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Abstract: In this stud)' \·ve discuss various aspects of the participation of
)'oung children as infornlants in research relating to their o~vn adjustlllent
and behavior. l¥e ask \l'hether it is Illeaningful to include J'ollng children
as participants in this kind of research.. and ifQInethodologJ' using visual
ilnages is a suitable research Inethod that InaJ' give reliable and valid
resliits. An e:\lllnple is given through a studJ' of20 children aged five. The
conclusion is that this /1H1)' be a sllitable approach, and that there are
indications that the results are both reliable and valid. Ho\vever, l110re
research is needed to explore the usefliiness of Q Inethodolo9J' \vith visual
inlages in studies ofvel}!YOllng children.

The ainl of this article is to discuss various aspects of the participation of
young children as inforillants in research relating to their own
adjustnlent and behavior. As an exanlple we present the results of a Q.
study of 20 children aged five. The nlain research ainl is to explore what
Norwegian five-year-olds are able to relate about their subjective
experience of adjllstnlent and behavior in everyday life. Flirthernlore,
we ask whether it is nleaningful to allow young children to participate in
this kind of research, and if Q nlethodology using visual images is
suitable in this context. Finally, we add sonle conlnlents and reflections
on reliability and validity issues in such a study.

Children's Early Development
Modern developlnental psychology focuses to a large extent on early
elnotional and behavioral developnlent in children. The probable reason
for this is that today we are very well a\vare that developlllent and
interaction in a child's earliest years nlay be a forerunner or predictor of
the child's later developillent (Stanls, Juffer, & vall IJzendoorn, 2002). A
review of the contents pages of prestigious journals such as Child
De\leJoplHent or Del'eJopl11entaJ P!.»'c!JoJog)', for instance} reveals that a
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considerable anlount of research activity is linked to the youngest
children (0-6 years). Anlong the well-researched topics are the
significance of early active and synlpathetic interaction between parents
and snlall children (Trevarthen & Aitken, 2001), the developnlent of
aggression in sillall children (Treillblay, 2004; Trelnblay et al., 2004),
early teillperanlent and attachlnent (Starns et al., 2002), and language
(Bonica, Arnold, Fisher, Zeljo, & Yershova, 2003; Mashburn, Justice,
Downer, & Pianta, 2009). Another reason for the considerable research
focus targeted toward young children Illay be our knowledge that
eillotional and behavioral problenls are fairly widespread aillong young
children. There is relatively broad agreeillent in the research literature
that approxinlately 10 to 20°A:> of children between the ages of four to ten
experience syillptonls of 111ental disorders at a level that affects their
daily activities and that 4 to 7% have lllental afflictions indicating that
they need professional help (Ncerde & Neunler, 2003). Mental afflictions
and difficulties, for exanlple, hyper-activity and attention problenls, can
also be observed even aillong children who are younger than four
(Mathiesen & Sanson, 2000).

Methodological Challenges
In studies of ell1otion and behavior aillong young children, it is often the
parents or staff in daycare centers or schools who supply the data, for
exanlple by cOlllpleting questionnaires (e.g., Bonica et al., 2003; Cote,
Borge, Geoffroy, Rutter, & Treillblay, 2008; Stene-Larsen, Borge, &
Vollrath, 2009). Questionnaires that are often used are the Child
Behavior Checklist (N0vik, 1999), the Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire (Heyerdahl, 2003; Obel et al., 2004) or the Ages and Stages
Questionnaire (Richter & Janson, 2007). Sonle studies also include tests
and aSSeSSlllent tasks in which the children theillseives participate, for
exanlple, in the case of language developnlent (Bonica et al., 2003).
Nevertheless, it is relatively unconlnlon for children thell1selves to
contribute data on their own psychosocial adjustnlent and behavior.
However, there are sonle exceptions such as The Berkele)! Puppet
Interview (BPI) (Arseneault, Kinl-Cohen, Taylor, Caspi, & Moffitt, 2005;
Measelle, Ablow, Cowan, & Cowan, 1998). The BPI scale 111eaSUres a
child's self-perceptions of his/her acadenlic conlpetence, achievenlent
nlotivation, social cOlllpetence, peer acceptance, depression/anxiety,
and aggression/hostility. However, BPI has been constructed fronl the
outlook of the researcher and is less concerned with the child's
depictions of his/her own subjective topics. COlllpared to what we could
see in a Q study, the categories (scales) in the BPI are defined a priori,
and are not altered in any way to adjust to the subjective thelnes
brought out by the children.
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Ethical and Epistemological Reasons for Including Children's
Perspectives in Research
Traditional developnlental psychology has been criticized for being
nlore concerned about valid, reliable scales and variables and acadenlic
status than about the children thenlselves (Greene, 2006). Moreover,
developnlental psychology has been criticized for not fully taking into
account the fact that children are active social agents who construct
their ovvn subjective existences (Enlond, 2006; Greene, 2006). The right
of children to express theillseives and be heard is stressed several tinles
in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989).
However, in studies of children's adjustillent and developillent, the
researcher is often considered the "expert on children," and children's
ideas of research questions and theilles are never considered
(Woodhead & Faulkner, 2008). An inlportant principle in Q 111ethodology
is that the individual is the expert on his/her own subjectivity (Brown,
1980), and we therefore set out to explore whether this type of research
methodology is suited in a study of five-year-old children's adjustnlent
and behavior.

QMethodology
In the study reported here we atteillpt to nleet sonle of the challenges
associated with studies of very young children by using Qnlethodology.
Five-year-olds in Norway do not attend school, although nl0st of thenl go
to daycare centers. The fornlal reading training starts in school at age
six. This nleans that the traditional questionnaire would be inlpossible
for nl0st children to understand. Long qualitative interviews can also be
demanding fronl a cognitive point of view, partly because they are
dependent on the interview subject possessing good language abilities.
Our study also treats sensitive and enlotional topics which nlay pose
elTIotional challenges for sonle children. As ITIentioned above, a
relatively large proportion of children in this age-group have sYlnptonls
of nlental problenls or afflictions that either affect their daily activities
or are so conlprehensive that they need professional help (Ncerde &
Neumer, 2003). In order to treat children in a considerate nlanner and
take into account their cognitive developlnent, we have chosen to
employ Q 1l1ethodology using visual inlages. Q nlethodology has also
been previollsly used in studies of children, both with verbal (Sickler et
al., 2006) and visual" Q itelTIS or cards (Stephenson, 1980; Taylor,
Delprato, & Knapp, 1994). At least two earlier studies have concluded
that children as young as three to four years of age are able to
participate in Q studies with visual Q itenlS (Stephenson, 1980; Taylor,
Delprato, & Knapp, 1994) and Q sorting has been highlighted as a
considerate and user-focused way of collecting sensitive data (Ellingsen,
St0rksen, & Stephens, 2010).
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Aims and Research Questions
The ainl of this study is to discover what NOlwegian five-year-olds are
able to express about their eillotional adjustillent and behavior in
everyday life. Results fronl a sub-saillple of a larger study will be
presented as an exaillple. Furtherl1l0re, we ask whether it is 11leaningful
to allow snlall children to participate in this kind of research, and if Q
nlethodology using visual inlages is suitable in this context. Finally, we
add sonle conlnlents and reflections on reliability and validity issues in
such a study.

Method
The data presented in this article are derived fronl a nlore
conlprehensive study in which the focus was on nlental health,
experiences and behavior aillong children who have undergone a
divorce (or fanlily breakdown in general). In the nlain study, data were
collected frolll 37 children, 17 children who had experienced divorce
and 20 children who had not. In this article, on!.)' the results derived
fronl the 20 children who had not experienced divorce are given.

Q nlethodology was developed in order to study and reveal various
aspects of hunlan subjectivity (Stephenson, 1953). As readers of this
journal know, the results of a Q-factor analysis reveal individuals who
share a subjective viewpoint, for exanlple, in that·they express sinlilar
feelings, interpretations, preferences or attitudes. In this study, the
results reveal groups of children who express silnilar experiences and
feelings about their own enlotional adjustillent and behavior in everyday
life.

The Stages of a Q Study

We often talk about the specific stages involved in a Q study. These
stages have been described by Steven Brown and a nunlber of others in a
fairly sinlilar nlanner (Brown, 1980; Previte, Pini, & Haslalll-McKenzie,
2007; Stenner, Watts, & Worrell, 2008; van Exel & de Graaf, 200S). Here
we rely on the description given by van Exel and de Graaf of the five
stages including: (1) definition of concourse, (2) developnlent of a Q
sanlple, (3) definition of P set, (4) Q sorting, and (5) analysis and
interpretation. This last stage involves not only interpretation, but also
understanding of the results that have eillerged (Stephenson, 1983, p.
81). In the following, we will explain the procedure adopted in
conducting this study of five-year-olds on the basis of these five stages.
Stage (1) and (2) will be conlbined in the presentation.

Defining Concourse and Developing the Q Sample
Concourse refers to the flow of C0l11nlunication on a given topic and can
be gathered through interviews, the Inedia, specialist literature, or
everyday conversations, anlong other sources. Conducting an interview
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on mental health with a five-year-old child poses a nun1ber of practical
and ethical problen1s. We were also interested in children's experiences
of faluily breakdown (noting, however, that we report here on the subset
of children who were not identified as c0l11ing fronl falnilies that had
experienced divorce), which can be a difficult and sensitive topic for
some children. Therefore, we did not conduct interviews with the
children in this study, but instead the concourse was defined on the
basis of both studies of older children who had experienced a fanlily
breakdown (e.g. An1ato, 2001; Anlato & Keith, 1991), and of studies of
small children in which the parents or staff in daycare centers or schools
were the infornlants (see Leon, 2003). Son1e statelllents were also
derived fron1 theoretical works on the child's adjustnlent after a fan1ily
breakdown (Amato, 2000) and attachillent theory (see Bretherton,
1992).

Two key dilllensions of children's reactions to divorce were
identified in research and the literature. These can also be found in
research and literature on children in general. We know that children's
adjustnlent problen1s can be both relational (inter-individual), such as
attachnlent problen1s (Bretherton, 1992), and individual (intra­
individual), such as en10tional problen1s (Ncerde & Neun1er, 2003).
Furthern10re, we know that children lllay be troubled by various n1ental­
health problen1s, or they can experience good adjust/Bent with few
problen1s. A total of 31 stateillents were constructed or identified
describing feelings and experiences of young children. In order to adjust
the nUlllber of staten1ents to an appropriate aillount for five-year-olds,
we decided to Iinlit the Q saillple to 20 staten1ents. To retain as n1any as
possible of the topics covered by the concourse, we used a Fisher
balanced-block design to structure the Q sanlple (Stephenson,
1993/1994). A 2x2 cross table containing the two dinlensions
n1entioned above-(inter-individual versus intra-individual and good
adjustlnent versus adjustn1ent problellls)-provided four categories. We
chose five representative stateillents for each category, thereby
achieving a total of 20 stateillents in the Qsalllple, as shown in Table 1. A
professional designer developed visual nlaterial on the basis of the 20
staternents, so that each staten1ent was converted to a visual in1age
printed on an individual card. Thus, each card depicted the essence of
the enlotion (fron1 the statenlents) as revealed in a characteristic
behavior exhibited by a person feeling that eillotion.

The cards and the sorting n1atrix were piloted with five children aged
five. This resulted in son1e n1inor adjustn1ents to cards that contained
unnecessary detail or in which the content was unclear in other
ways. Nonetheless, sonle people 111ay still contend that this type of
illustration nlay n1ean different things to different individuals, and that
different individuals n1ay respond in varying ways on this basis. One of
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the strengths of Q Inethodology is that this kind of alnbiguity can be
exploited in such a way that new viewpoints and opinions can be
discovered. This can be done by conducting follow-up interviews with
the infornlants (van Exel & de Graaf, 2005). Hence, Q nlethodology
shares nlany sinlilarities with traditional qualitative research Illethods.
Follow-up interviews were not carried out in this study, but COIlUllents
nlade by the children during the sorting process were recorded. It must
be stressed that the children in this study were only presented with the
visual ilnages, not the verbal statelnents. As a result, the verbal
statelnents will be subsidiary in the interpretation, while the visual
configurations in the factors will be illlportant.

Table 1: Fisher Balanced-Block Design witll Statenlents for ti,e Final
QsanJple

Inter-individual Intra-individual

Weil- I feel close to Iny Inother. I have fun in daycare.
adjusted I feel close to my father. I believe IllY parents

Daycare personnel help collaborate well.
and support nle. I aln happy and satisfied.

I have nlany friends in I enjoy food.
daycare. I play and have fun.

My extended family loves
me.

AdjllstnJent There is a lot of conflict in I anl anxious or scared or
problelns Illy house. afraid.

My Ill0ther is sad and I I am noisy.
have to conlfort her. It is my fault.

My father is sad alld I have I feel angry.
to conlfort hilll. I anl sad and I cry.

I feel lonely / isolated
fronl others.

I often end up in conflict
with other children.

Also the categories of the Fisher block design are subsidiary to our
interpretation of the factors, and in this phase we are uninterested in the
properties of the Q salllple (Brown, 1980, p. 191). SOlne statelnents in
our study were hard to place under a specific category, and this lllight
also be a reason to set the categories of the Fisher block design aside in
the interpretation. One exalnple of this nlay be UI believe Iny parents
collaborate well." The aspect of ubelief' nlight qualify this statement to
be categorized under Uintra-individual," whilst the aspect of
ucollaboration" (anl0ng parents) nlight qualify it to be categorized under
Uinter-individual." However, as 111entioned, the categories in the Fisher
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block design are used only to spread the statenlents reasonably evenly,
and do not relate to the results of the study. The n1eaning of each inlage
in the factors is always seen in relation to its placeillent with all the
other cards in the sorting 11latrix.

Selection of Participants: P Set
A total of 37 children with an average age of 5.2 years participated in the
study. Of these, 17 children had experienced a breakdown of the falllily
relationship between their biological parents and 20 children still lived
together with both biological parents. Only analyses frolll the 20
children still living with both parents are reported in this article. Results
frolll the full set are reported elsewhere (St0rksen, Thorsen, Overland, &
Brown, forthco111ing).

The children were recruited from the 10 daycare centers in
southwestern Norway that collaborated in this study. Children in their
last year at the daycare center (preschool stage) were invited to
participate in the study. We contacted the boards of the daycare centers
in the recruitlnent area, gave thenl infornlation and invited thenl to
participate. The daycare centers included in the study were located in
slnall towns as well as 1110re rural areas. There are no special reasons to
believe that the daycare centers that took part are very different in any
way from other Norwegian daycare centers. The children were recruited
by the daycare-center staff. They inforn1ed the parents of all five-year­
olds in the study both verbally, and in an inforn1ation letter. Parents who
were willing to allow their child to participate signed a consent forn1 and
delivered it to the daycare center. A tillle and place at the daycare center
for data collection was then agreed on. When we had reached a sufficient
nU111ber of children in the group that had not experienced a breakdown
in the farnily relationship, we continued the recruitnlent process in the
renlaining daycare centers by inviting only children and fan1ilies who
had experienced such a breakdown.

QSorting with Children
All the children who participated in the study were asked if they were
conlfortable being with us in a separate roon1 in the daycare center
where we wanted thenl to help us find out how children in daycare
centers feel. First of all, we spent a little tin1e getting to know each other,
for exalllple, by talking together or drawing. To ensure that the children
who took part in the study were fan1iliar with basic feelings, we created
a routine whereby we asked the children to deillonstrate with their
facial expression feelings such as being happy, angry, upset, sad or
frightened. Even though there were few children in the study who
could explain at a Inore abstract level what feelings are, all the children
could recognize and Inilne these basic feelings. We then introduced the
cards to the children, asking if it was all right for thelll that we played or
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pretended that the nlain figure with the androgynous appearance was
the child in question. We also asked the children, "If we pretend that this
is you, what feelings do you think you have in this picture?" We covered
all 'of the 20 randolllly nUlnbered cards in order froln 1 to 20. Even
though sonle of the children had a tendency to get preoccupied with
randonl details on the cards (e.g., the nUll1ber of the card or the toys in
the illustration), they were generally able to express the essence of the
illustrations after they were helped to focus on the feelings expressed
rather than on the details of the illustrations.

Next, we distributed the cards at randonl on the table. The children
were then asked to sort the cards into the Qsort nlatrix with a ranking
fronl -3 to +3 in a sellli-nornlal distribution. The Q sorting was
conducted in the following tnanner: We explained the purpose of the
two "sll1i1ey-faces" in the 111atrix. The cards that were sinlilar to \vhat the
child usually felt were to be placed under the one that was nodding,
while the cards that were not sinlilar were to be placed under the one
shaking its head. The child was then asked to pick the two cards out of
the 20 that 1l10st closely reseillbled the feelings the child usually had.
These two cards were placed on the (+3) squares in the 111atrix.
Subsequently, the child was asked to pick the two cards that least
resetl1bled the feelings the child usually had. These two cards were
placed on the (-3) squares in the nlatrix. We then continued frol11 side to
side towards the centre. By asking which card was nl0st sinlilar or
dissinlilar of those left on the table, we Inaintained the scaling in the
nlatrix since the nl0st extrelne cards had already been retlloved. In the
end, we were left with four cards that the child had not particularly
responded to and that therefore did not appear to have any great
inlportance for the child. These cards were placed in the (0) colunln in
the l11atrix. This way of conducting a Qsort has been elnployed in earlier
studies with children (Stephenson, 1980; Taylor, Delprato, & Knapp,
1994). The technique enabled the five-year-old children in the study to
carry out the relatively cOlllplex cognitive task of sorting 20 cards into
seven colunlns. We set aside aillple tinle for the card sorting process
with each individual child, and the sorting lasted frol11 about half an hour
to an hour, depending on how Illuch the individual child had on his/her
nlind. We recorded the children's conlnlents while they were carrying
out the Qsort. These were utilized in the interpretation of the results.

Analysis and Interpretation
The children's statetnents and conlnlents were transcribed. We also
noted our clinical experiences in the encounter with the individual child.
The 20 sorts frot11 the children who had not experienced a fanlily
breakdown \!vere entered into the PQ"'lethod prograt11 (SChlllOlck, 2002).
Interpretation of the factors was based on abduction theory (Curt, 1994;
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Reichertz, 2004; Stephenson, 1961) with the basis for interpretation
being (1) factor scores, that is, typical scores for the statelnents on a
given factor, (2) "distinguishing" statenlents or expressions that had a
different statistical value for the factors, (3) the visual appearance or
configuration of each factor, and (4) the children's statenlents and
comnlents.

Ethical Reflections and Assessments
The study was approved by the Norwegian Social Science Data Services
(NSD) and the Regional COl1llnittees for Medical and Health Research
Ethics (REK). The data collection was conducted on an individual basis
with each child, and infornled consent was obtained fronl both parents
of the children in the study. The parents were infornled of their right to
withdraw fronl the study without having to give any reason. The
children thenlselves were given infornlation verbally when we started
the Q sort, and were asked if they were conlfortable participating. Our
idea was that the Q sorting of visual inlages would be a gentle way of
collecting data fronl children, and our general ilnpression seenlS to
confirnl this. Time was allocated after the Q sort to follow up with any
child who appeared to need this. All inforlllation given in the study was
treated as confidential. The real nalnes of the children were stored on a
code sheet that was locked away separately fronl the data. In agreenlent
with REK, we decided to contact the parents of children who expressed
an excessive nunlber of difficult feelings in order to nlake sure they were
aware of the situation. A thorough discussion of ethical reflections and
considerations for this study is reported elsewhere (Thorsen & St0rksen,
2010).

Results
Various factor solutions with "centroid factor analysis" and "judglllental
rotation" as well as "principal conlponent analysis" (PCA) and "varimax
rotation" were tried. The latter analysis with a two-factor solution
appeared to give the clearest results. The correlation between the
factors was r = 0.16. The explained variance by the two factors was 67%.
A standard pre-flagging procedure was used (p<O.OS). All the children
have a significant loading ~n one of the two factors. Eighteen children
define Factor 1, while two children define Factor 2.

Tables 2 and 3 show the z-score and ranking (factor score) for each
statenlent. In our case it was also inlportant to view the factor scores in
the fornl of sorted factor tnatrixes with visual inlages. These are shown
in Appendices 1 and 2. The reason for this is that the children were only
shown the visual inlages and not the written statenlents.

Factor 1
Description of Factor 1. At the positive end of the factor are state-
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nlents that have the (+3) value: "I anl happy and satisfied" and "I have
fun in daycare." Stateillents under (+2) are "I enjoy food," "I feel close to
Illy l11other" and "My extended faillily loves l11e." The stateillents provide
a general picture of the child who feels he/she enjoys life both at home
and in daycare. The statenlents placed under (+1) back up this view: "I
have nlany friends in daycare," "1 play and have fun" and til feel close to
my father."

Table 2: Z-scores and Ranking (factor scores) for Factor 1

Factor 1
No. Statelnellt/pictures z-score Rank

7 I anl happy and satisfied. 1.408 3
6 I have fun in daycare. 1.182 3
1 I enjoy food. 1.131 2

14 I feel close to nlY l11other. 1.085 2
4 My extended faillily loves Ine. 1.020 2

13 I have Inany friends in daycare. 1.002 1
15 I play and have fun. 0.846 1
18 I feel close to IllY fa there 0.839 1

8 I believe IllY parents collaborate well. 0.797 0
20 My I1lother is sad and I have to cOlllfort her. -0.386 0

3 My father is sad and I have to cOlllfort hiln. -0.460 0
12 Daycare personnel help and support l11e. -0.503 0

9 I feel lonely / isolated frolll others. -0.702 -1
5 I alll anxious/scared/afraid. -0.756 -1

10 I anl sad and cry. -0.793 -1
17 There is a lot of conflict at hotTIe. -0.829 -2

2 It is my fault. -0.932 -2
16 I feel angry. -1.267 -2
11 I am noisy. -1.307 -3
19 I often end up in conflict with other children. -1.374 -3

On the negative side of the l11atrix for the factor (-3) we find
stateillents such as "I often end up in conflict with other children" and "I
anl noisy." Statenlents with a (-2) value are "I feel angry," "It is my fault"
and "There is a lot of conflict at honle." Under (-1) the children have
placed "I arn sad and cry," "I anl anxious/scared/afraid" and "I feel
lonely/isolated frolll others." When the whole factor is considered as
one, a picture enlerges of children who are thriving both at hOllle and in
daycare, and there seenlS to be little conflict around thenl. Factor 1
seenlS to be characterized by feelings of happiness and harillony.

Visual configuration of Factor 1. Willianl Stephenson was very

intent on assigning enough tinle to the interpretation process or to "see



156 Ingunn Stfjrksen and Arlene Arstad Thorsen

1110re, hear 1110re, !eelillore" (Stephenson, 1983, p. 103) before drawing
any conclusions. To acquire an even nl0re conlplex picture of Factor 1,
we sorted all 20 cards back into the nlatrix in accordance with the factor
scores for this factor (see Appendix 1). The visual presentation appears
to strengthen the belief that the children on this factor Inainly had good
feelings and close and good relationships Crlnd that they did not nornlally
experience conflict-filled relationships or difficult feelings.

Children's conlnlents linked to Factor 1. We also studied the
transcripts of the conllnents nlade by the children who loaded on Factor
1. Even though nlost of the children's conllllents are short and provide
little new inforlnation, sonle individual statenlents pronl0ted a richer
picture of the factor. Many children distanced thenlselves froln cards 11
and 19, in which the nlain figure is angry and aggressive and throws toys
around-either when alone or together with other children. It is difficult
to say whether this is idealization because the children know that such
behavior is unacceptable or whether this is what they really feel. One of
the children on this factor spontaneously stressed that this is inlportant
to hinl: "I have never beconle angry. I never beconle angry!"

One girl said spontaneously at the start of the card sorting session
that she thinks nlainly of good feelings when there is talk of feelings. The
interviewer asked, "00 you know what feelings are? What kinds of
feelings can we have?" The girl answered, "Happy (or good) feelings."
The interviewer probed, "How do they feel then?" to which the child
responded, "Good and kind." Several children were occupied with good
feelings in the fanlily. When asked, "Are any of the other cards here
sinlilar?" a child replied after thinking and looking, "They're all happy in
the fanlily" (pointing to card).

Our notes fron1 the interview situations indicated that the Inajority of
children thought that things had gone well and that they were satisfied
with their own efforts:

Afterwards she agrees that n10stly she usually has good feelings,
and she feels that she has done this in the right way. She draws
for a while when she's still with nIe, and then says she wants to go
back to the others.

Factor 2
Description of Factor 2~ Children who define Factor 2 tell a

sOlnewhat different story. The statelnents that nlost closely describe
how they are feeling are nl0re nlixed. Under (+3) we find "l play and
have fun" and "1 have fun in the daycare." Under (+2) the children have
placed ttIt is nlY fault" (often understood by the children as ttl get
scolded"), ttl anI sad and cry/' and liMy extended fanlily loves nle."
Moreover, under (+1) we find "I often end lip in conflict with other
children." On the basis of the oral staten1ents, it appears as if the
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factor describes children who Inay be thriving, but who also experience
being upset, feeling guilty and ending up in conflicts. At the negative end
of the factor we can observe how the children describe things that do
not closely reselnble their situation. Under value (-3), they have placed
"1 have nlany friends in daycare" and "Daycare personnel help and
support Ine." Statelnents under (-2) are "1 aIII noisy," "1 feel
lonely/isolated froln others" and "There is a lot of conflict in Iny house."
Furthernlore, under (-1) we find ttl anl happy and satisfied," "1 am
anxious/scared/afraid" and "1 feel angry." Even though the children who
define Factor 2 do not regard theillselves as particularly noisy, angry or
lonely or experience a lot of conflict at hOlne, they are not cOlllpletely
content. Their relationships with the children in daycare are to SOBle
extent characterized by conflict, and they 111ay not receive Illuch support
or conlforting fronl the daycare staff either. The feeling that seeOlS to
characterize Factor 2 is Inixed and it seenlS like there is an undertone of
sadness.

Table 3: Z-score and Ranking (factor score) for Factor 2

Factor 2
No. Statement/pictures z-score Rank

15 I play and have fun. 1.652 3

6 I have fun in daycare. 1.480 3

2 It is my fault. 1.425 2

10 I anl sad and cry. 1.253 2

4 My extended faillily loves Ine. 0.798 2
19 I often end up in conflict with other children. 0.282 1
14 I feel close to nlY nlother. 0.172 1

3 My father is sad and I have to cOlllfort him. 0.172 1
20 My nlother is sad and I have to conlfort her. 0.172 0

1 I enjoy food. 0.000 a
18 I feel close to nlY father. 0.000 0

8 I believe IllY parents collaborate well. 0.000 0

16 I feel angry. -0.172 -1

5 I anl anxious/scared/afraid. -0.344 -1
7 I anl happy and satisfied. -0.454 -1

17 There is a lot of conflict in Iny house. -0.571 -2

9 I feel lonely / isolated frolll others. -1.081 -2

11 I am noisy. -1.253 -2

12 Daycare personnel help and support Ine. -1.652 -3

13 I have nlany friends in daycare. -1.879 -3
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Visual configuration of Factor 2. Also in the case of Factor 2, we
sorted the cards back into the Inatrix on the basis of the factor scores for
this factor (see Appendix 2). Through the abduction process of the study,
it then becanle clear that weak relationships seenled to be a plausible
explanation for the Q-sort patterns anlong children associated with this
factor. The children who load on this factor have chosen nlany cards in
which the Blain figure is alone and gives the inlpression of both enjoying
himself/herself (6 and 15) and being upset (10). Out of the five
relationship cards placed under (+ 1) and (+2), two cards (4 and 14) link
a positive aspect to the relationship, while three cards (2, 19 and 3)
reveal nlore problenlatic aspects of the relationship. The children
certainly express that there is no conflict at honle (this card is placed
under -2), but the sorting as a whole gives the iInpression that the
parents are of less inlportance. The card depicting the grandparents (or
the extended fanlily) is placed under +2, and these persons appear to be
Inore illlportant than the parents. A card with less positive relationships
is placed under the +1 value, nanlely 19: "I often end up in conflict with
other children." Two cards with positive relationships are placed on the
Ininus-side, Le., "I. have nlany friends in daycare" and "Daycare
personnel help and support nle." The undertone of sadness described
earlier nlay therefore be associated with weak or deficient relationships.

Children's comments linked to Factor 2. Reviewing transcripts of
the two children who loaded high on Factor 2, it enlerged that both of
these had older and younger (baby) siblings at honle. In the case of these
children, the cards dealing with closeness to the nlother (14) and the
father (18) were placed in a nlore or less neutral area. The situation at
honle with nlany siblings was possibly one of the reasons why these
cards did not have a nlore pronlinent place in the Qsorts of the children
who define Factor 2. Perhaps these children are nlore often together
with their nl0ther and father in a wider fanliJy setting and not in a one­
on-one situation as shown in the illustrations. Only two children defined
Factor 2. Generally, we wish to see l110re than two defining Q sorts on a
factor to ensure that we have a stable factor.

The transcripts also include statelnents that reveal the conflict in the
children's daily lives. One of the children confirnls having sonle sad and
painful feelings, as shown by the following exchange:

Interviewer (I): Let's look at the cards then. On that side the cards
show how you're feeling. SOllleone who's very happy, and then
there's ...

Child (C): Yes, I've been upset today.

I: Do you feel upset SOlnetitnes?

c: Yes

Even though the children adlnit a nunlber of difficult things and
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painful feelings, they generally say that participating in the study is fine.
When the interviewer asked, III-low did you experience talking about
feelings?" the child replied, lilt was good: it was great!"

Statements Distinguishing the Two Factors
The differences between the factors elnerge clearly when we consider
exanlples of distinguishing statelnents, shown in Table 4.

Table 4: Distillguishillg Statelnellts

Statement Factor 1 Factor 2
Rank and Rank and
z-score z-score

7 I anl happy and satisfied. 3 1.41 -1 -0.45
1 I enjoy food. 2 1.13 0 0.00

14 I feel close to IllY Illother. 2 1.08 1 0.17
13 I have nlany friends in daycare. 1 1.00 -3 -1.88

12
Daycare personnel help and

0 -0.50 -3 -1.65
support 1l1e.

10 I am sad and cry. -1 -0.79 2 1.25
2 It is my fault. -2 -0.93 2 1.42

19
I often end up in conflict with

-3 -1.37 1 0.28
other children.

Conlpared with the children under Factor 1,' the children under
Factor 2 clearly indicate that they do not have Illany friends in the
daycare and that they 1l1ay be in conflict with other children, while at the
saIne tinle they feel guilty or that they are scolded, or are upset, and they
feel sad.

Discussion
In this study we wanted to explore what Norwegian five-year-olds can
express regarding their own enl0tional adjustnlent and behavior in their
everyday life. As Inentioned in the introduction, there is a relatively
broad agreenlent in the research literature that 10 to 20% of children
have a varying degree of synlptonlS of Illental health disorders (Ncerde &
Neulller, 2003). This also 1l1eanS that the Illajority of children in fact
have few such sylnptonls and few adjustlnent problenls. The findings of
this study appear to be in line with these figures. In this non-randolll
study, 1110re the children load nlost strongly on Factor 1, thus confirnling
that they are happy and satisfied in their daily lives and that they
generally enjoy secure and good relationships. Two children load 1l10st
on Factor 2. At first glance this factor nlay appear nlore difficult to
interpret. It did not directly agree with any known diagnosis or clear
synlptonl patterns in children, such as the widely used distinction
between el110tional problel11s and behavioral problel11S (e.g., in Ncerde &
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Neunler, 2003). In fact, the viewpoint that was revealed in Factor 2
seelned to be characterized by nlany kinds of feelings or states such as
sadness, anger or conflict, joy, and a feeling of being scolded. However,
by considering the visual appearance of the factor, it enlerged that these
children-in addition to expressing a nunlber of lllixed feelings-nlight
perhaps be experiencing weak or deficient relationships in their lives.
They nlay feel sonlewhat neglected by their nlother (conlpared with
other children on Factor 1) and this nlay be partly due to a falnily
situation with nlany younger and older siblings. Attachnlent theory
postulates that the attaclllllent (the strong ties that are fornled at an
early age) between the baby and caregiver fOrl11S the foundation of later
relationships, although the attachnlent pattern in the individual can
change as a result of nlajor life events. Based on the given criteria, an
asseSSlllent can be nlade of whether the individual has secure
attacJlInent, insecure a\'oidant attacJlInent or anxiolls oJnbivalent
attaclllnent (Bretherton, 1992). It is possible that the two children on
Factor 2 lllay have a sonlewhat Illore insecure attachnlent pattern than
the other children.

Revealing Young Children's Subjective Feelings with Visual Images
We also wished to exanline whether it 111ay be 111eaningful to allow
children so yOlJng to participate in this type of research and whether Q
methodology with visual inlages is a suitable nlethod. Was it possible to
get access to such young children's subjective feelings through a Qstudy
with visual images? Even though it was difficult for the l1lajority of the
children to explain what "feelings" are on an abstract level, a general
feature of all the children participating in the study was that they could
understand and explain the nlost central feelings stich as being angry,
happy, frightened or upset. They expressed this verbally or by showing
these feelings through their facial expressions. This fits well with
Inodern developnlental psychology, in which several experts stress that
experience and expressions of affective states arise long before verbal
language. For exanlple, Stern (2003) stresses that children experience
and share hedonic tones long before the verbal self enlerges.
Intersubjectivity and affective engageillent between the baby and the
caregiver depend precisely on the ability of the two to share and
COlnnlunicate sinlilar feelings or feeling tones with each other (Stern,
2003). Moreover, research literature infornls us that fronl the age of
three, children can express a range of hUlnan feelings and can
distinguish between thenl (Lewis, 2000) and that they can express their
own and others' feelings alnlost as soon as they start talking (Harris,
2000). This realization helps confirnl that fairly young children have a
good knowledge of feelings and that a study of feelings and subjective
experiences anlong five-year-old children is relevant and inlportant.
So that we as researchers could understand these subjective experiences
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and feelings that the children expressed, it was necessary to cOlnbine
factor scores, the visual appearance of factors, distinguishing statelnents
and conllnents nlade by the children.

Our general ilnpression was that the five-year-olds who took part in
this study thought that the Qsort with visual inlages was an enjoyable
and exciting challenge. The children becanle involved and appeared to
give nleaningful inforillation about their experiences in everyday life.
Nevertheless, the nlethod represented a cognitive challenge for sonle of
the children. Sonle also experienced the cards as being elnotionally
delllanding and confrontational, especially if the cards touched on their
own experiences. However, based on our experience we believe that it
would have been I1lore challenging if we had relied solely on an oral
interview or conversation. With a focus on card sorting as the point of
departure, the children were given the opportunity to Inaintain a
l11easure of distance frol11 the topics presented.

Some Comments on Reliability
In quantitative research, reliability often refers to whether a scale can be
trusted to give consistent, stable, and precise l11easures of a variable
(e.g., Kerlinger, 1988). In Q nlethodology, however, we do not seek to
nleasure anything, we sinlply study subjectivity. Still, we would expect
quite high stability (on the individual level) between the Q sorts of a
group of people at two tinle points if they received the saIne Qsalnple
with the saine instructions under stable conditions (Brown, 1980, pp.
289-290). In the present study, we did not have ethical approval fronl
REK to conduct such "test-retest" Q sorts with the children. (In the
afternlath of the study, we see the ilnportance of seeking such allowance
for sonle of our future Q studies.) However, in the full study (with 37
children) a pair of siblings was included in the P set. These children had
experienced the saIne falnily history, and thus we expected the
correspondence between the two children to be high. As it turned out
there was actually a quite high correspondence between theIn, with a
correlation analysis showing r=.68, (p<.001). The correlation or
correspondence between the siblings was not perfect, but still quite high
and highly significant. However, we did not expect a perfect correlation
between the two children, because individual subjective experiences and
feelings-even related to the saIne situation-will always differ
sonlewhat. We did, however, expect a relatively high resenlblance, since
the children had experienced the sanle fanlily breakdown. It is very
unlikely that the high correlation between the two children resulted
fronl chance (see significance level), and this strengthens our beliefs that
the children sorted the cards according to their experiences and not
cOlllpletely arbitrarily. This is one of several indications of reliability in
the study.
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There is at least one other instruillent through which children supply
data on their own adjustn1ent, nal11ely the Berkeley Puppet Interview
(BPI) (Arseneault et al., 2005; Measelle et al., 1998). A study showed
high reliability scores (typically above .70) for this instrulnent for 4lh­
and 7V2-year-old children (Measelle, et al., 1998). In this study the
correspondence between the children and the different adults (parent or
teacher) was just as strong-or even stronger-than the
correspondence between the different adults' reports of the children's
adjustn1ent. The study by Measelle et al. (1998) therefore also gives
quite good indications that even very young children can supply reliable
inforn1ation of their own adjustlnent. In our study we did not have Q
sorts fron1 the children's parents or teachers with adequate conditions
of instruction that would l11atch the children's Q sorts (which we
recoll1111end being done in future studies). If we had such data, we could
have run correlation analyses between children and adults to check for
correspondence or correlations between each pair of child/adult. Or
alternatively, we could have run all Qsorts (fron1 children and adults) in
a con1n10n Q-factor analysis to see if the adult's judglnent of each child
ended up all the sall1e factor as the corresponding child's Q sort. A
silnilar analysis is being done in another Norwegian study of foster
children, foster parents, and biological parents (Ellingsen, Stephens, &
St0rksen, subnlitted). Even if we do not have Q sorts froll1 parents or
teachers, we did have sonle dialog with both groups related to the
present study, and this dialog generally seen1ed to confirnl the children's
Qsorts. When it caine to parents that we were in contact with, we were
allowed (by REK) to discuss the actual way the children had responded.
The parents generally seenled to recognize their children well through
their Q sorts, and in no cases were they very surprised by their
children's responses. These experiences together with other clinical
observations that we n1ade in our study, strengthen our belief that the
children sorted the cards in a reliable nlanner and in accordance with
their current situation and elnotional adjustnlent. However, we can
never know if sonle of the children felt the need to conceal difficult
feelings fronl us. Still, this uncertainty l11ay also apply to studies
including participants in other age groups.

We could also talk about reliability of the factors in a Q study. We
often refer to this as "the stability of a factor." The question then is:
Would we get a fairly sinlilar factor if we conducted a second Q sort
session with the sanle Qsanlple, P set and condition of instruction with
stable conditions? As nluch as we expect a person to produce a fairly
similar second Q sort with stable conditions, we also strongly expect a
similar factor to enlerge anl0ng a group of people at their second Q sort
session. As Brown puts it: tiThe conlposite reliability of a factor is



Young Children's Participation in a Q Study 163

therefore greater than the reliabilities of the persons conlposing it"
(Brown, 1980, p. 245).

As nlentioned previously we did not conduct such "test-retest" Q
sorts with the children. However, the results reported here are based on
a sub P set of the larger day-care study that we conducted. In the total P
set (including both children of divorce and children living with both
parents) the Q factor analysis resulted in a three factor solution
(St0rksen et al., subnlitted). In this study we applied a stricter
significance level (colnpared to the present study) for deterlnining the
defining Q sorts (p<.01). Still, there seeilled to be high correspondence
between Factor 1(1) in the present study (with the sub P set) and Factor
1(2) in the larger study (with the full P set), and an analysis in SPSS
revealed a correlation between these factors of 1"=.86, (p<.001).

SOllle would argue that this strong correlation is only what should be
expected, since both the sub P set and the full P set contain sOlne of the
sanle Qsorts (fronl children still living with both parents). Still, we argue
that the high correlation need not be so obvious or expected when we
consider the different analyses (e.g., three factor solution and
significance level of p<.01 in full P set) and different delnographic
groups in the two P sets (e.g., full P set contains also children of divorce).
Statistically, the stability of Factor 1(1&~) Inight be explained by the
relatively high nunlber of children defining this factor in both studies.
Substantially, the results fronl our studies give us an indication that the
viewpoint revealed in Factor 1(1&~) 111ay be a view that exists aillong
young children independently of Q sanlple and P set. Tholnas and Baas
(1992/1993) reveal convincing results fronl two "tandenl-studies" with
different Q salnples (and structures) and P sets in each study. The
factors or the "schelnatics" fronl each pair of tandenl-studies contain
very silllilar viewpoints despite various differences in the studies. Thus,
there seenlS to be sonle indications that the viewpoints that are detected
in Q studies in nlany cases nlay be quite conlnlon, and thus the ternl
"reliable schelnatics" is introduced (Tholnas & Baas, 1992/1993).

Still, as Inentioned previously, for factors to be stable and contain
such "reliable schenlatics" a certain nUlnber of defining Q sorts is needed
(Brown, 1980, p. 45). In our two studies we also tried to run a
correlation analysis between Factor 2(1) and Factor 2(2). These factors
were defined by far fewer Qsorts (2 and 4), and the analysis revealed a
s0l11ewhat weak correlation between the two of r=.32, (p=.09). It is also
inlportant to note that in the study with the full P set a three-factor
solution was chosen, which 111ay have influenced the content of Factor
2(2). A final point nlay be that children nlight well agree upon the view
of how they feel when they are happy and content (Factor 1(1&2)),
but a feeling of distress and disconlfort nlay not be so unifornl between
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children, and Inay rather be nlore idiosyncratic for each child (Factor
2(1&2) and Factor 3(2)).

Some Comments on Validity
In qua"ntitative research traditions, validity refers to whether a scale or a
Ineasure truly corresponds with the variable at issue (Cozby, 1989). For
exalnple, it is inlportant that a scale of anxiety actually measures levels
of anxiety and not sonlething different. In Q, however, no psychological
variable is Ineasured (Stephenson, 1953, p. 5), but subjectivity is
studied, discovered and explored. Thus, there is no external criterion a
researcher can use to conlpare and to validate each person's Q sort.
Furthernlore, a general principle in QInethodology is that the individual
is the expert on his/her own subjectivity (BrO\Nn, 1980), and therefore
there is no "right or wrong." In Q, flOperant responses, rather than
operational definitions, are at issue. The concept of validity has very
little status since there is no outside criterion for a person's own point of
view" (Brown, 1980, pp. 174-175). Still, SOBle lllight argue that the
visual inlages included in this study are anlbiguous, and that we never
know what we are "nleasuring." Again, we are not nleasuring anything,
but sinlply studying, exploring and discovering children's subjective
views. It is still true that different children l1lay understand different
cards differently. This is in line with the general principles of Q, where
the interest lies in the subjects understanding and operations related to
the statenlents (here, the visual inlages), and not on the researchers' a
priori definition of nleaning of each statenlent (Brown, 1980, p. 191). In
this way validity in a Qstudy in many ways relies upon the researcher's
ability to grasp the participants' viewpoints. The challenge consists of
understanding the way the participants have understood and sorted
(operated on) the cards. In this study, this has been done on the basis of
factor scores, distinguishing statelnents, the visual appearance of each
factor, and the children's statelnents and conllnents.

As delnonstrated ill this study, new and unexpected child viewpoints
(Factor 2) were discovered. We also discovered new aspects of young
children's feelings, experience and behavior related to their everyday
life at hOllle and in daycare. A child of divorce fronl the full P set nlade a
COllllnent related to card no. 8 that in short contained "I never see nlY
parents together. One parent delivers nle to daycare, and then the other
picks Ine up." This nlade us realize that sonle young children of divorce
actually live in two very separate worlds, and that the daycare center is
actually the only place where they all have SOl1le connection (although
the parents never lneet each other even in this arena). This way the Q
visual ilnages stinlulated the children to Inake conllnents that gave new
insight to us as researchers on aspects of children's lives that we were
not so conscious of before the study. We were allowed to l1lake new
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discoveries of their subjective experiences and feelings.

Summary
Most children in this study ended up on a factor that indicated that they
were well-adapted, expressing little provocative behavior or enlotional
afflictions. Factor 1 also appeared to convey that the children enjoyed a
nunlber of good relationships. Only two children defined Factor 2. Even
though these children sorted the cards in a way that indicates that they
enjoy thelllselves and have fun in daycare, they also report a feeling of
guilt or being scolded and that they can be upset and cry, as well as
being in conflict with other children. To understand the two factors, it
was essential to exallline their visual appearance and read the
transcripts of the taped sessions with the children. Different and
nleaningful nuances elnerged through the use of Q nlethod with visual
inlages. Our experiences indicate that it Inay be fruitful to explore this
approach as one of a nlunber of possible Inethods of studying young
children. There are indications that a study applying Q luethodology
with visual iJnages gives both reliable and valid results, and may give
new discoveries of children's views. Our conclusion is that we encourage
nlore Q studies with young children where statelnents are exchanged
with visual images.

Author's Note. A prelinlinary version of this article was first presented
at a Norwegian Qconference in Novenlber 2009 and also in a NOlwegian
Q methodology book (Thorsen & Allgood, 2010). The study is a part of
the Banl~i project at the University of Stavanger. The project is
supported by The Research Council of NOlway (grant 187572/S20).
Appreciation is expressed to daycare centers and children who kindly
helped us by participating in, this study. Illustrations are by Ole Andre
Hauge, and belong to the Center for Behavioral Research at the
University of Stavanger.
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Appendix 1: Factor 1

(Note: numbers have been enlarged for the illustration.]
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Appendix 2: Factor 2

(Note: numbers have been enlarged for the illustration).
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