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More than anything, we want our kids to be safe, healthy, and happy.

Here's what we'll cover:
●Overall, research around this topic is new, so we'll examine what's
out there and what we know is true.

●Then we'll look at brain development to get some insight.

●Media consumption has risks, so we'll look at some problems that
may happen.

● Finally, we'll discuss warning signs and when intervention is
needed.

Overall statistics
Approximately 15% of children in the U.S. experience a mental disorder in
a given year.

Increase in depression
A significant study from 2023 reported that approximately 42% of high
school students in the U.S. are experiencing clinical symptoms of
depression

Suicide Rate
Suicide is the second leading cause of death for people aged 10-14 and
20-34, and the third leading cause of death for those aged 15-19.

Some Research Links to Social Media
Teens who spend 5 or more hours on various media devices—including
social media, gaming, and other screen time—are 66% more likely to



experience at least one suicide-related outcome, such as suicidal thoughts
or attempts.

Here's what we can say for sure:
●Research indicates that teens who engage excessively with screens
tend to report lower levels of happiness compared to those who use
screens moderately. Interestingly, those who engage in moderate
screen time often experience higher levels of happiness than those
who refrain from screen use entirely. This phenomenon is often called
the "Goldilocks Hypothesis," suggesting that a balanced approach to
media use is optimal (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017).

●However, defining what constitutes "moderate" screen time can be
challenging, as no universal threshold exists. Instead, the focus
should be on how media use fits into a broader, balanced lifestyle. If
your child is enjoying quality time with friends and family, participating
in extracurricular activities, maintaining physical health, getting
adequate sleep, and performing well academically, their screen time
is likely in a healthy balance.

●Moreover, the purpose of media use is crucial. Studies show that
passive activities, such as endless scrolling or liking posts without
meaningful interactions, can contribute to unhappiness. In contrast,
engaging in interactive or meaningful online conversations tends to
foster a more positive emotional experience. Furthermore, teens who
are preoccupied with "digital status" and the pursuit of online
popularity often engage in riskier behaviors offline, which can have
negative consequences for their overall well-being.

●Ultimately, if digital media appears to negatively impact your child's
happiness, it is essential to take that concern seriously. Monitoring
and guiding their media use, while promoting a balanced lifestyle that
prioritizes health, social interaction, and sleep, can help foster a
healthier relationship with technology.



●It's crucial to recognize that the human brain continues to develop
until around age 24, with the prefrontal cortex—responsible for
decision-making, impulse control, and prioritizing tasks—being one of
the last areas to mature. This part of the brain functions like an
orchestra conductor, coordinating various cognitive processes to help
individuals make informed decisions.

●During adolescence, our children often rely more on the ventral
striatum (stry-A-tum), a region associated with reward processing and
immediate gratification. This reliance can lead to impulsive behaviors,
such as posting potentially embarrassing content on social media or
spending excessive time gaming instead of focusing on homework or
getting sufficient sleep.

●Moreover, adolescents may perceive situations as more permanent
than they truly are. For instance, a negative comment from a peer
may feel like an undeniable truth, particularly if it is reinforced by
others. This perspective can exacerbate feelings of insecurity and
contribute to a cycle of negative self-assessment.

●As they navigate their development, pre-teens are beginning to
enhance their ability to understand others' perspectives, which is a
vital social skill. However, this development often coincides with an
increased emphasis on peer approval. The desire for acceptance can
make them particularly vulnerable to social pressures and
insecurities.

●Given this context, it's essential for parents and caregivers to foster
open discussions about media use and its impacts on mental health.
Encouraging critical thinking about the content they encounter,
promoting healthy media habits, and emphasizing the importance of
balanced offline activities can help mitigate some of the challenges
associated with this developmental stage.



So, the bottom line around these brain facts is that pre-teens and teens are
set up for…

●Risk taking

●Making quick decisions without thinking them through

●Seeking peer approval or being preoccupied with other people's
opinions of them

●And seeing things as black and white, total truth, no end in sight

AND THEN, we hand them a smartphone…

In "The Anxious Generation," Jonathan Haidt (hite) outlines several
alarming statistics and trends regarding the mental health of young people,
particularly those in Generation Z (born mid-to-late 1990s and the early
2010s).

1. Surge in Mental Health Issues: Haidt identifies a significant
increase in anxiety, depression, and suicidality among adolescents
starting around 2010, coinciding with the rise of smartphones and
social media.

2. Hospitalization Rates: There has been a marked increase in
hospitalizations for non-fatal self-injury among U.S. teens and
pre-teens, especially among adolescent girls. Rates of hospitalization
reflect more severe symptoms.

3. Notifications and Attention Fragmentation: On average, young
people receive about 192 notifications on their phones each day. For
heavy users, such as older teen girls, this can equate to an
interruption approximately every minute, significantly impacting their
ability to concentrate.



4. Suicide Rates: Suicide rates have reached unprecedented levels
for adolescent girls in various countries, including the U.S., U.K.,
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. This demographic has seen the
highest rates recorded at any point in history.

5. Global Mental Health Trends: The mental health crisis isn't
limited to the U.S. It's a widespread phenomenon observed across
many Western nations, with consistent rises in self-harm, anxiety, and
depressive symptoms among youth.

6. Effects of Technology: Haidt discusses how the transition from
play-based childhoods to smartphone-based interactions has
deprived children of essential experiences needed to build resilience
and coping skills.

Potential Impacts of Media on Mental Health

1. Comparison
The Impact of Media on Body Image and Self-Perception

1. Manipulated Images and Unrealistic Standards
In today's digital landscape, it is increasingly easy to alter
images using apps like FaceTune, filters, and Photoshop. This
manipulation contributes to the creation of unrealistic beauty
standards that teens often feel pressured to meet. Research
shows that when teens compare themselves to these digitally
enhanced images, they are likely measuring themselves
against an unattainable standard.

2. Comparison with Peers and Celebrities
Teens frequently compare themselves to their peers and
celebrities, leading to varying levels of dissatisfaction. The
visibility of curated, often idealized portrayals of life on platforms
like Instagram and Snapchat creates a distorted perception of
reality, where happiness and success seem solely linked to



appearance. The majority of images shared on social media
depict smiling faces and glamorous settings, masking the reality
that no one's life is perfect.

3. Content Consumption and Body Ideals
Social media, YouTube, and video games are rife with content
promoting beauty ideals, tutorials, and products reinforcing the
message that appearance is paramount. This can be
particularly challenging for insecure teens, who may internalize
the notion that their worth is tied to how they look. The
prevalence of sexy or suggestive content further complicates
this issue, as teens may feel pressured to conform to these
representations, especially when they see peers and parents
sharing similar images.

4. Exploring Sexuality and Peer Influence
As teens navigate their own identities and sexuality, the
temptation to showcase themselves online can be strong. The
visibility of sexualized content can make it difficult for them to
resist the urge to participate in similar behaviors, leading to
unhealthy comparisons with friends who engage in these
activities. This dynamic is heightened by the instant feedback
mechanism of social media, where likes and comments can
significantly impact self-esteem.

5. Online Feedback and Its Effects
Feedback on social media can be swift and, at times, harsh.
Positive reinforcement through likes may encourage teens to
post more of what gains attention, often prioritizing appearance
over substance. Conversely, negative comments, particularly
those focused on looks, can be devastating and contribute to
anxiety and low self-esteem. The psychological toll of such
feedback underscores the need for critical media literacy
education to help teens navigate these platforms healthily.



Emotional Responses to Media Influences

The beliefs shaped by media consumption can lead to a variety
of emotional responses in teens:

- Perception of Others' Lives: Teens may feel as if everyone
else has everything figured out and is perpetually enjoying life.
This sense of isolation can be exacerbated by the curated
nature of social media, where only highlights are showcased.

- Self-Image Issues: Many teens struggle with feelings of
inadequacy regarding their attractiveness. Constant exposure
to idealized images can reinforce existing body image issues,
leading them to feel they do not measure up to societal
standards.

- Impact on Performance and Confidence: Research
suggests that self-perception can significantly affect
performance and confidence. For example, a study by
Frederickson et al. (1998) found that women performed worse
on a math test when wearing a bathing suit compared to
wearing a sweater, indicating that self-image can influence
cognitive performance.

- Fear of Imperfection: As teens invest time and effort into
presenting a perfect online persona, they may begin to
internalize the belief that their authentic, imperfect selves are
unworthy of acceptance. This can lead to heightened anxiety
about being judged based on their appearances.

- Value of Online Approval: Pursuing likes and online
validation can become a significant measure of self-worth for
teens. This dependency on social media feedback can further
entrench feelings of inadequacy, especially when they



experience negative comments or lack of engagement on their
posts.

Supporting Teens in Navigating Comparison & Self-Worth

1. Acknowledge Their Feelings
It's essential to recognize that the feelings your teen
experiences around comparing themselves to others are valid.
Simple reassurances like "You're pretty!" or "Don't worry about
what other people think!" may not resonate. Starting with
empathy and validation can be incredibly powerful. You might
say, "I understand; it can be really hard when it feels like
everyone else looks great and has it all together. Remember,
those pictures represent just one part of their lives, and
comparing our entire selves to a single snapshot isn't fair or
accurate".

2. Relate with Real-Life Examples
Consider drawing parallels to a workplace scenario to help your
teen grasp this concept. For example, describe having a
coworker who seems perfect—always well-dressed, charming,
and praised by the boss. This reflects how social media often
presents an unattainable standard that teens are exposed to
constantly.

3. Introduce the Concept of "Duck Syndrome"
"Duck syndrome" refers to the phenomenon where someone
appears to glide effortlessly through life while paddling furiously
underneath. Remind your teen that, just like a duck, everyone
has their struggles and insecurities, even if they don’t show
them publicly.

4. Critically Evaluate Media Content
If your teen remains unconvinced, encourage them to critically
evaluate the content they consume. Discuss examples like



reality stars, such as the Kardashians, who often represent an
idealized version of life that is meticulously curated and
frequently involves cosmetic enhancements. Highlight that even
these public figures experience struggles and dissatisfaction,
which may not be evident at first glance.

Additionally, introduce them to influencers who prioritize
authenticity and imperfection. Engaging with content creators
who openly discuss their challenges can help normalize the
conversation around struggles and reduce the pressure to
present a perfect image.

5. Discuss Peer Influences
If their friends seem caught up in pursuing perfection, help your
teen understand that this, too is often an illusion. Discuss the
effort involved in maintaining such appearances and question
whether the benefits—like likes and shares—truly outweigh the
energy expended.

6. Model Authenticity
Demonstrating your struggles and imperfections can be
invaluable for your teen. If they see you working through
challenges and making mistakes, they may feel less pressure to
be perfect themselves.

7. Emphasize Effort Over Outcomes
Instead of focusing solely on positive outcomes, praise your
teen for their efforts, regardless of the results. Celebrating hard
work and learning from failures is essential for building
resilience and counteracting perfectionist tendencies.

Conclusion
By fostering an environment of empathy, open dialogue, and critical
media literacy, you can help your teen navigate the complex
landscape of self-image and social comparison in today’s



media-saturated world. Encouraging them to appreciate their
authentic selves while recognizing that everyone faces challenges
can support healthier self-esteem and mental well-being.

2. Pressure
The next potential pitfall is pressure.

Though these challenges affect everyone, because pre-teen and teen
brains have less ability to prioritize and make good decisions, they're
even more vulnerable to the addictive qualities of technology and the
"always on" nature of digital media.

The Challenge of Constant Connectivity for Teens
Balancing the expectation of being "reachable" 24/7 can be
tricky for adults, but it poses even greater challenges for teens.
Many apps and games are intentionally designed to keep users
engaged, leading to a nearly constant influx of communication
through various channels—text messages, social media posts,
video calls, and in-game chats.

- Immediate Response Pressure: Just as older
generations felt the urgency to answer a ringing phone,
teens today feel compelled to respond immediately to
online communications. Research indicates that about
72% of teens in the U.S. feel pressured to reply instantly,
fearing that delayed responses may signal indifference or
anger.

- Fear of Missing Out (FOMO): The overwhelming flow
of information can create anxiety about missing out on
social interactions. For example, being inactive in a group
chat can lead to feelings of exclusion from inside jokes or
important updates that peers reference later.



- Engagement Techniques: Various media platforms
employ strategies to keep users engaged. Features like
red notification alerts, the dopamine rush from likes and
follows, autoplay video functions, and in-app purchases
for rewards are designed to create a cycle of continuous
engagement. This phenomenon affects not only social
media platforms like Instagram and Snapchat but also
streaming services like YouTube and gaming
environments.

- Social Obligations: The social dynamics in digital
spaces mean that interactions often carry a sense of
obligation. For example, when a teen receives likes on a
post, they may feel compelled to reciprocate. Similarly,
maintaining Snapstreaks on Snapchat—daily exchanges
of snaps with friends—creates an unspoken contract that
can cause stress if not maintained. In multiplayer games,
group dynamics can foster a sense of duty to participate
in scheduled raids or team activities, further amplifying
feelings of responsibility.

- Overwhelmed from Multiple Platforms: If teens focus
solely on platforms like Snapchat and Instagram, they still
face a substantial amount of content to keep up with,
which can feel like a full-time job. The pressure to stay
current with both personal updates and broader social
media trends can lead to increased stress and anxiety,
highlighting the need for balance.

Balancing Digital Engagement with Academic
Responsibilities
Today's teens often multitask between managing a digital social
life and completing schoolwork. While multitasking is frequently
portrayed as a valuable skill, research demonstrates that



attempting to juggle multiple tasks simultaneously can
significantly diminish performance across all tasks.

The Effects of Connectivity on Sleep and Mental Health
The pressure to remain constantly connected can significantly
reduce the time for essential activities like sleep. Many teens
struggle to get adequate rest due to early school start times and
busy schedules. Constant connectivity complicates these
challenges:

- Consequences of Sleep Deprivation: Insufficient sleep
can profoundly affect health, mood, and academic
performance. It is widely recognized that sleep
deprivation can contribute to various mental health
issues, including depression. The impact of poor sleep
can extend beyond immediate fatigue, affecting overall
well-being and resilience in facing daily challenges.

The Pressure of Digital Social Obligations
Teens often feel compelled to stay updated on news, celebrity
culture, and other information crucial for their social
interactions, fearing that missing out will lead to exclusion
(FOMO).

Helping Kids Manage Pressure from Media

1. Acknowledge Their Feelings
It’s vital not to dismiss or minimize your child’s feelings of
FOMO (fear of missing out) or responsibility regarding media
engagement. Their emotions are real and legitimate, even if
adults may not fully understand the context. To relate, consider
a scenario: Imagine your doorbell rings repeatedly, your phone
rings, and there’s a knock at the back door. Any of these could
be important, but the uncertainty can create anxiety about
potentially missing out on something significant. This mirrors



how teens feel with constant notifications across various
platforms.

2. Encourage Notification Management
Help your child learn to manage notifications effectively. While it
might be challenging for some teens, encourage them to turn
off or customize notifications on their devices. This could
involve:

- Disabling Notifications: Encourage them to disable
notifications entirely or simplify them to one type, such as
banner notifications without sounds.

- Choosing Priority Apps: Suggest that they select one
app for notifications and communicate to friends that they
should text for important matters if they won’t be checking
all notifications regularly.

3. Create Media-Free Zones
Establishing boundaries around media usage can help reduce
pressure:

- No Devices at the Dinner Table: Keeping devices
away from shared spaces like the dinner table
encourages face-to-face interactions and can lessen the
urge to check notifications constantly.

- Separate Homework and Social Media: Advise your
teen to put their phone in another room while studying or
use productivity apps designed to minimize distractions.

4. Bedtime Routine Adjustments
If your teen likes to listen to music at bedtime, suggest using
device controls to limit usage to just music. Alternatively, using
an old-fashioned alarm clock and charging devices in another
room can help them maintain a consistent sleep schedule.



5. Use Parental Authority Wisely
If your child feels pressured to respond quickly, framing it as a
parental guideline can help. For instance, they could say, “Sorry
I didn’t reply right away, but my mom doesn’t let me have my
phone after 9 PM!” This takes the pressure off them and places
it on a family rule.

6. Model Healthy Device Use
Your own media habits are crucial as children will notice
discrepancies between what you say and what you do. If you
struggle with managing social media, be open about it and
challenge each other to set limits. For example, explain that
you’re using your phone for specific tasks like work or making
shopping lists, not just scrolling through social media.

When it comes to understanding how parents model screen
time behaviors, recent data reveals important insights:

- On average, parents spend about 9 hours and 22 minutes on
screens daily, including personal and work-related use. Of that
time, around 7 hours and 43 minutes is devoted to personal
screen time.

- In comparison, pre-teens (ages 8-12) spend approximately 4
to 6 hours per day on screens, while teens (ages 13-18)
average around 7 hours and 22 minutes daily. This represents a
significant increase, indicating a growing reliance on digital
media for entertainment, communication, and information.

As parents navigate their media consumption, it is essential to
recognize that moderating personal screen use can help set a
positive example for teens. This modeling can aid in fostering a
healthier balance in their media habits.



3. Drama

Understanding Teen Drama in the Digital Age
If you have a pre-teen or teen, you're likely familiar with drama. But
being behind a keyboard can sometimes mean especially bad
behavior because of the disinhibition effect: When we aren't
face-to-face with someone, we say and do things we might not
otherwise. And, because teens play out some of their social lives
online, there's bound to be some drama.

There are subtle—and not-so-subtle—ways for teen drama to play
out online.

There have always been friendship flips, mean girls, and bullies, but
being online can take it to new levels. Of course, we know kids can
be mean sometimes, but what's different is that the online world
amplifies and accelerates mean comments, rumors, and
embarrassing info/pictures.

Imagine a burn book where people wrote notes about classmates and
passed it around. Now that burn book is accessible 24/7 to everyone
in the school and beyond, and what's written about you is permanent.
And while some online drama stems from a misunderstanding of
some kind, there's also deliberate cyberbullying, which is targeted,
prolonged online attacks meant to cause harm.

About 15% of kids are electronically bullied in comparison to 18-31%
who experience in-person bullying (U.S. Dept. of Health and Human
Services, 2015). Drama can also involve romantic relationships, so if
someone asks for inappropriate pictures, it might feel like you need to
comply, or you'll lose that person's interest. Once you send one, there
are usually requests for more, and all too often, those pictures are
shared with other people.

Strategies for Parents



To help teens navigate these challenges, parents can take proactive
steps:

- Open Communication: Encourage honest conversations
about the pressures they face online and how it makes them
feel.
- Teach Digital Literacy: Help teens understand the
implications of their online actions and the permanence of what
they post.

- Model Healthy Behavior: Demonstrate positive online
behavior and set boundaries for media use within the
household.

- Supportive Environment: Foster an environment where
teens feel comfortable discussing their online experiences
without fear of judgment.

When teens encounter drama in their digital lives, there are
several effective ways to offer support:

1. Active Listening
Listening actively is one of the most effective ways to help
teens navigate online drama. If your child approaches you
seeking understanding, simply listening and validating
their feelings can reassure them that they are not alone.
This demonstrates that you care about their experiences
and are willing to help when they need it.

2. Encourage Thoughtful Posting
Help your teen think through their online interactions to
prevent unnecessary drama. If you see them preparing to
post a picture of a friend, suggest they ask for permission
first. Similarly, encourage them to seek permission before
posting pictures of others. This fosters respect for privacy



and helps them become more mindful of their online
behavior.

3. Promote Healthy Conflict Resolution
Encourage your teen to resolve conflicts through direct
communication rather than online interactions. Suggest
they call the person involved or wait to discuss the matter
face-to-face. This approach can help avoid
misunderstandings and foster more constructive
conversations.

4. Address Cyberbullying Effectively
If your teen is experiencing cyberbullying, advise them to
take immediate steps:

- Document the Abuse: Encourage them to take
screenshots of any harmful messages or content.

- Block the Bully: Help them understand how to
block the individual responsible for the bullying on
the platform they’re using.

- Report the Behavior: Prompt them to report the
bullying to the site or app where it’s occurring.

If the bullying continues and your child is distressed,
discuss whether they would like you to intervene on their
behalf. If there is any physical threat, it’s crucial to involve
the school and/or law enforcement.

5. Encourage Positive Online Behavior
Promoting a positive online presence can help prevent
drama. Encourage your teen to support peers who are
targeted by rumors or bullying, which can empower them
and foster a sense of community rather than division.



Conclusion
By listening, encouraging thoughtful interactions, promoting healthy
conflict resolution, and taking decisive action against bullying, parents
can significantly help their teens navigate the complexities of online
drama. Creating a safe space for open dialogue about their
experiences can also strengthen their resilience and understanding of
healthy relationships in the digital age.

4. Isolation

Understanding the Impact of Media on Teen Social Interactions
Depending on the individual, media—including social media, online
gaming, and other digital platforms—can serve as a refuge or a
source of further isolation. Social interactions feel more manageable
and rewarding for some children in online environments. In contrast,
for others, these interactions can become a way to escape from
real-life problems and emotions, ultimately leading to greater
isolation.

1. The Appeal of Online Communities
The online world offers limitless opportunities for connection,
catering to virtually every interest. Kids who struggle to relate to
their real-life peers may find their "people" in virtual
communities or forums. This sense of belonging is a strong
motivator for teens, and when online interactions remain
uncomplicated and fun, they can become more compelling than
in-person relationships. However, while they may be engaging
with others, this lack of face-to-face contact can still contribute
to feelings of isolation.

2. Digital Refuge vs. Isolation
While online interactions can be fulfilling, they can also become
a substitute for real-life engagement, especially in the face of
pressures such as social drama or academic stress. Kids may



prioritize their online lives at the expense of other activities,
leading to decreased interest in offline pursuits.

3. Intense Emotions and Isolation
Teens who retreat into online spaces are often navigating
intense feelings. These emotions can manifest in several ways:

- Easier Online Friendships: For many, it feels simpler
to maintain friendships online, as in-person relationships
may feel daunting for various reasons, such as social
anxiety or previous negative experiences.

- Emotional Avoidance: Being online can temporarily
relieve difficult feelings or problems, allowing them to
escape rather than address their emotions.

- Overwhelming Consequences: If grades start to slip or
conflicts with parents arise, the sense of being "in too
deep" may intensify feelings of helplessness, making it
challenging to disengage from their online habits.

Supporting Kids Who Use Media as an Escape
If a child is already feeling isolated or using media to avoid
difficult situations, it's crucial to approach the situation with
sensitivity. Here are some strategies to consider:

1. Understand the Context of Their Use
It may be tempting to take away devices if a child’s usage
seems out of control, especially if they’ve abandoned
activities they once enjoyed. However, if they rely on
digital media as an escape or a lifeline, removing it
abruptly could exacerbate their struggles. Before
implementing drastic measures, try to understand the root
causes of their isolation. Ask yourself:



- Is this behavior part of a familiar pattern where
social interaction has always been challenging?
- Has there been a recent major life stressor
affecting their emotional state?
- Are they using games or social media to
temporarily escape difficult circumstances? Limited
use can sometimes provide necessary relief.

2. Encourage Open Communication
If your child is reluctant to discuss their feelings or
experiences, it may be time to seek outside help.
Engaging a school counselor or mental health
professional can provide additional support and open
channels of communication.

3. Set Boundaries Around Device Use
Rather than banning devices outright, consider setting
reasonable limits on when and where your child can use
them. This approach can help manage their screen time
while still allowing them the benefits of digital
engagement.

- Family Meals: Make an effort to eat dinner
together as a family as often as possible. Research
shows that shared meals can decrease the risks of
negative outcomes, including substance abuse.
Establish device-free dinners to promote
engagement and connection.

- Sleep Hygiene: Teens often struggle with sleep,
which can significantly impact their mental health.
Keeping devices out of bedrooms helps naturally
limit their screen time and promotes better sleep
hygiene.



4. Monitor Online Relationships
If you suspect your child is forming relationships with
strangers online, take the time to understand the nature of
these interactions:

- Interest-Based Forums: Are they simply chatting
in forums that align with their interests?

- Closer Connections: Is there someone they
consider special and feel close to? If so, this
relationship may hold significant emotional value for
them.

While it’s essential to ensure your child's safety, it’s
equally important to tread lightly if this person is perceived
as their only friend. Cutting off contact in anger or fear can
trigger extreme reactions, so maintaining a calm,
empathetic, and reasonable approach can help uncover
underlying feelings.

5. Promote Family Media Balance
Encourage the entire family to engage in discussions
about media usage rather than singling out one child,
even if that child is the one facing challenges. This
collective approach fosters an environment of support and
accountability, helping everyone to find balance in their
media consumption.

Conclusion
Understanding these dynamics is essential for promoting healthier media
consumption habits. Encouraging balanced use of all types of media,
fostering in-person social interactions, and guiding individuals on navigating
media influences can help mitigate some of these negative impacts.

Recognizing Risk Factors and Warning Signs in Teens



It's frightening to think about your child potentially wanting to harm
themselves, but being informed about the risk factors, warning signs, and
appropriate responses can be invaluable. Understanding typical adolescent
development can help you recognize when intervention may be necessary.

Characteristics and Preoccupations During Adolescence
As pre-teens and teens navigate puberty and beyond, they often
experience various changes and concerns:

- Social Dynamics: Adolescents become increasingly
preoccupied with popularity, social status, and the pecking
order among peers. What others think of them can significantly
impact their self-esteem and behavior.

- Independence: As they strive for greater independence, they
may distance themselves from family, becoming more secretive
or rebellious. This behavior can be confusing for parents.

- Concerns About Appearance: There is a heightened focus
on appearance, particularly in how they are perceived by their
peers. Social media platforms amplify these concerns, as teens
often compare themselves to curated images of others.

- Emotional Fluctuations: Hormonal changes can lead to
intense and rapidly swinging emotions. Adolescents may
experience feelings of joy, anger, sadness, or anxiety more
acutely during this time.

- Exploration of Identity: This stage often involves exploring
sexual identity and trying on different roles, interests, and
beliefs. This exploration can lead to both excitement and
confusion.



- Risk-Taking Behavior: Biologically, teens are less capable of
considering the consequences of their actions, making them
more prone to risk-taking behaviors and feeling invincible.

Signs of Distress
It's important for parents to recognize that the signs of distress in
adolescents can often overlap with typical behavior for their age
group. Here are some warning signs that may indicate something is
seriously wrong:

- Withdrawal and Secrecy: Increased withdrawal from family
and friends, being more secretive about online activities, or
spending excessive time glued to screens can be red flags.
Alternatively, if a teen suddenly stops using their devices or
avoids being online, it could signal distress.

- Duration of Mood Changes: If your child appears upset,
anxious, or withdrawn for several days, it's essential to
investigate further. Consistent negative moods over time can
indicate deeper issues.

Specific Warning Signs to Watch For

1. Self-Harm: Signs of self-harm may include cutting, burning, or
inflicting harm on oneself.

2. Suicidal Thoughts/Ideation: This can manifest as talking about,
writing about, or referencing suicide, as well as giving away personal
items or expressing a desire to "end it all."

3. Increased Withdrawal: Quitting activities they once enjoyed,
avoiding friends, and not engaging with family can indicate distress.

4. Academic Decline: A drop in grades or lack of interest in
schoolwork, with statements like "there’s no point" in trying.



5. Changes in Sleep and Eating: Look for signs of excessive
sleeping, insomnia, loss of appetite, or overeating, which can be
indicators of underlying emotional issues.

6. Increased Crying: More frequent episodes of despair and
weeping, especially over minor triggers, can suggest deeper
emotional struggles.

7. Hidden Depression/Anxiety: Efforts to maintain a "brave face" or
hide their feelings due to stigma can mask serious mental health
concerns.

Conclusion
Understanding these signs and characteristics can help parents provide the
necessary support and intervention when needed. Open communication,
empathy, and vigilance regarding your child's media consumption can
create an environment where they feel safe discussing their feelings and
experiences. If you notice these warning signs persisting, seeking the help
of a mental health professional can be an important step.

Recognizing Risk Factors for Teen Self-Harm and Suicide
Understanding the risk factors associated with self-harm and suicide is
crucial for supporting your child effectively. Here are key factors to
consider:

1. Recent or Serious Loss: Experiencing the death of a loved one,
parental divorce, or significant life changes can trigger emotional
distress and increase vulnerability.

2. Pre-existing Psychiatric Disorders: An existing mental health
condition, such as depression or anxiety, can significantly heighten
the risk of self-harm or suicidal thoughts.



3. History of Self-Harm or Suicide Attempts: Prior incidents of
self-harm or previous suicide attempts are strong predictors of future
risk.

4. Substance Abuse: Engaging in substance use or other high-risk
behaviors can impair judgment and increase impulsivity, contributing
to a higher likelihood of self-harm.

5. Disciplinary Problems: Struggles with authority figures,
behavioral issues at school, or legal troubles can indicate deeper
emotional distress.

6. Struggles with Sexual Orientation: Teens grappling with sexual
orientation or gender identity in unsupportive environments face a
significantly higher risk of suicidal ideation. Research indicates that
questioning or LGBTQ+ teens are about five times more likely to
contemplate suicide if they feel unsupported (CDC, 2016).

7. Family History: A family background of suicide, abuse, neglect, or
domestic violence can influence a child's mental health and risk
factors.

8. Lack of Social Support: Isolation or having few supportive
relationships can exacerbate feelings of loneliness and despair.

9. Bullying: Both in-person and cyberbullying can have profound
effects on a teen’s mental health, leading to an increased risk of
self-harm.

10. Access to Means: Having easy access to guns, pills, or other
means of self-harm significantly raises the risk of suicide. It's crucial
to mitigate this access.



11. Stigma Around Seeking Help: If there is a perception that
asking for help is a sign of weakness, teens may be less likely to
seek the support they need.

12. Barriers to Help: Financial constraints or language barriers can
prevent access to necessary mental health resources, further
complicating their situation.

13. Gender Differences: Research indicates that while males more
frequently complete suicide, females are more likely to attempt it.
This highlights the need for targeted interventions.

Recognizing Changes in Behavior
While some of these risk factors may seem obvious, others can be more
subtle. Changes in behavior, such as experimenting with drugs, associating
with new peer groups, or withdrawing from activities, can signify a cluster of
risk factors. It’s important to remain vigilant and engage in open
conversations about any observed changes.

Providing Support
If your child is struggling with sexual orientation or gender identity,
acknowledging their feelings and providing unconditional love and
support is essential. Even if you have strong feelings about these
issues, your support can be life-saving.

Safety Precautions
If you suspect your child may be struggling, removing access to
firearms and medications is a critical step in safeguarding their
well-being.

Conclusion
Understanding and recognizing these risk factors can empower parents to
take proactive measures in supporting their teens. If you notice concerning
behaviors or risk factors, seeking help from mental health professionals can
provide the necessary support and intervention.



Protective Factors for Teens Facing Challenges
While many risk factors can heighten the likelihood of self-harm or suicidal
thoughts, several protective factors can help shield your child, especially
during difficult times. Here are key elements that contribute to resilience:

1. Strong Connections to Family and Friends: Having supportive
relationships with family and friends is crucial. These connections
provide emotional support and a sense of belonging, helping teens
navigate challenges more effectively.

2. Problem-Solving Abilities: Developing strong problem-solving
skills allows teens to manage stress and conflict more effectively.
Teaching them how to think critically and seek solutions can empower
them to handle difficult situations.

3. Restricted Access to Lethal Means: Ensuring that access to
firearms, medications, and other means of self-harm is restricted can
significantly reduce the risk of suicide. This proactive measure is
essential in creating a safer environment.

4. Cultural or Religious Beliefs Against Suicide: Beliefs and
values that discourage suicidal behavior can serve as a protective
buffer. These frameworks can offer guidance and support, reinforcing
the importance of life and well-being.

5. Access to Intervention: Providing access to mental health
resources, such as counseling or therapy, can help teens cope with
their feelings and build resilience. Early intervention is critical for
preventing the escalation of mental health issues.

6. Future-Oriented Goals: Encouraging teens to set and pursue
future-oriented goals fosters a sense of purpose and motivation.
When young people have aspirations and a vision for their future, it
can enhance their resilience against despair.



7. Self-Esteem and Sense of Purpose: Building self-esteem and
helping teens find meaning in their lives can act as protective factors.
Engaging in activities promoting self-worth and contributing to others
can reinforce their value and purpose.

Conclusion
In summary, while challenges can arise during adolescence, the presence
of protective factors can significantly mitigate risks. Parents can create a
supportive atmosphere that promotes resilience and well-being by ensuring
strong connections, teaching problem-solving skills, and providing access
to mental health resources.

Supporting Your Teen: A Guide for Parents
When you notice warning signs that your child may be struggling, it's crucial
to approach the situation thoughtfully and with care. Here are some
strategies to consider:

1. Adopt a Calm, Non-Accusatory Approach: It’s essential to
maintain a calm demeanor and avoid accusations. This will create a
safe environment for your child to express themselves without feeling
defensive.

2. Express Your Love Frequently: Make sure your child knows how
much you love and care for them. Frequent affirmations of your love
can help them feel secure and supported during challenging times.

3. Empathy and Validation: Show empathy and validate their
feelings. Acknowledge that it’s okay to feel overwhelmed or sad.
Phrases like, “It’s understandable to feel this way,” can help your child
feel seen.



4. Reframe Seeking Help as a Strength: Encourage the idea that
seeking help is a sign of strength, not weakness. Remind them that
many people benefit from talking to professionals during tough times.

5. Find Positive Ways to Connect: Look for activities you can do
together that promote bonding, such as cooking, exercising, or
engaging in a shared hobby. Positive interactions can strengthen your
relationship.

6. Minimize Conflict: Try to reduce conflict and arguments,
especially during conversations about their feelings or behaviors. A
peaceful environment can facilitate better communication.

7. Know Your Child's Friends: Being aware of your child's friends
and their social circles is important. While respecting their privacy,
knowing who they spend time with can help you understand their
social dynamics.

8. Stay in Touch: Maintain regular communication with your child.
Check in often to see how they're doing and encourage open
dialogues about their feelings and experiences.

9. Encourage Open Conversations:While discussing difficult topics
can be scary, it’s crucial to create an open space for dialogue. Use
open-ended questions to prompt discussions and let them lead the
conversation if they choose.

10. Seek Professional Help: If your child expresses feelings of
hopelessness or isolation, or if they exhibit signs of distress, it may be
time to consider professional support. Don’t hesitate to reach out to a
therapist or counselor.

Responding to Warning Signs
If you observe warning signs and believe your child is in trouble,
follow these steps:



- Keep Emotions in Check: It's essential to manage your own
emotions. Approaching your teen with accusations or visible
anxiety may inhibit their willingness to talk.

- Engage with Empathy: Use statements like, “I’ve noticed
you’ve been spending a lot of time alone in your room and
haven’t wanted to hang out with anyone. It seems like you
might be going through a hard time. I want to hear about what’s
happening for you. If you’d rather talk to someone else, that’s
okay too. We can figure this out together. You’re not alone; I’m
here, and I love you very much”.

- Listen Actively: If your child opens up, listen attentively.
Focus on being present rather than trying to solve the problem
immediately.

- Address Suicidal Thoughts: If they express feelings of
hopelessness, gently ask if they’ve ever thought about suicide.
Many parents fear that discussing suicide may plant the idea in
their child’s mind, but it's more beneficial to address it openly.

- Seek Help if Necessary: If your child indicates that they have
thought about suicide and have not received professional help,
it’s critical to seek assistance promptly.

Conclusion
By approaching your teen with empathy, support, and open communication,
you can create a safe space for them to express their feelings and seek
help. Understanding the importance of connection and actively engaging in
their lives can significantly impact their emotional well-being. If you have
ongoing concerns, consider reaching out to mental health professionals or
community resources for guidance.
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