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Executive Summary 

The NeurOX Young People’s Advisory Group (YPAG) is a group of young people (aged between 14 and 
18 years old) who work with the Neuroscience, Ethics and Society (NEUROSEC) team in the Department 
of Psychiatry at University of Oxford. The YPAG supports adolescents’ involvement in research, policy and 
ethical decision-making about mental health and ethics challenges that affect their lives. As part of the 
YPAG, young people act as co-researchers in the design, implementation and analysis of a range of 
mental health science research.

To help evaluate the impact of the YPAG, we used the Storytelling Methodology – an independent 
evaluation approach led by the Old Fire Station (OFS), which is based on the Most Significant Change 
(MSC) technique. This process involved collecting the stories of eight people involved in the YPAG – 
YPAG members and research staff. OFS story collectors had conversations with these individuals (the 
storytellers) about their experiences of the YPAG and what it meant to them. These conversations were 
recorded and transcribed, and then edited down into shorter stories which faithfully reflect the storyteller’s 
insights into impact and significance in their own voice and words. The stories were approved by the 
individuals and anonymised. We then held a discussion session which brought together people with 
different perspectives and relationships to the project to discuss the stories and the learning emerging. 
This report shares the key insights and learning which came out of this process.

The stories reflect the impacts that the NeurOX YPAG has had on those involved. YPAG members 
and staff felt able to:

• meaningfully contribute towards research that made a positive impact

• gain transferrable life skills and a deeper understanding of ethics and mental health 

• build meaningful connections

• develop a renewed sense of the importance of listening and collaborating with others as 
part of research. 

The stories suggested the following things were key in enabling this to happen.

1. Taking time to build relationships. 

2. Listening and being genuinely open to changing the path of research based on what emerged.

3. Thinking long-term and supporting the sustained involvement of young people.

4. Taking leaps of faith and trusting that people would do a good job. 

5. Providing training and building capacities so young people were able to 
meaningfully contribute. 

6. Being flexible, and adapting to individual skills, motivations and interests.

7. Learning together with young people about how to evolve and develop the group over time. 

8. Thinking creatively about how to engage and involve more diverse voices in the 
research process.



Page 3

Alongside this report we also urge you to read the stories at the end of the document, which reflect the 
impact of the YPAG through the voices and words of those involved. 

Written by Sarah Cassidy, Old Fire Station, Oxford, October 2021. 
Stories collected by Justine Malone, Steve Hay and Simon Garrood.  
Edited by Renata Allen, Phillip Brennan and Sofia Smith-Laing.

I feel like I’m a changed person, but it’s a positive change, because 
I’ve grown in myself, and found out about myself. And I’ve also 
got a better understanding of the world and what goes on in the 
sense of research, because research actually plays a big part in 
like, everything. 
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Section 1: Background & Introduction 

Storytelling Evaluation Methodology 

The Old Fire Station (OFS) is a centre for creativity which encourages people from all backgrounds to 
understand and shape the world in which we live through stories, creativity, and connecting with others. 
As part of this work, OFS trains and supports partner organisations to use the storytelling methodology to 
evaluate impact and amplify voices. 

The storytelling methodology is based on the Most Significant Change (MSC) technique.1 MSC is used 
in international development circles, and in Asset Based Community Development (strengths-based) 
work. It involves the collection of stories of significant change from participants, and the participatory 
interpretation of these stories. Unlike conventional approaches to evaluation, MSC does not employ 
quantitative indicators developed in advance – the storytellers decide what the most significant impact 
is for them. MSC is particularly effective for measuring change that is intangible or fuzzy – unexpected, 
emergent, personalised or diverse – as well as understanding how change happens. 

For the Storytelling Methodology please see the Appendix.

Storytelling: The Impacts of NeurOX YPAG on the Team and YPAGers

OFS collected stories from eight people involved in different ways in NEUROSEC Team projects, including 
YPAG members, staff and researchers. Conversations were recorded, transcribed and then edited 
into 1–2 page stories, and discussed in a follow up session. These discussions formed the basis for this 
impact report. 

1https://www.mande.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2005/MSCGuide.pdf

https://www.mande.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2005/MSCGuide.pdf
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Section 2: Impact and Learning 

Key Themes 

While each storyteller brings their own unique perspectives and insights on the YPAG, there are several 
key themes which echo across the stories. 

1. Confidence – people mention having 
grown in confidence – whether this be 
in voicing opinions, presenting in front of 
others, analysing data, or using collaborative 
research processes. 

2. Progression – people reflect on how the model of the YPAG has changed and progressed over the 
years, and how their responsibility and involvement in the group had evolved and enriched with it. 

3. Empowerment – staff and researchers recognise that empowering young people to play an active 
part in research is critical to generating good quality outcomes, and young people feel empowered 
to have a voice and share their perspectives. 

4. Mutual benefit – everybody gains from being a part of the YPAG – members feel part of something 
important through which they have been able to develop skills and experience, and staff and 
researchers find the young people’s involvement invaluable to the research process

I will admit, my confidence wasn’t as good 
then. I feel over the last two years, I’ve gained 
a lot. Now I will sit and tell people what I want 
to say.

I started at 13 and now I’m 18, so there’s been a progression to different 
responsibilities as I’ve become a more senior member. Obviously, the 
researchers still have the final say, but, especially in the last few years, it’s 
very much a matter of exploring; ‘What do you want to do? What do you 
want to get out of the YPAG? How is it going to help you as a person?’.

Something I like is the empowerment it gives to young people. By using 
YPAG, instead of looking towards older generations, or people with mindsets 
that haven’t changed for quite a while, researchers can look at the other 
end of the spectrum, from people forming their own morals and opinions 
based on the society that is growing today and the issues in it.

Having different perspectives and people going through the data, for me, 
it kind of emphasises the fact that you don’t need to do everything on 
your own, in fact it’s good not to do everything on your own. Involving other 
people, and their perspective, is always going to get the best result.
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5. Community – people describe the YPAG as a community or environment where everyone feels valued, 
listened to, and like they have a sense of agency.

6. Diversity and inclusion – people mention that involving YPAG members had affirmed the importance 
of including different perspectives and experiences in research processes. 

7. Connections – through participating in the YPAG people develop connections with peers, staff and 
the University more broadly, and meet people from different backgrounds. For the researchers, this 
experience helps them to feel more connected to their research and its impact.

8. Positive change – people value being part of something that makes a positive difference – whether 
that be supporting young people to develop new skills or being part of research which contributes 
towards positive change.

I think the importance of a community was also very clear to me from the 
YPAG. And for them, it was really important, because it was something really 
unique. It was an opportunity for them to learn from the views of all kinds 
of young people coming from all walks of life. And just creating a very 
welcoming, accepting environment at the beginning of each session was 
important, so that they knew their presence and their opinions were valued.

The first YPAG session was the first time I’d ever been in an Oxford College 
too. I’ve never even looked around one. And yeah, I think it’s quite daunting. 
I think the more we can open that up and show that you can join, you are 
welcomed, you can be involved in research, it shouldn’t matter what your 
background/ history is.

I feel really connected to the other YPAG members, because obviously, they 
were sharing experiences as well. And that made me think this is an open 
environment where I can be myself. 

I think in terms of purpose and meaning, in my life, it has been really important. 
Actually making a difference in the lives of young people, I wanted to be able to 
do that through my job. And I think before that, in my PhD, I had the feeling that 
my research was very far removed from making a difference. So, for me, it has 
created a feeling that everything is a little bit more connected. I have this way to 
understand the type of change I want to see. And I understand how to get there.
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9. Learning together – at the start, the YPAG was new for everyone. Researchers were learning how to 
approach participatory research with the group, whilst young people were also learning about new 
topics and the role they could play. Learning together helped to level the playing field and make YPAG 
feel like a genuine collaboration. 

Outcomes

As part of the Discussion Session we looked at the impact and learning emerging from the stories in 
relation to 3 key areas of focus:

1. Young people are listened to and meaningfully involved in the research process

The YPAG enabled young people to be meaningfully involved in research in several ways. 

Valued and Heard 

All of the young people felt their voices were valued and heard as part of the research process, and 
everyone recognised that their involvement led towards better quality processes and outputs. 

At the beginning, I think I was slightly scared of how to approach this. For 
them as well, it was a learning process. But it became more and more 
informal and more comfortable as we progressed.

I think specifically going out of your way to include young people’s 
perspective is really good, and forward-thinking. I think it just means, overall, 
research is more likely to be successful, because if you don’t include the 
perspectives of young people, then the research is much less likely to be 
relevant. ‘We are the future’, or whatever.

Because the group is quite peer-to-peer based, it’s allowed us to share our 
voices, and to do that in a place where we can influence, to some extent, 
different things going on. And the group, while quite research based, I feel 
allows you to have a fairly significant input.
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Contribution to Positive Change

Many of the young people mention how fulfilling they found being part of research which contributed 
towards positive change. They also mention how important the YPAG has been in helping them to 
develop skills and experience and inform decisions around what to do next with their lives.

What enables this to happen?

The storytellers suggest that the following things help enable the meaningful involvement of 
young people:

• Involving young people in the research from beginning to end enables people to see the impact 
of their involvement, develop a deeper understanding of the research and contribute in more 
significant ways.

• Being flexible, creative and responsive to the interests and capabilities of individuals and the group 
helps to sustain interest and contribute towards personal development. 

• Taking time to build relationships and socialise – e.g. through playing pool, dinners and trips – is 
important for building trust and getting to know one another in informal settings.

• Giving time and attention towards creating a safe environment with a small group helps people to 
build confidence in sharing their perspectives and experiences.

The research that we’ve been doing, and probably will do in the future, 
is around topics that are really important, which could make the world a 
better place. You feel like you’re doing your bit and almost looking into a 
better future. 

You start to get a better understanding of everything. And I don’t really 
know how to put this, but what you’re doing is a positive change not only 
on yourself, but for society as well.

I thoroughly enjoyed being part of the 
entire process, because it means you see it 
sort of grow into what you wanted it to be 
at the start, and you can see how the way 
you’ve been involved has helped affect the 
running of it.

Much of it is about building 
the relationships with the 
young people, and it’s their 
guidance that’s helped us 
drive that creativity. The young 
people have made it, to be 
totally honest.
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• Preparing the ground – laying out ground rules, agreeing together the responsibilities and shared 
principles, providing training, and giving people a good understanding of the research enables 
people to make more informed contributions.

• Giving people freedom and flexibility to discuss what’s important to them. 

• Providing different ways for young people to be involved – sometimes working independently, and at 
other stages as part of a group.

• Not overseeing people throughout – giving people space and trusting them to work independently.

Challenges 

• It was harder to build relationships and support participation when working remotely on zoom. 

• Visiting researchers often expected a lot of listening and had a poor sense of how to engage the 
group

• Whilst the group has diversified in certain respects, there is still a need for more diversity and 
representation within the group. 

The researchers who ran it sort of 
had to learn as they went along, 
taking feedback along the way. 
That was very productive because it 
meant they could quite quickly and 
efficiently change the little things 
that we were uncomfortable with 
and make sure that everyone who 
was there felt able to contribute.

In that group setting, you feel a lot more 
confident talking about these things. 
Everyone was very compassionate and 
empathetic with each other, which was 
really lovely, because it sort of showed 
how you can talk about those things, 
and that a lot of other people have 
experienced them too.
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2. Develop an understanding of mental health, ethics, and research approaches

Enriched Understanding of Mental Health

Through sharing experiences with peers, and engaging with research topics, being part of the YPAG has 
deepened young people’s understanding of mental health. 

Enriched Understanding of Research 

Collaboration also enhanced researcher’s understanding of the research outputs reinforcing the value of 
collaboration with young people.

What enables this to happen?

• Communication and listening on both sides.

• Researchers being genuinely open to input and changing the path of the research in response to 
what emerges.

• Triangulating – researchers coming at questions using different tools and approaches

I always had this understanding before from social media, that 
having mental health problems means you can’t exactly do what 
you want to do. So with the YPAG, I learnt that if you don’t try, you can’t 
exactly get far. So I just tried my hardest, and it worked – it paid off.

I’ve also gained knowledge in research 
and how it’s run. It showed me how 
necessary it is to involve young people 
in research about themselves…

I remember one of my favorite debates, we talked about how people view 
some conditions like OCD and ADHD as a quirky personality trait instead 
of understanding the true depths of it and how it affects the lives of others. 
Some people in passing might see like a messy draw and go; ‘Oh, that 
makes my OCD go bad.’ And it’s like, those people don’t understand the 
true extent of topics like OCD. It’s something we can raise awareness about. 

I feel like it’s positively impacted my wellbeing as well as my mental 
health. Because I’ve struggled with depression and anxiety myself, it’s sort 
of given me the sense that I’m not alone. It was an eye opener for me.

Another thing I’ve gotten from YPAG is just 
a kind of appreciation of the research and 
how much goes into it. Because there’s so 
much behind the scenes that you never 
really get to see, you know. 
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• Capacitating and training young people to engage with the research meaningfully. 

• Sustained involvement – being involved over a longer period of time helps to develop meaningful 
change both for the research projects, and for those involved. 

• Sharing the outcomes of the research and young people’s involvement with them. 

3. Developing transferrable skills

Across the stories people speak about developing confidence and skills. Storytellers mention feeling more 
able to share their opinions, participate in discussions, work as part of a team and empathise with others. 
They also developed analytical, project management and data handling skills, as well as other practical 
experience. People felt these skills enhanced their CVs and helped them to apply for future opportunities.

Every part of YPAG was a learning curve. Being able to get involved in a 
really productive way and to stay involved for such a long period of time, 
was just a very lovely thing.

It’s not enough to ask a young person a difficult question that engages their 
sense of ethics or morality just in one way. We tend to come at questions using 
different tools, and different approaches, which empowers young people to 
get to grips with the question and enables us as researchers to feel we have 
valid and reliable answers. 

Personally, I think it’s helped a lot of things. I think it helped me feel more 
confident in my choice of Psychology and helped me know what I’d 
be expected to do in the long term as well. It also helped with general 
confidence in teaching and talking about my personal things. It was also one 
of the main talking points in my personal statement for University.

I feel like I’ve gained a lot of confidence and, as well as academic success, I feel 
more able to help guide young people starting through a similar journey.
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What enables this to happen?

•  Tailoring support to the individual – people felt guided when they needed it, whilst also being able to 
do their own thing and work independently. 

•  Trusting people to do a good job, which makes them believe in their own abilities. 

• Discussions following a significant task promotes reflection on the experience and opportunities to 
give and to receive support.

•  Asking people if they can work things out on their own and having faith that they will be able to do it.

• Allowing people to learn through doing, which helps build confidence in their own abilities.

Challenges 

• The pandemic meant that there were fewer opportunities than otherwise for developing 
in-person skills. 

Learnings going forward

The stories reflect the impacts that the YPAG has had on those involved – people felt able to meaningfully 
contribute towards research that made a positive impact; developed transferrable life skills and a deeper 
understanding of ethics and mental health; built meaningful connections; and gained a renewed sense 
of the importance of listening and collaborating with others.

What made it possible, I would say, is the trust 
and respect of the people running the YPAG. 
Giving us this responsibility, treating us as adults 
from the get-go. It allows you to build confidence. 
Whereas if you’re constantly being treated as a 
child and that sort of thing, it’s much less likely to 
happen. It’s not like it forces you to grow up – it 
enables you to.

It’s really fortunate compared 
to other YPAGs, in that it’s had 
sustained funding over five years. 
That makes a huge difference. 

You have to listen, you need to engage, you need to be thoughtful about how 
you’re listening, and that you need to give young people a chance to express 
who they are. Early on, I hadn’t quite realised that that is such a core part of 
what I bring to research and to being a human being in the world.
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Going forward, what have we learned from the YPAG stories and how can we take this into future 
collaborative research? 

1. Take time to build relationships. 

2. Listen and be genuinely open to changing the path of research based on what emerges.

3. Think long-term and support the sustained involvement of young people.

4. Take ‘leaps of faith’ and trust that people will do a good job. 

5. Provide training and build capabilities so young people are able to meaningfully contribute. 

6. Be flexible, and adapt to individual skills, motivations and interests.

7. Learn together about how to evolve and develop the group over time. 

8. Think creatively about how to engage and involve more diverse voices in the research process.
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2. YPAG and Researcher Stories

Story 1. Looking into a Better Future

Since year eight I was a community prefect, focussing on anti-bullying and making a better community 
for our school. The leader of that, Miss Berril, she put me forward for the Oxford Young People’s Advisory 
Group (YPAG). It’s basically a group of young people who work together on research projects. It helps 
you get involved with the community and learn about key issues going on in the world around us. 

The projects that I’ve participated in are mainly based around mental health. I think the first time we 
met up was September 2019. I didn’t think I would know anyone there, but luckily I knew Heather who 
I did netball with, and then someone from my school called Amelia. After meeting up in Jesus College 
at Oxford University, we did some icebreakers and got to know each other. I remember one of the 
activities looked at different types of research and ethics, and the other activities were problem solving. 
There was a moral dilemma, discussing who would you save first on a rocket of people with different 
characteristics and lives. Later, we had a discussion on topics we wanted to talk about, like stigmas 
around mental health.

The pre-Covid in person sessions of YPAG would last near enough the day. I remember on my first session 
I came on the bus with Amelia and some of us went to McDonald’s after it had finished. It was around 
five when we got home, so it really was the whole day. 

I remember one of my favorite debates, we talked about how people view some conditions like OCD and 
ADHD as a quirky personality trait instead of understanding the true depths of it and how it effects the 
lives of others. Some people in passing might see like a messy draw and go; ‘Oh, that makes my OCD go 
bad.’ And it’s like, those people don’t understand the true extent of topics like OCD. It’s something we can 
raise awareness about. 

Going into lockdown, we have met up via zoom meetings and it hasn’t been the best balance of 
discussion and development. But there’s no other way to really do it. Still, having the meetings continue, 
it meant you had something to keep your mind on. I wasn’t just watching reality TV shows and stuff like 
that. I got to partake in intellectual conversations, when there wasn’t a lot of interaction outside of my 
family. It gave me a project to work on, something I could use my brain for – a way to think and discuss 
and put forward ideas. The first project I was really quite involved with was a Covid peer support project, 
which focused on helping young people experiencing a decline in mental health. It made me feel a lot 
better throughout lockdown, and it kept me thinking on my feet, which I found really useful.

YPAG has helped me feel like I’m actually doing something productive and progressive in my teenage 
years. And I know this sounds pretty reductive to the work we do, but it looks amazing on applications 
and it’s a great talking point on job interviews that I’ve taken this summer. As well as helping me become 
more aware, it’s probably going to open quite a few opportunities in the future. I know if Covid wasn’t 

Not only did the sessions help you be productive and look at new issues, it 
also helped me meet new people from different backgrounds. And it’s a really 
good thing to be in, because you have the freedom to discuss things that are 
important to you. 
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going on there are lots of conferences and events you could attend to better your knowledge and share 
the YPAG’s progress. You also develop quite a broad skill set, such as analytical skills and the project 
management skills, and I think they’re useful things that come up in adult life.

Something I like is the empowerment it gives to young people. By using YPAG, instead of looking towards 
older generations, or people with mindsets that haven’t changed for quite a while, researchers can look 
at the other end of the spectrum, from people forming their own morals and opinions based on the 
society that is growing today and the issues in it. I think learning about different social issues does help 
you become more aware, instilling a more progressive outlook and mentality. I used to run a debate club 
at school, and I’ve always been interested in these types of ideas and now I can build on it and become 
a better leader. I’m more able to interact with different people and I can work collaboratively with those 
my own age who have similar ideas.

And the group, while quite research based, I feel allows you to have a fairly significant input. 

I’m 16 right now, and a lot of people don’t realise that, in a couple of years, we’re going to be in the real 
world. We’re going to have to form our own opinions. And our own kind of morals. The research that we’ve 
been doing, and probably will do in the future, is around topics that are really important, which could 
make the world a better place. You feel like you’re doing your bit and almost looking into a better future. 

Story 2. Confidence is the Bedrock

YPAG was advertised in my school news bulletin. I think you had to be 14, and I was just on the cusp, but 
I went for it anyway. First, you had to fill out an online form, with a couple of questions, like, say, what your 
interest in mental health and research is, and why you want to join and that sort of thing. Then came 
the selection day, where you go around in groups talking with researchers, looking at different scenarios. 
For example: if someone is at a higher risk of inheriting a genetic disorder, should they be told so they 
could take preventative steps? Is it your right to put that burden on them? Or things more specifically 
about research. So different types, you know, qualitative, quantitative data, research methods. Then, once 
I joined, there were meetings, quarterly or slightly more often, all to do with mental health research and 
getting young people involved. 

It’s quite interesting, because when I got older and we were recruiting the new 
YPAG people, we kind of did the same selection process, but this time we, the 
members, were running it, instead of the researchers. I started at 13 and now 
I’m 18, so there’s been a progression to different responsibilities as I’ve become 
a more senior member. 

Our discussions are very much young people bouncing off each other, 
sharing different experiences, then putting everything together to come to a 
conclusion. Because the group is quite peer-to-peer based, it’s allowed us to 
share our voices, and to do that in a place where we can influence, to some 
extent, different things going on. 
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Obviously, the researchers still have the final say, but, especially in the last few years, it’s very much a 
matter of exploring; ‘What do you want to do? What do you want to get out of YPAG? How is it going to 
help you as a person?’. We’re involved in every stage of the process, co-producing research, analysing 
it, and disseminating it. There’s the core YPAG team. Vanessa is kind of at the front of that. She’s got the 
most contact with the actual YPAG members. And then we get external researchers coming in, who are 
just with us for maybe one or two sessions to get our help. It’s definitely gone from them being in charge 
and us helping, to more of a partnership between researchers and young people. That’s kind of how the 
group has progressed.

Being a member involves working on different projects, sometimes coming from researchers, sometimes 
our own projects run by the people who are heading up YPAG – and we provide an element of young 
people’s perspective to it. So, for instance, we collaborated with Childline. They have a kind of online 
message board service, where people can post and others can respond. Each of us were allocated 
a section of the messages in certain topics, such as emotional abuse. And then we’d go through the 
messages, seeing what we took from them. So, trying to analyse how useful we thought the interactions 
were and that kind of thing. First it was independent work, and then we could all feed back together in 
the next meeting. Then we actually met with people from Childline and just told them what we found, 
how we thought the service could be improved to help people a lot more. Which was definitely very 
useful for both parties.

I think that’s why a lot of researchers like to use a YPAG – there isn’t much young people’s involvement 
in research. So, what we could infer from something might be different because we bring different 
experiences. I think specifically going out of your way to include young people’s perspective is really 
good, and forward-thinking. I think it just means, overall, research is more likely to be successful, because 
if you don’t include the perspectives of young people, then the research is much less likely to be relevant. 
‘We are the future’, or whatever. So, although it might seem excessive to go to YPAG, and have all of these 
people analyse it, I really do think it is useful. 

Having different perspectives and people going through the data, for me, it kind of emphasises the fact 
that you don’t need to do everything on your own, in fact it’s good not to do everything on your own. 

You don’t just want one similar voice being heard, you want everyone to have their share. And 
at the moment, you know, maybe because we’re based in central Oxford, we’re a very white, 
female-dominated YPAG. Sometimes, you know, it does become clear that we’ll all kind of have similar 
experiences. The pandemic has obviously not been great, but it catalysed our thinking about how a digital 
YPAG could increase the diversity, and allow more people to access it. I didn’t realise how difficult it is to 
recruit. So, you know, in the initial selection, people have to write a few paragraphs about why they wanted 
to do it, and we’ve been thinking of kind of scrapping that. Because that might be quite excluding for some 
people who, although they might be able to communicate really well verbally, writing’s not their strong point, 
and then they might not be able to access the group. It’s just that awareness of how you’ve got to make 
allowances because everyone will have different situations. If you have the same thing for everyone, then 

Involving other people, and their perspective, is always going to get the best 
result. People of different backgrounds will have different experiences, and 
therefore offer a different perspective. 
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you’re going to get a very similar group of people and not be able to access the perspectives. And they 
should be just as much allowed to be involved in research and have that opportunity.

Another thing I’ve gotten from YPAG is just a kind of appreciation of the research and how much goes 
into it. Because there’s so much behind the scenes that you never really get to see, you know. Someone 
releases a new website or project or something, and you just think, ‘Oh, yeah, they’ve done that. Great.’ 
But now I understand just how much that means – you create it, then you test it with other people, and 
then you’ll analyse it. And you need to take care of people’s data. Ethical considerations are relevant 
to virtually everything you do. So now I really appreciate and respect the amount of work that goes into 
creating these projects, and the rigour with which that work needs to be conducted.

It did build your confidence, progressing through the group, especially with the changing model of the 
YPAG, so you’re given more responsibility. When I was 13, I never would have presented really at all. But 
then, you know, in lockdown, I was presenting alongside Vanessa to two different Oxford University teams. 
And not just confidence with presenting, but also kind of the belief that, like, you know, you’re meant to 
be there, that you know your stuff, you don’t feel out of place or an imposter in those kind of situations. I 
can definitely see how I’ve become more confident outside of the YPAG, too, in terms of meeting people 
or leading projects. I guess, you know, if you can present to Oxford academics, presenting to your class 
doesn’t really get to you. Confidence, I just think that’s kind of the bedrock. 

Whereas if you’re constantly being treated as a child and that sort of thing, it’s much less likely to 
happen. It’s not like it forces you to grow up – it enables you to. And just respect for ideas. Being a young 
person’s group, they come to us specifically for our perspective, so you feel like everything you’re saying 
is valuable to them. You never feel like what you say is stupid or that sort of thing. I think having that kind 
of trusting, open, respectful environment, it’s necessary if you’re going to test ideas, it’s necessary for that 
kind of research, but also it allows you to grow as a person. If people around you believe in you and 
make you feel comfortable, you’re more likely to grow yourself. 

What made it possible, I would say, is the trust and respect of the people 
running the YPAG. Giving us this responsibility, treating us as adults from the 
get-go. It allows you to build confidence. 

We’ve been trying to think of different ways of making the group more diverse. 



Page 18

Story 3. Everything is More Connected

So, the YPAG is a group of young people who support research in the areas of mental health and ethics. 
The idea is that young people shouldn’t be just the participants of a research project, but also be part 
of the process of creating that research. So that involves giving input into the design of the research, 
thinking about priorities for the research methodology, helping to collect data, recruit participants, 
analyse and interpret that data, right up the chain. The idea is that they would be active participants, 
protagonists in the process, not just passive recipients of the research.

I am doing a postdoc on the project. At the time when I joined the team, I had done very little 
participatory research of this type. The research I had been doing was in experimental Psychology, stuff 
that didn’t have to do with children’s rights directly. So, I had to learn a lot about how to approach this 
process. I’ve been involved with the group since the beginning, I was coordinating, so I would lead the 
sessions and so on. And then, maybe a year ago or a bit more, I took a step back to focus on writing up 
all that we had done together.

So basically, we would bring projects to the YPAG, projects that were just at the idea stage. Say, we need 
to do a project around young people’s perspectives on early intervention in Alzheimer’s disease. We 
would bring them the idea and then say, ‘Okay, does this resonate with your experience? What do you 
think about it? What would you like to ask from young people?’ And then we would evolve this process, 
creating the methodology for the study together, and then actually conducting the research. On some 
projects they had a more advisory role. They were just sort of confirming things were okay or giving 
an idea here and there. But on other projects they took a very extensive role, including co-authoring 
the pieces. 

At the beginning, I think I was slightly scared of how to approach this. For them as well, it was a learning 
process. But it became more and more informal and more comfortable as we progressed. At the 
beginning, we were more closely supervising their input. Later we would just say, ‘Okay, we need to create 
this’, and then they would work independently in small groups to generate an output.

On one of the projects, for example, we wanted to understand what young people do day-to-day that 
they feel is right or wrong – young people’s everyday morality. We worked together with the YPAG, thinking 
through, ‘Okay, how are we going to ask young people to report their morals?’ You know, it’s a very 
personal thing to reveal. You’re gonna be reporting your wrongdoings. It was so crucial that we had YPAG 
support. We got some very honest responses that we would never have gotten otherwise. I think it was 
a wake-up call for me, realising that this process of working collaboratively with them is so important for 
good quality research. You just get better information from young people. It just speaks their language in 
some way. 

As the group evolved, and we evolved as well in our thinking about it, we, the 
researchers, started taking a much more passive position in the group. 
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There’s no going back when you start working in this more participatory way. The research just produces 
outputs that are much stronger. I don’t feel that I’ll ever go back to doing research the way I used to. That 
is one very significant impact. Another is also the focus of my research, which changed because of my 
involvement with the YPAG. So, the BeGood project I’m on now is about the ethics of early intervention in 
psychiatry, and bringing young people’s views in. 

I think sometimes we don’t explore that, for example, in the education system – young people tend to 
take a passive role in many ways. 

So, in addition to using the YPAG as a method I started researching these processes of participation, 
and also empowering young people to take an active role in other areas related to mental health – 
so delivering interventions, making up interventions, participating in policies. I always felt strongly that 
young people should have their say, that they should be integrated into society. And I was already a fan 
of participatory processes in education. But I wasn’t that vocal about it. And my involvement with the 
YPAG just really grew in me the importance of actually reaching out, making that connection between 
adolescents and decision makers, so that they can make a difference that is going to be lasting. I 
became much more of an activist.

Perhaps the most impressive example, from my perspective, was when we were setting up a group 
of global young people, to support a dissemination campaign for a mental health report. I got a 
suggestion to invite this young lady from Rwanda, who had a history of mental health challenges, 
growing up there with parents who had been through the war. Shortly after we started working with her, 
I got a chance to suggest a young person to speak at the World Ministerial Summit in London. They had 
invited Ministers of Health from different countries, and they wanted a young person in a panel with 
researchers and Ministers. She flew all the way from Rwanda to London, and she just wrote the most 
beautiful speech. After that, everything sort of took off for her in terms of career and advocacy in mental 
health. She’s currently advising the Wellcome Trust, and doing really interesting work locally in Rwanda. 
And then we also co-wrote a commentary that got published in The Lancet, about involving young 
people and empowering them for change in mental health. A young person who gets that type of 
opportunity, that can cause a cascade of events that change her life forever.

I think the importance of a community was also very clear to me from the YPAG. And for them, it was 
really important, because it was something really unique. It was an opportunity for them to learn from 
the views of all kinds of young people coming from all walks of life. And just creating a very welcoming, 
accepting environment at the beginning of each session was important, so that they knew their 
presence and their opinions were valued. Things that we might take for granted, but not every young 
person is told that in daily life. Ilina, who is the Primary Investigator on the project, she fully supports this 
vision. Having that type of support and mentorship was fundamental for everything to happen, to give 
space to generate a strong group, funding to keep the group going, to train them properly – it’s a lot of 
work behind the scenes. But it created a structure, without which we wouldn’t be able to do any of what 

Because of my involvement in the YPAG, I got increasingly interested in that 
process of empowering young people, giving them a voice. And also, realising 
that they are much stronger than you think, their ideas are so innovative – 
realising their huge potential. 
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I’m talking about. Many YPAGs, they don’t have the research time necessary to create something that 
survives over time, or they don’t have the funding necessary, so groups just end up sort of dying out. 

The young people themselves were just wonderful. They were so creative, and really motivated and 
committed to the work. Some of them just stayed on, they never left. I think that was quite fundamental 
for causing change. Because they were a group that evolved, and we knew they all knew the research 
area, they knew how we could work together effectively. They were bright, creative, innovative, they were 
driving really good research. Some of them decided to study Psychology because of their involvement 
in the YPAG. So, it’s been a lasting process, for us and for them. It wasn’t just some activity, an after-school 
club that they joined for a term. It was something that really made a difference in terms of their life 
choices afterwards.

I think in terms of purpose and meaning, in my life, it has been really important. Actually making a 
difference in the lives of young people, I wanted to be able to do that through my job. And I think before 
that, in my PhD, I had the feeling that my research was very far removed from making a difference. So, for 
me, it has created a feeling that everything is a little bit more connected. I have this way to understand 
the type of change I want to see. And I understand how to get there.

Story 4. Talk and Play Pool

I joined YPAG in year 11, so last year of secondary school. I joined because my sister had been in one of 
the older cohorts. When they did a new recruitment round, I found out about it from her and applied. For 
the recruiting process, I had to answer some sort of ethical question, we had to outline how we would 
approach that. And they also made clear at that stage of the application that they would welcome 
different demographics. They try to make it as diverse as possible. They have these reimbursements, and 
the point of those is to make sure that the YPAG is not exclusive. Like, some people need to be working, 
and making money. And therefore if the YPAG wasn’t reimbursed, they wouldn’t be able to take time out 
of their job. When we had in-person meetings, they would fund bus tickets or whatever as well.

It’s been really beneficial. I had not been involved in anything similar before. So all of the research 
practices were new to me. Primarily, what I got out of it was the experience. I don’t think I’ve come across 
any other organisation that can give you so many good things to put in your personal statement and 
CV and stuff like that. It’s a real variety of different projects. I’ve recorded a podcast with them. And I did 
a blog on the methodology of the YPAG, in getting young people’s involvement. In our online meetings 
we’ve usually had one or two people leading the discussion, who are the researchers handling the 
projects, or a senior YPAG person. And I’ve done that myself a few times, even though I’m technically from 
the newest cohort. Basically, it just means you kind of guide the conversation, just to help facilitate. So 
lots of things that I can put on my personal statement, generous reimbursement, a chance to meet new 
people. I mean, the meeting new people, it’s kind of been curtailed by the pandemic. But yeah, that’s still 
quite a few benefits that I’ve gotten. Primarily just something to put on my CV, but also in terms of skills, like 
qualitative analysis versus quantitative, different methods of data entry. 

But we were able to generate something lasting and strong, and still ongoing, 
which I hope will survive for many years beyond the first project.
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I think the thing I most enjoy is probably discussing stuff with other people in meetings. Because it’s useful 
to like, you know, get everyone’s points of view on things. See things in different lights. I’ve not actually had 
much experience in person, because it went online shortly after I joined, but I like it anyway online, it’s 
not all been negative. Though there are some negatives. Before the pandemic, the meetings were in one 
of the Oxford colleges, which is obviously quite cool. So you got to have a day out in Oxford, with all the 
architecture and that. We’d be sat around in a meeting room with a senior YPAG member or one of the 
researchers, discussing things together. And then the really cool thing was the social side of it. When we 
had breaks, we would go down into a separate room that had a pool table, and snacks. We’d just hang 
out and talk to each other, play pool and whatever. I’d probably know some people better by now, if we’d 
been doing it in person. 

But then at the same time, there are loads of pros to doing things online. So for example, on one 
project, we had people from around the world joining. There were people in America, one person in 
Barbados, and, you know, obviously they wouldn’t have flown to the UK for a two-hour meeting. So that’s a 
geographical positive to doing it online. 

That project I was talking about, with people from the US and Barbados, that was interesting. During the first 
lockdown, researchers realised that, you know, it might be difficult for young people with regards to their 
mental health. So there was an effort to train young people to support each other. And then this project we 
worked on was kind of an experiment as to how effective that was. And also, specifically, how effective being 
trained to support your peers was in bolstering your own mental health. This is where the Americans came 
into it, because there was this charity based in the US, and we talked to them about what we wanted the 
training to involve. And we could veto stuff. For example, at one point I said the questions they wanted to 
ask were a bit too severe. So we kind of dug down into it a bit. Then the US charity, they provided the training. 
Our group from the YPAG and these other organizations, we’d ask the group questions before and after the 
training to kind of gauge the effects of being trained on their own mental health.

I think young people from the YPAG age group are around 14 to 20. We’re probably among the most 
affected by the pandemic. It’s difficult for young people, because they’re not actually at risk, really, from 
the virus. And they still have to have their freedoms curtailed, which obviously, is the right thing to do. So 
for me, being in year 11, that’s meant to be like the best summer that you have, your post-GCSE summer. 
And it just completely didn’t happen. I had to cancel a holiday with my friends. I mean, we had calls, but 
it’s not quite the same. Also, you know, something else you might do in that summer is get a job. We’re 
dying to finally get some money. I mean, I wouldn’t say it was all bad, because obviously, we did get a 
whole load of extra time off school. But also, we didn’t actually get the exam experience, which is a good 
experience to have, and a lot of us got our grades messed up.

So yeah, there has been some social detriment to doing it online. And then 
there’s also accessibility. I don’t actually know of any specific cases, but there’s 
always the risk with online that some people won’t have the tech to do it. Plus, 
it’s easier to have a conversation in person, because online, you know, it’s kind 
of hard to gauge the vibe of the conversation. And it just doesn’t flow as well, 
I think. 

Then there’s flexibility. In person, obviously, I have to take into account my transport 
time. Whereas here, I can just like, you know, turn on my computer. That’s the contrast.
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So, yeah, our age group has been quite badly hit. But within the category of young people, we’ve not 
been the worst affected. The people that went to uni have had it worse than us. I’m looking forward to 
uni and just really hoping that I can do it exactly how you’re supposed to, without isolation. I’m going to 
do law, I’ll be applying to Oxbridge. But young people as a whole, I don’t see any real way we can be 
compensated for losing social time. I guess we just have to live, and move forward. 

YPAG lived up to expectations, definitely. I kind of had broad, broad ideas of what it might be like, but 
yeah, I couldn’t really have asked for much more. You know, I got given a whole load of projects to work 
on, heaps of things to put on my personal statement. I mean, the only thing that could have been better, 
really, would be doing it in person, and obviously that has nothing to do with the organisation. If it’s 
possible with my workload at uni, then I’d like to continue. Even when I don’t need stuff for my personal 
statement anymore, I’d like to carry on because I’ve gotten into it. I think the skills are good. And there’s no 
reason to pigeonhole myself, with just my degree subject. Okay, I probably will have to take a break when 
It’s time to revise, but as long as I can really, I see myself continuing. It’s a good thing. 

Story 5. Finding the Impact 

It’s coming up to two years since I started with the group. I’m a research assistant. Before that, I didn’t 
really know much about YPAGs at all. I’ve been in industry for most of my life, so it was quite a new 
experience for me. I was brand new to Oxford academia.

Gabi and Ilina started the group with a set of common principles, and that guided the evolution of this 
YPAG. It’s really fortunate compared to other YPAGs, in that it’s had sustained funding over five years. That 
makes a huge difference. A major part of my work has been looking at how best to widen involvement 
and diversity, which is a massive topic. Essentially, it’s things like: how do we include more young people? 
How do we make it more accessible to young people outside of Oxford? 

But I think we did get over some of that. We specifically focused on state schools within Oxfordshire. And 
then we looked at applications to think, you know, how can we include more of these young people 
when we’re still using an application process? We can work with different groups who work with the 
individuals we want to reach. And then it’s more of a collaborative approach. That’s what we started to 
develop. We called it a digital YPAG, because it was before Covid. We thought that digital might be the 
answer and ironically, when we were forced to do everything digital, it was the perfect opportunity to test 
that theory.

When it comes to widening involvement, it’s about being a bit more creative in the way we do research, 
and the methods as well. Research needs to be robust, but if we want to involve more young people, 

Rather than the YPAG being seen as just an enrichment activity, it was about 
making it appeal more broadly, to those of mixed academic ability, those 
who perhaps haven’t had those opportunities before. We want to get more 
voices in here but it’s really hard to do so, especially when you’re recruiting to 
a physical YPAG in an Oxford College with an application process. 
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we also have to be more creative with it. There are ways to involve them, but we need to work out the 
opportunities and the limitations. 

Part of the attraction of being involved is doing the research, I love the reading. I love the depth of 
knowledge of the research side, but also the feeling that it’s made a difference to the individuals that 
are involved.

The knowledge and experience those individuals have, it has an impact on you, and it makes you think 
quite differently. I’ve got four girls of my own, two teenagers, two are younger, but still, there’s so much 
we can learn from every young person that you meet that’s different. They don’t need to have a label, 
they just have different experiences. And I think, through widening involvement, and looking at equality, 
diversity and inclusion – it’s about welcoming everybody’s differences and similarities. I think I’ve learned a 
lot about that.

It’s definitely changed my approach to research, because now I can’t imagine doing research without 
involving the public or young people. Part of me just can’t see how meaningful it could be. I don’t mean 
to disrespect a lot of good research that happens. But what we’ve done is something that I’d like to share 
with other researchers. It just takes a bit more effort. 

None of my parents have a degree, I’m the first in my generation to have one. My family were working 
class really. Coming to Oxford University, for me, was probably as big as it was for some of these young 
people. And I think that’s why I can understand how these young people might feel coming to an Oxford 
College, because to me, the first YPAG session was the first time I’d ever been in an Oxford College too. I’ve 
never even looked around one. And yeah, I think it’s quite daunting. I think the more we can open that up 
and show that you can join, you are welcomed, you can be involved in research, it shouldn’t matter what 
your background/ history is.

I had freelanced for 12 years around my children. I had learned a lot of skills, I built relationships and 
worked with some really great teams. But it wasn’t rewarding enough, the impact was not there. That’s why 
I changed career. In 2016, I decided to study psychology and Masters degree. Now I can see the impact, 
I’m helping individuals, which makes a difference to them and to me. Working in mental health with this 
generation, I can see the future that I want my kids to have, and I could potentially help them affect that 
future. That’s what’s really rewarding.

It’s working out those limits and opportunities. Mental health research with the 
involvement aspect has given me a much broader view of how everything 
should fit together. It’s made me challenge myself a little bit more about how I 
want to be involved in research. 

We need to motivate researchers and really support them in finding new ways 
of working with young people. That’s something that’s evolved out of the role. 
Much of it is about building the relationships with the young people, and it’s 
their guidance that’s helped us drive that creativity. The young people have 
made it, to be totally honest.
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Story 6. You See it From all Perspectives Now

When I was in Year 9, my Psychology teacher suggested we get involved with YPAG as a sort of hobby in our 
spare time, which she implied would be very helpful for our futures in the subject. I joined because at the 
time, I really, really loved psychology. So it seemed like the perfect opportunity to get a small job – because it 
was partly paid for – whilst also learning more about the subject I was hoping to do at University. 

At the very beginning, it involved helping with modifying studies and discussing how research could 
best be carried out with young people. So it was commenting on research that had already been 
designed, sort of pointing out flaws and positives in what they’d done or were planning to do, showing 
them where things may not be as effective as they may have thought. We were a group of young people 
who predominantly did have mental health issues as well so we could point out how someone who may 
have anxiety might not respond to the questionnaire how they had hoped, or how group sessions may 
not have been the best approach. 

The researchers who ran it sort of had to learn as they went along, taking feedback along the way. That 
was very productive because it meant they could quite quickly and efficiently change the little things 
that we were uncomfortable with and make sure that everyone who was there felt able to contribute. 
There was obviously nerves and anxiety and stress to begin with, but the way that it was run in small 
groups, and with people of a similar age, made it productive quite quickly from the start, I’d say. I think it 
worked really well.  I thoroughly enjoyed it. 

As it got more established, we became more involved in the start of the process. We helped with the 
initial design, and with the coding of information. We were able to see the project go from the start to the 
end, whereas at the beginning, our involvement was only towards the end of the project. So for example, 
we did a project called Digital Diaries. We were able to see participant responses and put them into 
categories and decide how they should be grouped together; decide what was important information 
and what wasn’t, which affects the results of the study much more, which was new. I thoroughly enjoyed 
being part of the entire process, because it means you see it sort of grow into what you wanted it to be 
at the start, and you can see how the way you’ve been involved has helped affect the running of it. 

As I’ve gone through more years being part of it, it’s got more in depth, and we are more involved 
in bigger projects with larger scopes, which is very enjoyable, because you sort of see it from all 
perspectives now. At the beginning having it prompted and with more structure really helped build 
people’s confidence in giving their opinions. 

Further down the line, everyone felt more comfortable talking in front of each other, 
and sharing personal experiences as well, to sort of backup their points, which I think 
at the start, if we had been expected to do that, wouldn’t have been as productive. 

I was able to share personal experiences with new people and was able to make 
bonds with people a bit faster, because you’re talking about things that would 
usually be quite hidden. In that group setting, you feel a lot more confident talking 
about theses things. Everyone was very compassionate and empathetic with 
each other, which was really lovely, because it sort of showed how you can talk 
about those things, and that a lot of other people have experienced them too. 
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Being able to feel comfortable enough to share our experiences alongside our opinions meant it was a 
lot easier to change everyone else’s mindsets. Everyone can understand a lot easier, why that change is 
necessary and why they might agree to it as well.

The group progressively got smaller as people either went to University or weren’t able to attend anymore, 
so we introduced new YPAG-ers. We helped with the introduction meetings for that and helped run things 
at the start of their experience, which was very lovely because you knew how you had progressed to the 
point where you were and you knew what you needed to do, so then you could help teach others to get 
there as well, which was lovely. Both parties got a lot out of being involved, it was symbiotic.

Personally, I think it’s helped a lot of things. I think it helped me feel more confident in my choice of 
Psychology and helped me know what I’d be expected to do in the long term as well. It also helped 
with general confidence in teaching and talking about my personal things. It was also one of the main 
talking points in my personal statement for University. I’m doing Psychology at Birmingham University at 
the moment and I love it, I really enjoy it. 

Obviously, as you get older, you just get less connected to what young people need. I’m interested in 
Mental Health and Childhood Development. I think this experience has helped shape how I would 
research that and how I would approach it. I feel like I want to involve young people as much as possible 
in my future research, which is very good for my own future in the subject as well.

Every part of YPAG was a learning curve. Being able to get involved in a really productive way and to stay 
involved for such a long period of time, was just a very lovely thing.

Story 7. The Crossing of a Threshold

I’m a Professor of Neuroscience and Society at Oxford University. I started interviewing kids as part of my 
academic research around 2006. At that point, it was considered to be a very difficult thing to do. I like to 
tell the story where the grant that initially funded my first independent research project was rejected six 
times by different funders, because it looked to interview kids about moral and ethical concerns around 
their psychiatric medication. I got back responses from reviewers saying: ‘Well, kids aren’t trustworthy, 
and how can they talk about these complicated ethical matters anyway? And you should really leave 
decisions about medication to clinicians.’ I was finally funded through a Wellcome Trust University Award 
for a project called ADHD VOICES. In the 6 years of that project, this idea of embedding young people in 
research became an increasingly important focus. When I was funded by Wellcome again in 2015, for 
the BeGOOD project, I knew that a young people’s advisory group needed to be at the heart of the work. 
I wasn’t going to do research in child and adolescent mental health ethics without having young people 
at the centre. 

I feel like I’ve gained a lot of confidence and, as well as academic success, 
I feel more able to help guide young people starting through a similar journey. 
I’ve also gained knowledge in research and how it’s run. It showed me how 
necessary it is to involve young people in research about themselves.
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I have to say, I felt very lonely on my first project, the ADHD VOICES project, and really terrified, because 
it was all on me. I had a one-day-a-week research assistant and we interviewed 200 kids in America 
and the UK for months and months on end. Traveling all over the UK and all over America was a huge, 
huge task. That’s what a first independent research project can be like, if you’re not funded to have a 
team. By contrast, in this project, there’s no question, I couldn’t have done it alone. The project itself was 
too big to begin with. I’ve worked with some really great postdocs and research assistants. I’ve been 
especially proud of the team’s work in creating our young people’s advisory groups. We have achieved 
a lot because we have thought hard about equality, inclusion and diversity; and we have developed 
a portfolio of novel methods to conduct research and to engage with young people around mental 
health ethics.

Even in my very first project, my approach was to try to triangulate methods. It’s not enough to ask a 
young person a difficult question that engages their sense of ethics or morality just in one way. We tend 
to come at questions using different tools, and different approaches, which empowers young people to 
get to grips with the question, and enables us as researchers to feel we have valid and reliable answers. 
Triangulation is one thing we do. 

Reasoning errors are often based on inadequate information, or kneejerk responses. So, it’s not to say in 
any way that young people aren’t equipped to do these things, but you have to help, you have to help 
capacitate them.

As we in mental health science begin to become allies of young people, and use these methods to 
bring their voices in, I think there is a really important question that needs some more rigorous thinking 
– what happens when research morphs into advocacy? Do we do we lose a critical sensibility? This is 
something that anthropology, for example, has thought about for decades, because anthropologists 
have tended to conduct research as participant observers in communities. They become part of these 
communities, but they are also researchers who are supposed to be objective, which is really hard. It’s 
hard on your soul, as much as anything else.

I’m glad that I have pioneered approaches to bringing young people’s voices into mental health 
science. And I’m proud of the BeGOOD project because I feel we have very successfully furthered that 
mission. But as more funders and researchers also embrace this idea, I’m realising that maybe there’s 
a different question that needs to be addressed: how do we maintain a critical edge, but without a 
top-down approach, in our work with young people? There’s a new concept that I don’t like very much, 
which is used to describe people with experience of mental health challenges: ‘experts by experience.’ 
The term is meant to equalise the status of the researcher and the person with experience of mental 
health challenges. Does it do that? Do young people with experience of mental health challenges 
see themselves as ‘experts’? I think we need to understand if this concept fits with young people’s 
understandings of themselves in the context of a research relationship.

The other thing we do is we make sure that young people are capacitated 
to actually engage in the question. You have to help young people be 
able to answer the question well, trying to avoid what we in ethics call 
reasoning errors. 
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There are other important questions that our methods innovations in BeGOOD have brought up: How 
do you scale up and not lose the individual? I do think we’ve managed that well actually. It’s making 
sure the tools we use to scale up have involved and engaged young people all the way through, in very 
personal ways. We’ve done some really cool and inventive and different stuff. There’s a sense of creativity 
that we’ve brought to our work. I talk a lot about the need for rigorous methodology, and I do believe 
that, but there’s also been a lot of fun and play and imaginative stuff that has been really powerful 
for me.

I’ve said that one big idea I’ve had in my research career is that we should talk to young people. You 
wouldn’t have thought that that was sort of a rocket science idea, right? But across the board, you know, 
parents, clinicians, researchers are like: ‘Really? Gosh, that, that’s interesting!’ And so I suppose the thing 
that has changed in me as a person is that that idea has become part of everything I do, including with 
my own kids. 

Early on, I hadn’t quite realised that that is such a core part of what I bring to research and to being a 
human being in the world.

Now, I look at young people’s movements, and I think about the social media stuff that can be so 
damaging to them, and it seems to me that a lot of it is about young people just needing to say, ‘Here I 
am,’ you know, ‘Listen to me, to us’. Maybe if we did more of that in the world, on a day-to-day basis, we 
wouldn’t have people needing to shout so loudly. Some of the ways young people have collectivised 
through social media is amazing – including in mental health advocacy. But I also think that social 
media is a hard and unforgiving place to make an impact, particularly for the kids coming up in the 
world. I feel that much more strongly than I did at the start. 

I also feel older. I feel significantly older, really, I do. At the start of my first project, I could still come into 
a room and sit down on the floor with a kid and get them to talk to me as though I was more or less a 
buddy. I don’t think that would happen anymore. My sense is that other young researchers really need 
to come into mental health ethics. I want to be a person who enables other young researchers to do this 
work – thinking outside the box, innovating different approaches. But always with the sharpest intellectual 
edge. Because I think that there is a way in which young people relate to young adults that’s harder to 
accomplish with an older person. A lot of the people who’ve been in the BeGOOD team have been in 
their 20s. That’s young! 

I’ve grown up in the course of this project, I’ve crossed some kind of threshold clearly, that I wasn’t 
necessarily aware of. I’ve graduated to that place of senior academic, where one is sort of a mentor and 
a manager, a person who sits more at the vision level, rather than at the execution level. And while I am 
sad about that in some ways (I miss doing the research myself), I also think that’s what success looks like 
in academia, or one version of success. I feel good about that, because it’s allowed everything else to 
work. You can’t do the same thing your whole career. And part of success is enabling the young people 
in the team to progress themselves. To empower and enable them has become part of how I see myself.

This idea that you have to listen, you need to engage, you need to be 
thoughtful about how you’re listening, and that you need to give young 
people a chance to express who they are. 
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Story 8. A Better Understanding of Everything

At school, I was a Community Prefect, where you’d go around at lunch times, and sort of see if 
everybody’s okay, and nobody’s alone. And if someone was upset, you would go and talk to them. 
One day we got an email about YPAG and I remember opening it, and I was like, ‘Oh, this sounds 
really interesting. This isn’t something you would hear about, just normally. This is like a once in a lifetime 
opportunity so I’ll just apply and see what happens from there’. 

And so I applied, and then found out that I got it. So that made me really happy because what I knew 
about the YPAG was that you learned about mental health, ethics, and how research is done. You don’t 
usually think about research, like what happens in it, you don’t really understand how long it actually 
takes, why it’s done. Being in the YPAG has now made me realise all of that.

They like to get young people involved because they want to hear their voices and their opinions on 
things, because they’re that older generation, they need a younger generation’s opinion. One of the 
most meaningful projects that I was a part of was learning about how antidepressants can change 
young people, and young people’s views on being told that they need to go on antidepressants, and 
what might stop them. To be a part of that research, you either had to have been on antidepressants 
before or know somebody on them. I actually suffer with depression and anxiety myself, so I’m on 
antidepressants, so I was like, ‘I’ll join it’. And when I was a part of it, it made me understand a lot more 
about antidepressants, about things that you don’t actually get told when you’re getting put on them, 
you go into proper depth. 

The other project was quite recent actually and we’re still working on it. We look at the Childline message 
boards that people write on. We were given different subjects, categories to look at on the Childline 
boards and mine was ‘abuse’. We had to find different threads – like short threads with no replies, 
medium threads with one or two replies and long threads. And then we use the Help Seeker Model, to 
see where they don’t realise that they need help or understand what’s going on. Or at the other end of 
the scale is when they do realise they need support, and what support there is. So we had to put the 
people that were writing for help where we thought they were. And then we had to look at the replies, 
and see how they would impact the person because some of the short threads didn’t have any replies. 
And then we had to think, ‘Well, that would make the person feel like nobody cares or relates to their 
situation and it could make matters worse’, whereas you would look at the long threads and there 
would be loads of replies with the person that originally wrote it replying back. Then you’ve got a sense 
of someone who cares there. And it’s seeing how it impacts you differently, like having no replies or loads 
of replies.

We had different views to the older generation because we’re a similar age to the children writing. If 
you’re in your thirties, or forties and looking at it, you might not necessarily understand. It was quite 
emotional in a sense, because you’re understanding what people are going through and it’s not nice 
to hear. But then you have to think that by looking at this and doing this, you’re helping Childline make a 
change to help young people that are experiencing this to get the support they need. 

I was fourteen and a bit nervous. I will admit, my confidence wasn’t as good 
then. I feel over the last two years, I’ve gained a lot. Now I will sit and tell people 
what I want to say. 
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Because I’ve struggled with depression and anxiety myself, it’s sort of given me the sense that I’m not 
alone. It was an eye opener for me.

And that made me think this is an open environment where I can be myself. And it made me feel really 
close to them. So I felt really reassured. We feel comfortable around each other. We’re just willing to talk 
and share our experiences, because we know we’re not going to get judged or laughed at. And it’s nice 
that it’s not just me that it’s having the positive effect on, it’s everyone. It makes me feel more positive that 
I’m also contributing to that.

I’ve just finished my GCSEs. And I’ve just found out I got my Apprenticeship at the John Radcliffe Hospital. 
I’m going to be a Healthcare Supporter. I’m going be on the Emergency Surgical Unit, being a nurse. I 
am so excited, because I’ve spent my time in hospital a few years ago, and that made me realise I want 
to be in that sort of environment. 

That sort of put me at ease, knowing that I’ve got as fair a chance of getting my Apprenticeship as 
everybody else.

I always had this understanding before from social media, that having mental health problems means 
you can’t exactly do what you want to do. So with the YPAG, I learnt that if you don’t try, you can’t exactly 
get far. So I just tried my hardest, and it worked – it paid off.

I feel like I’m a changed person, but it’s a positive change, because I’ve grown in myself, and found out 
about myself. And I’ve also got a better understanding of the world and what goes on in the sense of 
research, because research actually plays a big part in like, everything. 

When I first joined the YPAG, I wasn’t really sure what I was getting into. I was just like, ‘Oh, this just 
sounds interesting and different, I’ll just do it’. But I didn’t actually think it would impact me this way or as 
much as it has.

You start to get a better understanding of everything. And I don’t really know how to put this, but what 
you’re doing is a positive change not only on yourself, but for society as well.

It made me feel really happy to be a part of something like that. Because 
I know I’m making a positive change that’s going to help other people in 
the long term. I feel like it’s positively impacted my well being as well as my 
mental health. 

In the group you just feel really supported, that there’s someone out there 
that wants to hear your voice and wants to hear your opinions. I feel really 
connected to the other YPAG members, because obviously, they were sharing 
experiences as well. 

But I was really worried that I wasn’t going to get the Apprenticeship because 
I’ve got my own problems, mental health wise. But being part of YPAG, learning 
about the mental health aspect, you realise that you can’t NOT be included. 
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Appendix: Storytelling Methodology

Notes: 

Each individual story captures the teller’s unique experience of the YPAG in their words – their stories and 
what changed for them personally through their involvement. The YPAG Discussion Session was held on 
1 September 2021 and was attended by YPAG members, staff and researchers from University of Oxford, 
as well as many of the storytellers and story collectors themselves.

The learnings which come from the storytelling methodology are predominantly very positive. Another 
process might have highlighted some of the things that, perhaps, did not work so well. This approach 
focusses on what changed for the better for those involved and how that happened so we can build on 
those positives in the future.

The methodology involves the following key stages:

1. Identifying storytellers – people who are willing to tell their stories and preferably represent a 
range of different perspectives on the project being evaluated. 

2. Collecting stories – each storyteller meets with a trained OFS story collector. They have a 
conversation about their experience, what had changed for them through their involvement, 
how this change came about, and what we can learn from it going forward. Crucially, this is not 
an interview but a discussion – relaxed, informal and on the teller’s terms. 

3. Editing stories – these conversations are recorded, transcribed and then edited down into 1-2 
page stories, which aim to:

• Faithfully reflect the teller’s insights on the impact of the project

• Accurately keep the teller’s ‘voice’ in the story – telling it in their own words

• Vividly capture the reader’s attention.

4. Approval and anonymising – the stories are then sent to the storytellers for their input and 
approval to ensure they are happy with any personally relatable details before being 
anonymised and shared.

5. Discussion Session – we hold a facilitated discussion which brings together people with different 
perspectives and experiences on the project to discuss the stories and the themes and learning 
emerging from them. 

6. Evaluation report – the discussions form the basis of the independent evaluation report.
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