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WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS RESOURCE?

This guide provides an introduction to approaching mental health 

issues with young people in a youth ministry context. It provides 

guidance to adult leaders working with young people. It has 

been prepared by the Archdiocesan Office for Youth (AOY) in the 

Archdiocese of Melbourne. Assistance has also been provided by the 

Professional Standards Unit in the Archdiocese of Melbourne, youth 

ministers, independent counsellors and youth workers.
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WHAT IS MENTAL HEALTH?
Mental health refers to someone’s emotional and social wellbeing. With good mental health we can manage the 
normal ups and downs of life, but if our mental health declines it can affect our feelings, thoughts and actions. 
Mental health problems may be caused by biological factors or by life experiences. When mental health problems 
continue or begin to significantly affect a person’s daily life, it is possible that a mental illness is developing. 

Mental illness can occur at any age, but the peak age of onset is adolescence. Anxiety and depression are the 
highest prevailing mental illnesses among young people. Other common mental health issues affecting young people 
include eating disorders, alcohol and substance abuse, and psychosis. 

WHAT IS MY ROLE AS A YOUTH MINISTRY LEADER IN SUPPORTING A YOUNG 
PERSON WITH MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS?
As a youth ministry leader, you should not attempt to diagnose or counsel a young person who is experiencing mental 
health problems: this is the role of a doctor or mental health professional. As a trusted mentor in the life of a young 
person, you do, however, play an important role in being someone who might encourage and assist a 
young person to access the appropriate care they need. 

  This guide provides an introduction for approaching mental health issues with young people in a 
    youth ministry context. To help you be better prepared to assist a young person with mental health 
       problems, you might consider becoming a Youth Mental Health First Aider by undertaking an 
        accredited training course. Mental Health First Aiders are trained to provide help to someone 
          who is developing a mental health problem, has a worsening of an existing mental health 
   problem or is in a mental health crisis. The first aid is given until appropriate professional 
     help is received or the crisis resolves. See page 16 for details.
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Behaviours
• Avoiding situations that are challenging
• Fussiness
• Withdrawal
• Perfectionism
• Poor concentration
• Tiredness
• Overactivity
• Distraction
• Noncompliance
• Repetitive behaviours
• Unusual and restricted interests
• Signs of distress such as crying or self-harm
• Negativity
• Paranoia and irrational thinking
• Hallucinations
• Poor self-control

Learning issues
• Lack of problem solving skills
• Academic difficulties
• Difficulty maintaining focus
• Not hearing all instructions

Emotions
• Nervousness
• Fearfulness
• Sadness
• Persistent moodiness
• Excessive anger

Social issues
• Severe shyness
• Being isolated, rejected or bullied
• Lack of perspective
• Over-talkativeness
• Argumentativeness
• Aggression towards others
• Difficulty in communicating with other
• Problems in relating to others

THINGS TO LOOK OUT FOR…
It can sometimes be difficult to distinguish the symptoms of mental health problems from normal adolescent behav-
iours and moods. As a youth ministry leader, you may become aware of changes in a young person’s usual behaviour 
and mood. These changes might include:
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WHAT DO I DO IF A YOUNG PERSON APPROACHES ME WITH A PROBLEM?
A young person may identify a youth ministry leader as someone they can trust. If a young person approaches you to 
share a difficulty they are experiencing, keep the following in mind: 

Create a safe space
• It can take a lot of courage for a young person to approach an adult and share their difficulties. Affirm the 

young person for making the decision to speak with you and take their request to speak with you seriously.
• It’s a requirement that youth ministry leaders are not in a position where they are alone with a young 

person. You should ensure that you remain within eyesight of others or ask if another leader can join your 
conversation.

• At the start of your conversation, let the young person know that you may need to speak to others if you 
are concerned for their wellbeing. 

Listen
Often, the most important thing you can do for a young person experiencing a problem is simply to listen. 

• Allow the young person to lead the conversation. This may mean you listen for 10-15 minutes before 
responding.  As the young person shares their thoughts, use non-verbal communication like nodding and 
eye contact.

• Allow space for silence if the young person is struggling to communicate with you. They may need time to 
pull together their words. Don’t force or rush the young person to speak.

• Maintain attentive body language: eye contact, leaning slightly forward, arms uncrossed.
• While the young person is speaking, use the time to process your own thoughts and discern how best to 

respond calmly and empathetically.

Assess
Be alert to situations where a young person may be in danger, or where problems seem to have persisted over 
time and significantly affect the young person’s feelings and actions.

• Actively acknowledge what the young person has said to you. This can be done by repeating what the 
young person has said.

• Ask open-ended questions to help you understand what the young person is saying. Open questions invite 
information and allow the young person to only say what they wish to say. Examples of open questions 
include: “How does that make you feel?” “How is this affecting you?” “What might be making you feel 
this way?”

• An important question to ask is “How long have you been feeling this way”?
• If you are concerned that a young person is having suicidal thoughts it is crucial to ask them directly. See 

“What do I do if a young person is in danger?” (Page 8)
• After listening to the young person, thank them for sharing with you, and affirm that they made a good 

decision in seeking help.  
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The situation described by the young person will guide you in how to best respond. It is not your role to 
investigate the problem or diagnose the young person, but you do have a role to play in ensuring they get the 
appropriate care they need.   If a young person is in danger or you become aware of a potentially criminal situation, 
you should treat the situation as a crisis and be ready to respond.  See What do I do if a young person is in danger? 
(Page 8)

Inform your Youth Ministry Coordinator or Parish Priest about the conversation which has taken place and the 
nature of the discussion. This helps protect you from becoming too personally invested in the situation beyond the 
scope of your youth ministry role, as well as helping you de-brief and draw upon the wisdom of others to discern 
your next steps. You can also decide together whether the young person’s family should be informed. 

It is a good practice to keep written notes of any significant conversations including where and when it took place, 
what was discussed, and what response was given. You can use an incident report template for this. (See page 18)

Next steps >  What do I do if a young person is in danger? (p8) How do I encourage a young 
person to get help? (p11) Who can I refer a young person to? (p12) How should our youth 

ministry document issues? (p16)



WHAT DO I DO IF A YOUNG PERSON IS IN DANGER?

If a young person is in immediate danger, or presents a 
serious risk to others around them, contact 000.

Suicidal thoughts, self-harm, eating disorders, signs of psychosis, abuse or persistent signs of declining mental 
health are examples of issues that should be considered crisis situations. Crisis situations must always be referred to 
professional support – any immediate threat to the safety of a young person or others should be referred to 000. Your 
Parish Priest must also be informed and an incident report created. 

Crisis situations should be discussed with the parents or caregivers for any young person. If you are in doubt about 
whether this is appropriate or helpful to the young person, discuss the situation with your Parish Priest. 

If a situation is possibly criminal (for example, involves abuse) the young person should be encouraged to make a 
report to police. If they are reluctant to do this, you or your Parish Priest may need to determine whether to do this. 
Be aware that adults in Victoria have a legal responsibility to report a situation where they have formed a 
 reasonable belief that a sexual offence has been committed by an adult against a child 
  under the age of 16. For more information on reporting suspected abuse refer to the AOY’s 
      guide for safe youth ministry Seriously important things you need to know available online at 
   the AOY’s website.
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Suicide

If you are concerned that a young person is having suicidal thoughts it is crucial to ask them directly. Your 
question should be clear and unambiguous: “Are you having thoughts of suicide?” or “Are you thinking 
about killing yourself?” Do not avoid using the word “suicide”. Ask questions to ascertain the immediacy 
of the danger to the young person’s life: “Do you have a plan for suicide?” “Have you taken steps to 
secure the means to kill yourself?”

Someone who is suicidal should not be left alone. If the person has a specific plan for suicide or if they 
have the means to carry out their plan, call a crisis telephone line or chat service.

Police, fire, ambulance: 000

Lifeline:  Lifeline provides 24-hour telephone crises support for suicide prevention. 
13 11 14 There is also an online chat facility available 7pm – midnight every day. 
 www.lifeline.org.au/get-help/online-services/crisis-chat 

Suicide Call  As well as a crisis telephone number, the Suicide Callback Service provides free
Back Service:   short term telephone counselling (up to six sessions), and free video and online 
1300 659 467 chat counselling. (For people aged 15 years and older)
 www.suicidecallbackservice.org.au

Suicide Line (Victoria):  The Victorian Suicide Line provides free short term telephone counselling 
1300 651 251 (up to six sessions), and free video and online chat counselling.



WHAT DO I DO IF I AM CONCERNED ABOUT A YOUNG PERSON’S MENTAL HEALTH?
If you are concerned about a young person in your ministry, let your Youth Ministry Coordinator or Parish Priest 
know. They may be aware of a particular situation the young person is going through, and whether they are already 
receiving support.  If not, you can decide together how to initiate a conversation with the young person. If you 
feel concerned, it is important that this conversation takes place: don’t assume the young person is already being 
supported elsewhere and don’t sit back to see what happens.

Tips for initiating a conversation
• Identify another leader or trusted adult to help you initiate a conversation with the young person.
• Be somewhere visible to others, such as a far corner of a hall. 
• Maintain eye contact, and open and relaxed body language. A helpful start is to describe what you see: 

“I’ve noticed you sitting alone lately…” “You look sad today”
• Be explicit that you care for the young person and want to help them.
• Ask the young person questions that invite them to share what’s going on with them: “Are you ok?” “How 

are things with you at the moment?” 
• The young person may prefer to talk in a more private area. Ask if they would like to move the conversation 

to a different area or speak at a different time. It always preferable that these conversations take place in 
person and always in places where you can be seen by others. It may be less confronting to stand or sit 
next to the young person rather than directly across from them. 

Remember that your role as a youth minister is to encourage and assist a young person to access the appropriate 
care they need, not to provide ongoing counsel. If a young person is open to sharing with you, follow the steps for 
creating a safe space, listening and assessing the situation on page 6. It may be, however, that the young person is 
unwilling to share with you, or does not recognise that they may need support. See What do I do if a young person 
denies there is a problem or doesn’t want help? (Page 14)

Next steps > What do I do if a young person is in danger?(p8) 
How do I encourage a young person to get help?(p11) 

Who can I refer a young person to? (p12) How should our youth ministry document issues? (p16)
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HOW DO I ENCOURAGE A YOUNG PERSON TO GET HELP?
Whether a young person has approached you, or you have initiated a conversation with a young person about your 
concerns, be ready to give support and information and encourage them to get appropriate help. It will be easier 
for a young person to receive your advice and encouragement if they feel that they have been listened to.

The best person you can refer a young person to is a General Practitioner (doctor), but other options are also 
available. See Who can I refer a young person to? (Page 12)

Tips for encouraging a young person to get help:
• Have up-to-date information ready to provide in an accessible format. 
• Empower the young person to begin making decisions by giving them options on how to make contact 

with different resources. This could mean leaving contact information for different services with the 
young person.

• Encourage the young person to speak with their parents or carers. If you are concerned about a young 
person who is reluctant to speak to their parents, you may need to speak with your Youth Ministry 
Coordinator or Parish Priest about making this contact yourselves if it is in the interests of the young 
person. Provide the young person with options on how they would like their parents to be informed: “I 
know this is difficult, so you can decide how we tell your parents. We can invite your mum to join us 
when she comes to pick you up, or I can call her tomorrow.”

• Any crisis situation should be discussed with parents or carers of a young person. If you are in doubt 
about whether this is appropriate or will be helpful to the young person, discuss the situation with your 
Parish Priest.

Next steps > Who can I refer a young person to? (p12)
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WHO CAN I REFER A YOUNG PERSON TO?
There are different services available for young people experiencing mental health problems. Update the template on 
page 19 with local information for your ministry and have these details available whenever you meet.

It may take some time to find the most effective and appropriate care for a young person, and the young person 
may need to be encouraged to try different professionals or resources. Different approaches can be explored 
simultaneously. A young person may also find it useful to have a network of people and resources they can call upon 
for support. 
 
General Practitioner
A General Practitioner is the most valuable professional a young person experiencing mental health problems can 
be referred to in the first instance. A GP can provide a mental health assessment and Mental Health Treatment Plan 
for a young person, which may include prescribing medication or referrals to mental health professionals including 
psychologists or psychiatrists.

Through the Better Access scheme, Medicare rebates are available to make these treatments more affordable. 
Anyone aged over 15 can apply for their own Medicare card and independently visit bulk-billing GPs. Your youth 
ministry should identify a local youth-friendly GP who you can feel comfortable referring a young person to.

Parish Priests and other religious leaders
Priests, pastoral workers, chaplains and other religious leaders are often well trained to support people when they 
are most vulnerable. You may want to encourage a young person to meet with a religious leader if they are using 
spiritual language to describe their problem. A responsible priest or religious leader will identify when other support 
is required and encourage and assist the young person to seek appropriate professional support from other sources. 
Prayer, the sacraments, and other spiritual practices can also be sources of healing.

Headspace Centres
Headspace Centres provide support, information, and advice for young people aged 12-25 on general health, mental 
health and counselling, education, employment, and alcohol, drug and other services. Headspace Centres are 
located all around Melbourne. See www.headspace.org.au/headspace-centres for details.



Phone lines and chat services
Phone lines and online chat services can be a non-confronting 
way for young people to talk to trained counsellors.
 
Lifeline: 13 11 14 (cost of a local call, 24 hours)
Kids Helpline: 1800 55 1800 (free call from a land line, 24 hours)
BeyondBlue: 1300 22 4636 (24 hours) / 
www.beyondblue.org.au/get-support/get-immediate-support for online chat 3pm – 12am. 

Websites and apps
There are many Australian-based websites and apps which provide resources 
and advice for young people, including:
ReachOut: www.reachout.com
Headspace: www.eheadspace.org.au
Beyond Blue: www.youthbeyondblue.com

The Checkin App by Beyond Blue: Free from the Apple Store and Google Play 
ReachOut Worry Time: Free from the Apple Store and Google Play
SmilingMind App: Free from the Apple Store and Google Play.

Youth Centres
Youth centres often include a number of services in the one location and usually do not require an appointment. 
Local councils will have information about local youth services.

School Counsellor
Most schools will have a counsellor available on site. If many young people in your ministry come from the same 
school, it is a good idea to have the name and contact details of the school’s counsellor available.
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WHAT DO I DO IF A YOUNG PERSON DENIES THERE IS A PROBLEM OR DOESN’T 
WANT HELP?
It can be overwhelming and scary for a young person to share their problems or seek help. A young person may feel 
ashamed about admitting they are struggling. Even if you initiate a conversation with a young person, they may deny 
they have a problem or refuse your help. 

If a young person doesn’t want help…
• Speak positively about mental health and the support available. “Sometimes it’s really helpful to talk 

through our problems with someone – my GP has taught me different ways of managing my worries.”
• If the young person denies there is a problem, don’t criticise, lecture, nag or threaten the young person. 

Acknowledge they’re not ready to talk.
• It may still be appropriate to offer information. “We don’t need to talk right now. But here’s some 

information you can look up online that might be helpful”.
• Affirm that you care for the young person and will be available to speak with them when they are ready. 

“It’s ok you don’t want to talk about it now. We are here for you when you’re ready to discuss it”. “Is there 
someone else you’d rather talk to?”

• Avoid a confrontation unless it’s necessary to prevent them hurting themselves or others. If a young person 
is in danger or is a risk to others, you may need to seek assistance against their wishes. 

• If you are concerned that a young person is having suicidal thoughts it is crucial to ask them directly. See What 
do I do if a young person is in danger? (Page 8)

• If you continue to feel concerned about the young person, or if there are signs of mental health problems 
seem to be increasing, raise the conversation again. 
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HOW CAN OUR YOUTH MINISTRY PROVIDE ONGOING SUPPORT?
It is valuable for a young person to have a network of trusted friends and adults they can turn to for support. Your 
youth ministry is one resource available to young people experiencing mental health problems. Even when a young 
person is accessing effective care through their GP or other professional, you have an ongoing role in caring for and 
loving the young person in a Christ-like way.

Practical tips for providing ongoing support:
• Remain open for conversation and ask how the young person is feeling, and how they are going with the 

help they have received.
• If a young person hasn’t found the services they have accessed so far to be helpful, encourage them to 

try a different professional, and that there will be someone who will be able to help them. “What did the 
doctor suggest? What did you think of their advice?”

• Continue to invite and include the young person in regular youth ministry activities. Do not limit your 
conversations with the young person to be about their problems only; speak about the different areas and 
interests in their life.

• Continue to pray for the young person.

HOW DO I CARE FOR MYSELF?
Supporting someone with a mental health problem can be challenging. In giving your support, 
you need to take care of your own mental health, and ensure that you are not becoming 
overwhelmed by or too invested in someone else’s problem.

Speak with your Youth Ministry Coordinator or Parish Priest about issues that arise and 
how they are personally affecting you. It is a good idea to have a ministry mentor with 
whom you periodically meet to discuss how you are going as a youth minister. With 
these people you can identify boundaries in ministering to young people appropriate 
to your training and availability.

If there is a traumatic or distressing incident that you are involved in or have 
heard about, ensure that you debrief this with a trusted mentor or other 
professional as soon as possible, ideally within 24 hours. Contact the 
Archdiocesan Office for Youth on 9287 5565 for information on other 
support which is available to you. 
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HOW SHOULD MY YOUTH GROUP DOCUMENT ISSUES?
It is good practice to document significant conversations as they occur in your youth ministry. Any crisis situation 
should be recorded in an incident report. The incident report should include the following:

• Date of incident
• Incident (or discussion) description
• Advice given to the young person
• Action taken (including who the incident/conversation has been reported to)
• Response received from Youth Ministry Coordinator or Parish Priest.
• Signature and date

For an incident report template see page 18. Ensure that reports are filed in a secure and private space, ideally 
within the parish office.

WHERE CAN I FIND MORE INFORMATION?
Training:
The Youth Mental Health First Aid Course teaches adults how to assist adolescents who are developing a mental 
health problem or in a mental health crisis. Course participants learn about adolescent development, the signs and 
symptoms of the common and disabling mental health problems in young people, where and how to get help when a 
young person is developing a mental illness, what sort of help has been shown by research to be effective, and how 
to provide first aid in a crisis situation.
 
The Archdiocesan Office for Youth periodically offers the Youth Mental Health First Aid Course through accredited 
providers. You can also find courses through: www.mhfa.com.au/courses/public or www.ultimateyouthworker.com.au/
training/

Websites:
Beyond Blue: www.beyondblue.org.au Headspace: www.headspace.org.au
National Institute of Mental Health: www.nimh.nih.gov  ReachOut: www.reachout.com
Parenting Strategies: http://www.parentingstrategies.net RUOK: www.ruok.org.au
YouthInMind Australia: www.youthinmind.info

Youth Ministry Resource Library:
The following books are available to borrow free of charge from the AOY Youth Ministry and are specifically related to 
the Catholic youth ministry context. To borrow them, visit www.cam.org.au/youth/Resources/Youth-Ministry-Library.

The Elephant in the Youth Room Jim Chesnes and Kevin Driscoll 
The Elephant in the Youth Room helps youth ministry leaders understand pastoral care as a ministry of 
compassionate presence, and gives practical advice for responding to issues including mental illness, substance 
abuse, and grief. 

When a Teen Chooses You Joseph Moore 
When a Teen Chooses You contains practical information for anyone offering spiritual guidance to a teenager. It 
helps adults develop skills to speak with young people about prayer, morality, sin and guilt, especially where a young 
person has sought them for advice. 

Emotionally Healthy Spiritually Pete Scazzero
Emotionally Healthy Spirituality covers topics including how to identify emotionally unhealthy spirituality, how to 
grow through grief and loss, and how to develop into an emotionally mature adult.
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If I’m approached by a young person…  
If I am concerned about a 

young person’s mental health… 

Create a safe space, listen and assess. 
See: What do I do if a young person 
approaches me with a problem? (p6)

Speak with your Youth Ministry Coordinator 
or Parish Priest. See: What do I do if I am 
concerned about a young person’s mental 

health? (p10) Is the young person 
already being supported?     

No Yes

Together with another leader, initiate a 
conversation with the young person. 

Create a safe space, listen and assess.  

Is the young person in danger? Is the situation potentially criminal?

Yes No

Complete an incident report. See: 
How should my youth ministry 

document issues? (p18)

Encourage the young  
person to seek help. 

See: How do I encourage a young 
person to get help? (p11)
Who can I refer a young 

person to? (p12)

Continue to support the young person through prayer and 
friendship. See: How can my youth ministry provide ongoing 

support? What do I do if a young person denies there is a problem 
or doesn’t want help? (p15)

Seek assistance immediately. See: 
What do I do if a young person is 

in danger? (p8)

Take care of your own mental health. 
See: How do I care for myself? (p15)

SUMMARY ACTION PLAN
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INCIDENT REPORT FORM 

Date/time of incident: 

Location of incident:

Full names of people involved: 

Brief description of incident and causative elements: 

Outcome of incident and follow up required:

Parents / emergency contact notified (please circle):    Yes /     No /     Not required 
Details:

Full name of person reporting incident:

Position in parish: 

Signature:  Date:

Full name of witness to the incident:

Position in parish: 

Signature:  Date:

INCIDENT REPORT FORM 
This incident report form has been prepared by the Archdiocesan Office for Youth to assist you in recording incidents 
which occur in a youth ministry setting. Multiple reports for the same incident may be filed if multiple people were 
involved. Fill in the incident report as soon as possible after the incident occurs (within 24 hours) and file completed 
reports with your parish. 

This form can downloaded in customisable word format at www.cam.org.au/youth/child-safety



OR VISIT:
REACHOUT.COM
HEADSPACE.ORG.AU
YOUTHBEYONDBLUE.COM
EHEADSPACE.ORG.AU

OR VISIT:
REACHOUT.COM
HEADSPACE.ORG.AU
YOUTHBEYONDBLUE.COM
EHEADSPACE.ORG.AU

OR VISIT:
REACHOUT.COM
HEADSPACE.ORG.AU
YOUTHBEYONDBLUE.COM
EHEADSPACE.ORG.AU

LOCAL GP:

LOCAL HEADSPACE CENTRE:

LOCAL GP:

LOCAL HEADSPACE CENTRE:

LOCAL GP:

LOCAL HEADSPACE CENTRE:

NEED A HAND? TRY CONTACTING ONE

NEED A HAND? TRY CONTACTING ONE

NEED A HAND? TRY CONTACTING ONE

OF THE FOLLOWING SERVICES:

OF THE FOLLOWING SERVICES:

OF THE FOLLOWING SERVICES:

KIDS HELP LINE: 1800 55 1800 
(FREE CALL FROM A LAND LINE; 24 HOURS) 

KIDS HELP LINE: 1800 55 1800 
(FREE CALL FROM A LAND LINE; 24 HOURS) 

KIDS HELP LINE: 1800 55 1800 
(FREE CALL FROM A LAND LINE; 24 HOURS) 
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