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1. Introduction

In many European countries today, national policies aim
to encourage a more compact city development while
at the same time expecting the cities to become health-
ier and more social sustainable cities. Lately, the UN
and EU Urban Agenda have spurred a more active na-
tional policy-development on sustainable cities, which
also recognise the importance of citizen involvement
and local knowledge (Derr & Tarantini, 2016; UN, 1989;
UNICEF, 2014). This tendency can also be observed in
Norway. In order to develop more social sustainable
cities and neighbourhoods, national planning policy and
planning regulation have, for over 30 years, included
aims of active urban childhoods. In order to ensure this,
the Norwegian Planning and Building Act ([PBA], 2008)
includes specific legal rules regarding children and youth.

The PBA has both procedural and substantial ele-
ments. The procedural requirements imply that munici-
palities must involve children and young people in local

planning processes. Furthermore, there are also more
substantial requirements, as one of its main purposes
(§ 1-1) is that planning, according to the PBA, is to ensure
the upbringing conditions for children and youth.

The article presents how these rights are understood
and how cities and municipalities implement them in
practice. Then the article discusses how local govern-
ment can facilitate the involvement of children and youth
in a meaningful way, where their input actually con-
tributes to the plans and urban design being developed.
This last discussion will be elaborated by studying case-
municipalities using Children Track Methodology.

The data material, including both survey material
from local planning executives and in-depth interviews
with municipal actors and stakeholders, stems from a
research evaluation of the Norwegian PBA. The article
sheds light on how a country, having had an aim of en-
suring the concerns of children and youth in planning for
over 30 years, is able to do this in practice, and how new
methodology can contribute.
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2. Theoretical Considerations

The PBA has both procedural and substantial elements,
more specifically participation rights and an explicit aim
that planning ensures the concerns and needs of children
and youth (active childhoods). Firstly, the article presents
some of the theoretical arguments for these elements.

2.1. Theoretical Arguments for Participation Rights for
Children and Youth

The 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states
that a child’s view must be taken into account in all mat-
ters that affect her/him (Cele & van der Burgt, 2015). The
theoretical perspectives arguing for citizen involvement
are many (Hanssen, 2013; Vestby & Ruud, 2012). Firstly,
in a more Schumpeterian view, where participation in
elections is essential, an important argument for involv-
ing children and youth in planning is based on a compen-
satory justification. As children and adolescents under
the age of 18 do not have the right to vote, they should
be compensated for that through direct participation. In
addition, children and youth are often unable to formu-
late or raise their claims on their own (Bringeland, 2017;
Ministry of Environment, 2009). Secondly, a more par-
ticipatory democracy strand of the literature (Pateman,
1970, Fung & Wright, 2001) emphasises the democratic
principle that all interests and groups should be heard
in planning. By channelling a broader array of interest
into local policy-making, this will result in a more legit-
imate urban and local development (input legitimacy;
see Scharpf, 1999). Here, children and youth are rele-
vant groups to involve. A third perspective focuses on the
effect for individual development and empowerment,
stressing that the involvement of children and youth will
form them as empowered citizens who are engaged in
their communities (Lynch, 1977; Pateman, 1970; Wilks
& Rudner, 2013). Participation can, thus, be considered
as a lesson in democracy, as Pateman (1970) was con-
cerned with. This is expressed as an important argument
by the Planning Law committee in Norway, while prepar-
ing the Law, stating that: “The education of children and
youth in the role of citizens of society should also be
emphasized” (NOU, 2003, p. 171). This is mirrored in
the Education Act (1998), where the § 1-1 states that
children should “develop knowledge, diligence, and at-
titudes in order to enable them to live and to participate
in community work and community” and that “[the chil-
dren] shall have a…right to participation” (Stray, 2014).
The new main part of the (national) curriculum empha-
sises the development of democratic competence, stat-
ing that democracy and citizenship as an interdisciplinary
theme in school will provide pupils with knowledge of
the conditions, values, and rules of democracy and en-
able them to participate in democratic processes (NOU,
2015; see also Meld. St. 28, 2016).

Also from social-policy perspectives and place-
development perspectives, many argue for increased

participation by children and youth (Gehl, 1971, 2010;
Vestby & Ruud, 2012). The involvement of children and
youth can help to strengthen their self-esteem, which is
important from a public health perspective. Others em-
phasise that inputs from children and young people con-
tribute with unique knowledge about children’s sense
of place and their use of their everyday-surroundings.
These inputs can inform and shed light on different
concerns in the planning processes and provide more
informed policy decisions. Hovind (2014) emphasises
that it is important to bring children into the planning-
and decision-making processes, as they are often an im-
portant target group for social sustainable urban policy-
making. Jan Gehl—who is known for Life between the
Houses (1971) and Cities for People (2010) believes that
we can influence citizens to use of the city through phys-
ical planning. Thus, it is important to obtain informa-
tion from residents about how they want to use the
city and how the physical environment should look like
(Lynch, 1977). Much of the research literature empha-
sises that children are able to point out problems that
must change in a society, and their views and assess-
ments are important to channel into local planning- and
decision-making (Bringeland, 2017; Buss, 1994; Cele &
van der Burgt, 2015; Derr, 2015; Derr & Tarantini, 2016).
In addition, children and youth differ from adults and
often actively use the local community and therefore
want more knowledge about how their local environ-
ment should be facilitated. This is also emphasised in
the international urban development discussion, which
argues for greater involvement of children in urban plan-
ning and physical environment design because “built
environment solutions developed through engagement
with children, parents/carers, and the wider community
will be richer, while the process itself will directly benefit
those who participate” (Arup, 2017, p. 55). Thus, chan-
nelling the knowledge and experience they possess can
lead to better results and a more appropriate city, loca-
tion, and service development (output legitimacy; see
Scharpf, 1999).

2.2. Active Urban Childhoods: Theoretical Arguments for
Planning That Ensure the Concerns and Needs of
Children and Youth

The theoretical arguments for ensuring the needs and
concerns of children in planning are primarily based
upon the wish of developing children-friendly cities and
places. In the discussion of social sustainable cities,much
of the literature focuses on how politics, in order to
strengthen social equality, must address citizens while
they are young. Firstly, the increased focus and institu-
tionalisation of health promotion and equality in health
contribute to an increased focus on early prevention,
life quality, and physical and social active childhoods
(Henriksen, 2014; Hofstad, 2018). Physical activity has
been shown to be important for children’s immediate
social, mental, and physical health, as well as benefi-
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cial to health across the lifespan (Boreham & Riddoch,
2001; Veitch et al., 2006). Thus, a children-friendly city
can have a preventive effect on increasing social cleav-
ages. Jerome Frost, Arup’s Global Planning and Cities
leader, states:

The choices we make in the built environment can
help to ensure children are given respect, fair treat-
ment, a healthy life, and the best chances of tackling
the challenges of tomorrow. By highlighting children’s
needs, we will be helping to solve other urban chal-
lenges, leading to cities that are better for everyone.
(Arup, 2017, p. 7)

Secondly, the physical environment is also essential for
the development and independence of children and ado-
lescents (Hovind, 2014; Freeman & Tranter, 2011). Inde-
pendent mobility in a local environment is crucial for a
child’s development and physical activity, contributing
to overall health and well-being (Fagerholm & Broberg,
2011). It is therefore important that there are good and
suitable outdoor areas for children and young people
which are sufficiently safe, for children to unfold, develop
self-esteem, and develop a sense of belonging to the
place. Inclusive design and planning are found to be es-
sential to encourage children’s spatial mobility in public
spaces (Haider, 2007). Here, it is important to emphasise
that a playground is not enough to ensure children’s de-
velopment. As Arup (2017, p. 17) states:

Children’s infrastructure is the network of spaces,
streets, nature, and interventions which make up
the key features of a child-friendly city….By promot-
ing connected, multifunctional, intergenerational and
sustainable public spaces for cities, children’s infras-
tructure can generate a substantial range of benefits
for all urban citizens. A key focus area for children’s
infrastructure is the streets and the spaces in front of
people’s homes. On average, these make up at least
25% of a city’s space and have the greatest poten-
tial to encourage everyday freedoms and social inter-
action. This means looking beyond just playgrounds
and instead focusing on an intergenerational andmul-
tifunctional public realm that families and communi-
ties can enjoy together. Cities should aim to enhance
a child’s connection to nature through green and
healthy environments. They should also influence and
impact a child’s everyday journeys, including routes
to and from school or to and from community facili-
ties such as youth centres, parks, leisure, and recre-
ation areas.

Thirdly, due to the trend of compact city development
and densification around public transport hubs, there is
an increased concern regarding how densification effects
urban childhoods (Arup, 2017). Public statistics show that
one of the consequences of densification in Norway was
a 12% decrease of playgrounds and recreational areas

from 1999 to 2004 (Proposition 32, 2008). As a result, re-
search shows that children and youth were less active in
2005 than in 1997 (Hovind, 2014). This inactiveness can,
in the long run, result in diminished “health” for the indi-
vidual and an increased cost on the public health budget.

However, in order to ensure the concerns and needs
of children, spatial planning is not enough. A broader so-
cietal planning perspective is just as important, ensuring
coordinated public services (schools, social care, etc). In
order to safeguard the upbringing environment, it is also
important to have a broader focus on the employment
policy in the municipality, as parents are fundamental
factors in their living conditions. Economy, work-places
and living environment, health behaviour and the use
of health services constitute factors that affect health,
and which are unevenly distributed in the population
(Hofstad, 2018). Hence, ensuring the concern for chil-
dren is much related to social and economic planning, as
well as land use planning (Hanssen, 2018).

2.3. Theoretical Considerations: Local Knowledge That
Can Be Produced by Involving Children

One of the challenges of bringing the children’s voice into
local planning and policy processes is that they need to
be translated into a “language” that fits the planning-
format. According to Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) con-
ceptualisations, the tacit, silent, and non-articulated
knowledge of the sense of place of children has to be ar-
ticulated, expressed, and given a formal language—for
example, as text or maps. Different methods exist for
doing this, like workshops, digital “sim-city”, “children
tracks”, and the like. Many of these methods function
as translations of tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge
(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). However, every translation
process, mostly being done by adults, represents a risk
of reducing the rich knowledge to a very “thin” type of
knowledge. Thereby, the rich experiences of how local
space is perceived by the children are at risk of being lost
“in translation”.

3. How Does the Norwegian PBA Ensure the
Involvement and Concerns of Children and Youth
in Planning?

Children and young people’s ability to participate re-
ceived stronger legal protection through the ratification
of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991
and was passed into Norwegian Law in 2003 (Ministry
of Environment, 2009). Norway is thus obliged to com-
ply with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in
national law, including Article 12, which states that the
child has the right to express his or her opinion on all mat-
ters relating to it and to emphasise her/his opinions. The
article also includes children’s participation in the wider
sense, as active participants in society. The principles are
reflected in the Norwegian PBA (2008), which included
these concerns from 1985.
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In Norway, local authorities have extended local au-
tonomy and wide discretion (Baldersheim & Rose, 2014),
although within the framework of national legislation.
Local government has the main responsibility for land
use planning and for broader societal planning, and the
PBA is, therefore, a process-law, stating the rules-of-the-
gamewithout providing a strong direction for the output
of planning.

When it comes to children and youth, the PBA has
both procedural and substantial elements. The proce-
dural requirements imply that municipalities must in-
volve children and young people in local planning pro-
cesses. The Norwegian PBA (2008) states that municipal-
ities have an obligation to “ensure active participation
from groups that require special facilities, including chil-
dren and youth” (§ 5-1). Further, it is a statutory duty un-
der the PBA that “themunicipal council shall ensure that a
special arrangement is established to safeguard the inter-
ests of children and young people in the planning” (PBA,
2008, § 3-3, para. 3). Earlier, in 1985, the PBA stated that it
had to be appointed a “children’s representative”, which
was often a public planner. Since 2008, the municipalities
are freer to choose what kind of arrangement they prefer.

Furthermore, there are alsomore substantial require-
ments in the PBA, as one of its main purposes (§ 1-1) is
that planning, according to the PBA (2008), is to ensure
the upbringing conditions for children and youth.1 To
achieve good living environments and childhood condi-
tions for children, the PBA gives themunicipalities a right
to require outdoor areas and playgrounds by means of
“regulation provisions” in the detailed zoning-plans (de-
taljregulering). In § 12-7 they are entitled to include func-
tional and quality requirements for buildings, facilities,
and outdoor areas in the detailed zoning-plan, includ-
ing requirements for ensuring the health, environment,
safety, universal design, and children’s special needs for
play and outdoor spaces.

In the Impact Assessment Regulations (2017), sec-
tion 21 on “Description of Factors that Can Be Impacted
and Assessment of Significant Impact on the Environ-
ment and Society” states that the impact assessment
should identify and describe the factors that may be af-
fected and assess significant environmental and social
impacts, including the upbringing conditions of children
and adolescents. That description should include posi-
tive, negative, direct, indirect, temporary, lasting, short-
term, and long-term effects.

The PBA gives national authorities the instrument of
national “planning guidelines”, giving (vague) direction
for local planning without steering them in detail. The
national guideline for strengthening the interests of chil-
dren and youth in planninghas existed since 1995.2 This
guideline goes further than the PBA. It emphasises the
importance of assessing the consequences for children
and young people in planning and construction work un-
der the PBA (2008, 4a, 4b), preferably by highlighting the

case by direct involvement (PBA, 2008, 4d). The guide-
lines also state that these interests must be strength-
ened. This implies that the considerations will get more
impact through the development of guidelines and provi-
sions in the plans for the extent and quality of areas and
facilities of importance for children and young people, to
be ensured in planswhere children and young people are
affected (PBA, 2008, 4c). In addition, the RPR has physi-
cal design requirements to ensure the consideration of
children’s and adolescent’s upbringing conditions (PBA,
2008, 5a, 5d).

In the white paper NOU (2001, p. 196) the two
dimensions—the procedural and substantial—are pre-
sented as being intertwined, as “their participation is
crucial for, among other things, the development of the
upbringing environment”. Thus, from a holistic perspec-
tive, it is now understood that both the § 1-1 about
the purpose of the Act, § 5-1 participation, the § 3-3
about the special arrangement, and themore detailed re-
quirements for investigative requirements—and possibil-
ities to include regulation provisions—together have the
potential to ensure open and (local) knowledge-based
planning processes with the possibility of broad involve-
ment of all concerned interests. This also applies to weak
groups, and especially children and youth (Bugge, 2016).
However, even if the institutional framework around lo-
cal planning has this potential—it is not necessarily re-
alised in practice. The next section will present results
from empirical studies trying to map local practices.

4. Data and Methods

The data material stems from a large research evalua-
tion of how the Norwegian PBA function as a framework
for local, regional, and national planning. Here, 251 key
actors are interviewed, including informants from three
governmental levels, and informants from the private
sector and civil society. Not all of them have been rele-
vant for the subject of “children and youth”, but the inter-
viewmaterial gives us a broad and rich knowledge about
local practices and perceptions. Many of the in-depth
interviews about the situation of children and youth in
planning have been conducted in the work of two mas-
ter theses (Bringeland, 2017; Martinsen, 2018). The eval-
uation has also conducted a Questback-survey with the
planning executives in all municipalities in Norway. Here,
202 of the 428 planning executives answered the survey,
giving us a response rate of 47.We also use DogAs survey
(Hegna 2017) to municipalities. The data is used to map
how municipalities work with regards to ensuring the in-
volvement of children and youth in urban and local spa-
tial planning. In addition, the qualitative interview data
are used to illustrate the challenges regarding the system-
atic inclusion of children and also to identify the success-
factors required to achieve a comprehensive, systematic,
and meaningful way of including children and youth.

1 “Ivareta barn og unges oppvekstvilkår” in the original.
2 The Norwegian title is: “Rikspolitiske retningslinjer for barn og planlegging”.
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5. Mapping: Are Children and Youth Involved (and
Their Concerns Ensured) in Urban Planning?

As the previous section described, it is a statutory duty
under the Norwegian PBA (2008, § 3-3, para. 3) that
“themunicipal council shall ensure that a special arrange-
ment is established to safeguard the interests of chil-
dren and young people in the planning”. Earlier, the PBA
stated that the municipalities had to have a “children’s
representative”, which was often a public planner. Thus,
even if the PBA states that themunicipalitiesmust have a
special arrangement, they are now freer to choose what
kind of arrangement they prefer. But do all municipali-
ties have such an arrangement? We asked the planning
executives in the municipalities, and the results are pre-
sented below.

Figure 1 reveals a huge difference between smaller
and larger municipalities when it comes to whether the
legal requirement for a special arrangement ensuring
the concerns of children and youth is introduced. It is

introduced to a much lesser extent in small municipal-
ities than in large municipalities. This pattern becomes
even more visible when the municipalities are split into
smaller categories according to size, as illustrated in the
figure below.

Figure 2 shows a systematic increase in the percent-
age of municipalities that have a special arrangement
for ensuring the interest of children and youth in plan-
ning, due to municipal size. As much as 91% of munici-
palities withmore than 20,000 inhabitants have a perma-
nent arrangement, while the percentage of municipali-
ties with less than 2,000 inhabitants is 28. In the quali-
tative interviews, this is explained by the lack of compe-
tence and capacity.

The argument that the people are closer to the coun-
cillors in small municipalities is to some extent valid for
children and young people. Real participation by their
side requires more systematic arrangement and facilita-
tion. The variation by size is in accordance with what
is found in previous studies of children and young peo-

Does your municipality have special arrangements that systema�cally
ensures the concerns of children and youth in planning?

Figure 1. Special arrangements in the municipalities. Notes: Percentage; N = 202, planning executives in municipalities;
data from 2018.

Does your municipality have special arrangements that systema�cally
ensures the concerns of children and youth in planning?

0–2000 2001–5000 5001–10 000 10 001–20 000 20 001–over

Figure 2. The percentages of municipalities that report that they have a permanent special arrangement—variation be-
tween different categories of size. Notes: Percentage; N = 202 planning executives in municipalities; data from 2018.
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ple’s participation (Klausen et al., 2013; Knudtzon &
Tjerbo, 2009).

So, the municipalities that have established special
arrangements, what types of arrangements are chosen,
now that they are freer to choose? The figure below
showswhat the planning executives of themunicipalities
reported in the survey.

Figure 3 shows several interesting trends. Even
though the requirement for “children’s representative in
planning” was removed in 2008, about 60% still have
the function of the children’s representative in planning
matters. This can be considered a relatively large pro-
portion. Children’s representatives are most often mu-
nicipal civil servants—often a planner or a public health
coordinator, or from the school department, etc., and
come up with ideas. Thus, it is a form of “advocacy” plan-
ning. Furthermore, around a quarter of the municipali-
ties involve the children’s and youth councils. However,
the proportion is not significantly higher than we find in
an evaluation from 2006 (Hanssen, 2006), where around
20% indicate that they involved children and youth coun-
cils in municipal planning processes. These councils are
composed of representatives elected through the pupils-
councils at the schools and can be said to be more in
line with the Planning Law committee’s emphasis that
“children and young people’s participation must primar-
ily come through children and young people’s own in-
volvement” (NOU, 2003, p. 251). This is also in line with
the UN Convention of the Right of the Child, stressing
that the view of the child must be taken into account
(Cele & van der Burgt, 2015; UN, 1989). Other Norwegian
studies (Knudtzon& Tjerbo, 2009) find that they function
as important arenas for bringing the children’s voices to
the municipal council, connecting them to the ordinary
decision-making processes. The councils are also an im-
portant “school in democracy”, training children to be ac-
tive citizens. Alparone andRissotto (2001) find that youth
councils represent the most widespread method in Ital-

ianmunicipalities, in addition to participation in planning
urban spaces. But also here, even if this method is char-
acterised by direct participation, Alparone and Rissotto
(2001) find that the adult administrator has a key role
as the main promoter (and mediator) of children’s par-
ticipation experiences. They might also be gate-keepers.
A UK-study shows that children that were involved in
children-consultation initiatives in several UK cities were
critical to the administrators for not taking their propos-
als into consideration (Woolley, Dunn, Spencer, Short, &
Rowley, 1999).What is more surprising is that only 5% re-
port that they involve the schools systematically in over-
all planning processes. The extent to which municipali-
ties have used children’s tracks is also surprisingly low at
only 4%. This is consistent with previous studies, where
5% of municipalities report that they use children’s track
in planning in Hegna’s (2017) study. A similar mapping in
Sweden (Cele & van der Burgt, 2015, p. 18) shows that
here, the involvement of children is most often carried
out by consultations via surveys, reference groups, and
youth councils. These are more direct-participationmod-
els than the Norwegian “children’s representative”. Simi-
lar to the findings in Norway, only some of themunicipal-
ities in Sweden make use of “child-led walks” and maps
(Cele & van der Burgt, 2015, p. 18).

The widespread use of advocacy planning in Norway
(children’s representative) compared to direct participa-
tion models, is a worrisome finding. Studies call for up-
dated skills for planners in interacting with children and
understanding and translating their sense of space and
place. Cele and van der Burgt (2015, p. 18) show that
places are often objectified places and the manner in
which children experience the same environments, both
physically and emotionally, often directly contradicts the
conceptions of planners.

Thus, thismapping shows that even if the legal frame-
work requires the systematic involvement of children
and youth, there is a large variation between the mu-

The type of arrangements to be found
in the municipali�es

Checklist—in the nego�a�on with developers

Children and youth council

Childrens representa�ve in planning

Systema�c involvement of schools

Children’s track

Figure 3. The type of arrangements that are found in the municipalities. Notes: Percentage (many alternatives allowed);
N = 159; data from 2018.
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nicipalities regarding how these requirements are met
in practice. Thus, there is great potential for more inno-
vative ways of including children and youth in municipal
planning practices. In the last section, we will show how
a certain involving method, the children’s track, is used.
Then we discuss the strengths and pitfalls of the method.

6. Children Track Methodology

6.1. Presentation of the Children Track Method

Over the last decade, there has been a great deal of inno-
vation in citizen involvement, spurred by digital develop-
ment and GIS-technology. However, the Children Track
Methodology is an old method from the 1970s that has
experienced a revival due to digital development. Orig-
inally, the method (“Barnetråkk”) was developed by a
Norwegian planner in the 1970s (Gill, 2018), and after
Norway’s adoption of the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child in the late 1980s, the method was more fre-
quently used. The method is easy; by using maps, chil-
dren are to draw their axes and important places in their
everyday-life, and also evaluate them. The axes show the
route they take from home to school, or to the play-
ground. And the symbols are different categories of use
(play, football, hang around, etc.) and evaluation (a scary
place, too much traffic, a nice place to play, etc.). The in-
tention is to grasp the children’s use and assessment of
their neighbourhood.

In 2006, Children Track Methodology took the step
from being a map-based method using paper maps, to
becoming an online platform. The platform was given

new impetus in 2016 after being updated and promoted
by the Norwegian Centre for Design and Architecture
(Gill, 2018), and made available for municipalities and
schools to use free of charge. Thus, the method became
much easier to use for the municipalities.

In the digital version, the map-registrations from
each child are aggregated and visualised in maps with
many registrations, as illustrated in Figure 4.

Themap shows an aggregated summary of the “dots”
the children have registered in the digital program, illus-
trating the places where they spend their leisure time
in the neighbourhood. In the text, the planner has con-
densed many of the inputs related to specific places. For
example, regarding the square in front of the city hall (up-
per, right), the text reads: “The Square in front of the City
Hall is a place with a lot of activities, and the children
like that. Many say that they hang around there, in the
skate park, and meet friends. Several express that they
need a bigger skate park”. The comments to the red dots
in the circles express that the children experience these
two places as having heavy traffic, and do not feel safe
here. Some of them have expressed that they want light
regulation to be able to cross the streets safely.

Themap from the children track registrations inGiske
municipality shows the aggregated patterns from the
children’s own registrations. It shows, as red roads, the
streets and pathwaysmost of the children use. The violet-
coloured areas are considered by the children to be
“problem areas”. The green colour represents the green
areaswhere the childrenwalk and play. The striped areas
are places where the children have reported that they es-
pecially like spending time.

Figure 4. Illustration from the municipalities of Ski. Source: Ski Municipality, 2016.
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Figure 5. Illustration from the municipality of Giske (Giske Municipality, 2018).

Thus, the maps contain valuable information regard-
ing the children’s use of space, and also how they value
the space (different qualities). How widespread is this
practice? According to the mapping (see the section
above), only 4% of the municipalities in our survey re-
ported that they have systematically used this method.
This corresponds to a similar survey from the year be-
fore (Hegna, 2017), finding that 5% had reported the
same. Far more municipalities have conducted a chil-
dren’s track less systematically. However, by conduct-
ing an OLS-regression analysis on DogAs survey (Hegna,
2017) we find the same variation due to the municipal
size that we had previously found.

The regression analysis in Table 1 shows that munic-
ipality size has a significant effect, i.e., that it is primar-
ily larger municipalities that use the method. In addition,
the self-assessment of competence has a positive effect,
i.e., they consider that their own municipality has the
competence to carry out collaborative processes within
municipal planning. In addition, there is a positive im-
pact if they usually involve residents in detailed zoning
plans. A culture involving residents is reflected in, and
reinforced by, competence to conduct participatory pro-
cesses and actual policies to include residents. However,
even if the effects are significant, the model does not ex-
plain more than 13% of the variation.

Since the smaller municipalities, to a lesser degree
than the larger ones, involve children and youth in plan-
ning, it is a method which might be relevant to apply.
Therefore, it is important to highlight the strengths and
weaknesses of this innovative method for involving chil-
dren and youth.

6.2. Discussing the Strengths and Weaknesses of the
Children Track Methodology

How then, can the Children Track methodology be as-
sessed? Lately, many case-studies of different plan-
ning processes using Children’s Track have been con-
ducted, which we will use, along with our data material,
to discuss the contribution of this innovative method.
We also want to elaborate on some of the pitfalls of
this method.

Experiences from DogA’s pilot-project in Bodø, Giske,
and Ski are used as cases in our study. Bodø and Ski are
medium-sized cities (51 000 and 29 000 inhabitants, re-
spectively) while Giske is a small municipality of 8000 in-
habitants. The case-municipalities show that themethod
can be applied in a broad range of planning processes; in
overall plans and more detailed plans, in general plans
and more thematic plans. Often it is used to gain citizen
knowledge that feeds into the general knowledge base
of the municipality.

Many of the studies show that the methodology
leads to greater confidence in the planning processes
and procedures. The leaders of the Bodø, Giske and Ski
pilots (from the March 2016 final seminar) pointed out
that Children Track led to better and more democratic
planning processes, and that the pilot attempts were a
lesson in democracy, both for municipal employees and
for schools and the pupils themselves. In two municipal-
ities, it also had a domino effect and stimulated other
interventions. The municipalities experienced that more
voices were heard in the planning process, which they
considered to be an important norm for planning, and
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Table 1. OLS regression analyses of the use of the children track method. Source: Barnetråkk (children’s track).

Coefficients
Unstandardised Coefficients Standardised Coefficients

Model B Std. Error Beta t Sig.

1 (Constant) −1,371 1,433 −,957 ,340

Municipal size—grouped ,505 ,160 ,234 3,150 ,002

9: To what extent do you ,098 ,103 ,073 ,953 ,342
(your municipality) need
supervision when conducting
participatory processes?

10: How confident are you/your ,077 ,142 ,049 ,543 ,588
municipality in conducting
participatory processes?

4: To what extent does your ,788 ,369 ,183 2,135 ,034
municipality have the
competence to conduct
participatory processes?

6: How often does your ,232 ,144 ,147 1,609 ,109
municipality involve citizens
in overall municipal plans?

7: How often does your −,192 ,110 -,148 −1,744 ,083
municipality involve citizens
in detailed regulation plans?

Adjusted R Square ,130

Note: Coefficients dependent variable: 11.15.

the children themselves felt like they were able to influ-
ence their surroundings, affecting decision makers.

The method clearly represents an important tool for
channelling the local knowledge of children and youth in
many of the cases that are studied, a group they are expe-
riencing is difficult to obtain otherwise (Aune, Olimstad,
Refseth, & Zamudio, 2015; Hegna, 2017; Martinsen,
2018). Bodø, Giske, and Ski pilots report that they gained
increased knowledge of the children’s use of their neigh-
bourhoods, which helped to illuminate potential conse-
quences of the plans. Visualisation also provided a basis
for new thinking about the use of the area.

Our data also shows that the method is function-
ing as a translation of tacit knowledge to explicit knowl-
edge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). The actors in the mu-
nicipalities show that the translation from silent knowl-
edge to explicitly mapped knowledge actually makes the
concerns the children bring forward become clear and
gain weight. The method thus captures a unique, tacit
knowledge from the child’s own experiences turning it
into “explicit” knowledge after Nonaka and Takeuchi’s
(1995) vocabulary. An informant from one of the case-
municipalities stated: “If we had Children’s Track earlier,
we had gained greater weight in dialogue with builders
on the conservation of 100-meter cog, in the detailed
regulation of this specific project” (Municipal employee,
personal communication).

The children’s use and perception of their everyday
spatial surroundings is translated into the language of
the planners, i.e., maps. Visualisation through symbol us-
age on maps is important as a political language, and
when they are aggregated, they reveal physical patterns
(as shown in Figures 4 and 5). In this manner, they get ac-
quaintedwith children’s use of the local community early
in the planning process,which provides better conditions
for ensuring good living environments and safe surround-
ings. Themunicipalities also report that policy areas such
as public health and culture, which traditionally do not
have routines for using maps in their work, also bene-
fit from the Children Track Methodology (Hovden, 2016).
Thus, when the tacit knowledge is translated into ex-
plicit knowledge (registrations on maps), they are trans-
lated into the language of planners. Thereby, planners
that were interviewed considered the information to be
easy to include directly into the planning documents.
As is stated in the final report from one of the case-
municipalities: “The advantage is that the results are
available as maps in the municipality’s map service” (Ski
Municipality, 2016). Cele and van der Burgt (2015) argue
that models based on GIS (geographical information sys-
tems) and maps are a way for children to be able to ex-
press their views on their local environment. However,
it requires that the models not only be child-friendly
and school-friendly, but also planner-friendly. If it is not
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electronic, not believed to provide relevant information
in a smart format, or not easy to combine with other
planning documents, it is often not considered (Cele &
van der Burgt, 2015). If the planner does not know how
to interpret the information, it is a risk that an adult-
representation will take over.

Some studies also show how citizen knowledge has
had an impact on local policy and planning outputs. The
information contributes to the fact that the actual design
of children’s local environment (development projects,
street environments, green structures, parks) can be
more adapted to children’s needs (and children of all
ages) and to achieve a more appropriate area develop-
ment for a broader range of goals. In one of the cases
(Martinsen, 2018), as a consequence of better knowl-
edge about the children’s use of the area, an area was
regulated to play-ground and green-structure instead
of parking.

Experience also shows that childhood registrations
are often a gateway to interdisciplinary and (whole-
minded) work around children within the municipal or-
ganisation. Thus, it contributes to enforce a comprehen-
sive child focus in municipal planning and administra-
tion at schools, day care centres, child welfare, PP office,
health services, social service office, sports, and more.
An informant from a case-municipality stated that the
method had contributed to creating better cooperation
between the municipal school department and the plan-
ning department.

All three case-municipalities emphasise that anchor-
ing the municipal administration is crucial in achieving
a greater understanding of children’s perception of the
local community through Children’s Track. In the inter-
views, it appears that the biggest challenge is to coop-
erate with the schools, as the Children’s Track registra-
tions are often conducted in the classroomwith the help
of their teacher and a planner. Having support from
the chief executive in the municipality is important in
order to convince the principals of the schools that it
is worth taking some hours to carry out the registra-
tions. In addition, political anchoring is important, es-
pecially if the method is to be institutionalised as a co-
operation between the school department and the plan-
ning department in the municipality. It also provides a
process-procedure; a spatial plan has deadlines, project
group, procedures for informing politicians, etc. Imple-
mentation of Children’s Track requires that the school
collaborate in conducting the registrations. This means
that principals, teachers, and the municipality’s manage-
ment must benefit from it. In order to work out this
acceptance, great involvement is required; especially if
the Children Track registrations should be a regular rou-
tine since knowledge is a form of “fresh food”. Also in
Bringeland (2017, p. 73) and Martinsen (2018), it is em-
phasised that the registrations must be updated to be
used so that different actors can rely on the information.

The final report from Ski Municipality (2016) states
that the method has strengthened the strategic attach-

ment of children and young people’s participation in
the municipality:

Ski politicians have now in their cooperation platform
for the period 2015–2019 stated that children and
young people should have increased political influ-
ence. They want children and young people to have
a clear voice in the development of society, and chil-
dren and young people should be involved in matters
that concern them in particular. The use of Children’s
Track in planning cases must be continued. It is likely
that the results (urban development) will be better.
Participation may initially take time in a planning pro-
cess. The completion of a planning processmay be im-
proved if the content of the plan has better support
for the population.

Hanssen and Aarsæther (2018a, 2018b) show that digi-
tal maps andmunicipal plan archives have been strength-
ened as plan tools (Rutledal, 2017). This requires an iden-
tification of what type of information is possible to il-
lustrate on maps and the limitations of the graphic lan-
guage of maps. Planners must, therefore, be aware of
the weaknesses of the methods. One of the most im-
portant weaknesses is that themethodology reduces the
“dense” silent knowledge of the children’s experience of
the place into narrow map-expressed “explicit” informa-
tion. As a planner states: “The disadvantage of Children’s
Track method is that it does not involve direct dialogue
with the children and that some information is missing”
(Ski Municipality, 2016). Thus, the Children Track regis-
trations should always include a planner that is present
in the classrooms during the registrations. By doing this,
the planner will be able to obtain more of the “rich” his-
tories that are told by the children while they are do-
ing the registrations. They are able to obtain the “silent”
knowledge that appears in children’s conversations. Re-
lated research literature reminds us that there are ex-
periences about being a child and relating to the envi-
ronment that can and should only be told by a child
(Knowles-Yánez, 2005).

The idea is that the information from the registra-
tions should be aggregated (to ensure anonymity) and
shown on a map which is open for the public and other
stakeholders. Informants in our study outside these mu-
nicipalities are worried about how private developers
can use the knowledge produced by “children’s track”
against the interests of children. One of the examples
was from another municipality that had used the meth-
ods. There, private developers studied the maps and
used them to argue why they should be allowed to
build in a green area that was not so frequently used
by children.

Other studies also show that the method, to a small
extent, allows children’s own creativity to play out, for
example, in the preparation of proposals for projects
(Aune et al., 2015). The method is largely shaped in the
perspective of adults. However, the advantage of the
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methodology is that it captures some aspects of chil-
dren’s experience, converting it into a more graphically
manufacturing-friendly knowledge type that is relatively
easy to integrate into project documents. The map for-
mat is, however, not a form of dissemination that hits
everyone—especially not the wide range of citizens.

Hence, the discussion has shown that the innova-
tive method of Children’s TrackMethodology has several
strengths, and a huge potential to increase the level of
children’s participation in planning. This is especially im-
portant in small municipalities, which to a lesser degree
than larger ones, involve children systematically. How-
ever, the strengths of the method, that it reduces thick,
tacit knowledge into thin, explicit knowledge expressed
by maps, is also its weakness. Much information and lo-
cal knowledge are lost on theway thatmight be obtained
by more time-consuming methods like charrettes and di-
alogue meetings.

7. Concluding Discussion

As Simpson (1997) emphasises, once it is accepted that
urban planning has an important effect on the lives of
citizens—including children, it follows that the process
by which decisions are taken about such matters be-
comes crucial. This iswhere law and urban planningmost
obviously intersect. In Norway, where national planning
regulation for many years has aimed at stimulating a
development that ensures active urban childhoods. In
order to ensure this, the PBA ensure particular partic-
ipation rights for children and youth in the planning
process. However, in practice, most land use planning
practices today exclude children, in Norway as in other
countries (Knowles-Yánez, 2005), thereby losing impor-
tant local knowledge, as well as the opportunity to edu-
cate children about land use decision-making processes
and democratic procedures. According to Goodyear and
Checkoway (2003), participation in planning processes
allows young people the opportunity to assert their po-
litical rights as they bring their youth and locale-based
knowledge to bear on decision-making processes.

In Norway, even if a large proportion of the Norwe-
gian municipalities report that they have “children’s rep-
resentatives” (an adult), much fewer report about direct
representation in decision-making processes. The article
has shown that even in a country where children’s right
in planning has been institutionalised in over 30 years,
there is still great variation between municipalities in
how they ensure them in practice. Larger municipalities
are better than smaller ones at involving children in a
systematic way. The institutional settings have triggered
some social innovation locally, and we have studied one
of them: the children’s track method. The method has
several strengths, and a huge potential to increase the
level of children’s participation in planning. In addition,
it maps the children’s activities and experiences of ur-
ban space. In Fagerholm and Brobergs’ (2011) study on
Finnish children, they used similar map-based tools (GPS

tracking), but also mobility diaries, interviews, and ques-
tionnaires, observed a high level of independent mobil-
ity, suggesting positive developments in children’s well-
being. The generally high level of independence is re-
lated to the high perception of safety, both from the chil-
dren’s and the parent’s perspective, in the residential ar-
eas. In the UK, Mackett et al. (2007) shows by similar
studies that, when not in adult company, children tend to
be physically more active and to walk more complicated
routes. Thus, this suggests that urban space must be de-
signed to allow the independent mobility of children and
increase public health. Another study (Hume, Salmon, &
Ball, 2005) asked 147 ten-year-old children to drawmaps
of their local neighbourhood. Here, the importance of so-
cial interaction was highlighted, as they highlighted the
locations in the neighbourhood thatwere commonmeet-
ing places for them and their friends. Thus, a participa-
tory approach to the planning and design of the public
realm is central to the creation of an inclusive environ-
ment (Haider, 2007).

However, the challenge of thesemap-basedmethods
is that it reduces thick, tacit knowledge into thin, explicit
knowledge expressed bymaps.Much information and lo-
cal knowledge are lost on the way, which might other-
wise be obtained by more time-consuming methods like
charrettes and dialogue meetings.

Other studies find that including children in planning
processes (Alparone & Rissotto, 2001) has positive ef-
fects on the child’s personal and social development and
factors that are seen to be relevant to success are dis-
cussed. In order to achieve this, it requires that the child
is recognised as competent and as a social actor with
agency to participate in their social and cultural context
(Cele & van der Burgt, 2015). However, Cele and van der
Burgt (2015) argue that it is important to ask when par-
ticipation is beneficial andmeaningful for those involved.
The study of Fagerholm and Broberg (2011) finds that
the independent mobility pattern is tied to the home
and school areas. The paradox, however, is that newer
residential areas commonly tend to have a lack of com-
munity infrastructure, which is needed to provide op-
portunities for children, or families with young children,
to interact with other families (Strange, Fisher, Howat,
& Wood, 2015). Opportunities for outdoor play and in-
dependent mobility are found to be quite limited for
many children (Boreham&Riddoch, 2001; Veitch, Bagley,
Ball, & Salmon, 2006). Our study also reveals a lack
of consciousness in ensuring the concerns for children
and youth in planning in smaller municipalities. Thus, ur-
ban planning needs to provide infrastructure and pub-
lic space that encourage young children to connect and
build social capital within their local communities.
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