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Introduction 
The emotional and psychological wellbeing of children and youth affects all aspects of our society and is 
critical for the future of Aotearoa New Zealand. A sustainable, cross-sector and evidence-based approach 
is needed to ensure long-term improvement to the wellbeing of the present generation and all future 
generations of young New Zealanders.

Key points 
	 ·	� Fewer young people report having good wellbeing, more are experiencing mental health challenges 

and our youth suicide rates remain high.

	 ·	� Mental health and wellbeing when young have significant lifelong and intergenerational effects.

	 ·	� Young people’s mental health and wellbeing affects educational attainment, community wellness, 
social cohesion, community safety, productivity and health services.

	 ·	� Focusing on youth wellbeing only in crisis terms limits long-term thinking and the potential for 
improvement.

	 ·	� A sustainable mental health action plan is needed that deals with the social determinants of youth 
mental health and targets prevention and early intervention.

	 ·	� A whole-of-society approach to wellbeing will be an essential component of any effective mental health 
strategy. 

Context 
Young people in Aotearoa New Zealand have high rates of mental health challenges by international 
and historic standards and fewer young people than ever report having “good” wellbeing. We have seen 
significant declines in mental wellbeing for young people in the past decade. This substantive decline 
was well documented even before Covid. We continue to face some of the highest youth suicide rates in 
the OECD.

The state of youth mental health is unacceptable for all New Zealanders. There are specific populations of 
youth, however, who are particularly vulnerable to experiencing mental ill health. This includes rangatahi 
Māori, Pacific youth, disabled youth and rainbow youth, including transgender and gender-diverse young 
people. Intergenerational disadvantage and economic and emotional poverty add other major risk factors. 
This reality requires us to consider both broad approaches to improving wellbeing and the potential role of 
targeted intervention.

In addition to the distress poor mental health causes young people, their families and communities, 
youth mental health affects all domains of wellbeing and productivity throughout life. Mental health in the 
young affects their education and work prospects, physical health, sexual and reproductive health and 
susceptibility to substance use among many other aspects of their lives. Its lifelong effects are critical. 
More than three-quarters of lifelong mental health challenges will be present by age 25. It is clear that 
primary care for adult mental health starts with attending to the problem in the young.

Youth mental health affects the future of our society. Adequately responding to youth mental health as 
a nation is essential for productivity, public safety, educational attainment and reducing a future burden 
on the health sector. Importantly many of today’s young people will become the parents and guardians of 
future generations of New Zealanders. The mental health of today’s youth will affect future generations. 
Responding to the state of youth mental health is essential for supporting young New Zealanders now and 
in the future to live long, meaningful and fulfilling lives.
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The ambulance at the bottom of the cliff
Mental health action has largely focused on mental health services and care. Although essential, this is just 
one piece of a much larger puzzle. Improving our mental health system must be accompanied by putting 
in place sustainable strategies to address the substantive causes of declining youth mental health and 
wellbeing.

Some key stresses are consistently identified within the mental health system. These include a significant 
workforce shortage, long wait times and difficulty accessing the right care. An essential issue recently 
highlighted is the lack of appropriate youth services (Cross Party Mental Health and Addiction Wellbeing 
Working Group). A very small proportion of young people with mental health challenges will even attempt 
to access care principally because they don’t see the available services as relevant or able to meet their 
needs. A responsive mental health system must be grounded in stakeholder engagement and in particular 
the perspectives and needs of young people.

Mental health policy often emphasises crisis-focused actions aiming at near-immediate effect such as 
changes to crisis response, proposals to change risk assessment practices or attempts to improve access 
to community services. However, the focus on short-term strategies has not had the desired effect mainly 
because issues of wait times, access and poor responsiveness to community needs are symptoms of larger 
problems in the sector. Failed attempts at short-term fixes have eroded public trust in the government’s 
capacity to respond to young people’s mental health and wellbeing. It is far more important to define 
a long-term mental health strategy that genuinely meets the needs of today’s New Zealanders, which 
responds to the recommendations of the mental health and addiction inquiry and that can be adapted over 
time so a future overhaul isn’t necessary. Transparent communication of goals and measurable outcomes 
are essential.

A significant barrier to evidence-based policy making for mental health and wellbeing in New Zealand 
is the absence of any comprehensive evaluation of governmental or third sector services despite many 
receiving public funding or being part of the public mental health sector. A culture of evaluation is 
essential for ensuring we understand which strategies are working and where new approaches are 
needed. Importantly any evaluation must not only consider outcomes of services but also young people’s 
perspectives on and engagement with these.

The essential role of prevention
It is clear internationally that no mental health system can cope with a continued decline in wellbeing such 
as is evident in New Zealand. Prevention is needed to improve the lives of as many young people as we can. 
Prevention is not only socially and ethically motivated but also the most effective approach to improving 
wellbeing long term and the most cost-effective at a whole-of-society level.

To date our intended “top of the cliff” focus has shifted away from true prevention. Actions supposedly 
taken in the name of this goal, such as improving primary-care support, only come into play when 
wellbeing is already declining. True prevention is urgently needed to reduce the burden on our health 
sector over time. This requires us to be more strategic in heading off the causes of declining mental health 
and wellbeing in society.

Prevention requires us to deal with the social determinants of mental health and wellbeing. Biological 
and psychiatric accounts of mental health do not explain the rapid decline in wellbeing. We don’t need 
to look further than the changing world young people are living in. They inhabit a complex social milieu 
that has shifted at a rate far greater than can be adapted to. Long-term action in response to some of 
the most significant issues facing young people, including the rising cost of living, the state of education 
(see The future of education), the housing crisis and climate change, is necessary. New Zealand research 
consistently indicates that these issues are critically important to our young.

https://informedfutures.org/briefing-2023-future-of-education
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Early developmental influences, including the state of early childhood education, parental stress and 
poverty, have left many young people ill-equipped for the challenges they are now experiencing. In 
increasingly unstable social and economic times, it is more important than ever to focus on supporting 
early childhood development so young people gain the resilience they need to survive and thrive. Notably 
we must take steps to end intergenerational disadvantage (see Intergenerational disadvantage). This is the 
domain of early intervention, which at a community level in Iceland, for example, has proved effective in 
helping reduce harmful substance use. 

Any sustainable mental health strategy must be grounded in cross-sector action and requires us to 
remember that many of the desired gains will come from outside the health sector (see Table 1). Although 
efforts to reduce siloed approaches to wellbeing have been under way in many agencies, this is an ongoing 
issue. Work is needed to promote systems-focused, multi-agency action. In particular the role of education 
as a setting for both prevention and intervention cannot be overstated.

Actions for consideration
	 ·	� Create a mental health strategy with clear, measurable outcomes and goals to strengthen the 

sector, deal with social determinants of mental health, promote early intervention and improve 
evaluation. 

	 ·	� Recognise that prevention lies largely with other agencies than Health, particularly with 
Education and social agencies and that communities should be engaged in ways that promote 
wrap around actions for vulnerable families.

	 ·	� Shift from crisis thinking to a sustainable plan to create a responsive, whole-of-society approach.

	 ·	� Strengthen cross-sector collaboration that includes tackling child poverty, the housing crisis and 
climate change.

Table 1. Summary of factors influencing youth mental health over time.

https://informedfutures.org/briefing-2023-intergenerational-disadvantage
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	 ·	� Act early and involve the community in increasing support for families and the mental health of 
new parents and bolster our early childhood curriculum.

	 ·	� Build evaluation into the sector so the efficacy of services is transparent.

	 ·	� Revise the mental health system so it is evidence-based, has youth consultation and co-design at 
its core and is more responsive to a rapidly changing world.
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Koi Tū: The Centre for Informed Futures is a research centre and an independent, 
non-partisan think tank at Waipapa Taumata Rau, University of Auckland with 
associate members across New Zealand and the world.

We address critical long-term national and global challenges arising from rapid 
and far-reaching social, economic, technological, and environmental change.

Our name, Koi Tū, was gifted by Ngāti Whātua Ōrākei. It means ‘the sharp end of 
the spear’. Like our namesake, Koi Tū aims to get to the heart of longterm issues 
challenging our future.

Long-term opportunities and challenges for Aotearoa New Zealand 6Youth mental health and wellbeing

This report is covered by the Creative Commons Licence 4.0 International.

When reproducing any part of this document, including tables and figures, 
full attribution must be given to the report author(s).

Copyright information

This document was developed as part of a comprehensive briefing to the 
incoming prime minister and government. The full document is available 
informedfutures.org/briefing-to-incoming-government-2023

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://www.informedfutures.org/briefing-to-incoming-government-2023


informedfutures.org

HELP CREATE AN INFORMED FUTURE
We engage with people and organisations focused on the long-
term development of New Zealand, and on core issues where 
trustworthy and robust analysis can make a real difference.

Professor Sir Peter Gluckman

Director, Koi Tū: The Centre for Informed Futures

Phone: +64 21 775 568 

Email: pd.gluckman@auckland.ac.nz

THANK YOU TO OUR SUPPORTERS
Andrew and Elle Grant 
Anita Baldauf 
Bernard Pesco 
Bernard Sabrier 
David Levene Foundation 
The Gluckman Family 
Graeme and Robyn Hart 
Gus Fisher Charitable Trust 
Kelliher Charitable Trust 
Modena Trust 
The MSA Trust 
Norman Barry Foundation 
The Tindall Foundation 
The Wright Family Foundation

Printed using environmentally 
responsible paper.




