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Introduction 

Project „Let's Talk“ or on mental health of 

youth with gender sensitivity 
 

About the project 
Forum for Freedom in Education in partnership with organizations from Greece (KMOP – Social 

Action and Innovation Centre), Italy (CSC Danilo Dolci) and Serbia (Centre of Youth Work) is 

implementing the project „Let's Talk – Developing gender-sensitive mental health program for 

young people“ from the beginning of 2022 to the end of 2023 within the Erasmus+ program of the 

European Union. One of the goals of the project is to research gender sensitivity in the field of youth 

mental health - in policies, available services, but also in the experience and attitudes of youth mental 

health professionals, as well as the youth themselves. In addition, the goal of the project is to develop a 

program that will improve the competencies of all those working with young people in the field of youth 

mental health with a gender-sensitive approach.  

Gender-sensitive approach 
A gender-sensitive approach to mental health means reflecting the topic of mental health with 

consideration and understanding of the impact of gender and gender roles on mental health itself. 

Research shows that gender differences are present in: general emotional and mental health of children 

and young people; prevalence of certain difficulties among children and young people; coping strategies 

and seeking help; as well as in the response of parents, guardians, schools and public services to the 

emotional and mental health needs of children and young people (according to Hamblin, Young, 2017)   

Namely, it is more difficult for boys to recognize mental health problems and to seek help compared to 

girls, and their difficulties are more often manifested through behavioural disorders, addictions and 

aggression, while girls show more frequent and intense internalized symptoms (such as anxiety, 

depression, eating disorders, negative self-image). These examples are followed by the unequal 

influence of socio-economic circumstances, ethnicity, as well as gender-stereotyped norms on their 

general well-being. Young people who question their gender identity or identify with one of the LGBTQI+ 

groups are exposed to the so-called "minority stress" and the additional risk of mental disorders. 

In the European Parliament's Resolution on promoting gender equality in mental health research (from 

2017) it is stated that many systems across EU member states do not pay enough attention to mental 

health because it is still shrouded in stigma and taboos. Recognized as the key to combating stigma and 

discrimination, education must also take into account gender-specific vulnerabilities, stereotypes and 

discrimination faced by both girls and boys. Investing in formal and informal education on mental health 

in general and about gender-sensitive mental health problems (depression, anxiety, drug addiction, 

eating disorders or violence) ensures that schools have adequate frameworks for detecting mental health 

problems, as well as supporting those facing them. Namely, the fact that among children and young 

people who have experienced mental health problems, 70% of them did not receive adequate support at 
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an early enough age is frightening. The psychosocial approach, as stated in the Resolution, which takes 

into account the entire society (holistic approach), requires the coherence of public policies in the interest 

of well-being, with the coordination of health care, education, employment and economic and social 

policies and policies to achieve a general level of mental well-being. 

The recommendations of the European Union indicate that, in order to understand the needs of young 

people, one must respect the specificities of different social groups within the youth group, and adapt 

future interventions, approaches and methods accordingly. Health services for children and young people 

should be differentiated from those for adults, primarily in terms of providing rapid and effective 

interventions and a faster flow of information between sectors and institutions (WHO Europe Regional 

Office, 2011). The mental health of children and young people requires a comprehensive and integrative 

approach that is flexible and focused on basic life needs, education, and relationships within the family 

and environment (Ključević, 2016).  

Approaches and interventions that can be considered gender-sensitive include:  

 Gender-specific work to address the needs of particular groups of young people, including those 

who identify as non-binary; 

 programs responding to gendered ways in which mental health issues affect young people (in 

response to a disproportionate impact, e.g. of eating disorders upon young women, or addressing 

minority experiences, e.g. young men who have eating disorders; 

 activities in which young people are encouraged to explore the role of gender in their emotional 

and mental health; 

 work relating to the protection of mental health that takes account of gender in service planning 

(e.g. improving accessibility and inclusion) (according to Hamblin, Young, 2017).   

Mental health of young people today 
There are several available studies on the state of mental health of young people in Croatia today.  

According to one of the recent studies, 59,1% of high school seniors believe that the COVID-19 

pandemic had a negative or very negative impact on their lives in general, among other areas, mostly 

on mental health (52.4% believe that it had a negative or a very negative impact) (IDIZ, 2020). Available 

data on mental disorders in Croatia show that 11.5% of children and young people aged 10 to 19 have 

some form of disorder (UNICEF, 2021:4). In comparison with the period before the COVID-19 

pandemic, educators notice an increase in depressive and anxiety states, phobias, fears, peer violence 

in the virtual environment, outbursts of anger and peer violence among young people. The increase is 

also visible in difficulties with motivation to learn, attention difficulties, emotional difficulties, difficulties in 

social relations and behaviour. Gender-sensitive data from one of the recent studies states that the mental 

health of girls is worse than the mental health of boys in the areas of psychological anxiety, outlook on 

the world, concern for one's own future and satisfaction with life (FFZG, 2020:28). 

About the research 
Through the research carried out in the "Let's Talk" project, we have analysed a number of available 

research and official documents, available services, interviewed a total of 19 experts in the field of youth 

mental health (school psychologists, psychotherapists in community services and private practices, and 

people working with young people in the non-formal education system) and talked to young people (aged 

16 to 25) through two focus groups. Focus group participants were recruited in accordance with an open 

call disseminated through the Forum's online communication channels, with the help of school 

psychologists, pedagogues, and experts working with young people in private practices and in informal 

education. The experts were chosen based on the research of relevant stakeholders in the field of youth 
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mental health and by individual invitation. The research was conducted in the period from March to June 

2022. We were interested in the state of the mental health of young people today, how the COVID-19 

pandemic in particular affected it, what are the gender differences, and how belonging to a certain gender 

in general affects different perceptions of mental health, as well as seeking and accepting professional 

support. We were also interested in the position on the reasons for somewhat different mental health 

difficulties that occur in girls, young men and those who do not identify with any of these categories. 

Finally, we wanted to identify the needs of young people, especially in situations in which they are facing 

problems from the mental health field, and the needs of professionals working with young people in the 

field of gender-sensitive competencies, as well as their awareness of the importance of a gender-sensitive 

approach in counselling work and informal education. A limitation to the field part of this research is that 

all participants of the focus groups were girls or young women. The recommendations for decision-

makers and authors of youth mental health protection programs that both the interviewed experts and the 

young participants of the focus groups addressed us, and which we have included in this document with 

our own conclusions, are especially valuable to us. We will use these guidelines and recommendations 

in the development of the entire gender-sensitive mental health program "Let's Talk". 

 

 

Review of mental health policies 

What do the key policies in the Republic of 

Croatia say about the mental health of young 

people? 

The Republic of Croatia has a certain framework of health policies aimed at mental health, but their 

implementation and understanding that the topic of mental health is a socio-economic issue that 

should involve all stakeholders still pose a problem. The problem also lies in the insufficient number 

of mental health experts in the health system (according to data from 2021, there are only 430 

employed psychologists for around 1,200 children and youth). The first National Strategy for 

Mental Health was adopted in 2010 (for the period from 2011 to 2016), but the action plans were 

never adopted. Since then, the Republic of Croatia has not adopted a new strategy (2016 -2020), 

nor the urgent measures to prevent and reduce mental disorders and diseases that are on the rise 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The National Development Strategy for Croatia for the period 

up to 2030 was adopted in 2021 as an umbrella document and a comprehensive act of strategic 

planning that directs the long-term development of society and the economy in all important issues 

for Croatia, but it does not mention the issue of mental health, nor children and young people as 

important group in society, and thus the importance of strategic investment in their personal and 

social development. In the National Recovery and Resilience Plan for the period 2021 - 2026 

adopted in response to the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, young people are recognized 

as an important group in society, a very heterogeneous and very vulnerable group. It is recognized 

that global changes affect young people more than other population groups, especially the quality of 

their overall social inclusion. However, in the Plan, the term "mental health" is mentioned literally 

once (in an explanation of the field of work of the Public Health Institute (p. 1096).  At the time of the 
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adoption of the Plan, it was already known how much the COVID-19 pandemic had damaged the 

mental health of adults, and especially of children and young people, but unfortunately, the 

importance of investing in this area was not recognized at the state level. This topic was also not 

mentioned in the field of education, in the labour market, or in social protection and health.  

At the moment, the strategic framework for the development of mental health for the period 

from 2022 to 2030 is in the consultation phase. Its purpose is establishing goals in order to improve 

existing and develop new models of mental health care, all that to reduce the incidence of mental 

disorders.  

However, children and young people are not listed as a separate group, thereby missing the 

opportunity to approach their mental health problems according to their specific needs, 

developmental stages and to include a gender-sensitive approach.  

In July 2021, an opening Decision on the drafting of the National Youth Program for the period from 

2022 to 2024 was adopted. However, until this moment (April 2022), the course of this procedure is 

not publicly known. However, a positive example is the Working Group for Youth Mental Health, 

operating as part of the Youth Council of the Republic of Croatia since 2021, currently in the 

process of developing guidelines and proposals in this area.  

None of the aforementioned and analysed strategies contribute to adequate support and 

opportunities for young people, nor respond to their needs and problems, nor ensure the 

development of their full potential, including a gender-sensitive approach to mental health, 

which is not recognized at all in Croatia.  

Moreover, none of the documents and strategies specify measures and strategic goals for 

strengthening the youth social protection system.  

The existing youth mental health 

support system  

Treatments, counselling, support, prevention 
 

Psychosocial treatments and youth counselling 

centres - accessibility and gender sensitivity  

Public institutions 
In Croatia, there are numerous public health institutions that have centres and offer services for mental 

health protection, prevention and outpatient care of youth addiction. There are seven psychiatric 

hospitals, six of which are accompanied by day care and clinics for children and young people, and one 

is intended exclusively for children and young people - Psychiatric Hospital for Children and Youth - 



 

      

 

7 

Zagreb. It is also worth mentioning the Zagreb Children's hospital, which also has a department of child 

and adolescent psychiatry. Appointments in these hospitals are obtained through referrals from 

competent general practitioners. The Child and Youth Protection Centre of the City of Zagreb is an 

important and recognized institution offering a range of psychological, social, psychiatric, and other help 

to children and young people with different traumatic experiences. Most institutions are located in Zagreb. 

Additional support is provided by the Social Welfare Centre through work with families, children and 

young people, in the framework of psychosocial support, early intervention and assistance with the 

inclusion in educational programs. However, it is necessary to obtain a positive opinion from the Centre 

on the need for these services before using them. Major difficulties also relate to the insufficient capacities 

of the Centres. The quality of services in the field of counselling and psychosocial treatment of these 

institutions was not analysed in this research, but according to prior knowledge, they do not have special 

gender-sensitive approach to children and young people, and many of them are not adapted to young 

people neither in appearance nor in general approach. As there are often long waits for appointments, 

many young people and their parents (who are in a better economic situation and are located in larger 

cities) opt for the services of private psychotherapists. 

Faculties 
A good example are some faculties that offer young people studying counselling with professional 

support in solving problems related to learning difficulties, time management, student life adjustment, 

exams related anxiety, difficulties in relationships with others, etc.  However, both the female students 

who participated in the focus groups, as well as the female experts from the faculties who run such 

counselling centres, and who we interviewed in the research, list a number of problems in their work, i.e. 

insufficient financial support and an insufficient number of counsellors and therapists, which leads to long 

waiting lists. 

Civil society organizations 
With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of psychological support and counselling services 

for children and young people offered by civil society organizations has increased in Croatia. Moreover, 

due to the protection measures and restrictions introduced during the pandemic, some of them started 

offering counselling via telephone lines or via e-mail, which somewhat facilitated access to first 

psychosocial help. Civil society organizations have also launched numerous platforms on the Internet 

and social networks where young people could find initial advice, as well as free initial counselling and 

psychological help services. However, their free services depend on the funding of individual projects. 

Amongst them are: Ambidexter Club, Kako si?, Igra, DPP (Modus), Tesa, Plavi telefon, Hrabri 

telefon, Pragma, Promentz, Center for Missing and Exploited Children Osijek, Association MoSt 

Split and others. Some of these organizations are aware of the specific problems faced by young people 

of different genders and gender identities, but their approach is quite individual. Associations dealing with 

young people from certain (vulnerable) groups, such as Association Lori and Association Iskorak 

working with members of sexual and gender minorities, Ženska soba that offers help and support to 

survivors of sexual violence (mainly women, but sometimes also men and/or those who do not identify 

as binary); or organizations that deal with specific disorders – Bea Centre for eating disorders (working 

mainly with girls and young women). 

Cities 
The city of Zagreb, together with other larger Croatian cities such as Rijeka, Osijek, and Split, has 

provided Youth Centres, either as part of civil society organizations or as part of Public Health Institutes, 

where young people can receive certain counselling services or first psychological aid. Although most of 

these centres’ services (including counselling) are free of charge, the long waiting lists, which were long 

even before the pandemic, and during it increased even more, are the problem. Even more problems 
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with accessibility arise in rural, especially geographically remote areas or in cities and municipalities with 

numerous socio-economic problems (high unemployment, poverty, emigration, large number of families 

receiving social assistance, poor transport connectivity). 

Overall, there are numerous good examples of mental health support services for young people, but they 

are still not sufficient for the total coverage and needs of young people for adequate, flexible and 

rapid access to psychosocial support. Although a relative distribution of social services is present in 

all regions, inequality is reflected in financial resources, types and availability of services in 

counties and municipalities.  Moreover, the programs of civil society organizations are rarely 

recognized as formal social services, because the Republic of Croatia has not established 

procedures for contracting and standardizing non-institutionalised social services with them, 

therefore positive examples are based on the initiative of individual institutions and organizations 

themselves. The lack of cross-sectoral cooperation and support for systems, institutions, and public 

policies in order to ensure integrative support for children and youth, including a gender-sensitive 

approach, pose an additional problem. Despite the growing popularity of counselling centres and 

psychotherapy among the general population, including young people, and the presence of numerous 

websites with lists of available services (local, regional and national), there is still a stigma in seeking 

this type of help, which was also discussed by the participants of our research. 

 

Internet platforms and youth centres - examples of 

good practice 
The most interesting example of an Internet platform intended for young people is certainly the 

independent artistic initiative BoliMe - mental health support for young people. The goal of the 

initiative is to give public space to mental health and encourage dialogue, strengthen the area of 

prevention, while the actions are mostly promotional in nature. The initiative uses different methods 

(mainly video interviews, short promotional videos, but also other creative forms, e.g. theatrical 

performances in partnership with professional actors, groups and theatres) to promote the topic of mental 

health in the public space. On their website, they also offer a contact list of numerous organizations, 

institutions and associations from all parts of Croatia that young people can turn to for help. This group 

of enthusiasts is also one of the founders of the internet platform Pukotine centred on opening a virtual 

space for young people where they can identify with others and their difficulties and get the possibility of 

support. The platform contains blogs written by young people about their personal (mental) problems and 

difficult life situations; written and video interviews conducted by young people with young people; texts 

written by mental health experts on various topics (e.g. Depression, orthorexia, questioning one's identity, 

sexting, emotions, coming-out, etc.). This platform is a good example of a gender-sensitive approach 

in which different topics, equally important and relevant to young people of different sexes, 

genders and/or sexual orientations. are represented. Moreover, certain difficulties faced by young 

people and depending on gender identity to some extent are taken into account. Public Health Institute 

dr. Andrija Štampar also runs a youth mental health platform in order to offer students professional 

information about experiences that may arise during studies, some mental health disorders and difficulties 

in student age, self-help methods and advice. If a person feels the need to contact an expert - either for 

himself /herself or for his friends, relatives, family members - he/she can do so on the platform. 

The City of Zagreb also established the Centre for Youth Health and the accompanying website with 

the aim of "increasing the availability of health institutions related to mental health protection, sexual and 

reproductive health protection and promoting a healthy lifestyle for young people". Services are 

https://www.bolime.hr/O-nama
https://pukotine.hr/
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provided without a referral, free of charge, according to the needs of children and young people, 

at the initiative of parents and/or on the recommendation of a school or doctor. According to the 

information available on the website, children and young people can be included in individual and/or 

group programs to strengthen mental health, and they are provided with support and counselling via 

online channels if they are unable to come to the Centre. 

The city of Rijeka also finances free online counselling for young people „Sve je ok”. A number of 

qualified mental health professionals - counsellors and therapists are available whom young people can 

contact anonymously and expect a response or first aid within a week.  If the case is urgent, the 

phone numbers of local hospitals and emergency public services are also listed, as well as the interesting 

application „Heroes Nearby“ which connects people who need help with friends, family members, and 

services (even some specialists) located nearby. 

Non-formal education and school prevention 

programs 
In terms of schools, it is a good practice that each school has at least one professional associate, 

usually a pedagogue, and somewhat less often a psychologist. Depending on the number of students 

and existing diagnoses of psychosocial disorders, the school may request the employment of additional 

professional associates from the Ministry. However, according to our experience working with schools, 

they have to wait for a positive response from the Ministry for several years or they are approved 

for the employment of interns, who then change every year. Once again, this problem is the biggest for 

smaller schools, those in rural or geographically remote places that have difficulties reaching experts of 

these profiles. In addition, professional associates are burdened with work in other curriculum and 

organizational areas of the school, and are often insufficiently aware and expert in the field of 

counselling and/or psychosocial treatment, so even such practice depends on the enthusiasm of 

individuals. The practice of homeroom teachers also has significant potential for supporting the mental 

health of young people. For them, the obstacle lies in the aforementioned higher workload with other jobs, 

insufficient competence, but also the fact that a large number of teachers do not consider the topic 

of mental health as part of their professional domain.  

Many schools in Croatia have developed (often in cooperation with civil society organizations) good 

preventive programs that support the mental health of young people. These programs include emotional 

literacy and the development of personal and social competences (e.g. Program Medijacija, Sretno 

dijete, Škole podrške, LaRa, Rescur, Paths, PomoziDa etc.), as well as various workshops focused 

on specific gender issues led by trainers, educators, representatives of associations and/or teachers 

themselves in cooperation with civil society organizations. Most of these programs are high-quality, 

comprehensive, evaluated programs. However, they are not implemented systematically, but are 

depending on the enthusiasm of individuals and the current school curriculum. An example of 

good practice of programs particularly sensitive to gender issues are Status M (work on the 

deconstruction of toxic stereotypical patterns of masculinity - mainly with boys/young men) and Ženska 

soba association (which focuses on raising awareness and prevention of gender-based violence).  
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What do young people and experts 

in the field of youth mental health 

say about all this?  
 

Summary of field research "Let's Talk” 
The findings of the action research show a number of interesting insights on a gender-sensitive approach 

to the mental health of young people, confirming, to some extent, the findings of previous analysed 

research. 

Young people are aware of the importance of mental health and gender differences in the various 

problems they face. They recognize the differences in the willingness to express one's inner state 

and the willingness to seek and accept (professional) support. These differences are recognized by 

both the young interviewees themselves and the interviewed experts. According to girls/young women 

(although gender/sex identification was not part of the demographic question), boys/young men have 

more mental health problems than girls and are reluctant to talk about emotions and mental state 

and/or seek and receive help. 

I'm not saying that someone should be given more or less attention, but men should 

definitely be told that there is no shame in reaching out and seeking help, showing 

emotion, showing tears and admitting you have problems... guys can go through some 

of the worst things. (student) 

Both young people and experts recognize that such differences are socially conditioned by the 

stereotypical upbringing and the belief that men should not express unpleasant emotions too much 

and do not need (professional) help and support. However, part of the interviewed experts working 

directly in the counselling centres notice a trend in the gradual equalization of the ratio of girls 

and young men seeking help (or come by recommendation). Equally, although it is still evident that girls 

are more prone to internalized problems (depressive anxiety disorders, lack of self-esteem, lack of 

motivation, suicidal thoughts, self-harm and panic attacks, etc.), and boys to externalized problems 

(anger and aggression problems, violent behaviour, addictions), some of the interviewed experts working 

directly in counselling centres also note the blurring of the boundaries, i.e. the equalization of the 

ratio. Young girls and women who participated in focus groups think that young people are generally 

stigmatized if they seek professional help, once again young men more than girls, and more so in 

smaller towns and rural areas than in larger cities. 

...as soon as you mention professional help, you are immediately stigmatized and 

something is immediately wrong with you... and even if you seek help, you will keep that 

to yourself. (student)  
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Social pressure for young people to behave in accordance with social expectations regarding gender also 

negatively affects their mental health. 

…for the moment, I plan to focus on my career, which is immediately seen as a kind of 

gender-role betrayal, because I guess I'm supposed to get married as soon as I finish 

college. (student) 

They also face stigmatization and prejudices if their (female) behaviour or appearance do not match the 

stereotypical social (woman) role (When girls do not behave in accordance with gender 

stereotypes, the opposite sex automatically fears us because we are perceived as dominant) 

(student).  LGBTQI+ youth continue to face discrimination and stigmatization, verbal violence 

and threats (more from cisgender and heterosexual men than women and more in rural areas than 

in bigger cities). This also leads to various mental health problems of young people from this group (...I 

think they go through a lot of things because others have not accepted LGBTQ+ people, 

(pupil)..., God forbid someone coming out, others immediately hate these people and I think 

they need a lot of help and strong support (student).  

Experts have recognized that the COVID-19 pandemic has intensified the symptomatology to some 

extent and pointed to the alarming need for continuous, comprehensive, preventive and efficient 

work with young people at all levels (educational, health care and social welfare system, etc.). The 

COVID-19 pandemic and accompanying measures have affected young people's relationships, academic 

success, and thus mental health, mostly in a negative way (loss of motivation, stagnation or loss of 

social skills, fear, anxiety, symptoms of depression, etc.); students transitioning from primary to 

secondary school and from secondary school to university were particularly affected. Also, during 

that period, experts noticed a decrease in the average age at which certain problems manifest, as 

well as an increase in internalized difficulties, loneliness, and problems from the domain of social 

competences. 

Some of them come to see me because they really have no one to talk to. (school 

psychologist) 

Before, there were more aggressive young people, today there are more of them with 

internalized difficulties; They state that peer-to-peer communication is very problematic and 

difficult. Most young people, especially high school students, say that their biggest problem 

is not knowing how to approach someone. (psychotherapist from a local counselling centre) 

Focus group participants, as well as some interview participants (school psychologists and university 

professors), reveal that adults (teachers and parents) often do not perceive young people's 

problems as serious enough, which negatively affects the willingness of young people to seek 

and receive (professional) support and help. 

We constantly hear: 'You don't have a problem' or 'Those are not problems' or 'You kids 

think those are big problems, but you are yet to see what the real problems are'... we're 

increasingly discouraged from going anywhere and talking to anyone. (student) 

Some of the interviewed experts also noticed that today's young people are extremely well informed 

and are facing "double identities” (virtual on the one hand, and the offline one in life), while topics of 
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sexuality, LGBTQI+ topics, differences in gender identities and sexualities, etc. are very important 

to them. 

Thus, both groups of respondents believe that young people need more space and freedom in 

expressing their emotions, as well as real interest of adults and understanding of their world and 

perspective. Educators and all persons working with young people should strive to individually develop 

good and quality relationships with young people and ensure an individual approach. It is 

important to work on gender equality and overcoming gender stereotypes in schools and youth 

centres and to use more diverse teaching methods (collaborative teaching, experiential learning). For 

young people, the most desirable form of help is from a qualified expert through personal contact 

and that without stigmatization. And this primarily in schools, student counselling centres and counselling 

centres in the local community.  

It's a big difference when you can sit down and talk to someone, rather than listening to 

someone over the camera, pretending like that’s helping you, when in fact it does nothing. 

(student) 

Therefore, it is necessary to have easily accessible youth-friendly mental health services at youth-

friendly locations. Social networks and apps are welcome for initial information and learning about topics 

of interest, but not for getting more concrete support.  

Experts (especially teachers and counsellors at local centres) agree that they need additional 

professional knowledge when it comes to approaching girls, boys and all those who do not 

identify with defined gender categories. Both experts and young people presented a series of 

observations and recommendations for the entire youth support system, including better cross-sectoral 

cooperation, clearer policies, and continuous investment in education, employment and 

availability of experts in work with young people, as well as professional development for educators 

who are in daily contact with them.  

First of all, adults and teachers, should ask young people "How are you?" in a meaningful 

way, and not give up if someone answers "Good" or "Ok"; they should give space and 

support to young people. (student)  

It is necessary to normalize the idea, in educational environments, that it is okay to ask for 

help and work with parents as well. (psychologist and psychotherapist working with young 

people) 

Early pedagogical interventions are of great importance for the individual development of 

good and quality relationships with children and young people, so that someone who might 

have problems does not go unnoticed. (student) 

 

Recommendations  
The recommendations resulting from this research are considered through four areas: national 

strategies and guidelines (decision-makers of social, educational and health policies), improving 



 

      

 

13 

the availability of mental health services for young people, strengthening schools and 

organizations that deal with young people and the area of promoting mental health in the 

public.  

National strategies and guidelines 
It is necessary to adopt a structured mental health program at the national level and ensure the 

continuity of providing mental health services to young people. The topic of mental health should 

be a priority in other national policies as well, especially those concerning youth, education and 

health. 

In health policies, it is necessary to adopt a holistic approach and connect physical, mental, 

emotional and psychological health and well-being, and in this sense also connect public health 

services and other good examples of the programs in community that support mental health of 

young people. It is also necessary to provide an intervision model for experts working with young people 

through inter-departmental cooperation, especially with experts dealing with gender issues. Finally, it is 

necessary to encourage and support continuous and longitudinal multidisciplinary research on 

the mental health of young people with a gender-sensitive approach. 

In educational policies, it is necessary to emphasize mental health and well-being as the basis of 

academic success and actively work to understand the inseparability of the two. In this regard, it is 

necessary to ensure systematic and comprehensive professional training and education of 

educators and all those working with young people in the field of mental health, including a gender-

sensitive approach. It is of extreme importance to provide financial resources for school founders in 

economically and socially disadvantaged areas. 

Improving the availability of mental health 

services 
Investment in the standard of mental health is needed, primarily in increasing the number of experts 

and the availability of services to young people, first of all professional associates in school 

professional services (especially psychologists) and psychologists, therapists, and psychiatrists for 

children and young people in all other existing institutions in the community. In this regard, it is 

necessary to encourage specialization in these areas. It is also necessary to revise all existing 

available services from the perspective of meeting the needs of young people, as well as to introduce 

gender sensitivity in their work.  

It is necessary to ensure a sufficient number of free and easily accessible mental health services 

and specialists adapted to young people – adapt public services to young people and facilitate access 

to them; promote and encourage the opening and institutional support of local youth centres in each 

county; provide free and accessible mobile mental health professionals to local communities and schools 

in geographically remote areas. 

Strengthening schools and experts working with 

young people 
It is extremely important to strengthen the capacity of teachers, especially homeroom teachers 

and professional associates (pedagogues, psychologists, etc.) in the knowledge and skills of 

recognizing youth problems, counselling skills, teamwork skills, developmental needs of children and 
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youth, basic emotional literacy, social skills, etc., as well as better information about topics important to 

young people (gender, sex and sexuality, identity, self-awareness, human rights, etc.). Support from the 

system is equally needed in order for schools to recognize their role in mental health protection and to 

receive adequate support for it.   

It is necessary to encourage the introduction of topics and workshops on mental health in schools 

- more strongly promote and support the implementation of the curriculum of cross-curricular topics 

Personal and social development and Health; it is also necessary to strengthen, encourage and support 

preventive programs such as primary prevention - in this regard, to strengthen, encourage and mediate 

the cooperation of schools and other community systems, as well as civil society organizations 

experienced in the field of mental health and gender equality. 

It is necessary to design targeted interventions to support excellent students and other students 

at risk, and to support parents in early detection of mental health problems. Likewise, strengthening the 

participation and voice of young people in schools, colleges and faculties and their active role in promoting 

mental health is a path that can further strengthen the mental health of young people.  

Young people in schools and all other environments where they are most present (including virtual space) 

should be provided with continuous information about available support and help.  

Promoting mental health in the public 
It is extremely important to continue to bring the topic of mental health into the public space at all levels, 

and in this regard, decision-makers should focus their activities on supporting and financing campaigns 

to raise awareness about mental health and youth problems – with a focus on increasing 

understanding of the concept of mental health and general well-being, on the influence and connection 

of sex and gender and mental health, and the understanding of cross-sectionalism in risk factors. In 

addition, it is necessary to make further efforts at all levels to counter the stigmatization of mental 

problems and difficulties, as well as to achieve gender equality and overcome gender stereotypes. 
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