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Abstract 
 

One of the major contributions of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) to the context of children’s rights was the introduction of participation. 
In addition to the right to provision and protection, participation gives children the 
right to express their opinions in all matters affecting them. Furthermore, they 
have to be provided the opportunity to be heard. As part of their continued 
commitment towards children’s rights, Sweden has now decided to incorporate 
the UNCRC to its legislation. Based on this context and drawing from literature 
about children's rights and participation, and a study case of youth participation 
and culture, the project seeks to create a model that promotes and improve 
children’s and young people’s participation an influence. Thus, the project aims 
to contribute to the applied research field and inform on practical approaches to 
children’s participation and influence. As a result, the project proposes Hej 
Åsikter! An ecosystem for children’s and young people’s participation, where 
different stakeholders benefits from collaborative and coordinated work and 
ultimately achieve children’s acknowledgement and empowerment. 
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1. Introduction. 

1.1. Brief project description. 

Children’s and young people’s participation has been at the core of many research 
projects during the last 2 decades. In Sweden, particularly, with incorporation of the 
Convention of the Rights of the Child into the Swedish law, actors working with and 
along with children should find practical applications that ensures children’s and young 
people’s participation and influence is effective. The project focused on children’s 
rights to participation and the relevance of their perspectives as the grounding theory, 
and in design thinking and living labs as the practical approaches for participant 
empowerment. The project result is a model that builds momentum around the 
participation and influence of children and youth by building a network of stakeholders 
that, through their own knowledge, expertise, and influence, build capacity in other 
stakeholders within the network. Hopefully, a model like this could create and 
ecosystem for effective participation of children and youth where different projects 
both from the public, private or third sector can be developed, and ultimately, 
replicated in other local contexts. 

 

1.2. Personal background and motivation. 

Coming back to academia after various years on the labour market is both challenging 
and gratifying. On the one hand, getting accustomed to the study routine is demanding 
and pushes you to adapt quickly to the reading, writing and delivery pace again. On 
the other hand, getting access to updated information on your professional field let 
your mind open to new perspectives, concepts and praxis models. 

Prior to the master, my experience in industrial design was mainly on manufacturing, 
thus, innovation was primarily thought as a result of product performance or 
production optimization. During the master, my understanding of innovation expanded 
beyond the business perspective to also become a trigger for social transformation. 
Hence, for my thesis project, I decided to take distance from product development and 
put my efforts on a project that were closer to service or social innovation. 

Based on the above and driven by a latent interest for children and design, I embarked 
on an exploratory research and delved into the innovation possibilities around 
child-centered design. To be more specific on the project subject, I decided to look over 
a project called “children’s voices”, a participatory workshop that I previously 
developed. Based on this project and with the support of a child culture designer, I 
explored a wide range of design and research possibilities that finally led me to focus 
on children, participation and influence. At that point, the project seemed both broad 
yet exciting as it allowed me to explore and deep into a new subject whilst compelling 
me to think beyond product design and development as an innovation possibility. 
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1.3. Aim and purpose. 

Framed on the child rights to participation, the aim of this project is to contribute to the 
applied research field of children’s participation and influence by informing those 
directly or indirectly related to children about possible practical approaches aimed at 
improving their involvement in participatory and decision making processes. 

The purpose of this project is to create a model that promotes and improve children’s 
and young people’s participation an influence by connecting different stakeholders. 
Through this model they can share a vision, align efforts, and grow and improve the 
opportunities for an effective participation of children and youth. 

  

1.4. Delineation of the field of study. 

The field of children’s rights has seen great advancements during the last 60 years. In 
this endeavor, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) has probably 
been the biggest contributor to the change in how children are seen. Embedded in 
Article 12 of the UNCRC, the concept of Participation acknowledges the autonomy of 
the child and the intrinsic principles of social inclusion, self-determination and 
empowerment. (Barrow, 2002, p.xv, in Skelton, 2007). As such, children are no longer 
considered as only subjects of provision and protection but as active bearers of rights, 
able to participate in decisions concerning their own life (Ben-Arieh and Tarshish, 
2017). Furthermore, children’s perspectives becomes relevant as they represent the 
“children’s experiences, perceptions and understanding in their life world” (Sommer, 
Pramling Samuelsson and Hundeide, 2012). 

With the UNCRC being incorporated into the Swedish legislation, public, private, and 
third sector  organizations working with and along with children are in need of real and 1

feasible involvement of children in policy making or the development of programmes 
and services to name a few. In this context, it is important that research expands its 
scope and goes beyond building understandings of children and childhood to finding 
meaningful ways to their participation, influence and effective implementation. 

 

1.5. Delineation of the project. 

Given the current scenario of the incorporation of the UNCRC into the Swedish law 
(Regeringskansliet, 2018a), children’s and young people’s participation in Sweden is 
demanding for more impactful initiatives. This means that research projects around 
children’s and young people’s participation and influence should strive for practical and 
effective implementations. In this regard, design play a relevant role in the innovation 
process. Design thinking for example, works as “means to generate innovative 

1 Third sector organizations refers to those non-government and nonprofit organizations. 
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solutions, reshape services and change the ways in which they are conceived and 
delivered.” (Ibid.). As Design Thinking departs from a deep understanding of the user 
needs (Design Council, 2013), children’s and young people’s perspectives can be 
safeguarded. This is especially relevant when considering that “children ask different 
questions, have different priorities and concerns and see the world through different 
eyes” (Kellett, 2005). 

As a complement to Design Thinking, Living Labs will also serve as a guiding model in 
regards to community engagement in research and development. As “user-centred, 
open innovation ecosystems based on a systematic user co-creation”(García et al., 
2015), Living Labs can push forward community driven research and innovation. 
Children’s and young people’s participation then, can highly benefit from Living Labs 
models, as its purpose goes beyond the innovation itself and advocates for a 
sustainable advancement of society in the sense that they add value for citizens and 
other stakeholders (Ståhlbröst et al., 2019). 

Through the Design Thinking and Living Labs approaches, practical applications 
around children’s and young people’s participation and influence can be envisioned. 

 

1.6. Formulation of a question. 

In the light of the incorporation of the UNCRC in the Swedish Law, what are the 
design and innovation possibilities to contribute to a better participation and influence 
of children and youth in a local context? 

- What does children’s and young people’s participation entails? 
- What is the role of design in innovation processes in a local context? 
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2. Theoretical and Methodological Framework. 

2.1. Theoretical framework. 

The following theoretical framework is structured in two main blocks, children's and 
young people's right to participation, and design at a public and community level. The 
first block is aimed at building a solid conceptual ground encompassing the children's 
and young people's perspective, their right to participation and influence, and their role 
as researchers. The second block revolves around design thinking and living labs as 
main drivers of innovation both within the community and the public sector. 

 

2.1.1. Children and Young People. 

Right to Participation. 

In addition to the Declaration of the Rights of the Child adopted by the UN General 
Assembly in 1959 where the emphasis was put on the first two Ps —provision and 
protection (Skelton, 2007), the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC-1989) introduced what is known as the third ‘P’—participation, a significant 
contribution to the shift in thinking about children, young people and childhood (Ibid.) 
Embedded in the Article 12 of the UNCRC, it is the third ‘P’ what makes the UNCRC 
remarkable as it leaves behind a restrictive and paternalistic view of the children  to 2

acknowledge the autonomy of the child and the accompanying principles of social 
inclusion, self-determination and empowerment. (Barrow, 2002, p.xv, in Skelton, 
2007). 

UNCRC, Article 12: States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of 
forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all 
matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in 
accordance with the age and maturity of the child. 

A direct result of the advancement of children's rights, is the increasing recognition of 
children’s abilities to speak for themselves (Hart, 1992). This change in orientation is 
also supported on views of childhood as a social construction, and children as active 
participants forging their own learning (Mayall 2000; Smith 2007 in Harcourt and 
Einarsdottir, 2011). In this sense, children are not only subject to protection but 
considered as active bearers of rights, able to participate in decisions concerning their 
own life (Ben-Arieh and Tarshish, 2017). Furthermore, Ben-Arieh and Tarshish, (2017) 
argues that in order to improve their lives, children must be taken as experts in their 
own field, knowledgeable more than any legislation, indicator or scholar. 

To this point, it is clear that children and young people are in their right to participation, 
but, what would be then a concrete definition of ‘participation’? Among the many 

2 According to the UNCRC, the child is a person under the age of 18. 
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descriptions around the term, there is a common ground of co-related concepts. 
Generally, it can refer to ‘taking part’ in an activity (Thomas, 2007). More specifically, in 
decision-making processes affecting the life of those involved and the community they 
live in (Hart, 1992). Grace and Grace (2017) further develops the idea of ‘taking part’ 
as a way of close collaboration with others for a greater purpose, sharing responsibility 
for both decisions and actions. Aligned with Thomas’ (2007) idea of seeing 
‘participation’ as a process or and outcome, Goździk-Ormel (2008: 5 in Grace and 
Grace, 2017) states that “Youth participation is not an end in itself, but a means to 
achieve positive changes in young people’s lives and to build a better society”. Upon 
this, Grace and Grace (2017) adds “‘participation’ per se is not the purpose, or principle 
objective, but simply a process; and that that process is both sophisticated and 
purposive – changing lives, changing society”. To the project, Goździk-Ormel’s 
definition and Grace and Grace comments will constitute the conceptual base for a 
meaning of ‘participation’. 

In addition to the variety of definitions of ‘participation’, an ample range of typologies of 
children’s participation have been developed (Thomas, 2007) by different scholars. 
Such typologies have explored the allocation of power between children and adults to 
characterize the different levels of children’s participation in scaled participatory 
practices. (Perry-Hazan, 2016). For the purpose of this literature review, however, 
there is no need to explore in detail such models  to set a unique participatory typology 3

as an ideal guiding one. This becomes relevant if considered that “different kinds of 
participatory activities and relationships are appropriate to different settings and 
circumstances” (Thomas, 2007), or that the aim behind every participatory situation 
should not be that of achieving the highest levels of child-directedness or 
joint-directedness (Ibid.). 

 

Child Perspectives and Children’s Perspective. 

Lately, Scandinavia and other parts of the world have shown a growing interest on the 
terms “child perspectives” and “children’s perspective”, and has placed them as 
underpinnings in legislation on children’s rights, research, and other child-related work 
fields (Sommer, 2012). Despite its ample usage, the two interrelated but clearly 
distinct concepts, are still hazily defined (Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson and 
Hundeide, 2012) and exceedingly ambiguous (Halldén, 2003). 

The term “child perspective” is often taken as a self-explanatory concept that is used 
with a wide variety of meanings in sociology, anthropology, educational studies and in 
other child-related professions (Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson and Hundeide, 2012). 
When examined from an etymological perspective, the term results in a broad concept 
that is open to free and idiosyncratic interpretations where almost any view of children 
can be considered a child perspective (Ibid.). For this very reason, researchers from 
different fields are seeking to get insights into children’s perceptions and experiences, 

3 A comprehensive overview of different participatory models have been summarized in the ‘360 Degrees 
of Participation Handbook’ (Grace, J. and Grace, 2017). 
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meaning that the term “child perspective” could be then understood as an adult 
attempt to clarify and systematize their own perceptions about children’s perceptions 
and experiences (Ibid.). This certainly entails an outsider interpretation of children’s 
own understanding of the world, where “the argument would be that a child 
perspective may be based on children’s perspectives, but always as it is interpreted by 
an adult, for example a parent, a researcher, or a practitioner” (Ibid.). 

This approach sets a clear distinction between “child perspective” and “children’s 
perspective” where the difference lies on defining who formulates the such 
perspective; is it the children or someone else on their behalf? (Halldén, 2003). It is 
clear that “adult representations and interpretations of children’s lives might say more 
about the observer than the observed” (Mullender, Hague and Imam, 2002), however, 
“… a child perspective is not an empirical entity that emerges from the study of 
children’s statements and actions alone but rather an analytical construct, related to 
one’s theoretical considerations.” (Gulløv and Højlund, 2003, in Sommer, Pramling 
Samuelsson and Hundeide, 2012). In fact, in Halldén’s (2003) analysis of child 
perspectives, she refers to the term “child perspectives” as both a way of capturing 
children’s voices and to interpret them as expressions for a discursive context. 

Although finding specific theories on child perspectives and children’s perspective 
seem fruitless (Sommer, 2012), based on the above described, it is now possible to 
make a better sense of what Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson and Hundeide (2012) set 
as a key criterion for a concrete definition of both terms. 

“child’s perspective directs adult’s attention towards and understanding of 
children’s perceptions, experiences and actions in the world. Thus child 
perspectives are created by adults who are seeking, deliberately and as 
realistically as possible, to reconstruct children’s perspectives, for example 
through scientific concepts concerning children’s understanding of their world 
and their actions in it.” (Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson and Hundeide, 2012). 

This definition draws attention to an adult understanding of the children’s view of their 
world, and although child perspectives try to get closer to children’s experiential world, 
they will always entail an objectification of children by adults. (Sommer, Pramling 
Samuelsson and Hundeide, 2012). 

“Children’s perspectives represent children’s experiences, perceptions and 
understanding in their life world. In contrast to the child perspective, the focus 
is on the child as subject in his or her own world, the child’s own 
phenomenology.”  (Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson and Hundeide, 2012). 

Children’s perspectives, on the other hand, “refers to the perceptions of the non-adult 
subject themselves” (Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson and Hundeide, 2012), and what 
“adults attempt to understand through their child perspective.” (Ibid.).   
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Children as Researchers. 

Most of the knowledge about children and childhood has been constructed almost 
exclusively by adults (Kellet, 2005). However, over the recent years, there has been 
increasing attention to the importance of involving children and listening to their voices 
and perspectives in research (Harcourt and Einarsdottir, 2011). The wide-ranging 
number of papers written about research with children (Tinson, 2009) contributing to 
knowledge for policy and practice is a recognition of a new research agenda that looks 
at children and young people as competent interpreters of their everyday world 
(Mason and Danby, 2011). In this conceptualization of the child, “the child is 
constructed not as a ‘child’ participant, but as a ‘research participant’” (Danby and 
Farrell, 2005 in Mason and Danby, 2011). 

At the core of involvement of children in research lays the empowerment of children 
through the acknowledgement of the relevance of their voices and valuing the 
contribution they can make to the understanding of childhood and children’s lives 
(Kellet, 2011). In this endeavor, three key obstacles have seen as a barrier to children’s 
understanding of a research methodology: competency, skills, and time constraints. 
(Keller, 2005; Keller, 2011).  

a. Competency. 

Scepticism towards children’s competency to undertake their own research has mainly 
backed by developmental psychology, however this perspective has been replaced by 
another approach recognizing social experience as a more reliable measure of 
competence (Kellet, 2011). Moreover, “it is now recognised that children’s competence 
is ‘different’ from adults’ not ‘lesser’ and cannot be assessed using the same metrics” 
(Solberg 1996; Christensen and Prout 2002, in Keller, 2011). Central to this debate, is 
the fact that although children have ‘inferior’ knowledge to adults in many aspects of 
life, children have superior knowledge in regards to childhood itself (Mayall 2000; 
Alderson and Morrow 2004, in Keller 2011). 

b. Skills.  

Derived from the children’s lack of competency emerge the the argument of their lack 
of skills to undertake research (Keller, 2011). However, being able to conduct research 
is not linked to the fact of being an adult but being trained on research, and as such, 
the barrier for children to get involved in research is this very lack of research skills 
(Ibid.). In this regard, the increasing focus on children’s rights, listening to them and 
their participation (Mason and Danby, 2011; Keller, 2011) has derived in more children 
involvement in steering committees and advisory groups, facilitating their engagement 
in formal research and even, in research led by themselves (Franklin 2002, 
Percy-Smith 2006, in Keller, 2011). 
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c. Time Constraints 

Time is a valuable asset and when thinking about quality research training cutting 
corners undermines the process (Keller, 2011). In this regard The Children's Research 
Centre (CRC)  proposes four different models to tackle this. As described by Keller 4

(2011), these are: Model 1, a ‘research club’ style where children learn about the 
research process in weekly club sessions and are then supported to carry out their 
own research; Model 2 delivers training to small groups of children during school 
classes and relies on school collaboration ; Model 3 is presented as a series of 3 
whole-day workshops during which research projects are developed; Model 4 is an 
intensive programme that addresses training and a small-scale research project 
generally developed in a two weeks span. As pointed out by Keller (2011), model 3 
has shown to be the most effective with the majority of children.  

Beyond the implied benefits of research by children -e.g. metacognition and critical 
thinking, children's logical and lateral thinking, writing, and communication skills, 
organisational and management skills, motivation and ownership (Kellett, 2005), Kellet 
(2011) highlights the relevance of “ the contribution it makes to our knowledge and 
understanding of childhood and children’s worlds.” According to her, the data 
generated by children’s research can and should inform policy. Furthermore, a targeted 
dissemination of valid research can not only raise awareness but influence change. 

 

2.1.2. Design at a Public and Community Level. 

Design Thinking. 

Many of the assumptions that have supported public services are being questioned by 
current economic, demographic, social, and environmental long-term challenges and 
calling for profound changes in institutions and communities (Rizzo, Deserti and 
Cobanli, 2017). In this context, public entities are being forced to find ways to engage 
citizens and other stakeholders in the search for more effective, convenient and 
user-friendly public services (Ibid.). In this quest, Design Thinking is seen as “a means 
to generate innovative solutions, reshape services and change the ways in which they 
are conceived and delivered.” (Ibid.). 

“Design thinking is a human-centered approach to innovation that draws from 
the designer’s toolkit to integrate the needs of people, the possibilities of 
technology, and the requirements for business success.” 

Tim Brown, Ceo of Ideo 

4 The Children's Research Centre (CRC) was established in 2004 by Professor Mary Kellett to support 
children and young people to undertake their own research. To the CRC children are the ‘experts’ of their 
own lives and they have the right to participate in everything that has an impact on them. For this to 
happen, the CRC has a dedicated centre through which ensures dialogue with youth groups, children’s 
charities and government departments. http://wels.open.ac.uk/research/childrens-research-centre 
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Design Thinking departs from a deep understanding of the user needs (Design 
Council, 2013) and a precise framing of a question “in terms of the real world 
conditions services and policy seek to affect” (Ibid.). Thus, solutions to problems can be 
fit with precision and in a faster, economical and intelligent way (Ibid.). In this process, 
design-related methods not only foster participation and discussion but enable 
participants to better understand how and where the problems fit within a local 
authority context (Design Council, 2018). 

a. Characteristics. 

In the report Design for Public Good, the Design Council (2013) presents 8 key 
aspects of Design Thinking that contributes to the improvement of public service 
provision. These are as follows, Designing for the fundamental need means that 
questions are always framed in terms of real conditions and user needs, so that the 
solutions are tailored accordingly. Low-risk prototyping implies testing low-cost and 
small-scaled prototypes. Failures are seen as “smart failures” needed for the 
improvement of the solution. A complete innovation process means that design.led 
innovation moves seamlessly from analysis to solutions to implementation. A 
citizen-centred process from the identification of needs to the co-design and test 
processes. Direct understanding of citizen needs meaning a close observation of user 
behaviour in the real world to identify needs people are often not aware of themselves. 
Dynamic tangibility refers to making problems tangible and data visual with sketches 
and diagrams. Prototype models also allow people to see how solutions work and try 
out alternatives. Multidisciplinary teamwork facilitated by different collaboration 
techniques. Designing for extremes ensures that solutions cover a wide range of users 
and scenarios, making solutions more innovative and inclusive. 

b. Methodology. 

Although design processes are not linear (rather, iterative with a steady back and forth 
progression), it is still possible to outline a general structure to what a service design 
methodology implies (Stickdorn and Schneider, 2010). In a simplified version of the 
design process presented by the Design Council (2013), highlights three major steps: 
Research user needs, Visualize solutions, and Prototype and improve. In addition to 
this, the Design Council (2013) also suggests to approach the design process from 
what they call the Double Diamond. 

 

Image 1. The Double Diamond Process. Adapted from (Design Council, 2013). 
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As stated in their handbook (Design Council, 2013), “this basically describes a process 
of beginning with many ideas – ‘divergent thinking’ – and then sifting down to the best 
– ‘convergent thinking’. The reason there are two diamonds is that the process 
happens twice. In the first diamond you examine numerous ways of looking at a 
problem and then resolve them into a brief. In the second, numerous solutions to the 
brief are presented, only to be sifted out in the final phase to arrive at the final design.” 

d. Application 

Within the public sector, Design Thinking can be applied at 3 different levels (Design 
Council, 2013). The “ladder-like” visualization also serves as a diagnostic tool upon 
which the level of design use and the  road map for progress can be considered (Ibid.). 

 

Image 2. The Public Sector Design Ladder. Taken from (Design Council, 2013). 

The 3 step model is described as follows: 

Step 1: Design for discrete problems. At this step, design projects are one-offs and 
design thinking is not embedded in the commissioning organisations. Public sector 
service design projects [...] fit into this category. [...] They can tackle societal problems 
such as malnutrition among the elderly, violence in hospitals and worklessness, among 
many others. 

Step 2: Design as capability. Here, public sector employees not only work with 
designers, they understand and use design thinking themselves. Many design 
techniques are easily transferable to non-designers and can create significant 
efficiencies as part of day-to-day operations. 

Step 3: Design for policy. Here design thinking is used by policymakers, often 
facilitated by designers. This is a relatively new discipline and much of the work on it 
so far has been experimental, but the logic of design’s application here is strong given 
that it meets some key policymaker needs. 
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Living Labs. 

The concept of “Living Lab” stems from an ample user-centered and participatory 
research tradition (Ruijsink and Smith, 2016). In Europe and North America they 
emerged at “the convergence of different forms of research and practices, including 
social learning, collaborative consumption, open innovation and participative methods, 
to name but a few” (Ballon, Schuurman and Blackman, 2015). 

Currently, trends like climate change, urbanization, individualization, digitalization, and 
automation are affecting and will change society the way we know it today (Ståhlbröst 
et al., 2019). Such complexity, set at the core of societal, economic and environmental 
dimensions has lead to interest in novel approaches (Ballon, Schuurman and 
Blackman, 2015) capable of tackling them, and Living Labs are seen as one of them. 

García et al. (2015) refers to Living Labs as “user-centred, open innovation  5

ecosystems based on a systematic user co-creation approach integrating research and 
innovation processes in real life communities and settings”. As practice-based 
organizations in real-life environments, Living Labs foster open, collaborative 
innovation through practice and favors the understanding of open and user innovation 
processes and the development of tangible innovations based on user and community 
contributions (García et al., 2015). As Living Labs provide spaces for experimentation, 
they do not always require a formal structure, acknowledging that experimenting is 
worth trying if there is an open mind to failure (Ruijsink and Smith, 2016). 

Despite the recurrent narratives around close collaboration, experimentation, testing, 
prototyping (Ruijsink and Smith, 2016), and the idea of being a way to innovate 
products and services based on specific social and location aspects (Mulder, Velthausz 
and Kriens, 2008), it seems that there is no generally agreed definition for what a 
Living Lab is. Here are some definitions from existing Living Labs found in the Living 
Lab Methodology Handbookfrom (Evans et al., 2017). 

“A Living Lab is a place where citizens, artists, technologists, businesses and 
public sector organisations can come together to co-create ideas, tools and 
technologies that will address local challenges. It’s a place for innovation and 
exploring new possibilities but where reflection and evaluation are built into 
the working process to make sure the Living Lab can be flexible and 
responsive to the changing needs of stakeholders and communities.” 

Penny Evans, Bristol Living Lab 

“A Living Lab is an orchestrator of open innovation processes focusing on 
co-creation of innovations in real-world contexts by involving multiple 
stakeholders with the objective to generate sustainable value for all 
stakeholders focusing in particular on the end-users”. 

Anna Ståhlbröst, Botnia Living Lab 

5 According to Chesbrough (2003), open innovation is a process where valuable ideas are created and 
launched to the market by actors coming from both inside or outside the company. This highlights the 
importance of external sources of knowledge to the innovation process. 
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“A Living Lab is a multi-stakeholder organization set-up to carry out innovation 
projects that follow the principles of open and user innovation and focus on 
real-life experimentation.” 

Dimitri Schuurman, imec.livinglabs 

c. Characteristics. 

Authors Mulder, Velthausz and Kriens along with ENoLL (European Network of Living 
Labs) and the European Commission developed several workshops where six 
prominent perspectives were typified as characteristics of a Living Lab. In brief, User 
Involvement both for the collection and interpretation of data as well as the iterative 
design process; Service Creation dealing with the development and testing of new 
ideas; Infrastructure required to collect, measure and analyze data; Governance 
guidelines for the interaction dynamics between members; Innovation Outcomes in 
form of knowledge, new products/services (including prototypes) and/or IPR 
(Intellectual Property Rights); and Methods and Tools referred to the operation 
guidelines and specific toolbox required to gain and analyze user insights (Mulder, 
Velthausz and Kriens, 2008). 

In the Living Lab Methodology Handbook (Evans et al., 2017), the authors present a 
fairly close set of characteristics as the ones presented by Mulder, Velthausz and 
Kriens (2008). This are: Multi-method approaches: Living Labs combine and 
customize different user-centred, co-creation methodologies to best fit their purpose; 
User engagement: as the key factor to success user must be involved in any activity 
from the beginning; Multi-stakeholder participation: despite the focus being put on 
users, involving all relevant stakeholders (public and private sector, academia and 
people) is of crucial importance; Real-life setting: activities take place in real-life 
settings to gain a thorough overview of the context; Co-creation: users become equal 
contributors and co-creators rather than subjects of studies, here everybody strives for 
mutually valued outcomes. 

 

Image 3. Common elements of Living Labs. Taken from (Evans et al., 2017). 
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b. Typologies. 

Ståhlbröst and Holst (2012) summarize 5 types of Living Labs environments and 
describe them as follows: “Research Living Labs focusing on performing research on 
different aspects of the innovation process; Corporate Living Labs that focus on having 
a physical place where they invite stakeholders (e.g. citizens) to co-create innovations; 
Organizational Living Labs where the members of an organization co-creatively 
develop innovations; Intermediary Living Labs in which different partners are invited to 
collaboratively innovate in a neutral arena; A Time-limited Living Lab as a support for 
the innovation process in a project. The Living Lab closes when the project ends.” 

c. Methodology. 

Equally to its definition, Living Labs do not have a unique methodology or set of 
methods to be followed, but rather they combine and customize different methods that 
best fit their purpose (Evans et al., 2017). In the Living Lab Methodology 
Handbookfrom (Ibid.) the authors introduces 3 main blocks in a Living Lab 
development process that, in comparison to other methodologies examined, clearly 
synthesizes the core of what a general methodology could be. The three phases are: 
Exploration: getting to know the ‘current state’ and designing possible ‘future states’; 
Experimentation: real-life testing of one or more proposed ‘future states’; Evaluation: 
assessing the impact of the experiment with regards to the ‘current state’ in order to 
iterate the ‘future state’. 

d. Benefits. 

One essential objective in Living Labs is to support the development of a better society 
by engaging multiple stakeholders in open innovation and experimentation processes 
carried out in real-world contexts (Ståhlbröst et al., 2019). In this sense, the purpose of 
Living Labs goes beyond the innovation itself and advocates for a sustainable 
advancement of society in the sense that they add value for citizens and other 
stakeholders (Ibid.). 

Living Labs acts as a platform for linking research and practice across public, private 
and community sectors where innovative approaches to pressing issues are 
developed (Ruijsink and Smith, 2016). Seen as small local ecosystems, Living Labs 
provide breeding ground for making new connections between various actors and 
other ecosystems -not necessarily other Living Labs (Ibid.). 

Benefits can also be recognized from a “Quadruple Helix” (Companies, Users, Public 
Organisations and Researchers) when the innovation process is integrated across the 
four stakeholders, e.g., “companies can get new and innovative ideas, users can get 
the innovation they want, researchers can get study cases and public organisations 
can get increased return on investment on innovation research” (Ståhlbröst and Holst, 
2012). 
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2.1.3. Synopsis of the Theory. 

Right to participation. 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) set a shift on the way children 
were seen. Children moved from being subjects of provision and protection to active 
bearers of participation rights and capable of deciding on what concerns their own life. 
Hence, children are seen as experts in their own field. Among the different approaches 
to the definition of participation, Goździk-Ormel’s (2008: 5 in Grace and Grace, 2017) 
conceptualization fits better to the project’s purpose, “Youth participation is not an end 
in itself, but a means to achieve positive changes in young people’s lives and to build a 
better society”. There are different models for children’s and young people’s 
participation, all of them based on the allocation of power between children and adults 
in participatory practices. There is no ideal model for participation, as there are different 
aims, settings and circumstances surrounding every participatory activity. 

 

Child Perspectives and Children’s Perspective. 

Although the terms ‘child perspective’ and ‘children’s perspective’ might seem 
overlapped, a clear distinction is required when talking about children’s participation. 
At the core of such difference lies the question of who is formulating the perspective, is 
it the child itself or someone else on his or her behalf? In this sense, “child perspectives’ 
are created by adults who are seeking, deliberately and as realistically as possible, to 
reconstruct children’s perspectives” (Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson and Hundeide, 
2012). On the other hand, “Children’s perspectives represent children’s experiences, 
perceptions and understanding in their life world” (Ibid.). 

 

Children as Researchers. 

Lately, children’s involvement in research has been expanding from the idea of the 
‘child’ participant to a ‘research participant’. At the core of this shift lays the 
acknowledgement of the relevance of children’s voices the valuable contribution they 
can make to the understanding of childhood and children’s lives (Kellet, 2011). Three 
main barriers have been found critical to the endeavor of children as researchers: 
competency, skills and time constraints. The first two are ultimately linked to their lack 
of training on research methodologies rather than their ‘non-adult’ condition. The last 
refers to the inclusion of a research training on children’s own agenda. It is proven that 
with the right training and guidance, children can conduct their own research that 
ultimately can raise awareness and influence change. 
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Design Thinking. 

Design Thinking is regarded as a valuable approach to generate user-centered 
innovative solutions to the way public entities are delivering services. Within the 
context of a local authority, Design Thinking advocates for collaboration and enable 
teams to get a better understanding of citizen needs, accelerate ideation processes, 
develop low-cost prototypes, dynamic tangibility and testing, and optimize 
collaboration across departments and disciplines. The design process is non-linear but 
iterative with no unique and fixed methodology. The Design Council (2013) however, 
suggests a three key steps process: Research user needs, Visualize solutions, and 
Prototype and improve. Furthermore, they add that Design Thinking can be applied at 
three different levels within the public sector: Design for discrete problems (one-off 
projects for specific services), Design as capability (Active involvement and 
understanding of the design process of the public sector staff), and Design for policy 
(Close collaboration with policymakers). 

 

Living Labs. 

Living Labs stem from user-centered and participatory research tradition and are 
conceived as open spaces for collaborative experimentation and innovation. One of the 
key aspects in Living Labs is its dependency on user and community contributions, 
both for problem identification, collection and analysis of data, and the design of a 
solution. Living Labs can be seen as innovation ecosystems where networks between 
public, private, and community sectors are created. There are different types of Living 
Labs . Although there is no general methodology structure, it can be said that Living 
Labs follow a general 3 steps process: Exploration to understand the ‘current state’ 
and design possibilities, Experimentation for real-life testing and Evaluation to assess 
the impact of the experimentation and plan further iterations. 

 

2.2. Methodological framework. 

Considering that the overall project goal was on exploring and creating a practical 
innovative possibility to enhance children’s participation, a theory-informed and 
design-oriented problem solving methodology was found suitable. As described by 
Aken, Berends and Bij (2012) the problem solving focuses on “designing ‘what can 
be’, or ‘what should be’, in order to improve the performance of a specific business 
system on one or more criteria.” Following this methodology, the ‘theory-informed’ 
step, served as input to contextualize the field of study and the design step. On the 
other hand, the ‘design-informed’ step focused on the creation of a sound and practical 
solution. 

Although the project was not framed on a particular business realm (as suggested in 
the problem solving methodology), children’s participation do concern individuals and 
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organizations (both from the public, private or third sector) somehow linked and 
affecting children, even more if considered that the UNCRC is being incorporated into 
the Swedish law and entering into force on January 2020. 

 

2.2.1. Research Methods. 

Exploratory Research. 

Exploratory research is defined as research used to investigate a problem which is not 
clearly defined (Bhat, 2019). In this sense, exploratory work is “characterized as a brief, 
fleeting, preliminary stage in the research process that gives way—the sooner the 
better—to the real thing” (Stebbins, 2001). This sort of research starts with a general 
idea of what needs to be better understood and seeks to identify the focus for future 
research (Bhat, 2019). This type of research focuses on answering questions like, 
what is the problem? or what topics could be studied? that ultimately, will lead to set a 
solid ground for choosing the most suitable research design (Ibid.). 

Literature review. 

A literature review is an organized overview of any previous research done on a given 
topic and the critical evaluation of the state of the field of study (Wang and Park, 
2016). Literature reviews “may include a diverse range of references, including, but not 
limited to, books, chapters, journal and magazine articles, theses and dissertations, 
corporate and academic websites and blogs, and documented design projects.” 
(Martin and Hanington, 2012). By conducting a literature review, different areas of 
interest can be identified as well as principal theories, research findings, and research 
methods that have been used in studying the topic (Ibid.). Particularly to a design 
project, literature reviews lays the foundation and contextualize the design process 
(Martin and Hanington, 2012). 

Case Study. 

Case studies are a research approach to get an in-deep understanding of single 
events in a given context by using multiple sources of research evidence (Martin and 
Hanington, 2012). This research method are particularly useful in “exploratory research 
for understanding existing phenomena for comparison, information, or inspiration, but 
can also be used to study the effects of change, new programs, or innovations” (Ibid.) 
Case studies can be: illustrative on primarily descriptive studies; exploratory when 
conducted prior to to large scale  investigations; cumulative when information from 
different times and locations are collected for a greater generalization; or critical 
instance when done in one or more sites without interest in generalizability 
(writing.colostate.edu, n.d.). 
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2.2.2. Design Methods. 

Cognitive Mapping. 

Cognitive mapping is a visual representation of how a team makes sense of a 
particular problem space (Martin and Hanington, 2012). It is developed as a network of 
ideas and associations where concepts can be identified, explored, shared, and 
reflected upon (Ibid.). In its visual construction there is no particular or definite 
structure, no central node is required, the links communicate cause-effect relations, 
and the concepts represent significant issues or choices (Ibid.). Cognitive maps are 
particularly effective when structuring complex problems and informing strategic 
decision making (Ibid.). 

 

Stakeholder Map. 

Stakeholder maps are visual consolidations of the key actors in a design project, and 
serves as the stage for user-centered research and design development (Martin and 
Hanington, 2012). In stakeholder maps it is possible to identify all of those having a 
stake in design outcomes, as well as their relations and hierarchies. Furthermore, it can 
also identify end users, people who will benefit from the project, and even those who 
may sabotage designed outcomes or services (Ibid.). Through the use of stakeholder 
maps, design teams can plan user research activities and communications with 
stakeholders throughout the project development process. (Ibid.) 

 

2.3. Theoretical and Methodological Frameworks in Practice. 

Interwoven, both the theoretical and methodological framework are meant to lead the 
creation of a solid and critical design proposal. Through a structured process, these will 
contribute to the children’s and young people’s participation and influence context. 
How they are intended to be used is described below. 

 

Theory in Practice. 

Although the field of childhood studies is certainly vast, the above presented 
theoretical framework favored an understanding of the children's and young people's 
context from three different fronts; their right to participation and influence, the 
importance of their perspective, and their role as researchers. This set of theoretical 
concepts not only set the course of the project but will inform the design proposal from 
a critical perspective of children’s and young people’s participation. 
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On the other hand, the design theory seeks to guide the design process from a 
practical perspective. Design Thinking and Living Labs then, are explored as a practical 
approach to what designing for and with the community might look like. From these 
both characteristics, methodologies and methods and benefits will inform the design 
possibilities and the operation and more importantly how it is linked to a broader 
context. 

 

Methods in Practice. 

Since the beginning, it was clear that the selected methodology should match a 
practical approach to the subject of research, thus, the theory-informed and 
design-oriented problem solving methodology was clearly suitable. As such, the theory 
will always be looked at and analyzed from the potential of a practical application; that 
is the nature of design. 

Within the selected methodology, three research methods were selected; exploratory 
research, literature review and case study. Exploratory research will be used from the 
very beginning as a way to approach the complexity of childhood studies from an 
outsider’s perspective while looking of any project potential. The literature review, as in 
any research, will critically dig for the surrounding theory in the field of children’s and 
young people’s participation, to later select the relevant ones that will later inform the 
design proposal. Last, the case study will examine a young people participatory project 
to see how the participation was approach and to analyze the overall project scope 
and results that lately will informed the design proposal. 

In general, the design methods will be used to visualize concepts in a clear and 
structured way. Furthermore, they will be used to make sense of retrieved data and 
identify how data can connect to the ideation stages. The methods will also be used to 
enhance communication processes both inside and outside the project. 
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3. Contextual Analysis. 

3.1. Children’s and Young People’s Participation in Sweden. 

During the last few years, the children’s right to be heard and listened to have been at 
the centre of the many Governmental work strategies. In this regard, the Ombudsman 
for Children (introduced later in this report) has developed “Unga Direkt, en metod för 
att lyssna på barn” (Young Speakers, a method for listening to children). The method, 
that was based on a Norwegian model, has been used to listen to children in various 
areas, especially those in vulnerable situations (Riksdagen.se, 2017). The Young 
Speakers model is highly focused on recognizing and lifting young people’s voices up 
without adult adjustment or correction. 

Alike the Ombudsman for Children, other Government agencies has also developed 
projects on the children’s right to speak and be listened to in areas such as health and 
care, asylum process and the judiciary (Riksdagen.se, 2017). Financial support has also 
been provided by the Government to organizations that have a commitment towards 
the increase of knowledge about the child’s rights among children and adults and 
strengthening the child’s protection (Ibid.). For example, during the years of 2009 to 
2012, the Allmänna Arvsfonden (The Inheritance Fund in English), a Swedish state 
fund implemented the Fördel Barn! (Benefit Children) initiative to promote and 
strengthen children's rights, encourage the child's own motivation for development, 
secure the child's everyday life and increase their overall influence and participation 
(Arvsfonden, 2017). Under Fördel Barn! 67 projects resulted in new arenas and 
meeting places, increased collaboration, information and education initiatives, leisure 
and cultural activities, new methods for spreading and implementing the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, and increased children and young people’s influence and 
participation (Arvsfonden, 2012). The Fördel Barn! Initiative had a great impact on 
children and young people’s lives and their potential for participation, but mainly 
highlighted the fact that improving children and young people’s situations is not just a 
task of non-profit organizations and public activities, but a matter of political decisions 
as well as an effort at a society level to act against the causes of inequality and 
vulnerability (Ibid.). 

To this endeavour, the government organization Myndigheten för delaktighet (The 
Swedish Agency for Participation) and the non-governmental Funktionsrätt Sveriges 
(The Swedish Disability Rights Federation) have also contributed to the improvement 
of children's participation from the perspective of disability. To Myndigheten för 
delaktighet (MDF) for example, "the premise [is] that everyone is entitled to full 
participation in society, regardless of functional ability" (Mfd.se, 2017), so their work 
revolves around ensuring that disability policy will have an impact on society (Ibid.). In 
2018, as a result of a research project, Myndigheten för delaktighet (MDF) developed 
an action plan to work more systematically in the integration of a child rights 
perspective within their own main field of action (Myndigheten för delaktighet, 2018). 
To MDF, the requirements for full accessibility and participation contained in the 

26 



Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities can contribute to a better and 
broader application of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Ibid.). 

On the other hand, Funktionsrätt Sveriges (Swedish Disability Rights Federation) in 
collaboration with the Ombudsman for Children and with funds of the Allmänna 
Arvsfonden developed a project called “Egen växtkraft – Barns och ungdomars 
delaktighet, självbestämmande och frigörelse” (The participation of children and young 
people, self-determination and emancipation) which produced a Swedish version of 
Harry Shier's model of participation to increase children's influence and involvement in 
decision making (Dristig, 2014). Under the Egen växtkraft project, Funktionsrätt 
Sveriges also developed “Lyssna på oss, Bättre stöd när barn och ungdomar är 
delaktiga” (Listen to us, Better support when children and young people are involved), 
a project aimed at gathering knowledge about how children and young people with 
disabilities can participate and contribute with their opinions and suggestions when 
they receive support from society (Kunskapsguiden.se, n.d.). The published guide that 
provides concrete examples from different activities across Sweden, explains the real 
meaning of participation, why children should be involved, what is required for it to be 
possible, and how it can be implemented (Ibid.). 

 

3.2. Factors Leading to the Current Situation. 

Since the Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1959 and the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child in 1989 and later additions, children’s rights awareness and actions 
has been growing. Particularly, during the last 2 decades, with the emergence of 
‘childhood studies’  ideas about children and childhood transitioned to one 6

emphasizing their strength and their ability to be active participants creating 
knowledge and culture (Dahlberg, Pence and Moss, 2007 in Einarsdottir, 2014). 
Furthermore, ‘childhood studies’ became a “catalyst for many aspects of applied 
research, for policy analysis and for the development of professional practice” (Kehily, 
2018). This growing interest from different fields of research added to concrete actions 
at national and local levels, is pushing the boundaries and scope of what children’s and 
young people’s participation entails. 

 

3.2.1. The UNCRC as Swedish National Law. 

Sweden has a good reputation with regards to the Rights of the Child. It was not only 
a strong supporter of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) whilst it was 
being drafted back in 1990 but one of the first countries to ratify it (Riksdagen.se, 
2017). In July 1993, the Swedish Ombudsman for Children was appointed and to the 

6 There are three major aspects in Childhood Studies. First, childhood is considered a social construct, 
meaning that it is a fact of culture and cannot be generalized. Second, children are recognized as rights 
bearers and this becomes the starting point for research, policy and practice, The third is about childhood 
and adulthood intergenerational relationships in regards to research. (Kehily, 2018). 
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date, it not only represents the rights and interests of children and young people but 
also encourages the implementation of the Convention and monitor compliance with it 
(Barnombudsmannen, 2015). Later, in 1999, the Parliament also adopted a national 
strategy for the implementation of the CRC and provide essential services, protection 
and opportunities for development and encourage the participation of children and 
youth in the community and throughout society (UNICEF, 2009). 

Despite the Government's commitment and legislation -that in many cases goes 
farther than the provisions on the CRC, surveys and reports from various inquiries and 
government agencies have indicated that those have not had a major impact in state 
and municipal activities (Riksdagen, 2018). In this regard and based on the Sweden’s 
Fifth Periodic Report on the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, the Council of Europe has also pointed out the necessity of improvement in 
some specific areas like legislation, resources, coordination and monitoring (Committee 
on the Rights of the Child, 2015). 

In the last annual report to the Government, the Ombudsman for Children points out a 
number of shortcomings in regards to the impact of the child's rights (Riksdagen.se, 
2017). Among the many observations contained in the document, “the investigation 
notes that the shortcomings are most evident in the principle of the child's best 
interests and the child's right to express their views” (Riksdagen.se, 2017; 
Regeringskansliet, 2018b). When it comes to children’s opportunities to speak, the 
report of the Ombudsman for Children’s shows that conversations with children are 
not often carried out and when it is done, the subjects are not of relevance when 
decision-making is involved (Riksdagen.se, 2017). 

In order to the convention have a greater impact, on June 13th 2018, the Riksdag (the 
Swedish parliament) adopted a bill on making the UNCRC Swedish law with the 
purpose of clarifying the role of the child as a legal entity with their own specific rights 
(Regeringskansliet, 2018a). By incorporating the UNCRC into the Swedish law, it is 
expected that children gain more visibility and the public sector will get a better 
child-oriented approach (Ibid.). Furthermore, children and young people can be 
ensured that they will be respected and given the opportunity of participation and 
influence whilst promoting and protecting their rights and interests in society 
(Riksdagen, 2018). 

 

3.2.2. Barnens Bästa Gäller! i Kronoberg. 

“Barnens bästa gäller” (Children’s best interest) is a child and young people-centred 
programme in the Region Kronoberg aimed at creating a safe upbringing for each child 
(Regionkronoberg.se, 2019). “Barnens bästa gäller” is inspired by the Scottish program 
GIRFEC (Getting It Right For Every Child) and seeks to develop a set of methods and 
cooperation between the Kronoberg’s municipalities with the sole purpose of meeting 
the child’s best interests. (Region Kronoberg, Vårdgivare, 2018). The programme is 
considered a unique initiative in Sweden as it is primarily focused on the child's needs 

28 



rather than how the different authorities are organized (Ibid.). The initiative brings 
together both the Region Kronoberg, all its municipalities, and academia to work for a 
fundamental change in the support and treatment efforts for children and young 
people (Region Kronoberg, Vårdgivare, 2019a). 

One of the ambitions of the “Barnens bästa gäller” developing process is the 
generation of knowledge about how research and development can be integrated 
through a project aimed at changing the welfare state (Region Kronoberg, Vårdgivare, 
2019a). To this purpose, the project has set four key tracks; interactive knowledge 
generation and reflection between research and practice, contributing to the 
development of the new working models, the implementation through value-based 
work and knowledge dissemination, and a follow-up on activities and responsible 
feedback to strengthen the adaptive and self-correcting ability of the developed work 
(Ibid.). 

“Barnens bästa gäller” has gone through different stages since it started. In 2016 a 
joint management group was appointed with different representatives from social 
services, schools, and the health and care services of the Region Kronoberg. Early in 
2017 the manager team visited Scotland and later in December, a conference with 
visitors from Scotland was held. During 2018, the team worked on a joint action plan 
between the involved municipalities and conducted and analysis of the current ways 
the work is being done. In 2019, discussions around successful project implementation 
were held with the support of researchers from Linnaeus University. On the other 
hand, the “Praxis Model” and the “Welfare Wheel” -fundamental aspects of a common 
language and understanding within the “Barnens bästa gäller” project, were also being 
developed (Regionkronoberg.se, 2019). Among the different fronts being developed, 
to the date of this report questions around the how of “child participation” or “child 
councils” were under research so the project committee was gathering information 
around the issue. (Region Kronoberg, Vårdgivare, 2019b). 

 

Meeting with Barnens bästa gäller! i Kronoberg’s Representatives. 

To further understand the context of the Children’s Best Interest Programme, a 
meeting with representatives of Kronoberg was arranged. On April 30th, 2019, Braulio 
Gutierrez (Masters student) met Erika Lagergren (Process Manager), Gunnel 
Gustafsson (Process Manager) and Lars Uddbäck (Development Manager). 

The meeting was developed in 3 stages. First, a personal presentation of the student’s 
background, and the projects developed during the Master. Second, a brief project 
description and final purpose. Third, an open discussion about both the thesis project 
(A Children’s Think Tank) and the Barnens bästa gäller! Project. This last stage 
revolved around the practicalities of children involvement and the theoretical 
background supporting it. 
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When talking about children’s participation, the following questions arouse, What are 
they participating in? What is the age group? What methods will be used? They 
followed by pointing at the fact that different participatory projects will require a 
particular age group and a particular set of tools. All of these aspects should be 
carefully considered if thinking about children’s participation and influence. They 
suggested to have a look at DelaDigitalt , a digital platform where ideas, methods and 7

tools for project development within the public sector are shared. Although the 
platform is fairly new, there are some projects with children. 

Regarding children's involvement the representatives also highlighted the importance 
of reaching children and young people out properly. Here, depending on the project, 
the convening power is crucial; not only for the number of children and young people 
but mainly for the relevance of their selection. Age, gender identity, health conditions, 
education level, cultural background, economic situation, to mention a few, are critical 
for a representative and non excluding sample. 

The language barrier was also remarked as a possible adversity. If the project is about 
children’s participation a deficient communication will undermine the interactions and 
the quality of the outcomes. 

One major comment over the theoretical approach was about the idea of presenting 
“the importance of children’s voices” as an utmost value in the design proposal. 
According to them, the importance of children's voices and perspectives is already 
acknowledged, so avoid having it as the only key concept of any discourse would be 
reasonable. 

 

 

3.3. Case Study. 

3.3.1. Case Study Structure. 

Why was the case study selected? 

Kultur Hjärta Skola was selected for the following reasons: 

1. It placed the children’s and young people’s participation at the core and 
advocated for their perspectives throughout the project. 

2. It was developed at a regional level and involved a wide range of stakeholders. 
3. It was a recent and medium-term project (3 years). 

 

7 DelaDigitalt is developed by Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting, SKL (The Swedish Association of Local 
Authorities and Regions) in collaboration with the Gothenburg Region Municipal Association. The purpose 
of Dela Digital is to contribute to business development and change throughout the public sector. 
https://deladigitalt.se 
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What were the main questions? 

The case study sought to answer a set of questions from two different angles, 
children’s and young people’s involvement and operability. 

1. What was the target group and how did they reach them? 
2. To what extent did children participate? 
3. What methods were used? 
4. Did the children’s participation had an effective influence? 
5. What type of developments were carried out? 
6. How did the project managed the interactions between stakeholders? 
7. What were the major difficulties along the process? 

 

How was the information collected? 

As the project was already finished, the information was collected online and focused 
on the project’s website, official reports, and third party documents like press notes, 
videos and research papers. 

 

How was the case analyzed? 

The case study analysis focused on the remarkable achievements in regards to 
children and young people participation and influence, methods, networking capacity, 
and potential for replication. 

 

3.3.2. Kultur Hjärta Skola. 

Project Description. 

The “Kultur Hjärta Skola” was a three-years project (2013-2015) jointly developed by 
the County Council Dalarna (Landstinget Dalarna), the National Theater (Riksteatern) 
and the National Theater Dalarna (Riksteatern Dalarna) (Dristig, 2016). The project 
was set at the intersection of culture and school and was aimed at strengthening the 
children and young people involvement and influence on the cultural context within the 
Dalarna Region (Ibid.). The majority of the key concepts and guidelines in “Kultur Hjärta 
Skola” were derived from national and regional governance documents within the 
areas of cultural and school policy as well as children and young people (Ibid.). Some of 
the referenced documents are: The Curriculum for Primary School, Preschool class and 
Leisure Homes, The Dalarnas Regional Cultural Plan 2013-2015, The report “Creative 
School -A first evaluation report 2013:4” from the Culture Analysis Authority, and the 
Convention on the RIghts of the Child (Ibid.). Based on the above mentioned 
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documents and the varied perspectives of each of the project parties, “Kultur Hjärta 
Skola” established a project vision and purpose, a target group, and a set of goals. 

As described in the final project report (Dristig, 2016), the vision of Kultur Hjärta Skola 
was centred on the idea that children and young people should have a real influence 
on the cultural issues that affect them. As such, their opinions, ideas and creativity 
should permeate the daily work of cultural activities for children and young people in 
the region from an egalitarian perspective. Children and young people should be 
encouraged and given opportunities to express their thoughts through culture and art 
and develop their own creativity. In the end, culture should be a natural part of children 
and young people’s everyday life and learning in preschool, school and leisure time. 

To bring their vision to live, Kultur Hjärta Skola targeted both children and young 
people as well as adults working with culture in schools such as, school leaders, 
pedagogues, and cultural coordinators and organizers in the Dalarna region. The 
definition of children and young people follows the age distribution of national child 
and youth policy, where children are counted within the range of 0-18 years and 
young people between 13-25 years (Dristig, 2016). 

Among the main goals behind the project are the development of methods for 
increasing the participation and influence of children and young people in the cultural 
realm of the Dalarna region whilst gaining experience and disseminating knowledge 
about children and young peoples’ culture and their influence on the local, regional and 
national culture. Additionally, Kultur Hjärta Skola was also seeking to increase the 
access of children and young people to culture and strengthening the existing 
associations working around leisure activities (Dristig, 2016). 

Accompanying the overall purpose of the Kultur Hjärta Skola overall project, 4 key 
pillars were set up. First, “school development projects” aimed at ensuring connections 
between school, culture and aesthetic learning processes. Second, “democracy 
development” aimed at guaranteeing children and young people’s right to participation 
and influence. Third, “association development” looking for the project survival and 
ensuring future children and young people involvement. Fourth, “structure 
development” referring to the creation of a framework for effective children’s and 
young people’s participation and influence throughout the different cultural 
stakeholders (Dristig, 2016). 

Main developments. 

During 2013 and 2015, Kultur Hjärta Skola developed different projects on four major 
tracks: Dramatics in Elementary School (Dramatik i Grundskolans, DIG), The Student 
Culture Ombudsman (Elevkulturombud, EKO), participation conferences, dissemination 
of knowledge and cooperation, and an Association Fair (Dristig, 2016). 

Dramatics in Elementary School (DIG) is one of The National Theater’s (Riksteatern) 
efforts to provide students with tools for reading, reflecting and analyzing texts written 
for the staging. The ultimate goal of DIG is to give participating students the 
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opportunity to engage in the “Stage Council” (Scenråd) meetings where potential 
productions are discussed (Dristig, 2016). 

The Student Culture Ombudsman (EKO) is a designated student who works hand in 
hand with a coordinator from the municipality to ensure that children and young 
people are involved in influencing the municipality’s cultural issues that may affect 
them. Examples of this are the involvement of children in the project planning of the 
Creative School (Skapande Skola), a funding program to promote arts and culture at 
schools, as well as being involved in and deciding on municipalities cultural offerings 
and cultural budgets. Appointed students were trained in their mission as a culture 
ombudsmen and given knowledge on the overall understanding of the local, regional 
and national levels, the role of culture, the importance of participation and influence, as 
well as group working methods (Dristig, 2016). In addition, all of the EKO 
representatives received an EKO card as a way of making their involvement official in 
the cultural field and giving them access to some sort of benefits like free cultural 
entries or discounts (dalademokraten.se, 2015). 

The participation conferences were developed in 2013 and 2014. The first conference 
gathered people from schools and the cultural field as well as officials from the 
municipalities and the Dalarna region and served as a launching pad for the project. 
During the conference, different projects of children and young people’s participation 
were shared and discussed and the overall Kultur Hjärta Skolas future direction and 
implementation structured was presented. In the second conference in 2014, half of 
the 90 participants were children and young people EKO members. During the 
meeting, there were talks and discussion panels about children's participation and 
current research projects, questions and answers about the Creative School program, 
workshops and exercises on influence, and a stand-up comedy presentation. In that 
meeting, the participants also had the opportunity to initiate the process for the 
Association Fair that would be held a year later (Dristig, 2016). 

As the project was linked to the School Scene project (Skolscen) from the National 
Theater (Riksteatern), Kultur Hjärta Skola was given an online space for sharing 
information in a blog format. Here, reference documents, project reports and updates 
and movieclips from conferences and other meetings were shared. The project also 
got a great media attention both on radio and press with about 20 reports (Dristig, 
2016). 

Kultur Hjärta Skola collaborated with different organizations and institutions, such as 
the Young Culture Dalarna (Ung Kultur Dalarna, UKD) and its affiliate institutions, The 
National Theater, The Regional Council of Dalarna and some of its regional projects like 
Anoda, The Music Theater Project and Cultural Tour, the fifthteen municipalities of 
Dalarna when introducing the EKO and DIG programs, Dalarna University, and other 
student associations and non/profit organizations (Dristig, 2016). 

The Association Fair was held in 2015 and was a unique opportunity for associations 
to meet and contact young people, their parents, municipal representatives, other 
associations and the general public. The fair had a major purpose in mind, the 
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children’s and young people’s rights to influence and participation (Dristig, 2016). As 
such, the fair was mainly organized and hosted by children and young people and 
touched upon different subjects of interest for both the children and young people and 
the Kultur Hjärta Skola program itself. Presentations about the EKO program, the 
Culture and Education Plan of Dalarna, as well as open artistic workshops and 
disability-related playful activities were among the event program (Kultur Hjärta Skola, 
2015). Prior to the event, EKO members were given theoretical and practical 
knowledge on designing, planning and executing skills for the upcoming event (Dristig, 
2016). 

Recommendations. 

In the last part of the project report, there are some recommendations pointing at 
improvement measures over the existing implementation as well as the project 
potential and replication. Among the many suggestions, there is a special interest over 
general governance issues, showing that the governance machinery could be one of 
the major threats in a project of such characteristics, e.g. fears about municipal 
bureaucracy and project's slow down, administrative protocols and interdependence 
between projects and departments, communication dynamics, and closer cooperation 
between the leisure, culture and school areas at a governance level (Dristig, 2016). 

On the other hand, there are some recommendations regarding the project 
management and continuity. In brief, it is suggested that the steering group is formed 
by active project members with operational tasks rather than external or mere project 
leaders. Concerns about former EKO members that move from Grundskola to 
Gymnasium is considered as a great loss both for the young person, the cultural area 
and for creative industries and cultural organizers that could benefit from a continuous 
involvement of young people. As the Association Fair was one of great achievements, 
it is suggested that it continues with the recommendation that adult involvement 
includes proper training on children’s participation and influence, the age power order, 
among others. Special notes on how the EKO representatives are appointed demands 
for measures to ensure that no prejudices come into the selection process and 
everybody has the same opportunity. 

 

3.4. Context Analysis. 

3.4.1. Children’s and Young People’s Participation in Context. 

As described above, the Swedish context of children’s participation is loaded with 
great projects mainly coming from different Governmental work strategies, especially 
during the last two decades. Projects like Unga Direkt, en metod för att lyssna på barn, 
and institutions like the Myndigheten för delaktighet or Funktionsrätt Sveriges, have 
promoted and strengthen the children's rights from different fronts and through 
different means like the creation of meeting places for collaboration and educational 
and cultural initiatives around children’s rights to name a few. 
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It is important to highlight that most of the projects focused on recognizing and lifting 
young people’s voices up without adult adjustment or correction, a sound rationale that 
lays on the idea that children are experts on their own lives and have relevant 
information to share with decision makers (Kjellander, 2018). It is worth mentioning 
that this sort of children and youth involvement must be seen as “a good investment 
that fosters the development of active citizens who can assert their social, economic 
and political rights” (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2015). As mentioned by 
Hart (1992) “children need to be involved in meaningful projects with adults. It is 
unrealistic to expect them suddenly to become responsible, participating adult citizens 
at the age of 16, 18, or 21 without prior exposure to the skills and responsibilities 
involved.” 

Despite the efforts described and many more not mentioned, there are still some flaws 
around children’s and young people’s right to participation. As indicated in Riksdagen 
(2018), Government’s legislation and strategies have not had a major impact in state 
and municipal levels. Alike, in the Ombudsman for Children’s last report, shortcomings 
on the child’s right to express their views are also highlighted. Although the reasons 
behind such drawbacks might be varied , in the case of the Ombudsman for Children’s 8

report is very specific pointing at “conversations not being held, or when they do so, 
the subjects are not of relevance when decision making is involved.” The question here 
is whether this was deliberately or for a lack of knowledge on children’s rights and 
influence or in participatory methods. 

In response to such shortcomings, the Swedish parliament adopted a bill on 
incorporating the UNCRC into the Swedish law. This with the main objective of giving 
children greater visibility and influence, especially in the public sector (Riksdagen, 
2018). This measure is certainly positive and shows the Government's commitment 
towards the UNCRC, however, it is worth to highlight that it is the changes in policy, 
strategies and plans what (could) make the difference this time (when compared to the 
former projects). 

It can be said that since the Ombudsman for Children was appointed, all of the 
initiatives and projects were setting the knowledge bedrock needed for what is ahead 
once the UNCRC enters into force on January 2020. From that moment on, children’s 
participation and influence can not be a rhetorical asset any more but a practical 
approach to effective implementation, and the public sector is looking at this closely. 

The Barnens bästa gäller! i Kronoberg programme is a clear example of this. Here, 
children’s participation with effective influence is now sitting at the core of the project. 
What is remarkable in this initiative is the fact that the children and youth are not 
placed as a movable stakeholder within a system, but a central axis around which the 
entire structure/service is being built. It can be seen that this approach is aligned with 
the idea of considering the view of children and youth and must “be systematically 

8 Especially in the case of central and local authorities considering the many aspects that might affect the 
relationships between them, such as cooperation and consultation structures, financial practices, 
delegation of responsibilities, information and advice, among others (Nogueira, 2007). 
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respected in all processes and that the child's empowerment and participation must be 
central to all matters and decisions that affect the child” (Riksdagen, 2018). 

Another aspect worth to be emphasized is the research approach that is being 
followed in Barnens bästa gäller! i Kronoberg. To the programme, one of the main 
ambitions is the generation of knowledge about how research and development can 
be integrated through a project aimed at changing the welfare state (Region 
Kronoberg, Vårdgivare, 2019a). Through this approach, future projects will be highly 
benefited from the path already drawn by “Barnens bästa gäller” as those will not 
start from the ground up and their learning and development curves will progress 
faster. 

This mindset towards children’s participation is certainly permeating other contexts 
both at a national, regional and local levels. As shown in the Region Kronoberg’s 
website, for example, the project for the new city hospital is already talking about 
children’s involvement in its planning principles. “The children's rights perspective and 
residents' opportunities to participate are also important principles for the work around 
the new hospital. Decisions that affect children and young people under the age of 18 
should therefore contain child rights-based decision-making.” (Regionkronoberg.se, 
2019b).  

 

3.4.2. Case Study Analysis. 

Kultur Hjärta Skola was an ambitious project within the context of children’s rights. 
Anchored in the children’s and young people’s rights to participation, influence, and 
access to culture, the project contributed to raising awareness among not only children 
and young people but also school and cultural workers, government institutions, and 
general "grown-up” public. 

Considering that the Convention on the Rights of the Child is being incorporated into 
the Swedish law and entering into force on January 1st, 2020, it can be said that Kultur 
Hjärta Skola was visionary. To the project, children’s and young people’s involvement 
was taken seriously and to the full extent, not only by gathering children and youth but 
also ensuring a coordinated effort between key individuals and institutions to bring 
their opinions and ideas alive. This not only means that all of the stakeholders involved 
agreed on a shared vision and purpose, but put active efforts in coordinating their own 
agendas and working dynamics to meet the project requirements. An example of this 
is the EKO municipal coordinator who works closely to the EKO students and ensure a 
more direct influence over the municipal cultural offer. Overall, this approach made the 
Kultur Hjärta Skola project to not only incorporate children’s participation actively but 
also imbue it with a long term and sustainable mindset. To the day, the Student 
Culture Ombudsman program (EKO) can still be found throughout the Dalarna region 
and has been reaffirmed in the Dalarna’s Regional Cultural and Educational Plan 
2019-2022 as it is seen as a relevant means to give children and young people real 
influence over their cultural experiences (Region Dalarna, 2018). 
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In accordance to the project’s commitment towards a real and meaningful 
participation, Kultur Hjärta Skola kept most of the project developments between the 
4th and 6th rungs of the Hart’s model of children's participation, and in some 
exceptional cases, aspects of the 7th and 8th rungs were grasped. Examples of this 
are the 2014 conference were adults and young people gathered as equals to talk and 
discuss about participation models, the creative school, children and culture research, 
among other things. The EKO program was also of great relevance as it clearly served 
as an entry point for children and young people to act as consultants for the cultural 
offerings. The Association Fair was probably the project development that reached the 
higher rungs of participation. On that occasion, children and youth acted as the main 
initiators, planners and hostess of the event and most importantly, they were given the 
required tools and knowledge on how an event like this is organized. This is certainly a 
step closer to the 8th rung of Hart's ladder of participation were of adults go beyond a 
supportive role and share their experience and expertise with children. 

Another aspect that is worth pointing at is the relevance and success of the project’s 
methodology. Although it is not openly mentioned, it seems that Kultur Hjärta Skola 
followed an action research approach. As mentioned by Mattias Dristig in the last 
project report “The project is a learning project, ie. that methods will be tested and 
evaluated on an ongoing basis and during the work, the project may take new paths 
depending on the experience gained” (Dristig, 2016). Hence, this learning process 
could have allowed the project to be opened to perspectives not considered before, 
adapt to the challenges encountered along the way and address new  issues found. It 
can be said that this methodology proved to be useful for the particular context of 
Kultur Hjärta Skola where subject and purpose were clear but the complications of 
developing and bringing the project alive could not be foreseen in advance. 

Looking closely to the variety of developments throughout the project, it is noticeable 
how Kultur Hjärta Skola worked as a multifaceted platform for different project lines 
under the same cultural umbrella. Examples of this can be seen in the EKO program 
which not only grasp children and young people’s attention on culture, but also 
empowered and placed them in a favorable position to propose and develop cultural 
activities of their own interest. The EKO card also gave them greater access and 
privileges to cultural and leisure activities. In the same way, the project also opened the 
doors to children and young people to a better involvement in effective design and 
planning for future investment projects such as the Creative School grant (Skapande 
skola). 

Keeping in mind the complexity of the subject, its practical implementation, and the 
diversity of stakeholders brought together for the first time, there are just a few 
aspects that could be improved in regards to participation and empowerment of 
children. Activities and events can be more child-centered and generated, especially in 
regards to the content and the way it is delivered to them. This was evident both in the 
project’s videos shared online and on some of the evaluation notes written by adults 
and children and young people at the end of the events. The conference format with 
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more than 1 hour talks and a seating audience is not the most appropriate way to talk 
with children and young people. Although the subjects on participation models and 
age power order are of great importance, children and young people could have 
brought to the discussion other escenarios around such topics where their own 
experience is of great relevance.  

As it is not evident in the report, nor in the web blog, the lack of greater exploration of 
and through specific participatory methods could have affected the quality of children’s 
and young people’s participation. Besides creating a more dynamic environment for 
children and youngsters, child-focused participatory methods can, among other things, 
increase their engagement, encourage them to share their own and relate to other’s 
experiences, boost their social skills and drive them to work collaboratively, and nurture 
their idea generation processes resulting in better initiatives and projects. Having a 
clear set of participatory methods as well as a review of pros and cons of its 
application, can lead to better learning experiences for the project itself and for others 
wanting to dabble in similar projects. 

There are not many references of participatory projects within the public sector, and 
Kultur Hjärta Skola is a great example of real, meaningful and impactful children’s and 
young people’s participation. It showed that children’s participation and influence can 
be actively put into practice when stakeholders share a vision and most importantly, a 
willingness to make a change. Children participation can take different forms and be 
placed on different scenarios. To Kultur Hjärta Skola it did not matter how uncertain the 
path was, it found its own way on a free-exploring and learning process. As seen 
throughout the project, child participation and influence is fruitful both for children, 
young people and adults and impact positively the field on which it is incorporated as it 
brings new ideas and perspectives and most importantly strengthening the democratic 
values within a society. 

 

3.5. Where are We Heading? 

Children’s and young people’s participation that are demanding effective action. Their 
participation and influence can not be a rhetorical asset but a practical approach to 
effective implementation. This means that when developing services for children and 
youth, they must be regarded as active experts capable of informing developing 
processes from their own perspectives. As this mindset is increasingly permeating the 
public context, it is relevant that new escenarios for meaningful participation are 
opened.   
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4. Design Project 
In this part of the project we will summarize the insights from both the theoretical and 
contextual framework, highlight the key factors informing the design space, and 
present the final concept. 

 

4.1. Theoretical and Contextual Framework Insights 

In the theoretical framework we discussed about children’s rights and participation, the 
relevance of their perspective, and their role as researchers. Here is important to 
highlight that: 

- Participation is a means to achieve positive changes in children’s and young 
people’s lives and to build a better society. 

- Children are active bearers of participation rights and experts in their own field 
capable of deciding on what concerns their own life. 

- “Children’s perspectives represent the children’s experiences, perceptions and 
understanding in their life world” (Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson and 
Hundeide, 2012). 

- In research, children has moved from being ‘child’ participant to a ‘research 
participant’. 

- “Children ask different questions, have different priorities and concerns and see 
the world through different eyes” (Kellett, 2005). 

- Design thinking advocates for a user-centered design, visual problematization 
and ideation, and prototyping, testing and improvement. 

- Design Thinking has ot fixed or unique methodology but certainly iterative. 
- Living Labs are build upon user and community contributions from problem 

identification, collection and analysis of data, and the design of a solution. 
- Living Labs gathers multiple stakeholders around user and open innovation in 

real/life experiments. 

On the other hand, from the contextual framework, the factors leading to the current 
situation and the “Kultur Hjärta Skola” is worth mentioning that: 

- Children and youth participation “fosters the development of active citizens 
who can assert their social, economic and political rights” (Norwegian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, 2015). 

- “Children need to be involved in meaningful projects with adults” (Hart, 1992). 
- Government’s legislation and strategies (in regards to children’s and young 

people’s right to participation) have not had a major impact in state and 
municipal levels. 

- The UNCRC is being incorporated in the Swedish law, entering into force 
January 2020, meaning that participation and influence can not be a rhetorical 
asset any more but a practical approach to effective implementation. 
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- Barnens bästa gäller! i Kronoberg and the GIRFEC programme are great 
examples of designing services with a child-centered approach. 

- A children’s participation mindset is permeating other contexts both at national, 
regional and local levels. 

- As seen in the Kultur Hjärta Skola: 
- Coordinated efforts across individuals and institutions is possible and 

opens the doors to real participation and influence of children and 
youth. 

- Exploratory methodologies are worth trying if the ultimate purpose is 
clearly defined. 

- Children-Adult interactions needs to be well planned in order to get the 
right involvement from both parties. 

- Children participation can take different forms and be placed on 
different scenarios. 

- Child participation and influence is fruitful both for children, young 
people and adults and impact positively the field on which it is 
incorporated as it brings new ideas and perspectives. 

- Governance issues were among the major difficulties in Kultur Hjärta 
Skola. Bureaucracy, project slow down, administrative protocols, 
interdependence between projects and departments, communication 
dynamics and the need of a closer cooperation between departments. 

- It was recommended that steering groups are formed by active project 
members with operational tasks rather than external managers. 

- Adult participation needs proper training on children’s participation and 
influence. 

 

4.2. Key Factors Informing the Design Development. 

4.2.1. Design Space. 

Based on the aforementioned theoretical and contextual framework insights, the 
design space was clearly outlined. At the intersection of three interlinked core fronts 
-Children’s Participation, UNCRC as Swedish Law, and a Design Mindset, the design 
project “Hej Åsikter!” was born (See image 4). 

Children’s Participation is based on three facts, first children are active bearers of 
participation rights, capable and entitled of deciding on what concerns their own life; 
second, they are experts on their own lives; and third, their perspectives are children’s 
experiences, perceptions and understanding in their life world 

The UNCRC as Swedish law derives in, among other things, a better child-centred 
approach in the public sector and an improved child and youth visibility. 
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The design mindset on the other hand, takes advantage of the practicalities and the 
common context of usage of Design Thinking and Living Labs to inform the design 
process. 

Although the design space only draws upon some insights from the theoretical and 
contextual framework, some others will inform other key aspects and decision making 
for the final concept. 

 

 

Image 4. Design Space. 
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4.2.2. Stakeholder Map. 

There are many aspects that may affect the participation of children and youth directly 
or indirectly. Such aspects are dependant on either one or other stakeholders. As 
presented in the map bellow, stakeholders can come from the public, private or third 
sector. Depending on the type and scope of the projects developed, one or more 
stakeholders could be engaged simultaneously and with different roles and level of 
interest in the outcomes. As the current project is not solving a particular problem, the 
stakeholder map is a general overview of those potential stakeholders (See image 5). 

 

Image 5. Stakeholder Map. 
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4.3. Final Concept. 

The design process looked for new ways to promote children’s and young people’s 
participation. The ideas revolved around different ways that could raise the children’s 
status to a level of consultants and co-creators from where they can inform and 
influence different processes of decision making. 

 

4.3.1. Model Purpose. 

As a starting point in the design phase, previous insights were translated into three 
key concepts and set as the model purpose, these are: Acknowledgement, 
Empowerment and Continuity. As described below, each one of the concepts 
embodies a core principle underpinning the final model. 

Acknowledgement: They are both informed and consulted. Children and youth are 
regarded as equals in research and development projects. 

Empowerment: Children are trained in areas they are not educated or experienced. By 
giving them the right knowledge and tools they will be equipped to access, process 
and share information and ideas, and therefore, gain influence power. 

Continuity: Shared goals and visions, facilitates project progress and navigation 
through different stakeholders. Furthermore, new projects can be built upon former 
projects, thus learning and development curves progress faster. 

 

 

Image 6. Model Purpose. 
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4.3.2. Hej Åsikter! An ecosystem of child and youth participation. 

Underlying Concept. 

In order to achieve Acknowledgement, Empowerment and Continuity, the design 
development was built upon the concept of INERTIA OF MOTION. In physics, the 
Inertia of Motion refers to the resistance of objects in motion to change its direction and 
speed. This is precisely what children’s and young people’s participation and influence 
requires, it needs to gain momentum to keep moving so it would be difficult to be 
stopped and changed in its direction. It needs a guiding course so the underpinnings of 
participation do not get out of track, and also to get momentum so it would be easier to 
be incorporated into any child/youth-related project. 

 

Meaningful Participation. 

It can be said that under the premise of the UNCRC as a Swedish law, there is no 
room for particular or independent interpretations of what concerns to participation 
and influence. In this sense, one of the first aspects brought into consideration in the 
development of the model was the setting of a common conceptual baseline for 
participation and influence. Clarity on the key concepts like: participation, children’s 
perspective, influence, types of engagement, ethical concerns, among others, lays at 
the core of the proposed model. 

Meaningful Participation then refers to the right interpretation of what relates to the 
assurance of the right of children to express their own views in all matters affecting 
them, as it is currently stated in the Art. 12 of the Convention. 

The idea of Meaningful Participation can also be backed up by a solid participation 
model like the “RMSOS Framework” proposed by the Council of Europe, or any other 
comprehensive model of participation. 

 

Image 7. Council of Europe’s RMSOS Framework for Participation. 
Adapted from (Grace and Grace, 2017). 
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From Centralized to Decentralized. 

Whether the projects are complex or simple, or big or small, the main idea is to 
approach research and development form a decentralized perspective. Contrary to a 
“centralized perspective” where stakeholders, methods, project coordinators, and so on 
are coming from outside and gather around the project, a “decentralized perspective” 
relies on outside stakeholders providing them with concrete guidelines in regards to 
the research or development. 

 

Image 8. From a Centralized to a Decentralized Model of Research and Development. 

 

The Ecosystem Approach. 

An ecosystem approach highly benefits from the diversity of stakeholders and their 
networks, collaborative and coordinated work, and the implicit co-evolution to achieve 
and sustain positive outcomes. The ecosystem approach builds on the existing 
capacity of stakeholders, their infrastructure, staff, knowledge and experience, work 
dynamics, and communities. By working collaboratively, the effectiveness of the 
ecosystem is amplified and therefore project’s impact can be scaled. 

It is important to highlight that children and young people (as individual entities) are 
considered as equals to the rest of other stakeholders. This means that they are not at 
the centre and things do not revolve around them. They are another actor contributing 
to the overall understanding and solving of particular projects. What is the guiding 
compass and ultimate purpose of the ecosystem is the work towards a Meaningful 
Participation and the derived benefits from it. Thus, children and youth are reached 
through the diverse network of stakeholders. 
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As seen in the visual representation of the ecosystem model (See Image 9), different 
stakeholders will be engaged according to the nature and scale of the projects. In this 
ecosystem Hej Åsikter! is the main driver motor but not the only one running towards 
the common purpose of meaningful participation. In other words, Hej Åsikter! works as 
a facilitator and the common ground for research and development. 

 

Image 9. Ecosystem Model. 

 

Hej Åsikter! Fronts of Action. 

As the main driver within the ecosystem, Hej Åsikter! have its own structure and route 
of action. This can be visualized as a coordinated work across three fronts of action: 
Conceptual Foundation, Network-initiated and Hej Åsikter!-initiated. Conceptual 
Foundation refers to the core scientific background informed by theoretical-practical 
forms of research. Here is also included changes in legislation, policies, strategies or 
plans. Network-initiated refers to those aspects mainly connected to the outside 
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network and the transitory projects boosted by the ecosystem. Hej Åsikter!-initiated on 
the other hand refers to the inner work at Hej Åsikter! And the continuous actions 
aimed at keeping the system inertia around Meaningful Participation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 10. Hej Åsikter! Fronts of Action. 
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4.3.3. Name and Logotype. 

The idea behind the name was clear, a strong and dynamic representation of voice and 
dialogue. To this purpose, keywords like participation, collaboration, voice, sharing, 
connections, impact, relevane, opinions, among others, were explored through 
brainstorming and mind mapping. As the project is set in a Swedish-speaking context, 
the brainstorming prioritized swedish words. 

The chosen word, Åsikt. In brief, opinion, view, idea. In a more extensive meaning, the 
word was found suitable for the purpose of expressing a personal opinion or 
perspective on a particular issue. 

Åsikt: (personally based) way of viewing and assessing a certain (type of) 
question usually about reasonably thought-out approach. 

Synonyms: Mening: sense, meaning. / Uppfattning: perception, idea, view. 

To point at the idea of a diversity of opinions and voices, the word was changed from 
the singular to its plural form. Åsikt -> Åsikter 

To reinforce the idea of dialogue and to give it a more informal and relaxed feeling, the 
word Hej (Hello or Hi in Swedish) was incorporated. In the same path, the “text 
bubbles” also pointed at the idea of dialogue. 

For the colour scheme, contrast and dynamism backed the design exploration. Yellow 
was set as the accent colour whilst blue and white were set as the neutral/dominant. A 
quick look at the meaning of the colours helped to reinforce the underlying concept for 
the Name and Logotype. 

Yellow: freshness, happiness, positivity, clarity, energy, enlightenment. 

 

Image 11. Hej Åsikter! Logotype. 
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As part of the “The Megaphone”, the diffusion strategy for the Hej Åsikter! (See Image 
10) a web platform is considered, a rough sketch of the visual proposal is shown 
below. 

 

 

Image 12. Digital Platform. 
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5. SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

 
Illustration: Victoria Sarria 

 

5.1. Project Summary. 

5.2. Learning Outcomes and Problems Faced. 

5.3. Further Research. 
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5. Summary and Discussion 

5.1. Project Summary. 

The field of children’s rights has seen great advancements particularly with the 
creation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the introduction of the 
concept of participation. With this, the way children were seen changed and 
transitioned to a view of experts in their own life. Stemming from this, the concept of 
“children’s perspective” also became relevant to the understanding of how they see 
the world and how they prioritize things. As right bearers, children and youth now has 
the right to participate and influence. In this regard, Sweden has made great 
advancements, especially during the last decade by promoting different projects 
addressing children's participation. However, there are still some flaws, especially in 
regards to listening to their voices and their potential to influence. The Swedish 
Government committed to move forward in this regard, has decided to incorporate the 
UNCRC into the swedish law and push forward the inclusion of children in different 
aspects concerning their life. Public institutions are now putting special attention to 
children’s views, and example of this is Barnens bästa gäller i Kronoberg programme 
which is currently developing a project around children to provide them with a better 
welfare service. In this context, the project is looking for innovative ways to involve 
children in meaningful participation with potential for influence. The project looks at 
design approaches both from the public sector and the community as sources for 
innovation. As a result, the project proposed the model “Hej Åsikter!, An ecosystem of 
child and youth participation.” where different stakeholders working with and 
alongside children and youth can contribute to the acknowledgement and 
empowerment of children and young people through the development of different 
projects. 

 

5.2. Learning Outcomes and Problems Faced. 

The field of “child studies” is certainly vast both in amplitude and scope. Although it 
has been mainly researched from areas like the social sciences, pedagogy, or 
psychology; there is still room for valid research from the perspective of design. This is 
especially true if considering more pragmatic implementations of theoretical constructs 
addressing participation and influence. 

By embracing a children’s perspectives and acknowledging them as experts on their 
on life, we would be able to understand the world from a more empathetic perspective. 
This ultimately will lead us to be part of more democratic societies. In this sense, 
opening opportunities for participation and influence for children is also a matter of 
commitment from the society in general. 

One of the problems faced was that research literature around children and childhood 
can sometimes become quite complex. When looking at it from the perspective of 
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design -with mainly a practical approach to knowledge, this makes that grasping 
critical information becomes difficult and can undermine the correct interpretation and 
later design possibilities. This, however, can be overcome by consulting directly to field 
experts. 

The research process itself was particularly challenging, both form a logical and 
structural perspective and a practical implementation. It demanded a lot of time and 
patience to figure out the research question and plan the research process. 

 

5.3. Further Research. 

In the given context of the incorporation of the UNCRC in the Swedish law, public, 
private and third sector organizations must now include in their agendas the 
perspective of the children and youth. This means that practical ways to 
implementation must be researched and considered under those particular contexts. 

The proposed model can be further refined from a more strategic perspective and 
connect with future trends like digital governance, smart cities, inmigration policy, to 
mention a few. 

The proposed model can also be tested through practical models of collaboration in 
small scale projects. Stakeholders from different sectors might see this as a great 
opportunity to get attuned with the implications of the incorporation of the UNCRC as 
Swedish Law. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1. Kultur Hjärta Skola Project 

Archive pictures from the Kultur Hjärta Skola logotype, the EKO card, work meetings, 
and the Association Fair’s poster and event. 

Images retrieved from: http://skolscenen-kulturhjartaskola.riksteatern.se/hem 
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