
Marleen Renders 
20 May 2025 | Brussels

MEANINGFUL AND SYSTEMIC 
YOUTH ENGAGEMENT FOR 

IMPROVED MENTAL HEALTH 
SERVICES



ADOLESCENTS AND YOUNG PEOPLE

01 Adolescence: long developmental 
stage from 10 to 24

02 Window of acceleration and 
opportunity (and also risk)

03 The Lancet Commission on 
adolescent health and 
wellbeing: the “triple dividend”

04 CRC comment #20 child rights 
with specific focus on 
adolescents









AUTONOMY AND PARTICIPATION

• Vulnerabilities in early years get worse in adolescence: Lower services – less 
adapted to their needs less institutional supports, less care of parents –
autonomy factor

• Working with young people is not a “nice to have”
• Young people – users of programmes and services – is key to making sure 

they use them
• Quality services, Accountability, Fundamental to programme design

• But can be leveraged – young people become agents – can contribute to 
their results at own level, and community-level



QUICK OVERVIEW: MODES OF PARTICIPATION



WHAT CONSTITUTES MEANINGFUL PARTICIPATION ?



FIVE MAIN STRATEGIES FOR 
YOUTH PARTICIPATION AND CIVIC ENGAGEMENT





POTENTIAL ENTRY 
POINTS 

• Youth & HIV & MHPSS
• Youth & nutrition/healthy 

lifestyles & MHPSS
• Youth participation/advocacy on 

MHPSS topics and as an MHPSS 
intervention 

• Youth & climate advocacy & 
MHPSS 

• Youth & peer violence & MHPSS
• Digital tools
• Others? 



In a U-Report poll of 7,000 young people in 
Europe, 5 in 10 persons would seek MH 
self-care tips on the internet/social media, 
while less than 1 in 10 would go to a health 
worker/counselor (July, 2023).

Internet/Social Media

Health worker/counselor

WHY DIGITAL MH SOLUTIONS -

YOUTH PERSPECTIVE

10 out of 14
Feel that mandatory parental consent

could be an obstacle in using E-MH.

6 out of 14
Parental consent are not be necessary 

for teenagers to use EMH.

8 out of 14
Prefer to speak about their mental 

health issues online

12 out of 14
E-MH is considered less stigmatizing 

because it allows for anonymity.

While young people prioritize privacy, 
accuracy of information, and online 

platform availability for E-MH, there is 
reluctance towards mandatory parental 

consent for using such services.

Online questionnaire



WHAT IS NEEDED ?

• Capacity-building (youth + adults)

• Resources and structural support to empower 
young people as equal partners

• Established mechanisms beyond ad-hoc events



• Engaged and Heard! Guidelines on Adolescent Participation and Civic Engagement

• Global Adolescents Engagement Framework

• Young People’s Participation and Mental Health: A Protocol for Practitioners

• Tip Sheets for Adolescent and Youth Participation

• Helping Adolescents Thrive Facilitators Guide

• Helping Adolescents Thrive Toolkit

• Guidelines on mental health promotive and preventive interventions for adolescents

SOME KEY REFERENCES

https://www.unicef.org/documents/engaged-and-heard-guidelines-adolescent-participation-and-civic-engagement
https://unicef.sharepoint.com/teams/ECAR-Adolescents/ECARO%20ADAP/Forms/AllItems.aspx?FolderCTID=0x012000C6700B68B39BCD4B94B5DD1892780EEA&id=/teams/ECAR-Adolescents/ECARO%20ADAP/Adolescent%20and%20youth%20engagement/Adolescent%20and%20Youth%20Engagement%20Strategic%20Framework%20UNICEF%20Global.pdf&parent=/teams/ECAR-Adolescents/ECARO%20ADAP/Adolescent%20and%20youth%20engagement
https://www.unicef.org/media/132256/file/Young%20People%C3%AF%C2%BF%C2%BDs%20Participation%20and%20Mental%20Health.pdf
https://unicef.sharepoint.com/teams/ECAR-Adolescents/SitePages/ADAP-and-Communication-Tools-on-Youth-Participation.aspx
https://unicef.sharepoint.com/sites/LACRO-MHPSS/MHPSS%20Regional%20Network%20Meeting%202023/Forms/AllItems.aspx?id=/sites/LACRO-MHPSS/MHPSS%20Regional%20Network%20Meeting%202023/HELPING%20ADOLESCENTS%20THRIVE/Versiones%20en%20Ingles%20REVISADAS/Facilitator's%20guide%2015-19.pdf&parent=/sites/LACRO-MHPSS/MHPSS%20Regional%20Network%20Meeting%202023/HELPING%20ADOLESCENTS%20THRIVE/Versiones%20en%20Ingles%20REVISADAS
https://unicef.sharepoint.com/teams/ECAR-Adolescents/ECARO%20ADAP/Forms/AllItems.aspx?id=/teams/ECAR-Adolescents/ECARO%20ADAP/eMH%20Meeting%20Online%20Library/eMH%20Further%20Resources/WHO_Helping%20Adolescents%20Thrive%20Toolkit.pdf&parent=/teams/ECAR-Adolescents/ECARO%20ADAP/eMH%20Meeting%20Online%20Library/eMH%20Further%20Resources
https://unicef.sharepoint.com/teams/ECARO-Education/DL1/Forms/AllItems.aspx?id=/teams/ECARO-Education/DL1/Education%20Section%20sharepoint%20collab%20page/2.%20Inclusive%20education%20and%20assistive%20technology/3.%20MHPSS/01.%20UNICEF%20and%20UN%20guidance%20on%20MHPSS/WHO%20(2020)%20Guidelines%20on%20Mental%20Health%20Promotive%20and%20Preventive%20Interventions.pdf&parent=/teams/ECARO-Education/DL1/Education%20Section%20sharepoint%20collab%20page/2.%20Inclusive%20education%20and%20assistive%20technology/3.%20MHPSS/01.%20UNICEF%20and%20UN%20guidance%20on%20MHPSS
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