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Young people in Northern Ireland and the border counties of Ireland face disproportionate mental
health challenges, with rates of poor youth wellbeing significantly higher than elsewhere in the
United Kingdom and access to support severely limited (Bunting et al., 2020). This paper presents
the PEACE of Mind project (funded by the Special European Union Project Body), a cross-
community and cross-border youth mental health initiative, as a case study of co-design as
inclusive praxis. The paper examines how power dynamics, accessibility and youth agency are
activity negotiated on the project rather than assumed. Through two key mechanisms, the Youth
Advisory Assembly and co-design sessions, the project demonstrates how meaningful
participation requires deliberate, iterative structures operating at the level of citizen power. The
project uses a three-component model of inclusive production, characterised through the iterative
co-design, the use of accessibility as a structural design, and participant governance. The findings
within this paper suggest that the model offers a replicable framework for participatory youth
mental health work.
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1. Introduction

Across Northern Ireland and the border counties of the Republic of Ireland, young people's mental health
and wellbeing presents a growing public health concern. Self-reported mental health among young people
in Northern Ireland has recently reached its lowest recorded levels (Bond & O'Neill, 2023), with rates of
poor youth wellbeing 25% higher than elsewhere in the United Kingdom (Bunting et al., 2020). South of
the border, access to support remains severely limited, with fewer than half of young people identified as
requiring mental health care actively receiving it (Lynch et al., 2022). These make accessible, community-
based early intervention not a supplementary concern but a foundational one.

PEACE of Mind is a cross-community and cross-border initiative developed in response to this need,
delivered by Verbal Arts Centre, Cedar Foundation, Inspire Wellbeing, and the Open University across
Northern Ireland and the border counties. Each partner brings distinct expertise: Verbal through creative
and bibliotherapy-based approaches with mainstream school students, Cedar through inclusive
programming for young people with learning disabilities, and Inspire through community-based early
intervention. Together they deliver a sustainable, evidence-based, peer-led programme focused on
improving mental health and wellbeing among young people aged 9-25, regardless of background or
ability.

This paper presents the PEACE of Mind project as a case study of co-design as inclusive praxis. It
examines how the redistribution of power, embedding of accessibility practices, and enablement of youth
agency can inform the design of evidence-based programmes and create better outcomes for participants.

2. Conceptual Framework

2.1 Co-design as inclusive praxis

The terms ‘co-production’, ‘co-design’ and ‘co-creation’, are often interchangeable with each referring to
"a form of collaboration among multiple stakeholders about a common agenda” (Yu et al., 2025: p.375).
Yet, critiques of this terminology recognize how they “are overly used” (Messiha, et al., 2023: p.723) and
that their “popularity, alongside conceptual sprawl, give[s] rise to problems of misappropriation” (Perry,
2022: p.343).

‘Co’ approaches, enable opportunity to engage with frequently under-represented communities. So often
in research, “Entry barriers and inclusion... shape (in)equal access for citizens of various socioeconomic,
political, and cultural characteristics” (Yu et al., 2025). Through identifying capacity needs “and the
different types of support that were needed” (Carr et al., 2025: p.6), and by employing a design-based
iterative approach, PEACE of Mind has been able to respond to the needs of potential participants
offering inclusive opportunities to engage.

2.2 Power Dynamics in Citizen Science

The design of citizen science studies can undermine the promises of “co” approaches through the way
they engage with publics. Haklay (2013) defined participation in citizen science as four levels. The first
two levels—crowdsourcing and distributed intelligence—position citizens primarily as data collectors or
basic interpreters, offering limited democratisation of knowledge. In contrast, participatory science and
extreme citizen science more fully realise democratic ideals by embedding co-approaches that actively
engage and upskill citizens in the research process. As calls for more inclusive forms of citizen science
grow (Cooper et al., 2021), there is a need to reconsider how power can be redistributed to create truly
democratic public engagement.

Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of participation conceptualizes participation as a ladder with levels of
‘nonparticipation’, ‘tokenism’ and ‘citizen power’. While Haklay’s (2013) typology focused on the
participatory methods used within citizen science, Arnstein’s (1969) ladder focuses on the degree of
power transferred to participants. Looking at inclusive research, a research approach focused on working
“research with, not on or for’,” (Nind, 2008: p.4), there are still issues where “power dynamic issues have
not gone away”’ (Nind & Vinha, 2014: p.105). Democratising research is more than just the intent to

include participants in the different stages of research, it is also the practice of the transference of power
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from researcher to participant.

PEACE of Mind, as a project is consciously designed to sit within the top two tiers of Arnstein’s ladder,
consulting and delegating power to those who the project is aimed at helping. The structures discussed in
section 3 of this paper, are the mechanisms through which this is attempted rather than assumed.

2.3 Inclusion of minority communities

Accessibility is a fundamental principle within youth work and the PEACE of Mind project, ensuring all
young people have equal opportunities to participate and benefit. Youth work is grounded in values of
“inclusion, equality and the importance of creating spaces where young people can feel safe...[and] are
able to participate” (Batsleer, 2008), yet this voluntary participation is only meaningful when programmes
are accessible and barriers such as cost, disability, or stigma are removed. This is reinforced by Priorities
for Youth, which states that services must be planned around young people’s needs and ensure access for
all, particularly those at risk of exclusion (Department of Education NI, 2013). Therefore, accessibility is
not only about physical access, but about removing wider barriers so that all young people feel included,
valued and able to engage fully in youth work programmes.

3. Co-design in practice

3.1 Programme overview

The project includes a six-session, youth work—based programme, spanning six weeks, that aims to
develop emotional resilience, self-esteem, and mental health awareness, while promoting positive
relationships, social cohesion, and community engagement. While PEACE of Mind has a shared
curriculum of themes such as lessons on resilience, each project partner delivers the programme to their
beneficiaries in various ways. Verbal delivers the programme primarily to mainstream school students
aged 11-17 through Creative Guided Reading, a bibliotherapy-based practice combining the guided
reading of literature out loud with psychologically informed questions to encourage discussion and
reflection (Shechtman & Nir-Shfrir, 2008; Heath et al., 2005). The Cedar Foundation and Inspire
Wellbeing use a range of interactive tools and gamified activities to engage with participants, with the
Cedar Foundation delivering to young people with learning disabilities and Inspire Wellbeing delivering
to young people requiring early intervention support within their community.

3.2 Youth Advisory Assembly

The Youth Advisory Assembly in the PEACE of Mind project, is treated as an opportunity for youth who
have engaged in the 6-week programme to come together and discuss their opinions. Run by the Open
University team, it is aimed at being an evaluative tool to directly feed into the Design-Based Research
approach of the programme. The feedback gathered within the Assemblies are then provided back to the
project partners and acted upon.

Across Years 1 and 2 of the PEACE of Mind project, the Youth Advisory Assembly addressed challenges
with evaluating programme impact. Working with Cedar participants who have Special Educational
Needs (SEN), the Assembly focused on pre and post surveys used by the Open University, which had
been identified as being inaccessible to some young people with SEN. Despite piloting and adaptations
such as easy-read formats, some participants were still unable to engage, which resulted in gaps in
feedback and impact data.

Two Youth Advisory Assembly sessions were held with over 20 Cedar participants to explore how to
make data collection more inclusive. The team tested hand gestures for survey responses, replacing a
three-point scale of ‘Yes - Maybe — No', with ‘Thumbs up —Thumbs in the middle — Thumbs down’
respectively. Participants struggled with the concept of ‘thumbs in the middle’ but communicated that
they understood three-point scales better as a traffic light system or as emoticons. Due to surveys asking
questions related to mental wellbeing and resilience, the idea of answering questions via a show-of-hands
while keeping your eyes closed was also explored to provide participants with a greater level of privacy
when answering. This was not seen as viable as many participants in the group did not close their eyes
when requested. Overall, participants responded positively to gamified methods and valued opportunities
to hear other’s perspectives.

The team applied this feedback to the second session where a gamified data collection option was tested.
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In this game, three pages (a red sad face, a yellow neutral face, and a green happy face) were stuck to
corresponding sides of the room. Questions were read aloud to participants and they were encouraged to
stand at the side of the room that best matched their answer. This game was both well-understood and
well-received by the participants. This gamified data collection tool was incorporated into a tiered system
of data collection created for Cedar facilitators to use based on the ability level of their groups.

The third topic covered by the Youth Advisory Assembly involved the creation of an inclusive party
planning committee. One of the roles of the Youth Advisory Assembly is to plan an end-of-project
celebration event for project beneficiaries, with the team holding its first party-planning session with
Cedar participants to ensure accessibility considerations were noted as early as possible. The session used
group-based discussions based on prompts, such as asking participants to think of celebration events they
had attended and what was enjoyable or challenging for them.

The second set of Youth Advisory Assemblies worked with over 60 Verbal participants looking at their
experience of the 6-week programme. The key activity within this Assembly was titled the ‘River of
Change’. This was a method based around the ‘River of Life’ evaluative activity (Howard, 2023) which
uses river drawing to help participants reflect on their experiences, surface enablers and challenges, and
generate dialogue about possible strategies for change. The ‘River of Change’ activity focussed
specifically on the participants journey throughout the 6-week programme, and asked them to reflect on
the highlights, challenges, moments of support, and aspirations for future iterations of the programme.

3.3 Co-design sessions

As part of PEACE of Mind’s co-design strategy, the Open University holds co-design sessions with young
people to ensure their voice and feedback is incorporated into project design, materials and delivery. The
research team works with project partners to identify areas they would most like continuous input from
young people, with the research team also seeking feedback on their own elements of project delivery
such as data collection tools.

For feedback on session topics, a co-design session was held with Inspire participants on the topic of
social media. As participants were school-aged, the team wanted a greater understanding of social media
lessons delivered in schools to minimise overlap, while also hearing directly from young people on the
support they would like to receive. During this session, participants could provide feedback verbally to
the research team or could scan a QR code to provide feedback anonymously.

As Verbal’s project delivery relies on Creative Guided Reading, a series of co-design sessions were held
with young people when a new collection of stories was created. Based on Youth Advisory Assembly
findings, these sessions were gamified to involve holding up green, yellow and red cards in response to
various questions.

Finally, a co-design session on peer mentor training was held with trained Cedar participants. Two
feedback games were planned for this session: 1) a taxi driver roleplay scenario where participants told
the taxi driver (the researcher) what they learned from peer mentor training, and 2) an exercise where the
group created a ‘peer mentor toolbox’ using a limit of six out of ten tools. The latter exercise helped to
navigate demand characteristics as the ‘tools’ not included in the final toolbox were identified as areas for
improvement and functioned as a consensus making activity.

4. Findings & Discussion

4.1 Inclusive Praxis within PEACE of Mind

The PEACE of Mind programme works as a case study example to demonstrate that redistributing power
requires deliberate and ongoing mechanisms, not just participatory intent. The use of these mechanisms
ensures that the ‘citizens’ or ‘participants’ have real power over the outcomes (Arnstein, 1969). Below,
evidence of the forms of power redistribution within the PEACE of Mind programme is discussed.

4.1.1 Power redistribution in practice

During the early co-design sessions, the team noticed a hesitancy for young people to directly criticise
project materials, particularly when their teacher was present. Two actions were taken from this
observation. Firstly, a more private element was added to co-design sessions where the researcher would
speak with tables of young people rather than asking them to elaborate in front of the class. Secondly,
future sessions would spend more time at the beginning elaborating on the importance of being critical
and the impact young people can have when they use their voice. The latter has helped to empower young
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people as more feedback has been provided openly in the classroom following this change.

During the social media co-design sessions held with Inspire participants, the young people reiterated that
adults “never” ask for their input on social media lessons or what they would like help with. They
expressed frustrations with social media lessons in schools they consider to be repetitive, patronising, and
can even contain misinformation due to lack of research or consultation with young people. This
highlights the epistemic exclusion that co-design directly addresses.

When working with the Cedar participants who had SEN focused on the peer mentor training, the team
used a toolbox exercise discussed in Section 3.3. This was a successful session as the group was able to
discuss and debate during the toolbox exercise and provided helpful feedback for Cedar, such as young
people requesting more help with building confidence when training to be peer mentors. Also, the toolbox
activity enabled youth to reach consensus (agreement) through discussion on key issues related to peer
mentor training, ensuring that all voices were included in feedback collected.

Within the PEACE of Mind program, accessibility is key to engaging with as many potential participants
as possible. It is seen not just as a second thought, but as a structural precondition which is constantly
assessed through the use of co-design sessions. By removing barriers to participation, PEACE of Mind
ensures that all knowledge is valued.

When working with Verbal participants within the Youth Advisory Assembly, we identified how there
were barriers to participation for many participants through the ‘River of Change’ activity. The analysis of
this activity completed by over 60 participants found that participants valued supportive facilitators,
engaging storybased activities, and opportunities for group discussion. Furthermore, they highlighted how
gentle encouragement, and space for group dialogue helped them to feel comfortable and supported when
engaging in the programme. However, some participants highlighted that some of the stories felt
unrelatable or unrealistic stating that they would like to see this worked on for future iterations of the
programme.

4.1.2 Accessibility as structural precondition

Within the Youth Advisory Assembly, we worked specifically with Cedar participants to create an
inclusive planning committee. This session led to two categories of celebration considerations: problem-
focused considerations, and emotion-focused considerations. Problem-focused considerations involved
participants sharing practical examples of inclusive events they have attended, such as signs using
graphics rather than just text and the inclusion of a sensory room if the main event hall becomes too
overwhelming. Participants were very forthcoming in providing examples where celebrations can be
emotionally overwhelming and mitigations that can be put in place to minimise these. The insight
gathered from this session was valuable to the team in ensuring that Cedar beneficiaries can find the end-
of-programme event both relaxing and enjoyable when they attend.

All of these suggestions are being taken forward by all partners for Year 3 of their PEACE of Mind
programme, where they will again be evaluated by future Youth Advisory Assembly’s.

4.1.3 Challenges and limitations

Overall, this is an explanation of the ways in which the ‘co’-approaches have been successful on the
PEACE of Mind programme. However, as the project is only in its second year, the model for co-
production has not always been straightforward to implement. The final co-design session with Cedar
participants was the most challenging for the team. In part due to the increased likelihood of acquiescence
and demand characteristics from young people with learning disabilities. Going forward, the team can
draw on this experience to develop more sustained and trust-based engagement with Cedar participants.
Recognising that repeated contact over time may reduce the social pressure to give expected answers and
create more authentic opportunities for critical feedback.

4.2 Co-design Model

Throughout this paper, we have discussed the three key parts of the co-design model used within PEACE
of Mind, that is [add]. The iterative co-design within the programme is constantly revisited throughout the
lifecycle, rather than front-loaded at the design stage. Furthermore, by including accessibility as a
precondition in design, and removing structural barriers throughout both proactively and reactively to
ensure co-design includes all participants. Finally, through the use of participant governance structures
such as the Youth Advisory Assemblies and co-design sessions, the participants can exercise influence
over the programme design, delivery and evaluation. As the PEACE of Mind programme moves onto its
third and final year, evaluation and validation of this model is key to ensuring the impact of the
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programme continues far beyond delivery.
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