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health and the role of civil society in health promotion, 
prevention and early intervention



FOREWORD

Young people across Europe are 
growing up in increasingly unstable 
times, and mental health challenges are 
on the rise. Despite this, our support 
systems do not have sufficient capacity 
to respond. The European Union must 
meet this challenge through collective, 
cross-sectoral efforts, acknowledging 
the crucial role of civil society.

For some young people, access to 
psychiatry and structured psychological 
therapies is important, and the systems 
that provide these must be 
strengthened. Many other young 
people, however, just need someone to 
listen to their thoughts and concerns; 
headspace Denmark offers this through 
low-intensity counselling available to all 
young people with no wait times, 
completely anonymously, and on the 
young person’s own terms. By 
collaborating within and outside of the 
formal health sector, we can provide 
supports across the continuum of 
needs of young people.

The European Parliament plays a crucial 
role in coordinating and encouraging 
member states to participate in these 
collaborations.
 

Across Europe, we have many examples 
of initiatives that are working across this 
spectrum of needs, particularly through 
civil society organisations. By working 
together, removing barriers and 
securing sustainable funding for civil 
society, we can scale these solutions to 
provide comprehensive coverage and 
ensure young people receive the 
support they need, when they need it.

We thank you for joining us at today’s 
working lunch and look forward to 
collaborating further as we enable 
young people across Europe to thrive.

MEP Christel Schaldemose, 
Vice-President of the 
European Parliament

Poul Nyrup Rasmussen, 
former Danish Prime Minister 

and founder of headspace Denmark









headspace Denmark has been operating since 2013 and its counselling approach has 
been accredited by RådgivningsDanmark (‘Counselling Denmark’). All local authorities 
have a dedicated employee who is physically placed at the headspace centres. This close 
collaboration with local authorities provides the necessary support to young people and 
facilitates smooth referrals to more intensive psychological and psychiatric supports 
when these are required (approximately 14% of young people). This partnership 
demonstrates the strong commitment from local authorities to engage with civil society 
and their recognition of the essential role that civil society plays in their communities.

As headspace can provide rapid, responsive support to young people when they reach 
out for help, it is anticipated that fewer young people’s needs escalate to a point that 
they require a more intensive clinical intervention. It also means that psychology 
resources are not being used for young people who don’t require structured therapy in 
this way. As such, municipalities report that the limited psychology and 
psychiatry resources are reserved for the young people who do require it, 
reducing demand on the system and shortening wait times.

Evidence for headspace Denmark

A recent large-scale impact evaluation of headspace Denmark, conducted by the 
Copenhagen Research Center for Mental Health (CORE), examined the mental health 
effects of the headspace intervention on young people who had received counselling 
compared to a control group. Preliminary findings show a statistically significant 
improvement in wellbeing of young people over the age of 15 in the intervention group, 
with headspace users moving from mental distress and being “at risk of depression or 
stress-related illnesses” to a state of positive wellbeing at the six-month follow-up. The 
headspace intervention thus reduces the burden of mental distress. The study also 
revealed a near-significant improvement in self-efficacy among headspace users from 
baseline to follow-up, indicating greater confidence in their ability to handle challenges. 
This strengthened level of self-efficacy is a significant preventive factor and an 
important investment in young people's mental health.

This evaluation is due to be published shortly and concludes that headspace plays a 
central role in identifying and supporting young people in distress. It forms the first part 
of an ongoing 5-year research project that will provide valuable insights for shaping 
future mental-health promoting initiatives for young people.
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 Best practices and learnings must also be shared between member states to 
contribute to ongoing improvements. European Parliament is a key mechanism for this, 
as well as for encouraging member states to implement recommendations to 
strengthen their overall response to youth mental health. It is crucial that the European 
Union provides ongoing funding opportunities to civil society organisations, such as 
through the ERASMUS+ programme. Finally, we encourage the development of European 
policies that recognise the risks, as well as the benefits and opportunities, of the online 
world for young people. 

The need to support young people is urgent. We must act now and together to create a 
Europe where young people thrive, otherwise we risk significant costs to individuals, 
society, and our economy. We have solutions with clear evidence, but we need financing 
and collaboration to implement and scale these across Europe. We look forward to your 
partnership as we work to better the lives of young people now and for the future. 
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