., Flagothier, C., O’Kane, C., & Connelly, G.
(2017). Towards the right care for children: Orientations for reforming alternative
care systems, Africa, Asia, Latin America. SOS Children’s Villages International.

Chevalier, J. M. (2019). In Participatory action research, theory and methods for engaged
inquiry (2nd Edition). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351033268.

Chrifou, R., Anselma, M., Christens, B. D., Israel, B. A., Jurkowski, J. M., Perkins, D. D.,
Zimmerman, M. A., & Altenburg, T. M. (2024). Actualizing child and adolescent
empowerment in participatory action research for health promotion: A six-element
framework. International Journal of Adolescence and Youth, 29(1). https://doi.org/
10.1080/02673843.2024.2354907

Clark, A., & Moss, P. (2011). In Listening to young children: The mosaic approach (2nd ed.).
National Children’s Bureau.

Clark, A., & Statham, J. (2005). Listening to young children experts in their own lives.
Adoption and Fostering, 29(1), 45-56. https://doi.org/10.1177/
030857590502900106

Cluver, L., Doubt, J., Wessels, 1., Asnong, C., Malunga, S., Mauchline, K., Vale, B.,
Medley, S., Toska, E., Orkin, K., Dunkley, Y. M., Meinck, F., Myeketsi, N., Lasa, S.,
Rupert, C., Boyes, M., Pantelic, M., Sherr, L., Gittings, L., ... Thabeng, M. (2020).
Power to participants: Methodological and ethical reflections from a decade of
adolescent advisory groups in South Africa. AIDS Care, 33(7), 858-866. https://doi.
org/10.1080/09540121.2020.1845289

Cotrim, H., Granja, C., Carvalho, A. S., Cotrim, C., & Martins, R. (2021). Children’s
understanding of informed assents in research studies. Healthcare, 9(7). https://doi.
org/10.3390/healthcare9070871

Csaky, C., & Gale, C. (2015). Making decisions for the better care of children. Better Care
Network and United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF).

Daneshpour, M. (2017). Examining family stress: Theory and research. Quarterly of
Clinical Psychology Studies, 7(28), 1-7. https://doi.org/10.22054/JCPS.2017.8150

Dar, A., & Chopra, D. (2024). Participatory and co-design approaches for migrant girls’
wellbeing: A study in an urban informal settlement of Delhi. Wellbeing, Space and
Society, 6, Article 100201. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wss.2024.100201

Davidson, R. D., Tomlinson, C. S., Beck, C. J., & Bowen, A. M. (2019). The revolving door
of families in the child welfare system: Risk and protective factors associated with
families returning. Children and Youth Services Review, 100, 468-479. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2019.03.012

Dedding, C., Goedhart, N. S., Broerse, J. E. W., & Abma, T. A. (2021). Exploring the
boundaries of ‘good’ participatory action research in times of increasing popularity:
Dealing with constraints in local policy for digital inclusion. Educational Action
Research, 29(1), 20-36. https://doi.org/10.1080/09650792.2020.1743733

Delap, E., Gilham, G., Clulow, S., & Mutama, B. (2024). How to support kinship care:
Lessons learnt across the world. Institutionalised Children Explorations and Beyond, 11
(2), 224-231. https://doi.org/10.1177/23493003241259530

Delap, E., & Mann, G. (2019). The paradox of kinship care. The Most valued but least
resourced care option — A global study. Family for Every Child.

Desmond, C., Watt, K., Saha, A., Huang, J., & Lu, C. (2020). Prevalence and number of
children living in institutional care: Global, regional, and country estimates. The
Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 4(5), 370-377. https://doi.org/10.1016/52352-
4642(20)30022-5

10

Child Protection and Practice 7 (2025) 100260

Duckett, P., Kagan, C., & Sixsmith, J. (2010). Consultation and participation with
children in healthy schools: Choice, conflict and context. American Journal of
Community Psychology, 46(1-2), 167-178. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-010-
9327-8

Family for EveryChild. (2022). How Courageous we had to be. Children on the Move Between
Central America and the United States: A Youth-Led Photovoice Participatory Research
Project. Family for EveryChild.

Fayette, R., & Bond, C. (2018). A qualitative study of specialist schools’ processes of
eliciting the views of young people with autism spectrum disorders in planning their
transition to adulthood. British Journal of Special Education, 45(1), 5-25. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1467-8578.12203

Font, S. A., & Maguire-Jack, K. (2015). Decision-making in child protective services:
Influences at multiple levels of the social ecology. Child Abuse & Neglect, 47, 70-82.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.02.005

Furey, R., Kay, J., Barley, R., Cripps, C., Shipton, L., & Steill, B. (2010). Developing
ethical guidelines for safeguarding children during social research. Research Ethics, 6
(4), 120-127. https://doi.org/10.1177/174701611000600403

Gale, C., Bredahl Jacobsen, C., Navarrete Galvez, P. M., Olumbe, R., Poksans, A., &
Stephan Yeretzian, J. (2024). An evidence review on social services workforce
decision-making processes. SOS Children’s Villages International.

Gilchrist, F., Rodd, H. D., Deery, C., & Marshman, Z. (2013). Involving children in
research, audit and service evaluation. British Dental Journal, 214(11), 577-582.
https://doi.org/10.1038/sj.bdj.2013.530

Goldman, P. S., Bakermans-Kranenburg, M. J., Bradford, B., Christopoulos, A.,

Ken, P. L. A, Cuthbert, C., Duchinsky, R., Fox, N. A., Grigoras, S., Gunnar, M. R.,
Ibrahim, R. W., Johnson, D., Kusumaningrum, S., Agastya, N. L. P. M.,
Mwangangi, F. M., Nelson, C. A., Ott, E. M., Reijman, S., van Ijzendoorn, M. H., &
Sonuga-Barke, E. J. S. (2020). Institutionalisation and deinstitutionalisation of
children 2: Policy and practice recommendations for global, national, and local
actors. The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 4(8), 606-633. https://doi.org/
10.1016/52352-4642(20)30060-2

Grant, T. (2015). Participatory research with children and young people: Using visual,
creative, diagram, and written techniques. In R. Evans, L. Holt, & T. Skelton (Eds.),
Methodological approaches. Geographies of children and young people, 2 pp. 261-285).
Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-4585-89-7_19-1.

Grasser, S., Schunko, C., & Vogl, C. R. (2016). Children as ethnobotanists: Methods and
local impact of a participatory research project with children on wild plant gathering
in the grosses walsertal biosphere reserve, Austria. Journal of Ethnobiology and
Ethnomedicine, 12(46). https://doi.org/10.1186/513002-016-0119-6

Groza, V. K., Bunkers, K. M., & Gamer, G. N. (2011). VII. Ideal components and current
characteristics of alternative care options for children outside of parental care in
low-resource countries. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development,
76(4), 163-189. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5834.2011.00632.x

Gypen, L., Vanderfaeillie, J., De Maeyer, S., Belenger, L., & Van Holen, F. (2017).
Outcomes of children who grew up in foster care: Systematic-review. Children and
Youth Services Review, 76, 74-83. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.02.035

Haag, P., Fantoni, T., & Dubal, S. (2022). Fostering engagement, reflexivity, and 21st-
Century skills in middle school: A pilot collaborative action research on identity
formation with adolescent Co-Researchers. Journal of Intelligence, 10(3), 64. https://
doi.org/10.3390/jintelligence10030064

Halliday, A. J., Kern, M. L., Garrett, D. K., & Turnbull, D. A. (2019). The student voice in
well-being: A case study of participatory action research in positive education.
Educational Action Research, 27(2), 173-196. https://doi.org/10.1080/
09650792.2018.1436079

Hanson, E., Lewis, F., Barbabella, F., Hoefman, R., Casu, G., Boccaletti, L., Leu, A.,
Hlebec, V., Bolko, I., Santini, S., Svensson, M., Becker, S., & Magnusson, L. (2023).
Ethical considerations when conducting pan-European research with and for
adolescent young carers. Ethics and Social Welfare, 17(2), 125-158. https://doi.org/
10.1080/17496535.2023.2205654

Hasan, B., Rasheed, M., Wahid, A., Kumar, R. K., & Zuhlke, L. (2021). Generating
evidence from contextual clinical research in low- to middle income countries: A
roadmap based on theory of change. Frontiers in Pediatrics, 9. https://doi.org/
10.3389/fped.2021.764239

Herrmann, T. M., Chanteloup, L., & Joliet, F. (2023). Participatory video: One
contemporary way for Cree and Inuit adolescents to relate to the land in nunavik.
Arctic, 76(2), 192-207. https://doi.org/10.14430/arctic77586

Hill, R. (1949). Families under stress: Adjustment to the crises of war separation and Reunion.
Harper and Brothers Publishers.

Howard, A. H., Gwenzi, G. D., Taylor, T., & Wilke, N. G. (2023). The relationship
between adverse childhood experiences, health and life satisfaction in adults with
care experience: The mediating role of attachment. Child & Family Social Work, 28
(3), 809-821. https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.13006

Huus, K., Schlebusch, L., Ramaahlo, M., Samuels, A., Berglund, I. G., & Dada, S. (2021).
Barriers and facilitators to participation for children and adolescents with disabilities
in low- and middle-income countries -A scoping review. African Journal of Disability,
10(0). https://doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v10i0.771

International Organization for Migration (IOM). (2013). Children on the move.
International Organization for Migration.

Jamieson, L., Feinstein, J. L. C., Kapell, A., & Dulieu, N. (2021). Working together:
Including children in research on violence against children. A resource pack for
research practitioners. End violence partnership Knowledge network, end violence lab,
and save the children.

Kalenjuk, E., Wilson, S., Subban, P., & Laletas, S. (2024). Art-based research to explore
children’s lived experiences of dysgraphia. Children & Society, 38(2), 381-403.
https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12709



C. Gale et al.

Kesby, M. (2000). Participatory diagramming: Deploying qualitative methods through an
action research epistemology. Area, 32(4), 423-435. https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1475-4762.2000.tb00158.x

Kirby, P., Lanyon, C., Cronin, K., & Sinclair, R. (2003). Building a Culture of Participation,
Handbook: Involving children and young people in policy, service planning, delivery and
evaluation. National Children’s Bureau on behalf of the Department for Education
and Skills.

Kousholt, D., & Juhl, P. (2023). Addressing ethical dilemmas in research with young
children and families. Situated ethics in collaborative research. Human Arenas, 6,
560-579. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42087-021-00236-9

Lake, D., & Wendland, J. (2018). Practical, epistemological, and ethical challenges of
participatory action research: A cross-disciplinary review of the literature. Journal of
Higher Education Outreach and Engagement, 22(3), 11-42.

Laumann, L. (2015). Household economic strengthening in support of prevention of family-
child separation and children’s reintegration in family care. ASPIRES.

Laws, S., & Mann, G. (2004). So you want to involve children in Research? A toolkit
supporting children’s meaningful and ethical participation in research relating to
violence against children. Children.

Le Borgne, C., & Tisdall, E. K. M. (2017). Children’s participation: Questioning
competence and competencies? Social Inclusion, 5(3), 122-130. https://doi.org/
10.17645/si.v5i3.986

Levac, L., Ronis, S., Cowper-Smith, Y., & Vaccarino, O. (2019). A scoping review: The
utility of participatory research approaches in psychology. Journal of Community
Psychology, 47(8), 1865-1892. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.22231

Martin, S., Horgan, D., O’Riordan, J., & Maier, R. (2023). Refugee and migrant children’s
views of integration and belonging in school in Ireland — And the role of micro- and
meso-level interactions. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 28(13),
3214-3233. https://doi.org/10.1080,/13603116.2023.2222304

Martin, F. S., & Zulaika, G. (2016). Who cares for children? A descriptive study of care-
related data available through global household surveys and how these could be
better mined to inform policies and services to strengthen family care. Global Social
Welfare, 3, 51-74. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40609-016-0060-6

Masten, A. S. (2018). Resilience theory and research on children and families: Past,
present, and promise. Journal of Family Theory and Review, 10(1), 12-31. https://doi.
org/10.1111/jftr.12255

McAra, M. (2016). Sustained engagement to create resilient communities: How a
collaborative design approach can broker and mobilise practitioner—participant
interaction. International Journal of Art and Design Education, 35(3), 369-376.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jade.12115

McMellon, C., & Tisdall, E. K. M. (2020). Children and young people’s participation
rights: Looking backwards and moving forwards. The International Journal of
Children’s Rights, 28(1), 157-182. https://doi.org/10.1163/15718182-02801002

Michail, M., Morgan, J., & Lavis, A. (2023). Youth partnership in suicide prevention
research: Moving beyond the safety discourse. British Medical Journal Open, 13, 1-6.
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2023-076885

Moesby-Jensen, C. K. (Ed.). (2019). Diagnoser i myndighedsarbejde: Bgrn og unge med
autisme eller ADHD. Samfundslitteratur. https://samfundslitteratur.dk/bog/diagnose
r-i-myndighedsarbejde.

Moesby-Jensen, C. K. (2021). Advocacy and participation: Young people with autism
spectrum disorder and their experiences with statutory casework. In M. Bruselius-
Jensen, I. Pitti, & E. K. M. Tisdall (Eds.), Young people’s participation: Revisiting youth
and inequalities in Europe (pp. 175-194). Bristol University Press. https://doi.org/
10.46692/9781447345435.011.

Mountz, S., Pan, S., Dyett, J., Johnson, A., Anderson, A., Jarvis, J., Ng, A., Palmer-
Tibbs, A., Snow, S., & Vasquez, N. (2023). “I have my family right here”: Youth
participatory action research (YPAR) and peer support among a cohort of
fosterscholars. Children and Youth Review Services, 155. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
childyouth.2023.107207

Murray, L. M., & Xie, T. (2024). Engaging adolescents in contemporary longitudinal
health research: Strategies for promoting participation and retention. Journal of
Adolescent Health, 74(1), 9-17. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2023.06.032

Nankervis, K., Rosewarne, A., & Vassos, M. (2011). "Why do families relinquish care? An
investigation of the factors that lead to relinquishment into out-of-home respite
care’. Journal of Intellectual Disability Research, 55(4), 422-433. https://doi.org/
10.1111/§.1365-2788.2011.01389.x

Nguyen, T., Palisano, R. J., & Graham, I. (2019). Perspectives and experiences with
engaging youth and families in research. Physical & Occupational Therapy in
Pediatrics, 39(3), 310-323. https://doi.org/10.1080/01942638.2018.1496966

O’Grady, A. (2022). Legitimate ways of knowing: Reconsidering process drama as an
effective methodology for promoting children’s active participation in health
research. Research in Drama Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre and
Performance, 27(4), 475-489. https://doi.org/10.1080/13569783.2022.2036603

Parsons, S., Ivil, K., Kovshoff, H., & Karakosta, E. (2020). ‘Seeing is believing’: Exploring
the perspectives of young autistic children through digital stories. Journal of Early
Childhood Research, 19(2), 161-178. https://doi.org/10.1177/1476718X20951235

Petrowski, N., Cappa, C., & Gross, P. (2017). Estimating the number of children in formal
alternative care: Challenges and results. Child Abuse & Neglect, 70, 388-398. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2016.11.026

Proefke, R., & Barford, A. (2023). Creating spaces for co-research. Journal of the British
Academy, 11(s3), 19-42. https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/011s3.019

Robinson, S., Foley, K., Moore, T., Valentine, K., Burton, J., Marshall, A., O’'Donnell, M.,
& Brebner, C. (2023). Prioritising children and young people with disability in
research about domestic and family violence: Methodological, ethical and pragmatic
reflections. Journal of Family Violence, 38, 1191-1204. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10896-023-00496-9

Robson, C. (2002). Real World Research (2nd edition. Blackwell Publishing.

11

Child Protection and Practice 7 (2025) 100260

Sanders, M. R. (2023). The triple P system of evidence-based parenting support: Past,
present, and future directions. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 26,
880-903. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-023-00441-8

Scott, S., McGowan, V., Bradley, A., & Visram, S. (2023). ‘How i’'m feeling today, I
probably won’t be feeling tomorrow’. Using I-Poems to explore young people’s
changing motions during the Covid-19 pandemic —A qualitative, longitudinal study.
SSM. Qualitative Research in Health, 3, Article 100239. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
ssmqr.2023.100239

Shakespeare, T. (Ed.). (2015). Disability research today: International perspectives.
Routledge.

Shamji, Y. (2007). ‘Our Voice’ - A project by children and youth with additional needs: A
children’s participation case study from Lebanon. Children, Youth, and Environments,
17(3), 66-83. https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7721 /chilyoutenvi.17.3.0066.

Shamrova, D. P., & Cummings, C. E. (2017). Participatory action research (PAR) with
children and youth: An integrative review of methodology and PAR outcomes for
participants, organizations, and communities. Children and Youth Services Review, 81,
400-412. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.08.022

Simkiss, D. (2019). The needs of looked after children from an adverse childhood
experience perspective. Paediatrics and Child Health, 29(1), 25-33. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.paed.2018.11.005

Smith, R., Danford, M., Darnell, S. C., Larrazabal, M. J. L., & Abdellatif, M. (2021). ‘Like,
what even is a podcast?’ Approaching sport-for-development youth participatory
action research through digital methodologies. Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise
and Health, 13(1), 128-145. https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2020.1836515

Smith-Carrier, T., & Van Tuyl, R. (2024). The merits and pitfalls of participatory action
research: Navigating tokenism and inclusion with lived experience members.
International Review of Public Policy, 6(1), 46-62. https://doi.org/10.4000/11whj

Stein, M. (2005). Resilience and young people leaving care: Overcoming the odds. Joseph
Rowntree Foundation.

Stein, M. (2012). Young people leaving care: Supporting pathways to adulthood. Jessica
Kinglsey Publishers. ISBN: 9781849052443.

Stein, M., & Munro, E. (Eds.). (2008). Young people’s transitions from care to adulthood:
International research and practice. Jessica Kingsley Publishers. ISBN:
9781843106104.

Stenbom, E. L., & Turunen, P. (2018). Community art with young people in a divided
residential area in Sweden — The emergence of Art-PIMPA. Community Development
Journal, 53(3), 446-464. https://doi.org/10.1093/cdj/bsy020

United Nations. (1989). United nations convention on the rights of the child, November
20, 1989. https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention/convention-text.

United Nations. (2006). Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities. 12
December 2006, Sixty-first session of the General Assembly by resolution A/RES/61/106
https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf.

United Nations. (2013). UN youth fact sheet: Definition of youth. United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) https://www.un.org/esa/soc
dev/documents/youth/fact-sheets/youth-definition.pdf.

United Nations. (2019). Promotion and protection of the rights of children: Report of the
Third Committee: United Nations General Assembly, 74th session. A/74/395. https
://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3837858?In=es&v=pdf.

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) & Eurochild. (2021). Better data for better child
protection systems in Europe: Mapping how data on children in alternative care are
collected, analysed and published across 28 European countries. UNICEF Europe and
Central Asia Regional Office and Eurochild.

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). (2018). A right to be heard: Listening to children
and young people on the move. United Nations Children’s Fund. https://data.unicef.or
g/resources/youthpoll/.

United Nations Children’s Fund, East and Central Africa Regional Office (UNICEF
ECARO). (2018). National human rights institutions (NHRIs) series: Tools to support
child-friendly practices. Presentation of the toolkit and child rights approach. https://
www.unicef.org/eca/sites/unicef.org.eca/files/2019-02/NHRI_Introduction.pdf.

United Nations. (2009). Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 18 December 2009 -
Guidelines for the alternative care of children. A/RES/64/142. United Nations General
Assembly. https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/673583?v=pdf.

Waddoups, A. B., Yoshikawa, H., & Strouf, K. (2019). Developmental effects of
parent—child separation. Annual Review of Developmental Psychology. https://doi.org/
10.1146/annurev-devpsych-121318-085142

Watson, W. H. (2012). Family systems. In V. S. Ramachandran (Ed.), Encyclopedia of
human behavior (2nd Edition, pp. 184-193). Academic Press. https://doi.org/
10.1016/B978-0-12-375000-6.00169-5.

Weiler, L. M., Garrido, E. F., & Taussig, H. N. (2016). Wellbeing of children in the foster
care system. In M. R. Korin (Ed.), Health promotion for children and adolescents (pp.
371-388). Spinger Science + Business Media. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-
7711-3_18.

Welty, E., & Lundy, L. (2013). A children’s rights-based approach to involving children in
decision making. Journal of Science Communication, 12(3). https://doi.org/
10.22323/2.12030302

Wilke, N. G., Howard, A. H., Todorov, S., Bautista, J., & Medefind, J. (2022). Antecedents
to child placement in residential care: A systematic review. Institutionalised Children
Explorations and Beyond, 9(2), 188-201. https://doi.org/10.1177/
23493003221082333

Willi, R., & Arisi, C. (2024). Global report on Children’s care and protection: Understanding
and preventing the separation of children from their families. SOS Children’s Villages
International.



C. Gale et al. Child Protection and Practice 7 (2025) 100260

Waulczyn, F., Daro, D., Fluke, J., Feldman, S., Glodek, C., & Lifanda, K. (2010). Adapting a Zeinali, Z., Bulc, B., Lal, A., van Daalen, K. R., Campbell-Lendru, D., Ezzine, T., Fagan, L.,
systems approach to child protection: Key concepts and considerations. United Nations Germnamm, S., Guinto, R., Lakhani, H., Neveux, M., Ngendahayo, C.,
Children’s Fund (UNICEF. Poorvaprabha, P., Sudhvir, S., Shashank, T., Chiagozie, U., & Whitmee, S. (2020). A
Zeanah, C. H., & Smyke, A. T. (2008). Attachment disorder in family and social context. roadmap for intergenerational leadership in planetary health. The Lancet Planetary
Infant Mortality Health Journal, 29(3), 219-233. https://doi.org/10.1002/ Health, 4(8), e306-e308. https://doi.org/10.1016/52542-5196(20)30171-6
imhj.20176

12



