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INTRODUCTION

It is common for individuals to seek medical care when they are not feeling well and get annual
physicals or wellness check-ups from a medical professional. We do this because we want our
bodies to be healthy so we can have the best life possible. Mental health is an often-overlooked
part of well-being that affects individuals socially, emotionally, psychologically, and physically.
Mental health disorders or mental illnesses refer to a wide range of conditions affecting a
person's behavior, mood, or thinking. Some examples of mental health disorders include anxiety,

depression, eating disorders, and schizophrenia (Mayo Clinic, 2019).

Mental health shapes a person’s life at a very young age, beginning in childhood, into adolescent
years, and throughout adult life. Today, our youths” mental health has been affected more than
ever before. Mental health and substance use is now Alabama’s number one health concern
according to the World Health Organization’s 2015 survey (WHO Mental Well-Being). The
discrimination, prejudice, and stigma against people with a mental health condition is a
particularly serious concern. Over 50% of individuals will experience a mental health condition
at some point in their lifetime, making such conditions more common than realized (Brainsway,
2024). Despite the prevalence of these conditions, only a fraction of people receive treatment.
Approximately half of all children and adolescents with mental health problems in the United

States received mental health services (Wang et al., 2023).

The following research will define the different types of mental health stigma and the barriers
preventing individuals from getting the help they need. The Reducing the Stigma of Youth
Mental Health in Alabama CPM Solutions Project Team will illustrate ways to reduce the stigma
that is associated with youth mental health and offer recommendations to increase participation

in obtaining optimum health by:
e Highlighting the importance of youth mental health in Alabama and across the nation.
e Examining barriers to receiving youth mental health treatment.

e Highlighting current efforts to reduce the stigma of mental health in Alabama.

Reducing the Stigma of Youth Mental Health | Certified Public Manager® Program | CPM Solutions Alabama 2024
-5-




e Providing information on what other states are doing to increase healthcare participation.

e Recommending proposals to reduce the stigma of youth mental health in Alabama and

increase healthcare participation.

BACKGROUND

Stigma refers to the negative, discrediting, devaluing, unfair beliefs and shaming of a person
because of characteristics or attributes that they possess. Generally, stigma can lead to negative
experiences such as isolation, rejection, and discrimination. Mental health stigma can prevent a
person from seeking or continuing necessary treatment. Stigma has also been reported to affect
patients’ families or relatives, along with professionals who work in mental health facilities. The
following paragraphs identify the types of stigmas and how they relate to mental health (Subu et
al., 2021).

TYPES OF STIGMAS

Cultural/Community - Each culture has its understanding, interpretation, and beliefs around

mental health conditions. This includes their ways of coping with stress and discomfort, which

may not include medical care.

In numerous cultures, the negative stigma surrounding mental health conditions and therapy can
be a significant barrier to seeking professional help. Studies indicate that individuals from racial
and ethnic minority groups in the United States are less likely to pursue therapy services. The
desire for acceptance within one’s community can often lead to a fear of shame or
embarrassment, which discourages people from seeking mental health treatment (Modir &
Akfaro, 2020).

Perceived/Internalized -People may internalize perceived prejudices, develop negative feelings

about themselves, and feel shame and embarrassment about their mental conditions (Mental
Health Stigma, 2023)

Institutional/Structural/Professional — In some cases, professionals may direct negative

attitudes and feelings toward individuals with mental health conditions. This type of stigma
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relates to how the institution and its operations can affect a person indirectly. This can include
laws or policies that, intentionally or not, may discriminate against people with mental health
conditions. (Mental Health Stigma, 2023)

Public/External — This type of stigma involves the negative or discriminatory attitudes and

practices that others may have about individuals with mental conditions. This stigma comes from

other people, even within their communities (Mental Health Stigma, 2023).

No matter the reason, mental health stigma affects people personally and presents a barrier for
individuals to receive the quality of healthcare needed. However, support groups can reduce the
barrier to mental health treatment by offering emotional support and validation for those

experiencing various types of stigmas.

IMPACT OF YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH

Mental health conditions among young people in Alabama are a dire concern due to several

factors which include socioeconomics, limited access to mental health services, and stigmas
associated with mental conditions. While research shows that mental conditions are common
throughout the United States, it is estimated that only half of the people living with a mental

health condition ever receive treatment (National Institute of Mental Health, 2023).

Mental health conditions are widespread in the youth of Alabama and leaving these conditions
untreated can have a detrimental impact on a person’s overall health, quality of life, and
education. One in five youths in the United States between the ages of nine to seventeen years
old have a mental health condition. The most common of these mental health conditions in
adolescents include anxiety, attention, behavioral, and mood disorders (Mental Health Disorders
in Adolescents). Students with mental health conditions often find it difficult to concentrate or
complete assignments. The National Alliance on Mental Iliness (NAMI) reports that mental
health conditions, such as depression, are the most significant cause of dropouts in high school
students (National Alliance on Mental IlIness, 2023).

Living with an untreated mental health condition can have an impact on a young person’s social

life. It can be difficult to form or maintain relationships and can lead to social isolation. Reports
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from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention state that poor mental health can lead to
substance use, criminal activity, or other risk-taking behaviors (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2021). The NAMI statistics show that 70% of youth in the juvenile justice system
have a diagnosable mental health issue (NAMI, 2024). Leaving mental health conditions
untreated during adolescence can result in problems that follow into adulthood such as health
issues, lower socioeconomic status, a higher rate of incarceration, and a reduced life expectancy.
People with depression have a higher risk of developing chronic health issues such as
cardiovascular and metabolic diseases than the general population, and studies show that the
leading cause of disability worldwide is depression. Studies also show that those with serious
mental health conditions make up over 20% of people experiencing homelessness (National
Alliance on Mental Iliness, 2023).

The risk of self-harm or suicide increases in individuals with mental health conditions. Suicide is
now amongst the leading causes of death in adolescents and young adults ages 10-24. According
to interviews with family, friends, and medical professionals, 90% of people who die by suicide
may have experienced symptoms of a mental health condition (National Alliance on Mental
Iliness, 2023). In fact, Alabama can foster healthier, more resilient generations of young people
by making sure these mental health conditions are not overlooked, and that all youth have access

to mental health care now and in the future.

BARRIERS TO MENTAL HEALTH CARE

The stigma of youth mental health is the primary focus of our research and recommendations,
but other barriers prevent individuals from receiving healthcare. In the United States, access to
treatment for mental health conditions remains out of reach for most people. In 2020, 21% of
adults (52.9 million) had a mental health condition. Individuals with insurance still encountered
issues such as lack of available providers, inadequate insurance coverage, high out-of-pocket
costs, and lack of reliable transportation. Overcoming barriers to accessing mental health care in
the United States is a key focus in improving access, coverage, and affordability of mental health

care (Association of American Medical Colleges, 2024).
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Insurance Acceptance

There is an ongoing issue of individuals being able to find a mental health provider that will
accept their insurance for treatment. “A 2014 study found that only 55% of psychiatrists accepted
private insurance as compared with 89% of physicians in other specialties in 2009-2010. This
disparity is similar for those on Medicare and Medicaid.” (Modi et all, 2022). Some low-cost
options include your local state health department, some nonprofit organizations, private
therapists that offer sliding-scale payment options based on income, and on-line therapy options.
There are even a few possibilities for free therapy that include licensed professionals who offer
group therapy sessions, university clinics, employee assistance programs, and Medicaid
(GoodRx, 2024).

Access to Care

Access to care refers to the ease with which an individual can obtain mental health services.
Individuals, specifically in rural areas, face challenges to receiving the care they need for their
mental health conditions. Usually, individuals living in rural areas without reliable vehicles, face
obstacles due to a lack of public transportation, and the need to travel longer distances to get
treatment. Several approaches give individuals hope, such as mobile clinics, and expanding the

availability of telehealth services (Rural Health Information Hub, n.d.).

Additionally, increasing mental health literacy is crucial in reducing the stigma within
communities. Addressing the mental health stigma includes making resources available for
individuals who need health care providers, insurance, and low-cost payment options. Ways to
provide resources include reaching out to communities for support, healthcare facilities,
providers, schools, and even social platforms to raise awareness of the importance of mental

health literacy and solutions (Rural Health Information Hub, n.d.).
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ALABAMA INITIATIVES

The Alabama Department of Mental Health (ADMH) serves more than 200,000 Alabama
citizens with mental illnesses, developmental disabilities, and substance use disorders. Their
mission is to serve, empower, support, and promote the health and well-being of Alabamians
(Alabama Department of Mental Health — Connecting Mind and Wellness, n.d.).

The Alabama Department of Mental Health (ADMH) Office of Infant and Early Childhood
Special Programs, the Alabama State Department of Education (ALSDE), and the Pediatric
Access to Telemental Health Services Program of Children's of Alabama have partnered to train
school systems’ Mental Health Service Coordinators throughout the state on infant and early
childhood mental health fundamentals. “The program will assist Mental Health Service
Coordinators to better connect students in our public schools,” said Commissioner Kimberly
Boswell, Alabama Department of Mental Health (ADMH). The Mental Health Service
Coordinators have a vital role in providing mental health support, connecting students with
school counselors, therapists, and social workers, offering referrals to community services, and

finding the right resources children might need.

Participants had positive reviews of the first two sessions held. A Mental Health Service
Coordinator stated how they love the scientific connection and examples as it is so clear how
impactful teachers and parents are on the behaviors of students and their ability to be healthy and
productive. Another coordinator loved learning more about attachments in children and how
trauma affects the brain mentally. The training series was held by Stacey Daugherty, Infant and
Early Childhood Mental Health Consultant with the Alabama Department of Mental Health. The
first two sessions were conducted in May 2022 and the series was completed on August 23, 2022
(ADMH, 2022).

But there is more, Alabama has several initiatives and resources to help reduce the stigma
associated with youth mental health. These Alabama initiatives teach awareness, and how to
attain the necessary resources to seek proper mental health care. The following campaigns and

events serve our youth throughout the state of Alabama.
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No Shame Campaign

In 2023, the “No Shame” Suicide
Prevention Campaign was introduced by Thara is

the Alabama Department of Mental Health. no shume il'l Shﬂl"iﬂg

The goal of the campaign is to prevent how you feel.
suicide and reduce the stigma around

mental conditions by bringing hope instead ADﬁH s Call 988 for help.

of judgment. The campaign educates the

public on the warning signs of someone in crisis. It also provides information on how to reach
out for help. The campaign includes the National Suicide and Crisis Lifeline phone number, 988
(Holloway, May 2023). While the 988 Lifeline is for individuals of all ages, the campaign
encourages youth to reach out to friends and trusted adults for support, citing that suicide is the
second leading cause of death for young people between the ages of 10 and 34 (Holloway,
September 2023). According to the annual report for the year 2023, the 988 Suicide and Crisis
Lifeline had 45,345 contacts, either by call, text, or chat. This includes 29,612 calls, 6,280 chats,
and 9,453 texts. A 988 therapist shared an experience that impacted her personally. During a call,
the caller was threatening suicide because he possibly hurt his mother. The therapist was able to
get him to leave the train tracks and get safely into his vehicle. A short while later, his father
arrived and was thankful for everyone’s help. The therapist stated outcomes like this have
encouraged them to continue to care and want to help others who may be at a crossroads with life
and death (ADMH, 2023.).

Strike Out Stigma

Strike out Stigma coincides with Mental Health
Awareness Month. This is a day when the Alabama
Department of Mental Health (ADMH) teams up with
the Montgomery Biscuits to increase awareness about
mental health. The event helps people of all ages

realize that their mental health is as important as their Mental Health & Substance Use

physical health. ADMH uses this event to share
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educational materials and information about mental health. The information includes locations
where individuals can receive mental health and support services. Although the impact of this
campaign is unknown, it aims to connect individuals to initiate conversations that will lead to
individuals being willing to seek help for themselves and others. The campaign has been ongoing

for six years. (Alabama Department of Mental Health, 2022-b).

Alabama Crisis Center of Care/Crisis Centers

In a significant investment in state mental health services, Governor Kay lvey placed a strong
emphasis on creating a comprehensive mental health crisis care network, with support from
House Majority Leader Nathaniel Ledbetter in the Alabama Legislature. This care network is
known as the Alabama Crisis System of Care, which includes the crisis centers. The initial
funding for three crisis centers was secured through an $18 million allocation in the FY2021
General Fund budget, with ongoing funding allocated in general fund budgets to sustain the

current crisis centers and establish additional centers.

Crisis centers are locations where individuals can visit voluntarily, or where law enforcement,
emergency responders, and EMS personnel can bring an individual experiencing a mental health
or substance use crisis at any time. These centers offer services such as stabilization, assessment,
psychiatric care, and connections to community support services (Alabama Department of
Mental Health, n.d.).

The Alabama Crisis System of Care serves individuals of all ages, which includes youth. This
initiative has helped to decrease the number of admissions to hospitals and provide connections
and referrals to agencies and organizations to assist those in a mental health crisis to get help and

achieve stability.
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Crisis Centers in Alabama:

AltaPointe Behavioral Health Crisis Center
(Mobile)

Carastar Crisis Center (Montgomery)

Indian Rivers Hope Pointe Behavioral Health

Crisis Care (Tuscaloosa)

Jefferson, Blount, St. Clair Behavioral
Services (Birmingham)

WellStone Emergency Services (Huntsville)
SpectraCare Health Systems (Dothan)

Rural Crisis Care and Mobile Crisis Teams

In Alabama, 55 out of the 67 counties are considered
rural. This makes traveling to a Crisis Center a barrier to

care. To alleviate the burden on those living in rural

areas, ADMH now includes Mobile Crisis Teams
(MCT) as part of the Alabama Crisis System.

The objectives of mobile crisis services are in line with

the broader aims of crisis intervention, which include

alleviating the strain on hospitals and emergency
departments, lightening the load for emergency

responders, and enhancing access to care (Alabama

Department of Mental Health, n.d.-c).

Crisis Centers
as of FY23

WELLSTONE

opaned
s/4/n

INDIAN RIVERS.

epaned
0/ 17423

aaaaaa

ALTAPOINTE
opaned
s/a ADMH Mental Health Service Regions listed as 1-4
[ crisis Center

Collaborative Agreements with Crisis Center

Mobile Crisis Teams
as of FY23

State Funded (5)

H State Funded: Child & Adolescent (5)

i |Cr‘u‘>; Center Funded: Regional (&)

. Federal Funded: SAMHSA Mental Health Block Grant (2)

Key elements involve deploying a team of two people called Mobile Crisis Teams (MCT) that

deliver community-based support to individuals in crisis no matter where they are in the

community. MCTs are equipped with the necessary training to provide triage, evaluation, de-
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escalation, peer guidance, collaboration with healthcare providers, counseling, developing plans
to address the crisis, and continuation services. They can operate independently or in

collaboration with law enforcement.

Mobile crisis intervention reduces avoidable emergency room trips and arrests among individuals
experiencing mental health, suicidal, and/or substance use crises. Moreover, MCTs collaborate
with 988 and the regional Crisis Centers to ensure crisis care is provided within the framework of

the Alabama Crisis System of Care (Alabama Department of Mental Health, n.d.-d).

Funding from state and federal sources was provided to create seven community mental health
centers, which combined, have eleven mobile crisis teams. Five of the teams provide support for
children and adolescents. From January 2023 to May 2024, 6,225 people were served by mobile
crisis teams, including children through the child & adolescent mobile teams. The mobile teams
work diligently to provide mental health access in rural communities (ADMH Initiatives —
Alabama Department of Mental Health, n.d.).

Connect Alabama

Connect Alabama is an app that provides Alabamians with

instant information regarding mental health, prevention, and /
substance use. It also provides a services locator page that

provides a directory of services available including location,

D

demographics, and services rendered at each location. The app /
includes a special feature that allows it to function even when

the internet is not available. Static information is accessible

anytime and will update once an internet connection becomes available. The app was paid for by
a partnership with the Alabama Department of Mental Health and the Alabama Department of
Public Health. The app itself was created by VitAL which is part of The University of Alabama
School of Social Work (Alabama Department of Mental Health, n.d.- e). The Alabama
Department of Mental Health states, “Connect Alabama is an important tool, offering fast and
reliable service to anyone of any age looking for help. It may take an individual many years to
simply reach out for help with mental health conditions or a substance use disorder. We need as
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many avenues as possible for an individual to seek treatment and information when they are

ready to take the next step toward recovery” (ADMH, n.d.).

Mental Health Awareness Month

The month of May is designated nationally as Mental Health Awareness Month. The Alabama
Department of Mental Health (ADMH) uses this month to raise awareness, bring hope, and
reduce the stigma associated with mental health. They encourage people of all ages to reach out
for help and provide information on lifesaving resources such as the Crisis Centers and 988
Lifeline. 2023’s Mental Health Month theme was “Look Around, Look Within” which reminded
Alabamians that many different factors affect mental health (Alabama Department of Mental
Health, 2023-f). The 2024 theme was “Where to Start”.

ADMH uses this month to educate the public on resources that are available and where to find
needed resources, services and support. They want all Alabamians to know that help is available
(Alabama Department of Mental Health, 2024-g). ADMH’s Commissioner Kimberly Boswell
said "For individuals and families that do not know where to start, the Alabama Crisis System of
Care offers an access point to mental health, substance use, or suicidal crisis services and
resources. Through the 988 Lifeline, Mobile Crisis Teams, and Crisis Centers located around the
state, help is available. Alabama is continuously strengthening and building to support
individuals seeking mental health care while spreading awareness and dismantling the stigma

surrounding mental health” (Alabama Department of Mental Health, 2024-g).

RESEARCH FROM OTHER STATES

Georgia Initiatives

The Georgia Department of Behavioral Health and Developmental Disabilities (DBHDD)
website has the following statistics related to youth mental health. One out of eight teens suffer
from depression, more than half of mental health disorders start by age 14, and suicide is the
second leading cause of death. Nearly 40,000 students reported having attempted suicide and
another 78,000 reported having seriously considered it on a 2018-2019 Georgia Student Health
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Survey. Additionally, intentional self-harm was reported by more than 61,000 students (Clay,
2022).

A 2023 Georgia student health survey of middle and high school students found that nearly 52
percent of students felt sad, depressed, or withdrawn one or more times in the last 30 days, more
than 25,000 students felt this way continuously (State of Georgia). On September 10, 2020, to
help with mental health conditions, Voices for Georgia’s Children (Voices) and DBHDD started
the “Free Your Feels” (FYF) campaign which is designed to raise awareness about youth mental
health.

The FYF campaign is a mental health awareness campaign designed
to help Georgia's children stay mentally healthy by exploring their
real feelings and sharing them fearlessly with others (peers, parents,
teachers, etc.). It has created digital content that can be utilized by
anyone interested in helping a young person by providing resources,

tips, and tools. The FYF campaign goals are to eliminate the stigma

of openly talking about mental health and knowing where to go to

find resources or treatment. The overarching goals of the program are 1 — To Speak: We want to
empower youth to speak out and express their real feelings, 2 — To Listen: We want to encourage
adults and peers to check in with each other and listen judgment-free, and 3 — To Connect: We
want to connect everyone to resources for further guidance or help (Georgia Department of
Behavioral Health and Developmental Disabilities, n.d.).

The FYF campaign is a resource storehouse for youth, educators, families, and other interested
parties to help broaden the conversation about youth mental health. The FYF website contains a
blueprint for implementation, youth and teen resources, educator and professional resources,
parent and caregiver resources, features stories, and tips and tools. The FYF campaign is
sponsored by Voices of Georgia’s Children, DBHDD, Vox ATL, Silence the Shame, and Ser

Familia.

In 2023, Silence the Shame organized three FYF Teen Summits. These summits were held in
Augusta, Dalton, and Savannah, Georgia. The summits provide a place where youth and

caregivers can access resources and share their voices. “Through the summits, partners (1)
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Increase youth voice in the community and promote suicide prevention resources (2) Gain
leadership buy-in to promote resilience support to students and families (3) Enhance mental
health awareness and education for students to support peers in the community (4) promote help-
seeking behavior and reduce negative public attitudes associated with mental health conditions”
(Free Your Feels Impact Report - Georgia Department of Behavioral Health & Developmental
Disabilities et al., 2023). The FYF Teen Summits were attended by 155 youth, 65 caregivers, and

28 community partners.

The FYF campaign has impacted youth in Georgia by holding teen summits, creating podcasts,
and connecting through social media. By dividing the information into these three areas, each
group can quickly locate resources specific to them. The teens are encouraged to post to the
#FreeYourFeels story wall with their mental health story or journey, messages of hope and
encouragement. Teens are also able to like or respond to each other’s messages.

Fortunately, the FYF Teen Summit resulted in positive results. Program participants completed
an online survey for the cities of Augusta and Savannah. The survey showcases three areas (1)
61% strongly agree, and 27% agree that as a result of the summit, they feel more confident that
they can identify ways to cope and maintain their mental wellness through periods of stress (2)
51% strongly agree, and 32% agree that the summit has taught them ways to share their voice
around their wellness, written and verbally (3) 37% strongly agree, and 45% agree that as a result
of participating in the summit they will advocate for their wellness. Some teens even shared how
the summit helped them. For example, 15-year-old Ariel Mack stated “I think this is a safe place.
When you say things here, you feel comfortable because you are not alone in this space” (Free
Your Feels, n.d.).

Florida Initiatives

Florida has a variety of initiatives and programs aimed at the prevention and support of youth
mental health. The Florida Department of Education requires students in grades 6 - 12 of
Florida's public schools to receive at least five hours of mental health instruction each year
beginning in 2019-2020. Subsequently, the Resiliency Florida Initiative was launched in
February 2021 by First Lady Casey DeSantis to instill character development skills, which
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includes problem-solving and teamwork in students to equip them to overcome challenges and

adversities (Florida Department of Education, 2024).

Florida AWARE is a program awarded by the

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Oy \ AWA R E

Administration to the Florida Department of .
Advancing Wellness and
Resiliency in Education

Education’s Bureau of Exceptional Education and

Student Services. Florida AWARE’s purpose is to
support the districts and provide youth who experience mental health issues access to support
services. The program will follow a Florida Aware Vision Model that will (1) Define the problem
(2) Analyze why it is occurring (3) Implement what we are going to do about it (4) Evaluate if it
is working. Although there aren't definite numbers of how many youths participated, the program
is ongoing (Florida AWARE, 2024a).

Florida AWARE has partnered with Youth Mental

Health First Aid (YMHFA), which is a free eight-hour ngﬁ'“
. . MENTAL HEALTH (8
course that educates participants on the risk factors and FIRST AID

warning signs of mental health problems in adolescents | &% mental Heaitn rizs7 a1

ages 12 — 18. YMHFA teaches participants how to help

an adolescent who is experiencing mental health issues through a five-step action plan: assess for
risk of suicide or harm; listen nonjudgmentally; give reassurance and information; encourage
appropriate professional help; and encourage self-help and other support strategies. Once the
program is completed, participants become certified Youth Mental Health First Aiders registered
with the National Council for Behavioral Health and receive a First Aider certificate, a list of
local resources, and a complimentary training manual. As a result of the program, the impact is
clear. As of 2023, 326,586 individuals have been trained in Youth Mental Health First Aid. Also,
the Florida Legislature has passed a requirement that every school district expand access to
mental health literacy training. Nearly 150,000 school personnel in Florida received Youth
Mental Health First Aid training in the 2022-2023 school year (Florida AWARE, 2024D).
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The “Be a Mindleader” campaign was started by Advent Health for

Children and Heart of Florida United Way to provide information to

%Z@ R-nen?dleadel:

children and their caregivers to facilitate conversations about mental
cvertEitn

health. According to Dr. Rajan Wadhawan, senior executive officer of

Advent Health for Children, “A Mindleader speaks up when they’re
having a hard time and makes others feel safe to speak up, too.” Advent Health for Children will

also host school events that teach children skills to care for their mental health.

Advent Health also received a $6 million grant from Dr. Phillips Charities to establish the Center
for Advancement and Support of Youth (CASY). CASY is a youth mental and behavioral health
program for Central Florida that will expand access to pediatric mental health care (Seventh Day
Adventist Church, 2023). On a positive note, 77% of parents said they were more likely to
discuss mental health with their kids, and there was an increase in the number of parents who
said they felt more comfortable striking up conversations, identifying warning signs of mental
health conditions, and finding resources for their children after seeing the campaign (American
Hospital Association, 2024).

Texas Initiatives

In the State of Texas more than 1.2 million children (17.2%) under the age of 18 reported having
one or more mental, emotional, developmental, or behavioral problems. Twenty-two percent of
youth reported seriously considering attempting suicide in the 12 months before the 2021 Texas
Youth Risk Behavior Survey. The survey also found that 20% of students went so far as planning

on how they would commit suicide (McAdams, 2023).

In 2011-2012, a study was conducted to determine if a school-based curriculum, “Eliminating the
Stigma of Differences” (ESD), would improve attitudes and behaviors regarding mental health
conditions. It also sought to determine if participating students would be more willing to seek
treatment for mental health problems if needed. “ESD shows potential for improving the social
climate related to mental health conditions in schools and increasing treatment-seeking when
needed. ESD and interventions like it show promise as part of a public mental health response to
youth with mental health needs in schools.” Results showed that youth assigned to (ESD)

reported greater knowledge and positive attitudes than youth in comparative interventions or no
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intervention groups. Also, youth with high levels of mental health symptoms were more likely to
seek treatment during follow-up if assigned to ESD than if they were assigned to comparative
interventions or no intervention. ESD does show potential for improving the social climate
related to mental health conditions (Link 2020).

In May of 2023, the Austin Public
Health (APH) and Integral Care Texas
started the "Ask, Listen, Talk, Repeat"

Listen| Talk it

Supporting Our Kids’ Mental Health

campaign to help parents and caregivers
start the critical conversation about mental health and make children’s mental health a public
health priority (Austin Public Health, 2023). The “Ask, Listen, Talk, Repeat” campaign seeks to
raise awareness by creating a safe environment for kids to talk about mental health issues.
Organizers believe the campaign will help reduce the stigma associated with mental health. A
website, Ask ListenTalk.org, was created as a place for parents and caregivers to access resources
to support their children. The website is broken into four main areas: Know the Signs, Start the
Conversation, Support Your Mental Health, and Get Help. The “Get Help Page” includes a
mental health care directory of locations in the area, support groups, hotlines, and other
resources. However, organizers of the campaign believe the program will help lower the negative
stigma that is still associated with mental health. The results and impact of campaign efforts are
ongoing (Austin Public Health, 2023, Ask, Listen, Talk, Repeat).

Tennessee Initiatives

In 2021, the Tennessee legislature passed a law to create the K-12 Mental Health Trust Fund with
a one-time investment of $250 million for mental health services for school-aged children. $225
million of original investment, which is never spent, would be placed in a trust to earn interest.
The perpetual funding is based upon the $25 million and the interest earned. According to
Representative Chris Hurt, the trust was created to perpetually fund children’s mental health in
good or bad economic times. Mental health expenditures are not expected to take place until the
2024 — 2025 fiscal year pending an assessment of mental health services available for children in

Tennessee’s 95 counties (Carlson, 2023).
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http://www.asklistentalk.org/

Tennessee has several youth mental health initiatives, including BASIC: Better Attitudes and
Skills in Children. The BASIC program is offered in 64 Tennessee elementary schools, which
identifies children at risk of serious emotional disorders, and refers them to treatment. The
BASIC program is staffed with full-time participants who offer mental health education to
children and coaching strategies to teachers that promote the emotional development of children.
This award-winning program improves the school environment and provides mental health
education through interaction in the classroom. This program is still active, although current
measures of impact are not yet established (Tennessee Department of Mental Health and
Substance Abuse Services, 2024a).

Funding through the Tennessee Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services
allows employees of local community mental health centers to provide the School-Based
Behavioral Health Liaison Program. In coordination with local school district leaders, school-
based behavioral health liaisons are placed in schools that are determined to have the greatest
needs. With parental/caretaker consent, liaisons provide services such as individual counseling
sessions, mental health assessments and referrals, and training for school personnel on behavioral
health topics. One success story includes a teen and her mom. The teen faced mental health
symptoms after COVID and was bullied because of it, but no therapy seemed to help. The family
moved to Knoxville, TN where a guidance counselor picked up on the teen's behavior and
offered help. After only three sessions, the mom could see the difference in her daughter's
behavior and attitude. Master-level counselors worked continuously to help her, even during the
summer using telehealth sessions. The program has helped over 2,600 students in 15 schools
across Tennessee (Tennessee Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services,
2024b).

Advancing Wellness and Resilience in Education, the Project AWARE grant program builds state
and local collaborative infrastructure to plan and implement school and community mental health
programs. Project AWARE employs district mental health professionals and features formalized

agreements with mental health providers to locate services on school campuses.

The AWARE grant focuses on promoting mental health wellness and reducing stigma by

engaging youth in outreach and activities that raise mental health awareness. The grant has
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received three rounds of funding. For example, in Cocke County, the grant has allowed schools
to have three Student Support Specialists and an AWARE director added to the school district.
The funding allows for mental health resources to be available to the students. Resources include
intervening in non-crisis and crisis situations or making referrals to community mental health
professionals. The program is funded through the year 2026 (Tennessee Department of
Education, 2024).

Maryland Initiatives

Recently, the Kennedy Krieger Institute launched “Chill out, Mind: A Teenager’s Guide to
Mental Health,” an animated video series for teenagers that seeks to remove the stigma around
depression, anxiety, and other mental health conditions. The video series also provides steps for
adolescents who want to seek mental health care. The series features real-life stories that help
teenagers understand how their minds work, why they feel the way they do, and how to navigate
concerns about their mental health. Dr. Carmen Lopez-Arvizu, director of Kennedy Krieger's
outpatient psychiatric services, served as the series consultant and is featured in the first episode.
Future episodes focus on anxiety, and depression, among other topics. For parents, there is a
landing page that includes mental health resources, a glossary of terms, and a list of common

mental health myths with explanations for why they are incorrect.

Dr. Lopez-Arvizu stated even before the COVID-19 pandemic, there was an increase in young
people reporting continued feelings of sadness. She emphasized that now we must move beyond
awareness to education and address the most common barrier to care: stigma. Real-life stories
help people to communicate and share their own experiences. Chris Mason-Hale, a community
advocate stars in the first episode. He shares how he dealt with depression and learned to
communicate with loved ones after a football injury in high school that caused him to be
paralyzed. He stated how hard it is to communicate with the people who care about you the most.
Furthermore, the hope is that the series will encourage kids to have these conversations with their

friends, parents, and other trusted people in their lives (Chill Out, Mind, 2024).
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RESEARCH OUTSIDE THE UNITED STATES

Australia Initiative

Teen Mental Health First Aid (tMHFA) is an evidence-
based program developed in Australia. Because of the
growing adolescent mental health crisis, the National
Council on Mental Being partnered with Johns Hopkins

University and introduced the program to the United States.

MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID

The program is designed to train teenagers on how to
provide support to their peers who may be experiencing mental health challenges or crises.
Survey data from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health shows that teens aged 12-17
experiencing a major depressive episode increased from 9% in 2004 to 15.7% in 2019. The
program aims to increase mental health literacy, reduce stigma, and promote early intervention
for mental health conditions. This program has been designed for teens in grades 10 — 12
(NIMH, 2024.).

tMHFA is broken down into three main sessions. The first session focuses on increasing
awareness and understanding of common mental health conditions, as well as the importance of
early intervention. The second session focuses on how to respond to peers going through a
mental health condition. The third session provides a detailed plan of action for helping a peer
through a crisis (Hart et al. BMC Public Health).

Research has shown that tMHFA is effective in improving teens' knowledge and attitudes
towards mental health. A study published in the Journal of Adolescent Health found that tMHFA
training led to increased confidence in helping peers with mental health issues and reduced
stigma around seeking help for mental health concerns (S.H. Ng et al). A quote from a study in
BMC Public Health states, “There was reliable evidence that tMHFA was associated with
improvements in students’ quality of first aid intentions towards peers with depression and
suicide risk, students’ confidence in helping peers with either depression or social

anxiety/phobia, students’ willingness to disclose personal MHPs, and positive attitudes towards
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seeking help from adults. This study is the first to show effective stigma reduction in students

one year after training” (Hart et al. BMC Public Health).

United Kingdom Initiatives

“Through our work with young people, emergency response, homeless charities, and with
veterans, we have seen time and time again that unresolved mental health problems lie at the

heart of some of our greatest social challenges.” — The Prince of Wales (Heads Together, 2023)

With a view to getting a series of innovative new mental

health services, Heads Together, a mental health initiative combining a
campaign to confront stigma and shift the conversation on mental
health, was spearheaded by The Royal Foundation of the Prince and
Princess of Wales (Heads Together, 2023b). The 2017 Virgin Money

London Marathon selected Heads Together as their charity of the year.

This was the perfect catalyst for this campaign, as it attracted hundreds

of runners to participate in a Mental Health Marathon. As a result, it raised €61.5m and
encouraged an increased number of people in the UK to transparently speak about mental health
while securing resources and services. The Royal Foundation was also inspired to develop
several legacy projects of programs and applications such as Mentally Healthy Schools (The

Royal Foundation, n.d.).

In 2018, Mentally I-|ealthy- Schools was > Anna Freud
launched by Catherine, Princess of Wales, [\/Ientoll\/ Heq Ithy 8ChOO|

in partnership with Anna Freud, Young

Minds, Place2Be and The Royal Foundation. Mentally Healthy Schools is a free and easy to use
website specifically designed to offer primary school teachers greater support and advice by
providing reliable and practical resources including 600+ lesson plans, activities, assemblies and
more, to make it easier for them to better support their pupils’ mental health and wellbeing”
(Heads Together, 2023c).
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The site is divided into the following sections:

o Classroom and wellbeing support: Provides free resources for teachers such as lesson and

assembly plans regarding general mental health and wellbeing.

e Whole-school or college approach: Funding by the Department of Education, for

practical mental health and wellbeing tools and resources provided by trusted

organizations and training providers.

e Mental health data: Provides different condition data and risk factors that may affect or

challenge the mental health of children and young people.

The whole-school or college approach assists educational leaders in creating the vast advocacy to

assist children and families throughout their schools and colleges.

“Adopting the whole-school approach develops a mentally healthy school that nurtures mental
health and wellbeing. It involves commitment and collaboration between all divisions of the
school, in addition to partnerships amongst senior leaders, teachers, school staff, parents, and the

community and state at large” (Whole-school Approach: Mentally Healthy Schools, n.d.).

In 2022, just five years after launching the Heads Up Campaign and Mentally Healthy Schools,
research shows that 1) there was a 42% (estimated at six million) increase in adults talking about
their mental health, 2) over 54% of adults in Britain felt there was a reduction in mental health
stigma, 3) the number of people performing activities to safeguard their mental health increased
from 31% to 38%, and 4) of the 1.5 million users of the Mentally Healthy Schools application,
86% indicated that website has elevated confidence in their ability to have conversations about
mental health with students (Five Years on: Changing the Conversation on Mental Health,
2022).

Additionally, all United Kingdom schools are challenged to organize and encourage their
students to participate in the Tata Consultancy Services (TCS) Mini London Marathon in schools
to raise funds for worthy causes. Depending upon age and abilities, students run, jog, walk, or
wheel a specified distance in their school setting. Since 2020, over a million students have

participated in this marathon (Mini London Marathon in Schools, n.d.-c).
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The mission for the State of Alabama should be to empower every young person to be
nonreceptive of the stigma that prevents them from embracing and speaking about who they are,
acknowledging their struggles, and seeking the mental health resources they need. For far too
long, young people have been too afraid to admit the struggles they face. In doing so, the result is
broken homes and families. Creating a culture that educates all citizens on mental health through
campaigns that foster awareness may reduce stigma, prejudice, judgment, and discrimination

against those with mental health conditions.

The Reducing the Stigma of Youth Mental Health Team has researched and found vital
information for improving our youths' mental health by researching best practices from Alabama,
other states, and initiatives taking place outside the United States. There has been coverage of
several programs, services, and other states’ initiatives that reduce the stigma of youth mental
health, improve educating youth on mental health, provide funding to make mental healthcare
affordable, and improve access for healthcare in all areas. Based upon this research, the team
recommends for Alabama to (1) implement an awareness campaign video series on social media

platforms and in schools; (2) utilize teen mental health first aid in Alabama.

Implement Awareness Campaign Video Series

Based on the research from the Georgia “Free Your Feels” campaign and the Kennedy Krieger
Institute’s “Chill out, Mind” series, we recommend producing a video series on mental health
awareness and making it readily available to the youth of Alabama. With up to 95% of youth
ages 13-17 and 40% of children ages 8-12 using social media platforms, we recommend
publishing the video series on social media platforms such as Tik Tok, Instagram, and Facebook
(Office of the Surgeon General (OSG). The Florida AWARE program and the Texas “Eliminating
the Stigma of Differences” study determined that promoting mental health education in schools
had a significant impact on reducing mental health stigma in students. Therefore, we also
recommend that the video series be made available in Alabama schools to help educate our
young people and communicate with them by answering questions about their mental health

concerns. Releasing the videos in Alabama schools and promoting the digital media through
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printed material such as posters, would further spread access and awareness to students. We
propose the videos educate on stigma, myths, and misconceptions about mental health as well as
what makes them incorrect. The goal of these videos would be not only to get youth talking to
each other, but to their parents, and other loved ones about their mental health. Most importantly,
these conversations will guide them in the right direction to seek help from school
administrators, community programs, and healthcare providers. Like the Kennedy Krieger
Institute’s “Chill Out, Mind” series, we recommend the video series include real-life experiences

and allow for young people to interact and build relationships via social media.

Utilize Teen Mental Health First Aid

The Alabama Department of Mental Health (ADMH) currently offers training through a program
known as Mental Health First Aid. This program is designed to assist adults in recognizing,
understanding, and responding to the signs of a mental health crisis. It also gives attendees the
skills needed to reach out and provide support to someone developing a mental health or
substance use problem. Currently, the program is used by the Alabama Department of Education
to train teachers, counselors, and other faculty in Alabama schools. While this is an excellent
training program for adults, our research showed several other options that may be beneficial to
Alabama youth. Based on our findings from Florida AWARE’s Youth Mental Health First Aid
program and Australia’s Teen Mental Health First Aid, we recommend implementing a program
designed specifically for young people. Teen Mental Health First Aid is designed to assist high
school students grades 10-12 in recognizing the warning signs of a mental health crisis in other
teens. This would guide teens to have a healthy outlook on their mental health, while also
teaching awareness, support for their peers, and coping skills. It would also provide the youth of
Alabama with information on who to turn to when additional care is needed. Teens trained using
this program could lead conversations with their peers through support groups, rallies, or
summits to create a safe space for others to speak up and seek help. We also recommend training
the educators of Alabama'’s youth using a program such as Youth Mental Health First Aid that is

designed more specifically for recognizing mental health crises in youth.

To fund the recommended video series and additional training for school faculty and students,

we recommend hosting a charity event such as the Mental Health Marathon in the United
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Kingdom that took place in 2017. An event such as this would raise the funds needed to develop
the recommended programs while raising awareness for youth mental health in Alabama. An
additional funding source could also include petitioning the Alabama Legislature to set up a trust
fund for youth mental health services similar to Tennessee’s K-12 Mental Health Trust Fund.

This could create a sustainable funding source for youth mental health outreach and services.

CONCLUSION

The success of Alabama’s youth depends on building and maintaining strong mental health, and
reducing the stigma of youth mental health should be a top priority. We have discovered several
Alabama initiatives that are making a difference in reducing the stigma of youth mental health,
but there is more that can be accomplished. Our team’s focus is to educate teens to eliminate the
myths and stigma related to youth mental health. The implementation of the aforementioned
recommendations will empower Alabama’s youth to understand and seek treatment, if necessary,
to maintain their mental health. The Reducing the Stigma of Youth Mental Health CPM
Solutions Team firmly believes that the recommendations suggested will lead to optimum health

care for those in Alabama, and to youth everywhere.
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