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Introduction

This report describes learning and developments, grouped into four key thematic 
areas, at the youth charity ESTEEM, between September 2020 and February 2021. 
ESTEEM is a youth organisation based in Sussex that works with 14-26-year-olds to run 
volunteering, mentoring, wellbeing and social opportunities. During this period the UK 
was in lockdown as a result of the COVID pandemic. The charity  was also developing 
its new strategic aims and objectives. These two factors led to the staff and young 
adults at ESTEEM trialling new ideas and methods to maintain a fun, interactive and 
safe environment for now and for the future.  

Methodology 

I am a young adult member of staff working for ESTEEM, as well as a participant in 
activities at the charity. Having “many hats” means I can bridge the gap between 
young adults and staff more easily. The majority of my observations in this report 
come from participating in activities and being embedded at ESTEEM as a young 
adult. I engage in the activities as a participant, whilst also gathering feedback from 
other young adults. I have also worked closely with other staff members to share 
feedback from young adults and to make plans of action. As well as these ‘action-
research’ methods, I also facilitated stand-alone interactive feedback workshops with 
small groups of young adults. Being a young adult myself made it easier to run these 
workshops as an equal without any kind of authoritative influence.
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Key Findings 

I have grouped my observations into four key thematic areas: Communication with 
young adults; COVID safety and impact on young adult engagement; a new home for 
ESTEEM and young adults, and youth voice and leadership

Communication with young adults 

One of the key areas for improvement I found from talking to young adults was the 
need for a refined communication system to keep young adults in the loop and make 
it easier to access information.  This was a pre-existing problem that was exacerbated 
by the COVID restrictions which meant that opportunities for face-to-face contact and 
communication were limited. Young adults that usually picked up information through 
conversations with staff and peers were feeding back that they didn’t know what 
activities were being run by the charity. 

I have noticed a lot of changes around communication with young adults. Some of 
the solutions we’ve found include using open Whatsapp chat groups for big decisions, 
for example finding a new home for ESTEEM; releasing surveys, and creating a text 
message broadcast for easy access to this information. One survey asked young 
adults what kinds of activities they would feel comfortable engaging in, given the 
risk posed by COVID. We learned that whilst most of those surveyed would be happy 
to engage in one-to-one calls with staff, less than half of the young adults felt 
comfortable meeting outdoors in a group. Another adaptation was making sure that 
event details are more accessible and inclusive by separating long walls of text and 
recording short voice clips explaining the content of the text.

I’ve found that the changes that have been made have made finding event details 
easier and has led to increased involvement from young adults in activities. The 
feedback from young adults has been that information is easier to access. As 
we move out of lockdown, the charity will need to think about which of these new 
communication systems should be maintained and which are no longer necessary.



COVID Safety and impact on young adult engagement 

The safety of young adult participants and staff was paramount during this period 
when the UK was largely in lockdown due to the COVID pandemic. Throughout, 
ESTEEM followed guidance from the National Youth Agency as well as their own risk 
assessments to keep young adults and staff safe. This did unfortunately have an 
impact on ESTEEM’s ability to deliver all of its work with young adults, with social 
activities with even small groups being restricted to the outdoors, for example. 

As such, there were concerns about the impact that wintry weather and darkening 
nights would have on attendance at evening sessions. I observed fewer young adults 
coming to these evening sessions, likely because of the problems noted above. The 
issue with the weather and lack of shelter was most apparent during a session where 
it unexpectedly started raining heavily on us, and we were absolutely soaked by the 
time we made it back to The Old School House. In this session, a lot of young adults 
understandably wanted to use the main building, but we were unable to because of 
COVID guidelines. 

In response to these challenges, we released a survey to find out how else we could 
support young adults during this period. As a result of this feedback, staff reached 
out to young adults and provided them with support according to their needs. This 
included making food available through the FareShare scheme and renting a bigger 
space to safely deliver small group activities that were not possible under COVID 
restrictions in the Old School House. 

In some conversations with young adults I was told the ESTEEM response around COVID 
had been much stronger during the second lockdown. They said this is mainly because 
they’ve seen ESTEEM being more organised and prepared around the pandemic than 
during the first lockdown, when it was very much a learning curve for all of us. Despite 
the sometimes negative aspects of this situation, I’ve seen young adults at ESTEEM 
looking out for each other. Members of staff have also worked really hard to continue 
running support and activities for young adults. Despite the difficult circumstances, 
this is all being done whilst meeting guidelines and will continue in this fashion until 
restrictions are lifted. 

Young Adults participating in a beach clean



A new home for ESTEEM and young adults 

A major theme during this period has been the search for a new home for ESTEEM, both 
in the immediate future and longer term. COVID safety restrictions meant that ESTEEM 
could not use its usual home for even small group activities as it was just too small 
and poorly ventilated to meet safety requirements. ESTEEM responded by renting a 
much larger space at the Adur Outdoor Activity Centre temporarily. This bigger space 
had increased accessibility and allowed for larger groups to attend socially distanced 
activities, and meant that ESTEEM could continue to provide activities to young adults 
during the winter lockdown. 

The most impactful thing I’ve gathered from this decision is that it shows that ESTEEM 
can live outside of The Old School House. A lot of young adults tell me that ESTEEM is 
like a home to them and a part of me was concerned that that might include the Old 
School House building. Thankfully, the time in the Adur Outdoor Centre has shown me 
that ESTEEM, and the feeling of community surrounding it, is something that can work 
in a different surrounding and not just The Old School House, as long as it is a space 
where young adults feel comfortable and secure. 

This is crucial in the longer term too as, during this period, we also learned that ESTEEM 
will soon have to leave the Old School House. ESTEEM communicated this information 
with young adults at an early stage, taking the decision to be transparent with young 
adults and involving them in the process of looking for a new home, starting with a 
live questions and answer session with the CEO. The young adults who engaged in 
this session responded positively to being included despite that it was difficult news to 
hear. This is an ongoing process that ESTEEM is working on in partnership with young 
adults in order to find a suitable new home for the charity.

Old School House - ESTEEM’s Current Home



Youth Voice and leadership 

ESTEEM promotes youth voice and young adult leadership in a variety of ways and 
this has always been an important element of how we work with young adults. In their 
recent strategic planning, a key strategic aim was set to “Involve young adults as 
partners in everything we do”. One element of this is the Youth Management Team 
(YMT), a group of young adults who help advise the charity.  COVID restrictions had 
presented several problems for the YMT in the first half of 2020 and this reporting 
period saw ESTEEM and YMT responding to these challenges. 

Several young adult members of YMT had left following the first lockdown and the 
group had shrunk as a result. The remaining members also felt that the group had 
moved away from its core purpose of being a vehicle for youth voice and feedback to 
help ESTEEM improve their services. ESTEEM responded to this challenge by appointing 
a dedicated member of staff with responsibility for youth voice to work with the group. 
The group were supported  to recruit new members, to build individual skills and group 
cohesion, and to review their working priorities and to create a quarterly and annual 
work plan.  

YMT grew to be comprised of eight young adults whose skills and confidence improved 
over time, and the group reintroduced youth voice and feedback as a key priority. 
YMT experimented with different ways of gathering young adult feedback, including 
live Zoom sessions where young adults could drop-in and feed back on anything they 
wanted to ESTEEM. Further work includes formalising systems for young adults to be 
included in organisational decision-making processes, as well as working closer with 
staff to ensure that we are responding to feedback as much as possible.

A Young Adult at ESTEEM sailing us in the right 
direction!

Conclusion

2020 was a year that came with many challenges for ESTEEM. However, I have also 
seen the organisation develop a lot and it has become apparent just how much young 
adults shape the culture and environment of ESTEEM. A lot of progress was made 
despite the strange times, and I think the results of all the activities, workshops and 
interviews conducted last year have helped the organisation to progress towards its 
goals and approach 2021 with a sense of optimism. 

Thank you for taking the time to read my report. If you would like to inquire further about 
anything I’ve mentioned, please contact me at alex.mahoney@esteem.org.uk


