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Introduction 1

1 Introduction  

Our endeavour to learn with and from children on a global issue 

 

 

Imagine.  
A world abundant with tolerance and appreciation,  

full of curiosity and the endeavour to understand the other.  
Imagine respect towards nature, culture, gender, the elders and the young ones. 

Imagine, a world where children can grow up in stable, supporting, caring environments. 
Imagine, a world in which children are heard and listened to. 

Imagine! 

 

 

Recently a yellow press tabloid had a cover story on children and domestic violence. Pic-
tures of children, ranging from eight to maybe thirteen, their gruesome stories, all now 
separated from their parents, living in foster homes or small group residential care. Stories 
of abuse, neglect, maltreatment. Even the photo of a blood sodden T-shirt next to a tiny 
girl, having been almost killed by her father, and detailed descriptions of human perver-
sity. Tabloid language and photos picturing emotionally and physically scarred children 
longing in vain for a normal life.  

The story leaves me puzzled. Does it really raise the issues of domestic violence? Was it 
geared towards depicting youth welfare authorities as too slow in acting? Was it to press 
on the readers’ emotions so they would donate money for a shelter? Or was it using the 
children’s stories purely for higher circulation? (Only the latter would account for the 
blood sodden T-shirt next to a girl’s face, printed in colour). Or was it even a story about 
human abnormalities, veiled in phoney compassion? 

Violence comes in many forms. We are all of us quick to seize on the big issues - sexual 
abuse, child trafficking, child labour, child pornography, hunger, physical violence, child 
soldiers, hunger and children as refugees. But printing a picture of a blood sodden T-shirt 
next to small children’s faces might be a further, if more subtle form of abuse. What are 
the consequences of such an act? For the reader, for the editor or for the girl and her fam-
ily? We are most of us aware that the landscape of violence is changing and that there are 
new questions that need to be asked. Whether we consider something as violence or vio-
lent depends on a variety of factors that are themselves conceptually fluid, even problem-
atic, and which invoke gender, culture, education and age. 

And usually we unite in the longing for non violence. But while we can perhaps imagine 
lives free from physical violence, it is less easy to imagine a world free from institutional 
or symbolic violence.  
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What is it really that we long for if we aspire to “no violence”? Would it mean freedom? 
Security? Gender equality? Emotional stability? Happiness and Peace? A family environ-
ment for growing up? Food and education for all? Sufficient living conditions and income 
for families rearing children? State support? No physical punishment, no female circumci-
sion? No ante-natal sex screening for sex selection and abortion of the unwanted sex? 
Respect and appreciation of diversity concerning minorities, handicaps, special challenges? 
No more  skeletons walking on catwalks and depicting the western illusion of female bod-
ies into a Potemkin’s glamour show of eating disorder and plastic surgery? The right to 
wear the headscarf? An end to the paradigm of economic growth with simultaneous pau-
perisation of millions? Sustainable development? Affordable medication for all? Clean 
drinking water? No more war movies? A cut down in divorce rate? Life sentence for rape 
or murder? Protection, prevention and participation according to the Child Rights Char-
ter? Enough money in the annual state budgets for education, welfare and health and less 
for rearmament? No more pictures and cover stories of one country bombing another live 
on TV? Demilitarisation? The right of a child to divorce his family? Tolerance? Religious 
freedom?  

It is easier, it seems, to define what we do not want than what we want. And being against 
something easily unites us across our many differences, whereas taking a stand for some-
thing specific forces individuals to choose and take a stand - to step beyond anonymity.  

As the notion of violence is also a social and gender issue, whatever the idea of “violence” 
and “non violence” is will be influenced by social construction in any given cultural set-
ting.  

When the UN announced a study on Violence against Children, NGOs like SOS Chil-
dren’s Village were asked to participate. We responded because the issue of violence 
against children is daily fact in the worldwide work of SOS Children’s Village. 

Children admitted to SOS Children’s Villages come with an array of experiences of vio-
lence. The files and records are full of stories of abuse, neglect, poverty, hunger, physical 
and emotional violence, war stories, trauma, personal tragedies of individuals and families. 
The life stories of children and families participating in the SOS-Social Centres pro-
grammes multiply these findings. 

As a global organisation it would have been possible for us to take the numerous stories 
held in our files and to catalogue and categorize the various levels and intensity of reports 
of violence against children. We could report on the number of children who have been 
sexually assaulted. We would state numbers of children who almost have been starved 
close to death, the numbers who were found on the street, we could state the amount of 
crack babies, the amount of abandoned children, the amount of children whose parents 
are alcoholics, on the dole, in jail, disinterested in their well being.  

Such would be a bookkeeping exercise that would add to the analysis and categorisation of 
violence. Whether it would help us understand the many forms of violence to be found in 
our societies is less certain. Families who have abandoned babies are not easily interviewed 
about their reasons and neither are families killed in civil war or by famine able to state 
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their reasons. Knowing more facts may add to the problem rather than suggest its solu-
tion. And as a society we are aware of most of the reasons anyway: poverty, too little edu-
cation, war, hopelessness and no respect and appreciation of the child as a vulnerable hu-
man being.  

Statistics tell the story of violence against children from one perspective, which is impor-
tant but is only part of the story. The other part is the story told by the children them-
selves. This cannot be measured and presented statistically in graphs and figures: it needs a 
different kind of language.  

Through decades of research in psychology, medicine, education, social and cultural stud-
ies we know more than any previous society about the needs and requirements of children 
for growing up healthy, educated and emotionally stable. We have charters defining their 
rights. We understand better than ever the implications of gender and culture on child-
hood.  

But what we understand about children and childhood comes from adult research. From 
research about children, not research with or by children.  

Children have a voice but it is a voice that is seldom heard. While their numbers are grow-
ing worldwide, they are rarely assembled in parliaments and decision making bodies. They 
are sometimes asked for their views, but even those who are well-meaning, often use this 
information for their own purposes. No doubt we will sometimes do the same. 

In a research project about violence against children it is difficult to escape committing 
acts of methodological violence. This brings an even more vital aspect of research into 
play: the ethical codex of investigating the life of somebody else - of how to be non-
violent within the investigation process.   

We can start by asking children themselves to define the question. How do children define 
violence? What are their real life experiences and their social constructions? Is the defini-
tion what they have learnt in their given environment to verbalize through their elders or 
do they have their own concept of a violence-free world? Is it the same for boys and girls? 
The same whether growing up Muslim, Orthodox, Buddhist, Hindu or Christian?  

Research based knowledge comes not just from accumulating information but from 
searching and analysing the roots and causes of problems, from reframing the categories 
we use and the words we use, from going deeper and deeper into the nature of a problem. 

However one of the challenges of analysing the roots and causes of problems is that the 
analysis seldom offers clues for solutions. If we succeed in knowing more and in-depth 
about a problem, this does not immediately and of itself enable us as to change habits and 
to re-learn attitudes and values.  

Research into violence against children has produced a long list of publications, its find-
ings summarized in handbooks on children and domestic violence1, HIV/AIDS orphan 

                                                      
1  Trickett, Penelope K.; Cynthia J. Schellenbach (eds) (2002) Violence Against Children in the Family 

and the Communtiy. American Psychological association, Washington DC. 
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reports2 or handbooks on poverty3. In a survey of research on ‘Out of Home Care in 
Europe’ over the last 20 years, one of the researchers came to the conclusion that there 
exists an unbalanced majority of research into problem-based issues, maltreatment and 
deficit issues - but almost nothing about the “happiness” of children.4  

How would we turn research around, so that as well as measuring problems and deficits 
we investigated the conditions of happiness? As a start, we need to begin qualitative enquir-
ies that deconstruct and reframe the question. Qualitative research might never be able to 
identify the characteristics of the hundreds of thousands of children undergoing specific 
ordeals. But it is valid for case studies and samples, which in turn can add to the numbers 
and statistics, the feelings, the emotions, the individual realities, making the Gestalt of all 
of them visible. 

Qualitative Research oriented on Appreciative Inquiry further opens the investigation to 
imaginative solutions, instead of focusing only on the agonizing analysis of the problems. 
With systems thinking this enables another Gestalt to become visible. It allows us to study 
the possibilities instead of the limits, it focuses on chances instead of problems. This ap-
proach has little in common with a positivist approach to reality, but focuses on the crea-
tivity of the human mind, on the imagination of what could be possible from starting 
points in what already exists. It describes what in organisational development language 
today is called “good practice”. 

Combining the Appreciative Inquiry approach and the fact that we want to learn from and 
with children, SOS Children’s Village designed a study based on child participation and the 
search for what can be and could be - in the imagination of children and their given realities.  

The reality of the child-researchers is framed by their personal history, by their gender, by 
their cultural raising in various countries and by the fact that they are growing up in a spe-
cific setting: within family based care in a SOS Children’s Village setting. 

The research project “Seeing beyond Violence” was not set up to evaluate the work of the 
individual Villages or the organisation in itself. Its aim is to learn from and with the chil-
dren, who all come with their life stories of trauma and loss, how they perceive the dis-
course and reality of violence and how they understand those elusive spheres of non vio-
lence. 

We did not ask the children to talk to us about violence, since this would be a violent act 
in itself. We asked them to imagine the absence of violence and the opposite of violence. 
We wanted to see if we could move them beyond stereotyped phrases. How would they 

                                                      
2  UNAIDS/UNICEF/USAID (2002) Children on the Brink 2002: A Joint Report on Orphan Esti-

mates and Program Strategies. UNAIDS/UNICEF/USAID, http://www.usaid.gov/our_work/-
global_health/aids/Publications/docs/childrenbrink.pdf 

3  Kaul, Chandrika (2002) Statistical Handbook on the World’s Children. OryxPress, Westport. 
Kaul, Chandrika, Valerie Tomaselli-Moschovitis (1999) Statistical Handbook on Poverty in the Devel-
oping World. OryxPress, Westport. 

4  Peter Egg, Verena Ganzer (2003) Out of Home Care in Europe. A Survey. Hermann Gmeiner 
Academy, Research Management, Innsbruck. 
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imagine this abstract contrary to the negative, the “negative” of the negative? How would 
they know it when they met it? A sophisticated endeavour, indeed. 

Why did we ask for the opposite/the absence of violence and search for new words and 
descriptions? ‘Non-violent’ and ‘violence free’ are commonly used terms. From neurologi-
cal research however we know, that “no” and “not” are difficult concepts to the human 
mind. Imagine a toddler, and her mother, calling lovingly “be careful, don’t fall” while the 
baby happily wiggles her way - what happens? The toddler will become unsteady and tum-
ble, as it’s mind will only catch the embedded command of “fall”. The mother’s notion of 
care creates the opposite of what she desired - not the safety of the child, but it’s fall.  

If I asked you: ‘Don’t think of the white elephant!’. What comes to your mind? Which picture 
emerges in your inner world of imagination? Definitely not a black panther, I would guess, 
but a white elephant. So, it seems quite possible that a moral command; “don’t exercise 
violence”; will backfire one way or the other as an embedded command opposite to that 
desired.  

Hence the search for the desired and shared image of something other than violence from 
the point of view of the children became the focus for this study.  

The methodology was chosen to support the children’s participation and to guarantee to 
an extent, that the power of adult and expert language would not diminish the children’s 
findings. Working with photographs seemed most appropriate, as the use of photographs  

“touches on the limitations of language, especially language used for descriptive pur-
poses. In using photographs the potential exists, however elusive the achievements, to 
find ways of thinking about social life that escape the traps set by language” (Walker, 
72)5 

The combination of “digital ethnography” with symbolic interactionism within a research 
methodology sets a framework condition for children as researchers in which they can act 
as researchers as well as subjects of their own research. It empowers them, gives them 
more than a voice but visual evidence of their social understanding of reality. And with 
the changed focus of good practice it especially deals with the issue of violence in a way 
that does not violate the children’s emotions again by trespassing into their traumatized 
past. 

The study was not a participatory project from the beginning, as the research question 
came from the organisation and not the children themselves. Yet it was to open a door to 
the children’s world, to understand their construction of social reality, and to leave the 
adult world with an image more powerful than verbal interpretation. The use of cameras 
and digital equipment for processing the photos gave the children a power unknown be-
fore, especially in SOS Children’s Villages, where very often adults come and use their 
cameras to document village life, portraying the children living there, using the caught 
images for fundraising or marketing projects. By handing them the cameras and trusting 

                                                      
5  Walker, Rob: Finding a silent voice for the researcher: using photographs in evaluation and 

research. In: M. Schratz (ed.) (1993) Qualitative Voices in Educational Research, pp. 72-92, Lon-
don, Falmer Press. 
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them with the process the power was reversed and on some occasions the interpretation 
process became a joint learning for young and adult researchers.  

That the children often used the opportunity to replay to us the stereotypes that they had 
learnt from previous experiences with cameras was not surprising. What was surprising 
was that they quickly constructed their own visual vocabularies that took other directions 
and invoked other meanings. 

Although the study is not meant to be an evaluation as in the original use of the methodol-
ogy6, we as an organisation hoped to learn from the researchers’ findings what might be 
adequate non-violent framework conditions for family based out of home care from the 
children’s point of view. Not only for SOS Children’s Village programmes but also for out 
of home/residential care in general. But it was in the nature of the enquiry that we could 
not force this, but rather had to give children access to the process and wait patiently to 
see what they did with it. 

The effects of a case study like “Seeing beyond Violence” within the organisation are 
manifold. It is a giant step to trust children to be researchers, since this reverses so many 
assumptions that we hold about expertise and authority. Addressing a hot issue like vio-
lence beyond a narrowly psychotherapeutic realm requires an imaginative leap. We still 
have a long way to go on both counts but involving the children in the study is a signifi-
cant first step, and showing the staff of the four villages the potentials of participatory 
methodology an important achievement. 

Contracting three researchers with different professional background and a range of 
methodological and theoretical tools made the study also valid on another level. Taking 
the findings of process and outcome we will develop from these four case studies a good 
practice example of children as researchers/evaluators which might be applicable in a vari-
ety of settings and which is culture and gender sensitive. Empowering staff and children in 
applying participatory research instruments for self evaluation are steps towards authentic 
organisational learning. 

Hopefully the findings of this study will support similar projects, not only within SOS 
Children’s Villages but within communities as well. And hopefully we will advance some 
steps further on the path - so that what we imagined at the beginning will grow into new 
reality. 

We intend to further develop the methodology within cultural childhood studies not only 
in being participatory and gender sensitive but we will also seek out partners for further 
research projects and for funding similar research in areas beyond SOS Children’s Villages 
and out of home care.  

                                                      
6  Schratz, Michael, Ulrike Löffler-Ansböck (2004) The darker side of democracy: a visual ap-

proach to democratising teaching and learning. In: John MacBeath, Leif Moos (eds.) Democratic 
Learning. RoutledgeFalmer, London. 
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Villages who volunteered to participate in the project. Their support and openness made 
the study possible and a success.  

 

Barbara Schratz-Hadwich 
Research Management 
SOS Children’s Village Hermann Gmeiner Academy 

 
 



Objectives and Methodology 8

2 Objectives and Methodology 

2.1 The Objectives of the study 

2.1.1 A world without violence would be . . . ? 

“The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 40 million children below the 
age of 15 suffer from abuse and neglect, and require health and social care.”7 

“More than 3.3 million children between the ages of 3 and 17 are reported to witness 
domestic violence in the US each year. 

Boys who witness violence against their mothers are ten times more likely to abuse their 
female partners as adults, than boys raised in non-violent homes. 

Children from homes where domestic violence occurs are physically or sexually abused 
or seriously neglected at a rate 1500% higher then the national average. 

Women are 8 times more likely to hurt their children when they are being abused than 
when they are safe from violence. 

Children may indirectly receive injuries: they may be struck by thrown objects or weap-
ons, infants may suffer injuries if being held by their mother when the abuse strikes out, 
older children may receive injuries while protecting their mother. 

Psychological and emotional effects suffered by children who witness domestic violence 
include depression, anxiety, suicidal tendencies, phobias, withdrawal, lowered self-
esteem, overt psychoses, guilt, fear of abandonment, self-blame. 

Commonly reported psychosomatic complaints are headaches, abdominal pains, stutter-
ing, bed-wetting, and sleep disturbances. 

Children from violent homes are at high risk of drug and alcohol abuse and juvenile de-
linquency. Male children exhibit a high rate of aggressive behavior.”8 

We live in a world in which violence against children can no longer be marginalised as 
aberrant or pathological behaviour but appears to be endemic. Some of this violence takes 
the form of direct assault; both physical and psychological but increasingly we are aware 
that there other forms of violence against children that are economic, institutional and 
structural, for example: 

• Deprivation of Education 
“More than 121 million children of primary age worldwide are out of school; almost 65 
million of them are girls.”9 

                                                      
7  UNICEF: Child protection. Violence. http://www.unicef.org/protection/index_violence.html 
8  Statistics of Domestic Violence on Children, © 2004 City of Kent, Washington, from update 09 

January 2004 
9  UNICEF (2004): The State of the World’s Children 2004 - Girls' Education and Development. 

Action: "25 by 2005", http://www.unicefusa.org/_education/action.html  
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• Early Marriage 
“It is hard to know the number of early marriages as so many are unregistered and unof-
ficial. There are exceptions such as Bangladesh, where a survey in 1996-97 reported that 
five per cent of 10 to 14 year-olds were married.  

Small-scale studies and anecdotal information fill in the picture. They imply that mar-
riage at a very young age is wide-spread: 

− A 1998 survey in the Indian state of Madhya Pradesh found that nearly 14 per 
cent of girls were married between the ages of 10 and 14.  

− In Ethiopia and in parts of West Africa, marriage at the age of seven or eight is 
not uncommon.  

− In Kebbi State in northern Nigeria, the average age of marriage for girls is just 
over 11 years, against a national average of 17.”10  

• Armed Conflict 
“An estimated 20 million children have been forced to flee their homes because of con-
flict and human rights violations and are living as refugees in neighbouring countries or 
are internally displaced within their own national borders.  

More than 2 million children have died as a direct result of armed conflict over the last 
decade.  

More than three times that number, at least 6 million children, have been permanently 
disabled or seriously injured.  

More than 1 million have been orphaned or separated from their families. Between 8,000 
and 10,000 children are killed or maimed by landmines every year.” 11 

• Birth Registration 
“South Asia has the largest number of unregistered children, with approximately 22.5 
million, or over 40 per cent of the world's unregistered births in 2000. Sub-Saharan Af-
rica has 17 million unregistered children, representing 70 per cent of births. In South 
Asia 63 per cent of births went unregistered in 2000. In the Middle East and North Af-
rica, nearly one-third of the children born in 2000 (around three million) were unregis-
tered, while in East Asia and the Pacific 22 per cent of births were not registered.”12 

• Child labour 
“Millions of girls work as domestic servants and unpaid household help and are espe-
cially vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. Millions of others work under horrific cir-
cumstances. They may be trafficked (1.2 million), forced into debt bondage or other 
forms of slavery (5.7 million), into prostitution and pornography (1.8 million), into par-
ticipating in armed conflict (0.3 million) or other illicit activities (0.6 million). However, 
the vast majority of child labourers – 70 per cent or more – work in agriculture.”13 

                                                      
10  UNICEF: Child Protection. Early Marriage. http://www.unicef.org/protection/index_ 

earlymarriage.html 
11  ibid: Armed Conflict. http://www.unicef.org/protection/index_armedconflict.html 
12  ibid: Birth registration. http://www.unicef.org/protection/index_birthregistration.html 
13  ibid: Child labour. http://www.unicef.org/protection/index_childlabour.html 
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• Female genital mutilation 
“Estimates of the total number of women living today who have been subjected to 
FGM/C in Africa range between 100 and 130 million. Given current birth rates this 
means that some 2 million girls are at risk of some form of female genital mutilation e-
very year. Most of the girls and women who have undergone FGM/C live in 28 African 
countries, although some live in Asia. They are also increasingly found in Europe, Aus-
tralia, Canada and the USA, primarily among immigrants from Africa and southwestern 
Asia.”14  

• Juvenile justice 
“Children in detention often suffer severe violations of their basic rights. Arrest, deten-
tion and sentencing are often arbitrary and sometimes even illegal - the results of extra-
judicial proceedings by police or military systems in which no civil protections exist. De-
tained children can be below the age of criminal responsibility and kept with adult pris-
oners who may abuse them.”15 

It is clear that there is an extensive research literature on different aspects of violence, and 
especially its effects on the lives of children, and that this literature broadens the topic to 
include child mortality, malnutrition, HIV/Aids, poverty, genocide16 as well as political 
violence17, which can all be framed as violence against children.   

The motive for much of this research is to create the basis of a world in which violence is 
reduced, eliminated, or no longer necessary. To create a world in which there is no vio-
lence against children is a great aim. But, since violence, in some form, is so engrained in 
almost all cultures and social structures, just to raise the possibility of a world without 
violence immediately prompts questions about what such a world would look like. For 
most of us, to eliminate, or even just to reduce, violence is as far as our imagination takes 
us. The ideal future we imagine is one in which violence is absent. The implicit assump-
tion we make is that a world without violence would be like the world we have now, but it 
would be a better and more harmonious place.  

Perhaps so, but it would also be very different to the world we know, because to remove 
facets of society that are so deeply part of its structure would inevitably lead to change. 
Changes that we find it difficult to predict. At the least we would expect to find new cul-
tural forms emerging, but we would also expect changes in some of our basic institutions 
– the family, schools and work. 

How might we begin to imagine such a world? 

In this study we did not set out to add to the accumulated evidence on violence against 
children but to try and turn the instruments of research around so that we could see the 
world as children see it. One aspect of the problem, we believe, is that to continue to add 
to the research on violence against children, important as it is to do so, risks the conse-

                                                      
14  ibid: Female genital mutilation. http://www.unicef.org/protection/index_genitalmutilation.html 
15  ibid: Juvenile Justice. http://www.unicef.org/protection/index_juveniljustice.html 
16  Kent, George (1999) Structural Violence against Children. Paper presented at the Day of  

General Discussion, OHCHR, September 2000, Geneva. University of Hawai’I.  
17  Cairns, Ed (1996) Children and Political Violence. Blackwell, Cambridge/Mass. 
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quence that it reinforces the role of children as victims, which is in itself a symbolic act of 
violence. 

We do not want to deny the facts, but we want to create some small space in which chil-
dren themselves can speak. In this study we set out to ask children to help us imagine fac-
ets of the world as they want it to be, not in abstract or futuristic terms but in terms cir-
cumscribed by their lives. We chose groups of children in four countries, Nicaragua, Co-
lombia, Thailand and India who shared the fact that they had been orphaned or aban-
doned and were growing up in SOS Children’s Villages. We asked them to tell us about the 
aspects of their lives that they most valued. We explained to them that most languages do 
not have a word which describes ‘the opposite of violence’, only words that are negatives 
‘absence of violence’ and ‘non-violence’, or words that are used so indiscriminately as to 
be almost meaningless, like ‘love’ and ‘peace’.  

We knew that to ask children to respond to these questions in words alone was too ab-
stract and too difficult and so we asked them to approach the task through images. We 
gave them digital cameras and asked them to photograph the most positive aspects of their 
lives, the things that were important to them, the things (people and places) that they 
loved, where they felt secure/protected and the things that were fun. Some of them we 
asked to select those photos that were of highest importance for them and to explain to us 
why and to write down their words. We asked them to share their images and to talk about 
them and it is the results of this project that we will report here. 

2.1.2 Participation of Children in Research 

One of the most commonly encountered forms of structural violence involves collecting 
information from people and removing it for analysis, interpretation and application. 
Whatever the intentions of the researcher, and however carefully ethical issues are consid-
ered, this is a form of alienation that is increasingly common in all societies and an en-
demic problem in most research. 

In this study we wanted to find ways of working in which information, and its interpreta-
tion and application, are shared (as far as possible) with those who provide it. The guiding 
principle we adopted is that ‘people own the facts of their lives’, and that this sense of 
ownership should be respected. There are of course costs in doing this. The process of 
research has to be open, which means that the project has to be localised if relationships 
are to be established, time has to be given to establishing these relationships, and the pro-
ject has to be open to adaptation and change as those who are its subjects become in-
volved in its process and understand its aims and purposes. 

This is a qualitative study, but it is qualitative, not because we have a commitment to 
qualitative methods, but because the principles of participation require that we work in 
ways that make participation possible. We chose to work with digital photography because 
this provides the basis for methods that are transparent, that involve children and adults 
directly and immediately in collecting, interpreting and using information without the need 
for extensive training, understanding of theory or knowledge of the research literature. 
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This places the onus on the reader, rather than the subject, to understand the methodol-
ogy of the project. For some this is a challenging position, since the project makes de-
mands on the reader who has been schooled in conventional research or policy analysis to 
see the world as it is seen by those at the other end of the process. Sometimes this will 
mean following the research into areas that are important to those involved but perhaps 
not seen as immediately relevant by those removed from them. At other times it will mean 
being prepared to suspend critical disbelief as we explore interpretations that are specula-
tive and imaginative but may not provide adequate evidence for generalisation. 

Our aim is to bring about a shift in perspective – to help the reader see the world a little 
differently. We are not setting out the challenge the facts but rather to look at them from 
a different angle, perhaps to look behind and underneath them as well as facing them full-
on. 

 “Once when I was six years old I saw a magnificent picture in a book, called True Sto-
ries from Nature, about the primeval forest. It was a picture of a boa constrictor in the 
act of swallowing an animal. Here is a copy of the drawing. 

In the book it said: ‘Boa constrictors swallow their prey whole, without chewing it. After 
that they are not able to move, and they sleep through the six months that they need for 
digestion.’ 

I pondered deeply, then, over the adventures of the jungle. And after some work with a 
coloured pencil I succeeded in making my first drawing. My Drawing Number One. It 
looked like this: 

 
I showed my masterpiece to the grown-ups, and asked them whether the drawing fright-
ened them. 

But they answered: ‘Frightened? Why should any one be frightened by a hat?’ 

My drawing was not a picture of a hat. It was a picture of a boa constrictor digesting an 
elephant. But since the grown-ups were not able to understand it, I made another draw-
ing: I drew the inside of the boa constrictor, so that the grown-ups could see it clearly. 
They always need to have things explained. My Drawing Number Two looked like this: 

 
The grown-ups’ response, this time, was to advise me to lay aside my drawings of boa 
constrictors, whether from the inside or the outside, and devote myself instead to geog-
raphy, history, arithmetic and grammar. That is why, at the age of six, I gave up what 
might have been a magnificent career as a painter. I had been disheartened by the failure 
of my Drawing Number One and my Drawing Number Two. Grown-ups never under-
stand anything by themselves, and it is tiresome for children to be always and forever 
explaining things to them. 

So then I chose another profession, and learned to pilot aeroplanes. I had flown a little 
over all parts of the world; and it is true that geography has been very useful to me. At a 
glance I can distinguish China from Arizona. If one gets lost in the night, such knowl-
edge is valuable. 

In the course of this life I have had a great many encounters with a great many people 
who have been concerned with matters of consequence. I have lived a great deal among 
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grown-ups. I have seen them intimately, close at hand. And that hasn’t much improved 
my opinion of them. 

Whenever I met one of them who seemed to me at all clear sighted, I tried the experi-
ment of showing him my Drawing Number One, which I have always kept. I would try 
to find out, so, if this was a person of true understanding. But, whoever it was, he, or 
she, would always say: 

‘That is a hat.’ 

Then I would never talk to that person about boa constrictors, or primeval forests, or 
stars. I would bring myself down to his level. I would talk to him about bridge, and golf, 
and politics, and neckties. And the grown-up world would be greatly pleased to have met 
such a sensible man.”(Saint-Exupéry)18 

Not only good will 

While the strategy we have adopted requires researchers to shift their perspectives, the 
approach we have adopted is entirely consistent with widely agreed policies. For the past 
years the participation of children has not simply been regarded as an act of good-will on 
the part of adults but is firmly anchored in Children’s Rights as stated by the UN –
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)(Article 12).19 Most countries of the world 
have ratified this right and thus are obliged to support its implementation.  

“The improvement of political participation is one of the most significant topics of mo-
dern democratical-theoretical considerations.” (Hartwig-Hellstern, 16)20  

“The former President of the Soviet Union, Michail Gorbatschow, stated a similar claim 
in 1987 as he declared that there is no other true method of developing the personality 
of young people, and of assuring their opinions as citizens than involving them in all 
matters of social significance.” (ibid, 106)  

Despite the policy intentions, in practice children are often manoeuvred into the position 
of being a minority. At school, they are not allowed to co-determine the substance of their 
education, they have no stated legal right to participate in or influence matters of public 
concern. The future appears to be the concern only of the grown-ups. Occasionally, chil-
dren are confronted with ‘democratic games’ – which are, however, usually construed as 
the educational aims of adults – e.g. ‘practising democratic rules’. Normally such activities 
have little or nothing to do with serious opportunities for participation: 

 “For reasons of their youth, approx. one-fifth of the world’s population is excluded 
from the right and the opportunity to actively participate in the social, political and eco-
nomical processes of the world. Thus a system which has been established apparently 
according to rational, functionalistic principles can strive for – and secure - a maximiza-

                                                      
18  Saint-Exupéry, Antoine de (2001) The Little Prince. Harvest Books. 
19  UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) Article 12 

1.  States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to ex-
press 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. 

2.  For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard in any judicial 
and administrative proceedings affecting the child, either directly, or through a representative or an 
appropriate body, in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of national law. UNICEF: 
http://www.unicef.org/crc/crc.htm 

20  Hartwig-Hellstern, Frercks (1995) Kinderbürger- über die politische Beteiligung von Kindern. 
Bonn: Kid- Verlag. 
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tion of achievement and profit to a more unscrupulous degree if children and other mi-
nority groups are centrifugally removed to the fringes of society.”(Stern, 129)21 

The isolation of children in schools and families, their reconstruction as consumers22, their 
alienation in society and the separation of the cycles of experience make it even more dif-
ficult to integrate children and young people.  

“The spatial and temporal isolation of children was linked with the exclusion from co-
determination, self-determination and personal initiative. A lack of opportunity to ex-
press personal responsibility and the lack of a chance to participate make children appear 
‚incompetent’ so that they cannot be expected to have aims and perspectives and thus 
their interests must be represented by adults. Childhood became a ‚curtain which is 
drawn between reasonable people’ (Illich 1973).” (Hartwig-Hellstern, 20) 

„Is the basic question possibly: are they only regarded as children because they are re-
garded as being children?“ (Stern, 132) 

The Application of Human Rights 

Our project aim was to turn the telescope around and give children the chance to view 
their own worlds, but this implied an extension of the limits of co-determination and so 
became, in part a study of children’s rights: 

• The rights of children within their own spheres of social life as individuals and in 
groups 

• Their immediate rights, here and now, in practical and concrete decisions  

• The right to be present when information and knowledge about them is being created 
and made public.  

Democracy is not a formal speech on special occasions but rather a question of ‘daily co-
determination’. If they are to be part of a democracy, children must be allowed the status 
of ‘subject’ and not restricted to that of ‘object’:  

“The conception of the subjectivity of children, which has long been mentioned in sci-
entific discussions, has not yet been realized at all. The Children’s Rights Convention of 
the United Nations (UN) of 1989 considers the rights of children to self-determine their 
life structures and formulates for the first time a binding legal code of Human Rights for 
Children, which, among other things, contains the right of participation and co-
determination.” (Bründel/Hurrelmann, 40)23  

Children as Fellow Citizens – an Attitude 

Regarding children as fellow citizens demands a certain attitude towards working and liv-
ing together with children and young people. We believe that children and young people 
should be more actively involved in society and should - to a greater degree - be the main 
protagonists in their own personal lives. The aim should be to form a society in which 
children have the confidence and the courage to attempt new challenges, children who are 

                                                      
21  Stern, Bertrand (1992) Sind Kinder auch Menschen? In: Schröder, Martin (Hg.): Kindheit- ein 

Begriff wird mündig. Drachen- Verlag, Wolfratshausen 
22  Kenway, Jane (2002) Consuming Children. Taylor and Francis, London 
23  Bründel, Heidrun; Klaus Hurrelmann (1996) Einführung in die Kindheitsforschung. Beltz, Weinheim 

und Basel 
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eager to become involved and to accept responsibility. If this aim is to be achieved, it is 
necessary to provide the children with space – in the minds of adults and in everyday life.  

(Co)-Influencing Control with Children 
“We should not only have formal influence - whereby we hold a seat in a committee and 
are used as workhorses to move furniture. We should have real influence and be present 
when thoughts are expressed.” (A member of ‚Children as Fellow Citizens’, a project in 
Denmark [Stiftung Mitarbeit, 41])24  

This opportunity to be present when decisions and resolutions are made should be left 
open, particularly for girls. The motto is:  

“The true experts on children’s interests are the children themselves. Political structures 
and processes must be adapted to incorporate children even within political frame-
works.” (Hartwig-Hellstern, 14)25 

2.1.3 Culture and Gender  

Violence and gender 

In our study we were aware of the need to include both girls and boys in the project and 
to do so in ways that gave each equal opportunities to participate. But given the nature of 
the societies in which we worked, and the organisational structures of the villages, we were 
constantly aware of other gender issues in the background. 

Linking violence to gender is not a methodological or theoretical preference, but a con-
nection forced on us by the available facts. Surfing the web for references to ‘gender and 
violence’ reveals a discourse that is dominated by sites that categorise gender and violence 
as violence against women and health related issues. The data presented on the ‘International 
Planned Parenthood Association26 website, for example, provides a startling set of statis-
tics that are almost beyond imagination:  

“It is estimated that about 1 in every 3 women will be a victim of rape in their lifetime. 
This translates to more than 1000 women being raped daily. 

It is estimated that over 130 million girls and women have undergone some form of fe-
male genital mutilation. Annually over 2 million girls are at risk of this practice. 

60 million females, mostly from Asian countries are ‘missing’- killed by infanticide, se-
lective abortion, deliberate under nutrition or lack of access to health care. 

A study in one clinic in India showed that out of 8,000 aborted foetuses, 7,997 were fe-
male. In one year, 40,000 female foetuses were aborted in Bombay alone. 

In France, 95% of the victims of violence are women, 51% of them are at the hands of 
their husbands. 

In Canada, 1 in 4 women can expect to be assaulted at some point in their lives, one half 
of these before the age of seventeen. 

                                                      
24  Stiftung Mitarbeit (Hg.)(1993) Kinder als Mitbürger. Ein dänisches Projekt zur Teilnahme, Mitbestim-

mung und Mitverantwortung von Kindern am gesellschaftlichen Leben. Stiftung Mitarbeit, Bonn. 
25  Hartwig-Hellstern, Frercks (1995) Kinderbürger- über die politische Beteiligung von Kindern. Bonn: Kid- 

Verlag. 
26  International Planned Parenthood Association (1998) The Facts about Gender-Based Violence. 

http://www.ippf.org/resource/gbv/ma98/1.htm 
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Almost one million children in Asia spend each night providing sexual services for a-
dults. Most of these children are coerced, kidnapped or sold into this multi-billion dollar 
industry. 

In an Ethiopian refugee camp in the Sudan, women were so afraid of being raped when 
they went to collect wood that they cooked fewer meals and thereby underfed their chil-
dren.” 

The list continues.  

One of the features of SOS Children’s Villages is that each family consists of a mother and 
boys and girls, but in many villages (but not all) there are no men. This immediately re-
moves the village family from the norm: 

“As WHO’s recently released World Report on Violence and Health notes, whereas men 
‘are much more likely to be attacked by a stranger or an acquaintance than by someone 
within their close circle of relationships… one of the most common forms of violence 
against women is that performed by a husband or male partner.’ The ‘private’ nature of 
this sort of violence often makes it invisible – either literally, since it happens behind 
closed doors, or effectively, since legal systems and cultural norms too often treat it not 
as a crime, but as a family matter, or a normal part of life. The result is that half of hu-
manity is vulnerable to a risk factor with profound implications for health, but one 
which is nevertheless often ignored.”27  

To write about the issue of violence in relation to gender and culture is to enter an area of 
discourse in which it is difficult to remain objective.  Some commentators argue that vio-
lence is a concept that is necessarily subjective, as it “pinpoints the differences between 
people’s perceptions of what is proper and appropriate in different contexts” (Stewart/-
Strathern, 3)28 and gender is perceived “as a relation among socially constituted subjects in 
specifiable contexts” (Butler, 1990)29 .  

Accounting for cultural difference, as it crosscuts gender divisions, adds to the complexity 
of understanding the challenge. Whereas culture in everyday discourse often serves as an 
excuse (e.g. “In my culture this is not appropriate”), Human Rights, and hence gender, must be 
a filter for research - the looking glass by which to learn about implications of framework 
conditions which constitute social rules and the behaviour and inter relation of the sexes 
within their cultural realm. Gender is part of culture, and “it permeates culture as well.” 
(Held, 11)30  

In relation to gender, much of the violence we know about is structural rather than per-
sonal. It is built-in to expectations about role and social obligations. It is taken-for-
granted as part ‘of the right way to do things’. It is the mothers, who usually bring their 
daughters to the women performing the act of female mutilation (be it for reasons either 
based on religious beliefs, hygiene myths or just for “proper conduct” and “success on the 
marriage market”). It is the mothers, who educate the males (and females) in the family 

                                                      
27  WHO. Gender-based violence. http://www.who.int/gender/violence/en/ 
28  Stewart, Pamela J.; Andrew Strathern (2002) Violence. Theory and Ethnography. Continuum, Lon-

don,  
29  Butler, Judith (1990) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. Routledge, London. 
30  Held, Virginia (1993) Feminist Morality. Transforming Culture, Society and Politics. The University of 

Chicago Press, Chicago. 
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and teach them about peace and war, equality and rights, domestic life, sexual behaviour 
and rules, values, morals. 

“In a world so permeated by violence, both men and women are victims and perpetra-
tors of violence. Both experience structural violence when their people’s development is 
impeded by racism, apartheid, poverty or other types of discrimination and deprivation. 
[…] Both men and women live in fear of being the prey of the violence of criminals and 
unjust governments. Women as well as men have been jailed in political prisons and tor-
tured for political purposes. […] Both men and women are active perpetrators of, or 
complicit, in the exercise of these and other forms of violence.” (Reardon, 42f)31 

Hence for our project, which set itself the task of imagining the desired other of violence, 
the looking glass had to take two points of focus: not only into the situation of the female, 
but also into the reality of the male and their mutual development in interaction and per-
ception and creation of a shared understanding of reality and equality.  

Gender and policy 

Gender mainstreaming as a policy reflects the situation of both the female and the male 
and aims at equality in al levels. 

“The promotion of equality must not be confused with the simple objective of balancing 
the statistics: it is a question of promoting long-lasting changes in parental roles, family 
structures, institutional practices, the organization of work and time, their personal de-
velopment and independence, but also concerns men and the whole of society, in which 
it can encourage progress and be a token of democracy and pluralism.” (The European 
Commission)32 

Social research has had a century long history of being male dominated. The feminist 
movement in the late sixties and early seventies, showed that there were significant gaps in 
the existing research field that hid significant gender issues. It also provoked research into 
addressing gender issues as a question of epistemology and methodology, gender main-
streaming in research, the field now realises, means gender sensitive research and hence 
researchers must be aware of gender issues in language, research design, data collection 
and data interpretation.  

 “Seeing beyond Violence” takes these gender and culture implications seriously: we 
sought a balance of sites and researchers in terms of gender (although language capacity 
was also important), professional background (methodology and theory), the balance of 
girls and boys participating, the meta level of awareness regarding the research process 
with the children gender wise, the awareness of organisational culture (SOS Children’s 
Village) within the cultures of the four countries. 

The findings of the study hence might not only be interesting in terms of how children 
describe and picture their understanding of violence free spheres and settings, but also in 
the way that we gathered and interpreted this evidence. The dialogues between researchers 
on site and the participating children, as well as with others in the villages, should also be 

                                                      
31  Reardon, Betty A. (1993) Feminist Visions of Global Security. State University of New York Press, 

New York. 
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scrutinised in terms of our attempts to carry out a research project that was consistent 
with the principles of inclusion. 

2.1.4 Ethics and inclusion 

Our agreement was to ensure that only those data would leave the village, on which chil-
dren (as co-researchers), the researchers, and the staff of the village could find shared 
agreement. Hence the study stepped beyond the limits of conventional ethnography, as 
not only the researchers would describe the findings within the social system of an SOS 
Children’s Village but it would be a shared endeavour of all stakeholders involved of the 
process.  

The ethical and juridical question of anonymity however diminishes the capacity of the 
report to provide a commentary that is fully inclusive or socially critical. While it is a 
common understanding nowadays in research to make female researchers “visible” by us-
ing their full names, we did not do so in this study. Aside from the possible risks to the 
individual, to make the boys and girls ‘visible’ by using their real names was impossible in 
this project due to the legal limits on using children’s names if they grow up under the 
care of state or any other form of out of home care. The joy of the young researchers in 
being able to publish their findings within the village setting openly stands in contradic-
tion to legal and ethical requirements of doing research within such an organisational set-
ting. 

2.1.5 Reader response and reader responsibility 

No authors can require more of a reader than that they read what is written. It is our task 
to inform, interest and persuade you, but not to tell you what to think! But we ask that 
you look beyond the evidence we report to consider the questions we have raised about 
gender and culture. We have explained how we approached the task of making the project 
inclusive, and some of the issues that we encountered, and we ask that the readers too 
consider these issues as they approach the task of reading the report. 

2.1.6 Interpretation and Limits of Interpretation: 

This is an interpretative study. The data it reports are in the form of perceptions, points of 
view and beliefs, rather than in the form of direct measures and highly processed statistics.  

The study looks at the world as it is refracted through the lives of those who live and work 
in the villages, and particularly the children. It follows that the reader needs to know 
something of the contexts of the study, if they are to understand what is reported.  

Unlike statistical surveys, interpretive research is not generally precise about its limitations 
and places some responsibility on the reader to make judgements about the reliability, 
validity and generalisability of the study. Reading the case studies it is natural to ask for 
information about the Villages, their location and history, the children and their families 
and also perhaps about the researchers and their backgrounds. Only with this information 
can the reader begin to tease out the ways in which the study relates to their own experi-
ence, knowledge and beliefs and so begin a critical dialogue with the text.  
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It follows that each reader will read the text in the light of the knowledge that they bring 
to it. The Report will be successful if it stimulates dialogue and discussion among those 
who read it. 

2.2 The Methods: Testing the objectives 

2.2.1 Culture and Communication: 
creating an intercultural and gender aware design 

In hindsight it was an ambitious undertaking and many things could have gone wrong. 
Because we studied four sites more or less simultaneously, we could have found that the 
outcome was a set of studies that had few points of connection between them and were so 
culturally dispersed as to lack any point of convergence or agreement. We were, after all, 
three people from different academic disciplines, professional backgrounds, work settings 
and experience.  

In advance of the fieldwork, we agreed general principles and ways of working, discussed 
equipment and logistics and while engaged in the study we shared useful practical informa-
tion and encouragement. We did not have lot of time. We completed the proposal in Sep-
tember and planned to complete the study by the end of the year, in between these dates 
we had to manage our normal work and family commitments, find ten days to carry out 
the study (in Gerhild’s case, two ten day visits), buy and test the equipment we needed, 
arrange travel and negotiate the introduction of the project in each village.  

For each of us this was something new. We came to the project with relevant prior experi-
ences, but none of us had done anything quite like this before. Gerhild had worked previ-
ously for SOS as a research consultant on one project and knew some of the aspects of the 
organization and she had already successfully completed many projects for other clients in 
Latin America. She spoke fluent Spanish.  

Peter has extensive experience of projects that involve the participation of children and 
often used cameras and recorders in this work but he did not speak Thai and had not pre-
viously been to Thailand. Rob has extensive experience of case study methods and had 
written about using photography in research but had more ideas than practical experience 
and his most recent project had been with university students, not with children. So, as we 
set out for our different destinations, we were all at least a little anxious! 

Although it is not an aspect often described in academic texts, multi-site case studies can 
be prone to intense competition between researchers working in different sites. But al-
though we had not worked together before, it seemed that we quickly established the basis 
for collaboration. Peter urged us to trust the children to take control of the research proc-
ess, Rob thought that using the technology would motivate and interest people while we 
went about inventing the project, Gerhild (who was first in the field) shared with us her 
first experiences and offered invaluable practical advice. Perhaps because the ideas were 
new, the feeling that emerged was collaborative rather than competitive, We did not want 
to let the others down, more than we wanted our study to be the best.  
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Three was, in retrospect, a good number of researchers to include in the project. A one 
person or two person study would have been less interactive and lacked significant differ-
ences in perspective. More than three and the project would have been difficult to manage 
and may have created more ground for conflict within the team. 

A special characteristic of SOS Children’s Village lies in the worldwide scope of its activi-
ties and the great variety of countries, cultures and continents included in its programs. 
This presented challenges to the research team and to all the people we worked with in the 
different SOS Children’s Villages. Any study done in this field has to honour and respect 
existing cultural differences and in the communication between the research team and the 
participants in the villages it was necessary to respond actively to specific local/regional 
conditions and traditions. We adopted participative principles, which reflected the roles of 
the researchers as we had envisaged them. Because of lack of preparation and planning 
time, it was not possible to discuss these aspects extensively or profoundly but we kept 
them as clearly as possible in mind as we tried to put them into practice. 

We were three European investigators – one woman and two men – travelling out to four 
different countries to do some research. The selection of the SOS Children’s Villages was 
not done by us, they were chosen by SOS. We proposed, as an important principle, that 
the selection of the Village should be based on the will and interest of each Village to par-
ticipate but left it to the organisation to select the Villages on the basis of accessibility, 
diversity and other practical considerations.  

In each Village, we arrived with laptops, digital cameras, printers and recorders and this 
meant that we carried with us some of the very cultural obstacles we wished to dissemble. 
We wanted to give the children access to the technology, but we arrived in the Villages 
from the other side of the digital divide. The first task was to cross this divide as swiftly as 
possible. The children were eager to participate, but often the adults were anxious that the 
children might break the equipment or damage it, and so sought to protect them from the 
risk of doing so.  

One way we sought to manage this situation was to talk as much as possible about the 
aims of the project and to explain how it could be of interest for all the people involved. 
The most important criteria for this kind of work are transparency and participation and 
so it was very important to include all people involved in the process of realizing the pro-
ject. 

The concept of participation fits very naturally within intercultural research. It provides 
possibilities for all the people involved to act as investigation-subjects, it requires the pro-
ject to question the roles of everyone involved and the open and the hidden interests they 
have in participating in the study. In practice this can be very difficult to manage in con-
texts that are characteristically hierarchal and contain structures of dependence. This 
means that negotiating the organisational context of the study has to be treated as part of 
the process, not just as a routine precursor to the research. This is particularly difficult to 
manage in a short period of time, with people who do not know you and need time to 
develop a degree of trust. In the short time we each had in the SOS Children’s Villages it 
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was only possible to reflect on the most obvious of these topics and to establish the 
minimal conditions for participation. Working across cultures is always prone to serious 
misunderstanding on both sides. 

In the organisation of SOS Children’s Villages gender-roles are critically important. The 
principles on which SOS Children’s Villages are conceived and managed, defines male and 
female roles in the village in very specific and rather traditional ways. The mothers and 
aunts are immediately responsible for the children’s care, welfare upbringing and educa-
tion. Normally, there is no man living with them in the house to provide a male role-
model. Though each house has its own mother, the SOS Children’s Village Director has to 
be the symbolic ‘father’ for the whole village.  

While these principles are applied in each region, each country and in each Village; in dif-
ferent cultures they may be interpreted in rather different ways as the SOS family model is 
adapted to local custom and circumstances. So, for example, in Nicaragua, families in the 
Village follow very traditional gendered role-models, maybe because of the very patriarchal 
society in the country but in Colombia, gender-roles are less traditionally delineated and 
similar to those of Western Europe.  

The third aspect of gender-relevance is that our team included one woman and two men. 
Although we did not plan it that way, in the field we were each paired up with local assis-
tants who balanced the gender difference. Gerhild worked with a male assistant in Colum-
bia as well as in Nicaragua, Rob was allocated a young female assistant in India and Peter 
had a male and a female assistant in Thailand. With hindsight, we are convinced that it was 
of great advantage to have had these opportunities in the field work.  

The possibilities of investigating gender-specific themes with the children grow with their 
age: from 12 or 13 years boys and girls can have different experiences and understandings 
of the concepts of violence/non violence. In future studies we believe that this is a topic 
that should be given more space. 

It is worth noting that we did not find big differences in the project between the levels of 
participation and commitment of boys and girls, though age did seem a significant variable 
across all four sites. 

2.2.2 Participation methods  

Images of Childhood 

Three areas of interest exist in childhood research: 
 “The first two areas are adult centred (categories are listed which are all defined with 
regard to adult characteristics: family, social distribution, income distribution etc.). They 
express control over the children. Research on the lives and experiences of children was 
restricted –if indeed expressed at all – to a few areas: family, education or the social psy-
chology of socialization. Sociological theories are strongly adult-centred and consider 
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children only when dealing with the question of how social order is reproduced” (Ovor-
trup, 109)33    

The first area is defined by adult attitudes relating to children which place children as un-
able to act independently. Accordingly, an image of children arises which reduces their 
rights and competence:  

“Numerous theories about children, their positions and rights in the family and in soci-
ety are marked by ideas of their inferiority. Typical characterizations of children as im-
mature, incompetent, irresponsible etc. make one believe that adults possess exactly the 
opposite dispositions. Thus, the way seems clear for the  claim that children and adults 
are provided with distinctive natures which could lead to justifying distinctive treat-
ment…The manner in which the word ‚children’ is metaphorically used as a label refers 
to the consequences for the hierarchy between the generations.” (ibid, 117) 

This image continues to exist in the definition of childhood used in courts and law, as well 
as in schools, families, the economy and medical institutions.  

The second area is classically also adult-centred. For example, much research on the living 
conditions of children uses categories and schemes of thought which originate in the adult 
world (family, education etc.). 

In the third area of research children are encouraged to participate fully and it is this ap-
proach which plays a significant role in this study: 

Participatory Research  

Participatory research with children adopts the following principles: 

• children/young people (and adults living on-the-spot) should be  immediately affected 
by the project, 

• the people involved should be ‘picked up from the place where they normally live’ (to 
avoid fear of the unknown), 

• the projects should, normally, cover a limited period of time, 

• they should be restricted to solving one single problem, 

• they should be easy to handle and suitable for children/young people - methods of 
motivation and action (photos, videos, building models, interviews, games),    

• action-orientated  methods always keep the project on the move and arouse the desire 
to become involved, 

• open-minded methods should be used that are capable of adaptation and flexibility. 

In participatory research projects people work in order to create better living conditions 
for themselves and for others. Knowledge is therefore secondary to experience. The peo-
ple active in research understand the meaning and purpose of their work in a manner 
which is of relevance to them. Social facts are not objectively present, but are constructed 

                                                      
33  Ovortrup, Jens (1990) Die soziale Definition von Kindheit. In: European Centre for Social 

Welfare Policy and Research (Hg.): Euro social Report 36. European Centre- Publications De-
partment, Wien. 
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during the processes of communication. Not only are the views of scientists important, 
but also the life-sphere of the people concerned. People should be given an opportunity to 
be able to point the way to their own future and to develop their own interpretations of 
events. Our task can, therefore, be regarded as an interactive process.   

One should avoid stressing research as opposed to participation.To neglect participation 
would mean that the methods of qualitative social research which are applied here, for the 
most part, would be degraded to a social technology which would produce only mechani-
cal forms of thought. The most significant fact of all is practice:  an interpretative descrip-
tion of theoretical associations based on so-called ‘rational, non-controlled discourse’ is 
not plausible without reference to supportive practice.   

Characteristics of Participatory Research 

• Choice - and definition of –problem arises out of social needs. 

• Concrete social changes and regional participatory development as objectives. 

• Social practice.  

• Complexity and learning through dialogue. 

• A changed comprehension of roles of the researcher. 

• The search for suitable methodology and methods. 

a. Choice - and definition of – problem arise out of social needs: 

The children evaluate their own experiences and associations in life as far as the topic of 
research is concerned. This results in the first characteristic of participatory research: the 
topic of research is based principally on the experiences which the children themselves 
have felt and actually experienced. 

b. Concrete social changes and regional participatory development as objectives: 

The outcome of the research work should then be used as a basis for discussion on further 
preventive work in the SOS Children’s Villages. The claim of knowledge exists in the op-
tion of a concrete social change which can be formulated as the “problem of how to re-
search reality in order to bring about change”. Research is, therefore, interested in the 
further development and innovation of options when and where they can be applied. 

c. Social practice: 

By closely working together with the children, one can encourage them to critically work 
through their own knowledge and the experiences they have had. Such social practice and 
the attempt to determine the hierarchy of power is the third characteristic of participatory 
research: to critically interpret reality, to (re-)discover one’s own history, to comprehend 
the ideological conditions in theory and practice and to question the hierarchy of power 
whether internally in an institution or in a macro sphere. Other than in individual thera-
peutic treatment, which focuses on healing and overcoming individual violence exposures, 
the collective research process becomes a political one and amplifies their voices.   
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d. Complexity and learning through dialogue: 

Participatory research cannot isolate separate facts as so-called independent variables, but 
must be itself embedded in a social field, in the everyday associations of a group or of a 
community. Participatory research must realise that it is a learning-through-dialogue proc-
ess in which one encourages communication and interactivity and which is based on the 
cooperation of all members of a community or group who have equal rights. 

e. A changed comprehension of roles of the researcher: 

A researcher should not only attempt to gain pure information – research as an end in 
itself, as it were – research work should also be regarded as a service to enable further 
development of the conditions on location.  

f. The search for suitable methodology and methods 

We pre-suppose that there is no model of participatory research. Various approaches exist 
- mainly inter-disciplinary approaches according to the situation and the objectives in-
volved. However the characteristics which have been developed and listed from a-f must 
be the precondition for any participatory methodology.  

The task of evaluation is a further field of participatory research which allows the children 
involved the status of researchers who can be incorporated in a mutual gaining of knowl-
edge. It is also imperative for the production of knowledge to set up a partnership and 
interactivity on equal terms which is based on the cooperation of all members of a com-
munity or group (instead of a hierarchy of knowledge). The research process is regarded as 
a learning-through-dialogue process – a modification of the traditional status of the re-
search object towards a status of ‘co-researcher’ subject. This is of particular significance 
since social facts are not objectively presented but are construed in processes of commu-
nication. Therefore, one’s personal opinion is not the basis for considerations but rather 
the significance of the life-sphere of the persons concerned. They then have the opportu-
nity to point the way to their own futures and to develop their own interpretations of 
events and thus to realise the personal relevance of the research.  

Desirable aim: 

The children co-determine 

− which topics  

− which locations 

− which deplorable state of affairs and possibilities 

− which measures 

are important for the research project and should, therefore, be discussed. Thus it be-
comes possible,  

− to make the children aware of the relevance of the task, 

− to remain as close as possible to the range of vision and the range of ex-
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perience of the children, 

− to achieve results which are satisfactory for the children 

The participation aspect of “Seeing beyond Violence” as regarded from various angles:  

 
 

 
• Degree of participation: 

The research project was initiated by an organization consisting of adults who also worked 
out the concrete formulation of the topic. The process of finding topics relevant to chil-
dren didn’t take place in this case– at least not directly. However, the topic is certainly of 
direct significance for the children and the concern both of the United Nations and SOS 
Children’s Village is the gathering of experience and dealing with the concrete problems of 
children. The topic has, therefore, been taken from some other context and regarded as 
important by adults and the children are then approached with it. The actual process of 
participation starts, in this case, therefore, in the phase of working out the topic through 
direct contact with the children of the four villages in question. An effort is made to work 
out the content and details, to reflect upon them and to interpret them. The final report is 
then a mixture of various points of view and perspectives which have been worked out by 
the children (e.g. photos), text components, written and transcribed by the children and 
partly an interpretation/reflection text compiled by the adult researchers.    

-
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• Extent of Participation: 

 

 
“Seeing beyond Violence” is, for the moment, a punctual project restricted to a short pe-
riod of time – optional, independent, and open to continuation. 

• Function of the study/ possible benefits 

Children involved: 

- pleasurable activity, fun 

- participation in an international project 

- interesting topic 

- fun of using technical equipment 

- intercultural aspect – communication with foreign researchers 

- possibilities of reflection for the children themselves 
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SOS Children’s Village and Hermann Gmeiner Academy: 

- gain authentic knowledge using methods of participatory research 

- gain knowledge in general and thereby improve the competence to act and accep-
tance in the out of home care sector 

- possibility of a more authentic forming of concepts for future strategies/projects 

- chance to force children’s rights (topic: prevention of violence, participatory re-
search) 

- discourse on the topic of violence/absence of violence including the working out 
and developing of future strategies etc. 

- discourse on the topic of participatory research 

- classical model of compiling and developing of methods of participatory research in 
4 SOS Children’s Villages including intercultural diversities and development of 
course drafts for the spreading of and independent use of methods  

- forcing of the implementation and visualization of the idea of the participation of 
children and the attitudes of children as active protagonists/co-researchers 

SOS Children’s Villages involved in the project: 

- gain authentic knowledge of concrete things/situations in the village using methods 
of participatory research  

- possibility of a more authentic forming of concepts for future strategies/projects 

- chance to force children’s rights (Topic: prevention of violence, participatory re-
search) 

- pleasurable, eventful activity for the children 

United Nations: 

- gain authentic knowledge using methods of participatory research 

- gain knowledge in general and thereby  improve the competence to act and accep-
tance in the sector 

- possibility of a more authentic forming of concepts for future strategies/projects 

- chance to force children’s rights (Topic: prevention of violence, participatory re-
search) 
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In common, but also in our report, it is important to clearly differentiate the origin of the 
knowledge gained – to analyse precisely which children are referred to when the discussion 
concerns children. The following facts must also be clearly visible in the report:  

• What actual knowledge has been offered by the children participating in the project via 
photos, text components, interviews (transcriptions)? 

• What knowledge has been gained from the mothers of the SOS Children’s Village and 
other people involved in the village life? 

• What observations, comparisons with one’s own childhood, experiences, knowledge 
gained from literature are produced by / originate from the researchers? 

• Which children truly participated, which were only affected by the project, which nei-
ther participated in, nor were affected by the project? What were the reasons for choos-
ing the children – who was responsible for the choice or how did the group of co-
researcher children come to be? How did the children who participated in the project 
feel about participating and those who did not take part feel about their non-
participation? 

• Do the interpretations and reflections actually refer to the children participating in the 
project or to the abstract majority of children - a character mask/mask of anonym-
ity/social groups? 

• Whose interests could be represented, whose interests were not represented?    

• Who was involved and to what degree? 
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The children were, without doubt, excluded from the first phase of the project, even 
though the essence of the idea was derived from concrete feedback and observations in 
direct contact with children. The factor of manipulation of children is, naturally, inherent, 
the factor of decoration is, however, not present since both the SOS Children’s Village 

and the UN are authentically concerned to act as lobbyists in the interest of children and 
to represent such interests in an authentic manner in public.  

The project is also of a more extensive nature than purely informal participation since the 
children are directly involved in producing facts. The children have, to a large extent, the 
authority to make decisions concerning the proceedings of the project, the control over 
the production of knowledge and the determination   of the range of vision. The interpre-
tation and reflection of the findings is carried out partly with the participation of the chil-
dren; the drawing up of the documentation – in all probability – without any opportunity 
for the children to influence the complete text. The first and final phases of the actual 
project are, therefore, not marked by participation; an effort is made, however, in the 
other phases to actively involve the children in participatory research and to arouse their 
interest as co-researchers – a process which does not necessarily go without saying. 
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The plan is more or less project oriented. The control over the project, the development 
of a range of vision, the conceptualisation and suitable methods are very often left open to 
discussion and, therefore, offer an opportunity for the children to take control.      

 
 

 
The method of “photo evaluation” offers the greatest possible proximity to a child’s world 
of experience thus enabling the child to grasp, to demonstrate, to document and to reflect 
upon knowledge and experience in a very authentic, concrete manner. This means one 
must try to establish contact with the world of children if one is to achieve true authentic-
ity and a greater degree of activity on the part of the children. Puppets are also used to 
demonstrate situations which occur in a child’s world and the world of fantasy - which is 
very existent and of a concrete nature for a child.  
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That means that the children who are participating in “Seeing beyond Violence” 

• are participating voluntarily, 

• are accompanied and supported by researchers, by the SOS mothers of the SOS Chil-
dren’s Village and other people of the village who are involved, 

• take part in  various independent activities. Some groups work completely independ-
ently – at the onset, information is given of the project in general, during the project 
the task at hand is discussed and finally there is a phase of reflection. Some groups are 
accompanied but have the opportunity to control the course of events independently 
and independently deal with the technical equipment and  establish  a range of vision, 

• aims were constantly  expressed clearly in the group, 

• partly a suitable patchwork of participation is worked out directly, on-the-spot, ac-
cording to the possibilities worked out in the run up,  

• the task is naturally process oriented and, therefore, the course of events depends to a 
large degree on the processes themselves, 

• an effort is made to work with as much dialogue as possible, 

• the transparency of the project is achieved through meetings with the entire popula-
tion of the Children’s Village, individual discussions - either by appointment or quite 
informal – and through feedback of results and findings per visualizations, 

• public relation work is mainly internal to preserve the integrity of the people involved 
/ the SOS Children’s Villages involved. The people involved will naturally determine 
the nature of the findings which are to be made public,   

• there is an obligation to acknowledge the effort made by the children - the knowledge 
gained will be passed on to the UN and SOS Kinderdorf International, which can then 
implement the findings to their benefit to develop further strategies and also for the 
further development of concrete tasks to be performed on-the-spot so that the knowl-
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edge gained is of immediate use for the SOS Children’s Villages involved, 

• in any case the project will be documented so that the knowledge gained can be pre-
served and considered more precisely.  To what extent the feedback can be taken into 
consideration is not yet clear, 

• the researchers are naturally obliged to impartiality as far as institutions / representa-
tive bodies are concerned although, of course, it is possible to act as lobbyists in the 
children’s interest,        

• the course of the project is of a flexible nature, continual planning etc.  

Motivation 

The need to start this research project was primarily determined by the adult members of 
institutions (UN/ SOS Children’s Villages) who have to rely on work which has already 
been carried out with children and the experiences which have been made in this field of 
study. Primarily, then, it is not the children’s need to carry out this task – there are, there-
fore, no intrinsically bound aims which would lead to authentic decisions and appropriate 
behaviour   (e.g. to participate in this research project). Of course, once the project has 
started the children could realize this need and then authentically participate.   

2.2.3 Using photos  

The objectives of the study require methods that involve children in the study and engage 
them in the issues. The key method we chose to use involved giving children digital cam-
eras and asking them to photograph aspects of their lives that are important to them. 

It is characteristic of photographs that they have the possibility to create surprises. When 
we take a photo we never quite know how the picture will look. The camera grabs a mo-
ment from the flow of events – perhaps one hundredth of a second or less – and this can 
catch us out in terms of how we look as we speak, walk or gesture. The camera also shifts 
and condenses distances and perspectives making a picture that is not quite the same as 
what we see, since our visual perception is not a ‘picture’ in quite the same way but is an 
image assembled in our brain as our eyes continuously scan and swivel and as our bodies 
move. We treat photographs as representations of reality, but we often forget that to do so 
is a convention that varies between cultures and according to aesthetics of the time. ‘Pho-
tographs’, says Susan Sontag, ‘are not stencils taken from reality’.34 That we treat them as 
such is a taken-for-granted aspect of our culture that research can usefully examine. 

Often when photographs are used in research, efforts are made to standardise the images 
by controlling the background and reduce the bias that comes from relying on a photogra-
pher to frame the image and choose the moment to press the shutter. Another approach, 
as we have adopted here, is to put the camera in the hands of those who are the subjects 
of the research. The idea is that, since in any photo the picture reveals something of the 

                                                      
34  Sontag, Susan: Quoted from a BBC TV film based on her book ‘On Photography’: Sontag, 

Susan (1977) On Photography. Picador, New York. 
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person behind the camera, then the study can exploit this element of subjectivity by mak-
ing it part of the process of research.  

The photographs incorporated in this study can tell us something about those children 
who took the photos, selected them for discussion and for display. Consciously and un-
consciously, they tell us something about their world and how they see their place within 
it. 
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3 Case Studies 

In terms of research design this study is a multi-site case study across four sites. The three 
of us who did the fieldwork went to four different sites with a common set of objectives 
and with shared questions and agreements about some of the procedures we would adopt. 
We agreed we would spend at least a week in each Village, that we would focus our atten-
tion on the problem of working with the children to explore the idea of ‘not violence’, 
that we would work in ways sensitive to gender and cultural issues, that, as far as possible, 
we would share ownership of the project with the Village and with the children. We would 
each work with 12-18 children, boys and girls in the 8-13 age range and we would make 
the taking of digital photographs the central method we would use. 

Prior to our visits to the Villages, and at our first meeting, we agreed these things. We also 
talked about other interests we shared, and some we did not. We quickly developed a 
sense of mutual trust in the different experience and expertise that we each brought to the 
project. This might seem incidental but it is not. When projects fail it is often because 
relationships and trust among the researchers breaks down. 

Nevertheless, once we were in the Village we were on our own and had to reinvent the 
project according to opportunity, expectations and circumstances. At this point the cases 
diverge, as each of us responded to the situation in which we found ourselves. Peter had 
to improvise non-verbal communications because he had limited opportunities to speak in 
a common language, Gerhild had few problems with language but met with high expecta-
tions from the children and the Village (in Nicaragua) and Rob found that the children 
were all at school during day and that the best opportunities to work with the children 
were at the weekend, and away from the Village site. 

For the project the task was to take these different experiences and to reintegrate the 
themes of the case studies, both those we planned and those that surprised us, from the 
evidence we had collected. It is never possible (or desirable) in this type of research to 
pre-plan the study in detail and to force the process of data collection into predetermined 
categories. Part of the value of case study research lies in what the case study researcher 
learns at the site and this is often to be found in the unexpected and the unplanned. 

Multi-site case study research therefore has a process in which there are two main points 
of focus. At the start we tried to find points of agreement, about method, about content 
and about procedures. These agreements only take you so far. Once you are at the site 
they each need to be reinvented according to context and circumstance. At this point in 
the research the points of focus and agreement become diffuse and may start to diverge. 
But as we each tell our story, points of focus re-emerge; sometimes in the form in which 
we first stated them, but sometimes transformed. 

In this section we tell our stories. The themes we have introduced in the preceding sec-
tions of the report were those we carried with us into the Villages, but once in the Vil-
lages, they took a new form. 
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All names of children have been changed to keep their identity. We apologize to them for 
not being able to make them visible as researchers, as they worked so intensley and effec-
tively. However keeping their identity untouched in a publication has priority. All fotos in 
the case study section have been taken by the children and have been agreed on jointly 
with them and the adult researchers on site as well as the SOS Children’s Villages for pub-
lication. 

The case studies are told in chronological order of participation in the line of the project 
and consist of a narrative part told by the researchers and the photo part with the chil-
dren’s photos and their texts or the researchers’ comments. 
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3.1 Colombia 

Gerhild Trübswasser 

3.1.1 Beginnings 

Who are you and what relevant previous experience did you have? 

I was invited to participate in this study as one of 3 researchers because of my experience 
in intercultural work and methodological consultancy. By accident I have some experience 
with photography, which helped a lot. Some time ago I developed an auto-evaluation sys-
tem for the work with children and young people which I realized together with 7 big 
youth-organizations in Austria. 

During the last 10 years I have worked with projects in different African and Latin-
American countries and I am able to work in Spanish. 

What were the themes/questions you began with? 

This study was a small part of a UN-study on violence against children and maybe the 
most interesting aspect of it was the idea to realize it with participative methods. We asked 
the children what the ‘absence of violence’ meant for them and asked them to express 
their opinion using digital cameras. For me this was a fascinating project idea and I tried 
to imagine the situation of the children with the cameras – which I thought would be of 
great pleasure to them – asking me, how can I organize the project so that finally the chil-
dren can have fun and can receive in some form the product of their work. This product 
should as well serve as my result of the field work, which I’ll bring home to join it with 
the other investigator’s results. 

How did you choose technical equipment? 

Besides three digital cameras it was necessary to bring a laptop that was able to write CDs 
and a printer with photo-printing quality. It took some time to find adequate equipment 
because there was little experience available for this case. 

Finally I found a good equipment at a good price and bought some different types of 
photo paper in different qualities because I wanted to avoid too high costs by using real 
photo-paper all the time, which is very expensive. 

How did the project start? 

After the regional officer responsible for investigation of SOS-Latin America had given 
me the name of the assistant she had selected, I started to have e-mail-contact with him. I 
sent him my project-description and agreed with him some details especially for the be-
ginning. This included the following: 

“I need the assistance of one person during the whole time so that we can work in 
parallel manner and also have the opportunity to reflect permanently the process.  

It will be necessary to get some information on the practice they apply in the Village 
on the items of violence: Do they treat it as a theme in their everyday work? Are 
there workshops held on this topic or do they work on it in a different way? 
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Some information will be necessary on the history of the participating children and 
their family situation by someone who knows the children well and/or has access to 
their files. And we shall need some help (maybe by the director) in the selection of 
the children for to have a distribution of the participants on a big number of families. 
We will do the selection in the beginning of our stay and please tell all the people in-
volved not to force or persuade previously any child to participate. And tell them as 
well that the mothers should not expect me as an evaluator coming from the central 
bureau to control their work. 

The selection of the participating children will follow the criteria of: voluntarism, age 
between 9 and 12 and gender balance. I will bring the technical equipment. 

The working time will be within 7 days with the children, each day 1 to 2 hours with 
each child and maybe some more hours on Sunday. We’ll do some interviews with the 
mothers asking them for some personal aspects of their experience with the chil-
dren”. 

How was the Village selected? 

It was done by the regional officer. 

3.1.2 Arriving in the Village 

What were your first contacts with people in the Village? 

From Vienna I went to Bogotá, the capital of Colombia, where I stayed for one night. I 
met some people of the national bureau and got to know my assistant José Torres (JoT). 
We exchanged basic information where I informed him more detailed about the research 
procedure and he informed me about the situation, expectations and working conditions 
in the chosen CV35. That was about 300 km away from the capital and because of security 
reasons we had to use the airplane although I would have liked to travel by car through 
the interesting landscape I had seen from above, when I arrived in Bogotá. We flew to-
gether to the place and were picked up in the airport by the CV-director. We arrived in the 
CV in the evening and were invited to have dinner in one of the family houses where they 
welcomed us heartily. 

What were their first impressions of you? 

Tall and pale. 

What did you worry about? 

If the children would understand me and if I would understand them. And it turned out it 
was very good to have a native speaker with me who knew the local dialect. As my plan 
was to document very exactly the children’s comments this was very important. 

Where did you stay? 

My assistant and I stayed in the guest house of the Village. The meals were supplied every 
day by a different mother. We were invited to their houses which made it easy to have an 
informal contact with them. 

Making contact with the children 
                                                      
35  CV: SOS Children’s Village 
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First of all a group of children made contact with me, being curious about my country, my 
language and the conditions of life there. My manner of getting contact with the children 
was to invite them to a general meeting in the evening of the first day, explaining them the 
reason why I am here and what we want to do together with some of them. 

How many children, gender age etc did you start working with?  

We started with 18 children; one did not come again so we continued working with 17 at 
the age between 8 and 13, 10 girls, 7 boys. 

How did you introduce the theme in the Village? 

In the morning of the first day I had a meeting with the direction committee (including 
one representative of the mothers, the psychologist, the social worker and the director, 
who was absent) to give an introduction to the project and to discuss with them the fur-
ther steps.  

Which languages did you use?  

Spanish 

What was the role of the assistant? 

My assistant: José Torres (JoT) is the deputy director of the national SOS-office, who 
formally worked as the national pedagogical adviser. This meant that he had a quite high 
position in the SOS-hierarchy which could have caused problems with the CV-staff be-
cause of dependency aspects – which I did not notice. To me it seemed more important 
that two years ago he had worked as an “Uncle”36 in this CV (which for men is a very un-
usual role), helping – like the aunts – in the houses. Therefore he knew the children, the 
mothers and the whole staff and everybody seemed to be very glad to see him again. This 
created a very good atmosphere and it helped a lot even for me to get easily in contact 
with the mothers and to get their confidence. 

In the work he was very competent and responsible and our frequent reflections on the 
process helped a lot to develop new parts of the investigation. So we could widen out the 
part of getting the children’s comments on all of their selected photos, which allowed an 
extremely interesting new aspect in the whole research results. As he had a very nice, re-
spectful and friendly way to communicate with the children they easily got closer to us and 
we could have very trustful relations with them. That was one reason for the impressive 
results worked out by the children. 

                                                      
36  Family assistant: Aunts (Uncles) work as assistants to the SOS Mothers. Usually they undergo 

the same recruitment and assessment process as well as training as SOS Mothers/parents. Some 
family assistants become later on SOS Mothers/parent. In the SOS Village in Nicaragua howe-
ver all children called their SOS Mothers “Aunt”. 
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3.1.3 How was the project organised - working conditions? 

What were the roles of significant others in the project? 

The mothers played an important role in the project being very nice, polite and helpful 
people who invited us to their houses for the meals and for telling us important details of 
everyday life in the CV. The social worker gave us important information according to the 
children’s files and their personal knowledge about the children. The director was not 
nearly so involved in the project but gave us complete freedom for our work with anyone 
we wanted. 

How much time did you have with the children? Related factors (festivals, holidays, weekends) 

There were 7 days for the work with the children, each day 1 to 2 hours with each child. 
We started on Thursday with working groups, continued on Saturday, Sunday , Monday 
and Tuesday with individual work and finished on Wednesday with the exhibition. 

What rooms did you have for use? 

In the guesthouse there were 2 sleeping rooms and a living-room with kitchen, which we 
used as our office. There we were frequently visited by various children. Sometimes it was 
nice to talk with them, most of the time we were too busy to have time for them. 

What technical facilities did you have? 

As I brought the main part of the necessary equipment we needed an internet access 
(which we got in the CV).  

How were the children selected? How many were involved? 

The final decision (after the meeting with the direction committee) for the selection was 
the following: voluntarism, age (9-13), the mothers’ permission, gender balance and free 
time in the afternoon were the main criteria. We explained that to everybody in the general 
meeting in the first evening and asked the mothers to select the children from their family. 
Out of this process came 18 children interested in taking part in the project instead of 15 I 
had planned. As I did not want to exclude 3 of them I accepted their participation. One 
left, so we started working with 17. 

Where were you placed in the Village? (Rooms and meals) Was this significant? 

Sleeping rooms and office in the guest house, meals every day in another house. This 
helped a lot to get to know a good part of the mothers with their children (not only the 
participating group). 

Daily activity rhythms 

As the children were at school in the morning we had time for interviews with the moth-
ers, collecting data and reflections on the process. In the afternoon we worked individually 
or in groups with the children, the evenings (and some nights) were for documentation 
and preparation work. The Sunday was reserved for the whole work of taking the photos 
by the children, where we accompanied them individually to assist them in their work. 
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How did you arrange to meet people? 

As the people in the CV – especially the mothers – were very nice and invited us to have 
our meals in their houses, it was very easy to meet them so it was not necessary to arrange 
something additional. 

What did they expect you to do or people and places they wanted you to visit? 

As Medellín is a city that all Columbian people seem to be very proud of, I got many sug-
gestions to visit Medellín whenever I had the opportunity to do it. 

How did your role change through the project? 

I got more familiar with the people and especially with the children. I think my role 
changed from being an exotic woman from far away to somebody who really worked with 
the children. While I was there a lot of children got closer to me and they took the advan-
tage to get information about a country so far away. As it was difficult to distinguish be-
tween Austria and Australia they frequently asked me to “talk to me in Australian” and 
enjoyed very much what they heard then. So my impression was that we had a quite seri-
ous working-relation and a nice and funny free-time-relation. 

How did people cooperate with the project?  

As mentioned above there was a good cooperation with the necessary people (mothers, 
staff) and a big interest in the project until the final exhibition. And the children were 
cooperating every day more serious and stayed fascinated in the possibility to take photos. 

3.1.4 Methods 

How did you begin?  

As I had developed a complete project-design that I agreed with my assistant via e-mail 
before my arrival, we both had rather clear ideas how to begin. We went through the con-
cept again, discussed the concrete conditions in the CV, the time schedule and locations. 

In the morning of my first day in the Village I had a meeting with the Direction Commit-
tee, consisting in the representative of the mothers, the psychologist and the social worker 
(the CV-director was ill and could not participate). I explained the procedure as it was 
planned and we discussed how to handle some important steps. Their ideas were very 
helpful and I integrated some of their solutions in the process. 

After some talks to staff members there was the general meeting in the evening, where all 
mothers present in the village at the moment and about 80 of 100 children took part. JoT 
and I explained the process and the selection criteria for the participating children and 
asked the mothers to do the selection out of her families.  

What did you do? 

The most important criteria for my work in the CV were transparency and participation. 
Therefore for me it was very important to include the people involved also in the process 
of the realization of the project. First of all my assistant, who quickly turned over to be an 
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important project partner overtook a very responsible role in the project. And the mothers 
as well as the children took part in the development of the investigation process. 

Why did you choose the methods you did? 

First of all it was important to develop a clear project design, that on one hand gave suffi-
cient background for the elaboration and control of the process and on the other hand left 
sufficient space to the participation aspects which were basic to the investigation. Through 
the anticipating discussion with the local expert (JoT) and the inclusion of the SOS Moth-
ers, staff and children we reached that goal. 

As I could have been perceived as a representative of the European headquarter of SOS 
for me it was very important to talk as much as possible with all the involved people ex-
plaining the aims of the investigation and asking them for their ideas in many questions 
concerning to the realization of the project. This was important because of the intercul-
tural aspect as well as the way how I appeared as ‘European investigator’. As this project 
had much to do with highly developed technology (digital cams, laptop, printer) which I 
brought to the CV, for me it was very important to produce with this equipment some-
thing technologically more familiar to the children and the people there. So we produced 
an exhibition with photos and printed statements glued on cardboard that I could leave 
there as their property. In this form they could present afterwards in different occasions 
and places, what the CV-director used one week later in a national meeting of SOS Co-
lumbia. 

What were your doubts/questions about the method once you got started? 

My doubts were whether the children would be sufficiently interested in the project to be 
able to produce interesting results but every day the children got more involved in the 
process and became more interested so I lost my doubts rather soon. 

What surprised you? 

After the first day of irritation by the ‘crowd’ of interested but very unquiet children I was 
surprised by the amount of the children’s interest and their compromise in our common 
work.  

Questions of ownership/anonymity 

At the beginning of the final exhibition I explained the children, that these photos be-
longed to them and that I would ask them if I could use them for publication. The ques-
tion of anonymity was not raised because for the children it was very important that their 
authorship was to be read on the exhibition-posters. I repeated this information at the end 
of our working time, before the final exhibition was opened. 

How did you exhibit the photos? 

JoT and I prepared an exhibition of the selected photos with the children’s comments for 
the last afternoon. One big poster for the photos of every child hung up in the CV-hall. 
First we invited the participating group to see the exhibition – which they enjoyed very 
much and after that we had a short meeting with them saying thanks to them and asking to 
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give me their permission for using their photos in some publication of the investigation 
results. I explained them that the CV will get a copy of any publication with their photos. 

After that they invited their families and showed them their work. They all enjoyed that 
moments very much – they seemed to be proud and happy (the participants as well as their 
mothers). 

Did the children vote for their favourite pictures?  

No. As the photos appeared with the author’s names and comments, every voting would 
have caused a personal valuation or devaluation which I wanted to omit. 

3.1.5 Personal reflections 

What did you learn? 

I learned a lot! First of all I really enjoyed the cooperation with the children and I was 
surprised about their very serious way how to concentrate in an important topic and use 
very calmly the necessary technology.  

Some more important details:  

− the photo-technology is of great interest to the children, 

− to work on the violence or no-violence issue it is necessary to have very 
small groups or individual work, these topics are too intimate to be dis-
cussed in groups, 

− to avoid that the advice take photos of places, situations, people…. where there is 
no violence/where you feel secure/where you feel good…stay too abstract it is neces-
sary to have some preparation with the children,  

− in the selection of their most important photos for the children the techni-
cal quality did not play any role. Only the content seemed to be important,  

− taking 20 photos seemed to be enough for nearly all of the children. 

What would you suggest to others? /Final conclusions. 

Important requirements 

− a team should consist in an external investigator and an assistant who is 
familiar with the Children’s Village, its structure and practice, 

− the assistant should have good knowledge of local habits and dialect. Some 
experience in qualitative investigation methods is advantageous, a respectful 
way of communication with the children is very important, 

− very helpful is any atmosphere of interest in the study in the Children’s 
Villages (that means: include the mothers from the beginning), 

− explain very clearly the aims of the study to everybody: the participating 
children, the mothers and the staff, 
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− work the most possible time with the children individually. 

One of the first important questions was how to select the participants. Based on the rec-
ommendation of the direction committee I agreed with the following selection method: 
after having explained the selection criteria (which were: voluntarism, age, gender balance 
and free time in the afternoon) in the initial meeting with the whole Children’s Village, 
each mother held a meeting with her family. After that each one named the possible par-
ticipants. With this method there resulted more participants than intended but finally it 
was a good selection mode (including the mother’s consent, which is an important aspect). 

There were some more children/juveniles who showed much interest in the work but they 
easily accepted the reasons why they could not participate (especially the age criteria). 

As it planned we organized a group-meeting with all the participants on the following day. 
On this occasion it was nearly impossible to work in any constructive way: a big part of 
the group was very restless, not interested in discussing the topic, playing around in the 
room (which was the multifunctional hall: much too big for a group-discussion with 20 
people). A part of the group, especially the older girls felt very disturbed by the younger 
children playing around. In that moment we could not find the point of their interest. This 
meeting was a bit frustrating for all and therefore it was necessary to change the strategy.  

Having analysed the situation we decided to individualize the working procedure which 
meant: individual work in small groups of 5 – 6 participants on the topic of ‘no violence’ 
as well as the technical workshop on how to use the camera. Finally the children took their 
photos. In this stage each one of us (JoT and GeT) accompanied one investigator doing 
her/his work. We assisted technically, accompanied them on their walks outside the Chil-
dren’s Village (which they are not allowed to do without adult company), and chased away 
the rest of the Children’s Village-children who wanted to have a photo taken of them 
(which we did later on). 

There were some very special moments in the work with the children, where it was possi-
ble to get very close to the theme of no violence, that was in the individual preparation 
work, some moments while the children took their photos and intensively after the selec-
tion of their photos when they gave their comments on them. These were situations when 
I felt that they expressed their opinion/experience/wishes/dreams very personally.  

The contact with the mothers was quite good (to those which whom we had close contact 
for being invited for the meals), very open and in some cases very intense. This group 
spoke very clearly and trustful about some difficulties and the reality of their lives and 
work as SOS-mothers. 

The Village Director was nearly not so involved in the process but he gave us the freedom 
to work with anyone we wanted. 
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3.1.6  Case Study: Photo Part Colombia  

You find the Photo Part or in our SOS Intranet or on CD-Rom (for ordering please con-
tact Karin Salchegger). 
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3.2 Thailand 

Peter Egg 

3.2.1 Beginnings 

What were the themes/questions with which you began? 

It was very difficult to formulate the research topic in a transparent and understandable 
manner without going into too much detail. A proposal had already been made together 
with Rob, Gerhild and Barbara, but how should this topic be stated for the Children’s 
Village?  

I began with a descriptive paragraph addressed to the National Director. He then handed 
over this text to the Village Director:  

“My name is Peter Egg, I work in a small foundation with the aim of children’s par-
ticipation and also at the University of Innsbruck/ Austria. The UN-Human Rights 
Commission is planning a study on ‘Violence against Children’. As SOS Children's 
Villages wish to contribute, we are drawing up a study of our own which we later 
hopefully can hand in to the UN. Therefore I would need to visit you and I’m look-
ing forward to meeting you. The study we are planning is a child -focused, participa-
tory research approach, where the children themselves will not only be subjects of re-
search but also be ‘researchers’. As in public and academic discourse children are 
rarely addressed other than as the ‘victims of violence’ our research focus takes a new 
direction: working with the children on the issue of what is the ‘opposite’ of violence, 
how can the ‘absence of violence’ be described from the experience and reality  of 
the children - as we do not have a word in common -at least in our languages - for 
describing that state of affairs  and the preconditions for it - hence giving them a 
voice in the discourse.”  

I wished to stress two facts at the very beginning: the central issue („What is the opposite/ 
the absence of violence?”) and the character of the method of approach (participatory).  

The topic which developed with the children was: What shows „no violence/absence of 
violence“ best? This wording proved very suitable since we were working with photos. 
Sometimes I used the following description: the children should imagine children who 
have grown up in a milieu of violence and who have experienced violence themselves. 
What must we show these children to make them understand that there are other things in 
life apart from violence?   

• What/ which picture shows „no violence“ best? 

• Which picture would be of use to make a child in a violent context understand what 
“no violence” is? 

I always stressed the fact that the children themselves were important as researchers, since 
adults could not know the answers to these questions.  

The premise for the participating children was that violence does not exist in the Chil-
dren’s Village. This would not have been acceptable to imagine for the people involved 
considering the violence, crime and living conditions of the people living outside the Chil-
dren’s Village. This premise also made it easier for the children to express themselves 
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more openly since in their point ov view they were not the problem at the focus of the 
research. Neither did I wish to imply anything of the Village. Research can be very insinu-
ating. 

3.2.2 Arriving in the Village 

I arrived much later than expected in the village by taxi – having missed the person who 
was to have picked me up at the airport. A welcome committee of children had apparently 
held out with bunches of flowers until I arrived. A few mothers from the village stood in 
the background. I noticed them first of all. I had to remove my luggage quickly from the 
taxi as the taxi driver was in a hurry and rather impatient. In the meantime I had realized 
who was the Village Director and I greeted him. As I have already mentioned, we dis-
cussed the slight mishap at the airport. Naturally the meeting was very formal (as opposed 
to the farewell – where tears were shed!). I hadn’t expected to be received by a group of 
children and didn’t quite know how to react. Each person greeted me personally with a 
Wai and the children handed me the flowers. The whole ceremony didn’t last long as it 
was already late and the mosquitoes were around. The Village Director accompanied me to 
the guest-house. The children had created their own welcome – they had decorated the 
door of the guest-house and the cook had prepared coffee and fruit for me - very consid-
erate and hospitable. I deposited my luggage and then spent quite some time with the Vil-
lage Director in a small courtyard in front of the guest-house. The Village Director told 
me that he was relatively new to the job. I was relieved to find air conditioning in my 
room as it was very hot.       

Who are you and what relevant previous experience have you had? 

Since 1992 I have been leading projects, courses of further education, university lectures, 
project studies etc. on the topic of the right of co-determination / participatory research 
of children and young people and wrote my dissertation on the topic of participatory re-
search. My dissertation was awarded the First Prize of the City of Salzburg’s (Austria) Lit-
erary Award for Research Studies Concerning Children and Young People and has been 
published as a book37. At the moment I am working on a doctoral thesis on the topic of 
participation. I have already accompanied approx. 70.000 children with analogue- and digi-
tal photo- and camcordereras and dictating machines, where we applied methods of par-
ticipatory research mostly regarding the lives of the children involved.   

3.2.3 My personal interest in the project  

• Lobbyist 
“It is not possible to achieve an immediate improvement in the circumstances of the 
lives of children and their participation without a representative of children’s inter-
ests and a policy representing the interests of children.” (Hartwig-Hellstern, 13)38  

                                                      
37  Egg, Peter (1998) Wir haben was zu Sagen. Kid-Verlag, Bonn. 
38  Hartwig-Hellstern, Frercks (1995) Kinderbürger- über die politische Beteiligung von Kindern. Kid-

Verlag, Bonn. 
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‘Advisers are needed, not smart alecks and teachers who are only life-long civil ser-
vants.’ (Kahl, 1994.) Children’s lobbies should not only represent the needs of chil-
dren, but must also keep in direct contact with the children themselves and act as 
mediators, interpreters or ‘gate- keepers’ among the various cultures.  

Direct contact also has the effect of self-control – i.e. the representatives are made 
aware of the constant danger of patronizing and normalizing the children. On the 
other hand, direct confrontation with children is the basic condition for establishing 
suitable structures of participation.” (ibid, 142f)   

Up to now, children have had no naturally-developed, self-formed lobby as a ‘group of 
children’ and do not regard themselves, generally, as the object of collective discrimination 
– thus they have no conception, in the subjective sense, of the ‘status’ of a discriminated 
minority. The task of lobbyist should not, however be restricted to  

“...a new qualitative method of research, but is closely connected with the demand to 
strive for an improvement in the situation of children. Thus, action should be taken 
in local politics and community relations should be regarded as a significant scope of 
activity.” (Apel, 350)39   

Children are experts on childhood and are also quite able to articulate their ideas – it is the 
task of the adults to learn to understand the way children express themselves and not vice 
versa. This task has not yet been sufficiently fulfilled, therefore, I, will make further effort 
to do so.   

It is of particular concern not to confuse the “interests of children” with “the interests of 
young people” as is often the case in literature and in everyday life. Latest studies on chil-
dren’s games and the organization of spheres of activity of children, scarcely differentiate 
between genders. Even central studies of childhood and youth take an androcentristic 
perspective. “Youth” and “Childhood” are identified with “boys“, girls remain invisible or, 
at the most, are mentioned as “appendages” when the topic of partnership and sexual be-
haviour are being discussed. The term “children” must not become a synonym for “boys”. 

• Service 

I understand my task as being a service rendered towards children – to transform propor-
tions effectively, where necessary, and to bring about such transformations together with 
everyone involved.  

• Researcher and Scholar 
„The original direction of the route from participatory research towards a transfor-
mation of society begins in one’s own heart.“ (Wesseler, 94)40  

„And it is a feeling of superiority, in my opinion, which ruins the task. According to 
Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker, such ‚power-formed’ research can be very destructive. 
The moment I begin to research on others, I produce a diffuse feeling of superiority 
with which I can exercise power. Basically, I separate myself from the others –and in 

                                                      
39  Apel, Peter; Pach, Reinhard (1990) Stadtplanung mit und für Kinder. In: Lindner, Clausjohann: 

Kritik der Theorie der partizipatorischen Demokratie. Westdeutscher Verlag, Darmstadt 
40  Wesseler, Matthias (1987) Muster, die verbinden- Erfahrungen aus dem Alltag eines Koordina-

tors im International Participatory Research Network. In: Sülberg, Walter (Hg.): Demokratisierung 
und Partizipation im EntwicklungsProzess. Verlag für Interkulturelle Kommunikation, Frankfurt a. 
M. 
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some way from myself, too. Subconsciously, I regard the others – and myself, too - as 
inferior in some way I am, thus, also responsible for the fact that the relationship set-
up which determines our society remains as it is.“ (Glameyer, 153)41  

This classical position of researcher –possessing an air of being ‚superior’ – a state which 
is associated with a certain desire to impress - can cause many problems:   

“…for the first time I realized that I, myself, caused problems – problems which, un-
til then, I had thought I had been solving. I was fire-fighter and fire-raiser in one and 
the same person.” (ibid, 153)   

Social science research was thus for me based, in this sense, on trust in my own capabili-
ties and the resources of the people involved. This trust should not be undermined. Dia-
logue and mutual research of living conditions and transformation potential are the main 
concerns of all my efforts – I, therefore regard participatory research as a method of com-
ing as closely as possible to this desired objective. I regard my task as a discourse with the 
people under study. 

 „As a researcher, I am no longer ‚indifferent’. Dialogue becomes a little easier, since 
I now experience myself as part of an overriding whole.“ (Wesseler, 84)  

• Interest in children’s policy 

First and foremost, my priority and primary objective is to accept children and childhood 
as  integrated components of social life, to secure a central  place for children in society 
and not to place children and childhood on the periphery – and, therefore, to regard chil-
dren as subjects and co-researchers. 

3.2.4 How did you choose technical equipment? 

For the most part, I use technical equipment with which I am familiar and which has 
proved successful: digital – photo camera with a screwed-on sunshade and an additional 
glass mounted on the front to protect the zoom to an optimal degree (zooms are very sen-
sitive to shock). A digital camcorder, also with a large screen. Dictating machines – these 
are of advantage since they are fun (children are usually very amused on hearing their own 
voices) and easy to use. Additionally, a data projector to discuss results with groups and a 
scanner to copy photos from photo albums. Furthermore a cheap printer for large prints 
and a photo printer with display to print photos in photo size to be used for further refer-
ence, for feedback and as a gesture of gratitude for the people who have participated in 
the project. The photo printer was very suitable for a second round of reflection. 

Both boys and girls were interested in the technical equipment, perhaps the boys were 
interested in the technical details to a slightly higher degree than the girls. Both groups 
enjoyed the opportunity of being able to view everything immediately on the screens. 
(photocam – screen, camcorder – screen). 

                                                      
41  Glameyer, Michael; Matthias Wesseler (1987) Participatory Research- Gespräche über einen 

neuen Forschungsansatz. In: Sülberg, Walter (Hg.): Demokratisierung und Partizipation im Entwick-
lungsProzess. Verlag für Interkulturelle Kommunikation, Frankfurt a. M. 
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3.2.5 Worries and getting into contact 

What were your first contacts with people in the Village? 

The first contact was late in the evening at the welcome ceremony. It was, however, very 
short. I became slightly acquainted with the Village Director the same evening. The next 
morning I was introduced to the staff. I then made forays in the surrounding areas with 
three groups of children and we all met together half-an-hour before prayer time in the 
hall of prayer which also functioned as a general meeting place and kindergarten. Being a 
moderator played a very important role at this stage, in order to establish an emotional  
approach to the group.  

What did you worry about? 

The research project consists of five pillars upon which the project is based. Therefore a 
researcher working in this field needs to have knowledge and experience of these pillars:  

 
 

 
One needs certain knowledge of the topic of violence and general knowledge and an in-
sight into the method of participation. Additionally, specific theoretical knowledge on the 
subject of childhood, methodological knowledge on the subject of youth welfare, theoreti-
cal and methodical knowledge concerning intercultural relationships and naturally a basic 
competence as far as qualitative social research is concerned. This is very demanding and 
comprehensive and gave me quite a headache. It was of advantage and necessary to work 
in a team – at least, part of the time, to cover as many facets as possible. 
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• Language: 

The language presented a great problem, at the beginning – on the other hand, it was 
an exciting challenge. In any case, I was obliged to resort to non-verbal forms of inter-
action – the method of photo evaluation was a great help. It would have been much 
more difficult otherwise. 

• The respect of human dignity: 

The attempt to integrate children as co-researching subjects was the first expression of my 
respect of the human dignity of the children. It was also important for me not to carry out 
a “predatory attack of data”, but to achieve mutual benefit for all concerned. 

Making contact with the children 

Making contact through   

− the children, themselves as go-betweens (friends who have already taken 
part) 

− the staff of the Children’s Village 

− visiting the children’s meeting places  directly (the courtyard in front of the 
office, football field, hall of prayer ). 

The first group met in front of the guest-house, I could see them out of the window of the 
ground floor. The Village Director had not yet arrived, as the children were too early. I 
decided to go outside and make the first contact with the children. I was not quite sure 
whether this was the first planned group, or if they were children who had simply gathered 
there. I sat down at a table quite nearby and they regarded me from a safe distance. I took 
a conjuring trick out of my pocket. Somehow I must get through to the children on a non-
verbal basis and on an emotional level. If I could not get through to them on an emotional 
level, then I would remain distant from them and, as a result, the project, too would re-
main distant – not a very advantageous situation for a participatory project. On the other 
hand, they should feel at ease in my presence and not be afraid of me – this, too, would be 
disadvantageous for a participatory task – on the contrary we should laugh, be amazed and 
have fun together. The conjuring tricks can be carried out in close contact. Conjuring 
tricks arouse curiosity, which helps to break down barriers. I regarded my conjuring tricks 
as a very good non-verbal form of interaction which enabled me to come closer to the 
children. 

First of all the children regarded me from a distance of two or three meters, but soon 
gathered around the table to observe the tricks more closely. A quarter of an hour passed 
in amazement and laughter until the Village Director arrived and I could explain the pro-
ject to the children together with the Village Director, who acted as interpretor. 

I had not much time at my disposal and wished to come into contact with as many people 
as possible, as quickly as possible, also with those who had had no opportunity of joining 
one of the groups. It was fortunate for me that the children had school holidays at the 
time so we could spend the whole day together. We met in groups. Children were invited - 
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kindergarten children, too, - to meet at a certain time. Then, too, there were many infor-
mal opportunities. The informal character of a communicative situation can be very ad-
vantageous: naturally it is not so binding but more open to development, free of barriers, 
voluntary, the children take over control, anyone can become involved if they wish, or 
simply remain a spectator. Additionally, informal occasions are not only aim orientated 
(with regard to the aim of the project) but interested in other things: emotions, aspects or 
relationships, other topics and problems. Such informal opportunities arose, for example, 
particularly early in the evenings and also sometimes mornings and afternoons apart from 
the group activities. Usually I placed myself near a group of children or in the large court-
yard near the office. I sat on the edge of the pavement, on the grass, on a bench. Some-
times I joined in a game of football. I chose various conjuring tricks, a tiny dictionary 
(Thai – German) where we taught each other a few words of each others’ language, books 
of Austria which we leafed through together. I carried the technical equipment around in 
my rucksack and not only the children who were participating in the project, but the other 
children, too, could borrow the equipment at any time – something they all loved to do. 
Looking at the films and photos together on the various screens was also a non-verbal 
interaction.      

How many children, gender, age etc did you start working with? 

Most of the children were of junior school age, a few kindergarten children also took part, 
and some were older. The organized groups were mainly mixed groups but mostly homo-
geneous as far as age is concerned. In the informal groups which formed spontaneously 
the age groups were widely spread. For example, kindergarten children, junior school chil-
dren and older children were together in one group. The group formations changed quite 
often in the informal groups. 

How did you introduce the theme in the Village? 

On the morning after my arrival I was able to discuss everything with the team. It was of 
primary importance to me that as many people as possible became aware of the reason for 
my stay as quickly as possible. Participatory research calls for the co-operation of everyone 
involved – trust is therefore necessary. I regarded making contact as quickly as possible (as 
well as presenting  information) to be a measure of securing trust -  with regard to becom-
ing acquainted with - (for the time-being)  -a “foreign” person and - (for the time being) -a 
‘strange’ topic. It turned out that it was not at all easy to gather all the members of the 
Village together. Finally, we agreed on half-an-hour before early evening prayer. I had 
already decided not simply to pass on information but to enhance the information with 
elements of moderation taken from my previous work. I had to succeed in arousing the 
interest of everyone – kindergarten children, children, young people, mothers, gardeners 
etc. and I had to gain their trust and their interest in the research plan.  Being photo-
graphed is a very intimate situation since the situation is made concrete and visible for 
others. Therefore, I took great care to communicate with the people and assure them that 
the photos would be dealt with integrity.  
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Acting as moderator was very important for me: on the one hand, I referred to the Indian 
fable about the white elephants to demonstrate to the children the reason for their status 
of researcher and the importance of such42. Thereby I came into closer contact with the 
three test persons from the village needed for the story. They spoke Thai, of course, but, 
nevertheless, the test persons and the audience all had much fun with the amusing discus-
sion of the experiment and the dimensional content. I was able to remove many fears of 
the unknown through this low-level approach to the project (easy to comprehend, amus-
ing).  

A very suitable story for stressing the specific competence of children was also the story 
of the giant snake which swallowed an elephant (cf. The Little Prince). It was of great help 
that one of the members of staff who was very popular among the children read the story 
in Thai while I accompanied him with my sketches. I barely could follow the story told in 
Thai, but I realized that it was very suitable for these children in Bangpoo, since they all 
laughed heartily.   

Then, again, I could use pictures of children from the Village taking photos (researchers) 
in the PowerPoint, since my ‘assistant’ and I had already made a foray in the morning and 
afternoon and had already gathered photo material which we were able to present. This 
was also of great help, since the children could identify themselves easier with children 
they knew than with strangers – and I had an opportunity at the same time to present my 
topic in a transparent manner. Naturally the children helped on a voluntary basis.  

I used the following scheme as basic information about the project (should be kept as 
simple as possible and easy to understand – not simplified, however, but reduced to the 
basic elements). 

 
 

 

                                                      
42  The story of the white elephant and the blind men. In: Schratz, Michael; Rob Walker (1995) 

Research as Social Change. New Possibilities for Qualitative Research. Routledge, London. 
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The first afternoon I had spent with my ‚assistant’ and children on a foray. The Village 
management invited three various groups to take part in these forays, successively. 

Which languages did you use? 

I spoke mainly in English – with the children and in situations when no interpreter was 
available. The children chatted mainly in Thai - whether we understood each other or not 
was not of significance – it was important that the children should simply talk. A few of 
the older children could speak English and, indeed, occasionally did so. Sometimes we 
taught each other a few words of Thai, German – or even English. Two members of staff 
could speak English and translated for us.   

What was the role of the assistant? 

I had no assistant in the true sense of the word, who was responsible for helping me in the 
project. Two members of staff helped me as often as possible, alongside their normal jobs. 
They took turns in helping me. Naturally they had differing effects on the interaction with 
the children. I regarded this as advantageous, since I thus had two different approaches to 
the children. One of the interpreters was male, the other female.  

What were the roles of other significant persons in the project? 

• Staff: 

The staff was split up in a typically gender-specific manner: the men were generally re-
sponsible for affairs outdoors (management of the village, gardens, outdoor activities, 
framework of conditions, provisions) and for adventure/action (activities – football, sport, 
garden projects). The gardeners were particularly popular.  

The women were occupied mainly indoors: indoor activities, direct family tasks, cooking. 
In the hall of prayer, only women spoke the prayers. 

• External staff: 

The external staff offered activities for the children either without pay or for very little 
pay: musical activities, dance, sport football training etc. 

How much time did you have with the children? Related factors (festivals, holidays, weekends) 

It was an advantage for me that the children, for the most part, were on school holiday 
during my stay and, therefore, had a lot of time to spare. The school began again on the 
following Monday. On Monday and Tuesday I worked together with the kindergarten chil-
dren and the mothers. Such a journey should preferably be coupled up with school holi-
days.  

Additionally, there were no particular festivals planned for this time, so we could concen-
trate on everyday life without interruptions of specific highlights. 

I could not work outdoors on the project in the evenings because of mosquitoes, neither 
did I wish to disturb the family evenings, except for the photo self-evaluations – these 
were carried out, independently, in the evenings, by members of the families. 
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The duration of stay, as far as the framework of conditions is concerned, was exactly right. 
I did not wish to claim the valuable time of the staff as interpreters for much longer. They 
took time to help me and must certainly catch up on their work which they left undone. 

What technical facilities did you have? 

The power supply network was particularly important. Fortunately, they had the same 
voltage as in Europe so that the work-speed of the technical equipment was not reduced. 
When working with children, the technical equipment must not only function - for chil-
dren, it is important that things happen quickly – so that communication is not unneces-
sarily slowed down. I had taken along all the other necessary technical equipment   – ex-
actly the amount of luggage which was allowed. Care/help organizations are allowed 10 
kg. extra luggage  – I took advantage of this offer to the last kilo! There was not much 
room for clothing and personal things. The only thing I missed was an access to internet 
services. The Village, however, possessed new PCs with the latest software. 

How were the children selected? How many were involved? 

The organized groups were chosen by the Village management, the informal groups of 
children were spontaneous or developed out of cliques. Cliques played an important role, 
especially when the well-being of the children participating was concerned. 

Where were you placed in the Village? Where did you stay? (Rooms and meals) Was this significant?  

• Demographical Data SOS Children’s Village Bangpoo: 

− twelve family houses 

− the Village Director's house 

− a community house 

− a workshop  

− a library 

− SOS Kindergarten, which is attended by children from the neighbourhood 
as well 

− directly opposite the SOS Children's Village, there is an elementary and a 
secondary school 

− older children usually move to the SOS Youth Facility at Samutprakarn - 
approximately 12 km from the SOS Children's Village which accommodates 
48 boys who are doing their vocational training or secondary or higher edu-
cation and six girl students 

− retired SOS mothers can stay at a special home inside the SOS Children's 
Village 

− four to ten boys and girls of different ages live together with their SOS mother in 
a family house 
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My first thought was that I would have liked to spend the night with one or more of the 
families in their houses. However, I know from experience, since taking part in a study on 
the topic ‚How do children grow up in large hotels in the Tyrol?’, that such intrusions in 
family life are not always easy to accept – the children feel disturbed in their private 
sphere. Therefore, I was relieved to have my own room – this was in alignment with my 
external role. Certainly, I would have grown nearer to the family, had I spent the evenings 
with them – however, I wanted to build up contact to the children and the mothers very 
carefully and sensitively.  

The guest-house was not centrally placed. Neither was it a building which was frequently 
used by the people of the Village. Therefore, I had to be constantly mobile and I fre-
quented the public places in the Village, where the inhabitants met. This correlates more 
to the social-spatial principle of youth welfare work since I prefer the participatory meth-
ods rather than classical com-structures of youth welfare. 

What rooms did you have for use? 

The guest house was equipped with a bedroom on the first floor with sanitary installa-
tions. On the ground floor, there was an office and a conference room, which was put at 
my disposal. I used this mainly for discussions after the forays. I could also make use of 
the hall of prayer/meeting hall and also use the kindergarten for general meetings and I 
could use the library for large feed-back discussions with the children. 

3.2.6 Daily activity rhythms 

Developed Schedule 

Th Fr Sa Su Mo Tue 

7.30-8.00 
breakfast 

7.30-8.00 
breakfast 

7.30-8.00 
breakfast 

7.30-8.00 
breakfast 

7.30-8.00 
breakfast 

6.00 + 7.00 
school children 
7.30-8.00 
breakfast 

Meeting team 
Kinderdorf: 
inform about 
study and pho-
to – evaluation 
and discuss 
method, 
schedule 

Confirm flight 
 

 collect the cam 
from house 
nr.5 for storing 
them on the 
laptop 

9.30 
Miss Wilailak, 
video and tape 
translation 

collect the cam 
from the family 
of the day 
before,  
store them on 
the laptop  

10.00  
meeting group 
1 – photo - 
evaluation 

9.00  
5 boys, corner 
of the village: 
garden work: 
plant trees, cut 
grass, sweep 
up, burn fire, 
water the 
plants 
 

8.00  
family visit 
house Nr.5: 
clean up, 1 
family, 8 chil-
dren: warm up 
with magic 
tricks, view 
photo album of 
the family, ex-
plain camera, 

9.00 – 12.00  
boys + 1 girl 
meeting + 
snack: evalua-
tion summer 
activities, 
library room 
1 hour Peter 
(integrated)  

10.00  
Kindergarten – 
puppets: small 
groups of chil-
dren placing 
the puppets in 
the village;  
9 children of 
the village on 
the whole: 
today 4 chil-

10.00  
Kindergarten – 
puppets: 5 
children 
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leave it there 
for self - eva-
luation 

dren 

 11.00  
video and tape 
translation 1 
with Miss 
Wilailak 

 10.00-lunch:  
kindergarten, 
girls, preparing 
for the dance 
festival 

 11.00  
summit meet-
ing kindergar-
ten 

1.30  
meeting group 
2 – photo - 
evaluation  

Look through 
albums of the 
office with 
Miss Wilailak  

 2.00  
music band – 
meeting kin-
dergarten – 
preparing for 
the festival 

  

3.00  
meeting group 
3 – photo – 
evaluation 
 
 
4.45 meeting 
with everybody 
in the village: 
inform about 
the study, par-
ticipation of 
the children 
(some stories 
and experi-
ments) me-
thods and 
schedule 

2.00  
movie girls,  
some girls 
photo evalua-
tion  
look through 
the current 
photo album 
with the chil-
dren 
 
video + tape 
translation2 
with Miss 
Wilailak 

2.00  
football, vol-
leyball, run-
ning – groups 
+ integrated  

4.00  
meeting at 
house nr.5:  
a) photo al-
bum: look 
through the 
pictures – 
choose pic-
tures they 
want to show 
b) interview 
with two twin 
sisters 
c) family self 
evaluation 1 

1.30 – 2.30  
2 mothers: a) 
photo albums, 
b) self eva 2 
 
4.00 house 
nr.5: reflection 
self eva 1 with 
family 
 
film + tape 
translation 
preparation 
meeting 1 

1.30 – 2.30  
2 mothers 
 
4.00  
look through 
the pictures 
made in the 
evening and 
morning be-
fore - reflection 
with family 2 
film + tape 
translation 
preparation 
meeting 2 

17.30  
prayer time 

17.30  
prayer time 

 
prayer time 

 
prayer time 

 
prayer time 

 
prayer time 

Football Football Playing with 
children, self 
photo eva  
children  

Playing with 
children, self 
photo eva  
children 

summit 
meeting kids 
– primary 
school 

summit 
meeting 
teens 
leave 19.30 

Travel and visits 

I kept mostly to the Village in order to spend as much time as possible within the daily 
routine of the Village. We took a short trip, however, to a nearby nesting place for birds 
migrating from the North Pole. 

How did you arrange to meet people? 

I met the children either in the groups which had been organized by the Village manage-
ment or informally on the courtyard, football field and during various activities. 

A few mothers asked permission of the Village management to take part in leafing through 
the photo albums of the Village and for the self-evaluation of these within their own 
houses. I then met the mothers who had participated in this manner in their own houses. 
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At this point, I had already got to know the children a little better and they trusted me 
somewhat. 

How did your role change through the project? 

My role changed in so far as I had to develop this role within a very short period of time. 

How did people cooperate with the project? 

Co-operation was extremely good. 

3.2.7 Methods 

How did you begin?  

• Settings/Methods of Approach/Method of Observance: 

I suggested the following research settings to the SOS Children’s Village, first of all, then 
to the research colleagues, the Village Director, the staff and finally everyone in the Vil-
lage at a general meeting: 

Setting 1: 

The children are to receive digital photo- and camcordereras and dictating machines, they 
are to get to work without me accompanying them. Such settings usually arose during in-
formal situations on the courtyard, during various activities or on the football field. The 
children should be given the chance to document various things without being influenced 
by adults. 

On the second day, already, the children appeared under their own initiative to borrow 
cameras (film and photo and the dictating machines - the latter, mostly by girls). On re-
turning the equipment they commented on the things they found of relevance via screens 
and I asked questions for better understanding and appreciation. Later, too, numerous 
occasions arose where pictures taken and voices recorded could be reflected upon. In the 
self-evaluation within the family groups, they also worked independently. On the follow-
ing day, we then reflected upon the records made in the houses of the respective families. 
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Setting 2: 

I accompanied the children on their forays together with a member of staff. Such meetings 
were organized by the members of staff (time, choice of children, place). The size of the 
group was restricted mostly to four or five children – very small groups. Each group was 
usually out and about for approx. 2 hours. Children determined the roles, took photos, 
films etc. In this setting, I had the chance to hear the commentaries of the children simul-
taneous to the event and could ask immediate questions while the event was still very 
topical. 

Setting 3:  

I attempted to become integrated by various means and in various ways (in the various 
activities – music, sport, prayer) in various families within the framework of leafing 
through the family albums - and self-evaluation. Since I took a rest at various points, the 
cams were always available for the children, who took advantage of the offer to take pho-
tos of things which were of significance for themselves. At the beginning, I was not very 
enthusiastic about taking part in the various activities (this was suggested to me by the 
Village Director), as I thought they had been especially thought up for me and I would 
have had less time for Village life, for discussions with small groups of children and for 
the children in general. However, these activities were a part of the life of the Village and 
thus significant for the Village.     

Setting 4: 

Leaf through existing photo material and photo albums: 

• There was a photo album of the Village: I chose the latest album and leafed through it 
with two groups of children. I chose the latest album, since I thought that the photos 
would be of more relevance for the child population of the Village at the moment. 

• There were also the photo albums of the individual families: Here I included the 
mothers, since there were also intimate photos of the whole family and I wanted the 
mothers to show me only those photos which they would willingly show to the public.   

Together with the children, we scanned some of the photos from the album of the Village. 
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• Scenarios to introduce the content of the study: 

Scenario 1: Work with the symbol of puppets 

Rob suggested using puppets. I used puppets only when working with kindergarten chil-
dren. Actually, there were only nine kindergarten children in the Village – a very small 
group. I did not wish to include other kindergarten children who were present since it 
would have been very difficult to assemble all their parents to inform them of the project 
at hand. This informal participation of the parents was a very significant aspect. Apart 
from this, the external children were not so familiar with the facilities in the Village.  
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We got underway, firstly in twos and then once more individually. We were looking for 
figures within the Thai culture which symbolized „no violence/ absence of violence”. We 
did not discuss violence or the opposite/absence of violence with the children before-
hand; the puppets should provide the symbol. The children were set the task of placing 
the puppets on appropriate places – photos were taken of the places etc. together with the 
puppets and discussed later with the children. The puppets were provided by the kinder-
garten. 

 

 
 
Advantage: We needed no such terms as ‘violence’ etc. 

Disadvantage: The children were restricted by the symbol – the limits of the method lie 
within the limits of the symbols – symbols, in any case, leave open a wide scope of inter-
pretation. An amusing bird was chosen to represent „no violence/ absence of violence“. A 
dinosaur was chosen as a symbol of „violence”. This could be the reason why the bird was 
usually placed in a tree and the dinosaur in water, even though there could have been o-
ther reasons. 
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Scenario 2: Conscious use of the term ‚Violence’ - considerations of the ‚opposite’ 
and the ‚absence’ of violence. 

There were considerations to carry this out in the following manner: 

Round 1:  

Discuss the children’s approach to the topic of violence – in general, not on a personal 
level – name and discuss general examples – Asociogram 1 

Round 2: 

Consider, together with the children, what the opposite could be and what the absence of 
violence could be – photo forays. 

Round 3: 

Discuss photos, find groups and descriptive words for them – list words/terms, which 
come to mind when regarding the photos – Asociogram 2 

   

   
   

The first round was not carried out quite so thoroughly. We briefly discussed general 
forms of violence and moved on relatively quickly to the next subject. We had the advan-
tage of working with small groups (4-5 children per group). The assumption for our task 
was mostly the following: Many children grow up with experiences of violence and apart 
from violence have only little or no experience of other forms of scenarios of life. What 
could we take photos of to show these children that there are other things in life than 
violence and to help them comprehend what life is about? 

Then we got under way with Round 2. During the forays, we took a rest, now and then, to 
reflect upon the individual screens. After the forays, we gathered in the conference room 
of the guest-house to reflect upon the photos in the laptop and to chose the photos which 
were to be printed and publicized by the children in A4 size.   
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