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Background
 
Renfrewshire Council, 
Renfrewshire Health & Social 
Care Partnership, Dartington 
Service Design Lab, Engage 
Renfrewshire and partners 
from across the voluntary 
sector undertook a three-
year System Change initiative 
(2018-2021). Funded by the 
National Lottery Community 
Fund, the Early Action System 
Change project seeks to tackle 
the root causes of inequality. 
 
One of our first priorities in the Early Action System 
Change project was to understand what young people 
want and need to help them flourish. Our work in 
Renfrewshire is built on the voices of young people 
sharing their insights with us.

In 2017, we ran survey called ChildrenCount which had 
responses from 10,000 young people in Renfrewshire. 
That’s 10,000 voices. That’s 10,000 young people telling 
us the truth of their experience. That’s 10,000 reasons 
to listen and act. 
 
Phase I of the project included extensive exploration 
and mapping of service provision, financial spend, and 
existing evidence to better understand the priority 
issues and opportunities for intervention. We identified 
two priority issues: (1) coercive control in young 
people’s relationships, and (2) children and young 
people’s emotional wellbeing.

Phase II was all about addressing the issues of 
coercive control and emotional wellbeing. In this 
phase, we asked who is best placed to design and 
develop resources aimed at supporting young people? 
We believe young people need to be at the centre 
of designing services. And we think that there is 
tremendous value in the practice wisdom of youth 
workers. With the two values in mind, we created a Co-
Design Commission of eight local youth organisations 
to co-design practical innovations that change the 
systems of support around them. 
 
 
 
 
 

What is co-design? 
Co-design is about making better services and 
supports. It is based on the simple idea that the 
people who access services and supports are the best 
people to design them. It involves a truly participatory 
approach to design where community members 
(in our case, young people) are treated as having 
a special form of expertise. Co-design also values 
the knowledge of practitioners. Co-design is about 
creating as equals. 

The ‘work’ of co-design can look different depending 
on your role. After engaging in this work this is what 
we found:

•  For commissioners it means having trust in the 
organisations you fund and providing guidance and 
support throughout the project. 

•  For managers it requires relinquishing control and 
creating a safe and dedicated space to do the work.

•  For youth workers it entails facilitating a safe space 
and empowering ownership. 

•  For young people it takes strength and vulnerability 
as they discuss the topics at hand, share 
experiences, and work together to design and 
develop a resource to help their peers. 

What did we make together?
The Co-Design Commission worked on their co-
designs for a year. They explored the issues of 
emotional wellbeing and coercive control. They told 
their own stories and heard the stories of other 
people. When it came to making resources for our 
community, they’ve designed three kinds of innovation 
for us: 

1. Training packs for adults, educators and 
professionals working in services.

2. Wellbeing resources so young people can help each 
other.

3. Campaigns to change social norms and help us all 
imagine a better world. 

Young people did not make new services. They made 
resources to help professionals improve existing 
services and supports. 

Young people also made resources for each other. 
They know the value of peer support and building 
community.

Young people created campaigns for social change. 
They are part of a growing movement in Scotland that 
centres youth-led change.

Co-design is all about making what’s needed 
and wanted – even if that’s different from what 
professionals think. 

Building our allotment - Aberlour Young Carers group



Journey Map
The young people involved in the Early Action Systems Change project in Renfrewshire have all been on a journey. 
This journey has seen them become involved in a project focussed on designing resources to tackle some of the 
big challenges they and their peers face - coercive control and poor mental wellbeing. They have shown bravery, 
curiosity, wisdom, and creativity along this journey, working together, and with their youth workers, to learn, 
develop ideas, create resources, and share these with the hope of creating a better world.

The large circles on this visual depict these stages, describing what happened and some of what was learnt 
along the way. The smaller ones show a snapshot of how this co-design process was supported, including 
challenges and successes. We hope this, and the accompanying evaluation, will act as resources in their own 
right for anyone running a community co-design process in the future.

Month 1
Beginning the Co-Design Process

Creating Safe Spaces Together 

• As the groups came together they 
worked hard to create safe spaces. 

• They did this by honestly sharing 
their own experiences, maintaining 
confidentiality, and providing support.
Building trust over Zoom took time.

Recruiting Young People

• Each youth organisation carefully created 
co-design groups who would be able to 
work together. 

• They spoke to young people individually, 
shared what would be involved, 
understood their interests and responded 
to their capacity.

Month 2-3
Learning

Exploring Coercive Control & Mental Health 

• Young people reflected how important it 
had been to understand what coercive 
control and mental health meant. 

• They learnt about these topics through 
research, videos, games and discussion, 
which facilitated introspection and 
increased knowledge.

Facilitating Collaborately

• Youth workers created engaging and 
encouraging spaces whilst also sharing 
ownership of the process with young 
people. 

• To do this they would decide the agenda 
for sessions together, with young people 
steering the direction and content of 
sessions.

Month 4
Developing Ideas

Accountability and Challenging Roles

• Young people found power in having their 
roles flipped from being recipients of help 
to offering their wisdom to support others. 

• They asserted that adults need to 
learn how to talk to young people in a 
respectful and meaningful way and take 
accountability for what isn’t working.

Finding Motivation in Meaning

• Young people found discussing wellbeing 
and relationships to be meaningful and 
were motivated to share their findings with 
others. 

• Through building peer relationships 
young people became more comfortable 
discussing where the system of support had 
failed them and how it could be improved.

Month 5-8
Creating and Making

Taking the Lead 

• Young people amplified their messages, to 
create widespread change for them and 
their peers. 

• Each group shared their innovations 
online and in person, equipping their peers 
and adults to make changes in schools, 
services and communities.

Channeling Experiences and Learning

• Building from what they’d learnt, and 
from their own experiences, young people 
created innovations together. 

• Each resource they made they knew would 
be meaningful for their peers, for changing 
social norms, and for improving services 
and supports.

Month 9-12 
Sharing and Celebrating

Celebrating 

• Groups came together and celebrated 
their achievements through events and an 
exhibition! 

• Through a website, posters, boards, 
speeches and discussions the young 
people’s messages were shared widely to 
support positive systemic change.

Sharing their Messages

• Young people took the lead in developing 
campaigns, trainings, videos, games and 
an allotment! 

• This was facilitated by genuine power 
sharing, targeted inputs from professionals 
and a process of designing and creating.

Creating 
Safe Space

The managers from each of the 8 youth organisations formed 
a ‘co-design commission’ who met bi-monthly. They strove to 
create a space to explore new ways of working.

With the support of the National 
Lottery Community Fund, Dartington 
Service Design Lab worked with eight 
partner organisations to undertake 
co-design with young people. 
They began by establishing goals, 
expectations, and timelines.
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Managers navigated new 
ways of sharing control with 
young people, discussing how 
to balance the needs and 
priorities of the fund, their staff 
and young people, with the 
commission.

As young people’s ideas 
and aims become clearer 
Dartington Service Design Lab 
worked with the commission 
so everyone felt comfortable 
letting young people take 
ownership of resource 
development.

Covid-19 presented 
challenges of staff furlough 
and young people struggling 
to engage. Organisations 
navigated reduced capacity 
and increased support for 
their groups.

To identify successes and 
challenges of the co-design 
process, Dartington Service 
Design Lab interviewed 
managers, youth workers, 
and young people

The eight co-designs provide 
different responses to system-
wide issues. Communicating 
the core messages from 
across this group required 
specialist communications and 
design expertise.

Equalise 
Empower 
Educate

Legend Managers are presented 
in a green circle

Youth Workers are 
presented in a light blue 
circle

Young People 
who met in person

Remote Young People 
who met online

Dartington Service 
Design  are presented in 
a dark blue circle

Community Fund is 
presented in a sand 
colour circle



Calls to Action
  
Building on the work that young people and youth 
workers have made, three calls to action were 
developed. We know that too often the brilliant 
insights made during a co-design process can get 
lost in the busyness of day-to-day life and work. These 
three calls to action help to land the messages that 
young people have given us. They are: 

Educate: trainings, videos, and resources to educate 
on coercive control and how to tackle it 
 
• Training & presentation on coercive control by RISE 

• Videos to raise awareness of coercive control by 
Youth Interventions

• Posters & animations about coercive control by 
Paisley YMCA

Empower: wellbeing resources to empower young 
people to talk about issues as they happen
 
• Walk & talk wellbeing resource by Renfrew YMCA

• Information video and booklet by Kibble 

Equalise: campaigns and resources to equalise 
conversations on mental health and wellbeing 

• Mental wellbeing campaign by Create Paisley and 
Active Communities 

• Training on facilitating safe conversations by STAR 
Project

Journey map

Journey Maps are a tool we use to visually tell a story 
of actions and insights over time. By drawing out the 
co-design story, we can bring that story to life. 

In this journey map, we have visualised the 
experiences that young people and youth workers had 
as part of their co-design process and how they were 
supported by their service managers and Dartington 
Service Design Lab. Follow along to see how the Co-
Design Commission worked together to educate, 
empower, and equalise.
 

How does co-design look and feel?

Robust co-design involves sharing power and control. 
Learning to co-create across professional and 
personal roles tests our assumptions, our patterns of 
behaviour and takes time to get right. 

Those involved in the Co-design Commission described 
their reactions and learning process in four ways: 

• Humbled and surprised – learning was shared 
between youth workers and young people, with 
many youth workers describing being humbled 
and sometimes shocked by the experience and 
knowledge held by the young people they work with.

• Difficult yet rewarding – relinquishing control and 
truly allowing young people to lead was difficult and 
rewarding, this was especially salient for managers 
who had an eye to funding requirements. 

• Motivated and encouraged – feeling like your work 
has the potential to impart change is motivating 
and encouraging, this was especially true for young 
people.

• Informed about difficult topics – participants 
shared their learning about coercive control and 
emotional wellbeing and they were able to better 
identify and assess their own relationships. 

The power of co-designing as a 
commission
 
Co-design is a team sport! Co-designs usually involve 
one group who focus on one issue and one innovation. 
Our co-design commission involved eight groups – all 
focusing on the same issues, but in eight different 
ways. With this diversity, we have been able to produce 
innovations that can intervene in different parts of the 
system. We have made a public health campaign that 
looks broadly at how to change society. We’ve looked 
at relationships between peers to celebrate and 
support how young people look after themselves and 
others. And we have made learning tools for adults, so 
they can get insight from young people’s experiences. 

Gifts of advice from the  
Co-Design Commission to you! 
• Power sharing is not always comfortable – but it’s 

so worth it when you do! 

• Meaningful work is motivating! Creating a space 
for young people to lead encouraged engagement 
and resulted in stronger, more creative, ideas.

• Prepare to go with the flow even if it wasn’t the 
plan you had in your head initially.

• It’s important to have your strategy set out from 
the beginning although this will be developed as 
you go. We wasted some time fumbling about in the 
dark during the first few months.

• Be adaptable – this helps to work well as a team.

• Having patience, being open and listening 
thoroughly to others is what good teamwork looks 
like.

• Change is not a bad thing. If something doesn’t go 
as planned, then try to make a new plan that feels 
more useful to you.

• Psychological safety is everything! Consider it in 
every action and every aspect of planning.

• Collaborate, collaborate, collaborate – even if your 
co-design partners do very different work from you 
- we all have the same goal...making a difference to 
young people’s lives!

https://wearechangeup.com/projects/rise
https://wearechangeup.com/projects/youth-interventions
https://wearechangeup.com/projects/youth-interventions
https://wearechangeup.com/projects/paisley-ymca
https://wearechangeup.com/projects/paisley-ymca
https://wearechangeup.com/projects/renfrew-ymca
https://wearechangeup.com/projects/kibble
https://wearechangeup.com/projects/throughthestorms
https://wearechangeup.com/projects/throughthestorms
https://wearechangeup.com/projects/star
https://wearechangeup.com/projects/star
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