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At the World Playground Re-
search Institute, we are de- 
dicated to sharing valuable 
insights from research studies 
and reviews through concise 
and accessible publications 
called Briefs. 

Briefs provide summaries of key 
research findings and their im-
plications, serving as valuable 
resources for policy and deci-
sion-makers. 

All briefs focus on topics related 
to the development and design 
of playground as well as the 
impact of playgrounds on chil-
dren’s physical activity, mental 
and social health and motor 
skills. 

To access our briefs, simply visit 
our website at 
www.playgroundresearch.org. 

Sharing research

World Playground 
Research Institute

World Playground 
Research Institute



In recent years, health research 
has increasingly focused on the 
importance of involving those 
directly affected by health is- 
sues, including children and 
young people. 

Their insights, knowledge, and 
experiences can play a crucial 
role in shaping effective health 
interventions. However, many 
researchers still face challenges 
in identifying the most effec-
tive ways to involve these young 
people in the process.

In this brief, we showcase an 
overview of a scoping review by 
Larsson and colleagues (2018), 
providing important insights 
into studies with varying levels 
of children and young people’s 
participation in health research.  

Furthermore, we offer recom-
mendations on methodological 
choices that support mean-
ingful involvement with youth, 
based on an integrative review 
by Shamorav and Cummings 
(2017).  

In the end, we highlight the EU 
YoPA project (2023–2027) as a 
case study to show how a par-
ticipatory approach, such as 
participatory action research, 
can co-create social and physi-
cal environmental interventions 
with youth.  

This brief is particularly valu-
able to researchers, health and 
public care specialists, social 
workers, and other professionals 
interested in exploring strategies 
for engaging children and young 
people in the development of 
health and well-being interven-
tions.

Introduction
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Larsson and colleagues (2018) 
conducted a review of 41 stud-
ies examining the varying levels 
of youth participation in health 
interventions. 

The authors classified the arti-
cles according to Shier’s (2001) 
Pathways to Participation 
Model, assigning them levels 
ranging from 1 to 5: 

Levels of participation
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Level 1
Level 2

Level 3
Level 4

Level 5

Children and 
young people are 
listened to in the 
development of 
interventions.

All articles met 
this level.

Children and 
young people 
are supported to 
expressing their 
views in the 
development of 
interventions. 

3 articles met 
this level.

Children and 
young people’s 
views are taken 
into account in 
the development 
of interventions. 

28 articles met 
this level.

Children and 
young people 
are involved in 
decision-making 
processes in the 
development of 
interventions.

7 articles met 
this level.

Children and 
young people 
share power and 
responsibility in 
the development 
of interventions.

7 articles met 
this level.

Figure 1: The figure presents the results of the 41 included studies in Larsson and 
colleagues’ (2018) scoping review, listed in Shier’s Pathways to Participation Model.  

Most studies involved children 
and young people primarily as 
informants (level 3), whereas 
studies at levels 4 and 5 exhib-
ited a more collaborative ap-
proach with less emphasis on 
expert-driven control.  

What set level 5 studies apart 
was the high level of youth par-
ticipation, where children and 
young people were not only 
informants but co-researchers, 
often described as designers or 
partners who worked collabora-
tively with researchers through- 
out the development process.
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Recommendations for involving children and 
young children in health and well-being research  
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Successfully including children 
and young people as active 
participants in research requires 
making deliberate and appro-
priate methodological choices.  

In a review, Shamrova and 
Cummings (2017) selected 45 
studies on Participatory Ac- 
tion Research (PAR) outcomes 
for children, organizations, and 
communities for analysis.

The authors identified four 
methodological choices that 
support meaningful involve-
ment, offering valuable insights 
for researchers and practi-
tioners seeking to involve their 
organizations in participatory 
action research with children 
and youth.  



Four methodological choices that support 
meaningful involvement 
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3 Involvement in data analysis

Engaging children and young 
people in data analysis through 
group exercises, games, or 
workshops provides a space for 
them to voice their opinion 
about the findings and collab- 
orate on the recommendations.

It is crucial for children and 
youth to present their fin-
dings to decision-makers who 
can address their concerns; 
otherwise, they may feel their 
efforts are undervalued.

4 Meaningful dissemination

1 2

Building trust and confidence 
requires pre-project training, 
especially for marginalized chil-
dren and youth who may feel 
uncertain about their abilities. 

This training fosters a strong 
connection between partici-
pants and researchers, and 
including younger researchers  
in the process can further- 
more enhance trust and train- 
ing outcomes.

Using age-appropriate data 
collection tools helps maintain 
participants’ interest and focus 
across different age groups.

Especially children find activi- 
ties like body mapping, so- 
cial service mapping, visioning 
trees, and ‘Family Album Tech-
niques’ easy and fun ways to 
share information with adults.

Training Participant-friendly tools



The Youth-centred Participatory Action 
project (YoPA) aims to design, implement, 
and evaluate evidence-based co-created 
interventions to improve the lifestyle of 
adolescents (12–18) living in vulnerable 
urban life situations across Denmark, the 
Netherlands, Nigeria, and South Africa. 

YoPA focuses on enhancing both physical 
and social environments, acknowledging 
how friends, peers, and social networks 
impact physical activity and well-being. 

CASE:

How the EU YoPA project uses a co-creation 
approach to involve youth in socially 
and physically activating environmental 
interventions
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The YoPA project involves youth 
as co-researchers throughout 
the co-creation process. In the 
first phase, they lead two key 
activities: mapping the local 
community and conducting a 
needs assessment to identify 
challenges and opportunities. 

Their insights from this phase 
guide the project as they co-de-
sign, implement, and evaluate 
interventions, sharing in deci-
sion-making to shape relevant, 
impactful outcomes. 

YoPA employs a participatory, 
mixed-methods approach to ad-
dress key evaluation questions 
- such as assessing the potential 
of interventions to drive sys-
tem-wide change. 

This approach combines partic-
ipatory action research with a 
rigorous evaluation framework, 
integrating scientific evidence 
with local knowledge to gener-
ate insights that are both evi-
dence-based and contextually 
relevant. 

The YoPA approach
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Images: Young participants sketching during a creative session in the YoPA project. 
The session focused on designing intervention ideas for a local outdoor space.



Currently, there are no practical 
protocols for co-creation that 
help tailor evidence-based in-
terventions to specific contexts 
and assess them with adoles-
cents and stakeholders. 

YoPA is, therefore, in the process 
of creating a toolbox of materi-
als and training on youth-cen-

tered co-creation, along with 
formal guidelines and policy 
recommendations for research-
ers, public health professionals, 
urban planners, policymakers, 
and community organizations. 
The toolbox and guidelines are 
expected to be published in 2027 
on the YoPA website (yopa-proj-
ect.eu).  

Developing practical 
protocols for youth- 
centered co-creation 
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This collaborative, co-creation 
model emphasizes empower-
ing youth by enhancing their 
personal and collective agency, 
strengthening autonomy, and 
promoting better health out-
comes.
   
Building on Shier’s Pathways to 
Participation Model, the youth’s 
participation is positioned at 
level 5, where they share power 
and responsibility in the devel-
opment of socially and physi-
cally activating environmental 
interventions.
 

Co-creation brings together 
diverse stakeholders to work on 
solutions, from identifying com-
munity needs to implementing 
and assessing their impact, 
fostering a sustainable, inclusive 
approach to positive change. 

Image: A design created by one of the young participants, 
showcasing their intervention idea for a local outdoor space.

https://www.yopa-project.eu/
https://www.yopa-project.eu/
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