CLIMBING THE LADDER OF PARTICIPATION
By Roger HART

A country is democratic to the extent that its citizens participate in the life of society, particularly at
community level. The confidence and skills needed to participate are gradually acquired through
practice. This is why youngsters should be given more opportunities to cooperate... Unfortunately,
although children and young people participate to some extent in the life of society in various parts of
the world, this participation is often frivolous and gives adults the opportunity to exploit them.
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(The ladder metaphor was taken
from Essay on adult participation by
Sherry Arnstein, 1969.

The categories have been added)
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The
participation
ladder diagram
is a starting
point for
thinking about
youth’s
participation in
various
projects. The
ladder
metaphor is
borrowed from
an article on
adult
participation, to
which new
categories have
been added.
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1. MANIPULATION : This concept describes situations where youngsters do not understand the issues
involved but are coached by adults to participate in a project. An example would be pre-school children
carrying political posters describing the importance of social policies for children.

2. DECORATION : This refers to the frequent occasions when children are given T-shirts for a
demonstration in support of some cause; the children sing and dance but have only the vaguest idea of
what is going on and are not involved in the organisation of the demonstration. The adults do not claim
that the children are behind the movement, they simply use them to support their cause in a relatively
indirect way.

3. POLITICAL USE : This concept describes situations where youngsters are ostensibly given the
floor, but in fact have no real choice of topic or mode of communication and have limited, if any,
opportunity to express their views. This notion could be applied to situations where clever and charming
youngsters are selected by adults to take part in a jury, without first having been sufficiently informed
about the subject of the debate and without having been able to talk to the other youngsters they are
supposed to represent.

4. CHOSEN BUT INFORMED : At this level, the youngsters understand the aims of the project in
which they are taking part. They know who decides on their participation and why. They play a real role
(and not a decorative one). They volunteer to take part in the project, once their role has been explained.
The children who were pages at the World Children's Summit in New York are an example of this type
of participation.

5. CONSULTED AND INFORMED : the project is designed and run by adults, but the youngsters
understand the process and their views are taken seriously.

6. PROJECT INITIATED BY ADULTS, DECISIONS TAKEN IN CONSULTATION WITH
YOUNGSTERS : As the title suggests, the project is initiated by adults, but decisions are taken in
consultation with young people. Although most community projects are intended to be shared by all,
they should, as well as being aimed at the whole population, pay particular attention to young people,
the elderly and those who are likely to be excluded because of their special needs or a disability.

7. PROJECT INITIATED AND LEAD BY YOUNGSTERS : We all have dozens of examples of
youngsters designing and carrying out complex projects at play. However, it is more difficult to find
examples of community projects initiated by youngsters. It seems that adults don't know how to follow
up on initiatives taken by young people.

8. PROJECT INITIATED BY CHILDREN, DECISIONS TAKEN IN AGREEMENT WITH
ADULTS : Projects of this kind, which are at the very top end of the scale, are unfortunately all too
rare. In my opinion, this is because adults are not interested in and do not understand the particular
interests of young people. We need people who understand the subtle indicators of energy and
compassion in youngsters.

9. SOCIAL MOBILISATION : it is not impossible that, for certain major mobilisation projects, the
children, although they are not at the origin of the project, are nonetheless well informed about it, that
they feel genuinely concerned by the problem and that they even have a critical point of view on the
cause defended. Certain activities could therefore be placed at the very top of the participation scale and
classified under the heading ‘designated but informed’.

Article published in the magazine les enfants d’abord, UNICEF, April-June 1992.
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Roger Hart, an English academic working in the United States, is an environmental psychologist.
His research focuses on the way in which the environment influences personality and behaviour.
He specialises in the study of children and personality development. To interpret the phenomena of
a world that has all but become alien to us, he turned to the children themselves and began to
approach his research from the perspective of participation.

Working in liaison with UNICEF, he is now undeniably one of the most eminent specialists in
children's participation.

Les Francas contacted him after one of his articles appeared in the UNICEF newsletter, and he sent
us several of his works, which we translated or had translated.

Given their great interest and the small number of works on this theme, we asked the author for
permission to distribute them.

This work has already fed into the reflections of the "participation” commission of COFRADE

(Conseil frangais des associations pour les Droits de ['Enfant), on which Francas has a seat, and
naturally into those of the Federation.
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Votre échelle de la participation

Eight levels of youngsters
participation in
projects.
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