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Engaging Children in Intervention
Development – A Comparison of Four
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Elicit Information Relevant for Early
Intervention Development
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Ina Krammer1,2,4, Marija Mitic1,2, Jack C. Rogers6, and Kate A. Woodcock3,6

Abstract
Stakeholder involvement in intervention development has become increasingly popular and is understood as crucial for
successful implementation. However, methodological difficulties persist regarding the implementation of appropriate par-
ticipatory methods to engage children and collect relevant information for intervention development. This paper discusses four
creative, qualitative methods – a brainstorming task, an individual letter, a story-based task, and a focus group task – and
compares their suitability to generate relevant information for early intervention development. These four methods were used
in the early stages of a project aiming to develop a peer relationship intervention and were analysed using thematic analysis.
Based on theoretical considerations, information categories (a) definition aspects, (b) context factors, and (c) change
mechanisms were of interest, while (d) examples and experience and (e) additional information were identified as prevalent
categories through inductive thematic analysis. Definition was a prevalent theme generated by the brainstorming task, although
the sticky note format limited the depth of individual answers. The secret letter, which allowed children to share ideas privately,
was found to be useful for generating more in-depth reflections on definitions and personal experiences. Stories and focus group
discussions were found to be useful for generating varied context factors and change mechanisms, although stories also
generated fictional elements and external solutions. Providing different qualitative methods and allowing children to choose how
they prefer to communicate their thoughts proved important for collecting authentic, in-depth information.
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Introduction

While health intervention development was theory-based for a
long time, recent years have seen a shift to a new mindset
focusing on participation (Palmer et al., 2019) as encouraged
by funders and governments (Leask et al., 2019). The extent of
stakeholder participation in research can be described as a
continuum (Leask et al., 2019), which in the case of health
care interventions ranges from basing interventions on the
target population’s views to involving stakeholders in
decision-making (O’Cathain et al., 2019). Any type of
stakeholder collaboration has been suggested to identify po-
tential obstacles early on (Hagen et al., 2012), tailor inter-
ventions to the target group’s needs (Milton et al., 2021),
increase effectiveness of the development process (Leask
et al., 2019), and support positive outcomes on community
and individual levels (Singh et al., 2017). At the same time, the
United Nations Convention on Children’s Rights (UNICEF,
1989) and the “new social studies of childhood” shifted
children’s role from passive research subject to active
stakeholders (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010). New guidelines and
frameworks have been proposed for including children in
research (Hawkins et al., 2017; National Institute for Health
and Clinical Excellence, 2007). However, less than 1% of
empirical adolescent research actually included children in
any participatory or advisory roles and when they did it was
mainly 12- to 18-year-olds (Sellars et al., 2021). Difficulties of
including children in participatory research approaches,
which actively involve stakeholder in all decisions (Montreuil
et al., 2021), are well-documented, especially regarding
children’s voices and power (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2018).
However, a first step would be to reflect on appropriate
participatory methods, which aim to engage stakeholders in a
particular data collection process (Montreuil et al., 2021), but
could be used on the full continuum of stakeholder collab-
oration from collecting feedback to placing all control in
stakeholders’ hands (Leask et al., 2019).

Finding appropriate participatory methods to engage
younger children and collect their perspectives while mini-
mising bias poses substantial difficulties. Observations and
measurements are ruled out as they frame children as the
research object rather than active stakeholders (Barker &
Weller, 2003). Additionally, children have difficulties with
the abstract nature of questionnaires aiming to assess their true
level of knowledge (Mellor & Moore, 2014). Traditional
interview methods are prone to researcher inflicted bias due to
power imbalances between child and adult researcher (Barker
& Weller, 2003; Spyrou, 2011). Even for older age groups
concerns have been raised about participants’ ability to share
their actual feelings (Bahn & Barratt-Pugh, 2013). To ade-
quately involve children, a safe environment and trusting
relationship needs to be established and the researcher’s role
needs to be shifted from leading the research to empowering
the child and facilitating them to leading the research
(Benninger & Savahl, 2017). More varied, open,

experimental, and arts-based methods are suggested (Fails
et al., 2012), allowing children to choose methods to introduce
their lines of thoughts and lead the discussion (Fargas-Malet
et al., 2010). Research efforts aiming to involve children as
active stakeholders thus need to embrace qualitative meth-
odology and go beyond traditional forms of interview and
focus groups.

Methods suitable to inform early intervention development
need to generate data to define how the problem occurs in
children’s lives (i.e., definition) and clarify how to achieve
successful outcomes (i.e., intervention strategies) (Hagen
et al., 2012). Thus, in-depth stakeholder collaboration is ad-
vised to (a) define the problem, (b) understand which mal-
leable context factors promote positive changes, and (c)
identify change mechanisms (i.e., possible intervention
strategies) (Wight et al., 2015). However, there is currently a
lack of guidance on suitable participatory methods to collect
data relevant to these specific information categories in early
intervention development stages. Thus, researchers regularly
describe their participatory development process as learning
experience (Dykstra Steinbrenner et al., 2015), instead of
being able to follow existing guidelines. To address this gap,
the present study compared four qualitative methods on their
suitability to engage children and elicit data relevant to in-
formation categories needed for early intervention develop-
ment (i.e., definition of the problem, context factors and
change mechanisms).

The Present Study

The present study was embedded in a wider research project
with a focus on peer relationships in children aged 9 to 12. The
long-term goal was to develop an intervention facilitating
positive peer relationships in the context of primary-secondary
school transition. In the first stage of this research, a qualitative
research workshop was implemented in schools to understand
children’s perspectives regarding peer relationships and
school transition. The unique set-up of this study, which
engaged a large sample (n = 506) of children in different
qualitative methods on the same topic, allowed for a novel
analysis and discussion of the nature of collected data. Spe-
cifically, this study aimed to assess the potential of four
qualitative research methods - a brainstorming task, an in-
dividual letter, a story-based task, and a focus-group task – to
engage children aged 9 to 12 and elicit information relevant
for early intervention development. Methods were compared
to address the research questions (a) how much detail and
depth are generated for information categories relevant in
intervention development (i.e., definition, context, change
mechanism, experience) by each of the methods and (b) which
advantages and challenges are posed by each method. Based
on the theoretical guidelines presented above (Hagen et al.,
2012; Wight et al., 2015), three information categories were of
interest: definition aspects (i.e., core aspects of friendship),
context factors (i.e., environmental aspects, circumstances or
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other people facilitating friendships), change mechanisms
(i.e., strategies and sequences of action that lead to building
and navigating friendships). As an additional category of
interest, examples and experiences were added, as these were
prevalent in the data and they are likely to describe how
context factors and change mechanisms come into effect in the
target group’s lives. This analysis aimed to guide researchers
when choosing and implementing qualitative participatory
methods with children in early stages of intervention
development.

Study Design

Participants

In order to reach a large and diverse sample and allow all
children to participate in this research, a two-hour research
workshop was implemented in schools between October and
December 2018. Ethical approval was obtained from the
ethics committee at the University of Music and Performing
Arts, Vienna (EK-Nr. 10/2018). To reach the target age group
of 9- to 12-year-old children, fourth-year primary school and
first-year secondary school classes were recruited via the
Lower Austrian Department of Education, networking events,
and social media. The research workshop was conducted in 54
classes from 29 schools across Lower Austria. In some
schools, multiple classes of the same year (e.g., two first-year
secondary school classes) participated. Schools were selected
to represent diverse backgrounds, with urban and rural areas,
large and very small schools, and different socio-economic
backgrounds. The full sample comprised 916 students from
22% primary schools, 71% secondary schools (including
comprehensive secondary schools and grammar schools), and
7% special needs schools. Due to this study’s focus on the

detail and depth of collected information, it was deemed more
appropriate to focus the analysis on a coherent subset of the
sample to minimise age- or school-related biases and make the
data more comparable. Thus, the presented analysis focused
exclusively on data collected from 28 first-year classrooms of
state-funded, comprehensive secondary schools. The included
sample comprised of 506 students with a mean age of 10.59
(SD = .69) and a gender distribution of 50% boys and 45.8%
girls (see Table 1).

The School-Based Research Workshop

The research workshop was developed by an international
team of psychologists, psychiatrists, teachers, and arts prac-
titioners and iteratively refined with stakeholders. This
workshop employed participatory methods to work collabo-
ratively with children as active stakeholders and establish a
shared understanding of the importance and difficulties of peer
relationships. Interactive activities such as brainstorming with
sticky notes, elaboration with stimuli, cooperative storytelling,
group discussions, and individual letters were adapted from
the literature (Fails et al., 2012; Halskov & Dalsgård, 2006;
Walsh et al., 2011) Creative methods foster a comfortable
atmosphere, dissolve communication barriers, and elicit
children’s authentic voices (Jackson Foster et al., 2018).
Providing methods featuring different expression modes (e.g.,
verbal discussion, writing, drawing) was essential to give
children control over their communication channel (Fargas-
Malet et al., 2010). The workshop was pilot tested with two
classes a month before the start of the study. Activities were
adjusted to the research aims while being minimally dis-
tressing (e.g., talking about negative experiences). The
workshop comprised seven research activities and additional
game-based activities, used as transitions and activation (see
Figure 1). To establish rapport and trust between researchers
and children (Spyrou, 2011), an extended introduction with
games and activities establishing the workshop’s aims (cre-
ating a “Happy Zone”) was incorporated. Throughout the
implementation phase, coherence between research aims,
implementation of activities (wording, data collection pro-
cedure), and quality of data was monitored and adjusted as
needed (Morse et al., 2002).

Parents (or legal caregivers) received information sheets as
well as child-friendly information sheets to be read to their
child. If both the child and the parent were happy for the child
to participate, parents were asked to provide written consent.
At the beginning of the workshop, children were again in-
formed about the aims and process of this research and were
asked to provide additional verbal assent. Workshops were
implemented by two workshop leaders (members of the re-
search group) and up to four facilitators (students in psy-
chology, music therapy, and pedagogy). To achieve maximum
implementation fidelity, a written workshop manual was de-
veloped providing detailed activity descriptions and instruc-
tions (materials are available in a data repository on the open

Table 1. Socio-Demographic Information of Included Sample.

Variable N = 506 Percentage, %

School area
Urban area 228 45
Rural area 278 55

Gender
Female 232 45.8
Male 253 50
Missing 21 4.2

Age
9 1 1.7
10 249 49.2
11 181 35.7
12 54 10.7
Missing 21 4.2

Note. To make the data more comparable, only first-year classrooms of state-
funded secondary schools were included in the sample. Information on age and
gender were collected on individual questionnaires, which were not com-
pleted by all children, thus there is 4.2% of missing data in these categories.

Pollak et al. 3



science framework platform OSF at https://osf.io/2u7r4/) and
facilitators participated in training before and during the study
period. This paper discusses four methods implemented in the
workshop which were similar regarding research questions
addressed and thus allow for a comparison of the collected
data.

Brainstorming With Sticky Notes

Brainstorming activities are typically used in early devel-
opment stages to collaboratively collect a variety of ideas

(Fails et al., 2012). Open tasks were found to elicit more
ideas, while written and verbal activities elicited more
specific criteria (Sluis-Thiescheffer et al., 2007). Thus, two
related but slightly different brainstorming activities were
implemented. First, children were asked to think of different
ways their peers or classmates could support them. This open
research question was posed to the whole group and children
were encouraged to discuss each other’s ideas (e.g., “Ok, you
want to cheer up your friend, what could you do to cheer
them up?”). Ideas were collected by the workshop leaders on
a poster, and after ten minutes of discussion, children were

Figure 1. Flowchart workshop structure. Note. Activities marked with asterisk were included in the presented analysis.

4 International Journal of Qualitative Methods

https://osf.io/2u7r4/


handed sticky notes and pens to add further ideas themselves.
Next, children received green and red sticky notes in small
groups and were asked to collect positive and negative
characteristics of peer relationships as a group and indi-
vidually (green “What makes a friendship?”, red “What stops
you being friends with someone?”). In this analysis, data of
both brainstorming tasks (i.e., Peer Relationships, Helps &
Stops Peer Relationships) was combined, since collected
data was similar and generated themes overlapped. To make
the data more comparable, this analysis focused on positive
aspects of friendships only.

The Secret Letter

An individual “secret letter” activity was included to allow
children to (a) anonymously express thoughts and (b) give
more introvert children, who might prefer not to discuss
personal experiences in a group setting, an outlet (Barker &
Weller, 2003). At this point, children were reminded of the
previous questions around positive and negative aspects of
peer relationships. A deliberately open question “Is there
anything else you want us to know regarding your peer ex-
periences?” was posed, allowing children to structure their
replies themselves (Bagnoli, 2009). To make this activity
exciting, children were instructed to look for a quiet place in
the classroom and let nobody else have a look at their secret
letter. The finished letters were folded and returned to a crafted
post box.

Finishing the Story

A set of cartoon pictures of children was presented, and a
volunteer was asked to draw a card. After agreeing on a name
for the fictional character, the workshop leader explained that
this child was about to transition to secondary school and was
quite anxious. Participants were now asked to brainstorm why
this fictional character might feel nervous about their school
transition. A scenario, which engaged participants and evoked
comments (Bahn & Barratt-Pugh, 2013), was created aiming
to instil a sense of ownership over the story in the children
(Walsh et al., 2011) and provide a background for the fol-
lowing task. Children were then asked to gather in small
groups and continue the character’s story. They were en-
couraged to explore how fears could be overcome, what could
happen to change the situation and who could help the
character. The use of a fictional character allowed children to
distance themselves from this potentially emotional situation
and explore and discuss “extreme” feelings of a fictional, very
anxious child (Blythe & Wright, 2006).

Focus Group Collecting Advice

The data collection process was continuously monitored and
research activities were adapted as needed (Morse et al.,
2002). For reasons presented in the discussion section, the

Finishing the Story task was adapted and turned into an open
focus group, collecting advice for the fictional character. Out
of the presented workshop data, 40% of workshops included
the story task, while 60% of workshops included the adapted
focus group task. To create a focus group setting, facilitators
asked children to gather in small groups and jointly write a
letter to the fictional character, giving advice regarding
strategies to overcome fears and navigate the school transition.
To facilitate discussion by shifting the focus from the child-
researcher conversation to a conversation between the child
and a character, using puppets has been suggested (Epstein
et al., 2008). As puppets seemed too immature for the age
group of children above the age of 10, they were asked to write
a letter to a fictional character. Additionally, listing ideas and
strategies can facilitate more elaborate discussion around
strategies and possible intervention efforts (Colucci, 2007).

Data Analysis

Data were collected during the workshop on post-it notes,
posters, and the blackboard. Additionally, workshop facili-
tators took notes on structured observation sheets. The data are
available on the open science framework platform OSF at
https://osf.io/avtw2/. While this paper will focus on research
methods and discuss information categories, three separate
reflexive thematic analyses or content analyses were con-
ducted to analyse the data regarding (a) peer relationships
(Krammer et al., 2023), (b) school transition (Stiehl et al.,
2023) and (c) children’s use of online devices (Mittmann et al.,
2022).

Analytic Approach

Guided by this paper’s aim of comparing four qualitative
methods regarding their suitability to elicit information rel-
evant for early intervention development, a bespoke thematic
analysis was conducted, including elements from deductive
framework approaches (Goldsmith, 2021) and inductive
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Data collected on
hand-written notes was digitalised and electronic documents
were analysed in the qualitative data analysis software QSR
International’s NVivo 12. Imported data took the form of
clearly separated word chunks, short sentences, or short co-
hesive narration or exchanges. After the first author fami-
liarised herself with the data, a framework of pre-defined
themes was created, based on goals of early intervention
development stages defined in the literature (i.e., definition,
context, change mechanisms) (Hagen et al., 2012;Wight et al.,
2015) and dominant themes generated from the data (i.e.,
examples and experience, additional information) (Goldsmith,
2021). Data was indexed using line-by-line coding on a se-
mantic level to apply the framework to all the data (Goldsmith,
2021). Thus, each data point (word chunks, sentences) was
linked (i.e., coded) to at least one of the pre-defined themes.
Some data points might be linked to multiple pre-defined
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themes simultaneously, as information might refer to multiple
themes (e.g., asking a teacher for help, who then encourages
classmates to be kinder, would classify as change mechanism,
but the teacher would simultaneously be a context factor). The
first author created the framework and lead the indexing
process but discussed each analysis step with the other
authors.

The final framework included the themes (a) definition
aspects, (b) context factors, and (c) change mechanisms,
which were a-priori defined based on literature, and (d) ex-
amples and experience and (e) additional information, as
generated from the data. Definition aspects (a) were defined as
aspects important to build and maintain friendships, that is,
pertaining to all accounts of values, benefits, expectations
regarding friendships (e.g., “when they are there for you”).
Context factors (b) were defined as external factors facilitating
friendships, that is, environmental aspects, circumstances, or
other people (e.g., school trips). Change mechanisms (c) were
defined as strategies and sequences of action aiming to build
and maintain friendships (e.g., daily phone calls to keep in
touch). Examples and experiences (d) were defined as per-
sonal accounts using first person and mostly past tense to
describe any situations relevant to friendship building and
management (e.g., “I make friends when I join them in a
game”). Additional information (e) was added to the frame-
work to create a comprehensive picture of the generated data,
including information which might not be relevant for a
friendship analysis (e.g., feedback on the workshop).

To further describe the data, a data-driven inductive ap-
proach was used (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to create sub-themes
for each of the pre-defined themes. The first author completed a
preliminary analysis and then discussed coding decisions,
themes, and definitions with the other authors. An iterative
process of identifying, structuring, and discussing sub-themes
with the team of authors, following collaborative analysis
procedures (Braun & Clarke, 2019), was implemented until a
coherent structure of consistent, clearly defined and mutually
exclusive sub-themes was created (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
These inductive sub-themes aimed to further describe data
within each of the pre-defined themes (e.g., context factors were
further differentiated into events and places, personal circum-
stances, assets, and characteristics of other people) and thus had
to be mutually exclusive. Sub-themes were numbered con-
sistently (e.g., A1) across all four qualitative methods to fa-
cilitate their comparison across methods. For definition of sub-
themes, see analysis Tables 1-4 in the appendix, column “in-
terpretation” of the codes and “examples”. In order to make
comparisons across methods, Table 2 was created to summarise
the data and variations in the pre-defined themes and induc-
tively generated subthemes were examined (Goldsmith, 2021).

Epistemology and Researcher Positionality

The pre-defined research aims (as required for funding pro-
posals) and predetermined methodological set-up of this

research workshop did not allow children to set their own
agenda. This is not fully in line with the specific participatory
epistemology (Pincock & Jones, 2020) of research approaches
aiming to empower and emancipate children (Kellett, 2010).
However, to strike an appropriate balance between partici-
patory research approaches and the important research
questions under consideration here, the researchers aimed to
reduce power imbalances between children and adults as much
as possible and perceived participants as active contributors. A
critical realist viewpoint was adopted by the researchers.
Researchers believe that the presented findings relate to a
reality of friendship problems, trajectories, and strategies in
the context of school transition. At the same time, researchers
are aware that the researchers themselves had a role in con-
structing this knowledge (Coyle, 2016; Maxwell, 2022). As
this knowledge was socially constructed in the interactions
between researchers and children, the findings cannot be
understood as absolutely objective (Willig, 2008). Re-
searchers were mindful about their role and actively reflected
on their interactions with children and their inevitable influ-
ences in an understanding that it cannot be avoided that their
own biography shaped the research process (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011).

All authors and workshop facilitators are white, middle-
class researchers with higher education degrees. The authors’
backgrounds are in psychology, education, and psychiatry and
all senior authors are experienced with qualitative research and
intervention development. The first author, a female early
career researcher with a psychology degree, was involved in
workshop development and implementation, oversaw data
collection, and conducted the data analysis. She has conducted
a review of peer relationship interventions (Pollak et al., 2022)
which has impacted deductively defined themes of the pre-
sented analysis. Inductively generated sub-themes are likely to
have been influenced by the first author’s experience of
collecting data through discussion and interaction with par-
ticipants. To achieve reflexivity of the research process, the
authors reflected on their own input to the data generation
process and discussed analysis and interpretation with authors,
who were not involved in the workshop development and
delivery (second and fourth author), to achieve a balanced
perspective on the data. However, the authors’ personal ex-
perience in implementing the described methods and their
reflections on children’s behaviour and feedback to the
methods, is considered a strength and adding to a compre-
hensive discussion of methodological aspects.

Results

While all of the pre-defined themes were generated for the
story and focus group task, only four out of five themes were
generated for the brainstorming and secret letter task. Re-
garding the inductively generated subthemes, there was some
overlap between methods (see Table 2), emphasising simi-
larities in generated data.
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Brainstorming With Sticky Notes

Data collected on sticky notes mostly comprised of one to
three keywords, mostly nouns or verbs. As the aim of this task
was to collect ideas around the concept of friendship, most
data points concerned behaviours, activities, and states that
participants associated with an established friendship (see
Table 2). The most common theme was (C) change mecha-
nisms aiming to establish or maintain friendships. Three
distinct sub-themes were generated including (C1) general
behaviours (e.g., “being nice”), (C2) shared activities (e.g.,
“cycling”), and (C3) identity aspects (e.g., “being shy”).
However, they could equally be described as (A) definition
aspects of friendships (i.e., how does a friend behave towards
you), as the keyword format of the data makes it impossible to
know whether data points were concerning behaviours to
make new friends (i.e., change mechanisms) or behaviours
characterising established friendships (i.e., definition aspects).
For ease of data presentation, they will be discussed as change
mechanisms throughout. These three sub-themes were most
common within brainstorming data. The theme of (A) defi-
nition aspects was less common and was further differentiated
into sub-themes (A1) characteristics of friendships (e.g.,
“getting along well”) and (A2) values and expected benefits of
friendship (e.g., “be who you are – there is no point in pre-
tending”). Additionally, some (B) context factors were
mentioned, which contributed to the establishment and/or
maintenance of friendships. Participants named (B1) events,
such as school trips, and (B2) personal circumstances, such as
having money or living close to each other. The theme of (D)
experience was not linked to any data collected with brain-
storming. However, for (E) additional information, the sub-
theme (E1) other sources of happiness was generated (e.g.,
“cuddling with the cat”).

The Secret Letter

Data collected with the Secret Letter ranged from few key-
words or short sentences to longer accounts of specific
thoughts or experiences. Due to this task’s deliberately open
instruction to write down “anything else you would like to tell
us about your friendships”, data covered strategies to make
new friends, personal experiences of friendship, and defini-
tions of friendship (see Table 2). The theme of (A) definition
aspects was further differentiated into (A2) values and ex-
pected benefits of friendship and (A3) philosophical reflec-
tions and questions, such as “it takes time to make friends”.
The theme of (C) change mechanisms included sub-themes of
(C1) general behaviours and (C3) identity aspects, similar to
data collected in the brainstorming task. Experiences (D) were
further differentiated into (D1) self-disclosure about own
friendships (i.e., feelings, worries and difficult situations in-
flicted by friends), (D2) personal strategy use (i.e. participants
reporting how they make friends), and (D3) self-disclosure
about worries and problems unrelated to friendships (e.g.

stealing money). Additionally, this task also elicited (E) ad-
ditional information in the form of (E2) messages to class-
mates (e.g., “you are the best”) and the researchers (e.g.,
“secret: Children ages 10-15 are easily embarrassed”) or (E3)
feedback regarding the workshop and its activities. Due to the
task’s open format, another sub-theme of (E4) unrelated
comments was identified (e.g., “how do you get white teeth –

by eating apples”). The open nature of this task also led to a
lack of specific context factors (B).

Finishing the Story

Data collected in the Finishing the Story task took the form of
short, full sentences describing how the fictional character
navigates the school transition and tries to make new friends.
All pre-defined themes were present, and various sub-themes
were created, mirroring the variety of data collected with this
task (see Table 2). Definition aspects (A) were differentiated
into sub-themes (A2) values and expected benefits of
friendship, (A4) long-term outcomes, and (A5) implicit ex-
pectations of why friendships form. The theme of (B) context
factors was multi-facetted, including sub-themes of (B1)
events and places, (B2) personal circumstances, (B3) assets
(e.g., PS4), and (B4) characteristics and behaviours of other
people (e.g., parents, teachers, old friends, classmates). The
theme of (C) change mechanisms was more common than in
other tasks and more sub-themes were generated. Participants
mentioned (C1) general behaviours, (C2) shared activities,
and (C3) identity factors like they did in other tasks, but they
also mentioned (C4) approaching others (e.g., “he asked if
they want to be friends with him”), (C5) social support and
help seeking behaviours (e.g., “talking to the teacher”), and
(C6) cognitive (emotion regulation) strategies (e.g., “he tells
himself ‘I’m the strongest’“). The theme of (D) experience
was less common but took two forms; (D4) personal expe-
rience of making new friends and (D2) participants putting
themselves in the character’s situation (e.g., “I’d go crazy, I’d
ask my dad for help”).

For additional information (E), two sub-themes were
created. External solutions (E1), which might be seen as
bridging context factors and strategies in their focus on ex-
ternal factors as solutions to the emotional or friendship
problems. Accounts categorised as external solutions could be
described as wishful thinking or easy solutions (e.g., lost
friend returns to school, bullies are bullied themselves and
apologise), and sometimes included fictional elements (e.g.,
lottery win, ninja fighters, time travel). Some events and
situations were completely unrelated to friendships (e.g.,
Santa Clause coming to school), but made the character happy
thus lifting stress and problems but are unlikely to resolve the
friendship problems in the long-run. Although these accounts
are solutions to the character’s problems and provide insight
into children’s perceptions, none of these events can be
strategically planned or controlled and were thus not cat-
egorised as change mechanisms relevant for intervention
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planning. The task also elicited some form of (E2) discussion
between participants regarding their preferred strategies and
their beliefs.

Focus Group Collecting Advice

As this task aimed at eliciting group discussion on useful
advice for a fictional character, collected data took the form of
a list of suggestions presented in full sentences. As this task
shared the same background story with the Finish the Story
task, identified themes were similar, although differing in their
main focal points (see Table 2).

The theme of (A) definition aspects concerned (A2) values
and expected benefits of friendships (A3) philosophical re-
flections, and (A5) implicit expectations about why friend-
ships form. Context factors (B) were differentiated into the
very common sub-theme (B4) characteristics and behaviours
of other people and the less common theme of (B1) events and
places to make friends. The theme of (C) change mechanisms
was the most multi-facetted in this task. Sub-themes included
(C1) general behaviours, (C2) identity factors, (C4) ap-
proaching others, (C5) social support and help seeking, (C6)
cognitive strategies, (C7) avoiding others, and (C8) con-
frontation. Accounts of (D) experience concerned (D2) per-
sonal strategy use and (D4) personal experience of making
new friends. Within the theme of (E) additional information,
(E6) discussion was a very common sub-theme, as the task
allowed for more follow-up questions by researchers. External
solutions (E5), including easy solutions/wishful thinking and
fictional elements were less common.

Discussion

This paper aimed to compare four qualitative methods re-
garding their suitability to engage children aged 9 to 12 and
produce specific, pre-defined information relevant for early
intervention development. Although all four methods were
found to elicit data relevant to (almost) all pre-defined in-
formation categories, substantial differences emerged re-
garding the depth of the data as evident in data-driven sub-
themes. In order to contrast results from each method, the
following discussion will focus on each of the pre-defined
information categories (see Table 3 for an overview of ad-
vantages and disadvantages of methods).

Definition

Discussing definition aspects is crucial in early intervention
development to understand how the target group identifies the
problem in their lives (Hagen et al., 2012). The sub-theme
(A2) “values and expected benefits”, referring the importance
of friendships, was generated by all four methods, suggesting
comments on why and how a topic is relevant can be elicited
with a variety of methods. Apart from this, data on definition
aspects differed widely.

The brainstorming task was intended to elicit (A1)
“friendship characteristics” and mostly succeeded in doing so.
However, the keyword-style of answers (due to sticky-note
format) made it difficult to clearly differentiate between
definitions of established friendships and strategies (i.e.,
change mechanisms) to build new friends. This link between
definitions and strategies, however, is likely to hold true for
other topics. Asking children about health problems, for ex-
ample, is likely to produce characteristics of feeling unwell
and behaviours to become better (e.g., staying in bed, drinking
tea). However, this difference might not be profound in
children’s minds. Children seem more likely to describe ac-
tions and feelings they relate to a topic, rather than discussing
abstract definitions. Indeed, abilities linked to abstract
thinking, such as stimulus-independent thoughts, first develop
around the age of 11–13 (Dumontheil, 2014).

The secret letter and focus group provided more room for
lengthier (A3) “philosophical reflections”, informing defini-
tions by reflecting broadly on a topic and its context. At the
same time, the focus group and the story elicited information
about children’s “implicit expectations” (A5) by focusing on a
fictional character. Children talked about why friendships
evolve, which equally expresses what is important in
friendships. This process of using concrete examples and
stimuli to elicit and discuss implicit believes and create a joint
understanding of a certain concept was previously used
successfully with visual methods such as photography
(Alexander et al., 2014).

Thus, researchers aiming to create joint definitions need to
be aware of limitations of young children’s abstract thinking
abilities and anticipate discussing more concrete actions in-
stead. Specific stimuli, such as a story, help eliciting associ-
ations and implicit expectations. If researchers aim to elicit
individual reflections, the secret letter seems ideally suited,
while a focus group task would allow for reflections and
discussion between participants. The differences in definition
aspects elicited by various methods (i.e., superficial charac-
teristics vs. implicit beliefs) suggest that a combination of
methods is needed to gather a rich, in-depth understanding of
children’s perceptions.

Context

Context factors are relevant for intervention development
purposes as researchers need to identify which factors are
malleable and provide options to bring about change (Wight
et al., 2015). While it might be expected that context factors
would always be addressed, this analysis made evident that
methods for children need to explicitly ask for context factors
and provide enough room for their discussion.

Context was not a common theme generated for the
brainstorming task or the secret letter. Since both tasks posed
questions on friendship characteristics, children focused on
this and did not reflect on context. Indeed, children’s ability to
explicitly remember factors (i.e., explicitly state factors) is still

Pollak et al. 9



developing throughout adolescence, even though they per-
form well on implicit memory tasks (i.e., knowing they have
encountered something before) (Billingsley et al., 2002;
Dumontheil, 2014). Thus, there seems to be a need to ex-
plicitly address certain categories of interest in brainstorming
instructions. However, since brainstorming categories are
typically defined a-priori (Fails et al., 2012), this task might be
well suited to collect different types of context factors, if
explicitly stated in instructions.

Both the story-based task and the focus group produced a
range of different context factors, including (B1) “events”,
(B3) “assets”, and (B4) “characteristics of other people”.
Naturally, telling a story requires a certain amount of context,
such as places, events, and supporting characters. However,
stories were also found to elicit a certain level of fictionality.
When asked to expand on the real-life implications of certain
context factors (e.g., other people) during the focus group,
children would sometimes contradict earlier statements or say

these factors are not important in their own lives. Increased
discussion during the focus group facilitated a more nuanced
picture of children’s perceptions regarding context factors.
However, the focus group did not elicit as many or as detailed
accounts of context factors as did the story task.

Researchers aiming to understand important and malleable
context factors, need to explicitly ask for context factors in
open brainstorming or writing tasks. Stories, however, seem
ideal to elicit rich data about children’s perceptions of im-
portant context, without explicitly prompting (and potentially
priming) certain factors. In order to understand their real-life
importance for intervention efforts, combining a story-based
task with open discussion seems useful.

Change Mechanisms

Change mechanisms provide information on how issues can
be resolved from the target groups’ perspective and ideally

Table 3. Advantages and Disadvantages of Methods.

Method Aims Data format Useful for Advantages Challenges

Brainstorming with
Sticky notes

Collecting as many ideas
and thoughts as
possible

Each reply usually
consists of 1–3
short keywords

Definition aspects,
context if explicitly
stated in
instructions

Generating many ideas,
enabling all children
to participate
without speaking
out in front of a
group

Eliciting short
keywords, hardly
any context;
especially younger
children might be
put off by writing
tasks

Secret Letter - “Is
there anything
else you’d like to
tell us about this
topic?”

Providing space to
elaborate on topics;
useful to express
ideas, opinions or
experiences
participants might not
want to share with
the whole group

Eliciting a wide
range of different
replies about
experience,
thoughts,
worries,
questions,
statements

Personal experience
and examples, any
data that is
explicitly asked for
in instructions

Individual writing
allows participants
to focus on what is
most important to
them; secrecy
ensures participants
can express
thoughts freely

Young children
struggle with open
questions and might
be put off by writing
tasks

Finishing a Story Proving context in form
of a specific situation
promotes discussion
of specific questions;
facilitates children’s
imagination of
abstract scenarios;
allows to discuss
“extreme” scenarios
without personal
background

Coherent stories
about a given
scenario
featuring
strategies and
context factors

A variety of context
factors and change
mechanisms,
implicit
expectations, and
definitions of the
problem

Discussion between
participants about
possible strategies
and influential
context factors is
elicited, researcher
is present to ask
further questions
and note down ideas

Stories elicit fantastical
elements that
deviate from
children’s lived
reality; by agreeing
on one storyline,
varying opinions
might get lost

Focus Group -
Giving Advice to
a fictional
character

Creating a background
for an open group
discussion on a
specific question;
discussing a fictional
character allows
participants to
distance themselves

List of different
strategies and
experiences

Asking follow-up
questions on the
real-life
importance of
context factors
and change
mechanisms

Different strategies
and influential
context factors are
collected;
researcher is
present to ask
further questions
and note down ideas

Some advice/
comments are very
general, thus
researchers need to
be present to ask
questions and stir
participant’s
discussion in desired
direction
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translate into intervention strategies. The themes (C1) “gen-
eral behaviours”, (C2) “activities”, and (C3) “identity factors”
were generated from almost all methods. This illustrates that
children of this age group are very focused on basic behav-
ioural strategies (Stiehl et al., 2023). The use of cognitive
regulation strategies is only fully developed between the ages
of 9–11 (Pons et al., 2004) and metacognitive abilities to plan,
execute, and reflect on strategies develop between the age of 8
and 10 (Veenman et al., 2004). Nonetheless, the story-based
task and the focus group elicited more specific strategies (e.g.,
cognitive strategies, help seeking, confrontation). Specific
scenarios and rich context make it easier for children to
imagine themselves in a situation (Chiasson & Gutwin, 2005)
and discuss abstract topics, such as emotions (Bahman &
Maffini, 2008). Combining a story-based task with a focus
group seems promising to discuss change mechanisms, since
children’s metacognitive capacities are facilitated through
discussions with adults (Garrison & Akyol, 2015; Lewis,
2017; Robson, 2016).

However, stories and focus groups also generated (E5)
“external solutions” (i.e., external events and external people’s
behaviours), which cannot be targeted by an intervention.
Storytelling seemed to prompt fictional storylines, similar to
the ones on TVor in books, focusing on plot twists instead of
realistic strategies to overcome real-life issues. While this
illustrates children’s enjoyment of creating a story (Fails et al.,
2014), it emphasises the importance of linking stories with
discussion about strategies they use themselves or perceive as
realistic. It became clear during the focus group that children
would sometimes suggest strategies for the fictional character
but admit to not finding them helpful themselves. A focus
group also allows for follow-up questions on personality or
previous experience, allowing researchers to explore different
perspectives and influencing factors. However, for all group
tasks, it has to be kept in mind, that discussed ideas are
products of the group dynamic, which should be considered in
the analysis (Colucci, 2007).

For researchers aiming to discuss change mechanisms, a
story-task providing situational context and a fictional char-
acter seems ideal. Additionally, focus groups allow re-
searchers to support children’s reflective abilities and explore
real-life strategies beyond fictional story elements and “ex-
ternal solutions”.

Experience and Examples

Exploring deeper layers of reflection about experiences
sometimes is the primary aim of participatory studies.
However this process might make children feel vulnerable,
especially when they are in their peer groups (Pincock &
Jones, 2020). Thus, the selection process of qualitative
methods to discuss (sensitive) intervention topics with chil-
dren, should carefully consider to what degree the discussion
of personal experiences is intended and which safeguarding
techniques can be implemented.

The brainstorming task did not produce any personal
experiences or elaborate examples since there was no
direct prompt. This makes it a safe task when avoiding
personal accounts on sensitive topics. The secret letter
elicited many personal accounts, differing in detail and
volume as found for similar experience-focused writing
tasks (e.g., dairies) (Barker & Weller, 2003). The op-
portunity to individually and anonymously express
thoughts, which children might not want to share with a
group or with the researchers directly (Barker & Weller,
2003), presents a chance to collect rich and impactful data.
In this study for example, it was vital to include individual
tasks, as it is difficult to express honest opinions about peer
relationships or negative peer experiences within one’s
peer group. Additionally, children feeling less comfortable
to participate in peer group activities were the potential
target group of the intervention, thus their voices were in
some ways the most important. Additionally, while
leaving children alone with their reflections might be a
safeguarding issue with some topics, collecting written
notes on children’s well-being can be used for safe-
guarding purposes. While the nature of a secret note does
not allow researchers to directly identify individual
children, it allows children to mention problems, which
can then be dealt with on a group level. Especially in the
school context, researchers are even obliged to share any
concerning messages with teachers, who know their stu-
dents well and can decide to follow-up through classroom
discussion or individual discussion with students who
might be affected.

The story-based task elicited more specific accounts, such
as (D4) “experience of making new friends” or examples of
(D5) “putting oneself in the character’s situation”. As found
when offering children to speak through puppets (Epstein
et al., 2008), allowing children to express themselves
through a fictional character, elicited specific experiences
without having to speak in the first person. Thus, using game-
based story tasks has been suggested previously if recounting
personal stories might be too traumatic (Fargas-Malet et al.,
2010). Additionally, a fictional character can be described
with specific traits and problems, thus engaging participants
in a discussion of possible solutions for a very specific target
group (Blythe & Wright, 2006). Contrary, the focus group
produced mostly personal information on (D4) “personal
experience” and (D2) “personal strategy use”. This is likely
to be an effect of the researcher’s presence and follow-up
questions, as children are more likely to tell their own stories,
when encouraged or prompted by open-ended questions and
question-requests (Ponizovsky-Bergelson et al., 2019).
However, the researcher’s presence allows for guidance to
steer away from sensitive issues and providing active support
when needed.

If researchers aim to collect personal experiences, indi-
vidual writing tasks are vital to include the voices of shy or
withdrawn children, which might even be the target group of

Pollak et al. 11



some interventions. For sensitive topics, a fictional character is
useful to allow children to distance themselves while dis-
cussing examples through the character.

Implementation Factors and Limitations of
This Research

This analysis aimed to assess the suitability of four qualitative
methods to elicit information relevant for early intervention
development. The presented methods, however, were delib-
erately chosen and adapted in an intervention development
project with the purpose of generating data in pre-defined
information categories. Thus, the authors had to continuously
reflect on the potential impact of this study design on pre-
sented findings. To minimise potential bias and maximise
transparency, credibility, reflexivity, and transferability
(Williams et al., 2020), further reflections on the findings and
interlinked implementation factors will be discussed.

Conducting a research workshop in schools was considered
a strength of this research as it allowed children from all
socioeconomic backgrounds to participate. However, research
spaces evoke certain communication cultures (Barker &
Weller, 2003), which was noticeable in the school context.
Children struggled with open tasks as they seemed used to
very precise instructions and are rarely asked to provide
unprompted thoughts and reflections in written form.
Therefore, the open question for the secret letter often had to
be followed-up by more specific instructions and data regu-
larly mirrored data of previous tasks. Children also seemed
eager to provide “correct” answers, although follow-up
questions in the focus group often revealed that they had
not experienced suggested strategies as helpful. As em-
phasised in literature on research with children, expectation
bias, social desirability, and acquiescence bias need to be
considered (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010). This research work-
shop was started by stressing that the children themselves are
the experts and efforts were made to ask follow-up questions
about children’s real experiences. Still, this bias seemed to
persist. However, a change in children’s behaviour and out-
spokenness with their “group facilitator” was noticed towards
the end of the workshop, indicating a prolonged period of
rapport building with later data collection might increase
authenticity of results and minimise biases (Spyrou, 2011).

Additionally, it proved important to let children choose
their communication outlet (Fargas-Malet et al., 2010). While
individual writing tasks allow shy children to express thoughts
privately, some children struggled with language barriers and
spelling insecurities and preferred researchers to write for
them. Thus, group discussion was favoured by many children
and the “individual” brainstorming resembled a group task. To
ensure children were comfortable voicing their opinions, they
were allowed to choose their peer group, as a trusted peer
group facilitates children’s outspokenness (Pincock & Jones,
2020). However, ideas and opinions elicited by group tasks –
which the brainstorming, the story and the focus group were –

are products of group dynamics rather than reflections of
individual opinions (Colucci, 2007). In this study, this became
evident as initial responses were regularly priming following
responses. In the group brainstorming, the first answer pro-
vided by a child usually set the tone for the following answers
by classmates. Some priming effects were even found across
tasks. Some sub-themes kept reappearing in all methods and
while these themes might just reflect the most prominent
thoughts, patterns were likely influenced by priming effects,
order of tasks, and wording. Thus, the order of activities is
vital. While the secret letter generated more experiences than
the previous tasks (brainstorming), it also generated a lot of
repetitions of general behaviours which were the dominant
data category of the previous task. While switching the order
of tasks is sometimes a useful way around this issue, it might
as well be beneficial to wisely plan for priming effects when
developing a research study. Using a secret letter task after a
focus group, for example, could allow children to voice any
disagreements with the group consensus and offer researchers
a chance to compare group norms and individual thoughts.

As these methods were chosen and implemented with adult
perspectives of what constitutes “child-friendly”, researchers
continuously reflected upon methods and adapted them to
avoid restricting children’s answers (Barker &Weller, 2003) –
either due to implementation issues (e.g., written vs. verbal) or
the nature of the question (e.g., leading or too abstract
questions). Researchers tried to reduce power balances by
reminding children they are the experts and encouraging them
to lead the direction of discussion. However, all methods were
presented within a frame of research questions, thus consti-
tuting a participatory data collection approach. Presented
methods can, however, be used on the continuum of partic-
ipatory research, depending on the desired degree of partic-
ipation. Implementation can be adapted to increase children’s
power by including them in decisions about research questions
(e.g., not pre-defining the story background but letting chil-
dren identify difficult situations themselves) and analysis (e.g.,
letting children order or rank the most important aspects
generated in the brainstorming).

For future research, it would be interesting to control for
child variables (e.g., gender or trait introversion) and an-
alyse if certain methods are particularly suitable or en-
gaging for a subgroup of participants. In the presented
research, it was neither possible to control for a range of
socio-demographic or psychological variables (due to the
classroom format), nor was it intended as the workshop
aimed to gather input from a group of diverse children.
While projects on the development of universal preventive
approaches will likely work with similarly diverse groups,
intervention development for a particular target group
would likely benefit from studies discussing the use of
qualitative methods in particular subgroups (e.g., by socio-
economic background or history of problem behaviours).

Lastly, it should be noted that transferability of presented
results concerning the nature of data collected with specific
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methods is likely to be limited to similar intervention de-
velopment efforts. Thus, this analysis should be understood
as guide for other intervention developers rather than a
generalised assessment of qualitative methods’ characteris-
tics, as qualitative methods such as focus groups or brain-
storming can take various forms and be adapted for a
multitude of purposes.

Conclusion

This paper aimed to discuss and compare four qualitative
methods regarding their suitability to engage children and
collect relevant information in early intervention development
stages. A unique study design with a large sample of children
involved in four participatory data collection methods on
similar research questions, allowed for an innovative com-
parison of collected data. The presented analysis aims to guide
researchers and practitioners on how to choose methods ap-
propriate for child stakeholders and intervention development
aims. For creating joint definitions with children, a brain-
storming task supports rapid generation of general associa-
tions, while an individual writing activity provides room for
lengthy reflections. A context-specific story task facilitates
children’s imagination and generates implicit expectations.
When aiming to explore context factors, this should be ex-
plicitly stated in the instructions, as brainstorming and writing
tasks are otherwise unlikely to address context. Although
stories produce a range of context factors, pairing them with
focus group discussions helps to clarify which factors children
actually perceive as important in their lives. Similarly, for
change mechanisms, stories help children to immerse them-
selves in hypothetical scenarios and generate a range of an-
swers. Linking stories with focus group discussion is however
beneficial as stories tend to facilitate fantastical elements or
external solutions. As discussing personal experience might
be sensitive, individual writing tasks are ideal to privately
express thoughts. Stories can be used to allow children to
distance themselves or explore difficult situations by speaking
about characters. For implementation, implications of the
setting and priming effects between methods need to be
considered. When increasing children’s involvement in the
analysis and decision-making process, these participatory data
collection methods are adaptable for full participatory research
projects to engage children while simultaneously generating
relevant information.
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