
 

Child Centred Community Development Workshop  

IREWOC, Context International Cooperation, Plan Netherlands and Save the Children 

Netherlands organised a participatory workshop on Child Centred Community Development 

in Soesterberg near Utrecht in the Netherlands. 23 participants, mostly staff members of child-

centred non-governmental organisations, took part in the workshop on 20-24 June 2005. The 

participants came from China, Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Iraq, Ethiopia, Uganda, Sierra 

Leone, Malawi, Kenya, Guatemala, Columbia, Albania, England, Germany and the 

Netherlands.  

The theme of the workshop was `Participation of Children in Crisis'. The overall aim was to 

contribute to further enhancement of policies, guiding principles and tools for child 

participation within development organisations dealing with children in crisis. The specific 

objectives were to enhance the conceptual understanding of participation and to identify 

`good practices'.  

The workshop was organised around the principle of `Participatory Learning and Action'. The 

core of the workshop was knowledge-sharing between participants, knowledge transfer by 

resource persons and knowledge application. Pauline McKeown of Plan International, Peter 

Dickson, Cecile Kusters of Wageningen University and Professor Kristoffel Lieten, IREWOC 

Director, provided the necessary resource inputs.  

In the afternoon of the fifth day of the workshop, some of the outcomes were presented in a 

meeting open to a wider public. The results were discussed with specific reference to the 

context in which the participants are working.  

Much of the discussion focussed on what participation exactly means, and how and to what 

extent participation can take place in meaningful ways. It is not an uncontested concept and 

has a wide range of possible interpretations. The general conclusion was that policy and 

practice are far from perfect but that nevertheless it is better to build on and to improve 

existing practices, than to wait until more clarity has emerged. As one of the participants 

stressed, without some form of participation intervention may not lead to a fair and equitable 

development.  

Participation may mean that in order “to do things faster you often have to go slower”. The 

challenge is to be more reflective, develop real trust and develop the abilities of children to 

think and act together. Listening to the children in any case is the first and most important 

step in participation. Participation should be seen as an ongoing process in everyday life and 

involves sensitization and acquisition of individual and social skills.  



The workshop in session  

 

 

When developing and implementing participatory interventions for children in crisis, it is 

important to understand the context. Different sorts of ‘crisis’ involve different risks and 

different responsibilities for adults. Crisis situations in many cases may limit the possibilities 

of child-centred organisations to involve children. Participation can also be difficult when 

there are strong unequal power relations. A further difficulty for organisations is that it can be 

difficult next to impossible to build on existing structures since these have often become 

disrupted. 

When pursuing the participation of children in development and crisis, it should be done at a 

pace that still ensures the protection of children, since participation can put them at risk. 

Protection should take priority over participation, in the sense that meaningful participation 

can only take place when protection is ensured. Considerable attention should therefore be 

paid to recognise the possible risks and to involve the whole community to reduce resistance 

from adults. Children cannot be made to participate if the parents themselves cannot 

participate.  

It is important to involve children throughout the different phases in the project wherever 

possible. While this in itself can be seen as a meaningful form of participation in project 

design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation, it can also strengthen the project as such. 

Accountability towards the beneficiaries, namely the children, is therefore improved as well. 

At the same time, involving children at different stages of the project cycle also means that 

compromises will have to be made with reference to timeframes and other restricting factors.  



The workshop brought together middle and senior level practitioners with different attitudes 

towards participation. Whereas some participants did not see much practical value in the 

concept, others went quite far in involving children at all stages of development planning and 

evaluation. At the end, both views had come closer and the participants went home with much 

food for thought. In that sense, the workshop has been very successful indeed.  

 


