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The Urgent Need for Healing 
Across the nation, young adults living in poverty experience serious threats to their mental health. As 
individuals, they face financial strain, exposure to violence, suicide, substance use and abuse, and isolation. 
These threats exist in the context of collective experiences of racism and discrimination, historical and 
cultural trauma, and conflicts with powerful institutions that directly impact youth and young adult mental 
health.1 In 2018, more than one in four young adults ages 18-25 living in poverty reported serious 
psychological distress within the past year,2 up from one in five in 2016.3 As young adulthood is a key 
developmental period, their rising levels of distress is cause for concern. 

Young people have identified a range of effective strategies for meeting their mental health needs that 
respond to both individual and collective challenges. However, existing mental health policy does not 
support most of these solutions. Nearly 1.1 million young adults living in poverty reported that they 
needed mental health services in the last year, but did not receive them,4 a dramatic 47% increase since 
2016.5 Unaddressed mental health needs have long-term consequences, undercutting young adults’ 
economic stability, independence, and overall wellbeing. Young people’s perspectives, coupled with these 
statistics, starkly demonstrate that our nation is systematically failing to meet their mental health needs 
and support their well-being. Healing these harms requires policymakers to fundamentally reimagine our 
approach to mental health care to be one that prioritizes widespread, equitable access to care. 
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The Center for Law and Social Policy’s (CLASP) youth and young adult mental health framework calls 
for policies that increase access to healing, transformative mental health supports for this population.6 
Through our Policy Advancing Transformation and Healing (PATH) initiative, CLASP has collaborated 
with partners over 2019 and 2020 to test this framework, advancing systems and policy changes 
supporting well-being for transition-age youth (ages 16-17) and young adults (ages 18-25). We 
identified a set of policy options with broad applicability and strong potential to increase access 
to transformation and healing for economically marginalized young people. As described below, 
the briefs in this series walk through promising state and local policy recommendations and key 
implementation strategies to address young people’s access to affordable, confidential, and 
community-based care. 

Unlocking Access to Care 
The challenges young people experience obtaining mental health services are the result of decades of 
failed policymaking that has created barriers to care. Policy choices have pushed affordable, 
developmentally-appropriate, convenient, comprehensive care out of reach by: 

• Creating barriers to community-based services and supports; 
• Failing to take steps to address young people’s needs for decision-making autonomy and 

convenient, confidential care; 
• Disproportionately limiting access to health insurance coverage for youth and young adults 

with low-incomes; and 
• Codifying reimbursement practices that make it difficult to meet young people’s needs. 

States and localities have much of the decision-making authority to replace these policies with better 
alternatives. It is time to boost access to mental health care that meets young peoples’ needs. 

Advancing Policy Options 
This brief series provides an overview of state and local policy options targeting community-based 
care, confidentiality, and cost. More specifically, these topics cover the following areas: 

Community-based Care: This issue area describes broad strategies that states can adopt to 
make mental health care more equitable and accessible to large numbers of youth and 
young adults in their communities.  
Confidentiality: These policy options focus on increasing youth and young adults’ access to 
the confidential care of their choosing. Ensuring young people have access to confidential 
care and can make their own decisions about it is a necessary and developmentally 
appropriate aspect of care for this age group. 
Cost: We examine policy approaches addressing coverage and cost reimbursement 
strategies that increase affordability. These options include moving toward universal health 
insurance coverage for youth and young adults and ensuring that payment and financing 
incentives align to meet their needs.   

The models we analyze have great potential to open pathways to care at the state and local levels.  
Each brief provides an overview of the policy and concludes with implementation recommendations 
to best increase youth and young adults’ access to needed supports.  
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Toward Transformation and Healing 
State and local policymakers can reshape the mental health policy landscape to one that advances 
transformation and healing for youth and young adults. The goal in such a system is to change young 
people’s lives by acknowledging and taking steps to reduce the threats that they experience. Policy 
choices must facilitate access to life-changing supports, or risk perpetuating further harm. 
Community-based care, confidentiality, and cost represent three key policy areas where changes can 
make a meaningful difference for youth and young adults. 

As documented throughout this brief series, some states have exercised each of these options, but 
none are universal. State and local leaders can immediately review their existing policies in these areas 
and look for opportunities to strengthen them to increase equitable access to care for youth and 
young adults. Adopting the recommendations outlined in this brief series will help ensure that state 
and local mental health policies create pathways to transformative, healing experiences for young 
people who need them most. In doing so, we can advance a future that supports youth and young 
adults’ mental health, well-being, and healing on a national scale. 

Summary of Policy Recommendations 
These policy options are detailed throughout the Unlocking Transformation and Healing brief series: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

• Codify the mature minor 
doctrine, which allows 
young people to consent 
to a broad range of care.  

• Develop a set of 
comprehensive release 
forms for broad parental 
consent and confidential 
minor-provider 
relationships. Ensure 
these forms are 
distributed to providers 
who serve adolescents. 

• Encourage providers to 
discuss benefits of 
confidential care with 
parents and youth under 
18.  

 

COST 

• Adopt full Medicaid 
Expansion to 138% of the 
federal poverty level 
(FPL) without the 
imposition of 
burdensome paperwork 
requirements. 

• Use state dollars to 
provide coverage for 
immigrant youth. 

• Strengthen existing 
hospital presumptive 
eligibility (HPE) policies, 
through pilot 
partnerships between 
hospitals and behavioral 
health (BH) providers, to 
qualify youth for HPE at 
the hospital and provide 
BH services onsite.  

 

COMMUNITY-BASED CARE 

• Codify and make 
permanent changes to 
telehealth regulations 
that maximizes flexibility 
in licensing requirements 
for telehealth providers, 
originating sites, 
currently available and 
future forms of 
technology, and 
reimbursement parity.  

• Ensure school-based 
health services are 
available to the broader 
community. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 

• Ensure youth under 18 
receiving care are aware 
of and understand what 
information will remain 
confidential and what 
services they can receive 
without parental 
consent.  

• Pass statutes allowing for 
minor consent to 
inpatient and outpatient 
mental health services, 
and care related to 
drug/alcohol use without 
needing additional 
parental consent. 

• Ensure state law allows 
for confidentiality of care 
relating to mental illness, 
including addiction. 

• Adopt one or more 
strategies to prevent 
EOBs from breaching the 
confidentiality of young 
adults.  

 

COST 

• Avoid citizenship 
questions on the 
presumptive eligibility 
(PE) application; not all 
states include a 
citizenship question in 
their HPE/PE screening. 
 

• Submit a waiver or state 
plan amendment to 
expand PE to particularly 
benefit transition-age 
youth.  Such an 
expansion should 
minimize regulations to 
maximize flexibility in the 
program and ensure 
youth-serving systems 
can become qualified 
entities to screen for PE. 
 

• Update Medicaid state 
plans to permit “same-
day billing”. 

• Ensure behavioral health 
care is carved into 
Medicaid managed care 
contracts. 

• Pass state-level parity 
provisions that include 
reporting and 
enforcement 
mechanisms. 

 

 

COMMUNITY-BASED CARE 

• Partner with a strong and 
supportive sponsoring 
agency, such as FQHCs, 
BHOs, universities, or 
other qualified entities to 
maximize Medicaid 
reimbursement.   
 

• Ensure the school system 
is maximizing access to 
federal dollars: Have the 
school system become a 
Medicaid provider, so it 
can bill directly, or 
participate in the 
Medicaid School-Based 
Services program. 
 

• Leverage national and 
state-level resources and 
trainings to expand tier-
one level supports.   
 

• Develop strategies to 
successfully integrate 
mental and behavioral 
health services with 
physical health care.   
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