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Abstract
This paper reports on a feasibility study for an evaluation 
of a UK primary school-based prevention programme 
that addresses multiple forms of abuse and neglect, iden-
tifying research design and ethical issues and exploring 
research practice. For this feasibility study, 194 children 
aged 6–11 years completed a baseline survey and 113 
did so following the intervention. Eight focus groups 
were undertaken with 52 children and nine interviews 
with school staff. We highlight key considerations for 
conducting large-scale mixed-method research on sensi-
tive topics with younger children, a focus that is largely 
absent from the extant research methods literature. 
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INTRODUCTION

Evaluating interventions on harm and abuse for younger children requires careful thought and 
planning. Often, evaluation of preventive interventions is interested in whether and how changes 
occur in children's understandings, attitudes and beliefs (Stanley et al.,  2015) and theories of 
change seek to trace connections between such changes and subsequent changes in behaviour 
(Bergman, 2016). If children's understanding and beliefs are to be explored, it is important to 
speak to children themselves, rather than obtaining information by proxy since adult informants 
may impute understandings and attitudes that reflect their own position rather than that of chil-
dren themselves. A shift towards a recognition of children's rights together with an understand-
ing of children as social actors (James & Prout, 2003) has resulted in an emphasis on children's 
direct and full participation in research (Dockett & Perry, 2011; Leeson, 2014). Although asking 
children, especially older children, directly about sensitive issues is now more widely accepted, 
there is less confidence and a limited knowledge base in respect of such research with children 
under 12 years and the implications for research design (Alderson & Morrow, 2020).

Consequently, researchers may still experience resistance when seeking approval from adult 
gatekeepers, especially if the research addresses sensitive issues with young children (Kay, 2019; 
Powell et al., 2020). Isham et al.  (2019) suggest that this is because ‘sensitive research’ gener-
ally involves emotive, private topics which are difficult to talk about due to prevalent social and 
historical norms. This has been compounded by the traditional view of children, and especially 
younger children, as constituting a vulnerable population due to their legal status as minors, 
their diminished social power and the potential risks of their involvement (Martins et al., 2018). 
One consequence of this conceptualisation has been to undermine children's rights to partic-
ipate in processes which impact on their lives (Collings et al., 2016). Nevertheless, as Radford 
et al. (2017) contend, a recognition of children's rights alongside a growing awareness that ethical 
issues are important but can be addressed, especially if children themselves have meaningful 
participation in the research design, has reduced some of the barriers to undertaking sensitive 
research with children. Accordingly, care and attention are required when conducting sensitive 
research with younger children to ensure that information, processes and content are appropri-
ate and accessible and that no harm is done (Malloy & Stolzenberg, 2019).

Our study was commissioned to evaluate a UK primary school prevention programme that 
sought to address a wide range of harms, including bullying, abuse and neglect among children 
aged 5–11 years, and aimed to enable children to recognise trusted adults and to empower them to 
seek help when they feel unsafe. The full evaluation sought to answer questions about the impact 
of the programme as well as capture views of both children and teachers on its accessibility 
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The feasibility study showed that younger children 
can contribute their views on sensitive topics in ways 
that are measurable, replicable and reliable, contesting 
ideas that certain topics are too sensitive to explore with 
younger children.
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and applicability. The research included an integrated process, outcome and economic evalua-
tion of the programme which allowed for both quantitative and qualitative data to be collected 
(Stanley et al., 2021a). Data collection methods included a survey for children, observations of 
the programme delivery, interviews with programme facilitators, school staff and focus groups 
with children.

This paper seeks to present the learning gained from piloting our research tools and of seek-
ing feedback from research participants about the appropriateness of our research design. In 
doing so we aim to make a significant contribution to the literature and practise on involving 
young children in sensitive research.

A Rapid Evidence Assessment (Stanley et  al., 2021b) undertaken in preparation for the 
study identified 28 papers reporting large-scale quantitative or mixed-method evaluations on 
school-based abuse prevention programmes for children aged 4 to 12 years. Most of these eval-
uations primarily focused on a single form of abuse, most often child sexual abuse or bullying. 
Furthermore, as Tutty et  al.  (2019) state in relation to sexual abuse prevention programmes, 
‘Virtually all evaluations have been quantitative, seldom allowing children to directly comment 
on their experiences’ (p. 1).

Quantitative evaluations have been undertaken of programmes that target more than one 
form of harm or abuse for younger children. The US Child Safety Matters (CSM) programme 
for elementary school children addresses sexual, physical and emotional abuse, neglect, bully-
ing and digital forms of harm, however, Bright et al.'s  (2020) evaluation focused on children's 
knowledge of safe and risky situations which did not encompass neglect. Kenny et al.'s (2022) 
later evaluation of the same programme consisted of pre- and post-tests consisting of five safety 
rules applied to different items (statements) which varied by grade, although again neglect was 
not included. Thompson et al. (2022) conducted a randomised control trial of the Play it Safe! 
programme which targets sexual and physical abuse for elementary school children.

Only one mixed-method study by McElearney et  al.  (2021), completed after the REA was 
undertaken, evaluated a multi-component, whole-school programme, that aimed to teach 
younger children aged 4–11 to recognise a wide range of abusive behaviours and tell an adult. In 
preparation for this study, the authors presented a case study (Turtle et al., 2010) describing the 
process by which 19 children from a special and a mainstream primary school participated in the 
design and development of the research instruments and data collection procedures. Children 
were involved in three tasks: critiquing the format and content validity of the chosen outcome 
measure; devising guidelines for being safe while collecting photographic data; and devising a 
procedure for matching child and parent questionnaire data.

There is, however, a rich and growing body of literature exploring qualitative methods for 
research on abuse and harm with younger children (Alderson & Morrow, 2020; Lombard, 2015; 
Punch, 2002; Renold, 2005). While individual interviews allow children to share personal expe-
riences, focus groups are a commonly used method for exploring children's attitudes and aware-
ness (Adler et al., 2019; Lombard, 2015). Focus group discussions involve interactions between 
children, enabling them to explore their own and other's ideas and attitudes. The unequal power 
relationship which exists between the adult researcher and the child becomes diffused in group 
discussions where children are supported by their peers (Einarsdóttir, 2007). Yet problems can 
occur in relation to power dynamics among children themselves, which may prevent them from 
speaking out in a group setting. This is compounded within the school environment where, due 
to their minority status compared to adults, children may not be used to expressing their views 
(Punch, 2002). Thus, focus group discussions require skilful facilitation and the use of innovative 
techniques to empower children to contribute meaningfully. For example, Lombard (2015) used 
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vignettes to provide context and a starting point for group discussions among young children 
around their beliefs on the dynamics of interpersonal relationships.

THE INTERVENTION

Speak out Stay Safe (SOSS) is a UK primary school-based programme which seeks to equip chil-
dren to recognise trusted adults and to empower them to seek help when they feel unsafe. The 
National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC), a major UK charity, that 
designed and developed the programme, describe it as facilitating early intervention for children 
who have experienced abuse, and the prevention of the recurrence of abuse. For brevity, this 
paper will refer to SOSS as a prevention programme.

SOSS consists of a 30-min school assembly followed by a 1 h workshop for older pupils. 
Different assembly presentations are delivered to Key Stage (KS) 1 children (aged 5–7) and KS 
2 children (aged 7–11) (or equivalent classes), by trained NSPCC staff or volunteers working in 
pairs. Children are introduced to Buddy, a friendly, green speech bubble, who encourages chil-
dren to speak out to a trusted adult if they are worried about themselves or a friend and get help 
when they need it. Children learn about different types of abuse and harm including neglect, 
physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse and bullying. The assembly for the older age group 
also includes domestic abuse. Both age cohorts also learn about Childline, a free UK helpline 
for children and young people run by the NSPCC. During the interactive workshop, older chil-
dren explore definitions of abuse in greater depth. They take part in group activities and discuss 
reasons why children might feel sad, worried or anxious and need someone to talk to. The work-
shop emphasises that all children have a right to speak out, be safe and to get help if they need it.

THE FEASIBILITY STUDY

Our full evaluation used a matched control design with integral process and economic evalua-
tions. Over 3000 children completed the baseline survey and 61 children participated in focus 
groups (Stanley et al., 2021a). The large-scale evaluation aimed to answer questions about the 
effectiveness and cost effectiveness of the programme as well as capture views of both children 
and class teachers on its accessibility and applicability. The design of the research tools was 
informed by discussion with the study's Young People's Advisory Group (YPAG) consisting of 
six young people aged 13 to 16 years. The feasibility study reported in this paper aimed to test 
the feasibility and acceptability of the methods and tools proposed for the full evaluation. The 
piloting of the data collection processes and tools was completed in six primary schools (four 
intervention schools where the programme was delivered and two matched comparison schools 
not in receipt of SOSS) from September 2018 to January 2019. The six schools were selected from 
across the UK and the sample was structured to include a mix of rural/urban schools and schools 
with both high and low proportions of pupils receiving free school meals as a proxy for socioec-
onomic status. One faith school was included. In total, 194 children participated in the survey at 
baseline in both intervention and comparison schools and 113 at Time 2 in the four intervention 
schools.

For the mixed-method feasibility study, children in one KS1 (aged 6–7) and one KS2 (aged 
9–10) class in each school completed outcome measures at baseline, prior to SOSS. A follow-up 
survey was administered in the four intervention schools within 2 weeks of SOSS delivery; this 
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asked the same questions as well as some additional questions about the experience of complet-
ing the surveys.

Children's outcome measures were delivered via the Qualtrics (version 2) App for Android on 
tablet-based activity books aimed at measuring: knowledge and understanding of different forms 
of abuse and harm; help-seeking; school culture; and children's health and well-being. A range 
of validated outcome measures were considered for inclusion in the children's survey. The REA 
identified 28 papers which reported on 20 measures tested with children aged 4 to 12 years and 
predominantly addressed child sexual abuse and bullying. No measures were found that consid-
ered change in children's outcomes across the entire range of harmful experiences included in 
the programme being evaluated (Stanley et al., 2021b). Questionnaires and/or vignettes were the 
most commonly used approaches taken to assessing changes in children's knowledge and atti-
tudes to abuse and harm. Just over half the papers assessed included some information on relia-
bility, validity, measurement equivalence and empirical testing, but the extent of this information 
was variable. Tutty's (1995) Children's Knowledge of Abuse Questionnaire-Revised (CKAQ-R) 
emerged as one of the most tested measures used in respect of sexual abuse for children in this 
age group.

The measures for our study were selected based on their suitability for the topics covered 
within SOSS, their psychometric properties, and validation for use with children aged 5–12 years. 
As no pre-existing measure covered the full range of harmful experiences included in the 
programme, as well as children's willingness to tell, a bespoke measure was developed by the 
research team and included a total of 13 questions for KS2 children and 12 for KS1 children. 
This bespoke measure explored various scenarios (see image 1) in which a child or their friend 
experiences harm or abuse and asked children what they would do, or what they would advise a 
friend to do and who they felt was responsible for the harm or abuse. These questions were devel-
oped around the content of the programme being evaluated and were influenced by Wurtele 
et al.'s (1998) ‘What If’ questions. The bespoke measure was positioned at the beginning of the 
online survey.

The second measure used was the CKAQ-R; Tutty (1995), which is designed to measure chil-
dren's knowledge of abuse (mostly inappropriate sexual touching) and who to tell. We included 
all 24 items and added an additional question exploring whether children thought it was appro-
priate to send a picture of themselves in their underwear to a peer as this enabled inclusion of a 
form of harm not present when the CKAQ-R was developed. The third measure was a shortened 
version of Cornell's (2016) Authoritative School Climate Survey: Elementary Version, designed 
specifically for children under 12 years. The final measure used was the CHU-9D, a measure of 
health and well-being validated for children aged 6 years and above, to inform the economic 
analysis (Stevens, 2009).

Careful consideration was given to the design of the tablet administered survey which 
included colourful, child-friendly images, a limited amount of information on each page and a 
game for children to complete at the halfway point. Informed by a child rights approach, a skip 
button allowed children to bypass any questions they did not wish to answer without drawing 
attention to themselves.

Eight focus groups with 52 children (18 KS1 and 34 KS2) were undertaken to elicit feedback 
on children's experience of completing the survey and to test focus group methods for the main 
study. Interviews with nine class teachers and teaching assistants captured their views of chil-
dren's participation in the feasibility study, any immediate impact, for example children being 
upset due to the survey questions, and tested interview schedules for the main study. Focus group 
questions for children included:

BARTER et al. 5
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• Were the information and consent forms clear? Were any changes required?
• What did you think to the front cover of the tablet-based activity book? Were any changes 

required?
• What about the instructions at the beginning: were they clear enough?
• Did you like the pictures/drawings/colours in the activity book? If no—what would you like 

to change or add?
• Was the writing big enough?
• Did you think it was too long to fill in? Was it boring/fun …
• Looking at the first section with the different situations (the bespoke measure), were there 

any words or questions you did not understand? How could we make them easier to under-
stand? What did you think about the questions which asked: ‘what would you do?’ or ‘would 
you tell your friend to do?’ Were these questions easy to understand? Did you think it gave 
enough different options to answer?

• Were there any bits you did not like filling in?
•  What were these and why?

• Prompts: made them uncomfortable/private information/a bit embarrassing—how could 
this be made better?

• Can you think of any questions we should have asked but did not?
• Was the end of the activity booklet ok? Should we say anything else here?
• If you could change something in the book to make it better for other children to fill in what 

would that be?
• Has anybody anything else they would like to say?

Informed consent procedures for all adult and child participants were developed, implemented 
and tested. We analysed survey responses by completion rates, and use of the ‘I do not want 
to answer’ or ‘skip’ option for each measure and then by individual questions, separately for 
KS1 and KS2 children. All focus group and individual interviews were transcribed fully. We 
compiled an initial framework based on the interview questions and we then applied thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) using both inductively and deductively derived themes firstly 
for each question in the framework and then across the framework areas. The overall objective 
was to identify, describe and interpret key patterns within and across the questions and themes, 
for example by type of abuse/harm, child's age and gender. Ethical approval for the study was 
provided by the NSPCC's Ethics Committee and University ethics committees.

Below we draw on the experience of developing and implementing this feasibility study to 
explore key issues that arise when undertaking mixed-methods large-scale research on sensitive 
topics such as abuse and harm with children under 12 years.

RECRUITMENT AND CONSENT

Accessing child participants for research on sensitive issues is often challenging (Øverlien & 
Holt, 2018). When the research addresses topics of abuse and harm, children's needs as partici-
pants should be considered and gatekeepers will need reassuring that children's welfare will be 
protected. In fact, Øverlien and Holt  (2018) suggest that children are often more comfortable 
talking about sensitive matters than adults anticipate. Where children are under 12, multiple 
gatekeepers may be required to agree or consent to the child's participation BEFORE children 
are  asked for their consent. This may mean that some children, for instance, disabled children 

BARTER et al.6
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about whom adults may be particularly protective (Rabiee et al., 2005), may not be given the 
opportunity to contribute. This has the potential to influence the applicability of research find-
ings and undermine attempts to protect children from harm (Hayes & Devaney, 2004).

In our study, a hierarchical approach was taken to eliciting consent. First, schools agreed 
to participate in the study and head teachers signed a Memorandum of Agreement that speci-
fied what would be required of the school and the researchers' responsibilities. Second, parents 
were asked for their consent to their child's participation on an opt-out basis: they were sent a 
letter and a form to complete and return to the school if they did not wish their child to partici-
pate. Children, whose parents had not opted them out (88%, n = 274) were asked to opt into the 
research in the classroom prior to completing the survey.

Parents'/carers' consent

Information about the study provided to schools and parents/carers needs to be clear, informative 
and accessible. We aimed to make the parent information sheet concise, employing subheadings 
that posed questions which were answered in the text below (e.g. ‘What is this research for?’). 
Participant information sheets and other forms of communication also provide an opportunity to 
describe the benefits of the research and to allay concerns. However, although these strategies are 
likely to enhance participation by increasing understanding of what participation involves, read-
iness to participate in sensitive research is likely to vary according to familiarity with the subject 
matter. For instance, it proved much easier to recruit intervention schools which were primed 
for children to engage with the topics, due to earlier contact with the NSPCC through implemen-
tation of SOSS, compared to comparison schools which were not receiving the intervention and 
whose level of preparedness to discuss such topics could be assumed to be lower.

In total, a minority of parents/carers (n  =  36/310, 12%) opted their children out of the 
research. However, over half (19) of those opting their children out came from one school in 
Northern Ireland and the high rate in this school was attributed to parents/carers not under-
standing the combined information and consent forms. For the main study forms were separated 
into two documents to make them more accessible.

Eliciting children's consent to participation

Children's rights researchers take the position that ‘informed consent is the fundamental right 
of every child irrespective of age and ability’ (Arnott et al., 2020; Kellett, 2010, p. 24; McNeilly 
et al., 2020). Nevertheless, participants (of all ages) may not fully understand what they have 
consented to, basing their consent on trust rather than information (Lombard, 2015). Consent 
may also be constrained by context. One teacher in our study noted that children are rarely asked 
to give written consent to participate in school activities and it may have seemed ‘a bit over-
whelming for some’ of the younger children to be asked to do so. Consent needs to be informed, 
and the information provided to children needs to be accessible and readable (Grootens-Wiegers 
et al., 2015). The YPAG provided advice and feedback on materials, including information sheets 
and consent forms. We initially considered using emojis to make the consent form accessible 
for children—for example, placing a ‘happy face’ next to the ‘agree to take part’ box. However, 
Dockett and Perry (2011) note that children may feel that a happy face is the ‘correct’ answer and 
may be more inclined to select it. Subsequent to the feasibility study, the language of children's 
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information and consent forms was simplified to make them more child-friendly and they were 
checked for readability (Kincaid et  al.,  1975) and found to be appropriate for 7–8  year olds. 
Ideally, information about the research should be provided more than once in advance of data 
collection. For our study, children were prepared for the process of eliciting consent in advance 
by their teacher and the process was explained again by the researcher prior to survey comple-
tion. However, it became apparent that there was variation in the extent to which children had 
been adequately prepared by teachers:

some of the children before it, they were getting a bit worked up because they were 
not quite sure what it was they were doing but that's probably our fault as teachers, 
we should really have informed them in a bit more detail, exactly what it was they 
were doing. 

(Teacher, Comparison School 1)

In total, 49 (16%) of the 310 children invited to participate in the survey chose to opt out before-
hand. Clustering of child opt-outs in some classes suggested that some may have opted-out in 
imitation of others who did so, whereas others may have been attracted by the alternative activity 
provided by the school. Reflecting on this pattern, the research team noted the delicate balancing 
act of presenting completion of the survey as an enjoyable activity (most children found it to be 
so) while also conveying that participation was optional.

We conceptualised children's consent as an ongoing process (Kellett, 2010) rather than treat-
ing it as a one-off ‘tick-box’ exercise. This approach was validated in discussions with the study's 
YPAG who provided valuable guidance on recognising subtle signs which might indicate that 
children did not want to answer a question or no longer wanted to take part, for example, avoid-
ing eye contact. Children were encouraged to feel that they could withdraw their consent at any 
time and without a reason. Children provided initial consent by signing/ticking a paper consent 
form which was read out and explained to the whole class by the researcher. They were reminded 
that they could change their mind in the course of completing the tablet-based survey and only 
needed to raise their hand (a standard procedure in school settings) to tell the researcher that 
they wished to do so. Those children participating in focus groups were also told they could 
change their mind at any point in the activity and reminded of this at the halfway point. Consent 
was also built into the survey design by providing a ‘do not want to answer’ response and by 
inclusion of a ‘skip’ option for each element of the activity books. In doing so, careful considera-
tion needed to be given as to how to treat such responses in the process of analysis.

USING THE TABLET ADMINISTERED SURVEY

Generally, children enjoyed participating in the feasibility study. Children from both key stages 
were very enthusiastic about taking part and found the tablet-based survey to be engaging and a 
welcome contrast to usual approaches to classroom learning. They also valued the privacy and 
confidentiality that the use of hand-held tablets provided:

I like the app because there was different questions and I like answering them and 
… it's not about your friends and it's about you and it's private because you were not 
looking at other people's … . 

(KS1 Child, Comparison School 1)

BARTER et al.8
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It was fun because … it's a bit different. 
(KS2 Child, Intervention School 1)

Teachers noted that the use of a touchscreen made the survey more accessible for some children:

some of them … do not like writing so that's why they opted out, so having that elec-
tronic method, electronic media, is very engaging for them. 

(KS2 Teacher, Intervention School 3)

However, the length of time the younger KS1 children required to complete the survey emerged 
as problematic. It was anticipated that the survey would take children 30 min to complete but it 
often took considerably longer, with many KS 1 children being unable to complete within the 
designated lesson. Teachers and researchers reported that some children in this key stage were 
often unable to keep pace with the rest of the class in completing the measures, despite the game 
which offered a catch-up activity in the middle of the survey. Children participating in the focus 
groups found the survey long and one child commented, “my brain was scrambled” (KS1 child, 
Intervention School 2).

Moreover, completion rates declined as children proceeded through the survey. This was 
particularly true for KS1 children who skipped questions much more frequently than KS2 
children: 17.5% of questions were skipped by KS1 children completing the baseline survey as 
compared to 10.1% of questions skipped by KS2 children. It was therefore decided that the survey 
would be shortened for KS1 children. Only one of the original four measures—a shortened 
version of the bespoke measure—was included in the final version of the survey completed by 
the younger KS1 children in the full study, while older KS2 children continued to complete all 
four measures.

SURVEY CONTENT AND LANGUAGE

There was a consensus from children, teachers and researchers that most KS2 children had a 
good understanding of the survey and were able to complete it with few difficulties. Although 
the original intention had been for the researchers to read the survey and take children through 
it together as a group, KS2 children preferred to complete it at their own pace. KS2 children said 
they enjoyed answering the questions in the bespoke measure; they appreciated the fact that 
the vignette style questions meant that they did not have to comment on their own experiences 
(Barter & Renold, 2000) and they could give a variety of responses to the question ‘who would 
you tell?’:

I think they [the questions] were good because you did not have to, like, tie them in 
to me, you just had to say tell someone or no or yes and it, like at the bottom said, ‘tell 
your parents, tell somebody’, and … you could tick more than one person, like there 
was a selection of people you could pick. 

(KS2 child, Comparison School 2)

Some children participating in the focus groups reported some discomfort in answering certain 
questions, especially those related to sexual abuse. Children in one school (the only faith school 
included in the feasibility study) said they found the question about ‘pulling pants down’ 
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 10990860, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/chso.12658 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [31/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



‘disgusting’. There were noticeably higher rates of skip button usage for questions addressing 
domestic abuse—a form of violence perhaps less familiar to children than bullying or physical 
violence—and touching. However, children also noted that, although such questions could make 
you feel uncomfortable, ‘it would be good to answer if you could’ (KS2 Child, Intervention School 
1), acknowledging the value of the research.

Dorn et al. (1995) noted that emotional aspects of the situation may also impact on children's 
understanding and anxiety is related to poorer information processing which may hinder compre-
hension of research questions (Eschenbeck et al., 2004). This may be especially pertinent when 
children are answering questions on sensitive issues. Consequently, in designing the survey for the 
main study we ensured that children could skip any questions they felt uncomfortable answering. 
We also emphasised to researchers the need to observe if any children appeared uncomfortable 
or concerned and to discretely ask them if they would like to stop. Researchers were supporting 
children in other ways, for example, by explaining how to use the tablet, wording etc., so this was 
not obvious to the wider class. In some instances, a child's discomfort was found to be directly 
related to their own experiences, as subsequent disclosures after the fieldwork revealed.

KS1 children were more likely to struggle to comprehend questions and experienced some 
difficulty with the content of the ‘what if’ questions in the bespoke measure which included 
short abuse/bullying scenarios. They commented that: “some of them weren't nice” (KS1 Child 
Intervention School 1) and another child reflected that: “they made me feel a bit angry and sad” 
(Child KS1, Intervention school 1). However, other children described these tick-box questions as 
“very easy, very easy” (KS1 Child, Comparison School 1). The wording of some of the CKAQ-R 
questions in the K2 survey was also viewed as confusing by some children, reflecting Turtle 
et al.'s (2010) earlier finding. These ‘confusing’ questions were likely to include a double nega-
tive: for example, ‘If someone touches you in a way you don't like, you should not tell anyone’, 
which was subsequently amended to: ‘If someone touches you in a way you don't like, you should 
keep it a secret’. Other ‘confusing’ questions included negatives and positives: for example, ‘If 
you don't like how someone is touching you, it's OK to say “no”’, which was amended to: ‘If you 
do not like how someone is touching you, you can say “no”’. However, it was decided that the 
complex structure of such questions was generally too confusing and challenging for KS1 chil-
dren and, for the full study, KS1 children only completed the bespoke measure. This measure 
was also slightly shortened with two vignettes being removed to reduce the response burden for 
younger children and the ‘whose fault was this’ follow-up questions were omitted to reduce the 
complexity of the questions asked.

The School Climate measure was generally found to be relevant and enjoyable by most chil-
dren: the questions made ‘sense’ (KS2 child, Intervention school 1):

the best questions was the school because I really like school and I like answering 
these. 

(KS1 Child, Comparison School 1)

Interestingly, these questions also succeeded in picking up some children's ambivalence about 
school:

I kind of like it and I kind of do not like I … . I do not really want to give away that 
information, for all the school questions I pressed no or skip this question because 
I do not really like school, I kind of like it and I kind of do not, so I just put the red 
one in. 

(KS1 child, Comparison School 1)

BARTER et al.10
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Most children were positive about both the introductory screen and the images included in the 
survey. Some suggested including more colourful pictures, speech bubbles and emojis. Question-
naires for children often use emojis, however, as noted above, such images can be leading. The 
design and presentation of questionnaires needs careful consideration and the font size can be 
important for children whose reading skills are still developing: the font size used for the survey 
in the feasibility study was considered too small by children in the KS1 focus groups and by 
KS1 teachers. It was therefore enlarged for the full study. Overall, the feasibility study showed 
that sufficient KS2 children were adequately answering the questions to be confident about the 
reliability of the measures, although, for the younger group, the survey was often too long and 
complicated and required reducing.

FOCUS GROUPS

The feasibility study provided an opportunity to test the methods used for children's focus groups 
as well as capturing children's perceptions of completing the survey. Leeson (2014) argues that 
focus groups can be effective for discussing sensitive issues with children and suggests using 
prompt or props to make activities engaging. Children were positive about this element of the 
study and enjoyed participating. Their feedback suggested they that understood the purpose of 
the group and what they were being asked to do. In particular, they appeared to enjoy the bean 
bag activity where children placed a coloured bean bag with an emoji face on it into a hula hoop 
to indicate their response to statements:

…the bean bags were good and fun for me. 
(KS2 Child, Intervention School 4)

…using the bean bags, was really nice and clear and age appropriate for our children. 
Sitting in a nice small circle was nice for them. 

(KS1 Teacher, Intervention School 2)

Given the need to be cautious in the use of emojis, the researcher explained that the  on the 
beanbag meant you agree, the  meant you did not agree and the  meant you were unsure 
or did not know. Thus, the emoji representation was aligned to the participant's opinion rather 
than a right or wrong answer. This method enabled children to respond to sensitive issues while 
providing a high degree of anonymity, as the mutual excitement of throwing the beanbag meant 
they were not observing each other's responses.

MANAGING CHILDREN'S DISCLOSURES OF ABUSE AND HARM

The SOSS programme aims to increase children's readiness to disclose abuse and harm to an 
appropriate adult and it was envisaged that the research itself might result in disclosures. While 
children were not asked directly about their own experiences of abuse, neglect or bullying, 
questions addressing these topics had the potential to provoke difficult memories concerning 
themselves or others. The study had developed a robust safeguarding procedure based on that of 
the NSPCC and building on an earlier small-scale SOSS process evaluation (Jackson-Hollis, 2019). 
Two concerns about child safety were identified during the feasibility phase and one arose subse-
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quent to the feasibility study. In these cases, the study's safeguarding protocol was used and 
proved helpful with formal safeguarding referrals and procedures being triggered in conjunction 
with the participating schools in two of these cases.

However, we also found that safeguarding concerns can be raised without children making 
straightforward disclosures. In such cases, a child might exhibit distress or unusual behaviour 
during their participation in the research and researchers and teachers would then consult and 
decide whether the behaviour warranted informing the school's safeguarding lead. Safeguarding 
training for the researchers addressed the complexities of these decisions and the opportunity 
to discuss such questions as they arose with senior researchers proved helpful for fieldworkers. 
Consequently, an on-call rota of senior researchers was established to ensure such advice was 
available at short notice. Where a serious concern or disclosure did occur, children were told 
that the researcher was concerned about them and would be talking to their teacher. This possi-
bility was flagged up in the information given to children beforehand which explained that the 
researcher would only disclose information a child had shared if there was a concern that either 
the child or someone else was being hurt or not cared for appropriately. If there was a concern, 
the researcher would tell the teacher after speaking to the child. As McNeilly et  al.  (2020) 
note,  there is a need to explain the limits of confidentiality to children participating in research 
using language that children understand. Following the feasibility study, a question was added 
to the children's focus group schedule used in the full study asking about any harmful conse-
quences arising from either the programme or from research participation.

DISCUSSION

This feasibility study raised some interesting issues regarding the context and timing of 
school-based sensitive research with younger children. Research with children in schools offers 
the opportunity to undertake large-scale studies with a cohort that is accessible and can be easily 
described and followed up. When the research addresses violence and abuse, the school setting 
may free children from some of the constraints that may operate in the family home (Radford 
et al., 2011). However, although children may feel comfortable in the familiar setting of the class-
room, they may also experience group and institutional pressure to participate. As the majority 
of classroom activities are compulsory, children may feel compelled to take part in research. They 
may also view a survey as ‘schoolwork’ with right or wrong answers which might cause distress if 
they feel that they do not know the ‘correct’ response. Furthermore, children may see researchers 
as teachers, and so it is important to ensure that children are aware of the different roles. Given 
these potential constraints, it was imperative that children were aware of their rights to decline 
participation and to miss out any questions they chose.

The need to give children sufficient time to consider participation in the research and prepare 
for participation is important, particularly given the sensitive nature of the research topics, and 
the issues raised above regarding the effects of processing information with an emotional content. 
For the full study, we gave teaching staff a script to explain the study a week prior to data collec-
tion, and this allowed children time to consider their participation and to ask questions. We also 
provided children with example questions on the whiteboard prior to their participation in the 
survey to inform understanding about what they were being asked to do.

A second point concerns the timing of the delivery of the survey. Given the sensitive nature of 
the materials, it was felt that it was not appropriate to carry out this research prior to a weekend. 
If children wanted to talk to their teacher about any issues that their inclusion in the study had 

BARTER et al.12
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raised for them, they needed to have the opportunity to do so in the period immediately following 
their participation in the study.

The language and length of research tools also emerged as key findings from this feasibility 
study. Although clear and explicit language was used to avoid confusion, for some children, the 
concepts and experiences evoked, particularly in respect of sexual abuse, discomfort or even 
disgust. These feelings were not widely reported but such responses highlight variations in chil-
dren's readiness to name and explore experiences traditionally judged to impugn notions of 
childhood innocence (Farrelly et al., 2022; Meyer, 2007; Robinson et al., 2017). These variations 
are shaped by culture as well as experience, and the child's family, school, local community and 
religion will contribute to their strength and pervasiveness. While discourses of childhood inno-
cence should not be used to exclude children from research on sensitive issues relevant to their 
lives such as bullying, violence and abuse, researchers also need to acknowledge the social norms 
that govern children's daily experience and development.

Developmental issues were also relevant to considering the length of the survey: it was appar-
ent from the feasibility study that KS1 children aged 6–7 years required the survey to be much 
shorter than KS2 children aged 9–11 years. This was in part a question of literacy, but compre-
hension and concentration also differed for these two groups. Such issues make piloting essential 
and children's advisory groups may also be helpful in this respect. The YPAG convened for this 
study did contribute some helpful reflections on what would have worked for them when they 
were in primary school but, on reflection, it might have been more useful, although more chal-
lenging, to recruit an advisory group that included younger children.

The feasibility study also highlighted a tension for researchers between the imperative to use 
validated measures, some of which may have been designed and tested some time ago in different 
contexts, and the opportunities afforded when research tools are bespoke and designed to address 
specific research questions asked of a particular population in a distinctive setting. Incorporat-
ing a bespoke measure into our survey enabled considerable adjustments and refinements to be 
introduced subsequent to the feasibility stage and allowed the research design to better reflect 
the needs of the groups and settings we were researching. However, we were also able to include 
measures that were known to be valid and reliable and which afforded comparison with other 
similar research studies.

CONCLUSIONS

This study demonstrates the value of feasibility work when undertaking large-scale research 
with younger children. The value and importance of having a young people's advisory group was 
central to ensuing the appropriateness of the research methods. There has been little research on 
school-based violence prevention programmes for children under 12 years (Stanley et al., 2015; 
Farrelly et al., 2022) and the imperative to test and refine research methods when embarking on 
such work is therefore strong. The study also confirmed the feasibility of research on sensitive 
issues with younger children on a large scale (see also Radford et al., 2011) while highlighting 
the importance of attending to matters such as recruitment and consent, survey design, content 
and length as well as children's rights, confidentiality and safety. It ensured that the design and 
implementation of the full study, which has involved over 3000 children across the UK, has been 
informed by the views and experiences of children themselves, thus increasing the face validity 
of the instruments used.
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This feasibility study showed that younger children can contribute their views on sensitive 
matters such as violence, abuse and harm in ways that are measurable, replicable and reliable and 
can do so across a diverse sample of schools. More widely, this study confirms that younger children 
can enjoy participating in both quantitative and qualitative research on sensitive matters that affect 
their lives. The findings challenge suppositions that some topics are too sensitive to be explored with 
younger children. Children's experiences include those that we do not label ‘childish’ (James, 2007) 
and we need to have the courage, skills and tools to explore those aspects of their lives with them.
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