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A New Approach To A Quiet Crisis

Calls for early prevention of mental, emotional, behavioral disorders

quiet, but substantial, population of children in the United
States suffers from mental, emotional and behavioral
isorders. These disorders, which range from depression

to serious conduct problems, complicate childhood, put children
at risk of experiencing trouble in school and other problems, and
tend to have long-lasting consequences for those afflicted, their
families and society. In fact, half of all adults who struggle with
these disorders were first diagnosed before age 14.

For decades, the focus was on treating the potentially debilitat-
ing problems after they surfaced, rather than on trying to prevent
their onset during childhood. That appears to be changing.

The National Research Council and
the Institute of Medicine are among
the latest voices to call for a shift in
policy and practice toward addressing
the roots of mental, emotional and be-
havioral problems rather than waiting
until a disorder is well established and
has caused harm.

A March 2009 report published by
the influential National Academies
of Science concluded that prevent-
ing such problems and promoting the
mental health of children should be a
national priority.

But such a shift won’t likely come
easily or quickly because it requires
changes in how the disorders have tra-
ditionally been dealt with by behavio-
ral science, educators, policymakers
and others.

One important challenge is to
embrace the early childhood years —
when the quality of a child’s environ-
ment, relationships and other experi-
ences have a profound impact on

development and later outcomes — as
a window of opportunity to prevent
mental, emotional and behavioral
problems later in life.

“It is a new way of thinking for
everyone involved,” said Ray Firth,
director of the Division of Policy Ini-
tiatives at the University of Pittsburgh
Office of Child Development (OCD).
“In psychology, there had been the
nature-versus-nurture debate. Now,
it’s the interaction of the two.”

Prevalence Among Children

Mental, emotional and behavioral
disorders ranging from depression
to conduct disorders impose serious
hardship on children, their families
and society.

And the prevalence of these disor-
ders among children, adolescents and
young adults is surprisingly high.

Studies cited in the National Acade-
mies report suggest that between 14%
and 20 % of children, adolescents and

Effective early prevention
of mental, emotional and
behavioral problems first
and foremost requires a
profound shift in thinking
and practice that moves
beyond the traditional dis-
ease model of waiting until
a disorder occurs and only
then initiating treatment.

young adults experience a mental,
emotional or behavioral disorder. One
study, for example, reports that in
2006 an estimated 21% of adolescents
ages 12-17 years received treatment
or counseling for mental, emotional
and behavioral problems.

Symptoms can even be seen in chil-
dren 5 years old or younger. The rate
of expulsion from preschool programs
for behavioral problems, for instance,
is higher than expulsion rates for
behavioral problems in grades kinder-
garten through grade 12.

The costs of failing to address
mental, emotional and behavioral
problems are high, according to the
National Academies.

For the child, early onset of the dis-
orders predicts lower school achieve-
ment. Early aggressive behavior
increases the risk of conduct disorder
and later drug use. For society, it
leads to a higher burden on the child
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welfare system and greater demands
on the juvenile justice system. In
2007 alone, the costs associated with
mental, emotional and behavioral
problems in the United States were
estimated to be $247 billion.

Insight Into Prevention

The good news is that many fac-
tors have been identified within the
family, schools and community that
tend to increase or decrease the risk
that children will develop mental,
emotional and behavioral problems.
And several interventions have shown
promise in reducing the likelihood
that such problems will become well-
established disorders.

Within the family, poverty, a par-
ent’s mental illness, child abuse and
neglect, divorce and separation and
poor parenting are among the factors
that raise a child’s risk of developing
the disorders.

Academic failure, bullying and
violence are among the risk fac-
tors children may encounter in their
schools and communities.

New perspectives on the develop-
ment of the brain that researchers be-
gan reporting more than a decade ago
also have implications for preventing
the onset of mental, emotional and
behavioral problems.Not only does a
great deal of brain development oc-
cur very early in childhood, it also is
greatly influenced by experience and
environment.

The body of evidence, according
to the National Academies, shows
that mental, emotional and behavio-
ral disorders are developmental; that
the earliest years of life are the most
opportune times to affect change; and
that children develop in the context
of their families, schools and com-
munities — environments that cannot
be ignored if their risks of developing

disorders are to be reduced.

Evidence also suggests that sup-
porting the development of children
requires coordination and collabora-
tion across systems — such as health
care and education — to more effec-
tively support and finance preventive
interventions on many levels.

New Way Of Thinking

Effective prevention of mental,
emotional and behavioral problems
first and foremost requires a way of
thinking that goes beyond the tradi-
tional disease model of waiting until a
disorder occurs and only then provid-
ing treatment.

Such a profound shift challenges
everyone from researchers and educa-
tors to practitioners and policymakers
to develop and adapt to approaches
designed to prevent these disorders
early in life. It also affects everything
from government reimbursement
structures to the training of those who
work with children.

For example, said Firth, “when
you talk to speech therapists, they
know that a lot of the children they
serve for speech problems also have
emotional problems. But they haven’t
been trained to address them as part
of speech therapy. Their training is

limited, even though they know that
it is an important dimension of the
children they are serving — that the
child’s speech is not independent of
the child’s socio-emotional develop-
ment.”

Prevention-based approaches have
steadily gained support in recent years
as effective ways to improve a range
of child outcomes.

This is particularly the case in Al-
legheny County, home to one of the
nation’s most successful networks of
family support centers, which take a
prevention-based approach to improv-
ing the overall well being of children.
Another example is the Allegheny
County Maternal and Child Depres-
sion Initiative, a public-private part-
nership that is building a more cohe-
sive, seamless system for diagnosing
and treating women for depression. A
mother’s depression increases the risk
of her child developing behavioral
problems, academic difficulties and
other poor outcomes.

From a national perspective, how-
ever, the National Academies report
makes it clear that much more work
remains to be done to more broadly
and effectively address mental,
emotional and behavioral disorders
through early prevention.
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