
How are Wisconsin Kids Doing?
Data and Trends in Youth Mental Health



About These Data

• The following data are representative of all youth and young adults, not just 
those with diagnosed mental health conditions. 

• Unless otherwise noted, the data source is the 2021 Wisconsin Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey (YRBS).

• Additional data can be found in the OCMH Annual Report and Fact Sheets.

• If you have questions about the data, please contact OCMH Senior Research 
Analyst Amy Marsman (amy.marsman@wisconsin.gov).

https://dpi.wi.gov/sspw/yrbs
https://children.wi.gov/Pages/ResearchData/AnnualReport.aspx
https://children.wi.gov/Pages/ResearchData/FactSheets.aspx
mailto:amy.marsman@wisconsin.gov


• Anxiety 
• Depression 
• Self-Harm
• Suicidality
• Vaping 

Rates are increasing over time

• Sufficient Sleep
• School Belonging
• Extracurricular Activities
• Teen birth rate
• Drinking, cigarette use, 

drug use

Overall Trends

Rates are decreasing over time

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As an overview, here’s what we know about these key indicators of youth mental health.

Anxiety, depression, self-harm, and suicidality are all up.
Sleep, school belonging, teen births are all down, along with lower usage of drugs, alcohol and cigarettes. Though vaping has doubled.


Now, let’s jump into some of the data.




Well-Being Trends for 
Wisconsin Teens

• 1 in 2 feel anxious
• 1 in 3 feel sad or hopeless
• 1 in 4 girls seriously considered suicide
• 1 in 5 kids self-harm

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ok, so let’s begin with a high-level look at youth mental health in Wisconsin. 

From our 2022 Annual Report, released a couple months ago, some of our key takeaways include:
1 in 5 kids self-harmed 
1 in 4 girls has seriously considered killing herself.
A third of HS students feel sad or hopeless nearly every day. The 34% feeling sad or hopeless is a 10 percentage point increase over the last ten years. 
And more than half of youth reported anxiety. 

Wisconsin students are reporting alarming rates of mental and emotional distress. Females and LGBT students report especially bleak feelings.


Source: YRBS 2021 data as reported in OCMH 2022 Annual Report
Retrieved from: Office of Children’s Mental Health
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s look at anxiety. Over time and by groups. These data come from Wisconsin’s YRBS, and go back five years. The most recent data we have is from 2021; this survey is given every two years so HS are taking the survey now. 

The graph on the left shows that girls are experiencing anxiety in much higher amounts than boys. 
The graph on the right looks at disparities by race and we see Hispanic students are reporting being anxious in greater amounts that whites and blacks. 


Source: CDC 10-Year Report, Wisconsin YRBS, �Retrieved from: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction YRBS




Depression
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here are the student trends around depression. 
Here we see consistent increases in kids reporting feeling sad and hopeless. 
If we just look at the change from 2019 to 2021, some may dismiss this as a pandemic effect. So we want to always take a 5-year or 10-year view of trends whenever we can. 

On the left we see, again, that female depression rose 16 percentage points over 10 years. Statistically, that’s a dramatic increase. 


Source: CDC 10-Year Report, Wisconsin YRBS, �Retrieved from: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction YRBS




Self Harm
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here we look at self-harm and, as I mentioned earlier, females report self-harming in much larger amounts than boys.


Source: CDC 10-Year Report, Wisconsin YRBS, �Retrieved from: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction YRBS




Seriously Considered Suicide 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
And, again, the same story with seriously considering suicide. 
24.6 percent of girls reported seriously considering suicide whereas 11.7 percent of boys did. 


Source: CDC 10-Year Report, Wisconsin YRBS, �Retrieved from: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction YRBS




Belonging
Kids who feel they belong at school have 
better mental health.
• 60% of high school students feel they belong 

at school. This has declined over the last five 
years from 70%.

• Noticeable disparities by race: Half of Hispanic 
students do not feel they belong at their 
school. More than half of Asian and 
multiracial kids say they feel they do not 
belong.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We track and prioritize school belonging because research shows that kids who are connected to their school have better mental health.

School belonging as a whole has been on a downward trend. Again, there are important discrepancies by race. 
Half of Hispanic students do not feel they belong at their school. And more than half of Asian and multiracial kids say they feel they don’t belong.
Kids who feel they belong also have better attendance and better academic performance. 


Source: YRBS 2021 data as reported in OCMH 2022 Annual Report
Retrieved from: Office of Children’s Mental Health




Belonging

School connectedness has substantial 
protective impact during adolescence 
and extends into adulthood. 

Research finds that school 
connectedness in adolescence reduces 
multiple mental health issues and risky 
behaviors – well into adulthood.

Source: Adolescent Connectedness and Adult Health Outcomes. Pediatrics (2019) Vol 144, Issue 1 
Retrieved from: https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2018-3766 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I’ve emphasized school belonging in part because we know that of the kids receiving services, about 75% of them get their mental health care at school.

Source:
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/144/1/e20183766/37106/Adolescent-Connectedness-and-Adult-Health-Outcomes 


https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2018-3766


Belonging

• Students who participate in 
extracurriculars, who feel connected 
to their school, are less likely to 
report depression.
Source: 2019 Wisconsin YRBS Summary Report

• School connectedness acts as a 
protective factor. This held true 
during virtual learning too. 
Source: Using Intersectionality and School Connectedness to 
Understand Health Disparities During the COVID-19 Pandemic. 
Journal of Adolescent Health (2022). Vol 70 (5). 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2022.02.001 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
During the COVID-19 pandemic, students who felt close to people at school had a significantly lower levels of poor mental health, persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness, and suicidality compared to those who didn’t feel close to others at school.

Sources:
2019 Wisconsin YRBS, https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/sspw/pdf/YRBS_2019_Summary_Report_DPI_Web_Version.pdf  
https://www.jahonline.org/article/S1054-139X(22)00320-2/fulltext


https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/sspw/pdf/YRBS_2019_Summary_Report_DPI_Web_Version.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2022.02.001


Friends and Peers

● The quality of teen friendships 
can predict physical and mental 
health in adulthood.
Source: Running with the Pack: Teen Peer-Relationship Qualities as 
Predictors of Adult Physical Health. Association of Psychological 
Science (2015). Vol 26 (10). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797615594118

● Quality relationships among teens 
is a far better predictor of long-
term outcomes than the quality of 
teens’ relationships with their 
parents.
Source: Adolescent Relationship Qualities and Adult Psychosocial 
Functioning. Child Development. (2021). Vol 93 (3). 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13713

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Good teen friendships have been found to lead to success later in life. 

Source
Joseph Allen, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0956797615594118 
Joseph Allen, https://uva.theopenscholar.com/teenresearch/publications/when-friendships-surpass-parental-relationships-predictors-long-term-outcomes


https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797615594118
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13713


Adults at School

• 67% of kids have an adult at school 
that they can talk to if they have a 
problem about their feelings. This 
has declined over the last ten years 
from 73%.

• Asian and Hispanic students are less 
likely to have an adult at school to turn 
to, with nearly half reporting they have 
no teacher or adult at school they can 
talk to about a problem.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Even though school belonging is on the decline, 2/3 of kids say they have an adult at school that they could talk to if they had a problem. Unfortunately, nearly half of Asian and Hispanic students, lack this person who they can turn to at school. 

Most kids have a trusted adult to talk to, often at school, but there are important discrepancies by race.


Source: YRBS 2021 data as reported in OCMH 2022 Annual Report
Retrieved from: Office of Children’s Mental Health




Kids Help Seeking

• 76% of kids would NOT talk with 
their family about their feelings. 
Among those who felt sad, empty, 
hopeless, angry, or anxious.

• Asian and Hispanic students are 
the least likely to talk with adult 
family members.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The vast majority of kids say they would not talk to an adult family member about how they are feeling. 

Asian and Hispanic kids are especially reluctant to have these conversations with family.

I want to pause to mention that Native American students are not represented on the chart because there were too few included in this survey data to report results. However, it is important to note that we know from national data and other data sources that Native kids are contending with very serious rates of depression and suicidal behaviors – usually much higher than what we see for the other groups.

This is developmentally appropriate. Most kids say they turn to their friends and peers first. 

Source: YRBS 2021 data as reported in OCMH 2022 Annual Report
Retrieved from: Office of Children’s Mental Health




Accepting Adults

• LGBTQ youth who felt high social 
support from their family attempted 
suicide at less than half the rate of 
those who felt low or moderate 
support.
Source: The Trevor Project. 2022 National Survey on LGBTQ Youth 
Mental Health. https://www.thetrevorproject.org/survey-2022/ 

• LGBTQ youth who have at least one 
accepting adult were 40% less likely 
to attempt suicide.
Source: The Trevor Project. Accepting Adults Reduce Suicide Attempts 
Among LGBTQ Youth. June 2019 Research Brief. 
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/06/Trevor-Project-Accepting-Adult-Research-
Brief_June-2019.pdf 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Youth don’t need a lot of social connections to make an impact. Even the most marginalized kids in America fare better with just one supportive adult. 

Sources:

1. Trevor Project, https://www.thetrevorproject.org/survey-2022/
2. Trevor Project, https://www.thetrevorproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Trevor-Project-Accepting-Adult-Research-Brief_June-2019.pdf 

https://www.thetrevorproject.org/survey-2022/
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Trevor-Project-Accepting-Adult-Research-Brief_June-2019.pdf
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Trevor-Project-Accepting-Adult-Research-Brief_June-2019.pdf
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Trevor-Project-Accepting-Adult-Research-Brief_June-2019.pdf


Data Next Steps
Review data on youth mental health in your 
community to help understand the scope of 
the problem, and craft local solutions. 

For example, you could compare local data to the 
child well-being dashboard in the OCMH 2023 
Annual Report.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s look at ways to take action.

https://children.wi.gov/Pages/ResearchData/AnnualReport.aspx
https://children.wi.gov/Pages/ResearchData/AnnualReport.aspx


Find Your Local YRBS Data
2021 Results by County
• YRBS county-level reports are produced for 

those with sufficient data to support public 
reporting.
53 counties have high school reports 
47 counties have middle school reports

• Access county reports here, under the 2021 
County Reports section: 
https://dpi.wi.gov/sspw/yrbs/online 

https://dpi.wi.gov/sspw/yrbs/online


Taking Action
• OCMH shares data to build awareness of the status of youth mental 

health in Wisconsin, and to inspire action.

• Everyone can take action and help improve youth mental health. 
- Individuals  - Legislators  - Doctors and pediatricians
- Families  - Early care providers - Libraries
- Youth organizations - Schools   - Local businesses

• If you have questions on how to act on a concerning data point, or where 
to find resources, please contact us (OCMH@wi.gov​).

mailto:ocmh@wi.gov


Connect With Us 

Twitter: 
@WIKidsMH

Instagram: 
@YouthMentalHealthWI

LinkedIn:
OCMHWI

YouTube: 
Wisconsin OCMH

Newsletter:
Sign up online

Facebook:
OCMHWI

https://twitter.com/WIKidsMH
https://twitter.com/WIKidsMH
https://www.instagram.com/youthmentalhealthwi/
https://www.instagram.com/youthmentalhealthwi/
https://www.instagram.com/youthmentalhealthwi/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ocmhwi/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ocmhwi/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/ocmhwi/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCtgbPFJU6idWuO4CcX_N4dA
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCtgbPFJU6idWuO4CcX_N4dA
https://survey.alchemer.com/s3/6309349/OCMH-Newsletter-Sign-up
https://www.facebook.com/OCMHWI/
https://www.facebook.com/OCMHWI/
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