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Summary 
This is a case-study on the Cornwall experience of the ‘Nothing About Us Without 
Us’ (NAUWU) project, funded by the Medical Research Council. NAUWU 
investigates how civic activism can be used as an intervention to support mental 
health and is led by Boingboing in partnership with three HeadStart areas: 
Blackpool Council, Cornwall Council and Newham Council. You can read more 
about the project here: https://www.boingboing.org.uk/civic-activism-mental-
health-intervention/  
 
The NAUWU project was delivered in two phases (spring 2020-summer 2021), 
over the course of the coronavirus pandemic. Over this 16 month period the UK 
as a whole adapted to the necessity of digital and home working. There was a 
mass upskilling across the country in the use of online collaboration tools, 
settings, filters and ‘the mute button’. Working online became more ‘normal’, 
online meeting etiquette developed, and the risks associated with data 
protection and safeguarding better understood and mitigated. Despite this, 
engaging young people digitally remained a challenge as established approaches 
do not translate to the online world. In Phase 1, engagement activities were 
quickly adapted to being delivered online, and showed us that an adapted 
approach to digital co-researching was also needed.   
 
In Phase 2 (summer 2021) the three HeadStart areas worked in separate teams 
focusing on different areas of activism. Each team involved youth co-
researchers, community partners (e.g. local council, third-sector groups) and 
academic researchers. Blackpool co-researched ‘past activism’, Newham ‘current 
activism’ and Cornwall ‘future activism’. The three teams then came back 
together to share learning at the online NAUWU Resilience Forum on Thursday 
22 July 2021.  
 
The Phase 2 Cornwall team is a consortium of Cornwall Council staff, youth co-
researcher, and PhD researchers from the University of Brighton. 
 

 

Joe Bulman (youth co-researcher) 
 
Viktoria Erlacher (University of Brighton) 
 
Mirika Flegg (University of Brighton)  
 
Hannah Tallis (HeadStart Kernow 
Engagement and Coproduction Officer, 
Cornwall Council) 

 
This project was supported by Natalie Russell (HeadStart Learning Lead, 
Cornwall Council) and Janine Bisson (STEM Project Co-ordinator). Cornwall 
would like to thank Richard Lander School and Falmouth School and their pupils 
for taking part in this project. 
 
The Cornwall team applied learning from Phase 1 and situated the co-research 
project to make it meaningful to young people. We developed our professional 
practice in digital co-researching, better defined the roles of the adult and youth 

https://www.boingboing.org.uk/civic-activism-mental-health-intervention/
https://www.boingboing.org.uk/civic-activism-mental-health-intervention/
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co-researchers and created an approach that successfully married co-production 
and research.  
 
The outputs from Phase 2 demonstrate the success of the approach we 
developed to digital co-researching. Over April and May 2021 the Cornwall team 
of adult and youth co-researchers designed and delivered climate activism 
workshops to 33 pupils in two secondary schools (4 workshops in total)  
 

o Group of four Year 10 pupils in Falmouth School 
o Class of Year 7 pupils in Richard Lander School 

 
Feedback from young people at the workshops contributed to local, national and 
international climate change discussions. They also informed the design and 
content of two Train the Trainer videos.  These help young people think of ways 
to solve complex problems in their community and to think about how we are all 
connected and the value of people coming together to solve problems:  

o Root Cause Tree Activity https://youtu.be/XH8l5vTsY7A   
o Elm Tree Activity https://youtu.be/YxuzHEfSyo8  

 
This case-study provides details on the digital co-researching approach we have 
developed as a team of co-researchers from Cornwall Council and the University 
of Brighton. It reflects on the learning from Phase 2 in Cornwall and identifies 
learning to further improve the effectiveness of digital co-researching. 
 

Our Approach 
 
Reflective practice 
During de-brief sessions in Cornwall the adult and youth co-researchers reflected 
on the co-researching process and the wider impacts and legacy of NAUWU. 
 
HeadStart Kernow is a reflective 
learning team. Following Phase 1 
Cornwall released a case-study 
on the practical challenges of 
digital co-researching. It 
describes how we recruited 
young people with lived 
experience of disadvantage to 
the project and supported them 
to engage.  
 
The Phase 1 case-study provides 
examples of risk assessments, 
certificates, online engagement 
tools and other materials.   

 
(Phase 1 report available at 

www.headstartkernow.org.uk/learning/local-learning/) 
 
The Phase 2 youth co-researcher, Joe Bulman, provides a rich insight into his 
experience as a youth co-researcher in his blog (see appendix). He reflects on 
the positive impacts of the project on his development and future career and on 

https://youtu.be/XH8l5vTsY7A
https://youtu.be/YxuzHEfSyo8
http://www.headstartkernow.org.uk/learning/local-learning/
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the impact the project had on the thirty young people who took part in the 
workshops in two schools. 
 
Further feedback arose from discussions with partnering schools, and cross-
partnership discussions across all the project areas.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The youth co-researchers in the 
schools provided feedback on the 
workshops. Feedback included: 
 

- Discussion about diversity 
and the inclusion of UK-
based climate solution 
activists from minority ethnic 
communities 

- Youth co-researchers in 
schools provided specific 
examples of climate activism 
that had inspired them 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To demonstrate that we listened, we incorporated examples of climate activism 
from minority ethnic communities in our presentation slides for the conference 
and future workshops.  We also developed Train the Trainer videos to support 
the training and development of youth representatives.  We prepared reports for 
each of the partnering schools showcasing the ideas young people shared.  We 
used visuals to make these reports accessible to students as well as schools’ 
staff.  To raise awareness, we talked about young people’s expressed wishes 
around representation and climate solutions within and across partnering 
organisations.  Wherever possible, we shared what young people said in their 
own words with decision makers.  Decisions around how to ‘act’ on young 
people’s ideas were made within our intergenerational team via reflective 
practice.   
 
 
Meaningful engaging across the full range of the Engagement Pyramid 
 
The main benefit of co-researching is that young people are put at the core of 
research about their own emotional health and well-being. This is key to meeting 
the requirements of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which states 
the right of the child to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters 
affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously (Article 
12).   
 

The NAUWU project gave young people 
the opportunity to share their ideas 
around climate solutions with global 

leaders via the G7/Y7. Most took up this 
opportunity. I can see the workshops 

having an absolute influence for how these 
young people consider activism for their 
future. Many saw themselves and people 
they knew as activists by the end of the 
sessions and I think it improves mental 

health to know you are not alone in trying 
to make the world better. (Joe Bulman) 
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The NAUWU project sought meaningful engagement with young people across 
the full range of the Engagement Pyramid (see chart below). At the top end 
children and young people have a leading role in research design and recruiting 
and leading other youth co-researchers. This involves significant participation 
and commitment from the youth co-researchers and support from adult co-
researchers. 
 

 
(Reproduced with permission from Lee Atkins at the Child Outcomes Research 
Consortium, based on the ‘ladder of participation’ (Roger Hart 2015)) 
 
We learned in Phase 1 that delivery model (e.g. delivering 100% online) impacts 
on the number of young people who can be meaningfully engaged at the top end 
of the engagement pyramid. Digital co-researching needs to be with much 
smaller groups of young people than in face-to-face work. In Phase 2 we 
recruited one youth co-researcher, as opposed to four in Phase 1. 
 
In Phase 2 we took a blended approach, with opportunities available to young 
people across the Engagement Pyramid. In addition to the co-research elements 
at the top end of the Pyramid, Phase 2 of the NAUWU project involved co-design 
workshops for larger groups of pupils. This was a highly effective method for 
100% online delivery. 
 
A project with a purpose 
In the Phase 1 case-study we reflected on how ‘co-production’ and ‘co-
researching’ are distinct, but complementary, specialisms. There was an 
apparent clash between the principles of ‘equality of voice’ in co-production, 
where projects are designed bottom-up, and the structure typically seen in 
research, which is often ‘top-down’. The youth co-researchers in Phase 1 told us 
that they wanted more structure to the project in order to produce meaningful 
outputs.  
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Cornwall applied the learning to Phase 2 and spent considerable time planning 
the co-research project before recruiting a youth co-researcher. Our aim was to 
design a project that married two seemingly opposing constructs: structure with 
flexibility. During this process we better defined the role of the adult co-
researcher as being one that provided structure to the project and a ‘space’ for 
the youth co-researcher to fill with their ideas. 
 
Over several early planning meetings we situated the project within ‘climate 
change’ and ‘the environment’ because we knew that these were topics that 
young people in Cornwall cared about. The youth co-researchers in Phase 1 said 
that this was a topic that they wanted to explore more. ‘Climate change’ is also 
strongly associated with eco-anxiety. This made a meaningful link between civic 
activism and supporting mental health (the purpose of the NAUWU project).  
 
 
 
  

Climate anxiety 

Through the work Cornwall Council supports on climate change, we 
know that for some people there are significant concerns and anxiety 
around the climate crisis. Researchers coined the term “eco-anxiety” 
to describe chronic or severe anxiety related to humans’ relationship 
with the environment. There is an increasing realisation that for 
mental wellbeing and for positive outcomes for the planet to be 
achieved, we need to be looking to identify solutions rather than the 
problems.  

Cornwall Council has worked alongside a primary school in west 
Cornwall to co-create a Children’s Assembly activity for children to 
take part in as a mechanism for hearing their ideas, concerns and 
the things they wanted to celebrate. As part of this resource, it was 
identified that it was important for children and young people to 
identify the key things they would ask of decision makers and leaders 
but also to ask them to identify what they could do for themselves 
too. This helps to embed a way of thinking that encourages not 
solely the identification of problems, but of solutions.  

This way of approaching the activity enabled young people to 
consider activities or actions that they could take as well as what was 
needed from others. Children and Young People are not passive 
recipients in our society, they are an integral part with skills, 
knowledge and assets. Activities such as this can help to instil a 
sense of belonging and connection together with an improved 
confidence and realisation that they can make a difference in ways 
that are individual to them and their circumstances. 
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Cornwall took a solution-focused and assets-based approach to digital co-
researching. For example, we talked about finding ‘climate solutions’ rather than 
focusing on the ‘climate crisis’ and we focused on celebrating young peoples’ 
everyday contributions.  This is very important when working on topics of 
emotional health and wellbeing and with young people with lived experience of 
disadvantage. 
 
The Cornwall team also identified a clear purpose for the outputs that we were 
going to produce. Cornwall Council declared a Climate Emergency on 22 January 
2019 and a Climate Change Action Plan was developed to outline the work 
needed to become carbon neutral by 2030 
(www.cornwall.gov.uk/environment/climate-emergency/). Cornwall had also 
recently formed a network of Carbon Neutral Cornwall Youth Ambassadors and 
there was increasing media and local interest in the forthcoming G7 meeting of 
world leaders at Carbis Bay in 11-13 June 2021 (with climate change a policy 
priority).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We saw an opportunity for the outputs from the NAUWU project to make a real 
world impact. We linked up with the Y7 Cornwall at Cornwall Council, which was 
created to bring together ideas and to present a shared communication to the 
world leaders attending the G7 summit. This provided a platform for bringing 
together the voice of children and young people from Cornwall around what 
matters to them. It is distinct from the international Y7 (facilitated by Future 
Leaders Network).  
 
We then further developed our team by bringing in colleagues who had a specific 
knowledge and skills in climate change and environmental issues as well as 
having an interest and understanding of activism. We worked with Janine Bisson 
in the Education Business Partnership who co-ordinates the Carbon Neutral 
Cornwall Youth Ambassador Network. This gave the team access to a number of 
schools across Cornwall via their Eco Leads. We brought in Viktoria Erlacher, a 
PhD student at the University of Brighton who works alongside Mirika Flegg at 
the Centre of Resilience for Social Justice and is a Boingboing CiC volunteer. 
Viktoria is working on a climate crisis piece of work alongside young people from 
HeadStart Blackpool.  
 

The G7 is the Group of 7 leading democracies of the world. The leaders 
met together in Cornwall in June 21 to discuss their joint policy priorities: 

• leading the global recovery from coronavirus while strengthening 
our resilience against future pandemics 

• promoting our future prosperity by championing free and fair trade 
• tackling climate change and preserving the planet’s biodiversity 
• championing our shared values 

(taken from www.g7uk.org) 

 

http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/environment/climate-emergency/
http://www.g7uk.org/
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Although we had a set output (i.e. G7/Y7), we co-developed additional outputs 
based on the needs and wishes of those we engaged with.  For example, we 
developed some Train the Trainer videos and a blog around being a co-
researcher when young people expressed that they wished to see more diversity 
around climate leadership.  In this way, we were able to offer structure and 
flexibility.   
 
Recruiting the youth co-researcher 
In Phase 2 Cornwall continued in our approach to actively recruit a youth co-
researcher to the project (as opposed to inviting individuals already known to 
HeadStart). This approach worked well to sustain engagement over several 
weeks as youth co-researchers had a clear interest and commitment to the 
subject. We advertised for a youth co-researcher who had a specific interest in 
climate issues.  
 
In Phase 2 we learned that young people did not always see themselves or 
others like them as activists.  However, it quickly became clear that they were 
actively taking steps to care for the environment.  Throughout the NAUWA 
programme we developed our understanding of what motivates young people to 
engage AND have their contributions acknowledged. Throughout the NAUWU 
programme we developed our understanding of what motivates young people to 
engage: 

• to be involved in a purposeful and meaningful project 
• to meet and work with new people 
• to develop personal and professional skills, gain knowledge and get 

experience that can be used for their future career  
• to have a say in how their ideas are shared with decision makers and 

acknowledged 
• to see that their contributions are thoughtfully considered and acted on to 

create outputs that they are proud of  
 

 

 
 

 
 
Cornwall advertised the opportunity 
to be a youth co-researcher through 
our networks, including social media.  
 
We recruited a youth co-researcher 
who was on a KickStart Scheme 
placement with Cornwall Council. 
Kickstart is a government scheme 
open to young people who are: aged 
16-24, currently on Universal Credit, 
at risk of long-term unemployment. 
Recruitment onto Kickstart was 
happening in the same timeframe as 
recruitment for NAUWU Phase 2 Youth 
Co-researchers and provided an 
opportunity for the young person.  
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The youth co-researcher was recompensated by HeadStart for his expenses 
through ‘subsistence payments’. This was to align Cornwall with Blackpool and 
Newham who paid young people for their time and involvement. It ensured 
equality across the areas for the young co-researchers. The youth co-researcher 
was not motivated by money to apply but was pleased to have his contribution 
valued in this way. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Engaging schools in co-research 
 
We offered the Future in Activism Workshops to schools as part of our 
communication in the collaboration around activity for G7. As the focus was on 
climate and environment, we led with schools who had registered and vested 
interest through the STEM coordinator who also leads on Eco-Schools. We aimed 
to get two or three different groups of young people involved. We had two 
schools keen to engage straight away so dates and times were established. 

 
Summary of Learning 
Digital co-researching requires different methods than traditional face-to-face 
engagement. A blended approach across the Engagement Pyramid is most 
effective in ensuring meaningful engagement with large numbers of young 
people in a project delivered 100% online. 
 
The adult co-researcher fulfils a specific role in providing structure to the co-
researching project that facilitates the youth co-researchers to provide their 
ideas and input. The adult co-researcher must have advanced skills to create a 
space in which the youth co-researchers can flourish. Taking a solution-focussed 
and assets-based approach is key for projects involving young people with issues 
of mental health and wellbeing.  
 

I have always had an interest in activism and the ways 
it can be an empowering source for good... I found the 

role of ‘Youth Co-Researcher’ aligned more strongly 
with the types of skills I wanted to be learning. These 

included presentation skills, workshopping and 
working with young people. I knew immediately that 

this was an opportunity to practice a whole new set of 
skills. I was motivated to learn how to run workshops 

especially as it fit with my career  goals in the 
arts/gallery sector (Joe Bulman). 
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Part of the role of an adult co-researcher is to work with young people to identify 
the skills they need to develop to achieve their own personal goals via the 
project. It is about getting to know the young person’s career and life ambitions 
and taking that extra time to think about what tasks they can be supported to 
undertake that will help develop these skills.  If we had had a youth co-
researcher with different career interests to the youth co-researcher that we 
were working with, we would have involved them in a different way.  These 
projects are an opportunity to support young people’s future employment so we 
take a primarily person-centred, but also development-centred approach in 
relation to that person’s needs, wishes and goals.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Young people are motivated by many factors to engage in a co-research project. 
Interest in the subject and opportunity to gain experience and outputs that they 
can use to further their careers are more important. Paying for young peoples’ 
time is an additional way to communicate to them that their contribution is 
valued and essential.  However it is unlikely to be their main motivation for 
engagement.  
 
A reflective learning approach is key to the success of the project. Application of 
learning from Phase 1 to Phase 2 resulted in project outputs and learning on 
digital co-researching. 
 

About the Authors 
This report has been produced at Cornwall Council by Natalie Russell (HeadStart 
Learning Lead, Cornwall Council) and Hannah Tallis (HeadStart Kernow 
Engagement and Coproduction Officer, Cornwall Council). It is based on learning 
from the Phase 2 NAUWU project delivered in collaboration with Mirika Flegg 
(University of Brighton), Viktoria Erlacher (University of Brighton) and Joe 
Bulman (youth co-researcher). This project was supported by Janine Bisson 
(STEM Project Co-ordinator). We would like to thank Richard Lander School and 
Falmouth School and their pupils for taking part in this project. 

Learning from Phase 1 

Adult co-researchers need 
advanced skills, including the 
ability to: 
• build rapport with young 

people and use accessible 
language 

• manage group dynamics 
and support quieter youth 
co-researchers to contribute 

• reflect on the project, take 
feedback and make changes  

 

Learning from Phase 2 

Adult co-researchers: 
• set the tone and approach 

(solutions-focussed and 
assets-based) 

• give strategic purpose to 
the project to make it 
meaningful  

• shape the team and recruit 
specialist support and youth 
co-researchers 

• create a ‘space’ for the 
youth co-researchers to fill 
with their ideas 
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HeadStart Kernow is part of the Together for Families directorate of Cornwall 
Council. Cornwall are members of the Child Outcomes and Research Consortium 
(CORC), which collects and uses evidence to enable more effective child-centred 
support, services and systems to improve children and young people's mental 
health and wellbeing. Co-production is a key strand of the HeadStart Kernow 
programme.  
 
The HeadStart Kernow programme is funded by The National Lottery Community 
Fund, the largest funder of community activity in the UK. HeadStart aims to 
explore and test new ways to improve the mental health and wellbeing of young 
people aged 10 to 16 and prevent serious mental health issues from developing. 
To do this, six local authority led HeadStart partnerships are working with local 
youth co-researchers, schools, families, charities, community and public services 
to design and try out new Facilitator interventions that will make a difference to 
youth co-researcher’s mental health, wellbeing and resilience. The HeadStart 
partnerships are in the following locations in England: Blackpool; Cornwall; Hull; 
Kent; Newham; Wolverhampton.  
 
Cornwall would also like to thank the voluntary and community sector 
organisations in Cornwall who supported the recruitment process. We would like 
to thank the University of Brighton for the opportunity to join this research 
project with Blackpool Council and partners. It has provided us with an 
opportunity to explore our understanding of how to involve young people as co-
researchers and add value to our HeadStart Kernow work. 
 

Resources and Further Reading 
 
Websites 
 
Boingboing www.boingboing.org.uk/co-producing-guide  
 
Child Outcomes Research Consortium www.corc.uk.net 
 
HeadStart Kernow www.headstartkernow.org.uk/learning  

http://www.boingboing.org.uk/co-producing-guide
http://www.corc.uk.net/
http://www.headstartkernow.org.uk/
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StartNow www.startnowcornwall.org.uk 
 
The National Lottery Community Fund 
www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/funding/strategic-investments/headstart  
 
UK Research and Innovation 
www.ukri.org/our-work/delivering-economic-impact/strategic-priorities-fund/  
 
Unicef www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/ 
 
Y7 Cornwall www.y7cornwall.co.uk  
 
Guidance 
 
Cornwall Council’s ‘Effectively Working Together with Young People: Engagement 
and Participation Guidance’ available upon request. 
 
Cornwall Council’s ‘Commissioning Toolkit’, in particular the ‘co-design 
engagement plan’ available at www.cornwall.gov.uk/health-and-social-
care/childrens-services/one-vision/projects/commissioning/commissioning-
toolkit/analyse/co-design-engagement-plan/  
 
Blackpool Council and Boing Boing’s ‘The Revolution Researchers Guide to Co-
Producing Research’ available at www.boingboing.org.uk/co-producing-guide/ 
 
CORC’s case-study on ‘Engaging Children and Young People Meaningfully in 
Evaluation and Research: Learning from HeadStart’ available at 
www.ucl.ac.uk/evidence-based-practice-unit/sites/evidence-based-practice-
unit/files/engaging_cyp_in_meaningful_research_learning_from_headstart.pdf  
 
HeadStart Kernow (December 2020), Co-researching digitally during the 
coronavirus pandemic: a case-study (December 2020), available at 
www.headstartkernow.org.uk/Learning/HSK Learning Co-researching 
digitially.pdf 
 

  

http://www.startnowcornwall.org.uk/
http://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/funding/strategic-investments/headstart
http://www.ukri.org/our-work/delivering-economic-impact/strategic-priorities-fund/
http://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/
http://www.y7cornwall.co.uk/
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/health-and-social-care/childrens-services/one-vision/projects/commissioning/commissioning-toolkit/analyse/co-design-engagement-plan/
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/health-and-social-care/childrens-services/one-vision/projects/commissioning/commissioning-toolkit/analyse/co-design-engagement-plan/
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/health-and-social-care/childrens-services/one-vision/projects/commissioning/commissioning-toolkit/analyse/co-design-engagement-plan/
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/co-producing-guide/
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/evidence-based-practice-unit/sites/evidence-based-practice-unit/files/engaging_cyp_in_meaningful_research_learning_from_headstart.pdf
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/evidence-based-practice-unit/sites/evidence-based-practice-unit/files/engaging_cyp_in_meaningful_research_learning_from_headstart.pdf
http://www.headstartkernow.org.uk/Learning/HSK%20Learning%20Co-researching%20digitially.pdf
http://www.headstartkernow.org.uk/Learning/HSK%20Learning%20Co-researching%20digitially.pdf
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Appendices 
Joe Bulman blog (taken from www.boingboing.org.uk/youth-activism-cornwall-
co-research). 
 

 

http://www.boingboing.org.uk/youth-activism-cornwall-co-research
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/youth-activism-cornwall-co-research


 

                                                                                                                      14 
 

Information Classification: CONTROLLED 

 



 

                                                                                                                      15 
 

Information Classification: CONTROLLED 

 


	Summary
	Our Approach
	About the Authors
	Acknowledgments and Thanks
	Resources and Further Reading
	Appendices

