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Although we tend to associate mental illness with ado
lescent or adult populations, many children can suffer from 
clinical depression, anxiety, and even Bipolar disorder. In 
fact, following attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, 
depression is the second most common childhood mental 
health problem. How can parents differentiate between 
normal sadness or a bad day and clinical depression? 
There are many warning signs and they fall into four basic 
categories: emotional signs, cognitive signs, physical com
plaints, and behavioral changes. Keep in mind that not all 
children experience every symptom and the severity of the 
symptoms may vary. 

The first category of warning signs is emotional. This 
describes the typical moods or emotions that are experi
enced and expressed by children with depression. 

e	 Sadness: Your child may cry very easily or may hide
 
their tears by becoming withdrawn.
 

Ii Loss of pleasure: Your child may stop participating in 
activities that they previously enjoyed. 

• Anxiety: Your child may become anxious, tense or pan
icky. 

"	 Turmoil: Your child may also feel irritable and worried 
and may outwardly appear angry. 

The next category of warning signs is cognitive. Being 
depressed can cause negative, self-defeating thoughts. 

Ii Difficulty organizing thoughts: Your child may have 
problems remembering and this may be exhibited by 
problems in school. 

"	 Negative views: Your child may view themselves and 
the world in general in a negative light. 

..	 Worthlessness or guilt: Your child may become fixated 
on perceived inadequacies and failures. 

..	 Hopelessness and helplessness: Your child may feel that 
there is no relief from feelings of depression. 

..	 Suicidal thoughts: Your child may have thoughts of 
death or dying. 

The third category of warning signs is physical signs. 
Depression can cause changes in both the mind and body. 

e	 Changes in weight or appetite: Your child may have a 
sudden weight gain or loss. 

..	 Sleep disturbances: Your child may begin having dif

ficulty sleeping or being asleep too much.
 

..	 Sluggishness: Your child may move more slowly. 

..	 Agitation: Your child may be fidgety. 

The fourth and final category of warning signs is behav
ioral changes. These are the easiest to detect. 

..	 Avoidance and withdrawal from activities: Your child 
may withdraw from friends and family. 

..	 Clinging and demanding: Your child may become more 
dependent and insecure. 

..	 Activities in excess: Your child may begin overeating. 

..	 Self-harm: Your child may cause themselves physical 
pain. 

For younger children who have not yet fully devel
oped language, there are warning signs for mental health 
problems that can be observed in your child's tantrum. Be 
aware that normal children may display these warnings 
signs from time to time as well; however, children with 
mental health issues will display these signs in almost 
every tantrum. The signs are as follows: 

..	 Aggression towards caregivers and/or objects could be 
a sign of a disruptive disorder. The aggression would 
need to be present in at least half of the tantrums. 

..	 Self-injury signals possible depression. 

..	 Frequent tantrums-preschoolers who have 10 to 20 
tantrums a month at home. 

..	 Tantrums lasting 25 minutes or more. 

o	 Inability to soothe or calm oneself following the tantrum. 

If you have observed your child exhibiting some of the 
warning signs listed above, you should seek help from a 
child psychologist who can evaluate and assess your child 
for possible causes for the behavior. If you have difficulty 
finding the resources on your own, ask your pediatrician 
for a referral. 
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