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Introduction

AIM Youth Mental Health invited high school student volunteers in Marin County to take part in AIM
Ideas Lab: a virtual, Youth Participatory Action Research project focused on mental health advocacy.
This program ran from January 9 - March 27, 2023.

Six AIM Ideas Lab youth researchers from throughout the county worked together to conduct youth
mental health research and make recommendations to policy makers, researchers, and their
community about how to address the growing youth mental health crisis. Over 100 hours of
community service was invested by the youth participants in this program.

AIM Ideas Lab Program Objectives:

1. Discuss youth mental health, emerging issues, and brainstorm ways to address the crisis with
teens from other high schools.

2. Learn about qualitative and quantitative scientific research
Conduct peer-to-peer research mentored by youth mental health researchers and
professionals

4. Collect, compare, and analyze research with the findings of AIM Ideas Labs across multiple
counties

5. Bring the youth voice to the table by presenting ideas, research, and recommendations via
identified channels.

6. Drive the next phase of investments in youth mental health research by making
recommendations to the AIM Scientific Advisory Board (SAB) for the most impactful youth
mental health research for the future

Research Design: Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR):

Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) is an approach to research and social change that
encourages young people to utilize their own perspectives and strengths to identify, study, and address
issues that impact them.

Research Question: Survey teens in Marin County to discover the mental health challenges youth are
facing and potential ways to address them.

Survey Distribution: The survey took around 5-10 minutes to complete. Questions included
demographic information like gender identity, race, and age, as well as questions about youth mental
health and support services. The survey was distributed February 17 - March 13, 2023, via
word-of-mouth, text message, social media, and in select schools. 234 youth in Marin County
completed the survey.

Mixed-Methods Approach: The survey consisted of 15 quantitative (frequencies, percentages) and 2
qualitative (open ended response) questions and were analyzed by the youth researchers to form
conclusions and recommendations for next steps.



Executive Summary

1. The majority of respondents believe it is important to address youth mental health, especially

since the majority of teens in Marin County have heard of their peers facing a variety of

mental health challenges.

Importance of addressing youth mental health

Wery important
75%

(N=217)

Mat important
1%

Somewhat important
24%

Mental health challenges of peers

Anxiety

Depression

Low self-esteem/self-worth

Unmanageable levels of stress

Eating disorders and/or having an unhealthy relationship with food
Body dysmorphia

Self-harm or self-injury

Thoughts of ending their life

Social isolation

Substance misuse/addiction

Trauma and/or post-traumatic stress disorder

Borderline personality disorder (BPD)
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2. Pressure for academic success was the #1 factor that respondents said worsens youth mental
health, suggesting that students are sacrificing their health for schools.

a. Recommendation: Schools must find a way to provide academic relief either through
reducing the amount of schoolwork, adapting the school schedule to fit students’
needs, and/or creating alternative options to deadlines and tests



3. Schools in Marin County must do more to provide their students with mental health
resources including having enough counselors, ensuring that students are developing
relationships with their counselors, having a wellness center and/or safe spaces, creating
resource lists, and making youth more aware of the available mental health resources.
Currently, youth are not likely to reach out to adults at school, classmates, or support
hotlines/talklines when they need mental health support.

Likelihood of reaching out to support system

Best friend(s)

Parenit(s) or guardian(s)
Significant other
Another family member
No one
Therapist/counselor outside of school
Counselor(s) at school
Adult(s) outside of school
Teacher(s) at school
Classmate(s)

Online community

Other adults at school

Support hotline or talkline
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4. Social media is negatively impacting youth mental health and potentially exacerbating some of
the other risk factors including diet culture and having unrealistic expectations of perfectionism.

a. Seniors seem particularly impacted by social media, possibly since the Covid-19
pandemic happened during their 9th grade and they had to spend greater amounts
of time online, on their phones, and on social media to connect with others

b. Recommendation: Youth should strive to create healthier relationships with social
media to use it less

c. Recommendation: Conduct more research to understand the types of content
teens consume on social media and if there are any differences by gender identity.

Top Risk Factors by Grade
Chart1of2
(N=212)
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5. Anonymity is of high importance for youth when seeking out mental health support. This can be
an issue if youth don’t know when certain mental health supports are anonymous or not. When
it comes to reaching out to a mental health talkline, knowing (or not knowing) seems to be a
prevalent factor in several of the top responses to encourage youth to seek out support. This
may be because there are a lot of feelings of uncertainty or anxiety when someone decides to
call, or wondering if their issues are “bad enough” to call.
a. Recommendation: Youth should be educated about what will happen when they
reach out to a mental health support line, and be provided with assurance that the
support line is an appropriate resource for them.

Most important features to reach out to support line
(N=191)

Line is anonymous I /1%
Knowing what will happen after they call I G 4%
Knowing there are no requirements to call (not being "sick” enough) I G304
Knowing what will happen when they call I 3%
Ability to call when not in crisis I 195
Lineis open 24/7 I 1%
Ability to talk via text or chat I, 5%
Being able to call on behalf of someone else I S50
Knowing which line(s) to call for specific issues NG 5
Ability to speak with trained teen counselors I 0
Line has an easy-to-remember number (988) I 4 %
Lack of stigma from my peers NN 0%
Having the support line numbers readily available I 0%
Being able to call with someone else I 20

6. It was a successful pilot Ideas Lab in Marin County, driven by the Ideas Lab participants and the
support from select schools. We were able to field the survey in two private schools during
school hours and 1 public school where a psychology teacher showed the recruiting video from
an ldeas Lab participant. As a result, the majority of survey respondents attend private schools,
which is not reflective of all Marin County teens.

a. Recommendation: Continue to build relationships with all Marin County high schools in
order to create a more representative Ideas Lab participant group and survey sample in
future Ideas Labs in Marin County.



Respondent Demographics
What is your age?

Age
(N=225)

19 | |Other
1% | 0%
12?6 [ 5?6

17
28%
16
26%

What grade are you in school?

L

Grade

Sth Grade
24%

10th Grade
27%

11th Grade

12th Grade 8%

30%

e There is a good representation of respondents from each grade



What city do you live in?

San Geronima .|
0%

Which school do you go to?

Tomales High School

The Branson School 0% e
19% Marin Academy

“| Marin Catholic High School
A%
Terra Linda High School
1% Redwood High School
- 3%
Tamalpais High Schnﬁl‘r
1%
San Rafael High School
2%

San Domenico School
56%

e The two schools with the most respondents are the ones that gave permission for the Ideas
Lab participants to field the survey in classrooms and during school hours

e The sample comprised of 19% public school respondents, 81% private school respondents,
which is not fully representative of Marin County teens



What is your gender identity?

Gender |dentity (N=236%)

Transgend) Other

2% 3%
Man
32%

Non-binary/Non-

Worman conforming
58% 3%
Prefer not to say
2%

*Includes 9 respondents who selected more than 1 gender identity

What racial/ethnic group do you belong to?

Racial/Ethnic Identity
(N=266%)

Prefer not to say
3%

Other

Native Hawaiian or Pacific
Islander
1%

Black or African American
T%

Hispanic or Latinx

9%
White Indigenous or Native
59% American

1%

*Includes 33 respondents who selected more than 1 racial/ethnic identity
e When compared to the racial/ethnic make-up of teens in Marin County, our sample is
representative of the proportion of White respondents in Marin County, overrepresentation
of Asian and Black or African American respondents, and underrepresentation of Hispanic
or Latinx respondents



Survey Results

Q1: How important do you think it is to address the mental health of teens in Marin County?

Importance of addressing youth mental health
(N=217)

Mot important
1%

Somewhat important
24%

Very important
75%

Importance of addressing youth mental health by gender
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m Mot Important  m Somewhat Important  m Very Important

e While youth mental health is considered “important” or “very important” by nearly all
respondents (99%), women are more likely than men to rate it as very important
o Recommendation: Conduct further research to understand how mental health
impacts different genders. Are women/girls more impacted by mental health issues
or are they just more likely to talk about it than men/boys? How does social media
impact women vs. men differently?



Q2: Have any of your friends shared with you that they have experienced any of the following?

Mental health challenges of peers

Anxiety

Depression

Low self-esteem/self-worth

Unmanageable levels of stress

Eating disorders and/or having an unhealthy relationship with food
Body dysmorphia

Self-harm or self-injury

Thoughts of ending their life

Social isolation

Substance misuse/addiction

(N=209)
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Borderline personality disorder (BPD) n——u 14%

Nearly all of the respondents have had friends share experiences with anxiety and
depression. Because these are such common conditions, it can be easily minimized and
stigmatized by others and not seen as an illness. There is still a lack of education about
anxiety and depression when people label it as just sadness and/or respond with a “deal
with it” attitude (don’t be sad, just smile, just do something that will make you happy, don’t
think about it).

o Recommendation: More psychoeducation is needed to understand the severity of

depression and anxiety and how they can become illnesses.
Mental health challenges by grade
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® Seniors seem most impacted by every mental health challenge than the other grades



Q3: Which of the following do you think worsens mental health for teenagers in Marin County?

Top Risk Factors by Grade
Chart1of 2
(N=212)
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Top rated risk factors for all respondents: Pressure for academic success, Social media,
Unrealistic standards of perfectionism, Negative home environments, Pressure from
parent(s) or guardian(s), Diet culture, Bullying

Seniors seem to be most impacted by most of the risk factors but particularly so by Social
media, Diet culture, and LGBTQ+ discrimination.

o Social media could be a bigger issue for Seniors due to Covid-19 occurring during
their 9th grade and being forced to spend greater amounts of time online, on their
phones, and on social media to connect with others

Juniors find Social media and Diet culture to be less of an issue than the other grades
Freshmen find Pressure for academic success, Social media, and Unrealistic standards of
perfection less of an issue than the other grades

Top Risk Factors by Grade
Chart 2 of 2
(N=212)
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Minimizing or  Dealing withthe Romanticizing Racial oppression Microaggressions Lack of support Everyday Stigma against Harmful role News Harmful role
dismissing mental effects of the mental health from teachers expressions that talking about models online models in my
health challenges Covid-19 challenges and other adults could be mental health community

pandemic at school triggering ("I'm so
depressed")

mOth Grade m10thGrade m1lthGrade m12thGrade

The Covid-19 pandemic is still having an impact on youth mental health since it affected
youth so dramatically by changing their entire way of interacting and schooling
Minimizing and romanticizing mental health challenges are also risk factors for a portion of
the respondents
o Recommendation: Adults and youth should be more mindful of how they talk about
mental health and validate the experiences of others



Q4: If you were going through a challenging time, how likely are you to ask the following people
for mental health support?

Likelihood of reaching out to support system

Best friend(s)

Parent(s) or guardian(s)
Significant other
Another family member
No one
Therapist/counselor outside of school
Counselor(s) at school
Adult(s) outside of school
Teacher(s) at school
Classmate(s)

Online community

Other adults at school

Support hotline or talkline

g

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

mVery Likely mSomewhat Likely m Not Likely m Not Applicable

e Best friends and parents/guardians are the top sources of support, which makes sense since
those relationships are well-established, easily accessible, and generally trustworthy.

o Recommendation: Friends and parents/guardians should be taught how to provide
mental health support through listening, validating, and not being judgemental. It is
difficult for youth who need support to take the lead so their friends and
parents/guardians should learn what to say and ask.

® 50% of respondents are likely to not turn to anyone for support, which could be related to
the high levels of anxiety and depression. Since those two conditions are so common, it may
discourage youth to talk about them and exhibit more symptoms of withdrawal and
isolation.

® Counselors at school and outside of school seem to be a good source of support for
respondents.

o The ldeas Lab participants hypothesized that because the majority of respondents
attend private schools, those schools may have a better ratio of counselors to
students and greater counselor availability.

e Respondents are not likely to reach out to other adults, possibly because it is hard to know
who they can trust and they don’t know how those adults will react - if they will contact the
youth’s parents or take other actions that the youth don’t want.

e Support hotlines/talklines are the least likely source of support for respondents, possibly
out of fear of not knowing what will happen. This topic was further explored in Q9 below.

3
7
g
=
&
E
5
2



Q5: Which of the following do you think prevents teens in Marin County from asking for mental

health support?

Barriers to reaching out for mental health support

Don't want to bother anyone
Don't want parents to know
Concern about or fear of being judged by others

Fear of having issues being dismissed, invalidated, or not taken...

Doubtful that asking for mental health support will actually help
Concern about or fear of being seen as weak or imperfect

Fear of being misunderstood

Lack of confidentiality or privacy

Not knowing what to expect when reaching out for help

Lack of time

Concern about or fear of getting in trouble for speaking out
Lack of money

Fear of being bullied by classmates

(N=207)
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e Not wanting to bother anyone is the top barrier for reaching out for support, which aligns

with No One being so high in the previous question

o Recommendation: Create a list of credible resources grouped by topic to help youth

find available support and worry less about being misunderstood. Having the right

resource can help youth feel more validated about their problems.

e Not wanting parents to know is the second-highest barrier to reaching out for mental health

support, which surprised the Ideas Lab participants who thought fears of being judged were

going to be greater. But they believe that youth don’t want to be judged by their parents.

0 Recommendation: Parents must be educated on how to encourage their children to

reach out for support without judgment

e Lack of time is lower on the list of barriers, which was surprising to the Ideas Lab

participants, who witness their peers prioritizing school work ahead of their mental health

Barriers by gender

B2%
7% 72%
69% 68%
I I I I |
Don't wantto Don'twant

bother anyone parents to
know

issues being asking for or fear of
dismissed, mental health being judged
invalidated, or support will by others
nottaken  actually help
seriously

Fear of having Doubtful that Concernabout Fear of being

m Woman

63% 63% 61%
51%
38%
I I 36I% [

Lack of Not knowing Concernabout Lackof time Concern about Lack of money Fear of being

misunderstood confidentiality what to expect  or fear of or fear of bullied by
or privacy  when reaching being seen as gettingin classmates
out for help weak or trouble for

imperfect speaking out

Man

e Male respondents are more likely to be concerned about being seen as weak or imperfect

and being judged by others than female respondents. Male teens seem to have greater

stigma about reaching out and talking about mental health with their peers.



Q6: How would you describe the amount of mental health support provided by your school?

Amount of mental health support at school
(N=210)

| think there needs to be
a lot more mental health
support
18%

I think there needs to be
a little more mental
health support
35%

I don't know how much
mental health support
my schoal provides
T¥%

| think there is the right
amount of mental
health support
33%

| think there is too much
mental health support
7%

® The Ideas Lab participants were surprised by how many respondents thought there is the
right amount of mental health support at their school, since anecdotally, no one seems to
think there is ever enough. But it is important to remember that the sample is
overrepresented on private school respondents so this data point does not necessarily
reflect Marin County’s public school students.

Q7: What type(s) of mental health support do you think would be most helpful at your school?

Most helpful mental health supports at school

Access to anonymous support

Support that doesn't require parent/guardian permission

Educating teachers and school staff about addressing mental health
Knowing what to expect when accessing mental health support
Educating parents/guardians about addressing mental health

More mental health counselors at school

More acceptance of all students, regardless of their looks, status, or...

Having a nearby or on-site, easily accessible wellness center
School-wide discussions about mental health

Support groups with peers

(N=201)

I 5O
. JEUbH
I S 7%
I S 1 %G
I (|G %
I | 0%
. JEikd
I 3 194

I %

LU

® Anonymity is of high importance for youth when seeking out mental health support. This
can be an issue if youth don’t know when certain mental health supports are anonymous or

not e.g., the 988 Lifeline

e Support groups with peers ranks low, possibly because there is discomfort sharing personal
issues with peers who are not your close friends



Most helpful mental health supports by gender identity:

Women

Men

1. Support that doesn’t require parent/guardian

Educating teachers and school staff about

mental health support

permission addressing mental health

2. Access to anonymous support Access to anonymous support

3. Educating teachers and school staff about Support that doesn’t require parent/guardian
addressing mental health permission

4, Knowing what to expect when accessing Knowing what to expect when accessing

mental health support

addressing youth mental health

Male respondents’ most desired support at school is educating teachers and school staff on

Q8: Which of the following do you think are important to encourage teens to use a youth wellness

center?

Important features of youth wellness center
(N=205)

Welcoming and relaxed space

Supportive, non-judgmental adults

Ensure confidentiality

Not needing parent/guardian permission

Free or low-cost services

Open drop-in hours with a therapist/counselor

Ability to schedule appointments with a therapist/counselor

Diverse staff

Access to objects that help them relax (coloring books, fidget...

Option to text/call for support

Workshops on self-care activities (meditation, mindfulness, yoga, etc.)
Education/career counseling

Accessible by public transportation

Peer support with other teens

I /3%
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I <10%
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I 32 %

I 1%

Respondents want a youth wellness center that is welcoming and relaxing, where they can

take a break from school and people and choose what is best for them in the moment.

Having supportive and non-judgmental adults is important so students know they won’t be

pressured to talk someone if they don’t want to.

Maintaining confidentiality and not needing parental permission is also important since

some students may not feel supported by their parents and want to reach out for help

without their parents knowing.




Q9: Which of the following do you think are important to encourage teens to reach out to a
mental health support line?

Most important features to reach out to support line
(N=191)
Line is anonymous I 7 1%
Knowing what will happen after they call I G0
Knowing there are no requirements to call (not being "sick" enough) I 53
Knowing what will happen when they call I 3%
Ability to call when not in crisis I 195
Lineis open 24/7 I, G104
Ability to talk via text or chat I SO
Being able to call on behalf of someone else I S5
Knowing which line(s) to call for specific issues NG S
Ability to speak with trained teen counselors I 4%
Line has an easy-to-remember number (988) GGG 20
Lack of stigma from my peers I 0%
Having the support line numbers readily available I 0%

Being able to call with someone else I 39

e Knowing (or not knowing) seems to be a prevalent factor in several of the top responses to
encourage youth to reach out to a mental health support line. This may be because there
are a lot of feelings of uncertainty or anxiety when someone decides to call, or wondering if
their issues are “bad enough” to call.

o Recommendation: Youth should be educated about what will happen when they
reach out to a mental health support line, and be provided with assurance that the
support line is an appropriate resource for them.

o Recommendation: Following a conversation between an Ideas Lab participant and a
Lifeline counselor, the Ideas Lab participant believes all youth should know the
following about reaching out a support line:

m  90-95% of calls are just talking, often coming up with a safety plan

m Don’t have to be in a direct crisis when calling, counselors never turn
anyone down. Some people become regular callers who use the line to
check in on themselves.

m Calls are usually anonymous. Youths’ parents will not be contacted unless
that caller agrees to it.

m  Anonymity will be breached if/when there is immediate danger or if there is
suspicion of abuse or neglect for callers under 18.



Q10: If resources weren't an issue, how would you help solve youth mental health in Marin
County? (Open-ended) (N = 84)

Common Themes

Direct Quotes

Provide academic relief
to reduce stress and
pressure

“Create more alternative options that work with students struggling with mental
health issues to succeed in school”

“address it in schools first, listen to what we have to say, how stressful
homework can be and how we always have to sacrifice our health for academic
success.”

Need for more
supportive and
understanding adults

IH

"it can often feel like the adults you talk to think your struggles aren't a big dea

“I would make sure the people close to me are educated and know how to help
those who struggle with mental health. “

“Help kids understand that more people care about them.”

Students should meet
with their counselors
regularly

“I would set each individual student with a counselor and require them to set up
1-2 meetings so that they have a trusted, anonymous adult to go to if they ever
needed help. Regardless of if the teen thinks they need therapy or help, it's a
great idea for everyone to know they have someone in their corner already.”

“I would make it much more accessible for all students to have a chance to meet
with a counselor or someone to talk to, even if they are not in a crisis.”

Need for a safe,
confidential space

“bringing an open space where people can talk with no judgement but
anonymously as well”

“i would give teens someone to talk to that won't go to your parents. maybe
they could go to teachers to better support you in an academic setting, but the
fear of parents finding out is real and holds a lot of people back. if people could
text or go in person to see someone who won't say anything to your parents. i
think more people would reach out if it was like this.”

Create healthier
relationships with
social media

"In my opinion, one of the biggest contributors to the youth mental health
problem in Marin County is social media. From social media, things like body
dismorphia, low self-esteem, feeling isolated or left out, and anxious all stem
from the variety of platforms. | think by finding a way to reduce the use of it
would help tremendously.”

“Maybe social media could be fixed”

Reduce stigma to
encourage getting
mental health support

“provide anyone possible and who needs it with private and de-stigmatized
therapy. people often see therapy as a big leap for traumatic events but
dismantling this idea could help kids be able to reach out easier.”

“Decrease stigma around getting help for mental health (mostly for parents.)”




Q11: What do you wish adults in Marin County knew about youth mental health and/or how to

support teens better? (Open-ended) (N = 94)

Common Themes

Direct Quotes

Parents should be more
understanding and
educate themselves on
youth mental health

“I wish adults were educated on mental health, and were taught how to
support their kids.”

“i wish they knew the power their words had. “

“that its not easy to reach out for mental health help. some time people just
need someone to talk to just [with]out being judged”

Teens are experts of their
mental health, adults
should listen more

“Sometimes the best option to help your child's/students mental health is by
listening and asking.”

“Stop trying to relate, simply listen and support”

The pressure to be
perfect is hurting youth
mental health

“I think that sometimes adults in Marin put this pressure to be perfect and to
not have any flaws and a mental illness can be seen as this so letting teens
know that it's ok to have a mental illness is important”

“i think that many teens are afraid to ask for help because mental health has
such a stigma in Marin because we are supposed to be perfect.”

Schools need to
recognize and ease up on
the pressure

“Teachers are beyond ignorant about the amount of stress and overwhelm
students face. Instead of understanding when an assignment is late or a
student missing school, they are often passive aggressive and upset with the
student.”

“i wish adults (especially teachers) knew how hard home life can be and how it
can affect people. as well as unrealistic standards, and if people could decrease
the amount of homework given. i know not having any time to process things
is very difficult and can be absolutely draining.”

Don’t minimize teens’
mental health challenges

“we're not faking it for attention, and just because it seems like ‘everyone has
anxiety or depression’ doesn't mean it's any less valid.”

“I wish adults knew that mental health is something that includes anxiety and
that nothing should be invalidated. Everything that someone is feeling is valid
and it's hard to seek help when the media and adults often portray it as
something that isn't real.”

Understand generational
differences play a big
role

“I wish they knew more about how mental health is a bigger, more diverse, and
different issue then it was when they were young.”

“I think they really need to see that the society has changed from when they
were little and see the impact everything online has on teenagers.”




