Mental Health and Well-Being in Children and Young People:
A Critical Exploration

“It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men” — Frederick
Douglass.

This quotation emphasises the significance of investing early in children’s
mental health and overall well-being, which can vyield long-lasting advantages
in adulthood. Mental health and wellness are essential to a child's growth,
affecting their emotional, social, and cognitive development. The World Health
Organization (WHO, 2018) describes mental health as "a state of well-being in
which every individual realises their potential and can handle the normal
stresses of life, work productively and fruitfully, and contribute to their
community." Mental health is a person's emotional, psychological, and social
wellness. It shapes how individuals think, feel, and act and how they manage
stress, interact with others, and make decisions. Mental health includes various
elements such as emotional regulation, self-esteem, resilience, and the ability
to develop healthy relationships. It is crucial to recognise that mental health
exists on a spectrum, and individuals may experience variations in their mental
health over time due to different life situations and challenges. Well-being is a
comprehensive concept that incorporates multiple facets of an individual's life,
including physical, mental, emotional, social, and spiritual health. It relates to a
person's overall quality of life and contentment, reflecting their feelings about
their lives and their capacity to cope with difficulties. Important components of
well-being are:

Emotional Well-Being involves experiencing positive feelings, such as joy and
satisfaction, alongside the effective management of negative emotions.

Physical Well-Being: This aspect relates to sustaining good physical health,
encompassing regular physical activity, a healthy diet, and ample rest.

Social Well-Being: Robust social ties and relationships enhance well-being,
offering support, companionship, and belonging.

Mental Well-Being includes cognitive abilities and the skills necessary for
thinking, decision-making, and problem-solving.

Spiritual Well-Being: For some individuals, it refers to having a sense of
purpose, meaning, and connection to a broader community or belief system.



Mental health is a particular facet of well-being focused on emotional and
psychological functioning. In contrast, well-being covers various factors
influencing an individual’s overall life quality. Healthy mental health is crucial
for well-being, which includes physical health, social connections, and a sense
of purpose. Overall, well-being is about achieving a balanced and fulfilling life
in which individuals feel empowered to pursue their goals and live in a way that
aligns with their values and aspirations.

Unfortunately, various issues can profoundly impact the mental health of
children and young people, including societal factors, family dynamics,
educational environments, and personal experiences. In this essay, | will
critically explore the multifaceted issues impacting children's and young's
mental health and well-being, reflecting on the interplay of said factors and
their implications for well-being. | will utilise theories such as Maslow's
Hierarchy of Needs and Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory to frame
my analysis and discuss appropriate strategies and interventions that can be
implemented in schools to enhance mental health outcomes.

Mental health encompasses emotional, psychological, and social well-being. It
affects how children think, feel, and act and is vital in their ability to handle
stress, relate to others, and make decisions. On the other hand, well-being is a
broader concept that includes mental health but also encompasses physical
health, social relationships, and overall life satisfaction (Dodge et al., 2012).
Several mental health issues significantly impact children and young people,
including anxiety, depression, and behavioural disorders.

Anxiety Disorders: These are among the most common mental health issues in
children, often manifesting as excessive worry, fear, or nervousness. Children
with anxiety disorders may struggle with social interactions, leading to isolation
and academic difficulties. Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD) is characterised
by excessive worrying about various aspects of life, such as school
performance, health or family issues. Social anxiety disorder involves intense
fear or avoidance of social situations due to the fear of being judged or
embarrassed. As a practitioner, | have come across separation anxiety disorder,
particularly in younger children; this involves excessive fear or distress when
separated from their primary caregiver. Specific phobias can manifest as an
intense fear of specific objects or situations, such as heights, animals or a fear
of the dark. Panic disorders involve recurrent panic attacks and a fear of future
attacks, which can lead to avoidance behaviours. The causes of anxiety



disorders in children and young people can be multifaceted; these include
genetic factors and a family history that can increase the risk of developing
anxiety disorders. Traumatic events, family dynamics, or stressful life changes
in a child’s life can contribute. Biological factors and neurotransmitter
imbalances could also play a role. After working in childcare for over 25 years, |
have seen a considerable increase in anxiety disorders among school-age
children. Recognising anxiety disorders early and providing appropriate
interventions can significantly improve a child’s quality of life.

Depression: Childhood depression can present as persistent sadness, irritability,
and loss of interest in activities. It can severely affect a child's ability to function
at home and school, leading to poor academic performance and strained
relationships. Depression in children is a serious mental health condition.
Unlike typical mood fluctuations, childhood depression is more persistent and
can interfere with daily functioning. Early recognition and intervention are key
in managing depression in children. Seeking help from a mental health
professional can often lead to effective treatment and support; this helps
children to navigate their feelings and improve their quality of life.

Behavioural Disorders: Behavioural difficulties in children can significantly
affect their mental health, leading to various emotional and psychological
challenges. These difficulties often manifest as disruptive or challenging
behaviours that interfere with daily life, relationships and academic
performance. Conditions such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) can lead to difficulties in maintaining attention, impulsivity, and
hyperactivity, affecting a child's relationships with peers and authority figures.
A pattern of anger, irritability, argumentative behaviour and defiance towards
authority figures characterises Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD). Children
with ODD may struggle with authority and exhibit persistent opposition,
leading to conflicts at home and school. These mental health issues can disrupt
a child's well-being, affecting their home life by straining familial relationships
and their school life by hindering academic performance and social
interactions. Early interventions and recognising behavioural difficulties can
prevent the development of more severe mental health issues.

Learning difficulties: Several types of learning difficulties can impact children's
and young people’s mental health. These include dyslexia, a reading disorder
characterised by accurate and/or fluent word recognition and poor spelling and
decoding abilities. The mental health effects of this disorder could include



children experiencing frustration, anxiety, and low self-esteem due to
difficulties in reading. This could lead to avoidance of reading-related activities
and a negative self-image. Another disorder could be autism spectrum disorder
(ASD). This developmental disorder affects communication and behaviour,
often leading to difficulties in social situations/interactions. Children and young
people with ASD may struggle with social relationships, leading to feelings of
isolation, anxiety about social situations, and often depression. Understanding
these learning difficulties and their potential impacts on mental health is
crucial for parents, educators, and caregivers. Early intervention and support
can help mitigate these effects and promote a healthier mental and emotional
environment for affected children.

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) include experiences such as abuse,
neglect, and household dysfunction, which have a profound impact on a child's
mental health and well-being. The Adverse Childhood Experiences Study (Felitti
et al., 1998) demonstrated a strong correlation between ACEs and a range of
adverse outcomes, including mental health issues, substance abuse, and
chronic diseases. The impact of ACEs can be understood through
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory, which posits that a child's
development is influenced by their environment, including family, school, and
community. ACEs disrupt the protective factors within these systems, leading
to increased vulnerability to mental health issues. Research indicates that
children exposed to ACEs are at a higher risk for developing mental health
issues, which can lead to various detrimental behaviours and academic
struggles. Schools must, therefore, proactively address these traumas,
incorporating social-emotional learning (SEL) programs to create supportive
environments. The impact of ACEs on well-being is profound and diversified,
influencing physical, emotional, and social health throughout an individual's
life. ACEs can lead to a range of psychological issues, including anxiety,
depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The trauma experienced
can alter a child’s emotional development, leading to difficulties in regulating
emotions and forming healthy relationships. Children with high ACE scores may
engage in risky behaviours as coping mechanisms. This includes substance
abuse, self-harm, or aggression. These behaviours often stem from a lack of
healthy coping strategies and can perpetuate a cycle of trauma. ACEs can
adversely affect cognitive functions, including attention, memory, and learning
abilities. Chronic stress from trauma can hinder brain development, affecting
academic performance and long-term educational outcomes. Research by the



CDC-Kaiser Permanente Adverse Childhood Experiences Study has shown that
ACEs are linked to an increased risk of chronic physical health problems later in
life, including heart disease, diabetes, and autoimmune disorders. The stress
response system may become dysregulated, leading to long-term health issues.
Children with ACEs may struggle to form and maintain healthy relationships.
Trust issues, fear of abandonment, and difficulty with communication can lead
to social isolation and challenges in interpersonal relationships. The impact of
ACEs can extend beyond the individual, affecting future generations. Parents
who have experienced ACEs may struggle with parenting, leading to a
continuation of the cycle of trauma and adversity. Recognising the impact of
ACEs underscores the importance of early intervention and support. Schools,
health care providers and community organisations are critical in identifying at-
risk children and providing necessary resources. Understanding the impact of
ACEs calls for comprehensive policies that address trauma-informed care,
mental health services, and social support systems. Preventive measures and
support for families can help mitigate the effects of ACEs on future generations.
A critical awareness of ACEs emphasises the need for holistic approaches to
support affected individuals. Addressing the roots of trauma, promoting
resilience, and providing access to resources are essential for improving overall
well-being and breaking the cycle of adversity.

Several contemporary issues pose significant risks to the mental health and
well-being of children and young people. They are diverse and often
interconnected. These include:

Social Media Influence: The rise of social media has created new challenges for
our youth, including cyberbullying and unrealistic comparisons to others. These
factors contribute to increased anxiety and depression among adolescents.
Social media often presents idealised images and lifestyles., leading children to
compare themselves unfavourably to others. This can result in decreased self-
esteem and body image issues, as they may feel inadequate or pressured to
conform to unrealistic expectations. Excessive use of social media can lead to
addictive behaviours, with children spending significant amounts of time
online. This can distract from academic responsibilities, physical activity, and
real-life social interactions, negatively affecting overall well-being. Children may
also encounter harmful content, such as violence, hate, speech, or explicit
material, which can impact their mental health and worldview.



Cyberbullying: The anonymity and reach of social media can facilitate bullying
behaviour. Victims of cyberbullying may experience anxiety, depression, and
feelings of isolation, which can have long-lasting effects on their mental health.

COVID-19 Pandemic: The global pandemic has had a profound impact on
children's mental health, with increased isolation, disrupted routines, and
heightened anxiety about health and safety. Lockdowns and social distancing
measures led to significant disruptions in children’s social interactions. The lack
of peer engagement may have resulted in feelings of loneliness and isolation,
which could have contributed to anxiety and depression. The transition to
remote learning created challenges for many children, including difficulties
with technology, lack of structure, and reduced interaction with teachers and
classmates. This disruption can lead to frustration, anxiety about academic
performance, and decreased motivation. The pandemic brought about
uncertainty about health, safety and the future. Children may have
experienced fear relating to illnesses, losing loved ones, or changes in their
daily routines. It also affected some family dynamics, with some families
experiencing increased stress due to job losses, financial strain, or illness. This
may have caused stressful home environments for some children and young
people.

Economic Disparities: Children from low-income families are disproportionately
affected by mental health issues due to factors such as stress, lack of access to
resources, and unstable home environments. Children from low-income
families may lack essential resources such as sound, quality healthcare,
nutritious food, and safe housing. Economic disparities can result in unequal
access to quality education. Children in inadequately funded schools may face
larger class sizes, fewer extracurricular activities, and limited access to
technology. Financial instability can create a high-stress environment at home.
Parents facing economic hardships may experience anxiety, depression or
frustration, which can affect their ability to provide emotional support to their
children. Children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds may face
stigma and discrimination, leading to feelings of shame and low self-worth. This
can lead to social withdrawal. Economic disparities are often linked to higher
rates of exposure to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) such as domestic
violence, substance misuse, or parental mental health issues. These
experiences have lasting effects on a child’s mental health.



Schools are crucial in supporting students’ mental health through various
interventions and programs. They not only provide education but also provide
settings where mental health support can be offered. Policies such as the
‘Whole School Approach’ encourage comprehensive mental health strategies,
creating an intrinsic support network among educators, students, and families
(Department for Education, 2021). In Wales, children and young people are
prioritised through various support initiatives. The Early Help Hub aims to offer
support across various domains, including emotional well-being, family
dynamics, and social issues. Emotional literacy Support Assistants (ELSA) are
trained school staff members who provide targeted support to children in
developing their emotional literacy skills. School in-reach programs are
designed to provide additional mental health support within educational
settings. These initiatives aim to bridge the gap between educational and
mental health services, ensuring that children receive the help they need
without leaving the school environment. Furthermore, theoretical frameworks
like Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory highlight the importance of
environmental factors on children's development, emphasising the need for a
supportive educational framework. Schools play a pivotal role in fostering
mental health and well-being among children. They are educational institutions
and social environments where children spend a significant portion of their
day. Several policies and frameworks support mental health interventions in
schools. For example, the UK's Children and Families Act 2014 emphasises the
importance of mental health in educational settings. It encourages schools to
implement strategies to support students' emotional well-being. Incorporating
mental health education into the curriculum helps children understand their
emotions and develop coping strategies. Programs that teach social-emotional
learning have been shown to improve students' emotional intelligence and
resilience (Durlak et al., 2011). Counselling services provide access to school
counsellors who can offer children a safe space to discuss their feelings and
challenges. Early intervention through counselling can help mitigate the effects
of mental health issues. Engaging parents in mental health initiatives can
reinforce the support children receive at school. Workshops and informational
sessions can equip parents with tools to recognise and address mental health
concerns. Schools can foster a positive climate that promotes inclusivity and
understanding. Initiatives such as anti-bullying campaigns and peer support
programs can help create a safer student environment. Effective strategies
include implementing school counselling services and training teachers in



mental health literacy. Programs like mindfulness and resilience training have
shown promise in reducing anxiety and fostering emotional well-being (Keng,
Smoski, & Robins, 2011). Schools can create a more inclusive and supportive

atmosphere by aligning these strategies with national mental health policies.

As we explore the various dimensions of mental health and well-being, it is
crucial to recognise the interconnectedness of these issues. For instance, the
impact of ACEs can exacerbate the effects of social media on mental health,
creating a cycle of adversity that can be challenging to break. Additionally, the
role of schools as protective environments becomes even more critical
considering these challenges.

Implementing Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943) and
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) offers
valuable insights into understanding and supporting the mental health of
children and young people. Both frameworks highlight the importance of
addressing various factors contributing to mental health and well-being.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a psychological theory that categorises human
needs into five levels, often depicted as a pyramid. The levels are:

Physiological Needs: These are the basic requirements for human survival, such
as food, water, shelter, and sleep. Meeting these needs is crucial for children,
as hunger or lack of shelter can significantly affect their mood, behaviour, and
cognitive functioning. When these needs are unmet, children may struggle
with concentration and emotional regulation, which can lead to mental health
issues.

Safety Needs: Once physiological needs are met, the next level focuses on
safety and security. This includes physical safety, emotional security, and
stability within their environment. Children who experience instability, such as
those in unsafe home environments or facing bullying at school, may develop
anxiety or depression. Ensuring a safe environment at home and school is
essential for promoting mental health.

Love and Belongingness Needs: Social connections are vital for mental health.
Children need to feel loved, accepted, and part of a community. Positive
relationships with family, peers, and teachers contribute to a sense of
belonging, which can enhance self-esteem and resilience. Conversely, social
isolation or rejection can lead to feelings of loneliness and depression.



Esteem Needs: This level involves the need for self-esteem, respect, and
recognition from others. Children need to feel valued and have a sense of
accomplishment. Encouraging participation in activities where they can
succeed, along with positive reinforcement, can boost their self-esteem. Low
self-esteem can result in mental health challenges, such as anxiety and
depression.

Self-actualisation Needs: Self-actualisation is at the top of the hierarchy, where
individuals realise their full potential. For children, this involves pursuing their
interests, talents, and goals. When children are supported in their aspirations
and encouraged to explore their passions, they are more likely to develop a
strong sense of identity and purpose, contributing positively to their mental
health.

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, U. 1979)
emphasises the multiple layers of influence surrounding a child’s development
and well-being. It identifies five systems that interact and affect a child’s life:

Microsystem: This is the immediate environment in which a child lives,
including family, school, and peer relationships. Supportive relationships within
the microsystem are critical for mental health. Positive interactions with
caregivers and teachers can foster resilience, while negative experiences, such
as conflict at home or bullying at school, can lead to mental health issues.

Mesosystem: This level involves the connections between different
microsystems, such as the relationship between home and school. Effective
communication and collaboration between parents and teachers can enhance
a child’s support system, leading to better mental health outcomes. For
example, parents who engage with teachers can help address academic or
behavioural issues early.

Exosystem: This system includes broader social settings indirectly affecting a
child, such as parental workplaces or community resources. For instance, a
parent’s stressful job may impact their ability to provide emotional support at
home. Access to community resources, such as mental health services and
recreational programs, can also influence a child’s well-being.

Macrosystem: This level encompasses the cultural and societal influences that
shape a child’s environment, including socioeconomic status, cultural beliefs,
and policies. Societal attitudes toward mental health can affect how families



seek help. Communities prioritising mental health education and support can
foster healthier environments for children.

Chronosystem: This system involves the dimension of time, including life
transitions and historical events. Changes in a child’s life, such as parental
divorce or moving to a new school, can impact their mental health.
Understanding the timing and context of these changes is essential for
providing appropriate.

Combining Maslow's and Bronfenbrenner's theories provides a comprehensive
approach to promoting mental health in children and young people by:

Holistic Support: Addressing children's basic needs (Maslow) ensures a
foundation for their mental health. Schools and families should work together
to create environments that meet physiological and safety needs while
fostering relationships and self-esteem.

Community Engagement: Engaging the community (Bronfenbrenner) can
provide additional resources and support, such as mental health services and
recreational activities, contributing to children's overall well-being.

Tailored Interventions: Recognising each child's unique circumstances through
the ecological systems lens allows for tailored interventions that consider the
influence of various systems on their mental health.

Promoting Positive Relationships: Fostering strong connections within the
microsystem can lead to improved mental health outcomes. Programs
encouraging parental involvement and peer support can enhance children's
sense of belonging and self-worth.

Implementing Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs and Bronfenbrenner's Ecological
Systems Theory to understand and address the mental health of children and
young people provides a comprehensive framework. We can create supportive
environments that promote resilience, well-being, and overall mental health by
ensuring that children's basic needs are met and recognising the multiple layers
of influence in their lives.



Conclusion

In conclusion, the mental health and well-being of children and young people
are influenced by a myriad of factors, including anxiety, depression,
behavioural disorders, and ACEs. Schools play a vital role in addressing these
issues through policies, strategies, and interventions to create supportive
environments. Current challenges, such as the influence of social media and
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, necessitate a proactive approach to
mental health in educational settings. Key findings from this exploration
highlight the importance of early intervention, mental health education, and
parental involvement in fostering resilience and well-being. By leveraging
relevant theories and policies, we can create a holistic approach to mental
health that supports the developmental needs of children and young people.
Addressing the mental health and well-being of children and young people is a
multifaceted challenge that requires understanding various frameworks,
including adverse childhood effects of ACEs, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, and
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. ACEs highlight the profound
impact that traumatic experiences can have on a child’s emotional and
psychological development, underscoring the importance of early intervention
and support. Meanwhile, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs emphasises that mental
health and well-being cannot be fully addressed without first ensuring that
basic physical and emotional needs are met. Schools play a vital role in
providing a structured, nurturing environment where children feel safe,
supported, listened to and valued. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological systems Theory
also illustrates how various interconnected systems influence a child's
development, including family, school, and community. Schools, as pivotal
components of this ecosystem, are uniquely positioned to implement
comprehensive mental health programs, promote awareness, and foster
resilience among students. By creating supportive environments, facilitating
access to mental health resources, and encouraging open dialogues about
mental health, educators can significantly contribute to the well-being of
children and young people. Ultimately, a collaborative approach that integrates
these theories and emphasises the importance of a supportive school
environment is essential for nurturing the mental health of future generations,
ensuring they are equipped to thrive in an increasingly complex world.
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