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Young people and mental health

Young people are a key group for focused 
effort and investment in the mental health 
sector. The statistics starkly bear this out.

•  Young people aged 12-25 accounted 
for 26.7% of all emergency department 
presentations in NSW in 2020-21. This is a 
higher rate than any other age group. 

•  People aged 12-17 years accounted for 
the highest rate of both community 
mental health care clients (33.8 per 1,000 
population) and community mental health 
care service contacts (673.5 per 1,000 
population), with females accounting for a 
higher rate of service contacts than male, 
881.2 and 473.0 respectively. 

•  Young people aged 16-24 were most likely 
to have experienced symptoms of mental 
disorder in the previous 12 months.

•  Compared to other groups, more young 
people aged 16-24 are experiencing, 
anxiety disorders, substance use, high/very 
high rates of psychological distress, self-
harm and eating disorders.

Factors such as living in a rural or remote 
location, sexual orientation and gender 
identity difficulties further exacerbating their 
risk of developing a mental health or co-
existing condition. 

Impact of COVID-19 on young people

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in 
unique stressors and challenges particularly 
for Australian young people, with schools and 
universities transitioning to virtual learning. 
A 2020 headspace survey found that 74% of 
young people reported their mental health 
had worsened since the COVID-19 outbreak.

The National Study of Mental Health and 
Wellbeing estimated that 44.7% of people 
who identified as Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual or 
who used a different term such as Asexual, 
Pansexual or Queer had a 12-month anxiety 
disorder. Young people in rural and remote 
areas also had higher rate of hospitalised 
cases on intentional self-harm.51 52

Since the pandemic, there is an increase in 
the number of young people engaging with 
mental health services, though this may reflect 
the decrease in stigma associated with mental 
health more generally. As demonstrated by 
the figure below, the supports available to 
young people vary from face-to-face to virtual 
services, as well as across acuity. Within the 
current service system there is critical area 
of unmet need for higher acuity face to face 
services. 

Area of unmet need

LOW ACUITY HIGH ACUITY

VIRTUAL AND/OR TELE-SERVICES

FACE-TO-FACE SERVICES

l Youth focussed service

Critical area of unmet need
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Supports available

In NSW there are a variety of youth services 
and supports. This includes key national 
initiatives, such as headspace, Kids Helpline, 
Reach Out, headspace, eheadspace, Beyond 
Blue Youth Support, Smiling Mind and Head 
to Health, a service that provides early 
intervention supports for young people. 

In the past few years there has been 
increased investment in youth mental health 
services, including $109.5 million over four 
years to develop 25 ‘Safeguards’ – Child and 
Adolescent Mental Health Response Teams 
across NSW to provide services to children 
and teenagers with moderate to severe mental 
health issues and their families and carers. 

While these supports and services are 
welcome and needed, additional investment is 
required to cover the full spectrum of complex 
mental health needs for young people.

Projected need 

A lack of services and supports are available 
that are suitable for young people who 
represent part of the ‘missing middle’ within 
the mental health sector. Characteristically 
young people in the ‘missing middle’ fall 
through the service gaps as many within this 
group have higher care and support needs 
than currently available from the primary care 
sector but may require a lower level of care 
than what is available in acute public health 
service settings.53 

The most recent evaluation of the National 
headspace program found waitlists and 
opening hours to be key barriers to access 
for young people seeking supports. Waitlists 
were found to be driven by limited referral 
pathways and high demand for services as 
well as high levels of complexity of those 
presenting with mental health challenges. The 
long wait times before service impact on the 
therapeutic engagement of young people at 
the point of treatment, and overall satisfaction 
and experience when accessing services. 
These challenges are exacerbated for young 
people who live in rural and remote settings 
as well as those experiencing high levels of 
complexity, which may include coexisting 
conditions, substance use and developmental 
conditions such as ADHD.54  

Young people aged 16-24 have higher rates 
of mental health challenges when compared 
to other groups. This is true for young people 
experiencing anxiety disorders, substance use, 
high/very high rates of psychological distress, 
eating disorders and other self-harming 
behaviours.55 There is a lack of ongoing and 
long-term mental health supports and services 
for young people as most existing supports 
are short term and focus on prevention, early 
intervention, and low acuity needs. 
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Youth-focused, community-based 
projects and initiatives 

There are valuable community-based mental 
health services and supports available to 
young people. Services highlighted are 
exemplary in the way they:

•  promote community-based recovery for 
young people

•  tailor support to the needs of young people 
with age-appropriate environments and 
activities

•  factor in co-existing challenges such as 
alcohol and other drug use

•  improve access to health and social welfare 
services, including clinical mental health 
services

•  support young people to retain connection 
to community including school, friends and 
families 

•  improve access to services that meet the 
needs of young adults with diverse sexual 
orientation, gender and cultural needs.

Mental health-related emergency department presentations in public hospitals, by age and sex

l 0-11 years    l 12-17 years    l 18-24 years    l 25-34 years     l 35-44 years    l 45-54 years    

l 55-64 years    l 65-74 years     l 75-84 years     l 85 years and over

Source: AIHW, 2021. 
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Youth Community Living Support Service

The Youth Community Living Support Service (YCLSS) is a community mental health 
service for young people aged 15 to 24. The program provides care coordination and 
psychosocial support and works to promote recovery and positive change. Funded by 
the Ministry of Health, community-managed organisations have been providing this 
service to young people living in South-Western Sydney and Northern NSW LHDs since 
2015. In 2021, three more services were established which began delivering the YCLSS 
service in the Hunter New England (Newcastle), Western Sydney and Nepean Blue 
Mountains LHDs. YCLSS is an outreach service,  working with young people in their 
homes or in the community. Founded on early intervention principles, YCLSS minimises 
the risk of developing chronic disability requiring frequent hospital admissions, long 
inpatient stays and long-term care by helping a young person remain connected to their 
community and engaged in education and employment. The program aims to assist the 
young person build and maintain positive relationships with their family and carers.

Speak Out

Weave’s Speak Out Dual Diagnosis Program works with adolescents and young adults 
aged 12-28 years experiencing co-existing mental health, alcohol and other drug 
challenges to provide practical and therapeutic support. Speak Out provides choice driven 
care for young people tailored to their needs. Speak Out not only provides support for 
co-existing mental health, alcohol and other drug challenges young people experience but 
also offers opportunities for people to experience themselves differently and engage in 
creative projects, events and group work programs. This gives young people the chance to 
build relationships and connect better with themselves and the broader community. 
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Youth PARCS

YPARCS offer Youth Step-up Step-down services in the community with 24 hours mental 
health staff support, including one-on-one and group supports. Typical duration of stay 
is one month and tailored for those who are too unwell to be cared for by a primary care 
physician and do not need to be admitted into an acute ward. 

Key differentiates of YPARCS:

• services are tailored to young people aged 14-25

• involvement of the family

• maintain connection with community (friends) and schools.

CASPAR

Comprehensive Assessment Service for Psychosis and At Risk (CASPAR) is a new service 
that provides in reach services into three local headspace centres, located at Bondi 
Junction, Hurstville and Miranda. CASPAR delivers early identification, care coordination, 
assertive outreach and targeted interventions to support the ‘missing middle’ youth 
population. Largely, these are young people who have mental health and recovery 
needs greater than can be met by headspace alone but do not require the level of care 
provided by public mental health services. CASPAR has shown a clinically significant 
reduction in symptoms and psychological distress of the people with lived experience it 
supports as well as improvements in the individual’s psychosocial functioning measured 
through a range of outcome measures. 
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The way forward

KEY RECOMMENDATION

Boost dedicated community-based, 
face-to-face, tailored and holistic 
psychosocial supports that address 
the gap in mental health services for 
young people. Establish an additional 
10 specialist youth services located 
around the state and scale up the 
five existing Youth Community Living 
Support Services for young people at 
an additional investment of $12 million 
per annum.

There is a need to increase dedicated 
supports for young people through a 
diversity of community-based face-to-face 
psychosocial supports, as well as Step-Up 
Step-Down services. 

This is particularly relevant for young people 
who require a higher intensity of clinical and 
psychosocial support in a sub-acute setting. 
Supports for adults are often unsuitable or 
unwelcoming for young people. Supports 
should be focused on the longer term and 
episodic needs for young people and support 
for higher and more complex needs. These 
services will reduce young people falling 
through the gaps or ending up in adult focused 
mental health facilities. Young people who live 
in rural and remote settings, who are socio-
economically disadvantaged and who are 
dealing with intergenerational trauma have an 
increased likelihood of experiencing mental 
health challenges. Services and supports 
catering to young people need to consider 
these complexities and provide holistic support.

Best practice services for young people

Young people need services that  
are codesigned by them

Services for young people 
need to be informed by 
their aspirations and provide 
holistic and strengths-based 
services and supports, with 
a dual focus of supporting 
young people living with 
complex mental health 
challenges. These supports 
need to also supporting 
young people to engage in 
activities of interest to them.

Services need to be face-
to-face to provide for 
higher acuity needs and 
community-based support 
that helps retain connections 
to communities, schools and 
friends.

Services need to be a 
welcoming environment with 
low barriers of entry, and a 
youth friendly and strong 
peer workforce, providing 
the opportunity to engage 
with other young people to 
support them.
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Greater strategic investment is required for dedicated psychosocial supports for young people. 

Services FTE per 
service

Funding 
amount

Current cost per specialist youth service 5 3 $476,000

Investment needed to scale up all  
5 current services 

5 3 additional $4,760,000

Investment needed for 10 additional services 10 6 S9,520,000

Total investment needed 5 6 $14,280,000


