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Participatory budgeting 
as a  school of democracy and participation for children 

Case study

There are as if two lives: one serious, respectful, the 
other leniently tolerated, less worthy. We say: the future 
man, the future worker, the future citizen. That they will 
be, they will start later, for real and seriously, in the future.

Janusz Korczak (2012, p.  26)

A B S T R A C T :  The ongoing discussions about the place and significance of the youngest members of society 
– children, often focused on the issue of the possibility of their real participation in social life. This topic will 
be presented on the example of actions involving the participation of persons under 18 years old within 
participatory budgeting. Transfer of knowledge about the possibilities of real participation in community life 
and decision making on expenditure from the budget of the city/municipality and the development of skills 
of participatory action among the youngest residents is the basis of procitizenship attitudes. The basis of 
considerations taken is how we can put into practice of social life this model of child participation. 
K E Y W O R D S :  Children’s participation, participatory budgeting, sense of agency, civic society, democracy.

Introduction

The ongoing discussions on the place and importance of the youngest 
members of societies – children – often focus on the issue of the possibility 
of their real participation in social life. (Jans 2004; Lockyer 2008). The defi-
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nition of the “child” contained in the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
adopted by the United Nations on 20 November 1989 (this document came 
into force on September 2, 2000, when the 20th state ratified it, Poland rati-
fied it on June 7, 1991) indicates that it is every human being under the age 
of 18 (Convention 1991) and this group of people will be referred to in this 
article. The undertaken reflections focus on the problem of participation of 
the youngest persons in decision-making processes, which are undertaken at 
the local government level and concern spending a part of funds from munic-
ipal budgets. The aim of this article is to present “good practice” in the field of 
active involvement of children and youths in participation in social life based 
on a chosen example – realized in the author’s life environment and with her 
participation. The presented case study is an attempt to indicate the possibil-
ities of applying the assumptions adopted by the researchers of participation 
of children and youths on the grounds of civic budget. This article attempts 
to answer the question: How can we actually involve the youngest citizens in 
active participation in society in practice?

As part of the process of increasing public participation, a new formula 
for the participation of residents in co-deciding on their immediate surround-
ings has been introduced in our country. Participation is understood here as 
a process of redistribution of power and “inclusion in its control, evaluation, 
exercising of persons subject to power, who are ready to become involved in 
the socialization of power. Participation as the delegation of power to subordi-
nates is aimed at allowing them to plan and take decisions that are crucial for 
their subordinates (members of a given community, nation, institution, etc.), 
to identify (diagnose) their most important needs, expectations and interests, 
to assess, control the extent to which they are satisfied, and to the imple-
mentation by those in power and to enforcement of the desired quality from 
them” (Śliwerski 2015, p. 20). This process can take place at different levels of 
advancement, and its actual implementation takes place through partnership, 
delegation of tasks and citizen control. These elements determine the sociali-
zation of power (Arnstein 2012). The inspiration for the introduction of such 
measures, relating to the disposal of budgetary resources at the local govern-
ment level, was a project which was created and successfully implemented in 
one of the cities in southern Brazil, in Porto Alegre (Baiocchi 1999; Novy, 
Leubolt 2005). In 1989, on the initiative of the inhabitants, a system was in-
troduced there, which gives the possibility of real participation of the most 
interested persons (citizens) in the decision-making process concerning pub-
lic money spending. The idea of social participation within the framework of 
budget spending was born from the grassroots energy of members of the lo-
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cal community. The individual idea of the citizen is a starting point for fur-
ther action and for determining the scope, manner and duration of the tasks 
financed by the “common money”. Coalitions, interest groups that work to-
gether on an equal footing with each other are created for a given idea and 
the result of their actions is a solution acceptable to all participants in the pro-
cess. Undoubtedly, this system gives participants a sense of perpetuation and 
responsibility for the decision made (Archer 2013; Bogunia-Borowska 2015). 
To become a participant (co-participant) in creating the social reality in which 
one functions, one only needs the willingness and readiness to be active in this 
area. Educational achievements, age, sex, fitness, qualifications or competences 
are irrelevant; of relevance is only the fact that you are a member of a given 
community, and that is a sufficient mandate. In this system of social partici-
pation, the emphasis is on the individual’s activity, its internal resources and 
the possibility to use them for the common good (Wampler 2007). The crea-
tion of a participatory budget, introduced as part of a specific experiment in 
Porto Alegre, has had effects that encouraged other cities in the world to ap-
ply these civic decision-making procedures in their own right (Cabannes 2004; 
Widawska 2009). It is currently estimated that there are more than 2 000 par-
ticipatory budgets in the world, and this figure varies according to the way in 
which the process itself is defined (Sintomer et al. 2013).

Participation of children in social activities in practice

Creating a participatory budget model and its popularization is con-
nected with the trend concerning the actual realization of individual rights 
and freedoms. With the process of involving groups and people who are ex-
cluded or at risk of social exclusion in activities that are related to their dai-
ly functioning (Freeman 2007). “The challenge facing every defender of de-
mocracy and human rights lies in how to restore to the millions of people 
today considered to be «useless» a sense of participation, dignity and respect 
for themselves” (Osiatyński 2011, p. 158). This challenge also includes taking 
action against more than two billion children living in the world who, due to, 
among other things, the type of social discourse about the child and child-
hood, are at risk of being excluded (Jans 2004; Aries 2010; Jarosz 2013; Milne 
2015). “Many animators of the democratization of social life and the process-
es of social inclusion emphasize that it is children who are today the last such 
vast social group that is affected by exclusion. The situation seems to be par-
ticularly visible in the Polish reality, where traditional ideologies of education, 
conservative attitudes towards the position of a child and its rights are relative-
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ly strong. The orientation of «children should be seen and not heard» seems 
to constantly penetrate the children’s environment of life, affecting their de-
velopment and education – family, school and other institutions, but also so-
cial life as such. Meanwhile, what is most importantly «heard» in the current 
international discussion on the protection of children and support for their 
development is the promotion and implementation of child participation (Ja-
rosz 2012, p. 180).

Roger A. Hart, one of the leading researchers and promoters of children’s 
participation, defines the process as an opportunity to actually participate in 
decisions that have an impact on the lives of individuals (children, adults) and 
the life of the community in which they all live. Participation is therefore the 
right of every citizen, including children, and is a standard for the implemen-
tation of democratic governance (Hart 1992, p. 5). The importance of partici-
pation of children and young people in relation to the issue of citizenship and 
the right to be heard is nowadays analyzed, among others, on the grounds of 
social and legal research (Cockburn 2013; Lansdown 2011; Stern 2006) and re-
fers to the main principle on which the specific philosophy of social relations 
is based, namely respect for the subjectivity of all its members.

This understanding of child participation is tantamount to an approach 
to the process of social participation for all members of the community, re-
gardless of age, discussed earlier. (Śliwerski 2015; Arnstein 2012). However, it 
has its own specific dimensions for children. One of them is the issue of so-
cial inclusion, which was already addressed. As Ewa Jarosz points out, «par-
ticipation» for the children of the Western world means the possibility of re-
alising the deep meaning of «citizenship» and social inclusion through active 
participation in decision-making in their immediate environment, but also at 
the social level (local community, society)” (Jarosz 2012, p. 184). 

A separate issue is the actual implementation of the process of participa-
tion of children and young people. Social experience is dominated by the be-
lief that the participation of the youngest is reduced to consulting with them 
certain areas of their lives, chosen by adults, and the final decision on the is-
sues at stake is taken by the decision-makers of the system (adults). This adult-
centric vision, following Marc Jans’ formulae, for the realization of the idea of 
social participation of young people, was confronted by R. A. Hart by devel-
oping the model called the ladder of participation.
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Table 1. The ladder of participation – Roger A. Hart’s model of participation of children and young people

Degrees of participation 
of children and youths

Co-operation initiated by children and 
young people

Children and young people are the initia-
tors of activities that are carried out toge-

ther with adults.

Children’s and young people’s initiative
Children and young people are the initia-

tors and implementers of activities.

Co-operation initiated by adults
Adults are the initiators of activities that 

are carried out together with children and 
young people.

Consulting and informing
Plans of adults are consulted with children 

and young people.

Assignment of tasks and informing
Adults inform about the plans in which 

children and young people can participate.

No participation/
Token participation

Tokenism
Token inclusion of children and young pe-

ople in decision-making bodies where 
adults actually decide. 

Decoration
Children and young people included in the 

realization of adult plans without the ri-
ght to vote.

Manipulation
Plans of adults presented as the plans of 

children and young people.

Source: own study based on: Hart R.A. 1992.

The model, based on the well-known participation ladder metaphor by 
Sherry R. Arnstein, presents the various levels of involvement of children and 
young people in social decision-making processes. At the first three levels/
steps, there are situations of inactivity or token participation. R.A. Hart (1992) 
mentions the following areas here: 
 — manipulation – a situation where adults influence children and adole-

scents in such a way that they undertake activities that meet the needs 
of the manipulator without realizing it; 

 — decoration – which is the second step of the participation ladder in the 
field of token participation of children and young people in projects in-
itiated by adults but without “informed” consent, the key is the lack of 
knowledge about the purpose of the actions and the inability to actual-
ly influence the course of events;

 — tokenism – involving individual representatives of children and young 
people in the decision-making bodies in order to demonstrate that they 
are treated equally as partners in the social dialog, but this is a token 
activity and the young participants do not have a real influence on the 
decision-making process.
The next steps of the participation ladder refer to the actual participa-

tion and include:
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 — informed assignment of tasks – this type of participation can be called 
“consensual”, since it is based on informing young people about the na-
ture of the activity, its purpose and the intentions in which it is imple-
mented, and on informing them of who has made the decision to en-
gage them in this type of activity and the justification for this, young 
people also have an important role to play in the whole process and can 
take a fully autonomous decision on participation;

 — consultations and informing – the next step in the participation ladder 
refers to a situation where children and young people are informed abo-
ut the subject matter and scope of their activities, and their participation 
is related to the consultation on the implementation of a given underta-
king, the comments and suggestions of young people are analyzed, and 
the results of the consultation process are made public, with an indica-
tion of the accepted and not taken into account proposals for changes;

 — adult-initiated shared decisions with children – at this level of participa-
tion we are dealing with an adult initiative, in the course and manner of 
implementation of which young people are included from the very be-
ginning, at each stage of planning a given activity, they are in an equ-
al position with initiators and have a real possibility of making binding 
decisions on the key issues for the whole project, their opinions are ta-
ken into account and are important for the final decisions;

 — children’s and young people’s initiative – the qualitative change concer-
ning the initiator of a given project takes place on the seventh level of 
the participation ladder, young people are a group of initiators and pro-
moters of a given activity, children and young people learn from each 
other how to effectively pass through the different stages of actions, and 
adults, which may be a certain difficulty, do not play a leading role in 
these projects, but only a supportive one;

 — co-operation initiated by children and young people – this highest le-
vel on the ladder of developing the idea of young people’s participation, 
which is extremely rare in the space of social life, as R. A. Hart points out 
(1992, p. 14), is a kind of reversal of level six, in the case of this type of 
activity, the initiators of the project are children and young people, they 
define the subject matter and the scope of undertaken actions educating 
each other (peer to peer education), while adults are invited to coopera-
te and jointly implement solutions developed through cooperation.
The scheme for the participation of children and young people discussed 

above is one of many concepts that describe this extremely topical issue. Oth-
er models referring to this issue (Fajerman, Treseder 1997; Shier 2001; Wong 
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et al. 2010) also stress the importance of the effective participation of young 
people. Establishing and implementing processes of power sharing and joint 
decision making between adults and children, in recognition and appreciation 
of the individual and collective contribution of the latter to social life, is a key 
objective for the development of young people’s participation. 

Methodological assumptions and research procedure

One of the places where activities aimed at increasing the participation 
of residents, including children and youths, in decision-making crucial for 
their daily functioning were undertaken is Częstochowa, a city with the rights 
of a county of about 230 thousand inhabitants, of which about 16% are peo-
ple under the age of 18. In 2013, a process was launched to implement the 
procedures for introducing the principles of public consultation within the 
participatory budget in the next calendar year (and subsequent years)1. In or-
der to respond to the main research problem connected with the problem of 
the actual inclusion of the youngest citizens in active participation in social 
life, I used the case study. This method makes it possible to analyze the phe-
nomenon on the basis of an easily specified case (Stake 2009, pp. 623–649), 
which in this article is the civic budget implemented in Częstochowa. A par-
ticipatory budget, which is a specific quintessence of the process of increas-
ing the participation of residents of a given community in decision-making 
on important issues.

Based on the area of research and referring to the main research prob-
lem, I formulated the following research questions: Are, and if so, how are 
children and young people involved in active participation in the civic budg-
et? What forms does young people’s participation in this process take? How 
is the participation of children and young people in civic budget stimulated? 

The aim of the analysis is to try to describe the phenomenon of actu-
al participation of children and young people in the local community and to 
find key criteria for understanding and explaining (Juszczyk 2013, pp. 118–
–128) the problems connected with the realization of the child’s right to be 
heard. The research is a pilot one and may contribute to further in-depth stud-
ies on youth participation, whether it concerns the implementation of civic 

 1 The author of this article, the founder of the Polish Institute of Mediation and Social 
Integration, the association which works, among others, to strengthen social participation and 
from the institutional level, was the initiator, animator and implementer of this process, from 
the level of participation in the implementation of the participatory budget in Częstochowa.
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budgets in other cities or other areas of social life (e.g. family, mass media). 
In this article I have limited my analysis to the issues outlined in the research 
questions. They will be discussed in relation to the model of the levels of the 
participation ladder, associated with the actual participation of young people, 
which levels have been revealed in exploratory studies using the mixed re-
search procedure (Creswell 2013). These levels relate to the degree of involve-
ment of children and young people in the R.A. Hart’s participation process 
and they involve: assignment of tasks and providing information, and consult-
ing, co-operation initiated by adults, children’s and young people’s initiatives, 
cooperation initiated by children.

Assignment of tasks and informing 
– what you don’t learn as a child you can’t learn as an adult

A broadly understood information campaign, which was aimed at pro-
viding knowledge about children’s rights (including personal and political 
rights) and the importance of their full implementation for the effective func-
tioning of young people in society, was conducted during the implementation 
of procedures related to the civic budget. These activities were aimed at both 
adult residents and children. For the latter group, targeted activities were pre-
pared, which resulted in the dissemination of knowledge about the possibil-
ities of active participation in the civic budget of citizens under 18 years of 
age. They were implemented by a non-governmental organization (the Polish 
Institute of Mediation and Integration) and by the City Hall (Social Policy Di-
vision, Department of Participation and Social Consultations). An important 
element in the activities undertaken, often jointly and in cooperation with 
young people, was the creation of a plan and strategy for public education.

Taking into consideration the issue of participation of children and 
young people analyzed in the article, it appears that it is extremely important 
to use the initial needs diagnosis during the preparation of individual infor-
mation campaigns. The diagnosis was carried out among the interested par-
ties themsleves, i.e. the young inhabitants of the city, and the next steps were 
planned on the basis of the results obtained. Thus, in the years 2013–2016 
in Częstochowa, the following activities were carried out, among others, ad-
dressed to persons under 18 years of age2:

 2 Most of the activities described above were carried out by the Polish Institute of 
Mediation and Social Integration thanks to the co-financing of the Civic Initiatives Fund 
Programme. 
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 — competition for students from Częstochowa junior high and high scho-
ols for a film promoting voting for tasks within the framework of ci-
vic budget (the awarded works can be found on the website http://
pimis.pl/projekty/jasne_ze_razem/art,25,konkurs-na-najlepszy-filmik-
promujacy-udzial-w-glosowaniu-na-wnioski-do-czestochowskiego-
budzetu-obywatelskiego-prezentacja-prac-konkursowych);

 — art competition “I can change the world” for elementary school students 
from Częstochowa and pupils of Częstochowa’s nursing and upbringing 
institutions devoted to civic budget and finished with an exhibition of 
the competition works (information about awarded persons http://kon-
sultacje.czestochowa.pl/?p=9043);

 — classes on social participation and civic budget in high schools on the 
basis of scenarios developed and the information brochure “Częstocho-
wa Civic Budget for Young People”. (Widawska et al. 2015);

 — information meetings in the District Councils, which were also atten-
ded by young people;

 — a telephone consultation and counselling point and stationary consulta-
tion and advice points, which were also used by young people;

 — the happening “Let’s make a city”, in which children and young people 
took part in the role of volunteers and participants.
The actions undertaken were aimed at, on the one hand, disseminat-

ing knowledge about the possibilities of participation in decisions concerning 
public money spending and, on the other hand, pointing to a new participa-
tory space for young people.

In 2017, further information activities aimed at young people are car-
ried out at the initiative of the City Hall. In junior high schools, for first 
grade students, there are classes devoted to the issue of social participation. 
The participants have the opportunity to deepen their knowledge about local 
government and, as we can read on the website of the Department of Par-
ticipation and Social Consultation, which deals with the implementation of 
Częstochowa’s civil budget, find out “what the principles are and what can be 
done to make sure that we make the most out of living in our local communi-
ty. The Częstochowa City Hall prepared a strategic board game for young peo-
ple. During the game, the students themselves, in an unusual way, can learn 
how to actively influence the quality of life in the local community. During 
the 2-hour workshops, young people discuss, argue and seek compromises. 
The developed game belongs to the so-called “serious games”, i. e. games that 
help solve specific problems or reach people with a certain targeted message. 
During the game young people play different roles and thus have an oppor-
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tunity to test themselves in new situations. They also improve their skills in 
the discussion, i.a.: formulating arguments, skillfully listening to others, find-
ing compromises. By participating in the game, young people can experience 
that the best response to problems appearing during the group work is co-
operation, empathy and equal care for all the participants of the game. After 
the 30-minute gameplay is over, the students themselves formulate the rules 
of harmonious community life. They also learn about what the citizen’s budg-
et is all about and that thanks to it they can take care of their own needs, in 
their immediate surroundings, at school, in their district and city. Equality is 
equal access to the city’s resources – participation in workshops means that 
young people gain knowledge of how to become involved in the life of the lo-
cal community on their own, in an active way” (Wygrajmy 2017). This is how 
the people involved describe the game. 

Consulting the educational project “Let’s win a city” at the stage of pre-
paring the didactic game and cooperating in the implementation of subse-
quent editions of civic budget in Częstochowa, I undertook to carry out pilot 
studies, which will complement the case study. Their aim was to test the ef-
fectiveness of the undertaken information and education activities. The study 
was conducted in February and March 2017 and was conducted in two stag-

Photo 1. Happening concerning the civic budget “Let’s make a city”.
Source: own archive.
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es. The questionnaire was completed by students before and after the end of 
the workshop classes described above. This peculiar pedagogical experiment 
was conducted in six Częstochowa junior high schools (the project and the re-
search itself are to be continued), with a total of 112 participants (52 boys, 60 
girls). These young people aged 13–14, working in teams of 4–5, were faced 
with a task which was a simulation of budget allocation. 

In the research conducted among the participants of the game, I drew 
attention to several aspects related to knowledge and skills connected with the 
participation process. These include: willingness to participate in the discus-
sion, knowledge of the civic budget, knowledge of the possibilities of partici-
pating in the life of the city and the feeling of being part of the local commu-
nity. The respondents were asked to provide their opinions on the discussed 
issues on a scale of -2 to 2, where -2 meant a negative opinion, and 2 meant 
a positive one.

Table 2. The average results before and after participation in the game together with the difference of indi-
cations, N = 112

Indicators
Measurement

“before”
Measurement

“after”
Difference

I am reluctant to take part in discussions 
versus I am eager to take part in discussions

0.7 1.3 0.6

I don’t know what the civic budget is versus I know what 
the civic budget is

-0.1 1.5 1.6

I don’t know how I can participate in the life of my city 
versus I know how I can participate in the life of my city

0.2 1.3 1.1

I don’t feel a part of the local community versus I feel a part 
of the local community.

0.5 1 0.5

Source: own studies.

Analyzing the data obtained in the research we can see in the respons-
es of the students a declared increase of competences in areas important for 
active participation in the process of social participation. The highest indica-
tor relates to civic budget knowledge (from -0.1 before the class to 1.5 after 
the class, with a difference of 1.6). Participating in the game and a mini lec-
ture based on it, connected with the possibility of participating in budget ac-
tivities, resulted in broadening the knowledge of the participants. This may be 
important for their real involvement in the civic budget process, or their de-
liberate failure to do so. It is a change important for participation because the 
variable is its unforced nature (Hart 1992). 

Another area I have pointed out is the sense of community. Young par-
ticipants of the game, when asked about this aspect of their functioning be-
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fore taking part in the game, determined it at the level of 0.5, i.e. at the level 
of positive low. Encouraging the viewer to look at reality from the perspective 
of being part of a larger whole contributed to an increased sense of identifi-
cation with the local community (increase of indications from 0.5 to 1). This 
element is important from the point of view of activities aimed at coopera-
tion, which results in the achievement of goals important for the communi-
ty (Ziółkowski 2015).

What does result from this sense of identification with the communi-
ty for the everyday life of young people and how can they take an active part 
in what is happening around them? Giving concrete examples and indicating 
the space for community activity was also reflected in the didactic game with 
the students during the workshop classes. In their statements after the class, 
students declare that they know how they can participate in the life of their 
city (change from 0.2 before playing to 1.3 after the game, a difference of 1.1). 
The question is to what extent will these declarations translate in the future 
into real activities of students in this area and active citizenship, understood 
as participation (Jans 2004, pp. 38–40). However, the participation in classes 
itself, raising the level of knowledge in the field of participation and practic-
ing tasks in which they can actively participate may be the first step towards 
effective social actions. 

The last variable analyzed is the willingness to participate in discussions. 
The process of social participation is of a consultative nature and therefore re-
quires the ability to search for arguments, negotiate positions and reach an 
agreement. During the discussions held during the didactic game, the students 
exchanged opinions, talked about their needs, analyzed their own position and 
the opinions of the game’s co-participants. The process of resolving emerging 
conflicts was very dynamic and the negotiation strategies adopted were dif-
ferent, with a strong domination of the problem strategy. Students’ statements 
create an image of people who not only know what they want, but are also 
able to look at the problem and seek new solutions. Their comments indicate 
a conciliation and solution-oriented approach to the discussed issues: “OK, 
I’ll contribute to the dog food provided that I can name him”, “we’ve resigned 
from individual needs because we decided that the needs of us all are more 
important”, “we bought the dog food because we are responsible for him”, “if 
we didn’t get along, we’d have nothing”. The students also said that they did 
not know that they could discuss without arguing with each other. The dis-
cussion gained value in their opinion, which translated into an increase in 
the willingness to participate in it (from 0.7 before the classes to 1.3 after the 
classes, a difference of 0.6).
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The studies had a pilot nature and will continue. However, what comes 
from their initial analysis is above all the changes that have occurred in the 
students’ opinions. The way they perceive themselves as being part of a larg-
er, important whole with which they identify, the ability to work together with 
others and the knowledge they possess make up a subjective assessment of 
the quality of life. We are dealing here with a sense of real potential for de-
velopment and purposeful activity, which is linked to the values recognized 
by a  given community (Wysocka 2013). Giving young people the opportuni-
ty to meet their needs and express themselves in matters concerning them is 
one of the elements that constitute their well-being.

Consulting and informing – children should be seen and heard

The participatory budget (also called the civic budget) is one of the 
forms of social consultations, conducted in order to allocate a certain part 
of the city budget expenditure to tasks indicated directly by the inhabitants, 
falling within the area of the commune’s competence. The whole process of 
drafting the assumptions, principles and functioning of the civic budget was 
carried out in Częstochowa on the basis of a consultative model of environ-
mental work. During the planned activities in several stages, residents of all 
ages could actively participate in the development of a draft resolution regu-
lating the manner and mode of implementation of a part of the city budget 
expenditure, directly at their disposal (Widawska, Wieczorek 2014; Widawska 
et al. 2015). The consultation work was completed successfully and since 2014 
the inhabitants have been able to take an active and direct part in the decision 
on the distribution of funds within the framework of the civic budget. The 
third edition of the public consultations ended in 2016. In subsequent years 
of civic budget execution, the amounts allocated for this purpose amounted 
to: 2014 – PLN 5,738,869, 2015 – PLN 6,661,679,2016 – PLN 6,661,679 (ac-
cording to the resolution, these funds constitute 1.1% of the city budget’s own 
revenues and in the following year they cannot be lower than the amount al-
located for this purpose in the previous year). In 2017, the civic budget in 
Częstochowa amounted to 8 million 735 thousand 830 złotys. The increase in 
funding for this may indicate the growing importance of public consultations. 
Are we ready, however, to involve the youngest in this process?

When considering the issue of children and young people’s participa-
tion in decision-making processes at the local government level, it is worth 
noting the scope of their rights under the Częstochowa civil budget. In this 
respect, the key focus of the 2013 public consultations on the budget partic-
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ipation strategy was to identify those who could be active participants in the 
process, both at the stage of submitting proposals for implementation tasks 
and at the stage of supporting individual proposals during voting. The con-
troversy arose when the discussion concerned the age of people who could 
propose tasks to the civic budget. In the aforementioned Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, article 12 reads: “States-Parties shall ensure that a child 
which is capable of shaping its own views has the right to freely express its 
views on all matters relating to the child, with due importance, appropri-
ately for age and maturity” (the Convention, 1991). The right to express an 
opinion on matters concerning the child is explicitly mentioned here. One 
of such spaces is, among others, functioning in the community of residents 
of a given locality (Parkes 2013). However, “many factors such as traditions 
of dealing with children, cultural attitudes towards them and political and 
economic barriers limit the possibility of social inclusion of children” (Jaro-
sz 2012, p. 182).

These barriers have also emerged during consultations in Częstochowa 
on the rules of functioning of the civic budget. Many of the participants in 
the public consultations (it is worth adding that they were over 18 years of 
age) pointed out that the age of people who could submit proposals for im-
plementation within the framework of the civic budget should be limited. The 
arguments put forward can be divided into three categories:
 — legal – difficulties during the process of submitting a proposal for tasks 

due to a lack of legal capacity (individuals under 13 years of age) or li-
mited legal capacity of applicants (individuals over 13 years of age);

 — socio-cultural – reference was made to the traditional model of social 
structure and family structure (the city budget was compared to the ho-
usehold budget and financial decisions made by parents – adults; the 
Polish proverb “Children and fish do not have a voice” (“Children sho-
uld be seen and not heard”) was quoted as an argument;

 — pertaining to competences – the child, because of its age, does not yet 
have such a background of knowledge, experience and skills to be able 
to define its needs (fear of the emergence of “stupid”, “immature” ideas 
was repeatedly expressed in the debate).
During the consultations, the commencement of magical thinking which 

emanates from the belief that on the day when the individual turns 18, it be-
comes a full member of the community, and the day before, it does not have 
sufficient dispositions to do so, was apparent. Some of the participants of the 
consultations did not perceive the process-oriented nature of becoming a ful-
ly conscious inhabitant, or even demonstrated the desire to take away from 
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the youngest the possibility of learning new skills and acquiring knowledge 
in this field.

Finally, the arguments raised by the “opponents” of giving the widest 
possible access to submit proposals for tasks to the civic budget (irrespective 
of age) did not receive broad support and a point was included in the reso-
lution where such rights are held by the “residents of the city” (the Ruling, 
2015). The absence of age limits is in line with the general objectives of this 
form of social participation, such as (Widawska, Wieczorek 2014, pp. 45–46):
 — initiation of community forces;
 — improvement of the quality of life of the inhabitants made by the inha-

bitants themselves;
 — making the inhabitants’ expectations more real;
 — enabling the inhabitants themselves to make changes in their immedia-

te surroundings;
 — carrying out tasks that are not perceived by the City Hall;
 — integration of the local community;
 — identification with the city;
 — direct increase of the participation of inhabitants in the decision-ma-

king process;
 — transparency of public finances.

The result of informing and consulting, also with children and young 
people, the resolution concerning the civic budget in Częstochowa was to re-
frain from limiting the age for persons submitting proposals of tasks to be 
carried out and to introduce a census of 13 years of age for persons voting 
on proposals of tasks. It is thanks to taking into account the opinions of the 
youngest inhabitants of the city that each Częstochowa citizen can initiate 
the process of change, but most importantly, an institutional system of sup-
port for children’s and youth’s participation is being created (Hart 1992; Shi-
er 2001; Jarosz 2013). 

The success associated with the process of informing and consulting so-
cially important issues with young people has become an incentive to involve 
young people in further consultation processes. After each subsequent edition 
of the participatory budget, an evaluation is carried out, in which children 
and young people take part. They express their views on the positive aspects 
of the budgetary process and indicate areas where changes are worth making. 
All interested parties may submit their comments electronically via the web-
site www.konsultacje.czestochowa.pl and attend a public hearing, which takes 
place annually. The evaluation reports are made public, which gives the oppor-
tunity to become familiar with the finally adopted solutions. As indicated by 
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researchers on issues related to young people’s participation (Hart 1992; Jans 
2004; Lansdown 2001), informing the participants of the consultation pro-
cess about its results is a key factor in sustaining their further participation. 

Also, the results of the vote on the tasks for the participatory budget are 
widely publicized, allowing young people who participated in it to have access 
to the results of their activities.

Cooperation initiated by adults – I have a vote, I have a choice

Young inhabitants of the city can take part in voting for tasks related 
to the civic budget. In this case, the census of the age of eligible persons has 
been determined on the basis of the individual’s limited legal capacity and 
amounts to, as already mentioned, 13 years of age. The results of this solu-
tion have been presented in relation to the participation of young people in 
the voting process for budget tasks (Graph 1.).

Graph 1. Number of persons voting in the civic budget in the years 2014–2016
Source: own study based on data obtained from the UMCz.

When analyzing the data, we can see that the participation of young 
people in voting is relatively low and ranges from 8.4% to 12.2% of all voters. 
This may be due to a number of factors that include: 
 — low level of knowledge among young people about the possibility of ac-

tive participation and decision-making involving the local community; 
 — lack of experience or negative experiences with participation and com-

munity action (manipulation, decoration, tokenism); 
 — poor ability to analyze one’s needs and generate various ideas for satis-

fying them; 
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 — reproduction of a cultural script in which children are the object/sub-
ject of concern of adults, resulting in placing decision-making and per-
petration beyond oneself.
Based on this preliminary diagnosis of the reasons for the limited par-

ticipation of young people in the civic budget at the voting stage, it is worth 
to plan informational activities (returning to the previous levels of the partic-
ipation ladder) in order to develop, together with children and young people, 
a strategy for involving young people in the action. 

Children’s and young people’s initiative – this land is my land

The possibilities of actual participation in the life of the local government 
community, which were created for the youngest children in Częstochowa, are 
used by the interested parties themselves. In the three Civic Budget editions, 
applications submitted by people under the age of 18 accounted for between 
0.5% and 1.5% of all ideas submitted in 2016. The fact that the proposals pre-
pared by minors are presented indicates the readiness and willingness of this 
part of the local community to participate in social life and co-decide about 
their immediate surroundings. The proposals made by children and young 
people for implementation within the framework of the civic budget con-
cerned, among other things:
 — creation of a sports and recreation park in one of the city’s districts;
 — building squirrel feeders in the city park;
 — broadcasting programmes and music from speakers in Aleje NMP;
 — construction of a square for the residents of the district and the school 

community of one of Częstochowa’s high schools;
 — purchase of a sailboat with a trailer for the Scout Water Team;
 — purchase of lifejackets for scouts;
 — construction of a beach volleyball field;
 — construction of a playground;
 — installation of door opening buttons in trams.

Suggestions made by young inhabitants and residents of Częstochowa, 
contrary to the fears of adults, are ideas indicating the ability to perceive so-
cial needs. All the ideas presented, and in particular the arguments put for-
ward in the explanatory memorandum of the proposal, demonstrate the abil-
ity to take a broader view of one’s environment and to take into account the 
needs of different groups. This ability to combine different perspectives and 
different points of view is particularly evident in the analyzed task proposals. 
Below you will find examples of detailed descriptions of tasks together with 
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a  justification of social needs (in the justifications cited below, the abbrevia-
tions are made by the author, while the style and spelling are original):
 — Installation of door opening buttons for passengers in trams. […] Advan-

tages: – not all doors open unnecessarily; – in winter, heat will not esca-
pe from the vehicle;

 — The city lacks a place where you could spend the evening outdoors. If one 
can find any, these locations are often not very safe due to low traffic in 
the surrounding area. In fact, it is difficult to find a place where a larger 
number of people can be encountered in the evening. […] The aim of the 
whole project is to take people out of their homes, make it possible for 
them to also spend a nice evening outdoors in a friendly and safe atmo-
sphere. Broadcasting music (but also news programmes) would make the 
atmosphere of this place change for the better. This would introduce a uni-
que and extraordinary atmosphere that would draw people out of their 
homes, even out of curiosity. Thus, the number of people in nearby cafes/
restaurants would increase, with a positive impact on the owners and the 
city. The same goes for safety. The more people there are, the smaller the 
chance that unwanted incidents will happen there. This can be achieved 
by using the loudspeakers currently found in the Aleje. […]. What is also 
needed is a place from which it will be possible to control what is being 
broadcast (or if one already exists, it would be useful to reactivate it);

 — Street workout, skateboard, squash are becoming more and more popular 
sports that are gaining a new group of enthusiasts. Unfortunately, in such 
a big district as Stradom, there is no place where young people could de-
vote themselves to their unusual passions. They usually have to commute 
to other Częstochowa districts. We must not forget about senior citizens 
who complain about the lack of a permanent place to stroll with their 
grandchildren and leisure […].
In each of the justifications quoted we find a perspective of empathet-

ic insight into the reality surrounding young people. The arguments referred 
to in the proposals refer to the profits of the community (city, senior citizens, 
all urban transport passengers). This sociocentric point of view and specific 
social sensitivity are determinants of the affiliation of the young generation. 
The goal of including children and young people in real participation in so-
cial life is profitable for the whole community.

Still another perspective of looking at the immediate surroundings was 
presented by an eight-year-old resident of Częstochowa, who in 2015 submit-
ted a project of constructing feeders for squirrels in one of the city’s parks.
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The project prepared by the applicant included a justification with an 
indication of social benefits, a description of the use of the facility and an il-
lustrative drawing. In this project we see a broad point of view, taking into 
account the ecosystem, which unfortunately does not often accompany adults 
in their actions. This is another reason why it is worth including children’s 
optics in social activities – their ability to look at reality differently from that 
of adults – not only enriches the discourse, but also gives an opportunity to 
perform important community tasks (Lansdown 2001). After a formal and le-
gal verification, the squirrel feeders project was put to vote. It gained nation-
wide fame, the support of the city’s inhabitants and was the first and so far 
the only application submitted by a person under 18 years of age, addressed 
for implementation.

The number of applications submitted by children and young people is 
low and it can be assumed that without additional educational and informa-
tional actions it will still remain at this level. 

Co-operation initiated by children and young people 
– start small, end up big

One of the principles adopted in Częstochowa’s civic budget is cooper-
ation between departments responsible for the implementation of the project 

Photo 3. Author of the project “Feeder for squirrels” and the result of the residents’ decision – the imple-
mented project

Source: http://czestochowa.wyborcza.pl/czestochowa/51,48725,21043372.html?i=4 (10.01.2017).
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and the applicant. We are dealing here with the highest level of participation 
indicated in the R. A. Hart participation model. The young person’s initiative 
is implemented together with adults, and all key decisions are taken jointly 
and in agreement.

This is how the concept of a young citizen of Częstochowa was imple-
mented, and the final result is an incentive to undertake similar initiatives for 
the next initiators.

Final conclusions

The analyzed case of Częstochowa’s civic budget shows the importance of 
introducing systemic solutions supporting participation of children and young 
people. The participation of young people is explicitly mentioned in the struc-
ture and procedures governing this process. This also undoubtedly has a sym-
bolic meaning – children and young people are equal residents of the city – 
this is the message that stems from the resolution on the participatory budget. 
Another issue is the decreasing number of activities involving children and 
young people. It decreases along with the “climbing” onto successive levels of 
the participation ladder. Referring to Harry Shier’s concept (2001), it is worth 
asking the question: are we adults open to the actual participation of young 
people, are we ready to share the power with children? In the analyzed case, 
we are dealing with an initial readiness which, once internalized by all par-
ticipants of social life, may eventually result in a larger number of initiatives, 
which will be created by young people and to which adult persons will be in-
vited. As a result, it gives them the opportunity to effectively cooperate and 
act for the benefit of the local community, and thus on a macro scale: mak-
ing quality decisions, strengthening democracy and its better understanding, 
and efficient enforcment of children’s rights (Lansdown 2001). These objectives 
are part of the mission of pedagogical action, which is to “restore human dig-
nity and legitimize their autonomy” (Pilch, Lalak 2009, p. 514). The human 
dignity inherent to everyone, regardless of age, sex, degree of fitness or other 
distinguishing characteristics. The dignity that gives rise to human rights and 
freedoms, as well as the autonomy that determines the individual’s independ-
ence and gives them the opportunity to experience a sense of cause. Perpetra-
tion that has a creative nature, reveals new areas for the operation and shap-
ing of the social space of an individual (Archer 2013, pp. 254–307). However, 
it is important to take the first step up the participation ladder.

When analyzing the problem of the youngest children’s involvement in 
activities for the benefit of the local community, through the civic budget, 
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I start with the perspective that Helena Radlińska (1947, 1961) introduced to 
social pedagogy by talking about the bottom-up creation of a social environ-
ment and awakening the forces of individuals, to which R.A. Hart refers to 
in his works on the participation of children and young people Hart (1992, 
p. 14). This is a situation where young people are given the opportunity to ac-
tively experience the world and shape their identity as a community member 
(Naumiuk 2007). Participating in decision-making processes at the local level 
allows to build identification with the group (I am a resident) and, which is 
important for the further activity of young people, it is a specific type of civ-
ic education. Children learn from the concrete example of what democracy is 
and how important in this system is the ability to verbalize needs, negotiate 
ways of meeting them and find solutions that take into account the interests 
of both majority and minority groups.

Indicators of the educational process include empathy, trust and hope 
(Pilch, Lalak 2009). In the course of active participation in social life, to which 
the civic budget gives an opportunity, young people have the opportunity to 
experience these dimensions of relations with other members of the com-
munities in which they live. An understanding attitude towards co-residents 
(who are broadly defined, among others, in the context of deep ecology) and 
their needs, the ability to perceive problems in their immediate environment 
and the ability of creative approach to solving them, are competences neces-
sary to be a part of the process of participation and which young people ac-
quire through participation in social life. The same applies to trust, which 
is built during social interactions and verified by establishing rules of coex-
istence. Ontological safety can be achieved thanks to hope, understood as 
a tool for forming a responsible attitude towards the world, based on the prin-
ciples of rational operation and rules of praxeology, the elements of which 
may include optimism, faith in the sense of undertaking pedagogical effort, 
work on oneself, creativity, building good relations with others” (Pilch, Lalak 
2009, p. 516). These values are implemented, among others, through partici-
pation in social action. “Social activists and social activities are a model con-
trary to the process of marginalization and exclusion – they are an element 
of inclusive action, seeking solutions to the risk of exclusion and the factors 
that cause it, through activization and engaging in social reality” (Naumiuk 
2014, p. 43). Therefore, by giving young people the opportunity to partici-
pate actively in real activity, in this case at the level of the civic budget, we 
are creating a space for social inclusion and the renewal of local communi-
ties (Putnam 2008). You can also look at this process as a prophylactic ac-
tion, in which participation is a specific vaccine to protect the youngest from 
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marginalization and exclusion. The potential profit in individual and social 
terms is difficult to overestimate.
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