BOLD IDEAS for BRIGHTER FUTURES

A Youth Manifesto for Youth and Adolescent Mental Health
Developed by the Bold Ideas for Brighter Futures' Youth Advisory Board with insights to guide present and future action

INTRODUCTION

Across more than 40 countries, young people are speaking clearly: our mental health is in
danger, and the systems meant to support us are falling short.

This manifesto is grounded in the voices of 221 young people (aged 10—35 years
old) who participated in the Listening to Young People: Access, gaps and experiences in
mental health survey conducted by the Bold Ideas for Brighter Futures Youth Advisory
Board (BIBF Survey, 2026), which was conducted between February and March 2026
through an online platform and disseminated through youth networks and partner
organisations. This is further reinforced by UNICEF U-Report poll findings from South
Africa (UNICEF U-Report, 2023), social listening data from Nepal (UNICEF I-Hear-U,
2025-2026), and academic abstracts from the Bold Ideas for Brighter Futures (BIBF) 2024
and 2026 conferences.

Together, these sources reveal patterns that transcend geography and demand
urgent, lasting action. We are not waiting for a better future; we are building it now.

THE REALITY WE LIVE IN

The data shows us that there is a failure to prioritise young people’s mental health or gaps in
the systems meant to support us. 86% of surveyed young people live in environments where
mental health is minimised, hidden, or taken seriously in times of crisis. 68% of them
feel that they carry the weight of beinz ‘thie reliable one' for family or friends, even while
struggling themselves. When young : :h out for professional help, 70% find access
difficult and 7% find it outright imps lzarly half (47%) do not know where to turn in
a mental health-related emergency (BIi¥ Survey, 2026). This safety gap is acute: in South
Africa, while 73% of youth reported needing mental health support in the past year, only
38% of those who needed help actually sought it (UNICEF U-Report, 2023).
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Schools, the spaces where most children and young people spend their days, are
failing to support their mental health needs. According to our survey, 74% say few to none of
their teachers understand students’ mental health needs, and 66% report no meaningful
improvement in school mental health support over the past two years.

This reality extends beyond schools. Digital spaces are adding new and more
pressures; 64% of youth feel overwhelmed by pressure to be constantly online, and 47%
leave social media feeling anxious, drained, or lonely.

In Nepal, depression dominates 38% of youth mental health online conversations,
with anxiety, poor self-esteem, and lack of social support close behind (UNICEF I-Hear-U,
2025-2026). Poverty, inequality, conflict, and the digital environment are structural drivers
which affect mental health and must be addressed at the root and not treated as side issues.

YOUTH VOICES

Across open survey and poll responses, and social listening data, one message emerges with
striking consistency: young people are suffering in silence, without access to adequate
support to care for their mental health. Young people want to have access to safe and
supportive spaces to speak openly about their thoughts and feelings without fear of negative




consequences. Many report feeling insufficiently recognised by the institutions intended to
support them, while also assuming caregiving and emotional support roles for others. Atthe
same time, young people's hopes remain strong; 44% of respondents rated ‘making a
positive world impact’ as their highest area of hope; more than any other life domain,
including careers, finances, or relationships (BIBF Survey, 2026).

This is a generation that is engaged, cares profoundly and wants to learn and be
entrusted with the tools to act. In middle to lower-middle income countries, posts that share
personal struggles with depression generate the highest online engagement, indicating a
demand for connection and for open and constructive dialogue around mental health. Young
people are not passive in this matter. 69% of surveyed young people are ready to advocate
for mental health. They are already supporting each other, already advocating, and already
leading. What they need is for others to meet them with the same courage.

“We are not passive recipients. We are leaders now, ready to work alongside you
with expertise born of lived experience.” (BIBF Survey, 2026)

OUR DEMANDS

Our call to governments, health institutions, researchers, schools, caregivers, technology
developers, intergovernmental bodies, community-based organisations, non-profits, and
non-governmental organisations:

1. Build inclusive systems that are scalable. We urge sustained, flexible investment in
evidence-based, community-led, and age-and context-appropriate mental health support
that can reach young people where they are, particularly those in low-resource settings.
Mental health and psychosocial support and social emotional learning should be integrated
into education, social protection, employment, climate adaptation, and humanitarian
responses. We demand that every school have a trained school-based mental health
professional and that every primary health centre have a functional referral pathway.

2. Nothing about us without us. We deman that young people, especially those from
marginalised communities, including bui oot o refugees, persons with disabilities,
and those affected by conflict, are neaningfully included at all stages of
designing, implementing, and evaluati ¢uith research, policy, and programmes,
especially when it involves or is for thei

3. Innovate with care. We call un reveirciers and technology developers to co-design
digital innovations with young people (o ensire they are culturally sensitive, contextually
adapted, and evidence-backed. We also urge the co-creation of intergenerational resources to
equip caregivers and teachers with skills to support both themselves and young people.

4. Measure what matters. We urge governments and institutions to collect disaggregated
mental health data by age, gender, geography, and disability using culturally adapted tools,
and to use that data to hold themselves accountable. We call for a shift in research focus
toward poverty, violence, prejudice and the digital environment, which are the structural
drivers of mental health, and to not only treat symptoms.

5. Leave no one behind in emergency and crisis settings. We demand
trauma-informed, youth-centred mental health and psychosocial support in humanitarian
and conflict settings. We urge the establishment of accessible 24/7 crisis navigation
infrastructure and dedicated care coordinators to ensure continuity of care and prevent
young people from navigating fragmented services without coordinated support, being
placed on waiting lists or left without follow-up.




GUIDED BY THESE PRINCIPLES, WE—THE YOUTH—COMMIT TO:

* Normalising mental health conversations in our communities, classrooms, and
digital spaces through peer support, creative expression, and storytelling, knowing that
our vulnerability is not weakness, but the beginning of change.

. Claiming our seat at every table that shapes our wellbeing; organising, using our
voices, and holding decision-makers accountable, moving from recipients of services to
co-creators of them.

. Caring for ourselves and each other; setting boundaries, resting, and sustaining our
collective power without pouring from an empty cup, because our own mental health is
the foundation from which all our strength flows.

CALL TO ACTION

To the young people reading this: you are not alone, and your mental health matters. You are
already part of a global movement. Take action in ways that are meaningful and accessible to
you, whether by starting a conversation, joining an initiative, or supporting a peer.

To conference organisers and partners: ensure that this dialogue leads to sustained action.
Commit to maintaining spaces for youth engagement beyond this event, and to translating
recommendations into concrete, measurable outcomes.

To governments and policymakers: move beyond short-term, fragmented initiatives and
invest in comprehensive, long-term mental health systems that are accessible, inclusive, and
responsive to young people’s needs. Engage young people meaningfully in the design,
implementation, and evaluation of policies and programmes.

Join the movement — Sign up for UNICEF’s Adolescent Mental Health Hub
Contact ycn.bibf@gmail.com for further information
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