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ARTS & HEALTH SOUTH WEST PRIZE 2015 

LONGLISTED CASE STUDY 

          

Name of organisation: 
EDVSA – The Project 

Title of project/programme: 

The Project 

Dates of project/programme: 
1 September 2013 - 31 August 2014 

Summary: 

Based in East Devon, The Project provides a vital early intervention support service to 
young people aged 13-24 experiencing issues with emotional and mental health. Through 
their weekly peer support groups, The Project offers friendly, non-clinical support and a 

safe space for young people to meet with others experiencing similar issues, to talk, 
share, and to learn new tools and skills to manage their mental health problems.  With 

young people’s mental health issues increasing year on year, The Project offers a place 
where young people can talk openly about how they feel, free from the fear of stigma and 
judgement, helping to build self-esteem and confidence, and reduce the isolation 

experienced by young people suffering from mental health issues. 

The Project also provides much-needed support to the parents and carers of young people 
experiencing mental distress, in turn helping them to better understand their child’s 

issues, and how to support them.  Supporting a child with a mental illness can often be 
distressing, bewildering and frightening, and parents too need an opportunity to talk, 

share and learn from others in similar situations. 

In order to challenge the wider attitudes to mental illness in society, The Project gives 
talks and runs mental health workshops and training in schools and organisations, and in 
the community, both to young people and adults.  9 out of 10 young people with mental 

health issues will experience stigma and discrimination, and talking about mental illness 
encourages openness and challenges attitudes.  

The Project  
East Devon Volunteer Support Agency (EDVSA) 
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Overview; 
In 2009 my daughter developed severe mental health issues at the age of 15 – she 
suffered with severe anxiety, depression, an eating disorder and self-harm. Shortly after 

her 16th birthday, she was admitted to an adolescent psychiatric unit with suicidal 
thoughts. The Project was born out of my experience of caring for my daughter, and from 

her experiences about what helped and hindered her recovery. 

The Project opened for a pilot year in September 2013, following 9 months of consultation 
with health professionals, schools, police, mental health services and doctors to establish 

that there was indeed a need for early intervention support for young people. Statistically, 
1 in 5 young people experience symptoms of anxiety, depression and low body confidence 
which affects their everyday lives, and one in 10 will have a diagnosed mental illness – 

that’s 3 young people in every class, in every school! Devon CAMHS (Child & Adolescent 
Mental Health Services) confirmed that referrals to their service had increased 97% in the 

past 2 years, and schools reported that rates of self-harm had reached alarming 
proportions. The Devon Mental Health Needs Assessment confirmed over 3500 young 
people in the East Devon area alone who may require access to an early intervention, 

community based service – the highest number outside of Torbay and Plymouth in Devon. 
Recurrence rates for young people's mental health issues stand at 30%+, meaning many 

young people are in and out of services, hospital and GP surgeries. 

Jess bravely took the decision to speak openly about her issues, and as a family our wish 
was to try and help others through our own experiences. This brought us into contact with 

other parents and young people, who also spoke of the need for local support at an early 
stage, and the need for early intervention support was unanimously endorsed by every 
professional I spoke to, acknowledging a significant gap in early intervention provision for 

young people. 

18 months ago, The Project didn’t exist, but we worked to raise the funds needed to set 
up the group, we recruited and trained staff and volunteers, created the model for The 

Project’s support groups, marketed and promoted the group, gave talks and attended 
meetings, created a website and social media pages. The Project’s aims and objectives 
were to provide that early support, so that young people received help when they needed 

it, rather than waiting for problems to get to serious levels before they were eligible for 
support. 

The Project, which is hosted by independent registered charity EDVSA, runs from the 

Young People’s Centre in Axminster. We offer support to young people, and families, 
across East Devon, South Somerset and West Dorset. 

The Project offers: 

1. Fortnightly facilitated peer support groups for young people, in 2 separate age groups – 

13-18s and 18-24s. These sessions offer: an opportunity for young people to meet others 
experiencing similar issues in a safe, non-clinical and relaxed environment; a programme 
of activities and workshops that give tools and techniques for supporting emotional 

wellbeing, improving resilience and building confidence and self-esteem; one-to-one 
support. 

2. A monthly support group for the parents and carers of young people affected by mental 

health issues. This group space offers: an opportunity for parents to meet with others, to 
share experiences, give and receive support; talks and workshops on relevant mental 

health issues, for building emotional resilience and teaching relaxation techniques. 
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3. Mental health awareness talks, training and workshops to break down the stigma and 
discrimination surrounding mental illness, working with schools and the wider community. 

4. Relevant mental health information and signposting to young people and their families, 

via our website, social media, telephone and face-to-face. 

Young people come with a range of issues: social anxiety, depression, exam stress, 
diagnosed mental disorders such as Bipolar, OCD and Borderline Personality Disorder. 
Some may be experiencing bullying, or struggling to cope with family break-up or 

bereavement. At any one time, we can support 40 young people – 20 in each group – and 
in our pilot year supported 39 young people. Many young people are referred by parents, 

some self-refer and others by GPs, schools, social services and youth offending teams. 

Being a non-clinical service, The Project aims to help build young people’s self-esteem, 
and to give them tools and techniques to better manage whatever issues they are facing. 

We are not looking to directly ‘fix’ their mental health issues, but see these improve as 
they gain skills, self-worth and confidence. 

Session activities have focussed on introducing young people to a range of different 
interventions which they may find helpful in managing their issues. Some activities we run 

ourselves, using the expertise of our staff and volunteer team, and others are run by 
external facilitators who come in to run workshops, mainly free of charge. Workshops in 

our pilot year included: 

• Art-based workshops using different media – charcoal, acrylics, fabric painting, 
collage. During our pilot year, these took place at most sessions, led by one of our 

volunteers, a retired art therapist. 
• Writing workshops: journal writing, story-telling (StoryJug) 
• Drama and singing: one of our volunteers is a music teacher who comes in to run a 

number of music-related workshops for young people; drama and movement 
workshops (MADD) 

• Sophrology: introducing young people to relaxation techniques (Vie-tality) 
• Drumming: from local drumming circle (Drum 4 Fun) 
• Drama improvisation  

• EFT (The Real You) 
• Film – visiting student from Exeter University who came in to help young people 

make a film 
• Expressive drawing – visiting artist 
• Crochet and knitting  

• Bushcraft and campfire building days at Trill Farm 
• Meditation and mindfulness – led by group facilitator 

Initially, The Project formed a partnership with Devon Youth Service, who provided a 
facilitator for the first 3 months of the pilot, as well as premises. However, with cuts to 
the youth service, and having fulfilled the original purpose of the partnership (ie. to help 
get the group off the ground) this ended in December 2013. The Project continues to be 

hosted by EDVSA, and has continued to build excellent working relationships with local 
schools, mental health services and GPs.  

Innovation: 

The Project’s non-clinical and holistic approach to young people’s mental health issues is 
ground-breaking, and has received recognition at national level after being awarded the 

Deputy Prime Minister’s Mental Health Hero Award.  Our focus on early intervention and 
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prevention aims to stop young people’s mental health issues from escalating, and offers 
support to those who would otherwise receive no help at all.  Often young people are 
turned away from statutory services on the basis that their issues are ‘not severe enough’ 

– I do not believe that any child or young person should face mental distress alone, 
whatever the cause.  I also believe that if young people feel more confident, have a sense 

of their worth and have greater self-esteem, they will be more resilient to the inevitable 
ups and downs of life, ensuring they grow into happy and emotionally healthy adults. 

Mental health interventions for young people become increasingly costly as severity 

increases, with one inpatient bed costing around £7,000 per week. Our service costs just 
£45,000 per year, supporting between 40 to 50 young people, and parents/carers. 
Preventing problems from escalating, and reducing the 30%+ recurrence rate of young 

people requiring interventions from statutory services represents a significant saving to 
the NHS.  More importantly, there are emotional and social cost savings, helping young 

people to stay in school, achieve better results, gain university places and return to work. 

In the South West, there are no other services offering this peer-support based early 
intervention approach.  

Participation: 

From the outset, we have involved young people with mental health issues in the shaping 
of the service we offer.  Initially, this was through discussion with my daughter about the 
types of support she placed value on in her recovery, along with a number of other young 

people with their own lived experiences of mental illness. 

Around 30 young people attending sessions have completed quarterly feedback forms 
about what they like most/least about The Project, and what they have found most/least 

helpful about our groups.  They are encouraged to make suggestions for activities, which 
help shape session content, and also to share their own individual stories in the group 
space.  If young people feel confident to do so, they lead on introducing a relevant 

activity to the group and write blogs about their experiences. 

Three young people from our older group (18-24s) have received training to become peer 
supporters to the younger age group (13-18s), and now attend their sessions to offer 

support, hope and encouragement. Empowering young people to use their own lived 
experience to positively support others is key to their recovery, helps them to gain skills 

and experience, and this in turn has led to some gaining jobs and university places. 

The views of around 30 of our young people have also been used in informing our training 
and workshops around mental illness, particularly those aimed at young people in schools.   
This has made our workshops accessible and relevant to the intended audience.  

Outcomes: 
The Project's outcomes: 

- Young people will have increased confidence and self-esteem 
- Young people will have improved aspirations for the future 

- Young people, and parents, will have greater emotional resilience, tools, information and 
resources to cope with stressful life events 

- Young people, and parents, will feel less isolated by mental and emotional health issues 
- Young people, parents and the wider community, including school staff, will have 
increased understanding and awareness of mental health issues. 
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In our pilot year, we used a range of evaluation tools to monitor the effectiveness of our 
pilot programme.  We trialled a number of tools - SDQs, HoNOSCA and now use Warwick 
Edinburgh Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS), which better matches our outcomes.   

All young people joining The Project now complete a WEMWBS to provide a baseline 
assessment of their issues, and this is now repeated quarterly.  We also used reflective 
exercises with young people, asking them what they found most/least helpful, what they 

had gained from attending session, and how services could be improved.  As we changed 
evaluation tools during the first year, we were unable to build much quantitative data. 

However, through the reflective exercises, 96% of young people said that they have 

increased in confidence and/or developed socially as a result of attending our sessions. 
Other improvements include improved relationships, feeling less isolated and coping skills. 

Parents were also asked to complete feedback forms. 90% of parents reported they have 

noted a positive impact from their child attending The Project. Improvements include:  

- Improved self-esteem and confidence 
- Having tools to manage mental health issues 
- Feeling less isolated and alone 

- Improved relationships with friends and family 
- Coping better with school 

The Project had a positive impact on volunteer wellbeing, as well as our young people.  

- 1/3 of volunteers reported that being in a supportive environment had improved their 

own mental health 
- Nearly 60% of volunteers said their own confidence had improved 

- 75% of our volunteers said it had helped them to know that their mental health 
experiences could help others 
- 1/3 of volunteers have gained university places or employment 

We have also used anecdotal reports from young people, and gathered case studies, for 
example: 

X, age 22, had been sectioned 4 times in the year before attending The Project, and had 
been on long-term sick leave from work. Since attending our sessions, she has not been 

sectioned or needed inpatient care, and has returned to work. She continues to be on a 
waiting list for a recommended therapeutic intervention from adult mental health services, 

but has been waiting several months. 

Y, age 18, had had to leave school and had given up on her plans for the future due to 
severe anxiety issues which confined her to her home 27/7.  Since attending The Project, 
she has passed her driving test and is now volunteering in a local charity shop, and with a 

youth music group. 

"Coming to The Project has showed me I’m not a ‘freak’ however often I feel like one and 
the rest of the world makes me feel like one." – young person, age 14  

Learning: 

We started the year with the seed of an idea, and ended the year with a service that is 
referred into by GPs, schools, social services, parents and young people. Our biggest 

initial challenge was to raise all the funding required, to recruit staff and volunteers, to 
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market and promote the group, and to ensure we were offering a service which young 
people wanted to access. 

By continually seeking feedback from young service users, we learned much in our pilot 

year about what worked and what didn't.  Some of our key learnings have been: 

Session structure and content: we changed the age structure of groups to have a school-
age and post school-age group, which allowed us to target session content more 
appropriately.  Session content and the way sessions are run has changed to allow more 

opportunity for informal discussion, group sharing and support. 

Training and support: clinical supervision has been introduced, and more comprehensive 
training for our young peer volunteers.  We introduced a Peer Supporter training 

programme, to promote recovery among service users. 

Evaluation and impact: we have trialled a number of evaluation tools, and continue to 
improve methods of evidencing the work we do.  We now use a number of different tools 

to measure our outcomes, and are working on assessing the social value of our work. 

One-to-one support: We have implemented a more robust programme of 1:1 support for 
our young people within the sessions, to help assess progress and help young people to 
set goals for themselves.  

Critical success factors: 
Our main achievements were, within a year, to have created a service which young 
people trusted and which professionals in health, education and youth justice have 

sufficient trust and confidence in to make referrals to.   

Planning The Project around the feedback of those who have lived through severe mental 
illness, and putting young people at the centre of our service have been key.  Young 

people have told us that what makes it a unique and safe space is that all staff and 
volunteers have their own lived experience of mental illness, or have worked 
professionally with young people during their working lives. Focusing on young people as 

people and not an illness, or problem, has allowed young people to feel accepted for who 
they are.  

Our young peer volunteers fulfil an important role, offering inspiration and hope of 

recovery to those who are struggling. The space we provide is non-clinical, non-
judgemental, friendly and inclusive, and is based in a neutral space (youth centre) - an 

important part of our delivery is that we are not based in a medical or educational setting. 

Attendance at The Project is not time limited - young people come along for as long as 
they want to, meaning they move on when they are ready, and not because they have 
reached their session quota.  

The Project's pilot year was hugely successful - work has continued with increased 
working hours for staff and additional volunteers. We are now looking to open additional 
groups in other areas to meet demand.  

Funding and Resources: 

The Project's annual budget in the pilot year was £40,000.  The Project is hosted by East 
Devon Volunteer Support Agency (EDVSA), an independent registered charity who 

provided the first £5K. We received additional funding from many sources, including 
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grants, fundraising and donations from groups, organisations and individuals. Below is a 
list of those who have awarded our larger grants and donations: 

• East Devon Volunteer Support Agency (EDVSA) 

• EDDC Parishes Together Fund  
• Axminster Town Council 
• Devon County Council Public Health Development Fund 

• Police & Crime Commissioners Grant Fund 
• Dartington School for Social Entrepreneurs 

• Graham Burrough Charitable Trust 
• Jack Riley Trust 
• Gibbons Family Trust 

• Axminster Hospital League of Friends 
• Axminster Care Service 

• Axe Vale Festival 
• Tuckers Arms Raft Club 
• Nether Edge Quaker Meeting 

• Lyme Regis Carnival Club 
• Self Heal Association 

• The Project has also received ‘in-kind’ support from organisations and individuals, 
who have donated time, expertise, workshops and resources for free, or at reduced 
cost: 

• Blackdown Psychology – reduced-cost clinical supervision 
• Home Farm Hotel – room for Parents/Carers Group 

• EDVSA  
• Carolyn Waterstone – supervision 
• Julie Hawker, CEO at Cosmic IT – leadership mentoring 

• Devon Youth Service – Senior Youth Worker/use of premises 
• Vie-tality – Sophrology Workshop 

• Drum 4 Fun – Drumming Workshop 
• The Real You – EFT Workshop 
• Devon CAMHS – Mindfulness Training 
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