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INFORMATION ABOUT CHILD AND ADOLESCENT DEPRESSION 
 
Child and Adolescent Depression (Unipolar and Bipolar) 
Types of depression include: major depression, dysthymia, adjustment disorder 
with depressed mood, seasonal affective disorder, and bipolar disorder or manic 
depression. All of these can affect kids and teenagers. 
  
Major Depressive Disorder or Major Depression (unipolar depression) is 
characterized by a combination of symptoms that interfere with a person's ability to 
work, sleep, study, eat, and enjoy once–pleasurable activities. Major depression is 
disabling and prevents a person from functioning normally. An episode of major 
depression may occur only once in a person's lifetime, but more often, it recurs 
throughout a person's life (NIMH, 2010). 
 
For an accurate diagnosis of major depression to be made, a detailed clinical 
evaluation must be done by a medical or mental health professional (such as a 
psychologist or psychiatrist).  
 
To meet criteria for a diagnosis, five or more of these symptoms must be 
present for longer than 2 weeks (APA, 2000): 

• a feeling of being down in the dumps or really sad for no reason 
• a lack of energy, feeling unable to do the simplest task 
• an inability to enjoy the things that used to bring pleasure 
• a lack of desire to be with friends or family members 
• feelings of irritability, anger, or anxiety (irritability is especially common in 

kids and teens) 
• an inability to concentrate 
• a marked weight gain or loss (or failure to gain weight as expected), and too 

little or too much interest in eating 
• a significant change in sleep habits, such as trouble falling asleep or getting 

up 
• feelings of guilt or worthlessness 
• aches and pains even though nothing is physically wrong 
• a lack of caring about what happens in the future 
• frequent thoughts about death or suicide 

 
Symptoms of Major Depressive Disorder Common to Adults, Children, and 
Adolescents  
Five or more of these symptoms must persist for 2 or more weeks before a diagnosis 
of major depression is indicated. 

• Persistent sad or irritable mood  
• Loss of interest in activities once enjoyed  
• Significant change in appetite or body weight  
• Difficulty sleeping or oversleeping  
• Psychomotor agitation or retardation  
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• Loss of energy  
• Feelings of worthlessness or inappropriate guilt  
• Difficulty concentrating  
• Recurrent thoughts of death or suicide  

 
Signs That May Be Associated with Depression in Children and Adolescents 

• Frequent vague, non-specific physical complaints such as headaches, muscle 
aches, stomachaches or tiredness  

• Frequent absences from school or poor performance in school  
• Talk of or efforts to run away from home  
• Outbursts of shouting, complaining, unexplained irritability, or crying  
• Being bored  
• Lack of interest in playing with friends  
• Alcohol or substance abuse  
• Social isolation, poor communication  
• Fear of death  
• Extreme sensitivity to rejection or failure  
• Increased irritability, anger, or hostility  
• Reckless behavior  
• Difficulty with relationships  
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