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Preamble
“We sounded the alarm bell almost two years ago, our message was:
In all European countries the number of young people suffering from mental health issues is growing. Without proper
support mental health issues can have personal, familial, social and vocational consequences and can be the onset
of severe mental illnesses in adult life. Proper support requires involvement of and cooperation between all sectors.
This means close cooperation between universal services (school, childcare, youth work) and preventative services (or
primary youth care services) such as youth healthcare and general social work.
Our leading question was ‘What do young people with mental health issues need in order to participate - in society,
school - to their full potential? ‘
The situation hasn’t changed, but the attention to mental health issues has.
Bringing in the perspective and possibilities of the youth field means focusing on an inclusive approach, outreaching,
supportive and low threshold support with self-evident participation of the young people involved. Youth work can
play a role in empowering young people, by focusing on their skills and talents and ultimately enabling their full active
participation in society.
Together we can work to destigmatize , to prevent social isolation and to help young people open up about their issues
and seek help from friends and family or professionals. Supporting all young people in how to build bridges, how they
can reach out and support their peers has been the focus of our efforts in this Peer Learning”.
These were some of the words spoken by Bonita Kleefkens, director of the Youth Directorate at the Dutch Ministry of
Health, Welfare and Sport during the final seminar of the EU Peer Learning on the participation of young people with
mental health issues in Rotterdam at the end of 2017. With this meeting in Rotterdam the EU Peer Learning on the
participation of young people with mental health issues came to an end, a process that took place between September
2016 – December 2017 in the context of the European Youth Strategy.
In this report the most important issues, recommendations, key messages and, last but not least, good practices
regarding youth work and mental health from nine different countries have been incorporated. The EU Peer Learning
is now finished, but it is by no means the end of the journey. Mental health (wellbeing) will remain a key issue for our
young people and our society in the years to come and youth work is well placed to respond. It is a universal issue and we
can keep on learning within our European context.
The Peer Learning on the participation of young people with mental health issues has been an initiative of the Youth
Directorate of the Dutch Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport in cooperation with the Finnish Ministry of Education
and Culture. The coordination of the Peer Learning and the seminars was the responsibility of The Netherlands Youth
Institute together with the Dutch Youth Council and the Finnish Association for Mental Health (FAMH). FAMH also hosts
the webpage of the Peer Learning on which all the reports and presentations have been published:
www.mielenterveysseura.fi/en/development-projects/peer-learning-participation-young-people-mental-health-issues
This report has been written by Caroline Vink of the Netherlands Youth Institute in coordination with the abovementioned partners.
Utrecht, March 2018
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Summary
The Peer Learning aimed at sharing experiences about the strength of mental health informed youth work and youth
involved mental health. The reality is that although most young people are healthy - both physically and emotionally
- one in every four to five young people in the EU suffer from mental health issues. Also young people themselves in
many EU countries have stated that poor mental health is one of their biggest concerns. There is a disturbing negative
impact for the young person and society to not getting it right as many examples have demonstrated. Poor mental health
affects countless aspects of a young person’s life, such as relations and school. It is especially a big obstacle to fully
participating in society. Active participation of young people in society and creating equal opportunities are at the core
of the “European Youth Strategy”, the EU Council Resolution on a renewed framework for European cooperation in the
field of youth 2010-2018 (http://ec.europa.eu/youth/policy/youth-strategy_en). One of the eight fields of action is the
promotion of health and wellbeing of young people. Addressing the participation of young people with mental health
issues has a place on the EU youth agenda, with an important role and involvement of young people themselves, but also
of youth work and its complementary role in bridging the gap towards services for young people.
The Dutch Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport took the initiative to pursue this issue through an EU Peer Learning
and found a partner in Finland. Finland has a longstanding history of addressing the promotion of mental health. The
Netherlands and Finland were joined by Ireland, Cyprus, Malta, Romania, Greece, Scotland and Estonia to investigate the
topic of the participation of young people with mental health issues and the enabling role of youth work. The objective of
the Peer Learning has been to strengthen the participation of young people with mental health issues in society and to
deconstruct the stigma attached to mental health problems. The aim was also to stimulate the collaboration and to bring
together youth workers and mental health experts to build bridges and strategies for future youth work and youth policy.
In order to increase co-operation at European level around the key issue we asked the following question:
What do young people with mental health issues need in order to fully participate in society?
This question has been discussed during three meetings in Amsterdam (2016), Helsinki (2017) and Rotterdam (2017). The
Peer Learning had three unique features: the equal participation of young experienced experts, the bringing together of
professionals from different domains such as youth work, mental health services & education and the different policy
levels from nine EU countries.
Recommendations have been formulated addressing young people and their organisations, professionals in youth work,
(mental) healthcare and education, administrators and sector associations in youth work, healthcare and education,
central government, local authorities and the EU level regarding:
•

Giving Voice (participation of the young experts)

•

Promoting mental health (wellbeing) and beating the stigma

•

Education of professionals in mental health (wellbeing) and awareness raising

•

The positive role and use of social media

All relevant documents can be found on the website of the Finnish Association for mental health:
www.mielenterveysseura.fi/en/development-projects/peer-learning-participation-young-people-mental-health-issues
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I. Participation of youth with mental
health issues
Introduction

collaboration and to bring together youth workers and

While most young people are healthy, both physically and

mental health experts to build bridges and strategies for

emotionally, one in every four to five youth in the EU suffer

future youth work and youth policy. The Peer Learning

from mental health issues. Young people themselves in

contributes to an increased co-operation at European

many EU countries have stated that poor mental health is

level around the following key issue:

one of their biggest concerns. There is a disturbing impact
for the young person and society to not getting it right as

What do young people with mental health issues need in

many examples have demonstrated. Poor mental health

order to fully participate in society?

affects countless parts of a young person’s life, such as
relationships and school. It is an especially big obstacle

The recommendations that resulted from this process

to participating fully in society. Active participation of

are presented in this report, together with an overview

young people in society and creating equal opportunities

of inspiring practices from the countries that joined in

are at the core of the “European Youth Strategy”, the EU

the peer learning. This report consists of 3 parts. The

Council Resolution on a renewed framework for European

first part is a summary of the most important outcomes

cooperation in the field of youth 2010-2018 (http://

of each of the seminars and highlights some specific

ec.europa.eu/youth/policy/youth-strategy_en). One of

elements such as the involvement of the young experts.

the eight fields of action is the promotion of health and

The second part describes the lessons learned and the

wellbeing of young people. Addressing the participation

recommendations and part 3 outlines some of the most

of young people with mental health issues therefore has

inspiring practices that have been shared.

a place on the EU youth agenda, with an important role
and involvement of young people themselves, but also for

Aims of the Peer Learning

the domain of youth work and its complementary role in

•

bridging services for young people.

To share practices and knowledge in the areas of
successful youth policies and practices (programmes
and interventions) and the active contribution of

The Netherlands EU Presidency in the first half year of 2016

young people with mental health problems to

emphasized the importance of this topic and put it on the
agenda in several meetings and seminars during their EU

successful policy and practices.
•

Presidency. It was the first time that representatives of

of policymaking and practice in the peer learning

both youth work and mental health services came together
– along with young experts – to talk about enabling and

group countries
•

stimulating participation of young people with mental
health issues, rather than focusing on treatment. A topic
that needed further exploration.

Use the acquired knowledge to increase effectiveness

To explore the possibilities of increased cooperation
amongst the countries of the peer learning group

•

To disseminate the acquired knowledge amongst
member states

After the Presidency the Dutch Ministry for Health,

The process

Welfare and Sports took the initiative to further pursue

The Peer Learning started in the first half of 2016 and

the theme in an EU Peer Learning and found a partner in

lasted 1, 5 – 2 years with three seminars in different

Finland. Finland has a longstanding history of addressing

countries. The first Peer Learning took place in Amsterdam

the promotion of mental health. The Netherlands and

from 2 to 4 November 2016. The second meeting was

Finland were joined by Ireland, Cyprus, Malta, Romania,

hosted by Finland in Helsinki from 7 to 9 June 2017. The

Greece, Scotland and Estonia to investigate the topic of

last meeting was organised in the Netherlands and took

the participation of young people with mental health

place in Rotterdam from 29 November to 1 December 2017.

issues and the enabling role of youth work.

There are individual reports of the three seminars. These
reports and presentations of most of the good practices

6

In this Peer Learning we aimed at strengthening the

presented have been published on the website of the

participation of young people with mental health issues

Finnish Association for Mental Health.

in society and at deconstructing the stigma attached

www.mielenterveysseura.fi/en/development-projects/peer-

to mental health problems. In particular to stimulate

learning-participation-young-people-mental-health-issues
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The results and process of the Peer Learning

The Peer Learning introduced innovative and learning

In this chapter a short summary is presented of the

partnerships between youth work and mental health

three seminars that form the base of the Peer Learning.

services on an equal footing. The topic was explored

However, the Peer Learning also has some specific

from the point of view of research, policy and practice,

features that are important to address separately. The

supported by the experiences of an experienced expert

Peer Learning was very much about putting in practice

who is now an entrepreneur and filmmaker and who

the principle of the Peer Learning: enhancing the

created out of his own journey through mental health

participation of young people with mental health issues

services a lesson for all participants at the seminar.

in society. Young experienced experts had an important

During this first seminar many good practices from youth

role in this Peer Learning and they participated equally

work and mental health services were shared. Interesting

throughout the process. This Peer Learning also brought

policy frameworks were exchanged and examples of

together professionals from domains that do not always

youth empowered mental health services. The young

meet: youth work and mental health services. Together

experienced experts led a session on their perspective

they had a lot to offer to improve the life and mental

on what they needed from services in order to fully

health of young people. Bringing together participants

participate. Malta introduced the programme of Mental

from nine different countries also meant a lot of mutual

Health (Youth) First Aid, MHFA. The participants agreed

learning about each other’s realities and specific develop

to explore MHFA in the next meeting in Helsinki

ments, while sharing the concern that so many of our
young people are struggling with their mental health.

The message participants took home from the first
seminar laid a good foundation for further discussions

Summary of the three seminars

and exploration: We need to work together so that we

Amsterdam, The Netherlands 2 – 4 November 2016

have mental health informed youth workers and youth

Towards a mental health informed youth work and a

involved mental health services, recognize other’s

youth involved mental health

strengths!

The first seminar of the Peer Learning was very much
about setting the scene of the role of youth work in mental

Helsinki, Finland 7 – 9 June 2017

health and the participation of young people with mental

Educating professionals and the role of social media

health issues in society. Youth work and youth services

After the first seminar of the Peer Learning it became

are able to play a crucial role in promoting mental health

obvious that education and training of professionals

and can offer a safe and supportive place to young people

is essential to the full and meaningful participation of

dealing with mental health issues. It is a low threshold

young people with mental health issues in society. This

service, a ‘diagnose free’ environment as one of the young

was the topic to explore during the second seminar in

people at the seminar stated.

Finland, together with the possibilities of social media.

Evidence and Research presented during the Peer Learning
During the first two seminars the importance of the focus of the peer learning was also emphasized and underlined
by evidence from research. Especially Finland contributed with many examples from the research perspective. In
Amsterdam Dr Sanna Aaltonen presented evidence on the weak position of young people in the mental health services,
underlying the importance of participation of the young experienced experts. She presented evidence on the weak
position of young adults in mental health services drawing upon a qualitative research project. She highlighted the
importance of utilizing young people’s experiences in developing low threshold services
In Finland, Dr Niina Junttila from the University of Turku (Finland) discussed one of her on-going research projects in which
she interviews children, adolescents and parents about loneliness. Her findings show that experiences of loneliness at
a young age can predict loneliness in adolescence, and that loneliness is related to other psychiatric symptoms such as
anxiety, depression, social delinquency and suicidality. In particular, loneliness can lead to less resilience, self-destructive
attributes, cognitive distortion, and feelings of losing control. The actions of those suffering from loneliness can be
interpreted as strange, aggressive and compulsive. This can result in their being further ostracised from social groups.
Niina Junttila suggested a number of interventions to reduce loneliness: these aim at enhancing social support, increasing
opportunities for social contacts, and addressing maladaptive social cognition in lonely people. She concluded that having
emotional intimacy can improve resilience and social cognition in young children.

Promoting the participation of young people with mental health issues
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Finland has a long history in developing educational

young people worked together a day before the seminar to

materials for teachers and also youth workers about

prepare the discussions on the first day. They started with

mental health wellbeing and promotion. We discussed the

confronting the other participants with some statements

possibilities of the Mental Health First Aid Programme.

from their own experiences. They came up with several

Especially to what extent the youth component of the

statements (see report of the Rotterdam seminar) on

programme, aimed at teachers and everyone working with

schools, teachers and mental health. One statement was

young people, could answer the need for more knowledge

agreed to by everyone: education is the foundation, if this

and skills. The message is clear: knowing what are the first

fails, everything ‘shakes’. Teachers need more tools and

steps to take when someone shows mental health stress,

knowledge, was another widely accepted statement. This

should be as ‘normal’ as dealing with a broken leg.

Peer Learning has also forced us to look a little bit closer at
the core reasons why the issue of mental health and young

We also looked at the (positive) role of social media with

people is so high on the agenda in all of our countries. The

respect to mental health. Social media are often blamed for

documentary ‘Stress to Impress’, was a good introduction

causing a lot of social and mental health issues for young

for looking at these wider causes. We shared some very

people, but they also offer a platform for promoting mental

interesting studies and practices on the relation between

health and can be applied as an awareness raising tool. We

schools and young people’s mental health and the role of

did not address e-therapy, another way to use social media

education. Working elements of all these good practices

positively. We had some very interesting presentations

were partnerships (youth work and mental health services

from researchers exploring the topics of educating on

at schools), youth empowered mental health services and

mental health and the role of social media. Finland is one

campaigns at schools and universities. These practices are

of the few countries in Europe where mental health skills

described at the end of the report.

are written in school curricula to be taught universally to
all children, and teachers can receive further training and

One of the key messages from this last seminar is the

materials about the topic. Youth worker education also

importance of involving schools in building bridges

addresses mental health promotion.

between the different services that support the full
participation of young people with mental health issues.

The messages to take away from the meeting in Helsinki

Youth Work is a key partner in this process, because it can

addressed the need for youth workers to receive training

lessen the stigma and lower the threshold for opening up

on mental health promotion and on the possibilities of

regarding mental health issues.

enhancing young people’s mental wellbeing and mental
health skills through youth work, and the positive use of

The role and involvement of the young experts

social media to effectively reach out to young people with

The full participation of young people – experienced experts

mental health issues.

- has been a key principle of this Peer Learning. The team of

Hoofdzaken (Mind Matters) of the Dutch Youth Council has
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Rotterdam, The Netherlands

been involved in the EU Peer Learning from the beginning.

29 November – 1 December 2017

In 2015 the Dutch Youth Council brought together a group

The role of school and education

of young people with experiences of treatment by mental

Many times the young people involved in the Peer

health services, sharing their views on how to improve

Learning mentioned their experiences with the important

mental health services and to support other young people

role of education. Education is a very fundamental

with similar experiences to participate in society.

aspect of an adolescent’s life in general and is even

The experiences of the young people from Mind Matters

more important for a young person with mental health

provided an important input to the Peer Learning. From the

issues. School is often the place where some of the first

start, during the first seminar in Amsterdam, the young

signs of mental difficulties become manifest. It is a place

people fully participated in the meetings and on one of the

where young people can feel excluded or even expelled

days they had the lead in facilitating discussions on how to

and once they have been out, often a place to which it is

lower the threshold for participation and what is needed

difficult to return. The Peer Learning would not have been

from services. The young people shared many of their own

complete without also looking at the role of school in

experiences, forcing participants not to hide behind formal

relation to other services such as youth work and mental

statements and good intentions, but to really explore the

health services. During this last seminar we explored

subject from the perspective of the young people having

what young people’s needs are and what support they

mental health issues. The role and the participation of

require to be able to stay in and return to school. From

the young people themselves evolved during the Peer

the perspective of young people, they need support from

Learning. At the second meeting in Helsinki some young

youth work, school and mental health services. The

people from YEESI joined their Dutch colleagues. YEESI

Promoting the participation of young people with mental health issues

is a member of the Finnish Mental Health Association

will play an important role in taking home the messages

focusing on young people from 13 to 29. They stimulate the

and recommendations to their own countries and the wider

positive aspects of mental health and work on increasing

EU community. The Peer Learning brought together policy

social awareness of mental health wellbeing among young

makers from national governments and the local level who

people. The YEESI points in high schools are wellbeing

will be able to disseminate the importance of the outcomes

centres where young people can hang out and be included.

at policy level. Besides the young experts there were also

During the last meeting in Rotterdam young people from

many youth workers and representatives of voluntary

the Carlow Regional Youth Service (Ireland) joined as well.

youth services. Also many participants from mental

They had their own experiences with mental health issues,

health services, both from treatment providers as well as

but had not yet encountered organisations such as Mind

organizations for mental health promotion. During the last

Matters or YEESI. During their involvement in the Peer

seminar in Rotterdam several professionals from schools

Learning, Carlow Regional Youth Service has been working

and other educational institutions also participated. There

towards improving the role of youth work with regard to

were participants from national professional bodies and

mental health in their region. The young people from the

also inputs and formal presentations by researchers.

three countries came together one day before the start of

Some countries had lots of experiences and examples

the meeting in Rotterdam and took the lead in some of

regarding mental health policies and practice to share and

the sessions, presenting their joint work. However, more

some countries joined because they were very interested

important is that they were equal participants during the

in learning for their own future policies. This bringing

entire Peer Learning. Their presence and the experiences

together of so many professional backgrounds made the

they presented provided a constant mirror of the issues

Peer Learning a very rich learning community crossing

discussed. They looked after each other and grew from

many professional bridges. It was a peer learning in many

the Peer Learning from a personal point of view. Many

aspects and the process of this mutual learning during the

recommendations and take home messages came directly

last 1,5 years has been as important as the final messages

from them. One of the most important remarks they

and recommendations.

made - which does not really fit the recommendations but
is too important to leave out - is that it is not sexy or hip to

Country perspectives and exchanges

have a mental health issue. Don’t romanticize or idealize

Because this Peer Learning related very much to ‘peer’

it or make it your identity. In the end they would rather not

and mutual learning, we introduced country perspectives

have their mental health issues, they have caused them

already during the first seminar in Amsterdam. The first

a lot of problems. But considering all that, they are very

seminar concentrated mainly on informing each other

proud to have contributed to lowering the threshold for full

on national developments, struggles and policy issues

participation in society through sharing their experiences.

regarding mental health and young people, but also on

Now it is time to move forward.

youth work in general. The experiences and priorities
regarding mental health and youth work differ very

In addition to the core group of young people from Mind

much between the participating countries. We finished

Matters, YEESI and Carlow Regional Youth Services,

the first seminar with some plans and messages to take

several other young people from youth work and mental

home. Everybody had been very impressed with the Irish

health projects participated in some of the Peer Learning

joint task force on mental health and the Mental Health

seminars. For some of them it was their first topportunity

First Aid Programme. In Helsinki we repeated the ‘tour

to meet other young people dealing with similar issues and

de table’ of country perspectives. After the Amsterdam

to realise they were not alone. The core group is planning

meeting the Netherlands established a working group to

a follow-up in the form of a youth exchange supported

continue the cooperation created during this Peer Learning

by the Erasmus+ programme. We hope that more young

between different sectors. In Rotterdam we finished the

people and youth work projects will follow their lead.

seminar with country discussions on how to disseminate

Bridging domains and services –
complementary roles

and implement the results of the Peer Learning, for example
to look into the possibilities for translating the Finnish
handbook on mental health for youth workers. Finland has

The three seminars of the Peer Learning facilitated a

adopted a national youth work and youth policy programme

unusual meeting of minds from nine different countries,

2017- 2019., One of its key objectives is to foster young

bringing together more than 130 participants at some

people’s mental health and improve the mental health skills

point. Some participants where present during all three

of those working with young people. These are only some

meetings and some only to give a single presentation or to

of the initiatives. All countries involved have indicated that

show a documentary. All nine countries had a core group

they will continue keeping the issue on the agenda and are

of participants (16) who took part in all meetings. They

looking into possibilities to organize a follow-up event.

Promoting the participation of young people with mental health issues
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II. Recommendations
What do young people with mental health issues need in

driver has been the evidence that there is a lack of ‘voice’

order to fully participate in society?

of these young people. The Peer Learning has actively
contributed to changing this lack of voice; the young people

Lessons learned

had an equal role and involvement in the Peer Learning
from the beginning. The messages and recommendations

During the Peer Learning many different issues regarding

of this Peer Learning are clearly embedded in the wider

the participation of young people with mental health

practice and policies of youth participation at national and

issues and the importance of the cooperation between

European level, grounded in the Convention of the Rights

youth work, mental health services and schools have

of the Child and the European Youth Strategy. However,

been discussed. During the seminars in Helsinki and in

equal participation of young people with mental health

Rotterdam participants worked to formulate key messages

issues needs some more effort and ‘getting it right’ from

and recommendations, agreeing that the Peer Learning

the side of the different professional domains involved.

has only been a first step in raising the awareness on

Throughout the Peer Learning the young experienced

mental health and wellbeing of young people. Formulating

experts gave multiple examples of situations in which

key messages and recommendations is always a process

they did not have a voice; from their therapists, unfriendly

of summarizing and compromise and therefore not

encounters with peers and teachers, in their treatment

always reflects the richness of the debates, exchanges and

plans, but also in their wish to further develop talents

insights. During this Peer Learning we have addressed

that had nothing to do with their mental health problems.

five important themes, but there are a number of more

The young experienced experts expressed many needs for

overarching insights that are worth sharing. In this part

safe places – in school or online - where they could come

the five themes of the Peer Learning will be introduced and

together and create new opportunities. They mentioned

elaborated on, as well as some of the general observations.

the important role of youth work to respond to this. But

At the end recommendations with regard to the different

they also stressed the importance of peer support and

stakeholders have been formulated.

more awareness of mental health among their peers. Most
importantly of all, they contributed with many examples of

One of the most important and urgent messages of the
Peer Learning did not fit this format and will be shared
Learning was bringing together professionals of different

Promoting mental health (wellbeing)
and beating the stigma

domains, together with young experienced experts. There

An important element of this Peer Learning was to

was a shared desire to continue this kind of exchange

address the importance of good mental health and the

and cooperation in the future. Before the Peer Learning,

promotion of mental health wellbeing. The messages

some youth workers doubted whether mental health was

that have come across is that we all have mental health

really an issue for them, whether youth work really had a

and that it is also quite normal to have mental health

role to play in addition to mental health services. Would

issues – as one can have with one’s physical health – at

the young experienced experts have a lot to contribute?

some time during your life. Therefore there should be

Could something be gained from youth work’s approach

more awareness of mental health in society in general,

to improve resilience and mental stress? These hesitations

but in particular of the specific phase of young people’s

have certainly been discarded by the Peer Learning

development. It seems as if mental health as an issue

and there is a joint wish to continue and increase these

in young people’s life is suddenly on the agenda in

partnerships between the different professional domains

our countries, often negatively framed as increased

at national and European levels – with an equal role of

problems. The Peer Learning has not dealt with this. The

young people - to promote mental health wellbeing of

main message has been that mental health and mental

young people and make a real difference for those young

fitness are as important as physical health and that

people who encounter mental ill-health.

young people, their parents and professionals urgently

first. All participants agreed that a big strength of the Peer

Giving Voice (participation of the young experts)
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potential solutions and improvements.

need to have more awareness and knowledge. Sharing
and talking about your emotional wellbeing and your

The most important objective of the Peer Learning has

mental health should be as important and common as for

been to contribute to increased participation of young

instance talking about your academic achievements. We

people with mental health issues in society. An important

have seen many examples that focus on actively sharing

Promoting the participation of young people with mental health issues

and discussing mental health issues. Many examples are

domains and with the young people as well. Wellbeing and

described in the last chapter on good practise and show

mental health should be part of the education curriculum.

how this can be done in a non-stigmatising way.

Partnerships and bridges between youth
work, mental health services and schools

We learned a lot from Finland, where mental health
promotion and knowledge constitute part of the teacher
and youth work initial training, an example to follow.

The Peer Learning started very much from the point of

During the Peer Learning the English translation of

view that youth work has a role to play with regard to

the Finnish manual - Mental Health Power – a youth

mental health promotion and is well placed to take up

workers’ guide to promoting mental health” - on mental

this role and offer a safe and diagnose free place for young

health for youth workers, was published. This was

people with mental health issues. But this role has not

received very well by the other countries and there is a

been widely recognised. Initially there were some doubts

keen interest to publish this manual in other languages

on the side of youth work if this was really an issue for

and to train youth workers in using the materials with

youth work to engage in. But the youth work participatory

their target groups. It also teaches youth workers how to

approach, with its low threshold, easy access and support

look after their own mental health in their sometimes

has a lot to offer compared to other services. Exploring

challenging work.

partnerships with mental health services and schools
therefore has been very much at the centre of the Peer

During this Peer Learning there was a lot of discussion on

Learning. A multi-agency approach is essential for

the Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) programme, especially

effective mental health policy and practice and youth

on the youth component. MHFA has been introduced in

work is well placed to promote positive mental wellbeing.

many European countries for adult workers. The youth

The young experienced experts often stressed the need

component of the programme is very promising for use

for safe places in schools where other professionals than

by professionals working directly with young people

teachers – especially youth workers – could provide a

such as teachers. It is a universal approach that includes

place to chill and talk. Such places are provided by YEESI

knowledge and skills for everyone who comes into contact

in schools in Finland, and also in Malta most high schools

with young people dealing with mental health issues.

have such a youth work area in the school building. Also
the Dutch School as workplace project is such an example,

The positive role and use of social media

although it does not actually have separate hang out rooms

During the second seminar of the Peer Learning we

in schools yet. Building bridges and crossing over to each

elaborated on the role of social media in relation to

other’s domains was seen as being very important, without

mental health. We focussed in particular on the positive

losing professional expertise. It is not a competition on

use of social media because the connotation with social

which profession is more important. Professionals should

media and mental ill-health is often negative. The

be complementary and recognise and value each other’s

effects of - for instance - excessive gaming, obsession

roles. Youth work has a long tradition of giving young

with lots of ‘likes’ on social platforms, creating virtual

people a voice, being inclusive and easily accessible, with

realities, having to be online all the time, are very well

a focus on active citizenship and talents rather than

known stressors and have an effect on the mental health

problems. These are valuable contributions to an effective

of young people. However, social media and online

support for young people with mental health issues, both

communities can also offer safety, peer support, comfort

at individual and at community level.

and easy ways to communicate for young people. It allows

Education of professionals in mental health
(wellbeing) and awareness raising

them to alleviate loneliness, deal with social anxiety and
provide opportunities for experimenting with different
roles. Digital resources, online platforms and popular

If we agree on the fact that different domains have roles

bloggers or vloggers can also be a means to communicate

to play in promoting mental health wellbeing, engaging

and exchange with young people on mental health and

in multi-agency working and raising awareness on mental

make it easier for them to seek help or to create a sense

fitness, there should also be a focus on educating and

of recognition they are not alone with their feelings.

training professionals in mental health, especially youth

These can be effective tools and can also be a way to

workers and teachers. At the same time more knowledge

reach young people through their interests, such as the

and information should be shared with professionals

example of the boys’ house in Helsinki, tempting gamers

in the mental health sector on what the youth work

to go out of their rooms and into a community setting.

approach can offer to make mental health treatment

Building capacities and knowledge of professionals is very

more effective. It was agreed that overall mental health

important in these approaches: encourage the positive

awareness, literacy and skills could be improved in all

aspects of social media and manage the negative.

Promoting the participation of young people with mental health issues
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Recommendations

teaching or educational role in the school, especially

During this Peer Learning recommendations have been

youth work. This drop-in place allows for comfort but

formulated that can be grouped in the following main

also provides a low threshold contact with a youth or

topics:
Giving Voice (participation of the young experts)

•

Promoting mental health (wellbeing) and beating the

place in support and treatment for the young people;

stigma

professionals of different domains should work this

Education of professionals in mental health (wellbeing)

way. E.g. when a young person needs mental health

and awareness raising

treatment for a while, links with school should remain.

The positive role and use of social media

Multi-agency work can support a young person to

•
•

The following recommendations contain general

return to school after such a period of treatment.

messages, but address different stakeholders such as

A shared personal plan can support such a way of

young people and their organisations, professionals
in youth work, (mental) healthcare and education,

working.
8. Build the capacity of youth workers and teachers

administrators and sector associations in youth work,

to engage effectively with social media to enhance

healthcare and education, central government, local

youth mental health and wellbeing, while adapting

authorities and the EU level. All of these partners have a

a strengths based approach and critical thinking

role to play in addressing and improving the participation

abilities to the topic

of young people with mental health issues in all policies.

Youth(organisations)

Administrators and professional associations
in youth work, healthcare and education

1. Speak out and talk about mental health promotion and

1. Create active strategies and practices to give voice to

issues among each other and get involved
2. Actively seek knowledge about mental health
3. Be supportive of friends and schoolmates who are
struggling with their mental health, talk with them
4. Youth organisations should actively promote peer
learning and support in relation to mental health

Professionals in youth work, (mental)
healthcare and education
1. Involve young people as peer supporters and experienced
experts in mental health wellbeing issues. Their voices
should be the starting point of your work. Match your
services to their needs.
2. Support young people’s experiences with mental
health issues not only by giving them a voice and
involving them in delivering services, but also by

young people in your policies, including those young
people experiencing mental health issues
2. Make multi-agency collaboration of mental health,
youth work and school a standard with respect to
mental health wellbeing of young people
3. Organise or support postgraduate courses for youth
workers and teachers on mental health
4. Organise joint education for mutual learning on mental
health and youth work practice to have more effective
support for young people with mental health issues
5. Introduce the Finnish handbook on mental health for
youth workers
6. Support the building of best practice, toolkits and
evidence base for the use and delivery of e-gaming to
address youth mental health and wellbeing

facilitating safe and low threshold places and allowing

Central government and local authorities

young people to meet and share experiences.

1. Recognise the importance of young people’s mental

3. Be creative in types of activities, methods and support,
and make sure that they are accessible to everyone
irrespective of their social and economic status
4. Acknowledge and respect each other’s professional

health and the fact that so many young people are
dealing with mental health problems. Make it a priority
issue
2. Actively involve young people with mental health

contributions, also in referrals. Use the facilitating,

issues in your participation strategies and activities

engaging and participatory approach of youth work.

3. Enable and facilitate that youth workers, mental health

Youth work should also address and promote mental

professionals and schools can promote mental health

health well being.

and wellbeing, for instance the safe youth work places

5. Always aim for partnerships between youth work,
mental health services and schools unless there is a

in schools
4. Develop national and local action plans to address

good reason not to. The Peer Learning has provided

the different aspects of mental health wellbeing and

many good practices to learn from and to adapt

multi-agency working, including the involvement

6. Schools should facilitate safe places that are run by or
supported through professionals that do not have a

12

social worker
7. The school perspective should always have first

•

of young people themselves. Aim for establishing a
national working group or task force on mental health.

Promoting the participation of young people with mental health issues

5. Local and national governments have a role in facilitating
platforms and debates to increase the importance of
mental health awareness. Launch campaigns and include
young people in developing and actively promoting the
discussion about mental health. Also use positive role
models that appeal to young people.
6. Promote multi-agency working and learning across
youth work, mental health services and schools for
better and more effective support of young people with
mental health issues
7. Include mental health promotion and knowledge in the
education of professionals such as teachers and youth
workers
8. Promote the introduction of Mental Health First Aid
for all professionals working with young people
9. Collaborate with key stakeholders (such as police,
parents, teachers and youth workers) and, through the
development of evidence based programmes, empower
them to build young people’s capacity to cope with
cyberbullying
10. Develop media literacy and critical thinking skills of
key stakeholders (such as parents and professionals)
through the development and delivery of evidence based
programmes, toolkits, online platforms and training.
11. Promote cooperation with research and youth work,
mental health, young people and professionals,
supported by technological tools.

European level / EU
1. Promote the inclusion of mental health issues in
further European Youth Strategies. It is an overarching
issue that transcends specific domains.
2. Young people are putting ill-mental health and stress
to impress high on the list of priorities in the European
countries. Recognise that mental health is part of all
policies and especially of the youth domain.
3. Support a follow-up of the Peer Learning, including more
European countries and facilitate a European multiagency conference including young experienced experts
4. Support learning on mental health for youth workers
through exchange of good practices such as the Mental
Health First Aid programme

Promoting the participation of young people with mental health issues
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III. Positive Examples from Professional
Practice
In the three Peer Learning seminars many good

Youth work projects – mental health

practices have been presented. During the last meeting

Boys Game Group, youth work Helsinki – Finland

in Rotterdam the participants made a shortlist of good

Pelitalo (game house) is a project of the youth services

practices to be described in this report. Many more can be

of the city of Helsinki. It offers spaces for young people

found at the website of the Peer Learning hosted by the

to engage in online games together. One of the special

Finnish Association for Mental Health

projects is the game group for boys, a group supported

www.mielenterveysseura.fi/en/development-projects/

by youth workers in which shy and socially excluded

peer-learning-participation-young-people-mental-

boys gather weekly to play games and have fun. The

health-issues

group provides a safe environment to learn social skills,
find new friends and have a positive impact on life.

Youth Led Youth Empowered experienced experts

The group is closed and remains together for a year.

Hoofdzaken (Mind Matters) – the Netherlands

The boys have backgrounds of multiple mental and

Mind Matters is a project initiated by the Dutch Youth

welfare services support and often show problematic

Council (NJR). In 2015 NJR brought together a group

gaming behaviour, but their gaming hobby is also a way

of young people who had experienced treatment by

to connect to them. More information can be found at

mental health services. The key question was how young

http://pelitalo.munstadi.fi/in-english/?lang=fi or https://

people with mental health issues could fully participate

www.mielenterveysseura.fi/sites/default/files/inline/

in society. They discussed their experiences and made

Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/game_group_for_boys.pdf

a report (and a short film) of the biggest issues and
obstacles they had encountered; for instance the stigma

Friends, Carlow regional youth service – Ireland

connected to receiving mental health care, and having a

Carlow regional youth service focuses on the promotion

voice in their treatment, the lack of cooperation between

of mental health wellbeing in their youth work and

their schools and the mental health services, the need

has introduced the FRIENDS programme as a way to

for trusted persons, safe places and aftercare, and the

build youth leadership, wellbeing and resilience into

ignorance and lack of knowledge of schools with regard to

the youth work activities. It is a play-based social

mental health. They shared their experiences with policy

skills training programme for building resilience

makers and politicians, in national and international

and promoting emotional and mental wellbeing.

meetings during the Dutch EU Presidency. Their

The international programme is evidence based and

objective is to make permanent changes in the mental

supported by the WHO. The programme is aimed at

health sector and make it more youth led and friendly.

four age groups (4-7 years, 8-12 years, 13-17 years and

More information can be found at www.njr.nl/verhaal/

adults). The interesting aspect is that it continues into

hoofdzaken

adulthood and therefore also takes into consideration
the emotional wellbeing of persons working with often

Yeesi - Finland

challenged young people. More information can be found

Yeesi is a mental health organization established in 2011

at www.mielenterveysseura.fi/sites/default/files/inline/

by young people themselves. Yeesi is a member of the

Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/building_resilience_of_

Finnish Association of Mental Health. It is a peer led

youth_workers_kathryn_wall.pdf

organization and one of their feature projects are the

or www.friendsresilience.org/

Yeesi points in Finnish high schools. The Yeesi points are
wellbeing centres or spaces in schools where young people

Youth involved mental health services

can hang out, with the aim of promoting mental health

Aye Mind – Scotland

wellbeing. The objective is to increase awareness of the

The project Aye Mind is a partnership between Greater

importance of positive mental health wellbeing and how

Glasgow and Clyde NHS, Snook, the Mental Health

young people can help each other to achieve this. More

Foundation and Young Scot. The objective is to improve

information can be found at www.mielenterveysseura.fi/

the mental health and wellbeing of young people – by

sites/default/files/inline/Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/

making better use of the internet, social media and

learning_cafe_peer-to-peer_education_8.6.2017.pdf

mobile technologies. It is a platform for encouraging
positive approaches to youth wellbeing – with material
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for both young people and those who work with them.

campaign and the public discussion by sharing their own

They have created a toolkit for professionals working

mental health challenges. Through the cooperation with

with young people to use digital tools to promote mental

the Finnish Association for Mental Health a free 24/7 chat

health wellbeing. Aye Mind works together with young

service (also called Sekasin) was opened for one week

people to create these tools and activities. One of the

during the campaign. The demand for the service was

feature projects is the development of animated gifs to

so big that it led to a permanent national chat service

communicate on mental health wellbeing issues. More

on mental health issues for young people in Finland. An

information can be found at www.mielenterveysseura.fi/

important feature of the chat service is that it is open

sites/default/files/inline/aye_mind_amsterdam_2016.pdf

almost 24/7, also during the long summer holiday. More

or http://ayemind.com/

information can be found at www.mielenterveysseura.fi/
sites/default/files/inline/Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/

Youth Empowerment Service, Willow Grove Adolescent

mental_062017_uusin_versio-1.pdf

Unit – Ireland
YES – the Youth Empowerment Service – has been set up

Mental Health Portal for Youth - Estonia

to support young people with mental health difficulties

Peaasjad (Mind Matters) is an online portal and platform

who are in Willow Grove, part of St. Patricks Mental Health

for young people run by the Estonian mental health

Service. Some members of the YES panel are young people

organization. It offers information on mental health,

who previously used Willow Grove services or other mental

online counselling, digital tools and online chat groups

health supports. The YES youth panel ensures that young

for Estonian young people in general and those dealing

people have an authentic voice in the development of

with mental health issues in particular. A team of mental

adolescent mental health services through:

health specialists, youth workers and other professionals

•
•

•

reviewing documents used in the adolescent and young

provide information and support. It is an easy-access

adult service

low threshold service. It also offers an online support

participating in the recruitment and selection process

forum to supportpeople who are related to someone with

of staff employed to work in Willow Grove Adolescent

a mental health problem. More information can be found

Unit

at www.mielenterveysseura.fi/sites/default/files/inline/

being involved in mental health awareness raising

Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/peaasi.ee-helsinki-peer-

campaigns

learning-2017-06-08.pdf

•

youth organisations

•

adolescent mental health initiatives locally, nationally

Mind our Health, LGBT Youth – Scotland

and internationally

LGBT Youth Scotland launched the campaign ‘Mind our

advocating for advocacy in youth mental health.

Health’ to research the impact of mental health issues

•

Members of the panel have received training in the

on LGBT young people. It encouraged mental health care

areas of advocacy, child protection, mental health/

professionals to better understand the experiences of

mental illness, self-care (mindfulness) and in digital

LGBT young people across services. A majority of LGBT

media production, and also receive support from a

young people are suffering poor mental health. The

trained advocate who conducts group advocacy sessions

campaign was aimed at making professionals more

fortnightly, informing the young service users of their

aware of the specific problems for LGBT young people

human rights, their rights as citizens and as service

and at informing young people about rights and services.

users, supporting them towards self-advocacy. More

The campaign is also addressing decision makers and

information can be found at www.mielenterveysseura.fi/

mental health practitioners to make their services more

sites/default/files/inline/Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/

inclusive and supportive for LGBT young people. More

madge_yes.pdf or https://www.stpatricks.ie/youth-

information can be found at www.mielenterveysseura.fi/

advocacy-service

sites/default/files/inline/Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/
fergus_mcmillan_vision_and_board_cover.pdf

Social media & Campaigns
Sekasin – Finland

Education / training

Sekasin (Mental) has been a television series, developed

Mental health first aid – many countries in Europe,

by the Finnish Broadcasting Company YLE, featuring four

introduced by Malta

teenagers who are locked up in a mental institution (based

Developed in 2000 by Betty Kitchener AM and

on real personal stories). The series were accompanied

Professor Tony Jorm, Mental Health First Aid Australia

by a social media campaign to raise public awareness

is a national not-for-profit programme focused on

on mental health issues and to break the silence. Social

mental health training and research. It is now widely

media personalities, vloggers and bloggers, joined the

implemented in many countries around the world, also

Promoting the participation of young people with mental health issues

15

in Europe. Mental health first aid is the help provided

socks to start a conversation around mental health.

to a person who is developing a mental health problem,

#MindYourSelfie is a series of mental health manuals

experiencing worsening of an existing mental health

freely available on the website of Walk in My Shoes. More

problem or in a mental health crisis. The first aid is

information can be found at www.mielenterveysseura.fi/

given until appropriate professional help is in place or

sites/default/files/inline/Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/

the crisis is resolved. The idea is that the course should

madge_mind_your_selfie_general_wims_presentation.

be made available to everyone working with people

pdf or www.walkinmyshoes.ie/

suffering mental health issues. There is also a specific
part developed regarding young people, designed for

Mental Health and Schools

professionals working with children and young people as

School as workplace – The Netherlands

professionals or volunteers. It is also suitable for parents.

School as Workplace (SAW) is a method of supporting

More information can be found at:

students and a cooperation between the vocational school

www.mielenterveysseura.fi/sites/default/files/inline/

ROC Friesland College, social work and NHL University of

Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/nmea_english_ritva_

Applied Sciences. The aims of the method are:

karila_hietala.pdf

•

www.mielenterveysseura.fi/sites/default/files/inline/
Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/evelien_170316_mhfa_

prevent early school leaving;
•

finland.pdf

Supporting coaches in signalling barriers/problems
of youngsters in behaviour, socially and other issues

https://mhfa.com.au/
Youth workers manual on mental health – Finland

Early detection to prevent more severe problems and

which affect their school careers;
•

No gap between school and care.

A SAW worker (a youth worker or social worker) offers

The Finnish Association for Mental Health has developed

support at The Friesland College. The SAW worker can

a wealth of material on promoting mental health

be called or contacted for support, but is also present in

wellbeing for professionals working with children.

the school every week. The SAW worker helps students

They have published “Mental Health Power – A youth

to solve questions and if necessary arranges extra care

workers’ guide to promoting mental health” for youth

in or outside the school, collaborates in the school

workers. This handbook has been translated into English

with many organisations and establishes a connection

during the Peer Learning. The underlying idea is that

between school, youth worker/coach and additional care

mental health promotion is a skill that can be taught and

when needed. There are still some mixed experiences

strengthened and that youth workers are well placed

with the accessibility of SAW, because some students do

to do so. The handbook offers not only knowledge but

not know how to contact SAW. It also became clear how

also many tools and exercises on how to work on mental

important it is to have a good connection between the

health promotion with young people. More information

teacher/coach, SAW worker and the student. Peer to peer

can be found at: www.mielenterveysseura.fi/sites/default/

coaching should be encouraged when possible. The next

files/inline/Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/supporting_

phases of the method are developing tools with students

youth_workers_to_support_mental_health.pdf

in Communities of Practice and a broad evaluation. More
information can be found at www.mielenterveysseura.fi/

Walk in my shoes – Ireland

sites/default/files/inline/Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/

Established in 2012, Walk In My Shoes is a St Patrick’s

school_as_workplace.pdf

Mental Health Services’ awareness and education
campaign. Walk In My Shoes runs initiatives throughout

See Me – Scotland

the year to promote positive mental health, such as

The project See Me aims at empowering young people to

•

Mission Possible; School Achievement Awards

challenge mental health stigma and discrimination. In

•

Short Film Competition

short, the project is about:

•

#MindYourSelfie eBooks & School Resources

•

•

Transition Year Programme

and discrimination;

The different activities of the programme are aimed

•

Changing Minds, changing policy and changing practice;

at schools and especially teachers to increase their

•

Knowledge, attitudes and values and also behaviour

knowledge and awareness concerning mental health
wellbeing. The transition year programme for example
focuses at students who receive a training on mental
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Scotland’s programme to end mental health stigma

change;
•

Focus on the settings in which people face most stigma
and discrimination.

health and afterwards go back to provide training for

People across Scotland join together to try to have an

their fellow students. Schools host funky shoes days,

influence, to create a society in which you don’t have to

where all students and staff wear odd shaped shoes and

feel ashamed about mental health issues. And in which

Promoting the participation of young people with mental health issues

no stigmatization or discrimination takes place based
on mental health issues. The message they want to put
across is: Mental health belongs to all of us. Therefore
mental health needs to be normalized. Study results
show that stigmatization and feelings of shame still
often occur. Multiple actions are taken to achieve the
goals. Among others, the education and young people
programme are being implemented in schools: What’s
on your mind packs, It’s OK campaign and a Whole school
approach with 7 pilots across Scotland. The next step is
writing an evaluation of the pilots. More information can
be found at www.mielenterveysseura.fi/sites/default/
files/inline/Hankkeet/LAPSETJANUORET/see_me_
scotland.pdf or https://www.seemescotland.org/
Enlight – Malta
Enlight was developed as a reaction to two tragic accidents
that happened involving young people with mental health
issues. Psychology teachers and psychology students from
OOPS (Organisation of Psychology Students) together
started the project Enlight. Enlight consist of two parts:
•

An intensive mental health promotion and awareness
campaign in schools, to tackle the issue of stigma.

•

A free walk-in clinic on campus that offers students a
safe space to seek support and help.

The benefits of the project include:
•

Social impact. This project does not only impact the
school, but also indirectly all of Maltese society.

•

Prevention: this project prevents slight disorders from
becoming fully-fledged dysfunctional behaviours.

•

Resiliency: Enlight helps youth to become more
resilient and to contribute to society rather than
depend on it.

•

Social mobility: people from low socio-economic
backgrounds are at a higher risk of developing mental
health issues. By providing free services they are
encouraged to move up in the social hierarchy.

Currently a pilot project is conducted in the only postsecondary school in Malta. The ultimate aim is to expand
this project nationwide for youths. Furthermore, Enlight
won the Social Impact Award of Malta in 2017. More
information can be found at
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1JsEoEs5sEzvjRrN7cIyFX2
EKDWToHqjS/view?usp=sharing_eil&ts=5a10913d
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