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Introduction 

Firstly, to the Chair and all Committee members, Jigsaw warmly welcomes this opportunity to 

contribute to your vital work once again.  

As Ireland’s primary youth mental health charity, supported by the HSE and other funders, Jigsaw 

has, for over 15 years, established a track record in achieving better mental health outcomes for 

young people by providing a range of primary care therapeutic services for young people aged 12-25 

and creating supportive communities around them.   

From the start of the Covid 19 pandemic, we were adamant this would not change, and the last 15 

months have seen Jigsaw constantly evolve in response to an ever-evolving situation.  

From early on, we were acutely aware that Covid 19, and the measures taken to contain it, had the 

potential to negatively impact our young people’s mental health. The restrictions, though necessary, 

took aim at our collective need for closeness in personal relationships with family and friends; for 

autonomy and control; for direction and a future to aim for – all key components of our mental 

health. 

Young people, in particular, have been disproportionally impacted over the course of this pandemic 

– significant disruptions to education; important milestones and transitions lost; opportunities for 

developmentally important social interactions removed; employment opportunities all but wiped 

out.  

For many, they see their future unreaslised and indeed a youth unspent. 

In response, Jigsaw adapted by offering choice to young people about how they could access our 

therapeutic services; in person, on the phone or via video. In tandem with this, we also developed a 

range of new online supports and services, aimed at marrying the opportunities that technology 

affords with our expertise and experience – a union that, to date, has offered real and tangible 

supports to many, across a range of platforms.  

 

So, how has Covid 19 impacted on our young people’s mental health? 

Research carried out nationally and internationally have pointed to increased levels of psychological 

distress, disconnection and anxiety over the last 15 months. 

Studies and reports from NUIG, Maynooth University, the ERSI, Irish Youth Foundation (and just this 

week) BelongTo and the Ombudsman for Children all paint a picture of increased isolation, rising 

anxiety, worry, stress and fear for the future among many cohorts of our youth population. 

At Jigsaw, our robust evaluation data demonstrates the following.  
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Firstly, regarding demand:  

 

- The last 15 months has seen significant periodic variations in referrals to Jigsaw in line with 
stricter public health guidelines. 
 

- For example, there were 67% less referrals to Jigsaw between March and May 2020 when 
the country entered the first nationwide lockdown, compared to the same period in 2019.  
As things opened up, so too did demand.  
 

- Between June and September 2020, referrals started to increase, coinciding largely with the 
easing of the first national lockdown. The period saw 17% more referrals than the 
corresponding period in 2019.  
 

- Again, as we moved into the second lockdown in October, demand declined - a 28% drop in 
October 2020 compared to October 2019, a trend reflected again in the third lockdown in 
early 2021, with a 35% decline in referrals versus the corresponding period in 2020. 
 

- Lastly looking at April and May of this year, and the further relaxation of public health 
restrictions, demand has increase by 54% again against the corresponding period in 2020. 

Now to some of the characteristics of young people presenting to Jigsaw for help during the 
pandemic.  

- Our data shows that levels of psychological distress among those we have supported have 
been relatively stable for those aged 17-25 but there has been a slight but statistically 
significant increase in distress levels for young people 12-16. 
 

- In terms of the concerns identified by young people, this has mostly stayed the same as prior 
years, except for increases in the proportion of young people presenting with anxiety 
(increasing from 60%-65%) and sleep disturbance (increasing from 31%-36%). Whilst anxiety 
has consistently been the top presenting issue for young people engaging with our services 
both pre and post pandemic, the factors contributing to that anxiety and the way it 

Indicative pattern of referrals to 

Jigsaw across 2020. 



  3 
 
 

 

For information, support, or just to find out  

more about what we do, visit jigsaw.ie 
 
Jigsaw, registered charity in Ireland.    
Registered charity number 20064846. Charity revenue number 17439.  

 

manifests during the pandemic is different and clearly shaped by the unique circumstances 
over the past 15 months. 
 

- There has been an increase in the proportion of female aged 12-16 coming to Jigsaw with 
this proportion accounting for approx. 35% of young people in 2019, 39% in 2020 and 44% 
year to date in 2021.  
 

- Lastly, we have engaged extensively with schools and communities over the last 15 months, 
with over 12,000 online teacher course registrations, over 850,000 pageviews on jigsaw.ie 
and over 1,300 in attendance for our Jigsaw Connect webinar series. 

What is hugely important from Jigsaw’s point of view is that behind each statistic is a young person. 

Their story. Their unique experience. Each and every young person, each and every parent and each 

and every educator that has reached out for our support over the last six months has a unique 

experience. 

Learnings and suggestions 

Today, Jigsaw’s message is clear. We must look forward and use the opportunity presented to us to 

address some of the long-term challenges facing our young people and the system of care in place to 

support them and their communities at large. 

At Jigsaw, we are acutely aware that Covid has only exacerbated a worsening situation regarding our 

collective mental health.  

 Long before Covid, mental health services across primary and secondary care were over-

stretched, disjointed and under-resourced  

 

 Long before Covid, rates of self-harm were on the increase and young people across the 

country were experiencing significant levels of anxiety and stress 

 

 Suicide was, and remains, the biggest cause of death among Ireland’s young people aged 15-

24 

 

 Wait times for mental health primary care services were excessively long; staff recruitment 

was a significant challenge, overall investment in mental health was well below our 

international counterparts, demand to services such as Jigsaw’s was growing year-on-year 

(in our case by approx. 25%) 

 

 And, long before Covid, areas such as research, school, third level and community supports 

and services remained under-invested in. 

So, Covid, for all the additional challenges it has presented, has, in our opinion, simply exacerbated 

and already dire situation in terms of youth mental health. 

We needed action long before Covid took hold and so we are here today once again calling for 

action, however now we are in an even worse position than we were before.   

But, all is not lost, there is hope on the horizon.  
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At Jigsaw, we strongly believe, that now is the time to address these fundamental issues facing our 

society. Given the increased political and public will, the strong policy context (Slaintecare, Healthy 

Ireland, Sharing the Vision and more) and the urgent need among many of our young people, doing 

nothing or little is not an option.  

The last 15 months should be viewed as a learning experience; one that should highlight to us the 

need for new and fresh perspectives on how we support the mental health of our young people and 

those around them. As a nation, we have shown that we are capable of making widespread  and 

significant changes in a short space of time. 

If we can maintain that spirit of flexibility, agility and openness to doing things differently, in a few 

short years the mental health of our young people could be in a better state than it is now. 

We are fully aware that there is no easy fix or miracle solution for mental health challenges which 

can be complex and challenging. But there is much that government and policymakers can do to 

better support young people who are experiencing mental health difficulties. 

Here follow some suggested solutions: 

1. Increase funding for mental health. 

We are calling on policy makers to increase the proportion of mental health spending to at 

 least 10% of the overall mental budget. Jigsaw welcomes the increase in government  
 commitments to spending on mental health supports in recent years However, spending on 

 delivery of mental health supports remains low compared to our international counterparts 

 in the developed world.  

While resources are limited, funding a range of services should not be viewed as taking  
 resources from one area for another. In order to provide a single, long-term, vision for  
 mental health services, all services should be acknowledged and resourced for the role they 

 play in preventing, supporting and managing mental health issues.    

Funding decisions should be made strategically to resource all parts of the mental health 

 service system and the traditional practice of investing in crisis service as investment were 

 not made in earlier “upstream” support services needs to be redressed.  

2. Enhance workforce planning in mental health. 

Recruitment of sufficient numbers of appropriately qualified mental health professionals is a 

 significant challenge to all agencies within the sector. Jigsaw, just like other mental health 

 service provider, face significant challenges in this area.  

What is clear it that there are a limited number of mental health professionals graduating 

 into, and entering, the system and then any of then leave the country to avail of better  
 opportunities overseas. There is significant competition for posts between services who are 

 all struggling to resource their teams, with particular challenges in some geographical  
 areas.  

In Jigsaw’s view, some of the elements that would contribute to easing the challenge of  
 recruitment include:  
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 Increasing the numbers of university courses/places in relevant disciplines  

 For allied health professional training courses to include a greater emphasis on youth 

mental health, thereby facilitating a smoother transition for graduates into mental 

health service positions  

 An increased focus on family-friendly, more flexible, wellbeing-focussed employment in 

the field 

 The promotion of the mental health field as a progressive, recovery focused place to 

work where you can make a real difference in the lives of others. 

 

3. Improve system integration. 

In line with Pathfinder Report (2017), Jigsaw strongly believes in the need for a ‘whole of 

 government’ approach to cross cutting policy challenges which have the potential to 
 systemically address the challenges facing the current youth mental health care system.  
 Jigsaw believes that a Director of Youth Mental Health needs to be appointed without delay 

 to drive this forward. 

Jigsaw strongly believes that primary care mental health supports should be augmented and 

 be more holistic and systemic in their focus. In addition to the provision of talking therapies, 

 there should be an emphasis on the promotion of mental health and the prevention of more 

 significant difficulties. 

We believe that a truly coordinated, integrated mental health system across primary,  
 secondary and tertiary care would ensure access to the right mental health care at the right 

 time, in the right place.  

4. Increase funding for Jigsaw. 

Finally, we are calling for increased funding for Jigsaw and for this funding to be multi- 
 annual. With over 15 years’ experience of delivering and evaluating youth mental health 

 services and supports, we believe we are uniquely placed to support the development  
 of fresh perspectives. 

At Jigsaw, we are committed to exploring and demonstrating how new models of  
 community-based, person-centred early intervention mental health care can be expanded in 

 a sustainable manner that will deliver a demonstrable impact on the mental health needs of 

 young people. Our aspirations in this area can only be realised with an increase in multi- 
 annual funding commitments. 

  We believe such increased investment could enable Jigsaw to consolidate our work on  
 creating our new evolved and blended service offering across in-person, video, phone and 

 online services and supports and could make a significant difference in creating a more  
 responsive frontline mental health service, reducing wait times across our services,  
 alleviating pressures on specialist services and supporting our vital work in communities. 

 

Concluding remarks. 
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Senator Black and all Committee members, as an organisation fully committed to working with, and 

supporting, government agencies, we thank you for this opportunity to meet with you today. 

However, I am aware that I sat before this committee last October and echoed a lot of the above. 

And yet, little has been done. I would respectfully argue the time for talking is over. We need to act. 

We are drowning in data. We have many strategies with many broad commitments, yet little by way 

of meaningful implementation.  

Given an ever-growing demand for mental health services and supports, a world that has changed 

like never before and a political will, we need to grasp the opportunities at hand in addressing the 

challenges before us.  

While the current cost of the Covid 19 pandemic to individuals, families, schools, communities and 

society at large remains uncertain, what is clear, is that we all have to play our part in developing 

new solutions. At Jigsaw, we are fully committed to playing ours, and I hope you will continue to 

support our ambitious plans.  

Thank you, 

 

Dr. Joseph Duffy, 

CEO Jigsaw 

 

 


