
Happy and Healthy:
Supporting young people’s
wellbeing and mental health
A collection of blogs on the Development Grant



All across London, young people want opportunities outside school to have fun 
with their friends, to make positive change in their communities, and to shape the 
kind of city they want for the future.

London Youth, together with our network of over 400 community youth 
organisations across the capital, creates opportunities for tens of thousands 
of young Londoners to do all of these things – and more. Previous research by 
London Youth found that young people are feeling increasingly unsupported when it 
comes to their mental health and wellbeing, and that youth organisations are often 
reaching into new and complex territory in order to respond to this changing need.

With this in mind, we worked with eight of our members across the summer of 2018 
to test new solutions to support the wellbeing and mental health of young people 
in the capital. Projects were designed to complement existing provision and used 
a range of different approaches. This included training and support for staff, one-
to-one and group activities for young people focusing on promoting wellbeing and 
building young people’s knowledge in the area, as well as integrating mental health 
support into positive activities such as sport and art. What all the projects have 
in common is they supported young people across London to identify how they 
might deal with problems they may face in the future and be better equipped to 
proactively manage their own wellbeing. 

This collection contains blogs written by each project, detailing what they did 
over the summer and how this supported the young people they work with. We 
hope you can take some ideas and inspiration from what they have achieved and 
learned, and begin to think about how you or your organisation can better support 
the wellbeing and mental health of young Londoners. 
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Meet Bobby. Bobby is 15 years old. He loves football and has a hunger to learn 
about anything. His teachers know that he is bright and should do well at school. 
But he is missing an average of 1.5 days per week due to a combination of 
fixed term exclusions and just not turning up. His teachers also know that he 
has witnessed frequent domestic violence at home and is currently on a Child 
Protection Plan. His school decide this isn’t an academic problem but an emotional 
one and they refer him to a therapist. Bobby goes to the first two sessions but then 
stops turning up saying it is boring and embarrassing and that he doesn’t have 
anything he needs to talk about.

Football Beyond Borders work at 35 schools across London and Essex with young 
people, predominately boys, who are passionate about football but want additional 
support to thrive at school. Over the past 5 years, we have supported thousands of 
students and seen the transformational impact of providing trusted, relatable role 
models and putting young people’s passions at heart of their learning. 

However, amongst all the success stories, there are a few students for whom the 
combination of football-themed learning, positive role models and amazing rewards 
never seemed to be quite enough. These are students like Bobby who would 
engage with FBB, love the sessions, and be proud to be a part of the FBB Family. 

Despite their best intentions and promises to us, these young people continued to 
have bust ups and meltdowns at school. They remained on a path to exclusion. It 
was clear that these young people required additional emotional support before 
they were capable of engaging deeply with learning and developing positive 
relationships in a group setting.

In conversations with our partner schools, the obvious route to take for these 
students was to refer them to counselling as a space for them to develop their 
emotional resilience. However, this proved to be difficult.

Firstly, schools – and often local authorities for children in need – often lacked the 
resources to provide therapeutic support for these young people.

Secondly, time and again we would hear our participants saying they didn’t want to 
go to the sessions, that they found them strange and that they didn’t understand 
why they had been asked to go there.

All too often, therefore, these young people remained without a safe space in which 
to begin to process the emotional struggles which were preventing them from 
thriving at school. 

As a result, we came to see that sport based interventions linked to an existing 
youth club or charity have a much bigger role to play in supporting young people to 
develop their social and emotional competencies. 

Football Beyond Borders developed a new approach to working with our 
participants which combines the delivery of one-to-one football coaching with 
techniques developed in child centred counselling. Our Football Plus sessions are 
delivered by BACP qualified counsellors who have also completed their FA Level 
1 and 2 coaching qualifications. We have found this has three advantages over a 
traditional, counselling referral route. 

Firstly, the fact that it is linked to an existing trusted organisation in a young 
person’s life ensures that there are no initial barriers to turning up and engaging. 
The trust which is so fundamental to engaging fully with this type of support is 
already in place. 

Secondly, we’ve come to see the playing of football as a place in which young 
people can feel confident and comfortable to talk about things which are important 
to them. It’s a space in which young people feel in control and feel relaxed enough 
to talk about the big things which are worrying them.

Thirdly, we’ve realised that while young people may initially chose to engage as 
a way of developing additional football skills, our sessions provide them with the 
opportunity to discuss and share things at a pace which feels comfortable for them.
Through this work, we’ve come to see football as a safe space in which young 
people can share and reflect on both positive and negative emotions.
Bobby was one of the first young people to go through the Football Plus 
programme. He attended every week and said that he felt comfortable for the first 
time in talking about the things that had happened to him at home.

We hope many more young people like Bobby will be provided with the opportunity 
to access emotional support in a context which feels familiar and safe to them. We 
know sport is a great route to doing this and can be the first step towards young 
people developing the emotional framework necessary for them to thrive in school 
and wider life.

Jack Reynolds, Football Beyond Borders

How can one-to-one sport-based sessions, 
support young people with poor wellbeing 
and mental health?
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Young people’s mental health and wellbeing is a BIG conversation, but it’s clearly 
not BIG enough.

Not BIG enough to maintain youth services which can be protective against poor 
mental health and it’s not BIG enough to make sure that there are effective support 
services for young people when they are in crisis. At London Bubble mental health 
and wellbeing is a BIG conversation but one which we try and have quietly. 

On our Young Theatre Makers (YTM) programme we are working with young people 
aged 18-25 who have time during the day. They are not in fulltime education or 
employment; they may be on some form of state support, or perhaps on a zero 
hour’s contract. Many of them are amongst that large group of young people who 
are missing from all statistics. We train YTM in our ‘We Need To Act On’ process 
where they run exploratory workshops with other young people to find out what 
are pressing issues for them and then the YTM make theatre about those subjects. 
This can include things like body shaming, abuse over social media, unhealthy 
relationships - often with their parents and caregivers, or struggles with the 
transition to adulthood. This has many crossovers with mental health and wellbeing 
and in each cohort of YTM there are those who are directly dealing with poor 

Tackling a BIG issue quietly
mental health. They might be conscious of it, they may have a diagnosis and be 
receiving support alongside this or, more commonly, they may not have any support 
at all.

A key area of learning for us has been realising that the young people who come 
to us don’t want a formal wellbeing programme. They want to develop their skills 
as workshop facilitators and theatre makers, they want to participate in a positive 
creative activity, they want a reason to get up in the morning, they want to develop 
friendships!

The message from young people is clear, they want us to focus on what they can 
do and on the skills they can develop. This has led us to taking a quiet approach 
to supporting their mental health and wellbeing. With the help of London Youth we 
have built a relationship with Wellbeing Education (a part of the Institute for Arts 
Therapy in Education) to provide:

- Practical creative sessions at the beginning and end of the programme where we 
are explicit that we might be dealing with sensitive matters and the ways this might 
affect the participants

- Support from a placement student through one to one sessions so participants 
can talk about how things are going outside the rehearsal room which can 
sometimes feel pressured

- Individual supervision and reflective practice for the practitioner team. We 
recognise that we need to support our practitioners if they are going to effectively 
support participants. 

We have also altered the shape of the programme, particularly the final couple of 
weeks. For many young people, endings can be difficult, particularly when what is 
coming to an end has been intense, challenging and possibly transformative. We 
have stopped talking about the ending, we have moved away from finishing with 
the high point of a performance, and we have emphasised the ongoing relationship, 
coming back to do a work placement, coming back to our first Friday club (where 
all previous participants are invited to take part in workshops, have social time 
together and to share what has been happening for them). This provides us with 
a committed group of young people who get further involved in London Bubble’s 
work. It also means that young people can come and find us when they need to. 
This may be to share a personal success, a new job, or a new place to stay, or 
perhaps they might want some help with an audition speech or filling out a housing 
form. 

We are not wellbeing practitioners. We are theatre makers and that is always going 
to be our BIG story, but when young people’s self-reported wellbeing is at an all-
time low then we will need to be quietly attentive to that if we want to support them 
in making theatre with us and go on to have happier and more fulfilling lives.

Adam Annand and Marie Vickers, London Bubble Theatre Company 

6 7



At Hillingdon Carers, we designed a programme to help young carers better 
understand and manage their own mental health and wellbeing, as caring in 
childhood and young adulthood can have significant adverse effects on children 
and young people.  Over four weeks, young carers focused on four key topics: 
positive and negative thinking, assertiveness, stress and anger management, and 
first impressions. A cross-cutting theme running through the programme was how 
being a young carer impacted on these areas. 

Workshops provided a non-judgemental and therapeutic setting for the young 
carers to be able to express themselves and contribute to discussions around 
mental health and well-being. The session leader used cognitive behaviour therapy 
to help young people to understand their own triggers, how caring affected them 
and to teach age-appropriate strategies for coping with low mood, anger, negative 
thought processes and managing stress. 

The format of the workshops was well received, with the first hour focussed on 
learning and developing skills and the second hour focussing on young carers 
expressing themselves through art. A trainee art therapist led the art sessions, and 
the young carers created a portfolio of work, which included printed self-portraits, 
anger thermometers and clay figures (monsters representing stress and anger and 
figures which represented something the young carers enjoyed). During the art 
sessions, facilitated discussions continued to ensure that the young carers had 
understood the content that had been delivered, but allowing them to dip in and out 
of difficult conversations because they had an alternative focus if things became 
too challenging. 

Young Carers Headquarters is user led and the young carer’s views were 
paramount to running a successful programme. The young carers suggested some 
extra topics they would like covered and these were written into the programme. 

Headquarters – giving young carers skills 
to understand and improve their mental 
health and wellbeing

In terms of impact, young carer participants showed improvement in key areas 
such as confidence, positive thinking, self-esteem and family relationships. This 
personal growth was acknowledged and applauded by a residential weekend 
for participants, which gave a chance for reflection, respite and continued 
development.

It’s clear that Headquarters had important value in supporting young carers, 
however when working with young people facing complex needs we have found 
that often, the typical methods of measuring the impact on young people are not 
sufficient. Improving outcomes for young people is at the heart of our organisation 
but developing tools to capture outcomes and quantify changes is inherently 
challenging. Structured monitoring forms are not always reflective of the fantastic 
work and development that has taken place and it is important to look beyond 
the numbers (and sometimes beyond user feedback even!) to see the true picture. 
Staff observations of change can be extremely powerful and can identify positive 
alterations in behaviour and attitude that the young people cannot see themselves. 
Whilst we understand the importance of monitoring and the need to prove ‘value 
for money’, we would like to see a better understanding from funders and external 
stakeholders about the difficulties of evaluating outcomes for young people. 
There is a need for monitoring tools that promotes discussion and structured 
conversation with young people rather than rigid measurement tools. 

The programme was evaluated by the young carers and the feedback indicated that 
every young carer who took part reported an improvement in at least four aspects 
of their life with every participant stating their had improved as a direct result of the 
programme

Jo Burns, Hillingdon Carers
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We are a group of young people aged 16-24 who have experienced mental health 
challenges and wanted to share our stories on a podcast. We covered a range of 
topics around the theme of mental health and tried to make it as engaging and 
interesting for young people as possible, being serious as well as having a laugh 
and some fun. We want to break down the stigma of mental health by being open 
and honest about it. There is still a lot of stigma around discussing mental health, 
and this can stop young people seeking help, and lead to longer term issues. By 
speaking about it more openly we hope this will inspire other young people to be 
more vocal about their mental health and get the help they need.

Susie, a young person on the podcast, explains why podcasting was used for 
this project. “Podcasting is an intimate medium that invites you to take part in 
a conversation rather than just be a witness to it. They also offer the benefit of 
anonymity; people feel more comfortable opening up to a microphone, than they 
might with a camera looking at them.” 

They are very accessible both in terms of production and for the listener. All we 
needed were some microphones and free editing software; you can download 
podcasts on your phone for free and listen anywhere any time.

We all know how important it is to talk about our mental health, however often 
it can be hard to reach out and speak up. While society has come a long way in 
terms of the information and support there is out there for people, there is still more 
to be done and young people continue to feel lonely and isolated, or stressed and 

How can young people lead a project 
to improve the wellbeing and mental 
health of themselves and others?

pressured. We want to tell other people they are not alone, and to help people feel 
more connected and supported so that they know where they can go if they need 
to talk to someone. We have been interviewing a range of people, from NightLine 
and Student Minds to the suicide prevention charity PAPYRUS, sharing tips on how 
they talk about mental health, and how their services help young people. 

As a group we felt that we were supported by each other as young people with 
the same experiences and it was fantastic to speak to people who got it and 
understood us. Mental health can be difficult to deal with and a challenge, but 
knowing that we can help each other and having someone who will listen can 
make a huge difference. The leaders at Creative Opportunities were supportive 
too and guided us through the process; they listened to us without judgement, 
which helped to build a safe environment, and offered to find support for one of our 
members who was going through a difficult time during the recording. Not long into 
the project, we were able to speak to each other quite comfortably and without fear 
of being judged, which was really important for us. It was essential for us to be able 
to look after our own wellbeing throughout the process so we had regular check-ins 
on how we were feeling, and if things got a bit heavy we could take a break out of 
the room. 

For us, this positive and supportive atmosphere is what made the project work 
and gave us the opportunity to develop creative skills like researching, making 
a podcast, recording and editing. We also built on other things like confidence, 
teamwork, and communication. By the end of the six weeks, we all had a sense of 
belonging and strength, knowing that we all wanted to create a podcast and share 
our experiences and that we could make a difference with what we’d made. 

Our project was a great opportunity to speak with like-minded people about mental 
health and share this with a wider audience. Further funding and support will allow 
us to continue post-production work on the podcast and promote it so we can 
continue to spread the word that it’s okay to talk to others about mental health. This 
has been a unique opportunity in that the project was led by young people - we 
produced the podcast, wrote and spoke on the podcast as young people who have 
been directly affected by mental health, interviewing charity workers and others 
working in the mental health field. It’s quite refreshing to hear from young people on 
a podcast and we think this could be really valuable for other young people who are 
used to hearing about this subject from someone they often find harder to relate to 
like a teacher or mental health professional. They maybe couldn’t tell you what it’s 
like to be a young person facing the specific challenges we face, so hearing a range 
of people’s voices and experience is important. 

We see this as a platform where the listeners can be involved, to message in topics 
they want us to talk about, any questions they may have, or even feature and speak 
on the podcast themselves. We imagine a much wider community than simply the 
podcast, with a website and social media as a place to share resources, a space 
where other young people can feel supported and connected. We hope that this 
community will help to empower our listeners to speak up about their own mental 
health and seek support should they need it. 

Chloe Kazantzis and Kat Outten, Creative Opportunities
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As a youth worker I am excited by lives fully lived. That is what I am pursuing… 
that’s the vision motivating me. 

But absolutely key to this flourishing is the background that young people have 
learnt to navigate seasons of loss and hardship well. Not glamorous and not 
popular, but the very real tests and trials of life, for as my granny used to say, ‘no 
one misses out’.

Their personal challenges will inevitability come (if they haven’t already) and as 
much as we want to protect our young people from difficulties… the truth is we 
can’t always… so what can we do? 

Recently I am looking at this as time for grounding, preparing, cultivating habits, 
introducing new ways to approach these challenges… We can walk alongside, 
spotting the teachable opportunities and helping them to process the season that 
they are in… if we can do this well then maybe we are actually helping to prepare 
them for the future of unknowns…

Maybe their challenges will come from their success; the pressure of being at the 
top! Or maybe from the difficulty of not achieving what they had hoped. Maybe it 
will come from illness, or bereavement or broken relationships. Could this be the 
most valuable thing I could bring? Impart something now that could help them 
mange their wellbeing needs in the future? 

So informally looking for opportunities for ‘life lessons’, but structured times of 
input and reflection will help them join the dots, and intentionally put some things 
into practice… Sure, we want a shiny Instagram life for you… but can I help you to 
value other seasons? Can you recognise that building resilience, and character is of 
worth? That seasons of struggle have the potential to lead you into being someone 
who has more capacity, greater compassion, ultimately as someone who can be 
trusted with more responsibility, and can have greater influence because of the 
difficulties you have navigated. 

So with our Development Grant from London Youth, for five Monday afternoons in a 
row, we gathered a small group of young women and using creativity and the arts, 
we began to explore together the themes of ‘healthy emotions’ ‘healthy mind’ and 
‘healthy body’. 

How can youth work provide young 
people with the space to feel well 
supported and manage their own 
wellbeing needs in the future?
Tess Oyediran, Canaan Project

It was a very simple structure. Nothing flash or particularly new to see here. Just 
regular sessions providing a safe space to talk about wellbeing. We spent time 
learning about ourselves and each other… because wellbeing involves healthy 
relationships; with ourselves and with others. We learnt about different aspects of 
how our mind, body and emotions work and had a health professional informally 
input to expand our understanding of this and to help us identify support in the 
community… and every week after these discussions were times to get creative! 
These were activities for personal reflection and expression, designed to give 
participants some individual quiet time to digest and process what we’ve discussed 
as a group. But also each week was time for fun… laughter is key for our wellbeing, 
right? And there was a little tool or challenge given weekly for everyone have a go 
at implementing at home… it might be doing some colouring to relax, or journaling 
about moods, or trying a breathing exercise to help you get to sleep. And while 
most of our preparation time went into thinking about the craft (and this was the 
hook we used to attract the girls to the group!) that wasn’t what had the greatest 
impact. 

The thing the girls commented on most was they loved it being a small group. They 
also loved that it was a quiet space, they loved that they got to talk. They asked us 
to keep it small, EVERY week they said this… why? Nothing says ‘you matter’ more 
than quality of attention.

It’s not a particularly flashy thing to fund… but I’m sorry to say there is no gimmick, 
no substitute, nothing that can make up for the quality of time and attention you 
give someone. Is that the best gift I can give? Is that the grounding they really 
need? The new perspective they see, through me and my attention? That they 
really do matter. 

It’s fair to say the young people we see struggling most with their mental health are 
those who have not had that kind of consistent quality of attention. 

In funding and doing work that is effective, it means that sometimes we can’t go 
wide, we have to go deep. Mental health issues are not going to be addressed by 
surface level interactions, and large numbers don’t necessarily reflect effectiveness 
of a project… perhaps a substantial part of equipping young people to navigate 
their wellbeing in the future may just look like taking quality time with them.
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Croydon Drop In is a wraparound service accessible 6 days a week providing open 
access free counselling, information and advice to children, young people and 
families in Croydon. For a few years now we have logged the increase in stress 
levels amongst young people. A good deal of this is generated in educational 
establishments with the spotlight on schools where the pressure to attain often 
unrealistic attendance and academic targets is projected onto young people and 
their families. 

Our response was to develop a workshop to be delivered to young people in 
schools that would try to unpick some of the reasons why young people were 
feeling more stressed, to raise their awareness about what happens to their mind 
and body at stressful times and how to take action to better look after themselves. 

How can youth organisations create and
provide resources to support young people
mental health and wellbeing?

We named the workshop Stretched not Stressed to highlight to young people that 
it can be important to feel stretched, but to recognise the point where this tips over 
into a stressful zone. 

In the end, we delivered nine workshops to 192 people. We found that having two 
facilitators delivering the workshop enabled us to properly support groups and 
respond to additional support from participants. The workshops focused on how 
the adolescent brain works and how young people can respond resiliently to reduce 
their stress levels. We found that the content resonated particularly well with Year 
10 students who were very interested in how the brain responds when key needs 
are not being met, in particular around sleep and hydration and the affect this can 
have on restoring and repairing the brain. 

“I learnt how to look at the activities I do daily and how I can improve”

“When you sleep it makes you feel better and able to pay attention”

“I fall asleep in class and I think I need more sleep but I play games on my Xbox all 
night. Not sure if I can do that now!”

“When you don’t eat healthy you can get dehydrated and feel sluggish when you 
wake up. I will drink plenty of water to make sure I do not feel sluggish in the 

morning”

Perhaps unsurprisingly, we discovered that the thirst for this kind of information 
and training was quite universal so we developed variations of the workshop so we 
can deliver to those in years 5-6 and parents, carers or the broader workforce who 
support young people. Throughout the whole process we have been able to use 
the evaluation we have collected to tweak and adapt the format and content of the 
training to suit the audience. Moving forward we would like to offer Train the Trainer 
sessions and look into funding more creative ways of sharing this knowledge with 
young people, such as spoken word or a play. 

For us, our evaluation and feedback has demonstrated the value and benefit that 
having new knowledge and tools can have for young people’s wellbeing by helping 
them monitor and maintain their stress levels. In an ideal world it would be fantastic 
if funders and policymakers would recognise that the talent and depth to support 
young people in a more holistic manner is not just based in the education system. It 
also sits outside of statutory services and has proven to be a useful tool for young 
people and those who work hard to support them.

Angela Ben-Arie and Gordon Knott, Croydon Drop In
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At Coin Street Community Builders, we are no stranger to the importance of health 
and fitness sessions for the young people we work with. Alongside other sports 
activities, we are lucky enough to have access to a professional gym and dance 
studio for young people to use on Friday evenings. We’ve found that young people 
like the pull of being able to use a professional gym in the same way that adults can 
– but without the hefty price tag!

With help from London Youth’s Development Grant, we were able to bolt on extras 
to our usual gym sessions aimed at 14 to 19 year olds. Our aim was to create 
a holistic approach around health and fitness that included aspects of healthy 
eating and time for reflection on how this might interact with their fitness sessions. 
We recruited an additional instructor to allow for more tailored programmes 
for the young people. Instructors are recruited from the sports programme at a 
local university and there are clear benefits from both the young people and the 
instructors being of a similar age. The larger instructor team were able to work 
more closely with young people, supporting them to gain a greater knowledge and 
understanding of the physical and mental benefits of exercise, as well as a greater 

The role of diet and exercise in 
supporting young people’s mental 
health and wellbeing

focus on the technical aspects of the activities they engaged in. Through this, 
young people began to get more involved in the planning of sessions and how they 
would best like to use the equipment available to them. 

The biggest addition to our existing programme was the recruitment of a qualified 
nutritionist to provide sessions about healthy eating to sit alongside the fitness 
sessions. For our recruitment process, it was important for us that the nutritionist 
was able to engage well with young people on a topic they were unfamiliar with. 
The food sessions were structured but informal, and involved young people 
engaging in the creation of healthy meals to be enjoyed following the fitness 
sessions. They also got involved in creating menus for sessions and understanding 
the costs and budgets of preparing healthy meals. The young people developed 
a greater appetite for knowledge on nutrition, where their food comes from, salt 
and sugar levels in food and portion sizing. Fitting in the food aspect alongside 
the fitness often made session timings very tight, however we found that having 
time at the end of workouts to chat about food and fitness and eat as a group 
was incredibly positive. It gave young people the chance to reflect on the session 
they had just participated in, as well as gaining a greater sense of belonging to the 
project and the group. 

It was clear that the added-extras to our programme were of great benefit to the 
young people who already attended the youth fitness sessions. One young person 
had attended occasionally but began to attend weekly due to the additional fitness 
support, nutritional sessions and healthy food. This really brought him out of his 
shell, and he became much more interested in contributing to the group and 
developing his skills and knowledge. A further young person had rarely attended 
a fitness session as he was fairly body conscious. By being able to have one on 
one support during sessions due to the increased capacity, he attends much more 
frequently and has also enjoyed learning more about the nutritional aspects of 
wellbeing too. 

For us, this pilot of adding additional support to our existing fitness sessions has 
been a success. Young people have clearly benefited from more tailored support 
while using the gym and the addition of nutritionist has supported them to think 
about food in a different way that can contribute to their broader positive wellbeing. 
Despite this, we are really aware that we took on a lot trying to include both food 
and fitness in a two-hour slot. We’re considering running more, separate sessions 
around food and cooking that could tie into any of our fitness and sports sessions, 
but we are aware of the extra communication and marketing to young people 
this would require. Not all young people are initially interested in this approach 
to supporting their wellbeing, and we have found engaging girls particularly 
challenging. Ultimately, however, we feel that the combination of food and fitness 
experts alongside trusted youth workers helps create an environment where 
young people feel comfortable to develop their knowledge and understanding of 
health, fitness, diet and nutrition and how this can contribute to positive wellbeing 
throughout their lives. 

Dan Gibbs, Coin Street Community Builders

16 17



For many young people, the summer holidays can be very isolating. A lack of 
financial funds and parents having to work means that young people do not always 
have the opportunity to engage in meaningful interactions during this time. The 
’Escape from London’ summer holiday project aimed to provide 10 young women 
aged 11-16 years a range of activities and trips during the summer holidays. The 
activities were suggested by the young people which meant they felt “valued, 
listened to and unified” and involved:

- Circuit Training & Make your own Smoothies workshop
- Vision boards workshop
- White Water Rafting at Lee Valley
- Day trip to Littlehampton
- 3 Day Residential to Combe Haven Holiday Park, Hastings.

The project aimed, delivered and inspired safe and supported environments, new 
experiences, group bonding, opportunity to celebrate individuals and freedom to 
discover and express themselves as young people. Weekly check-ins via phone 
calls and text messages were consistent in between activities.

The young people were able to enhance their wellbeing through experiences 
they would not have otherwise engaged in throughout the summer holidays. 
One of the young people had never visited a beach before or even seen the sea. 
This experience alone allowed this young person to explore herself and discuss 
amongst her peers things she would like to see and do as she grows into a young 
adult. 

Laughing, spending time outdoors in the fresh air, engaging in physical activity and 
bonding together as a group all influenced and promoted healthy positive attitudes. 
The time spent together allowed us to really bond and build trusting, lasting 
relationships. Conversation was a really important element during the project. It 
allowed us as youth workers to highlight the importance of self-care and the things 
the young people could and were able to do to enhance their wellbeing. A further 
essential and valuable element was us opening up as youth workers and informing 

How can the wellbeing & mental 
health needs of young girls best 
be supported?

the young people that we too need to remember to look after ourselves, reminded 
us of the importance of honesty and our emotions as human beings.

During the residential there were many conversations around friendships, school, 
education, family, values and beliefs. Such conversations permitted the girls to 
open and explore some issues that they previously felt uncomfortable with doing. 
Supported by myself and my colleague Jenny, the girls were able to express 
themselves and open a dialogue where they felt safe and non-judged by their 
peers.

Having a mixed age group of young people also worked well. The majority were at 
the end of Year 8 whilst 2 of the girls had just completed their GCSEs. The older 
girls really took a lead with taking the younger ones ‘under their wing’ and happily 
provided them with advice and guidance in regards to getting through secondary 
school. The older girls as a result had a sense of giving ‘something back’, helping 
one another and being a support network for the younger girls. The younger girls 
also fed back that they were grateful to have the older girls ‘looking out for us’ and 
that they valued their knowledge and experiences and that they would take this on 
board as they were about to begin Year 9.

For us, this summer project had a powerful, positive influence on this group of 
young girls. As an organisation, we also learnt the value of simple interventions, as 
well as what we can realistically provide our young people during a specific time 
period or with a specific amount of resource. We are incredibly keen to continue to 
run projects similar to this and support young girls to feel better supported during 
times that they have told us can be isolating, but we recognise this requires funders 
and policymakers to create better accessibility to the kinds of funds that all for this 
kind of holistic, small-scale, supportive work. 

Leighanne Grubb, South Central Youth
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