“ You aren’t either
It’s not black & white

healthy or sick,
mental health is

“

more complex
than that.
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Introduction
About the Youth Coalition of the ACT
The Youth Coalition is the peak youth affairs body in the ACT. The Youth Coalition is a
membershipbased organisation responsible for representing and promoting the interests and
wellbeing of young people aged 12 to 25 years and those who work with them.
The Youth Coalition is represented on many ACT Government advisory structures and provides
advice to the ACT Government on youth issues, along with providing information to youth services
about policy and program matters.
A key role of the Youth Coalition is the development and analysis of ACT social policy and program
decisions for young people and youth services. The Youth Coalition facilitates the development of
strong linkages and promotes collaboration between the community, government and private
sectors to achieve better outcomes for young people in the ACT.
About this report
This report outlines the perspectives that young people aged 12 – 25 in the ACT shared as part of
the Youth Coalition’s series of consultations with young people on mental health and wellbeing, held
between October 2014 and February 2015. It outlines the key findings from the consultations and
implications for policy and practice.
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Background
Mental health and young people in the ACT
Mental health issues are likely to be significant in many young people’s lives with 25% experiencing
a mental ill health in any given year.1 There are approximately 78,000 young people in the ACT
meaning almost 20,000 young Canberrans are likely to experience mental health issues at some
point in any given year.2
Young people, youth workers, and services in the ACT consistently report that mental health is one
of the top issues for young people in the ACT. In the 2012 Rate Canberra survey conducted by the
Youth Coalition, “mental health and wellbeing” is one of the top five issues most selected as
important to respondents. “Stress”, “body image” and “feeling sad or anxious” also rated in the top 5
current issues and concerns for young people aged 12 – 25 in the ACT.3
These findings are reflected in Mission Australia’s 2014 national survey of 15 to 19 year olds, which
reported that ‘coping with stress’ (63.1%), ‘body image’ (37.5%), ‘depression’ (26.8%) and 'suicide'
(16.0%) are four of the top five issues that young people in the ACT are ‘extremely concerned’ or
‘very concerned’ about.4
Using focus group consultations to engage young people in a conversation about mental health, the
Youth Coalition further explored the theme of why young people regularly identify mental health as a
top issue of concern.
Aims
The aims of the focus group consultations were:
● To understand better why young people aged 12 – 25 in the ACT regularly rate mental
health high on list of concerns; and,
● To delve deeper into what is behind the concern, and what young people want or think is
needed to address mental health in the ACT community.
The focus group consultations sought further information about what aspects of mental health are
important to young people, what young people know about seeking help in the ACT, and how young
people wish to access support and information around mental health.

1

Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2009, Australian Social Trends: Mental Health, Australian Government, Canberra.
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013, Population by Age and Sex, Regions of Australia.
3
Youth Coalition of the ACT, 2012, Rate Canberra 2012: Findings from the Survey of Young People aged 1225 in the ACT,
Canberra.
4
Mission Australia, 2014, Youth Survey 2014.
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Methodology
The Youth Coalition received a grant from the Mental Health Community Coalition (MHCC) ACT to
contribute to the three focus group consultations with young people as part of Mental Health Week
2014 (511 October).
Consultation Design
In order to ensure the focus groups were targeted, relevant and appropriate, the Youth Coalition met
with staff at headspace Canberra to discuss the focus group consultations and design a list of
questions to guide discussion with participants (see Appendix A).
Consultation Implementation
Beginning in Mental Health Week 2014, the Youth Coalition held three focus group consultations
with young people aged 12 – 25 in the ACT in three different settings. Consultations were conducted
with a Year 11 class, the residents at a supported youth accommodation service and a group of
young people at the Youth Coalition offices. A total of 36 young people participated in the
consultations, with an even split between males and females.
The Youth Coalition provided an introduction to participants outlining what we already know about
young people and mental health in the ACT, the aims of the focus group consultations and that the
Youth Coalition will use the findings to inform the organisation’s policy, representation and advocacy
work.
The Youth Coalition also provided participants with the opportunity to share their views confidentially
outside of the focus group session.
Consultation Analysis
The Youth Coalition engaged three members of the headspace Canberra Youth Reference Group,
Sophie Hope, Jarron Dodds and Dylan Appelqvist. They provided advice throughout the
consultation process and assistance with the analysis of the consultation findings. Sophie, Jarron
and Dylan also assisted in the organisation and facilitation of one of the focus group sessions and
were involved in developing the “Key findings” section of this report (pp. 78).
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Key findings
Mixed understanding of mental health and mental illness
Most of the young people in the focus group consultations were familiar with the term mental health,
but there was some confusion and misinformation about the relationship between mental health and
mental illness.
As is the case with the broader community, the term “mental health” is often associated with poor
mental health and being unwell. In the focus groups, some of the young people saw mental health
and mental illness as synonymous.
‘I usually think of depression when I think of mental health.’
‘It sounds like it could be a bad thing.’
‘I think someone is “cuckoo” when I hear mental health.’
The Youth Coalition understands mental health and mental illness as a twin continuum (see diagram
below). In this model, a person with diagnosed mental illness could be seen to have good or optimal
mental health if they are effectively managing their illness. Similarly, a person can experience poor
mental health without having a mental illness. This understanding provides a clear and simple
articulation of the way mental health and mental illness are related but still separate.

Twin continuum model adapted from Canadian Population Health Initiative5

5

Canadian Institute for Health Information, 2009, Improving the Health of Canadians: Exploring Positive Mental Health.
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While some participants were unclear, a number of the young people did have a good
understanding of mental health, including the distinction between mental health and mental illness.
They highlighted the complexities surrounding mental health and acknowledged that there is a
general lack of knowledge of mental health broadly in the community.
‘It’s not black and white – you aren’t either healthy or sick, mental health is more
complex than that.’
‘We all have mental health – it’s just about how good it is.’
‘There is a lack of knowledge about supporting people with mental ill health.’
‘There are still people who haven’t been exposed to mental health at all and they
often don’t have any understanding or empathy.’
In general, the participants’ understanding of mental health was informed by a mix of education and
lived experience. They identified that messaging about mental health can come from school, friends
and family, the media, social media, and music, and acknowledged that, as a community, mental
health is being increasingly talked about. The young people saw this as a positive move towards a
greater understanding and acknowledgement of mental health and wellbeing.
When discussing mental health, some of the young people identified that it could be useful to draw a
parallel to physical health. From an early age young people are exposed to education about physical
fitness and health, including information about diet and exercise. The participants identified that
similar messaging about mental health and wellbeing resonated with them. Like physical health,
mental health is something that affects everyone in the community and is an area of wellness that
we can take positive steps to influence.
Stigma
During the consultations, the young people identified that there is still significant stigma surrounding
mental health and mental illness. They acknowledged that it is often an overwhelming and
uncomfortable subject for young people.
‘Stigma definitely still exists.’
‘Mental health isn’t bad, the stigma around it is.’
‘Friends judge you sometimes.’
‘It’s not something we talk about with friends. We’re not comfortable talking about it.’
Young people identified that while friends can be helpful to talk to about mental health, they
sometimes fear disclosing to friends in case they are treated differently or seen as weak or attention
seeking. Young people also identified that the stigma associated with mental health may make it
difficult to disclose in the workplace.
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‘If you admit to having mental health issues, there’s a perception that people will
sweep it under the carpet or think that you are seeking attention.’
‘When someone says mental health about someone, I might treat them a bit
differently. Not bad, but different.’
‘There can be a fear of being judged or different or losing friends or people thinking
you are sick or dangerous.’
‘People in the workplace might find it difficult to share at work because they think they
might lose their job or their colleague’s will think they are incompetent.’
Participants identified that more awareness and a better understanding of mental health would help
address stigma amongst young people and the community more broadly. They acknowledged that
mental health is being discussed more in the media and community than ever before, recognising
that talking about mental health as a community helps to build a better understanding of mental
health and wellbeing across the board, and therefore reduce stigma.
Mental health education in schools, including information about supporting others with mental health
issues, is also a key way to reduce stigma amongst young people. Participants emphasised that it is
never too early to be educated about mental health and wellbeing, suggesting that discussions
about mental health can occur at any age as long as it is targeted to the age and maturity of the
individual. Peer support and peer education were also seen as positive steps to reducing stigma.
Help seeking
The extent to which the young people felt they had the knowledge and skills necessary to support
their own or others’ mental health and wellbeing varied.
When asked about help seeking for themselves and their friends, some participants identified that
they did not know where they would go if they wanted help for themselves or their friends. Most had
some ideas about the kind of support they would prefer and discussed a range of options, including
facetoface, phone and online support with trained professionals, as well as informal peer and
familial support.
Preferences varied across different support types – for example, some participants identified that
online support was too removed, while others found the concept of facetoface support intimidating.
‘I don’t trust people online, when I can only read their writing. When you’re actually
talking facetoface you can hear voice and expression.’
‘The anonymity of online support can be good and it can be easier to talk to someone
you don’t know at all over the phone, but not facetoface because that can be
intimidating.’
‘It take ages to type and replies can be really generic and annoying. It’s better to talk
over the phone or facetoface.’
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‘It’s easier to talk to someone who you know, rather than a stranger. Usually
professional help comes after speaking to friends.’
From the discussion it was clear that the mental health system needs multiple modes of delivery that
allow young people to access information and support in a way that resonates with different types of
people. The young people’s responses also highlighted that even if they did not want to access
online support services, the internet is often the first place they go for information about mental
health and what supports are available.
‘I think online can be a good first point of contact if someone is unsure where to go.’
‘I wouldn’t do online chat, but would use online information to find out where to go.’
The young people also outlined that mental health services need to understand young people, be
responsive to their needs, and be young personfriendly. The Youth Coalition understands
‘youthfriendly’ practice to include listening to young people, providing appropriate information and
advice without judgement in an accessible and understandable format.
Participants also emphasised the need for help to be accessible when young people seek it. They
identified that long wait lists can act as a barrier to getting help and seeking help in the future.
‘If someone is talking about needing help or looking for information, it’s because they want to do
something about it now.’
‘The longer they wait, the longer they have to back out or not come back again.’
‘Wait a week, or even a day or two, and the mindset that you were in when you tried
to access help might no longer be there.’
‘At that moment when you decide to talk, something triggered it. So you need to talk
to someone then.’
Participants suggested there were key groups in the community they believe need to develop skills
and knowledge to help support young people to be mentally healthy. In particular, the young people
identified teachers, employers and doctors. They also highlighted the importance of improving the
ability of all young people to respond to the mental health needs of their peers.
‘Teachers are really important. I went to a school that made an effort to ensure there
was at least one teacher that each student felt comfortable talking to.’
‘It could be part of management training in all workplaces, at least to help identify
signs of mental illness and promote wellbeing and good mental health.’
‘Doctors might know services to refer to, but they are uncomfortable talking about
mental health themselves.’
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‘Young people especially need more education. Not enough young people know how
to respond to people with mental ill health.’
When asked about who needs to know about mental health, there was strong feedback from the
young people that everyone needs to care about mental health as it is a communitywide issue that
affects everyone.
Mental health as a significant issue of concern for young people
The focus group consultations confirmed that mental health is a significant issue of concern for
young people. Participants identified that as young people they face certain pressures that means
mental health is a top priority for them and their peers. They reported that expectations associated
with school and extracurricular activities, such as sporting teams, can be a significant source of
stress for many young people.
‘As you get older, new expectations and responsibilities are put on you.’
‘At school there is a big focus on getting good grades, more assignments and the
time needed to spend on study at home. Sometimes it gets to the point where you
worry about whether or not it’s all worth the stress.’
‘There’s no such thing as schoollife balance, there is worklife balance, but not when
it comes to school.’
Some of the participants, however, warned that stereotypes of young people, particularly labels like
“moody teenager”, can be problematic when it comes to mental health. Stereotypes can make it
difficult for young people and those around them to recognise the difference between “normal” highs
and lows, and when they might be needing help. They highlighted the need for a better
understanding of how to identify and address mental health issues, as well as an increased
awareness about ways to promote good mental health and wellbeing.
‘It might be good to invest some more money into “how to look after yourself and your
friends” programs, like prevention and awareness about healthy strategies for living,
rather than prioritising the crisis pointy end of things.’
Overall, the young people saw the increased profile of mental health in the media and the
community as a positive step towards reducing stigma and encouraging people to seek help when
they need it. Interestingly, while they agreed that mental health is an issue that affects everyone in
the community, one participant did raise the question of how the increased exposure and awareness
of the issue might be impacting the way mental health is perceived by young people.
‘The media talks about mental health a lot and maybe that causes paranoia.’
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The discussions revealed the reasons why young people continually identify mental health as high
on their list of concerns are varied and complex. Like the broader community, some young people
have a good understanding of mental health, while others are less clear. The young people
identified that mental health is a communitywide concern, but the lack of understanding and stigma
of mental health among young people and the community more broadly, can make it difficult for
young people to know when to seek help and where to find it.

Mental Health: Perspectives of Young People aged 12 – 25 in the ACT,
Youth Coalition of the ACT, May 2015
11

Implications for Policy and Practice
The Youth Coalition’s focus group consultations revealed that young people’s relationship to mental
health as an issue is varied and complex. On the whole, young people view mental health as a
communitywide concern and articulate that a wholeofcommunity response is needed to address
the issue effectively.
The Youth Coalition found that despite increased discussion of mental health in the media and the
community more broadly, understandings of mental health and mental illness among young people
varies widely and the stigma surrounding these issues remains significant. This lack of
understanding combined with stigma can significantly impact on the ability of young people to
support their own or others’ mental health and wellbeing.
1.

Mental health education is embedded in schools from a young age

Education emerged as a strong theme in the consultations. Young people identified that while
mental health is often included as part of the curriculum in high school, there is limited discussion at
younger year levels. They suggested that mental health education from a young age may help to
build a more comprehensive understanding of mental health and mental illness, reduce stigma and
promote peer support amongst young people.
When discussing mental health and education, some of the young people drew a comparison to
what young people are taught about physical health. They identified that from an early age young
people are exposed to messages about physical fitness and health, including information about diet
and exercise. Participants suggested that similar messaging about mental health and wellbeing
could be an effective way to promote positive practices among young people of all ages.
Stigma is well established as a barrier to help seeking among young people.6 Programs in schools
have demonstrated outcomes for reducing stigma and improving the mental health of young people.
In the ACT, Mental Illness Education ACT (MIEACT) provides a school education program for Years
912 that aims to educate young people about mental illness through a presentation from a person
with lived experience.7 An evaluation of MIEACT’s program shows that it is effective in reducing
stigma, increasing knowledge of mental illness and increasing help seeking among participants.8
2.
School staff are trained and have resources to identify and respond to mental health
issues
For young people still at school, the school setting is vital as it provides an opportunistic setting to
identify and respond to emerging mental health issues. Fundamentally, schools must have
processes in place whereby young people with mental ill health are identified and appropriate
interventions provided.9

6

Mission Australia, 2014, Youth Mental Health Report.
Mental Illness Education ACT, 2015, online at http://www.mieact.org.au/school_education_programs, accessed 14 May 2015.
8
Mental Illness Education ACT, What the research says about MIEACT, online at
http://www.mieact.org.au/sites/default/files/documents/MIEACT%20Research.pdf, accessed 14 May 2015.
9
Debra Rickwood, 2005, Supporting young people at school with high mental health needs.
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In the consultations, the young people specifically identified teachers as a key group that play an
important role in supporting their mental health. School staff require ongoing professional
development to identify, understand and refer issues that may arise. This includes provision of
information about local services that are available for referrals. Teachers need to be trained with the
appropriate knowledge and skills to understand bullying and mental health issues. They also require
extra support to deal with crisis situations in the classroom and in the playground.
The Youth Coalition also highlights the important role that youth workers play in supporting the
mental health of young people. As firsttoknow agencies regarding many aspects of young people’s
lives, schools need to have embedded mental health supports including health professionals, youth
workers, social workers, and psychologists must be embedded within schools to deliver integrated,
efficient and effective mental health support to students.
As well as school staff, young people also identified employers and doctors as key groups that need
to be educated and skilled in responding to the mental health needs of young people.
3.

Mental health supports are timely and responsive to young people’s needs

Encouraging appropriate and effective early helpseeking behaviour for mental health issues has
been recognised as a key component of prevention and early intervention.10 Yet, a major challenge
is the wellestablished barriers that young people can face when seeking professional help. Barriers
can include cost, limited transport options, stigma, discrimination, confidentiality concerns and long
waiting times.
In the consultations, young people identified that long wait lists in particular can act as a barrier to
getting help and seeking help in the future. They suggested that help for mental health issues must
be accessible at the time they seek it otherwise they may not reach out again.
From the discussions it was also clear that the mental health system needs multiple modes of
delivery to allow young people to access information and support in a way that caters to their
individual needs. They discussed online, phone and facetoface services and there was no clear
preference for one type of support over the other. Some preferred the anonymity of online and
phone supports, while others wanted to speak to someone in person.
Young people also emphasised the need for mental health services to understand them, be
responsive to their needs and be youngperson friendly. The Youth Coalition understands
‘youthfriendly’ practice to include listening to young people, providing appropriate information and
advice without judgement in an accessible and understandable format.

10

World Health Organisation, 2014, Mental health: Strengthening our response, online at
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs220/en/, accessed 23 October 2014.
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Appendix A: Focus Group Questions
1.
Mental Health – what does that mean to you? What is it? How do you know that, where did
you learn about it / who did you learn about it from?
2.

Stigma – does it still exist? Is it okay to talk about mental health?

3.

What works to reduce stigma amongst young people?

4.
Why do you think young people rate mental health as a top concern for them? What are the
main concerns you and your peers / friends have about mental health?
5.
What did you get taught about help seeking? What would you recommend to a friend who
told you they had been feeling really anxious and started to have panic attacks? What do you think
of online support?
6.
Are young people in tune with their own mental health? What are the barriers to accessing
help?
7.
If you were seeking help, what do you think is a reasonable amount of time to have to wait
until you could see someone?
8.
Has anyone been in a situation where you were worried about a friend or family member?
Did you feel like you know enough to be able to offer help? What do young people need to know
about?
9.
Do you think there are other people in the community who should know more or have the
capacity to respond?
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