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Abstract
Background: Web-based counseling and support has become increasingly commonplace for children and young people (CYP).
Currently, there is limited research that focuses on the mechanisms of change within complex telepsychology platforms, a factor
that makes designing and implementing outcome measures challenging.
Objective: This project aims to articulate a theory of change (ToC) for Kooth, a web-based therapy and support platform for
CYP.
Methods: A collaborative qualitative research design involving professional staff, academic partners, and young people was
used to develop the ToC. The following three major reflective phases were engaged: a scoping workshop involving professional
staff and academic partners, a series of explorative projects were completed to inform the development of the ToC, and the draft
ToC was reviewed for coherence by key stakeholders (young people, online professionals, and service managers).
Results: A collaboratively developed ToC was presented. This was divided into the conditions that lead to individuals wanting
to access web-based therapy and support (eg, individuals wanting support there and then or quickly), the mode of service delivery
(eg, skilled and experienced professionals able to build empathetic relationships with CYP), and the observed and reported changes
that occur as a consequence of using the service (eg, individuals being better able to manage current and future situations).
Conclusions: Developing the ToC helps to shed light on how web-based therapy and support services aid the mental health and
well-being of CYP. Furthermore, it helps to understand the development of positive virtual ecosystems and can be used to devise
evaluative tools for CYP telepsychology providers.
(JMIR Pediatr Parent 2021;4(1):e23193) doi: 10.2196/23193
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Introduction
This paper reports a study conducted as a collaboration between
professionals working for Kooth and academic researchers
working within the United Kingdom. Kooth is a web-based
counseling and support service for young people and young
adults (aged 11-25 years). It is anonymous at the point of access,
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with young users typically finding out about the service through
educational providers and only having to provide limited
information on registration. In 2019, it received approximately
1700 log-ins per day, a figure that increased to just over 3000
log-ins on the day in which the COVID-19 pandemic caused
schools to be shut down and the government to restrict
movement of the UK population (March 20, 2020). Of these
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log-ins, just under 1000 were a result of new registrations, which
represented an increase of over 50% in the trend for registrations
earlier in that week.

budget is spent on CYP [10]. The limited resources available
are also the main reason that additional NGOs have developed
services to fill the gaps within this provision.

During the evolution of the Kooth service, it became clear that
existing tools for measuring outcomes did not prove fit for
purpose, with both the format of the tools and the concepts that
they measure proving to be problematic [1]. In this regard,
further scrutiny of the work that was undertaken on the website
proved to be necessary. As a first step, it was considered
necessary to review the work of the service as a whole and
develop a theory of change (ToC) so as to consider what might
be the most appropriate means of evaluating the work that the
service engages in.

Young People, Mental Health and Well-being, and the
Internet

Reflexive Statement by the Authors
Before continuing, it is important to note that most of the team
members contributing to this paper have been involved in the
development of web-based therapeutic services for several years.
As such, they view developments in this arena as both necessary
and inevitable. Three of the team members have actively
researched web-based therapeutic provision (TH, JP, and AS),
and 2 of the team members have been involved in the
development of such services (TH and AS). One team member
provides consultancy related to the development of theories of
change (JG), and one team member is a trainee counseling
psychologist with an interest in developing accessible
therapeutic services (AE).

Therapeutic Provision for Children and Young People
There is a global acknowledgment that children and young
people (CYP) would benefit from additional support to improve
their mental health and well-being [2,3]. In the United Kingdom,
where this study has been completed, research indicates that as
many as 1 in 8 young people will experience mental health
issues between the ages of 5 and 19 years [4]. Furthermore, it
is believed that a large number of young people belonging to
this group will continue to experience mental health difficulties
as they become adults, thus impacting wider issues such as
individuals’ future employment [3]. Although there is evidence
to suggest that CYP can benefit from therapeutic interventions
provided by a wide variety of services [5], access to support
varies greatly depending on the geographical location.
In the United Kingdom, there is a wide range of ways in which
young people might access psychological support. These include
statutory health services in the form of child and adolescent
mental health services (CAMHS), school-based counseling and
psychology services, community-based services, and mediated
services (web-based and telephone) [6-8]. Recent statistics
indicate that the average wait time for statutory support is 56
days, with the shortest time being 49 days and the longest being
65 days [9]. Furthermore, the waiting times assume that young
people will have their referral accepted to CAMHS. Owing to
the emphasis on meeting specific service criteria, approximately
three-quarters of young people with a diagnosable mental health
condition will have their referral rejected. Overall, this is
reflective of the disparities between adult and young people’s
mental health provision, with it being estimated that, despite
making up 20% of the population, only 10% of the mental health
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Young people have been described as digital natives [11],
notably individuals who have never lived in a world without
the internet. Consequently, within countries that have
widespread access to the internet, young people and young
adults are now viewed as the biggest users of the internet and
social media [12]. Furthermore, research examining help-seeking
behaviors of this group suggests that they use the internet as
their first point of call for support for issues related to mental
health and well-being [13,14]. The type of support available on
the web includes informational support (eg, websites that include
information about particular issues) and emotional support (eg,
social connections and connections with professionals) [15,16].
More specifically, this can include websites that include (1)
informative content, (2) web-based question and answer
sessions, (3) online forums [16], (4) stand-alone therapeutic
programs or apps [17], and (5) web-based contact with
professionals (eg, web-based therapists) [18].
Kooth, the service that this project has worked alongside, is one
such service that offers a suite of web-based support options to
CYP. It is a free web-based therapy and support service that
supports over half a million CYP in the United Kingdom
primarily through text-based support [19]. It has grown swiftly
during this period and, at the time of writing, is funded by 115
of the 135 National Health Service Clinical Commissioning
Groups in England. It differs from many web-based services,
as it aims to explicitly integrate itself into existing local services
and works alongside community-based professionals such as
teachers, doctors, psychologists, and community health teams.
The CYP who access the service remain anonymous and can
tailor the support they receive, with individuals choosing
between support that involves direct contact with professionals
or not. For instance, some individuals may only read web-based
content in the form of psychoeducational articles or online
forums. Others may directly communicate with professionals
by using synchronous and asynchronous chat options. This
decision is led by the individuals accessing the service rather
than the professionals offering support, and many individuals
choose to use a combination of the above. This is in keeping
with the organization’s humanistic value base [20,21], an
underpinning that is positively focused and prizes the agency
of the individuals seeking support [22,23], and the professionals
who offer support adopt a pluralistic goal-directed therapeutic
approach [24,25]. These professionals include counselors,
psychologists, psychotherapists, and social workers, and they
work closely alongside those with more specific remits to write
content and manage the technical side of the website.
The provision of anonymous support to CYP is a contentious
arena. For some, the delivery of such services can be viewed
as risky or dangerous. This proves particularly the case where
an individual may be at risk of serious harm to themselves or
another person, with some countries insisting that such support
can only be provided with the consent of parents or caregivers.
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However, in the United Kingdom, there is a long tradition of
providing anonymous telephone support, with ChildLine, an
anonymous telephone helpline for CYP, which was set up in
1986 following a public campaign focusing on the cruelty and
abuse affecting CYP [26]. This service purposefully offered
anonymity to its users with a view to provide the much-needed
support that would most likely not have been accessed if only
offered face-to-face. A number of web-based services now work
in this way and the young people who access these services
often highlight the importance of being able to access support
anonymously [27]. Individuals who access such services do so
with a wide range of complex needs [1] and typically these
anonymous services work with individuals regardless of the
issue disclosed. Risk is not ignored; however, professionals will
support individuals to access additional services if needed. In
doing so, they will attempt to work at the pace of the person
obtaining support and not remove support if individuals choose
not to provide further identifiable information.

Measuring Outcomes in Web-Based Therapy and
Support Services
The current climate of mental health provision requires service
providers to demonstrate the benefits of their work to those
commissioning them. Commonly, these take the form of
aggregated scores collated from self-report outcome measures
reflecting upon the reduction of negative symptoms or the
success of goals. There are numerous accepted processes and
protocols for doing so, with organizations such as the Child
Outcomes Research Consortium, creating specific guidance and
recommendations. However, such measures have proven to be
difficult to transfer into virtual environments. Difficulties have
included practical issues such as transferring measures into
web-based formats and navigating copyright issues and, more
significantly, considering whether the measure itself is used in
the same way as it would be in face-to-face relationships [1].
Therefore, there are suggestions that individuals accessing
web-based services, particularly anonymous web-based services,
do so for different reasons than those accessing face-to-face
therapy. Indeed, exploration around the nature of web-based
therapeutic relationships with CYP suggests that specific
web-based issues, such as the safety afforded by the anonymous
relationship, help to enhance the work entered into [27,28]. As
a consequence of these differences, it can be argued that it is
necessary to develop evaluation tools that take into account the
complex environment more fully and make the best use of the
technology available to ensure that any tools that are adopted
are user friendly.

Developing a ToC
A ToC is an outcomes-based approach that can be used to
identify and evaluate how programs and services achieve their
stated goals of change. ToC has been defined as “the description
of a sequence of events that is expected to lead to a particular
desired outcome” [29]. Previous reviews indicate that ToCs
should be flexible, be reflective, and ensure that any assumptions
are explicitly stated [30]. When designing a ToC, Kail and
Lumley [31] identified the following 5-step process:
1.

Identify a realistic and definite goal.
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2.
3.
4.
5.

Work backward from the goal to work out the intermediate
outcomes.
Establish links between outcomes and their order by
working out causes and effects.
Work out which activities lead to which outcomes.
Identify what else is needed for the intervention to work.

Developing a ToC can have several benefits for key stakeholders
in a service. Staff members typically play an active role in the
development of the ToC, owing to their perspective on what
works are valued. This collaborative process can help to identify
hidden perspectives while also helping to motivate staff by
showing them how their contributions fit into the service-level
goals [32]. In addition, a ToC clarifies what needs to be
measured, as the assumptions about what makes the intervention
work are identified. A ToC can also be used as a heuristic to
help guide the creation of ToC for similar programs [33]. For
example, this could be for applying the lessons learned from a
ToC for a web-based CYP service to the development of ToC
for a web-based service for adults. Finally, there is the added
benefit that a ToC can be both retrospective by evaluating the
efficacy of a service to date and prospective when used as a tool
to support the planning of service development [34,35]. ToCs
have been used in a range of contexts for young people,
including sports programs within the youth justice service [34],
school-based interventions for students and their families [36],
and well-being programs for those unable to access mainstream
education [37].

Aims, Rationale, and Research Questions
Given the complex nature of the web-based therapeutic
environment, the aims of this study are to develop a ToC and
map out the ways in which CYP access support on the Kooth
platform. As such, the research question for this project is “what
do key stakeholders identify as the core elements of a ToC for
an anonymous online therapy and support service?”

Methods
Design
Working with organizations, instead of examining them from
afar, is advocated to create more ecologically relevant pieces
of research [38,39]. This project therefore reflects upon a
collaborative piece of research between professionals from the
Kooth service and academics with an interest in web-based
therapeutic resources and theories of change. The close working
between researchers and professional staff members was
purposefully egalitarian in nature so as not to prize one set of
knowledge or interpretation over the other. As such, the
professionals involved in the project were both coresearchers
[40] and practitioner researchers [41] responsible for
constructing the ideas presented in this paper.
In keeping with the exploratory perspective adopted, the project
has a social constructionist epistemology [42] and proved to be
primarily inductive in nature [43]. However, it was
acknowledged that this blank canvas approach was influenced
by the theoretical perspectives of the individuals involved. For
instance, as noted in the background of this paper, the principles
of humanistic psychology were greatly valued by both the
JMIR Pediatr Parent 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23193 | p. 3
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service and the researchers involved. As such, a critically
reflexive approach to the research was adopted for the
conceptual presentations [44,45]. In practical terms, the
researchers have purposefully engaged in critical discussions
and sought external dialog to inform the development of the
proposed theory. Here, it is noteworthy that ideas from good
practice guidelines for qualitative research that advocate
coherence checks with a variety of partners [46,47] have been
used to enhance the overall trustworthiness of the synthesis that
is presented.
As described briefly in the background section of this paper,
the study made use of ToC methodologies to help devise a
deeper understanding of the work that the Kooth service enters
with CYP. In particular, the ToC methodology focused on
gaining insights into the specific conditions that lead individuals
to use the service in question, the mode of delivery that services
are offered, and the change people report or observe as a
consequence of using the service [31]. These methods are
purposefully collaborative in their approach and are primarily
inductive at the starting point of the project.
The following sections outline this collaborative approach.
Initially, the three phases of the project are briefly described:
(1) a scoping workshop activity is described; this is followed
by (2) the facilitation of a series of practitioner researcher
activities and (3) a final coherence checking process. Each phase
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refers to the individuals involved, the process of generating
data, and the data analysis procedures that are engaged.

Phase 1: Scoping Workshop
A workshop was held by combining 11 Kooth staff (5 therapists,
2 emotional well-being practitioners, 1 community engagement
worker, 1 learning and development coordinator, and 2 research
staff) and academic partners (TH and JG). As the staff members
possess intimate knowledge regarding the way CYP make use
of and benefit from the service, this workshop proved to be a
vital starting point to direct the project. During the workshop,
a series of presentations were given to provide information
about the purpose of the project and the notion of a ToC.
Focused conversations [48] were then held around the different
ways in which CYP engaged with the Kooth service. These
focused on the following 3 aspects: (1) the way in which CYP
use the service (specifically highlighting any conditions present
that mean CYP wish to use a web-based therapy and support
service); (2) the ways in which CYP engage with the service
(modes of delivery and the activities of key players); and (3)
the impacts observed or reported while using the service
(identified outputs and observed change). At the end of the
workshop, seeds were sown about the ToC itself, with a rough
draft being presented, and 4 support pathways were identified
that represent the way in which individuals use the Kooth
service. Figure 1 provides a description of these pathways.

Figure 1. Descriptions of the 4 service pathways for Kooth. CYP: children and young people.
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Phase 2: Practitioner Researcher Pathway
Explorations
Following the initial scoping workshop, 6 practitioners (4
therapists, 1 emotional well-being practitioner, and 1 community
engagement worker) working for Kooth were invited to become
practitioner researchers [41]. These individuals worked in groups
to develop an understanding of the four agreed service pathways
previously noted. The practitioner researchers involved were
invited based on their experience and prior training in research
methods, and their understanding of the pathways employed in
the Kooth service.
The practitioner researcher teams were assigned to specific
pathways and instructed to explore these in detail to develop
an understanding of the ToC for that particular pathway. To
facilitate the exploration of the pathways, individuals were
provided with a series of anonymized transcripts of therapeutic
interactions that occurred in 2018. Depending on the pathway,
the transcripts were either taken from sessions with professionals
or from interactions on the online forum. To ensure
confidentiality and privacy, the content of the transcripts was
managed within the service evaluation limitations of the
organization’s clinical audit guidelines.
Following a brief training session introducing qualitative
research methods and the process of conducting thematic
analysis [49], the following instructions were provided to each
group of practitioner researchers:
•
•

Inductively analyze a series of anonymized transcripts using
the protocols of thematic analysis.
Develop an overarching thematic map to provide a summary
of the analysis in a common format of themes, subthemes,
and codes.

Research supervision and advice were provided during this
process. The findings of these exploratory studies were presented
in a second workshop event and helped the working group
understand how the different pathways worked and interacted.
Following the presentations, all of the individuals who had been
involved in examining the specific pathways worked
collaboratively to articulate a ToC for the whole organization.
This process involved deductively working to identify the agreed
core elements of the ToC. These included the 3 overarching
elements: (1) the conditions present for individuals wanting to
access anonymous web-based therapy and support (including
the CYP characteristics); (2) the mode of delivery (including
the service inputs, worker activities, CYP activities, and the
associated outputs); and (3) the reported and observed change
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(including the desired outcomes and the associated impact).
The draft of this ToC was developed by an expert in the ToC
methodology (JG) in collaboration with all other working group
members.

Phase 3: Coherence Checking the ToC
Once the draft ToC had been agreed upon by all members of
the working group, the ToC was opened up for consultation
with other core stakeholders of the Kooth community. This was
a multifaceted strategy that sought comments about the
coherence and plausibility of the ToC formulation of the overall
presentation [50]. The wider stakeholder group that was
consulted included 7 young people, 9 service managers, and 29
practitioners working for the Kooth service. All individuals
were asked to review and comment on the draft ToC using a
web-based questionnaire. The questionnaire specifically sought
comments about the core elements of the ToC. Following the
consultation process, the draft ToC was reviewed once again
by the working group and revised to accommodate the learning
from these new viewpoints. The ToC was broadly accepted by
all members of the wider stakeholder group, but a number of
minor changes were made to the language of the document to
enhance the clarity of the theory presented.

Ethical Considerations
The initial stages of this project were conducted as consultation
exercises between academic partners and professionals involved
in Kooth. The final phase of the work, which involved producing
a public facing output, was approved by the University Research
Ethics Committee of the fourth author (JP).

Results
This project set out to develop a ToC for web-based therapy
and support services, Kooth. A sustained period of reflexive
exploration, which combined academic expertise and
professional wisdom, led to the description of the ToC reported
and discussed below. Textbox 1 provides a summary of the
specific ToC that was arrived at following the three phases of
reflection. The ToC includes elements common to ToC
methodology (ie, focusing on the conditions present for
individuals to use such a service, the mode of delivery, and the
change that was reported or observed) and has been adjusted in
areas to fit the needs of the Kooth service. For instance, the
activities of Kooth workers and young service users have been
separated to delineate the different ways in which people are
involved in the change process.
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Textbox 1. The theory of change for Kooth.
Young person characteristics
•

Want support then and there or quickly

•

Do not have or want family and friends to turn to—may be in a marginalized group

•

Curious, exploring, or looking for information and reassurance

•

Unable or unwilling to access face-to-face services

•

Comfortable with a preference for web-based communication

•

Seeking a nonjudgmental space on the web

•

Seeking a different connection with others

Triage or decision to offer service
•

Delivery
•

•

•

•

•

Service inputs
•

Skilled and experienced professionals

•

Flexible access platform available out of hours, and written information or articles available 24/7

•

Robust clinical governance and risk managed through clinical oversight

Worker activities
•

Building an empathetic relationship

•

Drawing on professional understanding of child and adolescent developments

•

Assessing distress and risk and tailoring responses

•

Giving information and signposting

•

Cocreating goals and solutions with young people

•

Identifying what has helped before

•

Encouraging reflection and taking responsibility

•

Exploring the young person’s relationship and support systems

Young person activities
•

Offloading their worries

•

Opening up, articulating, and sharing their story

•

Learning about mental health so they can understand their experiences

•

Exploring their thoughts and feelings

•

Building a trusted connection with the worker

•

Identifying coping skills and testing approaches

Outputs
•

Feels heard and has feelings validated

•

Gets information

•

Changes perspective or sees new options

•

Has experienced opening up to someone and built a relationship with a professional

•

Takes ownership of an issue

•

Starts to engage or has information about face-to-face services

•

Builds connections and a safe online and offline community

Change
•

Desired outcomes
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•

•

Safer or crisis reduced

•

Able to reflect on thoughts, feelings, and perceptions

•

Able to consider future strategies

•

Greater self-awareness and emotional regulation

•

Acknowledges a reduction in stress

•

Achieves personal goals and recognizes progress made

•

Feels a sense of community

Impact
•

Better able to manage current and future situations

•

Is able to demonstrate ambition and hope for the future

•

Increased confidence, personal responsibility, and ability to make decisions

•

Sets personal goals for change

•

Is aware that ongoing support is available—is not alone

•

Has a positive experience of a web-based space

Discussion
Principal Findings
In the following sections, we reflect on the major elements of
ToC in chronological order, notably the conditions that are
present for CYP to access such support, the mode of delivery
offered, and the change reported and observed. The presentation
refers to the different elements of the ToC; however, due to
restrictions of space, it is not possible to refer directly to each
component in detail.

The Conditions Present for CYP to Want to Access
Web-Based Therapy and Support: CYP-Directed
Mental Health and Well-being Support
Web-based therapy and support have become important
resources for individuals who cannot access traditional
face-to-face support [14]. This includes those who cannot
physically access support and includes those that might struggle
psychologically to access it too [51]. During the COVID-19
pandemic, web-based psychological support became an
important resource for individuals within countries that were
placed in enforced lockdown periods where self-distancing and
self-isolation measures became commonplace. The ToC
described here reflects some of these benefits and highlights
that CYP may use these resources as points of informational
and emotional support [15,16]. As a consequence, individuals
may choose to access a combination of resources, with
informative static webpages about particular issues, peer
discussion forums, and professional support and guidance. The
desire to obtain different types of support has previously been
observed in the goals articulated by clients in web-based therapy
[52] and the way that individuals use online forums [53].
Therefore, psychological services that offer anonymous therapy
and support on the web need to be prepared to offer a variety
of resources to accommodate the informational and emotional
needs for which individuals access services.
https://pediatrics.jmir.org/2021/1/e23193
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Another area of development in this project was the view that
anonymous web-based resources offer a novel means of CYP
accessing and directing their support. Young users of web-based
therapy have previously expressed the importance of not
providing identifiable materials [27,54]. What is evident here
however is that this stretches much further. Unlike face-to-face
support services that describe themselves as child-centered [55]
or prize shared decision making [56], anonymous web-based
environments provide CYP with the opportunity to take
ownership of their support packages and direct their engagement
as a default. This position might be aligned to active client
theories in therapy [57], with individuals being active both in
directing the support they access and within the relationships
with supporters themselves. As a consequence, they can be a
means of leveling the power differentials between adult
professionals and CYP accessing services. Such a position is
likely to prove challenging for some professionals who might
see their professional experience being undermined or not
accounted for. As such, anonymous psychological support
arguably recalibrates how professionals might define
child-centered support by extending definitions to allow CYP
to direct their support as a default position.

The Mode of Delivery: A Positive Virtual Ecosystem
In discussing and devising the service-level ToC, it was apparent
that specific interventions are not offered in isolation. This may
seem obvious, but many efficacy and effectiveness research
designs often overlook the broader systems that impact the lives
of individuals. Within the analysis process noted above, it was
therefore apparent that the professionals developing the ToC
were considering the way that individuals made use of a variety
of resources on the Kooth website. For instance, the individuals
discussed obtaining informational and emotional support from
different pathways separately and in combination. As such, it
may be possible to separate these elements into specific support
systems in which individuals might access static support that
does not change (eg, web-based content), peer support (eg,
JMIR Pediatr Parent 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23193 | p. 7
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR PEDIATRICS AND PARENTING
online forums), or professional support (eg, web-based therapy),
but there was a general view that “the whole was greater than
the sum of its parts,” with many reflecting that the young service
users often evaluated their relationship with Kooth as a whole,
rather than its specific components. As such, the Kooth service
may be viewed as a broader ecosystem, involving a variety of
resources that specifically aims to provide a safe and anonymous
space for CYP in which they felt accepted to explore the issues
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that they encounter in life. The environment might therefore be
viewed as akin to that advocated by person-centered therapists
[22] or humanistic educationalists [58,59], in which individuals
aim to develop a caring and supportive nonjudgmental
environment for individuals to grow constructively. The Kooth
service might therefore be viewed as a positive virtual ecosystem
(+VE; Figure 2).

Figure 2. A positive virtual ecosystem (+VE).

Psychological support services are relatively underdeveloped
in terms of keeping up with technological advances [60]. Given
this, it is common for services to attempt to replicate face-to-face
ways of working when developing web-based therapeutic
resources and to judge them using the same criteria [61]. The
concept of +VE offers a more systemic perspective of how
internet-based support might be more helpfully conceptualized,
particularly given the current data-rich environments that are
being created. Thus, rather than seeing specific interventions
in isolation of one another, they might be viewed as part of a
larger system in which all elements play an important role. Thus,
if you take a section of the service away, such as the web-based
static content, Kooth would have a different feel to it, and this
would impact upon the other resources on offer.
Finally, when considering +VEs, the importance and value of
static content and peer support needs to be acknowledged. These
themselves can cater to individuals in need of informational
support and, with regard to forums, emotional support from
peers [62]. Given the large number of CYP who might benefit
from additional support, and the limited finances often allocated
to CYP services [10], appropriately curated content and
moderated peer-support resources can be a positive way in which
services might provide appropriate help to larger numbers of
individuals.

Understanding Change in Web-Based Therapy and
Support for CYP
The desired outcomes noted in the ToC come as a consequence
of young service users proactively engaging with the service
https://pediatrics.jmir.org/2021/1/e23193

XSL• FO
RenderX

inputs and activities of the professionals. They might be reduced
to those activities that provide informational support (eg, giving
information and signposting) and those that provide emotional
support (eg, building an empathic relationship) [15]. These
support types have already been well described within
peer-support contexts on the web [62,63], and this frame can
also be extended to describe the professional support offered.
In accounting for this, when identifying whether CYP obtained
what they wanted from the service, considering whether they
received the information that they wanted and/or the engagement
in supportive relationships proved important to consider.
Notably, the changes described in the ToC are broad and
idiographic in nature. Furthermore, they did not reflect specific
diagnostic criteria. As such, the changes identified might appear
more aligned to the humanistic psychology perspective that
underpins the service under scrutiny [20,23] and consolidates
the view that traditional tools are unlikely to be relevant for all
of those using these types of services [1]. In a similar way to
the activities offered, one member of the working group (TH)
suggested that the impact of the service might be reduced to a
simplistic form. Specifically, they may be divided into those
that have an impact on the intrapersonal world of the individuals
(eg, able to reflect on thoughts, feelings, and perceptions) and
those that impact their interpersonal worlds (eg, feeling a sense
of community). This frame resonated strongly with other
members of the working group. Considering the types of
activities offered and the types of outcomes worked toward, a
high-level outcome matrix might therefore be used to consider
what a successful therapeutic engagement might look like for
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an anonymous web-based therapy and support service. Table 1
presents this matrix and provides an example of the types of
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response outcomes that CYP might articulate.

Table 1. High-level outcome matrix for Kooth services.
Outcome

Emotional support

Informational support

Intrapersonal

“I understand myself more”

“I can identify with something important to me”

Interpersonal

“It helps me relate to others”

“I have some skills I want to try with others”

Implications for Professionals
The ToC that has been developed has numerous implications
for mental health and well-being practitioners working in these
environments. These include broad benefits, such as the ToC
itself being an informative training tool for professionals
working in this environment, to narrower elements, such as the
need to develop bespoke tools to capture the outcomes of
humanistic web-based support. These 2 areas were briefly
considered.
It is important that professionals seriously consider the
implications of transferring work to web-based formats. The
ToC developed here helps to demonstrate the complexity
inherent in working in this way. First, it highlights the need to
be aware that some young people who access web-based support
have different needs from their counterparts who access
face-to-face support. Furthermore, the need for skilled and
experienced professionals who are competent web-based
communicators also comes to the fore. Although there are many
transferable skills from face-to-face work, web-based resources,
such as Kooth, are multifaceted and highlight the need for
alternative or extended ways of thinking about support. In
particular, it is important for professionals to consider the full
offer on the web that is available to young people seeking help.
The +VE that services provide can be adapted by service users
in a multitude of ways. Such a position is in keeping with a
pluralistic therapeutic approach that advocates that support
should be led by the person seeking support [23] and that “one
size can never fit all” [25]. Systemic thinking, which involves
consideration of the different support systems being offered,
therefore needs to be incorporated into the training of those
supporting CYP on the web.
As previously indicated, capturing and measuring the change
that individuals experience as a consequence of using a
web-based counseling and support service proves to be
challenging. Previous research has shown that standardized
self-report measures developed for face-to-face support may
not be transferable to web-based settings [1]. This seems
particularly relevant when evaluating +VE. Given various ways
in which individuals may tailor the support they are accessing,
it is suggested that a flexible means of evaluating support is
needed. As such, it is recommended that therapeutic outcomes
are considered using self-report measures that make use of the
outcome matrix previously noted. On the basis of this
framework, an idiographic satisfaction measure can be used to
complement other sources of personalized data collection, such
as goal-based outcome measures.
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Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research
This is the first ToC to be created, focusing on a telepsychology
resource for CYP. It provides a descriptive account of the types
of people who might use these services, the resources needed
to offer them, the activities that individuals engage in, and the
outcomes and impacts that might be expected. The main strength
of this conceptualization is its closeness to the organization that
it reflects upon. Working alongside professionals from the
organization to devise the project has helped to retain a direct
currency for the partner organization. Such a position differs
from other models that might adopt top-down approaches that
ultimately lack ecological validity in application [38,39]. In
contrast, it is acknowledged that this frame of understanding is
underpinned by research groups’ underpinning in humanistic
psychological principles [20,21]. As such, the synthesis of
findings might be viewed as reflecting this more holistic
positioning, and it is likely that others would see value in
creating a more reductive frame that directly examines
assessments focusing on pathological symptomology.
Going forward, it will be important to scrutinize the ideas
presented in this paper in depth. In particular, we consider the
following three areas to be core areas in need of further
investigation:
•

•

•

It is clear that anonymous web-based psychological support
can prove to be liberating to some CYP. However, such
freedom poses numerous challenges for professionals and
services and therefore warrants further investigation. This
can include reflecting upon practical issues, such as
responding to risky behaviors, and relational issues, such
as how disinhibition in web-based communication changes
the therapeutic relationship.
The +VE is currently unchartered territory. Numerous
web-based services offer a variety of resources. In contrast
to the creativity in the packages on offer, much evaluation
remains focused on specific elements of the services (eg,
web-based therapy). Given the data-rich nature of
web-based resources, considering a more holistic picture
becomes possible and analysis will arguably reflect the
work of the services more fully. Furthermore, the systematic
evaluation should not be limited to virtual ecosystems, and
the CYP mental health and well-being support ecosystem
should be extended to in-person work as well.
Finally, a high-level outcome matrix needs to be considered
alongside real-world activities. It will be possible to develop
easy-to-complete satisfaction measures that are CYP
friendly to capture information based on this framework.
The utility of doing so however needs to be examined in
depth.
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Conclusions
This project adds to the view that telepsychology directed toward
CYP is diverse and complex to understand. This highlights the
need to consider a broader virtual ecosystem and the interactions
between different resources. More specifically, it describes the
concept of the +VE in which a variety of interrelated resources
are provided in a safe and caring overarching package. In doing
so, it highlights the way in which services can support CYP to
take ownership of and direct the support they obtain if they so
desire. Such a position might be viewed as pluralistic in nature
and differs greatly from the professionally led mental health
and well-being services that are commonly offered face-to-face.
It is argued that web-based services available to CYP on the
web should not solely aim to transplant face-to-face services
on the web. Given the likelihood of telepsychology becoming
more commonplace following the COVID-19 crisis, a variety
of supportive approaches can be used to realize the full potential
of the technology available. These resources can offer
informational and emotional support in a variety of guises and
include providing informative content, moderated online forums,
stand-alone therapeutic programs, and professional
psychological support such as therapy. By offering a variety of
support options, individuals are able to tailor the support they
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access, and services can helpfully respond more fully to the
differing needs and wants of the CYP seeking support.
Finally, the evaluation of the telepsychology activities offered
on the web needs to be fit for purpose, with face-to-face
resources arguably having limited transferability. The evaluation
of interventions might focus on specific interventions, but by
doing so, evaluation strategies can neglect the various ways in
which individuals access and use web-based therapy and support
services. Where resources are evaluated in a more holistic
manner and include consideration of the broader virtual
ecosystem, a higher level of assessment is needed to
accommodate the complexity inherent in the variety of
therapeutic resources on offer. Here, it is recommended that
outcomes might be assessed around a matrix examining whether
individuals received the informational or emotional support that
they were seeking in conjunction with whether this was directed
to supporting intrapersonal or interpersonal change. This
simplistic frame might be presented in a palatable form so as
to be appropriate for young individuals to use and be easily
adopted in a web-based environment. Such a frame needs further
exploration going forward but has scope to provide a useful
means of assessing whether +VEs meet the specific needs of
those accessing the services.

Acknowledgments
This work was funded by Kooth. The authors would like to thank all professionals and young people who participated in the
study. Without the time and commitment of these individuals, the work would not have been completed.

Conflicts of Interest
AS is an employee of Kooth.

References
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

Sefi A, Hanley T. Examining the complexities of measuring effectiveness of online counselling for young people using
routine evaluation data. Pastoral Care Edu 2012 Feb 20;30(1):49-64. [doi: 10.1080/02643944.2011.651224]
Kieling C, Henningham HB, Belfer M, Conti G, Ertem I, Omigbodun O, et al. Child and adolescent mental health worldwide:
evidence for action. The Lancet 2011 Oct;378(9801):1515-1525. [doi: 10.1016/s0140-6736(11)60827-1]
Belfer ML. Child and adolescent mental disorders: the magnitude of the problem across the globe. J Child Psychol Psychiatry
2008 Mar;49(3):226-236. [doi: 10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01855.x] [Medline: 18221350]
Mental health of children and young people in England, 2017 [PAS]. NHS Digital, London. URL: https://digital.nhs.uk/
data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2017/2017 [accessed
2021-02-24]
Hanley T, Noble J. Therapy outcomes: is childadolescent counselling therapy effective? Essential Research Findings in
Child and Adolescent Counselling and Psychotherapy: The Facts Are Friendly. London: SAGE Publications Ltd; 2017.
URL: https://uk.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upm-binaries/
81162_Midgley_et_al___Essential_Research_Findings___Chapter_1.pdf [accessed 2021-02-24]
Hanley T, Noble J, Toor N. Policy, policy research on school-based counseling in United Kingdom. In: International
Handbook for Policy Research in School-Based Counseling. Switzerland: Springer; 2017:353-364.
Humphrey N, Wolpert M, Hanley T. Different settings. In: Adolescent Counselling Psychology: Theory, Research and
Practice. London: Routledge; 2012:26-43.
Cooper M. School-Based Counselling in UK Secondary Schools: A Review and Critical Evalutation. 2013. URL: https:/
/strathprints.strath.ac.uk/45319/ [accessed 2021-02-25]
Education Policy Institute. Access to Children and Young People's Mental Health Services. London: Education Policy
Institute; 2020.
Children's Commissioner. The State of Children's Mental Health Services. 2020. URL: https://www.
childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/report/the-state-of-childrens-mental-health-services/ [accessed 2021-02-25]
Prensky M. Digital natives, digital immigrants Part 1. On the Horizon 2001 Sep;9(5):1-6. [doi: 10.1108/10748120110424816]

https://pediatrics.jmir.org/2021/1/e23193

XSL• FO
RenderX

JMIR Pediatr Parent 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23193 | p. 10
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR PEDIATRICS AND PARENTING
12.

13.
14.

15.
16.
17.

18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

31.
32.
33.

34.

35.
36.
37.
38.

Office for National Statistics. Internet access - households and individuals. URL: https://www.ons.gov.uk/
peoplepopulationandcommunity/householdcharacteristics/homeinternetandsocialmediausage/datasets/
internetaccesshouseholdsandindividualsreferencetables [accessed 2021-02-25]
Youthnet. Life Support - Young People's Needs in a Digital Age. Lancaster: Youthnet; 2013. URL: https://studylib.net/doc/
13091244/life-support-young-people%E2%80%99s-needs-in-a-digital-age [accessed 2021-02-25]
Rickwood D, Webb M, Kennedy V, Telford N. Who are the young people choosing web-based mental health support?
Findings from the implementation of Australia's national web-based youth mental health service, eheadspace. JMIR Ment
Health 2016 Aug 25;3(3):e40 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/mental.5988] [Medline: 27562729]
Coulson NS. Receiving social support online: an analysis of a computer-mediated support group for individuals living with
irritable bowel syndrome. Cyberpsychol Behav 2005 Dec;8(6):580-584. [doi: 10.1089/cpb.2005.8.580] [Medline: 16332169]
Hanley T, Prescott J, Gomez KU. A systematic review exploring how young people use online forums for support around
mental health issues. J Ment Health 2019 Oct 03;28(5):566-576. [doi: 10.1080/09638237.2019.1630725] [Medline: 31267813]
Lattie EG, Adkins EC, Winquist N, Stiles-Shields C, Wafford QE, Graham AK. Digital mental health interventions for
depression, anxiety, and enhancement of psychological well-being among college students: systematic review. J Med
Internet Res 2019 Jul 22;21(7):- [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/12869] [Medline: 31333198]
Ersahin Z, Hanley T. Using text-based synchronous chat to offer therapeutic support to students: a systematic review of
the research literature. Health Edu J 2017 Apr 30;76(5):531-543. [doi: 10.1177/0017896917704675]
Hanley T, Sefi A, Grauberg J, Prescott J. The theory of change for Kooth. A Positive Virtual Ecoysystem: The Theory of
Change for Kooth. London; 2019. URL: http://ubir.bolton.ac.uk/2652/ [accessed 2021-02-25]
Bugental JFT. The third force in psychology. J Humanist Psychol 2016 Sep 15;4(1):19-26. [doi:
10.1177/002216786400400102]
Cain DJ. Advancing humanistic psychology and psychotherapy: some challenges and proposed solutions. J Humanist
Psychol 2016 Jul 26;43(3):10-41. [doi: 10.1177/0022167803043003003]
Rogers CR. Client-centered therapy: its current practice, implications and theory. London: Constable & Robinson Ltd;
1951.
Hanley T, Winter L. Humanistic approaches and pluralism. In: The Handbook for Pluralistic Counselling and Psychotherapy.
London, United Kingdom: Sage Publications Ltd; 2016:95-107.
Hanley T, Humphrey N, Lennie C. Adolescent Counselling Psychology: Theory, Research and Practice. London: Routledge;
2012.
Cooper M, McLeod J. Pluralistic Counselling and Psychotherapy. London: Sage; 2011.
Harrison H. ChildLine-the first twelve years. 2020. URL: www.childline.org.uk [accessed 2020-11-10]
Hanley T. Understanding the online therapeutic alliance through the eyes of adolescent service users. Counsell Psychoth
Res 2012 Mar;12(1):35-43. [doi: 10.1080/14733145.2011.560273]
Gibson K, Cartwright C. Young people's experiences of mobile phone text counselling: balancing connection and control.
Child Youth Serv Rev 2014 Aug;43:96-104. [doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2014.05.010]
Davies R. Criteria for assessing the evaluability of a theory of change. 2012. URL: https://www.mande.co.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2012/Evaluablity%20of%20TOC%20criteria.pdf [accessed 2021-02-16]
Vogel I. Review of the use of theory of change in international development. London: Department of International
Development; 2012. URL: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/
259999430_Review_of_the_Use_of_'Theory_of_Change'_in_International_Development [accessed 2021-02-25]
Kail A, Lumley T. Theory of Change: The beginning of making a difference. New Philanthr Cap. 2012. URL: https://www.
thinknpc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Theory-of-change2.pdf [accessed 2021-02-25]
Harries E, Hodgson L, Noble J. Creating your theory of change: NPC's practical guide. London: NPC; 2014. URL: https:/
/www.thinknpc.org/resource-hub/creating-your-theory-of-change-npcs-practical-guide/ [accessed 2021-02-25]
Breuer E, De Silva M, Lund C. Theory of change for complex mental health interventions: 10 lessons from the programme
for improving mental healthcare. Glob Ment Health (Camb) 2018 Jul 16;5:e24 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1017/gmh.2018.13]
[Medline: 30128160]
Morgan H, Parker A, Meek R, Cryer J. Participation in sport as a mechanism to transform the lives of young people within
the criminal justice system: an academic exploration of a theory of change. Sport, Education and Society 2019 Oct
04;25(8):917-930. [doi: 10.1080/13573322.2019.1674274]
Weiss CH. Theory-based evaluation: past, present, and future. In: New Directions for Evaluation. New Jersey: Wiley Online
Library; 1997:41-55.
Dyson A, Todd L. Dealing with complexity: theory of change evaluation and the full service extended schools initiative.
Int J Res Meth Educ 2010 Jul;33(2):119-134. [doi: 10.1080/1743727x.2010.484606]
Tiplady LSE, Menter H. Forest School for wellbeing: an environment in which young people can ‘take what they need’. J
Adventure Educ Outdoor Learn 2020 Feb 29:1-16. [doi: 10.1080/14729679.2020.1730206]
Hanley T, Winter L. Research and pluralistic counselling and psychotherapy. The Handbook of Pluralistic Counselling and
Psychotherapy. London: SAGE Publications Ltd; 2016. URL: https://www.research.manchester.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/

https://pediatrics.jmir.org/2021/1/e23193

XSL• FO
RenderX

Hanley et al

JMIR Pediatr Parent 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23193 | p. 11
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR PEDIATRICS AND PARENTING

39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.

48.
49.
50.
51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.
58.
59.

60.
61.
62.

research-and-pluralistic-counselling-and-psychotherapy(cece8a45-32d1-4e33-8a30-feb2a23fbcaa)/export.html [accessed
2021-02-25]
Rennie DL. Human science and counselling psychology: closing the gap between research and practice. Counsell Psychol
Q 1994 Jul;7(3):235-250. [doi: 10.1080/09515079408254149]
Moustakas CE. Heursitic research: design, methdology and applications. London: SAGE Publications Ltd; 1990.
McLeod J. Practitioner research in counselling. London: SAGE Publications Ltd; 1999.
Berger P, Luckman T. The social construction of reality: a treatise in the sociology of knowledge. New York: Anchor
Books; 1966.
West W. Beyond grounded theory: the use of a heuristic approach to qualitative research. Counsell Psychoth Res 2001
Aug;1(2):126-131. [doi: 10.1080/14733140112331385168]
Etherington K. Ethical research in reflexive relationships. Qualit Inq 2016 Jun 29;13(5):599-616. [doi:
10.1177/1077800407301175]
Gergen KJ, Gergen MM. Toward reflexive methodologies. In Steier F. ed. Inquiries in Social Construction. Research and
Reflexivity. London: Sage; 1991. URL: https://cepa.info/2752 [accessed 2021-02-26]
Elliott R, Fischer C, Rennie D. Evolving guidelines for publication of qualitative research studies in psychology and related
fields. Br J Clin Psychol 1999 Sep;38(3):215-229. [doi: 10.1348/014466599162782] [Medline: 10532145]
Levitt HM, Bamberg M, Creswell JW, Frost DM, Josselson R, Suárez-Orozco C. Journal article reporting standards for
qualitative primary, qualitative meta-analytic, and mixed methods research in psychology: The APA Publications and
Communications Board task force report. Am Psychol 2018 Jan;73(1):26-46. [doi: 10.1037/amp0000151] [Medline:
29345485]
Brinkmann S, Kvale S. InterViews?: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research Interviewing. 3rd Ed. London: SAGE
Publications Ltd; 2014.
Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res in Psychol 2006 Jan;3(2):77-101. [doi:
10.1191/1478088706qp063oa]
Mayne J. Theory of change analysis: building robust theories of change. Can J Progr Eval 2017 Dec 04;32(2). [doi:
10.3138/cjpe.31122]
Pattison S, Hanley T, Pykhtina O, Ersahin Z. Extending practice: new horizons and contexts. The Sage Handbook for
Counselling Children and Young People. London: SAGE; 2015. URL: https://www.escholar.manchester.ac.uk/
uk-ac-man-scw:248958 [accessed 2021-02-26]
Hanley T, Ersahin Z, Sefi A, Hebron J. Comparing online and face-to-face student counselling: what therapeutic goals are
identified and what are the implications for educational providers? J Psychol Couns Sch 2016 Oct 11;27(1):37-54. [doi:
10.1017/jgc.2016.20]
Prescott J, Hanley T, Ujhelyi K. Online counselling forums to support young people with Mental Health and Emotional
needs. Trotman D, Tucker S. eds. Youth: Global Perspectives, Challenges and Issues of the 21st Century. New York, NY:
Nova Science; 2018. URL: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/
325763148_Online_counselling_forums_to_support_young_people_with_Mental_Health_and_Emotional_needs [accessed
2021-02-26]
King R, Bambling M, Lloyd C, Gomurra R, Smith S, Reid W, et al. Online counselling: The motives and experiences of
young people who choose the Internet instead of face to face or telephone counselling. Counselling and Psychotherapy
Research 2006 Sep;6(3):169-174. [doi: 10.1080/14733140600848179]
Day C, Carey M, Surgenor T. Children's key concerns: piloting a qualitative approach to understanding their experience
of mental health care. Clin Child Psychol Psychiatry 2006 Jan 26;11(1):139-155. [doi: 10.1177/1359104506056322]
[Medline: 17087491]
Gondek D, Edbrooke-Childs J, Velikonja T, Chapman L, Saunders F, Hayes D, et al. Facilitators and barriers to person-centred
care in child and young people mental health services: a systematic review. Clin Psychol Psychother 2017 Jul;24(4):870-886.
[doi: 10.1002/cpp.2052] [Medline: 27910173]
Bohart A. The client is the most important common factor: clients? Self-healing capacities and psychotherapy. J Psychother
Integr 2000;10(2):127-149. [doi: 10.1023/A:1009444132104]
Patterson CH. Humanistic education. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall; 1973.
Hanley T, Winter LA, Burrell K. Supporting emotional well-being in schools in the context of austerity: an ecologically
informed humanistic perspective. Br J Educ Psychol 2020 Mar 25;90(1):1-18 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1111/bjep.12275]
[Medline: 30912121]
Cooper SE, Campbell LF, Barnwell SS. Telepsychology: a primer for counseling psychologists. Counsel Psychol 2020 Jan
14;47(8):1074-1114. [doi: 10.1177/0011000019895276]
Rochlen AB, Zack JS, Speyer C. Online therapy: review of relevant definitions, debates, and current empirical support. J
Clin Psychol 2004 Mar;60(3):269-283. [doi: 10.1002/jclp.10263] [Medline: 14981791]
Prescott J, Hanley T, Ujhelyi K. Peer communication in online mental health forums for young people: directional and
nondirectional support. JMIR Ment Health 2017 Aug 02;4(3):e29 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/mental.6921] [Medline:
28768607]

https://pediatrics.jmir.org/2021/1/e23193

XSL• FO
RenderX

Hanley et al

JMIR Pediatr Parent 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23193 | p. 12
(page number not for citation purposes)

JMIR PEDIATRICS AND PARENTING
63.

Hanley et al

Prescott J, Hanley T, Gomez UK. Why do young people use online forums for mental health and emotional support? Benefits
and challenges. Br J Guid Counsell 2019 May 20;47(3):317-327. [doi: 10.1080/03069885.2019.1619169]

Abbreviations
CAMHS: Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service
CYP: children and young people
ToC: theory of change
+VE: positive virtual ecosystem

Edited by G Eysenbach; submitted 04.08.20; peer-reviewed by M Robson, J Plevinsky; comments to author 08.10.20; revised version
received 17.11.20; accepted 17.01.21; published 22.03.21
Please cite as:
Hanley T, Sefi A, Grauberg J, Prescott J, Etchebarne A
A Theory of Change for Web-Based Therapy and Support Services for Children and Young People: Collaborative Qualitative
Exploration
JMIR Pediatr Parent 2021;4(1):e23193
URL: https://pediatrics.jmir.org/2021/1/e23193
doi: 10.2196/23193
PMID: 33749615

©Terry Hanley, Aaron Sefi, Janet Grauberg, Julie Prescott, Andre Etchebarne. Originally published in JMIR Pediatrics and
Parenting (http://pediatrics.jmir.org), 22.03.2021. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work, first published in JMIR Pediatrics and Parenting, is properly cited. The
complete bibliographic information, a link to the original publication on http://pediatrics.jmir.org, as well as this copyright and
license information must be included.

https://pediatrics.jmir.org/2021/1/e23193

XSL• FO
RenderX

JMIR Pediatr Parent 2021 | vol. 4 | iss. 1 | e23193 | p. 13
(page number not for citation purposes)

