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A digital and community mental health initiative for Black teenagers in London
	Innovation Overview
1. Standing Together is a hybrid app + community support network for Black adolescents (11–18) across some London's boroughs.
1. Combines secure digital counselling access with in-person, culturally-matched mentoring delivered through schools, faith settings and youth hubs.
1. Designed for early, non-stigmatising support before crisis point.
Black Children and the Youth Justice System in London
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(Youth Justice Board for England and Wales, 2022) 
· Black children make up 4% of the 10–17 population but are significantly overrepresented throughout the youth justice system. 
· They are more likely to experience stop and search, arrest, remand, and custody than their White peers. 
· 29% of children in youth custody are Black, despite representing only a small proportion of the population. 
· Black children also have a higher reoffending rate (42.4%) compared with White children (35.3%). 
· Children from Mixed ethnic backgrounds are also disproportionately represented at multiple stages of the justice system (Department for Education, 2019).  
	The Issue / Gaps in Care
1. Newham, Hackney, Barking & Dagenham and Tower Hamlets is linked to anxiety and depression Black teenagers (Trust for London, 2023).
1. Black Caribbean pupils face the highest school exclusion rates in England (DfE, 2023).
1. Black children present later, often in crisis, due to stigma and distrust of services (NHS, 2023).
1. School Exclusions Before GCSEs
1. Black Caribbean girls are excluded from school at twice the rate of White British girls before completing their GCSEs.
1. Exclusion rates for Black Caribbean girls have tripled in recent years, highlighting widening educational inequalities.
1. School exclusion can disrupt education, reducing the likelihood of achieving good GCSE outcomes and increasing the risk of disengagement from education.
Research shows that exclusion is associated with a greater risk of later involvement in the youth justice system, reinforcing the need for early support rather than punitive responses (Race Equality Foundation, 2024).

Barriers Faced by Black Young People 
Black young people are disproportionately represented in the youth justice system, increasing their risk of long-term educational and employment disadvantage.
57% of prisoners have literacy levels below those expected of an 11-year-old, limiting opportunities for education and sustainable employment.
Only 17% of ex-offenders are in employment within one year of release, making successful reintegration particularly challenging.
[image: Black Lives Matter: Police failed to heed warnings over disproportionate use of stop and search, watchdog says | The Independent | The Independent]Disproportionate stop-and-search in Lambeth, Southwark, Brent and Hackney is associated with psychological distress (MOPAC, 2023; Francis-Devine, Powell and Zaidi, 2026).

	Target Audience & Impact
1. Black African and Caribbean teenagers aged 11–18 across ten London boroughs.
1. Improves wellbeing through early, culturally safe intervention rather than crisis-point contact.
1. Strengthens cultural identity and resilience (Goncalves et al., 2026).
1. Contributes to the common good by reducing mental health inequalities across London.

Key Message:
1. Reducing school exclusions and providing early support can improve educational outcomes and help prevent young people from entering the youth justice system.
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The Impact of School Isolation on Black Children and Young Children 
Black, Asian and Mixed heritage pupils are more likely to be placed in school isolation than their White British peers, even after accounting for behavioural difficulties.
Isolation results in lost learning time, with some pupils spending more than a full school day each week away from the classroom.
Pupils placed in isolation report a reduced sense of belonging and weaker relationships with teachers, increasing the risk of disengagement from school.
Isolation is associated with poorer mental wellbeing, particularly among girls, and can negatively affect confidence and school engagement.
Researchers recommend replacing punitive isolation with restorative and trauma-informed approaches that keep children connected to learning and supportive relationships (The University of Manchester, 2025). 

	Implementation
1. Delivered through partnership between NHS CAMHS, schools, faith organisations, youth centres and extended family networks.
1. Trained, culturally-matched counsellors and youth mentors work in schools and community hubs.
1. The app extends this support beyond fixed locations and opening hours.
Key Message:
These inequalities highlight the need for a fairer, more equitable youth justice system that addresses racial disparities and provides effective support for all children.


	Timeline
1. Phase 1 (Months 1–6): Co-design with young people and families; app build; counsellor recruitment and cultural competency training.
1. Phase 2 (Months 7–12): Pilot in Hackney, Newham and Lambeth with schools and CAMHS.
1. Phase 3 (Year 2): Evaluation and refinement; expansion to seven further boroughs.
1. Phase 4 (Year 3+): Full London rollout and sustainability funding.
	Development & Regulations
1. Complies with UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018 for sensitive health data.
1. Meets NHS Digital Technology Assessment Criteria (DTAC) and CQC standards.
1. Upholds Children Act 2004 safeguarding duties and the Equality Act 2010 race equality duty.
1. Follows NICE (2019) guidance that assessments consider cultural and environmental context before diagnostic conclusions.
	Technology Integration
1. Encrypted messaging with culturally-matched counsellors and a searchable therapist directory.
1. Mood tracker with AI-flagged risk indicators escalated to a human clinician — AI supports triage, never replaces clinical judgement.
1. Moderated peer support forum and a library of racial-identity-affirming content.
	Dissemination
1. School assemblies and PSHE partnerships; endorsement from faith communities.
1. Social media campaigns fronted by young ambassadors (Instagram, TikTok).
1. Integration with NHS referral pathways and borough public health teams.
1. Collaboration with local authorities and youth organisations to build trust.



  Conclusion
Standing Together addresses the borough-level drivers of psychological distress due to racism, exclusion and mistrust, while building on existing community strengths of family, faith and identity. It offers early, culturally safe support so Black teenagers in London are understood accurately and supported effectively, reducing stigma and promoting equitable mental health outcomes.

Pitch: Standing Together


Standing Together is a respected UK-based mental health organisation dedicated to supporting individuals of all ages. It works closely with Black youth and people from African and Caribbean communities, helping them access the support, resources, and opportunities needed to achieve positive mental wellbeing and independent living.
Why This Matters
Adolescence is described by the World Health Organisation (2025) as a unique and formative period during which adversity can shape psychological wellbeing for years to come. For Black teenagers in London, this period is too often marked not by a family history of mental illness, but by borough-level pressures that accumulate quietly: deprivation, racial bias, educational exclusion, housing instability, and services that are difficult to trust. Standing Together exists because these young people deserve support that reaches them before crisis, not after it.
Standing Together is a respected UK-based mental health organisation dedicated to supporting individuals of all ages. It works closely with Black youth and people from African and Caribbean communities, helping them access the support, resources, and opportunities needed to achieve positive mental wellbeing and independent living.
Who We Are Reaching
Our primary audience is Black African and Black Caribbean adolescents aged 11 to 18 living in London's highest-need boroughs, including Newham, Hackney, Tower Hamlets, Barking and Dagenham, Lambeth, Southwark, Brent, Haringey, Ealing and Redbridge. These boroughs report some of the highest rates of child poverty in London, and poverty in adolescence is strongly linked to anxiety, depression and reduced life satisfaction (Trust for London, 2023). Many of these same boroughs also report disproportionately high rates of stop-and-search involving Black residents, an experience that can erode trust in institutions and contribute to psychological distress (Mayor's Office for Policing and Crime, 2023). A secondary audience is the professionals and community members around these young people: teachers, CAMHS clinicians, faith leaders and family members, whose understanding and responses shape whether a young person is supported or misread.
The Case for Change
The evidence base for this initiative is substantial. Black Caribbean pupils continue to experience some of the highest school exclusion rates in England (Department for Education, 2023), and exclusion is associated with lower self-esteem and greater risk of mental health difficulty. Institutional processes can contribute to the disproportionate labelling of Black pupils as disruptive (Youth Justice Board for England and Wales, 2022). NICE (2019) is explicit that behaviour should only be treated as clinically significant when it is persistent, severe and impairing across multiple settings, and that cultural and developmental context must be considered before any diagnostic conclusion is reached. Standing Together puts this guidance into practice by training the adults around young people, teachers, youth workers, mentors, to recognise the difference between typical adolescent behaviour and genuine distress, rather than defaulting to punitive or clinical labels.
Migration and housing insecurity add a further layer of vulnerability. Boroughs such as Haringey, Ealing and Redbridge have significant populations of migrant families and higher rates of overcrowded housing (Office for National Statistics, 2021) found that social isolation and disrupted family support structures negatively affect mental wellbeing. At the same time, access to formal mental health services remains a barrier: Black children and young people are less likely to access support early, and more likely to reach services only in crisis with stigma, distrust and fear of cultural misunderstanding cited as key reasons for delay. 
Building on What Already Works
Standing Together is not designed to replace the protective factors that already exist within Black communities in London, it is designed to strengthen them. Bronfenbrenner (1979) argues that development is shaped by the interaction of family, school, community and wider social structures, and within many Black African and Caribbean families, extended kinship networks, faith communities and collective caregiving already provide meaningful protection. As young people move into adolescence, the development of a positive identity becomes an additional source of resilience and socialisation equips young people with coping strategies for discrimination. 
Policy, Regulation and Professional Involvement
The initiative is designed to sit within, and strengthen, existing policy and professional structures rather than operate in isolation. It aligns with the NHS Long Term Plan's commitment to expanding access to children and young people's mental health services, and with the Equality Act 2010's race equality duty on public bodies. All data handling meets UK GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018 requirements, and the app itself is designed to meet NHS Digital's Technology Assessment Criteria and relevant CQC standards for any regulated clinical activity. Safeguarding is embedded throughout in line with the Children Act 2004. NHS CAMHS clinicians, school counsellors, social workers and faith leaders are treated as core partners rather than downstream referral points: young people can move between community mentoring, faith-based support and formal NHS pathways without having to repeatedly explain their situation or prove their distress is 'serious enough'.
A Call to the Public
Standing Together cannot succeed as a service alone; it needs a community around it. We are asking London's Black faith organisations, schools, youth clubs and families to help shape and host this initiative from its earliest design phase, so that it reflects real experience rather than assumptions made on its behalf. We are asking the wider public, including those outside these communities, to support the campaign, share its resources, and challenge the mislabelling of ordinary adolescent behaviour where they see it happen, whether in a classroom, a shop, or a street. Early, culturally safe support is not a luxury; it is a matter of equity. By backing Standing Together, professionals, families and the public can help ensure that Black teenagers in London are met with understanding rather than suspicion, and support rather than stigma.
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