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Introduction 

AIM Youth Mental Health invited high school student volunteers in Monterey County to take part in AIM Ideas Lab: a 
virtual, Youth Participatory Action Research project focused on mental health advocacy.  This program ran from 

February 14 - March 20, 2022. 
 

Forty-seven AIM Ideas Lab youth researchers from throughout the county worked together to conduct youth mental 

health research and make recommendations to policy makers, researchers, and their community about how to address 
the youth mental health crisis that is growing in the wake of COVID.  Over 1,500 hours of community service was 

invested by the youth participants in this program. 

 

AIM Ideas Lab Program Objectives: 

1. Learn about qualitative and quantitative scientific research 

2. Conduct peer-to-peer research mentored by youth mental health researchers and professionals 

3. Collect, compare, and analyze research with the findings of other cohorts involved in AIM Ideas Lab 

4. Bring the youth voice to the table by presenting ideas, research, and recommendations via identified 

channels 

5. Drive the next phase of investments in youth mental health research by making recommendations to the 

AIM Scientific Advisory Board (SAB) for the most impactful youth mental health research for the future 

6. Assist Stanford’s Center for Youth Mental Health and Wellbeing in exploring the need for an allcove center 
in Monterey County 

Research Design: Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR): 

Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) is an approach to research and social change that encourages young people 
to utilize their own perspectives and strengths to identify, study, and address issues that impact them.  

Research Question: Survey teens in Monterey County in order to discover the mental health challenges youth are facing 
in the wake of Covid and potential ways to address them. 

Survey Distribution: The survey took around 5-10 minutes to complete. Questions included demographic information 
like gender identity, race, and age, as well as questions about youth’s attitude toward mental health issues.  The survey 

was distributed February 21-March 14, 2022, via text message, email, and personal outreach.  602 high school students 

participated, 281 in Monterey County completed the survey.    

Mixed-Methods Approach: The survey consisted of 11 quantitative (frequencies, percentages) and 1 qualitative (open-

ended response) question and were analyzed by the teen researchers to form conclusions and recommendations for 
next steps. 
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Demographic Information 

What is your age? 

 

What city do you live in? 
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What grade are you in? 

 

What is your gender identity? 
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What racial/ethnic group do you belong to? 

 

 

Survey Questions 

To what extent is there an increased need to access to mental health services for young people in your community 

due to the global pandemic? 
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How comfortable are you with having conversations about mental health with your friends? 

 

Have any of your friends shared with you they are experiencing any of the following?  
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If you were going through a challenging time, where would you go for support? 

 

Do you think your community would benefit from an integrated youth center with support for mental health, physical 

health, substance use, peer support, education/career, and family support services? 
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In your opinion, if an integrated center for youth existed, how likely are youth to utilize the space and services? 

 

How can we create a space where all youth feel safe and comfortable? 

Five themes emerged from this qualitative question. 

Themes Description Quotes 

Privacy Students wanted to be able to visit 
anonymously and to know the 
information they shared would 
remain confidential. 

"Make it very confidential. Most people don't go to 
therapists or counselors because they know people talk 
about it with others. It needs to be a trustworthy place, 
otherwise, no one will go." 
 

"A space that is easy to access and not glaring to the 
public. This is to mitigate the possibility of breaking a 
confidentiality, and having an undesired peer know that 
an individual needs mental help. Many people have a 
fear that they will be seen and bullied for their need for 
assistance." 
 

"I feel like privacy is a big thing for a lot of people my age 
when it comes to talking about mental health so making 
sure that their personal information won't be shown to 
anyone else at all would help make youth feel safe and 
comfortable." 
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Peer-to-Peer Students wanted peer support groups 
they could relate to and feel 
comfortable with. 

"A way that a comfortable and safe environment could 
be created for the youth could be through the sharing of 
issues of others around them. Once people see that 
others are experiencing similar situations as them, 
sharing becomes less difficult. This could allow people to 
grow from each other and change their health habits." 
 

"A place that is easily accessible, doesn't require parental 
involvement, and offers ways for peers to help each 
other in physical, mental, and academic fields.' 
 
"I think a peer leadership program would be really 
helpful--a lot of people seem to have a dearth of options 
for people to talk to, and sometimes talking to an adult 
feels awkward." 

Staff Professionalism Preferred staff attributes included 
being kind, positive, patient, good 
listeners, non-judgmental, and 
diverse. 

"Having kind and understanding people working" 
"Make a place where it is a comfort zone and people feel 
as if they aren't being judged." 
 

"The space would need to be not only inclusive for all 
youth (no matter gender, race, class, etc), but it would 
need to have adult representatives that youth would be 
comfortable sharing their experiences with (lgbtq+, 
BIPOC, etc representation in counselors)." 

Safe, Accessible, and 
Welcoming Space 

Students wanted a comfortable space 
to hang out and relax that is casual, 
natural, inclusive, and homey while 
offering a variety of support services. 

"I think probably we can plant some plants like trees and 
flowers to build a comfortable environment and keep the 
space warm." 
 

"Create a space that is free of judgment where students 
can get the resources that they need and the people 
there or volunteers seemed interested and devoted to 
helping these students, creating a space that can be used 
as an escape from everyday life, a place where people 
can come to feel comfortable and let off steam." 
 

"We can have a space ... where teens can just take space 
and time to relax and think." 
 
 

"In order to make a space safe and comfortable for 
youth, it would need to be quiet, somewhat private, 
relaxing and they need blankets." 
 
 

"Making it as accessible as possible without parental 
guidance (like, easy to find) and having public transport 
run to/nearby it." 
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Decrease Stigma 
Surrounding Mental 
Health Through 
Education 

The staff, space, and community 
outreach (including to parents) 
should work to normalize seeking out 
treatment for mental health. 

"We can spread awareness on mental health issues and 
destigmatize it to make people feel more comfortable in 
speaking on and recognizing issues." 
 

"I feel like people forget there are resources available, so 
you need to make sure people know and REMEMBER 
there are safe spaces available." 
 

"To create a comfortable space for the youth, you should 
identify the importance of recognizing mental health and 
make sure the youth know that you are offering them 
endless support." 
 

"Make the local youth aware that things like depression, 
anxiety, eating disorders, etc are common and 
treatable." 
 

"I think the first step is to just talk about it more. The 
more out in the open mental illness is and the less stigma 
surrounding it, the easier it will be to help. Also, by 
having a bunch of different role models (students, peers, 
people in theater, people on the football team, people 
from all types of backgrounds) accessing the center so 
that everyone can see, people will feel more welcomed 
when they understand that its not for a niche group of 
people but rather the community on a whole." 

Insights and Recommendations  

Insights/Themes Recommendations 

Preliminary needs assessment for an allcove location/How can we create a safe and comfortable space? While there is 
an overwhelming desire for an integrated youth center (80%), only 13% of students are ‘very likely’ to use it and 60% 
of students are ‘somewhat likely’ to use it. 

 
Privacy: Students wanted to be able to visit anonymously 
and to know the information they shared would remain 
confidential. 
 
Peer-to-Peer: Students wanted peer support groups they 
could relate to and feel comfortable with. 
 
Staff Professionalism:  Preferred staff attributes included 
being kind, positive, patient, good listeners, non-
judgmental, and diverse. 
 

 
-doesn't require parental involvement 
 
 
 
-Peers should understand the information being shared is 
confidential. 
 
 
-reassurance there can be one-on-one conversations with 
a professional, some people don’t want their peers to 
know their business.  Confidentiality should be the 
standard unless you (the student) make the choice they 
want to talk to other people. 
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Safe, Accessible, and Welcoming Space: Students want a 
comfortable space to hang out and relax that is casual, 
natural, inclusive, and homey while offering a variety of 
support services. 
 
 
 
Decrease Stigma Surrounding Mental Health Through 
Education:  The staff, space, and community outreach 
(including to parents) should work to normalize seeking 
out treatment for mental health. 
 
 
 
The suicide hotline not used much by youth 

 
 
-Comforting, warm tones. Furniture which creates a 
welcoming inviting tone.  
 
A place that doesn’t feel like a typical therapist’s office. 
(Typically places that support mental health have a sterile 
environment, colorless walls and furniture. Disassociated 
feeling which results in feeling uncomfortable.)  
 
 
 
 
 
-the suicide hotline is the main resource given in schools, 
it is widely pushed and is even on the back of every 
student ASB card at Monterey high schools. But the 
survey indicated that most youth do not use the suicide 
hotline as a place to confide. Instead of pushing the 
hotline, we should be advising people to talk to a 
therapist, go to one of these centers, or at least confide in 
a friend or trusted adult so their feelings are not kept 
bottled up. 

Mental Health Youth Education: 

What/how: School affecting mental health, stress, 
pressure to be “successful”  
- Pressure for college 
- Spikes happening mostly in 11th grade  
- Most high schoolers agree that junior year of high 

school is one of the most stressful years, and we can 
see this reflected in our studies. This year seems to be 
more stressful because of responsibility, approaching 
adulthood, and testing. 

- highest for anxiety and depression, other increased 
 

PLAN 
Increase counseling support in schools. Incompatible 
number of counselors to student need for support.  
-Research counselor data in our county.  
- California continues to be in the bottom percentile at 
601:1 = Student-to-School-CounselorRatio  
- https://www.schoolcounselor-ca.org/files/Student-to-
Counselor%20Ratios%202019-20.pdf 
-Kids Data link to Ratio 
- Teachers and other school staff being trained in Youth 
Mental Health First Aid 
- Make it mandatory for students to meet with a college 
counselor to discuss future plans and college. Once a 
week? 

Substance abuse  -we shouldn’t ignore the correlation with mental illnesses 
and substance abuse. Many people abuse a substance to 
to try and make themselves happier or to fill in a void of 
despair. The reason for abusing a substance usually 
correlates to a mental health problem, such as depression 
which is one of the main forms of mental illness we are 
seeing with this study. 
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Talking about mental health: 
Who would you talk to if you were going through a difficult time? 
How comfortable are you having conversations about mental health with your friends?  

People who identify as males are almost twice as 
uncomfortable as people who identify as females talking 
about their mental health (19% vs. 10%) 

-Normalize sharing about mental health through health 
classes school wide but targeting males  

Social stigmas 
- The more we normalize the easier it is to talk 

about. 
- Perhaps males are less comfortable talking about 

mental health 

 

-Young people like talking to people they can relate to. Calling a hotline is the least popular source of support 
even though the number is widely shared amongst 
schools. 

Suggestions for Further Research: 

Why do those who identify as male have a harder time 
talking about mental health issues? 
 
Does ethnicity and/or culture play a part in mental 
health? 

See the difference between how comfortable males are 
vs. females with talking about mental health 

Who has more mental health issues male or female? 

How does age affect mental health? Perhaps older teens 
have not been given resources at the right time while 
younger teens have been introduced to resources sooner 
(i.e., wellness centers in school) 
 
Does ethnicity play a part in mental health? 

Look further into the issues surrounding junior year. 

At what age/grade do students receive mental health 
education around resources and how much education is 
given. Is enough education being given in the Freshmen 
health classes? 

What are the main causes of mental health problems in 
Monterey County? 

• Social media / our phones?  
• Several studies suggest females spend more time 

on their smartphones than males. Could this be 
the reason for more female respondents?  

• How does this affect female mental health? More 
pressure to conform to social standards?  

 
Demographic Insights: 

● Different cities represented because there are a lot of people from different areas in the cohort. Carmel and 
Salinas had highest response – Carmel overrepresented per population 

● Grades are mostly equal in number of those who responded Underrepresentation of seniors and freshman Age 
is mostly consistent between the different groups, Majority age is 15-16 yr olds, and sophomores as majority  

● Utilizing the “multiracial” category is helpful, as it is simpler to do instead of listing each individual race 
combination. 

● Cis female/female significantly had the highest number of responses (over 50%) Majority identified as cis female 
General trend seems to be that females are more willing to take the survey.  


