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1 .  I N T R O D U C T I O N

This vir tual roundtable , organized by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) and facil i tated by the British 
Medical Journal (BMJ) on 4 October 2023, delved into 
the challenges, opportunities , and guiding principles 
essential for addressing youth mental health within the 
digital realm.

The landmark WHO publication of 2022 , World mental 
health report : transforming mental health for al l  ( 1) 
underscores the rationale for focusing on youth mental 
health in the digital domain. It explores issues around 
Internet use by children and young people and its 
positive and negative impacts on mental health, cognitive 
development and social connectedness. 

It repor ts that while online environments can provide 
a space for social support , enter tainment and learning, 
young people may also be exposed to risks for their 
mental health, such as misinformation, unhealthy 
role models , developmentally inappropriate content , 
cyberbullying, grooming or cyberstalking. The report 
outlines how digital technologies can be harnessed 
to improve mental health, while noting that digital 
interventions need to be implemented with an awareness 
of key areas of concern. These areas remain a priority for 
investigation. 

The insights generated from the roundtable consultation 
are intended as a star ting point to inform the approaches 
of social and digital media platforms to make mental 
health content more appropriate and accessible for 
young people. The meeting report also highlights 
potential areas for future actions, collaborations, and 
research in the f ield of digital mental health for young 
people , setting the stage for ongoing effor ts and 
initiatives.

This report presents a 
summary of a roundtable 
consultation whereby global 
experts convened to discuss 
and explore developmental 
appropriateness for youth 
mental health content and 
ways to communicate such 
content. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic signif icantly 
exacerbated mental health issues, 
par ticularly among adolescents . 
According to a survey conducted in the 
United States of America from January to 
June 2021 by the United States Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention on 
adolescent behaviours and experiences 
(2) ,  44% of respondents reported feeling 
sad or hopeless almost every day for 
two or more weeks consecutively, with 
just under 20% seriously considering 
attempting suicide during the 12 months 
preceding the survey.
 
WHO’s world mental health report 
of 2022 ( 1)  highlights studies l inking 
exposure to social media, par ticularly 
among young people with mental health 
conditions such as depression, anxiety, 
and psychological distress. The report 
explores opportunities provided by social 
media and digital technology to scale 
up mental health promotion, reaching 
adolescents who may otherwise be 
missed by services.

The data presented in the mental health 
report underscore the urgent need for 
interventions targeted at youth mental 
health. In October 2023, WHO, in 
collaboration with BMJ, convened exper ts 
for the roundtable consultation with the 
aim of providing insights into existing 
evidence on developmentally appropriate 
mental health content , specif ically for 
young people aged under 13 years and 
13–17 years . The roundtable focused 
on the challenges and opportunities 
to promote and protect young people’s 
mental health through digital media 
platforms.

By targeting adolescents , the roundtable 

contributes to WHO’s mission of equitable 
health outcomes, ensuring that at-risk 
and vulnerable populations have access 
to necessary mental health resources and 
support . This meeting intends to build 
and expand on existing WHO publications 
including Global principles for identi f ying 
credible sources of health information 
on social media ;  Preventing suicide : a 
resource for media professionals (2023 
update) ;  and the Helping Adolescents 
Thrive Toolkit . 

The WHO Digital Channels team is a 
par t of the WHO Digital Health and 
Innovation Department , and is actively 
involved in promoting accurate health 
content , combating misinformation, and 
advocating for responsible technology 
sector practices and policies . The 
roundtable meeting’s exploration of the 
views of exper ts on developmentally 
appropriate mental health content 
for digital platforms aligns with the 
objectives outlined in WHO’s Global 
digital health strategy of 2020–2025 (3) to 
improve the accessibil i ty and quality of 
health information and services. 

Funded by an unrestricted grant from 
YouTube to the WHO Foundation, the 
roundtable gathering served as a 
small but important contribution to the 
ongoing discourse on youth mental 
health on digital platforms. According 
to YouTube, more than 500 hours of 
content are uploaded to the platform 
every minute , with over 25 bil l ion views 
of mental health content during 2021. 
YouTube intends to apply the f indings 
of this roundtable meeting to their own 
policies , making mental health content 
more developmentally appropriate for the 
target audience. 

2 .  B A C K G R O U N D

https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/who-online-consultation-meeting-to-discuss-global-principles-for-identifying-credible-sources-of-health-information-on-social-media
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/who-online-consultation-meeting-to-discuss-global-principles-for-identifying-credible-sources-of-health-information-on-social-media
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/who-online-consultation-meeting-to-discuss-global-principles-for-identifying-credible-sources-of-health-information-on-social-media
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240076846
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240076846
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240076846
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240025554
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240025554
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2 .1 .  MEE TING OR G ANIZ ATION

The online roundtable meeting was 
co-hosted by the WHO Department 
of Mental Health and Substance Use 
(MSD) and the WHO Digital Channels 
team; it was facil i tated by BMJ. 

Twenty-two global health exper ts with 
backgrounds in digital media, child and 
adolescent mental health and suicide 
prevention par ticipated. 

Par ticipants were diverse in gender and 
geographic locations, joining online 
from Australia, Austria, Brazil ,  Canada, 
China, India, Indonesia, Ireland, Japan, 
Malaysia, Nigeria, Singapore, South 
Africa, Sri Lanka, the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 
and the United States. A l ist of 
par ticipants is provided in Annex I. 

Prior to the meeting, WHO 
commissioned Orygen1 (a research and 
knowledge translation organization 
focusing on the mental health and 
well-being of young people) to 
conduct a rapid review to explore the 
existing l i terature and perspectives 
of young people through focus group 
discussions. The primary research 
question was: “ What evidence exists 
about what online content can best 
promote young people’s well-being and 
mental health, from the perspective 
of professionals and young people?”. 
The review enabled informed and 
purposeful roundtable discussions; 
i t also formed a background paper 
with the results presented during the 
meeting. 

On 11 and 12 September 2023, two 
information calls for exper ts were set 
up by BMJ. The aim of these was to 
brief the par ticipants on the aims, 
objectives and format of the October 
meeting; par ticipants were also given 
the opportunity to ask questions 
and become familiar with how the 
roundtable would be conducted. 

In addition, before the meeting, 
par ticipants were requested to 
complete a survey. The purpose of 
this was to generate information on 
the topics to be discussed and to use 
the responses to guide the roundtable 
agenda. A second survey was 
conducted after the meeting to provide 
examples of existing work that may 
highlight some of the themes covered.

2 . 2 .  MEE TING OBJE CTI VE S 

The aim of the roundtable meeting was 
to discuss principles of developmental 
appropriateness for youth mental 
health content when delivered through 
social media and other means of 
communication. The objectives were to:

1.  provide an overview of the 
background paper ;

2 . discuss what opportunities and 
benefits a set of principles might 
achieve;

3. consider the challenges and 
barriers to def ining principles for 
online youth mental health content 
and communication; and to

4. explore which key themes play 
a role in applying the guiding 
principles .

The meeting agenda is provided in 
Annex I I . 

LIMI TATIONS

An initial aim of this project was to 
understand the guiding principles for 
the development of online content 
relevant to young people aged under 13 
years , and 13–17 years . However, due to 
the l imited research on the principles 
relevant to those under 13 years and, 
fur thermore, to the greater existing 
evidence base and experience of 
par ticipants on those aged 13–17 years , 
the results of the meeting focus more 
on this older age group. 

1See :  h t tps : //www.or ygen .o rg .au/



7

V I R T U A L  R O U N D T A B L E  M E E T I N G  |   Online mental health content for young people, 4 October 2023

3 .  M A I N  P R O C E E D I N G S

3 .1 .  OPENING R EMAR K S
Ashley McKimm, Director of Par tnership 
Development at BMJ welcomed 
par ticipants to the meeting. Ashley 
presented the names of all  the 
par ticipants , facil i tators and organizers 
and presented the meeting agenda. He 
explained that the meeting was being 
recorded for internal purposes and that 
it was following Chatham House Rules. 
He mentioned that the meeting was 
made possible through an unrestricted 
educational grant from YouTube; and 
confirmed that because of BMJ’s clear 
conf l ict of interest rules , YouTube had 
no input into the attendees of the 
meeting and would make no decisions 
on the f inal output . 

Ashley ’s welcome was followed by a 
shor t introduction to the objectives 
of the meeting given by Mark van 
Ommeren, Head of the Mental 
Health Unit at WHO. Mark clari f ied 
that no formal WHO guidelines or 
recommendations would be established 
during the meeting; rather, agreed 
actionable points should be proposed 
that would benefit young people and 
inform fur ther work in this area. He 
also mentioned that the meeting had 
been convened under a collaborative 
agreement between WHO and Google 
(YouTube) to provide credible health-
related information to help people 
around the world respond to public 
health issues. 

3. 2 .  OVER VIE W OF THE R APID 
R E VIE W
Following Mark ’s introduction, 
an overview of the rapid review 
background paper was presented by 
Zsofia Szlamka from Orygen. A summary 
of the f indings of the rapid review is 
provided in Annex I I I . 

The rapid review was conducted to 
explore what is known currently on 
developmentally appropriate online 
content promoting mental health, and 
preventing mental health conditions 
for young people aged under 13 
years and between 13 and 17 years . It 
investigated how digital media is used 
by young people to access mental 
health information, alongside examining 
existing principles and good practices 
for mental health communication online. 
The f irst phase of the rapid review was 
a l i terature review; the second phase 
included consultations with young 
people globally. 

The l i terature review followed 
Cochrane Rapid Reviews Methods 
Group guidance,2 and encompassed 
a search for peer-reviewed li terature 
published from 2010 to July 2023 across 
databases including PubMed, Scopus, 
PsychArticles , and Google Scholar. 
The search terms spanned diverse 
mental health aspects relevant to 
young people aged under 17 years . Both 
quantitative and qualitative research 

2 See :  h t tps : //me thods .cochrane .o rg/ rap id re v iews/ .
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were considered, with a focus on 
systematic studies. In total ,  20 studies 
were chosen for analysis , addressing 
digital mental health promotion and 
prevention programmes.

The youth consultations involved 
four semi-structured focus group 
discussions with young people which 
were conducted in English and Spanish. 
The 26 par ticipants from 11 countries 
were identi f ied through Orygen and 
WHO’s networks of youth advisors in 
mental health, and included individuals 
from low-and middle-income countries . 
Each discussion lasted 60 minutes 
and was recorded, transcribed, 
and analyzed through thematic 
analysis , thereby adding a qualitative 
perspective to the study 's f indings.

Zsofia highlighted that , in general, 
in the l i terature , there was a lack of 
information on younger age groups, 
par ticularly those aged under 13 years , 
and a lack of developmentally staged 
information overall .  A large proportion 
of studies had been conducted in high-
income settings. 

A recurring theme that emerged from 
the l i terature was the concept of co-
designing mental health promotion 
and prevention content and online 
communications with young people 
directly. Zsofia also mentioned the rich 
data available on suicide prevention 
and online messaging to prevent 
suicide among young people. 

The key themes that emerged from 
the consultation showed that young 
people prefer : i) mental health support 
and information tailored specif ically to 
young audiences; i i) evidence-based 
trustworthy information; i i i) content 
in their local language or dialect ; iv) 

culturally-adapted and culturally-
relevant mental health information; 
v) digital mental health content that 
can support communication between 
young people and signif icant adults 
in their l i fe ; vi) creative and engaging 
mental health content online; vi i) 
trigger warnings so that they can 
engage safely with content online; and 
vii i) mental health campaigns that are 
attached to local services so that they 
know where to go i f they struggle with 
their mental health. 

Zsofia highlighted a l ist of major 
f indings that explored how mental 
health information could be presented 
to young people. Notably, this included 
two frameworks that look into the 
developmental staging of mental health 
l i teracy (4 , 5) . 

Zsofia concluded by providing 
recommendations on the importance 
of empowering young individuals 
to navigate mental health content 
effectively online , for example , by 
enhancing skil ls in peer-to-peer 
support and by using platforms that 
they already engage with. The need 
to facil i tate communication between 
young people and trusted adults was 
also mentioned, with digital mental 
health content serving a supportive 
role. 

Regarding the presentation of 
information, young par ticipants in 
focus groups suggested innovative and 
engaging methods; they encouraged 
thinking creatively and f inding unique 
ways for delivery. Integrating mental 
health information into online activit ies 
that young people already engage in as 
par t of their daily routines emerged as 
a practical and effective approach. 
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3.3. RANKING OF THE GUIDING 
PRINCIPLES

A list of suggested guiding principles 
was developed from the rapid 
review, which had been shared with 
par ticipants in the pre-meeting survey. 
Par ticipants had been asked to rank 
the principles in order of importance 
(see Table 1) .  A total of 14 par ticipants 
completed the ranking. The principles 

were then discussed during the 
roundtable.

Ken Carswell ,  WHO MSD, shared 
the results of the pre-roundtable 
survey and the ranking of the guiding 
principles by the par ticipants . The 
survey re-aff irmed the importance of 
emotionally relevant content adapted 
for young people and practical 
strategies for support . 

C

Emotional relevance: The content ’s sensitivity and relevance to local 
contexts and in addressing emotional issues faced by the youth while 
considering their developmental level.

1

2

3

P R I N C I P L E

Practical strategies: How effectively the content provides practical 
advice and coping strategies suitable for the target age group.

Cognitive fit: How well the content matches the cognitive abilities 
and developmental stages of the target age group.

Language: Types of language that may be understandable and 
relatable to the target group (e.g., use of slang, profanity).

Inclusivity and diversity: The representation of diverse experiences 
and backgrounds in the content , which resonates with the youth’s 
developmental understanding.

Lived experience: Inclusion of persons with lived experience in 
content development that the target group can identif y with.

Visual engagement: How visually appealing the content is to the 
target age group.

Evidence-based clarity: The presence and clarity of evidence-based 
information tailored to the target age group.

Accessibility: The content is accessible to specific groups, e.g., young 
people with disabilities.

Human rights alignment: Alignment of content with international 
human rights conventions and national guidelines and laws. 

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

*  R a n k i n g  o f  p r i n c i p l e s :  1  =  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t ;  1 0  =  l e a s t  i m p o r t a n t .

Ta b l e  1 .  R a n k e d  g u i d i n g  p r i n c i p l e s  t a k e n  f r o m  t h e  p r e - r o u n d t a b l e  s u r v e y * 
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3.4. BREAK-OUT SESSIONS
After the welcome, introductions, 
overview of the background paper and 
results of the pre-roundtable survey, 
par ticipants were randomly assigned 
to one of four breakout groups. The 
groups were chaired and facil i tated by 
BMJ exper ts and organized through 
Zoom. There were three breakout 
sessions, each lasting 20 minutes; 
notes were captured online using a 
vir tual whiteboard. 

The questions discussed by the four 
groups in the three breakout sessions 
were: i) “ What opportunities and 
benefits might a set of principles 
achieve?”; i i) “ What are the challenges 
and barriers we need to overcome?”; 
and i i i) “ What key themes play a role in 
applying the guiding principles?".

Following each breakout session, all 
group par ticipants reconvened in the 
main session where the facil i tators 
summarized their group's discussions. 

BRE AKOUT SE SSION 1: WHAT 
OPPORTUNITIES AND BENEFITS 
MIGHT A SET OF PRINCIPLES 
ACHIEVE?
The several major themes emerging 
from breakout session 1 included:

• Responding to the dynamic nature 
of digital landscapes:  Par ticipants 
commented on the need for a set 
of principles that not only provided 
direction in how to create and 
provide content , but also served 
as a l iving document adaptable to 
the rapidly evolving environment . 
Session discussions addressed 
the importance of platforms to 
understand how much of their 
userbase engages with mental 
health content , why it is considered 
a priority topic , and how trends 
change over time.

• Informing and supporting various 
stakeholders: One of the biggest 
opportunities identi f ied in the 
session involved the potential 
benefits to various stakeholders 
of developing youth mental health 
content that is guided by a set of 
principles . This was considered 
par ticularly relevant for mental 
health practit ioners , youth workers , 
teachers/educators , and parents or 
caregivers . These groups often lack 
adequate support in addressing the 
online safety concerns of young 
people. By defining principles , 
stakeholders would be supported 
in offering more reliable and 
appropriate resources; this would 
help address the issue that much 
of the current information online is 
irrelevant or unrelatable to young 
people's experiences. 

• Helping young people access 
support:  Trustworthy information 
was highlighted as crucial in the 
initial stages of digital l i teracy, 
forming a vital component in 
helping young people access 
support . Establishing a set of 
principles would support the 
reduction of stigma associated 
with mental health, improve 
young people’s digital l i teracy, 
and improve health outcomes by 
ensuring access to developmentally 
appropriate and credible 
information. From the perspective 
of a researcher and intervention 
designer, having a set of principles 
would be viewed as a time-saving 
measure , avoiding the reinvention of 
guidelines and creating a standard 
l ist to reference.

One par ticipant mentioned that these 
principles could inform the creation and 
distribution of online crisis protocols 
or support systems which would be 
especially valuable for reaching large 
populations and communities with 
l imited access to professional support , 
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and for those who prefer online 
interactions rather than traditional 
crisis telephone calls . 

The potential impact of def ining 
a set of guiding principles would 
extend beyond individual support to 
inf luencing policy at an institutional 
level.  The principles could act as a 
foundation for accountabil i ty in the 
digital space, giving an opportunity 
for platform providers to demonstrate 
commitment to removing harmful 
content and providing high-quality 
resources. Fur thermore, having a set of 
principles would offer an opportunity to 
coordinate effor ts across platforms and 
provide inspiration for research studies 
in this area. 

BRE AKOUT SE SSION 2 : WHAT ARE 
THE CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS 
WE NEED TO OVERCOME?
The challenges and barriers to 
implementing guiding principles for 
online youth mental health content are 
multi faceted. Issues discussed during 
this session included:

• Making content applicable:  This 
signif icant challenge of def ining 
principles that are applicable 
across the globe was raised by 
many par ticipants . Issues included 
language barriers ; diverse cultural 
and religious perspectives 
on mental health conditions; 
technological barriers , including 
l imited Internet access in some 
regions; and data privacy concerns. 
Also highlighted was the lack of 
data from low-resource settings; 
the need to raise concerns about 
digital inequity ; and the exclusion 
of cer tain groups in developing 
principles based on the evidence 
available. 

• Ensuring relevance to different 
groups:  This , and the accurate 
identi f ication of the age of users , 
posed fur ther challenges. There 
are di fferent legal requirements 
on the age at which young people 
can access online content , as well 
as di fferences between countries 
in the ease of accessing content 
regardless of age. Existing methods 
for confirming the age of users 
are easily bypassed, thereby 
complicating the task of ensuring 
that appropriate content reaches its 
intended audience. Another point 
made by par ticipants was that the 
older the age of the young person, 
the more relevant these principles 
become, whereas for the youngest 
age category, caregiver inf luence 
is more of a dominating factor in 
promoting and protecting their 
mental health.

• The complexity of engagement 
with online content: This issue 
emphasized the point that young 
people are not passive recipients 
when viewing content . Content 
that is helpful for one person may 
be harmful to another, and the 
impact can vary depending on the 
user 's mental state over time. The 
example of the complex debate 
over trigger warnings was raised, 
as opinions on their effectiveness 
and impact di ffer.  Par ticipants also 
noted the risk to individuals with 
severe mental health conditions of 
accessing online content designed 
for promotion and prevention, which 
could potentially delay access to 
necessary support . The principles 
should therefore include guidelines 
for communicating the l imitations of 
online resources.

 
• Disability inclusion:  This 

emerged as a challenge, with 
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technology companies struggling 
to accommodate individuals 
with visual,  cognitive or hearing 
impairments , and those on the 
autism spectrum facing diff iculties 
in engaging online.

• Current and future technologies: 
The need for guidance to address 
both active and passive interactions 
on online platforms was discussed, 
with emphasis on the challenge 
of providing control to young 
people in terms of the information 
they encounter was emphasized, 
especially in passive content 
scenarios.

• Funding and resource allocation: 
This was seen as crit ical , 
par ticularly in low- and middle-
income countries where there is 
often minimal budget allocation for 
mental health services. Addressing 
stigma and lack of polit ical wil l 
to provide local mental health 
initiatives were recognized as 
essential for the successful 
implementation of the principles . 

• Concerns about the future 
relevance of guidelines: 
Par ticipants acknowledged the 
relevance of guidelines in the 
rapidly evolving environment , 
along with the need for continuous 
updates and evaluation of the 
principles . This was considered 
par ticularly important in view of 
the growth of ar ti f ic ial intell igence 
in generating and disseminating 
information. However, par ticipants 
noted that even evaluating the 
effectiveness of the principles 
would present a challenge as 

this requires obtaining data from 
platform providers . 

BRE AKOUT SE SSION 3: WHAT KEY 
THEMES PLAY A ROLE IN APPLYING 
THE GUIDING PRINCIPLES?
The f inal breakout session explored the 
guiding principles to be taken forward. 

The 10 principles ranked highest 
by par ticipants in the pre-meeting 
survey were used as a framework for 
discussion in the four breakout groups.

The 10 principles are l isted below:

1. Emotional relevance
2 . Practical strategies
3. Cognitive fit
4. Language
5. Inclusivity and diversity 
6. Lived experience
7. Visual engagement 
8. Evidence-based clarity
9. Accessibility
10. Human rights alignment

Each breakout group reviewed and 
discussed these top ranked principles 
and proposed additions. The resulting 
consensus was that the 10 selected 
should be priorit ized. 

Because of t ime limitations, i t was not 
possible to consider each principle 
individually : instead discussions 
focused on identi f ying overarching 
and overlapping themes from available 
evidence and experience. The aim of 
this was to highlight the considerations 
necessary for the formalization 
or implementation of the guiding 
principles .
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Theme 1: Active stakeholder 
engagement and contextualization 
Par ticipants underlined how the 
active engagement of young people 
and other key stakeholders is central 
to creating effective mental health 
content . The concept of co-design or 
co-production, discussed extensively 
during the roundtable , forms the core 
of this principle. Actively involved 
would be stakeholders such as young 
people , youth advocates, parents , 
educators , mental health professionals , 
legislators , and even platform owners 
and moderators in the development 
of online content . This approach of 
incorporating l ived experiences leads 
to content that is more engaging, 
relevant , and ref lects the experiences 
and perspectives of those it aims to 
support .

This theme encompasses 
contextualization, stressing the 
imperative to take into account cultural 
context , language, accessibil i ty, and 
gender sensitivity. It calls for special 
attention to the needs of young people 
in low- and middle-income countries , 
acknowledging the resource constraints 
in these settings. It also acknowledges 
the vastly di fferent contextual and 
cultural norms, societal expectations 
and stigma around mental health, and 
the opportunities for formal support . 
By considering these diverse factors , 
the active engagement of stakeholders 
allows co-design to be inclusive , 
comprehensive and tailored effectively 
to the varied needs of young people 
globally.

Also mentioned was evidence of the 
increasing desire among young people 
to talk about their l ived experiences 
and share their stories to support 
others facing similar challenges. There 

was a call to change the fundamental 
conversation around suicide, moving 
away from focusing on the tragedy and 
methods of suicide to safe discussions 
of personal l ived experiences. One 
par ticipant mentioned the importance 
of including diverse stories of hope 
and coping strategies for suicidal 
thoughts , especially for the 13–17 years 
age group. For younger groups, the 
inclusion of l ived experience needs 
careful consideration due to a lack of 
evidence in this age range.

In another group, i t was suggested 
that mental health content should 
not focus solely on serious crises l ike 
suicide. A broader sense of wellness 
needs to be promoted that recognizes 
mental health as encompassing a wide 
spectrum of experiences and needs. 
This approach addresses mental health 
more holistically, acknowledging the 
importance of overall psychological 
well-being rather than focusing 
exclusively on severe mental health 
crises.

In the post-meeting survey, par ticipants 
suggested relevant initiatives, including 
Youth Par ticipatory Action Research 
(YPAR) (6) ,  which empowers young 
people to actively engage in the 
research process, ensuring that their 
perspectives shape mental health 
interventions. Platforms such as 
ReachOut .com  ( 7 ) provide an online 
space for youths to access relevant 
mental health information and support .
In discussing methods of co-design 
and user experience, two journal 
ar ticles were suggested: one on 
the development of the Niggle 
application in Australia (8) ,  and 
another on involving young people in 
the development of an e-platform for 
monitoring well-being in schools in the 
United Kingdom  (9) . 
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Theme 2: Evidenced-based 
information and impactful 
communication
During the roundtable discussions, the 
theme of evidence-based and impactful 
communication emerged. This involves 
creating digital mental health content 
that is not only grounded in scienti f ic 
research and best practices, but also 
communicated in a way that resonates 
effectively with the audience. This 
requires the content to be accurate , 
reliable , and contextually relevant , 
as well as credible and relatable in 
di fferent local contexts .
 
Par ticipants mentioned the inter twining 
of online and off l ine support , 
par ticularly in the context of sel f-harm. 
It was noted that situations of sel f-
harm following contact with harmful 
online content are not only about the 
harmful content itsel f,  but also the 
l imited availabil i ty of in-person support . 
The concern was raised that digital 
interventions may be insuff icient or 
unavailable in the local language and 
context , potentially alienating users : 
young people may f ind information on 
mental health issues online , but lack 
guidance on where to go for in-person 
help i f needed. An action point could 
involve creating a mechanism that 
connects online resources with off l ine , 
local support services. This would 
ensure that young people who identi f y 
mental health issues online have a 
clear, accessible path to real-world 
assistance.

A recognition of the complex interplay 
between online experiences and 
off l ine realit ies was discussed, with 
emphasis on the importance of not 
only addressing harmful online content 
but also understanding and supporting 
the off l ine , real-world contexts and 
experiences of individuals . Emerging 

from the discussion was the need 
for a comprehensive approach that 
addresses online safety and mental 
health promotion, as well as greater 
access to local services and support . 
One par ticipant noted that the digital 
realm can provide the “ f irst step” or 
the initial point of contact for young 
individuals seeking mental health 
support from their wider community. 

Par ticipants highlighted the necessity 
for the tone and cognitive f i t of 
the language to be thoughtful and 
supportive , for example through the use 
of dramatic ar ts and digital story tell ing. 
This would involve crafting content that 
is not only scienti f ically sound, but also 
empathetic , engaging and relatable , 
capturing the attention of i ts audience. 
Mental health and digital l i teracy are 
integral components , ensuring that 
the content not only informs, but also 
empowers and educates users .

By combining rigorous, research-based 
content with strategic , empathetic 
communication, and taking into 
consideration local contexts and 
the seamless integration of support 
systems, the theme of evidence-based 
and impactful communication ensures 
that content is informative , engaging 
and effective in promoting mental 
health awareness and support .

It fur ther accentuates the need for 
co-creation and content designed 
specif ically for young people. 
In the post-meeting survey, par ticipants 
highlighted platforms such as 
Headspace ( 10)  and the Black Dog 
Institute ( 11) ,  which offer scienti f ically-
backed information and resources 
tailored to young people’s mental 
health. Initiatives such as Stronger 
Than Stigma ( 12)  leverage story tell ing 
backed by research to communicate 
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impactful narratives and reduce stigma 
surrounding mental health among 
young audiences. 

Theme 3: Prioritize safeguarding, 
including the removal of causes of 
harm
The par ticipants underscored the need 
for digital mental health content to 
priorit ize well-being, ensure universal 
access, and address concerns about 
potential harm and exclusivity. The 
importance of including safeguarding 
and the concept of “do no harm” was 
also emphasized. This principle involves 
creating content that is protective , 
inclusive in its reach and impact , 
and that avoids narratives that may 
inadver tently cause harm. Even though 
these programmes may benefit some 
individuals , the top priority should be 
to avoid causing harm.

In alignment with the "do no harm" 
principle , the speaker stressed the 
need to be especially cautious about 
specif ic por trayals of suicidal behaviour 
which can inadver tently trigger sel f-
harm, par ticularly among young people. 
This underscores the importance 
of priorit izing maximum safety in 
recommendations or content related to 
suicide prevention.

The discussion around trigger warnings 
brought to l ight their complex nature. 
One par ticipant pointed out the lack 
of research on the effects of trigger 
warnings in the context of suicide; 
another mentioned that trigger 
warnings could increase attention and 
curiosity, par ticularly in young people. 
This led to suggestions about using the 
term “ trigger information” rather than 
“ trigger warnings”, to avoid simpli f ying 
the narrative and introducing a more 
thoughtful approach to content 
related to suicide. There are no 

studies analysing the effects of trigger 
warnings in relation to suicide. Trigger 
warnings should never be used as a 
substitute for responsible handling of 
suicide-related information; rather, they 
should be applied thoughtfully and with 
a clear understanding of their potential 
impact on individuals .

A shift in societal communication about 
suicide was proposed, focusing more 
on coping strategies and cautioning 
against harmful narratives. There was 
insuff icient time to discuss specif ic 
strategies; however, there was 
agreement around the need to enhance 
communication about practical actions 
during a crisis . This aligns with the 
idea of “ethical ” content creation in 
digital mental health, which stresses 
the importance of safe , accurate , and 
considerate mental health information. 

This theme collectively advocates for a 
responsible , inclusive , and thoughtful 
approach to creating and disseminating 
digital mental health content , ensuring 
it serves as a supportive and safe 
resource for all  users .

Post-meeting, par ticipants suggested 
the Safety by Design ( 13) framework 
which emphasizes incorporating safety 
features in online platforms to protect 
young users . The Ditch the Label 
campaign ( 14)  actively works towards 
eliminating online bullying, providing 
resources and support for young 
people; moreover, online resources 
such as NetSmartz ( 15)  educate 
young people about Internet safety 
and empower them to navigate online 
spaces responsibly. 

Theme 4: Responsive to new 
developments 
The discussions during the roundtable 
highlighted a signif icant theme in the 
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realm of digital mental health: the need 
for principles to be responsive , dynamic 
and ever-evolving. Par ticipants 
acknowledged the constant and 
rapid changes in how mental health 
content is communicated online and 
emphasized the importance of regularly 
reviewing and revising the guiding 
principles . 

This approach is essential to ensure 
that the content remains f i t for purpose, 
relevant , and future-proof. Recognizing 
that the f irst set of principles may not 
be per fect , there was consensus on the 
need for ongoing iteration, with regular 
monitoring and evaluation of both the 
principles and the content .

An important aspect to being 
responsive and dynamic is the 
incorporation of user and creator 
feedback into the content development 
process. Par ticipants recommended a 
dynamic feedback mechanism, where 
principles are continually reviewed 
and updated based on input from both 
users and content creators . 

It was noted that a signif icant 
challenge in evaluating the impact of 
digital mental health initiatives and 
ensuring that they are responsive to 
new developments, arises from the 
lack of open access to corporate data. 
Companies hold substantial data that 
are not openly accessible , making it 
di ff icult to assess the effectiveness 
of digital mental health initiatives 
comprehensively. This underscores 
the need for greater transparency and 
access to data to inform and improve 
mental health initiatives effectively, 
while safeguarding user data privacy 
and confidentiality.

In the post-meeting survey, initiatives 
such as YoungMinds ( 16)  were 

highlighted which incorporate the latest 
research f indings and innovations into 
their mental health resources to ensure 
materials remain meaningful and useful. 

Theme 5: Cognitive fit and age 
appropriateness
This theme addresses creating mental 
health content that is age-specif ic 
and developmentally appropriate. It 
recognizes that young people come 
from diverse backgrounds and are at 
di fferent stages in their growth and 
development . What is relevant for 
a young person aged 13 years may 
not be suitable for someone who is 
younger or from a different cultural 
setting. The essence of this principle 
l ies in its acknowledgment that age, 
developmental stage and culture (i .e. 
norms related to age-appropriate roles 
and behaviours) signif icantly inf luence 
how individuals perceive and interact 
with mental health content .

There was signif icant discussion in 
the breakout sessions about the age 
groupings from the background paper 
and whether more clearly def ined 
age groups were needed to provide 
guidance. Par ticipants felt that by 
simply communicating the principle 
that all  children and adolescents 
have different neurocognitive and 
developmental prof i les , despite being 
approached similarly by many content 
producers and digital platforms, was a 
good star t .  However, i t was concluded 
that establishing one overarching set 
of principles should be a f irst priority, 
although fur ther elaboration by 
cognitive age would be valuable.

In the post-meeting survey, the 
KidsHealth ( 17 )  platform, which 
customizes mental health information 
to suit various age brackets , was 
suggested as a useful example for 
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this theme. Other online programmes 
and initiatives were mentioned; these 
included the BRAVE Program ( 18)  which 
employs a modular approach, offering 
age-specif ic online resources to aid 
children and teenagers in managing 
anxiety ; and initiatives that provide 
online counsell ing or therapy services 
tailored to adolescents . 

Theme 6: Inclusivity, diversity, 
privacy and accessibility 
This theme emphasizes the importance 
of ensuring that digital mental health 
content is accessible and relevant to 
all  individuals , regardless of cultural , 
l inguistic , gender, or socioeconomic 
background. This is essential in that it 
recognizes that mental health issues 
can affect any person, and everyone 
should have equal access to support 
and information.

Par ticipants stressed that both the 
principles and content should include 
and acknowledge representation of 
diverse experiences and backgrounds. 
Additionally, they highlighted the need 
for sensitivity to the local context , 
including language considerations, 
and the importance of making content 
accessible to specif ic groups, such 
as people with disabil i t ies and 
neurodivergent cognitive prof i les , while 
using gender-sensitive language.

The need for guidelines on privacy, 
especially in relation to how digital 
media platforms, search engines, and 
other online platforms handle user data, 
was emphasized. Concerns were raised 
about where data are going and how 
they will  be used in the future. Privacy 
concerns are par ticularly relevant for 
young children, especially in places 
where gadget-sharing is widespread. 
This raises questions about how 
privacy can be ensured while also 

protecting children and adolescents 
in these settings. The importance of 
addressing privacy is relevant for legal 
and educational reasons, and platforms 
need to recognize this in order to build 
trust with users .

In the post-meeting survey, par ticipants 
recommended platforms such as 
TrevorSpace ( 19)  and the The Steve 
Fund (20)  as examples of spaces 
that help to ensure inclusiveness 
and understanding amongst di fferent 
groups. Initiatives such as Project 
LETS (21)  were recognized for their 
effor ts in enhancing the accessibil i ty 
of mental health resources and support 
for individuals with various abil i t ies ; 
several other campaigns address the 
theme of body positivity which could be 
considered relevant . 

Theme 7: Facilitate help-seeking 
behaviour
This theme emphasizes the need for 
digital mental health content to extend 
beyond mere information-sharing; i t 
stresses the importance of actively 
promoting mental well-being and 
connecting users to vital mental health 
services. The theme is crucial because 
it recognizes that mental health content 
should be supportive and protective , 
offering a gateway to help when 
needed. It also acknowledges that while 
digital platforms may be powerful tools 
for information and awareness, they 
need to be par t of a broader, integrated 
system of support to be truly effective.

Par ticipants highlighted the importance 
of enhancing communication for people 
in crisis and their carers through 
digital mental health content . They 
emphasized that content should provide 
practical advice and coping strategies, 
such as advice on emotional regulation, 
as well as l inks to accessible and 
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affordable mental health support 
within a given context . Additionally, 
par ticipants recommended tailoring 
content according to mental health 
issues and improving the visibil i ty of 
positive health resources.

As an example , platforms could identi f y 
user searches related to specif ic mental 
health challenges, l ike bullying, and 
respond by providing information 
on how to report bullying, coping 
strategies, and l inks to supportive 
communities . These enhancements 
would ensure that digital mental 
health content not only disseminates 
information but also actively supports 
mental well-being.

During discussions, one par ticipant 
highlighted how digital platforms 
could serve as both barriers and 
facil i tators to accessing mental health 
services. Digital and social media 
platforms offer a powerful medium to 
disseminate information; they also have 
the potential to connect individuals 
directly with support services. However, 
young people who access services 
recommended by social media may 
encounter barriers such as data privacy 
and security, as well as di fferences in 
digital l i teracy. 

In the post-meeting survey, tex t and 
telephone based helplines were noted 
as a resource that provide support to 
young people.

A research study conducted in 2021 
(22)  was also mentioned; this was 
based on a randomized control trial 
which found that suicide prevention 
videos should be carefully crafted to 
include relatable narratives, emphasize 
personal mastery of suicidal crises, 
and encourage proactive help-seeking 

behaviours , while also considering 
gender-specif ic di fferences in response.

Theme 8: Reducing stigma and raise 
awareness 
Participants agreed that an important 
principle was reducing stigma and 
supporting raising awareness of mental 
health. Addressing intimidation and 
reducing stigma around mental health 
is viewed as an opportunity to create 
a more supportive online environment 
for young people. This could help 
individuals feel more comfor table 
in seeking help and disclosing their 
mental health challenges without fear 
of judgement or discrimination. 

In this context stigma reduction is 
closely related to mental health crises 
since it can positively impact how 
individuals experiencing such crises are 
perceived and supported. This can lead 
to improved access to mental health 
resources and support , and ultimately 
contribute to better outcomes for 
individuals experiencing mental health 
challenges.

Stigma can be multi faceted. It includes 
the stigma of disclosing suicidal 
thoughts; the stigma in seeking 
help; the stigma around mental 
health conditions; risk and problem 
behaviours , including substance 
use; and the stigma around suicidal 
behaviour. Par ticipants highlighted the 
importance of being clear about the 
specif ic types of stigma that need to 
be reduced, and the potential positive 
impact of messages relating to these 
effor ts . A thoughtful and detailed 
consideration of the different aspects of 
stigma related to mental health, mental 
health conditions and suicide, relevant 
to each context , is required by those 
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intending to implement principles for 
youth mental health content online. 
In addition, par ticipants stressed the 
importance of considering cultural 
di fferences and variations in stigma 
surrounding mental health. 

Par ticipants referenced the work by 
David L Vogel and his team that can 
be drawn upon to improve messaging 
around the reduction of stigma and 
mental health (23) .

In the post-meeting survey, par ticipants 
suggested promoting campaigns such 
as Seize the Awkward (24)  that focus 
on destigmatizing conversations around 
mental health and encourage friends 
to reach out to each other for support . 
Additionally, platforms such as Active 
Minds (25)  engage students on college 
campuses, and foster dialogue to 
break down stigma surrounding mental 
health. 
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5 .  C O N C L U S I O N S

In summary, the exploration of guiding 
principles for online mental health content 
that is developmentally appropriate 
for young people reveals significant 
opportunities and benefits. Participants 
of the meeting highlighted the dynamic 
nature of the digital landscape and 
emphasized the need for adaptable 
principles that evolve with rapidly 
changing technology and environments. 

The potential impact of such principles 
spans various stakeholders, including 
mental health practitioners, youth workers, 
educators, and parents. The principles 
further offer an opportunity to enhance 
the reach of mental health promotion and 
prevention efforts, as well as serving as a 
time-saving measure for researchers and 
intervention designers, offering a standard 
reference list .

However, challenges and barriers are 
multifaceted. Significant obstacles 
include the applicability of the guiding 
principles across diverse global 
contexts, language barriers, cultural and 
religious perspectives on mental health, 
technological limitations, data privacy 
concerns, and funding issues. Additional 
challenges include ensuring age accuracy; 
addressing the complexities of content 
engagement ; disability inclusion; and 
both active and passive discussions on 
online platforms. Continuous updates and 
evaluation of the principles in the face of 
evolving technology, including the growth 
of artif icial intelligence, pose ongoing 
diff iculties.

Through the roundtable discussions, initial 
principles and themes were identif ied, 
along with actions to improve online 
mental health content for young people. 

Such actions include the importance of 
co-design and contextualization in online 
content ; the inclusion of the perspectives 
of people with lived experience; the use 
of evidence-based information, especially 
for different age groups; and thoughtful, 
responsible and supportive communication 
and digital literacy. 

In addition, the seamless integration of 
online and off line support demonstrates 
the need to connect young people to in-
person support . The emphasis on well-
being, universal access, and the principle 
of “doing no harm” underscores the need 
to address concerns about potential harm 
and exclusivity. Finally, the need for a 
shift in societal communication around 
sensitive topics, such as suicide, was 
suggested, as well as the importance of 
focusing on coping strategies, stories 
that relate to hope and recovery, and the 
exclusion of harmful narratives. 

The development of comprehensive 
principles requires a process extending 
beyond the scope of this roundtable 
meeting. The insights from this meeting 
can serve as a f irst step in helping to 
inform approaches to support young 
people’s mental health through online 
platforms, understanding that these may 
develop over time. 

Further work and stakeholder 
collaboration are essential to build upon 
this foundation that supports the creation 
and dissemination of developmentally 
appropriate online mental health content 
for young people. Next steps may include 
further research, validation mechanisms 
for content , identif ying examples of good 
practice, and the involvement of multiple 
stakeholder groups.  
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A N N E X  I I I :  S U M M A R Y  O F 
T H E  R A P I D  R E V I E W  

GOALS OF THE REVIEW 
For the purposes of this brief ing document , the primary 
research question was: 
• What evidence exists about what online content can best 

promote young people’s well-being and mental health, 
from the perspective of professionals , and young people? 

The secondary research questions were: 
• How do young people use social media to be informed 

about mental health? 
• What are the existing principles to use online mental 

health information to promote mental health and well-
being; prevent mental health concerns and self-harm in 
young people? How do these principles di ffer per culture 
and context? 

• What are some of the best practices for communicating 
online mental health content for young people? How can 
l ived experience be used as a communication tool? 

METHODOLOGY
In Phase 1,  a rapid review of existing l i terature on online 
content for mental health promotion and prevention was 
conducted. This included a comprehensive search of peer 
reviewed papers in English in many databases. Twenty 
studies were ultimately identi f ied. 

In Phase 2 , youth consultations were conducted with the 
aims of fur ther understanding the experiences of young 
people with mental health content online and their thoughts 
in designing developmentally appropriate mental health 
content digitally. Twenty-six par ticipants attended four 
youth consultation sessions. Par ticipants represented a 
number of countries of di fferent income levels from around 
the world. Sessions were recorded, transcribed and analyzed 
using thematic analysis ( 1) .

This is a summary of 
findings from Orygen’s 
“Developmentally 
Appropriate Online Mental 
Health Content for Young 
People under 13 Years-
Old and 13-17 Years-Old: 
A Rapid Review,” a paper 
commissioned by the 
WHO to act as a briefing 
document ahead of a 
global consultation in 
relation to developmentally 
appropriate online mental 
health content for young 
people under 13 years old 
and 13-17 years old. The full 
results are being prepared 
for a peer reviewed 
academic paper. 
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RESULTS

THE RAPID REVIEW 
Overall ,  the studies suggested that 
there is a lack of guidance on how 
mental health l i teracy, mental health 
promotion and prevention can be 
developmentally staged. Studies argued 
for using digital technologies as a tool 
for mental health promotion but there 
is a paucity of research that considers 
di fferent developmental milestones. 
This is especially true for those under 
the age of 13. All studies suggested 
that the involvement of young people in 
creating a strategy for developmental 
staging of information is crucial. 

A paper by Kågström et al.  provided 
insights that can serve as guidance 
for digital mental health content for 
young people. They offer a framework 
mapping mental health l i teracy-
related content on developmental 
milestones and highlight the variation 
in development globally suggesting 
that culture and context should 
be considered when applying this 
framework in a given setting (2).  It may 
serve as a base for adaptation and 
implementation to the digital space. 

Newman et al.  recommended that 
mental health services need to 
be responsive to developmental 
needs across the l i fespan (3).  The 
authors offer recommendations on 
aligning existing health services with 
developmental milestones: 
• Infancy and pre-school period. For 

0- to 4-year-olds, children’s mental 
health services must work primarily 
with the parents as par tners , 
often focusing on the parent-
child attachment relationship and 
prevention of child maltreatment 
and trauma. Interventions should 
focus on relationships and 
promoting neurobiological and 
psychosocial development . Close 

coordination is needed with primary 
health services. 

• Primary school age. Mental health 
services must continue to work 
very closely with the parents of 
5- to 11-year-old children, but 
may increasingly engage children 
themselves individually or in 
groups, as their language and 
cognitive abil i t ies support direct 
psychotherapies. Family and 
parenting work may be used to 
address attachment , behaviour 
patterns and emotional regulation 
by engaging parents as ‘co-
therapists ’ to actively modif y the 
social environment of the child. 
Close coordination is sti l l  needed 
with primary health services, 
paediatric services, primary school 
student support services, school 
nurses and welfare and family 
support services, when children 
have multiple concurrent needs. 

• Secondary school age/adolescents . 
By early adolescence (11–14 years) 
into later adolescence (15–18 
years), young people can take 
increasing responsibil i ty for their 
behaviour and may par ticipate in 
individual and group psychological 
therapies. However, adolescents 
generally need parental help to 
attend treatment or to set l imits to 
create consequences to inf luence 
social learning and emotional 
development . 

The l ink between social media and 
adolescent well-being was a recurrent 
theme across the papers included 
where results were mixed. Some papers 
highlighted that social media either had 
mixed or no effect on adolescent well-
being (4) ,  while others , identi f ied that 
benefits were indirect and fuelled by 
perceptions regarding perceived social 
support . There were concerns about the 
association between increased intensity 
of t ime spent online and increased 
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risk of exposure to online harm, such 
as cyber bullying (4) .  This paper 
was in l ine with the growing body 
of l i terature highlighting that some 
adolescents are par ticularly vulnerable 
to negative online interactions and are 
consequently experiencing a worsening 
of their mental health. Understanding 
who those adolescents are and in 
what circumstances social media has a 
harmful impact on them is an important 
next step that needs to be explored. 

About 95% of studies were conducted 
in high-income settings. Only one 
paper came from a low-and middle-
income setting, overviewing digital 
health strategies in ten African 
countries (5) .  This did not include 
any specif ic consideration of children 
and youth in the development and 
application of digital technologies, 
the management of health data, or 
the development or monitoring of the 
strategy. No papers indicated that 
children and youth had been involved 
in the development of the strategy and 
six strategies make no reference to the 
inclusion of communities . Moreover, 
mental health was not mentioned in 
any of these digital health strategies – 
showing a clear gap in health policy in 
the included countries . 

Some of the studies selected in 
the review report their co-design 
methodology with young people – 
such as Peck et al.  (6) and Thorn et 
al.  ( 7 ) .  These papers can be used as a 
methodological basis for co-designing 
developmentally staged information for 
young people. 

The association between internet 
use and self-harm and suicide were 
discussed in various papers (8 , 9). 
Both studies highlighted the need 
for monitoring online content and 
understanding viewers' engagement . 
One study suggested that young people 

are highly receptive to professional 
support provided online and in addition 
peer support and self-help was 
also highly endorsed ( 10).  A second 
paper argued for taking a theoretical 
approach where risk factors believed 
to place someone at risk of suicide 
(i .e. ,  perceived burdensomeness, social 
connectedness and acquired capabil i ty) 
could be harnessed as protective 
factors on social media by increasing 
one’s connectedness, support , and 
access to online information. 

Four studies included in the review 
explored suicide prevention online 
using safe messaging – and were 
related to Australia’s #chatsafe 
campaign. In summary, these studies 
found that social media-based suicide 
prevention messages developed with 
young people could be developed 
safely and were acceptable , feasible 
and effective. There were a number of 
positive results including young people 
feeling more able to communicate 
safely about suicide; less l ikely to share 
suicide related content and more l ike to 
monitor their posts for harmful content , 
to name a few ( 11,  12 , 13) .  The co-design 
methods used during the development 
of #chatsafe were discussed by Thorn 
et al.  ( 7 ) . 

PR AC TICAL E XAMPLES OF 
MENTAL HE ALTH PROMOTION AND 
PRE VENTION ONLINE 
Some studies discussed empirical work 
on developing digital resources for 
mental health l i teracy or mental health 
promotion in di fferent settings (6 , 14 , 
15). 

Lastly, Nicholas et al.  ( 16) present a 
programme called Reach Out!,  whereby 
the authors aimed to establish a brand 
that is recognised by young people and 
that they associate with getting the 
help they need . 
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THE YOUTH CONSULTATIONS 
Overall ,  young people highlighted the 
importance of inclusive and culturally 
responsive mental health content 
online. Young people underscored the 
need for reliable , evidence-based, and 
authentic information, and expressed a 
preference for shor t-form, personalized 
and youth-specif ic content on various 
digital platforms for mental health 
promotion. 

Youth par ticipants had mixed 
experiences with existing mental health 
promotion and prevention content on 
social media. Par ticipants generally 
sought content on mental health and 
well-being practices through platforms 
such as Instagram, TikTok , Pinterest , 
and YouTube. TikTok , in par ticular, 
featured content related to depression 
and suicide, and many par ticipants 
reported the content to be harmful 
sometimes. Instagram was considered 
more upli ft ing, providing a sense of 
comfor t .  While these platforms offered 
valuable information, there was a 
common desire for more self-care 
content , less general and more youth-
target information. 

Some par ticipants expressed that 
content on the symptoms of di fferent 
mental health concerns often led to 
young people sel f-diagnosing or sel f-
identi f ying with concerns. They added 
that these young people were often left 
without information on how to access 
services and support , and worried 
about the implications or consequences 
of l iving with a condition. 

Young people suggested that it was 
important to know that the mental 
health information on their feeds 
were from quali f ied professionals and 
evidence-based resources. An example 
of one platform which young people 
trusted for mental health information 
was OurHerd, developed in Australia. 

OurHerd is an application dedicated 
solely to mental health, where content 
is f i l tered before being published. 
Some young people commented they 
never fully trust information they 
encounter online , while others said 
that they look out for logos and names 
of organizations they trust to evaluate 
whether they follow guidance from 
information online. 

Par ticipants discussed that the safety 
of mental health content online should 
be considered when building new 
mental health advocacy campaigns. 
Many thought that learning about 
other young people’s l ived or l iving 
experiences can be helpful for some, 
but may be a trigger to someone else. 
For example , a par ticipant mentioned 
having encountered online a site 
where peers supported each other 
in having eating disorders (pro-
anorexic websites). The par ticipant 
also described that this content 
signif icantly and negatively impacted 
her mental health and thought that 
it was triggering. Some par ticipants 
explained that while social media can 
support raising awareness and help 
young people open up about their 
mental health, stigma and mental 
health-related prejudice can sti l l  cause 
harm online.

A fur ther challenge that many 
par ticipants mentioned with existing 
content for mental health online was 
language. They explained that most 
content is only available in English, 
and some added that most content is 
developed in high-income settings, 
making it harder for young people from 
other settings to relate. 

Some par ticipants indicated a 
preference that mental health content 
be mainstreamed into other everyday 
activit ies online. As an example , a 
par ticipant described how a make-up 
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artist inf luencer on Instagram talks 
about mental health in addition to 
make-up, therefore reaching a wide 
audience with mental health content . 
Other par ticipants indicated they would 
use Google for searching information in 
everyday l i fe , opening an opportunity 
for placing mental health-related 
information and campaigns on this 
platform. A number of par ticipants 
expressed their desire to see 
information on where and how they can 
access psychological support for free , 
which was often hard to f ind. 

Many par ticipants expressed a 
preference for colour ful and organic 
content that integrates mental health 
into other topics. Others highlighted 
that personalized content for mental 
health prevention is essential ,  this 
could be in the form of personalized 
WhatsApp messages, or tailored 
adver tisements about mental health 
and well-being for specif ic regions. 
Some young people suggested the 
development of safe and ethical 
algorithms for platforms like Instagram. 
Lastly, par ticipants emphasised the 
importance of terminology clari f ication 
for content creators . 

Par ticipants ref lected on how their 
preferences for mental health content 
had changed over time. Some indicated 
there is information they actively seek 
out online , and there is information 
that they come across by chance on 
their social media feed. A number of 
young people said that when they 
were younger, they may not have 
understood that some information they 
saw online was based on algorithms or 
adver tisements. They expressed that 
they could not have crit ically appraised 
what information was evidence-based 
and safe. They were of the view that 
younger children and adolescents may 
be at a higher risk of encountering 
unsafe content as they may not yet 

know how to control what information 
they do or do not have access to. 

Many noted a shift from earlier 
concerns about negative emotions and 
bullying to a more current focus on 
resources for navigating the challenges 
of being a teenager. Other par ticipants 
said that when they were younger 
there was no discussion among 
their peers about mental health and 
explained that this has changed over 
time. Others stated that they had more 
responsibil i t ies as time went by and 
this meant that their levels of anxiety 
may have increased. For example , they 
mentioned they star ted making choices 
about their future , including education 
and employment . They experienced 
these choices as having more and 
more control and responsibil i ty in their 
l i fe , which at times made them feel 
distressed. Some par ticipants indicated 
that they were not previously aware of 
mental health topics but now actively 
sought information on communicating 
feelings, managing emotions, and l iving 
with individuals with mental health 
conditions or disabil i t ies . 

R E COMMENDATIONS ON 
F U T U R E NE X T STEPS 
Based on the f indings of the included 
papers , i t is clear that there is a need 
for online mental health promotion 
and that it can be an effective way to 
reach young people. However, there 
is a lack of guidance on how mental 
health promotion and prevention could 
be developmentally staged. There are 
some existing frameworks in the f ield 
of mental health promotion and mental 
health l i teracy off l ine that may inform 
the developmental staging of mental 
health content digitally. 

The role that young people play in 
shaping mental health content and 
information that is relevant to them 
is crit ical.  Util izing their knowledge 
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and wisdom to shape content that 
is relevant to them, and their peers , 
is crit ical i f  we aim to provide 
accessible , evidence informed and 
reliable information. The l i terature 
on the development of the #chatsafe 
campaign can offer guidance on co-
designing content with young people , 
and presenting mental health content 
in the form of online messaging ( 7, 12 , 
13 , 17-19) 

Kågström et al.  (2)  made a range of 
recommendations for building age-
appropriate mental health content . 
While these recommendations were 
primarily designed for mental health 
l i teracy online , they can inform digital 
content creation as well. 

Youth advisors in this consultation 
expressed various risks and benefits 
they have experienced with mental 
health content currently available 
online. This rich exper tise by 
experience should inform mental health 
promotion going forward. 

CONCLUSIONS 
There is an abundance of research 
looking at mental health promotion 
and prevention for young people. 
However, l i ttle attention has been 
paid to building developmentally-
informed content online for young 
people. Based on a rapid review of 
l i terature and consultations with young 
people globally, i t  is recommended 
that existing frameworks mapping 
mental health l i teracy curricula on 
developmental milestones are used 
to build developmentally appropriate 
mental health content . Co-designing 
with young people throughout this 
process is essential and will  ensure 
that the content best represents young 
peoples’ identity, social and emotional 
development . 

R EF ER ENCE S 
1.  Braun V, Clarke V. (2021). One size f i ts 

all? What counts as quality practice in 
(ref lexive) thematic analysis? Qual Res 
Psychol. 18(3):328–52 . https://doi.org/1
0.1080/14780887.2020.1769238 

2 . Kågström A , Juríková L , Guerrero Z . 
(2023) Developmentally appropriate 
mental health l i teracy content for 
school- aged children and adolescents . 
Glob Ment Health (Cambs). 10:e25. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2023.16

3. Newman L , Birleson P. (2012) Mental 
health planning for children and youth: 
is i t developmentally appropriate? 
Australas Psychiatry. 20(2):91–7. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1039856211432479

4. Best P, Manktelow R, Taylor B. (2014). 
Online communication, social media 
and adolescent wellbeing: A systematic 
narrative review. Child Youth Serv Rev. 
41:27–36. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
childyouth.2014.03.001 

5. Holly L , Smith RD, Ndil i  N, Franz C, 
Stevens EAG. (2022). A review of 
digital health strategies in 10 countries 
with young populations: do they serve 
the health and wellbeing of children 
and youth in a digital age? Front 
Digit Health. 4:817810. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fdgth.2022 .817810

6. Peck CE , Lim MH, Purkiss M, Foley 
F, Hopkins L , Thomas N. (2020). 
Development of a l ived experience-
based digital resource for a digitally-
assisted peer support program for 
young people experiencing psychosis . 
Front Psychiatry. 11:635. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyt .2020.00635 

7. Thorn P, Hil l  NT, Lamblin M, Teh 
Z , Battersby-Coulter R , Rice S, et 
al.  (2020). Developing a suicide 
prevention social media campaign 
with young people (The# Chatsafe 
project): co-design approach. JMIR 
Ment Health. 7(5):e17520. https://doi.
org/10.2196/17520 



3 2

V I R T U A L  R O U N D T A B L E  M E E T I N G  |   Online mental health content for young people, 4 October 2023

8. Mars B, Heron J, Biddle L , Donovan 
JL , Holley R, Piper M, et al.  (2015). 
Exposure to, and searching for, 
information about suicide and self-
harm on the Internet : Prevalence 
and predictors in a population based 
cohort of young adults . J Affect Disord. 
185:239–45. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jad.2015.06.001

9. Dagar A , Falcone T. (2019). High 
viewership of videos about teenage 
suicide on YouTube. J Am Acad Child 
Adolesc Psychiatry. 59(1):1–3. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j. jaac.2019.10.012 

10. Frost M, Casey L , Rando N. (2015). Self-
injury, help-seeking, and the Internet . 
Crisis . https://doi.org/10.1027/0227-
5910/a000346 

11.  Robinson J, Bailey E , Hetrick S, Paix 
S, O ’Donnell M, Cox G, et al.  (2017 ). 
Developing social media-based suicide 
prevention messages in par tnership 
with young people: exploratory study. 
JMIR Ment Health. 4(4):e40. https://doi.
org/10.2196/mental.7847

12 . La Sala L , Teh Z , Lamblin M, Rajaram 
G, Rice S, Hil l  NTM, et al.  (2021). Can 
a social media intervention improve 
online communication about suicide? 
A feasibil i ty study examining the 
acceptabil i ty and potential impact of 
the #chatsafe campaign. PLoS One. 
16(6):e0253278. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0253278

13. Robinson J, Teh Z , Lamblin M, Hil l  NTM, 
La Sala L , Thorn P. (2021). Globalization 
of the #chatsafe guidelines: Using 
social media for youth suicide 
prevention. Early Interv Psychiatry. 
15(5):1409–13. https://doi.org/10.1111/
eip.13044

14. Kutcher S, Wei Y. (2020). School mental 
health: a necessary component of 
youth mental health policy and plans. 
World Psychiatry. 19(2):174. https://doi.
org/10.1002/wps.20732

15. Wishar t TE , DeMars D, McKinley GP. 
(2022). The self appreciation project : 
An exploratory study of social media for 

youth mental health promotion. Ment 
Health Prev. 28:200248. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.mhp.2022 .200248 

16. Nicholas J.  (2010). The role of internet 
technology and social branding in 
improving the mental health and 
wellbeing of young people. Perspect 
Public Health. 130(2):86–90. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1757913908101797 

17. Robinson J, Thorn P, McKay S, Hemming 
L , Battersby-Coulter R , Cooper C, 
et al.  (2023). #chatsafe 2 .0. updated 
guidelines to support young people 
to communicate safely online about 
sel f-harm and suicide: a Delphi 
exper t consensus study. PLoS One. 
18(8):e0289494. https ://doi.org/10.137 1/
journal.pone.0289494

18. La Sala L , Pirkis J,  Cooper C, Hil l  NTM, 
Lamblin M, Rajaram G, et al.  (2023). 
Acceptabil i ty and potential impact 
of the# chatsafe suicide postvention 
response among young people who 
have been exposed to suicide: pilot 
study. JMIR Hum Factors . 10:e44535. 
https://doi.org/10.2196/44535

19. Robinson J, Hil l  NTM, Thorn P, Battersby 
R, Teh Z , Reavley NJ, et al.  (2018). 
The #chatsafe project . Developing 
guidelines to help young people 
communicate safely about suicide on 
social media: A Delphi study. PLoS One. 
13(11):e0206584. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0206584 



3 3

V I R T U A L  R O U N D T A B L E  M E E T I N G  |   Online mental health content for young people, 4 October 2023


