June 2019
Building Connections: Exploring Youth
Loneliness and Social Isolation

“The workshop was fantastic! I felt terrified and
normally I’m very outspoken but felt comfortable
expressing my opinions and felt heard”
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‘Some of the activities brought up difficult memories’
Introduction
This report provides a brief overview of
work undertaken by Vincent Dance
Theatre (VDT) and Priority 1-54 (P154) to
explore young people’s experiences of
youth loneliness and social isolation,
undertaken between January and April
2019 and funded as part Building
Connections programme.
The overall aim of this four-month
collaborative project was to draw on the
insights, knowledge and experiences of
young people in care (and care leavers) to
provide youth-led solutions to youth
loneliness1; with young people codesigning a set of creative resources to
enable professionals and youth
practitioners to identify and support those
at risk of experiencing loneliness and
social isolation.

examining youth loneliness and social
isolation2 at key transition stages e.g.
when leaving mainstream education and
leaving care.
The project also sought to explore how
digital technologies and social media might
exacerbate or reduce a young person’s
sense of loneliness and social isolation
and whether experiences of loneliness
increase online risk-taking behaviours
among young people.
The Building Connections Programme
The Building Connections Fund is a
partnership between Government, Big
Lottery Fund and the Co-op Foundation,
set up in response to the Jo Cox
Commission on Loneliness to support
projects in England that prevent or reduce
loneliness.

National context
Youth loneliness is widespread, but not
widely understood. This project seeks to
shine a light on the experiences of young
people in care, care leavers, those in
residential care settings (including secure
units) and in short and long-term foster
placements aged 11-21 years old whilst

The fund aims to:
• Increase social connections and create
a sense of community and belonging,
helping people form strong and
meaningful relationships and feel more
connected
• Support organisations to build on their
existing work

1

2

Loneliness is defined as the subjective and unwelcomed feeling of the mismatch between the
relationships we have and those we want

Social isolation is defined as the objective measure of the lack of contacts or interactions we
have with others

‘You will never be lonely if you look after yourself and
have the confidence to tell people that you are lonely’

•
•

Encourage organisations to collaborate
with local partners
Improve the evidence base and use
learning to inform longer-term policy
and funding decisions.

Key aims and objectives of the project:
• Work with Children in Care Councils
(CiCC) across the South East to
explore the experiences of youth
loneliness and the resilience factors
that enable young people to overcome
the effects of loneliness using Vincent
Dance Theatre/Priority 1-54 resources
to initiate discussions
• Consult CiCC support workers and
youth practitioners to draw on their
understanding of and ability to address
youth loneliness
• Work with CiCC to co-design a set of
creative resources to explore youth
loneliness
• Empower young people to speak out
about youth loneliness and its impact
on aspirations, life chances and
wellbeing
• Undertake a rigorous and creative
monitoring and evaluation process
• Produce and disseminate a web-based
resource to support youth practitioners
to address youth loneliness
• Explore additional funding opportunities
to further develop and pilot the

•

resource across youth settings
regionally and nationally

Key outcomes for young people
• Increased awareness, knowledge and
understanding of youth loneliness and
its root causes
• Reduced stigma surrounding youth
loneliness and identify ways for young
people to actively seek help and
support when needed
• Self-empowerment by activating youthled solutions to youth loneliness
• Ensure local services are shaped by
the views and experiences of young
people
• Increased social connections by
signposting young people to further
engagement activities
Summary of the key activities
undertaken
• Meetings between project partners to
examine the extent to which arts-based
learning approaches can be used as a
vehicle to explore sensitive issues such
youth loneliness and social isolation
with young people and practitioners

‘The workshop was perfectly planned creative and fun,
especially for a topic which can be quite sensitive for
young people’
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Establishment of ethical &
safeguarding issues when working with
vulnerable young people and
loneliness
Desktop research to identify any
existing resources used by frontline
practitioners to explore youth
loneliness with young people
Identification and recruitment of CiCC,
youth settings and schools across the
South East willing to participate in the
project
Development of a first working draft
resource consisting of 4 key activities
for both young people and frontline
practitioners to initiate discussions
around youth loneliness and social
isolation
Delivery of six, three-hour workshops
with 6 very diverse groups of young
people to support the co-design a set
of creative resources to explore their
understanding (experiences) of youth
loneliness and identify resilience
factors that enable young people to
overcome the effects of loneliness
Delivery of 3 x 3-hour workshops with
frontline practitioners to draw on their
understanding of and ability to address
youth loneliness and social isolation
with young people
Inclusion of a short film of some of
VDT’s work in the workshops to inspire

•
•
•

YP to use art to share thoughts and
feeling around loneliness
Continuous re-drafting of resources
based on feedback from young people
and practitioners
Production of short youth-led film
based on visual/audio capture of
workshops
Plans to share web-based resources
developed in the sessions to support
youth practitioners to address youth
loneliness. These will sit on both VDT’s
& Priority 1-54’s websites.

Ethical and safeguarding issues
Both VDT and P154 had previously
worked with several CiCCs, secure unit
and schools across the South East of
England which made recruitment relatively
straight-forward.
From the outset, the project team was very
clear that young people’s involvement in
the project was to support the co-design a
set of creative resources and not about
young people talking openly about their
own direct experiences of loneliness and
social isolation. However, for young people
to contextualise their involvement in the
workshops they often spoke openly about
their own experiences of youth loneliness
and social isolation as a direct result

‘I learnt that loneliness happens to anyone in loads of
different ways’
of going into care as a result of parental
neglect, dealing with bereavement,
numerous foster care and school
placements and difficulties related to
bullying at school.
The project team remained very conscious
of delivering ‘one-off’ workshops around
sensitive issues with young people, such
as youth loneliness and social isolation
and the potential of leaving youth
practitioners with distressed young people
following the workshop. This was an issue
for those young people currently detained
within the secure unit who were by their
very nature of being the secure unit
extremely vulnerable. This was mitigated
to a degree by members of the project
team having previously worked with some
of the young people and working closely
with support staff in the secure unit to
understand the needs of each of young
people taking part in the workshops.
During the delivery of the workshop one
young person did become distressed with
support being offered during and after the
workshop.
In was interesting to note, that despite
numerous efforts by the Pastoral Team
and LAC Teacher in one school to recruit
young people, this remained problematic,

with the school eventually declining to take
part in the project. Discussions with the
school appeared to suggest that there was
a reluctance of young people to talk about
their possible experiences of youth
loneliness, despite the project team having
made it clear to the school that this was
not the aim or intention of the project. The
school was extremely disappointed in
having to withdrawal from the project as
they were hoping that the project would act
as a catalyst for other work with children in
care in their school.
The same school also raised another
safeguarding/disclosure issue. Primarily,
bringing a group of young people together
with the shared experiences of being in
care but the young people not necessarily
knowing this about each other. The school
and project team discussed this at some
length. The school felt that on balance the
young people’s potential positive
involvement in the workshop outweighed
any safeguarding concerns around their
looked after status. Equally, this issue
would have been addressed at the
beginning of the workshop when
establishing the group agreement with the
young people around any potential
safeguarding disclosure.

Case Studies

Harry is in Year 7. Following the death
of his mum six months ago he went
into care as none of his extended
family were able to care for him.
‘My foster carer is nice but she’s
never going to be my real mum. I
miss my mum loads. Meal times are
worse because we always use to talk
about funny things when we were
eating and then we’d watch telly
together…I still miss that loads’

Carl is in Year 9 at school and been in care
for over three years due to neglect, has
moved foster placement three times and
secondary school twice. Carl disclosed in the
workshop that her birth parent had recently
died.
‘Since my mum died its’ been hard to talk.
At school I’ve been bullied because I’m in
care and because my mum died. When I get
into arguments that’s the first thing they
say, so I tend to keep my head down. I
know my (LAC) teacher cares but she just
doesn’t get it and even though I talked
about the bullying she says to ignore it’
Sarah-Jane is 19, has learning difficulties and went
into foster care when she was 15. Sarah-Jane has a
six-month-old baby, attended a mother and baby
unit for a short time, was recently made homeless
but is now living with her birth dad.

Christine is 17 and at college and has
been in care since she was 9.
‘Today’s made me think how lucky I
am. I’ve got a good group of friends
and we all look out for each other and
it’s been like that since secondary
school. I don’t think I’ve ever really felt
lonely because there’s always someone
I can talk to. We’ve starting to talk
about to University and that’s when
things might change though’

‘When I’m on social media I can talk to my friends
and arrange to meet up with them. Friday nights
and weekends are the worse though…that’s when
I feel most alone. Because I’m on social media and
all my friends are posting about what they’re
doing and going out, and I’m at home with [name
of baby] and I love her…then I get really guilty
because I want to be out having a laugh with my
friends and then it makes me feel even worse’

‘Being in care, you feel like you don’t fit in with the family
because you are not their real child’
During the workshops one safeguarding
disclosure was made by a young person
relating to quite significant levels of
bullying behaviour that they were being
subjected to at school and their sense of
social isolation. This was raised by the
project team with the young person’s
support worker who was aware of bullying
and was working with the school to
address this.
Key findings (workshop delivery)
• In constructing these materials, the
protect team remained acutely aware
of the potential sensitivities surrounding
youth loneliness and social isolation for
children and young people generally
and even more so for those in with care
experience
• Taking an ‘asset-based approach’ was
crucial in enabling the workshop
facilitator to draw on young people’s
perspectives, knowledge and
experiences to explore youth-led
solutions that address the root causes
of youth loneliness and social isolation
• Setting a group agreement at the
beginning of each workshop was
essential in providing young people
with a ‘safe space’ to talk openly about
their understating (experiences) of
loneliness

•

•

•

•

•

The workshop facilitators avoided what
might be considered a ‘head-on’
approach, preferring to talk in broader
terms about loneliness and social
isolation with young people
Even though the young people’s
involvement in the workshops was to
support the co-design of the resources,
the workshops did provide an
opportunity for them to speak with
great insight and clarity about their own
experiences of loneliness and the
stigma surrounding youth loneliness
and its causes
There was clear evidence the
workshops provided an increased
awareness, knowledge and
understanding of youth loneliness and
social isolation and its potential impact
on wellbeing for young people and
support staff
It was evident that young people who
belonged to the CiCCs with previous
experiences of being consulted were
able to offer valuable, practical and
positive advice about both the content
and delivery of the resources
Most young people stated that working
in a group about shared experiences of
loneliness was far preferable than
talking one-to-one with a foster carer or
social worker that felt ‘awkward’

‘Being lonely makes young people feel as if they can’t be
seen by the rest of the world’
•

•

•

Young people and staff within the
workshops spoke extremely positively
about the use of arts-based learning as
a creative vehicle to engage young
people around sensitive and difficult
issues
Young people reported that engaging
in creative group activities facilitated
more inclusive talk while doing the art
work
Despite the value of family groupings in
some workshops and older young
people helping younger members of
the group, feedback from older young
people felt there was a need to
differentiate certain aspects of the
resources for different abilities/age
groups for it to remain both relevant
and engaging

Key findings related to the issues of
youth loneliness
• Only very small minority of young
people had ever been asked directly
about their experiences of loneliness
and social isolation
• The causes of loneliness and social
isolation discussed in the workshops
reflected existing research i.e. frequent

•

•

•

•

foster care placement and bullying, that
was often exacerbated by moving
schools
Several young people were highly
critical of professional (particularly
social workers) when talking about
moves between foster placement.
Young people were often told by
professionals to view their new
placements as a positive step without
fully taking into consideration young
people’s worries, concerns and fears
which often left them feeling isolated
A small but significant minority of
young people spoke about the death of
a parent as the trigger for going into
foster care and how this often led to
significant feelings of social isolation
whilst also having to deal with the loss
of a parent
Several young men spoke openly
about feeling lonely but felt that the
stigma related to traditional notions of
masculinity and ‘what it means to be a
man’ often prevented them from talking
openly about these experiences
Many young people spoke about digital
technologies/social media as a doubleedged sword

‘It was fun and interactive, there were people to help with
writing and we talked about where you could go for help if
you were feeling lonely’

•

•

For some is was a way of staying
connected with family and friends
thereby reducing the potential of social
isolation, whilst for others it was a
source of significant peer pressure and
cyberbullying
Many young people identified
weekends as main time when they felt
most lonely and socially isolated and
wanted more access to activities to
help with this
By putting greater emphasis on selftalk young people were more able to
recognise and address loneliness and
build personal resilience.

Next steps
Both VDT and P154 will be examining
ways to raise awareness about youth
loneliness and social isolation by working
with schools and youth setting over the
coming months. More specifically, we will
be looking at ways to align this work with
local Clinical Commissioning Groups and
other wellbeing organisations. Moreover,
when working closely with other schools
and youth settings we will aim to ensure
that youth loneliness is addressed as part
of their wider mental health and wellbeing
agenda.
We will be developing a full-day training
programme to enable frontline
practitioners in schools and youth settings

to address youth loneliness as part of the
day-to-day work with children and young
people. This
will ensure that frontline practitioners have
a greater understanding of youth
loneliness but also provide them with the
confidence and tools to effectively talk to
young people who may be affected.
Both VDT and P154 have learned valuable
lessons to help refine their participation
and consultation activities with young
people. Using arts-based learning as a
vehicle to engage young people proved
extremely beneficial with young people
feeling more confident to articulate issues
around youth loneliness. Moreover, using
creative arts-based learning invited young
people to explore their own creativity.
Many of the causes of youth loneliness
that young people spoke about will be
incorporated into several existing projects
currently being undertaken by VDT and
P154 including Virgin Territory and Shut
Down delivery, as well as workshops
around masculinity and support for young
people particularly around the transition
from primary school to secondary school.
A small number of young people were
identified though the co-designing
sessions who are interested in taking part

in research workshops for In Loco
Perenties the next piece of socially
engaged collaboratively devised work to
be undertaken by VDT, these
conversations will be followed up and the
new work will facilitate empathy and
understanding about the issues raised.
Conclusion
The work undertaken by VDT and P154
clearly showed the need to provide
children and young people with care
experience a safe space and supportive
space to talk about loneliness and social
isolation.
This project was a tentative first step to
develop more robust resources to give
practitioners the confidence the confidence
to explore these issues with children and
young people.

Building Connections
How do youth loneliness and social isolation impact on young people in care? What
resilience factors do they use to overcome the negative effects of loneliness? We want to
inform, inspire and empower young people to reduce the stigma surrounding youth
loneliness and enable them to feel confident to speak out about it.
Explain that the workshop will explore young people’s insights, knowledge and experience of
youth loneliness, using a range of arts-based approaches.
For some young people this will be first time they may have talked openly about youth
loneliness and social isolation and may use the workshop to talk about their own experiences
which workshops facilitators will need to consider carefully and therefore ensure that the
right support is available during and after the workshop.

Key learning outcomes
Young people will:
• Understand and recognise the difference between loneliness and social isolation
• Explore the factors that can lead to loneliness and social isolation
• Recognise the networks of supports

Materials
• Flip chart paper, large roll of paper or graffiti banner, graffiti pens, felts, pencils, post it
notes, graffiti boards, evaluation form, set of Strength Card

Preparation
Group Agreement
At the beginning of the workshop, ask the young people to come-up with agreement to
ensure everyone knows what is expected of them during the discussions and activities that
follow. Explain that the workshop may explore some sensitive issues which some may find
difficult. Explain that it is okay to leave the workshop at any time.

Your group agreement should include:
• Listen respectfully without interruption
• Respect other people’s opinions even if you don’t agree with them i.e. challenge the
issue, not the person
• What’s said in the room says in the room i.e. confidential. Outline disclosure of harm and
adult duty of care
• Joining in
Taking pictures
State that the project team will be using a range of multi-media formats to capture young
people’s thoughts, ideas and experiences whilst taking part in the workshop. This will include
where appropriate:
• Still photography using digital/instamatic cameras and/or smart phones.
• Digital visual/audio recording to capture young people’s voices during the workshop
Ice-Breaker
Chose an ice-breaker relevant to age and ability of each of the groups.

Core Activity: What is youth loneliness and social
isolation?
As the workshop is all about youth loneliness and social isolation, it is important to establish
what young people understand what these terms mean. Ask the young people what they
understand by the words ‘loneliness’ and ‘isolation’ and record their ideas using a spider
diagram, post-its or a mind map to create a working definition that you can refer back to
throughout the workshop.
Loneliness is defined as ‘the subjective and unwelcomed feeling of the mismatch between
the relationships we have and those we want’
Social isolation is defined ‘as the objective measure of the lack of contacts or interactions
we have with others other people’
You may wish to explain that children and young people usually describe feeling lonely for
one of two reasons:
• They simply don't see or talk to anyone very often
• Even though they are surrounded by people, they don't feel understood
Invite young people to feedback and make a note of these if necessary.

Core Activity: Open technology consultation
Write down each of the questions below on a flipchart sheet and have these places around
the room. Then invite young to discuss each question and write down their answers on the
flipchart. Make sure that everyone has had an opportunity to engage with each question.
The questions covered include:
• What does loneliness look like for young people?
• How do young people show they are lonely?
• How do you think being lonely makes young people feel?
• Can you still feel lonely if you: are part of a group, belong to a family or have lots of
online followers?
• Does social media make young people feel lonely? Why?
• What can young people do to feel more connected to each other?
• Can you think of situations when young people might feel lonely?
Invite young people to feedback and make a note of these if necessary.

Core Activity: Exploring the youth loneliness
and social isolation
Start by drawing the outline of young person on large roll of paper.
• Internal factors: Ask group to share any words around personal experiences of
loneliness and how loneliness might make people feel and get them to write these
inside the body.
• External factors: Explore the external factors or events that can lead to a person
feeling lonely on the outside of figure.
Young people may wish to refer to previous activity. Some young people may prefer to draw
pictures rather than use words.
If you’re feeling more creative, you might want to start by using black markers pens and/or
charcoal. Then use coloured marker pens to add a layer of colour.
Invite young people to feedback and make a note of these if necessary.

Core Activity: Networks of support
The key aim of the activity is to encourage young people to identify ways to support
themselves through positive self-talk and those around them if they are feeling lonely. Ask
what strengths/feelings that young people can draw upon to prevent or overcome feelings of
loneliness? Make a list of these?
• Who would they turn to for support if they were feeling lonely?
• What could they do if they knew a friend might be feeling lonely?
• What types of activities can they do to locally to stop themselves from feeling lonely?
A set of strength cards are available on our website to help facilitate discussions with the
young people. These can be found at: www.priroity154.com
Place the strength cards on the floor an ask young people to choose the strength that would
help them or other overcome feelings of loneliness. Have them explain why the choose the
strength card.
Invite young people to feedback and make a note of these if necessary.

Core Activity: My strength
The final activity will allow young people to finish the workshop on a positive affirmation
from their peers.
Ask the young people to form a circle, place all the strength cards in the centre face up. Each
young person now as to pick a strength card for the person standing on their left. To do this,
you may need to rotate the young people in a circle around the cards.
Ask the young people to hold up the strength card and say why they chose strength card
they did for the person. Even if the young people haven’t met each other before, explain that
they should be able to pick a card based on their impressions of that young

