Depression is one of the most common
illnesses in Australia today. Studies
show one in five people will experience
depression at some time in their lives.

While everyone feels down every now
and again, people who get depressed
often feel down for more than a few
weeks. Adolescents can be vulnerable
to depression as they are going through
huge periods of physical and emotional
change and development. All teenagers
can be moody but depression is

more severe.

Depression is a serious illness and

it is important that your teenager
receives help from a doctor, qualified
psychologist or other health care
professional in the same way they
would if they had a physical illness.

If left untreated, depression can
worsen and your teenager may turn to
drugs or alcohol which will only cause
further problems.
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causes of depression

There are many causes of depression.
It may be a psychological, chemical or
social problem or a combination of any
of these things.

Psychological factors include events
such as the loss or death of someone
close, separation, relationship break-up,
stress from study and exam pressures,
low self esteem and anxiety.

Chemical factors refer to changes in
the brain that can lead to depression.

Social factors include a reduction in
activities or interests that can both
cause and arise from depression.

Mental health problems
like depression and anxiety
can affect teenagers from
all cultures and walks of
life and they also affect
their families. In Australia,
14 per cent of children

and adolescents are
affected by some type of
mental health problem.

Unfortunately, there is

still a lot of inaccurate

information and stigma
associated with mental
health issues.

warning signs

e persistent sadness,
frequent crying
anger and irritability

worsening performance
at school

feelings of hopelessness,
guilt and worthlessness

lack of energy
and motivation

lack of interest in friends,
family and activities that
they previously enjoyed

changes in sleeping and
eating patterns

harmful or suicidal
thoughts or actions.
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If your teenager suffers
from a mental health
problem, you may

blame yourself and feel
ashamed to talk about it.

You may not understand
what they are going
through or how to help.
You may even be scared
of being seen as a “bad”
parent or having your
children taken away
from you.

One of the best ways you
can help your teenager is
to become more aware
of some common mental
health problems and
when and how to get
help for them.

what can | do
to help?

The best thing you can do to help your
teenager if they are feeling depressed is
to listen to them and support them to
seek professional help.

Encourage them to:

e talk openly and honestly about
their feelings to you and / or other
people that they trust

ask for help and seek professional
support if necessary

express their feelings in other ways
— write them down in a journal,
listen to music they like or do
some artwork

join in sports, cultural and school
activities they enjoy to help build
their confidence

do some exercise — this releases
chemicals to the brain that helps us
to be happier

do things to relax like walking,
yoga, meditating or reading a novel.

OJ

Sometimes young people
may not want to seek
help. In this case it's best
to explain that you are
concerned and perhaps
also provide them with
some information to
read about mental
health issues.

There are also some
excellent websites
designed for young
people, as well as
online and telephone
counselling services.

It's important for them
to know that these issues
are a common problem
and there are people
who can help.

-

anxiety

Anxiety is a normal, natural response
that we all experience from time to
time and is commonly felt as fear or
worry. Anxiety is useful when it helps
us to perform well.

When anxiety is severe, it can affect a
young person’s health and happiness
and their ability to complete everyday
activities and achieve goals.

People with anxiety can experience
excessive fear or worry, or may suffer
from repetitive, intrusive thoughts

or actions. They find it hard to

relax, concentrate or sleep, and

may experience heart palpitations,
tension and muscle pain, sweating,
hyperventilation, faintness, headaches,
nausea, indigestion and bowel
disturbance. It is quite common for
people with an anxiety disorder to also
be depressed.

Different types of anxiety disorders
include: panic disorders (difficulty in
breathing, rapid heartbeat), obsessive-
compulsive disorders (e.g. repetitive

and washing), social phobias and

post-traumatic stress disorders
(flashbacks or nightmares following
traumatic events like assault, rape
or fires).

Treatment for anxiety often includes
education and counselling to help the
person understand their thoughts,
emotions and behaviours associated
with anxiety. Medication is sometimes
used to control high anxiety levels,
panic attacks or depression.

If you think your
teenager has an anxiety
or eating disorder,

it's important to seek
professional help.

Talk to your family
doctor to get a
referral to services
that can help.
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suicide

Suicide is one of the most difficult
aspects of mental health. Nobody
wants to think that someone close to
them would consider suicide.

The more you can learn about suicide,
the better equipped you will be to
deal with it, should you ever be in that
situation. Learning how to recognise
the early warning signs and taking
them seriously is the first important
step in suicide prevention.

why do teenagers
suicide?

All teenagers are vulnerable. As they
are growing up, they are still learning
how to deal with life’s problems

and challenges. They may not yet

have good coping skills even though
they may act as though they are
independent and strong. Sometimes it's
difficult to know why a person suicides.

For vulnerable teenagers, there are
certain events which may trigger an
attempt to harm themselves, such as:

e the loss of an important person

e the recent suicide of a friend
or relative

e Dbreaking up with a boyfriend
or girlfriend

e ongoing bullying at school
e trouble at school or with the police
o feared or confirmed pregnancy

* being a victim of physical or
sexual abuse

e family conflict or domestic violence

e being unable to cope with
emotional problems.

[ mental health ]

warning signs

In some cases, teenagers with
symptoms of mental illness will think
they are able to do dangerous things
without harming or killing themselves.
For others, suicide is an attempt to
communicate about the pain they are
feeling or to stop that pain.

While not all teenagers who show
some of these signs are suicidal,
these are some of the indicators
that may suggest a young person
needs help:

e expressing feelings of hopelessness
and worthlessness

e adrop in standard of school work

e not wanting to go to school or
participate in social activities that
they normally like

¢ not talking to or seeing their friends

¢ changing their spiritual beliefs or
no longer wanting to go to Mass,
church or the mosque

e painting, drawing or writing about
death or suicide

e giving away personal possessions

e talking about suicide or death —
e.g. saying things like “I wish | was
dead” or “nobody cares whether
| live or die”

e asudden bout of cheerfulness after
a long period of sadness or anger.
This is critical. Having made the
decision to die, some teenagers
may feel as though they can now
stop worrying about their problems.
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what can | do to help?

3 take time to listen to your
teenager’s problems without
offering advice

3 tell them that you understand that
their concerns are real (even if they
seem minor to you) — avoid telling
them to “snap out of it” or “pull
themselves together”

3 try to make them understand that
even though they have painful
feelings, it doesn’t mean that they
have to act on them

O take any talk of self harm or suicide
seriously — never make fun or
dismiss their concerns

3 help them to work out strategies to
cope with their feelings by focusing
on the positive aspects of their life

3 ask them if they are thinking of
hurting themselves

O don’t promise to keep their threat
to hurt themselves a secret (you
may need to break a confidence to
save their lives)

O stay with them if you think there is
an immediate risk of harm

3 help them to work out some small
goals that they can achieve and
look forward to

3 help them seek professional support
(few teenagers will seek help on
their own)

3 be prepared to secure sharp
objects, medications or anything
else which you think they are likely
to use to kill themselves

0 communicate with their friends, the
most likely people in whom they
will confide.

Be aware of what your
kids are doing. Some
of these warning signs
may even seem positive
to you. For example, if
your teenager is giving
away all their clothes
or tools, you may
think they are being
generous. Or you may
think it's great if they
are visiting relatives
they haven't seen in
five years.

Of course, these signs
do not necessarily
mean they are
depressed or about to
commit suicide but they
can be indicators that
when read with other
indicators, can be a
trigger that something
Is wrong.

Judy Saba

Cross Cultural Psychologist for

the Maronite Catholic Church
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eating disorders

warning signs

If your teenager is displaying some
of these symptoms they may
possibly have an eating disorder
and need help:

¢ significantly underweight for their
age and height

¢ binge eating and then feeling
guilty

¢ telling you or their friends that
they are ‘fat’ no matter how thin
they get

¢ forcing themselves to vomit
e fasting or restricting foods

e misusing laxatives, diuretics, diet
pills or purgatives

Eating disorders affect a sizeable minority of adolescents, young people and
adults. They severely disrupt personal development, family life and can cause
distress and anxiety to families and friends.

Anorexia and bulimia are the most common eating disorders, particularly
amongst teenage girls. When someone suffers from an eating disorder they are
so concerned about their appearance and weight that they put their health at
risk and neglect other aspects of their daily life and relationships.

People with anorexia worry about gaining weight no matter how thin they
become and eat as little as possible. People with bulimia binge eat and then try
to get rid of the food by vomiting or taking laxatives.

¢ avoiding eating with the family or
going straight to the bathroom
after eating

e eating large amounts but not
putting on any weight (due to
vomiting or laxatives)

¢ hiding food, eating compulsively or
eating in secret

e wearing loose clothes to hide
their body

e stopped having their periods

* no appetite (for more than two or
three weeks — not just temporarily
due to illness)

® hair loss.

in an emergency, dial 000

speak to your family doctor

your local Area Health Service, community centre or specialist child and

adolescent mental health services

psychologist or counsellor

the Reachout website www.reachout.asn.au provides a comprehensive
online database of youth support services

for more information, ring the NSW Association of Mental Health,

Mental Health Information Service on 02 9816 5688,

9.30am — 4.30pm Monday to Friday, (12.30pm — 4.30pm on Wednesdays)
or 1800 674 200 (freecall outside Sydney).

24 hour telephone counselling services
Lifeline 13 1114 - Kids Help Line 1800 55 1800

~

and for you ...

Dealing with a teenager who has
mental health problems is not easy.
You may find it difficult to cope,
especially if you have other children to
look after, work or financial worries.

Having a teenager with mental health
problems can also put strain on

your relationship with your partner,
children or other family members so it's
important that you also seek help

for yourself.

Refer to the directory of services
in the back of this magazine for
more information.

)
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