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1FOREWORD

FOREWORD
UN YOUTH OFFICE

Today’s generation of young people is coming of age in an era marked by uncertainty, 
yet also by unprecedented opportunities. Their struggles and aspirations reflect the 
state of our shared humanity. 

When one in seven young people experiences a mental health condition, when suicide 
remains among the leading causes of youth death, and when stigma continues to 
silence too many voices, we must acknowledge that youth mental health is far from a 
peripheral concern. It is central to peace, justice, and sustainable development.

Mental health is about dignity, belonging, and human connection. It is about ensuring 
that every young person, regardless of where they are born or who they are, can thrive in 
environments that nurture their full potential. Achieving this requires a shift from 
reactive crisis response to proactive ecosystems of care, reimagining schools, 
workplaces, digital spaces, and communities as places that foster purpose, creativity, 
and resilience.

The Youth Mental Health & Well-being Flagship Initiative of the United Nations Youth 
Office embodies this vision. It reminds us that empowering young people is not only 
about delivering services, but about listening to them, trusting them, and co-creating 
solutions with them. From sports fields to art studios, from classrooms to online 
platforms, we must meet youth where they are, ensuring that mental health is 
embedded in the fabric of their daily lives.

Across continents, I have witnessed young leaders transform their pain into purpose, 
their vulnerability into strength, and their local realities into global movements. They are 
building communities of care that transcend borders and disciplines.

Our responsibility is to amplify their voices and invest in their ideas.

Let us stand together in one conviction: there is no sustainable future without prioritizing 
youth mental health and well-being.

 
 
Dr. Felipe Paullier 
Assistant Secretary-General for Youth Affairs
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FOREWORD
UN UNIVERSITY

In every generation, young people re-imagine what is 
possible. Today, they are doing so in a world of profound 
uncertainty, facing climate anxiety, digital saturation, 
inequality, and economic instability. Yet, as the proposed 
Youth Mental Health & Well-being Flagship reminds us, 
uncertainty is also a place of becoming. It is where 
imagination meets resilience, and where collective 
action can transform despair into hope.

Youth mental health and well-being are not marginal 
concerns; they must be at the center of societal 
flourishing for all nations1. Around the world, young 
people are calling for systems that listen, respond, and 
include them – not as mere beneficiaries but as partners 
and co-creators of a just and sustainable future. Their 
voices make clear that mental health is not simply the 
absence of illness. It is a dynamic state of dignity, 
purpose, connection, and possibility that thrives in 
communities where rights are protected, and youth 
participation is meaningful and equitable.

Recognizing mental health as a fundamental human 
right, as affirmed by global human rights frameworks 
and by the United Nations, compels us to look beyond 
biomedical responses. It urges us to design societies 
where young people can grow and lead. Such an 
approach demands investment not only in services but 
in the very ecosystems that shape life: education, work, 
climate, technology, arts, spirituality, and peace. Each of 
these spaces can nurture or hinder physical and mental 
well-being. Together, they form an environment in which 
youth either merely survive or truly thrive.

The Youth Mental Health and Well-being Ecosystem 
Model proposed in this report is a timely contribution. It 
invites us to think systemically and act collaboratively, to 
align evidence with empathy, and to connect global 

policy with the lived realities of young people 
everywhere. It reminds us that well-being is relational 
and regenerative, that each young person’s flourishing is 
bound to that of their communities and planet.

The technical framework presented reflects this 
integrated vision: linking research, policy, and practice 
across areas such as community-based prevention, 
digital well-being, education and skills for inclusion, 
sustainable livelihoods, and the intersections of 
climate, housing, and peace. These themes, anchored 
in equity and human rights, offer concrete pathways for 
building resilient systems that protect and promote 
youth mental health. 

As we look toward the future, let us hold fast to an 
ambition of investing in youth mental health. It is essential 
groundwork for peace, for equitable development, for 
re-imagining our shared future, and for the 
transformational changes necessary for operationalizing 
joint ambitions. The flagship gives us both the evidence 
and the inspiration to act, and to do so with young people 
up front and at the center. United Nations University 
International Institute for Global Health remains 
committed to the principles and ambitions of the Youth 
Mental Health & Well-being Flagship. 

Dr. Revati Phalkey 
Director, United Nations University International 
Institute for Global Health (UNU Global Health)
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8EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A Holistic, Youth-Centred 
Approach
In today’s disorienting and complex global 
landscape, young people are navigating 
unprecedented challenges—shaped by economic 
instability, climate emergencies, social injustices, 
and the pervasive influence of digital culture—that 
profoundly impact young people’s mental health 
and well-being. This flagship calls for a holistic, 
community- centered approach that affirms youth 
agency and supports their well-being as they 
navigate present challenges and shape a more 
just, sustainable future.

Mental Health as a 
Fundamental Human Right
Recognizing mental health and well-being as a 
fundamental human right represents a 
transformative shift in global policy, affirmed by 
multiple Human Rights Council and UN Member 
States resolutions. These call for rights-based, 
inclusive, and community-centered care systems, 
emphasizing that mental health depends on 
environments that uphold dignity, promote social 
and political connection, and foster equitable 
opportunities through policies, and practices that 
promote and protect mental health and well-being.

Mental Health & Well-Being for 
Sustainable Development
Mental health and well-being are essential yet 
underrecognized pillars of sustainable development 
and are closely linked to achieving SDG 3 (good 
health and well-being), SDG 4.2 (access to quality 
early childhood development), SDG 5 (gender 
equality) and SDG 16.2 (ending all forms of violence 
against children). However, promoting good mental 
health should also be seen as a catalyst to 
achieving all SDGs. With mental conditions costing 
the global economy trillions annually and projected 
to rise sharply, current investments fall far short of 
need. Evidence shows that every dollar invested in 
mental health yields significant economic and 
social returns, particularly through early 
intervention for youth, which enhances education, 
employment, and social inclusion outcomes.

Understanding Youth Mental 
Health & Well-being
Youth mental health and well-being is a dynamic 
state shaped by personal, social, and structural 
factors, particularly in the first years of identity 
building. Promoting youth mental health and 
well-being requires inclusive, equity-based 
strategies that respond to the diverse and 
inequitable realities young people face across 
the globe.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH & WELL-BEING IN AN 
UNCERTAIN WORLD: A GLOBAL CALL TO ACTION
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A Global Mental Health &  
Well-being Crisis
Mental health challenges represent a fast-rising 
global emergency, impacting nearly one in eight 
people worldwide, with conditions like anxiety and 
depression rising sharply, especially since the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Young people bear a 
disproportionate burden, as most mental health 
conditions emerge by age 24, with suicide 
remaining a leading cause of death among youth 
globally—particularly in low- and middle-income 
countries. Despite growing awareness, promotion 
and access to mental health care is severely 
limited, hindered by service shortages, cost, and 
stigma. In response, UN entities advocate for 
community-based, rights- respecting mental health 
models that integrate social determinants and 
promote inclusive, accessible care, reflecting a 
generational shift toward openness and collective 
action to address this urgent global challenge.

Building the Youth Mental 
Health & Well-being  
Ecosystem Model
In today’s complex, ever-changing, and often 
uncertain world, young people need to be 
embedded within ecosystems that can help them 
not only withstand but grow through adversity. 
Thriving does not imply the absence of hardship or 
struggle; rather, it involves having the skills, support 
and resources at the individual and community 
level to navigate mental health challenges and 
states of distress. These challenges are not fixed 
endpoints but experiences that can be faced within 
networks of care and connection spanning all areas 
of young people’s lives.

This proposal outlines key thematic areas rooted in 
the lived experiences of youth from diverse 
backgrounds, which also serve as strategic entry 
points for partnerships and policymaking aimed at 
proactively supporting youth mental health and 
well-being and promoting youth agency worldwide.

The Youth Mental Health & Well-being Ecosystem 
Model is a flexible model designed to be culturally 
adaptable while recognizing global diversity. It 
highlights often overlooked key areas in youth 
mental health and well-being, helping 
governments and institutions take a more holistic, 
multisectoral approach on the promotion and 
protection of youth mental health and well-being.

Youth Mental Health &  
Well-being Ecosystem Approach
Youth mental health and well-being is deeply 
influenced by the complex social, political, cultural, 
economic, spiritual, and ecological environments in 
which young people live. Promoting and improving 
their mental health requires more than addressing 
individual symptoms; it demands tackling the 
broader conditions that cause distress and building 
environments that foster resilience. True well-being 
extends beyond the absence of psychological 
illness and depends heavily on meaningful social 
connections and supportive communities. Each 
young person reflects the cultural and 
environmental contexts surrounding them, 
emphasizing the need for holistic approaches. 
Although many efforts have focused on policy, 
capacity building, and systemic care, there remains 
an urgent need to adopt a protective, ecosystem-
wide model that promotes and protects youth 
well-being through interconnected, regenerative 
systems—offering a promising path forward.
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Youth Mental Health & Well-Being Ecosystem Model 

Governance
Governance shapes well-being by establishing inclusive 
policies, structures, and participation mechanisms that 
empower youth to engage meaningfully in their 
communities, fostering purpose, trust, and resilience 
essential for their mental health and societal flourishing.

Education
Education is a crucial pillar of youth mental health and 
well-being, with schools and universities serving as not 
only places of learning but also vital environments that 
foster social and emotional development, resilience, and 
connection. Through evidence-based whole-school 
approaches, education systems can strengthen protective 
factors and address rising mental health challenges—
including bullying, discrimination, peer pressure and 
academic stress—while promoting safe, inclusive and 
supportive learning environments.

Decent Work
Work is a vital component of youth well-being, providing 
structure, purpose, social connection, and financial 
security that protect mental health, yet it can also be a 
source of significant stress—especially for young workers 
facing job insecurity, discrimination, and poor working 
conditions; addressing these challenges requires 
integrated, multisectoral approaches that promote decent 
work, support mental health in the workplace, and tackle 
youth unemployment and precarious employment to 
empower young people and foster their mental well-being.

Digital Technology
Technology profoundly shapes youth mental health and 
well-being, offering opportunities for connection and 
innovation while posing risks such as digital exclusion, 
cyberbullying, harmful content, and identity distortion—
making ethical governance, inclusive access, and youth-
centered digital ecosystems essential to safeguarding 
their rights, dignity, and thriving in the digital age.

Art & Creative Expression
Arts are powerful drivers of youth well-being, enabling 
emotional expression, cultural identity, social connection, 
and inner transformation through creative practices that 
foster resilience, self-worth, and community belonging.

Sports & Physical Activity
Sports foster youth well-being by promoting physical health, 
emotional regulation, resilience, and a strong sense of 
belonging, offering inclusive spaces where young people can 
connect, grow, and thrive through shared play and purpose.

Peace
Encompassing physical safety, social harmony, trust, and 
justice and recognizing that youth are affected by armed 
conflict, forced displacement, political silencing and 
repression, gang violence, and structural discrimination 
carry the burden of instability and fear. Environments 
grounded in social inclusion, restorative justice, 
intercultural dialogue, and community peacebuilding 
create protective contexts for emotional healing, hope, 
and belonging.

Spirituality
Spirituality is a vital dimension of youth well-being, offering 
a sense of meaning, connection, and purpose that supports 
emotional resilience, self-awareness, and healthy coping; 
by nurturing inner life and transcendent experiences, 
spirituality fosters compassionate thinking and belonging, 
making it an essential—yet often overlooked—element in 
promoting holistic mental health and human development.

Housing
Housing is not just a physical space but a source of 
dignity, privacy, identity, and belonging. For youth, 
especially those experiencing poverty, migration, family 
breakdown, or institutional care, housing instability can 
lead to isolation, trauma, and exclusion. Safe, inclusive, 
and affordable housing environments foster emotional 
regulation, relational stability, and a sense of home.

Climate
The climate and environmental crisis profoundly impacts 
youth mental health, as young people not only face direct 
physical risks from environmental degradation but also 
experience intense emotions like anxiety and 
helplessness about the future.
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CALL TO ACTION:  
Promoting and Protecting Youth  
Mental Health and Well-Being

To prevent youth mental health challenges from becoming a global crisis, societies/
countries must adopt a proactive, multisectoral approach that fosters environments 
where young people can flourish. Youth mental health and well-being are inseparable 
from the ecosystems in which they live, learn, work, and connect—each influencing their 
development and resilience. This flagship calls for the intentional identification and 
design of integrated, locally led and grounded systems that promote youth well-being 
through coordinated policies, programs, and resources across all areas of life.

National and local governments can use this ecosystem model to map, identify, and 
coordinate existing and new initiatives that support youth mental health and well-being 
across key areas of young people’s lives—governance, education, climate, work, 
technology, arts, sports, and spirituality—engaging diverse stakeholders including 
ministries, nonprofits, educational institutions and the private sector. Special attention 
should be given to youth-led initiatives, which offer context-relevant, innovative 
solutions rooted in lived experience. By activating and designing ecosystem-based 
strategies tailored to local needs and realities, and ensuring meaningful youth 
participation, governments can promote integrated, multisectoral responses that 
address both immediate challenges and long-term well-being.

Photo: UN Youth Office/Inés Yabar
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In today’s rapidly changing and often disorienting global 
landscape, young people face mounting challenges that 
profoundly concern their mental health and overall 
well-being. The Pact for the Future – Action 34 
underscores a global commitment to devote investment 
to the social and economic development of children and 
youth, ensuring equitable access to essential services 
and conversion factors in human development such as 
health, education, and social protection. This 
commitment becomes even more urgent in light of 
contemporary pressures—economic and work 
uncertainty, climate crisis, digital immersion, and ongoing 
social injustices—that affect and shape how young people 
understand themselves and their futures.

UNICEF’s Global Coalition for Youth Mental Health reports 
that six in ten youth personally experienced systemic 
challenges in the past year, with economic instability 
(53%) and climate change (51%) topping the list2. More 
than half report a lack of hope for the future. The 
environmental emergency threatens planetary and human health alike—demanding not 
only scientific and political responses, but also ethical reflection and choices. Young 
people, inheritors of a damaged planet, are increasingly aware of the urgent need for 
action, yet often feel powerless or alienated from possible solutions.

Compounding these challenges is the impact of digital technologies. The rise of social 
media, virtual interaction, artificial intelligence, digital culture, and the metaverse 
introduces new forms of engagement that, under the myth of perceived connectivity 
and connection, may exacerbate isolation, addiction, and detachment from embodied 
social life. While these technologies offer unprecedented opportunities for digital 
mental health innovation, connection, and access to information and support, they also 
reshape the nature of human communities and identity formation, influencing well-
being in ways that have not yet been fully mapped or understood.

Moreover, UNESCO3 has identified a troubling erosion of belief among youth in their 
own futures, rooted in historical injustices and compounded by current inequities. In 
response, emerging educational frameworks such as Repairing Futures4 emphasize 
listening, dialogue, and reflective practices to help young people make sense of their 
present and envision futures beyond inherited limitations. The symbolic worlds 
constructed through everyday interactions and discourses—in families, schools, 
communities and countries—are vital in helping youth process the legacies of the past 
and imagine a more just, peaceful and hopeful paths forward.

This document explores the interconnected social, environmental, digital, and historical 
dimensions shaping youth mental health and well-being today, and argues for a holistic, 
community-centered approach that honours young people’s agency, voice, and vision 
for contributing in the present to their well-becoming in desirable futures.

6 IN 10
Youth personally 
experienced systemic 
challenges in the 
past year.
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Mental health, as defined by the World Health Organization (WHO), is a state 
of mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, 
realize their abilities, learn well, work well, and contribute to their 
communities5. This definition highlights the importance of environments 
that support emotional, cognitive, and social development—particularly in 
youth that are at a critical moment of human life. Mental health and 
psychosocial wellbeing is not a fixed state6; it should be conceived as a 
dynamic and situated flow influenced by a complex interplay of personal 
capabilities, interpersonal relationships and external circumstances.

The mental health and well-being of young people are 
influenced by interrelated factors that impact self-
perception and their capacity to thrive7. In a particular 
moment of life of identity encounter various challenges 
like exposure to life’s adversities, peer pressure, 
loneliness, experiences of violence, media influence, 
prevailing gender norms, societal expectations and 
idealized standards of beauty or behaviour. These 
pressures may have a profound psychological impact, 
leading to anxiety, low self-esteem, depression, and a 
deep sense of isolation8.

It is essential to recognize that not all young people 
experience mental health challenges equally. Youth 
mental health is especially vulnerable to structural and 
social inequalities. Some groups of young people face 
greater risks due to systemic exclusion, discrimination, 
or lack of access to quality support services and 
external capabilities. These include those living in 
humanitarian or conflict-affected settings9 10, migrants 
and displaced populations11, refugees12, youth with 
chronic illnesses, intellectual or neurological 
conditions13, youth with disabilities14 and young parents 
or those in early or forced marriages15. Marginalized 
youth—whether due to ethnicity, gender16, or sexual 
orientation—often experience compounded challenges 
resulting from stigma, social isolation, and limited 
mental health resources.

On the other hand, well-being has been described 
through multiple frameworks and perspectives, with two 
dominant conceptual approaches in contemporary 
discussions: subjective and objective well-being. 
Subjective approaches emphasize individual experience 
and personal fulfilment, encompassing both eudaemonic 

well-being, rooted in finding meaning in life, achieving 
personal growth, and realizing one’s potential and 
hedonic well-being, which centres on happiness and life 
satisfaction, alongside related constructs such as 
optimism and self-acceptance17. Objective approaches, 
in contrast, define well-being through measurable 
quality-of-life indicators such as access to material 
resources (income, food, housing) and social attributes 
(education, health, political voice, social networks, and 
community engagement). These dimensions often 
reflect what Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum18 
termed “capabilities”, understood as both an individual’s 
actual functioning and the real opportunities available 
within their environment. Sen highlighted that “no 
individual can think, choose, or act without being 
influenced […] by the nature and working of the society 
around him or her” (Sen, 2002, pp. 80–84), emphasizing 
that well-being is inseparable from its social context19.

This conceptualisation is also reflected in the WHO–
UNICEF Global Framework for Adolescent Well-being 
(Ross et al., 2020)20, which integrates both subjective 
and objective dimensions of well-being into a single, 
holistic model. The framework identifies five 
interconnected domains—health and nutrition; learning, 
competence and education; agency and resilience; 
connectedness; and safety and a supportive 
environment—and highlights that youth well-being is 
shaped not only by individual experiences, emotions, and 
capacities, but also by structural, social, and 
environmental conditions. Referencing this framework 
situates the discussion within a widely endorsed global 
model and reinforces the need to consider both personal 
and societal determinants when examining youth mental 
health and well-being.
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Addressing the mental health needs of all young people 
requires inclusive, equity-driven strategies that recognize 
and respond to the diverse realities of youth across 
different contexts and life situations, and that are co-
designed with young people to ensure their meaningful 
participation in shaping solutions that affect their lives. 
Around the world, youth are already demonstrating what 
such meaningful participation looks like in practice. Their 
initiatives—rooted in community knowledge, cultural 
context, and lived experience—show how young people are 
driving new models of care that bridge service gaps, reduce 
stigma, and strengthen collective well-being. For example:

•	 Youth-Led Innovations in Mental Health 
from South Asia and Africa 
Across South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, young 
people are creating community-based, culturally 
grounded models of mental health support that 
respond to the inequities, stigma, and service gaps 
that many adolescents face. These examples reflect 
the principles of the WHO–UNICEF Global Framework 
for Adolescent Well-being and illustrate how youth 
leadership can strengthen agency, connectedness, 
and supportive environments.

•	 Nepal – Youth Initiative (Susmita Adhikari) 
In rural districts of Nepal, the Youth Initiative trains 
adolescent volunteers to deliver mental health 
literacy sessions, run peer-support circles, and 
collaborate with schools and caregivers to reduce 
stigma. The model has expanded access for young 
people who rarely engage with formal services, 
demonstrating the effectiveness of community- 
based, youth-led approaches.

•	 Kenya – Youth Offenders Legal Aid and 
Reform Advocacy (YOLARA) 
YOLARA supports young people affected by violence, 
discrimination, or conflict with the law through a 
combination of restorative justice, legal empowerment, 
and psychosocial support. By creating safe spaces 
and peer networks, the initiative strengthens 
belonging, reduces isolation, and supports healing in 
contexts marked by social and economic adversity.

•	 Rwanda – Ubuzima Innovation Hub 
The Ubuzima Innovation Hub enables youth to 
co-design solutions-such as arts-based healing 
circles, mentorship groups, and community 

dialogues—that respond to trauma, poverty, and 
intergenerational loss. By centering connection and 
collective resilience, the initiative reflects a strengths-
based approach to youth mental health.

•	 India – Green Disability 
Green Disability provides accessible psychosocial 
support and peer- connection programmes for young 
people with disabilities who face exclusion, 
discrimination, and systemic barriers to care. The 
initiative’s youth leadership model reduces stigma, 
promotes inclusion, and connects young people to 
educational and social opportunities.

•	 Nigeria – Mentally Aware Nigeria Initiative 
(MANI) 
MANI operates one of Africa’s largest youth-led 
digital mental health networks, offering suicide-
prevention helplines, online peer-support groups, and 
awareness campaigns that reach thousands each 
month. Its digital-first approach expands access in 
contexts where specialist services remain limited and 
stigma prevents help-seeking.

These youth-led models highlight the creativity, courage, 
and leadership emerging across diverse regional 
contexts. They demonstrate that meaningful youth 
participation—rooted in cultural context and lived 
experience—is essential for building equitable, 
community-based ecosystems that protect and promote 
youth mental health and well-being. Taken together, 
these examples also reveal a deeper insight: that mental 
health cannot be understood solely through individual 
symptoms or clinical indicators. Rather, youth well-being 
is shaped through relationships, environments, and 
social structures—pointing toward a broader, more 
interconnected understanding of what it means to thrive.

Moving beyond the dichotomy of subjective and 
objective measures, the concept of relational well-being 
expands the understanding of how individual and 
collective flourishing are interconnected. It suggests that 
well-being arises from the dynamic interplay between 
personal, societal, and environmental structures and 
processes21. From this perspective, youth mental health 
is not merely an individual issue but a relational and 
systemic phenomenon—one that depends on belonging, 
participation, and the broader social ecosystems in 
which young people live and grow.



MENTAL HEALTH  
& WELL-BEING  
AS A FUNDAMENTAL 
HUMAN RIGHT

Photo: UN Youth Office/Joel Sheakoski



18 YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH & WELL-BEING IN AN UNCERTAIN WORLD: A GLOBAL CALL TO ACTION

Recognizing mental health and well-being as a 
fundamental human right marks a significant shift in the 
global health and development narrative. This 
perspective emphasizes that mental well-being is not 
merely a personal concern or a medical issue, but a 
matter of justice, dignity, and universal rights. 

The Sixty-sixth World Health Assembly, consisting of 
Ministers of Health from 194 Member States, adopted 
the WHO’s Comprehensive Mental Health Action Plan 
2013–202022 in May 2013. In 2019, the action plan was 
extended until 2030 by the Seventy-second World Health 
Assembly. Then in 2021, the Seventy-fourth World Health 
Assembly endorsed updates to the action plan, including 
updates to the plan’s options for implementation and 
indicators that included mental health.

Advancing Mental Health as a human right has been 
strongly affirmed by global leaders and human rights 
bodies. On World Mental Health Day, October 10, 2023, 
United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres 
declared that “mental health is not a privilege but a 
fundamental human right–and must be part of universal 
health coverage.”23 He emphasized that mental well-
being enables individuals to lead fulfilling lives and 
contribute meaningfully to their communities, and called 
on governments to ensure care systems that are rights-
based, community-centred, and integrated within 
broader health and social services. 

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR) and the Human Rights Council 
have issued multiple resolutions and reports that 
formalize the link between mental health and human 
rights24. In 2016, 73 States released a joint statement 
recognizing the centrality of mental health to the 
recognition of the right to health, emphasizing the need 
for non-discriminatory, rights-based approaches. Human 
Rights Council Resolutions A/HRC/RES/32/18 (2016), A/
HRC/RES/36/13 (2017), A/HRC/39/36  (2018) and A/
HRC/RES/43/13 (2020), A/HRC/RES/52/12  (2023), and 
A/HRC/RES/58/38 (2025) have further reinforced this 
commitment, affirming that the promotion of mental 
health and the protection of human rights are mutually 
reinforcing obligations of States25.

The United Nations General Assembly has also recognized 
the importance of community-based mental health 
services through resolution A/RES/77/300 (2023) on 
Mental Health and Psychosocial Support. This resolution 
affirms that mental health and well-being  “cannot be 
defined by the absence of a mental health condition but 
rather by an environment that enables persons to live a life 

in which their inherent dignity is respected, with full 
enjoyment of their human rights, and in the equitable pursuit 
of their potential, and that values both social connection and 
respect through non-violent and healthy relationships, and 
recognizing that discriminatory laws, policies, practices and 
attitudes undermine well-being and inclusion”.

Further momentum is reflected in resolution A/79/62 
(2025), which presents the progress report on non-
communicable diseases (NCDs) and the promotion of 
mental health and well-being, in preparation for the 4th 
High-Level Meeting on NCDs and Mental Health, which 
took please during the UN General Assembly in 
September 2025.

Beyond recognizing mental health as a fundamental right, 
it is essential to affirm that mental health and well-being 
cannot be fully realized without the protection and 
fulfilment of all human rights. Around the world, young 
people face systemic violations of their rights that 
severely impact their mental well-being — including youth 
living in conflict zones, displaced or stateless youth, young 
women and girls subjected to gender-based violence and 
discrimination, LGBTIQ+ youth facing stigma and 
exclusion, young people deprived of access to education, 
healthcare, or safe environments. Situating mental health 
within a rights-based framework is not merely symbolic; it 
requires a comprehensive commitment to upholding all 
human rights as essential conditions for the flourishing of 
young people globally. This framing also implies 
participation, accountability, and non-discrimination as 
guiding principles for implementation, ensuring that 
policies and systems are inclusive, transparent, and 
responsive to the lived realities of youth.

Photo: UN Youth Office/Inés Yabar
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Mental health and well-being are a foundational pillar of 
sustainable development26, yet it remains one of the 
most overlooked components of global health strategies 
undermining the realization of Universal Health 
Coverage27 through the insufficient inclusion of mental 
health services for young people28. Sustainable 
Development Goal 3 (SDG 3) calls on all nations to 
“ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all 
ages” underscoring the intrinsic link between mental 
well-being and broader development outcomes. True 
well-being encompasses emotional, social, and 
functional dimensions—ranging from feeling calm and 
hopeful, to having a sense of belonging and the capacity 
to navigate life’s challenges being able to deal with 
uncertainty as a generative opportunity. As mental 
health conditions continue to rise across all income 
levels, the need for comprehensive, equitable mental 
health care has become both a public health imperative 
and a critical driver of economic and social progress.

Research shows that mental health is not a concern 
limited to high-income countries—it is a pressing global 
issue with far-reaching implications for health and 
well-being. According to the World Health Organization29 
and the World Economic Forum30 mental conditions 
currently cost the global economy between $1 and $5 
trillion annually, a figure projected to soar to $16 trillion 
by 2030. In 2021 alone, mental health conditions and 
neurological conditions accounted for over 15% of global 
health-related loss31. This burden is expected to 
increase, placing growing pressure on health systems, 
employers, families, and communities.

Despite the severity of the challenge, investment in 
mental health remains grossly inadequate. The global 
annual financing gap for mental health is estimated at a 
minimum of $200 billion, with most countries allocating 
less than 2% of their total health budgets to mental 
health services32. As a result, millions of individuals lack 
access to timely and effective care.

Compelling evidence demonstrates that investing in 
mental health generates substantial economic and 
social returns33. According to the WHO’s 2023 Mental 
Health Report, every $1 invested in treatment for 
common mental conditions yields a $5 return in 
improved health outcomes and increased productivity. 
Additionally, the McKinsey Health Institute estimates 
that closing the global mental health treatment gap 

could recover up to 150 million years of higher-quality 
life—each year carrying an estimated economic value of 
$200.00034. Investing in youth mental health, in 
particular, has been shown to enhance educational 
attainment, employability, and long-term productivity, 
strengthening both individual well-being and societal 
development.

Moreover, the benefits of investment extend far beyond 
healthcare. Preventive mental health policies —especially 
those targeting young people — are associated with 
higher educational attainment35, increased labour force 
participation, greater lifetime earnings, and improved 
physical health outcomes. Research shows a direct 
relationship between adolescent psychological distress 
and adverse outcomes in adulthood36. By mitigating 
distress through early intervention, societies can 
significantly reduce long-term costs while promoting 
social inclusion, resilience, and equity.

In the face of mounting poli-crisis climate threats, 
psychological resilience building across the lifespan 
supports emotional regulation and integration, collective 
efficacy, and sustained engagement in transformative 
action. Integrating this lens into mental health strategies 
ensures that well-being is not simply an outcome, but 
also a pathway to sustainable development, 
intergenerational justice and high impact ecosystems.
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Mental health challenges represent a growing public health concern worldwide. As of 
2019 WHO Mental Health Atlas37, approximately 1 in 8 people globally—an estimated 
970 million individuals—were living with a mental disorder. The most common 
conditions were anxiety and depressive disorders. The COVID-19 pandemic 
exacerbated this crisis, with mental health conditions increasing sharply. In the first 
year alone, the prevalence of anxiety disorders rose by 26% and major depressive 
disorders by 28%38. Adding to the urgency, a 2023 global study conducted by Harvard 
Medical School and the University of Queensland found that 1 in 2 people will develop a 
mental health disorder at some point in their lifetime39.

The newly released WHO Mental Health Atlas 202440 reinforces this alarming trajectory 
while providing new insights into the readiness of national systems to respond. Drawing 
on data from 144 countries, the Atlas evaluates mental health policies, legislation, 
information systems, financing, workforce, and services. While the data reflect a 
growing governmental commitment to child and adolescent mental health (CAMH)—
with nearly 80% of existing CAMH policies updated or released in the last five years —
the overall global coverage remains insufficient. Only 56% of countries currently have a 
CAMH-specific policy, far lower than the 81% that have mental health policies for adults. 
The next essential step is ensuring that these policies translate into community-based 
services and programmes that are adequately funded, staffed, and accessible, 
especially for the youngest populations who are disproportionately affected and 
underserved.

The burden on children and young people is particularly alarming. According to a joint 
WHO and UNICEF 2024 report41, 1 in 7 individuals aged 10–19 lives with a mental health 
condition. One-third of these conditions emerge before the age of 14, and half by the 
age of 18. Some studies even demonstrate that 75% of lifetime mental health 
conditions manifest by age 2442.

The UNICEF State of the World’s Children Report of 202143 estimated that over 13% of 
adolescents lived with a diagnosed mental disorder, including anxiety, depression, 
ADHD, conduct disorder, eating disorders, bipolar disorder, and others.  According to 
the McKinsey Health Institute, for those aged 10–19, the leading mental health 
concerns are anxiety, depression, and conduct disorders, with this age group facing 
one of the highest burdens due to the early onset of these conditions. The situation 
intensifies between the ages of 20–29, a peak period for mental health-related issues, 
with depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder, and substance use—particularly alcohol and 
drug dependence—being major contributors44. While the burden slightly decreases in 
the 30–39 age group, it remains significant due to the compounded effects of untreated 
conditions from earlier life stages. At this point, mental health issues often co-occur 
with chronic physical illnesses and lead to considerable economic consequences 
through reduced productivity, underscoring the long-term personal and societal 
impacts of unaddressed mental health needs45.

The gravity of the situation cannot be overstated. Alarmingly, according to the WHO, 
suicide remains one of the leading causes of death among young people, with more 
than 45,000 adolescents dying by suicide each year46. Globally in the year 2021 youth 
suicide was the third leading cause of death among 15 to 29-year-olds globally in 
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202147. Demonstrated not to just occur in high-income 
countries but is a global phenomenon in all regions of 
the world. In fact, close to three quarters (73%) of global 
suicides occurred in low- and middle-income countries 
in that year.

Despite growing awareness, access to mental health 
services remains deeply inadequate, particularly for 
youth48. Many young people do not receive the care they 
need due to barriers such as lack of services, high costs, 
and perceived stigma49. In low- and middle-income 
countries, child- and youth-focused mental health 
services are almost non-existent, and where services do 
exist, they are often difficult for young people to access. 
In response, WHO and UNICEF have issued several 
programs and guidance promoting community-based, 
rights-respecting models50 for social and care facilities51 
and for children and young people52; ensuring services 
and resources aligned with human rights standards and 
emphasizing particularly community-based inclusive 
care.

Building on this, the WHO Mental Health Atlas notes that 
more countries are shifting toward community- based 
care models. The 2023 WHO report further highlights the 
significance of social determinants in shaping mental 
health outcomes and potentials, particularly among young people53. These findings 
point to the need for an integrated ecosystem that addresses mental distress and 
enhancement at the community level. The growing recognition of mental health as a 
social issue is also reflected in young people’s perception. According to Gallup’s 
Changing Childhood report54, 83% of youth aged 15–24 across 21 countries believe it is 
important to speak openly about mental health. This data signals a generational shift 
not only toward greater openness and advocacy, but also toward the expectation that 
mental health be addressed collectively through accessible, inclusive, and community-
driven support systems.

83%
of youth aged 15–24  
across

21 COUNTRIES 
believe it is important  
to speak openly about 
mental health. 
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The mental health of young people is inseparable from the environments in 
which they live. Their well-being is shaped by interconnected social, 
cultural, economic, spiritual, and ecological contexts. As such, improving 
youth mental health requires more than treating individual symptoms—it 
calls for addressing the broader environment that generate distress and 
either hinder or support their capacity to thrive.

Like mental illness, mental health must be understood 
as more than the presence and absence of emotional 
states55. The World Health Organization defines health 
as “a state of complete physical, mental, and social 
well-being.” Similarly, the World Happiness Report 
defines well-being as the quality of one’s subjective 
experience across physical, mental, social, and 
spiritual dimensions56.

Building on this holistic understanding, VanderWeele 
et al. (2023) define complete well-being as 
“flourishing” for individuals and their contexts, 
encompassing key domains like happiness and life 
satisfaction, physical and mental health, meaning 
and purpose, character and virtue, and close social 
relationships57. A sixth domain, financial and material 
stability, enables the pursuit of the other domains 
over time. Flourishing, in this sense, means that both 
the person and their environment—the tree and the 
forest—are doing well. Human well-being is thus 
intrinsically connected to the well-being of the broader 
ecosystem (Lomas, Pawelski & VanderWeele, 2024)58.

Merely satisfactory psychological mental health does 
not necessarily mean well-being has been attained59, 
and youth cannot realize well-being in isolation. 
Their health and potential are profoundly shaped by 
the communities they belong to60. There is in fact a 
robust evidence base linking social connection and 
meaningful relationships to mental health outcomes61. 
Therefore, the community’s well-being is a vital 
part of young people’s own well-being. This view 

departs from a narrow, biomedical model of health—
which traditionally defines health as the absence of 
disease—and instead embraces a dynamic, relational 
model. Health is seen as a state of balance or 
dynamic equilibrium, rooted in the individual’s social, 
ecological, and spiritual interconnectedness62. In this 
framework, well-being involves not only subjective 
experience but also objective, systemic, and inter-
systemic conditions63.

Every young person is, to some extent, the 
embodiment of their cultural, environmental, and 
social surroundings. Individual health, therefore, is 
deeply dependent on the health of the collective. This 
broader understanding points toward the need for 
what some scholars have called regenerative health 
—the capacity for individuals and communities to 
heal, adapt, and thrive together. Recent research64 
has highlighted organizations and systems that 
create regenerative impacts across ecosystems65. 
While many initiatives have focused on individual 
or institutional change, few have yet framed these 
efforts in terms of ecosystem-wide mental health and 
well-being of young people—an urgent and promising 
direction for the future. At its core, this vision is 
grounded in the simple yet transformative triad of 
care66, connection, and community—the essential 
foundations of collective and sustainable well-being.
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Building the Youth Mental 
Health and Well-being 
Ecosystem Model
As previously mentioned, the World Health 
Organization has emphasized a shift in public 
policy toward mental health services rooted in 
the community—an approach shaped by the 
unique norms, cultures, organizational structures, 
and political realities that surround young 
people’s development. In today’s complex, 
ever-changing, and often uncertain world, young 
people need to be embedded within ecosystems 
that can help them not only withstand but grow 
through adversity.

Thriving does not imply the absence of hardship or 
struggle; rather, it involves having the skills, support 
and resources at the individual and community 
level to navigate mental health conditions and 
states of distress. These states are dynamic and 
evolving, not fixed endpoints. As such, there is no 
“cure” for being human, it is impossible to not have 
moments of struggle and difficulties in our human 
life. But there is an opportunity to face them within 
networks of care and connection offered by 
different areas that encompass young people’s life.

In this proposal, we outline key thematic areas 
grounded in the lived experiences of young 
people across diverse contexts—areas that also 
serve as strategic entry points for partnerships 
and policymaking to protect mental health and 
promote well-being and youth agency globally. 
The ecosystem model does not reflect a 
fragmented or individualistic view of youth mental 
health, in which each area is treated as pertaining to 
a single, isolated young person. Rather, it conveys 
a dynamic, relational, and interconnected system 
that both shapes and is shaped by the multiple 
dimensions of a young person’s life journey. This 
ecosystem includes both the environments in which 
young people grow and interact, and the structural 
spaces—such as educational, social, and policy 
frameworks—needed to ensure their holistic 
well-being and to mitigate mental health distress.

Governance

Governance refers to the processes, structures, and 
mechanisms through which decisions are made, and 
authority is exercised in managing resources, 
institutions, or organizations. It encompasses the 
establishing and implementation of policies, rules, 
regulations, as well as systems for monitoring, 
accountability, and enforcement. Governance is vital for 
human well-being. In fact, when given the choice 
between pursuing wealth or happiness, a survey found 
that 81% of the youth aged 15 and over believed that 
directing policy towards promoting greater happiness 
should be the government’s primary purpose67. This 
reflects the understanding that governance shapes not 
only economic prosperity but also the quality of life and 
well-being of citizens.

Structures, policies, laws, and incentives—both financial 
and otherwise—that support family, work, education, and 
spiritual or religious communities, play a crucial role in 
fostering societal well-being68. And developing key 
dimensions such as belonging, purpose, justice, 
relational growth, effective leadership, and trust are 
integral to youth development69. Participation and civic 
engagement, as highlighted in the OECD’s PISA studies 
on youth well-being, are essential in reinforcing these 
dimensions70. They not only strengthen young people’s 
sense of empowerment and purpose but also deepen 
their connection to their communities, evolving their 
capacity towards flourishing futures.

However, diminished civic engagement poses a 
challenge. Exclusion from civic and political processes, 
disillusionment and distrust are exacerbated by systems 
that are not accountable to young people— even when 
they express views on the issues that matter to them71. 
Young people express being often skeptical, which leads 
to disengagement from governance structures and a 
sense of isolation. This disconnection can exacerbate 
feelings of loneliness, anxiety, and a lack of purpose72. 
Research indicates that encouraging youth to adopt a 
more community-centred mindset can help counteract 
these challenges. By shifting from an individualistic 
perspective to one focused on collective responsibility, 
young people cultivate a deeper sense of empathy, 
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belonging, and social connectedness73 as a condition for 
meaningful relationships. This transition not only 
enhances their mental health but also empowers them to 
drive meaningful change, fostering resilience and a 
sense of purpose that is crucial for their overall well-
being.

Governance structures can play a pivotal role in 
developing young leaders who genuinely care for the 
broader community. Creating systems that promote 
youth inclusion, active participation and youth-led 
accountability74 can empower young people to become 
agents of change. The “Pact for the Future”, established 
during the UN Summit of the Future, commits 
governments to implement youth engagement 
mechanisms at the national level, ensuring that young 
voices are not only heard but also integrated into 
policymaking. Similarly, the UN’s “Youth2030” strategy 
emphasizes the critical importance of meaningful youth 
participation across all levels of governance, positioning 
young people as catalysts for change and innovation. 
The Global Citizenship Education and Education for 
Sustainable Development frameworks of UNESCO75 
further recognize young people as active agents who 
can drive society toward more desirable, sustainable 
futures. Furthermore, there are extensive opportunities 
to innovate in youth engagement and partnerships to 
progress the SDGs76.

Setting and pursuing goals that impact their 
communities—no matter how small—helps young people 
cultivate a sense of direction and purpose that shape 
their lives. Encouraging young leaders to take action 
fosters a sense of empowerment, making them more 
likely to believe in their ability to create and to drive 
change. Through this process, youth discover innovative 
ways to address complex challenges, gaining valuable 
life skills. Moreover, as young people see the tangible 
impact of their contributions, they are more likely to 
perceive their sense of self-efficacy and mental well-
being as related to the otherness.

Peace

While global frameworks such as United Nations 
Security Council Resolutions 2250, 2419, and 2535, the 
Youth2030 Strategy (Phase II), the Pact for the Future 
(Action 20), and Sustainable Development Goals 16, 5, 
and 10 have established a robust normative foundation 
for the Youth, Peace and Security (YPS) agenda; most 
countries continue to lack the political leadership, 
institutional capacity, and systematic mechanisms 
required to translate these commitments into practice at 
the national level.

Despite growing recognition of YPS frameworks, a 
critical implementation gap persists. At the political 
level, government endorsement of YPS remains limited, 
often confined to traditional champions, while security-
first paradigms continue to overshadow youth inclusion. 
Many governments still perceive youth engagement as 
secondary to core security concerns, overlooking its 
strategic value for conflict prevention and sustainable 
peace. At the institutional level, public administrations, 
missions, and civil services have yet to systematically 
integrate YPS principles, and the training curricula of 
diplomatic and civil service institutions have not evolved 
to reflect emerging security and well-being risks for 
young populations. At the legislative level, few countries 
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possess legal frameworks that formally recognize youth 
roles in peace and security, resulting in uncertainty 
around mandates, resources, and institutional 
responsibilities. Moreover, protection risks—such as 
reprisals against youth human rights defenders, digital 
harms, and barriers related to visas, language, disability, 
or cost—continue to undermine safe and meaningful 
participation.

Peace, however, must be understood as more than the 
absence of conflict; it is the presence of justice, safety, 
and trust that enables young people to live with dignity 
and hope. For many, peace means freedom from 
violence, discrimination, and fear, but it also reflects an 
inner sense of calm and belonging that sustains mental 
well-being. Around the world, countless young people 
are growing up in settings marked by instability, 
displacement, and inequality. The psychological burden 
of living with uncertainty or threat can leave lasting 
scars, limiting opportunities for learning, connection, 
and growth.

Promoting peace as part of the youth mental health and 
well-being ecosystem means creating conditions where 
young people can heal, participate, and lead. Research 
has shown that social inclusion, restorative justice, 
intercultural dialogue, and community peacebuilding all 
help to protect emotional health. When young people are 
engaged in these processes, they gain a renewed sense 
of agency and purpose, both of which are essential for 
resilience. The United Nations Development Programme 
has underscored that without integrated mental health 
and psychosocial support, communities affected by 
conflict and crisis struggle to secure lasting peace77.

Peace and mental well-being are deeply connected. 
When societies are peaceful, young people are more 
likely to flourish, and when young people thrive, they help 
sustain peace in their communities. Integrating 
peacebuilding into mental health strategies—through 
education, civic participation, and intergenerational 
dialogue—can strengthen trust and empathy, laying the 
foundations for societies that are both mentally healthy 
and socially cohesive.

Spirituality

Spirituality is an integral component of human 
development and is deeply linked to an individual’s sense 
of purpose, inner peace, and connection to self, others 
and to something greater than oneself78. While 
spirituality and religion share some common 
characteristics, spirituality relates to the human 
experience and relationship with the unseen, with 
meaning of life and with something greater than the 
self79. Joseph et al. (2017, p.506)80 state spirituality is “a 
more general, unstructured, personalized, and naturally 
occurring phenomenon, where a person seeks closeness 
and or/connectedness between him/herself and a higher 
power or purpose”. All religious and philosophical 
traditions identify the highest stage of human 
development as one that transcends the individual self, 
recognizing its interconnection with a broader, more 
complex reality81. Spirituality provides a framework for 
understanding the world, offering young people a sense 
of connectedness, meaning and purpose.

In the context of youth, spirituality is closely intertwined 
with their mental health and well-being. Hay & Nye 
(2006) define spirituality as “awareness that there is 
something Other, something greater than the course of 
everyday events”82, emphasizing its role in fostering a 
broader perspective on life. Regardless of whether 
spirituality is formally institutionalized or not, it plays a 
crucial role in shaping young people’s lives and imbues 
their experiences with meaning and purpose. These 
aspects are essential to human well-being, as they 
provide a foundation for coping with life’s challenges and 
navigating complex emotional landscapes.

Spirituality is positively correlated to mental and physical 
health and can function as a character strength that 
promotes positive development83. It aids in the 
promotion of coping mechanisms, resilience, and ethical 
decision-making. As part of human life, it serves as a 
guide to transpersonal and transcendent experiences, 
enriching awareness of the self and others84. By 
increasing this self-awareness, spirituality fosters 
emotional regulation and integration, stress reduction, 
and social connection, all of which are critical for youth 
in developing healthy emotional responses to the 
challenges they face. Spirituality enables youth to 
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develop healthy internal mechanism to deal with 
adversity, provides a source of strength and resiliency 
that may lead to positive healthy outcomes85.

Young people—and all people—have an innate spiritual 
need to find purpose in life, and to connect with the 
meaning of life. When this need goes unmet, it can lead 
to feelings of emptiness and/or despair, which, if not 
addressed, may result in unhealthy coping mechanisms 
that harm their mental health and well-being86. Including 
spirituality as a dimension of the youth environment not 
only acknowledges its deep roots across cultures and 
communities but also affirms it as an essential aspect of 
human experience and development—one that nurtures 
compassionate thinking, a sense of purpose, resilience, 
and belonging—all of which are fundamental to mental 
health and holistic well-being.

Housing

Housing is one of the most visible expressions of dignity 
and security in a young person’s life. A home provides 
more than shelter; it offers identity, privacy, and a sense 
of belonging. Yet across the world, young people face 
growing housing insecurity. Rising living costs, migration, 
economic hardship, and conflict have pushed many into 
unstable or unsafe living conditions. According to 
UN-Habitat, by 2030 around 3 billion people—nearly 40 
per cent of the world’s population—will need access to 
adequate housing. This translates into a demand for 
about 96,000 new affordable and accessible housing 
units every day. At present, an estimated 100 million 
people are homeless, and one in four live in conditions 
that threaten their health, safety, and prosperity.

These realities have far-reaching consequences for youth 
mental health and well-being. Without safe and stable 
housing, young people are more likely to experience 
isolation, stress, and a loss of hope about the future. 
Conversely, secure housing provides the emotional 
foundation for self-confidence, stability, and growth. It 
fosters belonging, strengthens social relationships, and 
supports healthy emotional development. Marginalised 
youth, including those affected by poverty, displacement, 
or family breakdown, are especially vulnerable and often 
fall through the gaps in support systems.

Recognising housing as part of the mental health and 
well-being ecosystem means treating it not only as an 
economic or social issue but as a determinant of 
psychological and community health. Policies that 
ensure safe, inclusive, and affordable housing provide 
young people with stability, opportunity, and a sense of 
home. Housing, at its core, is not only a physical space 
but a foundation for belonging, safety, and the possibility 
of flourishing.

Climate
Young people are not only aware of the climate crisis—
they are experiencing it in ways that deeply affect their 
emotions, identities, and sense of the future. According 
to a global study by the UNDP and the University of 
Oxford, youth under 18 are among the most likely to 
believe that climate change is a global emergency87. 
Furthermore, a global study of 10,000 youth found that 
over 50% of young people felt sad, anxious, angry, 
powerless, helpless, or guilty about climate change, 
while 45% said these feelings negatively affected their 
daily life and functioning88.

The climate crisis is deeply interwoven with youth mental 
health, development, and survival. The Children’s Climate 
Risk Index89 (UNICEF, 2021) and the 2024 UNICEF 
Children Report90 highlight the “triple planetary crisis” of 
climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution. The 
world remains off track to meet the Paris Agreement’s91 
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goal of net-zero emissions by 2050—jeopardizing the 
possibility of a liveable planet92. Current inaction risks 
breaching ecological limits and intensifying effects such 
as sea-level rise, heatwaves, extreme weather, 
malnutrition, and disease. Air pollution alone contributes 
to adverse birth outcomes, damaged lungs, asthma, 
cancer, neurological disorders, and beyond93—threats that 
disproportionately affect young people and have long-
term consequences on their health and well-being.

Climate change not only affects the body, but also the 
mind. The mental health consequences of climate 
change on the well-being of youth are under-researched 
but growing in recognition94. Evidence shows that young 
people exposed to climate disasters like floods, wildfires, 
droughts and other factors that lead to displacement 
face increased risk of anxiety, depression, PTSD95, and 
even suicide96.  Environmental stressors have given rise 
to states like “climate loneliness”97, particularly among 
people who feel powerless in the face of the global 
crisis98 with studies indicating that many experience 
Climate Anxiety and Echofobia99 100 101 102.

The well-being of young people is inseparable from the 
natural ecosystems in which they live, impacting not only 
their material conditions but increasingly their mental 
health. To fully understand the emotional toll that climate 
change awareness has on the younger generation, it is 
crucial to involve youth in these discussions, ensuring that 
their emotional burden is acknowledged and addressed.

The UN Youth Advisory Group on Climate Change has 
underscored the importance of intergenerational equity, 
climate justice, and the inclusion of youth in global 
climate policy. Young people are demanding a liveable 
planet, and their mental and emotional well-being is 
dependent on it.

Education
Policymakers are increasingly focusing on the vital role 
education plays in promoting and supporting young 
people’s mental health and well-being, with evidence-
based models of good practice in high demand103. 
UNESCO’s 2023 Recommendation on Education for 
Peace, Human Rights and Sustainable Development104 
underscores the interconnectedness between education, 

health, equity and inclusion, and calls for whole-
institution, rights-based approaches that promote 
learners’ safety, dignity and well-being. This reflects the 
growing recognition that education systems must 
address mental health through coordinated action 
across sectors, including through integrating well-being 
into education policies, developing school health plans, 
and strengthening supportive learning environments that 
advance social and emotional learning (SEL) and 
self-care strategies for both learners and teachers.

Educational settings are uniquely positioned to cultivate 
environments that promote youth well-being and protect 
from mental health challenges. As education prepares 
younger generations for both current and future realities, 
SEL becomes a vital tool for fostering positive human 
interactions. Integrating SEL from early childhood serves 
as a proactive measure to prevent mental health issues, 
while simultaneously educating young people in the 
interconnectedness capacity of managing their 
emotions105. Research consistently demonstrates the 
powerful impact of SEL programs in enhancing students’ 
mental health and development106. These programs have 
been shown to strengthen cognitive control, lower stress 
levels, and foster overall well-being and prosocial 
behaviour. Learners engaged in SEL are likely to exhibit 
greater empathy, improved emotional regulation, peer 
acceptance, increased optimism, and a stronger sense 
of belonging.

Equipping young people with emotional integration, 
empathy, problem-solving, and interpersonal skills not 
only strengthens their mental well-being but also builds 
foundational competencies for the 21st century from the 
World Economic Forum107, and contributes to the broader 
competencies and dispositions identified in the 2023 
Recommendation, including critical inquiry, cooperation, 
solidarity, and peaceful conflict resolution. Research 
shows that SEL interventions in schools can significantly 
benefit108, fostering resilience, cultivating prosocial 
behaviour, and empowering young people with the tools 
to face adversity and build meaningful relationships—
skills that are vital both in and beyond the classroom.

109 Could be considered as a positive perspective to 
face the challenges of the current time, especially for 
young people. Recent international crises–including 
the COVID-19 pandemic, racialized violence, and 
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ecological disasters spurred by climate change–have 
demonstrated the role of spontaneity as a mode of 
resistance and improvisation as a vital tool of collective 
response. In the current moment, individuals and 
communities must adapt to unprecedented situations, 
build new ways of communicating with and relating to 
one another. Present-based education, involving110.
Equally important to primary and secondary education 
is the promotion of mental health and well-being in 
higher education. UNESCO indicators111 reveal that in 
some countries, up to 50% of higher education (HE) 
students suffer from mental health conditions, with 
approximately 20% experiencing clinical depression and 
nearly half showing symptoms of it. Alarmingly, figures 
indicate that around 15% report suicidal thoughts, and 
2–3% have attempted suicide. These data risen globally 
and spiked significantly during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
underscoring the urgent need for structural, institution-
wide responses within academic institutions.

A multi-country survey conducted by the World Health 
Organization (WHO)112 found that over one-third of higher 
education students reported experiencing mental health 
disorders, with anxiety emerging as the most prevalent 
condition across countries including Australia, Belgium, 
Germany, Mexico, Northern Ireland, South Africa, Spain, 
and the United States. In South Africa, research shows 
that between 21% and 24.5% of students suffer from 
various mental health conditions such as social anxiety, 

PTSD, eating disorders, and ADHD113. In Bangladesh, 18% 
of students report severe anxiety, while 15% experience 
severe depression114. In Chile, 45% of students exhibit 
symptoms of anxiety, 46% suffer from depression, and 
53% report high stress levels115. Similar trends appear in 
Pakistan, where 23% of students experience severe 
anxiety and 16% suffer from depression116. In the United 
States, more than 60% of college students report 
experiencing at least one mental health condition, with 
anxiety and depression being the most commonly 
reported disorders117.

There is a critical need for education systems at all 
levels to become foundational components of the global 
mental health and well-being ecosystem for young 
people. From secondary to higher education, schools 
and universities are not just places of academic 
instruction for young people—they are key social 
environments that shape identity, relationships, 
resilience, and emotional development that can help 
prevent emotional dysregulation and mitigate risk 
factors such as violence, peer pressure, academic 
stress, discrimination, and social isolation. 

Decent Work
According to Article 23 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, every person has the fundamental right 
to work under just and favourable conditions, to be 
protected against unemployment, and to receive fair and 
equal compensation. The International Labour 
Organization (ILO) builds on this through 
Recommendation 204, which emphasizes supporting the 
transition from informal to formal economies. While 
these provisions may not directly apply to the broader 
youth population—particularly adolescents in high-
income countries—employment remains a critical 
component of the youth ecosystem. It is closely linked to 
overall well-being and, by extension, to mental health.

The World Health Organization (WHO) recognizes the 
ability to “work well” as a key indicator of mental well-
being. As of 2022, according to WHO and ILO118, 
estimates nearly 60% of the global population 
participates in the workforce. Employment can act as a 
protective factor for mental health by providing structure, 
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purpose, social connection, and financial security. 
Meaningful work, in particular, fosters a sense of 
accomplishment and inclusion, playing a crucial role in 
the empowerment and general well-being of individuals. 
However, work can also be a significant source of stress 
and psychological strain. Whether mental health 
conditions originate in the workplace or are intensified 
by it, their effects ripple through individuals, families, 
employers, and entire economies. Aligning efforts with 
SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and 
Youth2030 Priority 3 (Economic Empowerment through 
Decent Work) reinforces UN-system coherence and 
underscores the importance of integrating mental health 
into policies that promote safe, fair, and inclusive 
employment opportunities for young people.

The workplace often serves as a microcosm of broader 
societal issues, reflecting and amplifying systemic 
inequalities that adversely impact mental health. 
Discrimination based on sociodemographic factors—
including age, caste, class, disability, gender identity, 
migrant status, race or ethnicity, religious beliefs, and 
sexual orientation—can intersect in complex ways to 
compound psychological stress. There is broad 
consensus on the role of psychosocial risks in shaping 
mental health outcomes at work. According to the World 
Health Organization, approximately 15% of working-age 
adults are living with a mental disorder at any given time. 
Additionally, the World Economic Forum reports that 38% 
of workers are at risk of mental health issues, with more 
than 65% already experiencing symptoms of burnout119.

These risks are even more pronounced among the more 
than half of the global workforce employed in the 
informal economy, where workers often lack regulatory 
protections related to health, safety, and labour rights. 
Informal workers frequently operate in hazardous 
conditions, endure long hours, face persistent 
discrimination, and have limited or no access to social, 
legal, or financial support systems. This lack of 
structural safeguards significantly increases their 
vulnerability to both mental and physical health issues.

A growing body of research highlights the significant 
impact that employment conditions have on young 
people’s mental health. Adverse psychosocial working 
conditions—such as job insecurity, high demands, 
limited autonomy, and lack of recognition—are known to 

contribute to mental health challenges. These conditions 
can lead to temporary or prolonged absences from work, 
reduced productivity, and long-term psychological 
distress120. Several studies point out that young workers, 
in particular, report feelings of occupational uncertainty, 
poor job design, and a lack of value and respect in the 
workplace as key factors negatively affecting their 
mental and general well-being121.

To address these challenges, the WHO and the ILO have 
issued evidence-based guidelines for promoting mental 
health and preventing mental health conditions in the 
workplace. These recommendations include 
organizational-level interventions, training for both 
managers and employees, and individualized strategies 
to foster psychological well-being. The guidelines also 
provide direction on supporting individuals returning to 
work after mental health-related absences, and on 
facilitating employment opportunities for people living 
with mental health conditions. Importantly, the WHO-ILO 
approach is multi sectoral—emphasizing the need for 
collaboration between health, labor, and other relevant 
sectors. This integrated framework acknowledges that 
the workplace functions within a broader ecosystem, 
and that ensuring worker well-being, especially for youth, 
requires coordinated efforts across systems.

Furthermore, it is crucial to recognize the mental health 
consequences associated with youth unemployment 
and precarious employment. According to the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), 20.4% of young 
people globally are not in employment, education, or 
training (NEET), with rates reaching as high as 42% in 
low-income countries. Unemployment and job insecurity 
are strongly linked to poor mental health outcomes 
among youth122. For instance, a study conducted among 
Indian youth revealed that unemployed individuals 
experienced significantly higher rates of depression 
(54.4%), anxiety (61.8%), and stress (47.9%) compared to 
their employed peers123. Other research suggests that 
such conditions can also increase the risk of substance 
use and other long-term health issues124.

The Youth2030 strategy—specifically its third priority, 
Economic Empowerment through Decent Work—
emphasizes the need to expand young people’s access 
to decent and productive employment to develop a 
sustainable and inclusive future. This call to action 
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includes not only promoting job opportunities but also 
protecting the mental well-being of young people as part 
of the future workforce. The strategy recognizes that 
mental health conditions are often accompanied by 
stigma, discrimination, human rights violations, and 
barriers to education, employment, and social inclusion. 
The literature on decent work is increasing showing 
meaningful implications as regards young workers and 
vulnerable people125.  In particular, the accessibility to a 
decent work seems positively related to job satisfaction, 
preventing from the increasing of vulnerability. As 
younger generations continue to demand meaningful 
change, the integration of mental health support within 
youth employment initiatives becomes crucial. 

Digital Technology
In the Pact for the Future (UN, 2024), Action 27 calls 
upon member states to “seize the opportunities 
associated with new and emerging technologies and 
address the potential risks posed by their misuse” 
including efforts to enhance international cooperation 
and capacity-building to bridge digital divides and ensure 
that all states can equitably and securely benefit from 
digital advancements. This vision highlights a central 
challenge of our era: how to govern the digital space in a 
way that promotes equity, safety, and well-being, 
especially for younger generations126.

Various technologies interact with the environments in 
which young people live and grow, significantly 
influencing their mental health and overall well-being. 
While digital platforms can expose youth to risks, they 
also offer unprecedented opportunities to expand 
access to mental health information, peer support 
networks, and telehealth services, helping to bridge 
existing gaps in care127. In this section, we highlight a few 
key sub-dimensions within this area that warrant 
individual attention when considering partnerships and 
policymaking to advance youth mental health and 

well-being.

Social Media & Cyberspaces
Social media is one of the most pervasive technologies 
shaping the daily lives of young people. According to 

Amnesty International (2023), 59% of youth spend more 
than two hours a day on these platforms, highlighting 
their deep integration into everyday routines. However, 
this engagement is not without consequences. Many 
young people report experiencing mental health 
challenges linked to social media use, including anxiety, 
depression, low self-esteem, and, in some cases, 
disordered eating and body image issues128.

Youth testimonies increasingly associate their social 
media habits with addictive behaviours, with some 
expressing a desire to delete their accounts due to a lack 
of control over their usage. Excessive screen time and 
digital consumption also carry physical and 
psychological risks, ranging from disrupted sleep 
patterns to reduced attention spans and emotional 
distress129.

The exposure to unregulated content and addictive 
design further compounds these issues. Young people 
are often vulnerable to a range of risks in digital spaces, 
including cyberbullying, privacy breaches, identity theft, 
scams, and misinformation130. Despite these risks, the 
rapid advancement of digital technologies continues to 
outpace regulatory frameworks, leaving critical gaps in 
oversight and safety protections131.

Research indicates that young people are increasingly 
aware of the negative impacts of technology on their 

Photo: UN Youth Office/Joel Sheakoski
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safety and privacy in digital environments132. Common 
concerns raised by youth include exposure to harmful 
individuals, oversharing of personal information, identity 
theft, data harvesting, and the risk of being hacked133.

Governments and technology companies share a 
responsibility to ensure that digital environments are 
safe and equitable. Yet public institutions often struggle 
to effectively govern powerful private actors who profit 
from vast amounts of user data and wield significant 
influence over global information flows134. This lack of 
accountability has sparked growing concern about the 
unchecked power of tech companies and their impact on 
human rights135, particularly among youth in vulnerable 
situations.

Digital technologies are a double-edged sword for 
adolescent mental health. While they offer 
unprecedented opportunities for connection, learning, 
and expression, they also expose youth to significant 
and sometimes hidden risks136. Simply denying access to 
these technologies would ignore both the realities of 
modern youth culture and the empowering potential of 
digital tools. Instead, a balanced approach that 
emphasizes regulation, accountability, and digital 
inclusion is essential to support young people’s mental 
health and rights in the digital age.

Digital Inclusion
The Global Digital Compact137 outlines crucial objectives 
to bridge the digital divide and ensure equitable access 
to technology for all, particularly focusing on young 
people and vulnerable communities. Its first objective 
calls for accelerating progress across the Sustainable 
Development Goals by promoting universal connectivity, 
enhancing digital literacy, and building skills and 
capacities. The second objective focuses on expanding 
inclusion in—and the benefits from—the digital economy 
for all, recognizing that equitable access to technology is 
fundamental to creating a fair and inclusive future in a 
world increasingly shaped by digital transformation.

Young people are central to this digital present and 
future. The Pact for the Future—specifically the 
Declaration on Future Generations—emphasizes the 
need to scale up collaboration to bridge digital divides 
between developed and developing countries, while 

investing in capacity-building, technology transfer, and 
innovation. Youth voices are increasingly calling 
attention to these challenges. During the 2024 Summit 
of the Future, the #YouthLead event “Inclusive Digital 
Future for All” spotlighted the disproportionate 
disparities in youth access to technology and digital 
infrastructure, stressing the urgent need to improve 
digital literacy and ensure inclusion.

According to the International Telecommunication Union 
(ITU) Facts and Figures 2024138 connectivity continues 
to increase worldwide, but significant gaps remain, 
particularly in low-income countries. Although 
approximately 68% of the global population is online, 
one-third of people worldwide still lack internet access. 
The urban-rural divide remains a significant barrier, with 
83% of urban residents using the internet compared to 
only 48% in rural areas. This discrepancy affects an 
estimated 1.8 billion people who live in rural areas and 
remain offline. The ITU reports that in 2023, 77% of 
people aged 15–24 used the internet, indicating gradual 
progress in youth digital inclusion. However, disparities 
emerge when only 56% own  mobile in low-income 
countries and 5G is estimated to reach  84% of people in 
high-income and only 4% of people in low-income 
countries.

Digital inequality deepens existing human disparities139, 
making equitable access and inclusion for low-income 
youth in the digital world essential for future 
generations140. As technology increasingly shapes the 
present and future young environment, ensuring that all 
young people have the opportunity to participate and 
thrive is crucial for building a more just and inclusive 
society141.

Digital Identity
The dominance of data-sharing and consumption marks 
an unprecedented shift in how identity is formed and 
expressed, with identity becoming increasingly digitized. 
This transformation presents a unique and urgent 
challenge, particularly for young people, who are the first 
generation to experience and navigate the full extent of 
this digital reality. As we now live under an information 
regime, where visibility is voluntarily pursued rather than 
externally imposed—driven by an internalized 
compulsion to share and perform142. Digital media now 
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dictate not only behaviour and consumption patterns but 
also perceptions of self and social value.

Beyond protection, digital identity must be 
acknowledged and understood for its profound 
implications on youth development, both online and 
offline. These spaces set precedents for identity 
formation that were previously non-existent, deeply 
impacting mental health and overall well-being. As 
media and digital platforms increasingly shape 
aspirational norms and beauty standards, they play a 
powerful role in shaping how young people perceive 
themselves and others—often shaping aspirational 
norms and beauty standards143.

Self-esteem, defined as the overall sense of self-worth144, 
is a critical factor in youth development. Research shows 
that higher levels of self-esteem contribute positively to 
health and adaptive functioning, while low self-esteem is 
associated with an increased risk of mental health 
challenges, substance use, aggression, depression, and 
others145. In this context, adaptive strategies such as the 
development of personal competencies and supportive 
peer relationships are vital146. However, studies also 
reveal growing concern among youth about the quality 
and safety of interpersonal relationships formed 
online147. Young people increasingly recognize the need 
for healthier digital ecosystems—ones that enable 
supportive, safe, and meaningful exchanges rooted in 
genuine and empowering digital identities.

Hate Speech
The rapid proliferation of hate speech in digital spaces 
has created a significant threat to young people, 
particularly those from marginalized groups, including 
gender, racial, and ethnic minorities. Exposure to hate 
speech not only damages the neurocognitive 
mechanisms of empathy but also weakens social 
cohesion and understanding, distorting young people’s 
perceptions of society and relationships. As the Global 
Digital Compact (Objective 3) emphasizes, there is an 
urgent commitment to respect, protect, and promote 
human rights in the digital space, addressing all forms of 
violence online. United Nations Secretary-General 
António Guterres has called for urgent action, stating, 
“We must confront bigotry by working to tackle the hate 
that spreads like wildfire across the internet.”

The UN Strategy and Plan of Action on Hate Speech148 
defines hate speech as any communication—be it 
speech, writing, or behaviour—that attacks or uses 
discriminatory language based on someone’s religion, 
ethnicity, nationality, race, gender, or other identity 
factors. Hate speech, especially in digital environments, 
poses serious psychological risks by harming not only 
the individuals targeted but also those who perpetrate or 
witness such acts, ultimately undermining general social 
cohesion149. Among young people, hate speech often 
manifests as deliberate and harmful expressions—
whether verbal, visual, or symbolic150. Research indicates 
that adolescents are particularly susceptible to hate 
speech in both media and online platforms. Studies 
show how high school students report receiving hate 
speech at least once in the last year151.

Digital interactions and the construction of digital 
identity are increasingly shaped by a virtual logic that 
can foster toxic online disinhibition152 a phenomenon 
that lowers social restraints and promotes aggressive 
behaviours in online settings. This disinhibition often 
manifests as cyberhate and cyberbullying. The former 
refers to hostile interactions directed toward others, 
while the latter involves targeted aggression, resulting in 
what is termed cyberhate victimization or 
cybervictimization153 the experience of being targeted 
with hate online. Moreover, repeated exposure to hate 
speech—whether online or offline—can lead to 
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desensitization154, where individuals become 
increasingly indifferent or tolerant of such content, 
reducing their emotional responsiveness and 
contributing to the normalization of hate in digital 
discourse.

Research shows that repeated exposure to online hate 
contributes to a range of adverse psychological 
outcomes, including social withdrawal, anxiety, 
depression, and feelings of isolation. These experiences 
are often accompanied by negative emotions such as 
anger, shame, and sadness155, lower interpersonal 
trust156 and heightened outgroup prejudice resulting 
from desensitization to cyberhate157. The impact is 
especially severe among youth facing online 
discrimination, which is linked to increased levels of 
depression, anxiety, and diminished self-esteem. 
Notably, gender plays a significant role in this dynamic, 
with adolescent girls disproportionately affected by 
online harassment and harmful content—including 
sexual imagery and unrealistic body ideals158.

The widespread presence of hate speech in digital 
environments presents a profound and growing threat to 
the mental health, social development, and overall 
well-being of young people—particularly those from 
marginalized backgrounds. As digital interactions 
increasingly shape identity and socialization, the 
normalization of cyberhate and online harassment can 
erode empathy, exacerbate feelings of exclusion, 
entrench harmful stereotypes, and lower the sense of 
connectedness and belonging to society159.

Artificial Intelligence
Objective 5 of the Global Digital Compact calls for 
enhancing international governance of artificial 
intelligence (AI) for the benefit of humanity, recognizing 
the urgent need to ensure the safe, secure, and 
trustworthy design, development, deployment, and 
decommissioning of AI systems. This objective aligns 
with UNESCO’s Recommendation on the Ethics of 
Artificial Intelligence160, which highlights the profound 
impact of AI on human relationships and well-being. The 
recommendation draws attention to the potential mental 
and physical health risks posed by AI, including 

increased levels of depression, anxiety, social isolation, 
addiction, trafficking, radicalization, and exposure to 
misinformation.

As such, international cooperation and youth 
engagement are essential to addressing these risks and 
ensuring that AI development upholds human dignity 
and fundamental rights. While much remains to be 
understood, the evolving relationship between humans 
and artificial systems demands special and sustained 
attention. This must be approached intergenerationally, 
as today’s youth are the first to grow up with AI 
technologies that shape their identities, relationships, 
and worldviews. The unprecedented nature of these 
tools—combined with the immediacy and pervasiveness 
of digital interaction—raises urgent questions about how 
AI and robotics influence young people’s well-being, 
sense of agency, and capacity for human connection. 
Ensuring that AI serves the common good requires 
inclusive dialogue, ethical foresight, and a firm 
commitment to protecting the rights of the younger 
generations as the most affected. 

Art & Creative Expression

Arts—including theatre, dance, music, painting, writing, 
design, fashion, audiovisual productions—serve as 
powerful tools for youth development and holistic 
well-being. While engagement in the arts may not be as 
universal as some of the mentioned areas of the 
ecosystem, its contribution is nonetheless profound and 
multifaceted. The arts cross many young people’s lives 
worldwide, whether it is attendance, consuming, creating 
or performing, arts intersect the life of many young 
people worldwide.

Emerging research demonstrates that participation in art 
and cultural practices and programs can significantly 
enhance mental health by promoting self-expression and 
reinforcing cultural identity. These factors act as 
protective and resilience mechanisms against mental 
health challenges, particularly those triggered by 
experiences of discrimination and marginalization161. 
Creative processes—such as writing a play, composing a 
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song, painting, performing, writing, making a video, 
designing clothing, or developing a video game—activate 
young people’s internal assets, creativity and 
imagination. These activities draw from cultural 
traditions and personal experiences, transforming them 
into creations that are shared with others and offered to 
the world. Through this creative engagement, the arts 
become a powerful channel for emotional expression, 
self-discovery, and inner transformation—nurturing 
spirituality, empowerment, and a deep sense of self-
worth.

Moreover, when practiced as a social activity, arts 
interventions foster interconnected social networks and 
promote social cohesion162 by offering a language of 
expression that often diverges from ordinary practices—
one that can bridge differences. Community-based arts 
interventions have demonstrated163 164 In many cases, 
creative expression within group settings also enhances 
connectedness, joy, and mindfulness—enabling youth to 
cultivate focus, relaxation, and new ways of thinking.

Beyond their direct impact on well-being, the arts can 
facilitate165, crafting culturally relevant and emotionally 
resonant narratives, arts-based approaches that help to 
reduce stigma, raise166.

 
 

Sports & Physical Activity
Play is a free action that occurs within given temporal 
and spatial limits though freely accepted rules within a 
group. It is an action which has its objective in itself and 
is accompanied by a feeling of both tension and joy167. 
When playing a sport, a space is provided where 
individuals encounter one another beyond the 
constraints of ordinary roles and expectations. Equally 
enacted, individuals from the most diverse backgrounds 
can meet bound by the unspoken language of the sport.

Participation in sports—whether team-based or 
individual—has been consistently linked to improved 
physical and mental health outcomes168. Empirical 
research shows that engagement in sports correlates 
with increased psychological well-being, such as higher 
self-esteem, life satisfaction, and resiliency169, while 
simultaneously reducing symptoms of depression, 

anxiety170, and stress171. These benefits extend beyond 
the individual; as a social activity, sports—whether 
through direct participation or simply being part of its 
surrounding ecosystem, it fosters interpersonal 
communication, emotional integration and regulation172, 
prosocial behaviour, and a profound sense of belonging 
within communities173.

Sport serves not only as a medium of physical activity 
but also as a powerful social and psychological tool—
cultivating community, identity, and well-being at both 
local and global levels. Its inclusion in the youth well-
being ecosystem acknowledges a vital space that is 
actively lived and shaped by many young people 
worldwide. Whether as players, spectators, or 
supporters, young people often find in sport a channel 
for physical expression, emotional release, and collective 
joy. Even for those not actively participating, the 
surrounding culture of sport offers meaningful 
opportunities for connection, cultural exchange, and a 
shared sense of purpose. As such, sport can be a critical 
entry point for promoting inclusion, peace, and 
development—contributing to the broader framework of 
human rights and social justice that underpins holistic 
youth well-being.

Photo: UN Youth Office/Joel Sheakoski
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CALL TO ACTION 
PROMOTING AND PROTECTING YOUTH  
MENTAL HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

How can we protect youth mental health and promote well-being,  
and what role does broader society play in fostering environments  
where young people can thrive?

Despite facing multiple adversities, young people have 
the capacity to grow and flourish if they are embedded 
in ecosystems designed to support their development. 
Youth mental health and well-being are inseparable from 
the environments in which they live, learn, work, and 
connect. These environments form a dynamic, 
interconnected system that both shapes and is shaped 
by the many dimensions of a young person’s life journey.

To support, promote and protect youth mental health 
and well-being, we must identify and design multi-sectoral, 
locally grounded initiatives that address different 
dimensions of a young person’s lived experience.

While we cannot eliminate all the stressors that may 
affect young people’s mental health and well-being—
especially in a world marked by conflict and 
uncertainty—we can create and foster ecosystems that 
nurture youth capacity for resilience. 

The flagship believes adopting proactive approaches to 
promote youth mental health is crucial to address the 
ensuing crisis. Hence, it is imperative to intentionally 
develop and nurture an ecosystem that integrates all 
aspects of young people’s lives—an ecosystem that 
proactively builds in mechanisms, programs, services 
and resources to promote youth well-being. 

Photo: UN Youth Office/Joel Sheakoski
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The Youth Mental Health and Well-being Ecosystem is designed to be 
adaptable across cultures and regions, while acknowledging its limitations 
in fully capturing the diversity of global youth experiences. Nonetheless, by 
identifying key areas that are commonly experienced by young people 
worldwide, the ecosystem aims to highlight dimensions that may be 
overlooked by national and local governments, communities, and 
institutions when promoting mental health and well-being.

The ecosystem highlights the holistic nature of youth mental health and well-being and 
aims to serve as a tool for key actors and stakeholders to map existing initiatives, 
identify good practices, and strengthen coordination across sectors. It can also support 
the design of mental health promotion and prevention initiatives by encouraging 
stakeholders to consider the diverse factors that shape young people’s mental health 
and well-being and to adopt multisectoral approaches.

The Youth Mental Health and Well-being Ecosystem is designed to be dynamic and 
adaptable across cultures and countries. By identifying key areas and aspects of life that 
are commonly experienced by young people worldwide, the ecosystem aims to highlight 
dimensions that may be overlooked by national and local governments, communities, 
and institutions when addressing youth mental health and well-being.

The ecosystem acknowledges the wholistic nature of youth mental health and well-
being and aims to provide a road map that brings together key actors, ministries and 
stakeholders to (i). identify ecosystem dimensions that already exist and (ii). in cases 
where they do not exit, to help develop and nurture them so young people can access 
them.

IDENTIFY & DESIGN: 
ECOSYSTEM-BASED YOUTH MENTAL  
HEALTH & WELL-BEING INITIATIVES
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1. IDENTIFY and 
Coordinate Initiatives for 
Youth Mental Health and 
Well-being

National and local governments may use this model to 
map and identify what already exists within the concrete 
context for each area, involving diverse ministries, 
stakeholders, nonprofits and the private sector and act 
as coordinators of initiatives that may relate to diverse 
areas of the ecosystem that are offered to young people.

 Governance 

Institutionalized inclusive spaces and programs that 
enable meaningful youth participation and decision 
making at the local level. 

 Education 

Curricula, training, and programs that promote youth 
well-being and mental health in formal or informal 
settings. 

 Climate 

Initiatives, programs, NGOs working on environmental 
issues and climate action. 

 Decent Work 

Organizations intentionally addressing young people’s 
mental health at work and/or supporting their transition 
to employment. 

 Digital Technology 

Tech-based tools like social media, AI, or digital 
platforms used to support youth well-being. 

 Art & Creative Expression 

Creative initiatives using arts like music, theatre, dance, 
or visual arts to promote mental health.  
 
 

 Sports & Physical Activity 

Programs using sports or physical activity to enhance 
mental health and well-being.

 Spirituality 

Faith-based or spiritual initiatives intentionally 
engendering youth sense of connection to self, others 
and the world at large and there providing a sense of 
meaning, purpose and hope.

1.1. Ecosystem Activation Example: 
Ontario Youth Wellness Hubs, Canada
Youth Wellness Hubs Ontario (YWHO) is a leading 
provincial initiative in Canada that brings existing 
services together through an Integrated Youth Services 
(IYS) model to deliver care and support to young people 
aged 12-25. Through a network of 32 local hub networks 
across Ontario, YWHO provides an integrated system of 
care that is low-barrier, evidence-based, and co-
designed with youth for youth. This model addresses the 
full spectrum of youth wellness, including mental health 
and substance use treatment, primary care, peer 
support, care coordination, outreach, education, 
employment, housing, skill building and wellness 
activities, and community and social services, all in a 
single accessible, youth-friendly space, either in the 
community or virtually. 

IYS bring together existing services to function in a new, 
unified way, working collaboratively with existing 
community organizations, providers, youth and families, 
and sectors to meet youth needs in a seamless, 
developmentally-appropriate and wholistic manner. This 
approach facilitates a continuum of care for youth, 
including prevention, screening, early intervention, and 
treatment, making it easier for youth to access the help 
they need, when and where they need it.

Each hub is created with and for young people. Youth 
shape service design and evaluation, and ensure that 
aspects of the hub, such as the setting, programs, and 
policies reflect the lived experiences and needs of young 
people. Through an ongoing commitment to equitable, 
culturally-diverse and trauma- informed services, YWHO 
is taking a critical step towards improving Ontario’s youth 
health system.
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YWHO also functions as a Learning Health System - a 
dynamic network where data, practice, and lived 
experience continuously inform and improve care. 
Through measurement-based care, an integrated data 
platform, and evidence-based and evidence-generating 
practices, YWHO continuously responds and adapts to 
meet the needs of youth.

YWHO works collaboratively to transform youth health 
systems through partnerships, centering youth voices, 
and aligning existing services. This creates welcoming, 
easy-to-access, integrated, and youth-friendly spaces 
that promote and improve youth mental health and 
well-being outcomes.

1.2. Ecosystem Activation: Youth-
Led initiatives

When identifying initiatives, programs, organizations, 
and stakeholders across each dimension of the 
ecosystem, special attention should be given to those 
led by young people. Supporting youth-led initiatives 
means recognizing that the strategies and solutions 
young people design are often more aligned with their 
lived realities and current challenges. As such, they hold 
greater potential for relevance, impact, and long-term 
transformation.

1.2. Youth-led Initiative — Labhya, 
India
This Flagship seeks to highlight youth-led efforts that 
take a holistic approach—addressing multiple areas of 
the ecosystem to promote well-being in an integrated 
and meaningful way. These initiatives reflect the 
capacity of young people not only to respond to mental 
health challenges, but also to shape the environments 
that support their flourishing.

Founded by youth leader Richa Gupta, Labhya is a 
youth-led nonprofit pioneering the well-being 
movement globally. Labhya partners with Indian state 
governments to embed in-school children’s mental 
health and well-being programs in public schools. 
Currently, Labhya impacts 2.4 million children across 
22,000+ schools, empowering 150,000+ teachers to 
deliver a daily well-being class integrated into the 
school day (Labhya, 2025).

Labhya’s approach demonstrates how system-level 
collaboration, between youth organizations, education 
systems, and government—can build emotionally safe, 
inclusive, and supportive learning environments. Labhya 
embeds well-being within education policies, ensuring 
that well-being unlocks learning for children. 

Grounded in evidence-based practice and youth 
leadership, Labhya illustrates the potential of scalable, 
localized, and government-led programs within the 
broader ecosystem of youth mental health and well-
being. By focusing on prevention and emotional literacy 
from an early age, the program tackles structural 
inequities that affect well-being, learning, and life 
outcomes. Labhya’s state government partners are 
setting an example of how education systems can 
become vehicles for social transformation, shaping 
communities of care that extend beyond the classroom 
and fostering a culture where well-being is seen as 
integral to human development and national progress.

Source: Labhya. (2025). For Children.  
https://www.labhya.org/for-children

https://www.labhya.org/for-children
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2. DESIGN Ecosystem Initiatives for 
Youth Mental Health and Well-being

When designing youth mental health and well-being promotion and prevention 
initiatives at the national or local level, this model serves as a strategic tool to activate 
and coordinate diverse sectors. It helps ensure that young people have access to a 
range of actions tailored to their specific needs and realities.

Email: info@ywho.ca 
Instagram: @ywhontario 
Website: www.youthhubs.ca

By grounding strategies in local contexts and ensuring active youth participation, 
governments and stakeholders can adopt a multisectoral approach that reflects the 
interconnected dimensions of the ecosystem. While all dimensions may be relevant, 
those that most directly respond to the needs and experiences of the local youth 
population should be prioritized in the design and implementation process.

2.1. Ecosystem Design Example: Nab’il Project, 
Guatemala
Proyecto Nab’il (“tejiendo conocimientos/weaving knowledge” in the Mam language), 
funded by the United Nations Peacebuilding Fund (PBF), was created to support Mayan 
and mestizo youth aged 15–30 in the municipalities of San Pedro Necta (predominantly 

https://www.instagram.com/ywhontario/?hl=en
http://www.youthhubs.ca
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Mam) and Cuilco (mestizo) in Huehuetenango. The project aimed to generate new 
models for safe youth participation, promoting their inclusion in spaces of community 
and municipal governance to strengthen social cohesion, democracy, and peacebuilding.

The initiative includes a community-based mental health and psychosocial support 
(MHPSS) component, grounded in a socio-ecological model, and is linked to actions 
aimed at youth empowerment and leadership development. These actions 
acknowledge culture and local practices, reinforce support networks, and enable safe 
spaces for emotional expression, learning, and active participation.

Faced with mistrust in local institutions, youth identified churches and Mayan community 
leaders as more trusted and accessible. These became key partners in building safe 
spaces for psychosocial support, emotional learning, and youth participation.

The initiative illustrates how diverse sectors can be mobilized to meet youth needs:

� Education 
Workshops on emotional management, culture of peace, and self-care provided tools to 
address personal and community challenges.

� Governance 
Youth were empowered to lead local initiatives and engage in decision-making 
processes. Mental health gained recognition from local governments, while coordination 
with health authorities and academic institutions supported sustainability efforts.

� Climate 
Activities were rooted in a socio-ecological understanding of community and 
environment.

� Art & Creative Expression 
Collective murals, festivals, music, and recreational activities enabled creative 
expression and collective reflection, while also capturing the concerns and aspirations 
of local youth.

� Spirituality 
Faith-based actors and indigenous spiritual leaders played a central role in restoring 
trust and engagement.

 Sports & Physical Activity 
Recreational activities contributed to social cohesion and inclusion. Youth-led sessions 
became hubs for social connection, emotional growth, creative expression and 
transformative action. Many participants replicated these activities in their own 
communities, generating sustained impact, greater social cohesion, and positioning 
youth as agents of change for peace and well-being.

Juventudes Nab’il — Promoviendo la Participación y la Paz | IOM Guatemala 
Xavier Oleiro: xoleiro@iom.int 
Ana Cecilia Escobar: anescobar@iom.int

https://guatemala.iom.int/es/juventudes-nabil-promoviendo-la-participacion-y-la-paz
mailto:xoleiro%40iom.int?subject=
mailto:anescobar%40iom.int?subject=


CONCLUSION:  
FROM UNCERTAINTY 
TO COLLECTIVE 
RESPONSIBILITY

Photo: UN Youth Office/Joel Sheakoski



46 YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH & WELL-BEING IN AN UNCERTAIN WORLD: A GLOBAL CALL TO ACTION

This publication has set out a clear and urgent message: youth mental health 
and well-being can no longer be addressed through fragmented or purely 
clinical responses. In a world marked by accelerating uncertainty — shaped 
by climate disruption, social inequality, conflict, digital transformation, and 
economic instability — young people are navigating conditions that 
profoundly affect their mental health, sense of belonging, and capacity to 
imagine hopeful futures. Responding to these realities requires nothing less 
than a systemic shift in how societies understand, promote, and protect 
youth mental health and well-being. 

By framing mental health and well-being as a 
fundamental human right and a cornerstone of 
sustainable development, this publication affirms that 
young people’s flourishing is inseparable from the 
environments in which they live, learn, work, connect, 
and participate. Mental health is not solely an individual 
concern; it is relational, social, and deeply embedded 
within governance systems, education structures, labour 
markets, housing conditions, digital ecosystems, cultural 
spaces, and ecological realities. As such, promoting 
youth mental health demands integrated, multisectoral, 
and community-based approaches that address both 
immediate distress and the broader conditions that 
shape well-being across the life course. 

The Youth Mental Health & Well-Being Ecosystem Model 
proposed in this report offers a practical and adaptable 
framework for action. Grounded in lived experience, 
global evidence, and youth leadership, the model invites 
governments, institutions, and partners to move beyond 
siloed interventions and toward coordinated ecosystems 
of care. By intentionally linking governance, peace, 
spirituality, housing, climate, education, work, 
technology, arts, and sports, the model provides a 
pathway for translating global commitments into locally 
grounded strategies that reflect cultural context, equity, 
and meaningful youth participation. 

Crucially, this report highlights that young people are not 
passive recipients of care. Across regions, youth-led 
initiatives are already demonstrating how community-

rooted, rights-based, and innovative approaches can 
reduce stigma, expand access, and strengthen collective 
resilience. These initiatives show that when young 
people are trusted as co-creators and leaders, mental 
health responses become more relevant, sustainable, 
and transformative. Investing in youth mental health is 
therefore not only a moral imperative but a strategic 
investment in social cohesion, peacebuilding, and 
long-term development. 

As the global community advances commitments under 
the Pact for the Future, Youth2030, the Sustainable 
Development Goals, and emerging mental health and 
human rights frameworks, the moment calls for decisive 
action. This includes scaling up investment, 
strengthening community-based systems, embedding 
mental health across policy domains, and ensuring 
accountability through inclusive governance and youth 
engagement mechanisms. 

The future of youth mental health and well-being will be 
shaped by the choices made today. Choosing to act 
collectively, systemically, and with young people at the 
center can transform uncertainty into possibility. By 
building ecosystems that nurture dignity, connection, 
and purpose, societies can create the conditions for 
young people not only to survive the challenges of our 
time, but to lead the way toward more just, peaceful, and 
flourishing futures for all. 
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