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“It’s All About the Beach Town!” The methodological
challenges and creative opportunities of participatory
research with young people in coastal environments.

Dr Sue Bond-Taylor, Dr Maria Jesus Alfaro-Simmonds, Prof Helen Lomax

Abstract

Our paper contributes to the broader coastal studies literature, proposing a
methodology and methods that can enhance young people’s participation in research
and policymaking. Framed by the emerging concept of child-friendly blue urbanism and
founded on principles of attentiveness and context-responsiveness it sets out a novel
approach that foregrounds young people’s contributions as co-researchers and their
lives as embodied and intimately connected to the social and physical fabric of the
coast. Drawing on our original research with young people in a small, English coastal
town, we explore, how a unique focus on children’s emplaced lives offers creative
opportunities that can enhance young people’s participation. Logistical and ethical
challenges about how to safely navigate and safeguard children in a spatially remote,
seasonally reliant seaside location were particularly salient. We discuss how the
resulting walking tours, intergenerational postcard exchange, animation and booklet
emerged through this process of co-creation and solution building with young people,
enabling them to express their views and influence community dialogue. In setting out
our distinctive attentive, context-responsive approach we critically explore the unique
challenges and creative opportunities emerging from researching with young people in
coastal contexts and their potential to realise the ambitions of child-friendly blue
urbanism.

Keywords: participatory methods, context-responsive, child-friendly, blue urbanism,
coastal.



Introduction

This paper critically reflects on our experiences as researchers engaged in participatory
research with young people in a small coastal town in the East Midlands. We examine
the material and cultural influence of place and the development of a participatory
methodology for understanding young people’s experiences of growing up in a seaside
town. Through this, we aim to augment Andal’s’ concept of child-friendly blue
urbanism, offering a methodology, methods and practical tools to mobilise young
people’s voices within coastal communities. We emphasise the importance of aligning
methods with the distinctive characteristics of coastal communities, providing
examples from our research to illustrate the potential for meaningful engagement and

shared sense of belonging that can benefit young people and the broader community.

The research was part of the Children’s Lives in Changing Places (CHiLL) study, a
national project co-researching with young people in three economically disadvantaged
neighbourhoods in England.? This national study aimed to understand what it meant for
young people aged 10-15 to grow up in economically disadvantaged neighbourhoods
through understanding their experiences of using public space and the extent to which
they were able to participate in local decision-making in their communities. The
research site of Mablethorpe, a small seaside town on the Lincolnshire coast in the East
Midlands, is characterised by geographical isolation, limited public transport and
economic dependence upon seasonal and declining tourism, necessitating an
approach that is respectful and responsive to its distinct social and geographical

context and heritage.

Our project sought to place young people at the centre of research to understand what
matters to them about where they live, what factors support and challenge them to
flourish and how they can be actively engaged in local decision-making. It is beyond the

scope of this paper to fully articulate the substantive findings regarding these research

" Andal, Aireen G. “Children’s spaces in coastal cities: challenges to conventional urban understandings and
prospects for child-friendly blue urbanism.” Children’s Geographies 20, 5 (2022): 688-700.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2021.1962515

2 Lomax, Helen, Smith, Kate, Alfaro-Simmonds, Maria, Bond-Taylor, Sue, Humphry, Debbie, Turner, Wendy and Percy-
Smith, Barry, Young people as change-makers in economically disadvantaged neighbourhoods in the UK (Nuffield
Foundation, 2025).
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objectives. Rather, this paper shares insights about how we researched with young
people in contexts of coastal child poverty and disadvantage, spatial and
intergenerational inequality and young people’s absence in regional and national
policymaking. In doing so, we consider how our emerging understanding about the
particularities of growing up in this specific coastal town was used to develop a
bespoke and context-responsive set of research methods, and how the challenges of
deploying these methods with young people in this coastal environment provided

further opportunity to enhance our place-based understanding of their lives.

Building on Andal’s® advocacy for child-friendly blue urbanism which recognises the
centrality of the coast in shaping the lives of young people and prioritises their universal
rights to be included in local planning and decision-making*, we consider the
methodology and methods needed to enable such an approach in order to address the
participation deficit for young people. Framed by an ‘attentive’® and care-full
participatory methodology our approach foregrounds young people’s contributions as
co-researchers and change makers and their capabilities as social actors, invested in
their communities.® It offers a framework for adapting and repurposing creative
methods that are context-responsive’ to reposition young people in coastal

environments at the centre of knowledge generation, dialogue and change.

Following an outline of the research background and theoretical framework, the paper
discusses our context-responsive methodology illustrated by two examples. The first
showcases the use of mobile methods to explore young people’s place-based

experiences whilst considering the implications of seasonal changes in coastal

3 Andal, Aireen G. “Children’s spaces in coastal cities.”

4 United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child, Nov. 20,1989. G.A. Res, 44/25, https://www.unicef.org/child-
rights-convention/convention-text

5 Lomax, Helen and Smith, Kate. “Towards Attentive, Playful Arts-based Methodology with Children.” Global Studies of
Childhood 14, 1, (2024): 102-20. https://doi.org/10.1177/20436106241233006

8 Biggeri, Mario. “Capability Approach to Children’s Well-Being and Well-Becoming”, in The Cambridge Handbook of
the Capability Approach, edited by E. Chiappero-Martinetti, S. Osmani, and M. Qizilbash, 523-543. Cambridge
University Press, 2020.

7 Sabiescu, Amalia G. “Context-responsiveness” in Communicating for Change: Concepts to Think with, edited by J.
Tachhi and T. Tufte, 85-97. Springer International Publishing, 2020.


https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention/convention-text
https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention/convention-text
https://doi.org/10.1177/20436106241233006

environments. The second explores how we responded to safeguarding issues arising
from the coastal town’s tourist-reliant economy. Collectively, this paper provides a
methodological framework to mobilise child-friendly blue urbanism from theory to
practice and highlights the significance of context-responsive approaches to
understanding the experiences of young people growing up in coastal communities

while enabling them as changemakers to actively shape blue urban environments.

Background to the Research

Our study was undertaken from 2022 to 2024, a period which covered the final two
years of a UK Conservative government, at the tail-end of the Covid-19 pandemic and
the global economic crisis. This period saw increased child poverty® and widening
socio-economic inequalities perpetuated by a hostile political economy.® The austerity
agenda of 2010 resulted in over £30 billion in spending reductions to welfare payments,
housing subsidies and social services, leaving poorer children and families at extreme
vulnerability to financial stress and pushing more children into poverty.'™ This
exacerbated existing regional inequalities along the English coast," where decades of
declining tourism, fishing and manufacturing’? had already exposed these communities

to multiple intersecting disadvantages.™

8 Child Poverty Action Group, Poverty: Facts and Figures (Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG), 2024)

® Hayre, Jatinder and Pollock, Allyson M. “Children in poverty: Time for action to address rising inequalities in the
United Kingdom.” Poverty & Public Policy 14, 4, (2022): 423-436. https://doi.org/10.1002/pop4.353

10 All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG), A neighbourhood strategy for national renewal. Final report of the APPG for
‘left behind’ neighbourhoods, (Local Trust, 2023), https://www.appg-leftbehindneighbourhoods.org.uk/publication/a-
neighbourhood-strategy-for-national-renewal/; Horton, John. “Anticipating Service Withdrawal: Young people in
spaces of neoliberalisation, austerity and economic crisis.” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 41,4,
(2016): 349-362. https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.12134; Schweiger, Gottfried. “Ethics, Poverty and Children’s
Vulnerability’, Ethics and Social Welfare 13,3, (2019): 288-301. https://doi.org/10.1080/17496535.2019.1593480

" Barnes, Amy, Jane Elizabeth, Phillips, Fiona, Pickett, Kate, Jan Haider, Ali, Robinson-Joyce, Julie and Shezad,
Ahmed. Rapid review: Ten ways to improve support for minoritised informal adult carers at local government policy
level to redress inequality. Public Health in Practice. 8, 100543, (2024), 1-8.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhip.2024.100543

2 Madeleine Bunting, “How England’s impoverished seaside towns became both a trap and a refuge,” Prospect
Magazine, May 10, 2023. https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/society/poverty/61328/england-poverty-seaside-

towns-blackpool-weston-super-mare

3 Bird, William. “Editorial: Improving health in coastal communities.” British Medical Journal 374, 2214, (2021):1-2.
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n2214; Wenham, Aniela. “’Wish you were here’? Geographies of Exclusion: Young
People, Coastal Towns and Marginality.” Journal of Youth Studies. 23,1, (2019): 44-60.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2019.1704408
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We are keen to heed the cautions in the literature’ not to homogenise coastal locations
as deprived communities or as terrible places to grow up, given their considerable
diversity (in size, geography, history, population demographics, economy, levels of
affluence/deprivation, and local governance structures, for example) and we highlight
the value of adopting a more contextualised, place-based approach. Local
neighbourhoods are vital for young people’s quality of life and life chances,® with a
sense of belonging and access to safe spaces in nature widely understood as markers
of child-friendly neighbourhoods.'® There is evidence of the potential physical and
mental health benefits of exposure to outdoor blue spaces and living in proximity to the
coast'” as well as how the sea forms important, strong identities of place within the
childhood memories of those growing up on the coast, even if they eventually move

away.

Notwithstanding this, children and young people growing up in disadvantaged coastal
communities in the UK are more likely to experience social and economic deprivation
and exclusion as a consequence of seasonal labour markets, precarious and below

average salaries, reduced social mobility, poor transport links, poor quality and lack of

4 Fiorentino, Stefania, Sielker, Franziska, Tomaney, John. “Coastal towns as ‘left-behind places’: economy,
environment and planning.” Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society. 17, 1, (2024): 103-116.
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsad045; Chief Medical Officer’s Annual Report 2021. Health in Coastal Communities
(Chief Medical Officer’s

(CMO0),2021). https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1
005216/cmo-annual_report-2021-health-in-coastal-communities-accessible.pdf

5 Christensen, Pia M. and O’Brien, Margaret. Children in the City. Home Neighbourhood and Community. Routledge,
2002; Marmot, Michael, Allen, Jessica, Goldblatt, Peter, Herd, Eleanor, Morrison Joana. Build Back Fairer: The COVID-
19 Marmot Review. The Pandemic, Socioeconomic and Health Inequalities in England. (Institute of Health Equity,
2020)

8 Chawla, Louise. “Cities for Human Development” and “Toward Better Cities for Children and Youth”, in Growing up
in an Urbanising World edited by L. Chawla. 15-34, 219-242.UNESCO/Earthscan Publications, 2001.

7 Earl, Joseph, Gormally-Sutton, Alexandra, llic, Suzana, James, Mike. “Best day since the bad germs came’:
Exploring changing experiences in and the value of coastal blue space during the COVID-19 pandemic, a Fylde Coast
case study.” Coastal Studies & Society. 1,1, (2022): 97-119. https://doi.org/10.1177/26349817211065321; Chief
Medical Officer’s Annual Report 2021. Health in Coastal Communities (Chief Medical Officer’s (CMO); Gascon,
Mireia, Zijlema, Wilma, Vert, Mathew, Cristina, P. White, Mathew, Nieuwenhuijsen, Mark J. "Outdoor blue spaces,
human health and well-being: A systematic review of quantitative studies." International journal of hygiene and
environmental health. 220, 8, (2017): 1207-1221. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijjheh.2017.08.004
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affordable housing and reduced access to education and public services.”™ They are
overexposed to higher levels of poverty, experience lower educational attainment and
poorer health outcomes than children from neighbouring settlements just a few miles

inland within the same region."®

The provision of dedicated services and the opportunities open to young people are also
impacted by the spatial realities of living on the coast, as powerfully described by Reid

and Westergaard:?°

“Thus, whereas young people located within inner city areas have a 360
degree outlook, those in coastal towns are restricted to a 180 degree
perspective, with the sea ahead - offering limited opportunities for

employment — and the land behind (which is rural in nature).”

English coastal towns tend to experience high in-migration of retirees, and out-
migration of young people seeking opportunities, resulting in an ageing demography
where children and young people constitute a small minority. Whilst further inland,
services could be located to cater for children and young people from 360 degrees of
communities around the service, coastal towns have access to only 180 degrees of
communities around them, which impacts the viability of locating schools and other
services along the coast, leaving children and young people more vulnerable to harms

outside the home.?' Coastal towns in the UK have become magnets for County Lines

'8 Reid, Hazel. and Westergaard, Jane. “Oh | do like to be beside the seaside’: Opportunity structures for
un/underemployed young people living in English coastal towns.” British Journal of Guidance and Counselling 45, 3,
(2017): 341-355. https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2017.1283005; Smith, Darren P. 2011. “The Social and Economic
Consequences of Housing in Multiple Occupation (HMO) in UK Coastal Towns, Geographies of segregation.”
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers. 37 (3): 461-476. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-
5661.2011.00487.x; Ward, Kim J. “Geographies of Exclusion: Seaside towns and houses in multiple occupancy.”
Journal of Rural Studies. 37, (2015): 96-107. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2014.10.001; Wenham, Aniela. “’"Wish
you were here’?”

9 Chief Medical Officer’s Annual Report 2021. Health in Coastal Communities (Chief Medical Officer’s (CMO)

20 Reid, Hazel. and Westergaard, Jane. “Oh, | do like to be beside the seaside.”

21Villa, Carmen, “How cuts to youth clubs affected teen crime and education.” [Comment] - Institute for Fiscal
Studies, November 13, 2024. https://ifs.org.uk/articles/how-cuts-youth-clubs-affected-teen-crime-and-education
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drug networks, the criminal exploitation of children, and their trafficking within the UK

as part of the supply of substances from trap houses.?

In policy terms, therefore coastal towns have been characterised as ‘left behind’ and
the target of national policies designed to catalyse economic growth and opportunity.
The previous Conservative UK government’s ‘Levelling Up’ agenda, launched in 2019 to
re-distribute social and economic prosperity more evenly across the UK, replaced a
number of separate local development funding frameworks, including the High Street
Fund and Coastal Communities Fund?*. However, Levelling Up was widely criticised for
its failure to engage with the root causes of regional inequality and to include local
communities in planning and decision-making on the use of funds.? This is despite the
Government’s own mission to radically improve policymaking through ‘people-centred’
lived-experience informed policymaking.?®¢ Complex three-tier local governance
structures have been identified as particularly unwieldy when it comes to channelling
Levelling Up funding into addressing the complex overlapping and competing
challenges present in coastal communities.?” Levelling Up is nonetheless continued in
the new Labour Government’s ‘Plan for Neighbourhoods’, a £1.5 billion programme,
investing in 75 local authorities and communities to ‘ensure no one is left behind (and
that) people can meet their full potential.’?® While there have been commitments to end

the ‘Hunger Games’ style competition between local authorities for accessing the

22 National Police Chief’s Council (NPCC), “County Lines - Urban drug gangs target coastal communities”, NPCC
news, August 12, 2015. https://news.npcc.police.uk/releases/county-lines-urban-drug-gangs-target-coastal-
communities

2 Telford, Luke and Wistow, Jonathan. “Exploring the Problems of a ‘Left Behind’ Place the context of ‘Levelling Up’” In
Social Policy Review 36: Analysis and Debate in Social Policy, 2024, edited by S.Bozena, S. Koppe, A. Parma and R.
Cefalo, 27-36. Bristol University Press, 2024.

24 Fiorentino, Stefania, Sielker, Franziska, Tomaney, John. “Coastal towns as ‘left-behind places.”

25 Copeland, Paul, and Diamond, Patrick. "From EU Structural Funds to Levelling Up: Empty signifiers, ungrounded
statism and English regional policy." Local Economy 37, no. 1-2, (2022): 34-49.
https://doi.org/10.1177/02690942221088828; Telford, Luke and Wistow, Jonathan. “Exploring the Problems.”

26 efton, Vanessa and Flemming, Alex, Lived Experience in Policymaking Guide, Policy Lab (blog), March 13, 2024,
https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/2024/03/13/launching-the-lived-experience-in-policymaking-guide-reflections-on-
the-principles-behaviours-and-mindsets-that-underpin-lived-experience-work

27 Fiorentino, Stefania, Sielker, Franziska, Tomaney, John. “Coastal towns as ‘left-behind places.”

28 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, Plan for Neighbourhoods: prospectus (Ministry of Housing,
Communities & Local Government, 2025), https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/plan-for-neighbourhoods-
prospectus-and-tools/plan-for-neighbourhoods-prospectus
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funding,® the details of how this is to be implemented including how communities, and

young people, will be involved is yet to be realised.

Yet young people® remain overlooked in policy-making that impacts their lives and
prospects.®’ Failure to include young people in decision-making ignores their
capabilities,*?reinforces their marginality and perpetuates intergenerational
disadvantage - the systemic disparities in the distribution of economic resources and
political power between adults and young people.*®* While young people are often
positioned as disillusioned with formal party-political structures and systems, they
remain engaged in everyday micro-politics and are motivated to contribute to local
decision-making where they feel they have greater efficacy to effect change.®** Yet, they
frequently face structural barriers in the form of “youth-unfriendly logistics”. These
include hierarchical decision-making structures, lack of training or support, adult-
selected consultation topics, long timescales in policy-making, lack of recognition of
young people’s hard work,% and tokenistic engagement with young people’s
recommendations, which can lead them to feel that their views don’t count.®® In the
next section we present a framework for inclusive research and policy-engagement with

young people in coastal communities, informed by a child-friendly blue urbanism.

2% Nandy, Lisa; “Exclusive: Lisa Nandy’s vision for Levelling Up”, Chamber UK, December 15, 2022.
https://chamberuk.com/lisa-nandy-exclusive/

30 Kjgrholt, Anne Trine, Devine, Dympna, Spyrou, Spyros, Bessell, Sharon, Gaini, Firouz. "Changing childhoods in
coastal communities." Children's Geographies. 21, 1 (2023): 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2022.2155506
31 Jones, Molly Morgan, Abrams, Dominic, and Lahiri, Aditi. “Shape the future: how the social sciences, humanities

and the arts can SHAPE a positive, post-pandemic future for peoples, economies and environments”, Journal of the
British Academy 8, (2020):167-266. https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/008.167

32 Biggeri, Mario. “Capability Approach”; Lomax, Helen, Kate Smith, Jo McEvoy, Eleanor Brickwood, Kathrine Jensen,
and Belinda Walsh. "Creating online participatory research spaces: insights from creative, digitally mediated
research with children during the COVID-19 pandemic." Families, Relationships and Societies 11, no. 1 (2022): 19-37.
33 Bruselius-Jensen, Maria, Pitti, Ilaria, and Tisdall, Kay (eds.), Young people’s participation: Revisiting youth and
inequalities in Europe. (Policy Press, 2021).

34 Skelton, Tracey. “Taking young people as political actors seriously: opening the borders of political geography”, Area
42,2,(2010): 145-151. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4762.2009.00891.x; Sloam, James and Henn, Matt. “How
young people can shape environmental policy in urban spaces”, Policy & Politics 53, 1, (2025): 65-86.
https://doi.org/10.1332/03055736Y2024D000000039

3% Loncle-Moriceau, Patricia, and Sarah Pickard. "Young people's political discourse: Voice, efficacy and impact." In
The Routledge Handbook of Language and Youth Culture, ed. Svendsen, Bente and Rickard, Jonsson (Routledge,
2023), 379-391.

36 Sloam, James. Turning Youth Voice into Sustainable Public Policy. Bristol University Press, 2025.
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Theoretical Framing: Child-Friendly Blue Urbanism, Children’s Rights
& Care Ethics

Our approach is framed by Andal’s advocacy for child-friendly blue urbanism which
recognises children’s rights to participate in policy and decision-making, foregrounding
the uniqueness of their experiences and the particularities of growing up in coastal
communities. This requires a complex understanding of “the layers of connection
between children and blue spaces”® to fully appreciate how young people are rooted in
place, the affordances and challenges of the coast for young people and how they
themselves are involved in caring for coastal environments. As such, Kjgrholt and
colleagues® highlight how childhood identities in coastal settings are shaped
relationally across generations and through encounters with natural and built
landscapes. This dialectic between natural and non-natural features of the coast is
central to discussions of place attachment, belonging and identity. Other studies also
underline the role of young people as key contributors to sustaining coastal
livelihoods,*® while showing how their encounters with the coast carry moral, emotional
and symbolic weight that shapes their sense of citizenship*® and responsibility for

safeguarding and shaping blue urban environments.*’

The ‘child-friendly’ element of child-friendly blue urbanism provides a framework for the
prioritisation of young people’ experiences of growing up in their communities, to map
their needs and strengthen their capabilities as rights-bearing citizens. Andal, rightly,
cautions against relying on ‘experts’ to speak on behalf of young people and calls for
young people’s voices to be centred within local decision-making. She argues that
positioning young people as authorities of their own lives, bringing them into the

processes of coastal planning and ocean governance, provides opportunities to

37 Andal, Aireen G. “Children’s spaces in coastal cities.”

38 Kjarholt, Anne Trine, Devine, Dympna, Spyrou, Spyros , Bessell, Sharon, Gaini, Firouz. "Changing childhoods in
coastal communities."

39 Luthen, Siri, Ryan, Erin, Wakefield, Jack. Born Into the Climate Crisis. Why We Must Act Now to Secure
Children’s Rights. Save The Children International, 2021.

40 Crummy, Aoife, Dympna, Devine. “Childhood(s) through time: an intergenerational lens on flexible narratives of
childhood in Irish coastal communities.” Children’s Geographies, 21, 1 (2021): 52-67.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2021.1986619

4T Holton, Mark. "Care-ful encounters: A case for empathetic youthful encounters with coastal environments." The
Geographical Journal, 70027 (2025):1-13 . https://doi.org/10.1111/ge0j.70027
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consider how young people's needs are/not being met and to realign coastal resources

to ensure their needs are duly considered.

Our work builds on this recognition of children’s universal rights to participate in
decision-making,*? deploying a ‘Capabilities Approach’* premised upon young people
as active citizens, invested in their local area, and recognising their capabilities ”to
exercise reasoning about what they value and to express their point of view and
priorities”.**Rather than seeing young people as ‘separate entities’,*® they are valued for
their capacity to positively influence their own lives and the lives of others around
them.*® However, whilst Andal advocates for the need to consider young people's
experiences and to bring them in to dialogue with decision-makers, she does not
explore the methodologies and methods required to achieve this. In this paper we
attend to this, setting out a model, developed with young people, to enable them to be

included as change-makers in coastal research and policymaking.

Designing for context-responsiveness requires attention to dynamically configured
interactional situations, and deciding on tools, artefacts, processes and activities that
can intervene meaningfully to spur the creation of new contexts and engender different
patterns of response*’. We deployed a context-responsive approach to guide the
development of our methodology in response to our interactions with our young co-
researchers, adult stakeholders and evolving local conditions, including the seasonal
dynamics of the coastal site. This approach required us to remain critically attuned to
how the specificities of the coastal context shaped young people’s perspectives and
preferences, and the implementation of the project. Central to this process was our

commitment to feminist care ethics*®, which replaces more directive forms of data

42 United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child, Nov. 20,1989. G.A. Res, 44/25

43 Sen, Amartya K. Development as Freedom. Oxford University Press, 1999.

44 Biggeri, Mario. “Capability Approach.”: 527.

45 Rogoff, Barbara. 1990. Apprenticeship in thinking: Cognitive development in social context.

46 Sen, Amartya K. “Development as Freedom.”

47 Sabiescu, Amalia G. “Context-responsiveness.”

48 Doucet Andrea and Mauthner Natasha. “Knowing responsibly: Ethics, feminist epistemologies and
methodologies”. In Ethics in Qualitative Research by T. Miller, J. Jessop, M. Mauthner and M. Birch.123-145. Sage,
2012.
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extraction done to young people with slower, care-full approaches, prioritising
attentiveness to young people’s rhythms, pace and ways of being and knowing.*® Being
in place with young people opened up opportunities to notice the interdependence
between young people and places, how they are intimately connected to, and care both

for and about the social and physical landscape of the coast.

Whilst the concept of ‘care’ is ambiguous and has been subject to diverse
interpretations, we value the definition provided by Fisher and Tronto®® for its emphasis

on the interdependence of humans and their environments:

“On the most general level, we suggest that caring be viewed as a
species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain,
continue and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as
possible. That world includes our bodies, ourselves, and our
environment, all of which we seek to interweave into a complex, life-

sustaining web.”

The emerging blue urbanism literature has highlighted human interdependency with
oceans and other bodies of water for life,*" with blue spaces identified as landscapes of
care, embedded with opportunities for relational connections which go beyond care for
water environments and also involve “a process of becoming aware of oneself as well
as (non)human others.”*? Kullman’s®® account of children’s ‘everyday pavements’ frames
children and young people as skilled urban carers, attentive to maintaining public
spaces but also fostering relational connections within their communities. A child-

friendly blue urbanism therefore must understand how young people are positioned

4% Lomax, Helen and Smith, Kate. “Towards Attentive.”,113.

50 Fisher, Berenice, Tronto, Joan, Abel, Emily K., Nelson, Margaret. “Toward a Feminist Theory of Caring.” In Circles of
Care: Work and Identity in Women's Lives, edited by E. Abel and M. Nelson. State of New York Press, 1991:40.

51 Beatley, Tim. Blue Urbanism: Exploring Connections Between Cities and Oceans. Island Press, 2014.

52 Buser, Michael, Payne, Tom, Edizel, Ozlem and Dudley, Lyze. “Blue Space as Caring Space — Water and the
Cultivation of Care in Social and Environmental Practice.” Social and Cultural Geography 21,8, (2020): 1039-1059.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14649365.2018.1534263

53 Kullman, Kim. “Children, Urban Care and Everyday Pavements”, Environment and Planning 46,12, (2014): 2864-
2880. https://doi.org/10.1068/a46260
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within these landscapes (and seascapes) of care, their experiences within them, and
their contributions to care-taking, not just being cared for. The following section offers
our reflections on the research site, in response to which we developed and refined our

contextually sensitive methods for the study.

Understanding Context: The Research Site

Mablethorpe is a small seaside town in the East Lindsey District Council area of
Lincolnshire, known for its Blue Flag award-winning sandy beaches.%* This image
contrasts sharply with the lived reality of many residents as the town is considered
among one of the 10% most deprived areas in England.*® It has a reduced labour force
with only 34% of its population classed as economically active compared to a national
average of 75%°% and a deeply embedded reliance on a seasonal tourism economy. The
socio-economic vulnerabilities of towns like Mablethorpe were further exposed in the
aftermath of the pandemic when, alongside neighbouring Skegness, they were

identified as the most deprived towns in England due to the impact of Covid-19.%’

Mablethorpe’s geographical location outside national public transport infrastructure
contributes to the town’s isolation and decline. The town lost its rail service in 1970 as
part of the so-called ‘Beeching Axe’®® during the restructuring of the nationalised railway
services. It has since had limited public transport links to the nearest cities and better-
connected towns. For young people, this structuralisolation is exacerbated by the 2017
closure of the town’s secondary school, following declining enrolment and institutional

underperformance.® Subsequently, young people have been dispersed across multiple

54 East Lindsey District Council (ELDC), “Three East Lindsey beaches set to proudly fly international Blue Flag Award
this summer”, ELDC Latest News (blog), May 16, 2024.https://www.e-lindsey.gov.uk/article/26507/Three-East-
Lindsey-beaches-set-to-proudly-fly-international-Blue-Flag-Award-this-summer

5% Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government. “Indices of deprivation. Statistics on relative deprivation in
small areas in England.” Dataset for IMD 2019. Accessed July 10, 2024.
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-indices-of-deprivation-2019

56 Office for National Statistics (ONS). “Census 2021.” Dataset for 2021. Accessed August 8, 2024.
https://www.ons.gov.uk/census

57 Warren, lan, Broughton, John, Jennings, Will and Gregory, Mark, The effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on our towns
and cities (Centre for Towns, 2020). http://eprints.soton.ac.uk/id/eprint/485717

58 Beeching, Richard. The Reshaping of British Railways. 1 Report. Her Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1963: 116

50 Ofsted, Monk’s Dyke Tennyson College School Report, (Ofsted,2014). https://files.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/2366849;
Ofsted, Monk’s Dyke Tennyson College School Report, (Ofsted,2016). https://files.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/2620113
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secondary schools in surrounding towns, requiring a commute of around 90min round
trip, leaving them highly dependent upon the school bus service. This limits their
capacity to participate in extracurricular activities at school and the time available for

local peer-to-peer social and community activities.

Demographically, Mablethorpe reflects broader patterns of ageing in UK coastal towns.
With over 39% of residents aged 65 and over, more than double the national average
(19%)%°, and only 7% under the age of 18, the area has increasingly oriented policy and
infrastructure toward its older population. Since 2019, the district has pursued an Age-
Friendly Community agenda, aiming to create environments conducive to ageing well.®'
While this focus addresses a clear need, this overarching emphasis on ageing may
contribute to limited engagement with young people, overlooking their needs for child
and young person accessible services, infrastructure and spaces. This persists despite
existing and emerging commendable efforts from community workers and grassroots
organisations who support young people’s daily lives at the micro level. In addition to an
age-friendly agenda, the prioritisation of the tourism-driven economy also curtails
opportunities for young people’s access to spaces for socialisation and physical activity
along the beach and seafront. Infrastructure and services are frequently designed for
visitors rather than permanent residents, and young people's informal presence in
commercial spaces, such as arcades, has sometimes been reported as disruptive. Yet
these spaces are among the few warm, safe, and illuminated places available to them
after dark. As Andal®?argues, the commercialisation of coastal or “blue” spaces

frequently displaces children’s rights to occupy such space.

Against this socio-economic backdrop, the UK Government’s Towns Fund brought a
promise of transformation. In 2021, Mablethorpe and Skegness were awarded a

combined £48.4 million in Town Deal funding to "respond to local challenges with

80 Centre for Ageing Better, State of Ageing Summary 2022, (Centre for Ageing Better,2022).
https://ageing-better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2022-04/The-State-of-Ageing-2022-online.pdf
81 Mablethorpe Area Partnership CIC, Mablethorpe, Trusthorpe & Sutton on Sea Coastal Community Team Economic

Plan, (MAP CIC, 2016). https://www.coastalcommunities.co.uk/team_plans/document__Mablethorpe-etc.-CCT-
Economic-plan_3FY5.pdf
52 Andal, Aireen G. “Children’s spaces in coastal cities.”
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transformational projects."®® Projects included a new leisure and learning centre with a
swimming pool, a health and wellbeing hub, high street renovations, and a planned
Mobility Hub to improve local transport access.®® Community engagement was a formal
requirement of the award, offering a valuable opportunity to involve local residents,
businesses, and organisations in shaping future developments. In Mablethorpe,
engagement efforts included street-level consultations and the use of the online 'My
Town Portal'®s. Whilst consultation targeted the community at large, young people in
Mablethorpe were not specifically engaged or invited to contribute their perspectives,
with tangible consequences. Early in our research, it became clear that young people
felt excluded from the town’s development initiatives, lacked a sense of ownership over
the projects and perceived the regeneration efforts as being primarily designed for older
residents. One 11-year-old co-researcher reflected: “You couldn’t see children in the

[building site promotional] banners—it’s not for us”.

Mablethorpe reflects the tensions inherent in coastal regeneration about how to
address longstanding structural challenges in ways that are equitable for different
demographics, needs and interests. The Towns Fund investment offered a moment of
possibility for residents to shape the future of their town. However, the limited
engagement with young people highlighted a broader trend in which young voices are
undervalued in shaping the future of their communities. Despite vibrant, committed
efforts at the community level, policy interventions remain largely adult-centric. A truly
context-responsive approach to regeneration must centre young voices, to ensure that
investments are inclusive and support young people in imagining and shaping futures
within, and as part of their communities. Addressing such gaps requires methodological
approaches that position young people as active participants in regeneration. This

underscores the value of context-responsive participatory methods to recognise and

83 Connected Coast Board, Connected Coast Towns Fund Bid, (Connected Coast Board (CCB), 2020):5.
https://connectedcoast.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/2020-08-21-ELDC-TownsFundStoryboard-Mablethorpe-
Update-compressed-2.pdf

84 Connected Coast Board, From Vision to Delivery, AGM Presentation - Mablethorpe, (Connected Coast Board (CCB),
2023). https://connectedcoast.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/AGM-Presentation-Mablethorpe.pptx.pdf;
Connected Coast Board, Connected Coast Annual Report for Mablethorpe, December 2023 — 2024, (Connected
Coast Board (CCB), 2024). https://connectedcoast.co.uk/flipbook/mar-24.html

85 Connected Coast Board, Connected Coast Towns Fund Bid, (Connected Coast Board (CCB), 2020).
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respond to the relational nature of their lived experiences within coastal communities,

which we now go on to explore.

Context-Responsive Participatory Methods

Our study draws on participatory approaches for researching children’s experiences of
urban environments developed by Kevin Lynch® and more recent advances in
Participatory Action Research (PAR) ¢/, Children’s Geographies® and Childhood and
Youth Studies.® Our approach is premised on the active involvement of children and
young people in documenting and reflecting on their experiences and identifying
actions and priorities for change. It develops approaches that seek to centre children
and young people through co-producing methods with them. Our approach is about
more than being flexible and offering choice, it is a deeply relational practice that
requires researchers to be attentive to young people’s ways of being, both within the
research space and within their wider communities. It requires researchers to think
carefully about the power dynamics that exist between children, young people,
researchers and the wider hierarchical structures that shape their lives and

opportunities.”

Across the three research sites, we engaged with fifty-four young people as co-

researchers, deploying this attentive and context-responsive approach in order to

8¢ Lynch, Kevin. Growing Up in Cities. MIT Press, 1977.

7 Derr, Victoria, Chawla, Louis, and Mintzer, Mara. “Placemaking with children and youth: Participatory practices for
planning sustainable communities”. New Village Press, 2018.; David Driskell, “Creating Better Cities with Children
and Youth”. Routledge, 2002; Montreuil, Marjorie, Bogossian, Aline, Laberge-Perrault, Emilie, & Racine, Eric. “A Review
of Approaches, Strategies and Ethical Considerations in Participatory Research with Children.” International Journal
of Qualitative Methods, 20 (2021), https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406920987962; Percy-Smith, Barry, Cuconato,
Morena, Reutlinger, Christian and Thomas, Nigel P. Action Research with Young People: Possibilities and ‘messy
realities’, Discourse Youth and Childhood Research, Special Issue on New Methods in Youth Research 14,3, (2019):
255-270. https://doi.org/10.3224/diskurs.v14i3.02

88 Horton, John and Kraftl, Peter. “What Else? Some more ways of thinking and doing ‘Children’s Geographies’”
Children’s Geographies 4,1 (2006): 69-95. https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280600577459

8% Lomax, Helen. “Contested Voices? Methodological tensions in creative visual research with children.” International
Journal of Social Research Methodology 15,2, (2012): 105-117. https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2012.649408

70 McLaughlin, Janice. “Relational Autonomy as a Way to Recognise and Enhance Children’s Capacity and Agency to
be Participatory Research Actors.” Ethics and Social Welfare, 14, 2 (2020): 204-219.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17496535.2020.1714689; Ergler, Christina R. "Advocating for a more relational and dynamic
model of participation for child researchers." Social Inclusion 5, 3 (2017): 240-250.
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v5i3.966
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collaboratively adapt and develop our suite of creative methods, leading to different and
distinctive methods used in each site. The project was desighed to unfold across three
iterative phases of research activity, between September 2022 and October 2024:

1. Understanding young people’s experiences of place

2. Researching peer and adult perspectives

3. Community dialogue and mobilising local knowledge

In this section, we reflect on our experiences of researching with children and young
people in Mablethorpe to illustrate how they can be centred in co-production while
being attentive to how their participation is shaped by the dynamic geographic and
socio-economic conditions of their coastal community. We set out our context-
responsive approach in which we developed a range of creative methods in direct
response to the challenges arising out of the remote and isolated location, coastal
climate and seasonality, and safeguarding issues unique to coastal communities. We
also explore how our efforts to adapt our methods to the context provided further
opportunities for reflection on the adaptations that young people make in their everyday

lives growing up on the coast.

Accessing young people aged 10-15 proved challenging from the outset, and we were
dependent upon local services as gatekeepers. With no secondary school in the town,
and limited after-school activities or youth clubs, access to older age groups was even
more difficult. Despite these constraints, we successfully engaged two distinct groups
of young co-researchers, who are pseudonymised in this paper:

(1) Eleven Year 6 pupils (aged 10-11) from a local primary school, with continued
engagement following their transition to a secondary school located in a larger,
inland town;

(2) Sevenyoungpeople (aged 11to 16) who regularly attended a Friday evening sports
and activities club run by a local youth worker at the town’s sports centre (October

to April only, excluding the summer season).

While the activities followed a broadly similar timeline with each group, each was

adapted in response to the specific temporal and spatial contexts of young people’s
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lives. Our cascading array of flexible methods enabled young people to reflect on their
relationship with the local neighbourhood. Arts-based methods, interviews (elicited and
walking), focus groups, and creative workshops generated participatory spaces that
empowered young people to take an active role and contribute to the generation of

knowledge and social action.

Our project quickly recognised that place mattered to the young people in our study.”’
Our attentive approach allowed us to uncover the complexity and individuality of young
people’s lives and experiences in place. Through these methods, young people could
draw, map, photograph, record, and discuss where they meet, documenting where they
feel safe and unsafe, how they navigate their neighbourhoods at different times of the
day and how the coastal, seasonal and tourist-reliant context, permeated their lived

experiences.

“Around now (spring), there would be more people than (in) the winter, but there
wouldn’t be as many (tourists) as (in) the summer. So, if you are not walking around
some random field, you would be walking down the street to find an ice cream
shop or something. There isn’t much to say aboutit. It’s all about the beach town

init.” (Isla, female, aged 13, Mablethorpe).

Working over an extended period with young people and embedding ourselves in the
town through frequent visits, enabled us to appreciate and actively respond to the
particular challenges experienced by young people growing up in this spatially isolated
seaside town. The following section sets out how we responded to these contingencies,
developing a participatory approach that develops and supports child-friendly blue
urbanism research and scholarship. Firstly, we discuss specific issues around
accessing the research site and its young people. We focus on two specific methods to
illustrate the context-responsiveness and attentiveness, required from the researchers:
walking interviews and an intergenerational postcard exchange and exhibition. We

describe how these methods contributed to the production of tangible resources to

7T Lomax, Helen, Smith, Kate, Alfaro-Simmonds, Maria, Bond-Taylor, Sue, Humphry, Debbie, Turner, Wendy and Percy-
Smith, Barry, “Young people as change-makers.”
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promote and support sustained dialogue between young people and decision-makers

in local policy and planning arenas.

Responding to the coastal geographical context: accessing a remote
isolated case study site.

One of the earliest challenges we encountered was simply travelling to the town of
Mablethorpe to conduct the research, quickly realising that navigating these difficulties
was providing us with an embodied experience of coastal rural isolation. We were based
at a university located approximately 48 miles from the research site, the nearest higher
education institution to the town. We were dependent upon public transport, the
provision of which was very limited in the area, especially outside the tourist season,
therefore, taxis were used for travel to the site, taking 1 to 1.5 hours each way
(depending on time of day, tourism season, and traffic conditions). This limited
opportunities for spontaneous engagement and demanded careful planning to align
with young people's availability and protect time/resource and wellbeing. Even if we had
driven ourselves, especially at night on remote countryside roads, this would have
introduced additional challenges related to fatigue and safety. This gave us first-hand
experience of the relative isolation of young people living in the town and those who do

not drive.

To minimise travel and cost, we scheduled sessions with both co-researcher groups on
the same day with timings largely determined by our gatekeepers at the school (who
preferred morning starts), the youth worker (who also travelled to the coast and arrived
after 5:30pm) and the young people travelling back from school and who, in the summer
season, sometimes also worked in the service sector. This resulted in long fieldwork
days (typically 8 a.m. - 8 p.m. including travel), which over time proved physically and
emotionally demanding. Following the transition of the school group to a secondary
school in another town, the logistics became more complex with further travel required
between the two sessions. Resource management required pre-packing art materials
within what was feasible to carry and purchasing refreshments for the young people

locally in the town. Once in the town, we travelled on foot between locations, which
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deepened our understanding of the everyday spacialities experienced by young people.
We experienced first-hand the lack of accessible indoor spaces for leisure, shelter from
adverse coastal weather, and for meeting and connecting with other young people after
4:00 pm. This had a temporal dimension, with many local businesses reducing opening
hours during the winter tourist ‘off-season’, and like the young people we sometimes
took advantage of informal venues—such as supermarkets and arcades—as places of
shelter. Overall, as the following ethnographic fieldnote illustrates, fieldwork in this
remote coastal context required not only detailed planning, but also flexibility and
responsiveness to unforeseen challenges such as transport reliability, exposure to
coastal weather conditions, the related risk of river and coastal flooding, and the

fluctuating time availability and needs of the young co-researchers.

“We just finished the session in the secondary school, and we are heading back to
Lincoln. We decided to cancel this afternoon’s meeting with the evening sports club due
to the unstoppable rain for the safety of us and our young co-researchers - we cannot
imagine them walking to the session in this storm. Also, there are flooding warnings in
and around the town. Some roads to Mablethorpe are already getting flooded. We didn’t

want to risk getting stuck!” (Field notes, October 22", 2023)

The challenges of living in an isolated coastal location became increasingly apparent
and were reflected in our own (minimal by comparison) logistical challenges in

conducting research in this seasonal seaside town.

Responding to coastal seasonality

A second, and related, feature of the coastal location that impacted our research in
numerous ways was the emphasis on seasonality. We provide here two examples of how
seasonal timings of the research had to be considered in adapting and refining our
methods, and how this process furthered our understanding of the temporal dimensions

of young people’s use of public space.
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1. Walking interviews: Dealing with tourists and the need for daylight.
The town’s small size and accessible layout provided an opportunity to conduct walking

interviews with young people (in a way that is not always possible in large urban spaces,
including the two other research sites in the wider study). This mobile method enabled
us to accompany the young co-researchers as they navigated spaces that held personal
significance, taking photos and recording videos and soundscapes. We were able to
observe the moments and mechanisms through which particular places became and
remained embedded in young people’s everyday experiences, for example:

e aden built within a woodland area,

e anurban legend of a dead animalin a ditch,

e the end of the beach where you can play football away from tourists,

e the arcades that provide light, warmth and a free toilet,

e the playground that was knocked down as part of the leisure centre development.

And exemplified in the following quotations from young people:

“This is our den ...where we are going to put a tent. And then this is the tree where we

all tried to carve out our names” (Lily, female, aged 11, Mablethorpe).

“We like go out on the beach and just play football... but sometimes in the holidays

when we want to do it the most, there are too many people parked-up and it’s busy’

(Ben, male, aged 11, Mablethorpe)

Walking and talking in outside spaces enabled an exploration of the relationship
between young people and place within knowledge-producing encounters, offering time
and space for the young co-researchers to document and reflect on what they
photographed, filmed and recorded. However, the significant influence of seasonality
on young people’s relationship with the coastal town shaped our research design and
timing of these activities. These necessary adaptations offered further insight into the
socio-economic and cultural context of the coast and how it shapes the experiences of

young people growing up there.
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For the primary school group, this meant conducting these walks during school hours
when tourists occupy the beach and dunes and crowd the town’s pavements. To
minimise health and safety risks, we conducted these walking interviews in spring
during the quiet start to the tourist season. This allowed us to witness young people’s
embodied experiences and relationships with natural and urban spaces in ways that
would have otherwise been sacrificed in prioritising their safety. The activity was only
authorised by the school because the influx of tourists was not yet at its peak, and it
would not have been permitted later in the summer. By contrast, walking interviews with
the evening youth club group could only take place in early summer when longer
daylight hours made the activity feasible during the group’s evening meeting time.
Sessions with this group began around 5:30 pm, by which time most tourists had left
the area and local shops and services were mostly closed, making the town noticeably
quieter despite it being peak season. Navigating the arrangements for these walking
interviews further revealed how coastal economic seasonality, fluctuations in
population, and weather impact young people’s experiences of place, requiring us to
constantly reconsider how to creatively empower young people as knowledge
producers and influencers to shape their communities in response to the challenges of

the coastal context.

2. Asynchronous intergenerational postcard exchange to empower young people while
navigating safeguarding issues

The next phase of our research was planned to enable the young co-researchers to
engage in intergenerational discussions about their town through interviewing members
of their community. However, as we moved into summer the influx of the tourist ‘other’ 72
raised safeguarding concerns, and it was considered both impractical and risky to
facilitate direct encounters between young and adult community members in public
spaces at this time. The seascapes played a key role in stimulating an alternative,
context-responsive research method to support young people’s participation and

promote community dialogue. This took the form of an intergenerational postcard

72 Earl, Joseph, Gormally-Sutton, Alexandra, Ilic, Suzana, James, Mike. “Best day since the bad germs came’”
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exchange, a methodological innovation which drew upon the community nostalgia
surrounding Mablethorpe’s Victorian tourism heyday, and which was inspired by the
young people’s expressed sense of positive connection with the seaside. Postcards
provided a solution to facilitating asynchronous and safeguarded intergenerational
conversations, enabling meaningful exchanges without the need for direct, in-person
interaction. Shared pride in the town’s award-winning beach thus provided common
ground to initiate distanced but shared connection across the generations. To achieve
this, young people were each offered postcard kits to take home. These comprised
bespoke art boxes (See Figure 1) containing a selection of high-quality art materials
including five blank white postcards, watercolour pencils, felt tips, washi tape, coastal
and nature themed stickers, scrapbooking paper, gem stickers, an eraser, scissors, glue

stick and a notebook (for them to practice their postcard designs and messages).

Figure 1: Bespoke art boxes containing an array of materials.

We also produced a "Making Your Own Postcards" booklet providing guidance for our

young researchers whilst encouraging creativity and personal expression, and
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opportunities to ask their own questions. To maintain anonymity, we suggested
addressing the message to "Dear community member" (See Figure 2) and to sign their
postcards from "A young community member". We prompted them to reflect on two key
questions in their messages to adults:

1. What do you like about living in Mablethorpe?

2. Whatdo you think Mablethorpe needs to improve for young people?

Upon receiving these boxes, the young people were palpably excited by the possibility of
expressing their views creatively and were eager to show us their cards when we
returned on our next visit. In total, we collected 46 postcards from 14 young people,
each with their own distinctive style, use of mediums, and personal messages about

what mattered to them (See Figure 3).

Making your ewn Pestcard

Postcards can be made in various ways.

Some people like
drawing their own
postcards. You
can use colour
pencils, felt-tip
pens, or paint.

You can use collage and
paper cutting. For this, you
can combine plain
coloured paper, images
from magazines or even
words. You can also use
stickers !!!!

Dear Community
Member

You can use
lettering.
For this you can
choose a word or a
short message.

* 3¢ Justhave gun ! x

Figure 2: Extracts of Booklet “Create your own postcard” encouraging creativity and

suggesting how to address the recipients.
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Don’t have a good day have a
great day.

From a Young Community Member

Figure 3: Postcard message written by a young co-researcher

To promote intergenerational dialogue, we shared these postcards with adults in the
community, inviting them to select a postcard message that resonated with them, and
create their own postcard message in response. We directly approached some groups
of adults e.g. at the primary school and local art group and organised a drop-in arts cafe
session at the local library. In all cases, we provided blank postcards and art materials
to inspire their creations. We received 49 postcards from adults, with written responses
to the young people’s messages. The postcards were enlarged and displayed to reflect
these young person-adult dialogues (See Figure 4), within an exhibition for local
decision-makers and community members, reminding adults in the community that
young people have needs that are not currently being met, and encouraging them to

address this through young people’s social inclusion.
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“I just want them (the decision makers) to know that children are alive, that we
exist. They know we are here, but they don’t think about us” (Maisie, female, aged

10, Mablethorpe)

This asynchronous exchange of knowledge and experiences through art prompted
conversations between young people and adults in the community that might not have
been achieved through a different method (such as interviews), opening up shared
connections to, and care for, the seascape. It offered important insights into shared
concerns about the area (e.g. issues of policing, safety and litter) as well as the
intergenerational inequalities that exist in Mablethorpe (e.g. young people’s lack of

access to social spaces, clubs and activities that adults attend).

Young people in Mablethorpe need intergenerational connections and clubs

They can have shared interests with older generations and would value the opportunity to connect.
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Figure 4: Example of a postcard exchange —young people’s postcard to the left and
adult’s response to the right.
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Generating Dialogue and Decision-Making

The young people’s postcards, videos and photographs also provided the content for an
animation”® and an accompanying booklet entitled 70 Things young people in
Mablethorpe need from their town'”* (See Figure 5). These included young people’s
ideas about caring for and improving the social and physical infrastructure of the town
through, for example, improved safety and policing, better environmental maintenance
and activities to support community cohesion. The inclusion of young people’s artwork,
voices and music captured and communicated their perspectives, emotional
connections’®, care for and lived experiences of the coastal town. Collectively, these
creative outputs — postcards and animation - function as compelling mediums through
which young people’s insights, aspirations, and care for their community are articulated

and through which adults are invited to take notice and respond.

“It’s all about the
beach town!”

Gvowing. vp in Mablethorpe
g

Scan to watch the animation:
“It’s all about the beach town!”

thingsyoung peoplein

Mablethorpe need from /
theirtown ,,,,g-;

c '-8."

Scan to read the booklet:
“10 things young people in
Mablethorpe need from their town”

83 8

NS

Figure 5: Booklet written and designed in consultation with young people

73“It’s all about the beach town!”, animation, posted April 25", 2024, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1pqoithju9s
7410 things young people in Mablethorpe need from their town, Retrieved from: https://heyzine.com/flip-book/CHiLL-
Mablethorpe-10-Things

7% Farrugia, David. “The mobility imperative for rural youth: the structural, symbolic and non-representational
dimensions rural youth mobilities.” Journal of Youth Studies 19, 6, (2015): 836-851.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2015.1112886
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Both outputs, along with the postcard exhibition, were presented to local decision-
makers and the wider community at a Local Policy Dialogue Event organised to bring
adults and young people into conversation. These resources acted as provocations to
adults to take young people more seriously within local planning and decision-making,
and which could be shared more widely within their organisations. By foregrounding
young people’s views as the starting point for this community dialogue and using the
postcard exchange to highlight the commonalities across generations, the project
offered a practical approach to integrating young voices into community events that are
typically geared toward adults and promoting a collective response to addressing issues

of concern.

The project formally concluded in 2024. However, the impact of these methods on local
planning and decision-making within the town remain tangible. A significant outcome of
the research has been a collective will to find a solution to the lack of dedicated youth
space in Mablethorpe. In response, East Lindsey District Council has recently granted
Mablethorpe Area Partnership a 15 year lease of a former Ministry of Defence Air
Training Corps hut, providing a long-awaited safe indoor space for young people,
including weekly young people’s activities provided by Lincolnshire County Council.”®
The focus on intergenerational partnership fostered by the research was continued in an
intergenerational renovation day, bringing members of the community of all ages

together to prepare the space for use by young people.

In January 2025, the CCB hosted an exhibition at the new Leisure and Learning Centre
to showcase the ongoing progress of initiatives supported by the town funds. As part of
this event, specific activities were desighed to engage young people, including a
dedicated “crafts stand for young people” and a “postcard competition” inviting
children to design postcards for Mablethorpe.”” Meaningfully involving young people in

decision-making processes requires deliberate effort and intentionality. While the

76 Tidings February 2025, (Mablethorpe in Lincolnshire, 2025).
https://www.mablethorpe.info/publication/tidings/tidings-february-2025

77 Connected Coast; “Mablethorpe Community Exhibition Event Celebrates Multi-Million Pound Investment in the
Area”, Connected Coast News, January 15, 2025. https://connectedcoast.co.uk/2025/01/15/mablethorpe-
community-exhibition-event-celebrates-multi-million-pound-investment-in-the-area/
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choice to include young people is an important first step, it must be supported by
appropriate tools and strategies to facilitate their democratic participation. Thus, we
encourage local authorities to take a step further to capitalise not only on young
people’s creativity but on their thoughts, visions and experiences. While the Towns
Fund was a welcome investment, it could not hope to significantly improve embedded
structural conditions in Mablethorpe, for either young people or adults. However, since
the completion of the project, a further £20 million has been secured for the town
through the Labour government’s Pride in Place fund’, providing further opportunities
for regeneration efforts, and for local decision-makers to engage young people in

Mablethorpe in planning what this should look like.

Discussion and Conclusion: Methodological Innovations in Child-

Friendly Blue Urbanism

“Vulnerable groups and those who are experts as a result of their
experience, and children and young people must be brought into

policymaking””®

“| learnt to express my feelings freely and | will have my [voice] heard”

(Nicole, female, aged 11, Mablethorpe).

Our starting point in this article was to augment the important contribution of child-
friendly blue urbanism, setting out a methodology, methods and tools that can enhance
young people’s contribution to knowledge and action about their lives in coastal

communities. Our research revealed that young people living in seaside towns in the UK

78 East Lindsey District Council, “East Lindsey District Council responds as government announce a further £20
million in additional funding for Mablethorpe.” ELDC Latest News, September 26, 2025.
https://www.e-lindsey.gov.uk/article/29090/East-Lindsey-District-Council-responds-as-government-announce-a-
further-20-million-in-additional-funding-for-Mablethorpe

7° Jones, Molly Morgan, Abrams, Dominic, and Lahiri, Aditi. “Shape the future: how the social sciences, humanities
and the arts can SHAPE a positive, post-pandemic future for peoples, economies and environments.” 199.
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face distinct socio-economic, spatial and environment challenges that are attributable
to their coastal location. Yet their experiences, needs, views and ideas have frequently
been overlooked by local decision-makers, who are often focused upon the economics
of local tourism, and the needs of the dominant older, often retired, population. We
have therefore explored a potential methodological approach that can support young
people to be heard in research and policymaking, to contribute to local coastal
planning, and to have greater influence over the development and enhancement of their

coastal environment.

We have highlighted strategies for putting young people’s views at the heart of
intergenerational conversations, as provocations for change, and to render more visible
the convergence between young people's and adults’ perspectives on a range of issues
including safety and policing, environmental maintenance and community cohesion.
Young people in our study emerged as capable social agents who enact care-full
practices of everyday politics in their maintenance and enhancement of local green and
blue spaces, and the people they encounter within them. This paper therefore makes an
important contribution to the child-friendly blue urbanism model by setting out its
methodological dimensions more fully, highlighting the significance of creative,
participatory methods as a means to fully embrace children and young people as
experts in their own lives. Our study has demonstrated the value in adopting creative,
context-responsive and participatory research methods which position young people as
co-researchers, who not only provide important answers, but also capable of framing
the questions and developing appropriate methods. Through this approach, we came to
understand the 180 degrees of ocean space as a pivotal factor shaping the lives of
children, their families and communities, and used this perspective to provoke
intergenerational community conversations about the challenges and opportunities

presented by life on the coast.

Our research has also highlighted some of the unique, methodological and ethical
challenges in engaging in research with children in coastal towns, and how a context-
responsive methodology was able to overcome these. These challenges included the

ways in which seasonal local tourism and the absence of a secondary school impacted
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our access to young people and spaces in which we could work with them, as well as
highlighting the particular safeguarding concerns for young people as co- researchers in
public places occupied by the tourist ‘other’. The spatially disconnected nature of this
coastal town, and its relative inaccessibility created logistical travel difficulties, and
required us to spend extended periods of time in the town. We embraced this as
providing us with ethnographically informed and embodied insights into the challenges
faced by the young people in accessing opportunities beyond their town, including their
lengthy daily bus commute to school, and in finding warm, sheltered and safe spaces to
pass the time, especially after dark and in the winter. The process of adapting our
methods to this context gave us insights into the adaptations that young people in

Mablethorpe must make in their everyday lives.

The distinct context and creative stimulus of the seaside town setting was also
instrumental in prompting innovative, context-responsive research instruments
supporting young people’s voices, promoting community dialogue and empowering and
advocating for active youth participation in planning and policy. Walking interviews
provided insights into young people’s interactions with coastal urban environments,
fostering their sense of belonging and pride; postcards inspired by the seasonal tourism
facilitated asynchronous and ‘safe’ intergenerational dialogues. Outputs from this
research, including an animation and a booklet, were co-created with young people to
provoke dialogue within the community and with policymakers, ultimately enhancing

opportunities for young people to influence change.

The spatial isolation of the town is such that the ocean is a constant presence,
impacting decisions about education provision, the economy and employment
opportunities, local community development, and the priorities for regional
development. Itis, therefore, no surprise that the young people who we were privileged
to work with as co-researchers feel that “It’s all about the beach town”. Whilst they
clearly express their love of their award-winning sandy beach, the sea and local green
spaces, they also call for greater attentiveness to their needs as valued citizens, their
right to be considered within the services in their town, and the realisation of their

ambitions through increased access to opportunities beyond those afforded by their
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blue urban space. We therefore argue that the development of a context-responsive
research methodology is vital to fully appreciate how place shapes young people’s lives.
This includes, how young people adapt to their environment, and in the case of coastal
childhoods, how their experiences can be fed into ‘blue urban’ planning and
policymaking in ways that are attentive to the value young people place upon the coast
as central to their growing up experience, as well as the support they need to overcome

the challenges of coastal childhoods.
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