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OVERVIEW 
Most child welfare research, scholarship, and 

policymaking is carried out in the absence of 

consultation from the young people whose 

lives are so significantly impacted by the 

system. This lack of youth-informed research 

is out of step with a strong body of research 

demonstrating that young people have much 

to offer when it comes to solving the problems 

that affect them.  

While there is extensive evidence of 

‘extractive’ research that ‘mines’ young people 

for information4, studies have shown that youth 

participation empowers young people, 

democratizes knowledge, and produces 

credible information to guide action.2,3,4,7 When 

asked to describe their experiences, share 

their perspectives, and provide 

recommendations, young people can 

meaningfully contribute to efforts to parse 

complex interpersonal processes, develop 

accurate definitions and measures, capitalize 

on sources of resilience in intervention 

designs, and inform direct practice and policy-

making.5,6,8,9 

 

 

    
  

 

STUDY GOALS 
1. Increase understanding of how sibling            

    violence manifests in child welfare 
 

2. Contribute to theory development 
 

3. Identify actions to protect children from 

    harm 

  

BENEFITS OF YOUTH-INFORMED RESEARCH 
 

Benefits to Study Advisers:  

• Participated in a competitive application 
process including job-style interviewing 

• Learned basic research skills 

• Gained paid work experience 

• Connected with peers with similar experiences 
Benefits to Study Participants: 

• The researcher’s authentic self-disclosure 
may have enhanced participants’ sense of 
safety to disclose past trauma. 

• The individual interview format may have 
provided an opportunity to heal past trauma. 

Benefits to the Research Study: 

• The researcher gained knowledge about the 
skills, interests, and characteristics of young 
people who experience foster care. 

Benefits to the Child Welfare Research Field: 

• The young people who participate in the study 
may be more likely to contribute to future 
research. 

The study employed a youth-engaged and 

youth-guided approach.  

Four young adults with first-hand foster care 

experience agreed to serve as study 

advisers as a form of advocacy.  

In response to the study advisers’ guidance, 

the researcher employed individual 

interviews rather than focus groups and 

disclosed much more detail about her own 

experiences with sibling violence than 

originally planned. 

 

 



 KEY TAKEAWAYS 
1. Provide equitable compensation 
Centering the interests, experiences and perspectives of young people challenges the notion that the 

research endeavor is inherently valuable, and participants should feel honored to have an opportunity to 

contribute to the larger good. Equitable compensation places value on the contribution of young people and 

can take multiple forms: money, gifts, notes of appreciation, steady/reliable communication, and serving as 

a reference for professional and other opportunities (e.g., housing applications, leadership roles). Fair 

monetary compensation for time is strongly recommended; other forms of compensations should not 

be replacements for this. Fair and multiple forms of compensation can counter burnout and provide a form 

of care for individuals. 

2. Engage multiple young people 
Engaging more than one young person will avoid tokenism and increases the likelihood that young people 
will take ownership of their contribution, perceiving it as meaningful. Additional benefits include:  

• Enriches the conversation by including diverse perspectives.  

• Makes it possible to keep the process moving forward even if one or more advisers is unable to attend a 
given meeting or call.  

• Keeps young people’s interests, values, and ultimate benefit at the fore. 

• Helps avoid accidental transgressions more likely to occur without youth oversight. 
 

3. Establish ground rules and offer trusted supports 
It is helpful to collaboratively establish a set of ground rules for attendance, confidentiality, respectful 
interactions, providing timely feedback on draft documents, etc. In addition to creating a safe container for 
co-creative work, ground rules support a culture of shared accountability. The first conference call 
included the study advisers, the researcher, and staff from FosterClub. This sent the message that 
FosterClub was committed to the venture and available for additional support along the way, if needed. 
 

4. Provide informational resources and adequate time to prepare 
With adequate resources, young people can contribute in meaningful ways to highly technical projects. The 
researcher provided relevant, succinct background information ahead of group conversations on topics 
such as developing good research questions and engaging with explanatory theory. This form of scaffolding 
offered the advisers a means to prepare without exposing their knowledge gaps. Reviewing the 
information was optional; advisers self-determined if/what to review to feel comfortable. 
 

6. Engage in courageous conversations 
Conversations on tough topics with people who have experienced trauma isn’t always easy but holding 
space for courageous conversations strengthens relationships and yields rich dialogue.10 Some of the 
richest dialogue happens when young people talk to each other about their experiences. Avoiding over-
facilitation is key for longer-term projects and can be taken a step further by inviting young people to 
facilitate (or co-facilitate) group interactions. 
 

7. Be transparent 
Researcher transparency is essential to a meaningful, productive partnership with young people. It also 
offers an opportunity for the researcher to model personal sharing while maintaining appropriate 
interpersonal boundaries. 
 

8. Build flexible plans and generous timelines 
A youth-engaged and youth-guided process may not run on a researcher-driven timeline. Patience and 
flexibility are vital. 



CALL TO ACTION 
While the current project was focused on research, we believe this approach can be applied to 

other contexts and processes such as policy conversations, data interpretation, and financing 

decisions, among others. This study highlights the benefits gained from engaging young people as 

advisers, an improvement over extractive research in which youth serve as subjects and exert no 

influence over the study purpose or design. Yet young people are fully capable of taking on even 

greater levels of responsibility. There are many examples of successful, youth-directed projects 

with young people taking the lead on defining the study questions, creating data collection 

instruments, collecting and analyzing information, and disseminating results, with or without adult 

assistance.2,3,7 Given recent guidance from the Administration on Children and Families to prioritize 

youth voice by explicitly committing to listening to youth and acting on the knowledge and 

information they offer,1 this study serves as a call to action for increased involvement of young 

people in research and beyond.   
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The study team welcomes your interest and feedback! 
For study information: Katie Winters, katie.winters@gmail.com 

For information about FosterClub and the research partnership: Angel Petite, Angel@fosterclub.com 

Study advisers: Timothy Dennis, tburns58@gmail.com; TeAsia Hend, teasiiasp@gmail.com; Ke’Onda 

Jonnson, keondaj14@gmail.com; Ashley Strange, ashleystrange@outlook.com 

The study is available here: https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/open_access_etds/4808/ 
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