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Housekeeping

Please let us know in the chat:

• Where you’re from and any past experience 
with participatory research

• Any questions throughout the session 
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Online mental health help-seeking: Can we Connect? 

• Dr Maria Loades, Clinical Psychologist, Professor



Mission

• All young people

• Thrive

• Live their best lives



Aim: improve 
access to help 
– YP with low 

mood



Programme of work

WHERE DO YP LOOK 
FOR INFORMATION & 
SUPPORT?

BUILD MESSAGING & 
WEBSITE

TESTING ONLINE SELF-
HELP, SINGLE SESSION 
INTERVENTIONS  



YP seeking help online

3 potential functions of online information and support for help-seekers: 

providing information about their 
symptoms

connecting them to others, like 
professionals or peers

as an alternative to other offline 
sources of help 

Barriers: lacking trust in internet, lack of confidentiality, not feeling like they have an appropriate 
problem to seek help for 

Benefits: accessibility, anonymity, degree of control

Pretorius et al, 2019; 2020; 2022



CAN WE CONNECT STUDY

https://osf.io/jy73b/ 

https://osf.io/jy73b/


Can We Connect Study 
Research Questions

1) Where do YP look for information when 
they start to experience symptoms of 
depression? 

2) Where do they look for information via the 
internet and social media, and do they use 
different platforms for different purposes?

3) How do they search for information and 
what are their experiences of what they 
find? 



Can We Connect Study

• N= 24

• Semi-structured interviews

– Sally is a 15-year-old girl from a mixed race background. Over the past few months, 

Sally’s parents and teachers have become increasingly concerned about her low mood 

and withdrawal from life; she has been less interested than usual in seeing her friends 

and is reluctant to go out and about with family members, preferring to stay at home. 

Her form tutor has noticed that she is much more tearful than usual at school, and 

even relatively minor things, like getting a B grade in a test rather than an A, have 

been very upsetting to her; she also told her mother that she doesn’t think she is good 

enough. She continues to go to school, but isn’t doing as well as she usually does, and 

her grades have slipped. She has opted to give up dancing, which she previously 
enjoyed. 

• Think aloud techniques

– Show us how you search the internet

– Tell us what you think 



Participants



- What do you think about this 
information? 

- How trustworthy is it?
- How relevant is it for a young 

person?
- How credible/believable is it? 
- What do you like about it?
- What don’t you like? 
- How could this website be 

improved for young people? 
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HOW WE INVOLVED 
YOUNG PEOPLE

Co-researchers



Young Research Team 

N = 4 

16–18-year-olds

NSFT research





How YP were involved 
in data collection 

• 1.5-hour training

– Qualitative interviews

– Interview processes and guide

– Confidentiality

• Interviewer pairs

– Pre-meet

– co-interview 

• Topic guide sections

– Debrief

• Concluding debrief group meeting 



What helped? 

• NSFT research

• Honorary contracts

• Vouchers 

• Laptop loan







What we did

Who?
• Research team n = 12

• including 4 young researchers

What?

Reflected on our experiences of either being, or collaborating with, a young researcher in 
CWC

Responses to a survey in Qualtrics with a few semi-structured prompts.

Making sense of this and writing it up led by young co-researchers with support from RA 



What we found

Value to YP 

• Connections with professionals in 
clinical psychology field

• Opportunity to be involved in 
psychology ‘work experience’ 

Value to research

• Set participants at ease

• Richer data

• Articulate and insightful 
contributions

Capitalising on differences is 
important

• E.g. understanding of social media 

Importance of structured 
support 

• Debriefs after interviews

• Flexibility and trust 

• Two-way relationship 

Balancing levels of 
involvement. 

Open, transparent and 
honest communication is key 

to building trust, enabling 
young researchers to be 
meaningfully involved 

members of research teams.





Participatory qualitative methods in co-

produced research with young people 

and parents
Part 2: How did we do it?

Dr Nina Higson-Sweeney

Analysing qualitative data with 

diverse co-researcher and 

advisory input:



Part 2 of this talk will 
cover...

What is RTA? Process

Collaborative RTA Impact

Considerations Take-home messages



What is RTA?
A method for systematically developing, analysing, and interpreting patterns of 

meaning across a qualitative dataset

Originally referred to as ‘thematic analysis’, but refined to ‘reflexive thematic 

analysis’ in 2018 to centre the reflexive researcher

Reflexivity refers to the process of critically reflecting on and interrogating 

“what we do, how and why we do it, and the impacts and influences of this on our 

research” (p.5)

A theoretically flexible approach, considered good for “beginner” qualitative 

researchers, but used by all

Braun & Clarke (2021)



What is RTA?
Familiarisation

Coding

Developing and reviewing themes

Writing up

Braun & Clarke (2021)

Generating initial themes 

Refining, defining, and naming 

themes



YES!

RTA is grounded in the idea that themes are actively generated 

by researchers, not objective truths

More researchers = more interpretations, perspectives, 

experiences and ideas

We are not aiming for consensus, inter-rater reliability, or to 

“resolve disagreements”

...are we allowed to 

do RTA as a team?



Considerations for involving 

young co-researchers in RTA

Training and knowledge

Power and epistemic authority

Practicalities and accessibility



Process of involving young co-researchers
Three different papers, three different levels of involvement 

Involved during:

Coding

Developing and reviewing themes

Refining, defining, and naming themes

Writing up
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Process of involving young co-researchers
Three different papers, three different levels of involvement 



What was the impact?

Increased richness

Upskilling for all

Of analysis and overall paper

Enhanced reflexivity

Different perspectives visible

Everyone learnt something new

Increased relevance

To young people and their meanings

Areas for learning: more roleplay interviews during training; upfront 

introduction to analysis, academia, and co-production



Take-home messages
Our recommendations for you

Provision of 
support

Ensure 
shared 
value

Authentic 
involvement

Autonomy in 
involvement

Clearly 
signpost 

opportunities



PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT IN 

PHD RESEARCH

NATALIA KIKA, PHD RESEARCHER
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Practical 
challenges

Involvement 
vs. 

participatory 
research 

Tips for ECRsWhat we did

Overview



What we did:

Parent Advisory Group

Involvement from the beginning

Online meetings & email input

• Meta-synthesis

• Qualitative study

• Intervention development

Examples 



Practical challenges

Budget and 
compensation

Timelines

Meeting 
attendance

Input format



Involvement vs. participatory 

research

Practical constraints to upskilling advisors 

Finding the right balance - focus on input quality  

Examples from our systematic review & metasynthesis



Tips for ECRs

Involvement from the 
start:

It’s rewarding to have a 
consistent group!

Be flexible and creative 
where possible:

Input format, meeting 
times, budget 
management

Maintain rapport:

Prompt vouchers, be 
available to answer 

questions, send regular 
updates

Quality of input over 
the amount of content 

covered:

Ensures depth and that 
advisors feel valued

01

0403

02



Thank You!
Questions?
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