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Today, my colleague Kirsche Walker and I will talk about why we should consider involving young people in research on sexual violence. To date, relatively little research has done so. In particular, very few studies have extended young people’s role beyond that of solely providing information. This short presentation will focus on this gap in research.

We will start by briefly outlining the rights-based framework, in which this discussion takes place

We will then look at some of the barriers that may prevent researchers from involving young people in sexual violence research; and some of the reasons and potential benefits of doing so.

We will end by looking in a bit more detail at what we mean by ‘engaging young people in research’; highlighting some of the ways in which young people can be engaged in different aspects of the research process. 





Balancing protection and participation rights

In theory: mutually dependent and indivisible

In reality….clear evidence of a ‘hierarchy of rights’
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Children and young people have the right to participation alongside the right to protection under the UNCRC. In theory, these rights are equally important, yet in practice, there is often clear hierarchy of rights. This is particularly the case in the area of sexual violence where child protection concerns frequently override children’s right to participation.

In practice this means that participation frequently engages young people who are deemed ‘competent’. Conversely, young people who are considered ‘vulnerable’, including those affected by sexual violence, are often excluded. Yet, it is this group of young people who arguably has the most relevant experience and inside knowledge of the topic. 

When certain groups of young people are sidelined from opportunities to engage in research, they miss out on opportunities to self-represent and to inform our evidence base. It is therefore vital that this group of young people as well is given opportunities to engage in the production of knowledge and to inform our thinking around how to respond to sexual violence.

In this context it is important to bear in mind that:

While not all young people want to be involved in studies on sexual violence, it is important to give young people ‘choice’ and to widen access to such opportunities. This necessitates recognising some of the barriers that prevent some young people from being involved in research and addressing these.

There are also instances where engaging young people in sexual violence research is not appropriate. If it is not possible to involve young people in an ethical and meaningful way, it can cause more harm than good.






Reasons for avoidance

• Young person is too vulnerable
• Topic is too sensitive
• Researcher discomfort
• Time consuming/hard to do well
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Let’s look at some of the potential barriers to involving young people in sexual violence research:

YP considered too vulnerable, there are risks related to re-traumatisation. Involvement in research may disrupt therapeutic interventions or judicial processes. Young people may also be considered to lack the necessary (research) skills.�
Topic too sensitive, sexual violence is a taboo subject in many places and surrounded by a ‘culture of silence’. There are issues related to stigma and young people may face resistance or repercussions from family, friends or at community level.

Researchers’ own discomfort. One aspect relates to the transfer of power. Giving up control is difficult. There may be anxiety about not being able to control the research process and the messages it produces. (As researchers, we work within structures that necessitate negotiating the interests of different stakeholders, funding requirements, organisational priorities, etc.)�
Involving young people in research can be challenging – it takes time, requires building trust (between young people and adults), it usually requires an element of capacity building or training of both adults and young people. 



Reasons for engagement

• Better data/unique insight from key 
stakeholder 

• Enhances our evidence base

• Redressing inequality within research 
(transfer of power/control)

• Challenging cultures of silence/stigma
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There is a strong argument that involving young people in research, particularly in areas that affect them can improve research:�
Adds authenticity and produces research messages that are not ‘sanitised’; ‘getting information from the ‘horses mouth’; young people often ‘tell it like it is’; they can often transmit uncomfortable messages clearly and to the point. They are generally less preoccupied with alienating different stakeholders;
Enhances our evidence base on young people’s lived experiences, which can inform policy and practice development and improve (service) responses to sexual violence.
Young people’s unique lens can enhance many aspects of the research process, i.e. framing the research, designing the research question/methodology, interpreting data, dissemination (Kirsche will talk a bit more on this).�
Redresses power imbalances between those who are traditionally ‘subjects’ of research and those undertaking research. Connected to questions around what constitutes ’knowledge’ and who produces it – inevitably linked to power. (’Experts’ deciding on what’s best – but who is considered an expert? And based on what?)�
Challenges cultures of silence that often surrounds sexual violence; addresses stigma; gives young people an opportunity to have their voices heard �
I will now hand over to Kirsche who will talk about different types of young people’s engagement in research.








Be Healthy:

The ‘Be Healthy’ project was a resource created by young  
people for young people and professionals. This was the 
outcome of the research for this project: http://www.ayph-
behealthy.org.uk/what-we-do/. As a result of this resource we 
were able to gain relationships with professionals and continue 
working alongside them. This was very useful in creating youth 
focused and youth friendly environments.

Peer support website:

The Peer website was a result of some left over funding (I 
know! It’s hard to believe- spare money) that myself and 
another young person had requested an extension on to 
create another resource. Website link: http://behealthy-
peersupport.org.uk/ . This resource was created for young 
people going through or a peer going through a sexual 
violence issue and would like to seek advice in addition to 
attending services or the young people who are not able 
to attend services.

Young people’s engagement in different types of research

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kirsche explains the two projects.

http://www.ayph-behealthy.org.uk/what-we-do/
http://behealthy-peersupport.org.uk/


For more information and resources visit 
our website www.beds.ac.uk/ic

Silvie.bovarnick@beds.ac.uk
Helen.beckett@beds.ac.uk

Camille.warrington@beds.ac.uk
@uniofbedscse
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I would like to end by saying that there is very little in terms of evaluations of participatory research on sexual violence in terms of measuring their effectiveness and outcomes so a lot of what we know is somewhat ‘anecdotal’ and based on our and other people’s experience of participatory research. This is an area where funding for future research is needed to build a more reliable evidence base and develop more knowledge on how to do this work well (ethically and meaningfully).

Thank you very much for your interest and attention. I know it’s been a long week.
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