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“NOTHING

ABOUT ME

WITHOUT 

ME”

Critical Issues
in Child  Welfare

Children’s Participation 

in  FGDM



1. The participation of *children in FGC/FGDM in the 

child welfare system

2. FGC/FGDM an inclusive space to promote 

children and youth’s participation rights, resilience  

& their social  agency.

First Part - Literature Review

Second Part - Practice Considerations

Seeking innovative ways to children’s participation 

in FGC/FGDM

“Nothing about me without me”
A call to innovate children and youth’s participation in FGC/FGDM

* Children includes 0 to 18 years old  - Convention of the rights of the children – CRC 
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Thinking about making chocolate chip cookies from another perspective

Levels of children’s participation rights

1. children are listened to; 

2. children are supported to express their views; 

3. children’s views are taken into account; 

4. children are involved in decision-making processes; 

5.  children share power.
Shier 2001
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What is Children’s Participation?

Children’s Participation is a right
to be part, to have a voice and influence all decisions made about them. Children have 

important things to say about matters that involve them, and they need to be heard* 

Is a negotiated space 
that gives privilege to dialogue & learning. (for both children and adults)

Is an space of recognition 
of children’s care, their rights, their capacities, autonomy & independence (their agency),  

and their worth to the community and society without judgments of children’s age-

defined capacities. 

*
In judicial and administrative proceedings pertaining to them, children have the right to be heard either directly or 
through appropriate representatives, and have the necessary  support. 
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Children’s Rights - Protection - Provision - Participation

The UNCRC recognizes the children as  rights holders 
and must therefore grant them protection, provision of services, and effective

possibilities for participation. Bonvin & Stoecklin, 2014

The Universal right of children “to be part of every decision that 

affects them” 
is granted by the article 12 of the UNCRC and “applies to all children in all countries 

without exception”

Protection & Provision of services can improve when children’s 

Participation is fostered
This in turn only happens if children’s agency is acknowledged  Freeman 2007: 18

It is the combination of rights that allows the children’s well-being 
in the present and their development in the future

5



Question

What has been your experience in  

relation to children’s participation in 

FGC/FGDM? 

“Nothing about me without me”
Children’s participation in FGC/FGDM
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Children’s social exclusion & Child Welfare System

Children’s social exclusion
Refers to the multidimensional nature of poverty and disadvantage. Exclusion is 

fundamentally about  lack of connectedness and participation

Children involved in the CWS  are from families/communities that 

reflect indicators of social exclusion. 

Low income, racial and ethnical discrimination, immigrant status & lack of social 

participation

Children involved in the CWS have experienced exposure to harm 
also have experienced exposure to harm including abuse, violence, addictions, 

disengagement from school and mental health issues. 
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Children living in poverty Aboriginal, and African 

Canadian are disproportionately represented in the Canadian 

Child Welfare System 

Children’s social exclusion & Child Welfare System

While African Canadians represent  8% of the 

Toronto population, they represent 41% of all 

children and youth in care of the Toronto Children's 

Aid Society. OACAS 2015

“Aboriginal children are twice as likely to be placed in foster 

care…” Trocme, Knoke & Blackstock, 2004

Nearly half of children under 14 in foster care in Canada are 

aboriginal children… approximately 30,000 children in care in 

Canada in 2011, 14,225 were aboriginal. Woods & Kirkey, 2013 
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Child Welfare & Protection - Participation

PROTECTIONISM PARTICIPATION
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Protectionism & Decision Making in the CWS 

Protectionism emphasizes the children’s image of 

vulnerability,  helplessness & victimization 
It prioritizes their immediate safety only. It regards children as objects to be 

protected rather than as subjects of rights, Mason, 2005 Pinkney 2011; Polkki

et.al. 2012; Bijleveld et.al., 2014

The lack of children’s participation in the CWS, is a form of 

children’s social exclusion
It affects particularly children of color who are disproportionately represented in the 

system”
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Protectionism & Decision Making in the CWS 

Decision making in the CWS is a child unfriendly space
Workers, judges, and lawyers, rather than family or children themselves, are 
deciding their lives. Some of these state agents may never even meet with the 
children. Leeson 2007, Cashmore 2002

Case Conferences & Plan of Care Reviews
Children feel disempowered, intimidated, bored, and alienated
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Children’s social exclusion & Child Welfare System

Because of the lack of participation, children and 

youth in care can feel and become outsiders in 

their own lives, emotionally withdrawn, or 

become unable of making decisions about their 

future which perpetuates their social exclusion 
Treseder, 1995, Thomas 2000; Smart et al. 2001, Lesson 2007 
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Children’s social exclusion & Child Welfare System

The system separates children from 

family, friends and the familiar, and 

perpetuates or recreates their social 

exclusion White, 2008
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FGDM & Children's Participation

Historically in ADR, children were not included in 

decision-making based on the belief that they 

lacked the capacity to participate in family law 

matters and were in need of protection. Birnbaum, 2008
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FGDM Children’s Social Inclusion & Participation

FGDM is an inclusive, rights base process  
to develop families & children’s participation in decision making within the CWS

Children are the reason, the center & Heart Beat of FGDM

The process is about them: their stories, their past, present 

& future 

The decisions made in FGDM are about them
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Challenges to Children’s Participation in FGC/FGDM in the CWS

Attendance is avoided 
by “age and understanding” or unrealizable.

Participation in decision making is limited
children involved in planning but less likely to fully participate in the process. Beecher 

et al., 2001 

Tendency to tokenistic participation
Child is consulted but, is not given feedback his/her views are not taken into account 
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• Children feel in FGDM  like in other adult 
meetings

• Inhibited to talk in front of the family  

• lacking the confidence to clearly stating their 
views

• lack of understanding about what was 
happening

• Adults not listening

Horan & Dalrymple, 2003

Challenges to Children’s Participation in FGC/FGDM in CWS
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FGDM & Children’s Resilience, Social agency & Participation Rights

Children involved in the CWS are Resilient Survivors 
who seek overcome adversity and they are perceptive, cautious & brave 

Children are complete social actors 
who are constantly making decisions. In their  interactions with adults and  other 

children  they develop social skills to negotiate their attempts to gain control of their 

life. Green,  2015:329

Children’s rights become effective 
only when they’re holders: children  are put in a position where they can actively 

use and transform them.
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FGDM & Children’s Resilience, Social agency & Participatory Rights

Resilience
Not only depend on the child characteristics but is greatly Influenced by process 

and interactions arising from the family and the wider environment. 

Social Agency 
Requires access to family and community networks that will strengthen children and 

youth connectedness as well as social opportunities to practice participation. Barn 2010 

Effective implementation of participatory rights 
Requires the complementarity between individual skills & social opportunities
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FGDM & Children’s Resilience, Social agency & Participation Rights

Children’s negotiation and construction of a positive identity
requires  safe and secure connections; finding social opportunities to test out  

identities; and building a sense of agency  Munford & Senders 2015

Feeling included and being able to exercise agency 
Involves a sense of belonging and an ability to enact citizenship. It requires 

being part of social networks and meaningful activities” Munford & Senders 2015
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FGDM & Children’s Resilience, Social agency & Participation Rights

Social Opportunities - Family and Community Networks
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Our Question

What needs to be changed to promote 

genuine and effective children’s 

participation in FGC/FGDM? 

“Nothing about me without me”
A call to innovate children and youth’s participation in FGC/FGDM
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CLOSING
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