
Mental health  
and kids

Signs your little one might need support 
Young kids can face a lot of stress — from everyday challenges with making friends or avoiding 
bullies, to family topics such as divorce, a move or the birth of a sibling. Like adults, kids can 
experience conditions such as depression or anxiety too. But even if they realize they don’t feel well, 
they may not know how to express it.

If you’re a parent or caregiver, make sure you’re giving mental health the same attention you give 
physical health. For kids, mental well-being includes:1

 •   Having healthy self-esteem

•   Feeling a sense of belonging

•   Having relationships with people who  
care about them

•   Learning healthy social skills

•   Knowing how to cope with stress  
and challenges

•   Learning how to navigate different  
emotions in safe ways

•   Being able to function well at home,  
at school and in the community



Beyond tough days:  
Kids and mental health conditions
Every kid has days when they don’t feel great 
and don’t behave the way their parents or 
caregivers would like. If those tough moments 
seem to be happening more often, however, it 
could be a sign of a mental health condition. 
While a diagnosis would certainly require a trip 
to the doctor, here’s a quick summary of some 
things to look for.

Stress — When faced with a lot of stress, 
preschool-age children may become clingier. 
They may also complain of stomachaches or 
headaches, and some kids will even start having 
bathroom accidents. Elementary-age children 
may cry easily, become irritable or angry, or have 
behavior outbursts.3 

Anxiety — Many kids have fears when they’re 
little, such as worrying about dark bedrooms and 
monsters in their closet. If they don’t outgrow 
their fears, they could have an anxiety order. 
If your child is very afraid of being away from 
parents or very worried about the future, social 
situations or a specific thing, talk to their doctor. 
Signs of extreme worry can include tearfulness, 
tiredness, stomachaches, irritability and anger.4

Depression — All kids feel sad sometimes.  
But if they feel sad, hopeless or irritable often, 
it could be a sign of depression. Pay attention 
to whether your child is having trouble paying 
attention; experiencing changes in eating, 
sleeping or energy; or no longer enjoying fun 
things. Some kids may not show that they’re sad 
but instead act unmotivated or cause trouble. 
Others may shut down or withdraw. Extreme 
depression can lead to self-injury or thoughts  
of suicide.4 

ADHD — Most kids have trouble focusing or 
behaving occasionally. But kids with ADHD 
don’t grow out of those symptoms. Kids who 
experience ADHD may forget or lose things 
a lot, talk too much, have trouble resisting 
temptation, have trouble taking turns or getting 
along with others, and fidget or squirm a lot.5 

Among kids 
ages 10–14:2

3.6%  
experience anxiety disorder

1.1%  
experience depression

3.1%   experience attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
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If you feel that you or someone else is in immediate danger of hurting themself 
or others, call your local emergency services immediately.

Caring for young children is full of fun 
moments, and it certainly includes a 
lot of challenging ones as well. 

With the right support, you can help build 
their mental health skills — and teach them 
to ask for help when they need it.

Show you care:  
Support for mental health
Whether you think your child may be 
experiencing a mental health condition or 
you simply want to help them build mental 
wellness, start with these steps.

Talk with them. Ask your child how they’re 
feeling, and be there to listen. Make sure they 
know they aren’t in trouble, and reassure 
them that you care. While it can be tempting 
to try to fix everything, know that sometimes 
your role is just to be there in the moment. 
Be present with compassion. Listen with 
empathy. If you don’t have an answer to a 
question they ask, be honest and try to find it.6

Take care of yourself. One in 14 children 
has a parent with poor mental health, and 
that makes the child more likely to have 
mental health challenges too.7 If you have a 
mental health condition — or you’re feeling 
overwhelmed with stress — get support. If 
you’re not healthy or don’t have the support 
you need, it can be even harder to care for 
your kids.8

Reassess the pressure. Living up to our parents’ 
expectations can be tough, no matter our age. 
Ask yourself if you’re putting a lot of pressure on 
your child to perform in school or activities like 
dance or sports. If so, relax a bit. Yes, good grades 
are important. But they aren’t worth a child’s 
health. During the pandemic, when many kids 
have had to deal with school cancellations or at-
home school, it may be more important than ever.

Get professional help. If you think your child 
may be dealing with a mental health condition 
— or you need support as a parent — reach out 
for help. Your Employee Assistance Program is a 
great place to start. It is never too early to begin 
the conversation.


