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Abstract

Background: Interest in adolescent mental health
(MH) is gaining significant momentum, supported by nu-
merous internationally recognized organizations. Within
the educational domain, initiatives have been proposed to
enhance mental health literacy (MHL); however, there re-
mains a lack of consensus regarding the optimal sequencing
of topics within such interventions. This study aims to iden-
tify the essential content to be incorporated inMHL training
programs and to establish a structured framework for their
delivery.

Methods: A scoping review was conducted in ac-
cordance with Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Re-
views (PRISMA-ScR) guidelines by three independent re-
searchers. The review included reports detailing school-
based MHL interventions targeting adolescents. An ini-
tial search yielded 470 reports, from which 26 articles met
the inclusion criteria following systematic protocol devel-
opment. Data extraction focused on identifying the MHL-
related content addressed across the analyzed programs.
Utilizing an inductive approach, findings were synthesized
by coding information into thematic categories.

Results: Analysis revealed fourteen thematic cate-
gories. The primary knowledge and skills addressed en-
compassed the concept of MH and mental health problems
(MHPs), stigma reduction, help-seeking, lived experiences,
early intervention and prevention, promotion of wellness,
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self help techniques, and aid skills. Notably, few programs
incorporated direct contact with individuals possessing ex-
perience of MH conditions.

Conclusions: MHL programs targeting adolescents
should commence with the dissemination of founda-
tional knowledge, followed by stigma reduction facili-
tated through authentic narratives and promotion of help-
seeking. Subsequently, awareness of early intervention and
prevention should be emphasized, alongside the develop-
ment of protective behaviours, coping strategies and com-
munication skills. Finally, interventions should work on
MH crisis recognition and first aid competencies. This pro-
posed framework culminates in an educational program-
ming tool conceptualized as a hierarchical pyramid. It is
recommended that individuals with experience in MH chal-
lenges, who have undergone recovery and received appro-
priate training, be actively involved in the design and im-
plementation of these programs. Future MHL programs are
encouraged to adopt this framework and rigorously evalu-
ate its effectiveness.
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Introduction

Mental health (MH) is considered a fundamental hu-
man right, an essential element for personal and community
development, and a key aspect of public health [1,2]. It is
defined as a state of wellbeing in which a person can ef-
fectively perform daily activities, manage routine stressors,
work productively, and contribute to their community [3].

One in seven people between the ages of 10 and 19
lives with a mental health problem (MHP) [4]. Adoles-
cence represents a critical stage for MH, as the majority of
emotional disorders manifest between the ages of fourteen
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and eighteen [5]. The third objective of the Comprehensive
Mental Health Action Plan 2013–2030 by theWorld Health
Organization [2], advocates not only for meeting the needs
of already diagnosed individuals, but also for promoting ini-
tiatives focused on prevention, early intervention, and the
promotion of MH, with particular attention to the adoles-
cent population sector.

It is essential that children and adolescents acquire the
knowledge and skills necessary to care for and maintain
their emotional wellbeing, seek and provide appropriate
support, and respond effectively to environmental problems
[5]. Deficits in MH knowledge, coupled with stigmatizing
attitudes, can worsen symptoms, hinder help-seeking, and
adversely affect overall wellbeing and development [1,6,7].

Health Literacy refers to the knowledge and social
skills which determine the motivation and ability to pro-
mote and maintain good health [7,8]. These competences
serve as a protective factor for wellbeing that can be devel-
oped through educational strategies [8].

Mental health literacy (MHL) arose from the field of
health literacy [7,8], and refers to the set of knowledge and
beliefs associated with MHPs which enable their recogni-
tion, management, and prevention [9]. This concept has
evolved in the field of publicMH, and includes four compo-
nents: (1) understanding how to obtain and maintain emo-
tional wellbeing, (2) understanding MHPs and their treat-
ment, (3) reducing stigma toward MHPs and (4) promot-
ing help-seeking [8]. This updated definition contemplates
three interrelated elements: knowledge, attitudes, and help-
seeking efficacy [10], and shifts the focus from a disease-
oriented approach to a perspective that considers aspects re-
lated to positive MHL [5].

Given the significant amount of time that adoles-
cents spend in educational settings, schools provide an op-
timal context for implementing initiatives aimed at enhanc-
ing MHL [6,11]. Weist et al. [7] emphasize that, con-
sidering adolescents’ emotional vulnerabilities, integrating
MHL training in schools is increasingly imperative. Evi-
dence suggest that such interventions in educational con-
texts are associated with improvements in MH knowledge,
help-seeking behaviours, social skills, and attitudes towards
people with MH experiences [7,12]. However, the avail-
able evidence only allows the effectiveness of these pro-
grams to be considered as promising, since the substantial
heterogeneity of interventions hinder the formulation of ro-
bust conclusions [13].

Recent reviews [11,13] indicate considerable variabil-
ity across programs regarding content, implementation and

structure. These inconsistencies have been identified as
a significant gap within school-based MHL research [13],
as the absence of a standardized curricular framework un-
dermines the capacity to assess program effectiveness and
delineate best practices [6,13]. Accordingly, the literature
highlights the pronounced need to harmonise MHL initia-
tives through consensus on a clearly defined content cur-
riculum [6,13].

Furthermore, these school-based interventions should
be pedagogically familiar to students and to the agents re-
sponsible for implementing them [6]; therefore, it is appro-
priate to provide evidence-based MHL curriculum guide-
lines that support education professionals in planning and
implementing such initiatives.

These resources could help ensure that the educational
approach to MH goes beyond punctual, less effective in-
terventions [6], and instead is operationalized through sus-
tainable actions tailored to the specific context. Besides,
enhancing MHL from early stages could lead to improved
emotional wellbeing outcomes [10], and, consequently, al-
leviate the growing demand for MH professionals and re-
sources.

In light of these considerations, a pertinent inquiry
arises: which topics should adolescent-focused MHL edu-
cational programs encompass, and how should their content
be systematically structured? This study aims to address
this question by delineating the essential content compo-
nents, and proposing a framework for the organization of
school-based MHL curricula targeting adolescents.

Methods

Given the heterogeneity that characterizes the object
of study, a scoping review was carried out following the
guidelines established by the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for
Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) guide [14].

In line with the research question posed, and following
the Participants-Concept-Context (PCC) strategy [15], the
following inclusion criteria were defined:

• Participants: Publications describing interventions tar-
geting adolescents aged ten to nineteen years.

• Concepts: Quasi-experimental studies assessing a MHL
program and providing specific information related to
the content addressed.

• Context: Studies conducted in the educational setting.
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In order to focus on primary research studies, docu-
ments from the gray literature, research protocols, doctoral
dissertations, and systematic reviews were excluded. The
resources available only allowed to consult Open Access
articles.

The information sources consulted were Web of Sci-
ence and Scopus. All articles published in English and
Spanish through February 2025 were considered.

To meet the inclusion criteria, the Boolean phrase de-
fined was: (Mental health literacy AND (Intervention OR
Program) AND School AND Students).

The selection process consisted of two review phases:
(1) reading of the title and abstract and (2) review of the full
text. All authors participated in the review, disagreements
were solved by consensus.

The search equation yielded a total of 470 documents.
After removing duplicates (59), closed-access documents
(264), systematic reviews (22) and a doctoral thesis, 124
articles were obtained. In an initial stage based on reading
the titles and abstracts of the articles, 18 publications were
excluded for not presenting results and 61 were discarded
for not meeting the inclusion criteria. After a detailed re-
view of the remaining documents, 5 articles were excluded
for not addressing MHL, 3 for not being interventions im-
plemented in the educational setting, 2 for not providing
a description of the program, 1 for not presenting results,
6 for not measuring aspects related to MHL, 1 for being
a descriptive study, and 1 for not meeting the participant-
related inclusion criteria. The systematic development of
the search and review protocol yielded a total of 26 valid
articles.

In Fig. 1, following the guidelines established by
the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2020 statement [16], the flow
diagram of the process of identification, screening, selec-
tion, and inclusion of valid articles for synthesis is pre-
sented.

To meet the study’s objective, data extraction focused
identifying the MHL content addressed within each ana-
lyzed program. The selected studies’ data were systemat-
ically charted using a standardized tabular tool. Indepen-
dently, two authors completed this table by documenting
the content identified in each study. Upon comprehensive
review, the authors, through an inductive approach, synthe-
sized the data by coding the information into different the-
matic categories. After performing coding independently,
disagreements were solved through consensuswith the third

researcher. Finally, the frequency with which these cate-
gories appeared was quantified.

Findings

Table 1 synthesizes the content covered in the re-
viewed studies, outlining the knowledge and skills incor-
porated in the programs, ranked according to frequency of
inclusion (second column).

Table 1. Summary of content addressed in programs.
Content No. programs

MH concept. 23
MHP concept. 23
Specific MHPs. 22
Help-seeking. 20
False myths related to MHPs. 16
Real experiences of MHPs. 15
Protective behaviours. 13
Emotional management tools. 10
Treatment of a MHP. 10
MH support skills. 5
Resilience and recovery. 5
Prevention and early intervention. 4
Emotional communication. 3
MH crisis. 3

The first column outlines the main topics addressed in
school-based MHL interventions. The second column
displays the frequencies of these topics. MH, mental
health; MHP, mental health problem.

To allow a fluent reading, most citations presented in
this section are merely illustrative.

The reviewed programs addressed a wide variety of
topics related to MHL. With the exception of the proposals
by Skre et al. [17], Chisholm et al. [18], and Lai et al. [19],
all the programs addressed the concepts of MH and MHPs,
as well as their characteristics, and risk factors.

Twenty-two programs treated specific MHPs such as
depression [20], anxiety [21], or eating disorders [22],
among others. They discussed their signs, causes or risk
factors, and treatment.

Frequently, the programs addressed help-seeking [20,
23,24], providing information on available resources, how
to access them and potential barriers. In addition, six-
teen proposals [18,20,23] discussed false myths related to
MHPs, and fifteen presented real-life experiences either in
person [18,20,25], virtually [24,26–28], or combining both
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Fig. 1. Article search and selection process—PRISMA flowchart. Based on Page et al. [16], prepared by authors. Description of the
process adopted to identify, select, determine eligibility, and include studies in the review. MHL, mental health literacy.

formats [23,29,30]. Publications by Kutcher et al. [31],
Nguyen et al. [32], Mcluckie et al. [33], Simkiss et al.
[34], and Yang et al. [35] do not specify how the testimoni-
als were presented. With exception of the study by Casañas
et al. [20], all the proposals provided training to these in-
dividuals before their intervention. However, none of the
articles provide information about the specific training pro-
vided.

Other common topics were protective behaviours for
emotional wellbeing (such as healthy lifestyle and positive
behaviours) [20,22,24], emotional management strategies
(i.e., stress coping skills, dealing with adversity or problem
solving) [26,27,36], and the treatment process (main treat-
ments available, therapies and medication) [24,25,37].

Five programs addressed skills to support the MH of
others [22,38–40] as well as resilience and the possibility of
recovery [24–27]. Four proposals discussed the importance
of prevention and early intervention [22,24,38,39].

Finally, three programs worked on communication
skills [19,26,29] and the management of MH crises in one-
self and others [38,39,41].

Discussion

In alignment to the findings of Zachik et al. [13], the
present study identified a broad spectrum of topics incorpo-
rated within the analyzed programs.

These results are congruent with the developmentally
appropriate contents proposed by Kågström et al. [5] for
working onMHLwith people aged twelve to eighteen. This
suggests that such knowledge and skills should be inte-
grated in the design of prospective educational interven-
tions for adolescents.

Most proposals addressed the concepts of MH and
MHPs, as well as their signs and risk factors. Given
that recognizing the importance of emotional wellbeing re-
lies subject-specific knowledge [42], it is advisable to dis-
seminate information regarding MH and related disorders.
Moreover, knowledge acquisition facilitates the processing
of complex information and fosters a deep understanding,
thereby strengthening overall MHL [43]. Accordingly, ed-
ucational programs should commence with the provision of
factual information about MH.

Programs often provided information about specific
MHPs. Interventions may either work on general MHL or
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focus on specific diagnoses targeting adolescents identified
as at risk [5]. Considering that actions should be tailored
to the characteristics and context of the participants [8],
the decision to include information on specific diagnoses
should be informed by the students’ needs and school cir-
cumstances.

Once factual knowledge is acquired, adolescents tend
to exhibit reduced stigmatizing attitudes toward MH [44].
Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to stigma due to
their heightened need for social acceptance and peer influ-
ence [45]. A qualitative study [46] demonstrated that neg-
ative perceptions of MH issues hinder their acceptance and
disclosure, as well as subsequent help-seeking, underscor-
ing the importance on stigma reduction efforts subsequent
to the delivery of factual information [44].

Despite prior research has indicated that exposure to
lived experiences related to MH can reduce stigma and fa-
cilitate the acquisition of knowledge related to MHPs [42],
the program conducted byChisholm et al. [18] reported that
contact does not significantly influence MHL. These re-
sults could be influenced by the omission of an information-
provision component in the intervention, given that previ-
ous studies [44] highlighted the need to have acquired cer-
tain prior knowledge to correctly process testimonials. In
light of these findings, it is recommended that real-life ex-
periences be incorporated in MHL programs only after par-
ticipants have attained sufficient knowledge to effectively
process such information [47].

Knowledge about MH and positive beliefs and at-
titudes towards MH conditions notably influences help-
seeking behaviours [46,48]. Knowing this, after providing
information and working on stigma and real experiences, it
is appropriate to work on available help resources and treat-
ment options in MHL interventions [5]. Considering the
young age of the participants, it is also advisable to dissem-
inate knowledge and skills related to disclosing the problem
to trusted adults [5].

In line with the findings from previous reviews [6],
we found that few programs addressed the promotion and
maintenance ofMH, reflecting an approach focused primar-
ily on illness rather than on strengthening wellbeing. The
updated conceptualization of MHL extends beyond a com-
prehensive and non-stigmatizing understanding ofMH, and
the available support resources, to include the ability to ob-
tain and maintain mental equilibrium [8]. To align with this
more salutogenic perspective, future programs should con-
centrate on protective behaviours (such as healthy lifestyle
and social engagement) [6] after first addressing on recog-
nition, knowledge and beliefs.

Given that adolescence is a key period in which sus-
tainable and long-lasting habits are acquired [5], the en-
hancement of positive behaviours in this stage would bene-
fit the MH of future citizens at both individual and societal
level [10].

The analyzed programs also included aspects related
to emotional regulation. Coping strategies are adaptive re-
sponses oriented to reduce environmental demands [49].
As adolescents increasingly attain independence from their
families and encounter more complex cognitive, emotional,
and social demands [50], it is important for them to acquire
a range of functional coping strategies to respond adap-
tively. To facilitate the development of strategies that sup-
port the maintenance of MH, MHL interventions should
disseminate self-care tools such as positive self-talk or re-
laxation techniques [5].

Some proposals included content related to support
skills. Empirical evidence indicates that adolescents prefer-
entially seek emotional support from close friends [51], and
value peer advice when disclosing MH concerns or seeking
help [52]. MH first aid is defined as assistance provided
to individuals developing MHP or experiencing crises [53].
Building knowledge and competencies on how to support
to their peers represents a promising approach to enhance
MH of adolescents [53]. The Teen Mental Health First Aid
program, developed by experts and people with experience,
focuses on crisis recognition and first aid skill development
[53,54]. This intervention has demonstrated substantial ef-
ficacy in fostering help giving intentions and behaviours
[55]. Its curriculum initiates with MH knowledge, stigma
reduction, help sources and self help before progressing to
crisis recognition and first aid techniques [53,54]. This sug-
gests thatMHL interventionsmay address crisis recognition
and aid skills once knowledge, stigma, help-seeking, indi-
vidual protective factors and coping strategies are covered.

Certain interventions introduced resilience and the
possibility of recovery fromMHPs. The recovery paradigm
emerged during the deinstitutionalization of psychiatric ser-
vice users, has shifted MH care focus from symptom reduc-
tion toward fostering social connectedness, hope, positive
self-perception, life purposes, and empowerment [56,57].
Authors such as Guerrero et al. [56], advocate for address-
ing MH interventions through this approach, so MHL pro-
grams should embrace and disseminate this conceptualiza-
tion of recovery. This recovery-oriented perspective can
be operationalized within interventions by presenting au-
thentic recovery narratives delivered by individuals with
live experience of MH conditions. Peer Support Workers—
young individuals who have experienced MH challenges,
and achieved substantial recovery-provide emotional sup-
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port to other young people following appropriate training
[58]. Given their role as exemplars of recovery [58], future
research may involve these professionals in the design and
implementation of MHL programs and assess the effect of
their participation.

Certain initiatives emphasize the critical importance
of prevention and early intervention in MH care. These
strategies are widely recognized as fundamental to miti-
gating the potential adverse impact of emotional disorders,
thereby underscoring the necessity of incorporating youth-
focused health-care approaches centered on prevention and
early intervention [59]. Accordingly, it is essential to raise
adolescent’ awareness of these concepts within MHL pro-
grams. Recent systematic reviews [60,61] indicate that dif-
ficulties in symptom recognition, negative attitudes toward
MH and insufficient knowledge of available resources im-
pede timely access to treatment. Consequently, it is advis-
able to incorporate content on early intervention awareness
subsequent to foundational coverage of knowledge acquisi-
tion, stigma reduction, and help-seeking intentions. Given
that cultivating skills associated with emotional wellbeing
constitutes an effective preventive strategy for adolescents
[62], MHL programs should prioritize enhancing preven-
tive awareness prior advancing emotional protection and
manage competencies.

Although the development of emotional communica-
tion skills was infrequently addressed in the programs, stud-
ies highlight its critical role in emotional regulation [63],
and in fostering and sustaining healthy interpersonal rela-
tionships [64]. Emotional expression, defined as the ar-
ticulation of internal emotional states, facilitates engage-
ment with one’s feelings and management of complex emo-
tional processes [65]. Based on this rationale, MHL inter-
ventions are recommended to incorporate training on emo-
tional expression skills alongside emotional coping strate-
gies. Furthermore, communication skills contribute to the
prevention and resolution of interpersonal conflicts, pro-
mote empathetic understanding of others’ perspectives and
emotions, and support the establishment of meaningful re-
lationships [64]. These competences have been recognized
as fundamental to the development of support skills [54], so
programs may consider introducing them prior to first aid
training.

The cognition preceding affect model in health behav-
ior posits that ideas elicit emotional responses, which sub-
sequently motivate health-related behaviours [66]. In align-
ment with this framework, MHL interventions should com-
mence with the dissemination of knowledge, followed by
efforts change beliefs and attitudes, culminating in the pro-
motion of behaviours that safeguard one’s own emotional

wellbeing as well as that of others. It is imperative the pro-
gram designs be tailored to accommodate the developmen-
tal stages and specific needs of participants, while also ac-
counting for their socio-cultural contexts [5,8].

After comparing the findings of this study with the
available evidence, and using the cognition preceding affect
model as a reference, Fig. 2 presents a standardized curricu-
lum guide for sequencing the content of MHL school-based
interventions.

Finally, few proposals incorporated direct contact with
individuals possessing personal experience in MH. Inter-
group contact theory posits that interaction between dis-
tinct groups can mitigate prejudice and discrimination [67].
Moreover, it has been recognized that people with MH ex-
perience hold unique and valuable insights into MH due to
their backgrounds [42]. Accordingly, relevant entities such
as the World Health Organization [2], and scholars as Sex-
smith Chadwick et al. [68], advocate for involvement of
people with lived experience in MH in initiatives aimed at
promoting adolescent emotional wellbeing.

Consequently, some educational interventions engage
people with lived experience of MHPs to share their nar-
ratives with participants [18]. The introduction of contact
in combination with education has been recognized as a
promising strategy to enhance MHL [69].

However, recent reviews [47] indicate that the applica-
tion of this model leads to divergent and even contradictory
conclusions; therefore, further studies are needed that apply
this strategy and rigorously evaluate its effectiveness.

None of the reviewed articles detailed the specific
training provided to individuals with lived experience prior
to their involvement in interventions. Given that recent re-
views [1] emphasize the critical importance of adequately
preparing all stakeholders engaged in MHL proposals, fu-
ture research should focus on developing and validating
training programs to equip people with experience in MH
to effectively contribute to the promotion of MHL within
educational settings.

In line with the statements of Guimón [70], a key fig-
ure in the psychiatric field, only the compromise of edu-
cators will make it possible to attend child and adolescent
MH within the school context. Looking ahead, it will be
important to establish collaborative networks between edu-
cation and MH professionals, as well as people with lived
experience of MH, to enhance MHL of the future citizens
[1].

Although this study adhered to PRISMA-ScR stan-
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Fig. 2. MHL school-based interventions programming tool. This graphic tool presents a progressive curricular structure of MHL
content to facilitate the design of MHL interventions for adolescents. MH, mental health; MHP, mental health problem. Prepared by
authors.

dard guidelines and involved three independent researchers
to ensure methodological rigor, this study is not without
limitations. First, certain information may have been ex-
cluded due to its presence solely in gray literature or has
not been published in the selected databases. Second, lan-
guage restrictions potentially limited the inclusion of per-
tinent studies. Additionally, reliance on published articles
may have resulted in the omission of programmatic details
not reported in papers. Finally, as inherent to scoping re-
view methodology, quality of the included documents was
not assessed.

Conclusions

This study aimed to delineate the essential content and
structural organization of MHL interventions for adoles-
cents. The research question was addressed by contrasting
results with the evidence available.

Based on the findings, a sequential framework for
MHL content delivery is proposed. Interventions for ado-
lescents should commence with the provision of factual
information concerning MH, including definitions, symp-
tomatology and risk factors. Subsequently, stigma re-
duction should be addressed, complemented by the pre-

sentation of authentic testimonials reflecting lived experi-
ences and recovery. Following this, proposals should in-
troduce help-seeking information by outlining available re-
sources and treatments, alongside fostering positive atti-
tudes toward support seeking. Awareness of prevention and
early intervention should be incorporated thereafter. Sub-
sequently, actions should cultivate individual competencies
related to protective behaviours, coping mechanisms and
communication skills. Finally, programs should focus on
MH crisis recognition and first aid training.

To ensure contextual relevance, program developers
are encouraged to tailor content to specific disorders based
on the needs of the student population.

It is advisable to involve young individuals with lived
MH experience in the design and implementation of MHL
initiatives for adolescents; these contributors should receive
specialized training prior to participation.

The present study contributes to the body of knowl-
edge related to school-basedMH by proposing an evidence-
based didactic planning tool. This contribution supports the
standardization of MHL initiatives and facilitates the iden-
tification of best practices to collaborate with the promotion
of adolescent mental wellbeing.
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To support the appropriate integration of MH into the
educative field, it is crucial to strengthen educators’ com-
mitment and to establish collaborative networks with MH
specialists.

Future research should empirically validate this
framework. Moreover, the development of specialized
training programs for individuals with MH experience en-
gaged in educational roles, as well as the evaluation of their
impact on adolescents’ MH promotion efforts, represent a
valuable direction for subsequent inquiry.
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