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Importance of communication options for young 

people accessing mental health and emotional 

wellbeing services: Views of young people on 

improving participation 

During Covid-19, mental health and emotional wellbeing services have had to quickly 

adapt their ways of working to ensure children and young people are able to access 

support services, this has been well received, but some young people may not be getting 

the support they need. 

 

The User Voice and Participation (UVP) work to empower children, young people and their 

parents and carers to share their views and opinions about the services they use. UVP share 

feedback with relevant health, social care and 3rd sector services in order to improve service 

delivery and frontline professional effectiveness. 

The team have received feedback from young people about the disparity in the types of 

communication they are currently being offered by mental health and social care services. 

We asked on our social media platforms @ourvoicesurrey if young people would like to 

receive more virtual face-to-face support, 100% of (18) respondents said ‘Yes’. 

We set up a quick poll on social media to ask how young people would prefer to 

communicate with their workers during lockdown, 21 young people responded to the poll in 

a 24-hour period: 

 

• 67% said they would prefer virtual face-face support via 

platforms like Facetime, Skype, Zoom! or NHS Attend Anywhere. 

• 24% said they would prefer to communicate via text. 

• 9% said they would prefer to communicate via phone 

call. 

• 0% said other 
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As a team, we consistently hear from young people that communication is key to their 

engagement with services, as such this is a prominent theme in our training programmes 

(Our Perspective, Total Perspective). Our training is usually focused on face-to-face 

communication, but the current COVID-19 response has highlighted a gap in communication 

between professionals and the children and young people, and how some young people will 

not communicate by telephone. 

Young people have highlighted to the UVP team that they feel communication could be 

improved, for example in Children and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), Adult 

Mental Health Services (for those who have recently transitioned), Social Care and Schools. 

The UVP poll showed that most young people favoured virtual face-to-face support, texting 

was second, with traditional phone calls coming in last. We asked the CAMHS Youth 

Advisors (CYA) for their views on these results: 

 

‘I’ve just been having catch ups on the phone with my worker, we can’t do any 

actual therapy, so it’s not great, we were working on something before but 

that’s stopped. I’d prefer (virtual) face-to-face, my sister is having it from Hope 

and it’s working really well for her.’ – Views on adult mental health services and face-

to-face virtual support (CAMHS). 

‘Facetime is different to a phone call, you can see the other person, you don’t 

feel as anxious, it’s just better.’ 

‘I hate phone calls, but I don’t mind video calling, I’m used to it now.’ 

‘It’s great if you can text your worker to check in instead of having to phone 

them or wait for their call’ 

‘I don’t mind phone calls, but I wouldn’t want to do it all the time’ 

 

Though the results from our small poll seem clear, in the interest of participation, we 

promote the right for children and young people to have options clearly explained and 

known to them, and to work in partnership to come up with solutions that are best suited to 

the needs of the individual. For some children and young people, a video appointment could 

be ideal, for others, a phone-call could be a better option. If preferences cannot be 

accommodated, young people appreciate honest and clear communication to help them 

understand the reasoning. Young people consistently tell us that honesty is a valued 

attribute that helps them to build trusting relationships with professionals. 
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A Case Study 

Young Person (K, 16) contacted a UVP Advocate with complaints about CAMHS and social 

services. K was in self-isolation with COVID-19 symptoms and unable to attend school. Her 

designated CAMHS worker was due to call her, K would not take the call due to her ‘hatred’ 

of phone calls and the anxiety she felt, K also expressed a fear that her parents may not 

disclose important information to her if they took the call on her behalf.  K stated she 

believed that her parent would be unable to represent her feelings and current mental 

health status reliably to her CAMHS worker, as she was not openly sharing her thoughts and 

feelings at home. K said: ‘I feel like I have no support and I don’t want to end up in hospital 

again’ 

When the targeted youth support worker was not able to visit due to COVID-19 status, K 

refused to answer the call, and texted the UVP advocate to express that she felt isolated 

and very low, stating ‘I have no support’.  With encouragement she reached out via text to 

the TYSW, a dialogue was opened and the young person explained how she had been 

feeling, the TYSW and the young person worked together to ensure this information was 

shared suitably with parents, CAMHS, and school and K reported that she felt ‘hopeful’ 

about the exchange, and ‘supported’ in going back to school. 

 

From this case study, we see an example of a young person experiencing anxiety around 

phone calls, refusing phone calls and passively passing the calls to a parent who she does 

not wholly trust with the information, and whom she does not believe is able to advocate 

on her behalf when speaking to services. Following this, when K realises that she can text 

her TYSW, she feels more comfortable, hopeful about the support being received and has 

control over the information she is able to disclose to her parents and services, through a 

mediator. 

‘She said I can text her from now on until we can meet!      ’ 

 

Participation during COVID-19 and beyond 

Taking the preferences of young people into account is part of active participation. Asking 

young people their preferred way of communicating and implementing this (where feasible 

and safe) is a simple way to involve young people in their care at a time when there is little 

control, and many are feeling uncomfortable and unsettled. Support from services to 

actively participate promotes positive engagement long-term. 

Though the effects of lockdown have been overwhelmingly negative for many, this is the 

ideal time to trial and troubleshoot new communication methods and ways of working with 

young people, the impact of which may reach far beyond the current lockdown status and 

improve outcomes for children and young people accessing services. 
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The UVP team champion the voices of children, young people, parents and carers to ensure 

feedback is not only heard but acted upon to improve outcomes for CYP and families in Surrey. 

To contact the UVP team, please email user.voice@surreycc.gov.uk 

Call us on 01483 519464 

Check out our Instagram or Twitter @ourvoicesurrey 

Or take a look at our new website 
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