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Presentation overview
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Youth mental health and well-being in the WHO Europe: 
status, challenges

Engaging young people to drive solutions 



Question: What are we talking 
about when we talk about youth 
mental health?
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Mental 
health has 

intrinsic 
value
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Shifting focus for mental health sector over time

Management of disease

MH in Primary Care

Deinstitutionalization

Upholding human rights

Addressing mental health stigma

Mental health promotion, primary 
prevention

Addressing risk factors, determinants

Concept of well-being

Mental health as ‘everyone’s 
business’

Focus on youth mental health and 
well-being



Why prioritize youth mental health?
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1 in 8 young people aged 0-19 yrs in 

Europe live with a mental health 

condition

Suicide is the leading cause of death 

amongst 15 – 29-year-olds

Untreated mental health difficulties in 

young people can impact social, 

educational and occupational 

development,  impacting outcomes across 

the life course

The burden of poor 
mental health is high

The consequences of poor 
mental  health are great

It improves well-being and quality of life and has 

long-term economic benefits, reduced costs to 

public services and increased potential for future 

earnings.

Every dollar invested in adolescent mental health 

yields an estimated US$24 return over 80 years.

Investment in youth 
mental health pays off



Prevalence of 
mental health 
conditions is 
increasing

0

5

10

15

20

25

2000 2010 2021

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Year

Percentage of children and adolescents living with mental 
health conditions in the Region in the year 2000, 2010 and 2021 

by age group

0-19 years 0-14 years 15-19 years

• Prevalence of mental disorders has increased between 
2010 and 2021 across all age groups
• Over 3% increase for 15–19-year-olds 

• Anxiety disorders most common, followed by ADHD, 
conduct disorders and depressive disorders

• Prevalence of substance use disorders has remained 
stable



Mental well-being is in decline across multiple 
indicators
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Life satisfaction, self-rated health, and social 
support declined since 2018, while health complaints 
increased.​

Over 40% of adolescents feel pressure from schoolwork.​

16% of adolescents report being cyberbullied at least once or 
twice in the past 2 months. ​

1 in 5 adolescents report a lack of support from either family or 
friends.​

1 in 4 girls at age 15 report feeling lonely. ​
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• Demand for specialist services has risen 
exponentially in many countries since COVID-19

• Wait times for mental health services can be > 1 
year for specialist assessment and treatment

• One in two young people (15–24-year-olds) report 
unmet mental healthcare needs 

Demand and unmet need is high 
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Traditional 
and emerging 
determinants



12Social media use: Four categories by age and gender, HBSC average

• 1 in 10 adolescents show signs of 
problematic social media use

•  36% report constant contact with 
friends online

• 22% report gaming at least 4 hrs 
p/day

• Social media and digital technology 
use associated with range of risks 
and harms - depression, suicidality, 
lowered well-being, poor sleep, 
reduced physical activity

Impact of digital 
determinants



How can young 
people be part of 
the solution?
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Youth participation and engagement = 
“the process of engaging young people 
in the institutions, issues and decisions 
that affect their lives”



Youth engagement and participation in mental 
health
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Various forms:
• Advocacy, advisory, 

activism, decision-
making 

• Civic engagement 
activities in research or 
policy-making settings

Various levels of 
engagement:
• Passive consultation
• Collaborative
• Active, youth-led, co-

creation

For different outcomes:
• Improving quality, 

acceptability, 
appropriateness of 
programmes and policies

• Increasing ownership and 
buy-in of youth 
stakeholders

• To empower and build 
capacity of youth 
participants, uphold rights



A critical component of the pan-European 
Mental Health Coalition
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• Purpose to act as a support mechanism for 
implementation of the WHO European 
Framework for Action on Mental Health

• Structure for exchange between diverse members 
with shared interest in driving change

• Serves as platform for peer learning and 
networking

• Allows coordination of  advocacy efforts amongst 
Coalition members
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Youth Engaged for 
Mental Health
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VIDEO

20

https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/d7pstpm3ev9mlg2us4e
zh/Youth-participation-
documentary_full.mp4?rlkey=tioynyxtp7hvi5yl3lacrz7ud
&dl=0

https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/d7pstpm3ev9mlg2us4ezh/Youth-participation-documentary_full.mp4?rlkey=tioynyxtp7hvi5yl3lacrz7ud&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/d7pstpm3ev9mlg2us4ezh/Youth-participation-documentary_full.mp4?rlkey=tioynyxtp7hvi5yl3lacrz7ud&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/d7pstpm3ev9mlg2us4ezh/Youth-participation-documentary_full.mp4?rlkey=tioynyxtp7hvi5yl3lacrz7ud&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/d7pstpm3ev9mlg2us4ezh/Youth-participation-documentary_full.mp4?rlkey=tioynyxtp7hvi5yl3lacrz7ud&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/d7pstpm3ev9mlg2us4ezh/Youth-participation-documentary_full.mp4?rlkey=tioynyxtp7hvi5yl3lacrz7ud&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/d7pstpm3ev9mlg2us4ezh/Youth-participation-documentary_full.mp4?rlkey=tioynyxtp7hvi5yl3lacrz7ud&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/d7pstpm3ev9mlg2us4ezh/Youth-participation-documentary_full.mp4?rlkey=tioynyxtp7hvi5yl3lacrz7ud&dl=0
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A shared vision to guide our work 
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Actions for 
implementation

❑ What role can young people play?

❑ What role can Coalition members play?

❑ What role can WHO play?



Good youth participation encourages 
the growth of young people, as 

opposed to keeping them stagnant for 
systemic reasons, and not for reasons 

relating to their own motivation, 
competencies or preparedness.” – 

Dion, Coalition member

Putting young people at the centre of 
designing a method of working with 
young people is key to developing an 

approach that works. Often young people 
feel unheard and tokenistic, this is a way 

to reduce that feeling and give them 
power to make decisions that affect their 

peers for their benefit with them in 
mind.” – Anna, young Coalition member
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Our co-creators

Anna Bailie

Ana Marques Domingues 

Eef Jutten

Cătălina Popoviciu 

Dion Ras 

Inês Mália Sarmento

Hannah Brunskill

Samantha Nesrallah



Sustained impact
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Thank you
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WHO Regional Office for Europe
WHO_Europe

facebook.com/WHOEurope  

instagram.com/whoeurope

youtube.com/user/whoeuro
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