
Parent's Guide to Teen Depression 

Learn the Signs of Depression in Teens and How You Can Help  

Teenage depression isn’t just bad moods and the occasional melancholy—it’s a serious problem 
that impacts every aspect of a teen’s life. Teen depression can lead to drug and alcohol abuse, 
self-loathing and self-mutilation, pregnancy, violence, and even suicide. But as a concerned 
parent, teacher, or friend, there are many ways you can help. Talking about the problem and 
offering support can go a long way toward getting your teenager back on track.  

There are as many misconceptions about teen depression as there are about teenagers in 
general. Yes, the teen years are tough, but most teens balance the requisite angst with good 
friendships, success in school or outside activities, and the development of a strong sense of 
self. 

Occasional bad moods or acting out is to be expected, but depression is something different. 
Depression can destroy the very essence of a teenager’s personality, causing an overwhelming 
sense of sadness, despair, or anger. 

Signs and symptoms of teen depression  

Teenagers face a host of pressures, from the changes of puberty to questions about who they 
are and where they fit in. The natural transition from child to adult can also bring parental 
conflict as teens start to assert their independence. With all this drama, it isn’t always easy to 
differentiate between depression and normal teenage moodiness. Making things even more 
complicated, teens with depression do not necessarily appear sad, nor do they always withdraw 
from others. For some depressed teens, symptoms of irritability, aggression, and rage are more 
prominent.  Watch for the following teen depression signs: 

     Sadness or hopelessness 

 Irritability, anger, or hostility 

 Tearfulness or frequent crying 

 Withdrawal from friends and family 

 Loss of interest in activities 

 Changes in eating and sleeping habits  

 Restlessness and agitation 

 Feelings of worthlessness and guilt 

 Lack of enthusiasm and motivation 

 Fatigue or lack of energy 

 Difficulty concentrating 

 Thoughts of death or suicide 

 

Effects of teen depression 

The negative effects of teenage depression go far beyond a melancholy mood. Many rebellious 
and unhealthy behaviors or attitudes in teenagers are actually indications of depression. The 



following are some the ways in which teens “act out” or “act in” in an attempt to cope with 
their emotional pain: 

 Problems at school. Depression can cause low energy and concentration difficulties. At 
school, this may lead to poor attendance, a drop in grades, or frustration with 
schoolwork in a formerly good student. 

 Running away. Many depressed teens run away from home or talk about running away. 
Such attempts are usually a cry for help. 

 Drug and alcohol abuse. Teens may use alcohol or drugs in an attempt to “self-
medicate” their depression. Unfortunately, substance abuse only makes things worse. 

 Low self-esteem. Depression can trigger and intensify feelings of ugliness, shame, 
failure, and unworthiness. 

 Internet addiction. Teens may go online to escape their problems, but excessive 
computer use only increases their isolation, making them more depressed. 

 Reckless behavior. Depressed teens may engage in dangerous or high-risk behaviors, 
such as reckless driving, out-of-control drinking, and unsafe sex. 

 Violence. Some depressed teens—usually boys who are the victims of bullying—become 
violent. As in the case of the Columbine and Newtown school massacres, self-hatred and 
a wish to die can erupt into violence and homicidal rage. 

Teen depression is also associated with a number of other mental health problems, including 
eating disorders and self-injury. 

 

Getting treatment for teen depression 

Depression is very damaging when left untreated, so don’t wait and hope that the symptoms 
will go away. If you see depression’s warning signs, seek professional help. 

Make an immediate appointment for your teen to see the family physician for a depression 
screening. Be prepared to give your doctor specific information about your teen’s depression 
symptoms, including how long they’ve been present, how much they’re affecting your child’s 
daily life, and any patterns you’ve noticed. The doctor should also be told about any close 
relatives who have ever been diagnosed with depression or other mental health disorders. As 
part of the depression screening, the doctor will give your teenager a complete physical exam 
and take blood samples to check for medical causes of your child’s symptoms. 

Seek out a qualified mental health professional 

If there are no health problems that are causing your teenager’s depression, ask your doctor to 
refer you to a psychologist or psychiatrist who specializes in children and adolescents. 
Depression in teens can be tricky, particularly when it comes to treatment options such as 

http://www.helpguide.org/home-pages/addiction.htm
http://www.helpguide.org/articles/addiction/internet-and-computer-addiction.htm


medication. A mental health professional with advanced training and a strong background 
treating adolescents is the best bet for your teenager’s best care. 

When choosing a specialist, always get your child’s input. Teenagers are dependent on parents 
for making many of their health decisions, so listen to what they’re telling you. No one therapist 
is a miracle worker, and no one treatment works for everyone. If your child feels uncomfortable 
or is just not ’connecting’ with the psychologist or psychiatrist, ask for a referral to another 
provider that may be better suited to your teenager. 
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