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A. BACKGROUND TO THIS GUIDE
Much has been written during, and since, the Covid-19
pandemic about how best to engage people in general in
online settings. But less has been written specifically about
young people facing disadvantage.
Research conducted in 2021 by Catch22 identified four ‘conditions’ required
to effectively engage online young people who face disadvantage. Further
research in 2022 allowed us to build these out into five principles. To illustrate
these principles, we collated concrete examples and case studies from other
organisations, as well as our own testing and learning with young people. See
the appendix for more detail about the methodology taken.
It is our hope that this guide will be of practical use to all individuals and
organisations delivering online programmes and services to young people
facing disadvantage - whether these programmes / services take place
partially or fully online.
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NAVIGATING THIS GUIDE
A.

Background to this guide, and how to navigate it

B.

The challenges of effectively engaging young people who face 		
disadvantage, in online settings

C.

Two important shifts in practitioner thinking

		

1.

Start with young people’s needs, not the digital medium

		

2.

Digital outreach and engagement are part of one journey

D.

Five principles of online engagement

		

i.

Ensure young people feel safe and comfortable

		

ii.

Ensure accessibility and clarity of understanding for all

		

iii.

Ensure young people feel completely in control

		

iv.

Establish and maintain trust

		

v.

Build confidence and feelings of belonging

E.

Appendix – Details on methodology
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B. THE CHALLENGES OF EFFECTIVELY ENGAGING
YOUNG PEOPLE WHO FACE DISADVANTAGE, IN
ONLINE SETTINGS
Young people who face disadvantage are
regularly unhelpfully defined by others as
being ‘hard to reach’ and ‘disengaged’, and
this is considered to extend to the online
world. Certainly, we have found these young
people do often have an explicit preference
for in-person interactions, preferring them
to online interactions. Consequently, they
can be considered resistant to taking part in
online programmes and services.
“I’d prefer a programme or service to be in
person. Online interaction is good but not
as valuable as face-to-face interaction…
When you see someone face to face you get
more.” Young person
“You must remember that during the
pandemic we (the college) were open most
of the time. Our young people could still
come in. They didn’t have to get used to
doing everything online, if they didn’t want
to, like a lot of other people did.” Catch22
Practitioner
But we have also found that when
incentivised to participate in online
programmes, young people recognise the

benefits this brings in terms of convenience
and relative anonymity. They recognise that
it can be easier to build your confidence
in interacting with someone online, before
meeting them in person. The option of online
programmes and services can actually
make it easier for some young people facing
disadvantage to participate and engage.

However, online programmes and services
throw up additional challenges for young
people participants and particularly
individuals and organisations delivering
them. Participants and practitioners need
access to high-quality digital devices, data,
and physical space, as well as sufficient
digital confidence and skills.

“Online is a bit easier because you don’t
have to travel anywhere. You literally just
log in…If we’d had to do these sessions in
person, I wouldn’t have been able to come
along. I’ve got a little baby. Online I could
have the baby next to me, and they didn’t
have to be asleep. If we’d done the sessions
in a physical location, even if I could come, I
wouldn’t have been able come to even half
of them, whereas I came to all of them.”
Young person

During practitioner training sessions, which
form part of Catch22 and Redthread’s The
Social Switch Project, we regularly hear
that many practitioners feel they lack the
necessary digital confidence and skills
to deliver effective digital outreach and
engagement. Even for the most confident
practitioners, it requires extra time and
effort to thoughtfully design effective online
sessions that are responsive and flexible to
young people’s needs.

“It can be more nerve-wracking to meet
people in person than online. When you
meet in person you have to see them, but
here (online) it’s easier because you don’t
have to use your camera. You can just talk.”
Young person
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C. TWO IMPORTANT SHIFTS IN PRACTITIONER
THINKING
1. Start with young people’s needs, not the
digital medium

2. Digital outreach and engagement are
part of one journey

For us as practitioners, it was an important moment of realisation
that the best way to engage young people online is to take the
principles of effectively engaging, supporting, and building a
relationship with young people in person – which we often do so
automatically - and transfer these into the digital space.

Similarly, it has been helpful to realise that it is a false dichotomy
to think about digital outreach and digital engagement as
two different things. This distinction comes from looking at
online programmes and services from the perspective of those
delivering them, rather than those young people participating in
them.

We realised that instead of focusing on providing shiny digital
programmes and services for the sake of it, we should only
use digital tools as and when it is an appropriate way to help
meet young people’s needs. For example, for one online session
exploring topics around identity with a group of young people,
we had prepared an activity to create a digital avatar. But when
we got to that point in the session, it felt like this activity would
jar in tone with what had turned into a serious and reflective
discussion around the impact negative influences could have on
your identity. Consequently, we chose to continue the discussion
and shelved the digital activity.

Instead, within Catch22 we have begun to think about providing
digitally enabled engaging programmes and services for young
people, where digital outreach marketing is one part of young
people’s overall journey. This means, that the same principles
hold for effectively engaging young people online and reaching
young people online.
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D. FIVE PRINCIPLES OF ONLINE ENGAGEMENT

ii

Ensure young
people feel safe and
comfortable

i

iii

Ensure
accessibility
and clarity of
understanding
for all young
people

Ensure young
people feel
completely in
control – everything
is their choice

iv
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PRINCIPLES

Establish and
maintain trust

Build confidence
and feelings of
belonging

v

We have identified five principles of online
engagement for young people facing
disadvantage (left).
Below we outline each principle in more detail and
share concrete examples and case studies from
our own testing and learning, and that of other
organisations, to bring it to life.
Whilst a lot of the examples focus on online
group sessions, because this was what we were
facilitating during our testing and learning, they
can be easily transferred to 1-2-1 online work.
Many of these examples may not feel particularly
revolutionary, precisely because they are often a
simple transfer from what practitioners would do
in person into a digital medium. But it is our hope
that they help to build practitioners’ confidence,
and that along the way there is a useful nugget or
two for every reader.
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i

ENSURE YOUNG PEOPLE FEEL SAFE AND
COMFORTABLE
Engage with young people in digital spaces and ways that help them to feel both physically and
emotionally safe and comfortable

WHAT THIS MEANS IN PRACTICE

EXAMPLES OF THIS IN ACTION

Advertise to, and engage with, young people
in the online spaces they regularly inhabit
and feel most comfortable in i.e., social
media – especially TikTok and Instagram

“Yeah, I’d expect to see the council on the
socials. But they’d have to make their
content relevant. Work on it with other young
people.” Young person

Only use digital tools that young people
would likely have or can readily access on
a phone – so they are already comfortable
using them

We found that Microsoft Office docs are
not readily editable on phones, and that
collaborative tools like jamboard and Google
drive, which are easy to use on a computer,
are very difficult to use on a phone

Create an online space that feels safe for
young people because it is facilitated by an
adult

The Meetoo app (which allows young people
to talk anonymously about difficult things
with people of similar age / experience) is
considered a safe space because all posts
and replies are checked before going live

Keep any group sizes in online sessions
small so everyone feels comfortable to
speak and share their perspective

We found that break out groups of three
or four young people were the optimal size
– which mirrors what we have heard from
other Catch22 practitioners

Case study – Use online games and gaming
environments, as these are spaces where
young people feel safe and comfortable
Knowing that many young people enjoy
online games and are comfortable in gaming
environments, we had planned to play a
range of online games and host at least
one online session on Discord. But, when
we suggested this, it became apparent that
this would be extremely divisive. Whilst it
would make half the group feel comfortable,
it would make the other half of the group
extremely uncomfortable. Consequently, we
played a range of more low-fi digital games
that everyone felt comfortable with and
could readily access, such as skribbl.io, and
did not use Discord.
“Loads of us are gamers. Can we do a Call of
Duty death match? Lots of us play it.”
Young person A
“If you do a Call of Duty death match, I won’t
come. I’m not a gamer. I don’t like it.”
Young person B
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ii

ENSURE ACCESSIBILITY AND CLARITY OF
UNDERSTANDING FOR ALL YOUNG PEOPLE
Use digital tools to create greater clarity for young people, in ways that support their individual learning
styles, needs, and preferences

WHAT THIS MEANS IN PRACTICE

EXAMPLES OF THIS IN ACTION

Use types of content that young people
find engaging and accessible to help
communicate messages - both in social
media marketing and during online sessions

Using short form video (as you would find on
TikTok, Snapchat and Instagram reels) and
spoken rather than written content

Incorporate physical activity and movement
in online sessions to aid concentration

We found that an online treasure hunt and
encouraging hand signals to demonstrate
opinions both worked well

Create a fun, informal environment that
is notably different to school, so online
sessions are appealing for young people
who feel school-style interactions do not
work for them

Digital warm up games, lots of breaks and
having casual chats rather than formal
exercises all helped with this

Reduce the amount of content, or number
of activities, you would expect to cover
in an online interaction (vs. face-to-face
interactions)

We found within 1.5 hours, no more than two
or three separate activities were feasible

Case study – Use digital visual content,
which is not text heavy, so it is easy for all
to understand
We invited a digital artist to join an online
session where we were brainstorming ideas.
We asked them to draw in real time the ideas
that a group of young people were coming up
with. They set up their camera, so it showed
the digital screen they were drawing on.
This gave young people something tangible
to look at, engage with and respond to
throughout the brainstorming, helping them
add to their ideas and take them further
than they would have done otherwise.
“I liked the artist capturing what we said
and drawing it out as we said it. It was really
impressive and helped make our ideas feel
real.”
Young person
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iii ENSURE YOUNG PEOPLE FEEL COMPLETELY

IN CONTROL – EVERYTHING IS THEIR CHOICE
Engage in ways that help young people feel they have ultimate power and choice in what they do, and how
they do it, so they feel they are taking part on their own terms

WHAT THIS MEANS IN PRACTICE

EXAMPLES OF THIS IN ACTION

Take the time and care to help young people
understand why taking part in an online
programme or service would be of benefit to them
so they ultimately feel they have chosen it for
themselves

Youth Ink (who deliver peer support for young
people with experience of the criminal justice
system) do not think ‘why should a young person
come to us’. Instead, they think about “how they
can go to young people and engage them, so the
young people choose to participate” with Youth
Ink’s programmes – Mifta Choudhry, CEO

Give young people ownership in decision making
about online sessions and the activities and tools
used

Asking young people to choose, and lead, a warmup game; asking young people if they prefer to
start a session with a chat or listening to music –
and then doing what they prefer

Offer a range of digital options for young people
to interact and express themselves, so they can
choose the one they prefer

Encouraging contributions by video, voice, text in
the chat, reactions and emojis; doing activities
early on in sessions that encourage young people
to practise doing / using each of these options

Make it clear young people can step away
whenever they want from an online session,
without any explanation needed

Encouraging and modelling use of the ‘coffee cup’
emoji in zoom to show when someone is away
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iii ENSURE YOUNG PEOPLE FEEL COMPLETELY

IN CONTROL – EVERYTHING IS THEIR CHOICE
Continued

Case study – Consistently prioritise young people’s
freedom to choose to have their camera on / off
We decided that we wanted young people participants
to be able to decide exactly how much, and when, they
turned their camera on during our online sessions.
We promised in the first session to never ask anyone
to turn on their camera if they did not want to and
we kept this promise throughout. Whilst we were not
surprised that nearly everyone kept their cameras off
in the first session, we had hoped that as participants
began to feel comfortable, they would start to turn
them on. However, the default became cameras off
nearly all the time (apart from the facilitators). There
were occasions where this made it extremely difficult
for the facilitators to do our job well.
We later learnt that this promise – and sticking to
it consistently - was greatly appreciated by all the
participants and was a key factor in helping them to
feel they were contributing on their terms. However,
some mentioned they would have liked to turn on

their camera at points, but did not want to be the only
one. Evidently, striking the right balance so young
people feel just as free to keep their cameras on, as
turn them off, is something we are yet to crack. On
reflection, building more specific moments of camera
work into early sessions may have helped e.g., an
on-camera ‘reveal’ at the end of a treasure hunt or a
‘guess the sound’ game, or activities that required onscreen movements to communicate opinions.
We would welcome feedback from other
organisations to hear how you have approached
this.
“Knowing we were free to speak, or not to speak, that
we were in control, made it seem ok to take part. It
didn’t feel like a forced decision. I was surprised by how
much freedom there was. That it wasn’t compulsory
to have my camera on… Everything you did helped
me feel comfortable. I could go at my own speed to
adjust… once I’d settled in, I felt fine.”
Young person
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iv

ESTABLISH AND MAINTAIN TRUST
Use digital tools in ways that build connection, trust, and relationships, and encourage ongoing
participation and engagement

WHAT THIS MEANS IN PRACTICE

EXAMPLES OF THIS IN ACTION

Reach young people online through their existing
relationships and networks (e.g., family members, support
workers, online friends)

After finding it difficult to engage young people to
participate in a project through top-down hierarchies in
Alternative Provision schools and colleges, we overcame this
by approaching young people via their existing supportive
relationships (e.g., with support workers) and relational
networks (e.g., family and friends). This included working
with a specialist recruitment agency who engage ‘hard
to reach’ groups in research and design projects via their
networks

Design the first engagement to focus entirely on getting
to know each other – before and during the first online
session

Sending a WhatsApp message and personal video in
advance; playing get-to-know-you games in the first session
e.g., your favourite food, finding two similarities and one
difference

Use chat and digital games throughout each online session
to establish a familiar and human tone

Asking young people at the beginning of a session to
share how their day has been in the chat function; playing
energising games, and doing quizzes throughout sessions

Use digital channels that young people feel comfortable
with, for ongoing communication between sessions

We found that sending individual messages through
WhatsApp between online sessions, was more effective at
building relationships, than sending group messages or
emails

12

iv

ESTABLISH AND MAINTAIN TRUST
Continued

Case study – Invest over a quarter of your
time together online in building rapport
Across six online sessions, we dedicated
the entire first session, and approximately a
quarter of each following session to getting
to know each other, building rapport and
connection. This felt like a large amount of
time, and we had begun to wonder after four
sessions if we should compress the amount
of time at the beginning of a session, as we
now knew each other. However, when we
tried this in session five and went straight
into the main activity for that session, with
a very short intro chat, it backfired. The
group of young people participants found it
difficult to relax, settle into and engage with
the activity, and we ended up on a tangent
that was difficult to return from. In the last
session we returned to investing a lot of time
in warm up chat and games.
“There was no chill at all. It was a mess. It
was like we were triggering off each other’s
ADHD brains. It took a lot of time to get us
back on track.”
Young person

13

v

BUILD CONFIDENCE AND FEELINGS OF
BELONGING
Engage with young people in ways that helps to make them feel more confident in their ideas and
abilities, and helps them feel they fit in and are part of the group

EXAMPLES OF THIS IN ACTION

Case study – Build a digital music playlist
together to play during online sessions

Signal to young people through digital
branding (e.g., in social media marketing)
that an online programme or service is for
people like them

The Mix (who provide online support
services for young people) have consciously
designed the branding of their online
platform and community to reassure young
people that it is a space for people like them

Share digital content created by other
young people in similar circumstances

Showing quotes and stories from other
young people with similar experiences to
encourage young people participants to
start talking about their own experiences

Ask young people for their help with digital
ideas, and then follow through on what they
recommend by making it happen

We asked young people participants to
brainstorm the virtual equivalent of free pizza
(as a hook to attend sessions), and then sent
them online vouchers so they could take part
in a virtual picnic in a later session

We started a playlist in Spotify and asked
young people in the first online session to
private message us (in the zoom chat) their
suggestions for a couple of songs to add to
it. We added these songs and WhatsApp-d
them the link to the playlist so they could
listen to it, see what was on there, and
continue to add more songs to it. Before
online sessions started, and during breaks,
one of the facilitators shared their sound
and played the playlist so everyone could
hear it. We were surprised to learn just how
much the young people had enjoyed this.
And it took the pressure off us having to
pretend we had cool taste in music!

WHAT THIS MEANS IN PRACTICE

Share tangible digital outputs to help young
people feel a sense of pride and confidence
in what has been achieved in an online
programme

We found that showing young people the
illustrations made by a digital artist of ideas
they had come up with during an online
brainstorming session, helped them to feel
proud of their ideas

“Of all the activities we did, this one was best
at helping me feel like I belonged to a team.”
Young person

14

E. APPENDIX - DETAILS ON METHODOLOGY
These findings come from a 6-month
exploratory research and early-stage
innovation project to explore how to
effectively support 16-24 year olds, who
have been excluded from mainstream
education, to thrive online.
The primary focus of this project was to
develop ideas and recommendations
for programmes or services that would
effectively support this cohort of young
people to thrive online. But a secondary
strand focused on exploring how to
effectively engage this cohort online, and
thus thrive in online programmes and
services.
Many of this cohort’s needs and
experiences overlap with other groups
of young people facing disadvantage.
As a result, we believe that our findings
can – and should - be transferred to a
broader population of young people facing
disadvantage.
The methodology of this project was as
follows:

1. Immersion, scoping, and planning – Nov 21
What? 20 stakeholder online interviews and significant desk research
Why? Immerse ourselves in existing knowledge and identify gaps and areas of need, to
agree a problem area and approach
2. Discovery deep dive – Dec 21-Feb 22
What? Semi-structured 45-minute research interviews with 13 young people with
lived experience (7 C22 service users, 6 not), 6 frontline practitioners and 12 sector
experts throughout (majority took place online). Supplemented by additional answers
from 19 young people with lived experience.
Why? Better understand problem area, young people’s experiences and gain ideas and
inspiration for potential opportunities
3. Analysis and synthesis – Feb 22
What? Thematic analysis and synthesis of Discovery data
Why? Identify barriers to thriving online, and agree focus & plan for design sprint
4. Young person design team sprint – March-April 22
What? Collaborative design process of 6 x 2-hour online workshops with team of
8 young people aged 16-24, with experience of being excluded from mainstream
education
Why? Explore, generate, and build ideas to support young people excluded from 		
mainstream education. Test tools and techniques for effectively engaging young
people in online settings.
Ongoing youth advisory group – January-April 22
What? 8 sessions at key moments of the project, with 6 young people who are learning
assistants and social action leads in Catch22’s Alternative Provision colleges
Why? Invaluable advice, input, and perspectives – as young people themselves, and
through their own work with excluded young people – on project plans and materials
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