
How to Talk to Your Teens 
About Mental Health

Teenagers can be hard to read, and even harder to connect to as they begin to establish
their independence. (I personally feel like nuclear physics would have been easier to
navigate than my 16-year-old brain). 

It may feel like our teens avoid us like the plague, but we know that they want open lines
of communication with their parents. According to the Canadian Mental Health
Association, parents need to be “open, curious, and compassionate” when speaking to
their teens. Teens who are connected to caring adults tend to feel better and do better.
Remember, it’s not your job to have all the answers – your job is to just be there. 

What do I say to my teen? 
Here are some key messages to share with your teen. The more you model them
yourself, the more effective they will be. You can’t tell them; you have to show them. 

The mind/body connection. 
I think it’s so critically important to explain to our kids that mental illnesses are treatable,
just like physical ones. When you have good mental health, it’s easier to cope with hard
things. When our minds don’t feel well, it’s eventually reflected in our bodies. The body
keeps the score. 

Bad days are just a part of life. 
Humans have bad days. Normalize feeling low, stressed, or anxious when we experience
certain realities like loss, conflict, or disappointment. The key is to explain that the
feelings should (generally) match the situation. For example, if your teen feel anxious
about a school project, the feelings should go away when the project is finished. 

Be brave and bold enough to talk. 
It takes guts to speak up and ask for help when we’re struggling. Make a safe space for
your kid to share with you – take them for a walk or for ice cream. That way, you can
manage any issues together before they become bigger and harder to face. Emotions
don’t have to be scary, and they tend to shrink when we address them with our people. 

Be critical of stereotypes. 
Mental illnesses aren’t always depicted realistically in pop culture and media. Most
people with mental illnesses are doing the best they can – I mean aren’t we all? All we can
do is our best. We’re wired for connection, and what we need is to support and respect
each other despite our differences. 
 
If anyone talks about suicide or ending their life, take it seriously. Call your local crisis line, the national Kids Help
Phone at 1-800-668-6868, or the First Nations and Inuit Hope for Wellness Help Line at 1-855-242-3310. If you
think that someone’s life is in immediate danger, call 911 or go to an emergency department. 


