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headspace National welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Special Commission of 
Inquiry into Healthcare Funding.  

headspace is the National Youth Mental Health Foundation providing early intervention mental health 
services to 12-25 year olds. headspace has 154 centres across Australia in metropolitan, regional and 
remote areas, and offers online and phone support services and resources through eheadspace.  

Our work builds the mental health literacy of young people and reduces stigma associated with 
mental health problems and the associated barriers to seeking help. headspace can help young 
people with mental health, physical health (including sexual health), alcohol and other drug services, 
and work and study support. Our work also involves supporting schools and their communities with 
expert advice and guidance on mental health and wellbeing, responding to loss through suicide, and 
providing support after major disaster events. At the heart of all our services are young people, their 
needs, and the needs of those who support them.   

Attachment 1 provides headspace National’s priority areas for reform and responses to the Terms of 
Reference for which headspace can offer insight. 

Our response highlights: 

• the value of headspace’s national platform – with the necessary infrastructure and governance 
arrangements in place, as well as unique experience and expertise, headspace is well placed to 
respond to existing and emerging youth mental health needs 

• the scope for New South Wales (NSW) to build on investment in headspace – NSW has 
been a leader nationally in maximising the benefits of the headspace platform, and there is 
capacity to build on this further, particularly in the area of innovative digital programs and in 
responding to natural disasters 

• headspace’s investment in the youth mental health workforce – headspace provides a safe, 
supportive and innovative environment for students, graduates and early career professionals to 
develop their skills and grow as healthcare workers.   

headspace National would welcome the opportunity to discuss any aspects of our submission further 
and looks forward to learning of the outcomes of this inquiry. 

Yours faithfully  

Jason Trethowan 
Chief Executive Officer 
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Attachment 1: headspace National submission 
Special Commission of Inquiry into Healthcare Funding 
Introduction  
The Special Commission’s terms of reference are wide-ranging. Our submission responds to those 
relevant to headspace, the youth mental health workforce, and the delivery of services to young 
people across the state.  

Young people, more than other age groups, experience high rates of mental ill-health. headspace’s 
2022 National Youth Mental Health Survey found just under half of young people are experiencing 
high or very high psychological distress (47%). The aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, financial 
concerns, climate change, the trauma of natural disasters, and worries about the future are all 
contributing. It is vital that young people across New South Wales have access to high quality, timely, 
and accessible mental health services.  

About headspace 

headspace is the National Youth Mental Health Foundation, providing prevention and early 
intervention mental health services to 12–25-year-olds across the country. The headspace platform 
provides multidisciplinary care for mental health, physical health (including sexual health), alcohol and 
other drugs, and work and study across a range of services. headspace offers in person, online and 
phone services, and supports young people in school settings.  

headspace was established in 2006 to address the challenges faced by young people aged 12-25, 
including: 

• a lack of age appropriate and developmentally appropriate services for young people 
• a lack of early intervention services 
• young people’s need for holistic care rather than a medical model of care  
• barriers that young people in particular experience in accessing support, including stigma, cost, a 

lack of services in regional areas, and limited availability of online supports.  

headspace now has more than 154 services embedded in local communities across metropolitan, 
regional and remote areas. Each centre is run by a local agency, and a consortium of local service 
providers, influencers and community members come together to guide and nurture their local 
headspace centres. This ensure the headspace service is deeply embedded within the local system 
and community.  

headspace National provides support to the national network of centres, and ensures each centre is 
consistent with the headspace model (including branding, access, clinical leadership, practice 
management and community and youth engagement).  

This national network provides a platform for integrated service delivery, providing holistic care and 
enabling other services for young people to be added. headspace National and NSW Health have 
worked with centres to provide a range of additional supports to young people (see Appendix for 
details). headspace has established capability that enables us to respond quickly as the need arises, 
and our work is collaborative and responsive. We focus on ensuring coordinated interagency 
activation and clear communications with government, feeding back information and real time 
intelligence. headspace National has also developed a strong relationship with the NSW Department 
of Education.   
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Community youth mental health services need: 

• an integrated sustainable workforce strategy across primary and tertiary sectors that is flexible to 
future emerging needs and evidence informed as to best outcomes for the serviced communities 

• longer funding cycles, both from both Commonwealth and state and territory governments   

• funding agreements with built-in annual CPI increases that keep pace with rising costs  

• increased operational funding, to build the required ‘wrap around’ supports and integrated holistic 
models of care that include alcohol and other drug use and vocational supports; and to provide 
more opportunities for professional development.   

headspace has established a number of workforce development programs to grow the youth 
mental health workforce and increase access to specialist expertise. 

These developments include: 

• the NSW COVID-19 Recovery Program. Funded by the NSW Government until June 2024 the 
program aims to improve workforce capacity, sustainability and integration within headspace 
centres, to support timely access to mental health care for young people across NSW. The 
program provides: 

o clinical placements for psychology, social work and occupational therapy students 

o GP and psychiatrist recruitment and retention initiatives 

o two-year pilot graduate program for social workers, occupational therapists and psychologists.  

• the headspace General Practitioner Registrar Pilot Program. Funded by the Australian 
Government, the program supports GP Registrars to train at headspace and build capacity to 
provide appropriate, evidence-based care to young people. The pilot program has increased the 
number of headspace centres that have senior GP registrar undertaking extended skills training in 
youth mental health within a safe, appropriately supported and positive learning environment. 

• the headspace Early Career Program. Funded by the Australian Government, the program 
provides student placements and a two-year graduate program in headspace centres in social 
work, occupational therapy and psychology disciplines. The program is currently operating in 
Queensland, Victoria, Tasmania and Western Australia (see case study below). 

As outlined under Term of Reference (c), NSW Health is resourcing LHDs to provide specialist in-
reach support to primary headspace services. Currently, many LHDs find it hard to recruit youth 
psychiatrist and other specialist youth mental health clinicians.  

In these locations, headspace is working with NSW Health to adopt innovative alternatives to enable 
services to meet the needs of young people. In particular, the headspace Telepsychiatry program 
supports young people and headspace clinicians in rural and remote locations to access specialist, 
bulk-billed support. As an early intervention primary care platform, this access is critical to support 
young people presenting with higher acuity or more complex needs. Without it, more young people 
would need to be referred to costly tertiary services to receive appropriate care: 

GPs and allied health teams…really benefit from earlier psychiatry input to diagnoses and assist in 
treatment plans…In this age group, there are less guidelines and less evidence-based choice of 2nd 
line medications, so specialist advice is critical. (headspace Bega) 

The lack of quality and consistent specialist psychiatric care often leaves less qualified clinicians 
‘holding the ball’ for the planning and delivery of specialist, high intensity intervention and treatment 
for clients with complex needs. This often means sitting with a high level of risk resulting in clinicians 
managing unsustainable workloads and contributing to burnout and turnover. (headspace Broken Hill) 

Not having access to (psychiatry consults) would likely result in young people not obtaining critical 
care, deteriorating and presenting in crisis at the hospital further impacting the public system. The 
ability of clinicians to provide appropriate treatment and enable recovery would also be affected. 
(headspace clinician) 
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accessing mental health services, and the young people who receive care via the program have 
experienced significant clinical improvements.  

• Partners in Parenting – developed in collaboration with Monash University, this program offers 
an evidence-based online parenting program to help parents and carers build skills and 
confidence in supporting their high school-aged young people’s mental health and wellbeing. The 
program covers common parenting challenges (such as communication, boundaries, conflicts and 
so on) and provides interactive modules for self-paced learning.  

There is scope for NSW Health to invest further in innovative programs such as headspaceConnect, 
extending access to young people who are unable to access in-person services, mitigating workforce 
shortages, and providing equitable access to specialist services across regional and rural areas.  

headspace has also developed an innovative, integrated approach to supporting communities 
following natural disasters.  

headspace has over a decade of experience in this space and has supported communities across 
New South Wales following floods, bushfires and droughts. 

headspace provides a rapid response in the days following a natural disaster. Local services will take 
steps to continue to be available to young people in the area, and headspace’s online or telephone 
based services are also accessible for young people. This includes programs such as the Regional 
Phone Counselling Service, which provides counselling from credentialled clinicians for students who 
are missing out on necessary care, due to either location or the availability of clinicians.  

In the weeks and months following, headspace will continue to support young people, prioritising 
initiatives led by the local community. This can include delivering trauma-informed mental health 
training, or programs to build community resilience. It can also involve working with local schools.  

Mental health needs can also emerge over time following a natural disaster. For example, after the 
floods in the Northern Rivers region, the Lismore headspace centres found the young people coming 
to their centre were more socially isolated than they had been prior to the floods. This prompted the 
team to establish social groups, to provide opportunities for connection.   

This holistic, integrated approach to recovery following natural disasters is unique, and builds on 
headspace’s capacity to provide support for young people, families and communities across a range 
of settings. 
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Appendix: headspace services and programs 
headspace provides early intervention mental health services to 12 to 25 year olds. headspace offers 
young people support across mental health, physical and sexual health, alcohol and other drugs, and 
work and study – providing an integrated service horizontally across these domains of care.  

headspace has 45 centres across NSW, and in 2022/23 provided nearly 125,943 occasions of service 
to 27,053 young people attending these centres. In addition, 9,188 occasions of service were 
provided in person or online by headspace Work and Study programs. 

Our integrated services provide the holistic, multi-faceted support that is a necessary component of a 
responsive service system model. This includes: 

• headspace centres: the headspace network of more than 154 services are youth-friendly, 
integrated service hubs, where multidisciplinary teams provide holistic support across the four 
core streams.  

• community awareness: guided by local youth reference groups and centre staff, Community 
Awareness Officers at each headspace centre work locally to build mental health literacy, reduce 
stigma, encourage help-seeking, identify local needs and ensure young people know they can 
access help at headspace.  

• digital mental health programs and resources: headspace uses its digital platform to make a 
range of information and supports accessible to young people, parents and carers, professionals 
and educators.  

• eheadspace: our virtual service provides safe, secure support to young people and their family 
and friends from experienced youth mental health professionals via email, webchat or phone. 
There are also online group sessions led by clinicians or peers, focused on the big issues facing 
young people and their family and friends.   

• headspace campaigns: campaigns focus on stigma reduction, building mental health literacy 
and encouraging help seeking, while ensuring young people know headspace is a safe and 
trusted place they can turn to in order to support their mental health.  

• headspace in schools and universities: Through evidence-based mental health promotion, 
prevention, early intervention and postvention services, headspace delivers key initiatives 
designed to support the mental health and wellbeing of school communities. This includes: 

o Be You – a mental health and wellbeing initiative for learning communities. In particular, 
headspace can support secondary schools to prepare for, respond to and recover together 
where there has been a death by suicide.   

o Mental Health Education Program – this program provides free mental health education 
workshops for schools 

o University support program – this provides training and education opportunities to Australian 
universities to build their capacity and confidence to engage in conversations about mental 
health and wellbeing  

o Community Collaboratives – working with NSW local communities that have been impacted 
by suicide (see table 1 for more details). 

• programs and resources to support hard-to-reach cohorts of young people: these include  

o Visible project – a community based initiative using artwork as a form of community 
engagement and awareness. 

o Yarn Safe – mental health and wellbeing resources and support for First Nations young 
people.    

• vocational supports: headspace centres provide integrated mental health and vocational 
support to young people to help them remain engaged in work and study, including implementing 








