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Research from Hopelab, examines the
experiences of Southern and rural young
people and their interactions with digital
technology and online support services.
The report on Southern young people, A
Place to be Seen: Mental Health and
Online Support among Southern
Youth in the United States, surveyed
1,274 young people, with 36% living in the
Southern U.S. (based on the U.S. Census
region classifications). The report, Rural
Realities: Young People, Digital
Technology, and Well-being, surveyed
1,274 young people. Of those sampled,
21% self-identified as living  in rural
communities compared to 77% living in
suburban/urban communities. Here, the
term rural refers to respondents who
selected rural when asked to choose the
option that best describes where they
live.

Read the full reports: hopelab.org/
stories/southern-youth 
and
hopelab.org/stories/rural-realities 

Expand rural infrastructure to
improve access to mental health
care and support:
Digital mental health tools hold real potential to close
the gap for young people who need them most

Support and fund cultural and
regional competency training for
educators and health providers:
Digital inclusion programs encourage help-seeking
behaviors, belonging, connection, and identity
affirmation

Co-design solutions with young
people: 
Understand the connection between silence and
stigma and mental health/identity issues 

The American South is
home to nearly 40% of
the nation’s young people,
a diverse population shaped
by a multitude of histories,
identities, and experiences.

Many young people in the
South face barriers such as
gaps in education and health
care access, and persistent
community stigma around
mental health. These
challenges are intensified by
regional disparities, especially
in rural areas, in the availability
of mental health resources
and providers.

INSIGHTSRESEARCH

Young people often turn to online spaces to connect, express
themselves, and experience a sense of community, understanding, and
affirmation. These digital spaces can provide important
opportunities to engage with peers, access support, and build a
sense of belonging both within and beyond their immediate
communities, especially in places where offline support may be limited.
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Use federal programs like BEAD (Broadband
Equity, Access, and Deployment) to invest in rural and
low-income Southern counties. 

Establish school-based mental health services to
ensure all students can access care.

To incentivice providers to offer more telehealth
options, require that Medicaid/CHIP (Children’s
Health Insurance Program) reimburse virtual
mental health visits at the same rate as in-person
providers. 

Read Hopelab’s research reports: hopelab.org/ stories/southern-youth  
and hopelab.org/stories/rural-realities 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Only 20% of rural young people
use online therapy and mental
health apps despite facing similar
rates of depression and anxiety as
their suburban and urban peers. 

“I didn’t live in an area where
there was fiber [Internet]. So,
data was really bad. Internet was
really bad too. I think it’s better
now, but I completely did not
think that the Internet was
reliable. So I just feel like even if
I had a phone, [social media]
was not something that I would
use pretty often.” 

—ASIAN, STRAIGHT, CISGENDER YOUNG
WOMAN

Access to Care and Infrastructure: When In-person
Options are Scarce, Digital Support is Critical 

THE E XPERIENCES OF SOUTHERN AND RURAL YOUNG PEOPLE

Young people in rural and Southern communities are
significantly less likely to access supportive digital tools, citing
barriers including poor internet connectivity and a lack of
private spaces. Yet when asked, online therapy and telehealth
are recognized as critical lifelines, especially when in-person
options are scarce, indicating both a demand and openness to
digital support. With stronger infrastructure, better
connectivity, and trust-building efforts, digital mental
health tools hold real potential to close the gap for young
people who need them most. 

Policy in Practice
In 2025, Indiana passed SB482 mandating assistance and guidance to schools to reduce chronic
absenteeism and intervene with support services, including mental health services, rather than relying
solely on punitive discipline. This law aims to give students who are struggling with their mental health
easy access to salient mental health supports within their schools.
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Use state health and education funding to
create campaigns that amplify diverse youth
stories, normalize help-seeking, and fill gaps in
identity-affirming resources.

Encourage educators to complete training in
cultural and regional competency that
address systemic inequities, biases, and the
needs of communities of color.

Read Hopelab’s research reports: hopelab.org / stories/southern-youth 
and hopelab.org /stories/rural-realities 

Policy in Practice: In 2021, the Illinois State Board of Education adopted the Culturally Responsive Teaching and
Leading Standards. These standards require educator preparation programs to implement training in
understanding systemic inequities and self-reflection of personal biases. 

The California Education Code mandates that all educators and other certificated employees serving students in
grades 7 to 12 undergo LGBTQ+ cultural competency training. 

These trainings can encourage educators to normalize mental health dialogues within and beyond their
classrooms.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Only 55% of young people in
the South encounter social
media comments that affirm
intersectional identities,
compared to 63% in other
regions. Similar gaps exist for
LGBTQ+ affirmation (58% vs.
65%) and body positivity (64%
vs. 70%).

“Not a lot of places in the South
have the same ideas as me.
Social media allows people in
the world or in the United States
to connect so you get a better
world view, and you tend to
connect with people more
because you have more access
to community.”

—LATINX, STRAIGHT, CISGENDER
YOUNG WOMAN

Seen and Supported: Closing the Digital Equity Gap for
Marginalized Young People in Rural and Southern Settings

THE E XPERIENCES OF SOUTHERN AND RURAL YOUNG PEOPLE

Young people in rural and Southern settings often report
fewer identity-affirming online resources (especially for
LGBTQ+ young people of color) and greater stigma and
silence around mental health and identity issues. 

Stigma and silence reduce help-seeking behaviors, diminish
the sense of belonging, and limit representation. Online
platforms are a double-edged sword: they can deliver
affirmation and online representation, but also reinforce
isolation if silence and stigma persist.
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Fund digital inclusion programs at schools,
libraries, and community centers to foster
youth-led creative work and peer support
groups. 

Incentivize schools to integrate digital
citizenship curricula that equip young people
to navigate online life safely and meaningfully.

Establish an intergenerational advisory
committee with representation from rural and
Southern young people to shape digital
citizenship, internet safety, and media literacy
practices for adoption across schools, libraries,
and community centers.

Read Hopelab’s research reports: hopelab.org/ stories/southern-youth 
and hopelab.org/stories/rural-realities 

Policy in Practice: In 2024, New York State Governor Hochul unveiled ConnectALL’s $50 million New York State Digital
Equity Plan, including investments in digital literacy programs, digital safety and privacy skills, and access to assistive and
connected devices for residents statewide. New York City Public Schools must annually educate students in grades K-12
about appropriate online behavior, including the responsible use of social networking sites and cyberbullying prevention.

Idaho’s Digital Access for All Idahoans (DAAI) Tech Refresh Grant (2024) provided new desktop and laptop computers to
public and tribal libraries throughout the state, with training in cybersecurity, internet use, and basic technology — specifically
building relationships with underserved community organizations. When the grants terminated in 2025, Idaho  continued to
provide state-run digital access resources and opportunities through the library system. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATION 

Only 50% of rural young
people report seeing
affirming content about
their diverse identities on
social media. 

“Social media can be pretty
annoying and hateful, and it
makes sense that younger
people, especially rural younger
people, are more likely to stop
using it because it’s kind of their
only real escape from the hatred
in real life. So whenever there’s
hatred online too, it just feels
like you can’t escape it. And it is
better at that point to get rid of
social media so that you don’t
have to have hatred thrown at
you in two different media.”

—MULTIRACIAL, LESBIAN, CISGENDER
YOUNG WOMAN

Beyond Likes and Follows: Community, Belonging, and
Purpose in Digital Spaces
Young people living in the South and rural areas rely on social media
and online engagement to connect, express creativity, and affirm
their identities. However, Southern and rural young people are
less likely to encounter affirming content about diverse
identities on social media. Only 55% of young people in the South
encounter social media comments that affirm intersectional
identities, compared to 63% in other regions. 
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