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Emma’s story

Emma Wilson (pictured) is 23 and from Sussex. In 
2014 she was diagnosed with bipolar disorder type 2 
following several years of depression.

During this time Emma got involved in research via 
the CRN: Mental health Young Person’s Advisory 
Group. Her aim was to better understand her 
condition and other mental health problems and to 
meet other young people who had been through 
similar experiences.

The main objectives of the group are to act as 
the main point of contact for researchers seeking 
service user and carer advice on studies relating to 
young people, promote the young service user/carer 
perspective in mental health research and to identify 
and share good practice in service user and carer 
involvement.

Emma said:

“I chose to get involved because I didn’t know much 
about research. I don’t come from a psychology 
background so it was really exciting and interesting 
to see some of the processes involved in carrying out 
research. I also wanted to gain some experience of 
working in the mental health sector.

“It’s a personal interest of mine having had experience 
of mental health problems in the past. It’s fantastic to 
meet like-minded individuals across the country, and 
of a similar age, to feel the support and commitment 
for something we’re all very passionate about. There’s 
a sense of solidarity in knowing you’re not the only 
one who’s gone through what we have.

“One of the key activities for the group is to talk 
to researchers about their proposals when doing 
different types of research into various types of 
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Emma got involved in research as a  
way to further understand mental 
health problems, break down 
misconception surrounding her 
illness, and to do something  
proactive in response to the  
need for more research.

“It’s fantastic to meet 
like-minded individuals 
across the country, 
and of a similar age...
There’s a sense of 
solidarity in knowing 
you’re not the only one 
who’s gone through 
what we have.”
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“I think that the direction 
of travel for the NHS 
and clinical research 
is a lot about patient 
participation. This is a 
great opportunity to get 
young people involved, 
to share their views, so 
that the best possible 
research can be sought 
and carried out.”

mental health illnesses. We give them feedback about 
what we think of their proposal and whether it’s done 
in a youth friendly manner, so that it’s easier for young 
people to understand.

“For example, if there’s a page at the beginning of a 
particular research proposal and it’s about what your 
rights are and what to expect during the programme, 
we may comment on whether that language is suitable 
or not and what the alternative could be.

“I’ve learned of the complexities surrounding research 
methodology and been involved with the early stages 
of some exciting new research proposals. One of 
the most enjoyable activities has been to beta test 
a new recovery package or ‘app’ - that will be used 
in a clinical setting between a therapist and persons 
recovering from schizophrenia.

“The group is something that a lot of people don’t 
know about, as it’s the first of its kind to be formed 
in the UK. The opportunity to get involved with a 
project that could further the understanding of a 
particular condition is a great thing to be involved 
with. I’d definitely recommend it to anyone who’s got 
an interest in mental health, whether from personal 
experience or from someone they care for.

“I also believe that schools can play an important role 
in improving young people’s mental health. It is my 
belief that mental health should be made a compulsory 
element on the school curriculum - in all schools, for all 
students. There is no ‘type’ and you can’t guess who 
has a mental health problem. 

“No matter how successful a school is academically, 
there are still likely to be three children in a class of 
30 students who have a diagnosable mental health 
problem. Mental health problems, from anxiety and 
depression to bipolar disorder and schizophrenia - can 
affect anyone, irrespective of background, hometown 
or academic ability.”

“The more people talk about the need for more 
research into mental health, the more the general 
public can be made aware of key issues. Comparative 
to other illnesses or medical conditions, there isn’t that 
much money going into mental health research and 
services. It’s really important to start that conversation 
and get people talking.

“I think that the direction of travel for the NHS and 
clinical research is a lot about patient participation. This 
is a great opportunity to get young people involved, to 
share their views, so that the best possible research can 
be sought and carried out.

“Patient stories (like mine) can really change what the 
general public thinks about mental health and their 
understanding of different mental health issues. This 
can really start to raise awareness and break down 
stigma.

“The group is now preparing for it’s big showcase 
event “Young People ReThinking Mental Health 
Research” on the 29 January. The event will be 
held in the British Library, and will provide a great 
opportunity to encourage researchers and members 
of the health sector to work with us in the future.”

“We’ll have the opportunity to discuss topics high 
on the mental health research agenda such as the 
need for a comprehensive study into young people’s 
wellbeing, as the last one was done 10 years ago. 
I shall give a brief presentation about meeting with 
Dame Sally Davies with three of my peers to discuss 
this precise topic; an opportunity that was exciting 
and empowering. I also endeavour to talk about 
some of the group’s achievements to date.

“The event will provide an opportunity to promote 
the Young Person’s Advisory Group itself and say 
we’re here, this is what we do, and if anyone is 
interested in getting involved in research into mental 
health they can come and talk to us directly.”

Emma writes a blog about her experiences called 
“Mindful Em’s Toolkit for the Mind” at  
https://mindfulemma.wordpress.com 

She also volunteers for several mental health charities 
including the Time to Change campaign.

You can also follow Emma on twitter: 
@MindfulEm

www.crn.nihr.ac.uk/mentalhealth
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