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Overview 
Mental health issues in young people are common but undertreated. Mental health-related stigma and lack of 
knowledge about mental health services are commonly identified as barriers to young people seeking help from 
services. However, simple interventions can reduce stigma, increase knowledge and increase help-seeking 
intention. The Queensland Family and Child Commission (QFCC) advocates for a focus on reducing stigma and 
increasing knowledge of available supports and services to promote help-seeking behaviours by young people 
with mental health concerns. 
 

Mental health issues 

Incidence and importance 
Mental health issues are common among young people. According to Australian Bureau of Statistics, in 2020 – 21, 
40 per cent of people aged 16 – 24 years had experienced a mental disorder in the past 12 months (ABS 2022). Of 
the nearly 6,000 young people aged 13 – 18 years who took part in the Queensland Family and Child 

Commission’s Growing Up in Queensland (GUiQ) survey in 2020, 33 
per cent reported having an emotional or mental health condition 
(QFCC 2021).  
 
Young people identify mental health as a critical issue. Of the 
participants aged 13 – 18 years in the GUiQ 2020 survey, 27 per 
cent said mental health is the most important issue for young 
people, 13 per cent said adults need to take more action on youth 
mental health and 8 per cent said their mental health could stop 
them achieving their goals (QFCC 2021).  

 

The most important issue for young people today is mental health, and not knowing what to do  

or who to talk to about their struggles. (GUiQ 2020 participant) 
 

Use of mental health services  
Use of mental health services is important. Evidence suggests 
professional mental health support can:  

• reduce depressive symptoms (Oud et al. 2019) and anxiety 
(Telman et al. 2020), two of the most common mental health 
issues for young people in Australia (AIHW 2021) 

• reduce self-harm and increase emotion regulation skills (Rosenbaum Asarnow et al. 2021) 

Mental health services are 
effective but underused. 

 

27% of young people say 
mental health is the 

most important issue for 
people their age. 
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• reduce symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and anxiety in young people with PTSD 
(Carrion et al. 2013) 

• reduce suicide ideation (Robinson et al. 2018) 
 

Of course, not all services are effective for all young people. For example, services differ in their ability to engage 
young people who have experienced many adverse childhood experiences, trauma and disrupted attachment 
(common among young people in the out-of-home care system) (McDermott 2021). In addition, services that can 
support for these young people may not be available in rural areas.   

Many young people with mental health issues do not seek help from mental health services. The second 
Australian Child and Adolescent Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing found 65 per cent of young people aged 
12 – 17 years who had mental health disorders had used a service in the past 12 months (Lawrence et al. 2015). 
Mission Australia found only 42% of young people aged 15 – 19 years with mental health issues would seek 
support from mental health professionals (Brennan et al. 2021).  
 

Barriers to use of mental health services 
Young people encounter several barriers to seeking mental health support. Systemic barriers relate to 
characteristics of the health system, services and providers. Systemic barriers often mentioned by young people 
include waiting times and costs to access services (Salaheddin and Mason 2016; Havvik et al 2017). The 
significance of such barriers has been recognised by government. The Productivity Commission’s report on mental 
health services notes the cost and wait times for services make access difficult and describes how these barriers 
can contribute to worsening mental health and suicide (Productivity Commission 2020).  
 
The government is responding to systemic barriers through several initiatives. In recognition of the effect of cost 
on help-seeking, the Federal Government’s Better Access initiative provides 10 Medicare-subsidised psychology 
appointments per year; at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, the government doubled the number of 
subsidised appointments that could be accessed (Department of Health and Aged care 2023). In addition, the 
federal budget for 2022 – 23 funds expansion of the headspace network to address wait times experienced by 
young people seeking help (Australian Government 2022). Systemic barriers will likely remain the subject of many 
initiatives aimed at increasing young people’s use of mental health services. 
 
Other barriers relate to characteristics of the help-seeker (although systemic barriers likely interact with these 
non-systemic barriers). These include a preference for self-reliance, reluctance to express emotion and concerns 
about confidentiality (Gulliver et al. 2010). While noting there are complex interactions between various barriers 
and demographic factors, this paper addresses mental health-related stigma and lack of knowledge about mental 
health services – two commonly identified barriers to help-seeking. In this paper, help-seeking refers to seeking 
support from mental health professionals and services, rather than from friends and family.  
 

Stigma 
Stigma is a negative perception of someone based on a characteristic viewed as undesirable. Stigma involves an 
“us” versus “them” view, whereby all individuals with the characteristic are viewed as similar to each other and 
different from the rest of society. Members of stigmatised groups are stereotyped and often experience 
discrimination (Link and Phelan 2021).  
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Several forms of mental health-related stigma influence help-seeking for mental health issues. Research suggests 
people are less likely to seek help if they: 

• hold stigmatised views of people with mental illness (Shnyder et al. 2013)  

• believe others hold stigmatising views of people with mental illness (Barney et al. 2006) 

• experience internalised stigma, such as shame, regarding their mental health issues (Clement et al. 2014) 

• hold stigmatised views of people who seek treatment for mental health issues (Clement et al. 2014) 

The most important issue for young people today is mental health and the stigma around it,  
as many young people are too afraid to speak out. (GUiQ 2020 participant) 

 
Perception of stigma is common among young people in Australia. One study found approximately 21 per cent of 
young people aged 12 – 17 years believe mental illness is not accepted by society, and 55 per cent of young adults 
aged 18 – 25 years share this belief (Coates et al. 2019).  
 

There is still a lot of stigma and shame surrounding the individuals who  
struggle with their mental health. (GUiQ 2020 participant) 

 
Stigma may be an especially significant barrier for specific cohorts of young people, based on cultural beliefs, 
prior experience and community factors. First Nations Australians have told researchers about the shame 
associated with mental illness. They have described being escorted to hospital by police officers when 
experiencing mental health concerns (Heard et al. 2022), an experience that likely exacerbates shame. For First 
Nations Australians, stigma can also relate to the belief that mental illness is a consequence of cultural 
transgression (Vicary and Westerman 2004). Stigma also appears to be especially worrying for young people in 
rural communities. Young people have said the social visibility in rural communities intensifies their experience of 
stigma and discourages them from seeking help (Aisbett et al. 2007).  
 

Interventions to reduce stigma 
The quality of research regarding stigma-reduction interventions is still developing (Morgan et al. 2021). However, 
research suggests various interventions have the potential to reduce young people’s stigma towards people with 
mental illness and people who seek treatment. These outcomes are important, given the previously described 
finding that these forms of stigma are associated with decreased help-seeking. Outcomes of stigma-reduction 
interventions have also included increased help-seeking intentions.  
 
Successful interventions have focused on: 

• providing information about mental health (Thompson et al. 2021) 

• encouraging young people to talk about mental health (Lindow et al. 2020) 

• increasing empathy for people experiencing mental illness (Dillinger 2021) 

• identifying relatable and admired public figures with mental illness (Dillinger 2021) 

• reducing the “us” versus “them” dichotomous view towards people with mental illness (Dillinger 2021) 

• educating participants about stigma and its consequences (Gaiha et al. 2021) 

A variety of resources and activities were used in the stigma-reduction interventions referred to above. These 
include posters, advertising on social media and in movie theatres, interactive lectures and youth-led role plays. 
Research suggests contact between participants and a person with a lived experience of mental illness is a 
particularly helpful component of stigma-reduction interventions. For example, workshops might be particularly 
effective if led by a person with lived experience of mental illness (Morgan et al. 2021). 
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Lack of knowledge 
Lack of knowledge about mental health services and how to navigate the health care system is a common barrier 
to young people seeking help (Radez et al. 2021). Of the young people aged 13 – 18 years who took part in GUiQ 
2020, only half said they know there are services in the community and online that can support them when they 
are stressed (QFCC 2021).  
 

I think leaders should take more action on advising teenagers about mental health 
 and what services are available to them. (GUiQ 2020 participant) 

 
I was entirely unaware there were mental health facilities for children that were  

free to attend until I asked my school psychologist. (GUiQ 2020 participant) 
 
Even for young people who are aware of available services, the mental health care system can be difficult to 
navigate. Participants in GUiQ 2020 described confusion about the process of seeking help, confidentiality and 
parental consent. They also described the mental health system as intimidating (QFCC 2021). 
 

I would like to know [how to get] mental health support without having to  
tell parents or carers. (GUiQ 2020 participant) 

 
All of our systems for mental health are daunting  

and they are unapproachable. (GUiQ 2020) 
 
Unfortunately, those who most need support may be least able to navigate the mental health care system. For 
example, people with high levels of psychological distress are less likely to experience the health system as easy 
to navigate compared with people with lower levels of distress (ABS 2019). Young refugees may also be especially 
disadvantaged by lack of knowledge about mental health support. Research indicates young refugees may be 
more likely than the general youth population to experience mental health issues (Bronstein and Montgomery 
2010) but are often unaware of available services (Posselt et al. 2017).  
 

Interventions to increase knowledge 
Relatively simple interventions and resources have been successful in increasing young people’s knowledge about 
mental health services. Young adults have told researchers they have learnt about mental health services through 
posters at university, pamphlets in community settings, and advertisements on websites and products (e.g., 
cereal boxes) (Stunden et al. 2020). 
 
Young people who took part in GUiQ 2020 said they want to receive mental health education in school (QFCC 
2021). Research suggests mental health education in schools has positive impacts on mental health (Wells et al. 
2003), including increased knowledge of sources of mental health support (Skre et al. 2013).  
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Implications 
The reviewed research identifies several factors for consideration during development of interventions aimed at 
encouraging young people to seek help for mental health issues.  
 
Various types of stigma affect help-seeking 
Young people are less likely to seek help if they hold stigmatised views towards others with mental illness, 
towards their own mental health and towards help-seeking; and if they believe others hold stigmatised views 
regarding mental illness. Addressing several types of mental health-related stigma may be more effective than 
focusing on one type of stigma. 
 
Young people need information about service availability and access 
Many young people are not aware of local services. Young people want information about the process of help-
seeking, confidentiality and parental consent.  
 
Some cohorts are particularly unlikely to seek help 
Some cohorts of people have a greater incidence of mental health issues but a lower likelihood of seeking help 
compared to other people. Targeted interventions may be needed to encourage help-seeking among at-risk 
cohorts. Culture is an important consideration. 
 
Simple resources and interventions can be effective 
Interventions to reduce mental health-related stigma and increase knowledge of mental health services need not 
be complex. For example, social media advertising and interactive lectures can produce positive outcomes.  
 
Schools may be appropriate settings for interventions 
School-based interventions can be effective in supporting young people to seek help for mental health issues. In 
addition, young people have expressed a desire for mental health education to be delivered in schools.  
 

Conclusion 
Mental health concerns are common in young people. Professional support can be helpful, but many young 
people do not seek help. Barriers to help-seeking include mental health-related stigma and lack of knowledge 
regarding the mental health care system. However, simple interventions can address these barriers. The QFCC 
advocates for inclusion of stigma and knowledge as targets in interventions aimed at increasing help-seeking for 
mental health concerns in young people.   
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