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Abstract 
Parliamentary committees increasingly seek evidence from people whose 

experiences cannot be represented adequately by governments, experts or organised 

interests. Yet existing scholarship has paid far greater attention to who gains access 

to committee inquiries than to how evidence should be gathered once participation 

involves witnesses with distinct vulnerabilities. This article examines a 2025 inquiry by 

the Malaysian Dewan Rakyat's Select Committee on Women, Children and 

Community Development into school bullying, focusing on an unprecedented 

parliamentary townhall involving 110 secondary-school pupils. Drawing on committee 

reports, verbatim parliamentary transcripts and the observation during the session, the 

article compares the design of adult and child consultation processes and traces how 

children's testimony was reflected in the Committee's subsequent recommendations. 

It argues that conventional frameworks centred on access and agenda are insufficient 

for explaining evidence-gathering involving child witnesses. Instead, the Malaysian 

case demonstrates that the design of the evidence-gathering process itself should 

include preparation, facilitation and deliberative format. The process has become a 

central institutional consideration. The article proposes a framework for understanding 

committee design when witnesses cannot be treated as conventional policy 

stakeholders and discusses its wider relevance for parliamentary engagement with 

vulnerable populations. 

Keywords: parliamentary committees’ inquiries; legislative studies; child 
participation; evidence-gathering; vulnerable witnesses 

Introduction 

One of the defining features of contemporary parliamentary committees is their 

growing reliance on public evidence. Committees are increasingly expected to look 

beyond government departments and organised interests, engaging directly with 

citizens whose experiences can illuminate the practical consequences of public policy 

(Hendriks & Kay, 2017; Leston-Bandeira & Siefken, 2023; Geddes, 2018). Yet, not all 

witnesses arrive before parliamentary committees under the same conditions. While 

existing committee procedures largely assume participants who are capable of 

representing their own interests, some groups require fundamentally different forms of 

engagement if their evidence is to be gathered safely, meaningfully and fairly. 

 
1 Research Officers, Parliament of Malaysia 
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Children present perhaps the clearest example of this challenge. Unlike organised 

stakeholders, children rarely possess institutional resources, established 

representative organisations or experience in formal public deliberation (Mansfield, 

Batagol & Raven, 2021; Munn, 2020; Wyness, 2009). Their participation also raises 

additional considerations that extend beyond access alone, including safeguarding, 

developmental capacity, informed participation and the ethical responsibilities of public 

institutions (Percy-Smith, 2010). These considerations are well recognised within 

children's rights scholarship. They have received considerably less attention within 

legislative studies, where discussions of committee evidence have focused 

predominantly on who participates in inquiries and under what institutional 

arrangements. 

This article argues that this imbalance leaves an important aspect of parliamentary 

evidence-gathering insufficiently examined. Existing scholarship has developed 

valuable frameworks for understanding committee openness, witness access and 

agenda control (Pedersen, Halpin & Rasmussen, 2015; Rose, et. al., 2020; Geddes, 

2018). These frameworks explain much about the institutional organisation of 

parliamentary inquiries. They say considerably less about how committees should 

design evidence-gathering when witnesses cannot reasonably be treated as 

conventional policy actors. For some categories of witness, the central institutional 

question is no longer simply who should give evidence, but how that evidence should 

be elicited. 

The article explores this question through an unusual case from the Parliament of 

Malaysia. During its 2025 inquiry into school bullying, the Dewan Rakyat's Select 

Committee on Women, Children and Community Development departed from 

conventional committee practice by organising two distinct public townhalls. The first 

session followed a familiar model of stakeholder consultation involving Members of 

Parliament, civil society organisations (CSO) and education stakeholders (parent-

teacher association and teachers). The second session involved 110 secondary-

school pupils from 43 schools to participate directly in a parliamentary consultation 

designed specifically for children. Rather than reproducing the format used for adult 

participants, the Committee adopted a different sequence of activities, different 

facilitation arrangements and different methods of deliberation. These procedural 

choices provide an opportunity to examine how parliamentary institutions adapt their 

evidence-gathering practices when witnesses possess forms of vulnerability that 

conventional committee procedures were not designed to accommodate. 

The Malaysia’s PSSC case study is significant for two reasons. Empirically, it 

documents what appears to have been the first dedicated parliamentary townhall for 

children conducted by the Dewan Rakyat as part of a select committee inquiry. 

Analytically, it allows us to observe not only whether children’s participation occurred, 

but also how its institutional design influenced the evidence ultimately available to the 

Committee. By comparing the adult and children's townhalls, and by tracing children's 
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testimony through successive committee reports, the article examines the relationship 

between consultation design and parliamentary recommendation-making. 

The paper, however, does not argue that existing theories of committee access and 

agenda are inadequate. Rather, it suggests that they are inadequate when applied to 

inquiries involving vulnerable witnesses. The Parliament of Malaysia’s experience 

indicates that the design of evidence-gathering through the sequencing of activities, 

the role of facilitators, the structure of deliberation and the safeguards surrounding 

participation can become as institutionally significant as questions of access itself.  

Building on this observation, the article proposes an additional analytical perspective 

for examining parliamentary evidence-gathering involving children and potentially, 

other categories of vulnerable witness whose experiences cannot be effectively 

captured through conventional committee procedures. 

Parliamentary committees and the problem of the vulnerable 
witness 

Access, agenda and the design of parliamentary evidence-gathering 

Much of what we know about parliamentary committee evidence has been shaped by 

studies examining relationships between committees and organised policy actors. 

Within this literature, the central analytical questions concern who gains access to 

parliamentary inquiries, how committees select witnesses, and how institutional 

arrangements influence the diversity and quality of evidence received. One of the most 

influential comparative contributions is the framework developed by Pedersen, Halpin 

and Rasmussen (2015), which distinguishes committee activity along two institutional 

dimensions: access and agenda. Access concerns whether evidence is received 

through open invitations or selective recruitment, while agenda refers to whether 

committees determine their own inquiries or operate within a predefined legislative 

mandate. Together, these dimensions help explain patterns of participation across 

committee systems, including the extent to which evidence becomes concentrated 

among experienced and well-resourced organisations. 

Pedersen et al. (2015)'s framework represents an important advance in understanding 

how parliamentary committees engage external actors. Their analysis demonstrates 

that institutional design influences not only who participates but also which voices 

become repeatedly represented in committee proceedings. Open access tends to 

encourage participation by organised interests seeking public visibility, whereas 

invitation-based procedures allow committees to reach witnesses who might otherwise 

remain absent from the process. The framework, therefore, provides a valuable 

foundation for analysing committee evidence across different parliamentary systems. 
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At the same time, its primary focus reflects the empirical settings from which it was 

developed. The witnesses examined by Pedersen et al. (2015) largely comprise 

organised interests, professional associations, public institutions and policy experts. 

These actors possess varying degrees of organisational capacity, policy expertise and 

experience of engaging government. Consequently, the framework is principally 

concerned with questions of institutional access and representativeness among 

organised participants rather than with how evidence should be gathered from 

witnesses whose participation is shaped by vulnerability, developmental capacity or 

safeguarding considerations. 

This distinction becomes important when parliamentary committees seek evidence 

from children. Unlike organised stakeholders, children do not participate because they 

represent institutional interests or policy constituencies. Rather, their value as 

witnesses derives from their lived experiences of policies and institutions that directly 

affect them. Under these circumstances, questions of access alone become 

insufficient. Even where participation is carefully selected, committees must still 

determine how evidence should be elicited, what forms of facilitation are appropriate, 

and how participation can occur without exposing children to unnecessary risk or 

pressure. These concerns lie largely outside the analytical scope of existing access-

and-agenda frameworks. 

The PSSC of Women, Children and Community Development (WCCD)’s inquiry 

examined in this article illustrates this distinction. The Committee's decision to 

convene a closed townhall for children was not primarily intended to improve efficiency 

or manage witness selection. Instead, the design of the consultation reflected 

concerns about safeguarding, developmental appropriateness and the quality of 

evidence that children could reasonably provide within a parliamentary setting. The 

case therefore suggests that committee design involves an additional institutional 

consideration when witnesses participate because of lived experience rather than 

organised representation. This observation provides the starting point for the argument 

developed throughout the remainder of the article. 

Institutional Capacity Beyond Formal Powers 

A long-standing question in legislative studies concerns how parliamentary 

committees exercise influence despite possessing relatively limited formal authority. 

Across many parliamentary systems, committees operate without strong coercive 

powers. They often lack the ability to compel private witnesses, enforce 

recommendations or require governments to adopt their findings (Strøm, 1998). 

Nevertheless, comparative research consistently shows that committees can shape 

policy debates, influence administrative practice and strengthen parliamentary 

oversight through mechanisms that extend beyond formal institutional powers 

(Fortunato, Martin and Venberg, 2017). 
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Recent work has increasingly distinguished between a committee's formal 

constitutional authority and its practical capacity to influence policy outcomes. 

Friedberg and Shapira (2025) argue that committees with relatively weak statutory 

powers may nevertheless exercise meaningful oversight where institutional resources 

are used strategically. Factors such as effective committee leadership, sustained 

inquiry activity, productive relationships with external actors and careful use of 

parliamentary resources often explain committee influence more convincingly than 

formal investigative powers alone. Similar observations have emerged in earlier 

studies of Westminster committees, where influence frequently derives from agenda-

setting, public legitimacy and the ability to shape political debate rather than from 

legally binding authority (Hindmoor et al., 2009; Benton & Russell, 2013). 

These studies broaden our understanding of parliamentary oversight by shifting 

attention from institutional powers to institutional practice. However, they continue to 

focus primarily on how committees organise investigations, manage political 

relationships or communicate recommendations. Comparatively, little attention has 

been given to the design of evidence-gathering itself as a potential source of 

committee influence. In other words, existing scholarship has examined how 

committees use evidence once it has been obtained, but has devoted less attention to 

how the process of obtaining that evidence may itself shape the authority and 

credibility of committee recommendations. 

This distinction is particularly relevant to the Malaysian case. The Dewan Rakyat's 

Select Committee on Women, Children and Community Development possessed no 

special legal authority over the pupils who participated in its townhall. Attendance was 

voluntary, participation carried no legal obligation, and the consultation itself had no 

formal evidentiary status comparable to a statutory commission of inquiry. Yet, the 

Committee's recommendations subsequently reflected several themes emerging 

directly from the children's consultation. This suggests that committee influence 

cannot be understood solely through formal institutional powers. It also depends on 

whether committees are capable of generating evidence that is regarded as credible, 

legitimate and sufficiently distinctive to inform parliamentary deliberation. The PSSC 

inquiry therefore directs attention towards an overlooked dimension of committee 

practice: the institutional design of evidence-gathering itself. 

From evidence to influence: tracing testimony into policy 

Understanding whether parliamentary committees influence public policy has long 

presented a methodological challenge. Committee recommendations frequently 

resemble subsequent government actions, but similarity alone cannot demonstrate 

influence. Policy change is typically shaped by multiple actors, competing institutional 

pressures and parallel decision-making processes, making it difficult to establish 

whether committee recommendations genuinely affected subsequent outcomes or 

merely reflected broader policy developments already underway (Bektas, 2021; Lin & 
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Yordanova, 2021). Consequently, legislative scholars have increasingly emphasised 

the importance of tracing influence cautiously rather than assuming causal 

relationships from chronological sequence alone (Hindmoor et al., 2009; Benton & 

Russell, 2013). 

One influential approach is provided by Hindmoor, Larkin and Kennon (2009), who 

examined the relationship between recommendations made by the UK House of 

Commons Education and Skills Committee and subsequent government responses. 

Rather than assuming committee effectiveness, they compared committee 

recommendations with later policy developments while recognising alternative 

explanations for policy change. Their study demonstrated that parliamentary influence 

is often indirect and contested. Ministers were generally more willing than civil servants 

to acknowledge committee influence, while officials frequently argued that committees 

had simply reinforced policy directions already under consideration. The study 

therefore cautions against treating correspondence between committee 

recommendations and later policy outcomes as straightforward evidence of causation. 

This methodological caution is particularly relevant for studies seeking to evaluate the 

effects of parliamentary consultation. Rather than asking whether committee 

recommendations influenced government policy, the present study examines an 

earlier stage of the parliamentary process of whether evidence provided by witnesses 

influenced the Committee's own recommendations (Grenfell, 2018; Moulds, 2025). In 

doing so, the analysis adapts the comparative logic developed by Hindmoor et al. 

(2009) while shifting the focus from committee-to-government influence to witness-to-

committee influence. The question is therefore not whether children's participation 

changed government policy directly, but whether their testimony can be plausibly 

linked to subsequent changes in the Committee's recommendations. 

The PSSC’s inquiry offers an unusually suitable case for this type of analysis because 

its evidence-gathering occurred in two clearly distinguishable phases. The Committee 

first published its principal findings and recommendations in DR 26/2025, before 

conducting the children's parliamentary townhall. Following the completion of that 

consultation, the Committee issued a second report (DR 34/2025) containing revised 

and expanded recommendations. This sequence creates an opportunity to compare 

recommendations before and after the children's participation, allowing the analysis to 

identify recommendations that remained unchanged, those that were refined and 

those that emerged only after the consultation. While such comparisons cannot 

establish causality with certainty, they provide a more rigorous basis for assessing 

parliamentary influence than simple claims that children's voices were "taken into 

account". Accordingly, the analysis that follows adopts a cautious influence-tracing 

approach, recognising that committee recommendations are likely to reflect multiple 

sources of evidence while examining whether children's testimony contributed 

discernibly to the Committee's final deliberations (Hindmoor et al., 2009). 
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Evidence-Gathering Beyond Organised Stakeholders 

The literature reviewed thus far explains much about how parliamentary committees 

identify witnesses, organise inquiries and exercise influence. Much less attention has 

been paid to a different question which is how should parliamentary institutions design 

evidence-gathering when the value of participation lies in lived experience. This 

question becomes particularly important where witnesses may be vulnerable, possess 

unequal relationships with authority or require forms of participation that differ from 

conventional committee hearings. In such cases, institutional design extends beyond 

questions of access to encompass the conditions under which evidence can be 

expressed safely, meaningfully and credibly (Pedersen, et al, 2018; Gundersen & 

Holst, 2022). 

Children's rights scholarship offers an important starting point for addressing this 

question. Rather than focusing primarily on institutional procedures, this literature 

examines the conditions under which children's participation becomes genuine rather 

than merely symbolic. Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (UNCRC) establishes the child's right to express views freely in all matters 

affecting them and requires those views to be given due weight according to the child's 

age and maturity (United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2009). 

Importantly, the Convention also implies responsibilities on public institutions to create 

environments in which children are capable of participating effectively. 

Lundy's (2007) influential interpretation of Article 12 provides one of the most widely 

adopted operational frameworks for understanding meaningful participation. She 

argues that genuine participation depends upon four interrelated conditions, (i) space, 

in which children are provided with a safe opportunity to express their views; (ii) voice, 

where appropriate support enables those views to be articulated; (iii) audience, 

requiring decision-makers with genuine authority to listen; and (iv) influence, whereby 

children's views are considered within subsequent decision-making processes. Later 

work has further emphasised that meaningful participation also depends upon children 

receiving sufficient information to develop informed views before participation occurs, 

highlighting the reciprocal relationship between participation rights and access to 

information (Lundy & McEvoy, 2012; Lansdown, 2010). 

Although developed principally within education, child welfare and children's rights 

research, these ideas have rarely been incorporated into legislative studies. 

Parliamentary scholarship has generally approached participation as a question of 

institutional openness, witness selection or committee procedure, whereas children's 

rights scholarship has concentrated on participation as an ethical and developmental 

process. The two literatures have therefore evolved largely in parallel despite 
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addressing complementary aspects of the same institutional encounter (Durand & 

Thorton; 2018). 

This article argues that bringing these perspectives together offers a more complete 

understanding of parliamentary evidence-gathering involving experiential witnesses. 

The central question is no longer simply whether children should participate in 

parliamentary inquiries, but how legislatures should design participation so that 

children's evidence is capable of informing institutional decision-making while 

remaining developmentally appropriate and ethically robust. This case-study of 

children's townhall provides an opportunity to examine precisely this issue. Rather 

than treating consultation as a standard committee hearing, the Select Committee 

adopted a sequence of activities, facilitation arrangements and deliberative methods 

specifically designed for child participants. Examining these design choices alongside 

existing committee scholarship suggests that evidence-gathering itself constitutes an 

important institutional variable when parliamentary committees seek evidence from 

witnesses whose authority derives primarily from lived experience rather than 

organised representation. 

Research Design and Case Context 

The Parliament of Malaysia’s PSSC Context 

This study examines a parliamentary inquiry undertaken by the Select Committee on 

Women, Children and Community Development of the House of Representative 

(Dewan Rakyat), Parliament of Malaysia. The Committee was first established in 2022 

and following reforms to the Standing Orders adopted on 12 August 2025, which 

converted ten Special Select Committees into Permanent Select Committees aligned 

with ministerial portfolios under Standing Order 80B. Under the revised Standing 

Orders, each committee comprises up to twelve Members of Parliament appointed by 

the House Selection Committee. The committees are authorised to examine matters 

relating to its assigned ministry, scrutinise bills and petitions, conduct inquiries, and 

request witnesses and official documents where necessary (Parliament of Malaysia, 

2025a). 

The Committee on Women, Children and Community Development was among those 

reconstituted under these reforms. Chaired by Yeo Bee Yin MP and supported by 

Rodziah Ismail MP as Deputy Chair, the Committee also worked closely with relevant 

government ministries and statutory agencies, including the Ministry of Women, 

Family and Community Development, the Ministry of Education and the Office of the 

Children's Commissioner (OCC) as part of the Human Rights Commission of Malaysia 

(SUHAKAM). This institutional arrangement reflected the Committee's cross-sectoral 

responsibility for issues affecting children and family wellbeing, while also providing 

access to specialist expertise throughout the inquiry. 
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The institutional characteristics of the Committee are important for interpreting the 

findings presented in this article. Although the Committee possessed the authority to 

conduct inquiries and request information, its powers remained typical of standing 

committees operating within Westminster-derived parliamentary systems. It could 

request witnesses and documents but possessed no independent powers to compel 

attendance by private individuals, enforce compliance or require the executive to 

implement its recommendations. The parliamentary townhalls examined in this study 

were therefore consultative rather than quasi-judicial exercises, relying on voluntary 

participation rather than statutory authority. As discussed in the previous section, this 

reflects the broader pattern identified in comparative committee scholarship, whereby 

influence frequently depends less upon formal coercive powers than upon the 

credibility, legitimacy and quality of the evidence generated during an inquiry 

(Friedberg & Shapira, 2025; Benton & Russell, 2013). 

This institutional setting makes this case study particularly valuable for examining the 

paper's central research question. Although the Committee lacked legal authority over 

participants, its recommendations were clearly shaped by the children's consultation. 

Which means, formal parliamentary powers alone cannot explain its influence. 

Instead, attention shifts towards the design of the evidence-gathering process itself. 

This type of inquiry therefore provides an opportunity to examine how procedural 

design may strengthen the evidentiary value of parliamentary consultation even where 

committees possess relatively modest formal powers. 

The Parliamentary Inquiry and Evidentiary Sequence 

The school bullying inquiry was conducted over several months through a structured 

programme of evidence-gathering that combined conventional committee briefings 

with broader public consultation. This sequence is analytically significant because it 

allows the inquiry process itself to be examined, rather than treating the Committee's 

final recommendations as a single, undifferentiated outcome. In particular, the inquiry 

generated two separate parliamentary reports at different stages of deliberation, 

creating an opportunity to assess how later evidence may have shaped subsequent 

recommendations. 

The first phase of the inquiry took place between 14 and 20 August 2025 and followed 

a relatively conventional committee format. The Committee received oral briefings 

from the Childline Foundation, the Office of the Children's Commissioner at the Human 

Rights Commission of Malaysia (SUHAKAM), and three government ministries: the 

Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Home Affairs, and the Ministry of Women, Family 

and Community Development. These proceedings culminated in the publication of the 

Committee's first report, DR 26/2025 Bully Among School Children in Malaysian 

Schools (Buli Dalam Kalangan Pelajar Sekolah di Malaysia), which presented 

seventeen recommendations directed primarily towards the Ministry of Education 

(Parliament of Malaysia, 2025b). 
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The inquiry subsequently entered a second phase that expanded beyond conventional 

parliamentary evidence sessions. Between September and November 2025, the 

Committee undertook a wider programme of public engagement, including an open 

stakeholder townhall attended by approximately 250 participants, additional expert 

briefings involving the University of Malaya Family Development Research Centre 

(UMFRDC), UNICEF and the Ministry of Education, and finally the Parliament of 

Malaysia Children's Townhall on 21 November 2025. The children's townhall involved 

110 pupils aged between 14 and 16 years drawn from 43 secondary schools across 

Kuala Lumpur, Putrajaya and the Klang Valley. The Committee's second report, DR 

34/2025 The Townhall Report (Laporan Townhall Jawatankuasa), was prepared after 

the completion of this consultation programme and incorporated recommendations 

directed not only to the Ministry of Education but also to the Prime Minister's 

Department, the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Finance (Parliament of 

Malaysia, 2025c). 

The sequencing of these activities is central to the analytical design of this study. 

Unlike many committee inquiries in which evidence is accumulated continuously 

before a single report is produced, the PSSC WCCD inquiry generated an initial set of 

recommendations before the children's consultation took place and a revised set after 

it concluded. This creates an unusual opportunity to compare committee 

recommendations across two stages of deliberation and to examine whether issues 

raised during the children's townhall were subsequently reflected in the Committee's 

final recommendations. Although such comparisons cannot establish causality, they 

provide a stronger evidentiary basis for assessing parliamentary influence than would 

be possible in inquiries producing only a single final report. 

Finally, during the observation on the event day reveals an important feature of the 

consultation that is not fully captured in the Committee's published summary report. 

The children's townhall was preceded by an orientation session on the previous day 

and opened with a dedicated child’s rights literacy briefing before participants were 

invited to share their experiences or debate policy proposals. This preparatory stage 

which collaborated and conducted by UNICEF, forms an important component of the 

evidence-gathering design analysed later in the paper, illustrating that the Committee 

invested not only in hearing children's views but also in preparing participants to 

contribute meaningfully to parliamentary deliberation. 

A Detailed structures of the Children’s Townhall 

The parliamentary transcript shows that the children's townhall followed a carefully 

sequenced consultation process comprising three interconnected stages (sessions). 

Rather than inviting pupils immediately to provide testimony, the Committee 

progressively prepared participants, elicited personal experiences and subsequently 

engaged them in structured policy deliberation. This sequence is summarised in Table 

1. 
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 Session Purpose Main activities Type of Evidence 
Generated 

Session 0 

Child’s Rights 
Literacy 
Briefing 

To prepare 
participants 

The participants were 
exposed to UNCRC, anti-
bullying law, reporting 
mechanism 

Informed 
participation 

Session 1 

My Voice 

To elicit lived 
experienced of 
the students 

Guided discussion using 
three prompts; 

i. Should corporal 
punishment be 
reinstated as a 
disciplinary measure 
in schools? 

ii. Should CCTV be 
installed in all critical 
areas of schools? 

iii. Should boarding-
school wardens be 
appointed from 
retired military 
personnel? 

Narrative evidence 
of the participants 

Session 2 

The 
Agreement 

Card 

To deliberate 
policy options 

Structured debate and 
individual voting 

Deliberative 
evidence 

 

Stage 1: Child’s Right Literacy Briefing 

Before the consultation formally commenced, participants attended a structured briefing 

delivered by the Chief Children's Commissioner. The session introduced the principles of the 

UNCRC, recent anti-bullying legislation, available reporting mechanisms and sources of 

institutional support. Rather than constituting part of the evidence-gathering process itself, the 

briefing was presented as preparation for the discussions that followed. Evidence from the 

transcript and the observation data suggest that this preparatory stage shaped later 

discussions. Several pupils subsequently referred to legal concepts and children's rights 

introduced during the briefing when explaining their views on bullying prevention and school 

safety. 

Stage 2: My Voice 

The second stage adopted a facilitated narrative approach designed to encourage 
pupils to describe their own experiences of school safety. Discussion was organised 
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around five guiding questions that moved progressively from personal experience 
towards possible solutions. Participants could contribute verbally using a floor 
microphone, request the facilitator to approach them, or submit anonymous written 
comments to be read aloud. 

Rather than producing short policy suggestions, the discussion generated detailed 
accounts of peer relationships, barriers to reporting bullying and expectations of 
teachers and parents. One recurring theme concerned the fear of damaging 
friendships rather than fear of the bully alone, illustrating how pupils understood 
bullying within broader social relationships. 

Stage 3: Agreement Cards 

The final stage departed from conventional consultation by introducing structured 
deliberation. Participants were randomly assigned to support or oppose policy 
proposals irrespective of their personal opinions before casting individual votes using 
coloured cards. Three proposals were debated: corporal punishment, CCTV 
installation and the appointment of retired military personnel as boarding-school 
wardens. 

The observation indicates that pupils engaged with these proposals by drawing upon 
legal knowledge, personal experience and contemporary bullying cases. Because 
participants were required to argue assigned positions before expressing their own 
views through voting, the exercise generated both deliberative reasoning and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Taken together, the transcript suggests that the children's townhall was designed as 
a progressive evidence-gathering process rather than a single consultation exercise. 
Participants were first prepared through rights literacy, then invited to describe lived 
experiences, before engaging collectively with alternative policy responses. These 
three stages generated different forms of evidence that were subsequently available 
to the Committee during the final stages of its inquiry. 

Findings 

Contrasting Designs of Parliamentary Evidence-Gathering 

Although both consultations formed part of the same parliamentary inquiry into school 

bullying, they reflected two distinctly different approaches to gathering evidence. The 

adult townhall resembled a conventional stakeholder consultation commonly used by 

parliamentary committees, whereas the children's townhall adopted a purpose-built 

process designed specifically for child participants. The differences extended beyond 

participant selection to encompass facilitation, deliberative structure and the methods 

through which evidence was generated. Table 2 summarises the principal features of 

each consultation. 
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Table 2. Structural comparison of the Committee's two public townhalls. 

Evidence-
Gathering 
Approach 

Townhall 1.0 

(10 Sept. 2025, adult forum) 

Townhall 2.0 

(21 Nov. 2025, children's 
townhall) 

 Access 

• Open session 

• 250 self-selected/invited 
adult stakeholders (MPs, 
state legislators, PIBG, 
NGOs) 

• Closed session 

• 110 pre-selected pupils, 
aged 14–16, from 43 
named schools in one 
region 

 Agenda 
• Open floor debate on 

bullying policy generally 

• Two discrete, 
sequential structured 
instruments (Session 1, 
Session 2) 

 Facilitation Committee Chair and MPs 

• Two SUHAKAM Office 
of the Children's 
Commissioner officers 
in sequential, distinct 
roles:  

• the Chief Children's 
Commissioner 
delivered the rights-
literacy briefing 

• the Children's 
Commissioner 
independently 
moderated both 
listening sessions 

Instrument design 
Unstructured oral 
debate/testimony 

• Session 0, Child’s rights 
literacy briefing  

• Session 1 "My Voice": 
open guided-question 
narrative elicitation.  

• Session 2 "Agreement 
Card": role-
disaggregated mock-
parliamentary debate 
(proposer/opposition 
sides assigned by 
chance, arguing a 
position regardless of 
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Evidence-
Gathering 
Approach 

Townhall 1.0 

(10 Sept. 2025, adult forum) 

Townhall 2.0 

(21 Nov. 2025, children's 
townhall) 

personal view), closing 
in an individually cast 
but publicly visible 
three-way card vote 
(agree/disagree/neutral) 

The adult townhall, held on 10 September 2025, was organised around an open forum 

involving Members of Parliament, state legislators, parent–teacher associations and 

civil society organisations. Participants contributed through an open moderated 

discussion in which speakers raised issues relating to bullying policy, school 

governance and institutional responsibilities. Committee members chaired the 

proceedings, managed discussion and concluded the session in a manner broadly 

consistent with conventional parliamentary consultation. 

By contrast, the children's townhall, held on 21 November 2025, adopted a 

substantially different institutional design. Participation was restricted to 110 pupils 

aged between 14 and 16 years drawn from 43 identified secondary schools. Rather 

than inviting spontaneous contributions within an open forum, the consultation 

followed a carefully sequenced programme comprising a preparatory rights-literacy 

session, a facilitated narrative discussion, ‘My Voice’ (Suara Saya), and a structured 

deliberative exercise, ‘Agreement Card’ (Kad Persetujuan). Facilitation was 

undertaken not by Members of Parliament but by officers from the Office of the 

Children's Commissioner at SUHAKAM, who guided the consultation independently of 

the Committee members responsible for the inquiry. 

The differences observed therefore extended beyond the distinction between open 

and closed participation. They also concerned the institutional arrangements through 

which evidence was produced. The children's consultation incorporated preparatory 

information, facilitated discussion and structured deliberation before participants were 

invited to express positions on proposed initiatives. These features were absent from 

the adult townhall, where participants were assumed to possess sufficient knowledge 

and confidence to contribute without comparable preparation or facilitation. 

One further distinction is noteworthy. Although access to the children's townhall was 

deliberately restricted, the consultation itself was conducted within the formal 

parliamentary reporting system. Participants were informed that their contributions 

would be recorded verbatim by the Dewan Rakyat Hansard Office and attributed by 

name and school in the official parliamentary record. Consequently, the inquiry 

combined a relatively protected process of participation with a comparatively public 

form of institutional documentation. This distinction between restricted participation 
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and public record illustrates that openness operates differently across different stages 

of parliamentary evidence-gathering and cannot be understood solely in terms of who 

is permitted to enter the consultation. 

From Testimony to Parliamentary Recommendations 
The influence-tracing analysis indicates that children's testimony was neither adopted 

wholesale nor ignored. Instead, the Committee responded selectively, with different 

forms of evidence generating different kinds of institutional response. Table 3 

summarises the relationship between issues raised during the children's consultation 

and the Committee's recommendations across the two inquiry reports. Three broad 

patterns emerge. 

First, the strongest evidence of direct uptake occurred where pupils described 

institutional experiences that had not featured prominently in earlier committee 

evidence. Recommendations concerning confidential reporting mechanisms, the 

establishment of a Child Protection Committee and the proposed Bullying Complaints 

Tribunal all responded directly to pupils' accounts of distrust towards existing reporting 

systems and disciplinary procedures. These recommendations were either absent 

from DR 26/2025 or substantially expanded following the children's consultation, 

suggesting that experiential evidence contributed new institutional perspectives rather 

than simply reinforcing existing proposals. 

Second, recommendations became more cautious where the consultation addressed 

contested policy questions rather than lived experience. During the structured 

debates, pupils expressed differing views on corporal punishment, CCTV installation 

and the appointment of retired military personnel as boarding-school wardens. Rather 

than adopting any single position directly, the Committee generally favoured 

moderated recommendations that reflected elements of competing arguments. For 

example, proposals for universal CCTV were narrowed to targeted surveillance in 

specific settings, while recommendations concerning boarding-school wardens shifted 

towards professionally trained personnel rather than explicitly endorsing a military 

background. In contrast, the question of corporal punishment generated no 

substantive change to existing policy despite extensive discussion during the 

consultation. 

Third, the Committee continued to exercise institutional judgement over the scope of 

its recommendations. Not every issue raised by participants was incorporated into the 

final reports. Suggestions concerning interpersonal relationships between senior and 

junior pupils in single-sex schools, for example, were recorded in the parliamentary 

transcript but did not appear in either committee report. Conversely, several 

recommendations concerning disability-inclusive reporting mechanisms and 

counsellor provision appeared in DR 34/2025 despite not originating from the 
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children's consultation, indicating that these proposals were more plausibly derived 

from expert and ministry evidence received elsewhere during the inquiry. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that children's participation influenced 

parliamentary deliberation in a differentiated rather than uniform manner. The 

Committee appeared most receptive where pupils contributed first-hand knowledge of 

institutional practices that had been largely absent from earlier evidence. By contrast, 

where consultations centred on contested policy options or issues extending beyond 

the inquiry's scope, children's testimony informed but did not determine the 

Committee's final recommendations. 

Table 3 Influence-tracing analysis of children’s testimony and subsequent committee 

recommendations 

Children’s 
Testimony 

Committee Response 
(DR 34/2025) 

Classification Interpretation 

Concerns over 
confidentiality of 
school complaint 
mechanisms and 
fear of disclosure. 

Confidential complaint 
criteria introduced, 
including secure digital 
reporting channels and 
identity protection. 

Refinement Existing 
recommendation 
strengthened with 
operational 
features directly 
reflecting pupils' 
concerns. 

Distrust of school 
disciplinary 
procedures and 
fear of social 
stigma when 
reporting bullying. 

Proposal to establish a 
Child Protection 
Committee replacing 
the existing 
Disciplinary 
Committee, together 
with an independent 
Bullying Complaints 
Tribunal. 

Direct Uptake New institutional 
mechanisms 
introduced in 
response to pupils' 
accounts of 
institutional 
distrust. 

Experiences of 
verbal, 
psychological, 
sexual and 
cyberbullying, 
including AI-
generated sexual 
images 

Proposal for a 
comprehensive 
statutory definition 
covering physical, 
emotional, sexual and 
cyberbullying within 
the proposed Anti-
Bullying Act. 

Direct uptake Children's 
testimony 
broadened the 
Committee's 
conceptualisation 
of bullying beyond 
physical violence. 

Concerns over 
toxic senior–junior 
culture, including 
proposal for a 
formal Seniority–
Juniority Charter. 

Recommendation for 
the Senior Prihatin, 
Junior Dihormati 
awareness campaign. 

Dilution Original proposal 
retained only in a 
less prescriptive 
and awareness-
based form. 

Debate on 
appointing retired 
military personnel 

Recommendation 
revised to 
professionally trained 

Refinement Committee 
moderated the 
proposal in 
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Children’s 
Testimony 

Committee Response 
(DR 34/2025) 

Classification Interpretation 

as boarding-
school wardens 

and screened wardens 
rather than specifically 
retired military 
personnel. 

response to 
competing 
arguments 
presented during 
deliberation. 

Debate on 
mandatory CCTV 
in schools, 
balancing school 
safety with pupils' 
privacy concerns. 

Recommendation 
limited CCTV use to 
selected locations 
alongside broader 
school safety audits. 

Refinement / 
Moderated 

uptake 

Recommendation 
reflected both 
safety concerns 
and objections 
relating to privacy. 

Debate on 
reinstating 
corporal 
punishment. 

No substantive policy 
change. Existing 
Ministry circular 
retained. 

Unresolved 
Children's 
deliberation did 
not translate into 
revised committee 
recommendations. 

 

Suggestions 
regarding senior–
junior relationships 
in single-sex 
schools. 

No recommendation 
included. 

Not carried 
forward 

Committee 
appears to have 
regarded the issue 
as outside the 
inquiry's immediate 
scope. 

Disability-inclusive 
reporting systems, 
neurodiversity 
support and 
counsellor–student 
ratios. 

Recommendations 
incorporated into DR 
34/2025 despite not 
being raised during the 
children's consultation. 

Not 
attributable 

Recommendations 
more plausibly 
originated from 
expert briefings 
rather than 
children's 
testimony. 

 

Discussion 

Rethinking Parliamentary Evidence-Gathering 

This study began with a straightforward question: how should parliamentary 

committees design evidence-gathering when the witnesses they seek to hear are 

children rather than organised stakeholders? Existing committee scholarship has 

largely approached evidence-gathering as a question of institutional access the 

involves who participates, under what conditions, and with what degree of openness 

(Pedersen et al., 2015). The Parliament of Malaysia’s PSSC WCCD suggests that this 

perspective captures only part of the institutional challenge. 

The findings indicate that committees may also need to adapt how evidence is 

generated according to the characteristics of the witnesses from whom it is sought. 



Seventeenth Workshop of Parliamentary Scholars and Parliamentarians 2026 

 18 

Unlike interest groups, government officials or subject-matter experts, children 

contribute primarily through experiential knowledge derived from their everyday 

interactions with institutions. Obtaining this form of knowledge required the Committee 

to adopt a consultation process that differed fundamentally from a conventional 

stakeholder hearing. Rather than inviting immediate testimony, participants were first 

prepared through rights literacy, then encouraged to articulate personal experiences, 

before engaging in structured deliberation over possible policy responses. 

The contribution of this study therefore lies less in proposing a wholly new framework 

than in drawing attention to an analytical dimension that has received comparatively 

little attention within legislative studies: the institutional design of evidence-gathering 

itself. The Malaysian case suggests that evidence-gathering should not be viewed 

solely as a procedural stage preceding committee deliberation, but as an institutional 

process through which different forms of knowledge are generated. The design of that 

process may become particularly important when witnesses participate because of 

lived experience rather than organised representation. 

Evidence Design and Committee Influence 

The findings also contribute to broader debates concerning parliamentary committee 

effectiveness. Previous studies have shown that committees often exert influence 

despite possessing relatively limited formal powers, deriving authority instead from 

institutional credibility, sustained engagement and the quality of their inquiries 

(Hindmoor et al., 2009; Benton & Russell, 2013; Friedberg & Shapira, 2025). The 

PSSC WCCD inquiry supports this broader observation while suggesting a 

complementary explanation for how such influence may be achieved. 

The Committee possessed no exceptional legal authority over the children who 

participated in the townhall. Participation was voluntary, attendance could not be 

compelled, and the Committee lacked any formal mechanism to require the executive 

to implement its recommendations. Nevertheless, the influence-tracing analysis 

demonstrates that several recommendations appearing in the Committee's final report 

correspond closely with issues first articulated during the children's consultation, 

particularly those concerning institutional trust, reporting mechanisms and child 

protection processes. 

Rather than attributing this relationship to formal committee powers, the findings 

suggest that procedural legitimacy constituted an important institutional resource. The 

consultation was independently facilitated, carefully structured and transparently 

documented through the parliamentary Hansard. These design features strengthened 

the credibility of the evidence available to the Committee and provided a stronger 

foundation upon which recommendations could be justified. The Malaysian case 

therefore suggests that, when committees engage vulnerable witnesses, the 
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legitimacy of the evidence-gathering process may be as important as the committee's 

formal constitutional powers in shaping parliamentary influence. 

 

Implications for Children’s Participation in Parliamentary Inquiry 

The findings also extend existing scholarship on children's participation under Article 

12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Lundy's (2007) framework 

conceptualises meaningful participation through four interconnected elements which 

are the space, voice, audience and influence. These elements have become one of 

the most widely applied approaches within education, child welfare and youth 

participation research. The PSSC WCCD inquiry demonstrates that these principles 

can also be operationalised within parliamentary institutions, but suggests that 

legislatures may require additional institutional considerations beyond those typically 

discussed in children's rights scholarship. 

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of the consultation was not simply that children 

were invited to participate, but how participation was organised. The Committee 

invested in preparing participants before evidence was collected, separated personal 

testimony from structured deliberation, and employed an independent statutory 

facilitator throughout the process. These features illustrate that parliamentary 

participation involves more than creating opportunities for children to speak. It also 

requires institutional arrangements that enable children to contribute informed, 

reflective and deliberative evidence within a setting characterised by significant 

differences in age, authority and political responsibility. 

The findings also refine common assumptions regarding protective participation. 

Closed participation in the PSSC inquiry did not imply anonymity. Instead, the 

consultation adopted a more nuanced safeguarding approach in which participation 

was restricted, but contributions were formally recorded through parliamentary 

Hansard. Similarly, the structured debate demonstrated that protection need not 

depend upon concealing children's identities. Instead, the consultation separated the 

positions participants were required to argue from the personal views they ultimately 

expressed through individual voting. This form of role disaggregation has received little 

attention within either legislative studies or children's participation scholarship and 

may offer a useful model for future parliamentary consultations involving vulnerable 

participants. 

Limitation and Future Research 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, this study examines a single 

parliamentary inquiry undertaken within one legislature. While the findings offer 

insights into the design of parliamentary evidence-gathering, further comparative 
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research across legislatures and policy contexts is necessary before broader 

institutional conclusions can be drawn. 

Second, the analysis relies exclusively on documentary evidence produced during the 

inquiry. Although the availability of verbatim parliamentary transcripts provides an 

unusually rich record of committee proceedings, the documentary sources do not 

include information concerning participant recruitment, parental consent, safeguarding 

procedures or the Committee's internal deliberations when formulating 

recommendations. Future research incorporating interviews with committee members, 

parliamentary officials and participating organisations could provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of how children's evidence was interpreted during the 

decision-making process. 

Finally, questions of representativeness remain important. The children's townhall 

involved 110 pupils drawn from schools within a limited geographical area and was 

never intended to constitute a statistically representative sample of Malaysian 

schoolchildren. The purpose of the consultation was therefore not to measure the 

prevalence of particular experiences but to enable Parliament to hear forms of 

experiential evidence that were unlikely to emerge through institutional briefings alone. 

Future studies might usefully examine how legislatures can combine deliberative 

consultation with more systematic sampling strategies to strengthen both the 

inclusiveness and representativeness of parliamentary evidence-gathering. 

Taken together, this case study demonstrates that children's participation in 

parliamentary inquiry involves more than extending opportunities for consultation. It 

requires careful institutional design that enables experiential knowledge to be 

expressed, deliberated and incorporated into parliamentary decision-making. More 

broadly, the study suggests that legislative scholarship may benefit from paying 

greater attention not only to who participates in committee inquiries, but also to how 

parliamentary institutions design the processes through which evidence itself is 

generated. 

Conclusion 

This article set out to examine how parliamentary committees should design evidence-

gathering when the witnesses they seek to hear are children. While existing committee 

scholarship has focused primarily on questions of access and agenda, the Malaysian 

case demonstrates that equal attention should be paid to the design of the evidence-

gathering process itself. The comparison of two parliamentary townhalls conducted 

within the same inquiry showed that children's participation required a distinct 

institutional approach that combined child’s rights literacy, facilitated narrative sharing 

and structured deliberation to generate evidence that could meaningfully inform 

parliamentary decision-making. 
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The findings suggest that the value of children's participation lies not simply in 

expanding representation, but in contributing forms of experiential knowledge that are 

unlikely to emerge through conventional stakeholder consultation. The influence-

tracing analysis further indicates that such evidence was incorporated selectively into 

the Committee's recommendations, particularly where pupils identified institutional 

barriers that had not been fully captured through earlier evidence sessions. Rather 

than replacing established committee procedures, the Malaysian inquiry illustrates 

how carefully designed participatory processes can complement traditional forms of 

parliamentary evidence. 

The broader contribution of this study is to argue that parliamentary evidence-

gathering should be understood not only as a question of who participates, but also of 

how evidence is generated. Different categories of witnesses contribute different forms 

of knowledge, and committees may therefore need to adapt their methods of 

consultation accordingly. Although this study focuses on children, the analytical 

insights may extend to other groups whose evidence is grounded in lived experience, 

including persons with disabilities, survivors of violence, refugees and Indigenous 

communities. 

Ultimately, meaningful parliamentary participation is not achieved simply by giving 

people an opportunity to speak. It depends upon institutional arrangements that enable 

their experiences to be translated into credible evidence capable of informing 

legislative deliberation. As legislatures continue to expand public participation in 

policymaking, greater attention should therefore be given to the design of evidence-

gathering itself as an integral component of effective parliamentary inquiry. 

Notes 

1. The PSSC’s report papers are cited by their House of Representative (Dewan Rakyat, DR) 

reference number and year (e.g. DR 26/2025), following the convention used on the 

Parliament of Malaysia's official document portal. 

2. "Jawatankuasa Pilihan" is rendered throughout as "Select Committee"; the Malay-language 

originals of quoted committee findings and recommendations have been paraphrased into 

English for this article, since no official English translation of DR 26/2025 or DR 34/2025 was 

available at the time of writing. 

3. Meeting Rule (Peraturan Mesyuarat) 80B of the Dewan Rakyat's Standing Orders, as 

amended 12 August 2025, converts ten Special Select Committees into Permanent Select 

Committees aligned with government ministries; the Select Committee on Women, Children 

and Community Development is one of the ten so reconstituted. 
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