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B
eing a teenager is challenging. With so many changes happening in 
their bodies and brains—along with the pressures of school and their social lives— 
it is normal for teens to feel overwhelmed.
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On top of this stress, 1 in 5 adolescents has a mental disorder, 
such as depression or anxiety, according to the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services (HHS). Effective treatments 
are available for these conditions—including a combination of 
psychotherapy and medication—but less than half of affected 
teens were treated in the past year.

Although teens may feel like they are dealing with mental 
illness alone, a strong support network of friends and families 
can encourage them to seek out the treatment they need. 
Improving their mental health earlier can also help them as they 
enter adulthood.

“It’s the untreated mental disorders that are at higher risk,” 
says Dr. Eve Weber, a clinical psychologist with a practice 
in Williamsburg, Virginia. “So the sooner interventions or 
treatments are in place, then I think that the adolescent or child 
may develop better coping skills.”

Teens face a wide range of mental health problems, including 
mood and anxiety disorders, behavioral problems, eating 
disorders, substance abuse and attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD). 

Many of these conditions are more common than parents 
may realize and a couple—such as “sexting” and self-injury—may 
not receive as much attention as they should.

SEXTING COMMON AMONG TEENS

“Sexting”—the sending of sexually-explicit text messages—has 
yet to be categorized as a mental illness, but it can have long-term 
consequences for a teens mental health and even their adult life.

“Too frequently they think that if they’re a teen and are 
sending it to a teen, there’s nothing wrong with that,” says 
Weber, “but it’s considered trafficking child porn. And there are 
criminal charges for that.”

While some states have laws aimed specifically at sexting, 
Virginia treats it as child pornography, a felony that can lead to 
years of prison time. A teen may even be added to the registry  
of sex offenders.

A 2014 survey by researchers at Drexel University found that 
more than 50 percent of the people surveyed had “sexted” while 
they were minors. More than a quarter had included naked or 
other sexual images of themselves in the text message.

Why are so many teens sexting? Because this behavior is so 
common, some may think it is no big deal, especially when they 
don’t realize the potential legal consequences. Others may just 
be going along with the crowd.

“Part of it could be personality, maybe some maladaptive 
characteristics that the child may have,” says Weber, “but it 
could be anxiety, some social anxiety—trying to fit in in a  
way that they’re also susceptible to some peer pressure,  
maybe bullying.”

Unfortunately, like most things digital, it is very easy for a text 
message intended for one person to be forwarded—accidentally 
or intentionally—to many other students in a teen’s school. This 
sudden exposure is embarrassing and may lead to harassment, 
further bullying as well as long-term emotional problems.

SELF-INJURY OFTEN MISUNDERSTOOD 

Self-injury is another mental health problem that is more 
common among teens than many parents realize. One 2012 
study in the journal “Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and 
Mental Health” found that around 17 percent of adolescents 
had harmed themselves at some point in their lives, without 
intending to commit suicide.
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While females are more likely to cut 
themselves with a sharp object, males 
may engage in other behaviors to cause 
themselves pain.

“When males self-injure,” says 
Weber, “it presents differently—a lot 
of times they’ll initiate a fight where 
somebody would hit them, or they’ll 
dare somebody to hit them.”

For parents, it can be difficult to 
understand why a teen would hurt 
themselves. For some teens, self-injury 
provides a way to cope with things 
that are going on in their life. They 
sometimes describe the physical pain 
as providing an outlet for emotional 
pain—in a way that they can control.

“You get that release after that pain 
goes away. So teens will self-injure, 

even though they’re experiencing pain 
and an unpleasant effect or reaction to 
the pain,” says Weber. 

Not every teen that hurts themselves 
intends to commit suicide. Research, 
though, shows those teens who self-
injure are more likely to attempt suicide 
later, especially when they frequently 
hurt themselves. 

HELP FOR STRUGGLING TEENS

One of the best ways for parents to 
help their teens is to keep the lines of 
communication open. Let your teen 
know that they can talk to you about 
anything. But if you notice any red 
flags, (see left sidebar) it’s time to seek 
professional help.

“Generally the first line of defense is the pediatrician,” 
says Weber, “because they can begin the evaluation 
by ruling out any medical, developmental, physical 
or medication side effects that may be causing the 
symptoms.” 

The doctor may refer a teen to an adolescent 
psychiatrist or psychologist. Treatment will depend 
upon the underlying mental health issue, but in many 
cases a multi-pronged approach is more effective.

“Medication may be fine. And psychotherapy may 
be fine,” says Weber. “But sometimes they need a 
combination of both. A pill just isn’t going to get to the 
root of the problem.”

Certain types of therapy, such as cognitive behavioral 
therapy, can help teens break free of their negative 
patterns of thinking and behavior. These techniques 
provide them with more healthy ways to cope with 
stress in their life, both now and later on during 
adulthood.

“If you teach them cognitive behavioral training 
earlier,” says Weber, “then they’re like: ‘Okay, what’s 
another way I can look at this?’ So they don’t get stuck  
in that maladaptive thinking.”

To make this type of therapy more effective, parents 
can model these coping skills in their own lives.

“It’s good for [parents] to practice using it with some 
effective communication,” says Weber, “making sure 
they have empathy as they’re teaching it.”

MENTAL HEALTH RED FLAGS 
Mood changes are common among 

teenagers, so not every down day is a sign 
of a bigger problem. Parents should be on the 
lookout for more severe changes.

“Usually it becomes a disorder when 
someone has occupationally, educationally or 
socially impaired functioning—[meaning] if it 
starts interrupting their life on a regular basis,” 
says Weber.

Parents should keep an eye out for these 
common mental health red flags:

HOW PARENTS CAN HELP TEENS
Adolescence can be just as challenging for parents as for teens. But 

parents can help their children navigate the pressures and problems they 
will run into along the way. Here’s how:

+ Keep lines of communication open and honest. EvEn bEforE your 
childrEn bEcomE tEEns, lEt thEm know that thEy can talk to you 
about any topic. listEn opEnly and sharE your own ExpEriEncEs 
from your tEEnagE yEars.

+ stay informed. lEarning morE about thE mEntal hEalth disordErs 
that affEct tEEns can hElp you know what to ExpEct during thE 
adolEscEnt yEars.

+ remember that treatments are available. many EffEctivE 
intErvEntions arE availablE to trEat mEntal hEalth problEms, 
including mEdications, psychothErapy and crEativE thErapiEs.

+ seeK help early. if you noticE any mEntal hEalth rEd flags (sEE 
lEft sidEbar on pagE 22), makE an appointmEnt for your child with 
thEir pEdiatrician or doctor.

LEARN MORE

+ virginia intErnEt laws: bit.ly/VANetlAws

+ sExting & consEquEncEs: bit.ly/DrexelstuDy

+ who sElf-injurEs?: bit.ly/whoselfiNjures
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+ bad moods that last for morE than  
a fEw days

+ unExpEctEd pErsonality shifts such as 
angEr or irritability

+ ExcEssivE slEEping, including having 
difficulty gEtting out of bEd

+ withdrawal from friEnds

+ loss of intErEst in favoritE activitiEs

+ sharp and unExpEctEd drop in acadEmic 
pErformancE

+ dEcrEasE in sElf-EstEEm

+ dramatic changEs in appEtitE or suddEn 
changEs in wEight
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