Mental Health Matters

Around 1 in 10 young people will experience depression during adolescence. The teenage years are a time of great upheaval and confusion, as young people struggle to develop their own identity and make sense of the world around them. 

In a series of articles addressing sources of stress affecting young people, this month the MensSana Project, managed by Action Mental Health, focuses on depression.

Nowadays, the term ‘depression’ is so over-used that its meaning and impact have been somewhat diluted. Encountering worries, setbacks and disappointments is a normal part of life and people often talk about feeling ‘depressed’.

However, for some people, negative feelings become so extreme and prolonged that they feel unable to cope with or enjoy daily life. In such circumstances, the individual may be experiencing clinical depression and will require professional help.

Causes

There is no single factor that can predict the onset of depression. However, a number of risk factors can be identified that will make a young person more vulnerable. These include:

· Loss of a loved one.

· Change and transition, for example, leaving school or moving away from home.

· Problems at school, such as being bullied or struggling with academic work.

· Problems at home, including family conflict or changes in living arrangements.

· Physical illness of self or loved one.

· Living with a parent or relative who has depression.

· Being subject to physical, sexual or emotional abuse.

Recognising the signs

Given the fact that teenagers are often moody and uncommunicative, it can be difficult as a parent to distinguish between ‘normal’ adolescent behaviour and more serious problems that may require professional help. 

Look out for the following signs that may indicate the presence of depression:

· A persistent low mood.

· A general loss of interest and enjoyment, for example, in hobbies, friends and in looking after themselves.

· Reduced energy and activity and spending long periods of time alone.

· A sense of hopelessness about the future.

· Feelings of low self-esteem/worthlessness.

· Extreme moodiness or irritability.

· Changes in eating and/or sleeping habits.

· Deteriorating school performance due to problems with concentration.

· Reckless/irresponsible behaviour – such activities are often signs of underlying distress that a young person finds difficult to talk about.

Providing support

Young people need understanding and guidance to help them make sense of their difficulties and work out a way forward. However, as a parent, it can be hard to know what to do for the best.

If you do suspect that a young person is experiencing depression:

· Talk to them about your concerns to show you care and are willing to help.

· Listen carefully to what they say so they know they are being taken seriously.

· Avoid telling them to ‘lighten up’ or ‘pull themselves together’, as this will only reinforce their feelings of self-blame and low self-esteem.

· Let them know that there is help available and encourage them to seek support -offer to go with them if they wish.

· Suggest that they engage in some form of regular physical activity as there is increasing evidence to show that doing so reduces anxiety and improves mood.

· Remember that you need to look after your own mental health as well. It is important that you don’t try to cope with everything on your own. Getting help and support will make things easier for both you and your young person.

Your GP is the usual first point of contact. They can discuss the different treatment options, prescribe medication if appropriate and refer you on to specialist services. 

Finally, don’t despair - depression is one of the most treatable of all mental health problems and those who experience it have a good chance of making a full recovery provided they access appropriate help and support.

For further information on local organisations and sources of support, contact MensSana on 02838 392314 or e-mail rtallon@amh.org.uk
Confidentiality will be respected at all times.

