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Can we take health in children and 
adolescents for granted?

Key Question of this Conference



1. How common is mental illness
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How common is mental illness?

Caspi et al. (2020) JAMA Netw Open. 2020;3(4):e203221. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.3221

85%



How common is mental illness? 
(Western world)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_world



Take-home message no. 1: 

Mental disorder at some point in life is the norm 
and NOT the exception.
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2. At what age does mental illness 

typically have its onset



Age at First Diagnosis
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Age at First Diagnosis

Caspi et al. (2020) JAMA Netw Open. 2020;3(4):e203221. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.3221



Age at First Diagnosis

von Klitzing et al. (2015). Dtsch. Arztebl. Int.



Example: Self-Injury

How often did you self-injure on purpose in the past month?

(ages 13, 15, 17, 20)

Steinhoff, …, Shanahan. (2020). European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry. 

Also in Switzerland …



Example: Self-Injury
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How often did you self-injure on purpose in the past month?
(between ages 13 - 20)

Steinhoff, …, Shanahan. (2020). European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry. 



Example: Self-Injury

More common in LGBTQIA+ community



Mental Illness Common in Children 
with Chronic Physical Ilness

Ferro, … Shanahan et al. (2021).  
Journal of the Canadian Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry.

Children aged 2 – 16 yrs

38% with ≥ 1 
mental illness 
in past year



Take-home message no. 2: 

Mental illness typically begins in childhood or 
adolescence.



Persons who interact with children must be educated 

about mental illness.

Implication



Mental Health Awareness and Literacy

• Parents (and other family members, friends)

• Schools (incl. teachers)

• Child care (incl. afterschool)

• Pediatricians (and their teams)

• Other children 

• …



Mental Health Awareness and Literacy

… include knowing, for example, that …

1. … children often express first mental health 

symptoms as somatic symptoms 

(e.g., stomach aches, headaches etc.)

2. … teenagers who are frequently edgy or 

irritable may in fact be suffering from 

depression or anxiety

Shanahan et al. (2015). Psychological Medicine.



… includes recognizing that …

3. … pathways to poor mental health are manifold

• adverse childhood experiences

• intergenerational transmission

• biological changes (puberty)

• school and social stress

• …

Mental Health Awareness and Literacy



3. What are exemplar pathways to 

mental illness?



Social Stress Pathways: Schools

Steinhoff … Shanahan. (2020). Frontiers in Psychiatry.

Association of failing an important test or having to 
repeat a grade with self-injury.



Overwhelming Stress

Steinhoff … Shanahan. (2020). Frontiers in Psychiatry.

Example Stressors
• Repeat grade, fail exam
• Relationship breakup
• Parental divorce
• Parental job loss
• Death of a family member
• Violent harassment 

by a peer or sexual assault

Number of life events
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Overwhelming Stress
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Overwhelming Stress & the Pandemic

Steinhoff … Shanahan. (2020). Frontiers in Psychiatry.

chronic physical illness,

discrimination,

COVID-19 pandemic

Number of life events



Take-home message no. 3: 

Overwhelming social and school stress are common 
pathways to mental illness. 



4. How do children and adolescents 

with mental illness fare later in life?



Long-Term Costs: By Age 30

Copeland,… Shanahan et al. (2015). JAMA Psychiatry.
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Long-Term Costs: By Age 30

Copeland,… Shanahan et al. (2015). JAMA Psychiatry.



Copeland,… Shanahan. (2021). JAACAP.

Outcomes worse when youth mental illness

is chronic and untreated.



Long-Term Costs of Youth Mental Illness

… higher risk of premature mortality …



Long-Term Costs of Youth Mental Illness

Vigo,… Atun. (2016). Lancet Psychiatry.

Globally, mental illness accounts for 32% 

of years lived with disability!



Take-home message no. 4: 

Mental illness in childhood and adolescence is 
associated with a substantial risk for later poor 
health, mortality, and disability.



5. How can we foster health

(from a mental health perspective)



What can we do?

Prevent

Recognize

Treat



Prevention

CAREGIVERS

• Support mental health of parents & caregivers
(and increase their mental health awareness and literacy) 

• Support positive & consistent caregiving

• Reduce adversity & stress affecting families



Prevention

CAREGIVERS

• Support mental health of parents & caregivers
(and increase their mental health awareness and literacy) 

• Support positive & consistent caregiving

• Reduce adversity & stress affecting families

CHILDREN

• Build self-regulation (e.g., emotional, behavioral) and social 
skills 

• Build healthy strategies to cope with stress and that are 
mental-heath protective (e.g., sleep, exercise, nutrition)

• Foster educational well-being



Recognition / Treatment / Intervention

SYSTEMS, INCL. SCHOOLS & HEALTH CARE

• Create systems that recognize early mental health problems

• Low-threshold entries into professional support & treatment

• Evidence-based treatments

• Ongoing support on different phases of life



Take-home message no. 5: 

Prevention, recognition, and treatment of 
mental illness in children and adolescents are 
key to fostering long-term health.



Can we take (mental) health in children and 
adolescents for granted?   

NO!

Key Question of this Conference

1. Mental illness is the norm, NOT the exception.
2. Mental illness typically has its onset in childhood and 

adolescence.
3. School and social stress can increase risk for mental 

illness.
4. Childhood/adolescent mental illness, especially when 

untreated and persistent, is associated with poorer adult 
outcomes.

5. To foster health, we must also foster mental health and 
social well-being.
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