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Youth-Centered Approach Reinforces Protective Factors for Adolescents,  

with Notable Benefits for LGTBQ+ Youth 

A partnership between NYU ARCADIA & Youth Creating Change 

Directing Change is a school-based mental health/suicide prevention program with a 14 year 
history serving California youth, in which students create and disseminate brief films about 
mental health awareness and suicide prevention and submit them to a statewide film contest. 
Directing Change builds from a diffusion of innovation 
perspective, with flexibility of implementation in varying 
classes (e.g., film, English) or clubs (e.g., GSA, mental 
health) and in which the teacher/students in those 
classes/clubs serve as “early adopters” of program 
messages. In this way, the program leverages peers to 
identify signs and encourage help-seeking, centering 
youth voices in positive, action-oriented messaging.  

In partnership, ARCADIA & Youth Creating Change 
conducted a mixed-method randomized trial between 
2022-2025, examining the impact of Directing Change on 
high school students in schools across California (see 
map). Directing Change was found to produce modest 
but meaningful improvements in help-seeking norms 
and adult connectedness. Among LGBTQ+ students, 
these gains were accompanied by increases in peer connectedness and supportive behaviors that 
facilitate peers’ access to care. Overall, results show that a scalable, youth-centered approach 
can reinforce protective social processes for adolescents, with particularly notable 
benefits for LGBTQ+ youth. 

Key Findings: 

●​ The program was well implemented in Directing Change-assigned schools and 
prevention messages reached a wide group of youth and their communities. Between 
2023 and 2025, 1,498 youth from Directing Change-assigned schools received lessons on suicide 
prevention and/or mental health. They submitted 139 films (more than was expected), sharing 
them with 4,380 people who attended events hosted by youth and their teachers. 

●​ Students in Directing Change schools reported higher levels of help-seeking norms and 
greater adult connectedness compared with their peers in control-assigned schools. 
But, they did not differ in terms of their knowledge, readiness to engage peers in help-seeking, 
and likelihood of supporting peer help-seeking (See Figure 1). The impacts found are 
important because these school-wide mechanisms—whether schools are places where 
students feel like help-seeking is a normative behavior and where they are connected 
to adults—are critical foundational changes to support students’ seeking help and their 
well-being. These effects were especially strong among girls.  

Quantitative study description: To rigorously assess the program’s impact, our study compares 
youth in schools randomly assigned to receive the program to youth in a waitlist/control group of 
schools, who received the program in the following year. Our analysis includes 565 high school age 
students in 35 schools, located across the state of California. Students were surveyed in the fall, 
before they began the program, and again in the spring, after submitting films to the contest.  
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 How to read the figures:  
Findings are shown as the 
difference between youth 
in schools assigned to the 
Directing Change program 
relative to those assigned 

to the wait-list control 
group. Purple bars denote 
effects that are statistically 

significant and are 
therefore unlikely to be 
due to chance; grey bars 
denote those that are not 
statistically significant. All 
effects are shown in terms 
of a standardized metric 
to facilitate comparison 

across measures. 

 

●​ LGBTQ+ youth specifically benefited across a wide range of outcomes as a result of their 
participation in Directing Change. Twenty percent of the youth identified as LGBTQ+ (in 
both the Directing Change- and control-assigned schools). Specifically, LGBTQ+ youth reported 
greater help-seeking norms, peer and adult connectedness, and more support for peers’ 
suicidal behavior (raising the question, encouraging them to seek help, and taking action on 
behalf of a peer), as a result of their schools’ assignment to the Directing Change program (see 
Figure 2). While overall readiness to support a peer was not statistically greater for youth in 
Directing Change schools than that for those in control schools, youth did report greater 
readiness on two subdimensions not shown in the figure: greater understanding that if a 
peer reports suicidality to take it seriously and greater readiness to raise the question 
and to take action for a friend.  

 

 



​   

Qualitative study description: Interviews were conducted with 54 students and 10 staff in three 
schools where there was strong engagement with the program. All interviews took place the academic 
year after students and staff participated in the program. Schools varied in terms of where the 
program was implemented (video production, animation class; mental health club).  

 
●​ In interviews, students and staff reported greater belonging and connectedness, greater 

knowledge and awareness, and greater capacity to help their friends. Participants also 
mentioned themes not explored in our surveys, as youth spoke of greater self expression, 
emerging as leaders, and the joy that making films offered them. Sample quotes reflecting 
these themes are included below. Note that these themes were reported across boys and 
girls, LGBTQ+ and cisgender/heterosexual students. A sampling of youth and staff 
statements are provided below.  
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Youth Creating Change 
 

A non-profit organization dedicated to placing young people’s voices and creativity at the center of 
suicide prevention, mental health, and substance use programming. Our mission is to educate youth about 
mental health, suicide prevention, substance use and critical health and social justice issues through art 
and film projects; to facilitate healing, belonging, and civic engagement through creative expression, and 
to support schools and communities through curriculums, trainings, and awareness activities in creating 
safe spaces where young people feel seen, heard, and supported in reaching out for help. 
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ARCADIA for Suicide Prevention at New York University 
 

Housed within NYU’s Institute of Human Development and Social Change, ARCADIA is a research lab that 
takes a developmentally-informed, population-health approach to adolescent suicide. ARCADIA’s research 
embeds key tenets of developmental prevention science; is ecologically infused; commits to 
partnership with city and state agencies and community-based organizations; amplifies youth voice; and 
integrates the arts. 
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