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This report discusses a youth citizenship crisis from the perspectives of young adults within ESTEEM. The main focus is
on what enables young adults to act within their full capacity as citizens and what barriers they face.

Mental health was presented as a key issue, alongside the significance of transitioning from childhood to adulthood and
the many influencing factors such as financial situation, social influences and vocational opportunities. 

 
The co-research team included two young adults, ESTEEM's Chief Officer and used Participatory Action Research

methods to facilitate the inclusion of over forty youth voices throughout the project. 
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This research project comes at a time when the UK’s social systems are under
unprecedentedly high levels of increasing strain, and where voluntary and community
organisations are feeling pressured to fill the gaps left by government cuts to all social

services.
 

‘Young people (aged 15-24 years) make up 12% of the UK population’ (ONS, 2017). However,
considerable numbers of vulnerable and marginalised young people are experiencing the

negative effects of limited employment and livelihood opportunities. 
 

In addition to economic challenges, young adults are facing an unprecedented rise in mental
health issues, for example,

 
'15-24-year olds are 40% more likely than the average adult to say they have had

stress/anxiety' in 2018 (Michael Fronstin, 2018). Correlating with this, In West Sussex, young
people aged 10-24 account for 39% of all hospital admissions for self harm. Adur and

Worthing have had significantly higher rates of self harm than the England average since 2010
(Jevons, 2019, WSCC), leaving young people struggling to survive and their voices left

unheard. 
 

The overarching message of this report concerns the importance of action research as a
method for enabling young adults to participate in this enquiry into youth substantive

citizenship. This central theme of participatory action research is what provided young adults
with the means to think critically in exploring the complexities of acting in their full capacity as

citizens. 

Introduction
Evidenced throughout this report is an acute

awareness in young adults of the barriers they
face, including the restrictive social structures

which emphasise their political and social
marginalisation.

lower wages, with a tiered lower pay system for under 25’s 
lower benefits for under 25’s

the exclusion of under 18’s from voting.

Young adults frequently reported ‘it was unfair they are treated
differently by society in significant areas which impact their lives, such

as voting, wages and benefits’. 
 

They spoke about ‘social structures’ which limit or exclude them and
were understood to be inequalities which discriminate against people

because of their age, such as
 

 
 The latter was discussed most often, evidencing that many young

adults feel they should be entitled to engage politically, but are
restricted from doing so.

 
 This feeling of discontent and alienation was expressed by young

adults throughout the research enquiry, particularly in matters which
they felt were of great importance to them; 

 
Alex stated, during one of the co-researcher meetings:

 “I felt really angry that I wasn’t able to vote on something [Brexit
referendum of 2016] that affects my future” (AM, Power Workshop

23/7/19).



 
 
 
 

“I’ve received mixed responses when discussing mental health amongst young
adults. Some ESTEEM members have obtained first class mental health care that

suits them perfectly, these individuals have used the resources available to them to
make steps toward recovery. 

 
On the other hand some have experienced what they describe as appalling care

from the mental health services - not being offered anything they see as substantial
to their recovery, with all the emphasis being on group treatment and medication,

which just doesn’t suit some people. 
 

The main problems seem to arise from a one size fits all approach from mental
health services, which most likely stems from a lack of funding from the

government. In my opinion, when it comes to something as complex and unique as
an individual's mental health, there is no standard set of actions that will guarantee

a quick and stable recovery."

Mental Health

According to young adults, mental health is the most important issue they feel needs
addressing. Their personal mental health experience has been summarised below by

Jess Reid, our youth co-researcher: Lack of job/life security 
Living in a complicated and sometimes dark world
Social media pressure and exposure 
Too many expectations from society/family/peers 
Constant mental stimulation 
Uncertainty of the future 
Too much information

Mental health causes according to young adults:

The following is a summary of the main causes of what our research
suggests is a youth mental health crisis, followed by the possible

solutions so young adults can help themselves:

Socialise with the kind of people who lift you up 
Find a GP you can talk to openly 
Medication (taken responsibly and with the aim of moving on
from medication)
Talking to the right people (professionals, a good friend) 
Keeping busy, do something proactive/meaningful
Setting small achievable goals for yourself and sharing these
with people supporting you

Solutions from young adults for young adults:



Individually, young adults are often striving to survive, not only in meeting their basic needs of
shelter and food (“with a 19% national increase in access to foodbank parcels on the previous
year, more than half a million of these went to families with children (“The Trussell Trust - End

of Year Stats,” n.d.)), but in maintaining safety and mental wellbeing.
 

While some research states that there is no such thing as a youth mental health epidemic
(Rice-Oxley, 2019), there is other evidence which counters this. The Children’s Society say that
‘more than 100,000 girls of 14 years old are self-harming’ (2018), and nationally there’s been a
34% increase of ‘detentions under the Mental Health Act since 2006’, plus an ‘increase of
108.5% in antidepressant drug prescriptions’ (Triggle, 2018), confirming our experience in

ESTEEM, which suggests that mental health issues are significantly on the rise.
 

It seemed an obvious fact, discussed in our co-enquiry focus group discussions, that in order to
participate fully in society ‘basic requirements must first be met’, as outlined in Maslow’s

Hierarchy of Needs (1954). Young adults feel frustrated as cuts to mental health services mean
referrals for mental health assessments and support now have six month waiting lists, by which

time they report often reaching crisis point. Many young adults are resorting to using A&E
routes following self-harm and suicide attempts which they say may have been avoided had
they accessed earlier intervention. Inadequacies in current services are reflected by the fact
that the West Sussex council failed in every indicator of the Ofsted Report (Steele, 2019).

'Statutory benefits provide below poverty-line support, which affects
those who are forced by circumstance (such as mental health or lack of
meaningful employment).'
'Young adults have experienced a lack of clear explanation,
communication with regards to Universal Credit claims.' 
'Statutory benefits system seems complicated and a deterrent to
working towards a solution.' 
'No offer of support if you're in a bad or difficult situation, and instead
you feel punished because of your mental health.' 
'Feeling of being forced into unsuitable benefit systems, no control and
used as guinea pigs in an inefficient system.'

Highlights from Young Adults
in this research report

 

Over 70% of young adults at ESTEEM identify as having
mental health issues, predominantly anxiety and depression,

and many have experienced chronic life trauma and acute
mental health diagnosis. A culture of

negative experience and self-fulfilling prophecies can influence
individual identity. ESTEEM has challenged the whole group

and are in discussions about the importance for ESTEEM to be
a place to break away from the stresses of every-day life and to

generate a sense of hope, kindness and positivity.

Young adults as a demographic
are struggling



“I think that feeling forced into a job that you don't want to
do, due to pressures around you (e.g.family or financial
situations), creates a negative kind of stress. In these

situations it can feel like the only available option, because
there's not a lot of guidance for young adults to find a job

that suits them.” - Alex (Co-researcher)

It is unfair they are treated differently in significant areas which impact their lives, such as voting, wages
and benefits
Fear plays a large part in preventing young adults from achieving their goals, they feel daunted and
unprepared by new ‘adulthood’ experiences such as employment, moving out and budgeting.
They have no control over when anxiety may strike, as well as other mental health conditions.
Their issues are not taken seriously, and treated like they're overreacting, which leads to negative effects
on wellbeing and confidence.
Severe lack of support from family can cause stress, feelings of isolation and negative impact on
confidence.
A lack of compassion and understanding from some people can drastically affect a person's confidence,
one bad experience is all it can take sometimes, especially when you're young and don't have as much
experience.

Causes of barriers affecting the transition from childhood to adulthood
 
Many young adults feel:

Barriers affecting Transition from Childhood to Adulthood

Break the transition into phases when preparing for new circumstances, as opposed to sudden changes.
Work with young adults to identify an individual's mental health triggers, to gain a better understanding
and develop realistic coping mechanisms.
More job roles are needed for people who are unable to work in large places or with lots of people
because of how it may trigger their anxiety.
Young People feel they are in need of guidance and help to find the next step. They clearly want to do
something but they just don't know how to get there and outside of ESTEEM, there's not really enough to
assist them.
Generally, employers need better understanding of how mental health impacts people to work out
solutions that suit both employer and employee. 
Better public understanding of the barriers affecting young people.

Solutions to Barriers
 



Opportunities which facilitate respect and celebration of differences.
The opportunity to request and contribute to life-skills workshops (e.g. drug-
use, relationships)· 
Skills development in a safe and supportive space· 
Positive role modelling and camaraderie to elevate young adults socially.
Flexibility to work with young adults' suggestions and change basic
structures. This engenders assertiveness and expectation that systems can
be changed and solutions found.   
Opportunities for working as a team and contributing to society.  
A calm space for sharing stories and learning from each other.

Citizenship enablers that young adults say are helpful from within
ESTEEM:

During workshops which involved participants looking back through past lives to the current
day, young adults all reported as having had little or no confidence before coming to ESTEEM.
Young adults connected their lack of confidence with the loss of significant adults at an early
age, such as through death of family members and/or being placed in care, as well as other

negative experiences, such as ill mental and physical health, bullying, and social isolation due
to poverty. Identifying and tackling these multiple and complex factors in a safe and supportive

way is necessary in overcoming participation barriers.

Citizenship Enablers and ESTEEM
(which can translate to wider society)

Better communication of ethos and values, with the
reasons behind these, to generate more respect of staff,
each other and codes of practice.   
More time is needed for staff to help people explore
causes of confrontation and work towards resolutions, as
a life skill. 
Increase avenues and accessibility for idea sharing from
young adults·  
Liaise with local schools to provide and promote life-skills
workshops (e.g. sex education including LGBTQ+.)

Young adults' ideas for improvement within ESTEEM:  

Confidence is a significant factor in young adults' ability to enact citizenship.



“Before I came to ESTEEM I was too shy to talk to people I didn’t
know, I had very low self-esteem and never thought I would be
doing the things I’m doing now. But after only attending a few
drop-in’s I was asked to be a buddy for someone new and I’d
never felt so proud in my life”. - Member of ESTEEM's YMT

Despite the challenges which will continue to be highlighted and addressed, it is
apparent that ESTEEM enables progression towards self-actualisation through power
within, power with and power to. 
 
Time is the most prevalent word that young adults name as the most important thing
they gain from ESTEEM - which our co-researchers verified when putting Focus Group
Discussions and interviews through wordcloud generators. When asked to explain
more, young adults stressed that achieving their goals, such as gaining confidence
or employment, takes time.
 
ESTEEM recognises that human flourishing takes time plus a holistic approach. There
is no point in only addressing one issue, it is necessary to tackle multiple, intersectional
issues in flexible and innovative ways. 
 A tailored approach must be created to suit individuals in the varying stages of their
transitional journey towards adulthood and substantive citizenship.
 
 
 
 

How ESTEEM promotes confidence 

Confidence is the most prevalent word that young adults say ESTEEM helps them with,
which comes from the “family feel” that's created. During meetings and focus groups they
talk of a sense of belonging, from being included in decision making (in YMT meetings,
Drop-in activity planning, etc.), having responsibilities (such as cooking at drop-in’s,
being a buddy for new members and volunteering tasks), and having a support network
(through friends at ESTEEM and other organisations ESTEEM has signposted to).



Tel - 01903 854 987
Mobile - 07490 447 333
Email - hello@esteem.org.uk
Website - esteem.org.uk
Facebook - /esteemuk
Instagram - esteemcharityuk

ESTEEM
The Old School House
Ham Road
Shoreham-by-Sea
West Sussex
BN43 6PA

This enquiry created the opportunity for a key decision-maker in the organisation to spend quality time with participants, enabling them to share what they felt important,
to know their voice has been heard and ideas taken forward. Another positive was that, as young adults themselves, the co-researchers had a rare opportunity to engage

in 1:1 critical discussions with their peers, structured around the topics identified through the participatory action cycle.

After our co-research group collated findings, summaries were then distributed within the team and discussed at staff meetings. Through this process of action, reflection,
analysis and planning, evidence began to emerge of how positive and negative change cycles occur within ESTEEM. A culture of negative experience and self-fulfilling
prophecies can influence individual identity; ESTEEM has challenged the group and are in discussions about the importance for ESTEEM to be a place to break away

from the stresses of every-day life and to generate a sense of hope, kindness and positivity.  Young adults argued that being able to have a space to discuss their issues
is important, that sharing their problems helps to overcome them. Some say that hearing about others issues makes them “feel they are not alone” and validates their

own problems.

According to young adults at ESTEEM, mental health is the most important factor that they feel is
contributing to a youth citizenship crisis. They described what appears to be a mental health epidemic, feeling that they and their peers are struggling along their path

towards adulthood. Findings are scattered with many examples of the numerous transition phases affecting youth citizenship, with mental health barriers leading the way,
with evidence of threshold transitions between disempowerment and empowerment, disengagement and engagement within their community, and their perception of how

they see themselves in society. 
 

These findings confirm the view shared in literature on citizenship (Checkoway, 2011; Faulks, 2000; Smith et al., 2005) that young people who are experiencing
disadvantages are considerably less able to exercise agency to act as substantive citizens; prevalent throughout this enquiry though, from the voices of young adults, is

the additional layer of a mental health epidemic widening the distance from their path to participation in society.

Conclusion


