
Youth Mental Health Factsheet
Substance Use Problem

What is a substance use problem?

Different substances affect the brain in different ways and people use 
these substances for the resulting effects, such as a temporary increase 
in positive emotions or a decrease in negative thinking. A substance 
use problem involves the use of too much alcohol, tobacco or other 
drugs – what “too much” looks like, will differ from person to person.  
Young people may experiment with these substances once or twice, or they may develop a pattern 
of  increased use. Whilst under the influence young people are more likely to engage in higher risk 
behaviours and get into harmful situations1 Approximately 12.7% of  Australians aged 16-24 have a 
substance use disorder.2  

What you may notice if 
someone is misusing alcohol 
or drugs:

•  Increased secrecy and avoiding questions about 
where they are going and who they are with. 

• Appears to be hungover.

•  Takes alcohol from their parent’s liquor cabinet.

•  Eats a lot of  snack foods. This can be a sign 
of  cannabis use.

•  Money is spent quickly with nothing to show for 
it and they cant explain where it went.. 

•  A decline in school work, concentration or even 
missing school.

•  Increased social activity with friends who also 
use substances.

•  Uses substances to get intoxicated rather than 
experiment. 

“Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy the devil prowls 
around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” 

1 Peter 5:8

Signs you may have a 
substance abuse problem are: 

•  You require larger quantities of  a substance 
are needed to get the same effect previously 
experienced. 

• You have cravings to use a substance.

•  Your ability to work, do school work, or 
regularly activities has decreased. You find 
it hard to concentrate and remember things. 

•  You experience withdrawal symptoms if  you try 
and stop using the substance.

•  The substance becomes your priority over 
relationships and other commitments. 

1.  Lubman DI, Hides L, Yucel M, Toumbourou JW. Intervening early to reduce developmental harmful substance use among youth populations.
2.  Medical Journal of  Australia 2007; 187: 22-25 2. Australian Bureau of  Statistics. 2007 National, Survey of  Mental Health and Wellbeing:  

Summary of  Results. Canberra: ABS; 2008.
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“Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery.  
Instead, be filled with the Spirit.”

Ephesians 5:18

...continued

What is a substance use problem
Any substance use by an adolescent should be thought of as a problem. Substance use can have 
harmful effects on an adolescent’s brain development, mental health and increase their risk-taking 
behaviours. Statistics show that early substance use increases the risk of developing an addiction and 
other mental disorders such as anxiety, depression and psychotic disorders.  

How can I help myself?

Though it is common for people with mental 
health problems and illnesses to self-medicate 
with alcohol and/or drugs, it doesn’t help the 
issue and will make it worse. It may be difficult, 
but you need to stop using these substances 
straight away. 

The following services will be able to provide 
you with more information and support:

•  www.counsellingonline.org.au 
    This is a free online text-based counselling 

service for those with drug and alcohol users, 
as well as their family and friends. 

• au.reachout.com
  While this website covers many mental health 

issues, it also has great resources for alcohol 
and drug use.

Risk factors for substance abuse

There are many risk factors when it comes to an 
adolescent trying alcohol or drugs. These include:

•    Decision to try substances: 
     This may be due to peer and cultural groups, 

marketing within the media and parental 
attitude towards alcohol or drugs.  

•  Adolescents using heavily:
  Emotional & psychological problems, behaviour 

issues, no community or family support, and 
a family history of  substance use problems.

•  Substance use disorders: 
    Family use, social disadvantages, early use of 

alcohol, genetics and other mental health 
problems.

3. Parenting Strategies Program. Parenting Guidelines for Adolescent Alcohol Use. Melbourne: University of  Melbourne; 2010
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Psychosis

What is Psychosis?

The word psychosis is used to describe a mental health problem 
where a person has lost some contact with reality.  
They have trouble making sense of  the real world and don’t know if  something is real or not. They 
may hear and see things that others can’t or have varied and intense beliefs and ideas. Psychosis 
is often frightening for the person going through it and misunderstood by those around them. But it 
can be treated. 

Most people who experience psychosis make a good recovery and go on to lead healthy, productive 
lives. Psychosis is a serious issue that calls for professional clinical help – it can have a big impact on 
a person’s life and should never be ignored. It’s important to get help early to increase chances for 
a quicker, more complete recovery. There are various types of  psychosis: schizophrenia, psychotic 
depression, bipolar disorder with psychosis, schizoaffective psychosis, and drug induced psychosis.
 
Signs and symptoms of psychosis 
People usually experience psychosis in episodes that can vary in length and re-occurrence. Some 
people have a single episode, while others may have multiple episodes with full or partial recovery 
between episodes. 

Continued...

Symptoms of psychosis include:
•    Confused Thinking: 
     Thoughts can become confusing, difficulty with 

memory and concentration, altered sense of  self  
and others, odd ideas and unusual perceptual 
experiences (reduced or increased sense of  
smell, sound or colour).  

•    Changed Behaviour:
    May be very active or have no energy at all. 

They may laugh when it isn’t appropriate or 
become upset without an obvious reason. They 
may stop doing things they used to and stop 
socialising with family and friends. They may 
have disturbed sleep and a reduced ability to 
work or study. 

•    Emotional changes: 
     Irritability, depression, becoming suspicious, 

flat or inappropriate emotional responses, anxiety, 
reduced emotions or motivation. 

  These symptoms by themselves may not seem 
too concerning, but when added together they 
can indicate that something isn’t right with a 
person’s mental health. Symptoms are different 
for everyone and can change over time, so it is 
important they keep seeing their doctor regularly.

NOTE:  These symptoms by themselves may not seem too concerning, but when added together 
they can indicate that something isn’t right with a person’s mental health. Symptoms are 
different for everyone and can change over time, so it is important they keep seeing their 
doctor regularly.
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1.  Morgan VA, Waterreus A, Jablensky A, Mackinnon A, McGrath JJ, Carr V, et al. People living with psychotic illness in 2010; the second Australian national 
survey of  psychosis. Australia  & New Zealand Journal of  Psychiatry 2012; 46: 735-52.

Why early  
intervention is important
Young people in the early stages of  psychosis 
often go undiagnosed for some time before 
receiving treatment. Psychosis often starts in late 
adolescence and the early signs can mirror 
normal reactions, behaviours and emotions that 
are common in teens. 65% of people with psychosis 
have their first episode before the age of 25.1 

What causes Psychosis
Like many mental health illnesses, psychosis is 
caused by a combination of  factors including 
childhood experiences, genetics, trauma, stress 
and, which makes a person more vulnerable to 
its development. Being exposed to drug use, 
difficulties with relationships, school or work issues, 
grief  or loss can also add to someone developing 
psychosis.

What help is available?
With treatment people can and do recover from 
psychosis, so it is important you see your doctor 
or GP to discuss treatment, as soon as possible. 
Medication and specific treatments, such as 
psychosocial treatments, and family and group 
programs can be very effective in helping the 
recovery process.

 
How can I help myself?
If  you think you are heading towards or are having 
a psychotic episode, it is important to seek help. 
The use of alcohol, cannabis and other drugs will 
not help, and will only make the symptoms you are 
experiencing worse. It can make diagnosis and 
recovery harder, so please avoid it for your own 
health. If  you have an immediate concern for your 
safety, or the safety of others, call 000 immediately.

Some other useful resources are:
•  SANE Helpline: 1800 187 263
•  Mental Health Crisis: 1800 011 511
•   Mental Illness Fellowship Australia: mifa.org.au 
  This not-for-profit organisation has support and 

self-help information for not only schizophrenia 
and bipolar disorder but also depression, 
obsessive compulsive disorder and anxiety 
disorders. 

“Fear not, for I am with you;  
be not dismayed, for I am your God;  
I will strengthen you, I will help you,  

I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.”
Isaiah 41:10

“For I am sure that neither death nor life,  
nor angels nor rulers, nor things present  

nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth,  
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us 

from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
Romans 8:38-39
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What is an Eating Disorder?

Eating Disorders are not just about food, weight, looks or will power 
but are a serious mental health issue that can become life threatening1.  

 
Signs & Symptoms  
of an Eating Disorder

Continued...

What Causes an Eating Disorder

What help is available?

1.   Fairburn CG, Harrison PJ. Eating disorders. Lancet 2003; 361: 407-16
2.    Hay P, Girosi F, Mond J. Prevalence and sociodemographic correlates of DSM-5 eating disorders in the Australian population. Journal of Eating Disorders 

2015; 3:1-7

While there can be a variety of  symptoms in 
regards to eating disorders, once physical 
symptoms become noticeable the problem is 
likely more severe. 

Behavioural: 
Dieting behaviours, deliberate vomiting, binge 
eating, use of  laxatives, excessive or obsessive 
exercise, changes in food preferencexs, avoiding 
meals, lying about food consumption, focusing 
on body shape and weight, and social withdrawal.

Physical: 
Weight loss or gain, feeling cold even when it is 
warm, changes in mental patterns, swelling around 
the jaw and cheeks, fainting, dental discolouration 
and calluses on the knuckles. 

 Psychological: 
Pre-occupation with food, body shape and weight, 
distorted body image, sensitive to comments about 
exercise, food and body shape, anxiety (more so 
at meal times), depression, low self-esteem, rigid 
thinking about food. 

Most eating disorders occur when there is an incorrect view and belief  about appearance, body 
shape and weight that lead to changes in eating patterns and exercise. 16% of Australians 15 years and 
over have either an eating disorder or have had symptoms of  an eating disorder in the last 3 months2. 

There are a variety of  different eating disorders and each one has different treatments available. 
Some of  these eating disorders are:
•  Anorexia Nervosa
•  Bulimia Nervosa
•  Binge Eating Disorder

As with other mental illnesses there is no single 
cause. There are a range of  social, psychological 
and biological factors that can contribute to the 
risk of  developing an eating disorder. 

These factors can include family conflict, abuse, 
family history of  dieting, pressure to be a certain 
body size due to work (model or jockey) or 
recreation (ballet, gymnastics etc), low self esteem, 
anxiety, living in a larger body, and family members 
with an eating disorder. 

There are a variety of  different eating disorders 
and each requires slightly different approaches 
to treatment. Treatment is usually long-term and 
intensive, depending on how severe the eating 
disorder is, but getting treatment is vital and 
recovery is possible. A variety of professionals can 
help: GP, psychologist, psychiatrist, mental health 
nurse and dietician. Make an appointment to see 
your doctor or GP and they can navigate the 
best treatment for you and help set up a mental 
health plan for you.                   

Continued...



What help is available?     ...continued

Examples of  different treatment approaches 
include:
•   Anorexia:   
  The immediate focus is restoring physical health 

and a healthy weight. Family Therapy is the most 
effective treatment for anorexia.

•    Bulimia and binge eating disorder:
    Cognitive Behaviour Therapy is regarded as 

the best treatment for these two disorders, 
aiming to change eating habits and restrictive 
behaviours. Self  help books and internet therapy 
can be useful but need to be under the direction 
of  a health practitioner.  

How can I help myself?

The best thing you can do to help yourself  is 
make an appointment with your doctor or GP and 
speak to them honestly about your eating and 
exercise habits. Eating Disorders can be hard to 
navigate, because your view on your body does 
not often reflect reality, and restricting food and 
increased exercise can put your health at risk. 

While there is online help available you want to 
be very careful about what you search and look 
at when you have an eating disorder. The below 
organisation is one we highly recommend.
•    The Butterfly Foundation has great information 

about eating disorders as well as links to online 
support. They also have a hotline you can call 
on 1800 33 4673. 

•    www.butterfly.org.au

Continued...

Do not be conformed to this world,  
but be transformed by the renewal of your mind,  

that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, 
what is good and acceptable and perfect. 

Romans 12:2

But the LORD said to Samuel,  
“Do not look on his appearance or on the height  

of his stature, because I have rejected him.  
For the LORD sees not as man sees:  

man looks on the outward appearance,  
but the LORD looks on the heart.” 

I Samuel 16:7
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What is Depression?

It is normal to feel hard emotions, like disappointment or sadness, 
when you experience a difficult situation – like doing badly in an exam 
or fighting with your friend.   

“For I know the plans I have for you declares the Lord, plans 
for peace and not for evil, to give you future and a hope.” 

Jeremiah 29:11
1.  Australian Bureau of  Statistics. 2007 National Survey of  Mental Health and Wellbeing: Summary of  results. Canberra ABS; 2008.

Continued...

But for some people, these hard emotions can happen more often than positive emotions. When you 
have depression, these feelings become overwhelming and affect not only how you feel, but also 
how you think and what you do. 
You may have depression if  for more than two weeks, you have felt sad or low for most of  that time, 
have lost interest in your usual activities and interactions, and have experienced at least three of 
the signs and symptoms listed below. If  you think you may have depression, it is important to speak 
to your Doctor or GP and discuss with them a mental health plan. 

Signs and Symptoms  
of Depression

When Depression  
becomes a Problem

• Thinking: 
   Negative thoughts such as “I’m worthless,” “I hate 
my life,” “I’m a failure,” “Nothing good ever happens 
to me,” “People would be better off without me.” 
Thoughts of  suicide or harming yourself. 

• Feeling: 
   Frustrated, unhappy, disappointed,  overwhelmed, 
guilty, angry, sad. 

• Behaviour: 
   Not going out, falling behind in school work, not 

socialising with friends and family, using alcohol 
or drugs to get through the day, giving up 
hobbies, lack of  concentration. 

•  Physical: 
   Sleeping problems (can’t sleep or sleeping a lot), 
headaches, feeling sick, tired, stomach issues, 
appetite change (excessive eating or not eating 
at all), weight loss or gain, crying for no known 
reason. 

Depression becomes an illness when feelings of  
sadness last longer than normal and you stop 
enjoying things you used to. Often other symptoms 
start to develop, and it can become harder to focus 
on school and work, and it can interfere with your 
relationships with family and friends.  

It is important that if  you have depression you 
get help as soon as possible. If  depression is left 
untreated, you risk impacting all areas of  your 
life – you risk struggling in your studies or work, 
having difficulties in your relationships with family 
or friends, or abusing alcohol and drugs as a 
coping mechanism. If depression becomes severe, 
you may feel hopeless and begin to have thoughts 
of  harming yourself.
There are many famous people who have or had 
depression: Katy Perry, Lady Gaga, Michael Phelps, 
J.K. Rowling, Adam Goodes, Robin Williams and 
Harrison Ford are just a few. 6.3% of  Australians 
aged 16-24 years are affected by depressive 
disorder in a given year, you are not alone in this!1



...continued

“For I know the plans I have for you declares the Lord,  
plans for peace and not for evil, to give you future and a hope.”

Jeremiah 29:11

“Even though I walk through the valley of death, I will fear no evil, 
for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”

Psalm 23:4

What Causes Depression?

People often think that depression is caused by 
something going wrong in their life, like failing a 
subject at school, ending a relationship or 
seeing their parents get divorced. But depression 
does not normally occur from one life event, it is 
often due to multiple factors. The exact cause of  
depression is unknown, but there are some 
factors that are linked with its development. 

• Life Events: 
   Loss of a loved one, traumatic experience, abuse 
or family conflict. 

• Personal Factors: 
   Personality, family history, drug and alcohol use, 
or serious medical illness. 

• Biological: 
   Changes in the brain and chemical make up in 
the body

What Help is Available?
Depression is different for everyone, so it is 
important to speak to your Doctor or GP and get 
a mental health plan written up that is specifically 
tailored for you.
There are a range of  effective treatments which 
can help you manage your depression. These 
can include a combination of  psychological 
therapies (seeing a psychologist or counsellor, 
attending group therapy), medication (such as 
antidepressants), family support, online support 
groups and maintaining a healthy lifestyle. It may 
take trial and error to find the right treatment 
plan or psychologist for you, and that’s okay, 
don’t give up! Treatment takes time, so be kind 
to yourself. 

How Can I Help Myself?

It is important that you have the help of  a 
professional when it comes to getting treatment 
for depression. But there are some things you 
can do to help yourself  understand and manage 
your depression. While seeing a doctor is important, 
a balanced diet and exercise is also vital for 
managing your mental health. Research suggests 
that exercising regularly increases serotonin and 
helps regulate mood, appetite and sleep.2 

The following online resources will also give you 
great information and guidance in how to help 
your depression:
• Reach Out:
  www.au.reachout.com  www.au.reachout.com
   They also have an online forum where you can 
chat to others.

•  Headspace: 
    www.headspace.org.auwww.headspace.org.au  
   They provide free online and phone counselling, 
and have treatment centres located all around 
Australia that you can visit.

•  Kids Help Line: 
    www.kidshelpline.com.auwww.kidshelpline.com.au  
      Kids Helpline is a support service for young 
people aged 5-25. They provide free online and 
phone counselling and are available 24/7. You can 
also request the same counsellor every time.

• Head to Health: 
   www.headtohealth.gov.auwww.headtohealth.gov.au 
• Mood Gym: 
   www.moodgym.com.au    www.moodgym.com.au 
   Provides help with depression and anxiety. 
Workbooks, helpful guides.

Apps available
•  Mood Path
•  Moodflow
• Beyond Blue: 
    www.beyondblue.org.au     www.beyondblue.org.au 
    Provides information on depression and anxiety, 
including symptom checklists and details of  
additional support services.

2. www.blackdog institute.org.au
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What is Anxiety?

Anxiety is a normal reaction everyone experiences in their life, and how 
it is experienced will vary from person to person.   
The reaction can range from feeling mild (feeling uneasy) to severe (panic attack), and depending 
on the severity, these feelings can last anywhere from a few minutes to a few years. 
There are many different signs and symptoms a person can experience with anxiety. These symptoms 
can affect thoughts, feelings, behaviours or present as physical reactions. Though anxiety is a normal 
experience to have, it becomes a problem when the symptoms are more severe, last longer and interfere 
with different areas of a person’s life – including work, social or sporting activities, and relationships. 

Continued...

Signs and  
symptoms of anxiety

When anxiety  
becomes a problem 

•  Thinking: 
   Racing mind or blank thoughts, difficulty 

concentrating, poor memory, confusion, strange 
dreams and a focus on what may go wrong. 

•   Feeling: 
   Fear, worry, anger, impatience, nervous and 

irritability.  
•  Behaviour: 
   Avoiding certain situations, becoming upset in 

social interactions, obsessive behaviour, unable 
to relax or sleep, increased use of  drugs and 
alcohol to cope. 

•  Physical: 
   Chest pain, rapid breathing and heart rate, dizzy, 
dry mouth, headaches, feeling, sweating, feeling 
numb, nausea and vomiting, muscle aches and 
tightness in shoulder/neck muscles and shaking.

What causes anxiety?

Usually there is a combination of factors:
•    Genetics
•    Parental Factors
•    Thinking Style
•    Negative experiences and life events.

What types of anxiety are there?

There are many types of anxiety:
•    Social Phobia
•    Generalised anxiety disorder
•    Specific phobias
•    Panic disorder
•    Agoraphobia
•    Separation anxiety
•    Post Traumatic Stress Disorder

Anxiety becomes a problem when it begins to 
interfere with everyday life and stops you from 
living how you want to. 

Symptoms can become more severe and interfere 
with school, work and/or relationships. You may 
start planning ways to avoid situations (like 
meeting new people), certain negative thoughts 
take over and stop you finishing work, or you start 
doing certain actions repeatedly to try and reduce 
your feelings of  anxiety (e.g. washing your hands 
excessively). 

Anxiety Disorders affect 15% of  young people 
within Australia aged 16-24, so if  you have or 
think you have anxiety, you are not alone.1

1.  Teeson M, Slade T, Mills K. Comorobity in Australia: findings of  the 2007 National Survbey of  Mental Health and Wellbeing. Australian & New 
Zealand Journal of  Psychiatry 2009’ 43: 606-14.



What help is available?

Scripture
There are many instances in scripture that recognise anxiety, they may help you remember 
that you are not alone and that your anxiety won’t last forever. 

“When anxiety was great within me,  
your consolation brought me joy.” 

Psalm 94:19

“Casting all your anxieties on him,  
because he cares for you.” 

1 Peter 5:7

The good news is, there is help available. This 
help can include medication, therapy, applying 
relaxation techniques, self help and online support. 
What type of  anxiety someone has will determine 
the best type of  treatment for them, so it is 
important to see a Doctor and they will help you 
figure out what is the right option for you. You do 
not have to ignore how you’re feeling or try to deal 
with it by yourself. 

How can I help myself?
Talk to your parent or carer about your anxiety. 
Make an appointment with your Doctor or GP to 
talk about your anxiety and treatment options. 
They can set you up with a mental health plan to 
start your journey of  managing your anxiety. 

The following online resources will also give you 
great information and guidance:

•     Reach Out:  
www.au.reachout.com  
(they also have an online forum where you 
can chat to others)

•    E-Couch: 
    www.ecouch.edu.au 
    (an interactive online self-help program for 

social anxiety with more mental health topics 
coming soon)

•    Head to Health: 
   www.headtohealth.gov.au 

•    Mood Gym: 
    www.moodgym.com.au
    (help with depression and anxiety. 

Workbooks, helpful guides)

•     Brave Program for teenagers: 
    www.brave4you.psy.uq.edu.au/teen-

program (info and skills to help teens cope 
with worry and anxiety)

Apps available  
through Reach Out
•     Worry Time
•     Mood Mission
•     Mood Path

...continued


