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Children and Young People’s Mental Health and Wellbeing.
Ceri Donald.

The aim of this piece of writing is to explore those issues that can have an impact on the mental health of children and young people. Discover what it is, how it is measured and what support there is to improve it Also to connect policies and theories to support mental health and overall wellbeing of children and young people. This essay will aim to demonstrate a critical understanding of the effects mental health and wellbeing have in children and adolescents today. The identification of crucial interventions and strategies to support a positive outcome and the minimisation of future risks to long term health harm.
What is mental health?
Mental health is a state of mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realize their abilities, learn well, and work well, and contribute to their community. World Health Organisation (2024).
What is wellbeing?
[bookmark: _Int_1R8F6lG5][bookmark: _Int_LtULtCzP]‘It’s a complex combination of a person's physical, mental, emotional, and social health factors. Wellbeing is strongly linked to happiness and life satisfaction. In short, wellbeing could be described as how you feel about yourself and your life.’ Better health channel (2022).

Mental health conditions in Children and young people are extensive and they often develop early in life. A child’s mental health is as important to their wellbeing and safety as their physical health. Children and young people who suffer from poor Mental health can have many areas of their life affected, educational attainment, relationships with peers, family, and adults to name a few. Children and young people can experience mental health and wellbeing issues through a susceptibility of living with and exposure to these incidents in their everyday life, for example; parental problems, parents with relationship problems, violence in the home leading to frequent police involvement, divorce, or separation, bereavement, having a long-term illness, bullying, substance abuse, physical, mental or sexual abuse, poverty and homelessness also children who are young carers, caring for a family member with a long term illness and struggling to fit in and attain at school (Mental Health foundation, 2022). 
Mental health can be influenced by many protective and risk factors in children. Exposure to risks that happen in early childhood can have a detrimental effect on mental health in later life or can make children susceptible to mental health conditions in adulthood. Although, experiencing protective factors such as, responsive, supportive, and sensitive parenting, living in a safe environment at home and the community can help avoid poor mental health and encourage a more positive mindset.

[bookmark: _Int_u8S2EVVK]This links in with Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs which explores the theory that for a positive outcome a child's need must be met in order to dictate their future. If a child’s important basic needs are not being met, then they may never achieve their goals and progress. Poor mental health and wellbeing can be credited as a basic need not being met therefore following a person through life without the skills to improve and reach self-actualisation.
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This theory can be demonstrated by looking into Adverse childhood experiences (ACE’s) which are now an international concern. There is growing evidence that experiences during childhood can seriously affect health throughout adult life. Children who experience inferior quality and stressful childhoods are more likely to assume behaviour harmful to life. These health-harming behaviours can lead to mental health illnesses and diseases like diabetes, cancer, and heart disease later in life.
Adverse childhood experiences are not just a health concern. Children who have experienced ACEs are more likely to under-perform in school, become involved in anti-social behaviour which in turn could lead to crime making them a less productive member of society. 
[bookmark: _Int_KXoMr0lN]Accumulating research findings identify that chronic stress on children throughout childhood can cause these long-term harms. These stresses are not just the abuse or neglect of a child in the home but also what the child may witness in the home, such as being continuously exposed to drug or alcohol abuse or domestic abuse. According to the findings of the Public Health Wales’ Welsh childhood adverse experiences study (2016) they found forty seven percent of adults in Wales have suffered at least one ACE during childhood and fourteen percent having experienced four or more this was the first research of its kind in Wales. 
John Bowlby’s (Bowlby, 1907-1990) attachment theory indicates that children's early years experiences with their primary caregivers notably influences their abilities to form relationships that are healthy later in life, this directly associates with ACEs as the experience of abuse or neglect in childhood cand lead to insecure or negative attachment styles therefore impacting on their adult emotional health and wellbeing and adult relationships. Children who grow up in dysfunctional families will be more likely drawn to peers with similar life experiences therefore furthering the chance of repeated volatile situations.
A big issue for children and young people is Bullying. This is not a new epidemic it has been infiltrating the minds of young people for centuries. The intimidation, abuse, harassment, and coercion of others is seen as an abuse of power over those that are least likely to defend themselves. Bullying is an issue in schools across the UK and has been for a long time. In 1970 Swedish Norwegian psychologist Dan Olweus started a large-scale research project on bullying among children and youth, this is now considered the first scientific study of bullying problems in the world. According to the Diana Award research sixty-five percent of children fear going back to school, thirty three percent of children said the thought of going back to school made them want to cry, and more than three quarters, seventy seven percent have been bullied at school in the past. Sadly, forty four percent of those children claimed that schools are ineffective at preventing bullying at their schools. Research by the university of York and the charity Kidscape, eighty three percent of the children interviewed had taken time out of school because of their bullying experiences with thirty three percent of them having reported having attempted suicide, thought about suicide, or having self-harmed. Interestingly a report from Paris based organisation for Economic Co0operation and Development (OECD) (2019), out of 250,000 teachers across forty-eight industrialised territories the regularity of bullying incidents had reduced since 2013. However, in England, TES (formally The Times Educational supplement) reports that the frequency has doubled (Staff 2019).

The creation of the digital era saw some amazing advances in all aspects of life right down to robot only run restaurants and being able to instantly connect with people all over the world for free but unfortunately with every positive advance there comes the negative aspects to the rise in technological advances and bullying was no exception. The birth of social media saw a huge rise in cyberbullying. According to UNICEF ‘when bullying takes place online it can attract a lot of negative attention from a range of people, including strangers.’ (UNICEF, 2024) This is damaging to children because they can feel attacked everywhere even in their own homes as there are more than one way to bully online, for example; chat via video games, social media sites that can take and receive pictures, emails, and mobile phones. According to Youngminds.org, there is currently no legal definition of bullying in person or online. There is also no legal framework for tackling online bullying unless it reaches the criminal boundaries of online harassment. (YOUNGMINDS, n.d.). It is easy to see how children and young people's mental health can be affected by the continuous bombardment and widespread negativity from vast numbers of faceless people following their every move. A study published by JAMA (The journal for the American Medical Association) states that young people who are exposed to cyberbullying are fifty percent more likely to have suicidal thoughts than others the same age. Another report stated that they are more than twice likely to harm themselves or display suicidal behaviours (McLean Hospital, 2024). Startling statistics show that only eleven percent of teenagers have shared cyberbullying incidents with parents/caregivers and twenty nine percent of teenagers do nothing when they have experienced Cyberbullying (Explore Learning, 2023). This can cause self-esteem issues like self-underestimation, where negative influences would cement the feeling that a child is worse than they believe themselves to be leaving them with low self-worth, lack of self-confidence and an overall feeling of isolation and never being good enough (Psych central, 2018). This relates to Erik Erikson (1963) who’s psychosocial theory suggests that life experiences at various stages of childhood shape individuals' social experiences through their whole lifespan. He believed that negative experiences during childhood could lead to low elf-esteem, isolation, poor self-image, and mental health issues. For children to flourish and succeed they need caregivers to provide love and encouragement, so the child feels safe (Cherry, 2024). The settings challenging Bullying rights, Respect, and Equality Policy reflects Eriksons belief expressing the whole school ethos is ‘to ensure that children feel safe, secure, confident and happy’ (Challenging Bullying rights, Respect, Equality a guide for young people, n.d.).
Social media is a perfect example of an environmental factor that can have a detrimental effect on a child's mental health. In contrast a report from the RSPH (ROYAL SOCIETY for PUBLIC HEALTH), which elevates the positives of social media and how they can help improve mental health and wellbeing in young people. The report covered positive examples such as; Access to other people's health experiences and expert health advice this included reaching out to others with mental health issues, connecting with professionals offering help. It offers emotional support and community building, seven in ten teens report receiving support from social media through tough times. Self-expression and self-identity are important to teens and to be able to express yourself in a likeminded community can help improve self-esteem inevitably reaching another step towards self-actualisation (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). However, views like this have been argued by many who see social media as a stimulus that causes a reaction of self-doubt, inducing high anxiety due to negative body image and low self-worth. The Government was urged to implement tough laws to avoid such things from happening, the Online Safety act was passed through Government in 2023, a new law that protects Adults and children online. In brief The Act is rhere to put new duties on search services and media companies for them to take more responsibility for their user's safety whilst engaging on their platforms. The toughest protection in the act is for children’s protection, with the aim being to prevent children accessing age inappropriate and harmful content, also the need to provide clear instructions to parents and children as to reporting issues if they come across them (Department of Science, Innovation, and Technology, 2024).

Children and young people attending school with long term or chronic medical conditions are at a heightened risk of anxiety and or depression because they fear being bullied due to their condition and leave them self-conscious. Long-term absences from school will affect a child or young person’s ability to achieve educational attainment levels leaving them anxious, in turn they could struggle re-integrating with their peers and could face rejection and solitude (Department for education, 2015). Similarly, Children and young people living with an additional learning need (ALN) encompassing those with autistic spectrum disorder (ASD), those with a disability, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), behavioural, emotional, and social difficulties (BESD), Global developmental delay (GDD), oppositional defiant disorder (ODD), young carers, short term medical conditions, looked after children (LAC), relocation to a new country to escape harm, difficult family life and many more sadly suffer with mental health difficulties, are potentially low in confidence, and have low self-esteem. The Welsh government and Plaid Cymru have made provisions for new ‘Mental health sanctuaries’ with the first one opening in Carmarthen, The Bro Myrddin Wellbeing Hwb was opened on July 14th, 2023. The sanctuary offers 24/7 support for those in need of mental health support. This is open to everyone including neurodivergent (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024). In Wales, the ALN Act and the ALN transformation programme is a ‘system to support children and young people aged 0-25 in Wales with ALN’ (Welsh Government, 2020). The aim of this inclusive system is to ensure the educational and wellbeing support of students with ALN having a positive impact on their overall health and wellbeing.
Wider contributing factors to mental heealth and wellbeing in children and young people are social factors such as poverty. While living in poverty affects the whole family, a child living in poverty could have a profound lasting effect on their mental health. Poverty can cause immense tension in the household affecting the general mood and feelings between family members. If a parent is stressed over providing food for their children, this can filter down to the child either by the parent taking out their frustration on the children or by the child noticing nuances from the parent leaving them sad and worried for their parent. There are 4,300,000 children living in poverty in the U.K. and is still on the rise (Action for Children, 2021). With the millions of children living in poverty, some excel and achieve amazing things, for others however they struggle. Sleeping in a cold bedroom, trying to study in a house with no heating, not being able to join in with activities with peers due to lack of income, Holidays with family or as part of a school trip may never materialise, parents may lose their temper more as they are stressed and anxious about providing for the family causing tension and unease. This makes life more difficult for children of low-income families to flourish as simple things that could help like taking the bus to school might not be possible as there is no money, leaving them walk in the cold, wet adverse weather leaving them miserable for the day. Going to school with ‘cheap’ trainers or a blazer that is too big or small is a bullying risk as some children like to point out the things that are different, leaving the child with low self-worth. Growing up in this type of environment is difficult and the start you get in life can affect the choices you have later, increasing the chances of anxiety and depression in later life (The Children’s Society, 2020).
Children living with inequality may opt to turn to crime to support their family or to enable them to escape the stigma of poverty, some join Gangs and drug dealers as a way of improving their prospects and helping their family's beat poverty from as young as 11 years of age (Mararike, 2020). According to the HM Inspectorate for Probation, Justice-involved Children have higher rates of mental health problems than children in general population. The statistics for ACEs in the children in the justice system are staggering forty-eight percent had witnessed family violence, fifty-five percent had been abused or neglected, seventy-nine percent had social services involvement, ninety-five percent had substance misuse issues. The relationship between offending and mental health issues is said to be complex and could go either way, an example given is; ‘a child could be acting out as a result of underlying depression or depression could result in involvement in criminal behaviour’ (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2023).
Caregivers with their own mental health issues are less likely to have the skills and mindset necessary to nurture their own children. Research has shown that children living with caregivers with their own mental illness are two thirds more likely to experience similar difficulties. The study from Cardiff University showed that children in Wales living with caregivers who had mental health issues were sixty three percent more likely to develop any mental health issue, including anxiety, depression, personality disorders, anti-social behaviour to name a few. Alongside mental health, the study found that children who suffered mistreatment, neglect, or assault were ninety percent more likely to suffer mental health issues in childhood, with sixty-five percent of those anticipated to have developmental disorders (Cardiff University, 2021). Brofenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) identified the importance of how the childs environment influences their development. The theory sees child development as a complex system of relationships that are affected by multiple layers of the environment. It consists of five connective structures filtering outward depending on the importance to the development with the child at the centre. The first system being the microsystem, which is the most influential level as it encompasses the child’s immediate environment family and school. If the child is not receiving care and nurture from their environment, this can develop into a sense of worthlessness and low self-esteem (Guy-Evans, 2024). The role education plays in a child or young person's life is fundamental, if they feel safe, happy and can build positive relationships with peers and teachers and are able to witness a positive home-school relationship, it is more plausible that they will reach their developmental milestones. This resonates with Bronfenbrenner's second level, the mesosystem, if children are not experiencing these relationships and they are more of a negative nature, school is the place they can go to escape trauma and poor relationships at home. The support from school can be fundamental to the creation of a more positive mental health and wellbeing for a child who finds school a safe space.
The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act2015, was created to improve the lives of people living in Wales. At the centre are seven well-being goals aimed at improving the social, environmental, economic and well-being of the country. The Act places a duty that the public bodies are expected to carry out, by duty this means they must by law. The public bodies need to work collaboratively on how it stops issues before they begin, the long-term goals and involving other in the decision making (Welsh Government, 2015). With coronavirus being one of the factors listed as having affected the mental health and wellbeing to address the repercussions of the pandemic, all agencies must work together (Welsh Government, 2021). These measures channel the upper levels of Bronfenbrenner's theory (1979) where all areas and aspects of children and young people's wellbeing is the focus. To implement this theory into classrooms, we need to promote a positive wellbeing by being aware of the child's family history, it is important to deliver a pupil centred plan to enable a positive and healthy relationship between the child and the teacher. An intervention to promote positivity and sense of wellbeing for a child would be an Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA). The ELSA programme was designed to enable schools to support the emotional needs of their pupils from within their setting, the initiative and support was developed by Educational Psychologists, who continue to monitor and support ELSAs to deliver the best support to children (www.sscecymru.co.uk n.d.).
In addition to interventions in schools, children can pursue help and advice from outside agencies; Specialist Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (sCAMHS) offers support to children and their families, there is an initial referral from a professional and an initial assessment, the service works together with other skilled practitioners operating on a four tiered system to ensure the best treatment at the best time is offered (Welsh Government, 2023). There are two charities that stand out that support children and young people, ‘Childline’ (Childline, 2019) and ‘Young Minds’ (Young Minds, 2023) these charities are there in times of distress, isolation, and times of intensity, they provide advice and support or just someone to listen.
This essay demonstrates an understanding of the issues faced with Children’s mental health and wellbeing. The plans and policies set in place to address issues raised by the growing number of children facing trauma and what that trauma means in a direct link to future emotional and physical health. The wider support strategies put in place by Government to support progress of the country in the hope of offering a brighter future to the people of Wales. The implementation of support within settings via child centred interventions supporting from within to build healthier relationships with children and their lives. There is a long way to go to rescue the mental health and wellbeing of the children and young people in Wales, discission can only help.
                              ” Mental health is not a destination; it is a journey.”
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